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      An unlucky bride... 

      Riona Grey lives life on her own terms, traveling wherever the next spaceship is flying and doing what she must to get by. When her luck turns sour, she finds herself on a bridal ship heading to a marriage ceremony. A planet of primitive shifters seeking mates wasn't exactly what she had in mind as a final destination.

      Just when she thinks things couldn't possibly get worse, she wakes up months later in an isolation chamber with a sexy, hovering dragon shifter telling her they're meant to be together...forever.

      

      The impatient groom... 

      After years of failed marriage attempts at the festivals, fate finally revealed Lord Mirek's bride... a day too late. Eager to have her, the dragon-shifter nobleman defies tradition and lays claim. But it's a mistake to go against fate's plans and his new wife is the one to pay the price of his impatience.

      Now almost a year later, his bride is finally waking from a deep sleep. He feels the eagerness to claim her overtaking him once more. Fearful she'll slip through his grasp, he's hesitant to anger the gods by taking her to his bed too soon. But, how can a man resist the one thing that would make his life complete, especially when she looks at him with eyes of a seductress?

      This is a test he can't fail, and yet with one of her sweet kisses he knows he may already have lost.
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        "A wonderful series in the scifi genre!"

        Keri Kruspe, award-winning sci fi romance author

      

        

      
        5 Stars! 

        "Whenever I am looking for something to read, Michelle is one of my go-to authors every single time!" 

        Cherri-Anne Boitson, Reader

      

        

      
        5 Stars! 

        "I also highly recommend reading the whole series! You wont be disappointed.”

        Kristin Chontelle, One Woman’s Opinion

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New to Dragon Lords?

          

        

      

    

    
      Dragon Lords books 1-8 follow a concurrent time line. The fun of this is that the events you read in one book might be examined from a different point of view, sometimes with overlapping or expanded scenes, sometimes with events you might have wondered about in another book. You might even discover secrets as characters interact with each other. I recommend reading them in order to get the full effect. However if you bought the books out of order, no worries, each book is technically a standalone story for the hero and heroine.
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      Dragon Lords Books 1 - 4

      The dragon-shifting princes have no problem with commitment. In one night, they will meet and choose their life mate in a simplistic ceremony involving the removing of masks and the crushing of crystals. With very few words spoken and the shortest, most bizarre courtship in history, they will bond to their women forever. And once bonded, these men don’t let go...

      Too bad nobody explained this to their brides.

      

      Dragon Lords Books 5-8

      The noblemen brothers aren’t new to the sacred Qurilixian bridal ceremony. After several failed attempts at finding a bride, it’s hard to get excited about yet another festival. No matter how honorably they try to live, it would seem fate thinks them unworthy of such happiness—that is until now.

      With very few words spoken and the shortest, most bizarre courtship in history, they will bond to their women forever. And once bonded, these men don’t let go...

      Too bad nobody explained this to their brides.

      

      Dragon Lords Book 9

      Before four princes and four noblemen found their brides, before the death of the Var King Attor and the threat of the Tyoe miners, there was a time of peace on the planet of Qurilixen. It was not a strong peace, but it had lasted for quite some time between the cat-shifting Var kingdom and their northern neighbors the dragon-shifting Draig. It lasted because both sides had very little to do with each other.

      This was the time before the great war came to rift the planet apart—dragon against cat. The only battles were skirmishes along the borderlands over territory and drunken brawls that erupted to prove which shifter side was of superior strength. It is here the dragons found their queen.

      

      Spin-off Series

      Dragon Lords is the first installment in the multiple bestselling  romance series.  As of this publication, there are nine Dragon Lords books.

      The series continues with the Lords of the Var® series, Space Lords series, Dynasty Lords Series, Captured by a Dragon-Shifter series, Galaxy Alien Mail Order Brides series, and Qurilixen Lords series.

      There will be more books and more series to come. They can be read alone, but the author recommends reading books in order of release.

      For details please visit www.michellepillow.com
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      To My Readers & Pillow Fighters:

      Writing can be a solitary career. Authors spend hours upon hours at a computer, staring at a screen, talking to imaginary friends and playing Goddess of Thier Universe. Hey, I’m not complaining. I get to make things up for a living. I love my job and without you, the readers, I wouldn’t have a job. So, to the readers—Thank You. Not only do you read the books, you send me emails, leave reviews, help entertain those solitary computer hours by playing with me online and never judging me for my nonsensical life observations.

      Then, this year, it went a step further and super fans (super readers if you prefer) actually banded together and named yourselves: Pillow Fighters. I can’t tell you how much I love the playfulness of the name—a bunch of us staying up late, reading, having fun in an endless party where super readers of my work can share and mingle regardless of which hemisphere you’re in. (You have to check out the logo Mandy M. Roth made for you all on my website: www.michellepillow.com)
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      Candice Gilmer, you introduced me to real life ghost hunters and helped make a dream come true. And to Cheryl Knight, my editor at Paranormal Underground Magazine, for letting me write about those experiences.

      Authors, I have met so many of you over the years, too many to name, but hopefully you know who you are and that you’re appreciated.

      Heidi Moore and Lesley Parkin, my editor and final line editor on this book, and to the rest of my editors: Your help is invaluable.
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      Intergalactic Gambling Championship, Torgan Black Market

      City of Madaga, Planet of Torgan

      Riona Grey knew better than to press her luck. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop her from opening her mouth to issue perhaps the stupidest challenge she’d ever uttered, “Oh, I know I can win, Range. I’m the best. I could beat your guys blindfolded, after a night spent hallucinating on Torganian Rum and drunk off my ass. In fact, I can take this whole tournament.”

      Of course, the space pirate had to force her to put her money where her mouth was because she’d said it in front of his entire crew. And, of course, Riona took his bet and tripled it because, well, she was a sucker for high stakes and mischief. Besides, every time Range crossed her path, he pissed her off. He didn’t really do anything, but his smarmy, sexist nature rubbed her the wrong way. She saw his smug face and she wanted to hit him. Instead, she continued on to insult his manhood, his ship and, perhaps most wounding of all, his reputation as a space pirate. Apparently, pirate captains didn’t like to be called, “second-rate cargo shippers with a puffed-up reputation with only a list of misdemeanor planetary level charges to his credit.” That one got a gun pointed in her face and the ante upped to nearly four times the original amount—fifty-thousand space credits.

      Good thing she was an expert when it came to gambling, because she didn’t have that kind of money.

      Good thing she was so close to winning.

      Range could lick her boots. It was going to be sweet perfection to see his face as he handed over that many space credits. Adding that to the tournament prizes and she’d be set for life. No more running around taking odd jobs and doing whatever she could to survive. This was it. Her chance.

      The tournament was a lock. There was no way she was losing at Frendle’s Chips. This was her game. She would walk away with the winnings, an extra fifty-thousand space credits and some of Range’s pride. Today was going to be a good day. Looking up at the glass-and-metal ceiling, she quietly corrected herself, “Tonight is going to be a great night.” Traveling from planet to planet, living in deep space, it became hard to differentiate night from day. Really, it just depended on where you landed.

      Riona loved her life. She loved everything about it. Well, almost everything, but she had seen enough to know better than to complain. Things could always be worse. She could still be starving, fighting for a small corner of a ship so that she could sleep undisturbed. Desperation and necessity had taught her how to survive, and she was good at it. There were no handouts in the universe for people like her.

      The loud music, smoky atmosphere and drunken patrons were comforting in their familiarity. She liked how simplistic everyone was on this level of existence. The humanoid and non-humanoid aliens were predictable. They could be expected to uphold certain codes of honor…to a point. They would act in their own self-interest first, the interest of their crew second, and in the interest of breaking the law third.

      There was freedom to their tarnished honor. But best of all, none of them had any grand plans beyond amassing more money and having more adventures. They had flown to the ends of the known universes and had seen marvels beyond speech, and yet living creatures in general still managed to debase that beauty. For most of them, life was short and fairly pointless. Disasters happened. Ships exploded. Fortunes were lost. Planets were blown into nothingness. And sometimes, smarmy pirates lost bets to a girl.

      Riona smiled at her last opponent, feeling her heartbeat quicken. One play left. That’s all she needed. One perfect play and she walked away the tournament winner. She was aware of the stares of those in the complex on her, knew her face was being broadcast in an oversized holographic projection floating above her head so everyone could see. Long, metal tables stretched out before her, most of them occupied with spectators. The smell of liquor exuded from the nearby bar that dominated the center of the building. Smoke filtered along the floor, being drawn to ventilation grates.

      Riona reached to the table next to her and made a show of taking an unconcerned drink. In truth, she could barely swallow because her heart was beating so hard. Metal discs floated before her in a large game grid. Tiny snaps of electricity shot between them. She tapped her fingernails against an inert disc as she contemplated her next move. Her mind raced and calculated, making sense of the seemingly random pattern of electrical shocks.

      “I hear human women often freeze under pressure,” her opponent jeered. He talked in his native language of Yidie, but she understood the scaly lizard man just fine thanks to her implanted universal translator.

      Riona laughed a loud, delighted sound as she held up her disc. To herself, she quietly counted, One, Two, Thr—

      “Ri!”

      At the sudden, startling sound, her fingers slipped and the disc went a millimeter off its original course and right into a strip of electricity. For the longest second, her heart stopped beating and her confident smile fell. The unit blinked once and then fizzled as the disc was destroyed. Metal particles fell to the table. Chaos erupted in a series of cheers and pounding fists of protest.

      Turning almost numbly to the distraction, she had to blink to be sure she wasn’t seeing things. Aeron? What in all the bounty of Jareth was her sister doing here? Now?

      Unable to believe her eyes, she stood, consciously forcing the smile back to her lips. She couldn’t appear too shaken, not with fifty-thousand space credits now past due and a collector only too willing for an excuse to punish her for reneging. Not to mention it had taken all her savings to enter the tournament. She was now dead broke and in debt to a pirate.

      Lights flashed around them and Aeron ducked her head down to avoid the photographs. She wore the uniformed cap of the Federation Military to hide her black hair. A quick glance down told Riona that Aeron also wore the rest of the get-up. Full military blacks. Why in all the fire surges of Bravon was the military here? And why was her sister the analyst with them?

      Eyeing Aeron, Riona said through tight lips, “Greetings, sister. I didn’t know the Federation was sending security guards to the event. You should have sent a transmission warning me. I would have told you this wasn’t your scene.”

      “I need to talk to you,” Aeron said. Nearly five years since she’d seen the woman in the flesh and it was straight to business. Sure, they had the regular, mandatory family communications, but they didn’t seek each other out. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise Riona if she learned Aeron denied they were related.

      “So serious. Careful, it will wrinkle your face.” Riona glanced at her lost game before turning her attention to the last place she’d seen Range and his crew. He was easy to spot with his spiky black hair and dark green facial tattoos scrolled along his cheekbones. The pirate grinned at her and lifted his fingers to wave. Sarcastically, she muttered, “Your timing is as impeccable as always.”

      “This is bigger than playtime. It’s serious,” Aeron insisted.

      “I can see that,” Riona said. Range rested his hand on his gun in warning.

      “Would you forget about that stupid game? I need you to come with me. This is important. When was the last time I actually came to you for help?” Aeron did have a point. “You know I wouldn’t be here if I had any other choice.”

      “Where are the other militants?” Riona’s expression gave nothing away. She couldn’t help but wonder if this was a trap. Had her sister come to arrest her? She was with the ship that had hijacked the cold-storage shipment heading toward Harn, but that had been over four years ago. She’d covered her tracks, hadn’t she? There was also that Grooten misunderstanding. Or the bar fight on Valor 6. And she did steal fuel once from a fueling dock on a dare, but she’d been in disguise and the wanted issue had her drawn up to look like a Liphobian sea slug with fur. As far as she could tell, no such creatures actually existed—unless by some horrific misfortune a snowbeast had mated with a Liphobian.

      “I’m alone.”

      “You’re here on leave? You left the floating base to actually take a trip?” For a brief second, Riona thought perhaps her sister had actually learned to loosen the belt straps and have a good time.

      “Yes, or I was on leave until… Well, no, not exactly, but once I explain you’ll realize I didn’t have a choice. This is about—”

      Riona lifted her hand to stop her sister from explaining and nodded. The people around them might be pretending to party, but she would bet at least five of them listened to the conversation. In fact, several of them might even get ideas. Those who placed wagers on her wouldn’t be too happy at Aeron’s interruption. Several of them might go so far as to recoup their losses at the cost of her sister’s delicate hide.

      “Is this favor off planet?” Riona asked. Blast the stars. What was she going to do? She’d been so close.

      Fifty. Thousand. Space credits.

      Riona found it hard to breathe.

      “Yes, but it—”

      “Do you have a ship?” Riona interrupted, keeping her voice low. She needed to get off this planet and fast. Range would only hold back for so long.

      “Yes.”

      “Then lead the way. You are family after all.” Riona lifted a couple of fingers to Range, motioning that she was going to get his money. He narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t immediately move to stop her. She knew he would send men to follow her. He trusted her about as much as she trusted him—and with good reason, she was planning on running out on him without paying. “Who am I to disappoint family?”

      Aeron tried to stop walking when Riona would usher her through the crowd. “I have a ship that can get us off planet, but—”

      “Yeah, yeah, tell me all about it in flight, sis. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up in space.” Riona tried not to think about her massive loss. She felt the eyes of the crowd on them, watching. It took all her concentration to smile and act unconcerned.

      The crowd was the usual mix of disreputable lowlife creatures one would expect to find in Madaga. Riona knew to stay away from the hired guns and slave traders. However, the pirates, bounty hunters and crooked business men made for decent enough conversation. Though she doubted Aeron would feel the same way. Her sister jerked away from a group of aliens. They looked mostly human but with thick ridges across their foreheads and cheeks. They fanned their webbed hands in front of their faces to create a breeze in the crowded area.

      A set of three very hostile eyes met hers. The Pha’n had bet on her to win. One eye stayed on Riona as the other two moved meaningfully to an unsuspecting Aeron. The race had a quick temper, which usually ended up with body parts being dumped in all corners of the galaxy. Riona gave a meaningful nod to the Pha’n woman and then pointed two fingers briefly to the artery in her neck, indicating she was handling it. The Pha’n made no move to follow, but it was clear the restraint took much unnatural effort on her part.

      “There’s my soldier,” a humanoid man in a feather dress said to Aeron as they passed. “Come back to conscript me?”

      The blue-skinned creature next to him laughed heartily in a high-pitched whine. “Con-strip you!’

      “I see you’ve been making friends,” Riona drawled wryly under her breath, eyeing her sister’s uniform. Sometimes she didn’t think it was possible they came from the same mother.

      “I didn’t. They harassed me when I came in to find you and—”

      “Yeah, you better keep that affronted-military-voice thing down. Pirates don’t take kindly to the law,” Riona warned. Aeron was always so literal. Was it possible they even came from the same parents? “You’re lucky there was a costume ball tonight and that Federation dress is raging this year with the personal entertainment crowd or you’d have been lynched before you could step through the front door.”

      “I can assure you, Ri, I didn’t want to come here. I didn’t have a choice. And I can take care of myself.” Aeron gasped. “Personal entertain—did you just say I look like a prostitute?”

      “What? No,” Riona lied, “you misheard.” She saw one of Range’s thugs following several paces behind. “Well then, let’s not make you wait around here too long. Where’s that ship of yours, sis? I can’t wait to see it.” She tried to hurry Aeron along while smiling for the benefit of Range’s men. Joner, a hulking piece of roughened manmeat, had a little bit of a thing for her, but that was one disc this gambler didn’t want to have to throw.

      “Where are you staying? Don’t you need to tell your ride that you have other arrangements? Or is there luggage we need to pick up?”

      Riona thought of her clothes and meager belongings. Everything she had that was worth fighting for she carried on her person at all times. If she managed to give Range and his men the slip, her room is the first place they’d plunder. Besides, thanks to Aeron’s untimely interruption, Riona didn’t even have the money to pay her room bill—not that the rusted metal hole in the wall could be considered a real room. “I only flew in for the tournament and didn’t bring much with me. I’m all yours. Now where’s that ship?”

      “What is with you?” Aeron demanded, trying to slow down.

      “I’m hurt. My sister comes here after how many years and asks me for my help and now you suspect I’m up to something because I drop everything to help you?” Riona sighed, shaking her head in disapproval. “It’s not like you ask me for favors. The least I can do is take you seriously when you do.”

      “Well, ah, thank you,” Aeron said, nodding slowly. “That is very adult of you, Ri. I can see things have apparently changed with you.”

      “Riona!”

      Riona flinched. Range had apparently changed tactics and decided to follow her himself. They had just walked onto the docking platform where all the ships were parked along an open clearing of concrete. Rows of various travel vessels lined up in assigned squares, packed snugly together to maximize the use of the space. A few people milled about, mostly couples in risqué positions and drunken crewmen trying to find a place to pass out now the gambling was winding down. In the main complex behind them, the party raged on and would continue to do so for several more days. That was the beauty of deep space travel. All the travelers were on a different time schedule, and one person’s morning was another person’s evening, so when they all gathered together time blended into one long planetary party.

      “Should we stop? I think someone’s trying to get your attention.” Aeron tried to point at the main complex.

      “No, I think we should go. Is this your ship? The Federation Military vessel? Subtle, sis, very subtle.”

      “Riona! I know you’re not trying to renege on our bet,” Range yelled, the sound of his heavy footfalls coming faster.

      “Hey, I think that guy—” Aeron insisted.

      “We should really get going, as in now,” Riona said, grabbing her sister’s arm and jerking her the last several feet to the ship.

      “You’re in trouble, aren’t you? I knew it. I knew you hadn’t grown up. You’re just using me! I was an idiot to think I could—”

      “Do you think we could continue this lecture later? That guy isn’t trying to ask me out on a date, if you know what I mean.” Her words were punctuated by a warning laser blast aimed in their direction. It whizzed past before fizzling into nothingness.

      “Are they shooting at us?” Aeron screamed in surprise as she jerked violently to the left to take cover. “Are they insane? What are they thinking? This is a Federation ship. I am a Federation civilian employee!”

      Riona actually laughed at her. How could she not? “Where I come from, that’s a reason to shoot. No one will care if you’re civilian or military bred. Besides, they’re only firing warning shots. They’re too far behind us to do much damage to the ship. They just want me to know they’re not going to forget the debt so easily.”

      To Aeron’s credit, she hurried to press the security code into the ship’s panel to open the entry hatch on the bottom. Instantly, a door slid open and a ladder came down from above. Leading the way, she said, “I can’t believe you are so careless with money. I should make you go down and face him.”

      Riona tolerated the lecture as she followed her sister up the ladder. Only when Aeron stopped to take a breath, did she insert, “Unless you have a bag full of space credits you’re willing to leave with me, I’m going to have to beg you not to do that. Besides, you give me a lift and I promise I’ll help you with whatever you need.” Riona wasn’t too worried. Her sister’s sense of adventure ran toward a really hard logic puzzle, a cup of hot grog and an auto-warm blankie. How much help could the woman really need?

      “How much do you owe?” Aeron demanded, hands on hips as she stopped short of going into the cockpit to start the engines.

      Riona hit the control button to make the hatch seal shut. “Don’t worry about it.” She passed her sister to take the pilot’s seat and automatically began initiating launch protocols. A viewing screen popped up to show movement on the outside of the ship as a warning before initiating thrusters. Range was there, slamming his fist into the metal side. His anger reverberated loudly from below. The viewing screen sound was off, but she could see his lips moving and didn’t need to hear what he was saying to know what he was saying.

      “Hey, this is my ship. I’ll do the flying.”

      “Ever out fly an angry pirate?” Riona arched a brow. Aeron gave her a dubious look. “That’s what I thought, analyst. Why don’t you just strap in and let me handle this boat? The sooner we get out of here, the better our odds of losing him before the chase even starts. And if I know Range, he’ll give chase.” As if to prove her point, the pirate stopped hitting their ship and turned to run down the docking lot. He disappeared from the viewing screen.

      “We come from the same place, you know,” Aeron said.

      “What are you talking about?” Riona started up the engine, doing a mental check of the buttons and switches as she readied for flight.

      “You said where you come from being Federation is a bad thing. That’s not true. We come from the same place.” Aeron’s literal take on life worked well with her militant pursuits…not so well when trying to relate to other humanoids.

      “Yeah,” Riona drawled absentmindedly, jerking the controls, “a giant minefield of floating rock.”

      “Our home world was lovely,” Aeron defended.

      “Until it exploded into a thousand pieces,” Riona answered. “I flew near there a few years back. Nothing but blackness. Even most of the meteors seemed to have floated away.”

      “How can you talk about it like that?”

      Riona didn’t answer as she brought up the map of Torgan. Three rings spun at odd angles around the brown-gray planet. Grabbing the communicator, she said, “Torgan Ground, this is, ah—” Riona glanced around trying to find a name and then settled for, “—a ship and we’re about to take off, so if you don’t want us exploding over the docking platform you better clear the air.”

      “Riona!” Aeron scolded.

      “A ship this is Torgan Ground. We need a little more…” The communicator’s words faded as Riona turned down the volume and concentrated on getting out of there.

      “What?” She feigned innocence as she began the final phases of departure procedures. The ship was a little different than she was used to, but at this point she could fly just about anything as long as it wasn’t a giant cruiser or space station. She wasn’t too worried. She knew enough about Torgan to know they wouldn’t want a ship exploding over their docking lot. They would be liable not only for ruined ships and damage to their facility, but they’d have possible authoritative inquiries into the incident.

      Aeron grabbed the communicator and turned the volume back up. “My apologies for the rookie, Torgan Ground. She panicked. This is Federation ship class three cruiser number six-nineteen-twenty requesting you open for an emergency takeoff.” Glancing at her sister, she said, “We’ve got a level nineteen prisoner onboard that we’d like to get out of your sky.”

      “Federation class three, understood. Clearing sky traffic. You have an open shot into deep space. Scan protocols being activated and ships are being locked down.”

      “The Federation thanks you for your cooperation, Torgan Ground,” Aeron said, shutting the communicator off.

      “Level nineteen prisoner?”

      “Possible toxic contaminate,” Aeron answered.

      “Wow, thanks for that,” Riona drawled sarcastically, realizing her sister had likened her to infectious waste. Though she had called Aeron a prostitute earlier, so she guessed they were even. “I love you too.”

      “I just did you a favor. Whoever is chasing you will have to wait for contamination clearance. Standard protocol whenever there is a possible onworld level nineteen contamination.”

      The ship shook as they began to move. “I’ll have to remember that. Thanks for the tip.”

      “I didn’t tell you that so you would—”

      Riona purposefully jerked the ship, jarring her sister to the right and then left to get the woman to stop talking. It worked. Aeron stopped lecturing her. “Try to hold on there, sis.”

      Lights began to blur on the viewing screen and the ride became smoother. She relaxed some as the surface view faded from the sensors.

      “I can’t believe you, Ri,” Aeron said through gritted teeth. “I’m with you for two seconds and we’re already being chased off a planet because you owe money to a space pirate…”

      Blarg. Blarg. Blarg. Riona moved her mouth, silently mocking the lecture and not really paying attention to it. She pushed several buttons before turning away from the control panel to let the ship guide itself. “Okay, you got me out here. We’re in space. What’s so important you had to slum it with the lowlifes?”

      “I need your help. I have to get to a planet on the outer edge of the Y quadrant. I can’t keep this ship.”

      Riona arched a brow.

      “The planet is called Qurilixen. The Federation has no authority there, and quite frankly little interest in it or the people, but for their mining operations. The Draig and Var people who inhabit the planet keep to themselves and by all reports live quite primitively. About five months ago, I intercepted some data that leads me to believe the people there might be in trouble. The Federation refused to get involved. So long as they get the ore mined on the planet one way or another, they’re keeping their hands clean of the whole situation. But after seeing our home world explode, I can’t stand by and watch another race of people get wiped out—especially over something like mining rights. If something happened and I did nothing—”

      “So let me get this straight,” Riona interrupted. “You left work without permission and you stole a Federation ship, which you now need to ditch because you’re heading to a primitive planet in the Y and don’t want the military tracking you. And you need my help to get you there.”

      “Yes.” Aeron bit her lip and nodded. “Will you help me?”

      A slow smile spread over Riona’s lips. “Ah, little sis, I’m so proud right now I might start crying. Of course I’ll help you break a bunch of Federation laws.” And the fact Range wouldn’t dream of looking for her in the Y was a bonus. “Besides, you know me. I’m always up for a little mischief and adventure.”

      Riona wasn’t sure if her sister’s resulting expression was grateful or an attempt to hide her disapproval.
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      Finding a ship that was going immediately to the outer regions of the Y quadrant, to a primitive planet called Qurilixen that rarely allowed anyone to land on its soil, and a ship that also happened to be landing on the half of the planet that was inhabited by the Draig and not the half inhabited by a race called the Var, proved to be surprisingly easy. One hacked database search later and Riona had such a ship. It was taking passengers. It was close enough for them to reach in the stolen Federation cruiser and if they flew smart they would have enough fuel to land. And, best of all, it wouldn’t cost them a single space credit to get onboard the luxury craft. If she believed in the gods of fate, she’d say they were smiling at them right now—or they really didn’t like Range.

      Glancing to the chair next to her where her sister insisted on sleeping, she frowned. Unfortunately, there was one very big, very un-Aeron-approved catch. In order to hitch a ride, they had to be contracted as potential brides.

      Assured that Aeron slept, Riona pulled up the Galaxy Brides advertisement she’d found in a magazine chip and read to herself, “Wanted: Galaxy Brides Corporation seeking 46 fertile humanoid-compatible females of early childbearing years and A5+ health status for marriage to strong, healthy Qurilixian males at their annual Breeding Festival. Possibility of royal attendance. Must be eager bed partners, hard workers. Virginity a plus. Apply with official health documents, travel papers and IQ screen to: Galaxy Brides, Phantom Level 6, X Quadrant, Earthbase 5792461.”

      The Earthbase was close and, by the departure date listed on the screen, they could just make it. Luckily, the corporation seemed more worried about filling a quota than the actual screening process. They accepted the forged documents Riona transmitted to them from her counterfeit ID papers. Pulling up her sister’s documents proved to be a little trickier, but she managed. A forged signature later and they were in business. Within seconds, Galaxy Brides confirmed their booking with a long welcome letter and assurances they’d made the right decision for their future happiness.

      Riona thought it best not to mention the details to her sister until it became an unavoidable conversation. There was no reason to get Aeron all worked up about the trip. She would never admit it, but the moment Aeron had mentioned the possible destruction of a planet, a knot had formed inside her, constructed partly of memory, partly of fear and partly of an overwhelming sense of helpless need.

      Riona had witnessed the end of her home world, and since Aeron had showed up, the nightmares of it had come back. She looked at her sister, wishing more than anything the woman had kept her distance. But now that Aeron was here, Riona couldn’t turn her away. If there was a planet in trouble, she couldn’t ignore it. Aeron wouldn’t approve of Riona’s methods, but it was the only way she could think of to help. And maybe, just maybe, if she helped stop this disaster the nightmares of her past would never come back.
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      Galaxy Brides spaceship, six weeks later.

      “Oh, come on! Seriously, why else would the Qurilixian men call their wedding ceremony a Breeding Festival? It is so laughably obvious. It has nothing to do with love and everything to do with a planet full of horny males, with no females of their own, who need to find release,” Olena announced, continuing her ongoing monologue about their future husbands. The more Olena drank, the funnier she became. Riona liked her. A lot.

      The woman had the most brilliant flaming-red hair—much brighter than Riona’s auburn locks, the sides of which were pulled up into a center knot to cascade down her back in curls. Riona had admired the hairpin sticking out of it, only to be told that Olena used it to handle her business—code for the hairpin was tipped in poison. It was then Riona knew they were of the same mold.

      Unlike her stuffy sister, who hid out in her luxury room for most of the trip through the stars, Riona had found a small group of potential brides that were a little more her speed. If she didn’t know better, she’d say this Olena Leyton was much more than she let on. Riona didn’t care. The woman was allowed her secrets, even if they were of a piratical sort.

      They were lounging on the floor of her luxury suite on the Galaxy Brides spaceship. The rest of the prospective brides were getting ready for the official docking the next evening. The women were quarantined from the crew to ensure nothing unseemly happened, which caused some of the women to jokingly refer to their quarters as the harem.

      Olena began to hum. Riona laughed, recognizing the old pirate drinking song.

      “And we sail the high skies looking for gold,” Olena sang softly.

      “Looking for treasures that never grow old,” Riona added, louder.

      Olena laughed to discover her new friend knew the words and they both instantly burst into drunken concert, “The wind in our sails, lads, the stars at our feet, as we plunder for women, thick brown and good mead!”

      They fell over laughing, barely able to get the last part out.

      Riona had spent the last month being pampered and primped. Personal droids were assigned to each room. There were cooking units in each of their quarters that could materialize almost any culinary delight. She readily admitted she loved everything about the ride. Who wouldn’t? Massages and manicures, pedicures and servants… Plus, the ship had a medic unit. Free health maintenance.

      Happiness and bliss. Happiness and bliss.

      Riona’s stomach hurt from laughing. She fell to the side, dropping her arm before tossing her disc at the game board. It slid off course and was electrocuted into dust. She laughed harder.

      Smirking, Olena continued, “These dopey brides actually think they’re going to marry royalty. I mean, the whole rumor about there being four princes going to attend is just an advertising technique to get women to sign up. They’ll probably end up with farmers and servants. There has to be a reason the Draig don’t let the people talk to each other before the ceremony. My guess, the men are stupid. The best we can hope for is they shut up and look pretty. Yeah, like anyone ever found true love at the end of a glowing crystal.”

      “Glowing crystal?” Riona interrupted.

      “Yeah, you know about the crystals, right?”

      Riona shook her head in denial. “I didn’t get around to the whole wedding ceremony uploads, just the planetary survival facts.” Mainly because she had no intention of going through with an archaic ceremony. Once they told the right person why they were there, surely Riona and her sister would be excused from the whole contracted marriage thing.

      Out of boredom, Riona had taken advantage of some of the basic Qurilixen uploads. The process worked using the ship’s computer to load information directly into the brain. It made universal understanding a lot easier and more efficient. Riona had researched practical things—the planet, the people, a general sense of where they were going in the universe on the off chance she had to steal a ship and escape.

      Olena motioned to her neck, absently waving her finger back and forth. “They wear the crystals around their necks and, when they look at their future woman, the rock starts to glow. Apparently, it reacts to their level of horniness of something.”

      “You’re joking,” Riona drawled skeptically.

      “Maybe about the horniness levels part,” Olena admitted, chuckling as she lifted her glass of Old Earth whiskey to her lips. Taking a drink, she sputtered a little and said, “This stuff is surprisingly good…after you’re drunk of course and really can’t taste it anymore.”

      “What are medic units for if not to cure a hangover,” Riona answered. She too lifted a glass of whiskey to her lips and coughed lightly at the initial sip before swallowing a mouthful of the hard liquor. “These food simulators really do make anything.”

      “Too bad they can’t materialize space credits. Wouldn’t that be something? I’d buy this ship and kick everyone off, you and the pilots not included.”

      “Thanks.” Riona lifted her glass.

      Olena studied her liquor thoughtfully and mused, “I suppose it’s easy for the Draig to say I love you to one of the only women on the entire planet.”

      Riona followed the changing conversation with ease. “How else are the poor bastards going to get a little happy-happy for their little happies?”

      Qurilixen was inhabited by primitive males similar to Viking clans of Medieval Old Earth—not that Riona knew too much about Old Earth. Some scientist theorized that many of the humanoids had started on Old Earth long, long ago because of some genetic similarities, but Riona wasn’t much for science. Ancient history was just that—history. Today is what mattered.

      The Draig race worshipped many gods, favored natural comforts to modern technical conveniences and preferred to cook their own food without the aid of a simulator. They were classified as warriors, though they had been peaceful for nearly a century—aside from petty territorial skirmishes that broke out every fifteen or so years between a few of the rival houses. All in all, it sounded rather dull.

      “If you’re so against this marriage,” Riona said, “why are you here?”

      “I wanted breast enlargements,” Olena answered, her face serious. She puffed out her chest against the cotton robe. “But Gena’s been in the machine for the last week growing her two-ton rocket blasters and I can’t get an appointment.”

      Riona instantly burst into another fit of laughter. She gasped for breath, reaching for her whiskey glass on the floor next to her. Gena wasn’t well liked on the ship and was often avoided. The woman was annoying, thinking and talking only of herself and her new breast enhancements.

      The sound of the door sliding open caught her attention and both women turned to see who’d interrupted. Aeron stood staring at them, arms crossed.

      “Speaking of two-ton rocket blasters,” Olena mumbled, pushing to her feet. She wobbled but didn’t fall. “I should go before you two explode and take out half the ship.”

      Riona saw her sister’s tight expression and felt the laughter draining out of her. Aeron wasn’t exactly pleased with Riona’s method of getting her to Qurilixen and she had made her displeasure known every time they crossed paths. Okay, admittedly, Riona should have perhaps told her sister what was going on before she had her on the bridal ship and in deep space. Honestly, she kind of thought Aeron would have noticed the giant wedding banner as they boarded the ship.

      “Are you drunk?” Aeron demanded.

      “Apparently not enough,” Riona mumbled as Olena left them alone. She ambled to her feet, bumping the playing board. Some of her unused discs skidded along the floor. Instantly, a cleaning droid activated and began attending to the mess. She stepped around the machine to get to the bed. All around them was every starship convenience known to humanoids—beauty droids, cosmetic enhancements, food simulators that could materialize almost anything they desired and an oversized bed to pass out on.

      “I can’t believe you’re drinking. I thought we’d made plans to get together to discuss our plans once we land.”

      “Plans for making plans,” Riona mumbled, adding sarcastically, “Yep, that sounds like me, Federation. I’m a planner.”

      “Gah!” Aeron threw up her arms. “Why are you always like this? I can’t even have a simple conversation with you. And I told you, don’t call me Federation.”

      “Listen, Federation.” Riona sat, wanting nothing more than to fall against the mattress and into oblivion. She saw no point in worrying about tomorrow when today was to be lived. “I have a plan. We arrive tomorrow with the other brides. We blend in so we can be assured of getting off this ship without any incident. From what I gathered, we get off the ship, are presented before the potential husbands, attend a party, eat, drink, be merry, and maybe get a little happy-happy with the locals if they’re cute.”

      “I am not getting a little happy-happy or anything else with the locals,” Aeron swore.

      “Suit yourself. I hear they’re sexy.” Riona shrugged. “If you change your mind, I’ve got an extra set of transmitters.”

      “You actually think the primitive people are going to want to use transmitters to exchange pleasure essences?” Aeron laughed, the sound mocking and a little bitter. Riona stiffened. “Seriously, Ri? I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but universal men tend to want the real thing. You might get someone to try it out of mere curiosity, but do you really think when they find out what our heritage is they’re going to want spend the night with either of us? We don’t react like normal women. The only men in the galaxies who understood that little fact exploded.”

      “So you haven’t…” Riona asked.

      “And start the clock ticking? I think not. I haven’t met anyone worth dying for.”

      “Well—” Riona swallowed, uncomfortable with the course of the conversation, “—I haven’t either and I’m not going to. Not until I collect on those fifty-thousand space credits I figure you owe me.”

      “What?”

      “It’s your fault I lost that match. Now I can’t go back to Torgan, or half the other haunts I enjoy, for a very long time. Range will be sure to tell everyone I reneged on our bet.”

      “Would you stop blaming me for your gambling?” Aeron snorted in disgust.

      “I didn’t ask you to come to Torgan. You did that on your own. You came to me.” Riona glared at her sister. This is why they didn’t talk. Every conversation seemed to detonate a full-blown fight.

      “I told you I’m trying to save a planet,” Aeron said. “I’m sorry if I think that’s slightly more important than your game.”

      Unable to stay upright, Riona lay back on the bed and stared at the metal ceiling. The weld lines blurred in a drunken haze. “You know, I don’t even think you’ve thanked me for getting you on this ship. All you’ve done is complain the whole ride.”

      “I will not let what happened to our home world happen to the people of Qurilixen.” Aeron must have realized Riona’s irritation over the mention of their home world, because she instantly lightened her tone. “This isn’t just about our childhood home. This is about a planet that needs saving. If the Tyoe succeed in their plans, they will kill everyone over mining rights. I can’t let the Draig race become exterminated when I can try to stop it.”

      “We,” Riona stated, still studying the ceiling grates. “We will not let it happen. Listen, we go, we smile, we pretend to consider our options, we drink, we dance or whatever it is these Draigs do for fun, and then you do what you have to and we leave. If something unexpected happens, we deal with it. There is the plan. Simple and easy to remember. I’m sure if you ask around, you’ll find whoever is in charge of the mines. Just don’t be late getting back to the ship in the morning. All the unchosen brides are guaranteed a ride back and we don’t have the money to pay for another way offworld. I’ll meet you here and we’ll slip away as soon as the boat docks somewhere inhabitable and I’ll get to work deleting our contracts out of the Galaxy Brides system. It will be as if this never happened.”

      Silence answered her, but Riona didn’t open her eyes to look. A long moment passed. She imagined Aeron glaring at her, ready to explode. Instead, the door slid open. Quietly, Aeron said, “Thank you, Ri.”

      Riona looked over in surprise, just in time to see the door sliding shut behind her sister.
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