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      Royal Flush…. Prince Adalard Ha’darra’s mission is simple—stay out of trouble while on Earth. His plans to enjoy his time with a few pleasurable distractions change when his transport is sabotaged, forcing him to land miles from Paul Grove’s remote ranch. When a stranger stops to give him a lift to his destination, he sees the colors of her aura and is stunned to discover his mate!

      

      Samara Lee-Stephens has lived with the Lee-Stephens curse her entire life. Determined to break it, she focuses on earning enough money to one day leave her family’s reputation behind. She is furious when her stupid brothers drag her into their messed up lives—by losing her in a poker game! As if her life wasn’t complicated enough, she soon finds herself fascinated by the Grove ranch’s newest client who claims to be an alien prince!

      

      Adalard and Samara discover that time may change them, but not their enemies. Can Adalard and Samara survive the challenges that threaten to tear them apart, or will their enemies succeed despite the precautions and sacrifices they’ve taken?

      

      **If you love romance in the style of Nalini Singh, Christine Feehan, J.R. Ward, Ilona Andrews, Patricia Briggs, Dianne Duvall, Grace Goodwin, and Laurell K. Hamilton and you're a fan of out-of-this world space adventures like Starman, Star Trek, Star Wars, Stargate, and all the exciting SciFi Romance movies out there, be sure to read internationally acclaimed, NYT and USAT Bestselling Author S.E. Smith's book series! Adventure and hot romance all in one place! Over TWO MILLION books sold!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Curizan

      

      Energy-wielding species. Their powers have been disguised as technology prowess. Most non-Curizans are unaware that the Curizans possess innate magical abilities.

      

      The Ha’darra Family

      There are many royal families, but the Ha’darras are the most powerful ruling house of the Curizans.

      

      The oldest generation of the Ha’darra Family:

      

      
        	
Hermon – the first-born of the Ha’darra royal house. He is the father of Ben’qumain, whose lower-class mother was unsuitable for marriage. Instead, he married Narissa and fell in love with her. He believed that Ha’ven was his son by Narissa. King Hermon was killed by Ben’qumain in a staged hunting accident

      

      

      
        	
Melek – the second born of the Ha’darra royal house. He loved Narissa, but accepted his brother’s marriage to her to strengthen their political ties. Melek is Ha’ven’s sire. Out of respect for his brother’s rule, he chose assignments that kept him away from the palace, and eventually commanded a unit in the Great War, where he served alongside Ha’ven.

      

      

      
        	
Narissa – conceived Ha’ven with Melek just before she married Hermon. Over time she became very fond of Hermon, but she always loved Melek.

      

      

      The next generation of the Ha’darra Family:

      

      
        	
Ha’ven mated to Emma Watson – son of Narissa and Melek. Ha’ven believed that Hermon was his father until after Hermon died. Ha’ven forged friendships with the Valdier and Sarafin and was instrumental in ending the Great War. His mate is a human woman named Emma. Their daughter, Alice, was born with Curizan powers.

      

      

      
        	
Ben’qumain – born just days after Ha’ven. The newborn was sent to his father, Hermon, in an attempt to undermine the new alliance between Narissa’s Royal house and that of Hermon. Narissa chose to raise the infant as her own. Ben’qumain was one of the rare Curizans royals born with limited powers.

      

      

      
        	
Adalard – born 6 years after Ha’ven. Son of Narissa and Hermon.

      

      
        	
Jazar aka ‘Arrow’ – Adalard’s twin brother.

      

      
        	
Aria – Ha’darra cousin. She allied with Raffvin and Ben’qumain to orchestrate the Great War between the Curizan, Valdier, and the Sarafin, hoping to divide the strongest ruling houses long enough for someone new to rise to power. She was responsible for the capture and torture of Zoran and Ha’ven. She seduced Creon for information.

      

      General Rimier Tiruss – Curizan General

      Adur Jalar – Adalard’s First Officer

      First Lieutenant Terac Farma – Pilot and Navigation Officer aboard the Rayon I

      First Medical Officer Jaron d’Camp – Healer aboard the Rayon I

      Ensign First Class Quill Umbridge – Engineer Specialist

      Kejon Dos – Curizan assassin and traitor

      General Hamade Dos – Curizan traitor

      Lesher Comoros – Hamade Dos’s First Lieutenant

      Empress – Curizan power behind the Great War who answers to the Supreme Power

      Niria, Traya, and Doray – Adalard’s Curizan lovers

      

      The Valdier

      

      Dragon-shifting species

      The oldest generation of the ruling Reykill Family:

      

      
        	
Raffvin – first-born. Raffvin mutated his symbiot with negative energy and waged war on the Hive, the sacred cavern where symbiots are born and the Goddesses reside. He was defeated by Morian, her human mate Paul, the Dragon Lords, and the Goddesses. Raffvin was confined within a crystal, condemned to exist neither dead nor alive for eternity.

      

      

      
        	
Jalo – second oldest. First mate of Morian, the priestess of the Hive. Together, they had five sons. Jalo was killed by Raffvin.

      

      

      The next generation of the Reykill Family:

      

      
        	
Zoran mated to Abby Tanner – first-born of Jalo and Morian. Currently King of the Valdier.

        	Mandra Reykill mated to Ariel Hamm

        	Kelan Reykill mated to Trisha Grove

        	Trelon Reykill mated to Cara Truman

        	
Creon mated to Carmen Walker – Best friends with Ha’ven and Vox.

      

      The Sarafin

      

      Cat-shifting species

      

      
        	
Vox d’Rojah mated to Riley St. Claire – King of the Sarafin

        	
Blaze – Vox’s brother and a spy embedded in the rebel group trying to overthrow the royal houses.

      

      

      Humans

      

      
        	Samara Lee-Stephens mated to Adalard

        	
Rob Lee-Stephens – 30; Samara’s oldest brother

        	
Wilson Lee-Stephens – 27; left home years ago

        	
Jerry Lee-Stephens – 26; Samara’s brother

        	
Gary Lee-Stephens – 24; Samara’s brother

        	
Brit Lee-Stephens – 21; Samara’s brother

        	
Annalisa Hollins – Detective for Casper Police Department

        	
Mason Andrews – Ranch Manager and friend of Paul Grove

        	
Ann Marie Andrews – Wife of Mason

        	
Chad Morrison – Attorney and friend of Paul Grove

        	
Bear Running Wolf – Assistant Ranch Foreman

        	
Alberto Frank Armeni Campeau – Wealthy businessman and gambler

        	
Jack DeSimone – Campeau’s Head of Security

      

      

      Goddesses/Gods

      A highly advance species that has been around since the creation of the universe

      

      Aikaterina – an ancient of her species and one of the most powerful

      Arilla – younger than Aikaterina; created by her during in the early formation of the universe

      Pallas – younger than Aikaterina; created by another ancient in the early formation of the universe
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      Curizan Airspace: Yardell Spaceport

      Ten years ago

      

      “You made the wrong choice,” Adalard Ha’darra said in a low voice as he shoved the reptilian man away from him.

      The Bovdean assassin stumbled back and gripped the dagger protruding from his chest.

      “The Ha’darra family’s rule is over,” the man asserted in a guttural voice. “The new order will be more powerful. So powerful that not even the Ha’darra family can… stop… us.” The assassin’s voice faded on his last breath.

      Adalard dispassionately listened to the man’s final words. “Unfortunately, you won’t be around to see our supposed demise,” he replied. The dark green man’s eyes rolled back into his head and his body limply slid down the wall.

      Adalard pulled his attention away from the assassin and half-heartedly scanned the dark corridor for the informant he had been following. He uttered a low curse when he confirmed that the spooked Tiliqua had run off.

      He gingerly touched his throbbing left cheek and grimaced when his fingers came away wet with blood. The Bovdean had been aiming for Adalard’s informant but ended up slicing Adalard’s face.

      He sent an impatient wave of healing energy to his wound, just enough to stop the bleeding, while he knelt and searched the assassin. As he had suspected, the man carried no identification.

      Retrieving his dagger, he wiped the blade on the man’s clothing, stood, and surveyed the alley. Yardell Spaceport was home to mostly criminals because it was on the outer rim of the Curizan-maintained shipping channels.

      As long as Adalard was here, he wouldn’t be able to lower his guard. It was likely that a few of the groups he had angered over the years were around here somewhere. They certainly wouldn’t mind finishing what the Bovdean had started.

      He turned and set off in the direction the Tiliqua had fled, then slowed when he saw his General, along with two additional warriors from the Rayon I, enter the alley. His rueful smile pulled at the deep cut on his cheek. He twirled his dagger and slid it into the sheath at his waist.

      “Prince Adalard,” General Tiruss greeted.

      “Did you find the other two rebels?” Adalard responded.

      Rimier Tiruss shook his head. “Not yet. They escaped through the underground maintenance tunnels,” he replied. “Do you need a medic?”

      Adalard raised an eyebrow. “No. I need the other two assassins. This one died too quickly,” he said with an annoyed glance over his shoulder at the dead man.

      “We’ll locate them. I’ve ordered a search of all ships before they depart. Any who try to leave without permission will be boarded—or blown out of space,” Tiruss replied.

      “Good. I want to know who is working with my half-brother. I will meet you back on the ship later. I need to find the informant,” he said.

      “Be careful. I’m almost certain I saw a wanted poster with your image on it in one of the shops,” Tiruss jested.

      Adalard raised an eyebrow. “Only one? I must be losing my touch,” he replied with a sardonic smirk.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Adalard sat outside one of the station’s many drinking establishments. He moodily took a sip of his drink. He knew Ben’qumain, his half-brother, was behind the attempts to assassinate the rest of his family. The attacks began when Ben’qumain murdered their father.

      Ben’qumain was hungry for power, but he was stupid and weak. Adalard grimaced in disgust when he thought of their cousin Aria. Under Ben’qumain’s orders, the bitch had captured his older brother, Ha’ven, and tortured him. Adalard was still worried about the lasting effects of Ha’ven’s time on Hell, the asteroid mine where he had been imprisoned.

      The faint beep of an incoming communication broke through his dark musings. He placed his drink on the table and tapped the communicator near his ear. The server hurried toward him. Adalard shook his head and covered his drink with his hand. He didn’t want to be distracted while being served. Poison was not as easy to heal as the wound to his face.

      “Adalard,” he announced.

      “Did you find anything?” Ha’ven asked.

      “Not yet, although a Bovdean assassin added to my good looks. The Tiliqua who might have had information is dead. Tiruss is searching for the two men who were seen with the assassin,” Adalard replied.

      He touched the faint line of his new scar. The appreciative glances from some of the women walking by amused him. He might keep the scar as a memento.

      “Zoran Reykill has disappeared,” Ha’ven abruptly announced.

      Adalard stilled—The King of the Valdier missing. “Tilkmos,” he cursed, softly muttering the Curizan word for damn. “Do they have any leads?”

      “Not yet. Keep searching,” Ha’ven growled. “Once these bastards go to ground, it will be difficult to get them to surface.”

      “Keep me informed,” he said.

      “I will. Oh, and you might want to check in with Arrow. He was attacked,” Ha’ven added.

      “How bad?” Adalard urgently asked.

      “He said he was in better shape than the assassin who attacked him,” Ha’ven responded with pride and amusement.

      “I’ll contact him,” Adalard replied before disconnecting the link.

      He detached the vidcom from his belt and cradled it between his hands as he rested his elbows on the small, circular table. Worry for his twin caused his brow to furrow. Arrow had the heart of a warrior, but he was better suited for a lab than out in the field.

      “Open communications to Arrow Ha’darra, secure line 183,” he requested in a terse tone.

      He studied the crowd passing by as he waited for the link to connect. It was impossible to miss the speculative looks sent his way by some of the transient residents. He lowered his hand to the personal defense shield at his waist and switched it on. It was a prototype designed by Arrow to absorb laser blasts and give a nasty shock to anyone who came too close.

      “I’m fine, Adalard,” Arrow growled in greeting.

      “You don’t sound it,” he replied, picking up on the strained tone in his twin’s voice. “What happened?”

      “Do you want me to start with the ambush or the explosion that followed? Dragon’s balls! That hurts! Aren’t you supposed to numb the area first? I could do surgery on myself with less pain,” Arrow snapped at the unseen healer.

      Adalard frowned. “Ha’ven didn’t tell me what your injuries were, he only said the assassin who attacked you was in worse shape.”

      Arrow’s low groan filtered through the communicator. “Yeah, well, being dead is worse, though at the moment I’m tempted to think otherwise. I’ll be fine once this savage who calls himself a healer finishes torturing me,” he retorted.

      “Who is with you?” Adalard demanded.

      “First Medical Officer Jaron d’Camp, sir,” the healer replied.

      “How bad is my brother?” Adalard demanded.

      Arrow’s curse-filled orders telling Jaron not to say anything came through the communicator. Adalard listened with a mixture of amusement and concern until the vidcom Arrow had forgotten in his tirade slipped far enough for him to see the scorched material covering Arrow’s right side and leg.

      “I’m fine. Once Jaron is finished with me, I’ll send you a report—not that I found out very much,” Arrow finally replied.

      “Tilkmos, Arrow! You should have stayed in the lab. You look like you’ve been roasted by a dragon,” he growled with a shake of his head. “Jaron, make sure you take good care of my brother,” he ordered.

      “I will, sir. But, to do that, he needs to cooperate,” Jaron said with a stern expression.

      Arrow lifted the vidcom to block out Jaron and scowled at Adalard. “I hate healers. I’ll send my report in a few hours. This wound might take longer to heal,” he ruefully admitted.

      “Take your time. I have a feeling I will be here for a while,” Adalard said before disconnecting the communication.

      He sat back in his chair, lifted his drink, and swallowed the remaining contents. Who would be brazen enough to capture the King of the Valdier and attack the Ha’darra family at the same time? Ben’qumain might attempt one, but both? It wouldn’t be entirely out of character for his half-brother, but he would need a massive amount of help—which meant the network of traitors was much larger, more organized, and better funded than Adalard and his brothers had originally thought.

      Not to mention that successfully capturing Zoran was no small feat. The dragon-shifters were dangerous. Adalard should know; having fought against them in the Great War.

      He moodily thought about the war that had ravaged Heron Prime for over a century. The Curizan, Valdier, and Sarafin warriors were some of the most lethal beings in the universe thanks to the unique abilities given to each of their three species by the Goddess Aikaterina. They would still be at war if not for Vox d’Rojah, King of the Sarafin, and Creon Reykill, Prince of the Valdier, becoming trapped together as they tried to kill each other. Eventually, they discovered that the war had been started and perpetuated by a traitorous alliance determined to eliminate the ruling Houses on all three worlds.

      In the end, a strong friendship developed between Vox, Creon, and Ha’ven that became unbreakable. Since then, Adalard and his brothers had been working tirelessly to uncover everyone involved in this subversion and bring peace back to their peoples. With Zoran Reykill’s disappearance, the fires of war were sure to be fanned again.

      “I hope to Goddess that it doesn’t,” Adalard murmured to himself. “I really hate fighting those armored, dragon-shifting bastards.” He sighed, placing his empty glass on the table. He turned off his shield and motioned to the server for a refill.
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        * * *

      

      Hamade Dos stood in the shadows, watching the Ha’darra Prince. His eyes glittered with rage, and he tightened his grasp on the grip of his blaster. The Curizan had easily eliminated the Bovdean assassin. It was the fool’s own fault for underestimating the skills of a Curizan prince.

      “Do you want me to draw him out?” Lesher Comoros asked in a hushed voice from behind him.

      “No. The Curizan already will have ordered each vessel searched. It is best for us to wait,” he instructed.

      “But why?” Lesher protested with a disgruntled frown. “He is right there! A single blast between his eyes would be one step closer to ending the Ha’darra family. Ben’qumain—” His voice faded when he saw the chilling gleam in his superior’s eyes.

      “Ben’qumain is an idiot who will get himself killed. If you want to sacrifice yourself for the cause, that is fine, but not when it will compromise my escape—besides, he is shielded somehow, probably with a device his twin created. I cautioned Ben’qumain that his half-brothers would not fall easily. He should have let me deal with the three of them years ago,” Hamade said.

      “What about the d’Rojahs? Can they be blamed if you kill Ha’darra?” Lesher suggested, referring to the Sarafin Royals.

      Irritation coursed through him. “Ha’ven Ha’darra and Vox d’Rojah have formed too close a bond to fall for that ruse again. I have someone on the inside who will deal with the d’Rojahs. Now that the royal families have united, a different approach must be taken,” Hamade replied.

      Lesher frowned and stared at Adalard Ha’darra with a grim expression. Hamade ignored his lieutenant and stepped into the stream of merchants and shoppers. Lesher followed a minute later.

      It wasn’t that Hamade didn’t trust Lesher with his plans; he didn’t trust anyone. His allegiance was to a higher power than that of the jealous Curizan or the power-hungry Valdier. It was time for a new power to rule the star systems. One created by a God.

      No matter how long it takes, he vowed before he entered a shop to avoid the Curizan General and a group of Curizan warriors walking in his direction.
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      Curizan Warship-Rayon I: Earth’s Orbit

      Seven years ago

      

      The lift arrived at the shuttle bay, the doors opened, and Adalard almost walked into Ha’ven. Restless energy filled the entire ship and it was feeding into Adalard’s power. He urgently needed to release some of it.

      Every unmated warrior was looking forward to meeting a few beautiful females on the planet below. Adalard had impressed on all of them, however, that they must be very discreet. Nothing caused trouble like fraternizing with the locals who weren’t aware aliens existed. Adalard had seen firsthand the disaster that could ensue. Given Ha’ven’s expression, he must have been thinking the same thing.

      “Where are you going?” Ha’ven demanded.

      Adalard grinned at his older brother and adjusted the bag he was carrying.

      “Exploring. Are you and Emma ready to leave?” he replied, trying to sidestep around Ha’ven.

      His brother didn’t let him pass. If anything, the scowl on Ha’ven’s face deepened. It looked like he wasn’t going to escape as quickly as he had hoped.

      “Exploring? What kind of exploring? Where? How long will you be gone?” Ha’ven absentmindedly demanded.

      Adalard raised an eyebrow. “Yes, exploring—down on the planet, and if I have to tell you what kind of exploring, you’ve been mated too long. You don’t have to worry. I’ll be back long before the ship is scheduled to depart,” he replied.

      Ha’ven opened his mouth to protest, but instead, he sighed and gave Adalard a wry grin. “Of course. Still, I am worrying. Trouble always seems to find you, brother, no matter where we go. The closer we get to the planet, the more I wonder if this is a mistake. I keep telling myself that everything will be fine.”

      “It will be fine,” Adalard reassured.

      Ha’ven grimaced. “I know—I’m just distracted. I’m worried about Emma. If you insist on going to the planet, will you do me a favor? Trisha asked me to meet with Mason Andrews and Chad Morrison on Paul’s ranch to make sure everything is alright. If you can do that, it will save me some time. Be sure to tell them that Paul and the women are safe and happy.”

      “Yes, I can check in with them. Is there anything else?” he dryly inquired.

      “No. There is only one mission for this trip as far as I’m concerned, and it isn’t for you or anyone else on this ship to break some poor human’s heart,” Ha’ven warned.

      Adalard shook his head in wry amusement. “My men need a break, Ha’ven. They have been in space too long. Give them credit for knowing how to behave.”

      Ha’ven scowled. “It isn’t your crew I’m worried about. Need I remind you of the barrage of messages the ship’s communications officer received in the past month alone from your many avid admirers wanting to know when you’ll return?”

      “What can I say? I’m good in bed,” he declared.

      Adalard chuckled at the uncomfortable expression on his brother’s face until Ha’ven suddenly paused and turned, his face lighting up as his blonde, petite mate walked toward them. It still amazed Adalard how far his brother had fallen—and how thankful he was that Ha’ven had found Emma. She had literally saved Ha’ven’s life—more than once.

      Adalard smiled at her. She gave him a shy smile in return, her gaze hesitantly sliding over the long scar on his cheek.

      “I hope you have a pleasant trip, Emma,” he said when she came to a stop next to his brother.

      He fought to hide a smile when he saw Ha’ven fondly wrap his arm around Emma’s waist. Ha’ven sent Adalard a grateful nod. Emma and Ha’ven were intending to pick up her mother from the nursing home where she lived. He had to hand it to his brother for embracing the role of a family man. Personally, he would rather face a dozen assassins than deal with a mate, or worse—younglings. A shudder of distaste ran through him. He would leave the breeding to Ha’ven, the Valdier, and poor Vox. Besides, it wasn’t essential that he produce a Ha’darra heir with Ha’ven around.

      “Thank you. Are you going somewhere?” she politely inquired.

      He readjusted the bag on his shoulder and shrugged. “I thought I would explore a little of your planet. You never know when the information will come in handy,” he said with a grin.

      “Oh. I’m afraid I can’t give you any recommendations. My parents didn’t travel much when I was young and I… the only time—” Her voice faltered.

      “Adalard can find his way around,” Ha’ven quickly interjected. “He is going to Paul’s ranch. A human there can help him.”

      Adalard nodded. “Part of the fun is getting lost. Who knows? I might find a female who will offer to be my guide,” he teased with a wink.

      Emma’s eyes widened and she blushed. “Yes, well… uh… good luck,” she stuttered.

      “Shut up. You’re embarrassing her,” Ha’ven groused.

      With an affectionate smile, Adalard gave her a slight bow. “My apologies, Emma. I’d better take my leave before your mate challenges me,” he teased.

      Emma giggled. “I’ve seen his bruises after he returns from the training room with you. Have fun and be careful,” she said with a grin.

      “Always on the first, never on the second,” he replied with a wave of his hand.

      He grinned as he walked away. It would feel good to get off the ship for a bit. He studied the shuttle bay. The Rayon I wasn’t a large ship. His twin brother, Arrow, had designed the warship for speed, maneuverability, and stealth.

      “Commander Ha’darra,” a warrior called, hurrying toward him.

      Adalard bit back an annoyed groan. “What is it, Quill?” he impatiently asked.

      “I wanted to let you know I found a bad module on your shuttle—and this,” Quill responded, holding out a small silver cylinder.

      Adalard narrowed his eyes on the tracking device. “Where did you find it?” he demanded.

      “Inside the outer burner casing. Whoever installed it did a poor job. When the module burned, it shorted out the tracking device. The logs show that the module burned out on your return trip from Kardosa Spaceport last month,” Quill replied.

      Adalard rolled the device in his hand before he held it out to Quill. “Keep this between us. Review the vidcom logs and run a scan to find the manufacturer of the device. I want to know who put it on my shuttle,” he instructed.

      Quill bowed his head. “Yes, sir,” he replied.

      “And Quill—run a scan on the Rayon I,” he added.

      Quill smiled. “I’ve already started one, sir. If there are any other devices, I’ll find them,” he promised.

      Adalard nodded. Quill reminded him a lot of Arrow. His younger brother by a few minutes loved his toys. So did he, the difference was his toys were usually of the soft, alive, and sexy variety while Arrow’s tended to be mechanical, hard, cold, and deadly.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if Arrow hasn’t invented a new PVC with as much time as he spends in his laboratory,” he chuckled.

      The thought of the Valdier’s Personal Virtual Companion software, or PVC as they called it, made him laugh. He confessed, thinking of his immense pleasure in viewing Trelon Reykill’s PVC after Trelon’s human mate, Cara, used it to test a new communication booster she was working on. Half the known galaxy had the privilege of enjoying it as well after Cara sent it out to test her newest invention-in-progress.

      “Perhaps I should reclassify human women as extremely dangerous,” he mused before dismissing the idea.

      The women were crazy, annoying, and cute but not really dangerous—except for Trisha, Carmen, and Riley. Hell, even Abby Tanner-Reykill had torched his traitorous half-brother, Ben’qumain, and most human women didn’t come much gentler than Abby! Then there was Emma—sweet, delicate Emma. He paused on the platform leading into his personal shuttle and shook his head.

      “Who am I kidding? They are all as dangerous as hell,” he chuckled. He couldn’t wait to meet more of them.
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      Outside Casper, Wyoming

      

      “Samara! Samara! Where in the hell are you?”

      Rob’s loud, angry voice shattered the peaceful morning. The screen door slammed, punctuating his foul mood. A moment later, Samara heard heavy footsteps on the wooden porch.

      She grimaced when Rob yelled for her again. Pursing her lips, she tightened the last bolt on the new alternator she had just installed. Closing the hood of the old Ford truck, she grabbed a stained towel from the bench and exited the mechanic’s garage.

      The truck was the only thing of value Pa left her when he died three years ago. Everything else—the house, the auto repair shop on the same lot, along with their contents, and the ten acres of land surrounding them had gone to her brothers. Well, all of them except for Wilson.

      Wilson didn’t get a damn thing but his freedom. He had disappeared one afternoon four years ago after a fight with their father. Personally, she thought he got the best deal of the entire family. They hadn’t heard from him since. Samara didn’t blame Wilson for wanting to escape the hellhole they called home.

      As for her, she focused all of her energy on saving every penny she made working at Paul Grove’s ranch. She started working there when she was sixteen, after she got her driver’s license. Fortunately, she didn’t live too far from the ranch—twelve miles as the crow flies, but longer on the winding roads of Casper Mountain. Paul’s ranch covered thousands of acres.

      Samara’s thoughts grudgingly returned to her home. It was only a matter of time before her remaining four brothers lost this repair shop. None of them had ever held a job for more than a few months before they quit or were fired. They wouldn’t even consider working on any kind of engine. They couldn’t be bothered to change the oil in their own cars, and they weren’t about to do it for someone else’s vehicle.

      Her Pa, Samuel Lee-Stephens, had inherited the house and the old auto repair shop just outside of town from his dad. Pa had been a hard worker, but his luck was lousy. Every time he had come close to paying it off, he would have to borrow against it again. The last time was to pay for her mom’s medical bills.

      Pa was too stubborn to sell the family’s roots here. He was born and raised in Casper and said he would die here. The sad part was he died not long after making that statement.

      Her brothers hadn’t sold the property because as long as they made the minimum payment each month, they had a place to hide all the illegal shit they were doing. That was another reason Samara wanted to get out—before the Feds and local law enforcement descended and discovered what true lowlifes most of the Lee-Stephens’ men were.

      She wiped her dirty hands on the stained rag and walked across the yard. She pursed her lips when she saw Rob’s disheveled appearance. His light brown hair was sticking up, his plaid shirt was hanging open to reveal the beer belly he no longer bothered to hide, and the button on his jeans was undone.

      I don’t know why I made Mama that promise, she thought as a wave of disgust filled her.

      For the hundredth time, she wished her dad had been more like Paul Grove. Maybe then she could really do something with her life. As it was, her biggest fear was ending up like her Ma—pregnant, married to the wrong man, and almost grateful when the doctor told her she had brain cancer.

      Even the thought of being stuck with a man like her dad made her want to swear off men forever. Some women were destined to make bad choices when it came to men. Her Ma had and so had her grandma. Angelina Lee-Stephens said it was the curse of the women in their family.

      Once again, she felt envious of Trisha Grove. Trisha had an awesome dad in the good, attentive, and loving Paul Grove. Samara’s father had been so mean that the only ones to show up for his funeral other than herself was Paul Grove—out of respect for her—and the attorney hired by Pa to redo his will after Wilson left. A week after he changed his will, Samuel Lee-Stephens died while working on an old tractor he was hoping to sell.

      Her brothers did what they had always done—they played poker, got drunk, and ended up in jail. She had been half-tempted to leave them then and there, but she had promised her Ma that she would watch over them for as long as she could. It didn’t matter that they were all older than she was. It looked like that promise was about to come back and bite her in the ass again.

      “What do you want?” she called out before Rob opened his mouth to yell again.

      Her brother’s dark brown eyes still had a slight glaze to them. He also had a whopper of a black eye and a busted lip. She wiggled her nose with distaste when he reached into his pants and scratched his crotch.

      “You got any money? Jerry and Brit need bail,” he said.

      She shook her head. “Nope. My truck needed parts,” she answered.

      Rob’s eyes narrowed at her obvious lie. “If they don’t show up at work in an hour, they’ll be fired. Where’s the title?” he asked.

      Anger built inside her. “You aren’t pawning my truck to bail them out. I need it. If they don’t show up for work, that’s not my problem,” she retorted.

      Rob pulled his hand out of his pants and stepped to the edge of the porch. He had that mean gleam in his eyes that always made her wary. He had never hit her, but he had come close a few times—as evidenced by the holes in the walls throughout the house.

      “Without their pay, we can’t make the mortgage payment. If we miss the payment, you’ll be living in that piece of shit on four wheels,” he snapped.

      “What happened to Gary? Why don’t you ask him if he’s got any money?” she demanded.

      “He lost it—plus some last night. He was on a winning streak and some two-bit asshole played him like a fiddle,” Rob replied.

      She shook her head and waved the dirty rag at him. “I’m done with the lot of you. If you guys lose this place, that’s not my problem anymore. Mr. Andrews said I could move into the apartment in the barn over at Paul Grove’s Ranch,” she lied.

      “You promised Ma, Samara!” Rob yelled before he cursed. “Damn it, either you bail them out or….”

      “Or what, Rob? You and the others have sold everything of value. The little bit of furniture that’s left won’t get you twenty-five dollars. You’ve got nothing left and you’re sure as hell not getting my truck,” she snapped.

      Rob looked her up and down. A shiver of unease swept through her when he shoved his hands in his pockets and looked over her head. She warily waited for him to drop whatever bombshell he thought would force her to help him.

      “I told you that Gary lost his paycheck plus some,” he said, looking at her again.

      She shifted agitatedly from one foot to the other. “Yeah, so,” she replied.

      “The plus some was an IOU,” he said.

      “So? What’s that got to do with me? What’d he promise this time? His first born? The kid would probably be better off,” she retorted with a shrug.

      Rob shook his head. “Nope—you,” he answered.

      Samara staggered back and shook her head. There was no way Rob could have just said what he did. Gary—her own brother—wouldn’t sell her to cover a poker debt.

      “You’re lying,” she finally responded through gritted teeth.

      Rob shook his head again. “Nope. If Jerry and Brit work, and we sell your truck, we can pay back part of the debt this month and more each month until it’s paid off,” he said.

      “How much? How much did Gary lose this time?” she demanded, clenching her fists.

      For once, Rob had the decency to look ashamed. He bowed his head and scratched the bottom of his bare foot on the edge of the porch. She silently hoped he would get a splinter.

      “Ten grand,” he mumbled.

      She blinked, wishing she had misheard him. “Ten thousand dollars? Gary lost ten thousand dollars in a poker game?” Her head felt light, and she was worried that she might faint. That frightened her more than dealing with the situation. If she fainted, who knew what her freaking brothers might do to her? She shook her head to clear it. “Gary doesn’t make that much in six months! Hell, the lot of you combined barely bring that home! How could he be so stupid? Why the hell did you guys let him do something that stupid?” she demanded in a faint voice.

      Rob angrily waved his hand at her. “I told you, Gary was on a winning streak. Hell, he had already won more than that when the city slicker started buying drinks for everyone. What was he supposed to do, walk away?”

      “Uh, yeah,” she retorted with a contemptuous glare.

      Rob pursed his lips. “None of that matters now. We’ve got to get our hands on as much cash as possible. There’s a guy down at the distribution center who will pay top dollar for your truck. I know you’ve been stashing the money you’ve been making. I can ask Teresa for a loan. She’ll give me a hundred or two,” he said.

      “Teresa won’t give you shit. You burned your bridges with her a long time ago. The only thing she wants from you is sex, and I know that can’t be worth two hundred bucks. Where is Gary? Why isn’t he taking care of the mess he made?” she snapped.

      Rob glared at her as if all of this was her fault. “He’s in no shape to help at the moment. When he couldn’t pay up, that’s when the fight broke out. How do you think I ended up with a black eye and a busted lip and Jerry and Brit in jail? Turns out the guy Gary owes money to is pretty powerful in Vegas. If we don’t pay up, it’ll be more than this place and your truck, Samara. It’s our lives—and I mean all of us,” he stated.

      Tears of anger and frustration blurred her vision before she blinked them away. She turned her back to Rob and slowly counted to twenty. Ten thousand dollars was more than she had. She had been saving every penny since she was ten years old, hiding it away in the garage where no one could find it. Despite the years of doing anything and everything she could to earn an extra dollar, including the four years of working part-time at the Grove Ranch, she didn’t have that kind of cash.

      “I won’t sell my truck,” she said, not looking at him. “Once this is over—I’m done with you and the others. Wilson was right to get out of here. I don’t care if I have to live in the fucking woods, do you understand me?” She turned and faced him again. “I’m through trying to save your asses when you don’t give a shit about anyone but yourselves. If you want to waste your life, that’s your business. Keep me out of it.”

      Rob smiled. “How much do you have?” he asked.

      Samara stared back at Rob. He was very lucky she wasn’t holding the shotgun she kept under her bed for protection. The smug look on his face made her sick to her stomach.

      “Twenty-five hundred,” she lied. “You, Jerry, and Brit can cough up the rest. You might want to start by selling that fancy new truck you’ve been hiding over in Teresa’s garage.”

      A savage satisfaction swept through her when Rob’s smile turned into a scowl. She walked back to the garage. In minutes, she was holding the box containing every penny to her name. Glancing at her watch, she realized she would have to call Mason and tell him she would be a little late.

      Samara would go to town and bail out her brothers. If Gary was lying low, he would be at Pat’s place above Teresa’s garage. She would never know what Teresa and her sister, Pat, saw in her brothers. She would give the money to help pay Gary’s gambling debt to Pat. There was no way in hell she would ever give it to her brothers. They would just gamble or drink it away.

      “This is it, Ma. I know I promised you, but I’m never going to let Rob and the others use me again. I’ve got to make a change, and the only way I can do that is to end the cycle of bad decisions. I’m not carrying the Lee-Stephens baggage anymore,” she vowed, resting her hand on the old, rusted metal money box that once belonged to their mom.

      She stashed the metal box under the driver’s seat of her truck and climbed in. By the time she pulled away, Rob had disappeared back into the clapboard house that desperately needed a coat of paint. The old truck bounced when she hit a pothole in the dirt driveway. She stopped the truck, looked both ways before turning right onto the highway, and headed to town.
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      Twenty minutes later, Samara pulled into a parking space next to the Hall of Justice. She breathed a sigh of relief and sent a silent prayer of thanks to the cloudless sky when she spotted Annalisa Hollins walking along the sidewalk. She had fixed Annalisa’s brakes last week, and the woman told her if she ever needed anything, to let her know.

      “Hey, Annalisa,” Samara called.

      Annalisa turned, smiled, and shook her head in sympathy. Samara’s shoulders drooped at the other woman’s expression, and she grimaced. She hated having to ask for favors or owing anyone anything.

      “I noticed that your brothers were spending the night again,” Annalisa stated.

      “Yeah. Rob just told me. Is there any way you can help me get them out? They’ve got to be at work in an hour, and I’m already late,” she asked with a hopeful expression.

      Annalisa nodded. “Yes, but they’ll still need to post bail,” she said.

      Samara held up the box she was carrying. “I figured that,” she said with a sigh.

      “I just saw Carl Biggie go in. He might give you a discount since he is already here and he’ll get two for the price of one,” Annalisa said.

      Hope blossomed again. “Carl? Cool! I rebuilt the universal joints on his daughter’s car a couple of weeks ago. He did say he’d give me a discount the next time one of my brothers was arrested,” she replied with a grin.

      “Well, today might be your lucky day,” Annalisa laughed.

      Samara couldn’t help rolling her eyes. “That’s about as likely as me meeting an alien or discovering that Bigfoot lives outside of town. At this point, I’d almost welcome something like that if it meant getting away from my dumbass brothers,” she grudgingly confessed.

      Annalisa laughed again. “You know what they say about not being able to pick your family,” she said.

      “Yeah, but you’d think hoarding all the bad ones in one family should be against the natural order of evolution. I’m totally into spreading the love,” Samara dryly retorted.

      “Well, let’s see if we can get you in and out, so at least you can get them to work,” Annalisa replied, opening the door for her.

      Forty minutes later, she was back on the road. This time she had Jerry and Brit with her. Jerry was dozing with his mouth open and his head against the door while Brit sat in the middle. Brit, at twenty-one, was two years older than she was.

      “Thank you for bailing us out, Samara,” Brit mumbled.

      “Don’t get used to it. I’m not always going to be here to save your ass,” she snapped.

      “I’ll see if I can pull a double to pay you back,” he replied.

      She turned into the parking lot of the garage, making sure that she hit the pothole near the edge of the road. Jerry was wrenched awake, and he cursed when his head hit the passenger side window with a resounding thud. She hit the brakes a little harder than she should have, sending both men forward into the dash with a satisfying thump.

      “You’re a real bitch sometimes, Samara,” Jerry grumbled.

      “Thank you. Now get the hell out of my truck,” she retorted with a saccharin smile.

      “Thanks again,” Brit mumbled as he slid out of the passenger door.

      She didn’t bother answering. The moment they were clear, she pressed the accelerator. Looking both ways, she turned left onto the highway.

      “I am so going to ask Mason about that apartment today,” she vowed.
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        * * *

      

      Adalard flexed his hand when he noticed the usual colors of his aura swirling with an ominous dark red. He forced his mind and body to relax. The last thing he wanted to do was take out half of the power grid on this side of the planet.

      Instead of thinking about the tracking device and who might have installed it, he surveyed the landscape below. Lush forests, winding streams, and snow-capped mountains greeted him. He could see signs of habitation from the local species, but they appeared to be separated from each other.

      If he followed the road, it should lead him to Paul Grove’s place. He glanced at the computer readings. Arrow’s cloaking device was still shielding his transport’s presence from Earth’s military and civilian population.

      Spikes of red energy surged through him again, causing the transport to shimmer. A warning light flashed on the console. There was something in the transport draining his powers. If he didn’t find a place to land soon, he wouldn’t be able to.

      “Caution, shield instability detected. Shields at twenty percent. Cloaking device instability detected,” the computer reported in a calm, male voice.

      “Tilkmos,” Adalard cursed.

      He scanned the detailed holographic map of the terrain. Up ahead, near a river, there was a clearing that was barely large enough for the transport, but it would have to do. It was at the bottom of a ravine and wouldn’t be easily accessible, which made it even better. If his readings were correct, he was on Paul Grove’s property.

      He focused on trying to regulate the energy flowing from him to the transport. By the time he dipped below the treetops, sweat had covered his brow from the effort of keeping the surge that was running through him from shorting out the craft’s entire electrical system.

      He was livid by the time he landed. An unexpected feeling of weakness coursed through his body, and he frowned at his trembling hands as he shut down the transport.

      What the hell just happened? he wondered, clenching his hand into a fist.

      Adalard flexed his fingers and made the decision that until he knew what was going on, he wouldn’t use the transport. He would take a portable unit and contact the Rayon I from Paul’s ranch. An irritated sigh slipped from him.

      “There goes my relaxation time,” he muttered.

      He released the straps on his seat and stood. In minutes, he had a bag packed and was striding down the platform. He cursed when he realized that the transport was visible. Without power, the cloaking device wouldn’t work.

      “Back to the old-fashioned way,” he sighed.

      He lifted his hand and focused on the surrounding energy. In seconds, a large reflective screen appeared above the transport. He closed his fingers into a fist and the screen floated down, covering the transport. By the time he finished, he was breathing heavily from exhaustion.

      He studied his creation while he waited for his body to quit shaking. From the air, his transport would be virtually invisible. On the ground, it was another story.

      This must be the work of a saboteur. This person was likely affiliated with Kejon, the Curizan assassin who had targeted Ha’ven and kidnapped Emma several months back. Adalard and his brothers believed Kejon was part of a larger, deadlier group. He thanked the Goddesses that the bastard was dead now, but there were still others out there that remained in the shadows. He couldn’t stop until every one of them was captured or killed, preferably the latter.

      Looking around, Adalard found it difficult to believe that with so much untapped power in the air, Emma’s species didn’t know how to harness it. Emma swore that humans couldn’t control the surrounding energy, but he knew she could. The power Emma interwove with his brother’s was a remarkable sight.

      He shook his head in disbelief at the thought and refocused on getting out of the ravine and up to the road. He moved the pack on his shoulder to his back and carefully surveyed the area. There didn’t appear to be any evidence of human activity.

      He looked up and exhaled. Normally he would use his Curizan powers to get out of the ravine. Unfortunately, whatever had happened in his transport left him unwilling to risk it.

      “It looks like it will be the old-fashioned way again,” he sighed with a shake of his head.

      He estimated that it was about eight hundred feet to the top of the ravine. He felt lightheaded already.

      He broke the climb into three parts, stopping to breathe through the weakness that made his limbs feel like a pile of gelatinous mush, but it slowly faded the farther away he was from his ship. The rugged cliff face provided plenty of hand and footholds that allowed him to pace himself. Even so, the climb to the top left him exhausted.

      “Son of a two-headed Tiliqua,” he groaned as he pulled himself over the edge and rolled onto his back.

      He stared up at the heavy gray clouds. All thoughts of having a relaxing, fun time looked about as promising as the darkening sky. He muttered another curse, rolled to his feet, and wiped his hands together. Standing there wasn’t going to get him to Paul Grove’s ranch.

      Half an hour later, he emerged from the woods along the roadside. He rolled his shoulders, easing their stiffness. The hike through the woods took longer than he had expected. He paused and looked back and forth. He wished he had brought a hoverboard.

      “I’m getting really tired of doing things the old-fashioned way,” he sighed as he turned and began walking along the white line at the edge of the road as cold wind pushed against him and the first fluffy dusting of snowflakes began to fall.
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        * * *

      

      Samara glanced at the clock on her phone and muttered under her breath. She hated being late. A quick call to Mason before she lost signal helped ease a little of the tension she was feeling. Still, it burned that her family issues had interfered with her job. It reminded her too much of her brothers and they were the last people she wanted to be compared to.

      She frowned when she saw someone walking along the edge of the road. They were in the middle of nowhere. It was six miles from town and another six miles to Casper Mountain.

      She slowed and crossed the double yellow line as she passed the man. He didn’t look like a hiker. His long hair ruled out his being one of Mr. G’s military guys that came for training.

      “He looks more like a biker who lost his bike,” she said with a shake of her head as she thought of the number of city folk who didn’t understand Wyoming weather.

      Fat snowflakes struck the windshield. She glanced in the mirror again. The guy wasn’t dressed for cold weather. Up at this elevation and especially this time of year, there was always the chance of a sudden snowstorm.

      She silently cursed her tender heart. “He better not be a serial killer,” she growled as she pulled off the road and waited for him to catch up.

      She kept her eyes glued to the rearview mirror and impatiently drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. A moment of self-doubt filled her when she got a closer look at him, and she bit her bottom lip in indecision. She had to force her foot to stay on the brake pedal even though her sense of survival was screaming for her to go.

      It would be rude to give the guy hope of a ride then take off like a jackrabbit with a coyote on its tail, she silently admonished.

      Yeah, but at least the jackrabbit is smart enough to run, you idiot!

      “Shit!” she cursed, pressing the power button to the passenger side window when he reached the back of her truck. “Hey, do you need a ride?”

      He walked up to the door. Her finger twitched on the window control. She should have rolled the window down halfway, not all the way. He peered through the open window.

      She stared in amazement at the man’s unusual violet eyes and the long scar on his cheek. He had the same darker skin tone and silky black hair as some indigenous people who lived nearby, but that was where the resemblance ended. This guy screamed biker, serial killer, movie star, body builder, and a half-dozen other names that streamed through her mind like prairie dogs popping up to see what was going on.

      She scowled when he stared back at her as if she were the one with two heads, and she shivered, unsure if it was from the intense look in his violet eyes or the blast of frigid air pouring in through the open window.

      “Listen, you’re letting all the heat out. Do you need a ride, and if so, where? I’m late for work, and I don’t have time for you to decide if you want to freeze your ass off or hitch a ride,” she snapped, again regretting her impulse to stop and pick him up.

      “Paul Grove,” he said.

      She blinked at him in surprise before she shook her head and laughed. “Well, isn’t it your lucky day. That is exactly where I’m heading. You must be one of his survival guys. That explains everything. Get in,” she said, pushing the unlock button.

      She pursed her lips when he remained frozen for a moment, but then he nodded. He stepped back and scrutinized the door for a second before he pulled it open. She reached over and cranked the fan to high while he shrugged out of his backpack. He tossed it onto the seat before he slid in and closed the door. She quickly raised the window.

      “Seat belt,” she automatically instructed before she glanced in the rearview mirror to make sure the road was clear.

      He looked around before he reached for the seat belt and pulled it on. She merged onto the highway and sped up. Glancing at him out of her peripheral vision, she noticed he was sitting like he had a rod up his ass. His facial features looked like they had been sculpted from granite. The only thing moving were his fingers as he flexed them and that little vein at his temple. She reached out and adjusted the vent to blow some hot air on him.

      “So, what are you?” she casually asked.

      “I’m an alien from another world,” he said.

      She blinked, her mind going blank, before she began to laugh. The sound started low, but the more she thought of his response, the funnier she found it as her conversation earlier with Annalisa came back to her. He shifted in his seat and frowned at her. His expression was priceless and made her snort.

      “Oh, man, that was good,” she said, wiping at the corner of her eye with her jacket sleeve.

      “You find my answer entertaining?” he asked.

      She glanced at him and nodded. “Yeah. I was expecting Marine or Navy Seal, or maybe even FBI or CIA with the long hair and jacket outfit, but alien is good. I can go with that,” she chuckled. “So, Mr. Alien, do you come with a name and a title?”

      He frowned at her. “Prince Adalard Ha’darra of the Curizan,” he announced.

      She looked at him with amusement. It was hard not to laugh again. His face was so serious, like he honestly thought he was a prince.

      Not just a prince—an alien prince from a place called Curizan, she thought, unable to keep from snickering again.

      “Well, I guess even a princely rock star needs to know how to survive in the wilderness—especially if his bike breaks down in the middle of an August snowstorm,” she replied with a grin.

      “Rock star?” he repeated.

      She turned on the blinker and grinned at him again. “Yeah, ‘cause no soldier in his right mind would be seen wearing that much black leather in the woods. I give you half a day before Mr. G tags you, but only because he’ll give you a good head start. It would be even less if Trisha was the one tracking you—” she predicted, “unless she wanted to play with you,” she added with a commiserating smile.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      She fought a smile. “Samara Lee-Stephens—human, no royal blood,” she teased before she nodded her head toward the windshield. “We’re here, Mr. Prince Adalard of Curizan.”
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