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      With over 1,000 five-star Goodreads ratings: When reporter Morrigan takes an undercover assignment on a foreign planet, she ends up the accidental bride of a dragon shifter. Prince Ualan is determined to honor the marriage — but first, he’ll have to tame the tempestuous beauty! (BookBub)

      

      Breaking up was never so hard...

      Going undercover at a mass wedding as a bartered bride, Morrigan Blake has every intention of getting off the barbaric alien planet just as soon as the ceremony is over. Or, more correctly, just as soon as she captures footage of the mysterious princes rumored to be in attendance.

      After a euphoric night, Morrigan discovers her ride left without her and an alien dragon shifter is claiming she's his wife. It's not exactly the story this reporter had in mind. And to make matters worse, the all-to-seductive dragon prince refuses to give up without a fight.

      

      Being cursed by the Gods was never so frustrating...

      Prince Ualan is prepared to follow dragon shifter tradition and marry the woman revealed to him during the marriage festival. When the stubborn, yet achingly sexy, Morrigan refuses to accept their shared fate, it is all he can do to keep from acting like the barbarian she accuses him of being.
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      Ten years ago my second book was published, Dragon Lords: The Barbarian Prince (2004). It’s hard to believe a decade has passed. In many ways it feels like only yesterday that I penned the first four princes’ futuristic stories. I actually wrote Dragon Lords 1-4 at the same time while on a contract-signing high after receiving my first book deal with an e-first publisher. It was a mad blur of endless hours typing, completely immersed in the futuristic world. I loved the stories, but I never imagined they would gain the following that they have.

      In 2004 ebooks were still relatively new and people tended to act as if they weren’t “real” books. The books did go into print editions soon after the digital versions. Most people hadn’t even heard of an ebook. I couldn’t count how many times I uttered the words, “Yes, it’s a real book, just a different way of reading. It still takes the same amount of time to write. It still gets a cover. It still goes through edits.” Ten years later the majority of people have embraced the ebook. I’m very proud to say I have been an ebook author from the beginning.

      Oh, how the industry has changed in 10 years. Not only do we have ebooks, but we have mainstream self-publishing. It seemed fitting after being an e-first author at a time when ebooks weren’t well known that I’d take a chance on mainstream self-publishing in its infancy. A lot of people told me I was crazy to give up large contracts—even if they weren’t right for my career. So the second editions (and now the 10th anniversary editions) released under the indie umbrella of The Raven Books, owned by myself and Mandy M. Roth. The second editions were first sold in a dedicated store on The Raven Books website. Then, as companies like Amazon, All Romance Ebooks, Smashwords, and Barnes & Noble opened up for self-published ebooks, the Dragon Lords were right there ready to go. I’m also proud to say I’ve been a part of the self-publishing indie movement from the beginning.

      But, back to the first editions… 2004 was before the self-publishing boom and new authors at a publisher don’t always get much of a say in the finished product of a book—or maybe lack of publishing experience means the newbie doesn’t know how or what to ask. A lot of times we were just thrilled to have made it past the gruelingly long submission, rejection, query, acceptance process. These anniversary editions are my chance to look again at those first novels and do things a little differently, hopefully better.

      Over the last decade I’ve written in many genres—futuristic, historical, paranormal, fantasy, dark paranormal, contemporary. I’ve written for many publishers—big New York and London traditional publishers, e-first and now indie self-pub. I’ve published many series, won national awards, spoken at conferences, made bestseller lists, started the successful The Raven Books with the awesome Mandy M. Roth, and met some wonderful readers. One of the most rewarding things to come from a life as a writer is having a career that I love and making friends I couldn’t live without. I am truly blessed.

      Now, a decade later, the series has grown into a whole multi-verse of spin-off series: Dragon Lords series, Lords of the Var® series, Space Lords series, Zhang Dynasty series, and the Galaxy Playmates short stories. As an author, it’s amazing to have readers still asking for more books in a world after ten years. I am grateful every day for my readers.

      As I prepare for the release of Dragon Lords 9 and am looking toward the future of the series (oh, yes, there are many, many more books planned in the universe), I thought it a perfect time to revisit those first four books that started it all. Ten years gives a writer a lot of time to think about the stories she’s told. It’s also a time filled with lessons. All writers are (or at least should be) continually learning and growing, and I am not the same as I was early in my career. It’s a little hard to touch the stories that so many readers have loved, for it has become as much theirs as mine, but I hope these expanded, revised versions do them the justice they deserve. I know I’m excited about it!

      Thank you, readers. Your emails, social media play and support of my work has been more than an author could ever hope for.

      

      
        
        Happy Reading!

        Michelle M. Pillow

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT DRAGON LORDS SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      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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        Dragon Lords Series

        Barbarian Prince

        Perfect Prince

        Dark Prince

        Warrior Prince

        His Highness The Duke

        The Stubborn Lord

        The Reluctant Lord

        The Impatient Lord

        The Dragon’s Queen
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        The Savage King

        The Playful Prince

        The Bound Prince
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        Qurilixen Lords

        Dragon Prince

        Marked Prince

        Feral Prince

        More Coming Soon!
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        Captured by a Dragon-Shifter Series

        Determined Prince
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        Stranded with the Cajun

        Hunted by the Dragon
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        Space Lords Series

        His Frost Maiden

        His Fire Maiden

        His Metal Maiden

        His Earth Maiden

        His Woodland Maiden
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        Dynasty Lords Series

        Seduction of the Phoenix

        Temptation of the Butterfly
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        Having trouble finding the books?

        Updated Buy Links Here

      

        

      
        To learn more about the Qurilixen World series of books and to stay up to date on the latest book list visit www.MichellePillow.com
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        Join the Reader Club Mailing List to stay informed about new books, sales, contests and preorders!
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      To my mother: Thank you for always being there for me. For listening when I rant. For picking up the phone when you know I’m calling to rant. For helping me with all those things only we know about. For believing in me. For helping me refinish my wood floors and repainting the interior walls again…oh, wait, you didn’t know about that last one yet.
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      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 idea had been simple. Uncover illegal virgin trading practices by Galaxy Brides Corporation. For years it had been rumored Galaxy Brides used outlawed medical techniques to restore women’s virginity. With planetary wars, an increase in pirate ships attacking lone fuel docks and questionable repossessions by the Larceny Casino Ship, virginity really shouldn’t have been a big deal. And yet, it was. Virgins meant more trade with the numerous barbaric, male-populated, humanoid planets eager for fertile young brides. If the story broke, it would be huge. It was just the sort of thing to make a star reporter’s career. It had everything—evil corporations, illegal activity, sex and deception.

      Morrigan Blake was just such a reporter—or so she thought. Galaxy Brides monopolized the bride procurement industry and had strong-armed other companies out of business. If she was to bring down an evil breeding corporation that sold women to the highest bidder, she needed the evidence to do so. Unfortunately, solid evidence proved very hard to come by. Money bought power and Galaxy Brides was sailing pretty in space credits.

      The medic units where such procedures took place were nearly impossible to find since they looked like any other medic unit. It would take a series of diagnostic tests to reveal the chip sequencing necessary for virginity replacement. She would just have to get the women to talk to her, which hadn’t been easy either. The brides were being compensated with otherwise expensive beauty and health treatments for their participation. Besides, most of them had their reasons for answering the advertisement and none of them were all that eager to share about their pasts.

      All right, Morrigan’s inner voice debated, as she stared at her bare feet in the pedicure basin. Breeding corporations aren’t exactly evil and virginity replacement isn’t illegal in all quadrants.

      Besides, bedding virgins was such an antiquated notion. She would never understand why some people became so worked up over a piece of organic tissue. Sex was just sex…not that she had personal experience with a non-mechanical partner. She had been with a droid once and, though it was fine, it was nothing special. Losing her virginity in such a way had been her choice and the entire experience proved how overrated the whole sex thing was. A quick mind sweep of a computer program could reproduce similar sensations in less time and with much less energy. Most of the men she met were an angle to an investigative story. The others weren’t humanoid compatible.

      Morrigan took a deep breath. Was it possible her pursuit of this story was just a desperate attempt to boost a career filled with wedding pieces and celebrity appearances? Right now, as she sat in the spaceship’s expansive beauty parlor with the rest of the prospective brides, getting ready for the official docking later that evening, Galaxy Brides wasn’t looking too evil. Controversial, yes. Evil, no. Aside from Aeron Grey who looked like she’d been conscripted into the program by her sister Riona, all the brides were clearly there willingly.

      We’re almost to the planet and I have no real facts, Morrigan thought in dejection.

      The small metallic hands of a beauty droid worked frantically grooming her toes, as another pulled her dark hair into a traditional Qurilixian upsweep. Curls were left to hang down her back in long, thick waves. The droid had used a hair extender to get her normally short locks to grow. The weight was heavy on her neck and hard to get used to.

      “Don’t doubt yourself, Rigan,” she said under her breath so none of the other women would hear her.

      Morrigan and the other brides had spent the last month being pampered and primped for the ceremony. Looking down at her legs, she gave a half smile. If nothing else, the trip had given her a lot of free benefits—permanent hair removal, a body enhancing lift, and time to contemplate the perfect color for her toenails.

      Galaxy Red number one or Galaxy Red number two?

      Okay, she was definitely bored.

      According to her boss, she was to do a soft, romantic piece on the four Qurilixian princes and their possible attendance at the festival. When the advertising request came in to The Universal, Gus had nearly blown his plastic artery with excitement. The last piece she did on the Lophibian royal wedding had boosted newspaper chip sales nearly forty percent and the Lophibian were a slime-dwelling species covered in scales. She had spent four months in the swamplands trudging in bluish-green goo. Though the tinting effect it had on her hair had been lovely, Morrigan would not relive that trip for all the press passes in the universe. At least she had a sales award to show for it.

      Technically, there were possibly more than four Qurilixian princes on the planet. The four princes she was on assignment to interview were called the Draig. Another race on the planet was called the Var. Not much was known about either group of people. They didn’t belong to the Federation Military’s Alliance and were for the most part ignored as just another tiny insignificant planet—well, except that they had a ton of Galaxa-promethium ore which made them rare in the mining circles. There were a lot of those types of planets out there in the universe—small inhabited globes that played little to no part in the betterment of the universe as a whole.

      According to her source, it had been decades since Draig royalty attended the ceremony in search of a bride, and newspaper chip readers were always eager to devour details of far off royal romances and intrigue. Normally, she would have flown straight to the planet, but luckily for her the Qurilixian people didn’t invite too many outsiders to their home world. That made this ship ride and bridal disguise necessary, and gave her inside access to Galaxy Brides.

      The Breeding Festival was definitely a better assignment than slime swamps. If she could uncover a scandal and interview at least one of the four princes, she could get two stories from one trip. Not to mention, she would be in for a huge promotion and pay raise. It did help that the men were rumored to be healthy, virile specimens and would photograph particularly well. Sexy, mysterious men sold more chips.

      It wouldn’t be easy. There were no known pictures of the Draig on file and they were notorious for not giving interviews, especially about their private festivals. Oh, if she could pull this off. Maybe then she could get that vacation back to her own apartment she so badly deserved. She wondered if she could remember exactly where her New Earth apartment was.

      Blast! Did she even remember to pay for her apartment? Surely Gus would make sure she didn’t lose her home.

      “What about you, Rigan?” Morrigan turned at the sound of her name. Nadja gave her an expectant smile from a nearby beauty seat. “Have you finished your Qurilixian etiquette uploads?” The woman’s voice was soft and polite, matching her kind blue eyes. Her light brown hair whirled around her head in a frenzy caused by six robot hands. She was very careful not to move.

      No one on the ship knew Morrigan’s real purpose for being there. They all thought her to be another excited bride in search of a virile, warrior husband. To be chosen was an honor, or so the other women claimed. Morrigan’s thoughts, on the other hand, went to a Ven-5 meat market where they were the prime cut. How could she take a man seriously when he had to pay for a wife? If women were so hard to come by, they should open a trading port for fuel ore or launch a floating fuel dock. That would bring visitors to the area. Or, maybe they should actually leave their planet.

      “Rigan?” Nadja repeated when Morrigan didn’t answer.

      Morrigan opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted.

      “Didn’t you know?” Gena laughed next to Nadja. Her hair was finished and her beauty droid was placing the customary short veil over the curly red locks. “Rigan finished her Qurilixian uploads first. It would seem she is most eager to please her new husband.”

      “Or to be pleased by him,” someone added from across the circular room.

      Morrigan closed her eyes, ignoring the abrasive women. Honestly, she didn’t understand their type. Sure, most were nice enough and even seemed intelligent and from a well-educated background—like the soft spoken Nadja. But why in all the galaxies would someone subject themselves to this barbaric trade was beyond her.

      Being alone wasn’t so bad. She had no one to answer to except for Gus. He never hassled her unless she was late with a story. She called her own shots, made her own deals. She never had to bother with a guy looking over her shoulder asking when she would be back from her assignment. Or deal with the jealousy that would inevitably come from a mission like this. And, if she needed space credits, she worked and got them for herself. She didn’t dream of a rich prince husband to take care of her.

      Still, Morrigan mused, forever trying to see all sides of a story though she wasn’t always successful in doing so, it would be nice to have someone to talk to on late nights. Someone to rub my feet when they are sore. Someone to… She smiled. Hey, I’ll just take this beauty droid home with me. Problem solved.

      “I wish I could be so ambitious. I’m afraid I didn’t sit through a single one of those boring uploads.”

      Since her eyes were closed Morrigan couldn’t tell who spoke. She hoped the others would assume she napped, that way she wouldn’t have to join in the nervous banter. She was afraid if she said too much her scheming thoughts would become transparent. She was, after all, close to a big paycheck and didn’t want to give her un-matrimonial intentions away.

      Morrigan had spent most of the first week on the ship’s computer uploading Qurilixen facts into her brain. The specialized software interfaced with her mind to fill it full of facts, but the rush of information had given her a wicked migraine that not even a medical booth could cure. A couple days of pain were well worth the trouble, since it freed her up the rest of the trip for work. Already she had written, and transmitted, the beginning of her soft romance piece.

      In the weeks after, her head had been obsessively full of the planet’s facts. It was on the outer edge of the Y quadrant, inhabited by primitive males similar to Viking clans of Medieval Old Earth. The Qurilixian worshipped many gods, favored natural comforts to modern technical conveniences, and actually preferred to cook their own food without the aid of a food simulator. They were classified as a warrior class, 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.

      The information she hadn’t uploaded mostly concerned the wedding ceremony and some aspects about culture and law. A human brain could only take so much information at once and she didn’t want to risk scrambling her mind just to cram in something she’d soon witness for herself. She doubted the wedding was any different from the other formal ceremonies on the planet. Morrigan had no intention of getting married while she was there, but hopefully she could see a ceremony and get some pictures. Whatever tidbits she couldn’t pick up along the way, she could upload on the trip home to finish her research and fill in the gaps.

      Morrigan smiled to herself. She was definitely going to be one of the ‘unlucky’ losers who got a free trip back. Hadn’t the corporation already warned that not all the brides would be chosen? Galaxy Brides had tried to tempt her to sign an exclusive contract to keep traveling from place to place until she found a husband, but Morrigan naturally refused.

      “I tried on my gown this afternoon,” Gena said, unintentionally breaking into Morrigan’s thoughts. She thrust her generous chest forward beneath the robe. “They are gorgeous, but I think I am going to go get my breasts enhanced again—just a little bigger—and I’m going to have my nipples enlarged. Those princes won’t be able to resist me. Maybe I’ll marry all four of them, just for fun.”

      “How will you know who the princes are?” a blonde asked from across the room. “I’ve heard all the men wear disguises. You could end up with a royal guard.”

      Morrigan buried her laugh behind her folded hand at the cynical words, recognizing Pia. Now, strangely, this seemed to be a woman who shared her uninterested views on marriage.

      “Or a gardener,” offered a brunette.

      “I hear they wear practically nothing at all,” added a redhead with sparkling green eyes the color of emeralds. “Except a mask and some fur.”

      “You can’t miss royalty,” Gena stated boldly with a kittenish smile of excitement. “You’ll see it in the way they move. I have a very keen sense when it comes to sniffing out money and power.”

      Morrigan stood as her droid finished, tired of listening to Gena. She looked down at her own enhanced breasts showing from the gap in her white robe. They were a size larger than she was used to. It had been part of the company’s beauty enhancement services as payment for their part in the trip. They were real, just genetically altered for perfection. At first, she didn’t like them. But, as she got used to the weight, she found they actually filled in her clothing quite nicely. She just hoped none of the men back at the office took too much notice. Well, whenever she actually made it back to the New Earth home office.

      The luxury spacecraft was outfitted with the best accommodations and services the star system had to offer. Personal droids were assigned to each passenger, and cooking units in each of their quarters could materialize almost any culinary delight without straying from the strict mineral diets the corporation had them on. Even the doctor was biomechanical.

      The only company the women had been allowed during the last month of travel was each other. They communicated with the ship’s crew by video relay and were quarantined to ensure nothing unseemly happened in what was affectionately referred to as the harem. The brides were valuable merchandise. The quarantine had provided for a very anxious, somewhat hostile atmosphere between the competing women. Morrigan frowned. She was in need of some company with testosterone and a conversation that included more than hair cream and skin glow.

      As the other beauty droids finished, the prospective brides began to slowly make their way back to their personal quarters to dress. Nervous excitement infectiously buzzed through the air as they tried their best to look nonchalant. Ignoring them all, Morrigan slipped her ID card from her pocket and slid it past the laser sensor to open her door.

      Once alone, she sighed as she made her way past the array of machines and blinking sensors that illuminated different parts of the room as her presence registered. With a small, absentminded command from Morrigan, music played softly in the background. She retrieved a glass of New Earth scotch from the simulator, her customary drink before landing on a new planet. It helped to steady her nerves so she could keep her wits about her.

      Slowly, she went to an oval window full of sparkling stars. In the distance she could see the reddish-brown surface of the small planet of Qurilixen. Lifting the glass to the orb, she muttered, “Cheers.”

      She sighed against the slow burn of the drink sliding down her throat. Simulator drinks never tasted as good as the bottle of real liquor in Gus’ office, but she couldn’t get the real thing in space. Reaching behind the curling lip of the window’s metal ledge, Morrigan pulled out a hidden container. She pushed the oval button on top, causing the lid to glide open.

      Glancing around to make sure her droid wasn’t in the room, she tapped a moist disc onto her finger and stuck the clear recording device into her eye. She blinked several times to get it into place before slipping a ring onto her pinkie finger. The emerald twinkled in the mock firelight coming from the quarters’ fake fireplace.

      It was hard to remain optimistic. The journey was nearly over and no one had said anything about the virginity conspiracy. There might not be a story at all. The rumors were vague at best. But Morrigan knew from living with the other women for a month, which ones would be experienced in the way of men. She would just have to wait for the marriages to be complete before seeing who was proclaimed pure. Then she would have her article and, hopefully, she would be able to prove it. Already the good assignments were going to other field reporters. If she didn’t come up with a real story soon, she would be doomed to writing about noble weddings and alien social events until the end of time.
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      The closed door hid the Qurilixian men from view, but the brides could hear the music and laughter just beyond the docking hatch. Dusk settled over the normally sunny planet, marking the beginning of the one dark night of festival. Usually, a soft green haze of light plagued the planet’s surface. Morrigan had seen a glimpse of the landscape through her oval window as the ship touched down on the surface. Qurilixen had three suns—two yellow and one blue—and one moon, which made for a markedly bright planet. The green leaves of the planet’s foliage were overlarge due to the excessive sunlight and moisture they received. The trees towered high above the surface, like overgrown Old Earth redwoods near where she’d been born. Some of the trunks were as large around as the houses she remembered from her childhood, before her parents moved her to a thriving colony on New Earth when she was seven.

      The brides waited, single file, in the corridor leading out of the ship’s port. Their bodies were covered in the fine gauze and silk of the traditional Qurilixian gowns. The slinky material stirred against their skin when they moved, hugging tight over their hips and flaring out around their legs in thin strips. Soft silk shoes encased their feet.

      Qurilixian women were rare due to the blue radiation the planet suffered from. Over the generations it had altered the men’s genes to produce only strong, large, male warriors. Maybe once in a thousand births was a Qurilixian female born. In the old days, they had used portals to snatch brides from their homes, bringing them back to their planet. There were even rumors that their species originated on Old Earth, but there was no proof.

      At least that was what the uploads said.

      Morrigan looked down over her nearly exposed body and gave a wry smile. Since this was undoubtedly a male planet, men had assuredly designed these outfits. The gowns fell low over the breasts to reveal a generous amount of cleavage. A belt of sorts went across their backs. But, instead of looping in the front, they continued to the sides, holding the wrists low like silken chains, and winding half way up the arm to lock over the elbows. The women couldn’t lift their arms over their heads.

      The fact that these barbarians had no women of their own was why the services of bridal procurement corporations like Galaxy Brides were so invaluable to them. In return, the locals would mine the precious ore found in their caves. Galaxa-promethium was a great power source for long-voyaging starships, all but useless to the Qurilixian who preferred living as simply as possible. They were not known as explorers.

      Sensing the line was about to move, Morrigan looked forward and pressed the emerald on her finger two times to take a quick picture of the waiting women for her article. The recorder lens in her eye blinked black, signifying it was working. Later, she would be able to download the images and transmit them to Gus.

      Vibrations grew along the metal at her feet, signifying the slide of the metal docking hatch before it even moved. The luxury craft’s door opened to reveal first the soft glow of crackling firelight from a giant bonfire pit, then the smell of burning wood mingling with nature’s exotic perfume. The sudden contrast from the sterilized ship air caused her to breathe deeply and adjust.

      Outside the ship, the Qurilixian moon was large and bright, the biggest she had ever seen from a planet’s surface. The bonfire flames lapped at the starry night, sending sparks of ash into the cool air. In the distance, moonlight revealed the vague impression of mountains over the festival valley where the locals had set up the celebration. When she stepped forward the cheers of rowdy men washed over her. Morrigan blushed despite herself, feeling almost naked in her sacrificial-like attire. This wasn’t the first time she’d participated in the events she reported on, but it was the first time she was the center of attention during one.

      The grounds were adorned with large pyramid tents that had small fluttering tokens fastened to them. Fire torches lit dim earthen pathways. Ribbons and banners floated on the breeze in many brilliant colors. Near the back, a couple presided over the area from throne-like chairs with presumably married couples seated directly in front of them. The wives sat firmly upon their husbands’ laps. Morrigan was happy to discover that her information so far seemed correct. Uploads tended to only be as good as the researchers writing them.

      By their long hair and tunic style clothing, the local men appeared very much like the Old Earth Viking Era. Her father had insisted she learn about Old Earth history, convinced as they left their home world that the environmental problems would soon kill it. The old planet lingered on though. The married women could be heard laughing at the spectacle of those barbarians too young to participate in this year’s festival, as they shouted and posed for the prospective brides.

      Morrigan swallowed nervously. Some of the bridal candidates in front of her modeled before the watching crowd, twisting and preening for attention. She had the sudden urge to walk around them in an attempt to avoid the stage the docking platform had become. Normally she was on the sidelines watching, blending into the crowd to take her notes. Here, she was the one being watched. Dealing with slime-dwelling slugs was one thing—but humanoids? And not just any humanoids—strong, virile, women-starved, healthy, male humanoids. At the last minute, she remembered to snap a picture of the married couples and of the campgrounds.

      “Oh, my!” Gena exclaimed breathlessly, leaning forward to peer over Morrigan’s shoulder. “Do you see them, Rigan? With men like that, who cares if you marry the gardener?”

      Morrigan followed the woman’s eyes, curiously looking down the docking plank to the ground. The men standing below them were indeed handsome. Although those behind the grooms laughed and continued to pose their muscles, the true bachelors held perfectly still. Their bronzed bodies were like statues, with only their lungs expanding and contracting to show they lived. Morrigan likened their breathing to that of a wild beast in a cage, just waiting to pounce on their captor the minute the door was opened.

      She was supposed to walk down the aisle framed by predator flesh?

      Morrigan wanted to run back inside and hide. Her heartbeat quickened and her feet refused to move. The men were looking up at them. Black leather masks covered the grooms’ faces, hiding them from forehead to upper lip. Their lustful eyes shone bright from the eye slits, like liquid metal.

      Or was that her overactive writer’s imagination? Morrigan wasn’t sure.

      “Go.” Gena gave her an irritated shove, forcing her to descend down the plank. The crush of brides behind her kept her from stopping, though her feet tried. There was nowhere to run.

      The closer she walked to them, the worse her heartbeat thundered. The Draig males were every inch the proud warrior class they were rumored to be, some even towering nearly seven feet in height. Fur loincloths wrapped around their fit waists to leave bare their muscular legs and chests. The fire glistened off their smooth, oiled skin. Golden bands of intricate design clasped around sinewy biceps as if to draw attention to their brute strength. All the self-defense moves in the universe wouldn’t stop one of these warriors if they wanted to spring forward and grab her. Crystals bound with leather straps hung from their solid necks. A few of them started to glow and the moment they did their owners would smile.

      Morrigan’s heart pounded harder, partly in fear and partly in excitement. The sexual frustration on the ship had been potent for the last month as the women talked about nothing but men and weddings. Until that moment, Morrigan had been able to resist its lurid pull. But there was something to being at the campground—something erotic in its smell of burning wood and its rustic, yet colorful, sights. Primitives would not have cameras recording their deeds, not like more civilized places. If one of these men were to grab her hand and lead her away to the nearby trees no one beyond this festival would ever know.

      Music played primal and earthy in the background, hypnotic, enticing, gyrating in its rhythms. Captured by its spell, she suddenly realized she was walking down the aisle of hot flesh. The heat had to be coming from the grooms. How else could she explain the sudden rise in her temperature and the dizziness in her head? They were so tall that the crowd behind them disappeared from view, except for peeks of movement between arms and waists. She glanced to one side and then the other. Her heart continued to race. Blood rushed inside her ears, deafening her.

      Somehow, her feet managed to keep moving, propelling her forward in line as if following the woman in front of her was her only option. The watching crowd had quieted as the bachelors studied their choices, concentrating on them with their serious eyes and harshly pressed lips. Only when and if the glow started around their necks did the men relax.

      Morrigan was halfway through and no one had yet to seize hold of a bride. She started to sigh with relief. Then her heart—and time—stopped. Her breath caught in her throat as her eyes held a solid blue gaze beneath a mask. The crystal around the man’s neck began to pulse and glow with a white light, illuminating his face. His eyes narrowed and a slow, leisurely smile commanded her attention to his lips.

      The cool night breeze caressed the tops of her breasts, as real as a hand against her skin. Chills worked their way over her bare throat and face. Her hand lifted without her commanding it to, as if to reach out. It was held back by the silk shackles of her belt.

      Blinking slowly, the man nodded at her in greeting. She turned her head to watch as she passed by him. His smile dropped from his features, replaced by passionate intent and electrifying promises. Morrigan shivered as her heart began to race anew.

      As she moved forward through the remaining line of men, she looked around. She wondered at the curious feeling in her veins as she thought of the connection she’d shared with the blue-eyed barbarian. She wanted to look back once more, but her neck refused to turn. He was like all the other grooms and yet somehow different.

      The others were handsome, but none caught her notice or returned her gaze for very long. Making her way to a raised platform laden with a gigantic feast, Morrigan forgot all about the emerald on her finger and her newspaper chip assignment. Male servants greeted them, their faces open and kind and a little curious. But none were as spellbinding as the man with the radiant blue eyes had been.
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        * * *

      

      Ualan of Draig smiled as the human woman walked past him. She was clad in his people’s traditional garb. The short, blue veil fluttered over her dark locks. His bride had hair the color of night and wide eyes that he would gladly spend the rest of his life gazing into. The material of the dress wrapped around her body, hugging her curves in a way that made a man ache when watching it.

      Whichever ancestor had conceived this wedding tradition had been sadistic. To have his destiny right there within arm’s reach and unable to hold her was torment. Already he was tortured, his shaft tight with longing beneath the loincloth. Slowly, he felt a change beginning inside of him as the crystal around his neck glowed with untold promises. Ualan smiled. The gods had indeed been kind to him. Why wouldn’t they be? He did his duty and lived a good life and she was to be his reward.

      As her hand lifted to him, he was surprised. The brides rarely moved, except to walk, while inside the Procession of Finding. If they did, it was ultimately considered a good omen, though some of the elders believed it meant for a hard beginning. Ualan was optimistic. His marriage would surely be blessed. His body had instantly felt the fiery bond between them when she looked at him. She felt it, too. How could she not? It was so strong she must have experienced it.

      When the last bride passed, the Draig bachelors turned to walk in the other direction. They were abnormally quiet, as was tradition. Those who had been blessed needed to go to the temple and give thanks. Those who were not so fortunate needed to regroup, most would probably even shift into their dragon forms and run into the forest to be rid of their heartache. Besides, it was good to let the travel-weary women rest and eat. For those who were chosen by the crystals, it would be a long and pleasurable night.
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      The feast had been set before the brides, laid out on large trenchers and spread over a long wooden table, like the offerings of a community potluck. The locals dined on their own around the campfires, as they kept their distance from the prospective brides. Morrigan saw some of the wives feed their husbands by hand. Others kissed, or laughed at a private joke, or touched hands. It was a collection of intimate scenes played out on a public stage.

      Curious, she let her gaze roam over the campground. The bachelors were missing. She had been in too much of a daze to see where they had gone off to. The dreamlike fog had astounded her at first, until she had determined it was just nerves. She was used to watching the spotlight from the sidelines, not being in the middle of it, and that much virile male attention was bound to make any woman lightheaded.

      Morrigan was hesitant to taste the roasted two-horned pigs and blocks of Qurilixian blue bread with whipped cheese. Though it smelled wonderful, she had never partaken of an alien meal that wasn’t first purified in a food simulator. Thinking of all the extraterrestrial parasites that might be in it, she held back. She had done a story on the Da’Na parasite once. Gus had needed a reporter and she’d been the closest one. Though relatively harmless to non-humanoids, what those little critters did to their human hosts hadn’t been pretty. Thinking of the popping stink pustules she had been forced to photograph on the crash survivors, she gagged. If she never went back to the planet of Divan it would be too soon. The memory alone was enough to keep her stomach from rumbling.

      Servants carried pitchers full of a strange berry wine, calling it, “Maiden’s Last Breath,” as they offered it to her. Though she had a newspaper-issued universal translator implanted behind her ear to help her understand several main languages, the locals here spoke the more universally known Old Star language. She was glad, because she doubted the translators included the Draig vernacular. Thinking the liquor would definitely kill any adverse critters floating in the drink, she tried it. The sweet taste was intoxicatingly wonderful.

      Most of the brides dined in jittery silence. However, a few of the more boisterous flirted with the handsome servants, who were presumably too young to participate as grooms, and who were more fully clothed than the bachelors had been. Since it was hard for the brides to lift their arms, the attractive servants retrieved anything they desired. Some even went so far as to offer the women food by their own hand.

      The sparkling glint of the emerald on her finger caught Morrigan’s attention. She realized she’d spent most of the meal without taking a picture or video feed. How could she have forgotten her assignment? Setting down her goblet of berry wine, she put her hand under the table and pressed the emerald once to begin recording.

      Looking again for the men, she leaned to Nadja at her side and asked, “Where do you think the grooms went off to?”

      Nadja jolted, as if surprised to hear Morrigan speak. Lifting her glass, the woman began to answer but was cut off by the servant who rushed to fill her half-empty goblet. Nadja again gave a startled jump in her seat at his sudden appearance, but let him do his job. Poor woman. She was a nervous creature. It didn’t take the observations of a reporter to know that the reserved Nadja wasn’t used to the primitive scene before them.

      “They go to make an offering to the gods,” the young servant answered Morrigan. Nadja lowered her goblet to the table when he finished his task. The servant topped off Morrigan’s goblet, urging her to drink with a wave of his hand. Morrigan smiled at him, trying not to focus her eyes on a thin scar across the tip of his nose. “They ask for blessing this night in finding a wife.”

      “I thought that is what the bridal procession was all about,” Morrigan said, thinking the servant’s superstitions adorable.

      “The Procession of Finding reveals the gods’ will but does not guarantee a match.” The servant didn’t move away. He looked down at her drink, again urging silently for her to drink it. Morrigan lifted it and took several obvious gulps. The servant grinned and walked away to attend some of the other ladies in need of more alcohol.

      “Are you nervous?” Nadja asked in a hush when they were alone. She didn’t wait for Morrigan to answer as she giggled apprehensively. “I can barely sit still. I think this drink has a lot of liquor or something in it.”

      Morrigan’s head had become a bit light, but she continued to drink anyway, knowing it would take more than a little wine to get her drunk. However, as she finished her goblet and a fog began to edge the sides of her vision, she rethought her assumption about the drink and mustered up her courage to try the blue bread. She hoped it would soak up the liquor and keep her level. She wouldn’t be able to write her story if she were too drunk to remember what happened.

      “Rigan,” Nadja whispered. Morrigan looked over at the woman’s pale face. Her blue eyes danced around in her porcelain skin. Leaning forward, she said, “I’m scared. I think I’ve made a mistake. Do you think they would let me go back to the ship?”

      “What’s wrong?” Morrigan had spoken to the woman a few times, but mostly Nadja had kept to herself.

      “I…” Nadja paused and shook her head, seeming very close to crying. “They’re very big, aren’t they?”

      “Who, the men?” Morrigan asked needlessly. She thought of the magnetic blue eyes of the warrior who captured her notice in the receiving line, visualizing them as if he was before her. Oh, yes, the warrior men were very big.

      “Yes,” Nadja’s wide eyes looked down as she swallowed nervously. “Do you think they will…will hurt us? They seem bigger than most humanoid men. This place is not what I imagined when I signed on. Actually, I don’t know what I imagined.”

      Morrigan detected the note of innocence in the woman. “Nadja, have you been with a man before?”

      Nadja shook her head, embarrassed.

      “Not even a droid?” Morrigan insisted. She had known that she would have to get rid of her virginity in order to get her story. Though, to her disappointment, none of Galaxy Brides’ technicians had said anything to her about it, except to clarify her status as they went through her records. That wasn’t necessarily conclusive. It was possible they’d suspected who she was after the history scan. She could lie about her occupation, but her travel records were harder to fake.

      “No.” Nadja swallowed nervously and her gaze roamed over the fluttering tents in the distance. Shivering, she admitted, “I was always too embarrassed to go to the clubs and try one. But, I’ve seen pictures. Do you think these guys are shaped differently than human males? The uploads were not specific as to their heritage.”

      “I haven’t given it much thought. I think galaxy law requires the species to be, uh, physically compatible before they are matched up. Otherwise, the marriage would do no good. We’re all humanoids. Besides, I hate to sound crass, but the whole point of this is so they can propagate their species.”

      “I suppose,” Nadja said, not appearing to find comfort in Morrigan’s cold examination of their situation. The woman drank the rest of her wine. Without having to be asked, a servant was right there to refill it for her. Nadja drank that cup too.

      “Did you ask any of the others?” Morrigan inquired when the servant had retreated down the table. She tried to keep the hopeful note out of her voice. “Have any of them said anything about not being with a man before? Or maybe having been with a man?”

      “We’ve never discussed it.” Nadja shook her head in denial.

      Morrigan forced an understanding smile. She’d bet Nadja found such subjects improper, and only said something now because she was scared and on her way to being completely intoxicated.

      “It’s really not that big of a deal,” Morrigan assured her. “I hear several of the women have had their virginity replaced. So it can’t be that bad, can it? It hurts for a second, but no more than the series of shots they gave us on the way here.”

      “I suppose you’re right, though I hadn’t heard that.” Nadja seemed to calm down and nodded her head. The ease didn’t last long. Suddenly, she tensed, staring in a way that made Morrigan turn her attention down the raised dining platform. Nadja’s voice left her with a breathy, “Oh!”

      Oh was right. The grooms were back, walking toward their table. Slick, oiled muscles gleamed in the firelight. The fur loincloths hid very little. Morrigan fumbled for her emerald, bumping it several times before she realized she’d left it recording earlier.

      Where there had been silence, music again filled the air. Its low rhythm was as sweet as a warm sun and as gentle as the wind’s caressing kisses. One by one, the prospective brides fell silent. The handsome warriors made their way to stand below the tables under the watchful gazes of the brides. The male gazes scanned and quickly fixed upon the women of their choice. Morrigan heard Nadja breathe anxiously, but she had no words to offer the woman. Her eyes had found those of haunting blue.

      There were fewer men than before. Morrigan guessed it was because some had decided not to choose a mate. She blinked slowly, noticing again the strangely glowing crystal hanging on the man’s neck. A spark of intensity coursed through her as she looked at it. It was an electrifying fire in her veins, turning her blood to molten heat. Glancing about, she noticed that all the men present had a glowing crystal. She had little time to wonder as the blue-eyed savage who captured her notice began to climb the platform steps to stand before her.

      Her head rolled back on her shoulders as she tried to breathe. Why was this handsome stranger looking at her like that—like she was a meal about to be devoured? And why was she suddenly enjoying his perusal?

      Morrigan swallowed nervously, her hastened breathing coming harder now. She waited in eager anticipation, mind-numbed to everything around her. The man leaned closer. Her eyes swept over his naked, glistening chest—so smooth, so strong, so tanned—before moving unabashedly over his thick arms. A band of gold tightly encircled his biceps—arms that could crush, arms that could touch and caress and take without having to ask permission.

      Then he spoke, his Draig-accented voice soft and deep. It was like crushed velvet to the skin, as he uttered simply, “I am Ualan. Come.”

      Morrigan froze, licking her lips nervously. Her head swam with the effects of the potent berry wine. She never actually thought one of them would try to pick her for marriage. Men had never shown exceptional interest before, especially these types of men.

      Come.

      The word held such command, such finality. His eyes stayed locked on hers. Someone behind her must have carried a torch because she swore a golden light filled the blue of his gaze before fading back to normal. She forgot her newspaper chip assignment, forgot her editor, her self-appointed mission to find a scandal—any scandal.

      Ualan’s hand rose, as if to touch her. She waited, eager to feel him and yet confused by the urge. Her skin pulled in his direction and her nerves tingled with a peculiar current that flowed from his body into hers. The wine swam violently in her veins like a mystical drug. Suddenly, Morrigan wondered if she shouldn’t have tried a more lifelike sex droid. Maybe the results would have been less clinical and she wouldn’t be so incredibly drawn to this man before her.

      Some of the women around her stood and were led off in various directions, their movements drifting and slow. Morrigan felt Nadja get up and glanced over at her. The woman’s eyes were glassy and dazed as she was led down the platform. All of a sudden, Morrigan realized she was the only woman left sitting with a man before her. The un-chosen ones glared at her in angry jealousy. Her heart leapt in panic. She tried to speak, to let one of the others take her place. No sound escaped her throat.

      Why was this man still waiting for her? She wasn’t going to go with him. He should have gotten the hint when she did not immediately obey.

      Just as she was about to suggest he move to another, Ualan’s head tilted to the side in confusion. Placing his palms flat on the table, he leaned closer and glanced down at his glowing crystal before looking into Morrigan’s stunned eyes. He breathed deeply.

      Morrigan leaned back. Did he actually try to smell her?
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