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Chapter One

Despite all of the assurances she’d
been given, and the fact that it wasn’t a particularly large group,
Dr. Anna Lawson found it unnerving to watch the Uti warriors headed
straight for them—decked out in full warrior regalia and riding
astride the massive, scary beasts they called Kinji. And her
tension only increased the closer they came to the encounter she’d
been dreading more than anything she’d ever dreaded in her life,
until her head began to throb with it and she began to feel vaguely
nauseated.

Most likely the heat, she told
herself—even though it was a fairly balmy fall day.

And possibly thirst.

Or maybe even hunger since she’d been
too wound up to eat before she’d left the colony?

She hoped she didn’t pass out or throw
up ….

Well, actually at any point, but
especially when they met up with the Spartans. The Uti could take
that any number of ways that could actually spell disaster for
their endeavor.

The Spartans were believed to be the
most civilized of the Uti—but then again, they were all barbarians
so being a more civilized barbarian might not amount to a huge
difference—especially in regards to their reaction if they found
out what the humans were up to.

She certainly
didn’t want to
fail when so many people’s lives hung in the balance—including her
own.

She should’ve forced herself to eat a
little, she thought in self castigation. It might have settled her
nerves a little.

Although something to knock her out
would’ve settled them a whole lot better.

It wouldn’t have been so
bad, she reflected, if they’d previously established any sort of
rapport with the aliens—any
kind of interaction—short of a violent
one.

But the people in power had decided
against it.

The continent they’d taken when the
colony ship first arrived—chosen even before the colonists were
sent—was basically cut off from the mainland, even though it was
close enough to see from shore to shore, and it had actually been
chosen for that reason. The waterway that separated the
sub-continent from the main was another layer of security for the
colonists.

And also because it was very thinly
populated and it had taken little effort by the robots to encourage
the inhabitants to vacate.

Actually no encouragement beyond
arriving to scare the pure piss out of them. Because one look at
the ‘metal’ star people was sufficient to convince the natives
living there they didn’t want them as neighbors.

The Uti were actually the
most advanced race on the planet—and they were barbarians.

So it had been decided that there
wasn’t a lot of benefit to be had in attempting relations and none
of the colonists that arrived after the colony had been built and
secured by robots had actually felt like they wanted to challenge
that.

Because the Uti were giants compared
to humans and barbarians and the two together really discouraged
even the most adventurous.

Even the more sublimely oblivious—the
scientists that desperately wanted to study them—had been
reasonably satisfied with observations they could make via
drones.

But all of the inhabitants of the
alien world hadn’t been content to keep their distance.

Because the ‘bug’ they’d picked up
that was killing off the colonists one by one was a
native.

It sure as hell hadn’t hopped a ride
from Earth. They had no vaccine against it and no medicines or
knowledge of how to treat it. It had struck so hard and so fast
there was no containing it, no slowing it down, no defeating
it.

The Uti themselves were their only
hope—pretty much their last hope.

And the job of finding what they
needed to fight the bug had fallen to the women of Atlantis. They
were called upon to use a Uti tradition that would allow them
entrance into the nine realms to secretly collect what they needed
to fight the disease.

Anna didn’t know what was
scarier—going into the territory of the Uti completely alone or
sneaking around their territory in search of something they
couldn’t explain even if they were caught.

Ok, well all of it was
scary—terrifying if she allowed herself to think about it—which she
was trying very hard not to.

Up to and including the role she had
to play as a Di-ore.

The native custom they had
discovered that seemed to fit their needs most nearly was the
custom of extending friendship through a favored female. The
females were referred to as ‘Pleasure Women’ in the native tongues.
Much like the geisha women of the Asian custom, these women were
trained to please men by entertainment—they would entertain with
song and dance, conversation if the man desired, companionship,
serve them food and drink and offer massage. Rarely—according to
all the data they’d been able to acquire—did these turn sexual, but
it wasn’t unheard of. Primarily, though, it was considered bad form
to use the favorite woman of someone extending friendship in this
way. And it was a
‘loan’. The women were returned within a week’s
time—the
septum norting.

Mostly.

Unless the recipient decided he wanted
to keep the woman and make war instead of friendship.

That possibility had led to the next
step in potentially deadly error.

Each woman had been sent out with
everything they needed to collect the specimens and return them
promptly to the labs at Atlantis via drone.

Part of that, of course, was because
they were in desperate need and the sooner they got their hands on
something that would work the more people they could
save.

But anyone with any sense at all knew
it was also because, or maybe mostly because, they were concerned
they might lose the women they’d sent out and get nothing for
it.

Very confidence inspiring!

She was dismayed when she finally
emerged from her thoughts and discovered they were close enough to
the Uti she’d begun to be able to pick out individuals. They had
come to a halt, she saw, waiting now to see what the colonists
would do, she supposed.

Or maybe put off by the fact that they
were mounted on scooters?

Very likely, but she didn’t think the
natives would have been any happier if they’d arrived by any of the
modes of transportation available to them.

They had no domesticated animals as the
Uti did.

They had the hover scooters, the
‘dogs’—robotic carriers—and flying crafts. And their feet, which
was totally out of the question given the distances. Even the
closest realm of the Uti—this one—the realm of the Spartan king,
Anka—was too far to make walking practical.

They slowed the scooters while they
were still a fair distance from the Spartans. Finally, at a signal
from the Captain in charge, they stopped the scooters, parked them
and got off to walk the remainder of the distance.

The animals of Kali were no more fond
of their technology than the natives and it seemed unwise to risk
throwing the ‘greeting’ party into chaos by getting too close to
the beasts with them.

Anna’s legs felt like pure rubber when
she’d dismounted with what dignity she could muster, aided by the
soldier she’d ridden with.

“You ok?” he asked under
his breath.

Anna smiled at him with an effort and
nodded.

When they’d closed the distance by
maybe half, the man who seemed to be in charge of the group got
down from his Kinji—a hideous beast in Anna’s opinion that they
used as transportation—handed his reins to the man beside him and
strode toward them.

He was wearing leather armor common to
the Uti soldiers—which included a kilt-like lower garment, a
leather tunic, boots, and a helmet that seemed somewhat reminiscent
of the helmets warn by Vikings on earth—at least in the sense that
it had horns on either side.

That weren’t his, she didn’t think,
since none of the Uti she’d heard of had horns.

He was tall—as was common to the
Uti—somewhere between six and seven feet—possibly closer to seven,
she thought—massively built, beautifully proportioned and light
skinned for a Spartan whose skin tones were bronze with a faintly
‘orange’ highlight. His hair—very similar in pigmentation to his
skin tones but darker—was worn long—again typical for the Uti—and
braided on either side of his harshly angular face.

The face, she discovered when he was
close enough she could discern details, was … stunning. Handsome
barely came close to describing him … and that was saying something
since the Uti tended to be well favored.

Apparently, the ugly weren’t allowed
to breed.

He stopped when he was still a couple
of yards from them, his penetrating gaze locked on her.

“I am Anka, King of all of
Charra. I have come to see this … Di-ore the starmen offer in
friendship,” he said in a tone that made it clear he did not
believe the tale that had been woven for him for a
second.

In truth, Anka could hardly peel his
gaze from her once he had spotted her, come close enough to examine
her. If he had not already determined what he would say, he thought
wryly, he might have found himself tongue tied and unable to
process speech at all.

In coloring, she looked nothing like
the Uti—of any tribe that he had knowledge of.

Nor did she even come close in
stature.

But he was certain he had never set
eyes on a woman more cunningly formed for a man—nor more beautiful
of face.

Her hair was … glorious and rivaled
her face and figure for beauty.

He coveted her instantly, grew hard
and mindless with desire too fast to control or prevent the
rise.

Wariness followed, but he struggled
with it, even knowing or at least suspecting she had been chosen
for just that purpose—to throw him so completely out of kilter that
he would not watch for treachery.

Had she been sent to him to slip a
knife between his ribs as he slept? To throw his realm into chaos
to make it easy for them to take it?

Perhaps, but he had no sooner
entertained that thought than his mind turned at once to the
bedding that must necessarily precede such a
possibility.

For she would have
to be in his bed
….

Or perhaps that was the
subterfuge?

To place her in his bed so that they
had an excuse to make war?

The leader he had spoken to turned to
look at the woman at his question and gestured for her to come
forward.

Anka almost felt as if his heart beat
in sync with each step she took until it was deafening in his ears
when she had come to a halt before him. He looked down at her,
struggled with the urge to grab her in that moment and …. “What are
you called, little one?” he asked, disconcerted that his voice
emerged with the huskiness of his desire scraping along
it.

Anna looked up at his face—way up—and
it cured the momentary blindness spawned by attraction. She wasn’t
certain if it was the look in his eyes that turned her blood to ice
or the fact that he towered over her, but she wasn’t aware of her
femininity so much as she was aware of her
vulnerability.

It was fortunate, she thought, for
everyone concerned that she went into a state bordering rigor from
pure fright. She couldn’t have commanded herself to run if she’d
tried and her shock prevented that thought from even crossing her
mind. “Anna,” she said a little weakly, wondering if he might just
refuse delivery where she could retreat.

And die a horrible death from the
disease.

Was it really that horrible, though,
she wondered for the first time?

Anka could not think straight despite
a strenuous attempt to do so. He could not actually think at all
beyond the desire to touch and he was not certain that would be
wise at the moment.

In fact, he was convinced it would be
a very poor decision.

But then he had to at least make a
pretense of trying to decide whether he wanted her or not, he told
himself.

It would not do to allow them to know
how desperately he wanted to get hold of her.

It would give them an advantage he had
no desire to give them.

He folded his arms to resist
temptation and looked her over—closely. And then he walked around
her and looked her over—primarily focused on her ass. When he had
dragged his gaze from that, he completed the circuit and tried to
think of anything he might complain about.

That was useless.

Finally, he merely nodded at the man
who had brought her. “She is … acceptable. Come, woman,” he said
gruffly and started toward his Kinji.

She did not follow at once, which
disconcerted him mightily.

Because it had not occurred to him
that she would not.

That left him in a quandary. He was
king. He was not accustomed to having his orders
questioned.

It also raised more doubts.

If she was, indeed, a Di-ore as they
claimed, then the customs of the sky people differed a very great
deal from the customs of the Uti. Noble women were sometimes taken
as Di-ore, but they became Di-ore class when they were—which was
only just above serving women.

Mayhap that was it? She was a noble
woman accustomed to a superior rank and, mayhap indulged by her
master because of her beauty?

It discomfited him to think that he
might have given away his lust and made her believe that he would
indulge her as her master clearly had.

But that still left him in a dilemma
as to how to handle the situation.

He could not allow her to simply
ignore his wishes as she pleased.

Should he display his displeasure and
rescind the offer to accept her? Demand a female that knew her
place?

Inform her people that he had no
desire to consider a friendship?

Belatedly, she conceded to his order
and followed him.

He did not know whether to be relieved
or angry that he was not forced into the position of having to act
on any of his thoughts.

But he was able to convince himself
that her hesitance was not willful but rather fearful … when she
looked up at him anxiously with her big, beautiful … strange
eyes.

* * * *

Anna stared at the king’s back as he
walked off and then glanced at the Captain. The Captain was
watching his departure, but, sensing her gaze, turned to meet it.
“Do you not wish to go?” he asked.

Hell fucking no, she didn’t want to
go!

She glanced from the Captain to the
man she was supposed to entertain for a week, wondering if she
would survive the first night, and finally braced herself. There
was no choice, really, even though it seemed like there was. The
whole colony was going to die if someone didn’t do something.
Swallowing with an effort, unable to find her voice, she nodded and
ordered her reluctant legs to move.

She saw when she caught up with him
that he was … angry. It didn’t take a lot to figure out why. He’d
told her to come and she hadn’t followed him—because she was scared
and trying to decide if she was safe to go with him.

It sucked that she didn’t think so and
she’d felt like she had to anyway.

Especially since it seemed like she’d
just pissed him off and she hadn’t even gone off with him
yet.

She flicked a longing look toward her
escort, who’d already returned to their scooters and started them,
struggling with the urge to run and try to catch up to
them.

The king touched her face, nudging her
chin so that she looked up at him. “You have reason to think I
would harm you?”

Yes! Very emphatically yes! She had a
feeling, though, that he was suggesting she was up to something
that would anger him.

Which, unfortunately, she
was.

She felt the color leave her face at
the thought and knew it was a dead giveaway of the sense of guilt
that washed over her.

To save her ass, she couldn’t think of
any kind of flirtatious or coy comeback. Her lips didn’t even feel
like her own—felt numb and completely uncooperative. “I … hope
not,” she managed to say finally. “If … you think you don’t want
me, I think I could still catch my escort …?”

His lips tightened. He tilted his head
slightly. “You want assurances, wench?”

Anna gaped at him with her mouth at
half cock. She didn’t manage to summon a single thought, however,
before he moved closer, grasped her hand and guided it to …
something really big, long, and hard in his breaches.

She struggled to prevent herself from
looking as horrified as she felt, but she absolutely could not
summon the reaction she was certain she should have had. “But, but
…. But, but, but … I’m a Di-ore,” she finally managed to motor over
to, completely unable, in those moments, to jar from her mind why
it was that that was supposed to be a deterrent.

“I am Anka. I am Spartan,
and I am king of this realm,” he said tightly, “and I do whatever I
fucking please, woman.”

Settling his hands on her waist, he
lifted her up and plunked her on the front of the saddle and then
mounted behind her, pulling her tightly against his chest and
holding her there with a hand splayed on her belly.

As shaken as Anna
was, because she
was shaken, she glanced a little longingly at her departing escort,
wishing she hadn’t told the Captain she was ok to stay.

The king’s expression was hard—harder
when she dragged her gaze back to him.

She struggled to smile at him. “But I
can … uh … entertain you without that,” she said hopefully. “I can
sing ….”

Anka stared at her … struggling with a
mixture of outrage and, unfortunately, amusement. He could not see
that she lacked for wit and, in any case, he could not imagine the
star people sending a lack-wit to spy for them.

She was so tiny—so light—that he had
thought he would sling her over the damned Kinji when he had, in
his anger, lifted her to the saddle and discovered she weighed no
more than a fraction of what he had anticipated.

And she
still defied
him!

Palming the base of her skull, he
dragged her up to silence her.

He thought.

Afterward, he was not entirely certain
of what the objective had been.

Because as soon as he covered her
small mouth with his, thrust his tongue inside the tiny cavern of
her mouth to subdue her, and tasted her—he completely lost his
fucking mind.

All he could think about was the tiny,
hot, wet cavern between her thighs that he wanted to
explore.

That very moment.

He lost all awareness of anything but
the feel and taste of her.

Thankfully, by the time he realized he
had to break from her lips to breathe before he passed out, she was
subdued—limp in point of fact.

He studied her face for a long moment,
but she was still breathing, and he finally decided to leave it at
that.

She was subdued. He had forced her to
submit to him, to recognize him as her master.

He was subdued. That was for damned certain because he could not
gather his wits together until they were halfway back to the
fortress—or even enough of them to grasp that he was so totally
wrapped up in heated desire he’d lost his wits.

That realization was enough by itself
to subdue him rather than give him the sense of triumph he was
certain he should have felt.


Chapter Two

Anna wasn’t certain of what she’d
expected—if anything.

Actually, she’d been told
that, even though it seemed
like she would be expected to have sex, that
wasn’t the case. The scientists had emphasized that it wasn’t
something they were asking for, but … if it should happen, the women were to
very carefully collect the semen and return it to the lab as
quickly as possible since that would be the most likely place to
find antibodies—after blood—which they thought would be next to
impossible to collect.

So she knew they
really wanted her
to prostitute herself for the good of the many, but they hadn’t
demanded it, and she damned sure hadn’t planned to.

She also hadn’t expected that the Uti
would be interested in that … with her.

And it was for damned sure, she hadn’t
expected one kiss to knock her for a loop.

Kisses, in point of fact, were the
furthest thing from her mind—hadn’t even appeared on her
radar.

Even though sex had.

She’d been impressed with Anka. There
was no getting around that, and maybe a little of that was because
she was so surprised to discover he was attractive.

In a very barbaric way.

Even though he was a giant and that
would’ve been unnerving even if he hadn’t also been a
barbarian.

The kiss hadn’t just wowed her,
though. It had sent her into a total meltdown.

Maybe because her heart had tried to
beat her to death and then the adrenaline rush—which she was sure
had as much to do with sheer terror as desire—had abandoned her and
left her in a weakened state with barely a brain cell still
working.

From lack of oxygen.

There was a mixed signal if ever
there’d been one!

Because she hadn’t resisted at all and
then she’d … practically swooned.

Of course, he wasn’t human and since
the human male couldn’t figure out the signals, she thought there
was a lot less chance the Uti male could.
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