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Chapter One

Brandi hated crowds. Generally
speaking, there was absolutely nothing she wanted to see or do
badly enough to deal with a crowd. They weren’t just a nuisance,
uncomfortable, and, by their very nature, contrary to optimum
enjoyment--or even minimal enjoyment--of any of the things that
usually attracted a crowd to start with. They were
dangerous.

Had the potential of becoming
deadly.

One little spark could turn people into
mad cows and they were stampeding all over the place, knocking
people down and stomping them to death.

Brandi just didn’t feel like the
inherent danger of getting into the middle of one was worth the
risk.

That was the main reason it seemed just
borderline insane that she’d decided to go, knowing before she left
work to do so that it was liable to turn into a nightmare of epic
proportions and result in death or life altering injury for any
number of people--which could include her if she was stupid enough
to go.

For once, she wasn’t totally focused on
the danger inherent in allowing herself to be caught up in a crowd,
however.

It did flicker through her mind from
time to time, but she was too caught up in the event that had drawn
her to allow herself to focus on the potential for
danger--regarding the crowd.

The stadium was packed to the point
that the building almost seemed to ‘breathe’ like some great beast
from the sheer volume of meat packed inside.

That should’ve been enough to pitch her
into survival mode.

She went in anyway.

The ticket she’d bought
had cost her more than she could really afford to squander on
anything as frivolous as going to gape at anyone at all--especially
when the only seat she could get in the whole damned stadium was
nosebleed high and the stage
looked like a postage stamp from her
viewpoint.

The people on it looked like …
ants.

And she didn’t have
binoculars.

She was pretty pissed off when she
finally settled to discover the bastards had started without
her.

Like they couldn’t wait until everybody
found their seat and sat down?

When they’d sold enough tickets to fill
the damned stadium almost to standing room only?

It had taken
forever to climb to the
highest row, damn it!

And she’d begun to think she might have
to crawl up the last dozen steps or so.

She dismissed it with an effort,
knowing she was just wound too tight to have any forbearance at
all.

Not that they weren’t inconsiderate
assholes, but there was nothing new in that and she usually just
shrugged it off as just one of those life annoyances that couldn’t
be avoided.

The noise was next door to
deafening.

Until the royals arrived.

Or least their entourage--because it
was pretty hard to tell who it was that had appeared at the back of
the stage.

Then there was deafening
silence.

Almost instantaneous.

It was like when a predator stepped
into a swamp. Everything was singing its heart out until that
moment and then … deafening silence.

Brandi squinted, leaning as far forward
as she could.

The view was … just
disappointing.

It wouldn’t have been so bad, but she’d
tried repeatedly to get close enough to actually see--them. The
historical event at the stadium was to be the last appearance--very
likely--ever--and she still couldn’t see, damn it!

Sure she could see their alien
visitors, but she couldn’t tell a thing about them except they were
wearing clothing that was really and truly out of this
world.

Well … they were big and tall compared
to the humans around them, but …

In a moment, though, an image flashed
on the giant screen displays, capturing her attention--riveting it.
She felt a jolt run through her when she glanced at the screen
angled to give her a clear perspective.

She couldn’t actually identify the
jolt--not then--not until a really long time afterward. She
supposed it was … surprise. Mostly.

In spite of the things she’d
heard--rumors--and not terribly reliable for information at any
time.

It was profound enough, though, that
she couldn’t decide what else it was--what inspired the surprise or
how she felt about it.

She’d been trying to get a really good
look since they’d arrived.

They had announced their
arrival and their intensions before
they arrived.

She was pretty sure no damned body had
actually taken it seriously.

She thought the government had spent
most of the time trying to verify that it wasn’t a hoax.

And if there’d ever been a time when
they absolutely could not afford for their government to shut down
with shock and confusion--this was it.

They [government authorities] hadn’t
even announced it--contact--a visit--to the general public until
just before the aliens arrived--on their doorstep.

There’d been something like a three day
news circus where they were pounding in their propaganda about
making contact and making ‘friends’ from a very distant land and
the upcoming meeting to iron out an alliance agreement--like they’d
done it all by themselves. And that hadn’t given anybody a chance
to get a grip and decide whether to panic or not.

Well, actually, she was pretty sure
from the traffic jamming every road, highway, and dirt path that
anybody that had a bunker somewhere had been huddled in it since
the announcement.

So that suggested pretty
panicked.

She didn’t have one or she would
probably have been watching for the arrival from the door of
it.

She’d thought about making a bunker out
of the crawl space under the shop, but it was already filled with
aliens--spiders. One look at all the glow-in-the-dark eyes and
she’d decided just to tough it out at her place.

By day four--arrival--though, she’d
managed to beat down terror enough for curiosity to get a
toehold.

Truthfully, she was still leaning way
far more towards terror and survival instincts, and the need to
know what there was to know that might help with survival, but
there was curiosity, too.

She supposed, like quite a few people,
she was inclined to think it was some kind of elaborate hoax.
Hollywood had acclimated people to believe absolutely nothing--even
when they saw it with their own two eyes. All they could ever say
about any horrific event was that it looked like something out of
Hollywood. And she thought she might not look like a total moron if
she was present when they made the reveal instead of hunkered down
in a hole somewhere.

Maybe not.

But she did feel a flicker of disbelief
that encouraged her to pop her head out of her personal hole and
see what was going on--just in case.

Several times.

This was the last hoorah,
though--supposedly.

A departure schedule hadn’t been
announced, but they weren’t expected--there were no plans that had
been announced--about any other public appearances.

Dismissing her
disappointment that she was still
watching the event on TV with the reflection that
it was at least better TV when the local politicians finally shut
the fuck up and got out of the way, Brandi focused on the alien
dignitary that approached the podium, marveling at how human-like
they were--he was.

Instead of focusing on his
speech--which appeared to be a recap of elements of the agreement
that had been reached between their government and the alien
government, she allowed herself to get caught up in the deep
resonance of his voice.

And exploring his face with her
gaze.

Inwardly, she shrugged. They were
indisputably alien in appearance, but not scary ugly. The skin
tones of all the ones she’d seen was similar to but still different
from any of the Earth races--close enough not to be freaky, but
still different enough to instantly capture attention. And beyond
all of them being, or those present at least, appearing, on average
bigger than humans, they looked like pretty much any amazingly
attractive, fabulously built human--physically.

The eyes and ears were
different.

The faces hard, angular and … pretty
damned appealing in her book. Scary, but not repulsive by a long
shot.

Appreciation joined the shivery terror
at her core that hadn’t gone anywhere since she’d heard they were
coming.

Not that she’d been on high alert the
entire time. The trials and tribulations of life went on as long as
there was breathing, were impossible to ignore completely, and
succeeded in distracting her to the mundane for short periods. And
when it did, it diverted enough brain power to allow the tension
levels to drop, but it hadn’t gone away completely and she wasn’t
certain it ever would again.

They knew now that they really and
truly weren’t alone and that prompted uneasiness that went beyond
these particular aliens.

As in--what was out there? That might
not stay out there?

She was diverted before she could get
too caught up in speculation about ‘others’ when the alien
politician ended his speech with the announcement that the prince
royal, Prince Theron would speak. There was a few notes of what
sounded like presentation horns and then the Prince--both princes
appeared at the edge of the stage with their military escorts--and
strode briskly across. Prince Daegen halted about ten paces from
the podium while Prince Theron continued until he reached
it.

The cameras panned from one to the
other, giving her a very good view of handsome and handsomer--good
enough to make everything inside of her go into a catatonic state
of awareness/attraction.

Or maybe handsome--uber attractive--and
scary, powerful, macho alien man that was drop dead
sexy?

Pausing, Prince Theron lifted his head
and scanned the stadium in a slow sweep that silenced the few
voices that had emerged from the crowd. The silence stretched out
until it reached a point where it began to wind tension throughout
the stadium.

Brandi noticed he was gripping the
edges of the podium in white knuckled fists and it hit her abruptly
that he was in some sort of physical distress.

Emotional?

She dismissed that almost as soon as it
formed in her mind--despite the fact that it almost seemed that his
façade of cool composure slipped and waves of potent emotions began
to radiate from him.

To the point that she
almost felt like she could feel
it buffeting her.

He was a Prince. He must be used to
public speaking.

She couldn’t believe he was intimidated
by the crowd--certainly not to a degree where it would affect him
physically, let alone emotionally.

“We come …,” he said
finally. “Came to this world … To establish peaceful relations
between our people and yours in honor of our beloved Empress … Mia
of Earth.”

A look of alarm flickered in the eyes
of the previous speaker, who’d only stepped away a handful of paces
from the podium after introducing the royal.

“… to strengthen the bond
between our two worlds through a bride mating between the house of
Draken and … an Earth woman.”

It was spreading, Brandi thought,
feeling a prickling of alarm as she noticed the Envoy glance at the
royal guardsmen and their façade of cold composure
slipped.

And then--the weirdest thing. He looked
directly at her.

Seemed to.

Prince Daegen appeared to be growing
angry … about something. The stone cold façade that had seemed
permanent had vanished. His face had darkened and …. There were …
strange looking bony spines that just appeared on his forehead
….

Grew so rapidly it was
almost as if they just … telescoped from his head. It looked like
horns. And it was horns.

“I will choose … now!”
Prince Theron said after another lengthy pause, his voice deeper,
almost … growly. Grasping the neck of his uniform then, he ripped
it in two and tossed the pieces aside almost like a male exotic
dancer might dispose of his costume.

He was wearing a marble bag beneath it,
too--except it looked like a bowling ball bag.

There were sharp intakes of breath as
Prince Theron and his brother, Prince Daegen--who had also stripped
down to something like a loincloth, abruptly … transformed right
before their eyes …

And then the entire group from Navar
shifted ….

Into … dragons.

They looked like dragons, Brandi
thought, stunned with awe as both of the princes spread their wings
and lifted upward from the stage.

The Envoy, who’d sprouted wings and
horns like everyone else from Radisia, stepped up to the
microphone. “Prince Theron will choose his bride mate now.” He
paused as both princes took flight. “Also Prince
Daegen.”

* * * *

Theron was still pissed off when the
planet came into view and began to fill the forward viewing screen
on the bridge.

He’d had hours to come to grips,
however, since he had been transported aboard--bound like a common
criminal--and he had, mostly, managed to swallow his
spleen.

Even he thought his anger was
unreasonable--mostly that it persisted and it seemed …
excessive--not that he had had no reason to feel it at all. But it
wasn’t until it had cooled by many degrees that that occurred to
him and he began to question it with just a touch of uneasiness and
bafflement.

It wasn’t as if he had not always known
the future that awaited him.

That very likely awaited.

He was second in line to the throne but
neither he nor his brothers had been anxious to settle down and
produce a gaggle of brats--had felt no desperation to find a
mate.

Their father was still in
his prime and they had, or at least he had, expected him to reign many,
many more years. And Ragnar was to rule after him.

There was no great rush.

And frankly, there was no great desire
either.

The short list of
available-desirable bride mates was nothing he was excited about--unless one
counted the desire to run.

Not that any of the princesses were
hideous.

Well, maybe one or two.

Or bad tempered.

Or just plain boring.

But he had met them all and he hadn’t
been impressed. He thought he could tolerate most any one that was
chosen for him, but he damn well couldn’t claim to be looking
forward to doing his duty.

He wanted to put that off as long as
possible.

Thankfully, Princess
Warthog had been ejected from the pool of potential mates when her
father tried to annex their
realm, Radisia. Ragnar had annexed Marzon to
Radisia instead, slew the bastard King for orchestrating the murder
of their father
and sent the evil bitch scurrying into exile.

The death--murder--of his father,
Emperor Lionel, was what had brought him to his ‘future’ at
dizzying speed.

That was a part of his anger,
certainly--his grief for the father he had loved.

Guilt for the times he had angered and
or disappointed him because he had wanted no part of sacrificing
his life to the will of the people.

Well! He was not needed as a sacrifice!
Ragnar had found a bride mate and she had borne a son and heir for
him.

And his Emperor--his brother,
Ragnar--had still insisted that it was his duty to marry for
Emperor and country and produce a spare--in case the realm had
need.

That was why he was furious!

Primarily.

He suspected that Ragnar
suspected he had
a keen interest in his bride mate and wanted him far, far
away.

And that that was the real reason he
was chained to the damned transporter and ‘shipped’ to the vessel
on approach of the Empress Mia’s home world.

Despite Ragnar’s claim that the
proposed offer of an alliance was in the manner of a gift for his
bride, Mia. She missed her home world and it was too dangerous to
allow her to visit due to the animosity displayed by the
USAmericonians when he had ‘visited’ before.

And truthfully, he could not deny that
he desired Mia.

But he had made no attempt to convince
her to take him as lover.

Because Ragnar was
insane about his
woman!

And also because she already had three
lovers and they were nearly as insanely possessive as
Ragnar!

Not that he couldn’t understand
his/their feelings on the matter when he was so powerfully drawn to
her himself! But she had taken lovers with Ragnar’s blessing--in
their tradition.

Mia had explained to him
that Ragnar had told her it wasn’t just acceptable, that the royals
were expected to
set good examples for the people. And beyond that he had said her
lovers had bonded with her and were suffering as a consequence and
couldn’t even seek another woman because they were in service to
the Emperor.

Taking lovers wasn’t acceptable in her
native customs and she wasn’t even completely comfortable with the
ones she’d chosen. She didn’t feel that she could accept
another.

Him.

He was a royal, by the gods!

Emperor or not, by rights,
he should have
been able to take her as a mate once she had produced Ragnar’s heir
and a spare! He was second in the line of succession! He was
required to produce an
heir himself!

Realizing after a handful
of moments that he was only growing more angry and agitated, he
reined his temper in again, turned on his heel, and left the bridge
in search of something to soothe his resentment over being
ordered to take an Earth
bride to cement a friendly relationship.

All he had done was to allow Mia to know
that he was interested in a mating, in the future, when she had
produced Ragnar’s brats!

One kiss--and it was no mating kiss, by
the gods!

Daegen had taken every opportunity to …
wallow all over her.

His younger brother
deserved to be facing
exile!

He did not!

* * * *

Daegen was torn between his loyalty to
his brother and Emperor.

And the need that seemed to grow until
he felt his control slipping through his fingers, felt as if he was
gripped with the fever.

It worried him that it did.

It was almost as if he had never
actually completed the cycle when he knew gods damned well that he
should have.

Not completed in the way of nature--but
as was required of a prince of the realm. They were not allowed to
let nature take its course because they were expected to bind
themselves to a mate that fit political expedient.

Not to find a true mate that called to
their soul.

Not allowed to.

Even though Ragnar had done just
that.

There was no doubt in his mind that his
eldest brother had not only eluded the assassin that had targeted
him, he had landed in the place where his other half
lived.

Against all odds, fate had stepped in
and gifted him with his heart’s desire.

He deserved it. If anyone did, Ragnar
deserved to find happiness.

He hated the bastard for it, though,
for snatching Mia for himself.

Because he was becoming more and more
convinced that Mia was his destiny, too, that she was the reason he
could not find peace.

If he had not slunk off to hide to
avoid being tied to Princess Valeria aka marshag the witch
….

The assassin bastard she’d
sent to dispose of her intended would have transported
him into the sun and
that would have been the end of his ass.

He still would not have found Mia and
had the chance to claim her as his mate.

That was the thing that made his
current situation even more unbearable.

Mia was the closest he
had ever come to
finding his match.

That, he as certain, was why he had
been ordered by his Emperor to bind himself to an Earth woman to
establish a friendship between Radisia and the
Americonians.

He almost wouldn’t have minded doing it
for Mia.

Except his bastard brother would claim
all of the credit for the ‘gift’.

And he would be tied forever to a
female very likely as unbearable as Princess Valeria.

There was a thread of hope,
though.

However unlikely he thought it was, he
thought he might find a bride mate he could be content with and
Ragnar had said he could choose. There was only one Mia. She was
lost to him, but he felt like if Ragnar had managed to find the
mate of his heart in such an unlikely place, then there was a
chance for someone like him, who had never experienced good
fortune, to find a woman who would not make his life more
miserable.

His father had disputed his claim to
have shit fortune, informed him that it was his shit attitude and
bad choices that made his bad luck.

He had pointed out that their ‘choices’ were made by their
advisors.

“You have choices--just
like anyone else--except more and better,” his father had informed
him dryly.

And then he had gotten pissed off with
him because he had taken his advice to heart and began to make his
own choices instead of yielding to his father’s demands.

Which was why and how Ragnar had ended
up with Mia.

His father had suggested that he take
the Princess Valeria as his bride to mend the rift between her
father’s realm and his father’s and he had made the choice of
leaving the country long enough for his father to settle the
‘honor’ on Ragnar.

Fortunately, since he was still
grieving for his father and struggling to avoid the pain of loss by
doing his best not to dwell on it, Theron arrived in the rec room
to distract him.

“Tying on a drunk, I see,”
he said dryly, heading toward the cabinet that held their liquor
supply. “You think that will help?”

Daegen narrowed his eyes at him. “I
figured it was worth a try,” he said coolly, watching Theron as he
helped himself to a double shot and downed half of it with one
gulp.

He studied the remaining liquid
assessingly. “I always pitied Ragnar. He has not even had the life
we were able to enjoy.”

Daegen frowned. “I do not pity
him--never did. Never envied him either.”

“Not even now?”

Daegen shrugged. “If he had not agreed
to sacrifice himself for the people and the assassin had been
successful--You would be Emperor now.”

Theron stared at him for a long moment
and finally tossed the last of his drink back. “We have arrived.
Soon we will see if we will have good fortune as Ragnar
did.”

Daegen studied his elder brother
thoughtfully.

Truthfully, he had been so focused on
his anxieties about the changes he had noticed about himself that
it hadn’t occurred to him that Theron was not acting just as he
ought to. He couldn’t entirely put his finger on it, but ….
Tension?

Not that Theron had the tendency to be
laid back.

Ragnar held that title--after their
father.

And Theron did tend to be sardonic--did
not suffer fools gladly.

But cool.

When he got angry, he got
colder.

He had never actually seen him when he
appeared to be on the verge of losing his grip on his
beast.

As he was now--had been, truthfully,
almost since they’d returned to welcome Ragnar’s bride
mate.

Except when he was close to the
fever.

And neither gods damn one of them
should be! They had been through the season once
already.

It had never happened before--that they
had had two in one gods damned year.

Before the Earth woman arrived, at any
rate, and the niggling suspicion settled in his gut in a knot that
… just maybe Mia had triggered a second season?

It seemed … unbelievable, actually. She
was alien. Why and how could she possibly effect them like that
when their own females did not?

Except … Theron seemed just a tad off,
too.


Chapter Two

Daegen wrestled with the impulse that
hit him.

He distrusted impulses--and with good
reason cause--they weren’t logical.
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