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Blurb
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When General Orix Monash defected from the Dazon armada to protect Earth, he expected some fear and suspicion. What he didn’t expect was to find his mate among the Earth women at the Moon’s consulate. Mary Catherine Jones is the caretaker for the orphaned human-Dazon hybrid babies, but when he looks at Mac, he wants to take care of her forever. She feels the pull too, and they’re quickly drawn together—and drawn into a plot that involves a traitor and the first battle in Emperor Aryk’s bid to steal Earth women for mating purposes.
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Chapter One
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Since leaving the rearing facility at fifteen planet-cycles-old, Orix Monash had been a soldier. That was a long time. Certainly long enough to look at a room to size up the situation immediately. There was a lot of hostility, and though it shouldn’t have surprised him, it did. He could understand the negative reactions, particularly among the humans seated around the large table, but it still startled him to see a range of emotions from distress to blatant suspicion on many of the faces around him, including faces of those he had known for a long part of his lifespan.

In particular, Commander Sash Darvig was regarding him with flagrant mistrust, indicating he wasn’t certain of Orix’s motives, or why roughly thirty percent of the armada had defected with him. He cleared his throat as silence finally descended, and all gazes fell on him. They were waiting for an explanation, and that was something he couldn’t offer, not really having one himself, which was likely to add to the mistrust surrounding him.

Ambassador Embeth Williams, who sat beside her mate, Second Prince Ysaak Chon, gave him an encouraging smile. He wanted to rebuff the gesture, to remind her he was a hardened warrior, not a nervous schoolboy. It would be ill-form to do so, especially since he also felt disconcertingly like a nervous schoolboy for just a moment.

Orix cleared his throat again, waiting for someone to ask the first question. It was a negotiating tactic he had learned early on in his military career, and it also revealed a great deal about the other party’s position. They shouldn’t be in negotiations, since he and his comrades had voluntarily defected from their military and home world, but he knew they were going to take some convincing to believe it for certain.

Sash was the first ask, “What are you really doing here?”

Orix maintained a calm expression, fixing his one good eye on his old friend. “We’re here to defend Earth from Emperor Aryk’s intentions, Commander Darvig.”

“Or maybe you’re here to finish the task,” said a small Earth woman farther down the table. She hadn’t identified herself, and she bore no name tag or other way for him to discern her position.

He shook his head just once. “As soon as we found out what the First Prince...I mean Emperor...had planned, those of us who objected strongly organized and made the decision to break away from the home world and the main armada. We arrived as quickly as we could.”

“I find it very convenient that you didn’t arrive until after your military had deployed the biological weapon responsible for spreading ROMKS among Earth women,” said the same scowling human.

He scowled at her, starting to feel tendrils of anger creeping over him. He wasn’t used to being questioned or having to account for his every movement. It had been some time in his career since he been accountable to much of anyone other than the emperor or the first and second princes. 

“I assure you we arrived as quickly as we could. There was heavy fighting to break away. As soon as Emperor Aryk realized we were defecting, he threw everything he had at us. My ships have sustained heavy damage, and we’ve lost at least five percent of the personnel who made the choice to turn their backs on the home world and come here. Your interrogation and insinuations are insulting, Ms....?”

She wrinkled her nose at him, as though he was something foul. “Jordan Saunders. I’m the president’s daughter, and her liaison for the Moon Consulate.”

He nodded once to indicate he had heard her introduction. “We’re here to help in whatever capacity we can do so. If we could have arrived sooner, or managed to warn you before the weapon deployed, we would have done so. Those of us who have chosen to defend Earth are appalled at the emperor’s actions. Three generations ago, the Veluvians did something similar to us, and though the emperor and Jorvak Ha are trying to solve that problem, this is not the way to do it.”

Prince Ysaak cleared his throat, drawing all eyes to him. “General Monash, you said about thirty percent of the fleet has come with you?” At Orix’s nod, he frowned. “That leaves at least seven hundred thousand troops at my brother’s disposal. Did he give any indication of his next step or overall plan?”

Orix shook his head. “No. The emperor was tightlipped about all the steps. He simply revealed Dr. Ha had created a retrovirus that would make all Earth women compatible for breeding, and it was about to be deployed. There was truly no time to warn the earthlings, especially amid the battle to break free.” He shifted slightly in his seat, overcome with a strange surge of guilt at having abandoned his duty and his post. 

Only a stronger moral conviction could lead him to such an action. His doubts had begun when he had learned of Aryk murdering the former emperor to seize power, but that hadn’t been enough to make him deviate from his duty. It had taken the abrupt and appalling wake-up call of hearing that their own people were preparing to deploy a biological weapon against people who should not be their enemies that had forced him to make a sudden and decisive break with his military career and life on Dazonia Major. 

It was still an unsettling situation, and he found himself struggling as they threw questions at him. It wasn’t that he struggled to answer, and if he didn’t know the right response, he bluntly stated that. The entire process was just an emotionally draining struggle. Inside, he was a mass of turmoil, far more emotional about the situation than he was prepared to reveal to a group of strangers—especially since many of them still maintained a hostile front and seemed convinced he was part of a bigger plot perpetrated by Aryk. 

Did they imagine he and three hundred thousand other soldiers, minus fifteen thousand lost to casualties, had arrived as part of a ploy on the emperor’s part? It was a slightly ludicrous idea, but he supposed he understood their caution and fear. Half the population was ill, and only a few essential personnel in government had been given the nanotechnology that would keep the retrovirus in check and reverse the symptoms of ROMKS.

He was in the midst of debriefing the prince and the commander about the status of the ships and the troops available, wishing the men would wait until they had a smaller audience before asking him to reveal their strengths and weaknesses, when his heart rate increased, and his hearts thundered in his eardrums. It was a disconcerting sensation, especially since he had no logical explanation for it. Orix glanced around, his gaze locking on a small Earth woman just crossing the doorway of the meeting room, which was open to allow as many essential people to cram inside as possible.

Clearly, the honey-blonde woman hadn’t been considered essential personnel, but his body suddenly found her very essential. A wave of dizziness swept over him, and he gripped the edges of the table as his hearts continued to pound, and his libido switched into overdrive. He was hard and aching for the woman, who seemed startled when their gazes met. He imagined her reaction was to his scarred face and missing eye, currently hidden under an eyepatch as a nod to decorum for the Earthlings. The piece of fabric itched and irritated his golden-brown skin, making him suddenly, almost painfully, aware of its existence by the way it rubbed his skin raw as she looked at him.

A second later, the woman was gone, but certainly not forgotten. It took Orix a long moment to realize people were still speaking to him and asking questions, and another, even longer, moment to compose himself and reorganize his thoughts. As he answered, his mind was preoccupied with the woman who had passed by.

His mate.

It was inconvenient and unexpected, but he couldn’t deny he’d experienced the mating flare. What else could such an intense reaction be? Orix certainly hadn’t expected to find a woman who stirred his mating instinct under the circumstances, at least not at this time. He hadn’t even considered in more than a passing fashion that one of the Earth women might be a possible mate for him. His primary concern had been security and doing the right thing, and while those remained focal points for his attention, he couldn’t deny he was quietly obsessing about the woman he had barely seen.

When the interminable meeting finally concluded, the first thing he was going to do was see if he could track her down and confirm his reaction. If it was the mating flare, Orix had no idea what to do next. Claiming a partner right then was inconvenient and more than a little dangerous. He couldn’t afford anything that cost him his focus, especially since he soon gleaned human technology would offer little resistance to Emperor Aryk and his remaining armada. 

It was up to Orix and the rest of the defectors to protect Earth, particularly the human women, from the emperor’s machinations. The task was monumental and required his full attention. It would help if he knew what Aryk planned to do next, and if he could stop thinking about the woman with her golden-brown locks and wide blue eyes that had seemed to dominate her face during the brief millisecond they had locked gazes.

***
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Mary Catherine, or Mac as she was commonly known, had been running late, an unintentional side effect of an unplanned nap in her quarters during her afternoon rest break. She had woken to furor in the consulate, everyone stirred up first by the biological attack yesterday, and now by the arrival of aliens with unknown intentions. 

While she was interested and just as eager to know their motives as everyone else, her primary focus was where it had been since Dr. Wy had given her the nanotechnology months ago, and she had volunteered to stay at the consulate, first as a companion to the Earth women who had been impregnated against their will, and later as caretaker to the infants whose mothers had not survived.

She had literally stumbled to a halt when meeting the fierce gaze of the one-eyed man seated at the head of the conference table as she had rushed past the doorway. For just a moment, all thoughts had fled, and her mind hadn’t been on reaching the nursery or reviewing the tasks ahead of her. For that earthshattering second, her entire world had revolved around the alien male, and everything else had ceased to exist.

It had been only a brief moment in time, but even now, hours after it had taken place, Mac’s heart was still prone to racing unexpectedly whenever she remembered that moment. She’d never been drawn so intently to a man before, and she certainly hadn’t expected to have any kind of connection with the aliens. Not that she harbored prejudice toward the ones she knew and worked with on a regular basis, including Dr. Wy, Commander Darvig, and the contingent of Dazon caretakers who had arrived from Dazonia Major to assist with caring for the newborns. 

However, she had endured a traumatic experience at the hands of Jorvak Ha, one that she would’ve assumed would predispose her to being unable to find any of the Dazon males attractive. Apparently, she had been wrong in her assessment.

The baby she was holding cooed up at her, forcing her to break her mental reverie, and she smiled down at the little boy. Unlike the typical Dazon male who wasn’t a human hybrid, baby Jake grew hair all over his head, including the sides, and didn’t have the sparse scrub that many of the men had on the otherwise-bare sections. Instead, he had thick curls, which had been a gift from his African-American mother, who had died birthing Jake and his two sisters, Carmen and Lily. He squealed at her, and she couldn’t help how her heart melted as she lifted him higher and bounced him gently. 
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