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      Out of the fire…

      Intergalactic thief, Olena Leyton is one of the best space pirates to sail the high skies. Adventure is in her blood. When her crew is scattered in a run from the law and her spaceship explodes into a ball of flames, she is forced to find sanctuary on a bride procurement ship. She poses as a willing mate to one of the males on the primitive alien planet of Qurilixen to elude the bounty hunters pursuing her.

      But, marriage isn’t something this pirate takes seriously.

      

      Into the flames…

      Dragon-shifting Prince Yusef leads a simple life away from the royal palace. He knows from the first moment he sees his fiery temptress that he will possess her and make her his mate for all time. The prince soon learns that playing with fire will always leave a man burned.

      With passions that surge as powerful as theirs, he is not willing to give up his bride without a fight.
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        5 Stars! 

        "This is an exciting story. Ms. Pillow has written two very emotional, complicated and highly loveable characters... A well-written book that flows along, this reviewer highly recommends it and feels that so far, this is the best one." 

        Valerie, Love Romances

      

        

      
        "Pillow crafts a spicy, spellbinding romance... Set against a fantastic futuristic setting, the characters are engagingly realistic as they struggle against the pain of the past and the uncertainty of the present to find happiness." 

        Jennifer R. Wells-Marani, RT BOOKreviews Magazine
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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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        Lords of the Var® Series

        The Savage King

        The Playful Prince

        The Bound Prince

        The Rogue Prince

        The Pirate 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

        Rebellious Prince

        Stranded with the Cajun

        Hunted by the Dragon

        Mischievous Prince

        Headstrong Prince
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        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 JRA, for making me laugh, for smiling and nodding at my crazy ideas, for getting my jokes, and for agreeing to build me a spaceship. You might not remember that last one, but it happened. You agreed to it. Trust me.
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      Olena Leyton’s calculating eyes shot hot sparks of angry fire, as she met her reflection in a broken piece of glass on the ground. A drop of blood splattered over her right eye. She grimaced in annoyance and pressed her fingers to the seeping wound in her arm. The black spandex of her top had been ripped. She cursed. Biting her lip, she felt a chunk of metal embedded deep within her skin. She gritted her teeth and dug her fingers into the wound to pry out the jagged strip. Dispassionately, she eyed the metal before dropping it to the ground.

      Her arm continued to ooze blood, a little worse than before, but she ignored it. Now was not the time for weakness. She was in the crate storage of some metal space dock. The large open door let in a cooling breeze from outside, making her shiver as it hit the layer of sweat on her skin. Leaning forward, she squinted, trying to read the address label on one of the crates. X Quadrant, Earthbase 5792461.

      X Quadrant!

      She let loose a long breath. Her ship really had gone off course. Glancing over the lush alien countryside she’d run three miles through, she took a calming breath. Her heart hammered, more from the sprint than the pain in her arm. Her escape had been too close for comfort.

      Vexatious bounty hunters, trying to get back what she rightfully stole. They had shot up her ship, scattered her crew, and now she was stranded in the X Quadrant. Things couldn’t get much worse.

      Olena was wrong. With a frown, she watched as an orange ball of fire lit up the distance. She cursed and closed her eyes as she saluted the last breath of her ship. With that kind of beacon, the bounty hunters would be all over this planet like a Ven-5 sand ray on an injured fighter pilot, not to mention the local law enforcement. Wouldn’t they love to get their hands on this little pirate?

      “Not going to happen,” Olena grumbled, darkly. She looked around, refusing to give up. She had been in tougher spots than this. Granted, she usually had her crew with her.

      Discovering a row of small luxury crafts, and personal transport ships, that had been lined up for pre-flight maintenance, she grinned. Oh, this was almost too easy. She stood and was instantly sorry. Lightheaded, she swayed on her feet and had to concentrate to keep from blacking out.

      Olena glanced at her arm. Her blood trickled over her arm pooling onto the floor, staining the black spandex of her pants, and dripping onto her leather boot. She needed a medic, and fast. But, worst of all, she was in no condition to fly. She could very well pass out during the gravity shift of takeoff.

      Moving stealthily forward, she peeked through the windows of the personal transports for a first aid kit to tide her over, and the rich people who owned these crafts were always good for a supply of painkillers. Right now she needed both.

      Olena found a kit and glanced around to make sure the place was empty. With a swift kick, she smashed in the window and unlocked the transport. Moments later, she had her arm bandaged and a couple pills stuck and dissolving in her dry throat. She tried to swallow them.

      “Who’s there?”

      Olena froze in her search for a bottle of liquor, and silently cursed. Blasted dock security guards. Why didn’t they find themselves a real job?

      Olena edged close to the ground to peek around the side of the transport. The security guard came into view. She cursed again. Her arm was in no shape for self-defense. Looking at her waist, she saw her gun registered empty. She had used all her ammunition to fire her way out of the ship’s metal side. The hatch had been jammed by the ground.

      Hearing a rush of feet coming from the other direction, she stiffened. A woman hurried near them, covered with a rich fur cloak from head to foot and laden down with numerous suitcases. As Olena watched, she shifted her bags and pulled the cloak tightly around her, jerking it over her head, as if frightened of the dark and lonely docks at night. Olena smiled. She might not be able to drive, but this rich woman would definitely have her own vehicle.

      Olena heard the guard move. He stopped to smile at the rich lady. The woman jolted in mild surprise to see him, but managed a weak nod of acknowledgement in return. The guard appeared to know her, because he waved at her and pointed down the docks. Olena looked in the transport. Seeing a coat, she slid it over her shoulders and buttoned the front to hide her pirating attire. Then, grabbing a hat, she positioned it on her flaming red hair, and tucked the ponytailed locks up beneath it.

      Some floral bags had been stowed in the back seat and she took all four of them. Olena loaded them on her shoulders, trying not to flinch at the pain, as she began walking after the cloaked lady. She smiled innocently at the security guard who had forgotten his investigation and was going back toward the monitor room. He waved at her, pointing down the docks in the same direction he had for the other woman. Olena smiled brightly, as if she understood his signal.

      She took the plank reserved for first class, again seeing the rich woman next to a uniformed man with a clipboard. The woman’s hood was down, and the brown hair appeared very respectable, pulled back into a bun. Olena squinted, detecting the glittering of diamond earrings on the woman’s ears. Instantly, her mind calculated the worth of them. Oh, she’d love to get her hands on those. It might make this little detour worth it.

      Olena pasted a smile on her face as she watched a bunch of women load into the spacecraft, beneath a banner that read, Galaxy Brides, in curving script. Carting her new bags, she came forward to stand in line.

      “Perfect, Miss—ah—Aleksander,” the uniformed man said to the rich woman. “Welcome aboard the flight to your future!”

      Olena didn’t pay the woman’s answer any attention as she set her bags down. She turned to dig through her gun belt.

      “No, Miss. Galaxy Brides Corporation owes you.” The man answered whatever Miss Aleksander had said.

      Olena pulled out the first ID she came across and quickly tugged the coat to cover her weapon. She pushed the stolen luggage closer, kicking it lightly across the floor with her foot. Glancing over her shoulder, she thought she heard air sirens outside the dock. They would be going to investigate the explosion. She could only hope the blast had made her ship unrecognizable.

      “I wish to invoke the right of privacy law. If anyone asks, I’m not here,” the rich lady said.

      “Police?” the man questioned in surprise, though the idea didn’t seem to concern him. He obviously had a quota to fill and Olena knew these corporations were notorious for looking the other way.

      Olena didn’t hear the woman’s answer, but saw the man nod in understanding. She tried to edge closer, taking another peek at the pricy earrings.

      “I’ll make a note, Miss. That won’t be a problem.” The man wrote a notation on Miss Aleksander’s file.

      “And, by the way, where are we going?” the woman asked, her voice mild and unwavering.

      Olena stepped closer. She knew about Galaxy Brides. They were a corporation who peddled marriage to barbarian planets in need of women. Once she had been asked, by a lower breed of humanoids, to shanghai a load of brides. It was one of the few jobs she had turned down. Not even she could take profit from delivering hapless women to men who squirted slime from their…well…yeah.

      The worker chuckled. “Most women ask before they come down here. It must be some maniac you are trying to get away from.”

      The woman said nothing.

      Reigning in his humor, he answered, “You’re heading to Qurilixen, Miss.”

      The woman nodded before she walked away, following a droid who carried her bags. Instantly, Olena turned her sweetest smile on the uniformed worker. He grinned in response.

      “Hi,” she murmured in a sultry vixen’s tone that she knew drove men to instant distraction. Pouting her lips, she said, “Oh, these bags are so heavy. I never thought I would get them all the way up the dock by myself.”

      “Are you here as a last minute replacement?” the man inquired, his breathing quickened at the look she gave him. He took her bags and moved them forward.

      “Oh, thank you,” she gushed with feigned innocence. “I’m so glad I made it on time. Rick at the office told me it would be all right if I tagged along. This is the flight to Qurilixen, isn’t it? I didn’t get lost again?”

      “Yes, Miss. I know Rick,” the worker lied. “Fine man.”

      “Why yes, he is,” Olena giggled with a toss of her hand and a playful bat of her eyelashes.

      “Sign here,” he said, handing over the clipboard. “We are several girls short, so they’ll be more than happy to have you. Your health screenings will be done in flight. You’ll have room 209 on platform two. It’s the one all the way to the back, left side. Ship orientation is tomorrow at 9:00 a.m. Earthtime.”

      “That is perfect,” she declared, as she set her ID on top of the clipboard. To her surprise, it was her real name. Out of all the fake IDs to choose from what were the odds? Since it was too late to grab an alias, she signed her name with flourish.

      The man looked at the ID and handed it back. “Here you go, Miss.”

      “Oh, and…” Olena glanced down at the man’s name tag. “Rick said it would be all right if I invoked the right of privacy law. He said just to tell Bernie, and you would personally see to it my privacy isn’t violated.”

      “Stalker?” the man asked.

      “Oh, is it that obvious?” Olena pouted, trying her best not to laugh at the protective look the guy gave her. She dabbed fake tears from her widened eyes and sniffed.

      “No, Miss,” Bernie answered in a self-important tone. He motioned to a droid to pick up her bags for her. “It just seems that there is a lot of that going around lately. The galaxies can be a dangerous place. You’re very lucky to have found a reputable company like ours.”
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        * * *

      

      One month later…

      Olena sighed happily, resting back in the beauty chair in absolute comfort. A droid massaged her feet in the pedicure basin. A second unit rubbed her neck with two robotic hands while its other four did her hair. Looking around the parlor, she had memorized almost every one of the brides’ names. It was an old habit, one that had saved her hide more than a few times.

      Besides, what else could she have done during the last month of deep space travel? Plan her future marriage with a barbarian husband? Knit him and their nonexistent children space helmet liners?

      No thanks. Not likely. Never going to happen.

      The brides prepared for the Breeding Festival which would happen that very night on Qurilixen. The planet had no locally born women because of one of their suns’ blue radiation made the men shoot boy-only sperm. She supposed it was admirable they paid for wives rather than raiding other planets and taking unwilling captives. Then again, kidnapping women could cause the brides’ families to get upset. Aliens would attack the planet for revenge. Intergalactic war would start. People would die. Security measures would be heightened and pirating would get a lot more dangerous.

      The mass wedding was held on the one night of darkness on the otherwise sunshiny planet. Apparently, the locals only let the men get married in the dark. Oh, there were so many, many jokes she could tell on that little piece of cultural trivia. How horrible were these guys that they had to hide their faces, and pay for women so desperate they’d marry anything?

      Olena had every intention of finding a poor sucker to marry her. What easier way to lay low for a few months as she plotted her escape? Besides, free room and board? Who could resist? Although, the dupe would probably want to have sex with her. It was an annoying detail, but one she wasn’t overly concerned about. She was fairly confident she could lie her way out of any marital duties. If he became too handsy, she’d drug him, or hit him over the head, or start speaking in religious tongues until he ran away terrified.

      She couldn’t help wondering what the Qurilixian males must be like—a whole planet of Medieval Old Earth warrior types. From her experience, men who were left in each other’s company for too long tended to lack certain social graces. But, since Olena also lacked certain social graces, this temporary layover might actually be fun.

      Smirking, Olena inwardly laughed at the other women onboard the Galaxy Brides’ ship. They were all such dopes, with their high hopes of having a royal marriage and living blissfully ever after—on a primitive planet, with guys too grotesque to be married in daylight. Yeah, like anyone ever found true love at the end of a glowing crystal. What these foolish women would find had nothing to do with love. People loved when it was convenient for them to do so, or when they were getting something out of it.

      Olena chuckled, a grin forming on her features. Why else would the Qurilixian men call their wedding ceremony a Breeding Festival? It was so laughably obvious. It had nothing to do with love and everything to do with a planet full of horny males, with no females of their own, who needed to find release. Hell, it was easy to say “I love you” to one of the only women on the entire planet. How else were the poor bastards going to get laid?

      Olena took her feet out of the water at the droid’s gentle push and set them on the edge of the basin. She watched the droid stain her toenails with permanent polish.

      Maybe, I’ll find a prince and make the entire planet worship at my feet, Olena mused with a whimsical smile. Queen Olena has a nice ring to it.

      She would never do it. Though it might be fun to play queen, the truth was the wanderlust in her veins would eventually get the better of her. No planet could hold her interest for long. With permanence came responsibility. Pirates tended to stay away from such mature undertakings.

      Olena closed her eyes and concentrated. The ship had uploading services, and she’d been able to interface with the specialized software to load planetary information directly into her brain. Though convenient, it took work to actually sort through all the suddenly-gained knowledge.

      The words filtered through her mind, “The fact that the Qurilixian have no women of their own, is why the services of corporations like Galaxy Brides are so invaluable to them. In return, the Qurilixian mine a special ore that is only found in their caves. That ore is a great power source for long-voyaging starships, all but useless to the Qurilixian because they are not known as explorers. For you as brides, this is good news. Your men won’t be leaving for other colonies after the marriage.”

      Olena frowned as she tried to focus past the marital sales pitch Galaxy Brides sneaked into the program.

      “The Qurilixian worship many gods, favor natural comforts over modern technical conveniences, and prefer to raise, grow, and cook their own food. They have been peaceful for nearly a century, aside from petty territorial skirmishes that break out every fifteen or so years between a few of the rival houses. So brides have nothing to fear. At Galaxy Brides, we take your happiness very seriously. That is why we—”

      “Ugh, never mind,” she mumbled to herself. She wanted useful information and they’d uploaded a blasted commercial.

      As backwards as these barbaric men sounded, she hoped they at least had a space port so she could easily hitch a ride off the planet. If her situation wasn’t so dire, it would have been hilarious.

      The planet was in the Y Quadrant. That was good. Olena was familiar with the territory. She had escaped a renegade hunter a few years back, by flying into an asteroid belt that ran through its outer edge. She had seen the red-brown planet briefly and had almost stopped for repairs. Even though she hadn’t landed, a pirate always remembered a potential planet on which to hide. You never knew when it would come in handy. Her excellent memory and dumb luck were the only reasons she’d survived this long.

      But, knowing what she did now, how they were a superstitions lot who shunned modern technical conveniences in favor of natural comforts, she was kind of sorry she hadn’t paid them a quick visit before now. With the right crew, she could have scammed the unsophisticated kingdom for all their valuables in a month’s time. Good thing a corporation like Galaxy Brides was there to find them—

      “Blasted space monkeys!” she swore under her breath. Stupid commercial get out of my head.

      The droid pedicuring feet finished its task. Olena wiggled her toes, sure they’d never looked so pretty.

      This trip hadn’t been so bad. She’d traveled in far worse accommodations. Plus, the ship had a medic unit. She’d found it that first night, typed in her room number, and seconds later her arm was fixed without even a scar to show for it.

      The spacecraft was luxurious, but she’d spent the last four weeks quarantined with a boatful of jittery, excited brides. Apparently the corporation didn’t want the shipment compromised by the male crew. Olena looked around. Um, these women were crazy enough to sign on to be ship- order brides. She’d hazard a guess and say the shipment was already a little compromised to begin with.

      After a month of traveling with the giggling twits, Olena was sure that refusing the shanghai gig had been one of her best calls. She would have dumped the brides out of her smaller rust bucket of a ship in a lunar second.

      Stop judging, she scolded herself. You don’t know their stories.

      But you have to admit they giggle. A lot, herself answered.

      Personal droids and cooking units were assigned to each passenger. She had used her cleaning droids to no end, spending hours making a mess just to watch the things pick up. They never complained. As soon as she heisted a new ship, Olena was going to make sure she took a dozen of those little numbers with it. As for eating, having known firsthand the pangs of starvation, she gladly feasted on more than her fair share of food simulator meals.

      Yep, her accommodations could have been much, much worse. Option number two would have included being tied up in a prison, held at the mercy of some half-wit bounty hunter, who’d more than likely try to take an advance on his wages with her unwilling body. Then, she’d have to kill him, she’d be left helpless, that ship would crash…disastrous.

      “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.” Hearing Gena make reference—again—to her own genetically altered breasts, Olena forced a false smile and giggled with the rest of them. Gena’s boobs were an ungodly size. Olena had been tempted more than once to bump into the woman just to see if she tipped over.

      Oh, yeah. This was getting old. Good thing they were docking in a few hours or she might have tried squeezing out of the small port window in her room so she could float away into deep space.

      Gena kept babbling, but Olena ignored her as she looked down at her own body. She had taken advantage of some of the services, having the hair on her legs and armpits permanently removed. She didn’t care much for the body altering, though she did get one annoyingly puckered brand removed from her backside.

      “How will you know who the princes are?” came the cynical reasoning of Pia Korbin. Olena looked to her right. She liked the sarcastic Pia. “I’ve heard all the men wear disguises. You could end up with a royal guard.”

      “Or a gardener,” a brunette offered with a laugh.

      “I hear they wear practically nothing at all,” Olena said, just to get a rise out of the women. “Except a mask and some fur.”

      She wasn’t disappointed. They tittered in excitement.

      “You can’t miss royalty,” the self-important Gena announced, tossing her auburn hair. “You’ll see it—”

      Blah, blah, blarg, blah, Olena mentally filled-in as the woman spoke, rolling her eyes.

      Olena caught her reflection in a mirror. Weakly, she waved back the hands of the beauty droid who had finished curling her locks. For a moment, she froze, not recognizing the woman in the plush white cotton robe staring back at her. Turning her head to one side and then the other, she frowned as she studied her upswept locks. The sides pulled up into a center knot, only to cascade down her back in curls. She looked like a spoiled rich girl and it made her uncomfortable.

      “Come on, Olena.” Riona Grey placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned over to whisper in her ear. They’d spent quite a bit of time drinking in Riona’s suite, playing Frendle’s Chips and avoiding the others. “Want to have a couple drinks and try to find a way off this ship that doesn’t include a gangway?”

      Olena smiled, but was unable to take her eyes away from the stranger in her reflection. “I wish.”

      “Try to find me if you don’t get married. We’ll raise fury on this planet.” Riona chuckled and pushed back. She’d spent a lot of hours with the woman, but had a feeling this might be one of the last times they actually spoke. Riona didn’t seem intent on staying, but Olena needed to find a husband so she could find a ride off the floating rock. Then she’d be logged out of Galaxy Brides’ active database.

      Swallowing, she shook herself from the trance and stood to follow the others out into the hall leading to their suites. She took a deep breath, telling herself none of this mattered. What was a little marriage if it would help her recover her freedom? It wasn’t as if she had any plans to marry for love or happiness. The universes were a rough place. A girl had to do what she had to do. Like everything else in her life, this adventure was just a means to an end. Her hair would soon be undone and this costume she wore discarded.

      Then, forcing herself to look on the bright side, she glanced down at her stained toenails and thought, Won’t the crew get a kick out of this!
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      Olena shivered, uncomfortably standing in her traditional silk and gauze Qurilixian gown. At least it was black, a perfect color for her unamused mood. She felt like one of the female slaves being readied for the auction block of Phatar. The only redeeming factor was, unlike the slaves, there was no collar around her neck, and she had the hope of escaping.

      The revealing outfit had been cut low on her chest, basically showcasing her goodies for the barbarian suitors. Her skin looked overly pale next to the black. The skirt clung to her waist and hips, but the bottom pieces looked shorn as if she’d been attacked by something with claws.  Cloth shackles bound both arms—elbows to wrists—fastening them to her waist. Though she could have escaped the silk chains, it greatly added to the whole slave auction effect the men seemed to be going for.

      What was marriage anyway, if not voluntary slavery? she thought. Olena almost felt sorry for the guy who picked her. He would really have no idea what he was getting himself into.

      It was too late to change course now. This was happening.

      The brides stood in the corridor leading out of the ship’s port. Olena closed her eyes briefly as a breeze whipped her skirt around her legs. With a deep breath she steeled her nerves and opened her eyes with an expression that denoted a confidence she didn’t necessarily feel. She wore the mask like a shield, with an automatic series of facial movements that created the illusion she was in complete control of her destiny, and that she knew something very important the onlooker didn’t.

      She was the first slave on the auction block and was provided with an ample view of what was going on below. Determined, she took stock of her primitive surroundings. Below her, men howled in delight as her dress blew higher around her thighs. Olena was too proud to push the skirt down. Let the wind blow it where it would. She lifted her chin into the air and gave a half smile she didn’t feel.

      Standing before her, shoulder to shoulder in two long lines, were the bachelors. They didn’t move, didn’t shout, as they formed an aisle of naked flesh. Olena had already been instructed that she was to lead the other women through so the men could get a look at them. As her skirt blew around her again, revealing her athletic thighs, she mused, There, let them have a good ole peek.

      The blue-green of dusk obscured the distant mountains and nearby forest with shadows, slowly changing the appearance of the reddish-brown soil to black. Stars winked down framing a large moon. She’d been on planets like this before—well, maybe the trees were a little smaller on other planets, but close enough. Seeing a nearby tree trunk nearly one fourth the size of the Galaxy Brides’ spacecraft, she smirked. Okay, so trees were a lot smaller on other planets.

      Glowing ash from the nearby bonfires drifted overhead, before losing their fire as they blew away in the cool breeze. The smell of burning wood wafted over her as the wind shifted. The rowdy crowd seemed to be getting louder. Behind them, near the back, couples kissed openly. The style was obviously long hair for both sexes. The women wore dresses of flowing material and the men wore simple tunic shirts and breeches. Such fashion was created with natural fibers. The women sitting on the men’s laps didn’t look like prostitutes, so she guessed they were married couples. It was a strange notion, being in the bridal line looking at a possible future.

      Not that she would ever choose such a future.

      Music and laughter resounded over them. The campgrounds were filled with large pyramid tents. They glowed from within as torches lit dim earthen pathways between them. Ribbons and banners floated on the breeze in many brilliant colors. Olena refused to be impressed by the sight. The less she liked about this place, the better it would be when she left. And if not better, easier.

      The silent, seven foot barbarian-grooms were larger than she first anticipated, though Olena was hardly a woman to back down from such a thing. This was definitely an isolated warrior- class planet. They would take pride in themselves and their ways of doing things. Their pride would equal arrogance, and she knew just how to play to arrogance.

      The grooms wore only three things—a fur loincloth wrapped their thick waists to leave bare their muscular legs and chests, jewelry consisting of a bracelet of intricate gold around their sinewy biceps and a crystal necklace, and a black leather mask that hid their faces, from upper lip to forehead, from view.

      She tried to hide her smirk as she remembered thinking how hideous they must have looked, wanting to get married in the dark. Then, seeing the unmasked crowd behind them, her smirk faded. These people weren’t ugly or malformed. Far from it. Swallowing nervously, she tried to keep fear from creeping into her chest.

      Firelight transformed oil-glistened flesh into glowing towers of solid bronzed perfection. Chests rose steadily and muscles were tense, like the predator anticipating prey, counting the heartbeats until it was time to pounce.

      Olena detected the lust radiating bright and feverish from the eye slits in the masks. Their heated gazes oozed like liquid metal—possessive, dominant, ready to lay claim.

      Yep, Olena told herself, no longer feeling any guilt for what she was about to do. Slave auction.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Yusef of Draig stared at the red-headed vixen at the front of the bridal line. The black of her dress whipped boldly around her athletic body and she did not even try to stop it from lifting in the breeze. He saw the pride in her bright emerald eyes as she stood very still.

      Yusef did not need to confirm his instant attraction to her by checking to see if the crystal hanging from his neck was beginning to glow. He knew the moment she stepped onto the deck that she was going to be his, even if he had to go against tradition, and the magic he believed in, to claim her.

      Glancing down, he saw such drastic measures wouldn’t be necessary. A sultry smile curved up the corner of his mouth. The magic of the gods agreed with him. The fiery woman was destined to be his wife.

      Again he stared at her, letting his eyes shift with the sight of a dragon, so that he could better see the details of her face. Her lips curled with what could have been mocking disdain for the whole affair. He smiled. Yes, this one definitely had fire and Yusef always loved to play with torches.
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        * * *

      

      Olena sighed. Following the pilot’s signal to step down, she led the procession of brides through the long aisle of man-flesh. The soft slippers on her feet were uncomfortable as they didn’t fully protect her feet from the uneven earth. Oh, how she longed for her boots and maybe a drink. Scratch that. She could definitely use a drink. Boredom started to set in when—bam. She was breathless, captured by a spell.

      Eyes of a dark and dangerous gray rose to challenge her, staring out from the face of an ungodly gorgeous man. This groom was so unlike the paler companions at his side. His skin had been kissed by Qurilixen’s suns, leaving no doubt by his lack of tan lines, that he spent a great deal of time naked and outdoors. His possessive gaze sent chills over her skin in a way so unfamiliar to her she had to consciously shake herself to be sure she still breathed.

      The man smiled a slow, sultry smile she had seen so many times before. She wasn’t fooled. This man wanted her. He was trying to stake claim to her with his animal magnetism. Even as she resented his confident expression, she was stirred by it.

      I’m surprised he doesn’t pee on my leg to mark his territory, she mused, trying to pretend that she wasn’t affected.

      As she passed him, he had the audacity to bow to her. Olena snarled at him, snapping her teeth in a saucy wench sort of way, which appeared to greatly upset the plans of his male vanity. Nevertheless, soon he was recovered and she saw the unmistakable light of daring in his gaze. His mask shifted as his brows rose in acceptance of her challenge. Again he bowed, blowing her a kiss to make her cheeks flame.
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