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        Her life belongs to him...

      

        

      
        Renowned Kall expert Layla Remington is horrified when her estranged husband, Michael, murders a Kall female named Shessema in cold blood. She suspected his allegiance rested with the human rebel cause, but she never believed he would take his hatred for the conquering aliens so far. When she’s summoned before a Kall court, the ancient Custom of Retribution is followed—Layla is given to Shessema’s grieving husband, General Zamek, to do with as he pleases.

      

        

      
        His mercy comes with a price...

      

        

      
        General Zamek arrives at the courtroom, intending to exact his vengeance immediately and take Layla’s life. But one look into her soulful dark eyes and he falters. Instead of driving a sword through her heart, he carries her off, telling himself he’ll avenge Shessema’s death by making Layla suffer before he eventually kills her. But the first time he hurts her, nothing goes as planned, and he soon finds himself becoming fiercely possessive—and protective—of the little human female whose life will forever belong to him.
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      EARTH 2072

      

      Please make it stop.

      Shouts rang out from the kitchen. Cabinets slammed. Glass shattered. Hate-filled curses pierced the air.

      Layla closed her eyes and huddled deeper into the sofa, pulling the blanket up to her chin. Her stomach twisted, and her throat burned.

      She should leave before it got worse. Before Michael turned his fury on her. But she was too nervous to move. The door rested just beyond the kitchen. To reach the corridor outside the apartment, she would have to walk right by her angry husband.

      Perhaps angry wasn’t the right word. Insane? He wasn’t himself. Hadn’t been for a long fucking time. She barely recognized him as the man she’d married only two years ago.

      A lot could change in a year or two. Wars could be fought and lost. Humankind could be conquered by a powerful race of aliens. Resources could become scarce. People could turn on one another, even on those they were supposed to love and protect.

      “Fucking Kall dictators and pathetic human cowards and…” Unintelligible words followed, but she knew Michael was ranting about the Kall aliens again. The war had claimed his eighteen-year-old son, Amos, only a month into the fighting. Since then, Michael’s loss had festered into something dark and unpredictable.

      She swallowed hard, thinking of the rebel flyers she’d recently found hidden in his sock drawer.

      BEST METHODS FOR KILLING A KALL WARRIOR

      THE HUMAN REBELLION IS ALIVE AND STRONG

      THE ONLY GOOD KALL IS A DEAD KALL

      Her left cheek tingled, right where he’d struck her for asking questions—the one and only time he’d laid hands on her, though she worried it wouldn’t be an isolated incident. At the time, she’d been desperate to learn his level of involvement with the rebels, but he hadn’t given her any straight answers yet.

      The flyers were dangerous. Possession of such paraphernalia could lead to imprisonment in a Kall-run detention camp.

      And an actual honest-to-God affiliation with the rebels?

      Well, that could lead to a much worse outcome.

      Execution. Forced labor. Torture.

      A shiver ran down her spine.

      She glanced at the clock. It was just after two in the afternoon. She was supposed to meet Fiona at the café in an hour. Would her friend worry if she didn’t show up?

      She pulled out her portable comm, preparing to send a message, when Michael stormed into the room with all the fury of a hurricane. His livid, red-rimmed gaze settled on her. His eyes teemed with accusation, and her blood ran cold.

      Before he reached her, she knew what he would start shouting about. It was an argument they’d had time and time again. One that never ended well because he refused to believe her.

      He snarled and hauled her off the couch, his fingers digging into her upper arms. Okay, now this was the second time he’d laid hands on her in anger. Fuck. She wished she’d vacated the apartment before his ranting had turned into something worse.

      “Michael,” she whispered, searching his glassy eyes. Vaguely, she wondered how much he’d had to drink today and if he’d consumed anything else. Sometimes she found empty, unmarked pill bottles littering the counters.

      “Renowned Kall expert Layla Remington.” His tone was cruel and mocking, and his lips curled in a sneer. “Did you know what the Kall were planning when you spent those two years on their planet? Did you know how many humans they would eventually kill? Did you know they would conquer Earth and become our fucking overlords?” He shook her hard enough to make her teeth rattle.

      She pushed at him and twisted in his grasp, finally escaping his hold. She backed away and glared at him, rubbing her sore arms. He stood near the couch, anger radiating off him in waves as he stared her down with those glassy eyes. He looked positively deranged. Like a complete stranger, even.

      “You need help, Michael,” she said. “I still have contacts at the White House. I can make some calls and get you the help you need.”

      He sneered and took a step toward her. She lifted her chin and held his gaze, refusing to back down. If he declined help, she was out of here.

      “You need rehab and grief counseling,” she said. “And I swear to God, if you touch me again, I will call the authorities.” This last threat felt empty, even though she meant it. The cops didn’t always come when you called these days.

      He picked up a vase from the coffee table and hurled it against the wall, too close to Layla’s head for her liking. She gasped and moved to the side, though a few of the shards bounced off her arms.

      Something inside her snapped.

      She was tired of walking on eggshells and making gentle suggestions that he get help, tired of the constant blame he leveled at her. Just because she was a well-known Kall expert, he thought she should’ve seen the war coming long before it started.

      “Get out,” she said, her voice eerily calm. “Get out and don’t come back until you’ve come to your senses.”

      He scoffed and shook his head, his eyes gleaming with madness. “This is my home too. Why should I leave?” Spittle flew from his mouth as he shouted.

      “The apartment was leased in my name,” she reminded him, “and I’m not going to live with a potential rebel who also happens to blame me for a war that wasn’t my fault.” Coldness suddenly gripped her. If he really was involved with the rebel cause and he also blamed her for the war, she sure as hell wasn’t safe in his presence or safe in the company of his friends, for that matter.

      Rebels liked to make examples of people, especially humans whom they deemed traitors. She repressed a shudder and held her ground, glaring at him in hopes that he would give up and leave.

      “You’re my wife.” Some of the anger left his eyes, and for a second, he looked like the old Michael, the man she’d fallen in love with. Did she still love him? After all the ways he’d hurt her, all the blame he’d thrown at her feet, she honestly couldn’t say for certain. Right now, fear was blocking out any affection she might still harbor for him.

      “Technically, you’re still my husband,” she said, “but you’re not the man I married.” Her throat tightened. “You’ve become a stranger to me, and I don’t feel safe with you anymore. Get some help—for the drinking and the pills—and get some grief counseling too, and then we can talk.”

      He ran a trembling hand through his hair and blew out a deep breath. His appearance was completely disheveled. He looked as though he hadn’t showered or slept in a full week.

      “I know you think I’m crazy, but I’m not,” he said in an adamant tone. “For the first time in my life, I’m seeing things quite clearly and I know what I must do. I know my purpose.”

      I know my purpose. These four words struck fear into her heart. What the hell was he talking about?

      She opened her mouth, preparing to question him further, but quickly pressed her lips together. If he was talking about the rebel cause, she didn’t want to know more. It was bad enough that she’d seen the flyers. By not turning him in to Kall authorities, she was breaking the law. She could be jailed along with him.

      It would be easy to say she knew nothing of Michael’s allegiance, easy to deny knowledge of the flyers he’d hidden away. But if he told her actual details about the rebels and his involvement with the doomed cause, that would put her in a terrible position, especially given that she used to work closely with the President of the United States.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to Amos. He was a wonderful young man and I loved him too. But the war is over and the Kall won,” she said. “The sooner you accept that, the sooner you can begin to heal.”

      Her heart broke as she held Michael’s gaze. She wouldn’t turn him in, but she sure as hell didn’t want to be implicated alongside him if he got caught. More reason for him to leave. More reason for their marriage to end. She used to feel protected by him and now she felt anything but. He was putting her life in danger, in more ways than one.

      “Look, Michael, I don’t want to fight anymore, but this,” she said, motioning between them, “isn’t working out. We need to separate. If you won’t leave, I will.”

      He released a dark chuckle that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. Then he strode straight for her and grabbed her chin. His sour, alcohol-scented breath wafted against her face. “I know exactly where you’ll go if you’re the one to leave. You only have one friend, and she happens to be married to a fucking Kall.”

      “Let. Go. Of. Me.”

      To her surprise, he released her chin and backed up a few steps. Her insides shook but she tried very hard to look brave as she faced him. He was out of his mind and he was risking both their lives with his behavior.

      While she undoubtedly sided with humankind, she still believed it best to go along with the Kall-Earth treaty and the terms of Earth’s surrender to the aliens. It was the only path toward semi-peace. The Kall were too powerful for humankind to have even the tiniest hope of defeating them. Michael was deluding himself if he thought the rebels stood a chance of compelling the remaining Kall forces to leave Earth.

      “The rebels are a lost cause,” she blurted, not caring if the truth reignited his anger. “You’re a fool if you join them and I will not stand by and watch you destroy yourself. Now, I’ve asked you to go. Are you going to leave, or should I?”

      “I’m not going anywhere, traitor bitch.” He stumbled backward and fell upon the couch, where he spread his legs out and settled into the cushions, making an obscene show of his intent to stay.

      His words stung. She blinked fast when tears welled in her eyes. She shouldn’t be surprised by the name-calling, but she was. The old Michael would’ve never called her a bitch or even screamed at her. He used to be easygoing, kindhearted, and quick to laugh. She mourned the loss of him.

      Had this crazed, cruel person always lurked underneath? Or could war and loss truly change someone so immensely? He was a shadow of his former self.

      “Alright then,” she whispered. “I’ll be the one to leave.”

      It didn’t take long to pack her things. She already had an emergency bag stashed in the back of her closet, which she’d packed after discovering the anti-Kall flyers. But, knowing she likely wouldn’t return anytime soon—if ever—she packed a second bag, shoving as many of her belongings inside as possible.

      When she walked past the living room, Michael was sprawled out on the couch, snoring loudly. Her shoes crunched over shards of glass. She stood there for a minute, watching her husband sleep, as she held a suitcase in each hand. Would he remember their argument when he awoke? Would he have any regrets?

      He’s old enough to be your father—it’ll never work.

      The two of you are so different—be careful.

      Proposing marriage after only two months of dating is a red flag—please don’t rush into anything.

      Her aunt’s voice rang in her ears. Aunt Colleen had tried to convince Layla not to marry Michael in the first place. Had her aunt seen something Layla had missed? Or had Layla been too blinded by love and their whirlwind romance to see the monster that lurked beneath?

      She supposed none of it mattered now. But damn if she didn’t feel guilty for leaving. She hoped Michael sobered up and got the help he so desperately needed. She also hoped he didn’t align himself with the rebels any more than he already had. At the very least, she prayed he didn’t get caught.

      The Kall justice system wasn’t even remotely fair. After watching her best friend, First Daughter Betsy Carson, get condemned to a lifetime of slavery on the Kall homeworld, she understood that better than most people.

      If Michael got caught, the Kall wouldn’t take his mental condition into consideration. They wouldn’t show him any leniency.

      Please don’t let it come to that.

      She exited the apartment and closed the door behind her. Adjusting her grip on the suitcases, she rolled them down the corridor, thankful the elevator was working again. With each step, the grief filling her heart felt heavier.

      It was over. It was truly over.

      She knew, deep down, that she and Michael would never reconcile. How could they? Even if he got help and changed, while she might be able to forgive him, she sure as hell couldn’t forget the last year, and she would never be able to trust him again. This realization deepened her guilt, but it didn’t slow her steps. She kept going. She boarded the elevator and hailed a cab outside.

      A short while later, she found herself standing on the doorstep of Ambassador Merokk’s grand house. In the aftermath of the war, she’d become close friends with the former Kall warrior’s wife, Fiona Lockhart.

      Taking a deep breath, she rang the bell and waited for a servant to admit her.

      Not long after Layla stepped inside, Fiona ambled down the staircase.

      “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you to meet me here. I thought we were supposed to meet at the café this time,” Fiona said with a smile, but a frown soon darkened her features when her gaze landed on the suitcases. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      Layla hesitated to reply. She needed to be careful and not breathe a word about Michael’s possible ties to the human rebels. Fiona was married to a former Kall warrior who was now an ambassador for goodness’ sake. She didn’t wish to put her friend in an awkward position.

      “Um, Michael and I had another fight.” She blinked rapidly, trying to hold back the tears. “His drinking has gotten worse. I-I tried to kick him out, but he wouldn’t leave, so I packed some bags and left.” She’d recently confided in Fiona that they were having marriage troubles, but she hadn’t been completely honest about how bad things had gotten.

      Fiona walked closer and enveloped Layla in a tight hug. “I’m so sorry. You can stay here as long as you like.” She pulled away from Layla and looked her up and down. “Did he hurt you?” Though Layla had never told Fiona about the time Michael had slapped her, there was no doubt that her friend suspected as much.

      “He-he grabbed me and scared me,” Layla admitted. “I tried to tell him to get help, and he got mad.” She set down her suitcases, feeling like an orphan of sorts.

      Betsy had been sold into slavery on the Kall homeworld, and all of Layla’s other friends and acquaintances had been killed or scattered during the war.

      Furthermore, her entire family was gone, even Aunt Colleen, and now her husband—the only family she had left—had gone off the deep end.

      She had no one but Fiona.

      Two hovering servants rushed forward to grab the suitcases and carry them off, presumably to a guest room upstairs. Compassion shone in Fiona’s blue eyes as she ushered Layla toward one of the many opulent sitting rooms.

      “Come with me,” Fiona said. “You look like you could use a drink.”

      “I wouldn’t turn down some strong Kall wine,” Layla said, hoping the robust spirits would help calm her nerves.

      Though she’d escaped the apartment unscathed, the fright she’d felt during the confrontation with Michael lingered, and her hands were still shaking.

      She settled onto a plush sofa as Fiona quickly poured her a glass of Kall wine and then handed it over. She accepted the drink with a brief smile before taking a long sip. Almost immediately, warmth filled her, and her quivering lessened somewhat. Say what you will about the Kall, but nobody made wine quite so deliciously intoxicating, not even the Trutussians, whose main interplanetary export was spirits.

      Fiona sat next to Layla and shot her a concerned look. “I suspected things with Michael were a lot worse than you were letting on. I promise you’ll be safe here. Merokk’s security guards won’t allow Michael to come near you.”

      “I appreciate your help. You-you’re the only person I could turn to.” I’m so alone. I’ve lost everyone else. She took another large swallow of wine.

      “The servants will have a room ready for you soon, I am sure,” Fiona said. “As I said, you are welcome to stay as long as you want.”

      “Thank you. Um, how’s your mother?” Layla asked, looking around and wondering if the older woman would make an appearance.

      “She’s doing well. She sleeps a lot, though, and she’s resting right now. I can’t tell you how wonderful it is to have her with me again. Merokk is terribly sweet to her, too. He’s taken to calling her ‘Mother Janie,’ and she absolutely loves it.” Fiona smiled.

      “I’m glad to hear it. I was so scared for you the day Merokk discovered you weren’t actually the First Daughter,” Layla said, trying not to frown as she thought about Betsy, who’d been betrothed to Merokk—until she ran off and created a crisis in which the U.S. government had scrambled to find a lookalike to replace Betsy without the Kall aliens discovering the switch.

      Two American officials had spotted Fiona—who could easily pass for Betsy Carson’s twin—in a refugee camp in New York, and so Fiona had pretended to be the First Daughter and married Ambassador Merokk in Betsy’s place, in exchange for her mother receiving medical care in a private facility.

      Eventually, the truth had come out, but Merokk had still wished to keep Fiona as his wife, as they’d fallen in love. Layla’s throat tightened with emotion at the memory. Merokk had even brought Fiona’s mother, Janie, home to live with them. A happy ending, if ever Layla had seen one.

      An uncertain look crossed Fiona’s face as she turned to Layla. “Speaking of the First Daughter, I actually have some news about Betsy that I was planning to tell you today. But don’t worry—it’s good news. At least, I think it is.”

      “What is it?” Layla crouched on the edge of her seat, desperate for any news about the dear friend she would likely never see again. Humans were no longer welcome on planet Kall as tourists, and even if they were, she would never be permitted to visit a human slave.

      “Merokk saw her name on a list of recent marriage licenses that were issued in Sumlin District on planet Kall, which is the district where Betsy was sold as a slave. Apparently, she ended up marrying her master—a Kall commander by the name of Edek. I don’t know any other details, only that the marriage license was approved in a special council session and they wed the very day the license was issued.”

      Disbelief swirled through Layla. Oh my God. Her heart leapt a moment later, because she knew enough about Kall culture to realize the lengths Commander Edek must’ve gone to in order to secure permission to marry Betsy, his human slave. Such marriages were extremely rare on planet Kall.

      “This is… shocking news,” Layla said after a long pause, during which she tried to gather her thoughts. “But I think you’re right—it must be good news. Perhaps they fell in love.” Oh, please let it be true. Happy tears brimmed in her eyes and she blinked rapidly, but she soon gave up the fight and wiped at her cheeks as she sniffled.

      Fiona grinned and briefly placed a hand on Layla’s knee. “Merokk explained to me how unusual such a marriage is and said he suspects the commander must have feelings for Betsy if he went to the trouble of calling for a special council session. He also said the commander probably had to either threaten or bribe the council in order to get the license.”

      “Do you think Merokk could pass a message to Commander Edek for me that Edek might pass along to Betsy?”

      Mischief glinted in Fiona’s eyes. “I have already asked Merokk, and the answer is yes. Once Merokk gets home, he can help you send the message on his interplanetary communicator. He should be back home tonight just before dinnertime.”

      Relief and joy mingled in Layla’s chest. Her entire life was crumbling around her, but the knowledge that Betsy was likely faring well on planet Kall filled her with hope.

      “Thank you, Fiona. You and Merokk have become wonderful friends to me. I am grateful for you both.” Even though Merokk could be standoffish at times, he’d always treated her with kindness and never prevented her from seeing Fiona, even though Layla had had a hand in deceiving him all those months ago when he’d believed he was marrying Betsy.

      “I’m grateful for our friendship too,” Fiona said, rising to her feet. She glanced behind her at the door. “If you’ll just excuse me quickly, I’m going to inform our Head of Security, Rentzaq, that you are staying with us—and Michael should be considered an unwelcome guest if he shows up. I’ll be right back.”

      “Of course, and thank you.” Guilt settled upon Layla as she watched her friend depart the room. She was touched that Fiona was protecting her from Michael, but she felt terrible that she wasn’t confessing the whole truth—that Michael might be involved with the human rebels who sought to overthrow the Kall.

      It was just some flyers. He could’ve found them on the street.

      She prayed he wasn’t truly involved with the doomed cause.

      When Fiona returned a few minutes later, her face was drawn in lines of worry. She rushed into the room, closing the door behind her, and hurried to sit beside Layla. With trembling fingers, she tucked her auburn hair behind her ears.

      “What’s wrong?” Layla asked.

      “Rentzaq just told me some terrible news. Before I informed him that we were no longer heading out to the café, he told me that it wasn’t safe to venture out today. Apparently, a Kall female was murdered on the street not far from here by a human man. I’m afraid I don’t know any further details. I don’t even know if the man was caught. The Kall female was the wife of General Zamek.”

      Horror washed through Layla. The rebels. Oh God, what if it was the rebels?

      What if it was…

      She gave her head a slight shake, not allowing herself to complete the thought.

      I know my purpose.

      Michael’s words came back to her now, and her blood ran cold.

      But when she’d left the apartment, he had been sleeping. He was probably still sleeping. Another human man who hated the Kall must’ve done it—someone who was in deep with the rebels. Not Michael.

      Please, please, please don’t let it be Michael.
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      General Zamek stared at Shessema’s lifeless body. His wife. Grief consumed him, as well as the unyielding need for vengeance. He stepped forward and placed a kiss upon her cold forehead.

      How could she be gone?

      She was so young, so innocent, and she’d had her whole life ahead of her.

      His throat burned.

      “I will find the ummkka who did this to you, wife,” he promised, “and I will make them suffer.” Video images had been captured of the human male who’d killed her, and it was only a matter of time before he was spotted again on a surveillance camera. Kall authorities were under orders to contact Zamek the moment they got a lead.

      He straightened and continued gazing down at Shessema. They’d been married for just nine moon cycles. She was his second wife, and he could scarcely fathom that he’d been widowed yet again. Had the ancient gods cursed him?

      A thick black sheet covered her body, concealing her wounds. He drew the sheet down to get a better look, even though the sight made him sick to his stomach. He took note of each stab wound, resolving to make the human male who’d killed her suffer ten times this amount.

      Shessema. I’m sorry.

      The words clogged in his throat. He should’ve been there to protect her. He should’ve known the area where they lived still wasn’t safe enough to enjoy a walk during the daytime.

      As the post-war reconstruction efforts in D.C. had gotten underway, he had permitted her to walk to and from a nearby park, where she liked to gather with other Kall wives who’d come to Earth—wives of commanders and generals and ambassadors.

      Fluxx. But it hadn’t been safe, even though Kall forces maintained a heavy presence on the streets. He ought to have hired a personal guard for her. Guilt ravaged him. Heartache pierced straight to his soul.

      He covered Shessema back up and took several steps away, his hands clenching into fists. His wrist comm buzzed several times. When he finally checked the message, rage swelled within him.

      SUSPECT HUMAN MICHAEL DENNIS FOUND DEAD

      No. No, no, no.

      A growl ripped from Zamek’s throat.

      How cruel were the ancient gods that he would be denied his revenge?

      “I’m sorry, Shessema,” he said. “I am so sorry.” He said a prayer for her soul before finally departing the morgue. He would take her body back to planet Kall and bury her on the mountainside near their home.

      In a daze, he walked the darkened streets to the house on the outskirts of D.C. that he’d briefly shared with his new wife.

      Knowing that he would likely stay on Earth for several moon cycles, even once the humans surrendered, he had opted to bring Shessema with him. Many high-ranking officers in the Kall army had brought their wives and children with them. Unable to bear parting with her, he had done the same, believing that she would be safe, believing that the humans’ inferior weapons would pose no threat even while the battle still raged.

      But now she was gone, her life taken by a dishonorable human male. A male Zamek couldn’t even torture since he was already dead.

      He arrived home to find Ambassador Merokk waiting on his doorstep. The former Kall commander looked subdued and nodded deeply in Zamek’s direction.

      “General Zamek, I am very sorry for your loss, and I am also sorry that the human scum who took your wife’s life has died before you could exact your vengeance, as is your right.” Merokk, who was an old friend of Zamek’s, stood underneath the porch lights.

      “Do you know how Michael Dennis died? Did someone else kill him?”

      “I regret to inform you that he took his own life. His body was found in a river not far from here. A surveillance video was discovered that showed him jumping off a bridge and into the water.” Merokk frowned and shook his head. “Every Kall I’ve spoken to is deeply shocked by the events of today. We had no idea anyone involved in the rebel cause would strike out at one of our females. It was a cowardly act.” The ambassador looked as though he wanted to say more but was holding back.

      “What else do you know?” Zamek demanded, coming face-to-face with his friend. At this hour, there was no one else on the street. Their conversation would remain private.

      “May I come in?” Merokk asked. “I have more information, but I also have a favor to ask of you, General.”

      Zamek scoffed. “A favor? I’ve just lost my wife to a murderous human and you wish to ask a favor of me? Have you no honor?”

      “It is honor that has brought me to your doorstep,” Merokk replied. “Please, let us talk inside. I will explain everything.”

      With a growl of frustration, Zamek entered the code to unlock his door, and then he burst inside and gestured for Merokk to follow. If any other male had shown up on his doorstep, he would have sent him away. But Merokk had saved his life in battle once—over ten years ago in the war against the Terussaks—and Zamek could not rightfully turn his trusted comrade away. Zamek was also curious about Merokk’s presence here and wished to learn the information the former warrior possessed.

      Once they reached the sitting room, Zamek went straight for the liquor rather than the strong Kall wine he usually favored. He poured himself a generous glass and lifted it to his lips, downing the contents in one quick, large swallow. He refilled his glass and finally turned to face Merokk.

      “What? What information do you have, Ambassador? You claim honor has brought you to my doorstep, but you are remaining infuriatingly silent and if you do not speak soon, I will throw you out onto the street.”

      “Michael Dennis had a wife.”

      Bloodlust surged through Zamek. He emitted a growl of satisfaction as dark, savage impulses rose within him. The murderer had a wife, someone else who might quench his need for vengeance. “This is fortunate news,” he replied, contemplating a hundred different ways he might make the human female suffer before eventually granting her the merciful release of death.

      Yet Merokk appeared displeased by the news he’d just delivered. In fact, worry glinted in his dark gaze.

      “I suspect the Custom of Retribution will be followed, as it normally is in cases like this; however, until a judge officially grants you retribution rights, this female will remain in my home and under my protection.”

      Fury blazed through Zamek. What could possess Ambassador Merokk to protect the human wife of Shessema’s murderer? He tossed his glass against the wall, and the strong scent of liquor permeated the room. “What is your meaning here? Give me one reason why I shouldn’t drive a sword through your heart and then retrieve this human female from your home myself?”

      “I know you are angry and grieving, old friend, but you mustn’t act in haste, and I ask you to hear me out. Layla Remington—the human wife of Michael Dennis—is a close friend of my wife’s. During the last year, I have come to know Layla as a respectable female.”

      Zamek shook his head and snorted. “So, you expect me to spare Layla’s life just because she is friends with Fiona? How can you come to my home, on the very day of my wife’s death, and make such a request? If you were in my position, I believe you wouldn’t hesitate to seek your own justice.”

      “I am deeply sorry for what happened to Shessema. Truly, I am. But killing an innocent female, human or otherwise, is not true justice. The Custom of Retribution is an outdated law that ought to be overturned.”

      Dark suspicion swept through Zamek. Fists clenched at his sides, he stepped closer to Merokk, posturing himself as if ready to fight. Shessema was gone. A human man had murdered her—a human man who’d likely been in league with the rebels—and Merokk had the nerve to beg for the life of this human man’s wife? A low growl rumbled from Zamek’s throat as his muscles tensed. A haze of red clouded his vision.

      “Innocent? You think this Layla female is innocent? She likely knew her husband was involved with the rebels, and that knowledge makes her as good as an accomplice.”

      “On my honor as a Kall warrior, General Zamek, I swear to you that Layla is an innocent soul. While I didn’t know Shessema well, I doubt she would wish for you to slake your bloodlust on a blameless female. Layla is terrified at this moment, and she’s expressed remorse over your wife’s death. Though she doesn’t know you, she is saddened by your loss and she is also horrified by her late husband’s actions.”

      “Get out,” Zamek hissed. “Get out before I cut you down where you stand.”

      Merokk released a long breath and finally turned to face the door. He took a few steps away before pausing. Turning to meet Zamek’s gaze, he appeared as if he wished to say more, but he eventually proceeded out into the corridor. A short time later, Zamek heard the slamming of the front door.

      Shessema. Her name kept repeating in his mind, and the heaviness of his sorrow pushed him to his knees. His lungs constricted to the point that each breath became painful and difficult. A crushing darkness fell over him. His entire body trembled.

      No, no, no. It can’t be true.

      He closed his eyes, willing this whole day to be a nightmare. But when he opened his eyes, he was still there, crouched on the floor, all alone in his home. All alone because Shessema wasn’t here, and she wasn’t coming back.

      He spotted a book she’d been reading, sitting on a side table. He rose to his feet and approached the book, his fingers tingling with the need to touch it. He picked it up and realized it was a book of classic Kall poetry, written ages ago by a renowned Holy One. A tome filled with flowery words and hopeful phrases. His throat burned as he flipped through the book, discovering that the corners of some pages were folded over.

      He traced the words on each earmarked page, desperately trying to preserve the most recent memories of his beloved wife. But as his thumb moved across the words, he felt as though the very essence of Shessema was slipping through his fingers like sand.

      Placing the book aside, he stormed through the house and into his study, where he kept his battle plans, weapons, spare armor, and warrior uniforms. He perused the weapons one by one, picking them up and imagining each as his tool for vengeance.

      Perhaps he would use his sword, or his battle-ax, or maybe a long dagger.

      He breathed long and deep, focusing on his bloodlust, because when he gave himself over to the anger and his unwavering desire for revenge, it served as a distraction and eased the sharpness of his grief. It gave him a purpose.

      But perhaps it would be a mistake to kill the human female called Layla too quickly. Perhaps he would keep her alive for a few days, torturing her slowly before finally inflicting a fatal wound.

      He grabbed his favorite sword and began to methodically sharpen the blade.
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