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      “Please don’t kill me!”

      Sven Magnusson scowled at the red-faced man he held by the throat, a foot off the ground. Yet another reporter who had risked his life scaling the eight-foot high walls that surrounded the Royal Valhalla residence in the Earth city of San Francisco.

      “You are trespassing, scum.”

      He emphasized each word with a gradual tightening of his fingers around the man’s neck. The reporter made a squeaking sound and his high color headed toward an interesting shade of purple.

      “Magnusson, put him down.”

      Sven sighed as an all-too-familiar female voice spoke behind him.

      “He is trespassing. He is endangering my king and queen.”

      “He’s a reporter. The only thing he’s likely to shoot is an out of focus picture of the queen picking daisies in the yard.” She nudged his arm. “Put him down.”

      Sven clenched his teeth and gradually relaxed his grip. Ms. Cooper was right as usual. She insisted he called her that. Not Miss, not Ma’am or my lady, but Ms., whatever that meant. He couldn’t risk killing a citizen of Earth. It would only result in the kind of publicity he was trying to avoid. With a grunt, he lowered the guy to the ground.

      The reporter sagged against the wall, one hand struggling to unbutton his collar. “I’ll sue, you bastard. “

      Sven took a step forward and found his path blocked by Ms. Cooper. She placed a hand on his chest and tried to push him back. If he hadn’t been so angry he might’ve laughed. She was six inches shorter than him and probably half his weight. One flex of his biceps and he could push past her and have her on her back within a second.

      Her short nails, which were planted on his chest, were painted pink. Sven inhaled the scent of her perfume, some Earth flower he didn’t know the name of, and imagined her flat on her back while he knelt between her thighs thrusting his cock into her warm, wet, willing…

      “Magnusson?”

      He stopped licking his lips and looked down into her suspicious gray eyes. Six weeks ago, Ms. Cooper had joined the elite squad guarding the Valhalla Embassy and Sven still hadn’t gotten over it. Half the time he wanted to kiss her just to stop her telling him what to do. The other half, he just wanted to kiss her.

      He rubbed his jaw and considered the angry little man in front of him. “He may leave quietly or I will call the police. Which do you think he would prefer?”

      The reporter struggled to clear his throat as he directed his gaze at Ms. Cooper.

      “I’ll leave, but don’t be surprised to hear from my lawyer.” He pointed at Sven. “That guy is a fucking menace.”

      Before she could stop him again, Sven growled low in his throat and came around Ms. Cooper. “Get out, scum, or you will not have the ability to call anyone because I will have ripped out your vocal chords.”

      Sven smiled as the man headed off down the driveway toward the main security post. He would have to walk half a mile just to get back to the gate and his reception there wouldn’t be pleasant. There was obviously another weak spot in the perimeter. Keeping the compound secure was as difficult as stopping sand running through his fingers. Sven glanced up at the leaden skies. If the man was really unlucky he’d also get caught in one of the San Francisco summer storms.

      “Do you have to be so brutal?”

      He turned to his companion who was regarding him with unfriendly eyes.

      “If it means I keep my king and queen safe, then yes.”

      “But what happens if he calls a lawyer and sues you?”

      Sven shrugged. “He would never live to testify.”

      Her lips tightened and Sven fought a smile. She was almost as easy to tease as his queen, Douglass, who also came from Earth. For some reason, Earth women didn’t seem keen on men showing off their physical strength. Apparently, it was no longer considered civilized.

      Sven continued to study Ms. Cooper. Her dark blue pants suit and gray turtleneck sweater covered her from the neck down to the top of her chunky black heeled boots. He had no idea what shape she was under all the layers of clothes she wore but it didn’t stop him imagining. Despite the heels, she still only came up to his shoulder. Her skin was pale and slightly freckled. He smiled as a faint ray of sunlight escaped the gathering clouds and deepened the hint of gold in her brown hair.

      “Magnusson, you’re doing it again.”

      “What?”

      “Staring at me in an unprofessional manner.”

      He dropped his gaze to her indignant face. “On my planet, appreciating a beautiful woman is not considered a crime. Why should I not look? I’m not touching you.”

      He took a step closer and she raised her chin to stare into his eyes. “Back off, buddy. I’m not beautiful and secondly, I’m at work.”

      He shrugged and started to walk back toward the palace. She hurried to catch up with him, her high heels crunching through the gravel.

      “Hey, I’m still talking to you!” As he went to key in the door code, she grabbed his arm.

      He stared pointedly at her hand on his arm. “But you make it impossible for me to answer you.”

      She frowned, wrinkling the delicate freckles on her nose. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Sven sighed. “If I say you are wrong and that I think you are beautiful, you will immediately report me to your superiors for…” he clicked his fingers, “what is it you call it? Ah, yes, sexual harassment. My queen warned us that the ways of our Planet Valhalla will not always be acceptable here on Earth.”

      Her mouth opened and she shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      He grinned. “Well then, I think you are beautiful.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and looked down at the toe of her boot. “Okay, thank you.”

      Sven studied her closely. “Why is it so difficult for you to accept a compliment? Are all the men on this planet blind?”

      “It’s not that.” She shrugged and tried a smile. “It’s taken me a long time to be accepted by my male colleagues as just one of the guys. I’m always suspicious if anyone seems to be sucking up to me.”

      “I am sucking up to you?” Sven closed the outer door and reset the code. “In truth, my lady, there are parts of you I would love to suck.”

      Her smile disappeared and she stepped away from him as if he were diseased. “You are such a jerk. There you go again, making inappropriate remarks. What is it with you and the other Valhalla guys?”

      Sven scowled at her. “You may say what you want about me, but I am proud of my planet and of my fellow bodyguards.”

      She met his glare head on. “You’re right, I apologize.” He went to speak but she held up her hand. “Not for saying you are a jerk, because you are one, but for including your friends.”

      He inclined his head. “I accept your apology on behalf of my companions, but I do not accept that I am a jerk. I have heard the queen use that expression to the king and I don’t believe it is a compliment.”

      She started to walk away, her shoulder-length brown hair swaying as she turned to look back at him. ““You’re right. It’s not. Now if you have any more problems with reporters, come and talk to me before you get physical. I’m supposed to be the liaison between Valhalla security and Earth’s Planetary Protection team.”

      He laughed. “And what would you have done in my place? Talked him back over the wall?”

      She stopped walking. Sven braced himself as she stalked back toward him and poked him in the chest.

      “You are a conceited ass. I’m fully trained in both martial arts and negotiating techniques. You know that. As the head of Valhalla security, you were one of the people who approved my integration into the security team.”

      He shrugged. “I simply agreed to my king and queen’s proposal.”

      A flash of hurt in her eyes made him wish he could take the words back but she was already turning away.

      “I will see you this evening at the security meeting.”

      Sven waited until she disappeared through the doorway into the main hall. He usually enjoyed sparring with her but today he felt that somehow he had erred. She’d seemed vulnerable and that made him feel unworthy. Did gaining the respect of her fellow officers mean that she had to deny everything that was female inside her? It seemed a hard way to live, denying who you were at your core. Perhaps he should talk to his queen and find out if all Earth women felt this way.

      An alarm beeped on his wristband. He straightened with a smile and headed back up the stairs to the little prince’s nursery. The king’s apartment occupied the whole of the second floor. It was his turn to amuse the babe until he was fed.
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        * * *

      

      Thea slammed all the doors on the way back to her office in the lower level of the security center. Sven Magnusson was the biggest asshole she had ever met. He seemed to think she was just some amusing little girl playing at having a job. She made herself some coffee and retrieved the day-old pastry she’d hidden in her desk drawer. Of course, like all the Earth team, she’d been briefed about the differences in Valhallan culture; their reverence for the few women on their planet who could bear children and their commitment to providing these women with sexual pleasure.

      Most of the guys on the team had laughed their asses off at the thought of a society where women’s sexual pleasure was paramount. Secretly, Thea liked the sound of it and had to remind herself that the Valhallan males only acted like that to make sure their women conceived. And that was not acceptable to any intelligent right-minded twenty-fifth century female.

      She sat down at her desk and dipped the pastry in her coffee. Still, it didn’t stop her wondering exactly how far the Valhallan males were prepared to go to give a woman pleasure. The three bodyguards, Sven, Harlan and Bron, who had arrived with King Marcus and Queen Douglass were outstanding specimens of manhood. All over six feet tall, endowed with toned, muscled bodies and faces as gorgeous as any current holo-movie star, they were certainly prime eye candy.

      But, despite their reputation and their looks, she hadn’t heard a peep about any of them having a fling with the female members of the staff. What did they do for sex? She licked a glob of frosting from her lower lip. It was a shame. In her dreams, one night with Sven would suit her down to the ground.

      Coffee spewed out of her nose and she spat out a chunk of pastry. What was she thinking? Sven was so last century and after Mark, she’d made a decision never to get involved with a guy she worked with again. Her affair with him had not only broken her heart but almost wrecked her career as well.

      She mopped up her desk and settled back in her chair. Not that she intended to get “involved” with Sven or anything. After Mark, she’d listened to her colleagues’ advice and decided to play the sex game like a man. Love and leave ‘em, especially if they start to get clingy. It had worked well for the past five years and she hadn’t met anyone who’d made her change her mind.

      She pictured Sven. Well over six feet of bulky muscular scathing magnificence. He would be a challenge all right. That auburn hair didn’t go with an easy laid-back personality. If there really were so few women on his planet, perhaps he wouldn’t be any good at sex? She shook her head. Nope, she reckoned he’d know just what to do with a woman. She remembered the heavy feel of his muscular chest under her hand, the steady thump of his heart. His feet were big too…

      “Yo, Cooper!”

      She opened her eyes to find her newly promoted boss, Matt Logan staring at her.

      “Hi Matt, just daydreaming, what can I do for you?”

      He smiled, displaying even, white teeth. He was in his late thirties, still unmarried and the closest thing to a best friend Thea had ever had. “Must have been a good dream, you looked like you were just about to come.”

      She felt herself blushing. “I was just thinking about what I was going to eat tonight.”

      “Yeah, right, more like who you were going to eat.”

      “Shut up, Matt and keep your mind out of the gutter. What did you want?”

      He came through the door and perched on the corner of her desk. Reaching across, he snagged the last piece of her pastry and popped it in his mouth.

      “I just wanted to talk to you about the meeting tonight. I hear that Sven Magnusson was beating the crap out of one of the journalists again today.”

      Thea sighed. It was impossible to keep anything secret in the small compound. As the new Valhallan public relations director on Earth, Matt needed to know when there was trouble.

      “Yeah, Sven decided to remind one of the reporters from the Inquirer that he was trespassing on private property.”

      Matt frowned. “Did he hurt the guy?”

      “Difficult to say. I don’t think he broke anything but the guy threatened to sue.”

      “Of course he did, he’s a reporter. We’re going to have to talk to the king about this. Perhaps we could send Magnusson on some anger adjustment therapy courses or something.”

      Thea burst out laughing. “Oh my god, I’d love to see that. Please do it, please.”

      Matt looked puzzled. “Don’t you like the guy?”

      He’s okay, I guess. If you like bossy, domineering giants.” Thea sipped her coffee and hoped Matt didn’t see the color still heating her cheeks. Sometimes he was way too observant for a man.

      His expression sobered. “I need you to get along with him, Thea. He’s our closest link to the king and I have to keep things sweet between us and the Valhallans. The clean up of their world is almost complete. Our government hopes that the king will be grateful enough to agree to take new settlers from some of our more overcrowded planets. In order to get the king to consider the idea, we need to treat him and his people well while they are here.”

      Thea stared at Matt. Despite their long friendship, it was unlike him to share intimate details of his complex job with her. Since his new promotion she sometimes felt out of step with him.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      He shrugged. “Because you’re a woman and we’ve noticed that all Valhallan men bend over backward to accommodate the needs of their females.”

      Thea put down her coffee. “So when you say, ‘be nice’ what exactly do you mean?”

      Matt grinned and held out his hands palm up. “Not what you’re thinking, so calm down. I’m not saying leap into bed with him. Just take the time to get to know him and get a sense of how the Valhallans will view a proposal on future immigration.”

      Thea stared back at him, a hollow feeling in her stomach. “I’m not prepared to get all chummy with Sven here. Its difficult enough being the only female on the security team as it is. In order to get to know him, I’d have to see him outside work.”

      “Is that a problem for you?”

      “I’m not sure.” She bit her lip. “Is this a direct order?”

      Matt stood up. “Not yet, more of a favor.”

      “And if I refuse to help?”

      He held her gaze, his blue eyes sympathetic. “You know what the Planetary Service is like, Thea, there’s a record of everything and everything can affect your future.” He leaned a shoulder against the door frame, a slight smile on his face. “Hey, perhaps at the meeting tonight, instead of anger counseling, I could suggest you as a possible mentor for Sven. You know, you could kind of help him learn to deal better with Earth ways—offer him the opportunity to hang out with you some more.”

      “You’re kidding, right? If you say that, everyone is going to think I’m coming on to the guy! “

      He winked. “Okay, I won’t say that. I’ll try to think of something else. I was only trying to cheer you up.”

      Thea scowled at him. “Then it isn’t working.”

      “If you promise to think about what I said, I promise I won’t say a thing tonight. And it would be better if the idea came from you. It would seem more genuine. “

      “I’ll think about it. Now go away. I’ve got to get my report done on the wall security breach.”

      As Matt’s whistling faded down the corridor, Thea continued to stare at her cooling coffee. Her government wanted her to get close to a huge intergalactic Viking who thought she was beautiful. Did she want to get to know Sven? It was tempting. She considered her options. If she helped out, she’d only be obeying orders. No one would think she was interested in Sven for herself.

      One part of her despaired that despite her efforts to blend in with the boys, they were only using her to get at the Valhallans because she was female. She threw the coffee cup in the trash. But perhaps it was the only way. The thought of one of the men trying to get close to the queen made her smile. The Valhallan males would probably kill him. So that left her, the only female bodyguard on the team, to save the day. She grinned. Perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing after all.
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      “My Queen, if I offered to suck up to you, would you be offended?”

      Sven continued to rock the little prince in his arms as he watched Douglass Blood Axe, the Earth-born Queen of Valhalla complete her sit-ups. At four months old, despite his desperate need for a nap, the babe’s intent golden gaze was fixed on Sven’s face. Douglass groaned and sat up, pushing her long dark hair out of her flushed face. They were in the king and queen’s bedroom which was dominated by a huge four-poster bed with black silk sheets and crimson quilts.

      “What?”

      “When I suggested that I would be very interested in sucking any part of her, she got mad at me.”

      “This person was female?”

      Sven cooed at Prince Thor who obligingly gurgled back at him. “Yes she was. Why?”

      “Because as I’ve told you before, you can’t go ‘round saying stuff like that.”

      “But she said it first!”

      A stifled sound came from Harlan, his fellow bodyguard, who lounged on the bed behind the queen. He wore nothing but a thin silk loincloth and gold arm bands that emphasized the muscular strength of his upper arms. Sven tried to ignore him. Douglass wiped her face with a towel Harlan handed her and got to her feet. “What exactly did she say?”

      Sven frowned as he tried to remember. “She said that she was suspicious of men who sucked up to her, or something like that.”

      “And you offered to suck any bit of her she wanted?” Douglass glared at him. “And you wonder why she was offended. She was offended, right?”

      Sven gently held the baby over his shoulder and rubbed his back. “Yes she was, but then everything I say to Ms. Cooper seems to offend her.”

      “She’s the female security liaison, isn’t she? I haven’t had much chance to talk to her yet but it’s nice to have another woman around the place.”

      Baby Thor obligingly burped and Sven kissed the top of his downy head. “Yes and she seems to dislike me although I have no idea why.”

      Douglass snorted and reached for the baby. She tucked him back in his willow basket and headed for the bathroom door. “I need a bath. Will you and Harlan join me?”

      Harlan picked up the basket and Sven followed along behind, trying not to frown. The bathroom was almost as enormous as the bedroom and contained not only a large shower but a deep bath set in the floor big enough for six. Thick cream carpet covered the floor and the windows were permanently shaded. The scent of roses hung in the steamy air as Harlan started to run the bath.

      After checking to see if the baby was going to sleep, Sven stripped off his leather pants and white shirt and helped the queen remove her clothes. Douglass sighed as he rubbed her shoulders. He stroked the mass of bunched muscles at her neck.

      “You are tense, My Queen. Are you missing Danny and the king?”

      The queen dropped her head until her chin rested on her chest. “Danny is probably having a great time with his Granny at Disney Planet. He’s probably forgotten I exist.”

      Sven laughed softly. “Seven year old boys are not known for their sensitivity. Would you rather he cried in his sleep missing you every night?”

      “Of course not, it’s good that he can get away. The last year or so hasn’t been easy for him.”

      Sven silently agreed. Since his mother’s marriage to King Marcus, Danny had exchanged his narrow life on Earth for the wonders of the Valhallan court and a stepfather who doted on him.

      “I don’t believe he regrets his mother’s choice of husband.”

      “You’re right about that. Marcus has been wonderful with him…”

      “So if you are content about Danny, it must be the king you miss.”

      “He’s been in Washington for four days now.”

      Sven kissed the top of her head. “And you have not benefited from his lovemaking. I will see if he is available on the live link. He will not be pleased if he returns to find you unhappy. “

      He activated the link from his wristband and an image of the king reclining on his bed appeared on the bathroom wall. He looked tired. Sven bowed and gestured at Douglass who was about to step into the bath.

      “Greetings, My King. Are you alone?”

      “Greetings, Sven. Yes I am.” He smiled as his gaze fastened on the queen. “Does my wife need pleasuring?”

      “With your permission, Sire. Harlan and I would be honored to accommodate her.”

      The king nodded, his suddenly alert gaze fastened on his wife. “Will you let them touch you for me?”

      Douglass smiled. “If you will watch and enjoy too.”

      The king undid his pants to display his already erect cock. He wrapped one hand around the base. “I always enjoy watching you come.”

      Sven picked the queen up and stepped down into the large bath, settling her on his lap.

      Douglass relaxed back against his chest, the soft curves of her buttocks settled against his spread thighs, trapping his cock against her spine. His shaft hardened as she wiggled against him. He slid his hand down to cup her mound, making sure the king could see his every move.

      “You should not wait so long to ask for our assistance. We are all still your servers. We are here to provide you with pleasure.”

      “I know that.” She turned her head to look up at him. “You also remember that I said it was okay for you to go out with other women while we were on Earth don’t you?”

      Sven frowned. “Why would I want to do that when I can pleasure you?”

      He slid two long, thick fingers through her slick warm folds until he penetrated her. Harlan entered the bath and immediately began to lick at Douglass’ nipples. She shivered as Sven grazed her clit with his thumb.

      “Because your vow to the king means you can’t have real sex with me.”

      The king’s laughter boomed across the room. “Not unless you wish to die horribly.”

      Sven increased the glide of his fingers. “This isn’t real?”

      Douglass pinched his thigh. “You’re being deliberately…ah…deliberately…oh, that’s nice, don’t stop.”

      He cupped her breast, offering it to Harlan’s mouth. Harlan knelt up, his fingers working the queen’s other nipple as he sucked, his erect cock grazing her hip. Sven felt her channel tighten and added two more fingers, knowing she needed to be filled well. He glanced up at the image of the king who watched them intently; his hand worked his shaft with strong, deft fingers.

      “Touch Harlan’s cock, my love. Pretend it’s mine.”

      Harlan groaned as the queen reached out and took control of his cock, her fingers moved in time to Marcus’ on the screen.

      Sven rocked his hips, allowing his shaft to move in the constricted space between their two bodies. He loved touching the queen. He loved the scent of her arousal, the way her body tightened and gripped his fingers when she climaxed. He increased the tempo of his fingers, guiding her toward an orgasm as Harlan continued to suckle her breasts and kiss her.

      The king groaned as the queen writhed in Sven’s grasp and his face contorted with desire. “Make her come for me, Sven. I want to see her come.”

      Sven clamped his thumb down hard on the queen’s clit and she climaxed, just as the king did. When she relaxed against him again, Sven came too. He closed his eyes and imagined he was inside Thea, her tight sheath fisting around his cock, his hot seed filling her. There was a disturbance on the screen as Bron, the queen’s other server appeared and murmured to the king. The king groaned and rolled over onto his stomach.

      “Once is never enough, My Queen. I look forward to pleasuring you in person in just a few days. Now I have to go and meet with the President’s advisors and Bron has reminded me that I really need to shower.” He blew a kiss at the queen. “I will speak to you later, my heart.”

      The screen blacked out and Sven lay back and savored the scent of sex mixed with the steamy perfume of the bath water.

      After the death of his wife after only a year of marriage, he’d never thought he’d find another female who would allow him to touch her. The king’s offer to make him one of his consort’s pleasure servers had been an honor and a blessing he’d never expected. Pleasuring Douglass was a delight, although recently, when he was with the queen he’d started to fantasize about Thea instead. Sometimes it almost made him feel guilty because he’d come to respect and love the king’s chosen one, especially after she’d provided the king with a son and the opportunity to restore their dying polluted planet.

      “You should ask her out on a date.”

      The queen’s voice shattered his sense of calm. “Who, My Queen?”

      “That woman. Ms. Cooper. The one you want to suck.”

      Sven opened his eyes. “As I said, she doesn’t like me. And what exactly is a date?”

      Harlan nudged him, his long dark hair, shining with moisture, hung over one of his shoulders. “Haven’t you been watching the entertainment system? The queen has been educating me about the shows called soaps about everyday people. A date is when a man or a woman asks a person out for a meal or to a holo-center.”

      “And what is the point of that?”

      “To get to know someone.”

      Sven shifted his legs as the queen slid off his lap and turned to face him.

      “Why?”

      Douglass crossed her arms under her breasts and stared at him. “So that you can eventually have a relationship with someone that includes sex.”

      Sven imagined Ms. Cooper sitting on his cock, her breasts pressing into his face as she rode him hard. His shaft twitched.

      “I do not need sex.”

      Douglass laughed. “Sven, you’re a great big gorgeous man. Of course you need sex.”

      A stark memory of his wife’s pale, dead face flickered in his mind. By Thor, he had no right to fantasize about any female. He got out of the bath, keeping his gaze on the bathroom door. Water slid down his body to pool at his feet. Grabbing a towel, he crushed it in his clenched fist.

      “Sven?”

      At the sound of the queen’s worried voice, he drew in a guilty breath. “I am sorry, My Queen. The idea of betraying you with another woman seems wrong.”

      Warm fingers curled around his ankle. “I would not feel betrayed. I would be happy to see you find someone you can love for yourself.”

      Sven swallowed hard. “I thank you for that, but I still feel a little uneasy.”

      Harlan helped Douglass out of the bath. She came to stand in front of Sven, her soft face, full of concern as she reached up to stroke his cheek.

      “It’s not like Valhalla, here, Sven. There are more women than men on this planet. You don’t have to fight to find one female and commit to her whether you get along or not. It’s an opportunity for all of you to get to know women who haven’t been sheltered and over-protected by their kinfolk. Women like me who can stand up for themselves and tell you whether they want to have a relationship with you or not.”

      “And if I made a child with one of them?”

      Her gaze softened. “You don’t even have to worry about that. There are many ways to avoid conceiving a child. I’m sure you’d be careful.”

      And if I wanted a child? Sven looked away and focused on the delicate features of the sleeping baby before the queen could see the question in his eyes. The idea of deliberately having sex without trying to conceive a child was a concept he struggled with.

      He returned his gaze to the queen. “If it makes you happy, I will consider what you have said.”

      She stood on tiptoe to kiss his mouth. “It will make me happy.” She turned to stare at Harlan. “And I’m including you in this, Harlan. I want you to consider dating women here as well. I’ll tell Bron the same thing when he gets back with the king.”

      Harlan winked at Sven as he bent to pick up the baby’s crib. “I’ll definitely date a woman if Sven does it first.”

      Sven raised an eyebrow. “As if any woman would have you.”

      The queen slapped him lightly on the arm. “You don’t have to make it into a competition. I want you all to be happy.”

      Sven rubbed the towel over his chest. If he asked Ms. Cooper out on a date and she said no, it would probably get the queen off his back for a while. He smiled at the thought of Ms. Cooper’s face. He hoped she wouldn’t slap him.
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      Thea smoothed a hand over her hair as the Valhalla bodyguards and their queen filed into the large meeting room. Harlan, who was dressed in his usual black leather pants and open-necked white shirt, preceded the queen. His hair was gathered at the nape of his neck apart from three narrow beaded braids at his temple. Despite his quiet, amiable expression, Thea found him much harder to read than Sven who tended to display his feelings more openly.

      Sven came in last, scanning the people as he paused at the door. His large hand rested on the shoulder of the queen who stood in front of him. His gaze fell on Thea and she smiled at him. One of his eyebrows rose. She immediately felt foolish and converted the smile into a scowl.

      Of course, he didn’t know that she’d been told to act nice to him. He’d probably expected her to still be mad after their last encounter. He guided the queen to a seat on the opposite side of the table to Thea. Harlan took the seat to the queen’s left and Sven stood behind her.

      Matt cleared his throat. “Mr. Magnusson? Would you mind sitting down? It’s hard to include you in the discussion when you’re towering over everyone.”

      Sven frowned and then looked pained as the queen elbowed him in the stomach. He sat down with reluctant grace.

      Matt smiled and took a sip of water. “Thanks for coming to this meeting. I realize that as the king is away, we might not make much progress, but I assumed you’d like to know how things are coming along on Valhalla.”

      The queen sat forward, her hands clasped together on the table. “I assume the king is being given this information as well?”

      “Yes, of course. A transcript of this discussion will be sent to him in Washington. We would have included him on a live link but apparently he’s in a meeting with the President.”

      Thea admired Matt’s easy, relaxed manner. From all reports, the new Valhallan queen was no fool. It was hard to believe she’d only been a courier for the United Planetary Parcel Service before her ship crash-landed and she met King Marcus of Valhalla.

      Sven cleared his throat. “The President is more important than the future of the king’s own planet?”

      Thea fought a smile at Sven’s direct intervention. Before Matt could answer him, the queen said, “Sven, as the President is also the current chairperson of the Interplanetary Health Organization, and the man responsible for the plan to clean up Valhalla, then yes, he is more important.” She smiled at Matt. “Please continue. I’m sure we’re all anxious to hear the news from Valhalla.”

      Matt gestured at the white wall behind him. A series of images of Valhalla flashed up on the screen. “As you can see, it’s looking great. The scientists say you and the remainder of your population should be able to move back for good in about two more Earth months.”

      The queen’s face flushed with color. “That’s wonderful news. It is such a beautiful place.” She glanced around the table. “You must all come and visit us as soon as you can.”

      Thea smiled. She’d love to take the queen up on that promise. The idea of all those gorgeous Valhallan men in search of a good woman made her squirm in her seat. If they were all as good looking and hunky as the king and his bodyguards, women from Earth wouldn’t need much persuading to go and settle there.

      She glanced at Sven and found he was watching her. She licked her lips and slowly bit down on the bottom one. His pupils widened and his hand clenched into a fist. She brought her hand up to her throat as his gaze intensified.

      “We would be delighted to send a team of observers back to Valhalla with you, Your Highness, in fact, we’re counting on it.” Matt said. “I’m sure the people of Earth would be fascinated by the discovery of this new world.”

      Sven snorted. “The idea is acceptable to me from a security standpoint as long as you don’t bring any of your so-called media with you. “

      Matt looked puzzled. “The press is an important element in spreading information throughout our galaxy.”

      “Mis-information, more like.”

      “We would take the greatest of care to screen any journalists who accompanied the team.” Matt nodded at Thea. “In fact, I’ll make sure that Ms. Cooper handles that part of the process and reports directly to you.”

      Sven continued to stare at Thea. “And I will get final approval on all the names submitted to me?”

      Matt turned to Thea. “Ms. Cooper, can you answer that?”

      “Mr. Magnusson, in light of your well-known contempt for the gentlemen of the press, how will I ever get you to agree to a single person coming along?”

      The queen sighed. “Sven, what have you been doing?”

      Thea tore her gaze away from Sven. “Mr. Magnusson had another unfortunate interaction with a reporter this morning.”

      “Did he hurt anyone?”

      “Fortunately, I came along and persuaded him to put the guy down.”

      The queen’s face lit up with amusement and a hint of approval. “You persuaded him? Good for you.” She turned to Sven. “You should definitely liaise with Ms. Cooper. It sounds like she won’t let you get away with anything.”

      “But, My Queen…”

      Matt’s smooth voice intervened. “Speaking of the press, I’d like to arrange a photo opportunity for the Valhallan court. It might be the best way to stop reporters trying to sneak over the wall. We can include some of the more reputable entertainment channels such as Your Planet Home or Mine? and Greetings! magazine.”

      The queen’s blue eyes widened. “I’d get to be in Greetings! magazine? Oh wow.”

      Sven swiveled around in his seat. “My Queen, with all due respect, you will just be pandering to this planet’s obsessive interest in our private lives.”

      The queen held his gaze. “But I agree with Matt. Isn’t it better that we show them what we want them to see rather than letting them misinterpret what they do see?”

      To Thea’s surprise, Sven’s mouth snapped shut. The queen waited a moment and then nodded. “I’ll talk to the king. I’m sure we can agree to this.” She smiled at Thea. “Please start compiling a list of possible attendees for both the promotional opportunity and the observation party who will travel back to Valhalla with us. Sven will be delighted to work with you on both of these projects.”

      Thea glanced at the tall bodyguard who was trying not to glower too openly at his queen. He was obviously as thrilled about working more closely with her as she was.

      “I’ll do that, Your Highness.” She looked at Matt who was smiling benevolently. “If that’s okay with you, boss?”

      “That’s perfect.” Matt stood up. “I’ve streamed some more of the latest footage of the Valhalla clean up straight to your personal screen, Your Highness. Let me know if you have any questions after you’ve watched it.”

      “Thank you.” The queen got to her feet as Harlan pulled out her chair. “I’ll go and watch it before the baby wakes up.” She placed her hand on Harlan’s arm. “Sven, why don’t you stay and work out a schedule with Ms. Cooper?”

      Matt winked at Thea. “That’s a great idea. Consider it a priority, Ms. Cooper. The sooner we get that list agreed, the sooner we can make arrangements for traveling back to Valhalla.”

      Thea remained in her seat as the others filed out leaving her alone with Sven. He continued to sit opposite her. His massive hands joined together on the table, his frowning gaze fixed on his fingers.

      Thea took a long careful breath. She felt like she was at high school going through the agony of a blind date. But this time she couldn’t walk away, she had a job to do. Matt and the team were relying on her.

      “I’m hungry. Would you like to come out for a pizza so that we can discuss this further?”

      Sven slowly raised his head until his brown eyes met her gray ones.

      A pizza?”

      “Yes, it’s a very popular Italian dish made from bread dough, tomatoes and cheese.”

      “I know what a pizza is.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      He frowned. “Are you asking me out on a date?”

      Thea leaned across the table until her face was an inch from his. “What the hell gave you that idea? I just thought it might be a more comfortable way for us to ‘liaise’ as Matt put it, while we got something to eat.”

      “Ah.” He exhaled slowly, his breath stirring the ends of her hair. “I have offended you again.”

      She couldn’t stop staring into his deep brown eyes which were edged by the thickest, longest eyelashes she had ever seen.

      “You haven’t offended me. I just want to make sure you understand that this is strictly business.”

      He smiled and her gaze lingered on his mouth. “I understand, my lady.”

      She retreated to her side of the table. “Right then, let’s go. We can take one of the chauffeured cars, okay?”

      “As I cannot drive your Earth vehicles very well yet that would be a good idea.” He stood up and stretched. The muscles under his white shirt pulled the fabric taut over his wide chest.

      Thea imagined those arms coiling around her, holding her so close she couldn’t breathe. She licked her lips. “I can drive.”

      His mouth curved up at one corner and her warm feelings for him disappeared. She took a step toward him.

      “I’m a very good driver.”

      He bowed, hiding his expression. “I’ll meet you by the main entrance. I need to tell the queen where I’m going and get my coat.”

      Thea hurried back to her office to get her purse. She also took the opportunity to dash into the nearest bathroom and reapply her makeup. Just because it was a business dinner didn’t mean that she had to look like an old hag.





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/securedmail_highres.jpg
LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL





OEBPS/images/kate-pearce-offer.jpg
FREE
DOWNLOAD

Get a free copy of Once A Seal and
other surprises when you sign up
for Kate's newsletter!






