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            HE NEEDS HER TO PROVE HIS THEORY.

          

          SHE JUST NEEDS A SAFE HOME.

        

      

    

    
      WHEN THE THREATS START COMING IN, THEY BOTH NEED EACH OTHER TO SURVIVE.

      
        
        Most Wanted Alien Brides: Kantenans. Book 1

      

      

       The last thing she expects is a mate, but when this big beast of an alien comes to take her away, what can she do?

      Enjoy being a princess?

      Well, why not?

      But she's not ready for the kind of attention she brings.

      The threats start coming in, and then she must rely on her new alien mate to keep her safe.

      But when his secrets are revealed, it throws a wrench in everything.

      And all bets are off.
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          KHALZIN

        

      

    

    
      Khalzin adjusted his overcoat sleeves and stepped up to the door. The black and gold suit wore markings of the signs of his family line and clan, Khalzin, a Gol-Vett, was one of the latest generations of his family. His parents could no longer bear children, so Khalzin was their last hope for furthering the family line.

      He was their only heir because their people were dying.

      Baring children was getting harder and harder for the Kantenans. Their future looked bleak, and the Coalition was finally listening to options to push through this obstacle.

      Kantenans did not fail.

      They would not like the options, though.

      Khalzin had done a great deal of study of the genomes and the problems and had a firm grasp of what would be necessary to make their people robust again.

      When his father mentioned that the Coalition was looking for options and elaborated on his plan, Khalzin quietly prepared his own proposal for consideration.

      It was a challenging option, but it would be successful. However, Khalzin needed approval to start the process.

      Now came the hard part. Convincing them he was right. His idea was radical, but it would work. The Coalition, however, was very difficult to persuade if they did not fully support a new idea that went against doctrine.

      His coat pulled tight against his chest as he touched the fasteners. Each metal clip strained against its connector.

      He was growing. He could feel it.

      His armor, the bone-like ridges that poked out of his spine, stretched and expanded from his body, pulling the coat he wore tighter.

      The armor only did that for two reasons.

      He was aroused or he was in danger.

      And he was not aroused.

      He waited for the doors to be opened. He’d already passed through one checkpoint. This one was for the guards inside the chambers. Rumor claimed that they also remained inside to break up any incidents if the Coalition’s negotiations turned physical.

      Khalzin had never witnessed that, but he would not be surprised. He'd seen how his parents fought. A room full of the most powerful families on Kantenan was bound to argue. Especially as passionate as some families were.

      As the large and heavy ceremonial doors swung open, the echoes of their movement reverberated throughout the room. The stone doors, crafted from mineral-rich materials, gleamed with carvings and detailed scrollwork. Citricite glistened in accent points that drew the eye, since it was the most crucial mining export Kantenan had.

      His gaze drifted over the ancient artwork depicting strong, heavily armored Kantenans, ready for battle and to face a future of danger. Their armor jutted out, large and proud as they defended their homes.

      A familiar image in the Kantenan society—the more significant the armor, the more power a Kantenan must have mastered. A sign of status and importance to their people.

      The Coalition made all decisions and shaped the laws of their people. In essence, they were the Kantenans depicted on the doors, each in their traditional finery. The carvings were as old as the chamber, but the positions remained on the Coalition.

      The Priestess of Light, his mother.

      The Patriarch of Genesis.

      The Doctor of Light.

      The Baron of Information—the Aukrae Family had this honor in their family.

      The Chief of Food, Oleave family carried this position.

      Another family that Khalzin didn’t know very well held the Assistant of Communication.

      The Head of War, Hawn, his friend Fiviel’s family.

      Protector of the New Kingdom, the ones who maintained the dark side of Kantenan and the refineries, was fellow Gol-Vett, Dhomhes’s family.

      The Ruler of the Green, his close friend Stron’s family line held this position.

      And lastly, in the center of the carvings was the Paragon of the Reach, their leader, Speaker Fowles.

      Some positions no longer had representatives, and would not, unless their genome was repaired. No one family could hold two positions on the council, and at the moment, the pool of families was shrinking at an alarming rate.

      Which was why Khalzin was here. To repair the lines. To bring new blood to the Kantenans and revitalize their people.

      But if the leaders turned him down, it would ruin his reputation publicly, and likely in his family as well.

      He was here to save them. Not to destroy them.

      He stood straight and stepped over the threshold of the chamber. Carved from the mountainside years ago, it was one of the most secure places on the planet; the natural mineral protected them from nearly any kind of attack. Gray and streaked with black and gold threads, the room was polished and smoothed to create a geometrically beautiful shape in the middle of the natural formation. Lighting illuminated the details, making the room seem to shimmer and glow.

      The stone floor, installed by their ancestors hundreds of years ago, gradually became smooth and worn down. He could feel the carved paths on the stone floor directing his steps towards the Coalition.

      At the half-moon-shaped table sat the Coalition. Varying shades of red and brown skin tone, the sitting members represented all the variations of the Kantenan people, with the central-most chair, the Speaker of the Coalition. Two seats from the center sat his mother with the same dark red skin coloring that he had.

      His father stood to the right of the table, watching him walk in with that passive, emotionless face that he'd mastered over his lifetime. His father was more of a brown-red complexion, different enough that some had questioned if he was Khalzin's father since Khalzin favored his mother so much.

      The Coalition did not include his father and never offered him a position. His parents regularly argued about it, because his father believed he was more than qualified to be a member of the Coalition and should be allowed to make decisions on behalf of the people.

      His mother’s family held the position of Priest of Light for longer than any other sitting family. In the role of Priestess of Light, she carried a great deal of weight with Kantenan Doctrine and belief systems.

      She would be Khalzin’s biggest obstacle publicly, but she supported him in private. In her way.

      Khalzin reached the position of guest and stood tall and straight and waited for them to decide if he was ready.

      It took several moments before anyone addressed him.

      The longest three minutes in his life.

      Finally, the Speaker looked at him and began. “Khalzin, you are here before the Coalition to validate your father's claims?”

      Khalzin nodded. “I am, Speaker Fowles. And offer a potential solution.”

      Speaker Fowles raised his eyebrow. “You have not been requested to give solutions. Only to validate your father's findings.”

      He gritted his teeth. He knew better than to add more. There were protocols for speaking to the Coalition. His mother and father had drilled him last night to make sure he knew exactly what they expected him to do during this procedure.

      His father's expression didn't change, but his hand twitched.

      Not much, but enough to know that he'd badly displeased him.

      Khalzin didn't move from where he stood, but inside, a youthful part of him wanted to run away from the discipline he would get later.

      As a Gol-Vett, a child of a Coalition member, he had specific standards they held him to. His parents had instilled this in him from birth.

      Yet sometimes, he couldn’t help himself. Instead of conforming to everyone's expectations, he strived to be true to himself.

      “No disrespect intended,” Khalzin said, though he should not have. He knew he should have waited to be addressed, but it didn’t matter. He’d probably already ruined his chances.

      This time, his father's expression shifted—one to absolute disgust and anger.

      A familiar enough expression. Khalzin rarely impressed his father.

      Speaker Fowles raised his thick eyebrow. “Since this is your first time speaking to the Coalition in an official capacity, I will allow propriety errors.” The head member glanced at his mother. “I would assume you would have better guidance, but I see no one is perfect.”

      His mother shifted in her seat but maintained looking ahead like he was not there.

      “Most kind,” Khalzin said. Considering the extent of his procedural errors, he started questioning the relevance of following the dictations at all. What worse could they do to him?

      Lock him up? Send him away?

      They'll likely do that anyway. If not the Coalition, his family would. After he fathered an heir, of course. Then? They could do whatever they wanted with him.

      Speaker raised his eyebrow at him. “Now. Khalzin, son of Xaul, you have evidence to validate your father's findings of the state of the Kantenan genome?”

      Khalzin nodded. “Yes, from my research on the subject.”

      “You studied the genome state on your own, away from your father's work?”

      “I did. I was not aware he was working in that area of science when I started my studies.”

      Khalzin was impressed with himself. That was a delicate way of saying his father was never around to speak of his work.

      The speaker nodded. “And what did your independent studies find?”

      “That the Kantenan genome is in danger of becoming a single species.”

      “Explain,” one of the other Coalition members said, the Assistant of Communication.

      He could feel the armor on his back growing again. If he didn't maintain his calm, he would burst out of the back of his coat. That would not look good for this meeting.

      “Surely Xaul has explained the state of the information,” Khalzin said. He didn't want to give a science lesson, just his goals for fixing the problem.

      “He has. In his very clinical way,” the member said. “You explain it to me. Because right now, it sounds like a bunch of made-up nonsense that means nothing to our people.”

      Khalzin glanced at his father.

      The man looked ready to leap over the table and throttle the speaking member.

      In that non-committal way, his father had.

      “Simply put, our people are going to become one family line soon. In a few generations, the Kantenans will no longer be a species of such strong and varying beauty and gifts. We will all be related, and the rainbow of reds and browns we see among our people will be gone. It also means we will be more susceptible to disease and bio-chemical attack because we all will have the same cells in our bodies.”

      He glanced at all the sitting members and his gaze fell on Hawn, the Head of War. “Hawn, your family is known for their strength and power. That will fade away.” He turned to another member. “The intellect born to the Aukrae genome will also lose its individuality. When we all become intermixed, there will no longer be the strong elements that make our different lines who they are. We will lose what makes us special. And we will be in danger of being wiped out by another, more ambitious species.”

      Hawn glanced at the Speaker and nodded.

      “You believe you have a solution to this?” His mother asked.

      “My data points me in a singular direction.”

      “Which is?” His mother asked.

      “To bring in new genomes to inter-breed with ours.”

      There was a gasp in the room.

      It was such a far-fetched idea. He knew it would be met with rejection.

      Especially from his mother. Her position as the Priestess of Light was to preserve the Kantenan way of life, and part of that was that they were a pure species with very little interbreeding. They remained isolated enough that they could maintain that kind of existence.

      Unfortunately, it was going to wind up destroying them if they continued.

      All the data said the same thing.

      “And how do you plan on doing that?” Speaker asked. “Just bringing in a bunch of other species and see if anything works?”

      Khalzin shrugged. “In a matter of speaking, yes.”

      “And how is that going to help us? If we really need help. I am still not convinced,” another member quipped, Oleave.

      “It matters not what you think, Oleave,” his mother said. “We need a majority. Not unified vote.”

      Oleave rolled his eyes and puffed out his chest.

      Speaker interrupted. “Do you have a plan to bring in new genomes to our people?”

      Khalzin slowly nodded. “The Galactic Alliance.”

      “Not their foolish exchange program,” Oleave said.

      “It seemed the fastest and easiest way to bring in new genomes and to determine which humanoid species would be the most compatible with us. If a Kantenan meets a compatible female, then they should have the typical Kantenan responses, and we will know immediately if we have the potential for mating.”

      His father took a few steps forward. “Here is where my testing has come into play. There are several humanoid species out there in the galaxy that have the potential to mate with us and have been proven to have growth.”

      “But can they carry one of our children to term?” Oleave asked. “Finding a mate outside of our people has never been a problem. It was finding one that could carry our child.”

      “I believe it can work,” Khalzin said. “If the connection is there. If our armor grows upon meeting the potential, then we know the humanoid can carry--”

      “And you know this from experience, do you?” Oleave snapped.

      “No. This is from my studies,” Khalzin said. It was a bit of a leap. His father shot him a dirty look.

      Theories were one thing. Proof was something else.

      Oleave leaned back and crossed his arms. “Then you should have to test it. Personally.”

      “What?” Khalzin asked, stunned by the suggestion.

      Speaker glanced at Oleave then back at him. “Do you not have faith in your findings, Khalzin?”

      “Of course, I do. My science is provable.”

      “So, prove it,” the Speaker said. “You find these potential humanoids, and you mate with one. Then we shall know that your science is correct and accurate.”

      “I must object,” Xaul said. “One Kantenan mating with a humanoid is not enough to call anything true science. It takes many tests to prove the concept before it can be agreed upon to be factual and provable.”

      “So, get some friends,” Oleave said. “There are many of your generation who have not chosen mates. Get a sampling from them. Then prove your theory.”

      Khalzin blinked. “I cannot--”

      “If you cannot prove your theory, then what is the point?” Speaker Fowles asked.

      “My theory is sound.”

      He glanced at his father.

      And the man's expression told him everything he needed to know.

      His father did not believe he was right. While the man agreed that the genome was shifting and would connect all their people soon, he did not agree in opening their people to mating with off-word humanoids. He had other ideas for preserving genomes.

      “Until he can prove it will work, it should not be considered by this Coalition,” Oleave declared.

      “Unlike my son's impetuous theory, my proposal is still open. The idea of preserving our genomes now, and requiring our people to contribute to a massive database to reproduce--”

      “It still sounds like cloning,” Hawn said.

      “It is not cloning. It is a very carefully created process--”

      “It would be simpler to join the Galactic Alliance's mating program,” Aukrae said, glancing first at Khalzin, then back to the Speaker. “For testing purposes, at this juncture.”

      The Speaker nodded. He rested his elbows on the table and laced his fingers together.

      No one spoke as he did so.

      Khalzin's mother had told him this was his thinking pose. He did it whenever, considering all the angles, and no one spoke when he did.

      It could take minutes.

      It could take hours.

      Sometimes, even days.

      The rest of the members of the Coalition keyed in their opinions on the matter on a panel in front of them and sent the data to the Speaker.

      Fowles remained in his state of thinking, and whether he looked at the Coalition's opinions or not, Khalzin didn't know.

      While he waited, he took the next few moments, imagining what he would likely hear when he left the chamber from his father.

      His father looked ready to murder him.

      And likely would, right there in the chamber if this did not go as he wanted. His father was a strong scientist, but he also had a violent temper that Khalzin had endured most of his life. His mother, still bound to him by their laws, did not reside with him anymore. His temperament was too difficult to bear.

      Khalzin mirrored his father in many ways, including the temper. Unlike his father, he worked very hard to keep it under control.

      Mostly. He had a passion for creative arts, which he liked to think was why he had the idea of bringing in the Galactic Alliance's Alien Seeding Program. There would be a considerable test pool of potential candidates that were already in the program, so finding willing off-worlders would be easy.

      Truly, the hard part was finding out if they could maintain a birth.

      And from what he'd read from the Galactic Alliance, the program carefully screened all applicants before bringing them to any world and decided upon what each species needed as far as traits and particular cellular needs. In short, they took a lot of the guesswork out of the process of finding potential candidates.

      That would make the process easier for everyone. Not that he had any interest in mating immediately with a stranger.

      He would insist on invoking Courtship if only to make sure this would work.

      He couldn't imagine just⁠—

      The Speaker sat up.

      “I have concluded. Xaul, you must continue your path of developing your project. We need to have a backup plan. Yours will take years to cultivate.”

      Xaul opened his mouth to speak, but Fowles waved his hand, then turned and looked at Khalzin.

      His father walked out of the chamber, and Khalzin had seen that march before. His father was furious.

      But he didn't know why.

      His father had gotten what he wanted: permission to create his project. A database of Kantenan genomes, that would be available for the cloning project that he was developing.

      Still, it likely wounded his ego, being told he was a backup plan.

      Which would not be pleasant to deal with later.

      The speaker's voice jarred Khalzin out of his thoughts.

      “You, Khalzin, can easily develop your theory. So do it. Find three other volunteers to participate in the study and connect with the Galactic Alliance and begin the process to get potential mates here.”

      “Four is not a very large sampling,” his mother said.

      “Would you rather we start with a sampling of hundreds?” Fowles said. “Four to prove the viability. Then go larger if it proves fruitful.”

      Khalzin blinked, shocked that the Speaker was so obviously supporting him.

      “Does that seem logical, Khalzin?” Speaker asked.

      Khalzin nodded. “I can orchestrate this with the Galactic Alliance and start moving the process forward. I will find four volunteers to⁠—”

      “Perhaps you misunderstand me,” the speaker said. “You will lead this because you will be one of the test volunteers.”

      He blinked, because he absolutely misunderstood. He expected to be in charge, to be coordinating with the test subjects and such, but not to actually be one. “I expected--”

      “If you cannot be on the front lines of this concept, then how can you expect us to back it on a larger scale?”

      He started to open his mouth to say something, but his gaze darted to his mother, if only for a moment.

      Her expression was very firm. She shook her head, barely perceptibly, but she did.

      He closed his mouth.

      “Dismissed,” Speaker Fowles said.

      Khalzin nodded and turned to leave the chamber. The finality of the decision hit him hard. His footfalls seemed to echo off the walls as he walked toward the exit. The guards inside the room opened the doors for him to pass. The chamber remained silent until the doors shut behind him. No one breathed a word.

      Odd, the chamber was. Strangely silent.

      As soon as he stepped outside, he glanced around, expecting to see his father, but he didn't.

      Not at first.

      Then he was hit on the back of his head.

      He spun and jumped.

      His father had been waiting outside the door in the shadows.

      “Disrespectful little--”

      Khalzin caught his father's swing before he could strike him.

      “Do not finish that,” Khalzin said, meeting his father’s gaze.

      Xaul snarled at him. “You think you are so strong.”

      “I am strong enough,” Khalzin said. “You got what you wanted. Why do you attack me?”

      “You're an embarrassment. You are lucky Speaker Fowles was in a good mood.”

      “If you say so.”

      “You were not thrown out and beaten for your suggestions.”

      “Neither were you.” Khalzin started walking faster, attempting to distance himself from his father.

      “It will never work,” Xaul said a little louder. “Our people will be diluted until there's nothing left.”

      “Thanks for your confidence.”
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        * * *

      

      Khalzin brushed his hair back between his horns and took his position on the training floor. His large, two-bladed staff held out in front of him, ready. He spun the ju-nak back and forth, getting a feel for its weight. Not that he needed to.

      He always practiced with it. He knew every groove and scratch and nick in it.

      The family weapon, a cherished relic, had been passed down from one generation to the next. Like those before him, he customized it with new handmade grips and wrappings, but the blades, laced with citricite, were at least a hundred years old.

      Today especially, the weapon felt good in his hands. He needed to break things.

      No matter how he tried after the meeting with the Coalition, he could not get it out of his head. He could not get past his father’s anger.

      His father was a respected scientist and researcher among the Kantenan people. But so was Khalzin.

      Yet he and his father had found the same conclusions in their research. Just two far different processes of how to solve it.

      Who was right?

      Was either of them?

      He could not help concluding that such vastly different ideas to solve the problem meant that there had to be other options that had not been considered.

      What if he was wrong?

      That was part of his dilemma. If he was wrong about this, what else was he wrong about? It could undermine his entire life path.

      Inside, though, he felt the pull toward his theory. He could not give up on this.

      Now, he had very little choice. He had contacted the Galactic Alliance's Science Society before even taking the idea to the Coalition, if only to find out what the procedure was to begin the process. The Galactic Alliance sent him a series of requirements for the Kantenans to join.

      Nothing complicated.

      Just things that needed to be done. Housing for the chosen couples, with easy access, and those kinds of necessities.

      But primarily, finding the volunteers.

      He rolled his shoulders, and his armor plates came out. The metallic bone emerged from his skin and covered his shoulders to prepare for battle. He held his weapon up. The light glistened off the metal blade, and he knew he'd gotten the blade properly treated and sharpened.

      On the mat, he took his position. His opponent, Stron, met him in the center, ready to fight.

      “Engaging early,” Stron said.

      Khalzin nodded. “Wanted to get ahead of others.” He glanced at the doorway. Other Kantenans were starting to come into the training room for exercise.

      Khalzin wasn’t the only Gol-Vett that used these training rooms. Stron was another, but many males in his generation would come to the training halls and practice. Whether or not one had a heavy labor job, it was invaluable for them to stay strong and ready to fight. Khalzin saw little physical combat in his daily life.

      Nor did he want to.

      But he would not be vulnerable—especially not now, when he was being ordered to take a mate. When one takes a mate, he is honor-bound to protect her with all of his being.

      Part of the reason he’d not done it yet. Khalzin didn’t want to mate with just anyone.

      Yet here he was, doing just that.

      Stron twisted his own weapon, jarring Khalzin out of his thoughts. Stron was taller and thinner, but incredibly strong. His plates wrapped over his shoulders; the markings curved down his arms.

      Khalzin had always thought that Stron's boning pattern was unique. Everyone's metallic bone armor was different, but Khalzin's was simple. Almost plain in comparison. Stron’s had a kind of artistic look to it.

      “Shall we?” Stron asked.

      Khalzin bowed, and Stron returned the gesture.

      Stron raised his weapon with a hard flick, indicating the start of the duel.

      It took Khalzin a beat to follow him. Enough of one, that Stron made an aggressive swipe at him.

      Khalzin almost missed it.

      “You are distracted today,” Stron said as he took another swing.

      “I have a lot on my mind,” Khalzin replied as he blocked two more shots.

      “Go see someone. Get frustrations out.” Stron’s weapon hooked on Khalzin's. They were locked up for a moment before the twang of metal echoed in the practice room as they pulled apart.

      Part of their daily rituals included practicing with their weapons of choice. Khalzin preferred his curved ju-nak. Others used standard spears or swords. Stron was like him, using his own ju-nak.

      The weapons were family heirlooms created by ancestors of old and passed down to surviving members. The clatter of other weapons and the collision of bodies hitting the floor added to the ambience of the room.

      “You are not one to speak,” Khalzin said. “Did you or did you not have to--” He swung hard, pushing back against Stron. “--face a tribunal last month?”

      “That wasn't my fault. You know that.”

      “It was never his fault,” another voice from across the room added. Some were always listening.

      Khalzin grimaced, seeing a few other Gol-Vetts squaring up on the practice floor.

      Two were coming closer to them.

      Dhomhes and Fiviel.

      “You do know what you speak,” Stron said. “My tribunal was not my fault.”

      Dhomhes came closer. That smile on his face that females swooned over, and that wicked glint in his eyes clued Khalzin in that Dhomhes knew precisely what he was talking about.

      “If it wasn't, then why were you at a tribunal at all?”

      “Do you have to be such a snake,” Khalzin asked.

      “He's always a snake,” Fiviel said as he stepped next to Dhomhes. “Makes him the most dangerous male in this room.”

      Stron barked in laughter.

      “You don't think I'm dangerous?” Dhomhes asked, stepping closer to Stron. “You might be surprised what I'm able to accomplish.”

      Stron spun, his ju-nak brought around to Dhomhes. “Shall we go a bit and find out?”

      Dhomhes put his hand up. “Fighting you doesn't interest me. You're obviously full of your own strength with the weapon of your family. Am I armed?”

      “Behind your back,” Khalzin said.

      Dhomhes glanced at him and smiled again. “You seem to know me well.” He yanked out a set of knives that glinted in the light.

      “What do you want?” Stron asked.

      “There's so much that I want,” Dhomhes replied. A pain if there ever was one, Dhomhes believed he was always right and liked to let everyone know it.

      “This was not your conversation, Dhomhes,” Khalzin said. “You can move along and perform your own workout.”

      “Defending your friend? How nice of you,” Dhomhes said.

      “He doesn't defend me,” Stron said, snarling at Dhomhes.

      “I'm not the one you needed to be concerned about,” Dhomhes said. “I didn't receive an executive order from the Coalition.”

      Khalzin grimaced again.

      “What's he going on about?” Stron asked, turning back to him.

      “I intended to speak to you about that.”

      Dhomhes crossed his arms. “Go ahead. Tell us.”

      He had a feeling that Dhomhes already knew exactly what Khalzin had been ordered to do.

      “Why would he tell you anything?” Stron said. “You seem to think you know what's going on.”

      “I always hear whispers.”

      Khalzin glanced around the gym and noticed a good deal of people listening to them.

      Might as well do this and see what he could get.

      “I am working on bringing in a new option for the mating pool.”

      Fiviel raised his eyebrow. “Did you find a pool of females in the mountains who were desperate for a fresh group of males to meet?”

      “That would be nice,” Stron said. “New faces and all.”

      “New faces are part of it,” Khalzin said. “I need volunteers to help me prove a theory for the Coalition.”

      “Whatever it is, my friend, I will assist,” Stron said.

      “Thank you. I hoped you would be willing. However, you need to know what it requires before you commit.”

      “And it is a commitment,” Dhomhes said.

      “Do you want to tell them since you seem to think you know everything,” Khalzin snapped.

      “No, please. You're doing fine.”

      He glanced around.

      The room had filled up, and there were approximately twenty or so in now, and the usual buzz of light conversation had faded in the chamber.

      While some were getting warmed up and starting their workout routines, many were paying attention to him.

      A lot of attention.

      He grimaced and glanced at Stron. “The Galactic Alliance has a program where they bring willing alien mates to different worlds to procreate.”

      “You want me to mate with an off-worlder?” Stron asked.

      “In a matter of speaking.”

      “There is no matter-of-speaking,” Fiviel said. “We mate with them, or we don't.”

      Dhomhes grinned again.

      Khalzin was tempted to cut that smile off his face.

      “It is a program for the science of it. They bring the willing females. We bring the males, and we choose our mates. If we have a connection, we get to mate. If not, they leave.”

      He shook his head. He sounded like an idiot scientist. Or a terrible sales deliverer.

      “How many volunteers do you need?” Fiviel asked.

      “Three, to start.”

      “And you,” Dhomhes said.

      Khalzin nodded. “And me.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Stron asked. “Is this part of your educational research?”

      He nodded. Stron had been with him briefly in education—they followed different paths since they both were more adept at other things.

      “Our genome is stretched to the limit. It will not take long before we are all related to one another. We need to bring new genes into our pool before that happens.”

      “Our people have been isolated for far too long,” Stron said. “It would be good to be more open to others.”

      “So, you think bringing in new species will help refresh our genome?” Dhomhes asked.

      “I think it is what we will have to do if we want to continue to exist and thrive.”

      “That sounds challenging,” Fiviel said. “How do you know the females can carry our breed? What about the differences? Won't it make the crossbreeding fail?”

      “The Galactic Alliance's scientists believe they can handle that. We just send them our genome details so they can select those who fit.”

      “But it is for testing. It will not be a true commitment,” Dhomhes said.

      “It is to be a true commitment,” Khalzin said. “We cannot agree to do this and then throw the females back if we do not like them.”

      “You seem to forget; we cannot just make a child with anyone. We have to connect. There are physical reactions that we cannot control,” Stron said. “The connection must be solid.”

      “And the odds of you finding this across the stars seems massive,” Fiviel said.

      “I cannot promise anything. But all I need to start are volunteers willing to try.”

      “It will not work,” Dhomhes said.

      “Thanks for your confidence.”

      Dhomhes shrugged. “But I will help you.”

      “As will I,” Fiviel added.

      Khalzin blinked. “Truly?” He glanced at the two of them. He never would have thought they would want to help him with anything.

      “If only to prove that it won't work,” Dhomhes said.

      There it was. The real reason Dhomhes agreed to help. Once again, to prove he was right, and everyone else was wrong.

      Khalzin sighed. “Your objections are noted.”
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