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Introduction




Three bold heroines. Three dangerous quests. Three love stories that prove the best romances come with a side of peril. 


Meet a feline shifter who can't shift, a dragon escaping her past, and a sassy black leopard shifter swept into a dragon's mission—each about to learn that adventure and desire make a combustible combination.


HUNTED & SEDUCED
Gweneth Swithin arrives on the planet Viros and her inner feline immediately recognises royal bodyguard Ellard Tetsu as her mate. There's just one problem—the stubborn alpha refuses to believe she'd choose him over the powerful males surrounding them. When a royal assignment throws them together, Gweneth's behind-the-scenes scheming meets alien danger head-on, and this quest will either forge their bond or destroy it.


SNOW MOON DRAGON
Nyree Wirihana fled an abusive relationship for the remote island of South Georgia, swearing off men in favour of penguins and fresh starts. Then she stumbles across Tāwera—a dragon shifter cursed to stone for centuries—and accidentally changes everything. Suddenly, her peaceful, man-free life is overrun with dragon problems, romantic complications, and a threat that turns her sanctuary into a battleground.


STAR-CROSSED WITH SCARLETT
Dragon shifter Ransom is handed an impossible ultimatum that puts everything he cares about at risk—including Scarlett Mitchell, the black leopard shifter his dragon desires. Scarlett is the queen of lists and measures every decision carefully, but nothing has prepared her for this dangerous journey or the fiery connection pulling her toward Ransom. With secrets, sparks, and a volcanic eruption standing between them and survival, these two star-crossed lovers will need courage, grit, and each other.


Three steamy paranormal romances featuring:


★ Epic quests across alien planets and remote islands
★ A headstrong heroine who outmaneuvers an entire court
★ A centuries-old dragon curse finally broken
★ Star-crossed lovers defying impossible odds
★ Heroes with battle scars and fierce devotion
★ Fated mates who can't fight destiny
★ Volcanoes, ghosts, and alien villains
★ From South Georgia to distant worlds
★ Danger that forges unbreakable bonds
★ HEAs guaranteed
★ Perfect for fans of Suzanne Wright, Nalini Singh, and Shelly Laurenston
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Introduction




Love at first sight… 


When she arrives on the planet Viros, Gweneth Swithin takes one look at royal bodyguard Ellard Tetsu and her inner feline—the one she didn’t know existed—falls for the silent, alpha shapeshifter. She’s thrilled and excited at the way her half-feline side has made her existence known and trusts her instincts when it comes to Ellard. He is her mate, and maybe she can have it all…if only the stubborn male would stop running.


The heart wants what the heart wants…


Ellard can’t understand why the young and beautiful Gweneth is interested in him when she could choose one of the many handsome or powerful males who reside in the city, one who is whole and not broken. Despite the attraction he feels, he makes himself scarce, but Gweneth has a plan to stake her claim and isn’t above maneuvering behind the scenes in order to have a chance with Ellard.


A royal assignment, undertaken together, changes the stakes into an adventure that can make or break this fledgling relationship…if they manage to survive.


Warning: contains a headstrong virgin heroine and a handicapped hero, a ghost or two and alien villains. Mix and see the sparks fly.








  
  

Chapter 1


House of the Cat castle, Viros City, Planet Viros





Ellard Tetsu’s nostrils flared, and a shudder zapped down his spine, each of his feline senses under assault. A sneeze built and built until it exploded free with cosmic force. He wiped his streaming eyes and stalked along the corridor linking the public reception area in the castle to the council meeting room, his blurry gaze sweeping every small alcove he passed in case it harbored a woman—one of the Indy crew.

One of the unpredictable females who seemed out to get him this cycle.

Flowers. Stinky flowers and a maze of chemicals followed him as close as a tail. He stunk, positively reeked of floral scent. No chance to change before the council meeting commenced. He’d already been running late due to a training snafu when those women had accosted him with perfume bottles. Grata! He lifted the hem of his tunic with his Stores—his artificial right arm—and promptly sneezed again.

Those women were a phrullin’ menace and Gweneth Swithin…

For once, her beautiful and mischievous face remained absent and he scanned the alcove to his left, every instinct alive with suspicion. She wasn’t hiding behind the feline statue. The fact should have relaxed him, but then he wondered where she was, what she was doing, and worse, who she was gifting with her presence.

His feline stirred beneath his skin, agitated at her absence while he—the man—was glad. She…no! He increased his pace and jogged the remaining distance to the House of the Cat council room.

The ornate timepiece, imported by the previous queen at great expense from the planet Tempo, rang out the cycle portion, the tiny jeweled figures within the dome jerking into a programmed dance. He burst into the council room and came to an appalled halt.

As he’d suspected, he arrived last. His brother and friends wore irritated expressions while the council members already sat around the large oval table. A variety of refreshments covered the surface, and the more efficient males had readied their personal comp pads to take notes. Light and heat poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the stink of the perfume made his nose twitch in a familiar manner. A sneeze burst free before he could get out a greeting.

“Ah.” Prince Jarlath, Ellard’s closest friend, grimaced, his handsome face frozen as he attempted to breathe yet not smell the stench. “They sprayed you too.”

Beside him, Lynx, the current king, and Shiloh, Ellard’s brother, were bare-chested, their tunics dumped in a heap in the far corner of the room.

Ry Coppersmith, the tall and fit captain of the Indefatigable and a new addition to the Viros council, added his tunic to the pile of laundry. The feline shifter, formerly of the planet Ibrox, let out a snort that held a smidge of humor. “Stinks like an Ornum whorehouse. What were they thinking?”

Six council members sat around the cloth-covered oval table, their expressions ranging from irritated to distasteful. Ellard caught the beginnings of a smirk from a younger one.

Unable to stand the pungent flowery scent a sec longer, he whipped his tunic over his head and tossed it into the corner with the others. If he wasn’t so irked with the women’s prank, he might have celebrated how his Stores cybertronic arm moved so fluidly. After coping with one arm for portions of the last rotation, the Stores made him feel normal again. Most strangers never noticed his artificial limb, despite the lighter gold, which didn’t quite match his natural skin tones.

“I’ll ring someone to remove our tunics,” the secretary, one of the six council members already seated, suggested. He rose and stalked to the newly installed com system, his back rigid in distaste. A sneeze burst from him as he stabbed the call button for a servant.

Ry opened every window and door but the stillness of the cycle and the balmy weather seemed to intensify the stench.

Shiloh edged closer to him, his nose wrinkling. “Phrull, they got you good. How is the arm? Apart from the slightly paler color, it blends well with the stump. I can’t see much of a joint.”

Ellard flexed his artificial arm, still amazed at the real sensation. Initially, he’d hesitated about going through with the operation because the medics told him it was a one-time thing. If something went wrong, the attachment method meant…no! The chances of failure or catastrophic loss were low. The medics had assured him of that. “Almost as workable as my other one. I’m doing the exercises the cybernetic man told me to complete each day. The worse thing is having to compensate with each shift since it doesn’t transform. They’ve designed the arm so I can remove it before a shift. Almost knocked myself out the cycle before when I started my change before I remembered to detach the Stores. I thought Jarlath was gonna split his sides laughing.”

“I heard.” Lynx joined them and slung a casual arm around Shiloh’s shoulders.

He stared for a sec, still amazed his brother was mated with the king of the House of the Cat and a woman—a commoner and a previous slave. Things were changing rapidly on Viros, and while some of the elders and a rebel faction of naysayers preached about tradition and maintaining the same course they’d always followed, Ellard thought life had improved. He had friends—loyal companions—but the new informality at the court was taking time to become used to—at least for the older felines. He numbered a prince, a king, a duke and a queen amongst his friends, and they insisted he call them by their names instead of their titles.

The previous queen—Jarlath and Lynx’s mother—hated the changes so much she’d moved from the castle into an expensive home adjoining the castle grounds. She spent a lot of the rotation off-planet visiting friends since her mate had died. Yes, things were different now.

A brisk knock on the door heralded the arrival of a cheerful servant. He stepped into the room and promptly sneezed, the sound explosive and sudden, his spiky black hair and bright green eyes reminding Ellard of a ruffled cat. “Ah, what is that stench?”

“According to my mate, it is a designer perfume from Earth,” Lynx said. “Please remove our tunics and take them to the laundry for washing.”

“Of course, your highness. Do you require fresh tunics?”

“No, we’ll collect them after our meeting.” Lynx gestured everyone to their seats. “Thank you. Leave the door. We want the stench to disperse.” He stalked to the head of the table and dropped onto a gel-seat.

Ellard took a seat beside Jarlath, a part of him still amazed they thought him worthy of inclusion in the planning sessions.

Lynx studied his comp pad and tapped a few buttons, a silent signal to commence. “Right, now that the spaceport is fully functional, we need to attract visitors. We must find a way to bring in people willing to spend currency on Viros.”

One of the councilors tapped his pointed turquoise-painted fingernails on the tabletop, his stocky shoulders held perfectly straight. “We need a share of the cash that goes to the casinos on Gramite.”

“Exactly.” Lynx studied each of them in turn, his green gaze serious and intent. “Ideas. Anything. It doesn’t matter how outlandish or how impossible they appear.”

Ellard made the mistake of breathing through his nose. He snorted back a tickle and commenced breathing through his mouth. Once certain he wouldn’t sneeze, he spoke. “Is the new hotel ready for guests?”

“Not yet,” Shiloh said. “But we need to plan.”

“The workers who have come in from other planets enjoy visiting the colored sands,” the councilor Jarlath had placed in charge of tourism spoke up. “The problem we’ve had is that outsiders have heard of the war between us and the House of Cawdor. They worry they might find themselves in the middle of renewed violence. They don’t want their children playing with ours in case our kittens shift and injure them.”

Shiloh snorted his disbelief, arms folded across his beefy chest. “Our young never shift at that age.”

“I told them that, but they refused to believe me,” the councilor said. “I don’t know how the rumors started.”

Lynx sniffed his arm and grimaced. “What else? Any ideas?”

“The House of Cawdor is holding a gambling tournament soon. It’s a pity we couldn’t entice some of their clientele over here. It’s a short hop.” Shiloh steepled his fingers, his brow furrowed in thought.

A squeak from near his feet drew Ellard’s attention, but he mentally shrugged when it ceased. The herd of women inhabiting the castle was making him jumpy. Gweneth and the others wouldn’t dare interrupt the council meeting.

“Camryn informed me the hotel furnishings are ordered, and some of the shipments are arriving already.” Ry tapped his fingers on the tabletop. “They’re furnishing several of the rooms this cycle.”

Ah, his question answered. Gweneth was busy this morn. One less thing to upset his equilibrium. He frowned, still not understanding why the woman stalked him. She was beautiful—a young shifter female with everything in her future. He was bodyguard to Prince Jarlath, nothing in the looks department, and to top that he’d lost an arm during the war. He had nothing to offer a woman like Gweneth.

Nothing.

He’d tried to tell her. He’d tried to ignore her, and now he resorted to skulking around the castle and fleeing the sec he caught a glimpse of her. After this perfume incident, he intended to dodge her friends too.

Ry leaned back, and his gel-seat strained to conform to his relaxed posture, creaking and groaning and popping. Finally, Ry straightened and the overworked gel-chair sighed. “What about running fitness and security courses? Our soldiers are well-regarded. Perhaps we could pass some of our skills on to others who require them. Run a training school for civilians.”

Lynx noted the suggestion on his comp pad. “Anything else?”

“We’re not used to doing this type of thing.” A junior councilor tugged his black beard then reached for his goblet of cacjuice. Spots of the pale green juice spilled when he sneezed without warning. He wiped his nose in a fastidious manner, patted the splashes dry with a kerchief and continued. “It’s a foreign concept.”

“Maybe so.” Shiloh scowled. “But we need to change and adapt. It’s necessary to our survival.”

The strange squeak sounded again, and Ellard cocked his head, attempting to locate the source.

“Maybe we should ask for suggestions from the people,” Shiloh suggested.

Their oldest councilor—the last remaining from Jarlath and Lynx’s father’s era—gasped, his stern expression appalled. “Ask the people? We’ve never done that before. Who knows what idiocy they’d propose.”

Another high squeak.

“What is that noise?” Ry asked. “Has Royal managed to get loose again?” The rare calibore—a type of ape with shaggy black fur, big fluffy ears, sharp teeth and a tail—had attached himself to Jannike during her abduction and transportation to Manx Two. He’d become a firm favorite with the castle residents and visitors.

“If the furry creature is here, the perfume isn’t bothering him,” the tourism councilor commented dryly.

“When he’s not in the forest with Kelvin, he’s with Jannike.” Lynx bent to lift the cloth and peer under the table. “Ah! Not Royal.”

A woman burst from beneath the table, right near Ellard. Big green eyes, sultry pink lips, a tiny black cat tattoo on her right cheek and black hair pulled into a tight hairstyle that confined and flattened the long, luxurious locks. Immediately he wanted to touch, to loosen her hair, and he found himself reaching out with his good hand before his brain jerked into gear.

“What the devil are you doing here?” He countered his initial instinct with anger. “This is a council meeting. Men only.”

Shiloh smothered a grin and helped her to stand. His brother’s humor poked at Ellard’s bad mood, making it swell within his chest, and the touchy-feely stuff. He hated seeing another man touching her, and he loathed that he thought that way. What did he need with a woman? Faithless, treacherous creatures.

What had Mareeka called him? A monstrosity too ugly to view for any length of time.

The memory balanced some of the angst inside him, placed him on firmer footing. He had no need of a mate, and even if he were in the market, he wouldn’t take one as young and desirable as Gweneth. Most of the young feline women kept their distance and treated him like a dangerous species. Gweneth didn’t behave in the same manner, which confused him.

“That is a silly rule since it is obvious none of you have a brain.” Her chin jutted upward in clear challenge.

“Silence,” Ellard roared and leapt to his feet. “Ry should discipline you more often since you clearly don’t know the correct manner to behave. A kitten is better disciplined.”

The other males glanced at him in surprise.

“It’s all right, Gweneth,” Lynx said after a fraught silence. “Please tell us why you are interrupting our meeting.”

“And why you decided to attend,” Ellard added. A thought occurred and his eyes narrowed on her. “Were you responsible for the perfume saga?”

Her pink lips pressed together, and she averted her gaze, suddenly fascinated by the number of bare chests in the council room.

“Gweneth,” he prompted.

“I wanted to know what you discussed at these meetings. You hold them often, yet don’t seem to get much done.”

“And you needed the perfume to confuse our feline senses, so we wouldn’t detect your presence,” Ry said.

Gweneth gave an audible gulp.

Ry folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll take that as an affirmative.”

“I have an idea,” she burst out, glancing in Ellard’s direction. Excitement made her eyes glow like jewels, and she’d done something with the stuff the woman called cosmetics. The black edges around her eyes made them more prominent, more enticing.

Ellard groaned inwardly. He had to get his thoughts off Gweneth. He had to persuade his feline that Gweneth was bad, bad, bad for them. They’d end up hurt again. No, better to stay far away. “You’d better go and let us get back to our meeting.”

“But my idea—”

Lynx held up a hand. “Let her talk. Tell us about your idea.”

“All right.” Gweneth plonked her pert bottom, encased in the blue trews that Camryn and the rest of the Indy crew called jeans, on Ellard’s seat.

A snicker sounded to Ellard’s right, and he turned to scowl at Jarlath. He bared his teeth and hissed a feline warning.

“Stop that.” Gweneth’s tone neared snippy. “I’m trying to talk here.”

To Jarlath’s credit, he ceased his laughter, but his lips continued to twitch.

“The floor is yours, Gweneth.” Lynx, too, was trying not to laugh.

She took an audible breath and puffed it free. Ellard wanted to tell her to spit it out, so she could leave and his feline would cease his agitation. It was getting so bad, it felt as if his skin might split. He leaned against the wall, pretending a calmness he lacked, and glared at her pretty face.


His sexy green stare held feline frustration. Gweneth bit her lip, wanting to laugh as Jarlath had laughed. Not safe. She didn’t want him to throttle her, but she did want him to look at her as an eligible mate.

While it was true there were more handsome men, some of whom had shown interest in her, something about the large, hulking presence of Ellard pushed her to explore what might be. She drew in a breath, pushed it out and began to expound on her idea.

“I think we should organize a festival. We can use it to showcase the food and drinks native to Viros, but we should also invite all the neighboring planets to have a stall to display and sell their goods and produce. The festival could run for maybe seven cycles with concerts and shows. Maybe organize city tours and show off everything Viros has to offer.” Whew! That perfume stunk with the sharp piquancy of a well-fed hell-horse. No wonder Kaya had donated it to the cause.

Ry tapped his chin in a thoughtful manner. “Not a bad idea.”

“Why should we invite our neighbors when we’re doing all the work?” the councilor with the painted nails demanded.

“Because if we work together, we’ll have more to offer tourists.” Gweneth started speaking faster with enthusiasm. “It will foster closer relations between you all, and if you invite them to take part, spreading the word will become easier. With more planets involved, it will give us a bigger reach. Also, if we host the festival, it will mean the visitors will spend currency, stay in our hotels, and use our spaceport. If it works, we could make this festival an annual fixture. In time, it will grow and extend our reach. You should get businesses to do proposals as to what services they can offer. Craftsmen and women can have stalls selling their wares. Charge the locals a smaller fee to have a stall. Put the currency raised back into rebuilding the city and for public facilities. If you get everyone involved, the enthusiasm generated will go a long way toward building bridges for past problems.”

The king and his mate exchanged a glance, but Gweneth never relaxed until she saw them start to grin.

“That is an excellent idea, Gweneth,” Shiloh said.

Lynx nodded. “Yes, I think that will work well and make us popular with our neighbors.”

Pleased, Gweneth inhaled again to settle the nerves that buzzed around the pit of her stomach. She’d done it. Now to set the next bit of her plan in motion. She took another breath and sneezed. Ugh, perhaps they’d overdone the perfume. “I believe your best weather—the most settled times—occur soon. We should be ready. I believe the House of Cawdor have a big gambling tournament then. We need to organize our festival to coincide with that to increase our chances of more visitors.”

“But that won’t give us enough time,” Jarlath said.

Gweneth shook her head and surreptitiously pressed a hand against her stomach to still her renewed anxiety. “It will if we split into teams and visit each of the neighbors as soon as possible.”

“I can’t travel at present,” the secretary protested. “My mate is ill.”

She ignored the interruption. “Ry, the Indy crew could pitch in and help. I’d welcome a chance to visit a neighboring planet.”

“I approve of the idea. This is what we’ll do.” Lynx rattled off assignments for the councilors. “Report back on the morrow. We’ll have a meeting each morn. Shiloh and I will consider which of our neighbors to approach and will announce further division of labor at our next meeting. I want you to all think about the local businesses and services that would want to avail themselves of the opportunity. Make a memo.”

Everyone started to file from the meeting room, but Gweneth remained seated. Ellard strode out with Jarlath and she took the opportunity to ogle his backside. The male might not possess the pretty face of his brother or friends, but his body rated top marks. Not even his cybertronic arm disturbed her. She sighed as he disappeared. Such pretty and kind green eyes when he forgot to scowl. What she wouldn’t give to see him smile at her.

“Gweneth?”

She started to find herself alone in the council room with Lynx and Shiloh.

“Was there something else?” Lynx asked.

“Yes,” she blurted. “I want to be partnered with Ellard. I want to visit a neighboring planet with Ellard so I can get to know him better.” Seduce him, actually, but she wouldn’t confess that snippet to the king of Viros.

“I see.” Lynx shared a speaking glance with Shiloh.

Shiloh—big like Ellard, but much prettier—fixed her with his gaze. “My brother is much older than you.”

“Yes.” She nodded in agreement. Her feline remained unconcerned about the age difference. Instead, she’d come alive the sec she’d glimpsed Ellard Tetsu, when she’d thought she’d remain in a humanoid form for the rest of her life. It hadn’t mattered. Ry had told her so. Camryn and Mogens had backed up Ry’s statement. She was important, no matter what form her body took, despite how little her father thought of her.

“You realize Ellard doesn’t want a mate,” Lynx said.

“Yes.”

“Yet you want to visit another planet with him, even though he’ll behave like a grouchy bear-sloth,” Shiloh added.

She nodded. “I have no idea what a bear-sloth is, but yes, I still want to spend time with him.” She hesitated and after a lengthy pause, went with her gut instinct. These were steady felines, honest and kind males, otherwise Jannike wouldn’t have mated with them. “I think he is my mate, and I want him to stop his mental struggles and get used to the idea.”

Shiloh scowled. “What makes you think he’s your mate?”

“My feline came to life within me. She wriggles and writhes until I think my skin might burst. I’ve never shifted before, but the instant I saw him, I felt this. I can’t shift since I’m half feline, but I want Ellard.”

Lynx and Shiloh shared a glance. Probably speaking to each other via their minds. Jannike possessed the ability now, and she knew Ry and Camryn spoke via telepathy at times. As she watched them, Shiloh grinned and nodded then they focused on her.

“All right. We’ll team you with Ellard,” Lynx agreed.

“But take heed, Gweneth, you had better not toy with him. Be very sure because he has suffered enough in the past. I’d hate to see my brother hurt again,” Shiloh warned, his eyes edging toward kitty-cat in the same way Ry’s did when his emotions ran high.

“I won’t. I promise. I’ve heard the gossip, and I would never hurt him. In my eyes, he is a hero.”

Shiloh softened. “He is at that. You realize my brother is stubborn. He won’t take your maneuvering well.”

A snort burst from her, and she clapped her hand over her mouth in consternation. “I’m sorry.”

“What were you thinking?” Lynx asked.

“That Ellard seems slow on the uptake. Flirting and feminine behavior isn’t working.”

“So you’re taking things to the next level.” Lynx’s grin widened to toothy.

“That’s my plan,” she said primly.

“I think he is a lucky man.” Shiloh laughed at Lynx’s tetchy growl after his compliment. “We’ll try to point my stubborn brother in the right direction. The rest is up to you.”


Later that eve in the king’s private apartments.

“Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” Lynx asked as he and Shiloh strode into the royal suite—a place of easy comfort where the three of them could cast off their royal status and duties and be themselves. They’d cleared out most of the furniture used by Lynx’s parents, the former king and queen, and had gone for the minimalistic look they all favored after living in cramped conditions aboard spaceships.

“Problem?” Jannike, formerly from Manx Two and their mate and queen, handed them each a glass of apecot port. Her blonde hair hung down her back these days, longer and arranged in a messy braid. Her face and body were also rounder since she carried the royal heir, a fact that still amazed Lynx. They were going to be parents. Mind-blowing and a little scary.

“Gweneth.” Shiloh summed up their discussion in the one word.

“Ah.” Jannike poured herself a cajuice, activated a hover-table to rest her drink, then flopped onto the nearest gel-chair and propped up her feet on a sturdy yet priceless antique table from Septius.

Shiloh bent over to pat her rounded tummy. She batted his hands away.

Lynx chuckled as he sank onto a gel-seat opposite her and set his feet on the same sturdy table. Shiloh joined him, his mates’ proximity pleasing his feline.

“Well, is that it?” Jannike fixed them both with an intimidating stare. “I’m the queen. You can’t keep secrets from me. What has Gweneth done now?”

“She organized us all to get sprayed with perfume.”

Jannike’s lips twitched, and her shoulders moved in tiny, jerky increments.

“But you knew that,” Shiloh said, cuddling into Lynx. “I’m wagering you helped with the spraying.”

Her eyes glowed, her feline pushing to the surface. She stood and sauntered over to the gel-seat he and Shiloh sat on, squeezing between the two of them. “I might have. Tell me what happened with Gweneth.”

“She asked us to pair her with Ellard,” Shiloh answered.

“She came up with a brilliant idea to attract visitors. A festival that spotlights food, the arts and attractions here on Viros. In order to move on the idea, she suggested we visit neighboring planets in pairs to solicit other races and make it a combined effort.”

Jannike leaned into Shiloh and smiled. “She wants to have some alone time with Ellard. A bold plan.”

“It’s a gamble,” Shiloh agreed, his hand coming to rest on Jannike’s stomach. “My brother is stubborn and edges toward inflexible about some things. He’s decided to do without women.”

Jannike gasped with exaggerated horror. “No sex at all?”

“I never alleged that,” Shiloh said dryly. “I believe he visits the whorehouse on occasion.”

Jannike tugged on Shiloh’s ears. “I’d better not discover you and Lynx visiting the whorehouse.” She paused and Lynx could practically see her thoughts whir. “In fact, I think I’ll outlaw them. I’m the queen. I can do that, right?”

“No, you can’t,” Lynx said. “Some of the soldiers would revolt. But back to Gweneth. We told her we’d honor her request, although I’m not sure how to pitch it to Ellard.”

“Make it impossible for him to say no,” Jannike suggested. “You say others are going to visit neighboring planets? Send Ellard away to do something for you that will keep him out of the city while you arrange the rest of the visits. Keep one aside for Ellard and Gweneth, and once everyone else has left, pitch it to Ellard that Gweneth deserves a spot since it was her idea, but you’re worried for her safety. Appeal to his chivalry and his bodyguard profession. Make it so he can’t refuse.”

Lynx shared a glance with Shiloh before turning his attention to Jannike. “That is plain sneaky.”

She grinned. “Yep.”

Shiloh brushed a lock of black hair away from his green eyes. “I think it will work. Let’s do it. We’ll make a list of suitable planets—those with peaceful inhabitants, and meantime, I think Ellard and Jarlath could go to the colored sands on the other side of Viros to check on suitable building sites. The perfect place to build another hotel.”

Jannike sipped her cajuice. “Excellent. Now that we’ve organized Gweneth’s love life, can we focus on our own?”
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“No.” Ellard bunched his hands to fists. Even his artificial fingers flexed more than usual, such was his determination not to agree to the king’s assignment. “Can’t someone else go with Gweneth?” No way in this universe he was going anywhere with the bewitching woman. Bah! The idea of being alone with temptation… No. Just no.

Lynx sighed with exaggerated patience. “I’ve told you. We’ve already sent everyone else off in pairs. The dragon shapeshifters on Narenda were the last to reply. Originally, Gweneth wasn’t going to go, but she has done so much of the organization. She deserves a trip to Narenda, but I can’t send her alone. It’s not safe. You’re a capable bodyguard and the only trustworthy male free to undertake the task.”

“My job is to watch Jarlath. I can’t leave him,” Ellard protested.

“Jarlath is going to help us with matters on this end.” He gestured at the silent Shiloh standing at his side. “He and Keira are staying at the castle for the duration.” Lynx looked as if he fought a smile. “He’ll be quite safe with us. Besides, he’s been training with Ry and Jannike. He’s not the same pompous upper-class jibberjabber he was when Shiloh and I left Viros.”

A smile curved Ellard’s lips, despite his bad temper. True. These days Jarlath held responsibilities, a worthy man, and Keira, his mate, was perfect for him even though Ellard had thought otherwise at the onset of their relationship.

“So you’ll do it,” Shiloh said. “Good, that is one thing off our minds.”

“What? No,” Ellard snapped. “Gweneth is a troublemaker. And the clothes she wears…” His mind slipped to her tanned legs and her cleavage—the vision she’d appeared in the dress thing. Appalled at the direction of his thoughts, he shook his head. Hard.

Lynx grinned. “Jannike told us there is nothing wrong with the way she dresses. That’s the way they dress on Earth.”

“Jannike and Camryn never wear clothes like that,” Ellard pointed out, his voice emerging clipped and disapproving. But his mind slipped to a memory without permission. One of Gweneth in a brief red thing at the swimming hole. Two pieces of fabric to screen her breasts and her…female parts. Never mind that the other women who’d arrived with Ry Coppersmith aboard the spaceship Indefatigable had worn similar apparel. Gweneth had made him stare. All those curves…

“Jannike wears Earth clothes sometimes,” Shiloh said with approval.

Lynx chuckled. “She says she prefers clothes she can fight in, although now that she is expecting our first child she won’t be able to train, and Camryn is almost ready to give birth.”

“She looks as if she might pop,” Ellard said.

Shiloh thumped him on the shoulder. “Don’t tell her that.”

“Back to Gweneth.” Lynx scanned his comp pad. “We’re short of transport. You’ll have to take our ship.”

“What?” Ellard realized he was gaping at his brother and Lynx. He snapped his mouth shut. “You never let anyone fly the Gallant.”

Lynx thumbed to his next page of notes. “You’ll need to leave on the morrow. Let us know this eve if you agree to take Gweneth with you, otherwise we’ll have to choose a senior soldier.”

“Who?” Ellard demanded, his fingers flexing again.

“Durant might be suitable,” Shiloh suggested. “Or perhaps send Councilor Chewang. He’s sensible and would make sure Gweneth stayed safe. He sounded keen when I mentioned the task to him earlier this morn.”

“No!” Ellard snapped. “Durant is an idiot, and Chewang has so many females I’ve lost count. He’d seduce her. He’d hurt her.”

“Chewang has a steady business. He comes from an excellent family. Gweneth might be the woman to capture his interest.” Shiloh shared a quick glance with Lynx. “She bears the feline mark on her cheek, even though she can’t shift. She would make any Virosian male a fine mate.”

Phrull. He couldn’t let Gweneth go to Narenda with either of those males. His shoulders slumped momentarily before he straightened. “All right, I’ll do it. But Gweneth has to listen to me and not do anything stupid. She needs to follow my orders instantly with no argument.”

Lynx nodded. “Of course. We’ve already spoken to her.”

“I’ll go and tell Chewang his presence isn’t required,” Shiloh said. “He’ll be disappointed.”

Ellard grunted and turned to Lynx once his brother disappeared. “All right. You’d better give me specifics of what you want me to do. At least that way, the assignment will get done correctly.”

A sound came from the corner of the room, and Lynx coughed, clearing his throat. “Beg your pardon. I believe Jannike told us the Earth expression is a frog in my throat.”

“What is a frog?”

“A creature that lives near water, ponds, and such.”

Ellard grimaced, none the wiser. “This Earth place is weird. I can’t understand the women half the time, and Ry and their pilot, Nanu, are just as bad.”

Lynx grinned, his feline-green eyes glowing with a private thought.

Ellard decided not to ask about the cause of the humor. “Tell me what we need to do on Narenda and who we need to speak with.”

He listened and nodded.

“I’ll send the full details to the shipboard comp pad,” Lynx said once he finished talking. “But those are the basics.”

“I’ll go and pack.” Ellard left the king’s office, his mind full of all he needed to do. It wouldn’t be that bad. Most of his cycle would be consumed with piloting the ship and plotting the course. They’d speak with the dragon shapeshifters on Narenda, get their cooperation, and fly back to Viros. No problem.








  
  

Chapter 2


On board the Gallant spaceship, heading for Narenda





Gweneth slanted a glance at Ellard as their ship plunged into the darkness of space and the green-and-brown planet of Viros grew smaller. His stubborn jaw appeared hard enough to break her fist—should she decide to hit him, and the thought had crossed her mind. His pretty green eyes remained glued on the instrument panels. His conversation nil. 

Her mouth firmed while her brain busily played the angles. Somehow, some way, she had to get him to talk. Something more and better than manly grunts. Flirtation, but nothing too overt. But that needed to come after he started conversing.

An entire cycle portion passed in silence, and she thought back to the advice she’d received from her friends, those who had become her family.

Ry had told her not to prattle at him too much because males didn’t enjoy useless conversation.

Camryn had warned her not to let him bully her because that set a bad precedent.

Jannike had suggested taking him by surprise and tying him up until he succumbed.

Kaya had told her to get her hands on his cock, to pet it and stroke it, and he’d follow her around like a pet.

Nanu had suggested she strip off her clothes and proposed she practice with him.

And Mogens had told her to be herself and trust in fate because the clouds predicted beneficial news.

All excellent advice, but she still needed to get him to see her as a potential mate instead of a troublesome child, which meant getting him talking.

“Would it be all right if I put on some music?” she asked in desperation, the view gone since they’d long ago left the vicinity of Viros. The bridge of the Gallant was smaller than that of the Indy, with seating for two in front of the instruments—the minimal lights and guidance systems not much in the way of distraction—and the silent disapproval started to weigh on her chest and her conscience. She couldn’t continue this nerve-racking silence for another cycle portion.

He shot her a suspicious glance. “What sort of music?”

“Would you like to hear some Earth music? I have lots of different types. You can choose. Please, the silence is driving me mad. If I can’t play music, I’ll start prattling, and I know you hate that,” she ended in a rush.

They stared at each other for a long moment, but she couldn’t read him. Her stomach twisted, and a frisson of awareness swept her, tiny whooshes of pleasure ghosting across her breasts and to her sex. She experienced the same enjoyment whenever she used her vibrator, so definitely sexual in nature.

Weird. Ellard bore little resemblance to the man of her dreams—the one she’d described to her Earth friend, Olivia. Yes, he was big and strong, but no one could call him handsome. Some might comment on his arm since his right one was artificial. He never spoke much, didn’t initiate conversations, and wasn’t outgoing. Yet no other male made her feel this way.

Only Ellard.

“We could listen to music,” he conceded.

Yes! “I’ll play some of everything. I have lots of different playlists.”

He appeared baffled as he often did when she used Earth jargon. Never mind. She’d start and see what happened. “This is classic rock.”

A gritty male voice started to sing about being back in black. Since Ellard refrained from comment and scanned the instruments before shifting to autopilot, she relaxed a fraction, let the song finish and change to another about champions. Music she’d come to love, and each time one of the familiar songs played memories flashed to the fore.

Memories of her on the Indy.

Memories of dancing and shared laughter.

Memories of family.

Her stomach bucked at the thought, but it was true. Her friends were more family to her than her father had ever been. After the running of the Dowry Derby, he’d handed her over to Ry and turned his back on her. Not once had he attempted to contact her. She took after her mother, and the resemblance counted as an unforgivable sin in his eyes.

Another portion of a cycle passed, less strained thanks to the music.

“Want something to eat?” She unfastened her security harness and stood, aware she’d start blubbering if she continued to think of her father’s rejection. Ellard wouldn’t deal well with tears. She sensed it without proof.

He unfastened his own harness. “I want to research Narenda anyway. I knew of its existence but know little of the planet and its residents.”

“I decided to send the link message to them at the last moment. Lynx and Shiloh suspected the leaders would ignore their invitation. They attempted to land once and were escorted away by fighter ships.”

“What?” He sounded appalled. “Lynx never told me that. I thought this was an easy assignment.”

No, no, no! She’d hate him to insist they turn around and travel back to Viros. “As I mentioned, they responded after everyone else had left. Lynx and Shiloh want to meet all our neighbors and have contact with them. It’s safer that way. Lynx said something about know thine enemy. They are offering a hand of friendship by extending an invitation for us to visit. They’re willing to listen. Besides, do you think Ry and Camryn would let me go to Narenda if they thought the assignment would place me in danger? Or Jannike?” She crossed her fingers and prayed her gabble reassured him. “No, they wouldn’t. Nor would Lynx and Shiloh. Go on, admit it.” She paused because prattling made her mouth dry. She swallowed and swallowed again after sneaking a glance at him.

She hoped this stern expression vanished in the bedroom because that would never do. A definite mood-killer. “I’ll sort out something to eat.”

She fled to the tiny galley without a backward peek, her heart pounding with a boom-boom-boom, loud enough to alert a feline there was something amiss. How would she ever get him to kiss her when he kept his distance? What would Olivia do? For almost another portion of a cycle, she dithered and considered the matter while she made sandwiches, taking her time to regain equilibrium.

Set the mood.

Flirtation.

Finally, after even more soul-searching, she plonked the sandwiches on a small float table and set it to deliver to the cockpit. Once it floated off, she picked up two tubes of a fruit drink—a type of citrus-flavored fruit, purple in color and one she’d never tried until landing on Viros.

“Here you go.” She plonked into her seat in the cockpit. “I hope the sandwich is okay for you.” She batted her eyelashes in her first attempt at flirtation.

“It’s fine.” He glanced at her and tilted his head to the side.

It was working. She added a smile and continued a slow and sexy blink.

His brows rose. “What is wrong with your eyes?”

A puff of breath escaped her and she cursed under her breath. Stupid man. “I’m flirting with you.”

“Why?”

This time the swear words slipped free. “Fuck a duck.”

“What?”

Honestly. Did she need to hit the man over the skull to make him understand? She opened her mouth and let her tongue slide out to moisten her lips. Not a calculated move, but holy heck, she’d attracted his attention. To test her conclusion, she repeated the action and his gaze followed the slow glide of her tongue like a pet on a leash.

She still needed to get him talking—a topic to help him relax and pass the flight. “How does it feel to shift to feline?”

He stared a fraction harder, his brow knitted together like an Earth dishrag. “What?”

“I’ve never shifted, and I want to know what to expect, should a miracle occur.”

“You want to shift?”

“Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I? Jannike and Camryn can shift. I bear the feline mark on my cheek, yet I’ve never shifted. Describe it to me. Please. When did you start shifting? Was it scary?” Oops, prattle alert.

“Prince Jarlath and I shifted at thirteen rotations.” His gaze softened, the green of his eyes lightening as his mind drifted into memories, the dish rag effect fading to smooth, tanned skin. His lips—so sensual they tempted her to touch—curved into the beginnings of a smile. “If you ask him, he’ll tell you he shifted first. That’s not true.” He flashed her a genuine grin, and her breath stalled, her tube of fruit juice halting halfway to her mouth.

The spurt of humor made all the difference. It took his face from plain to arresting. Never handsome. No, her Ellard escaped handsome, but oh, he exhibited heart.

“So tell me the truth.” Gweneth set her tube down and leaned closer, mesmerized by his expression.

“I shifted a min earlier than Jarlath. We’d made a deal a couple of rotations earlier to attempt a shift together the sec we felt our felines stir.”

“Did you do that?”

“We did. Jarlath told me his skin itched, and he felt as if his chest might burst.” Ellard chuckled. “I couldn’t feel a thing, but I told Jarlath otherwise.”

“You lied?”

“My pride was on the line.”

She smiled, easily imagining the two young felines indulging in a case of one-upmanship. “What happened next?”

“We decided not to tell my father. He was in charge of training us. Lynx and Shiloh too.”

“You all grew up together?” She couldn’t help the note of wistfulness bleeding into her voice. She had grown up alone with Amme, her nanny, as a companion. Her father allowed none of the other children on the planet of Ornum to play with the governor’s daughter, and then, once she’d matured and the feline tattoo formed on her cheek, her father permitted no one to see her face either. She’d embarrassed him, and he couldn’t bear to look at her. He’d ordered her to wear a full mask whenever she left the governor’s mansion. He’d lost her respect at that stage, but stupidly, she still yearned for acceptance, a show of love.

“We did. It was always Jarlath and me against our two brothers, Shiloh and Lynx. Shiloh and I grew up knowing we’d act as bodyguards to the two princes.”

“And Shiloh and Lynx ended up as mates. Did you and Jarlath ever—”

“No. Jarlath became smitten at the first meeting with Keira. After he met Keira, things changed. Our lives are different now.”

“For the better?” Curiosity and interest ate at her. He’d never talked to her this way before—as if she was an adult. It was…pleasant.

“I didn’t think so at the time,” Ellard said. “I told Jarlath he should listen to his parents and marry someone from a respectable family, someone from the upper classes.”

“He went his own way.”

“Yes. He kept visiting Keira because he enjoyed the pies she baked. At least, that was his story. I knew otherwise and tried to tell him to use her and move on.”

“He still refused to listen.”

“Yes, and looking back, I can see their relationship works well. Life has improved at the castle and in the city.”

“But it took a war to change things.”

“Yes.” Something—maybe pain—flickered across his face.

“Back to you and Jarlath shifting. What happened after you fibbed to Jarlath?”

“We went outside to the rear garden where my father used to conduct our training. Although my father had prepared us and told us what to expect and how to advance the shift, we were both nervous.”

“And you still couldn’t feel your feline?” This was pleasant. He’d been chatting for almost a full cycle portion without freezing her out.

“No.”

“You put on a good front?”

“A what?”

“Jarlath believed you because you behaved with confidence.”

Ellard nodded. “He doesn’t suspect to this day. We disrobed and pictured our felines. I closed my eyes and pictured a black feline, concentrating so hard I wouldn’t have known if the House of Cawdor launched an attack on the city. Then, all of a sudden, I felt my feline and the change rushed through me so fast I almost blanked out with the pain.”

“Camryn told us her first shift hurt. Jannike can’t remember because her shift occurred while she was half asleep.”

“It gets easier with practice.” Ellard paused to take a bite of his sandwich. “This is good.”

“It’s an Earth dish. I learned how to cook when we visited Earth.”

He picked up his drink. “My shift burned like firehell. According to Jarlath his never hurt, but I still don’t believe him.”

“I think it would be worth it, even if it is painful.”

“It is. The rush of extra sensory perception is amazing.”

Gweneth glanced out the viewport and let out a horrified squeak. “What’s that? Why aren’t the sensors screaming?”

The deep black of space now writhed with streams of blood red. Chunks of rock or some other type of material hid within the streams of colorful vapor material. They started to pelt the body of the ship. Rat-a-tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat.

Ellard cursed, his hands racing over the controls to regain manual control. Belatedly, an alarm began to screech, and Gweneth gripped the arms of her seat as the ship began to shake. The engine chugged instead of purring. Alarming pauses in the clamor of the engine brought another flood of curses.

“Phrullin’ heap of fodo crap.”

“What is that stuff?”

“Space debris.”

Gweneth froze, her gaze on the swirling mass of color outside the ship. “Where did it come from?”

“Maybe a crash or cargo dumped on purpose. Any number of sources. Known debris fields are marked on the star maps.”

“But not this one?”

“No.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Strap in,” he ordered as the ship began to buck. “These things are unpredictable. I’ve heard rumors of people creating them on purpose and designing them to disable ships.”

“Space pirates?”

“Yes. Put on the harness.”

Gweneth did as he asked, her eyes widening as the red dust thickened until it obscured vision. The entire ship shuddered and whined, dropping without warning. The pelt and shriek of objects striking the hull became a litany. Bang. Bang. Bang. Thump.

She dug her fingers into her thighs and bit her bottom lip to stem her anxiety. Ellard needed to concentrate. Her hysterics wouldn’t help. The ship’s warning siren continued, the strident whine louder than the cacophony of the storm outside.

“Shiloh told me the ship was serviced five cycles ago, and he took it for a test run.”

“He did. Jannike went with him.”

“The ship’s not responding.”

Gweneth scanned the instruments and saw the readings were wrong. She peered through the window port. She couldn’t see much. An object the size of a hand struck the viewport, and she instinctively ducked. The entire time, the siren blared.

“Can’t see a damn thing. You?”

“No…wait! Go to the left. The dust isn’t as thick.”

Ellard grunted, fighting the steering. “Controls are sluggish. Shiloh needs to sack their ship mechanics.”

Another chunk flung against the viewport, a scatter of smaller items. Each time an object hurled against the viewport, she wondered if it would hold.

“Keep going left,” she ordered.

Ellard grunted, forcing the directional stick left. The ship initially responded, and Gweneth’s tension eased free with her breath. Then something struck the undercarriage. Something large since the entire ship groaned. Shuddered. The engine cut, the siren ceased, leaving nothing but an eerie silence punctuated by the strike of fragments. Flashes of light blazed across her retinas. She swallowed, fear writhing to life.

“Are we far from Narenda?”

“No idea. None of the instruments look right.”

Gweneth reached for the communication panel and pushed a button. Static.

She glanced up to see another chunk heading straight for them. She stared at the shiny chunk, her pulse racing. Way too young to die.

Without warning, an explosion boomed around them. Another flash of retina-searing bright light blasted chunk. It veered away, clipping their ship and scooting them to the left.

A shriek escaped her, and she blushed at the girlie squeak. “Um, sorry. Took me by surprise.”

Ellard attempted to restart the ship’s engines. “Phrull it,” He swore at the engine’s cough—three loud barks—before dying again.

“What are we going to do?”

“Pray,” Ellard snapped.

A steady thud-thud-thud shelled their ship’s exterior, and Gweneth realized the truth. No need to spell it out. They’d die if one of the bigger chunks hit them in a vulnerable spot. Not even breathable suits would save them in the middle of this storm.

Ellard tried the engines, and once again, they spluttered.

Gweneth turned to the communication equipment. Her fingers raced over the keys. Nothing. No signal. It could be the interference from the storm. She’d learned a lot from Nanu, enough to help and maybe fix the problem. She unfastened her harness and slipped from her seat.

“What are you doing?” Ellard snapped without taking his gaze off the viewport.

“I’m going to try to work out what is wrong with the communication system. It’s something more than our position. There should be some static and there isn’t. Not a peep.”

“Stay in your seat.”

“Why? If a big enough piece hits us, we’ll be history. Either way, I’ll be dead.” And she wouldn’t go down without a fight. Ry and Camryn had taught her that. But first… She scooted closer to Ellard and kissed him dead on the lips. “In case we perish. I’d hate to die without having a kiss. Bad feline.” She patted him on the cheek. “You could have kissed me back.” While he gaped, she slid beneath a panel and peered into the dark innards.

“Phrull it. Get back in your seat,” Ellard barked.

The ship shuddered. Gweneth waited until the jolts ceased and prized her fingers free of the handy handholds. In the dim light, she studied the wires and followed the mass to the terminals. Several appeared loose, which seemed weird, and a couple of others weren’t attached anywhere. She popped back out from under the panel. A quick glance outside the viewport showed luck had turned their way, and they weren’t in danger of hitting anything in the next few mins.

“You didn’t kiss me back.” With her heart thudding, she turned to him and planted her hands on her hips. “You owe me a kiss.”

“More important things to do.”

“Where is the toolbox? I think I can fix the navigation system. Maybe the communication too.”

“You?”

Gweneth sniffed. “I’m not just a pretty face.”


She’d kissed him. She’d kissed him and demanded more. He backed away a fraction and focused. “No more kissing talk. See that big chunk over there.” He gestured out the viewpoint window. “It’s heading our way.” He hauled out a toolbox. “Show me the loose wires.”

“Ellard, I know how to do this. Nanu taught me. I’ve learned lots of stuff because the Indy crew take the time to educate me. I’m not one of your helpless upper-class shifters.”

Ellard ignored her affronted tone and slid beneath the main control panel.

“Pompous oaf,” she muttered.

A flash of amusement, unexpected, shot through him until he checked the wiring. Phrull it, she was right. Someone had tweaked the wiring, loosening some and tugging at others.

“Hand me the tease tool.”

The correct tool—one for teasing delicate wires into place—landed in his hand secs later. She possessed knowledge of tools.

“Ellard,” she said, an urgent note in her voice. “Please hurry.”

Her tone told him she wasn’t mucking around. “Why?”

“Big bit. Big, big piece coming our way.”

The engine was most important. Even half-power might help them get farther out of the field. He followed the wires and reached with his artificial hand to set them back in the correct terminal, ready to tease them back in to place. The ship juddered, rocking and shaking, buffeted by the material in the debris field. He flexed his shiny fingers and cursed under his breath.

“Ellard, are you almost done? Can I try the engine yet?”

“Just a sec.” He flexed his fingers and tried to insert a wire in the correct place. At the last moment, his fingers refused to work in the correct manner. He swore, stretched his fingers, and tried again. Phrull. The surgeon had told him to have patience.

“Ellard?”

Gweneth sounded panicky, and that decided him.

He swung out and led with honesty. “My hand isn’t up to the job. You’ll have to do it.”

She never hesitated but squatted and squirmed under the panel, the teasing tool in hand. He heard her muttering to herself about damn wires and moronic idiots.

Ellard wasn’t sure if she intended her words for him or not. He stood, his gaze zapping to the viewport. A huge chunk of debris headed directly for them.

“Try the starter,” she called.

The engine turned over and coughed twice before dying.

Gweneth muttered, but he couldn’t make out the words. “Again,” she called.

Fuck a duck. With the debris looming even closer, Ellard prayed the engine worked even as he stole Gweneth’s curse and made it his own. He fired it to life, his gut twisting in the beginnings of fear as the engine coughed like a sick cambeest. But to his relief, the engine kept running, and he sprang into his seat. His hand gripped the guidance thruster, forcing it to the left, his attention on the chunk. The view turned red and dark while the ship slowly edged to the side. Too slowly.

“I think I’ve sorted the communication system too. Holy heck,” Gweneth muttered as she slid into the seat beside him and stared their situation in the face. “If we die and I miss my next kiss, I’m going to blame you.”

“Do you think of anything else?”

“Not often. I have a plan,” she said.

“Strap in.”

To his relief, she buckled in and wrapped her fingers around the seat sides. “We’re gonna crash.”

Ellard appreciated her calm manner. Most women of his acquaintance would be in full hysterics by now.

The ship shifted and obeyed but so sluggish to his will, he wanted to curse again. “Turn, phrull it.”

The debris chunk came closer, closer, closer.

It struck.

The impact threw him back in his seat, the safety harness jerking him upright. A pained grunt squeezed from him, but he kept his hand on the controls, fighting to shift the lethargic ship out of the debris field.

“Full collision, but the shell isn’t compromised.”

A second crash spun them around and a third shot them to the left.

“Shell is breached.” Gweneth’s fingers flew over the controls. “Breach localized in the cargo hold. Segmented doors locked down.”

While he concentrated on steering the ship farther from danger, Gweneth calmly took care of the problems on board, and despite the crisis, he found himself admiring her gumption.

Grudgingly, the ship started to respond to his direction, and they edged farther from the field and in to the blackness of space.

His breath hissed out with relief, and he consciously relaxed his tight shoulders. “If we get out of this mess in one piece, I’ll give you your kiss.”

“It’s worth more than one kiss,” she said without glancing at him. “Storage hold also breached and contained. I want a kiss for each day we’re away from Viros. Now all we need to do is discover how far off course we’ve gone.”

Ellard spluttered, his gaze going to her and getting trapped in her cheeky grin. “I…that…that’s inappropriate.”

“It comes under the heading of flirtation.” Her voice emerged prim yet businesslike. “I’m not requesting anything impossible or improper. No one else will know apart from us. It’s not as if I’m asking for happy ever after. I suggest a kiss each day, and if you decide you need more, we’ll renegotiate our deal.”

Ellard found his mouth dropping open as he attempted to decipher the underlying subtext. Every word she spoke hovered close to outrageous. If he wanted more…

His feline took that moment to flex beneath his skin, and because his brain was processing the possibilities beyond kisses, his cock began to swell. No, no, phrull it no! Maybe he should have listened to Shiloh and Lynx and paid for a woman. But after Mareeka and Marjo, the twin chameleon lovers of their enemy, and the way they’d played him and stomped on both his heart and his pride, the idea of touching a woman with intimacy in mind…

He swallowed, hating the way she’d directed his thoughts to sex.

“Do you want me to fix the communications?”

“You can do that?”

“Yes.”

No way could she manage that. The saboteur had yanked on the wires and damaged the terminals. No, it was beyond her capabilities. Grata, how far had they gone off course? They’d been in the debris field for a while.

“If I fix them, I expect a kiss each day and a favor—unspecified—that I can claim at a later date.”

The fine hairs at the back of his neck prickled, and his feline stretched again—not uneasy but curious. It was his alarms—the male—that shrieked a warning. Give the woman a little ground and she stomped all over it and demanded more.

“Are we far enough out of the debris field to put the ship on autopilot? There isn’t much room under there. I need someone to hand me tools.”

“Give it another ten mins. I don’t trust the autopilot.”

“All right. I’ll start on my own and do my best.” Gweneth selected three different tools and slid under the panels until only her legs and knee-high black boots remained visible. While he stared at her shapely legs, his mind darted to thoughts of them unclothed, wrapped around his hips. He closed his eyes, swallowed, cursed his traitorous body.

No. He must focus on getting this job done, getting safely back to Viros, getting away from Gweneth.

He was no good for a woman and not one like Gweneth.

No, he must allow Gweneth to meet other males. Worthy males. Males of better appearance and station than him.

He concentrated on steering the ship from danger and studied the navigation aid in an attempt to pinpoint their location. As he feared, they’d gone way off course, and he had no idea of how far they’d deviated. The navigation equipment had seemed to function, but once he’d started the autopilot, they’d been heading off course.

His gaze drifted back to Gweneth and her sexy legs.

Yes, with other more suitable males in the picture, she’d forget him soon enough.








  
  
Chapter 3




This wasn’t going to be as easy as she’d thought. Gweneth chewed on her bottom lip as she followed the wires from source to terminal. Ah, clever. The saboteur had rerouted several of the wires. Interrupted, she decided, which explained why they’d yanked some wiring free. They hadn’t wanted to kill anyone, merely cause trouble, which made her frown. The way the saboteurs had rerouted the rest of the wiring reminded her of the training she’d received from Nanu and Kaya. Come to think of it… Yes, both her friends had disappeared for a time last eve. They wouldn’t, would they? 

She unscrewed the homing terminals, just as Nanu had shown her and reinserted them in the correct ones.

The ship’s engines died when she removed another.

“What did you do?” A tetchy snarl.

She quickly screwed it back into the correct terminal. “Try it now.” The wiring she’d affixed earlier was correct, and when Ellard tried the engine starter again, the engine purred to life.

“Yes!” Ellard shouted.

She slid out to retrieve the special tool for the communication wiring. “We shouldn’t have a problem now. Is the navigational system working?”

Ellard appeared unconvinced, but he stabbed the overhead monitor, starting when it flicked to life. “Skillful job.”

His surprise was evident, and she wrinkled her nose at him. “You lacked belief in my talents and capabilities. Grrrr to you! I expect those kisses. You owe me.”

“You haven’t fixed the communication equipment yet.”

She rolled her eyes, selected her tool, and blew him a kiss. “No problem.” She slid back under the panel and made quick work of the task now that she understood how to fix the problem. And she had her suspicions regarding the culprits. She would keep quiet at present but grata, she’d have words with Kaya and Nanu on her return to Viros. She and Ellard could’ve been killed. After one final check of the wiring for the other ship utilities, she pushed herself out and stood.

She slapped the dust off her backside, almost laughing out loud when she noticed she’d captured his attention. “Time for that kiss now. A real kiss,” she added. “I expect more than a mere brush of lips or a peck. A real kiss is what we agreed on.”

He stared at her, that scowl taking possession of his features again.

“I said I’m ready for my kiss now.” While she should have experienced nerves, they remained absent. Instead, a sense of fun and excitement bubbled as Ellard eyed her as if she were a three-headed monster. The thought made her laugh. “I promise not to bite.”

But she might later on, she decided. His tight butt or his muscular chest. That chest… She sighed. It contained hard dips and curves. What she wouldn’t give to lick his torso, down over the indentations of his abs.

“This isn’t a sound idea.” The big male actually retreated.

If she said boo, would he break and run? Although tempted, she decided not to test her theory.

“You promised. I always keep my word, and I thought you were a man of honor.”

He drew himself up tall. “I am,” he snapped. “Very well. Let’s get this over and done so we can get back to our mission.”

He pounced so fast she never had a chance to release the squeak that rushed up her throat. His beefy arm—the good one—wrapped around her back, and he pulled her against his muscular body. He was so big, so strong. So masculine.

Gweneth pulled her tattered complacency around her and slipped her arms around his neck. He wore his black hair longer than Lynx and Shiloh, a bit scruffy as if he had little care for what others thought of him. Something to consider later.

Now that he held her in his arms, he hesitated, his bulky muscles tightening until she feared he’d renege on his promise.

Quick. She had to act.

Gweneth used her arms around his neck to lever herself up and stood on tiptoe to reduce the space between their lips. Their gazes connected and held, his open for a fleeting sec before he screened his emotions.

The big feline was nervous. She’d pushed past his comfort zone and wrong-footed him, and now he hesitated in his actions and thoughts. Although she hated to confuse him, perhaps an off-balance feline shifter would work in her favor. And, she had better make this a kiss to end all kisses. The best kiss he’d ever received.

No pressure.

She crushed her mouth to his, caught his quick gasp with her lips, and sank into the sensation of kissing the male her feline was directing her toward.

Soft. Warm. Decadent.

His lips were a beautiful shape, and she should know since she studied them often enough. Craving more, she opened her mouth and used her tongue to trace the sensual curves. He groaned and she used the sign to take the kiss deeper. Her tongue flickered past his lips, and she got her first taste. He tasted of the drink they’d consumed—tart and yet sweet.

His arm tightened around her, and a groan rumbled in his chest. The man—obviously slow on the uptake—started to participate and kiss her back. Instantly, her nipples pulled tight, and the physical contact seemed to seep into her pores. Her feline gave a lazy stretch beneath her skin, a sort of yawn as if waking fully from a long slumber.

Ellard pulled back a fraction and frowned at her. “What is that noise?”

Gweneth blinked. What—? Well, fuck a duck. The noise was coming from her. It sounded…it sounded like a feline purr. “It’s me,” she said with a trace of wonder, unable to believe her ears. “It’s me. Ellard, please kiss me again. I think it’s my feline. Maybe I can really shift instead of dreaming about the transformation.”

For a sec, he fought an inner struggle, but she thought their earlier conversation—her prattling about feline shifting—might have helped him make his decision. He gave a curt nod and took her lips without hesitation. This time, he swept her under into a place where sensations ruled and good sense fell by the roadside. The first kiss was a pale imitation of the passion he unleashed on her now. He sipped and tasted. He tempted and seduced. He owned her with this kiss.

A small part of her was aware of him lifting her, pressing her against the control panel. She didn’t care. He could do anything. She wrapped her legs around his hips and rocked against the hardness of his body. Both she and her feline sighed and purred, drawing every bit of pleasure from the contact.

A foreign sound invaded their bubble of passion, but she ignored it in favor of the kiss. Ellard seemed just as willing as her, and he continued to kiss and caress her past the bounds of the one kiss she’d demanded.

“A-hem! Ellard. Gweneth.” The familiar voice of their king had them breaking apart and spinning around.

“Um, I think the communications are working again,” she said in a weak voice.

“Where are you?” Lynx asked. “The Narenda delegation contacted us because you hadn’t turned up as scheduled. Why?”

Shiloh winked at her. “I think it’s easy to see why, my king.”

Lynx snorted. “At the cost of this mission?”

Ellard pulled back but retained his hold until she stood on unsteady feet.

“We had some trouble. Someone sabotaged your ship. They rewired the controls and yanked others out. I put the ship on autopilot while we had a meal. We didn’t realize we’d gone off course until we hit a debris field.” Ellard reported the facts clearly and concisely.

“But the ship was fine. We had it serviced and did a test flight.”

“Someone rewired it so the ship would function but go off course. Communications were down, and of course, the navigation took us in the wrong direction,” Gweneth added.

“Ah, the true reason for the kiss.” Shiloh smirked. “You’re both celebrating the fact you’re alive.”

Ellard glowered at his brother but Gweneth winked once she knew Ellard couldn’t see.

“It’s lucky you could fix the problem. How is our ship?” Lynx asked.

“Gweneth fixed it,” Ellard said. “My hand wasn’t up to the delicate wiring. I need to practice more.” His explanation emerged stiff and displayed a hint of mortification. “There is a crack in the cargo hold area, and we had to seal the lock doors. I’m hoping we can get it fixed on Narenda.”

A glance showed a blaze of red in his cheeks.

“Good job, Gweneth,” Lynx said.

“Nanu showed me some basic repairs. Ellard steered us out of the debris. We’re a capable team. One person alone would have perished.”

“What is your location? How far away are you?” Lynx asked.

“About half a cycle, I think,” Ellard said. “Now that we’re away from danger, I’ve reduced our speed. I didn’t want to shake the ship apart. It’s not handling as well.”

“We’ll be asking questions this end,” Shiloh gritted out.

Lynx frowned. “We’ve had a series of isolated incidents in the city. Vandalism and such. Someone painted anti-royal graffiti on the new buildings. This might be connected. I’ll contact the Narenda delegation and let them know why you’re delayed.”

“We’ll attempt to contact them too,” Ellard said. “Tell them we’re coming from west-south sector.”

Lynx gave a brisk nod. “That is off course. Try not to dally too long. Over and out.”

The communication broke abruptly but not before she caught another sly wink from Shiloh.

“We’d better attempt communication,” Ellard said in a stiff voice.

Gweneth nodded, irked when he avoided her gaze. “Of course.” Her feline rumbled in disapproval as she calmly sat and fastened her safety harness. “We’re representing Viros. This is an important mission.” But they were safe and while her fingers tapped on the communication keys, her mind busily planned for the next stage in her Ellard offensive.


Ellard watched Gweneth from the corner of his eye as he guided the ship toward Narenda. She’d handled herself well in the crisis, and he still couldn’t believe they’d escaped the debris field alive.

He loosened his grip on his knee, the prick of claws into his flesh doing little to still the clamor taking place within his body. That kiss.

Gweneth sat in her seat, her fingers flicking buttons as she attempted to reach someone on Narenda.

“Ah,” she said, the sound carrying a wealth of satisfaction. “Narenda, please come in. This is the Gallant from Viros.”

A face appeared on their communications screen. A dark and handsome man. Ellard disliked him immediately.

“Gallant, I read you, but I can’t see you.”

Gweneth popped under the panel, and he heard the rumble of her muttering along with a word that sounded suspiciously like “sexy beast”, but no. He couldn’t have heard right. Without warning, she emerged from beneath the panel, and he noticed a smear of grease on her cheek. It highlighted her high cheekbones and pouty lips.

Ellard muttered a curse and wrenched his gaze away from temptation. He failed to understand why this particular woman wormed under his skin and bothered him. That kiss… A shiver rippled through him as he recalled her soft curves pressing against his chest, her lips moving against his…

“Can you see me now?” Gweneth asked.

“I certainly can,” the dark-haired man said. “I never realized our visitors included a woman.”

“I’m Gweneth Swithin, and I’m traveling with Ellard Tetsu. I’m sorry we’re late. Our ship suffered mechanical problems. They’re fixed now, and I believe we should arrive on the morrow.”

“Excellent,” the man purred. “I am Gryffnn Drake, brother to the chieftain.”

Ellard caught the narrowing of the man’s gaze and the shift of his pupils. A dragon shifter. Ellard hated the way the male eyed Gweneth like his next dinner.

“We’re looking forward to visiting your planet,” Gweneth said in her melodic tones. “Will your chieftain still be available to meet with us?”

“Yes, of course. We welcome the chance to trade beyond our borders.”

A feline snarl burst from Ellard, and his claws dug into his thigh. The dragon wanted to meet Gweneth. That was clear from his drool and his oozing sexuality.

“Problem?” Gryffnn asked, one dark brow arching.

“My pilot requires his dinner.” Gweneth smiled sweetly at Gryffnn. “He gets cranky if his blood sugar is low.”

Another growl escaped before he could contain his feline. The woman would drive him to madness, and his cat disliked this Gryffnn character and his flirtation with Gweneth.

“You had better make sure he eats then. My brother will interpret his growls as rudeness.” Gryffnn’s eyes shifted even farther to dragon. “I look forward to the morrow. Over and out.”

Ellard growled without restraint as the male’s visage blinked off the communications screen. “I dislike that man.”

“Control yourself. We’re not going to achieve our objective with you grunting and growling all over the place. This is important to me, Ellard. This is my idea, and I want my new home to prosper. Ry and Camryn, and the rest of the Indy crew feel the same. Most of us have never had a permanent home before, and we want to fit in.”

Ellard stared at her impassioned face, and guilt slithered through him. She thought of her friends and of others—strangers—who would look down on her because she couldn’t shift. He thought of himself.

“I’m sorry.” He tried not to choke on the words. “My feline is rattled and unsettled because of the sabotage. You’re right. This is an important mission. I promise I’ll do my best to help you.”

Gweneth gave a clipped nod and released her safety harness. “Would you mind if I take the first rest break? I’ll bring you something to eat before I retire.”

“You don’t have to wait on me.”

“I know. I’m getting myself something to eat, and it will be no trouble to prepare food for you at the same time.”

“Thank you.” He turned back to the navigational equipment, scanning and rescanning the instruments even though he knew the ship was flying in the right direction now. Although the Gallant limped at half-pace after colliding with pieces of debris, he felt confident they would make their destination on the morrow. Whether he’d arrive with all his hair intact was another matter since he couldn’t stop thinking about Gweneth and her kisses. Surely she wouldn’t expect him to kiss her tomorrow?

His feline shoved a growl past his restraint, and Ellard groaned in sympathy. The woman had thrown him off balance and had his feline in a tempest.

Back at the castle, it had been easier to ignore her. But here…here on the Gallant, the tighter quarters offered no escape from her determination, her force-of-nature personality, her beauty.

“I brought soup.” Gweneth appeared, following the silent float table that bore his meal. “I’ll set my comp pad alarm for three parts of a cycle. You should have some rest too. I know how to fly the ship, and you’re close if I have any difficulties.”

Ellard nodded agreement since it beat arguing. His feline registered her retreat, listening until her footsteps entered the sleeping chamber. His shoulders slumped in relief. Anything to get her away from him, to give himself a chance to think, to regroup. Maybe he’d contact Jarlath and plead for advice. He didn’t trust his thoughts or emotions anymore, not after Mareeka and Marjo.

Betrayal.

No. He couldn’t compare this situation with Gweneth. She was young, not far into womanhood, and she didn’t seek to overthrow the House of the Cat.

Ellard commed Jarlath and prayed his friend would answer. A sleepy Keira came on screen, her brown hair tousled, the cheeks of her pale green face flushed with a darker green, and her lips swollen. An equally disheveled Jarlath popped into view beside her, his chest bare.

Ellard groaned. “I’m sorry. I’ve interrupted. I’ll call another time.”

“It’s all right,” Keira said.

“What do you want?” Jarlath growled. His friend refrained from using the same niceties as his mate.

“I…” Ellard swallowed and wished he’d thought twice before contacting his friend.

Keira cocked her head, reminding him of her crow status with the birdlike movement. “Did you want to speak with Jarlath alone?”

“I did, but I’ve changed my mind,” Ellard blurted when Keira started to back away. “I…I’m confused.”

Jarlath and Keira stared at him, and why shouldn’t they? He’d never admitted to anything like this before.

“Gweneth?” Keira asked with a smile that held a healthy serving of amusement.

“Yes! I kissed her, and I don’t want to do that again.” He rubbed his hands over his face and tried again. “I mean, I do, but I shouldn’t.”

“What does Gweneth say?” Keira asked.

At least she’d reined in her laughter. Jarlath didn’t even try, his chuckle unrestrained.

“I’m glad I amuse you.”

“Gweneth is a confident young woman. If she hated your kisses, she’d tell you so,” Keira told him. “Has she refused?”

Ellard sighed. “She expects me to kiss her every day.”

Keira’s grin widened, her eyes sparkling in echo of the humor. “Then why do you have a problem?”

“Why would she want to kiss me? No one else does,” he added miserably. Talk about embarrassing. Difficult to admit the truth. “I seldom compare well with the other single feline males.”

“Not true,” Jarlath barked. “You are worth double those useless nits.”

“Jarlath, that isn’t what Ellard means. He’s worried about his appearance and the fact he has lost his arm.”

“He’s a hero,” Jarlath said bluntly. “If Gweneth and the other women don’t recognize that fact, then they are dense.”

Keira’s gaze took on a crow sharpness. “I doubt Gweneth is toying with you, Ellard. She is a beautiful woman.”

“My point,” he blurted. “Yet she made a bet with me, and now that she’s won, she expects me to kiss her every day.”

“Clever girl,” Keira said. “She’s managing you nicely.”

“I don’t want to be managed,” Ellard snapped.

“You need to think about what you do want.” Keira ignored his testy tone. “What about your feline? Does he want her?”

Ellard slumped. “Yes.”

“Did your feline want Marjo and Mareeka?”

“I thought he did, but…” He shrugged in helplessness.

Keira sighed. “None of that was your fault, Ellard. You have a big heart. You’re loyal and true to your friends. Would you like my advice?”

He nodded, each of his muscles tensing as he waited.

“Give Gweneth her kiss every day. Enjoy spending the cycles with her and being away from the prying eyes at the castle. Take each cycle one at a time instead of worrying about the future. Relax for once and think of yourself instead of duty to Jarlath and the other royals. Treat this assignment as a holiday away from your responsibilities. Do you understand what I’m suggesting?”

Give Gweneth her kiss every day.

He shuddered while his feline issued a purr.

“What if I want more than kisses?”

“Remember what I suggested about taking each cycle one at a time?”

“Yes,” Ellard said.

Jarlath smiled at him, and this time, his grin lacked any joke-at-your-expense humor. This smile held approval, something pleasant and reassuring, and Ellard felt the tension in his shoulders shifting.

“Keira is right. One cycle at a time,” Jarlath agreed. “Use this journey to get to know her, the things she likes and enjoys. Trust your feline to steer you in the right direction. What do you have to lose? At the very least, you’ll make another friend.”

Ellard nodded again. “Thank you.”

He thought about their advice during his cycle portions alone. One cycle at a time. He could do that. Break his fears into manageable slices. A workable plan. His only plan. He just hoped it didn’t come back to bite him in the arse.

Gweneth burst onto the bridge at a skip, her long black hair confined in a bouncy ponytail instead of one of her complicated twists that she piled on top of her head. It made her appear younger and mischievous.

Ellard swallowed, his stomach muscles quivering as his gaze shot to her pouty lips.

A float table sailed toward him and the control panel.

Gweneth plonked down in the seat beside him, glanced out the viewscreen and at the instruments before shifting her attention to him. “Do you want to have a snack before you go and rest? It’s nice to share a meal.”

He found himself nodding when he hadn’t intended at all. “You’re a witch,” he grumbled.

She blinked. “No, I’m a feline. A failure of a feline, but a cat nevertheless.”

“Before you and the rest of the Indy crew arrived on Viros, before and during the war with the House of Cawdor, many of our shifters lost their ability to shift. And without regular shifting our cats suffer. Some die.”

Her white teeth caught that pouty lip and worried it. Ellard stared at her until the stirring of his feline warned of his idiocy. He shouldn’t stare at her or encourage her because, despite what Jarlath and Keira thought, he was older and damaged. A young, beautiful shifter like Gweneth could have anyone she wanted, and he feared another joke at his expense.

Phrull.

He puffed out a hard breath, every muscle in his body tensing at the memory of how Marjo and Mareeka played him. Because of his mistakes, Jarlath had faced great danger, and he’d lost an arm.

“Ellard. Ellard.” Gweneth reached out to touch his artificial arm. He couldn’t truly feel her touch, but the sensors built into the limb transmitted to his brain and told him he should. His cock started to fill.

“What?” he snapped.

“You were telling me about the shifters who couldn’t transform. What happened?”

“The House of Cawdor managed to place an additive in the food supply, and that worked to stifle shifting. Some were lucky and never succumbed. My feline remained, but Jarlath’s didn’t. Until he met Keira, his feline was dying.”

“He’s all right now because I’ve seen him shift.”

“Most recovered, but a few…” Ellard trailed off, the horror of a part of him dying even worse than losing his arm. Something to remember. Some of the Virosian citizens had it worse than him. Gweneth, for example, had never shifted, yet she embraced life and new experiences. He could learn something from a friendship with her. The thought, the decision, made a weight lift off his shoulders. “Thanks for the food.”

She wrinkled her nose. “It’s not much. I didn’t bother stocking much since the voyage to Narenda shouldn’t have taken this long. You should take a break once you’ve eaten. We need to be in top form once we arrive at Narenda. Lynx and Shiloh are counting on us to woo the people into taking part in our festival.”

“No one knows much about the species who live on Narenda.”

“I know. I attempted to do some research since Lynx and Shiloh told me they’d visited once. The ship’s data banks tell of the atmosphere and the planet’s composition. It’s tropical—much warmer than Viros, so I’m glad I brought my shorts and T-shirts with me—clothes to relax in—as well as suitable gear for meetings.”

“Shorts are an Earth garment?”

“Yes. Very comfortable. Anyway, that’s the extent of my research. Nothing else showed up, apart from the fact the people weren’t friendly.” Gweneth glanced at her timepiece. “Ah.”

The wealth of satisfaction in the sound raised a warning signal in Ellard. His feline went on alert, senses stretching outward.

“I believe you owe me another kiss.” She beamed at him. “We’ll take care of that before you go and rest.”

Take each cycle as it came.

Right then.

Ellard calmly ate his meal—a tasteless dehydrated meal of malpack strips and perknoods, a type of soft dough cut into long pieces. The gravy should make the meal taste better. Instead, it clogged up his mouth.

Gweneth pushed hers away. “As I said, not much to eat.”

Ellard set the remains of his meal back on the hover tray, and Gweneth sent the tray back to the galley. He scanned the instruments one final time to satisfy himself they appeared to be heading in the correct direction before standing.

“I’ll take care of that kiss now.” The words and the idea came easier now that he’d considered and discussed the matter. Friends. Someone to stand with during court functions and to laugh with instead of appearing a ninny. Jarlath and Keira were right. There was no downside to Gweneth’s proposition.

“Ah, all right.” Instead of appearing pleased, Gweneth’s dark brows drew together. She stood, her uncertainty clear.

She’d thought he’d keep objecting and his acquiescence confused her.

“Come here,” he said, confident now that he had the upper hand. The thing was—if he aimed for honesty—and he tried not to lie to himself, he’d enjoyed kissing her.

Gweneth advanced, closing the distance between them. When they were almost touching, she lifted her head and met his gaze. An instant later, her chin lifted, and he smiled at the sight.

She reached up and skimmed his jaw with her fingertips.

His feline twisted beneath his skin, the leashed power of the beast almost breaking past his control, all because of her innocent touch.

“Is that your feline?”

He nodded since a lump had lodged in his throat, preventing him from speaking.

She ran her palm over his cheek, and heat roared through his body. Not his cat this time, but the man’s body reacting to the proximity of a beautiful woman. One who wanted a kiss.

“Come here,” he said gruffly, reaching for her and pulling her against his chest.

They both sighed then grinned.

Friends who enjoyed kissing each other. It couldn’t be that bad, he thought as he claimed her lips. He’d wanted to keep the kiss quiet and friendly, but the elvetine flower-soft touch of her lips responding to his roared through him in a flash flood of emotions. He wrapped both arms around her slender form and deepened the contact, sliding his tongue into the warm softness and falling into a world of feminine mysteries. Heat and pleasure.

He’d meant to kiss her and go on his way, but the sec his brain thought about ceasing the contact, his arms locked in position. In urgent need of a breath, he parted their lips and nuzzled the fragrant flesh of her neck.

“Ellard,” she whispered.

He licked across the rapid-beating pulse below her ear, and wonder filled him. This storm of lust and longing affected her too, since she appeared just as lost.

He sighed again and pressed his forehead to hers. “I should probably go and get some rest. You’re right about us both needing to stay alert once we land on Narenda.”

“One more kiss?” The hopeful gleam in her beautiful green eyes unmanned him. No one ever looked at him this way. Not a woman.

Their lips met again before the thought registered in his mind. The last bit of his sanity told him to place distance between them since his cock was reacting in a predictable manner. He’d hate to frighten her, not that she seemed the nervy type, but he distrusted his instincts when it came to females. He forced his lower limbs to obey the order to move and made room between them.

She groaned and reclaimed the space. Firm breasts pushed into his chest, and she didn’t seem to mind his shaft digging into her belly. The thought shot pleasure through him and drew his balls so tight he thought he might burst.

“Enough.” He pulled away with a tortured groan and took an additional two steps back to negate temptation.

She nodded. “Thank you for the spectacular kiss.”

“Two kisses,” he corrected, his voice croaky and strained.

“You still owe me one tomorrow,” she said. “It’s not my fault you decided to steal an extra one.”

He stared at her, nonplussed by her casual manner. Just as he thought he understood her, she said or did something that jolted him out of rhythm.

“Call me if you have a problem.”

She sat in her seat and fastened the safety harness. “I might call Lynx and Shiloh and tell them we’ve made contact and should arrive on the morrow as we predicted.”

Ellard glanced down at his erection and back at Gweneth, calmly pushing buttons on the controls. The last thing he wanted was for Lynx or Shiloh to see the results of Gweneth’s kiss. “See you later.”

She lifted one hand. “Sure thing.”

Ellard sighed and left the bridge. Women. He’d never understand them.








  
  

Chapter 4


Planet Narenda





The Gallant thudded onto the landing pad late in the next cycle and, without warning, listed to the side. Gweneth, who had already unbuckled her seat harness, flew off balance, and Ellard’s arm snapped out to grab her. An arrow of pain transmitted from his artificial arm and down his shoulder, and then Gweneth plopped into his lap, jolting the discomfort from his mind. 

“As much as I enjoy cuddling with you, I think the delegation from the chieftain’s office is waiting for us.”

Her eyes twinkled and her warm weight felt so right he had to bite back a groan and resist dragging her even closer. She smelled of flowers and sunshine, but he caught a hint of feline, and his cat took notice. Stronger than the cycle before, it called to him, tempted him to wallow and play with the scent.

“Ellard, are you listening to me?”

“Yes. We need to go and meet the delegation and fulfill our mission.”

She patted his cheek, her touch like a caress. “Let’s do this.”

Ellard ran one hand through his hair, mystified as he helped her to her feet. Half the time, he didn’t understand her. Shiloh had told him the proximity with Camryn and Earth ways had rubbed off on the Indy crew. He removed his safety harness and stood, careful with his balance since it appeared the ship had sustained damage to the landing gear.

“Do you require assistance?” The rich masculine voice came from behind them.

Gwen started and rammed into him. Ellard whirled them both to face the intruder.

“Who are you? How did you get on our ship?” Gweneth demanded, taking care of the interrogation before Ellard had a chance. He growled and slid his arm around her waist—a let-me-take-care-of-it gesture that got lost in the translation. Their communication skills required work.

Ellard eyed the new arrival. His face was very pale—white really—while his cheeks were flushed with delicate pink. His white eyes with glacier-blue pupils held amusement while his hands, raised in front of him, held no weapons. Long white hair hung in curls to his shoulders, and he wore tight black trews and a flowing white shirt. A colorfully embroidered waistcoat in red and green topped his shirt and it glittered in the light cast from the planet’s nearest star. Ellard stared a fraction harder. Were those valuable stones in the design?

“I beg your pardon.” The new arrival bowed from the waist. “I did not wish to intrude, but Ransom and I were concerned when we saw the state of your ship’s hull.”

“You are part of the Narenda delegation?” Ellard regarded him with suspicion while Gweneth relaxed against him and showed no desire to move.

“Yes, do forgive me. I am Niran Vasilakis, leader of the Incorporeals who also lives on Narenda along with the Drake Tribe.”

“I’m Gweneth Swithin, and this is Ellard Tetsu.” Gweneth took charge again. “As you can see we have had an interesting journey. We will be out shortly.”

“Of course,” Niran said smoothly. “We anticipate the formal introductions with joy.” As he finished speaking, his form faded until nothing remained. The man had vanished.

“Well, that was interesting. Ghosts. Did you know about another race?”

“No. We’ll have to take care when we speak in private. Anyone might be listening if they can pop in and out at will.”

“True, but it’s not as if we’re full of trade secrets. We come in peace and hope to entice them to participate in our festival. This is turning more interesting by the sec. A handsome male. I’m going to have plenty of chances to test my flirting skills.”

“No—”

“Ellard, they’re waiting for us. No time for a discussion.” She pulled from his protective embrace and carefully made her way from the bridge to the exit ramp.

Ellard followed, his feline grumbling at him. Neither of them had enjoyed the way Niran had looked at Gweneth or the speculation in his gaze. Maybe they had a shortage of females on this planet, and if so, they were not keeping Gweneth.

Gweneth belonged with him. She— He broke off the thought with a scowl and stomped down the exit ramp stairs. The woman was screwing with his mind. His gaze followed her as she strode over to Niran and the big male standing beside him. He imagined her smile and increased the length of his strides into the clammy heat of the planet.

“Hello,” Gweneth said. “We’re pleased to arrive on Narenda.”

“We can see that,” the second male said. “I am Ransom Drake, chieftain to the tribe. Would you like my repair team to look at your ship? You won’t be able to leave with it in that condition.”

A big male of an equal height to him, Ellard smelled the other part of him. The dragon shifter smelled of amber—warm, musky, and of honey, yet with a hint of burning and earth. A black tattoo of a dragon coiled around and down his right arm, and a scar went from the corner of his right eye and down his cheek. He wore arrogance around his shoulders like a cloak, which made Ellard’s feline rumble to meet the challenge, especially since Gweneth seemed smitten by the handsome dragon shifter.

She sighed and made no secret of her interest. Ransom’s grin widened.

“Thank you. That would be much appreciated.” Ellard decided to wrest the lead and attention from Gweneth. “Ellard Tetsu.” He extended his hand palm up to show he carried no visible weapons and came in peace. He placed a hand on Gweneth’s shoulder. “This is Gweneth Swithin, who came up with the idea we’re about to put to you.”

“I believe you have already met Niran. Come. We will have refreshments and conduct our business before we give you a tour of our town. We have arranged accommodation for you.”

“We didn’t come prepared for an extended stay,” Gweneth said. “Is there somewhere we can purchase a few necessities?”

Niran smiled at them, a blaze of approval, which prodded Ellard’s battle senses to the fore. “We have everything you require.”

“This way,” Ransom said with a charming bow. At least Gweneth found it charming because she issued another of those sighs.

Ellard bit back his snarl and nodded, then he and Gweneth followed the two males. Although he’d never met a dragon shifter in person, his father had told tales of their ferocity during battles. They were a private race, and their invitation to visit still surprised him. With Ransom’s looks, most females would take a second glance, despite his casual clothing of lightweight trews and plain blue shirt. Ellard reserved judgment on the arrogance since a leader required strength and confidence to lead. Whether he was trustworthy, they’d soon discover, but he decided to take him at face value—for the moment. As for Gweneth…

He frowned inwardly. Wasn’t this what he wanted?

“I hope you don’t mind a stroll. We are not far from my quarters,” Ransom said. “Mostly, if we wish to travel any distance, we shift and fly.”

“Not an option for us.” Gweneth offered a cheeky grin. “But if you wish to exercise your wings, go right ahead. I’ve never seen a dragon shifter before and would love to before we leave.”

“Gweneth,” Ellard warned.

Ransom laughed, an infectious sound that made Ellard want to join the joke. “I value openness and honesty.”

Ellard’s back prickled as he followed Gweneth and the two males down a gravel track that wound between lush plantings of flowers. Beyond, trees filled the landscape, and on the horizon, a range of mountains thrust up from the landscape like jagged teeth. The sweet scent of the flowers lay heavy in the air. White. Red. Purple. Blue. The shades ran the gamut and made for attractive surroundings after the dust generated by numerous building sites on Viros.

“We directed you to land near my estate rather than in the town,” Ransom said over his shoulder. “We will show you the town later, but it will be easier to conduct our business discussions here.”

The track widened. Ellard wiped the sweat off his forehead and strode along beside Niran. While he listened to the man discuss the main town and its amenities, part of his mind attempted to follow Ransom’s discussion with Gweneth. Both males had brightened on seeing her, and he now struggled with jealousy. He had no right, given he kept pushing her away. He knew that, but try telling this to his agitated feline.

“Ah.” Niran’s pale cheeks glowed with pink. He lifted his nose and drew in the air in the way a feline did to scent. “Delicious.”

“Pardon?” Ellard frowned at the man’s tone. It was…weird, he decided. The man appeared… He hesitated again. Sexually sated was the word that came to mind, yet he hadn’t appeared that way when he and Gweneth disembarked from their ship.

“Have you never heard of my race before?” The corners of Niran’s eyes crinkled, and he emanated agreeable humor and joy.

Yep, plain weird.

“No,” Ellard said.

A loud whop-whop overhead had him flinching. He managed to hold back his gasp but felt his eyes widen at the immense scarlet dragon that dive-bombed toward them. A smaller royal-blue dragon lagged behind, its stubby wings working at double time to keep it above the treetops.

Niran chuckled, the rich sound pulling at Ellard and inducing him to share in the joke.

The scarlet dragon opened its mouth, and a blaze of flames shot free.

“Cut it out,” Ransom ordered, a snap in his voice.

The royal-blue dragon opened its mouth, and a smaller, less impressive blast of flames emerged. This dragon lacked the same control, and the flames ran along the treetops. Several dry twigs caught fire, and the blue dragon squeaked.

“Gryffnn,” Ransom roared. “Come back and put out this fire.”

“Who is that?” Gweneth asked, awe in her voice.

Ellard didn’t blame her because he was experiencing the same wonder. While he’d heard of the dragon race of shifters, he’d never seen one. Lynx and Shiloh were right. They needed a peace treaty with the dragons.

“My brother,” Ransom said in a dry tone. “And his son.”

Gweneth stared up at the flaming branches. “Can all dragons breathe fire?”

“The ability grows with age. As you can see my nephew has little control and has just started fire breathing while my brother can repeat his party trick four or five times before he needs to rest.”

“How much rest is required?” Ellard asked, interested in learning more. He watched the red dragon hurtle through the sky while the blue dragon fluttered above the treetops near the fire.

“It varies, but several cycle portions. The older the warrior, the more powerful he becomes,” Ransom said. “In case you’re thinking of declaring war on us.”

Gweneth smiled and patted his arm. “We come in peace. Ask Ellard. None of our people wish for unrest. I am a new arrival to Viros, but the city is recovering from a war with the House of Cawdor.”

“Is this true?” Ransom’s bold gaze demanded answers.

Despite the bristling of his feline, Ellard nodded. “We want to rebuild and prosper, and we would like our neighbors to grow with us. That is what we have come to discuss.”

Niran glanced at Ransom, and Ellard caught Ransom’s imperceptible nod. He wondered at it until the red dragon distracted him. A stream of water doused the flaming tree. The red dragon trilled at the blue one and they flew ahead of their party and disappeared as he and the others continued along the tree-lined track.

Questions filled Ellard, his curiosity roused by all he’d learned. Gweneth chattered like a curious bird, peppering Ransom with queries about life on Narenda. His feline growled, jealousy rippling through the creature. He tried to contain the emotions, but they bled from him, and Niran noticed.

“There is no need to worry about Ransom. Your woman is safe with him.”

“She is not my woman.”

Niran’s brows rose, and that weird smile played around his lips. “I beg to differ. As I was saying before Gryffnn and his son interrupted me, you haven’t heard of our race before. The Incorporeal race feed from sexual energy. Without that energy we have no substance and cannot bear young. You and Gweneth are giving off enough energy to give me a good buzz.”

Ellard blinked, so shocked words failed him. He just stared with his mouth hanging open. Finally, he coughed and flapped away the bug that attempted to dive-bomb down his throat like one of Narenda’s dragons.

Niran chuckled. “While Ransom does not have a mate, he would never poach from another male, not since you are so obviously meant for each other.”

“No, Gweneth and I are not mates.”

Niran sighed. “Some males are stubborn.”

“I am not stubborn,” Ellard gritted out.

Gweneth glanced over her shoulder. “Ellard?” Her expression held chiding and disappointment, and he felt heat collect in his cheeks.

“I apologize,” he said stiffly.

Niran flapped his hand, the glow of amusement never leaving his expression. “Not necessary. I poked my nose into personal matters. Come, tell me more about Viros. We had heard about your battle with the House of Cawdor and that you have new rulers. A triad,” he mused. “Unusual. Is it working well?”

Ellard welcomed the other man’s easy manner and accepted the peace offering. “My younger brother is one of the new rulers. He and his two mates seem very happy. They’re rebuilding the city and bringing a new vibrancy that we have long needed. Much of our infrastructure fell to ruin during the war. We are taking the opportunity to modernize and hope to attract tourists to bring wealth to our people.”

“Growth and opportunity is good,” Niran said. “My people, too, need to grow and expand our reach. It is a delicate balance.”

The trees around them began to thin, and buildings became visible. Built of stone, they blended with their surroundings. A stone wall surrounded the main building and the six smaller ones. Although substantial, it wouldn’t keep enemies out. Not that these dragons would have many enemies. He wouldn’t want to tangle with an angry fire-breathing dragon.

“What is the main trade on Narenda?” Ellard asked, wanting to fill the gaps in his knowledge. Lynx and Shiloh would want to learn as much as possible about the secretive races who lived on this tropical planet.

“We specialize in jewelry and precious stones,” Ransom explained. “This way. I have requested my housekeeper to prepare refreshments for our arrival. We have guests for the evening meal in order for others to meet you.”

“Thank you,” Ellard said. “We will enjoy meeting other members of your tribe so we might extend the invitation from our king.”

Ransom opened a wooden gate and gestured for them to enter. To their right, beds of colorful flowers—in more colors than he could begin to describe—surrounded a wide green expanse. Half-naked children frolicked and chased a red ball. They shouted greetings but continued with their play.

“Your children?” Gweneth asked.

“No, I do not have a mate,” Ransom said. “My employees, however, are a fruitful lot. They live in the cottages. My brother and nephew, my two sisters and I live in the main house. You’ll be staying with us while your ship is undergoing repairs.”

“Thank you,” Gweneth said. “But I thought we were staying at a hotel in the main town.”

Ellard frowned at the look Ransom tipped toward Niran. The two males knew something and they weren’t telling. Frozen in place, he tested his senses and his feline went on alert. Nothing raised the hair at the back of his neck, and some of the tension leached from his limbs.

“No, I think we can get to know each other better here.” Ransom’s expression remained enigmatic. “We would enjoy visiting Viros.”

Gweneth smiled. “And we would like to learn more about Narenda. Now, tell me. Could I have a ride on a dragon?”

A sensual glint appeared in Ransom’s eyes, and Ellard’s warning signals shot to an all-time high. “The sole time a non-dragon female might fly with a dragon is if he is courting her.” He cast a sly glance at Ellard, his eyes shifting a fraction. “Would you like to fly with me?”

Ellard growled, and Niran gave a bark of delight.

“I knew I was right,” he said.

Gweneth frowned. “Stop teasing Ellard. His bite is truly worse than his bark.”

Ellard bristled some more. He didn’t need Gweneth to stand up for him.

“You haven’t seen my bite yet,” Ransom said in a silky voice as he opened an ornate carved wooden door and ushered them inside. “Ah, let me introduce you to my sisters.”

A woman appeared in the doorway of a room to their right. Tall and slender, she wore her beauty with confidence She’d swept her brown hair up in a pile on her head and wore a flowing golden tunic over black trews—the sort of woman who would never give him a second glance. Ellard allowed himself a polite nod and turned his attention to their surroundings. Tasteful wealth. He’d seen riches in the castle, yet the former queen hadn’t had the knack of furnishing with an eye to comfort and elegance. Light spilled through a jeweled window, casting a rainbow of colors across the plain stone-tiled floor. The scent of spices wafted on the air—delicious cooking aromas—that made his stomach grumble with hunger.

“Jacinta, come and meet our guests,” Ransom said. “Where is Sable?”

“She is conversing with the housekeeper about the domestic arrangements. She will be here soon since Gryffnn signaled your arrival.”

“This is Gweneth and Ellard.”

Ellard shook the woman’s hand and frowned at the frisson of sensation that swept up his arm. Gweneth elbowed him in the ribs, jerking him from the trance he’d dropped into at the dragon woman’s touch. “I’m pleased to meet you,” he said belatedly.

A man tromped in behind him, followed by a small boy.

“Out,” Jacinta pointed. “Remove your boots. If you stomp that mud over the floors, Sable will cry. She’s spent all half-cycle cleaning.”

“I can smell berry snacks,” the boy said.

“You’d better listen to your aunt.” Ransom ruffled the boy’s black hair. “Sable and Jacinta are quite capable of withholding berry snacks if we make them more work. This is my brother Gryffnn and his son, Hallam.”

“But Niran can fix it for us,” the boy said.

“No, he can’t,” Ransom said in a stern voice. “We learn to do things for ourselves. We do not rely on the largess of others.”

“Niran does things for us of his free will,” Gryffnn said with a chiding note. “We are lucky he chooses to gift us with his presence. You must never forget that.”

“Enough.” Ransom effectively closed the conversation. “We will have refreshments. Maybe some berry snacks, if we all behave.” He ushered them into a large square room, one also full of light.

Ellard scanned the exits and the contents for possible weapons. Tiled floors covered by large thick rugs. All of the furniture bordered on large, built sturdy for big males. The room spoke of comfort and relaxation.

Ransom seated Gweneth and sat near her. Ellard’s feline bristled at the other male’s attentions to his woman, and Ellard’s brain slammed to an appalled stop. They’d kissed and nothing more. No promises made. No future between them. This man held a position of responsibility. A leader. A chieftain. She could do worse.

Ellard forced his legs to move to a chair near Gweneth and Ransom. He sank into the comfort of the brown fabric and forced his feline into submission.

“I must go,” Niran said without warning.

“Problem?” Ransom asked.

Niran frowned, his brow creasing in concentration. His form shimmered. Finally, he said, “No, I believe it will be all right. I will return later.”

Ellard gaped at a repeat of the ship visit. He…the man appeared transparent. He blinked, convinced his mind played tricks on him. When he looked again, Niran had vanished.

“How did he do that?” Gweneth demanded. “Can he pop in and out at will?”

“Yes,” Ransom said. “He will be back later to arrange your accommodation for me. Those of the Incorporeal race are able to fade and appear when the desire strikes them, as long as they have fed recently.”

“Fed?” Gweneth asked.

Ellard frowned but remained silent since Gweneth was obtaining information well enough without him.

A door opened at the far end of the room, and two women entered. One carried a tray of drinks and the other wheeled a cart of plates and food.

“This is our other sister, Sable, and our housekeeper, Jewel. Jewel comes from Scothage.”

“Our friend employs a man from Scothage to oversee her farm and animals,” Gweneth explained. “I’m pleased to meet you all. You have a beautiful home. I can’t wait to explore more of your planet. The things we’ve seen so far have whetted my appetite. I cannot wait to hit the shops and the rest of the sights.”

Ransom sent her an indulgent smile. “You had a trying journey here. This cycle is for relaxation. We have a pool at the rear of the property. We could spend the rest of the cycle out there and keep proceedings on a casual basis.”

The tray thumped to the table, and Ellard started, his attention claimed again by the tall dark-haired woman who had carried the tray. A faint flush had crept into her cheeks. On first glance, he’d considered her plain next to her sister, and he experienced a surge of shame for judging her as others judged him.

“This is my youngest sister, Sable,” Ransom said.

“I’m sorry about the tray.” She shared her apology around with a tight smile. “I’m still becoming used to my new arm.”

His gaze focused on her limbs but found it difficult to discern which was the artificial one, given the enveloping black, long-sleeved tunic she wore.

Sable caught him staring and raised her chin in challenge. A familiar reaction and one from his personal arsenal. He grinned.

“It’s not a subject to cause amusement,” Sable snapped.

“Of course not.” Ellard sobered rapidly. He’d hate to hurt her feelings.

Ransom stood from his sprawl, his eyes flashing to dragon and back.

Ellard took heed and rose too. “Please, don’t misunderstand. I lost my arm during the war with the House of Cawdor and have recently had a Stores implanted. I’m pleased to meet someone who shares the same problems as me. That is all I meant.” He nodded at Sable. “Please forgive me. I—”

“You have a Stores? Which version? The second or third?”

“Come and sit beside Ellard in order to compare notes.” Gweneth rose from her seat. “I can take care of refreshments for everyone.”

“Jacinta will do it.” Ransom’s iron will and determination echoed in his words. He offered his arm and drew her to a two-seater. “Tell me more about Viros.”

Ellard eyed Ransom and Gweneth for long seconds, his feline vibrating beneath his skin.

“I’ve never met anyone with the same injury.” Sable blushed, and Ellard corrected his first impression regarding her looks. The unrelieved black of her apparel made her appear plain and colorless. “When other dragon shifters lose a limb they manage to grow it back.”

“But you can’t?”

“My mother comes from another race. She came from Blackon and arrived here to work in the town.” She shot a swift glance at Ransom. “Her beauty attracted Ransom’s sire, and she became his mistress.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. Once Ransom discovered my presence, he ordered me to come to live here. He has been—is—very good to me. He arranged and paid for my arm. Normally I manage to contain my clumsiness and visitors fail to notice my arm, but for some reason the nerves returned and made me ham-fisted.”

Going on instinct, Ellard claimed her natural hand and stroked it with an aim to comfort. “I’m still learning to use mine. How long does it ache? Does that go away? They told me it would, but the stump is forever aching.”

“It’s the neural attachments doing their job. Once all the implants grow into place, the aching ceases. Did they not tell you that?”

“They did, but I’m impatient. My Stores still feels foreign to me.”

Sable leaned closer and he smelled her perfume—something sweet yet spicy. He rather liked it. “And everyone around you stares and studies you like a specimen.”

“Yes, which makes it even harder to relax and trust in the Stores.”

Sable grinned. “Exactly.”

“I’ve poured you both a glass of Mexes,” Jacinta snapped as she placed two glasses filled with scarlet liquid on the solid table next to their chairs. “I did inquire as to your preference but neither of you answered.”

“Thank you,” Sable said.

Ellard scowled at the irritable sister. “That will be fine. Thank you.” He watched the sister stomp back to the table with the refreshments. “Is she always so grumpy?”

“She argued with Ransom’s decision to let me live here at the mansion.”

“How long has Ransom been in charge?”

“Our father died two rotations ago. He never paid me any attention. Things are much better now that Ransom is our chieftain.”

“It is the same on Viros. Before the present king took the crown, most citizens found life difficult. It made us vulnerable to attack.” He picked up his glass of Mexes with his artificial hand, taking care to temper his strength. “What is in this drink?”

“It’s a local fruit, which grows on tall trees. The dragons must use flight in order to harvest the fruit. It’s tart yet sweet too. Very refreshing. Most people enjoy it.”

Ellard relaxed even further, enjoying socializing with a woman who didn’t judge him lacking, a woman who didn’t want something from him. He found her far more restful than Gweneth, and perhaps a woman he could accept in his future. He would never need to guard her, and he could enjoy a stable relationship. Sable would never betray him or leave him for another because she knew the pain of being different, as he did.

Yes, he and Gweneth would not suit—despite his attraction to her—and she would have to accept this decision.








  
  
Chapter 5




Ellard spoke to Sable naturally, participating in a way she had to work hard to achieve. Gweneth ripped her gaze away before she did something rude—like bash Ellard over the skull with the nearest ornament. Probably that dragon sculpture since it had lots of pointy bits to dent his stubbornness. 

“You shouldn’t worry about Sable.” Ransom sounded amused at her possessiveness.

“No? That is not the way it appears to me.”

“You’re an attractive woman. You know how to dress, how to behave in a social situation. Your confidence radiates from you and is second nature. My sister is young and lacks seasoning.”

“That is not the way I see it.” Gweneth darted a quick look at the couple. They had their heads together and were laughing at some joke. “They have much in common.”

Her breath caught halfway up her throat as Sable turned a fraction. How had she ever thought the woman plain? At present, she lacked confidence and dress sense, but Gweneth saw her inner beauty. Sable would shine once she gained the poise Ransom mentioned. Add some makeup, some suitable clothes… Oy, oy, oy!

“As I said, Sable is young. She needs to learn to stand up to Jacinta and not let her sister boss her around.”

“Half-sister,” Jacinta snapped as she handed them drinks.

Hallam wandered over and smiled shyly at Gweneth. “Uncle, where has Niran gone?”

“I don’t know,” Ransom said. “He will tell us if he is able. It might be a secret, so that means you do not pester him with questions when he returns.”

“Oh, Uncle.”

Gweneth laughed, amused despite her disquiet over Ellard and Sable. “We saw you flying with your father. How long have you been flying?”

“A long time now,” Hallam said.

Ransom chuckled. “Three cycles.”

Gweneth managed to maintain an impressed expression, but her lips quirked. “Three days, I mean cycles. That is a long time. You’re doing a great job.”

“Apart from setting my trees on fire,” Ransom chided.

The dragon child’s round face turned pink. “Uncle, I’m sorry. I promise I won’t do it again.”

Gryffnn plonked onto the empty seat opposite her and Ransom. “You’d better not, squirt. If Ransom’s forest burns down, we’ll both be in big trouble.”

“Did I tell you about the time your father burnt the entire west wing of our house?” Ransom asked. “After that mishap our father ordered the house rebuilt in stone to prevent further mishaps.”
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