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      Dryce has a reputation, and he’s earned every bit of it.

      Warrior by blood. Playboy by choice. He’s tasted everything Earth has to offer, and he has no plans to slow down. Detyens die young, and he’s determined to go out on his own terms:  smiling, satisfied, and utterly debauched.

      Until he spots her.

      Peyton gave up on happily ever after a long time ago.

      Her job is to study alien tech, support what’s left of her family, and avoid smooth-talking aliens with sharp smiles and wandering hands. And Dryce? He’s a walking complication, one who wouldn’t know the meaning of commitment if it punched him in the face.

      But when a looming planetary threat forces them to work together, neither of them can walk away. Not when the fate of Earth is on the line. Not when the heat between them threatens to destroy every boundary she’s ever set.

      To save the world they’ll have to risk everything: their lives, their hearts, and the future of the Detyen race.

      And the denya bond may be the only thing strong enough to keep the darkness at bay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Endless © Kate Rudolph 2019.

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this story may be used, reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations embodied within critical reviews and articles.

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      This book contains sexually explicit content which is suitable only for mature readers.

      
        
        Published by Kate Rudolph.

        www.katerudolph.net

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      A heavy weight pressed down on Dryce’s chest, a cold, unfeeling dread that unfurled and tried to settle over his exposed skin. The black expanse of space stretched out beyond his eyes, silver dots in the distance the only relief from an eternity of darkness. It was all that was left for him, no matter how the week ended. He could feel the certainty of his fate just as surely as a wave crashing onto the shore.

      War was coming, and with it the same weapon that had destroyed his home planet generations before he was born. He and his fellow warriors had summoned it to Earth where they would doom billions if they couldn’t find a way to stop it.

      And even if they did, Dryce was just as damned as he’d been before he fled Detyen Headquarters with his brother. Soon he would die, or worse, and though the men around him had all found their denyai, Dryce couldn’t believe that one would be out there for him. On the eve of war, he wouldn’t waste his luck on such a wish.

      His eyes snapped open and Dryce eyed the clock on his bedside table. It wasn’t even midnight. He could hear muffled laughter from one room over and knew that Kayde and his denya, Quinn, had yet to find their sleep. Toran and his denya were likely to be at her house and Raze rarely spent time in the suite of rooms that they’d all been assigned when they made it to the planet. As for the final pair in the group, Dryce didn’t know where Druath and Laurel were sleeping tonight, but after what had just happened to Laurel, Dryce knew the two of them would want to capture some time alone while they could manage it.

      He ran his fingers through his short dark hair and groaned. Sleep eluded him, just as it had so many nights since he’d first come to Earth. The place was so loud and bright, and nothing ever slowed down to a manageable speed. He’d seen dozens of planets and hundreds of cities, some far more technologically advanced than Washington, DC, but something about this city caused his heart to beat a little faster.

      He threw the covers off his bed and sat up. Dryce could lay down for the next four hours, but he knew that sleep wouldn’t come without something to aid it along. And while there were plenty of medicinal sleep aids available to him, he’d found only one solution that led to a good night’s rest and a happy mood in the morning.

      Dark pants, tight shirt, and a comb through his hair was all that it took to get him ready. He stepped out of his room and walked quietly through the common area so as not to disturb any of his flat mates. He called up a taxi on his communicator and by the time he made it downstairs it was already waiting. He put in the address for a nearby bar and watched the streetlights fly by as they cut through the scant traffic of DC late at night. He’d always enjoyed a few hours with a willing and exuberant body, and on Earth he’d found a level of popularity he’d never dreamed of. The people at the clubs and bars here loved a bit of alien flesh, and he was more than willing to oblige in the no-strings-attached encounters.

      It was a little hollow, a little lonely, even in the hot crowds, but Dryce could deal with that, especially when finding a willing partner would give him what he needed for the night.

      He paid the taxi and watched it drive away. A line snaked around the side of the building, but when the bouncer spotted him, he waved Dryce right in. It was good to be known, and the smile he offered those waiting outside seemed to go a long way to soothe their ruffled tempers.

      Inside, music blasted, and bodies writhed on the dance floor. Dryce slithered and gyrated his way to the nearest bar and ordered a drink, nothing too hard, nothing that he would regret in the morning, but he found he liked the taste of Earth beers and despite his teal skin and occasionally red eyes, holding a bottle made him fit in among all of these strange beige and brown people. There weren’t just humans in the room. He spotted a dozen or so aliens, some bright blue and one with tentacles for arms. He’d keep his distance from that group. It was easier to prowl for a partner alone than pick off a hanger-on from the alien groupies.

      And he’d been coming here enough to have groupies of his own.

      “Dryce! I didn’t think you were coming tonight.” He could hear the smile in her voice even before he turned around. Renee was a short human who he’d met at several of the bars in the city, though they’d never gone home together. She was eternally cheerful and welcoming, offering him a hug whenever they met and introducing him to whatever friends she had with her. He’d picked up plenty of the friends, but something about Renee made her feel more like a younger sister than a potential lover.

      He smiled and returned her hug. “You know me, I can’t stay away.”

      She giggled, but they both knew how true it was. When his duties didn’t keep him overnight, more often than not he was out. His fellow warriors were content to stay at home, and lucky to have their denyai by their sides, but he had to find his comforts elsewhere.

      “You should meet my friend Ella, she’s never been here, but she loves you already. Come on!” Renee tugged on his arm and pulled him towards the corner of the room where the mysterious Ella was waiting. Dryce didn’t know if she already loved him specifically because Renee had been talking about him, or if the woman was looking for a bit of alien fun, but either way worked. If they clicked, he could show her a good time and they’d both leave pleased.

      Maybe she’d even be his mate.

      The hope barely had time to form before it was dashed by the sight of a beautiful young woman who waved when Renee came into sight. She was short, with long dark hair and skin that seemed to sit between pale beige and something more golden. And she wasn’t his denya. Dryce didn’t know what it would feel like to find his mate, but he knew he’d recognize it immediately. Raze had tried to explain it to him but given that his brother had been soulless at the time he met his own denya, his experience wasn’t likely to match what Dryce would feel if the moment ever came.

      He talked to the women for a few minutes, but whatever charms Ella possessed weren’t what he was looking for that night. He excused himself, pretending to see another person he knew, and left the two women alone to continue their evening. For a second Ella seemed disappointed, but she barely pouted as he moved away.

      He surveyed the room, looking for someone who would do as his companion. Plenty of patrons eyed him, making it clear they’d love to show him a good time, but none of it felt right. He clunked his head back against the wall in frustration. It looked like it was going to be another long, sleepless night. Dryce checked his watch and saw that it had only ticked by midnight. He hadn’t even been gone from his room for an hour, but he was ready to head back. Given the mood he was in, he doubted he’d find someone who could satisfy him. And given his own grouchiness, he didn’t trust that he would be the best partner for a potential lover tonight.

      He turned to walk away and recognition lit through him, despite the dim light and the crowd.

      Denya.

      Dryce pushed himself off the wall and dove through the crowd, no longer caring if he jostled anyone. He gently hip checked someone who wouldn’t move out of his way and heard a cry as a drink spilled to the ground. He didn’t care. His entire focus was on the woman standing haloed in the light of the door. She was looking for someone, her eyes narrowed and lips scowling, clearly not happy to be there.

      But how would she feel when she saw him? Would she recognize him? Could he take her home now and claim her tonight?

      His heart beat faster than it did in the heat of battle as hope surged through him. His mate! She was here! He just had to get to her. All thoughts of finding another lover ever dissolved as he imagined what it would be like with her. He had to get to her. Had to find out her name, where she lived, when she would want him, what he could do to prove himself to her. He knew that humans didn’t always understand the denya bond. Detyens mating with humans was still new, but he would find a way to make this work, and he’d do it much more smoothly than his fellow warriors had.

      Raze and Kayde, due to their soulless natures, hadn’t even recognized their mates when they’d first met.

      Toran and Iris had been at odds due to Iris’s job and the human’s initial distrust of the Detyens. And Dru and Laurel had famously clashed before they mated.

      He wasn’t going to suffer like that. He’d find his mate and woo her, prove to her that he was just the man for her, and then she’d be his, sated and safely ensconced beside him.

      She pulled out a communicator and the light caught a bright sticker on the back of it. He couldn’t quite make it out, but that didn’t matter. A moment later the communicator disappeared from her hand as she put it away. She gave the room a final survey and huffed out a breath before turning around and making for the door.

      She hadn’t spared him a single glance.

      Dryce redoubled his efforts to get through the crowd, which seemed somehow even thicker the closer he got to the door. He made it to the spot where she’d been standing and thought he might have caught a hint of a floral perfume, something she’d been wearing. And on the ground lay a communicator with a bright reflective sticker of a smiling face.

      His denya’s communicator.

      His head shot up and he saw her duck through the door. He sprinted after her, but by the time he got outside, she was nowhere to be seen. He turned to the bouncer, but the man was caught up in an intense conversation with two patrons and didn’t seem to be paying any mind to the street.

      His denya was gone. And he didn’t know anything about her.

      Her communicator beeped and a message flashed up on the screen. And almost in time with the notification, Dryce had an idea. A slide of his finger lit the device up, and quick navigation brought him to her contact list. He had one way to find her, and he’d do whatever it took to make sure she became his.
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      Peyton Cho made it all the way back to her apartment before she realized her communicator wasn’t in her pocket. She groaned and slumped back against the door as her options flashed through her head. She could go back out, take the two busses back to the bar, pray that no one creepy was on board, hope that no one had stolen it, talk to the bartender and hope someone had turned the thing in, and then get back on the bus and hope again that she avoided the creeps.

      Or she could tear off her dirty clothes and collapse into her bed and save that problem for the morning.

      Ignoring her problems won, but when she woke up she could smell the faint scent of beer permeating the clothes she hadn’t managed to struggle out of before sleep claimed her, and that smell had sunk into her sheets.

      “Ella, I’m going to kill you.” She muttered it into her pillow and tried to bargain with herself to claim a few more minutes of slumber. But her clock told her it was almost time to wake up anyway, and seeing as she was down a communicator, she’d need to fit time in her schedule to head back to that bar and hope someone had turned the thing in.

      Ugh, she couldn’t even make it through her shower before her problems started to catch up to her.

      She heard tinkering in the kitchen and let out a relieved breath. Only a few people knew the code to get into her apartment, and only one of those people lived with her. Well, supposedly lived with her. It seemed like Ella was away more nights than she was there. Peyton tried to remind herself that she wasn’t her sister’s babysitter, but old habits died hard, and the city could be dangerous for a girl like Ella. There’d been plenty of stories of young women being snatched off the street and abducted by slavers who took them to far away planets and sold them as slaves.

      At first, Peyton had been sure that the stories were exaggerations. But after news had broken a few months ago of nearly a dozen women who’d been returned to Earth after their abductions, she’d grown worried. And she’d started to request that Ella check in with her if she was going to stay the night out. She didn’t see how it was such a big ask to know that her sister was safe, but Ella acted like Peyton was her warden, and recently she’d been sneaking away more and more.

      That was how Peyton ended up at a crowded bar on a Wednesday night. She’d heard that Ella was there and just wanted to check on her. She’d seen nothing of her sister and had only managed to lose her communicator. But if Ella was back now, maybe she could breathe easy.

      Yeah, right.

      She’d relax when her sister started to realize that the world actually could be dangerous, and she accepted that a few damn precautions weren’t the end of the world.

      Peyton pushed herself out of bed and into the bathroom. The shower woke her up a little, and by the time she was in the kitchen, Ella had the coffee made and was working on breakfast as she hummed a tune that Peyton didn’t recognize.

      “When did you get in?” she asked as mildly as she could manage. “I didn’t realize you were coming home last night.”

      Ella offered her a bright smile, as if she didn’t realize how close her sister was to wringing her neck. “Two or something? Renee introduced me to some great people, but none of us clicked. I hope this one alien comes back. He was so hot. I think if we hang out a little more…”

      Peyton clenched her hands around her almost too hot coffee mug and tuned her sister out. If she hadn’t come home until two, that meant she was barely working on four hours of sleep, and yet she looked more rested than Peyton. Stress was a motherfucker.

      “You’re not upset, are you?” Ella finally wound down her recounting of events and her lips curved into a hopeful smile.

      Peyton’s anger fled. It had just been the two of them for so long that she never managed to stay angry long, especially not once she knew Ella was home safe. The girl had the defensive instincts of a leaf, but she was kind and young and just wanted to have fun. And it wasn’t like she’d ever gotten herself into any danger, at least not any that Peyton knew about. And Ella didn’t keep secrets.

      Peyton opened her arms and Ella rushed her, enveloping her in a tight hug that smelled of the sweet shampoo she used. “I’m not angry,” she assured her. “I just wish you’d remember to contact me like I asked.”

      Ella pulled back and her face took on an uncharacteristically mulish expression. “I did. Last night I texted you and told you I was coming back, but you didn’t respond.”

      Peyton looked away and felt her cheeks heat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t check my communicator. I must have already been asleep.” She didn’t want her sister to know that she’d tried to hunt her down; that was guaranteed to lead to an argument and both of them had work to get to.

      And just like always, Ella’s negative feelings evaporated. She wasn’t made to hold anger in. She kissed Peyton’s cheek and retreated to her room to get ready for the day, leaving Peyton with her thoughts and a cooling breakfast.

      She felt naked without her communicator as she climbed aboard the bus to head in to work, and the entire morning she hoped that no one tried to contact her using her normal number, at least not with anything important.

      She used her office communicator to call the bar around lunch time and almost promised her first born child to the person who answered when they confirmed that a communicator that looked like hers had been left with the bartender the night before. She ducked out of the office to get a sandwich and sprang for a taxi to get to the bar before she had to be back to continue with her duties. Things had been speeding up on a variety of projects over the last month and they were finally coming to a head. Peyton couldn’t afford to miss out.

      It was a simple matter of getting the device back when she showed up to the bar and then she was on her way back to work, clutching the communicator to her chest and seriously considering one of the implanted models. She couldn’t lose her comm if it was attached to her.

      But those had a bad habit of shorting out and burning their users, and she’d never been a fan of pain.

      Half a dozen messages were waiting for her when she started to scroll through, but nothing too important. And just like Ella had said, she’d contacted Peyton and told her she was coming home.

      Right under that message was one from a contact she didn’t recognize. She scrunched her brows together as she racked her brain to think of who DF could be, but she couldn’t figure it out. When she read the message, she realized it was whoever had recovered her phone. Apparently he’d added himself to her contacts and left her a text. She almost deleted it on principle; she wasn’t about to flirt with some guy who went to that kind of bar on a Wednesday night, but on the other hand, he’d been kind enough to turn in her comm and she’d be helpless without it. The least she could do was respond.

      Once.

      DF: Sorry I couldn’t return this in person. I saw you across the room and it shined.

      Peyton rolled her eyes. Did lines like that actually work on people?

      Peyton: Thanks for turning it in. You’re a life saver. :)

      There. Simple, thankful, done. She put thoughts of DF and Ella out of her mind as her bus pulled up in front of her office. Rumors of a big assignment going out had been running rampant, and she needed to have her head in the game if she was going to be the one chosen. Her comm beeped again with an incoming message, but Peyton ignored it. She had work to do.

      The incoming alien fleet wasn’t going to defeat itself.
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      Dryce stared at his comm waiting for Peyton to reply to his message. It felt almost intrusive to know her name, but the info had been right there in her contacts. She’d thanked him, so he knew she’d retrieved her comm from the bar, but after he replied to her, she hadn’t said anything. And as the minutes ticked by he feared that she wouldn’t reply again. He wanted to prompt her, but he knew enough about flirtation to know that no person liked to be hounded for a response.

      He shoved the comm back in his pocket as Sandon opened the door to the small conference room they were meeting in and took a seat. “I’ve sent a list of interviews you’ve been scheduled for to your communicator. They will be happening over today and tomorrow. We’re getting reports of amateur detection of the fleet at the edge of the solar system and our joint leadership team does not want to incite panic. Do you understand?”

      Dryce understood that he was stuck in a job he had no skill for just because he had a pretty face and an easy smile. He was a warrior, not a puppet, but for some reason both the SDA and Detyen leadership had decided he was the perfect person to liaise with the media about the Detyen presence on Earth.

      “Sir, is this⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t assign it to you if it wasn’t necessary, would I?” Sandon didn’t let him get the question out. It was times like this that Dryce remembered Sandon wasn’t that much older than him. He wasn’t yet thirty, though the day was drawing close. Soon the commander would need to make a decision, whether he would die or sacrifice all of his emotions to buy a few more years in service of his people. The stress of the past months was wearing on the man, and from the pinched look on his face, he seemed to be living with a constant headache. Dryce could add to the man’s problems by rebelling at his assignment, or he could do his duty to his people, no matter how unpleasant it seemed.

      “I’ll keep news of the fleet out of the interviews,” Dryce promised. “But do we have any updates on that?”

      Sandon shook his head. “They’re holding steady on this side of the Kuiper belt.” Dryce had learned that the Kuiper belt delineated the outer edge of the main Sol system. The system continued on for a long distance past that, but it was mostly uninhabitable rocks and radiation. “No matter who questions Brakley Varrow, he won’t give up any information. The Oscavian we captured with him is just as reluctant to divulge their secrets.”

      That was beyond frustrating. Brakley Varrow was an Oscavian scientist who had held Dryce’s fellow warrior Dru as a captive for months aboard an Oscavian scientific vessel. He’d also experimented on a human woman named Laurel who had turned out to be Dru’s denya. The pair had managed to escape Varrow, but in doing so had led him and his allies to the Detyen headquarters. The Detyens had been forced to evacuate and destroy their former home before it could fall into the wrong hands. Dryce hadn’t been there, having arrived on Earth months before his fellow Detyens, but everyone in the Legion had a different version of the story to tell.

      “Have we heard anything about Yormas of Wreet?” Dryce asked.

      “His people claim he’s been stripped of his ambassadorship and that any action he takes is on his own, not in any capacity as a Wreetan official.” Sandon’s droll tone told Dryce all he needed to know. Wreet may have disavowed the man, but they wouldn’t lift a finger to stop him from destroying Earth.

      For more than a hundred years, the mystery of who had destroyed Detya had haunted the Detyen Legion. A single ship had managed to rain down fire and death and only those lucky enough to already be off planet, or within close proximity to escape ships, had managed to survive. In the century since, the Detyens had cobbled together a culture across the stars, but there’d been no clue as to who had destroyed them or why. No clue until a team of warriors had been sent to a desolate place called Fenryr 1 where they discovered a recording that implicated Yormas of Wreet and promised to let the Detyen Legion fulfill their true purpose.

      It was there that Dryce’s brother, Raze, had met his own denya, and at the time that had been impossible. Raze had been soulless, had sacrificed his emotions to extend his life beyond the thirty years an unmated Detyen could live. Somehow he’d recognized Sierra Alvarez as his and the next time Dryce had seen him, he’d been a changed man.

      So much had changed in less than half a year, but now the Legion was in more trouble than ever, and full of more hope than they could have dreamed. If they could defeat Yormas of Wreet and his allied Oscavians, they could finally have their justice for what was done to their ancestors. And once that was over, perhaps they could grow beyond their original mission and find a home for their people on Earth where it seemed that Detyens were finding denyai by the day.

      Dryce included. He couldn’t help but smile as he remembered the sight of Peyton. Maybe he should have felt guilty for stealing her name from her communicator and taking her number for himself, but all was fair when it came to claiming a mate, and he would show her he was a worthy companion, just as soon as he could convince her to text him again.

      “What’s that look?” Sandon asked, jerking him out of his memory.

      Dryce schooled his expression into something more serious. “Nothing, sir. Thank you for the update. I’ll complete the interviews and make sure not to shirk my training.”

      Sandon nodded. “See to it.” He glanced down at his watch and grimaced before shaking his head. “I think I’m wishing for an attack just so I can avoid all of these meetings.”

      There was the Sandon Dryce had once known, before the weight of leadership had overwhelmed him. “Don’t pray too hard, or our ancestors might do you a favor.”

      The commander gave a short laugh as he pushed himself up from his chair and left Dryce alone. Dryce pulled out his own communicator to find the schedule of interviews that Sandon had left for him. They were scheduled throughout the next two days, but luckily he’d be able to do them all from SDA headquarters. He’d been forced to do a few in front of media cameras in studio and that had eaten into most of his time. He was a warrior, not a decoration, and he didn’t want to spend his days smiling for the media and assuring the public that there was no incoming threat. Especially when he knew that threat was waiting for them to show a single sign of weakness.

      His communicator beeped and a message from Peyton flashed up.

      Dryce: Sometimes I wish I could throw my comm away, but I’m glad you have yours back.

      Peyton: Too many of your conquests trying to get ahold of you?

      Her response startled a laugh out of him and he couldn’t stop grinning. Maybe another man would have been rebuffed, but he liked that his mate had claws of her own.

      Dryce: Do you think I give my conquests my contact info?

      He sent the response before he could think better of it and as soon as he realized what he’d typed he winced and wished he could call it back. That was no way to ingratiate himself with his mate. She should never have to doubt her place beside him, and his days of picking up people in bars and clubs were past now that he’d found her. Even if she never wanted him, he didn’t think he could take someone else to his bed; he wouldn’t even want to try.

      Despite his inelegant message, she replied almost immediately.

      Peyton: So what makes me so special? Or is it because you don’t want to make me one of your conquests?

      His fingers itched to tap out a message, but he forced himself to slow down, to think before he replied. If he told her too much too soon, he risked scaring her away before she could accept what she already meant to him. If he made light of how he’d been on the planet up to this point, she might never take him seriously as a romantic partner.

      Dryce: I needed to make sure you got your comm back. It’s more important than a blaster on Earth.

      Peyton: You’re right about that.

      She left it there without another response, but Dryce smiled down at the message history before flicking back to his schedule. It wasn’t much of a conversation, but it was a beginning. Now he just had to stop the world from ending to make sure that it could continue.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Why are the Oscavians so fucking formal?” Jessa Stewart slumped against Peyton’s door as she lobbed her complaint into the air.

      Peyton looked up from her communicator, hoping her dark hair hid her blush. She wasn’t supposed to be using the device for non-work purposes, and messaging DF surely couldn’t count as official business. “Oscavians?” she asked. “Since when do we care about Oscavians?” The empire was on the other side of the galaxy, and though its tendrils spread every day, Earth was in no danger of falling under its dominion. They were too far away and too insignificant to matter to such a powerful nation.

      Jessa stepped forward and melted into the other chair in Peyton’s office. Well, the office Peyton had claimed for the day. She was normally down in the lab dissecting alien tech, but today several of their new alien allies had taken over and kicked her out, so she was stuck looking at teleporter schematics on a borrowed computer and filing paperwork that she’d let get backed up.

      “We care because a bunch of them are sitting in space a bit too close to home.”

      The hairs on the back of Peyton’s neck stood up at that. Whispers had been snaking their way through the SDA research labs for the past several weeks, but as far as she could tell, all information was on a strictly need to know basis. And Peyton hadn’t needed to know. But Jessa wasn’t likely to let something as silly as rules about classified information keep her from complaining. “How close?” Peyton asked. It was one thing to worry about nefarious aliens kidnapping her sister off the streets. Even at her most paranoid, she knew it wasn’t that likely to happen. An actual interstellar army sitting at their doorstep was another matter.

      “Close enough for civilians to pick them up. I hear our new alien friends are going to run interference with Star Hottie, but I don’t think that will work for long.” Jessa leaned forward and picked up a paperweight that sat at the edge of the desk and tossed it from hand to hand.

      “Don’t break shit that isn’t mine,” Peyton begged. And then her mind caught up to the rest of what Jessa had said. “Wait, who’s Star Hottie?”

      “That hot alien guy that’s done all the interviews over the past few weeks? Haven’t you watched?” Jessa was another woman completely obsessed with their new interstellar friends.

      Peyton didn’t get it. Sure it was kind of fascinating to think about all of the things the Detyens and the other aliens who’d come to Earth had seen, but that didn’t make her want to run out and climb on the dick of the nearest eligible alien. Did they even have dicks? She bit her tongue to keep from asking. “You’re talking about the Detyen media liaison?” Yeah, even Peyton could admit he was hot, maybe a little too hot, but she didn’t want to tell that to Jessa.

      Jessa’s eyes brightened. “Any chance I get I’m talking about him. I’ve been praying every day that he gets assigned to our team for something.”

      “Somehow I doubt that’s going to happen.” She and Jessa worked for the SDA, but they were both science grunts. Peyton spent most of her days tearing apart scavenged alien tech and trying to rebuild it for use on Earth. Jessa was a report writing machine. She could translate all of the science crap—Jessa’s words—to something that the higher ups understood. Her memos had been singlehandedly responsible for expanding the entire department’s budget on more than one occasion, something she didn’t let their supervisors forget when it came time for annual raises. “How did you hear about the Oscavians?”

      Of the many aliens on Earth, Peyton didn’t think she’d ever met an Oscavian. They were mostly characters in stories, used in media shows as distant princes or evil villains bent on galactic domination. She’d heard rumors that one was being held captive on an SDA base, but even that seemed farfetched. Though if Jessa’s gossip was true, maybe the other rumors were as well.

      “I have my sources.” Jessa grinned.

      Peyton’s communicator beeped and she could feel herself blush. God, barely a few lines of text flirting and her heart went pitter-patter. How pathetic was that? She reached out and tried to casually cover the device so that Jessa couldn’t reach for it, but that somehow brought more attention to it.

      “What’s that?” Jessa asked. “Who’s messaging you?”

      “I didn’t look, so how could I know?” Peyton shot back. It had been a weird night and day, and her thoughts were all jumbled up, that was all. No reason to get tripped up over the mysterious DF.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you blush.” Jessa leaned forward and reached out for the hand covering Peyton’s comm. Peyton yanked it back and stuck it in her pocket before it could be stolen. “And you’re not usually so possessive. Come on. Spill! I don’t give a shit about our imminent destruction if you’ve got something fun to share.”

      Peyton weighed her options. No way was Jessa walking out of this office without something, well, not unless there was a fire drill. But the alarm trigger was down the hall, so that option was out. She didn’t know why she was so reluctant to share. It was just some harmless messages. But there was something about them that she wanted to hold close, to keep to herself for a little longer. Ugh, maybe she just needed to get laid. It had been too long and if she was mooning over a mystery man, a man whose name and face she didn’t know, she definitely needed to get out more.

      And as it always went, Peyton relented. “I lost my comm last night.” No need to admit she’d been trailing her sister to make sure she didn’t do anything too stupid. “And this guy turned it in. When I picked it up this morning, we started chatting. It’s nothing. He seems nice.”

      “Nice?” Jessa practically jumped up in her chair. “What’s his name? Is he cute? Is he single?”

      “I don’t know!” Peyton clutched her comm tight to her chest and squeezed, as if she could pry information out of it. “I’m sure it will end up being nothing, but it’s a nice distraction. Seeing as you’re telling me about the potential end of the world!”

      Jessa rolled her eyes. “Shut up, you’re fine. And if it is the end of the world, maybe you should see where things with your mystery man go. If we’re all about to die fiery deaths, you have literally nothing left to lose.” She checked her watch and heaved a sigh before pushing up from her seat. “Duty calls. I’m going to want a full report on how things go.”

      Petyon shook her head. “Yes, boss, I’ll get right on that.” But as soon as Jessa was gone, she glanced down at the screen and couldn’t help her grin at the message waiting from DF.

      DF: You took off quick last night. Next time you should let me buy you a drink.

      Maybe next time she would.
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      Peyton: I can be pretty picky about my drinks. Do you think you’re up for it?

      Dryce grinned as he slipped his comm into his pocket. He wanted to reply, but he had to get to the third floor to start his first interview of the day and if Sandon heard he was late there would be hell to pay. Once he was situated in a different conference room he read through all of the information that the Detyens and the SDA wanted to get out to the public. Most of it was a bid to reassure everyone that the Detyens had come to Earth seeking shelter and new lives and that they meant the humans no harm. And when he was asked about the fleet just waiting to attack them, he knew what he’d have to do.

      But the interview went smoothly enough. Dryce flirted with the woman who’d been sent to interview him, charming her just as he charmed everyone. It went so well that she almost forgot to ask him about the imminent threat, but as they got to the end of the interview, he realized that it was possibly him who’d been lulled into a false sense of complacency.

      “Is this Oscavian Empire responsible for the fleet of ships waiting at the edge of our solar system?” The reporter, Holly Fordham, asked so casually that Dryce almost answered without thought.

      Almost. He took a moment and kept his smile in place. “The Oscavian Empire?” He laughed. “I may be new to Earth, but last I heard, they had no reason to want anything from this planet or system. If any Oscavians are here, I’m sure they just want to see the sights.”

      “And the fleet amassing in our system?” Holly pressed.

      “Ships come and go every day, Holly.” Though his job was to redirect attention, he’d been cautioned to lie as little as possible. And Dryce knew that outright denying a fleet sitting somewhere in the solar system would only draw attention to it. He didn’t want more amateur astronomers pointing their telescopes taking a peek. But he could see that she was gearing up to press him further, so he kept talking. “My people are warriors, so we’ve dedicated our entire existence to the protection of our people, and now that Earth is our home, our protection extends here. If there were any sort of threat, we would be first in line to fight it. Earth is safe, and I will give my last breath defending it.”

      Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, but she wrapped up the interview with a few more easy questions before the media units turned off. “So what’s the real story about those ships?” she asked, her posture sagging slightly and the tight smile dropping off her face.

      Dryce just looked at her. Another part of his training had told him that reporters could be more effective than spies at ferreting out information. Even if they were no longer being recorded, it didn’t mean she wouldn’t use everything he told her. “I hope the drive here was pleasant. I know it’s a bit out of the way.”

      Holly sighed, but gave up her pursuit. They chatted for a few minutes while her people cleaned up before leaving Dryce alone. Only once she was gone did he realize that he hadn’t flirted with her beyond what was needed to get the job done. It had come naturally before, and more than one reporter and crewmember were among his conquests. But not even for a second had he looked at Holly as anything but an adversarial emissary. She wanted information he couldn’t give, but he needed to use her to calm the populace. Whether she’d make a good bed partner hadn’t flitted across his mind.

      Of course, even at his most promiscuous, Dryce hadn’t flirted with everybody. And before seeing Peyton, it was completely possible that he would not have tried to make a move on Holly. She was too sharp eyed to let his guard down around, even if only in joining their bodies together.

      He’d heard that the denya bond was powerful. But even when he contemplated it, he’d wondered if it was powerful enough to override his normally voracious appetite. And he’d wondered if he would miss it. Though it hadn’t even been a full day yet, he couldn’t say that he did. He only wanted to find a way to meet with Peyton and woo her to his side and his bed.

      He grabbed his comm since he had a few minutes between meetings and frowned at the message she sent.

      Peyton: I don’t think I trust that pretty boy.

      DF: Pretty boy?

      A lick of jealousy lashed him, something so unfamiliar to Dryce that it took him a moment to figure out what it actually was. Who was she looking at? Why was he pretty? But then as he realized what she was actually saying, a sense of satisfaction suffused him. Whoever this guy was, she didn’t respect him or want to be near him. He wasn’t competition for Dryce.

      Peyton: That alien that they keep interviewing. He’s so slick and charming that you just know he’s hiding something.

      Dryce stared at his comm for a full minute as the words sank in. He was the pretty boy she didn’t respect. At least she thought he was charming? Not even that could soften the blow. A cold chasm threatened to open up in his chest at his mate’s rejection. A better man than him might have admitted who he was in that moment. He’d known that Peyton couldn’t know him, but hadn’t realized she might have seen him before, might have formed an opinion about him. And a poor one at that. There was only one solution.

      He had to show her that he was more than a pretty face, more than slick charm. And he couldn’t let her know who he was just yet, not until she started to think better of him. He wondered if he should ask his fellow warriors for advice. They’d successfully claimed their mates in the last months, and some of them had endured contentious relationships before that. But he could already imagine Raze telling him that his only option was to be honest and show his mate just how faithful and true he could be.
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