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      “You can’t win against Vested, mongrel dog. You might as well go home to your mum and cry like the little bitch you are.”

      Talyn Batur barely caught the nasty retort that scalded his tongue. Then wondered why he bothered, since both he and Duel Odelus were fighting to kill each other, anyway.

      Yeah, okay. I’m an idiot. 

      Just not a rude one.

      Duel punched and kicked like lightning.

      Moving as if he lacked bones and a spine, Talyn dodged and ducked, then delivered a staggering blow to Duel’s ribs. Duel stumbled back. Talyn scissor-kicked, turned, and hammered his famous double punch into Duel’s face and a head butt to his forehead.

      Stunned, Duel reached for him.

      By the methodical, sluggish way his opponent reacted now, Talyn knew it was time to finish it.

      “Kiss my mongrel ass, Vested,” Talyn growled, then swept Duel’s feet out from under him and pinned him to the bloody mat.

      Within a few heartbeats, the victory alarm rang, and was quickly drowned out by the thunderous sounds of those cheering his win, as well as those damning him to hell for it.

      The ref pulled Talyn up by his arm to present him to the crowd.

      “Undisputed! Undefeated! Unbelievable! The new Zoftiq Vested Champion of 8560! The Iron Hammer! Talyn Batur!”

      Drunk on adrenaline and victory, Talyn struck his chest and glared defiantly at the arena that was packed with screaming fans as he fought down the raw bloodlust that was pounding through his entire being. A bloodlust that still wasn’t nearly appeased. Over sixty thousand Andarions were here tonight to watch him bleed – and that didn’t even begin to count the tens of millions who were watching from home. Some betting that he’d win.

      More hoping his opponent would gut him in the goriest way imaginable.

      But as his breathing calmed and the pain of his match set in, one reality hit him even harder than the blows of his felled opponent.

      Out of all these tens of thousands who surrounded him, not a single one was here for him, personally. While those who were rejoicing his victory would go home to celebrate tonight, he’d take his shower, change clothes, and return to his spartan military barracks. Alone.

      Tomorrow, he’d get up and go to work, like any other day.

      The unconscious Vested bastard at his feet was right. In all the universe, Talyn only had one person to tell about his win.

      His own mother.

      How pathetic and worthless was that reality?

      I really need a life. 

      Since his mother was off on a summit meeting with the Andarion tadara and under strict comm silence, he’d have to wait until tomorrow night to do even that much. And he knew she wasn’t watching or listening to the event. She never did. It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She just didn’t want to know about his fights until she was sure he was still alive, and not lying dead on the Ring floor.

      End of the day, Talyn Batur – the celebrated athlete of his entire generation – had no one, in this massive arena packed to capacity with Andarions and aliens, who gave a single shit about him, except his manager and his trainer.

      It was something he’d lived with and accepted the whole of his life, but never had it burned more than it did right now as he looked out at the thronging mass of Andarions who were here with friends and females. Two things, because of their stringent bloodline laws, he’d never known, and would never have.

      The ref finally released his arm as they dropped the barricaded cage walls and carried his opponent away on an air stretcher. They were both bleeding profusely from the wounds they’d given each other over the last three and a half hours. While Duel Odelus had done his best to kill him, Talyn had only fought to win.

      That had always been his priority. Screw the carnage. He wanted victory.

      Respect.

      Most of all, he just wanted to get laid.

      Well, not right now, because he could barely move. But once his mobility was restored, it’d be nice to have a female kiss his boo-boos for once.

      Wiping the blood and sweat from his brow with his forearm, he returned to his side of the Ring where his manager and trainer waited to congratulate him. Their words were meaningless. He hadn’t gone into fighting for the praise.

      Only to advance his military rank as fast as possible, and to keep his ass out of trouble.

      He fought because it was all he knew. All he was good at.

      The sole thing that gave him any real pleasure. Because here, in this Ring, he could unleash the pent-up fury he was forced to bite back whenever he stood on the other side of those cage barriers.

      Talyn took the towel from his trainer’s hand and dodged the reporters as he made his way through them to his dressing room. He’d let Erix deal with them. His trainer lived for this shit. Talyn would rather have his head split open than skillfully bypass the questions he didn’t want to answer, from Andarions he couldn’t stand. Andarions who didn’t think he was fit to breathe their air.

      His manager, Erix, was in his glory as he went from post-fight interview to interview, bragging about his skills in training Talyn over the years.

      Yeah, right… 

      More correctly, it was Talyn’s fists and willingness to stupidly open a vein, either his or someone else’s, whenever he was under attack.

      Pulling the bloody mask from his face and fang-guard from his mouth, Talyn passed the security agents and headed to his locker room. Unlike Duel’s finery, his was a shithole. The bare-bones, barely furnished back room that was provided for mongrel dogs to shower and dress in. No frills. Utterly hideous.

      Just like him.

      Ferrick, a grumpy, potbellied, middle-aged Andarion who barely reached Talyn’s shoulders, joined him in the dressing room. He was grinning so wide, his fangs were exposed and his white eyes gleamed with delight. “Next time, kid, I need you to kill your opponent. We’re talking major bonus payout. We’d be rich.”

      Talyn snorted. “You’d be rich.”

      “Yeah, okay, I’d be rich. But I have four daughters in university with upcoming unification ceremonies. You’ve got to help me. Next fight, rip out the trachea and beat your opponent with it. I can get some serious mileage from that. And credits out my ass.”

      Reaching for his towel, Talyn raked him with an amused stare. “How about I make your wife a rich widow instead?”

      Ferrick laughed. “That threat would hold more impact if I didn’t know how much you hate dealing with others, and there’s no way in Coreła’s thorny hell you’d ever set your own fights. Or deal with the media.”

      “I’m not sure I’d bet my life on that… were I you.” Talyn headed for the showers.

      “Think about it, kid! Just one death. One! Slow and painful is better, but at this point, I’d take a quick, painless one.”

      Shaking his head, Talyn turned the shower on, and washed off his mask first. After Ferrick left to deal with reporters, he undressed, shoved his shoes and dirty shorts into his duffel, and showered. There was no maid service or attendant on the lower side of the Ring. Everything was self-serve. Which was fine by him. Like Ferrick had said, he preferred solitude to bullshit company.

      Or worse, sycophants to his face, assholes at his back.

      The water stung against his wounds and bruises. But he was used to that, too.

      He’d just finished showering when his military armband went off to let him know that he was due back for check-in. Picking up his jacket, he paused to finger his major’s stars on the epaulette, and the honors and medals he’d won over the last four years. Tomorrow, he’d put in for rank advancement. With a win like this, and given his service record, it should be guaranteed.

      If he were a fully Vested Andarion, there would be no doubt.

      Four weeks ago, it would have been a damn good probability, too. But that was before Colonel Chrisen Anatole had been transferred in as his CO.

      Now… 

      His comm link buzzed with the special armada tone.

      Talyn put it in his ear and answered as he finished dressing. “Major Batur.”

      “Major? Where are you?” the lieutenant snarled in the snottiest of tones.

      Again, fury rose high as Talyn bit back a nasty set-down. A Vested officer would be able to verbally slap the lower-ranking lieutenant. If he tried that, he’d be put on report. It wasn’t his place to question or correct his so-called betters. “On my way back to post.”

      “You missed your check-in.”

      Talyn choked. “Not possible. My band just went off. I have leave until midnight.”

      “No, sir. You don’t. Check your orders.”

      Talyn pulled them up on his link, then cursed. “I reviewed them before I left. My curfew was midnight.” He ground his teeth as he saw that Anatole had reset his time after his fight had started, knowing there was no way Talyn could see it until he violated it.

      “Regardless, you are now AWOL. Report to Provost on your return.”

      “Will do.” Talyn hung up and gathered his gear. So much for celebrating. Violating check-in wasn’t something the Andarion military took lightly. It was one of their strictest policies and held some of the worst punishments for anyone dumb enough to do it.

      His rage mounting, he limped his way to a public transport and got in. He swiped his military ID and sat back while it drove him back to base.

      Trying to keep his thoughts off what was waiting for him and the boiling anger over the injustice of it all, he watched the small monitor, and listened to the media commentator reviewing the night’s fight results.

      “Talyn Batur is not only the youngest to ever win the title, but is the first Andarion in Ring history to take the Zoftiq title in both the Open and Vested leagues. We know the Iron Hammer is celebrating his unprecedented and historic victory tonight. Sources say that he was spotted in his dressing room with a number of beautiful females, all vying for the Hammer’s attention. And I’m sure he’s giving it to them, even as I report this.”

      He snorted derisively at the announcer who continued to cover the fight highlights.

      Wish I lived the life they think I do…  

      Honestly, Talyn felt just like he had the very first time he’d ever fought a match. Sick to his stomach. Aching. Tired. Wrung completely out. He’d won that night, too. Only there’d been no reporters to cover it. Rather, he’d walked home afterward, in the rain, to an empty, run-down apartment, and made himself a can of soup. Done his homework and tucked himself into bed before his mother came home and saw the bruises on his face that would have forced him to lie to her about what had caused them.

      She’d have reamed him solid for daring to fight at that age. For that matter, she reamed him now after every match for being stupid enough to step into the Splatterdome. She couldn’t stand to see him hurt.

      If only he had a choice about it.

      “Nothing ever changes,” he breathed. Yet as he looked out at the Andarions on the street, he wanted it to.

      Desperately.

      All his life, he’d played by the rules. Done what he was supposed to, and got his teeth kicked in by everyone around him. Literally and figuratively.

      He was done with it.

      I just want to be normal. To have what other Andarions took for granted. Anonymity. Family.

      A welcoming female in his bed.

      Equitable job opportunity.

      But those were all elusive bitches, who teased him to the brink of insanity.

      Sighing, Talyn glanced down at his reset orders and wanted to give Ferrick the fatality fight he craved.

      From the moment the royal-blooded Anatole had laid eyes on him, the colonel had hated Talyn for his lack-Vest caste. Like most everyone else Talyn had ever met, the bastard didn’t even try to hide it. He went for Talyn’s jugular with psychotic glee, as if it was his divine right to punish Talyn for only having a single maternal family bloodline.

      Let it go.

      Yet truthfully, he was tired of doing that, too. At this point, he was craving blood to a dangerous level.

      Pulling out his link and needing a distraction from thoughts that were bound to get him arrested, he started gathering information on his next fight opponent.

      Channel it, dumbass. That was what he was best at. While his mother might hate what he’d chosen to do with his life, fighting kept him semi-leashed and sane.

      Most days, anyway.

      Narrowing his eyes, he made himself pay attention to the words on his link. He was on the fighter stats page when an annoying ad popped up. As usual, he moved to close it. Until his gaze fell to the gentle face of an angel who seemed to be smiling for him, personally. While she wasn’t the most beautiful female he’d ever seen, there was something about her that called out to him. A soft, kind heart that was lacking in most.

      Damn, she was… 

      Sweet. The kind of female who made a home worth fighting for. The kind who could lift a male’s spirits… along with a number of other things.

      Time for change, Talyn. Time to take something for yourself.

      He’d just won the biggest fight of his career. Had claimed a title very few ever did. Had done what no other Andarion had ever done… he’d won it in both leagues.

      Vested and Open.

      Just shy of his twentieth birthday.

      Now, it was time he fought for the one thing that mattered most.

      His life.

      I’m not a mongrel dog. And he was done with being treated like one.
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      Felicia Orfanos hesitated as she caught sight of the massive male who waited for her in the small, dimly lit room. A full seven feet in height, he was ripped like a bodybuilder – with a massive, muscled build. She’d never been this close to anyone with a physique like his.

      Holy gods…  

      Strange, he’d seemed chunky in the photo he’d submitted with his application. But there was nothing overweight about him.

      Nor did he appear shy or bashful. Never mind socially awkward. Things he’d been dubbed by the answers he’d provided on their required questionnaire.

      “Fierce” and “terrifying” were the only two adjectives that came to her mind as she swept her gaze over his confident male stance. He had all his weight on his left leg, and his muscled arms crossed over his chest as he stared at the wall with a stern expression that was absolutely chilling.

      Lethal.

      Even though he was dressed in black street clothes, it was a warrior’s pose. His black hair was a mass of tiny braids he wore back from his face, letting her know that at his age, with that hairstyle, he was still in the military. Another thing that hadn’t been disclosed in the file her agency had given her.

      Not that it really mattered. Obligatory military service was required of all fully Vested Andarion males and females upon graduation from primary school or university. Given that he was here to buy her services at his age, he must come from some seriously high-caste parents. And he must have gone straight into the military instead of university upon his graduation.

      He turned slightly as if sensing her presence. The moment his white eyes focused on her hooded form, she felt a small electrical charge rush over her.

      Gracious. He was gorgeous! Granted, all Andarions were, but he was exceptionally handsome and well built. Every inch of that light caramel skin begged for a bite.

      And his entire demeanor changed instantly as he realized she was the one he’d come to meet. Now, he looked like the bashful, unsure male their personality evaluation had proclaimed him.

      Something that made her smile. How could he be made nervous by her when he was the only thing threatening in this room? He even dwarfed the security guard, who eyed him with obvious fear and respect for his gargantuan size. Yet this male reminded her of a skittish schoolboy at his first boy-girl dance.

      “Felicia,” the broker said as he stepped forward to greet her. “Meet your prospective patron.”

      With a deep breath for courage, she lowered her hood and smiled at him.

      Talyn felt his throat go dry instantly as her wealth of dark brown curls sprang out from the cloth to frame an adorable oval face. She was even more beautiful than she’d been in the pictures he’d seen. And a lot more petite than he’d expected. She barely reached the middle of his chest. While she was athletic in build, her limbs were so thin compared to his, they appeared frail. So much so, he was afraid to touch her lest he accidentally break something. And just like in her photos, her silvery-white eyes gleamed with kindness and warmth.

      Biting his lip, he glanced to the guard and broker, wishing they’d leave them alone. But because she was an unwed virgin, there was no chance of that.

      “Would you care to sit?” Talyn asked her respectfully.

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      He pulled a chair out for her. She moved with the fluid grace of a dancer. Her every gesture was a thing of absolute beauty. Sitting across from her, he tried to think of something witty to say.

      Nothing came to mind.

      Just don’t drool on yourself. That was all he’d need to make her run screaming for the door.

      She glanced about nervously before she spoke. “So what exactly are your terms? I know you wrote that my duties would be light, but can you elaborate?”

      He felt heat creep over his face as she got right down to business and he cringed at having to explain it in front of witnesses who already knew he was desperate. Otherwise, no male his age would be here, dealing with them. Or be willing to pay the exorbitant fees they demanded.

      Because of his lack-Vest, bastard status, they were gouging the shit out of him, and he had no choice except to take it in whatever orifice they dictated. But there was nothing he could do.

      Not if he wanted Felicia.

      And that he definitely did. She was so much more than he’d ever hoped to find. Honestly, he was still stunned and humbled that she’d agreed to meet with him, given his questionable lineage.

      Clearing his throat, he kept his gaze on her sweet face, and forced himself to ignore the condescension and censure of her broker. “I only have two nights a week free. And only for three to four hours each, not counting the hour it takes to get from my barracks to the condo. So you’d only have to be with me three hours at most on those two nights.” Which probably delighted her to no end. Most patrons required a lot more of their companions.

      Uncomfortable, Talyn rubbed at his neck. “I… um… I have a curfew to meet so there wouldn’t be any overnight visitations, unless I’m at liberty. Which is just once a year, and only for a week. I’ve already had this year’s liberty so you don’t have to worry about that for another twelve months. Even then, it’s negotiable. I know you’re still at university and need your days free to attend classes, and most nights to study. I’m good with all that.”

      Felicia frowned at what he was telling her. Was he serious? This was more than she’d ever dare to dream. “That’s really it?”

      He nodded.

      She couldn’t quite wrap her head around her good fortune. Something bad had to be wrong with him.

      One possible flaw definitely came to mind.

      “And how…” She cringed at the thought of what she needed to ask. But she knew from her mother, and other companions and instructors that she had to ask it before she consented to him. It was the primary concern all females in her profession had. One that maimed and killed a good 10 percent of them a year, and it would explain why such an eligible male was here, looking for one of her ilk and not negotiating for a noble wife.

      With a deep breath, she forced the embarrassing question out. “How kinky and violent are you during sex?”

      He actually turned bright red. “I would never harm a female off a battlefield, and even then, I wouldn’t do so unless she was armed and after me. Nor would I ask you to do anything that makes you uncomfortable, in any way. We can leave all the details of that up to you.”

      “Really?”

      Visibly cringing, he nodded.

      She sat forward and tried to figure out if he was lying to her. This was really too good to be true. And it wasn’t uncommon for males to lie to get what they wanted. She knew a number of females who’d gotten themselves into scary situations with males who’d seemed sincere and decent, only to find out, too late, they weren’t. “I honestly have to say that I’m a little confused. If that’s all you want, it would be significantly cheaper for you to visit a house of assignation than contract with me.”

      He bristled. “I have more than enough money to pay your contract fees, tuition, and upkeep. Believe me. Your broker has crawled my ass and accounts with a subatomic scope.”

      “I didn’t mean to insult you,” she said quickly. “I just don’t understand why you’d ask for so little, given the high cost.” And given how handsome and young he was. To hell with their stringent blood laws. What female wouldn’t do him for free?

      Contract or no contract.

      This was one male worth a jail sentence.

      He glanced to her broker before he spoke. “I want a companion, not a prostitute.”

      She was still baffled by this. If that was what he wanted, why not contract for marriage?

      But that was none of her business. He was absolutely gorgeous and polite. Sweet, even. She couldn’t have asked for a better patron. And he was definitely better than the last male who’d tried to contract her.

      You can’t do any better than this, girl. You know that. This was the kind of male most females prayed to marry. To have one as patron… 

      Unheard of.

      “Very well, then.” Felicia swallowed in trepidation of what was next. “Would you like to inspect me?”

      She had to bite back a laugh at how bright his cheeks turned this time. She’d never seen anyone blush so profusely. His caramel skin practically glowed.

      And to think, she was the virgin in the room.

      Once again, he glanced over to the guard and the broker, then shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that to you in front of them. I’ve already seen your photos, and that’s not the most important thing to me, anyway.”

      “May I ask what is?”

      “That you were as kind and gentle in person as you seemed to be by your profile answers and photos.”

      Her heart swelled at his bashful answer.

      She reached across the table and touched his hand before she offered him a smile. “Should we try a standard six-month trial?”

      He finally returned her smile. “I should like that. How long do you need to move in?”

      “When would you like for me to start?”

      “It’s entirely up to you. I have a fully furnished condo within walking distance of your school, as your contract stipulated. All I need to do is have you added to the security and paperwork. Everything for the condo is billed directly to me. You won’t have to worry about anything.”

      He was so unexpected. So preciously sweet.

      She only hoped he stayed this way.

      Please don’t be a lie. She’d had enough of lying bastards in her life.

      “Day after tomorrow, then?”

      He nodded.

      Her broker stepped forward with his e-tablet. “Excellent. I have the papers already drawn up. Read over it and sign them. I’ll post them immediately, and the two of you can be about your business.”

      Still a little nervous, Felicia was stunned that her patron hadn’t tried to negotiate anything. Rather, he’d agreed to every term she’d wanted. Right down to giving her all daylight hours so that she could continue with school… and a weekly maid service.

      He hadn’t even balked at providing her with a place to live near her school – which was some of the priciest real estate in Eris. A small studio apartment was over four thousand credits a month. For that matter, she couldn’t even afford to live in the university dorms. They were almost as much. All the other patrons she’d considered had flat-out denied that request.

      She signed the contract and waited for him to finish reading through it.

      Once he signed it, he handed her a small card. “That’s the address to the condo, and the number for my link. If you’ll give me two hours’ notice, I can meet you there, and make sure that you get in without any problems. Security’s really tight for the building so you’ll be very safe there, alone. The downside is that even if I tell them you’re coming, they might not let you in without me there to verify your identity, and sign the paperwork to have you added to my lease as a licensed cohabitator.”

      That was a nice bonus. In truth, she’d been a little afraid of living alone. Eris was a major city, with over ten million Andarions living in it. As much as authorities liked to deny it, it wasn’t uncommon for lone females to fall prey to vicious predators. It was the primary reason she’d wanted a short commute to school. “Then I’ll see you in two days.”

      “Two days,” he repeated before he stood. “I shall look forward to it.”

      As he started for the door, she rose. “Um, may I ask one thing before you leave?”

      “Sure.”

      “What’s your name?”

      He gave her a shy smile. “Talyn.”

      What a beautiful, proper name. It suited him. “Thank you, Talyn.”

      Inclining his head, he took his leave.

      Stunned by it all, Felicia couldn’t believe that she’d been lucky enough to find a patron so young and handsome. One who didn’t seem to want to treat her like his property, and demand that she serve his every perverted whim.

      Unlike the last revolting beast who’d almost assaulted her in front of her broker and guard. If not for them, she’d have been raped in this very room.

      You know you can’t trust him. Males lie. Her mother had beaten that into her head from birth.

      And yet, Talyn seemed honest.

      They all seem like that, daughter. Until they rip out your heart and feast upon it. 

      She refused to allow her mother’s poison to infect her. Glancing down at the card in her hand, she frowned as she finally saw the address of her new home. With a gape, she looked to her broker. “Is this correct?”

      “Brooksyn?”

      She nodded.

      “Then, yes. That’s the address we verified. He owns the entire top floor of the building. It’s a twenty-room flat, with an indoor pool and fully functional gym.”

      Felicia was aghast at that. “Twenty rooms?” Seriously?

      “Yes. It’s positively palatial.”

      Especially in Eris. No one had homes that big, as a rule. Except royalty.

      Or a mighty War Hauk.

      “And he doesn’t live there full time?”

      “No. He’s an officer in the armada. They require him to live in the barracks. He has a strict curfew and if he misses too many, they’ll strip his rank.”

      “And what rank does he hold?” Deputy commander?

      “Major.”

      That only confused her more. While majors made fairly good pay, they didn’t make enough to afford a twenty-room condo by her school.

      He must be royal-blooded. That was the only logical explanation.

      “Has he a wife?”

      Herun shook his head. “Nor is he pledged to any female. We screened him thoroughly.”

      Her head spun at the news. “What’s wrong with him, then?”

      “He has no paternal lineage, whatsoever. He’s the bastard son of an Outcast. No one on his father’s side would even adopt him.”

      Ouch. No wonder Talyn was willing to pay so much for a companion. There was no other legal way for him to have an Andarion female as part of his life. And to pair himself with an alien female would lower his caste even more.

      Which, given how low it already was, would be quite a feat.

      It wouldn’t matter how high his rank or how pure his mother’s bloodline. No family would contract their daughter to a male without some paternal lineage. Especially not one whose father was such an Outcast that no one else in his entire family would adopt his son to protect him.

      Just what crime had his father committed for his shame to taint his son so thoroughly?

      A bastard herself, she knew exactly how harshly Andarions treated children like them. But at least she knew her father’s lineage and he allowed her to count it, even though her parents had never married. While being a half-Vest limited what choices and careers she had open to her, it was nowhere near as bad as being a solid lack-Vest.

      Not to mention, she was female and that automatically put her in a better caste than his, since maternal lineages were the higher valued in Andarion society.

      Her heart aching for him, she lifted her cowl and returned to her small cell that had been her home since she’d begun her companion training.

      She glanced around the small, spartan room.

      While her mother hadn’t been thrilled with her choice to do this, she’d understood that it was the only way Felicia could go to her expensive university without crawling to her father for the money.

      Or marrying into a family with a matriarch who’d treat her and her mother like sub-sentient creatures – because Felicia was bastard-born.

      Her mother had kindly offered to take out loans for her. But Felicia had refused. Her mother’s health had been ailing these last few years, and she didn’t want to stress her mother any more. Nor force her mother into the indignity of being scrutinized by a loaner or marriage broker. Her mother had suffered enough indignities in her life.

      Indignities Felicia hadn’t fully comprehended until her own training had given her a whole new respect for what her mother had been put through because of her father.

      Her mother must have been out of her mind as a young Andarion.

      Felicia still cringed every time she remembered the humiliating inspection and certification process her agency had insisted on before they’d even list her profile on their site. It’d been a solid year before they’d offered her up for “adoption.”

      As bad as her training had been, it was nothing compared to the rude, insufferable males she’d interviewed with, who’d wanted a young companion they could parade around like some show dog on a leash.

      Worse, her time to pick a patron had been running out. Had Talyn waited one more day to call for a meeting, she’d have been forced to accept Lord Arux’s offer. She cringed at the mere thought. He’d refused 80 percent of her requests and had been completely unreasonable and offensively rude.

      Grateful it hadn’t come to that, she swept her gaze around her meager belongings. Two days? It wouldn’t take her two hours to pack her things.

      But in two days, everything about her life would change.

      Everything.

      She shivered as that reality went through her. The only thing of value she owned was her virginity. Once it was gone, so was any negotiating power she currently had.

      Closing her eyes, she prayed that she’d made the right decision. If Talyn was lying to her, she would be no better off than her mother had been.

      Yes, she had a six-month probation period with him. But once they slept together, she’d be downgraded to a used whore.

      And since he had no paternal bloodline or social standing, she wouldn’t even be able to use that as a way of upping her value.

      She would be ruined in the eyes of their society.

      God, what have I done? 

      “So… did you turn him down or agree to adoption?”

      Felicia turned at the sound of Glycie’s voice in her doorway. Tall, well stacked, and gorgeous, Glycie always made her feel like an ugly slug in comparison. They’d gone through several classes together, and had both been listed for adoption on the same day. While Felicia had had a few interviews since being listed, Glycie had a staggering amount of males to choose from. So many that the agency had given her extra time to pick the richest one, with the best offer.

      “I signed.”

      Glycie gasped, then hugged Felicia while giggling with excitement. “Oh, congratulations, sweetie! How was he?”

      “Respectful and young.”

      Eyes wide, Glycie shouted the good news down the hallway for the others to hear. It was something they always did whenever a companion was adopted by a patron.

      Fresca tsked as she came into the room with a slow, sauntering walk. While she was every bit as beautiful as Glycie, she was an utter condescending bitch.

      To everyone.

      Rumors said that it was what kept her from being in the top tier of companion prospects… which only made her all the more bitter and biting. “Please tell me you didn’t contract with the animal that just left here.”

      Felicia frowned at her hostility. “Why would you say that about him?”

      Rolling her eyes, she stared at Felicia as if she was mentally defective. “Even you can’t be so stupid as to not know whom he is.”

      Insulted by her snide tone, Felicia stiffened. “He’s a major in the armada.”

      “And he’s been the Open league Zoftiq champ for years now. He’s killed I don’t know how many males in the Ring. Brutally.” Her white eyes turned even darker and angrier. “When they allowed that ruthless bastard to fight in the Vested league, which they should have never done, he left my cousin with a permanent limp, limited use of his arm, and almost killed him. My cousin said he was like a rabid dog, unleashed. All the years he’s fought, he’s never seen a worse animal. There’s no fighter more feared in the Ring than Talyn Batur. And you signed with him? Are you insane?”

      “She’s right,” Rynara agreed as she joined them. “I was his first choice for companion, but I wouldn’t even meet with him. Turned him down flat as soon as I saw his name. Last thing I want is to be in a room with someone so violent and cold-blooded. Never mind at his complete and utter mercy. Just the thought of it gives me chills.” She shivered to further illustrate her point.

      Fresca nodded in agreement. “I’ve heard he’s so huge in size that he’s split some of his past lovers in half. Left several unable to bear children.”

      “I heard he’s been banned from most whorehouses for acts of perverted violence.” Rynara patted Felicia on the arm. “You poor thing. You should have done more research on him before you accepted.”

      With sympathetic fear in her eyes, Glycie bit her lip. “Maybe you can get out of it?”

      “I already signed.” Felicia’s breathing turned ragged as they went on and on listing Talyn’s flaws.

      What have I done? 

      If one-quarter of what they said was true, she’d be maimed in a week.

      Or dead.

      Sick to her stomach, she tried to think of some way to end this.

      Excusing herself, she went to her broker. He was in his office, at his computer, with a gleeful smirk on his face. “Herun?”

      He looked up with an arched brow. “Did you lose the address already?”

      “No… um…” Felicia hesitated. “Have you posted the forms already?”

      “Of course. I told you I would.”

      “Can we rescind them?”

      His other eyebrow shot up. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “I just learned some things about the major that I didn’t know before.”

      Sighing, he shook his head. “It’s done. Honestly, I don’t know how you can complain. No one else would pay so much for you or be so accommodating to your outrageous demands. It’s not like you’re the prettiest companion here. You barely made the second tier of our offerings. For that matter, I was worried we’d ever recoup the money we spent for your training. Instead of complaining, you should be damn grateful he’s delusional about your questionable status, and willing to overlook it.”

      Heat stung her cheeks at his needless and cruel reminders.

      Herun turned away from her. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have other contracts to draft.”

      Mortified and humiliated, she wanted something smart to say back to him. But the truth he spoke cut her to the bone. She couldn’t think of anything other than the fact that Herun was right.

      No one else had wanted her.

      “You’re too short. Too muscled. And look at this frizzy mop of hair… I don’t know how we’ll make you presentable to anyone.” She could still see the sneer on the image consultant’s face as she reviewed Felicia’s “attributes.” The only reason they hadn’t cut her hair was the fear that it would be even messier with a shorter style.

      Completely heartbroken, she headed back to her room and cursed herself with every step. What have I done?

      Consigned herself to hell.

      She was her mother’s daughter, after all. Taken in by a handsome liar. She’d seen what she wanted in him, and hadn’t done enough research.

      Now, she would pay for it. And if the others were to be believed, she’d pay with her life.
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      Nervous and afraid, Felicia cringed at the sneer on the doorman’s face as he stood in the elegant, ornate doorway, blocking her from entering the posh building. Maybe she should have worn something other than old shorts and a light, thin shirt… 

      Since she was moving, she hadn’t thought anything about it, but now she wished she had.

      Not like I’m nervous enough about being here. After her friends had left her with their dire predictions on how long she’d live before her patron killed her in bed with his enormity, or outside of it with his cruelty, she’d spent hours researching Talyn Batur.

      There was a lot written about him. None of it particularly good or personal. And nothing about his military record. In fact, she couldn’t find any confirmation of his military service at all. Rather the articles she’d read only went into his bloodthirsty fighting skills in the Open Ring. She’d seen countless photos of him bloody and thrilled after a fight. It was like he had a sick sense of glee from the brutality of it all.

      Which did nothing to allay her terror.

      Every article and broadcast she’d come across confirmed the cold-blooded ferocity Fresca and Rynara had accused him of. He took pity on no one. He was savage and ruthless. Fierce and terrifying. Unstoppable. Invincible. When he entered the Ring, he dominated it.

      And no opponent walked out on two legs.

      While she couldn’t find anything that said he’d actually killed anyone during a fight, all experts agreed that the Iron Hammer was the most feared and ferocious Andarion to ever enter the Splatterdome.

      And he was the first to truly own the brutal blood sport.

      Since everything she’d found had only scared her more, and her agency refused to allow her to back out of the contract, she’d finally stopped reading before she panicked and did something stupid.

      Like leave the planet forever.

      Swallowing hard, she met the doorman’s glare.

      “Can I help you?” Could there be any more disdain in his tone?

      “I… um… I’m supposed to be moving in here today.”

      The look he raked over her body called her a liar. “Are you with your parents?”

      She wanted to jump into a hole and vanish forever.

      “Felicia?”

      Standing up on her tiptoes, she looked past the doorman’s shoulder to see Talyn, who must have been waiting for her in the lobby. Dressed in his major’s red and black formal attire, he was breathtaking. A strange warmth flooded her at the sight of him, even though she was more afraid of him than she was the rude doorman. “Hi.”

      And that one word totally changed the doorman’s demeanor toward her. “Here, mu tara. Allow me to help you.”

      “It’s all right, Starrin. I’ve got it.” Talyn took the box from her hands. He glanced out toward the street. “Where’s the rest of your things?”

      Now it was her turn to blush. “This is everything I have.”

      Instead of judging her, he smiled kindly. Something that was completely at odds with the horror stories Fresca and Rynara had filled her with.

      “Then let me take your pack and I’ll show you upstairs.” He gently pulled her rucksack from her shoulders and led her past a long, shiny desk of tough-looking security guards. Each of them eyed her as if they were committing her features to memory.

      A huge burly male approached them. “Is this our new tenant? Tara Orfanos?” he asked Talyn.

      “It is.”

      She felt a rush of delight at the respect in his tone. Something she definitely wasn’t used to or expecting. Most tended to treat her like the doorman had on her arrival. Because she was very small and woefully shy for an Andarion female, it invited others to push her around and treat her like a child.

      “Excellent. I’ll make sure everyone is familiar with her.” He smiled. “Welcome to the building, Tara Orfanos. If you need anything at all, my name is Aaron. I live here on the ground floor and am head of security.” He inclined his head to Talyn. “I’ve already assured Major Batur that I will personally see to your safety, as he was quite adamant that no harm befall you, lest he make our future mobility quite impossible and painful. While I’m not as ferocious as the major, I am quite accomplished at my job, and will make sure no one bothers you.”

      Felicia smiled at the male even though his words did nothing to lessen the fearful knot in her stomach. “Thank you, Aaron.”

      He opened the elevator doors for them. “Good afternoon, mu tara. Welcome to your new home. I know you’ll be happy here, and if you’re not, let us know and we’ll make sure that you are.”

      Felicia bit her lip at his kindness. “Thank you, again.”

      Talyn pulled a shiny black card out of his pocket. “You’ll have to swipe the card to reach our floor.” He showed her how then handed it to her. “After the swipe, it requires a hand scan.” He pressed his hand to the panel. It lit up before the elevator moved.

      “So you don’t press a button for the floor?”

      “No. It knows where you live by the handprint. As soon as you’re squared away, I’ll call the manager and he’ll get you entered into the system. Whenever you have visitors, you’ll have to notify security. Then you can either meet them in the lobby, or security will escort them up. But only if you’re home. If you’re not, they’ll have to wait for you in the lobby. Like I said, the security here is very serious about the safety of their tenants.”

      She glanced up at the camera in the corner. Not to mention the hand-carved mahogany wood and gilded ceiling. “This is much nicer than anything I expected. Thank you for letting me live here.”

      He shifted the box in his hands. “No problem. Since I can’t visit very often, I wanted to make sure you were completely safe. I, um, I don’t know if you cook or not, but I had them stock the kitchen for you, just in case. There’s a grocery across the street and I worked it out with the manager to deliver anything you need or want. All you have to do is call them with your order and they’ll bring it over. Or if you pick it out, they’ll deliver it and charge my account. There’s also a deli and full restaurant on the first floor of the building, and a small convenience store that’s open twenty-four hours, even on holidays. Just charge the condo and it’ll go to my monthly bill.”

      She gaped at his thoughtfulness that belied the ruthlessness she knew him capable of. Surely a beast wouldn’t go to this amount of trouble for a paid companion. Would he?

      For that matter, her own father and brothers wouldn’t go to this length for any of the females in their lives. Especially her. They barely acknowledged she was a member of their family, and then, only when required by law.

      “Likewise, I don’t know if you drive or not, but there’s a transport for you in the parking garage. The number for it corresponds with the condo address. It’s yours, too. If you can’t drive or don’t want to, I have the number for a chauffeur service and they’ll be more than happy to provide a driver for you. Also a protective detail should you have to study late at school. They just need a twenty-minute heads up to get someone to you. I’d prefer you use their service than take any chances with your safety.”

      Stunned, she couldn’t think as the door opened into a bright, elegant hallway.

      No, not hallway.

      Foyer.

      Holy crap… was this really her new home? Eyes wide, she stared in awe of the palatial estate.

      Talyn led her into the condo that was finer than anything she’d ever seen in her entire life. Seriously. It even made her father’s expensive home look like a dump.

      And it was huge! Open and airy, it had a breathtaking view of the city. The furniture was elegant and high end. Leather sofa, fully vided wall. Rich, hand-carved tables and expensive vases and flowers. Marbled floor, mahogany paneling, and a gilded tray ceiling.

      She half expected some snotty female to come out and yell at her to wipe her feet.

      Or leave before she tainted it.

      Talyn smiled as he saw her gaze dancing around in appreciation. The sheer joy on her face was worth every precious credit the place had cost him. The last thing he’d wanted was for her to regret choosing him as her patron when she could have chosen anyone – even an aristo.

      He set the box down on the dining room table and placed her rucksack beside it. “This is your home, Felicia. You can have friends over whenever you like. I only ask that you keep our time for us. I’m not real big on company. Ever. No one should bother you, looking for me. If the media does track me down here, tell them to contact my manager, and if they don’t go away, report them to Aaron and he’ll take care of them.”

      She frowned at him. “The media?”

      He felt heat creep over his face. “Yeah. They want interviews sometimes. Ferrick handles all of that.”

      Before she could ask him for more details, he picked up the intercom and contacted the manager to come up and add her to the system.

      His bracelet buzzed.

      She frowned at the pulsing noise. “What’s that?”

      He held his arm up to show her the black band on his left wrist. “My military tracker. It’s letting me know that my lunch time is almost up, and I have to leave in order to get back to my post for check-in. Otherwise, I’m AWOL, and that’s highly unpleasant.”

      “Oh.” The sudden sadness in her eyes touched him a lot more than it should have.

      He picked up the link from the counter and handed it to her. “My personal number is already programmed in, under three. If you need anything, day or night, call me or Aaron. He’s number four. Or you can use the house system. The driver service is five. If I can’t answer, leave a message and I’ll call or text as soon as I’m able.” He headed for the elevator.

      “Talyn?”

      He paused.

      She closed the distance between them. Looking up at him, she gave him the sweetest smile. “Thank you for everything.” She stood up on her tiptoes to place her cheek against his.

      Talyn swallowed as a wave of desire tore through him and set his blood on fire. It wasn’t helped by the sudden image in his mind of her in the small underpants she’d worn for her agency photos. Felicia had the sweetest ass he’d ever seen on any female, and he lived solely for the day he could peel her clothes off and sink himself deep inside her.

      The scent of her floral perfume filled his head and set his senses spinning. Worse, her soft riot of curls brushed against his skin, making him so hard that he was sure it would be obvious to anyone who glanced in his general direction. He hungered so much for her that it took everything he had to pull away.

      But if he didn’t go right now, he wouldn’t be able to return to her for weeks. “I’ll see you in five days?”

      She gave him an adorable pout. “Is that your next liberty?”

      He nodded.

      “That seems like a long workweek.”

      She wasn’t kidding about that. Prior to Anatole’s appearance, his life and schedule had been much easier to manage. Now it sucked to extremes.

      “Beauty of the military. They own my sorry ass.” He winked at her.

      “Five days, then.” She pressed a light kiss against his lips that did nothing to settle the heat in his blood.

      Hard and aching, he forced himself to leave her, even though all he wanted was to stay with her for a while longer. She would definitely be worth the write-up and punishment.

      His breathing ragged, he took one last look at her before he stepped into the elevator to return to work.

      Felicia didn’t move until Talyn was gone from her sight. An inexplicable pain hit her as she felt his absence like a physical blow. How weird. She barely knew him. Had only met him twice, and not even for a total of half an hour.

      But no one had ever been so kind to her. So thoughtful or concerned. He didn’t treat her like a paid whore.

      He treated her like a treasured wife. Like she mattered to him. Something that was completely at odds with what her friends had told her to expect. And it was definitely not what she’d learned from her research.

      Then again, they didn’t know him. At all. The reporters were speculating, and none of her friends had ever met Talyn. They were commenting on rumors, too.

      You know better than to listen to those. 

      The heartless monster they’d warned her about wouldn’t have gone to this length to make her comfortable and safe.

      Tears filled her eyes as she looked around the massive condo he’d provided for her. Housing in Eris was so expensive, and that included the cheapest sections. Not even in her wildest dreams had she ever allowed herself to envision such a place as her residence. She’d expected something small, hopefully clean, and without vermin.

      This… 

      Laughing, she ran through the huge open rooms, amazed at how beautiful they were. How elegant.

      Until she came to the master bedroom.

      Her jaw went slack at the humongous bed that faced the most incredible view of the city she’d ever seen. She could even see the outline of her school from here.

      The tray ceiling above was trimmed in gold and painted to look like a celestial sky. An ebony ceiling fan was suspended over an ornate, hand-carved platform bed. A matching settee was to the right of an elaborate dresser. But more intriguing than that was a huge bouquet of flowers, and a wrapped present on the bed that had her name on it.

      Almost afraid to see what it contained, she approached the flowers first and took the card from the small envelope.

      
        
           

          Felicia,

          There’s a wallet in the dressing room table with charge accounts for your use. If you don’t like the decor of the rooms, please let the manager know and they’ll redesign the condo for you. Don’t hesitate to make it yours. Your happiness, safety, and comfort are my priority.

          ~T

        

      

      Her heart pounded at the beautiful, masculine script. No, he wasn’t the beast they called him.

      Biting her lip, she set the card aside and opened the box to find a beautiful thick bathrobe and slippers. Along with a stuffed lorina.

      A lorina with a diamond bracelet attached to its neck. Gasping, she could tell by the workmanship that it was real. And very costly.

      Her breath caught in her throat. Before she could stop herself, she picked up the link and called Talyn.

      “Major Batur.”

      She savored the rich, deep baritone of his voice. “Talyn?”

      There was a brief pause. “Is something wrong?”

      She sniffed back her tears at his honest concern for her. “No. I found the presents you left… Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. I hope you like them.”

      “They’re wonderful. I just wish you were here for me to thank you in person.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I only want you to enjoy them, not feel obligated because of them. They are freely given… Beautiful females deserve beautiful things.”

      Felicia closed her eyes as she savored those precious words. “You’re very sweet.”

      He snorted. “Don’t say that out loud. You’ll ruin my ferocious reputation.”

      Laughing, she shook her head. “Ferocious, huh?”

      “Absolutely. How you think I got my rank at this age?”

      “Your sexy sweetness?”

      His warm laughter filled her ear. “Yeah, sure,” he said drily. “That always works for rank advancement. You sweet-talk the enemy. They fall over, laughing at you.”

      “See. I knew it.” She switched on the video feed and waited for him to accept it or deny her request. To her delight, he turned it on. From the looks of it, he was riding an airbike through traffic. All she could see was his helmeted head and the sky over his shoulders, until he lightened the shield on his helmet so that his handsome face was showing through it. “Is there really no way for me to see you sooner than five days?”

      “Between training and work, no. They keep a really tight leash on me.”

      Funny how that was what she’d wanted in a patron, especially after her friends had told her what a beast he was. Now… “Can I come visit you at work?”

      “This is my normal lunch time. I have an hour and a half for it.”

      “What about dinner?”

      “I only have fifteen to thirty minutes for that.”

      She pouted at him. “That’s not long.” Barely enough time to eat anything at all.

      “It comes at shift change when I’m on duty, and the married soldiers take precedence over those of us without. The rest of the time, I have to catch something fast at the gym before practice.”

      “Oh.” She tried to imagine what his life was like. To protect his privacy, there hadn’t been much on his profile sheet. While the agency saw the full family, psychological, and financial forms he’d submitted, they only gave companions part of the personality portion to evaluate.

      She hadn’t even known his family name until they signed the contract. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “No. You?”

      She bit her lip. “I had three half brothers and two half sisters, but we’re not close. It’s mostly me and my mother.”

      “Same here.”

      That made sense then as to why he was so concerned for her safety. He must look after his mom like she did hers. “So what does your mother do?” she asked.

      “She’s a deputy commander for the armada.”

      Wow, that was impressive. “Your CO?”

      “No. I’m a fighter pilot. She works at the palace. Protective detail. I’ve been trying to get into a command or palace assignment for the last two years, but they keep turning me down.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m a bastard, Felicia,” he said simply. “In more ways than one. They don’t think I’m worth much, except as Tavali fodder.”

      “They would be very wrong.”

      Talyn swallowed hard as those words touched him in a place he hadn’t known he had. Kind of felt like a kick to his stomach. Only it hurt worse.

      Weird.

      He offered her a smile. “I appreciate the vote of confidence.” He traced the line of her jaw over the screen on his bike, wishing he could have stayed longer with her. “So what does your mother do?”

      “She’s a companion trainer.”

      “Hey,” he chided her. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Look ashamed. Ever. You’re a beautiful female, Felicia. The most beautiful one I’ve ever seen. More than that, you have a soul. I don’t ever want to see you hold your head down again. You don’t apologize to anyone for who and what you are.”

      Felicia smiled as his words touched her much deeper than they should have. The one thing they’d drilled into her during training was not to fall for her patron. To keep everything professional and on a business level. But it was hard to do that with a male who made her feel like an Andarion princess. “You’re not as bashful as you pretend to be, are you?”

      “Just around you.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Not used to conversing with others. Especially young females, unless they’re in uniform. Then, we only speak when relaying or issuing orders. I’m not sure what to say to you, really.”

      She looked away as the doorbell rang.

      “That’s the manager, I’m sure.”

      “Oh.” She hated to leave him so soon. “Can I have lunch with you tomorrow?”

      “Sure. I’d like that. I’ll e-mail you the address.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you then.” She turned the link off and kissed it, wishing it was him.

      Stop it, Felicia! Keep this professional. 

      He wasn’t her boyfriend. Talyn was a patron. He could and would never be anything more than the male who paid for her services. That was it.

      Her gaze fell to his card.

      Your happiness, safety, and comfort are my priority. 

      Professional. Always. His happiness and comfort were her priority. That was what he was paying her for. And she would keep her heart out of this. No matter what.

       

      Felicia wasn’t sure what she’d been thinking when she’d asked to meet with Talyn for lunch. The fortified Anatole military base was extremely off-putting and a little scary. The guards at the gate had all but strip-searched her before she was admitted here.

      And they’d interrogated her like a prisoner of war.

      Worse were the number of curious stares she collected as she stood surrounded by three giant guards in the humongous hangar bay of fighters and military transports. She couldn’t stand being the center of anyone’s attention.

      There were pilots and ground crew bustling all around. It wasn’t until a red and black fighter landed and she saw Talyn’s name on it, above his call sign, Pit Viper, that she realized he’d been out on maneuvers.

      Her heart pounded as she watched him climb down from the cockpit of his fighter. His red and black flightsuit and jacket clung to his muscled body. He paused to sign an e-ledger from one of the ground crew before he pulled his helmet off and approached her with an adorably bashful half grin that seemed completely out of character with his lethal persona.

      A half grin that turned into a stern countenance as he stopped in front of the soldiers with her. “I’ll take it from here.”

      They saluted him, then left.

      “Do I salute you, too?”

      He leaned down to press his cheek to hers. “Only if you want to.” Pulling back from her, he called one of the crew over to him and handed his helmet to the male. “Could you put that in my locker?”

      “Yes, sir.” The crewman saluted him.

      Talyn returned the salute before he tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and led her toward the base’s entrance. “There’s a small deli and Andarion, Ritadarion, and Kirovarian restaurants close by. What would you like?”

      She tried not to focus on how taut and large the muscle of his arm was. Dang, he looked simply edible in that flight suit.

      Her face flushed as she realized he was waiting for her to answer his question. But what she really wanted to snack on wasn’t one of her choices.

      She glanced down at his backside. Yeah, major rump roast would definitely be more appealing to her than anything he’d named.

      Felicia! Stop! 

      “Um, I’ve never tried Ritadarion before. Is it good?”

      “Yes, but spicy.”

      “I love spicy.”

      “Then Rit it is. However, it’s not quite walking distance.” He led her into a transport locker.

      Which she was fine with until he stopped beside a sleek, expensive airbike. That must have been what he was riding when she last spoke to him. “You’re kidding, right?”

      He glanced about with an adorable baffled expression. “I don’t think so.” Then his look turned playful. “Don’t tell me you’re scared.”

      Felicia swallowed hard. “I have never ridden one of those before, and I’ve been quite happy and healthy that way. Maybe we should go someplace we can walk to?”

      Now that was the most charming smile any male had ever given a female in the entire history of Andaria. No doubt that had gotten him out of many punishments with his mother. “C’mon. Try it. You know you want to. I won’t let you get hurt, I promise. If I go too fast or you get scared even a little bit, squeeze my stomach and I’ll slow down instantly.”

      Biting her lip, she debated the sanity of this.

      “I’m a fighter pilot, Felicia. Almost three years now. Thousands of hours logged. Countless dogfights with the Tavali and Gourans.”

      “How many times have you crashed?”

      “Never.”

      That made her feel better. “Okay, but remember, you have to pay for all medical treatments that result from any injury I sustain as a direct result of your actions.”

      Laughing, he shrugged his flight jacket off and wrapped it around her.

      She staggered from the weight of the “light” armor. Not to mention, it swallowed her completely, and gave her a whole new appreciation for how strong he had to be to move so effortlessly in it. Grinning like a child who’d won a game, he pulled two helmets out of the seat and handed her one before he put his on.

      Still not sure she should do this, she watched as he slung one incredibly long leg over the bike and pressed his hand to the bio sensor to start the engine.

      With a deep breath for courage, she straddled the bike and took her seat. The way it was cut, it intimately pressed her body against his, and her legs were tucked beneath his buttocks. Wicked, warm fantasies tormented her at their close proximity and the wall of hard muscle that made up his luscious body.

      Yeah, okay, this was nice. Smiling in pleasure, she slid her arms around his lean waist and sucked her breath in sharply at how solid he was. How good it felt to hold him.

      He looked at her over his shoulder. “I’m about to lift us. Remember, if you get scared at all, just tighten your arms or tell me and I’ll slow down to a crawl.”

      “Okay. I’m ready.”

      He gently rubbed her hands with his before he leaned forward and hit the lifters.

      Her stomach sank at the sensation, but his skill was superb as he navigated them from the locker, into traffic.

      “You all right back there?”

      “I am. It is kind of fun, isn’t it?”

      He turned right. “Absolutely. I’ll make a pilot of you yet.”

      She wasn’t so sure about that. Unlike him, she didn’t thrive on danger.

      Boring… that was her sweet spot. And she rather liked it that way.

      A few minutes later, he landed in a parking space outside a small café and helped her dismount. While his features held their usual stern expression, there was a childlike gleam in his eyes that made him even more adorable.

      “You like to live on the edge, don’t you?”

      He secured their helmets and the airbike. “Extreme sports appeal to me.”

      And that made her nervous again. Did that include bedroom activities, too? He was so strong and massive, he could easily snap her bones without any effort. One hit from him, and she’d be dead… 

      Violent and merciless, the Iron Hammer dominates the Ring like no other fighter in history. He’s the one fighter the others unanimously fear facing. We have it on good authority that several have even gone into seizures after their managers told them they’d been contracted to fight him. 

      He paused as he looked at her. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      Talyn hesitated. In spite of her response, she was obviously upset. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No. It’s all good.”

      But it wasn’t. And that made him ache deep inside. Was it his birth standing?

      That made sense. It was the most common thing held against him by the world. And it was why he refused to give interviews. First question was invariably about lineage, then next how his parents felt about his fighting record. Whenever he answered that he had no father, it made them gasp and step back like he was a disease carrier. The second evoked pity, and he hated that most of all.

      So he’d learned to keep himself isolated and avoid or deflect awkward questions like a crotch plague. He’d hoped a companion wouldn’t make him have to tiptoe through land mines and guard every word he spoke.

      Obviously, he’d been wrong. You know better than to speak to others, dumbass. How stupid are you that you can’t ever be taught?

      Why had he thought anything could change? That she, a paid companion, wouldn’t be bothered by his social standing? If he’d learned anything in life it should be that his sheer force of will didn’t matter for Andarion shite. In the eyes of his race, he was garbage and that was all he’d ever be.

      Feeling daunted, he withdrew into himself and put more space between them. Fuck it. He couldn’t change their culture.

      Or her mind or morals.

      Lesson learned. He’d just get through this meal in as much silence as he could manage, and return to base. Let her live out the next six months in his condo, and then he could go back to what he knew.

      What he was used to.

      She took his jacket off and handed it to him. No doubt, she didn’t want it touching her skin and contaminating her. Heartsick, he shrugged it on, and gestured toward the café door.

      Felicia hesitated, wondering about his suddenly withdrawn mood. He was very reserved and stern now. Quiet. Even more so than when he’d been waiting for her at the agency. Did he have a chemical imbalance?

      A little frightened by his unwarranted somber mood, she entered the small café first, and immediately noticed how many Andarions cut Talyn a wide berth. He paid them no attention as he sat her toward the back.

      “Major,” the waiter said as he brought menus for them. “Tara.”

      “Thank you.” Felicia opened the menu while Talyn set his down on the table. She peeked over the top of hers to find him staring at the floor. “Is something wrong?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “Not used to having lunch with someone.”

      “You don’t normally eat with your friends?”

      “Don’t have any.”

      She scowled at his emotionless tone. “None?”

      “I’m a bastard,” he said simply.

      “Yeah? So am I.” Yet she had a ton of friends. Well… depending on the time of the month.

      “Your father isn’t an Outcast, Felicia. I have no paternal lineage. At all. My caste class is [image: Chapter 2]-12-6.”

      “Oh.” Yeah, that would be a problem in a society that placed high importance and all personal value on dual family lineages. The only thing lower than his standing was an Outcast male.

      Something no Andarion wanted to be.

      While her parents had never married, both her mother and father came from elite noble families with very prestigious standings. Her caste was miles above his, which was even more rare on Andaria. Females always took care to tie themselves to males who were either equal to or above them in standing. The only exception being the royal eton Anatoles, who, as the ruling family, were the highest caste in their empire.

      His eyes filled with remorse, Talyn shifted in his seat. When he spoke, there was no emotion in his tone at all. “If you want to terminate your contract with me before I taint you, I’ll understand. You won’t have to worry. I’ll pay the severance fees and you can go back to your agency.”

      “Talyn,” she breathed, touching his hand. “I don’t care about your father or his standing. I’m more than happy to be here with you.”

      Before he could respond, the waiter returned with water. “Are you ready to order?”

      Talyn inclined his head to her. “What would you like, mu tara?”

      You on a platter. 

      Unfortunately, Talyn tartare wasn’t one of her options. “I’m not sure. What do you recommend?”

      “I’m in training, so all I’m eating is lean white meat with nothing on it and whatever plain grain they have. I don’t recommend that.”

      She screwed her face up. “Seriously?”

      He nodded.

      She looked to the waiter. “What do you recommend?”

      “The sunset steak is exceptional. As is the summer salad.”

      “I think I’ll have the steak, well done.”

      “And to drink?”

      “Wine.”

      He took the menus without asking Talyn for his order.

      As she opened her mouth to speak, a human male hesitantly approached their table.

      “Hammer,” he said to Talyn, whose face turned even more rigid. “You ready for tomorrow night?”

      “I am.”

      “Good. I’ve got a month’s credit riding on you. I’m looking forward to the payout.” He held a small link and stylus out to Talyn. “Would you mind signing this for my grandson? He’s a huge fan of yours.”

      Only then did Talyn relax a degree. “Sure. What’s his name?”

      “Gelun. G-e-l-u-n.”

      Talyn signed it and handed it back to the man, who smiled happily.

      He clutched the autograph to his chest. “I won’t keep you from your female. Good luck tomorrow night.”

      “Thanks.”

      Felicia arched a brow at the strange occurrence.

      “I’m a Ring fighter.” Talyn took a drink of water.

      “One of my friends told me that after I’d signed our contract. I had no idea before then. What made you want to be one?”

      He sighed heavily. “They wouldn’t let me into OT, otherwise.”

      “OT?”

      “Officer training.”

      Felicia felt sick at what he was telling her. Ring fighting was a brutal blood sport where opponents tried to kill each other for entertainment. Many times, they succeeded. Honestly, the entire sport and those who participated in it repulsed her. “How long have you been fighting?”

      “Nine years.”

      That shocked her even more. Who in their right mind would allow their child to participate in something so horrific as a baby? “You were an infant when you started.”

      “Almost eleven. Normal age for most boys who seriously go into it. I was big for my age back then. They thought I was fifteen and I didn’t bother to correct them.” He let out a bitter laugh. “Besides, Open doesn’t ask for ID – which is why it’s called Open. So long as you have the entry fee, they’ll let you fight.”

      Felicia barely caught herself before she contradicted him about the beginning age for fighters. For Vested fighters with lineage, seventeen was the normal age to start – after years of private training, with carefully selected instructors, and very specific rules and limitations for those who weren’t ranked as pros. As a bastard without lineage, Talyn would have been in the Open league, which was even more brutal, as they were treated like, and viewed as, cockfighting animals. They had no rules whatsoever, or personal trainers, and she had no idea how old those boys were when they began. Obviously, they started in infancy.

      “How often do you fight?”

      “Two or three times a month, during prime season.”

      She was aghast at the amount.

      “Iron Hammer! Holy shite!” This time it was an Andarion male in business clothes who came up to them. “I didn’t know you ate here! Would you mind taking a photo with me?”

      “Sure.”

      The male handed his link to his friend as Talyn rose to stand beside him. After his friend took the picture, he held his hand out to Talyn. “I’m a huge fan. It’s so awesome to meet you.”

      “You, too.” Talyn retook his seat after they left.

      Frowning, she was confused by all the attention he garnered. “Are you famous?” Since they were considered the mongrel dogs of the Ring sporting world, it was rare for any Open league fighter to be known to the general public.

      His cheeks mottled with color before he answered. “I just won the Zoftiq title for Vested a few months back. And I’m the former Open league Zof champ. I had to surrender that title when I won Vested.”

      She gaped at something that was as impressive as it was rare. Fresca had definitely not told her that. Nor had she found it on her cursory search.

      Strange.

      “Really?” she gasped.

      Sheepishly, he glanced away. “I’m also undefeated in both leagues.”

      Her head spun at what he was saying. “Talyn… that’s incredible! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You said on your profile that you hated Ring fighting and wanted no part of it.”

      “Well, yeah, but —”

      “I didn’t think you’d talk to me if you knew.”

      He was right. She probably wouldn’t have. She’d always thought of fighters as brain-addled morons who pummeled each other because they were too dumb to know better. But that wasn’t true of Talyn. He was definitely not what came to her mind when she thought of the lunatics who made their glory in violence and entrails.

      “How long do you intend to fight?”

      “Just until I make a commander’s rank. If I don’t fight, I have no other way to get promoted.”

      That didn’t make sense to her. “You’re Zoftiq champion of both leagues. Why aren’t you a commander?”

      “I’m the bastard son of a disowned male, Felicia,” he repeated. “ [image: Chapter 2] -12-6. A slave or criminal has more standing than I do. Even in the military.”

      In that moment, her heart broke for him. He was right, and it wasn’t fair. Any Vested Andarion would be adjutant to the prime commander of their military if they’d achieved so much, especially at his age. They’d have their pick of posts and ranks.

      Yet he was merely a major. Not even one with a command position.

      In that moment, she, a diehard pacifist, wanted to beat someone.

      “Why has no one in your father’s family adopted you?” That was normally what the family did to protect the children of sons who, for whatever crime, had been cast out of their lineages. Almost always, the grandmother, great-grandmother, or a sister stepped in and reclaimed the innocent children. “Do they not know about you?”

      There was no missing the anguish her question caused him. “They know. They just don’t care.”

      The waiter returned with their food. Felicia had to force herself not to curl her lip at what Talyn was forced to eat. Water, and a giant portion of plain white meat, brown rice, cut-up raw fruit, and three hard-boiled eggs. They weren’t even salted.

      “Is that really what you’re eating?”

      He nodded. “I have a very restricted diet whenever I’m in training.”

      “Out of curiosity, champ, when aren’t you training?”

      He snorted before he spoke again. “I have a very restricted diet, all the time.”

      She shook her head. “When was the last time you had cake?”

      “My tenth birthday.”

      “Is that a joke?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Feeling guilty, she sampled her delicious-looking food. Which was quite tasty. “So what exactly is your daily schedule like?”

      He swallowed his bite of egg. “I get up at five, run ten miles. Shower. Have to make check-in by seven. The armada owns my worthless ass until nineteen hundred. Sometimes later. Grab a quick bite. Then I spend three to four hours in the gym at night, training. I usually have two evenings off from double-duty and practice, but the weekends are full training days or matches or maneuvers.”

      Gah, she couldn’t imagine such a grueling, unforgiving schedule. How did he stay sane? “What do you do for fun?”

      “Climb.”

      “And when do you get to climb?”

      He ate a bite of rice. “Ground maneuvers, rescue and survival training, every couple of months. Then, once a year, during my liberty week.”

      “And?” she prompted.

      “And what?”

      “What else do you enjoy?”

      “Sleep.”

      “Talyn, I’m serious.”

      “As am I. Why do you think I want a command position so badly? They’d drop my hours down to only ten hours a day, four days a week. And I’d get two weeks of liberty a year. Best of all, I’d have a later curfew. And I’d get one night a week without one.”

      Never had she been happier that her own half-Vest status had kept her out of the military.

      “Have you ever thought about a career outside of the armada?”

      He swallowed the fruit and reached for more. “I wanted to be a surgeon.”

      “Why didn’t you go to med school?”

      “Couldn’t get in with my classification. Without a paternal lineage, no Andarion school would even accept my application.”

      “No one?”

      He shook his head. “Believe me, I tried. I even applied to The League medical corps. They turned me down, too. Since they have so few Andarions in their service and the humans don’t like for us to treat them, they said they didn’t have any open slots for our kind. I applied three times, and with the third one, they sent notice that I wasn’t going to get in, so I shouldn’t waste time or money applying again.”

      That had to be hard for him. “I’m sorry, Talyn.”

      He shrugged with a nonchalance she was sure he didn’t really feel. How could he? Anyone who’d kept trying after being turned down that many times must have really wanted it.

      “I got over it.”

      His tone said he was being honest, but she saw the regret in his eyes. The quiet, tormented resignation.

      Her heart breaking for him, she watched as he finished off his bland lunch that was forced on him by his limited career options. Options he didn’t bitch about, but he had every right to.

      “So what about you?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

      She wiped her lips. “What about me?”

      “What are you studying?”

      “Ironically, I’m in med school. Entering my second year. I just passed my PT licensing exams a month ago.”

      “Congratulations.”

      She was stunned by his sincerity. Especially since it was something he’d wanted to do and had been denied the opportunity. “Thank you. And by the way, I really appreciate your understanding about my class schedule.” He could have been a real pain over it. All the others had been. Some were even blatantly rude – wanting to know why a whore had to go to school with decent Andarions.

      Instead, Talyn had been more than accommodating, which was one of the primary reasons she’d considered him as her patron.

      “I respect anyone who goes to university. My mom had a hard time going with me when I was a kid. It took her twice as long to graduate as it should have. If you need anything extra for class, just let me know. I don’t want you to have to struggle like my mother did.” He paid for their food while she finished eating.

      His armband went off.

      Silencing it, he rose to his feet. “I have to get back for check-in.”

      “I thought you had an hour and a half for lunch?”

      “My CO shortens it sometimes.” Now, she heard the defiant anger underlying his words.
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