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      “Where are my clothes? And what did you do with my towel?”

      Furious and defiant, Galene Batur lifted her chin with a dignity she definitely didn’t feel as she faced Fain Hauk in the male locker room of their school.

      Her worst enemy. Lying bastard.

      Faithless dog!

      Seething, she raked a glare over his perfect naked body. A body that earlier this day would have left her breathless with heat.

      But now… 

      Now she wanted every inch of that lush, caramel skin flayed off his bones. Most of all, she wanted his betraying heart in her fist.

      “It’s true, isn’t it?” she asked breathlessly.

      Fain scowled at her. “Is what true?”

      “Are you in love with a human?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Don’t you dare deny it! Merrell Anatole just told me that he saw you and Omira Antaxas having sex yesterday! Yesterday! After I left you and went to get ready for the party! How could you?”

      The color faded from his face, confirming her worst fear as he stammered, no doubt searching for a believable lie.

      For a full minute, she thought she’d be sick. Tears filled her eyes as she struggled to breathe. No wonder Fain had asked her to leave a few minutes ago when she’d been trying to give him what she stupidly thought was joyous news. He no longer loved her. Merrell had been right. Fain didn’t care. She’d lost him completely.

      To a human!

      “You’re pledged to me, Fain!”

      A tic started in his jaw. “By our parents. Before we even started school. Neither of us had a say in it.”

      As if that mattered? A pledge was a pledge. To an Andarion, it was as binding as marriage. And he was supposed to honor his word.

      Honor her. No wonder he’d refused to touch her again all these weeks since his birthday. He’d barely come near her after she’d given him everything she had of herself. Her heart and body.

      Her very soul.

      Now she knew why. And here she’d stupidly thought he might have gone stralen. That, she could have lived with. But this… this she would have never believed. Not of her precious Fain. He’d promised to love her forever.

      There’s only you for me, Stormy. 

      Apparently not.

      Agony choked her. “You’ve betrayed me!”

      He looked away. “I’m sorry, Galene.”

      Furious, she snatched her pledge ring from her finger and threw it in his face. He didn’t react at all as it struck his chest and bounced away. Damn her bad aim! The least she could have done was put out his eye!

      How could he do this to her after all these years? Tears choked her even harder as his words shattered her heart.

      Worse, they shattered her dreams. She’d come here to share with him the most blessed news. This was supposed to be the happiest day of her life.

      Instead, it was the most miserable.

      No, he was the most miserable!

      Since their parents had pledged them over a decade ago, she’d lived only for the day when they’d marry. Had dreamed only of a life partnered with Fain Hauk.

      Now he’d not only dishonored her, he’d done it with a human. A human!

      “Where are my clothes?” he demanded again. “What did you do with the towels?”

      She’d hidden them both, but damned if she’d tell him that. “Why don’t you ask your woman?” She started for the doors.

      Fain caught her. “Galene! This isn’t funny.”

      She snatched her arm from his grasp and bared her fangs at him. “No, it isn’t. At all! You have shamed me and I curse you for it, Fain Hauk. I hope you spend eternity in utter agony!”

      Before he could recover, she shoved his naked ass through the doors, into an auditorium full of sentient beings – parents, students, and teachers – and locked the doors behind him.

      This was their graduation.

      In more ways than one.

      A tiny bit of regret went through her over what she’d just done to him, but she refused to let it take root. He deserved it, and more.

      This is about payback. 

      After this, everyone would laugh at her, just as they were laughing at Fain right now. Once word got out that Fain had chosen a human over her, she would be tainted for the rest of her life. No decent family would ever accept a pledge from hers again.

      With his actions, he’d damned them both.

      So be it. She didn’t need a husband. She damn sure didn’t need one whose heart belonged to some human female.

      And still the agony of losing him was there. An agony that would only worsen once her parents learned of this. They would be so disappointed in her.

      Galene pulled her ornate veil from her hair and let it fall free. Forget graduation. There was nothing here for her, except more humiliation, and she’d had enough of that in her life. She would not go out there and be laughed at or pitied.

      Fain wanted a human. She wanted dignity.

      And by the gods, she would have it. From this day forward, she would never again trust in anyone. She knew better.

      Human. Andarion. It didn’t matter. Sentient creatures used and they lied. And she was done with them all.

      “You better hope I never lay eyes on you again, Fain Hauk.” Because the next time she did, she would kill him.
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      It was all-out war.

      Prime Commander Galene Batur stared at the report of the League attack on an Andarion outpost where almost two hundred civilians had been mercilessly slaughtered.

      And for what?

      Human vanity? How she hated their inferior species. Humans had never brought her anything but utter misery. Now they had brought her a whole new bloody war that would cost the lives of countless Andarions. Cost her the lives of her loyal soldiers who would be forced to protect their repugnant species.

      How she wished she could bomb the entire human race into oblivion.

      “Commander?”

      She looked over her shoulder at her lieutenant commander’s call. Dressed in the standard red and black Andarion command uniform, Talyn wasn’t just her second-in-command and adjutant, he was the only male she’d ever trust at her back.

      At twenty-nine, he stood head and shoulders above her, and most everyone else. Muscular and unbelievably handsome, he wore his long black hair in typical Andarion warrior fashion – tiny braids that were held away from his face by a red band. Her only complaint with him was the well-trimmed moustache and goatee he’d started wearing lately. It was a current fashion trend she didn’t care for. At all. But he thought it made him look more masculine and sexy.

      As if he needed help in either of those departments.

      Still, his presence caused her heart to soften. It took everything she had not to reach out and cup his beloved cheek and kiss it tenderly. But he wouldn’t approve of such open affection before the rest of their troops.

      Her Talyn was always prim and proper. Always circumspect. Respectful.

      “Yes?”

      Talyn saluted her. “I have an urgent message for you from the royal house.”

      Galene forced herself not to wince. It must be the tadara wanting information she had yet to gather about the attack.

      Sighing that she didn’t have more to offer, she headed for the secured line. She placed the link in her ear before she opened the channel.

      Instead of Tadara Cairistiona eton Anatole, it was Tahrs Nykyrian who showed on her monitor. Unlike his fraternal twin brother who’d been removed from succession, Nykyrian appeared human with his white-blond hair and green eyes. The only part of him that betrayed his Andarion roots was his set of fangs… along with his height and military prowess. While she might not appreciate his human half, she definitely respected his exemplary war record and battle skills.

      She gave him a curt bow. “Your Highness, to what do I owe this honor?”

      “I know you’re busy, Commander, and I hate to take your attention away from our troops for even a second, but I have serious business to discuss with you. The Alliance has decided that we need a single military leader we can trust to oversee our joint forces and armies as we fight against The League. Your name was the first one to come to our minds, and we are all in agreement. We’d like to offer the position to you.”

      Stunned, she stared at him, amazed by the offer. “I’m honored, Highness.”

      “If you need time to think it over…”

      Was he serious? Who in their right mind would turn this down? This was a dream appointment anyone would kill to possess. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

      Galene would command the single largest military movement in the entire history of their United System of Planets.

      “No, Highness. I would love to lead Alliance forces. I only have one concern. I know that part of our forces are Phrixian and Caronese.” Misogynistic troops and armies that would balk heavily at taking orders from a female commander.

      “You’ll be assigned a male adjutant for handling them… a well-respected Tavali commander. Likewise, you’ll be responsible for dealing with the Qillaq directly, since they won’t take orders from a male.”

      That was certainly true.

      It was rare for any army to be as integrated with both sexes as the Andarions were. Male or female didn’t matter. Only competence and lethal skill did.

      “When would you like for me to start?” she asked.

      “Immediately. The Tavali are on their way to you right now with a transport and your new adjutant. The two of you will be flown to their northernmost base, where The League has been making their heaviest strikes. All we’ll need is for you to name your successor for the Andarion armada, until the war is over.”

      Galene gestured to Talyn. “We will see it done.”

      Nykyrian inclined his head to her. “Welcome aboard, Commander. May the gods smile upon you. Always.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness. I promise, I will do you, your mother, and Andaria proud.”

      “I know you will.” He cut the transmission.

      Galene stared at the blank screen as she considered this latest twist of fate.

      Wow. She, the daughter her parents had callously thrown out from their house when she was just a girl, was going to lead their combined forces in the war against The League. If they won, she’d be eternally famous. Revered and renowned. A celebrated war hero equal to the beloved War Hauks who’d once saved their race from conquest and slavery.

      If they lost, she’d be executed for treason.

      One hell of a gamble. But then, as the Andarion armada’s prime commander she’d die if they lost, anyway. At least as their military leader, it would all be in her hands, and if they failed, she alone would be to blame.

      Thrilled and a little scared, she turned toward Talyn.

      His beautiful white eyes glowed with loving pride. “Congratulations, Commander.”

      She smiled at him. “I shall name you the new prime commander of the armada.”

      He shook his head. “I will go with you to The Tavali.”

      “No… you belong here.”

      “I belong at your back, Commander. Protecting you. Always.”

      “Talyn—”

      “Mom,” he stressed the word, making her realize that she’d dropped their strict military behavior first, by using his given name. “I will not stay here while you interact with others who could betray you. You will need a support staff you know is loyal to you and above reproach. Now more than ever. If you think for one moment that I will stay behind while you risk your life for all of us, you don’t know me at all.” His gaze burned into hers. “You go. I go.”

      She wanted to beat him. But how could she? “You are ever my pride.”

      “And you are ever my cherished mother.”

      Smiling, she pulled his head down so that she could press her cheek to his. “I love you, mi tana.”

      “I love you, too.”

      She fisted her hand in his hair. “I should order you to stay.”

      “Only if you wish to see me court-martialed.”

      She tugged at his hair. “Don’t tempt me, scamp.” Releasing him, she stepped away with a frown. “Call Commander Ilkin. We can promote him.”

      “Yes, ma’am. And I’ll personally assemble an Andarion security detail for you.”

      Galene rolled her eyes at his paranoia – as if she couldn’t protect herself. She would argue that with him, too, but he was far more stubborn than she was when it came to such things. Years of fighting his steel will had taught her that.

      “See it done quickly.”

      He saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her heart swelling with love and pride, Galene watched him leave to carry out his orders. In all the universe, he was the only family she had. The only family she needed.

      You should have been a surgeon, Talyn. It was what she’d drilled into him from the cradle. But her ever-defiant boy had refused, and followed her into the military as soon as he graduated primary school.

      Evil little booger. Stubborn and headstrong… 

      Just like his father.

      No one could ever tell him what to do. The gods knew she had tried. Many times.

      Now he would follow her into war. It was the last thing she’d ever wanted for Talyn. But there was no way to keep him out of it. The time had come for all of them to choose a side.

      At least this way I can keep an eye on him. 

      And she would tear apart anyone who threatened her baby.

      Sighing, Galene took a moment to look around the Andarion command center that had been her home since Cairistiona had overthrown her own mother and assumed the throne. Talyn had been here, at her side, almost the entire time she’d led their armada. It would be weird to adjust to a new army. A new way of doing things.

      But she was nothing if not adaptable.

      Okay, not really. She hated change passionately. But she liked to lie to herself about her inflexible flexibility.

      Still, a whole new chapter was about to begin for both her and Talyn. She didn’t know what it would hold, but she couldn’t wait to see where it led her.

      Good wind blows to all ill things.

      A chill went down her spine as she remembered her father’s old saying. She only prayed that this time, he was wrong.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 2
            

          

        

      

      Fain felt his stomach shrink with dread as they dropped tether and called for the Andarion contingency they were here to pick up.

      I fucking hate you, Jayne. This was why he didn’t have friends. Why he didn’t want them. Because they invariably did shit like this to him.

      His brother, Dancer, and Dancer’s friend Jayne thought it was funny to volunteer him to be the adjutant for a female who hated his guts with the fire of a million suns.

      It wasn’t.

      The last time he’d seen Galene Batur, she’d shoved his ass into a public arena with all his business hanging out, and had locked the door behind him. Something he’d been beaten for, and not just by his parents who’d been horrified by the indecent display.

      He couldn’t wait to see what Galene would do to him this time.

      Probably shoot me. 

      If he was lucky.

      If he was really lucky, it wouldn’t be in his balls.

      Sighing irritably, he stood up to get it over with. There was no need in delaying the inevitable. He might be a lot of things, but a coward had never been one of them.

      And it wasn’t like he hadn’t been shot before. At least this time he had on battle armor. As long as she didn’t shoot him in the head or groin, he would survive the encounter.

      Physically, anyway.

      Dignity… might be a problem. They were oh for seven on that one.

      He hesitated by the door and pulled down a helmet so that he could add an extra layer of protection between his groin and whatever might go flying at a part of his anatomy he’d like to preserve. Though, to be honest, he wasn’t sure why at this point. Not like he had many chances to use it anymore.

      Don’t go there. 

      Chayden clapped him on the back. “You all right, Hauk? You look like you’re about to hurl.”

      Fain cut a glare toward his friend. Hurl? No… 

      Kill. Definitely. 

      “I’m fine.”

      Fain’s little brother came out of the holding area to stand next to him. “I’m with Chay. You look a little green, drey.”

      Fain dodged Dancer’s hand as his brother reached to touch his forehead, and barely resisted the urge to slap him. “I know you were just a kid when I ran off with Omira. But do you remember the fact that I was pledged to an Andarion female before I married her?”

      Dancer’s jaw dropped. “No. I have no memory of that at all. Who were you pledged to?”

      Fain faced the ramp that was lowering in front of them. “Prime Commander Galene Batur.”

      Dancer’s curses rang in his ears as Fain headed down the ramp toward the one female he was sure would gut him on the spot. As he scanned the gathered Andarion soldiers, he kept the helmet carefully positioned.

      Just in case.

      His gaze went straight to her, as if it was drawn there by magic. Damn, was the first thought that went through his head. As with all Andarion females, Galene had been a gorgeous teen. But the adult warrior waiting on them had to be one of the sexiest, most beautiful of her kind. Because Andarions aged much slower than their human counterparts, she didn’t appear any older than thirty.

      Tall, lithe, and exquisite, she was dressed in a standard red and black Andarion battlesuit. One that hugged a body made to be privately worshiped by hours of leisurely naked activities.

      And often.

      He sucked his breath in sharply as an involuntary image went through his mind of her wrapping those long legs around him. He hadn’t been this attracted to a female in a long time. Not since the last time he’d seen her.

      Every part of him was alert and panting.

      And he was twice as glad now for the helmet at his crotch. I should have worn looser pants. God help him if he had to sit down with a hard-on this fierce. That pain alone might kill him.

      Focus.

      Something much easier said than done.

      What the hell had I been thinking or drinking when I walked away from that?

      Young and stupid didn’t quite cover it. But then, there’d been extenuating circumstances that had forced his hand. Things that had made staying with her completely out of the question. Maybe I should have fought harder to stay.

      Yeah, right. It hadn’t been that simple.

      A fight, he could have won. What they held over his head had been totally out of his control and beyond his young abilities to stop.

      She looked up and met his gaze. His throat went dry as his body hardened even more and he remembered the way she used to look at him.

      Like he was her cherished hero.

      And I fucked her over. Badly.

      Yeah, he’d earned the hell that had been his life. How he wished things could have been different. Especially between the two of them. While he’d been enamored of Omira, it was nothing compared to what he’d felt for Galene when they were kids. This was his first and only real love.

      The one who’d gotten away and had haunted him every minute of his life.

      His one true regret.

      The worst decisions in life are always the ones we make out of fear. He hated to admit how right his father had been whenever the old bastard had quoted that. But life had shown him just how wise his father was.

      At first, her gaze swept past him, to the other Tavali trailing in his wake. She had no idea who he was.

      Not until he pulled his Tavali mask down and exposed his face.

       

      Galene was impressed by the military formation and discipline of the Tavali crew – something she’d never expected from outlaw pirates who were as famed for their blatant disregard of rules and social conventions as they were for their savagery. While they each wore different uniforms and styles of battlesuits, they conducted themselves like any disciplined army.

      She’d been told that they had their own set of laws they strictly adhered to, but she hadn’t believed it.

      Until now.

      This was impressive. And the one leading them was a huge, massive warrior. One equal in size to Talyn, which was quite a feat for any species. Tall and broad-shouldered with braided hair laced with bleached blond stripes, he was even more muscular than an average Andarion male.

      And that swagger… 

      It was masculine and mouthwatering. Confident. She had no idea of his species, but whatever it was, he did credit to it.

      That was her thought until he stopped and stood with all of his weight on his left leg. She almost smiled at a commanding stance that was identical to one Talyn preferred, especially whenever he was uncomfortable with his surroundings.

      The Tavali’s gaze held hers hostage as he slowly reached up with one hand to lower the black and red mask that concealed his war-painted face.

      Andarion. That explained his white eyes.

      Just as she was sucking her breath in, in appreciation of his rugged handsomeness, recognition slammed into her. Yes, he was older and now sported three days’ growth of his beard, but she knew that proud jawline. Knew those perfect, gorgeous features and caramel skin that had once set her on fire.

      Actually, they still did. Only instead of lust, they filled her with raw, unmitigated rage.

      Reacting on pure instinct, she pulled her blaster out and fired. The shot landed straight in his chest where his missing heart should have been.

      Total chaos erupted as he fell to the ground and the other Tavali pulled their blasters out and took aim. As did the Andarion soldiers with her.

      Throwing himself in front of her, Talyn pulled the weapon from her hand. He and the ten Andarions he’d chosen as her personal guard formed a wall between her and the others.

      “Medic!” a human Tavali called out in Andarion.

      “Arrest them!” a Sentella soldier demanded.

      Galene looked past Talyn’s shoulder to see Dancer Hauk, Fain’s younger brother, calling out for the soldiers to secure her and her team.

      Talyn moved in closer, to protect her.

      “No!” She grabbed her son’s arm to keep him from doing something even more rash than her stupidity. “Stand down!”

      Talyn did, until a soldier went to cuff her wrists. “Get your hands off her!”

      Before she could catch him again, Talyn had eight Tavali and two of their own bleeding on the ground at his feet. With a blaster in each hand, Talyn held the others at bay as he kept himself in front of her. “Anyone else want a free trip to the hospital and paid leave?”

      “Talyn!” she snapped, placing her hand on his shoulder. “Enough! Everyone calm down.”

      Dancer held his blaster angled at Talyn’s head. “I believe you started this, Commander, when you shot my brother.”

      “And now I’m ending it. Everyone, arms down!”

      They all hesitated.

      “Dancer!” Fain growled as he rose to his feet. “Drop your weapon.” Biting his lip, he grimaced and glared a hole through her. “I deserved it.”

      Only then did Dancer lower his blaster.

      “Talyn,” she said gently as she ran her hand down his arm and pushed his aim toward the floor. “It’s all right.”

      She felt his muscles flexing in debate before he glanced to her and let his weapons fall to the ground. The Tavali surged forward to handcuff him. Something he didn’t protest until they went to cuff her again.

      Faster than anyone could blink, Talyn knocked the two guards closest to him away and used his foot to kick his blaster back into his hand. He put himself between her and the others. “One hand to the commander and so help me, I’ll fucking kill every one of you bitches!”

      Fain’s gaze darkened as Talyn’s weapon went back to Dancer, who was inching toward them. With unbelievable speed, Fain attacked Talyn.

      Galene’s head spun as cold terror consumed her. Both Fain and Talyn were former titled Andarion Ring fighters. And right now, they fought with death in their eyes. If she didn’t do something fast, they’d tear each other apart.

      Dodging their blows, she forced herself between them, and pushed them to opposite sides.

      “Enough!” she roared.

      Dancer moved forward to take Fain by his arm.

      Holding his chest where she’d shot him, Fain spat the blood on his lips to the ground. He glared his hatred at Talyn. “Aim at my brother again, and I’ll rip your fucking spine out, punk!”

      Talyn didn’t flinch at the threat. “One hand to the commander again, and I’ll rip apart every ass here, including yours and his, old man.”

      She sucked her breath in sharply at the double-edged insult. Not just that Fain was older, but to insinuate he wasn’t Andarion… it was the worst sort of slap in the face for their kind.

      Fain licked at his busted lip as he watched Galene place her hand over the heart of the soldier in front of him.

      “It’s all right, mi courani,” she said in a gentle tone, using an endearment that called the male soldier her precious heart. “Stand down.”

      The soldier’s eyes softened as he glanced at her and covered her hand with his. Lowering his head, he brought her hand to his lips, and kissed it before he stepped back.

      But not so far that he couldn’t shield her with his body again if he needed to.

      Disgusted, Fain met Dancer’s gaze and shook his head. Galene had chosen quite the boy toy for herself. The kid was large, even for an Andarion. And as much as Fain hated to admit it, the bastard could fight. It was actually impressive what he’d done.

      And the ease with which he’d accomplished it.

      “Isn’t he a little young for you?” Fain asked her snidely.

      Galene pinned him with a sneer. “I don’t think it’s any of your business who I live with.”

      Fain’s jaw went slack that she’d openly admit such a scandalous relationship in front of everyone. While it wasn’t unheard of for unmarried commanders to sleep with their staff, they were usually highly discreet about it. Rarely did they flaunt it.

      He scowled at her. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises?”

      She raked him with a scathing grimace. “I learned early… from the best.”

      He took a step forward.

      So did Talyn.

      Galene pushed them apart again. “Boys! Enough!”

      Fain curled his lip before he dropped a potent verbal bomb on them. “You do realize that you both just attacked a member of the Andarion royal family?”

      Galene gaped. “Excuse me?”

      Dancer quirked a smug grin. “The tadara adopted my brother.”

      Fain expected that to take some of the fire out of her boy toy’s eyes. It didn’t. Defiant and reckless, he snorted disdainfully at the news.

      “Talyn!” Galene snapped before the child could speak. “Not another word. I mean it!”

      He inclined his head respectfully. “Yes, Commander.” But his gaze said that he was struggling to hold back his opinion.

      And it wasn’t a happy one.

      Fain returned his sneer with one of his own. “I should have you both arrested.”

      “Try it,” the male said with an arrogant, taunting grin. “You’ll be dead before they cuff me… If I’m going to jail again, old man, I’m going to make it count.”

      “Talyn!”

      A tic started in his jaw as Galene reached up, buried her hand in his braids, and forced the boy to meet her gaze. Only then did the fire in his eyes go out.

      She pressed her cheek to his and whispered in his ear before she kissed his forehead. Her hand lingered on his goatee as her gaze held his a moment longer.

      Finally quelled, the soldier took a step back.

      Fain swept his gaze around the other Andarions here. The fact that none of their soldiers found this display odd said it all about Galene’s open affair with her second-in-command.

      Normally, Andarions never touched each other in public. Not even married couples. Unless they were fighting, it was their custom to keep a respectful distance from each other at all times.

      A fierce, unwarranted hatred for the boy consumed him. He had no idea why he’d care or feel the jealousy inside his heart, but he did. And it wanted that kid’s head on a pike.

      While Fain’s entire life had gone straight to hell after their last encounter, it was obvious Galene had been living quite the dream with her child-lover.

      Galene stepped back as the medics arrived to tend Fain’s injuries.

      She met Dancer’s glare. “We shall withdraw to my office, where I will contact Tadara Cairistiona immediately and inform her what has happened. If she still wants my arrest, I’ll surrender myself to her authority. Until then…” She turned her curled lip toward Fain. “I hope you die painfully of your wounds.”

      And with that, she walked away.

      Talyn passed one more hate-filled glare at him before he followed after her. Like a dutiful puppy.

      Little fucking bastard.

      Yeah, okay, huge fucking bastard, but still… 

      The medic let out a low, evil laugh as she saw Fain’s wounds. And especially the one at his eye that was already swelling, and burning like a mother. “I see you met the commander’s bodyguard. What’d you do? Speak to her in the wrong tone of voice?”

      Fain gave the Andarion female an arched brow. “Does he do this kind of thing a lot?”

      She snorted as she examined his eye. “Actually, he must like you.”

      “How so?”

      “You’re still breathing. He normally kills anyone who so much as grimaces in the commander’s general direction.”

      Dancer sighed as Fain sat down on the stretcher and allowed them to remove his chest plate to inspect the blast wound. “I’m sorry, Fain. When you said she was a nasty piece of work, I should have listened to you. I had no idea she’d hate you this much. I thought I was the only one you motivated to this level of violence.”

      Fain looked down at the bleeding wound in the center of his chest. Had he been wearing anything other than his Tavali armor, that shot would have killed him instantly. As it was, it hurt like hell and he’d be bruised for a few days, but he’d live. “I figured she wouldn’t be happy to see me again. However, I did underestimate her exact degree of hatred for me.”

      “What did you do to her?” Chayden picked up the helmet Fain had been holding against his groin.

      Fain swallowed hard as he met Dancer’s gaze before he answered Chay’s question. “I broke off our engagement to marry a human.”

      The medic sucked her breath in sharply at his words.

      As a human, Chayden had no idea what a slap that was, and what it would have cost Galene in their society. “Yeah? So?”

      The medic snorted. “She must have really loved you at one time.”

      “Why?”

      “She didn’t shoot you between the eyes.”

       

      Galene swallowed hard as the door to her office closed, and she moved to call the tadara. She’d no more than reached for the controls when Talyn finally spoke to her.

      “So that’s my father.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He sighed heavily. “There’s no other male you’d attack like that, for no reason. Only Fain Hauk.”

      Tears choked her at his emotionless tone. “If you knew, why did you attack him?”

      “He came at my mother. No one does that. I don’t care who or what you are.”

      She could kill Talyn for his own recklessness… which he’d inherited from Fain. “You shouldn’t have endangered yourself for me. You know better.”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “You didn’t hesitate to protect me.”

      “I’m your mother.”

      “And I’m your son… as you raised me.”

      She was torn between the desire to hug him for that, and spank his bottom like she’d done when he was a boy. “I told you to be a doctor, didn’t I?”

      He gave her an impertinent grin. “You raised me to be fierce. Like you. Not to don a medic’s robe and serve others.”

      “Careful,” she warned him, “you’re not so big or old that I can’t still take you over my knee.”

      He snorted derisively at her threat. “I’d like to see you try.”

      She popped his butt. “Impudent boy.”

      The light in his eyes faded as her link buzzed. “Is that the tadara?”

      “Most likely.”

      Talyn gave her a sincere look that said he would be more than willing to die for her. “I won’t let them harm you, Matarra. Not for that worthless piece of shit.”

      “He’s your father, Talyn. I won’t have you insult him.”

      The tic returned to his jaw as he looked away.

      She moved to answer her link. As predicted, it was Tadara Cairistiona.

      “What happened?” she asked without preamble.

      Galene bowed her head respectfully. “Forgive me, mu tadara. I was caught off guard and allowed my emotions to get the better of me. I had no idea that you had adopted a new son. You should have told me we had a new royal family member to protect, and that he would be arriving with The Tavali.”

      The look on the queen’s face was stern and lethal. “It’s just us, Galene. I want your side of this matter before I render verdict. And I want the whole story.”

      Galene’s gaze went to Talyn. “Before His Highness was disowned by his Hauk birth mother, I was pledged to him.”

      Cairistiona sucked her breath in sharply. “Fain left you for the human he married?”

      She nodded. “Because of his actions, I was abandoned by my own family and turned out in disgrace.”

      “Say no more, Commander. I understand. I would have shot him myself, in your place.”

      Thank the gods the tadara was so understanding. But then they had decades of history together. And an unbreakable loyalty to one another.

      “I am sorry, Tadara. Had I some warning about Fain’s identity, I would have handled it better. But this is the first time I’ve seen him since the day he told me I failed to please him.”

      Cairistiona’s speculative gaze went past Galene, to Talyn. “Is he Talyn’s father?”

      Galene clenched her teeth. Only two living beings besides her knew the identity of Talyn’s father. Talyn and his great-grandmother, who’d taken her in years ago when Galene had been living on the street, pregnant with him.

      But it was a death sentence to lie to her queen. “Yes, Majesty.”

      “Does he know?”

      “I’ve never kept such secrets from my son. Talyn knows. His father does not.”

      Cairistiona let out a bitter laugh. “Talyn?”

      He cast a concerned glance to his mother before he stepped forward and bowed to her. “Mu tadara?”

      “It appears you are now of royal vestiture, child. My grandson. A tiziran of Andaria.”

      His jaw went slack. Until now, he’d lacked full lineage. As such, he’d been ineligible for many Andarion benefits, including marriage. It was something they’d both accepted a long time ago as a very bitter fact.

      Now… 

      “What have you to say, Tiziran Talyn?”

      He swallowed hard before he spoke. “I know not, Majesty.”

      “Yaya,” Cairistiona corrected playfully, using the Andarion term for grandmother. She laughed at the stunned expression on his handsome face. “Breathe, child. Remember, you once sat in my lap to color and draw on paper, and do your homework for school… I know it’ll take some getting used to. Your father is having the same trouble acclimating to the title. But you will in time.”

      She returned her attention to Galene. “It appears I cannot punish my grandson for protecting his birth mother. Even from his birth father. And while I would normally have your head for this assault, the circumstances were extenuating. As such, and given the fact that Fain will live and is remarkably understanding of your motivation, I’ll let this event pass unpunished. But let’s not repeat it, shall we?”

      “Never, Majesty.”

      “Cairistiona or Matarra, Galene. You are the mother of my grandson, after all. As such, I will send a contingency of royal guards for you both. And while Talyn, as tiziran, can be excused from military service, I’m going to assume that he has no intention of leaving your side while we’re at war.” She passed a questioning look to him.

      “My place is with my mother.”

      Cairistiona smiled proudly. “Spoken like a true Andarion.” Her gaze returned to Galene. “If you can refrain from slaughtering the father of your child, we shall proceed as if none of this has happened. Is that acceptable?”

      “Yes, Majesty.”

      “Cairistiona.”

      Galene hesitated before she spoke again. “Cairistiona… I’m assuming you’ll want me to step down as—”

      “No. I’d like to see you continue on as the commander of our combined forces. You are still the most qualified to lead us. And I’d feel much more confident with you at the helm than a commander from one of the other nations.”

      “It will be my honor, Ma… Matarra?”

      Cairistiona smiled in approval. “Very good. And have no fear that I will tell Fain about his child. That is your place.” She sighed heavily. “For now, I will say that the additional guard is to make sure the two of you don’t attack him. However, there are certain advantages our precious little lorina will have as a tiziran. I’m sure both of you will want them for him. When you’re both ready, let me know and I will make a public announcement for Talyn.”

      Galene inclined her head to her. “Thank you. For everything.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, Lena. This has all the earmarks for disaster. We are at war with The League. If we lose, all of us will pay with our lives. We have committed treason against the organization that has reigned over all our worlds for the last five hundred years. May the gods be with us all.” Then, she cut her transmission.

      Indeed. Galene turned toward her son. “Funny, this was not how I saw the day going in my mind when I woke up this morning.”

      Talyn laughed. “Nor I.”

      Her gaze softened as she digested his new place in their world. It was more than deserved and she couldn’t have wished better for him. “Tiziran Talyn. It has a beautiful ring to it.”

      He scoffed at her words. “I’m not a tiziran, Matarra. This changes nothing.”

      “It changes everything. It silences all those bastards who have mocked you for being a lack-Vest. All those spiteful bitches who have turned their noses up whenever you’ve glanced their way and they learned you held only my lineage. I can’t wait to see them choke on their own bile when they hear this news.”

      And still he shook his head with blatant disregard. “I’ve never cared what they thought of me.”

      That was sadly true and she knew it. But he had cared what they thought of her. She’d mopped too many tears from his beautiful face when he’d been a small child. Had tended too many bloody noses from the fights he’d been in with those who had called her whore and worse.

      And she’d seen the silent hurt in his teenaged eyes when females had viciously spurned him because he had no paternal lineage. Only his mother’s broken one. They had been so incredibly cruel to him.

      Even his military rank had been viciously stripped from him at one time because of Fain and his family’s feud with the Anatoles.

      He’d suffered so much as a direct result of what his father had done. For Fain abandoning them. That, more than anything, was what she hated Fain for. She could handle her own humiliation. She’d chosen her path with her own free will.

      It was what had been unjustly given to Talyn that burned bitterest.

      What her son had been forced to endure that made her crave vengeance from his father. Her proud, precious baby had deserved none of it.

      Tears choked her. “You have ever been my brave champion.” When everyone else had abandoned her, Talyn had stayed by her side. Ever the dutiful son.

      Maybe not verbally. He did have his father’s limited fuse, and a smart mouth capable of lethal sarcasm that had tested her temper and restraint on many occasions.

      But his heart had always been loyal. Always loving.

      Always ferocious. Her fierce little lorina.

      “You deserve to be a tiziran.”

      “Titles mean nothing to me. You know that.”

      Only his rank as her adjutant had ever mattered to him. He’d worked insanely hard to achieve his rank as fast as possible so that he could be with her and watch over her. Something that had been twice as hard for him since he’d lacked his father’s prestigious military lineage and had been under the direct command of his father’s childhood enemies.

      It was why he’d been forced to become a prizefighter for the Andarion Ring as a mere boy. With every title he’d earned, his military rank was supposed to advance to match his proven martial skills. Yet he’d had so many boulders hurled at him that unlike other Andarions, it hadn’t happened the way it should have.

      But even without his father’s lineage, even with her being harder on him than she was on her other soldiers, he’d risen to become one of the youngest officers in the Andarion military. Had attained his current rank at an age when most were only beginning their obligatory service. Had risked literally life and limb to keep them all safe.

      He had done her proud.

      “You may think nothing of those things, Talyn. However, that’s not true of others, and I know how much you want to marry and start your own family.”

      He looked away, but not before she saw the bitter yearning that lived inside him for something he’d been denied all these years.

      “Exactly. I do know you, my son. As tiziran, you will have your choice now of any female who meets your fancy.”

      He scoffed at her words. “If I wasn’t good enough for them without a royal title, I damn sure don’t want them because of it. Besides, I love my Felicia. I’m grateful and lucky to have her in my life.”

      Galene bit back a scoff at his words. While she adored Felicia for taking care of Talyn whenever he was allowed liberty, she knew the truth.

      Felicia was still a paid companion – a contracted mistress who lacked full lineage, too. One Talyn had been forced to pay top dollar to keep in a style that was unheard of for others of Felicia’s birth standing. And the unfair terms of Felicia’s original contract still sickened Galene. No other Andarion male would have been forced to sign such a travesty, or spend the credits Talyn did for her services.

      Or to buy out her contract from her agency, as he’d been forced to do. Galene flinched as she remembered that particular nightmare, and what it’d cost Talyn.

      But because of her and Fain, Talyn’s social standing ranked below even that of a slave’s. It didn’t matter how many fighting titles he’d earned. How many citations and awards he gained as a military hero. He was still unable to legally marry.

      Even a paid companion.

      Worse? Only one companion brokerage in all of Andaria had been willing to contract with him at all. The rest had rudely slammed their doors in his face, leaving him with no other options for a female in his life.

      Title and lineage were all that mattered to their race. The purer the lineage, the better, and the more choices an Andarion had.

      Had Fain married her as he was supposed to, Talyn would have had all the pride and dignity of a military prince. Instead, Fain had abandoned them and taken his lineage with him.

      But now that Fain had a new family lineage, Talyn might be able to salvage the rest of his future. “Your father’s blood gives you everything I never could.”

      “You’ve given me the only things that matter.”

      Cupping his cheek, she shook her head. “You should have married long ago. We should be planning the Endurance for your eldest child by now.”

      He rolled his eyes at her. “I don’t need a wife nagging me. I have a viciously overprotective mother for that.”

      Before she could respond, her office door pulsed open. She glanced past Talyn’s shoulder to see the arrogant beast himself entering without being announced. Her lips curled involuntarily.

      Talyn pulled her against his chest and held her so that she couldn’t attack Fain again. “Don’t kill him,” he whispered in her ear. “Cairistiona won’t forgive you that.”

      Laughing, she hugged him close. “All right.” She kissed his cheek before she let go.

      “I’ll be just outside.” Talyn passed a threatening glare to Fain. “Call me if you need anything, Commander.”

      “I will, Talyn. Thank you.” Forcing herself to remain calm, she faced Fain. “What are you doing here?”

      Grimacing in distaste, Fain watched Talyn until the door was closed behind him. “You just can’t keep your hands off him, can you?”

      Galene arched a brow at the jealousy she heard in that deep, sexy tone of his, and couldn’t resist egging it on. “You should have been in here a few minutes ago when I was physically spanking his little ass. I think you would have enjoyed it. I know I did.”

      He twisted his lips up in disgust. “You really live with him?”

      “Yes. I have for years.”

      “And what? Do you have to burp him after you feed him, too?”

      “I’ve been known to.”

      Fain gaped. Even though he tried not to judge others, he was nauseated by her and her lifestyle choices. How could she be so flagrant with a boy almost half her age? Did she have no dignity whatsoever?

      “What happened to you, Galene?”

      “I was stripped of my family and forced to live homeless on the street. You?”

      That took some of the fire out of him. “I never meant to hurt you.”

      She gave him an arch stare. “Wow. If the damage you did me was without effort, I shudder at what you could do if you actually applied yourself. What did you think would happen when you left me for a human? That my parents would throw me a parade? Send flowers and celebrate the shame of it?”

      “I assumed you’d pledge another male. Merrell or Chrisen Anatole. Actually.”

      Shivering at two names that revolted her, Galene looked away as old memories flared. Had she not been pregnant… had Fain not been disowned over a human… she might have survived the scandal. But once her pregnancy showed and after his mother had publicly disavowed him as a traitor to their race, no family would accept her. Not while she carried a lack-Vest baby of an Outcast father.

      And no matter how much better her life would have been, she couldn’t bring herself to destroy her child. Nor could she have given him up. Not with what happened to abandoned Andarion children. She’d refused to save herself by sacrificing Talyn. His conception had been her stupid mistake.

      Not his.

      While she regretted every minute she’d ever known Fain Hauk, she’d never once regretted Talyn in her life. No matter how hard or awful it’d been, one look at his precious face had made everything worth it.

      “Well?” Fain asked. “Why didn’t you marry Merrell?”

      “Aside from the fact he was psychotic and cruel, Merrell wanted nothing socially acceptable to do with me after you left. I was a pariah to everyone, Fain. So deformed, they all claimed, that I drove the high-caste male I was pledged to into the arms of a pathetic human female… Instead of shoving you into that auditorium, I should have killed you where you stood. That would have saved my social status, and that is my sole regret in life.”

      “Really? That’s all you regret?”

      She laughed bitterly. “You’re right. I do have one more.”

      “And that is?”

      “That I didn’t aim at your head on your arrival.”
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      Talyn drew up short as he left his mother’s office to find his “uncle” waiting in the secretary’s lounge. A few inches shorter than him, Dancer looked a lot like his father. Enough that it made him want to punch the bastard out where he stood.

      But unlike his father, his uncle had red, glowing eyes, instead of the typical Andarion white.

      It was a rare genetic defect that caused Dancer’s eyes to glow red like that. One that meant his uncle was overly possessive and loyal to his female and family. A trait that was inside Talyn, too. Ironic, really, as that was a genetic mutation most Andarion females would sell their souls to have in their males.

      And here all but Felicia had rudely turned him away.

      If they only knew his true heritage… 

      Dancer raked him with a less than complimentary stare. One that turned into a stern frown as he finally focused on Talyn’s features, which were very similar to both his own and Fain’s.

      Just as Dancer opened his mouth to speak, a tall Hyshian female swept into the office with a bright smile.

      One Talyn returned immediately as she grabbed him into a fierce bear hug. At least she made his day better since she was like a second mother to him. “Jaynie? What are you doing here?”

      Her back to Dancer, she cupped his face in her hands. “I heard Lena shot Fain on his arrival and had to tel-ass immediately to see for myself.” She frowned as she saw the bruise on his eye and split lip, courtesy of his father. “What happened to my sexy baby?”

      Talyn shrugged nonchalantly. “Same as ever. I bumped into a fist.”

      Tsking, she continued to examine his face. “I thought you retired from Ring fighting?”

      “I did. But not from asshole fighting… So how’s Hadrian and the kids?”

      She snorted. “All good. Sway’s been nagging me to let him go camping with you again. I don’t know what the two of you did last time, but he really enjoyed it.”

      “Traded porn mostly. You know… typical guy stuff. Kid gets tired of swimming in the mostly estrogen pool.”

      Chucking him on the arm, she laughed.

      “You two know each other?”

      Turning around, Jayne finally realized Dancer was in the room. “Hey, sweetie! I didn’t see you there. Why you hiding in a corner?”

      He jerked his chin at Talyn. “Keeping my eye on him.”

      She laughed. “I must have missed one hell of a party.”

      “That you did,” Hauk said drily. “Fain failed to explain to us exactly what a powder keg the commander would be. We were extremely ill prepared for her hot reception.”

      She turned back toward Talyn. “So, I have to know. Fain refused to tell me. What is this prank your mother supposedly pulled on him in school?”

      “Mother?” Dancer asked incredulously.

      Talyn ignored him. “On their graduation day, she shoved him naked into an auditorium full of witnesses.”

      She covered her mouth with her hand. “No, she didn’t.”

      He nodded.

      “Why does she hate him so much?”

      “They were pledged,” Dancer answered. “She’s the one Fain left for Omira.”

      Jayne sucked her breath in. “Damn, Hauk. Why didn’t you tell me that before I stuck them back together?”

      “I had no idea until Fain opened the door on our arrival here. I was just a kid when he was disinherited. I didn’t know anything about a previous pledge… but, in retrospect, his embarrassing a Batur and breaking pledge with that prestigious lineage explains a lot about my mother’s unforgiving hostility toward him.” Dancer narrowed his suspicious gaze on Talyn. “I’m surprised your father married your mother, given that.”

      Talyn had to force himself not to roll his eyes at his uncle’s dense stupidity.

      “Lena’s not married,” Jayne said before Talyn could stop her. “She’s never been married that I know of.”

      Dancer went pale as he mentally did the math and realized who Talyn’s father had to be.

      “Yeah,” Talyn said drily. “So glad I inherited my intelligence from my mother’s side of the family.”

      Seeing the look on Dancer’s face, Jayne scowled. “What?”

      Dancer looked sick as he struggled to accept the bitter truth. “Why didn’t she say something?”

      “To whom?” Talyn asked defensively. “Who in your family would have given a single shit?”

      Dancer raked a hand through his braids. “Does my mother know?”

      “Know what?” Jayne asked. “What do you two know that I don’t?”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Dancer jerked his chin at Talyn. “That he’s my nephew.”

      She snorted derisively. “Impossible. Keris would have been…” Her voice trailed off as she finally put it together. “Oh my God, no wonder she shot him. I’m just surprised she didn’t go for his head.”

      Talyn scoffed. “I’m surprised she didn’t go for his crotch. It explains why he was holding a helmet there when he came off the ship. She must not have changed much since her youth.”

      Dancer approached him slowly. “I knew you looked like Fain. But damn… I just thought that was why she’d picked you for a lover.”

      He screwed his face up in painful distaste. “That’s my mother you’re talking about. Do you mind?”

      Dancer laughed. “No. No wonder you attacked us like you did. You were protecting your mother.” He tried to pull him into a hug, but Talyn shoved him back.

      His uncle took the rejection in stride. “Fain’s going to shit when he finds out. I can’t believe he has a son.”

      Jayne’s evil laughter joined his. “Who’s going to tell him?”

      Stepping back, Dancer shook his head. “Not me.” He reached to cup Talyn’s cheek in his hand so that he could examine his features.

      Talyn slapped his hand away. “I’m not your whore, giakon. Get your hands off me.”

      Again, Dancer shrugged his insult away. “The guilt from this is going to destroy Fain.”

      “Good.” Talyn stepped out of his uncle’s reach. “I hope he chokes on it.”

      “Careful. That’s my brother you’re talking about, and he’s a good male. He’s stood by me when no one else has.”

      “Nice to know he can be loyal to someone. The gods know, he never showed that side of his character to my mother.”

      Jayne came between them. “Whoa, guys. Breathe and stop before you say something you’re going to regret. You both are entitled to your feelings. But Dancer, you don’t know how hard their lives have been. I love every one of you. You’re my family. That being said, Fain hurt them. Badly. And Talyn… you’ve no idea what your father’s been through. Trust me. Fate got him back. With interest. He hasn’t lived a fairy tale, either. There’s a reason he’s in a Tavali uniform.”

      “And I don’t really give a shit, Aunt Jayne.”

      The door to his mother’s office opened. His father came storming out.

      Fain curled his lip at Talyn, then turned his attention to Jayne and Dancer. “I cannot work with that…” His voice trailed off into a choked sound as he gestured at the door. “She’s impossible!”

      Talyn grabbed him. “Did you hurt her feelings? What did you say to her?”

      As his father went to punch him, Dancer came between them. “Stop it! Both of you!”

      “Talyn!”

      He froze at his mother’s sharp tone and withdrew from the fight.

      “Yeah, you better keep walking, whelp.”

      “Fain!” Dancer snapped through gritted teeth. “Bite it!”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “Call Nyk. I’m out of this.” With long, furious strides, he quit the office.

      Dancer let out an elongated breath as he locked gazes with Galene. “I know you hate my brother and I’m sure you’re entitled to it. But you should both know that while you had each other, he had absolutely no one. He didn’t even have a country to call home.”

      Galene curled her lip. “What about his human?”

      Dancer’s gaze turned sharp and biting. “Let’s just say that out of the two years they were together, his happiest memory is probably you shoving him naked into an auditorium full of family and friends, and locking the door behind him.” And with that, he followed after Fain.

      Galene couldn’t breathe as those words echoed in her ears.

      Two years? 

      What? 

      She looked at Jayne for an explanation. “What happened to his wife?”

      “Before or after he caught her screwing a human male in their bed?”

      Bile rose in her throat. “You’re serious?”

      Jayne nodded, then pulled her into a comforting hug. “I had no idea Fain was the one who left you.”

      “I had no idea you were such close friends with his brother.” Because of her less-than-legal activities and associates, Jayne never talked about her friends or family in anything more than the most abstract of terms or nicknames. She never mentioned anyone, other than her husband and children, by their real names. And only if you were really close to Jayne did you get that much.

      Without commenting, Jayne glanced to Talyn. “How are you holding up, sport?”

      He shrugged. “I’m Andarion.”

      “That’s really not an answer.”

      “For him, it is.” Galene rubbed his arm. “Notify the team that we’ll try this again tomorrow with The Tavali. I need the day to mentally regroup.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a sharp salute before making an about face and leaving them to carry out his orders.

      Jayne snorted. “I’m so used to him as a civ that I forget how military our boy really is when he dons that uniform.”

      Galene smiled proudly. “I’m far more likely to break protocol than he is.”

      Jayne let out an elongated breath. “I’m really sorry about this, Lena. I’m the one who suggested you for the position. I had no idea what I was getting you into.”

      Sadness choked her as she thought back to the day she’d first learned she was pregnant with Fain’s child. It had been one of the tiny handful of perfect moments in her life. They had been pledged on his sixth birthday. Only two days apart in age, they’d been raised together and had gone to the same schools. Since he was to be her husband, she hadn’t even looked at other males.

      Back then, Fain had been her entire world. A renowned and regaled athlete and champion, he had been destined to become a war hero like his father, and she’d planned on med school like her parents. Their wedding had been set for the fall following their graduation.

      And Talyn had been conceived on Fain’s birthday. Her virginity a gift to her beloved fiancé.

      Instead of becoming a delighted father and devoted husband as she’d expected, Fain had shattered her heart and thrown her love away as if it were meaningless. She’d never recovered from his betrayal.

      He was her one and only.

      And she was nothing to him… just discarded garbage he’d left in the past and never looked back for.

      “I hate him so much,” she whispered. “But he did give me the greatest gift of my life. I couldn’t ask for a better son.”

      “He’s just like his father.”

      Galene quirked her brow at Jayne’s comment.

      “He is,” Jayne said defensively, with a nervous laugh. “Now that I know, I see it clearly. I don’t know how I could have missed it all these years. Talyn’s not Fain’s son so much as he’s his clone. Driven. Fierce. Solitary. Intense. Stubborn. Loyal.”

      “I will argue that last bit.”

      Jayne shook her head in disagreement. “Something happened, Lena. Something really bad. I know Fain and have for years. If he broke pledge with you and you don’t know why, it was something foul. He wouldn’t have just walked away for no reason. That’s not the male I’ve known. There is no one more honorable or loyal than Fain Hauk.”

      “He was in love,” she spat the word.

      With a human. 

      Jayne screwed her face up. “Maybe, but here’s a question for you, and you’re from a medical family so you’d know the answer better than I. Keris, Dancer, and Talyn are permanently stralen. What are the odds that gene missed Fain entirely?”

      She shrugged. “Genes are strange things.”

      “Yes, they are. And it is an extremely rare trait, but… think about it.” Jayne walked away.

      “It’s possible Fain never loved either of us,” she whispered under her breath. However, if that was true, why would he have left his Andarion heritage behind to marry a human?

      He wasn’t quite that stupid.

      As much as it pained her to admit it, Fain’s life must have sucked as much as hers did without his prestigious lineage. He’d been military royalty before the scandal. One of the original twelve warrior clans of Andaria.

      The first of the warrior clans. His family of War Hauks had established and set the standard for every warrior who had followed after them. It’d been his direct ancestor and older brother’s namesake who’d founded The League they were currently fighting.

      In the blink of an eye, like her, Fain had lost everything. And Jayne was right. As rare as the stralen gene was, for two brothers, Talyn, and other direct family members to have it, it would be extremely unlikely for it not to be in Fain, too.

      Of course, there was one way to know for sure.

      Tell him he has a son.

      Regardless of his feelings for her, his body chemistry would kick that gene into overdrive if he thought his son was threatened.

      Not that it mattered. She wouldn’t risk Talyn’s life to find out. Fain wasn’t worth it.

      Still… it did give her something to think about.
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      “We need you to do this.”

      Fain cursed at Nykyrian Quiakides – royal Andarion prince and pain in his ass – who sat behind an ornate black desk on the screen in front of him. “Ryn is the Tavali ambassador—”

      “Whose mother is in charge of the Wasturnum – twelfth generation to rule that branch – and his beloved little brother is the Caronese emperor. The UTC won’t see him as impartial, and you know it.”

      Still, Fain argued against his appointment to serve with Galene. “I’m now an Andarion tiziran. Won’t they have issues with that?”

      “It’s not the same, and you know it. You weren’t raised by my mother and have no real loyalty to her. You’re not blood related to the throne and can’t inherit. End of the day, you’re still one of the pirates. Just like them. Disinherited. Disowned. A freed slave. Someone who has no use for the laws and traditions of any known nation. You, the Universal Tavali Council will trust.”

      In that moment, Fain seriously hated the UTC.

      “What about Chayden?” he asked Nykyrian. “Can’t he do it?”

      “Qillaq prince by birth whose beloved, full-blooded sister is the next queen of the Exeterian Empire and whose father was a Gondarion prince and commander. Yeah… it’s a no-go, too.” Nyk sat forward to pin him with an intense glare. “You have no real political ties to any throne and no blood loyalty to any single Tavali Nation or group. You don’t even run your own crew. Your only blood tie is to The Sentella, and that, The Tavali trusts. Best of all, we trust you. Because you’re an Andarion male with strong military ties and heritage, the Phrixians will follow you. There’s no one else who can do this, Fain. You’re in a unique position for it.”

      Bloody effing awesome. 

      The irony of it disgusted him. The very things that had ruined his life were now the very things that locked him into a position of power he’d never craved. While he wasn’t a follower, and had always adamantly refused to be one, he wasn’t a leader, either.

      Both positions sucked. It was why he didn’t run his own crew.

      He just wanted to be left alone to live what was left of his miserable life.

      “I can’t work with her. She hates my guts, every individual one of them.” Fain gestured to the blast mark on his battlesuit. “She shot me, Nyk. Point blank. No warning. In the heart!”

      “Well… we’ve all had the urge to shoot you, Fain. She just had the fun of it.”

      He childishly mocked Nykyrian’s misplaced humor. “And you want her to lead your army?”

      Nykyrian nodded. “I’m told you’re the only one she hates to this degree. Everyone else should be safe from her aim.”

      “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m a little funny.”

      Fain growled at him. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Is that the worst insult you can toss at me? Really? You’re slipping in your old age.”

      Fain fanged him. But because they were such old friends, it didn’t faze the bastard at all. “Is she willing to work with me? Or do I need to buy thicker armor?”

      “I’ve been assured that she won’t shoot you again.”

      “What about cutting my throat?”

      “We didn’t get that specific. Would you like me to draw up a contract, with her listing any and all possible ways she could end you and saying she won’t?”

      “I hate you.” Fain sighed heavily. “Fine. I’ll go get her and take them to the Porturnum. But if I die doing this, I plan to haunt you every day of eternity.”

      “Good. I won’t miss you, then.”

       

      Fain knocked on the door of Galene’s condo. Only a block from the palace, it was one of the nicest buildings in the bustling metropolis of Eris – the Andarion capital city. The doorman had been a little skittish on his arrival, but since Fain had come in with an Andarion royal guard, he’d let Fain pass with nothing more than an irritated grimace.

      So what the hell was taking her so long to answer the door, anyway? Her condo couldn’t be that big.

      She’s doing it strictly to piss you off. 

      Most likely.

      He knocked again.

      The door slid open to show her boy toy in nothing but a simple white towel. He had a blaster in one hand while he eyed them warily.

      Anger boiled inside Fain at the sight, especially given all the scars on the little bastard’s body, including marks on his shoulders that appeared to be those of a disinherited male. But the one that truly chafed his ass was the tat on the kid’s throat that marked him as an Andarion felon who’d spent time in one of their top-sec prisons. Given all that, Galene must have seriously called in favors to keep the little bastard in the military with a commander’s rank.
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