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Avvel was born to be a bodyguard but when she is given away as a bride, she has to consider that fate is playing a game, and she just might be a winner.

Living as a bodyguard for a Whichan noble, Avvel is shocked and betrayed when her charge trades her for an Asku bodyguard willing to be his lover. She must take on her new position with dignity or shame her people, but life in the arms of an Asku is beyond what she expected.

Druin wanted the trainer of the elite Whichan guard to come and help the Asku retain a fading art. The trainer is a woman with a mystery surrounding her and there is nothing that Druin enjoys more than getting to the bottom of the woman who can kick his men into heaps on the ground. It’s love at first sight.
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Chapter One

Avvel checked the tight braid of her hair and wove it into her signature bun. With the lines of her tunic straight, she left her quarters and went to the guard briefing.

“So, as most of you know, we are expecting the Asku here today. I want you to be alert and give off an aura of competence.” Avvel placed her hands on the table and glared at the guards who were seated.

“What are you going to be doing when we are acting competent?” Andros asked her.

“I am going to be keeping Lord Wester out of trouble.” Avvel sighed and looked at the clock. “And I am already late getting him out of bed.”

Avvel dismissed the guard and walked through the palace on her way to Lord Wester’s private chamber. As she paused outside the door she could hear moans and groans and sighs coming from within. Steeling herself, she took her courage into her own hands and opened the door.

Wester was occupied with his plaything of the moment. The gorgeous blonde was on his knees before his lordship and was currently unable to comment on her sudden appearance in the room.

“Lord Wester, it’s time for breakfast. The Asku contingent will be here within the hour. Please make yourself presentable and make sure that your companion has something more substantial to consume before he leaves.”

Wester groaned and shuddered as he came with his fingers woven in his lover’s hair. He spoke through gritted teeth, “Avvel, if you engaged in more of this sort of thing, you wouldn’t be nearly so uptight.”

“Lord Wester, if I engaged in this particular type of activity, I would not be the head of your guard and you will have been dead three times over in the last year.”

Wester’s cock emerged from his companion’s lips with a soft pop. He gingerly tucked it back into his trousers and straightened with a smile. “I will be ready to receive them in twenty minutes, go and make sure the guard is presentable. I want every tunic straight and every trouser pressed.”

“It has been taken care of. I am simply worried about you making the right impression. This is your first meeting with the Asku, and you want to make sure that they take you seriously.” She grimaced as she looked him over.

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“You have cum in your hair and across your neck. Go take a shower, and I will help you get ready.” When his companion moved to follow him, Avvel gripped his shoulder. “You stay here, sport. I need Wester to concentrate.”

The blond pouted. “He needs me to wash his back.”

“Unless you want to see why I am the deadliest woman on Whichan, you will remain here and take a shower once I get Lord Wester out to the reception hall.”

He frowned. “Lord Wester will want me at his side.”

Avvel grinned, “You want to face down the most dangerous warriors in the sector because you want to maintain status from your one-night stand? Good luck with that. You don’t have clearance for it.”

He scowled. “Who says I don’t?”

“I do.”

“I don’t take orders from you, bitch.” He got to his feet and tried to intimidate her.

Avvel gripped his elbow, found the pressure point and squeezed. He went down to his knees, and she brought her own knee up to snap his head back, causing him to fall in a boneless heap.

Wester came out of the shower, towelling his hair dry. “What happened here?”

She scowled and crossed her arms.

Wester laughed. “They should really listen to me and not call you a bitch. I know you hate that word.”

Shrugging, she went to his wardrobe and picked out his clothing. “You have to stop having these one-night stands. You need a steady man and someone you can depend on.”

Wester grimaced. “If only you were a man, we would be living happily ever after already.”

She snorted. “And you would be dead. I wouldn’t put up with any of your crap.”

Avvel handed the snappy blue tunic and tight trousers to him. “Here, it will highlight your eyes.”

His grey eyes crinkled in amusement. “You are always trying to make me be my best.”

“You are your best. You just need to embrace it out of the bedroom.” She sighed. “Brush your hair and meet me in the dining hall. The Asku ships are entering the atmosphere.”

He sighed. “How do you know that?”

She just gave him a knowing look. “It’s a gift.”

Wester grimaced and pulled the tunic on over his head, covering his impressive musculature and the breadth of his shoulders.

Avvel left him and checked on the guards at the end of the hall. They were at the end of their shift. The last duty of the day was to deliver Lord Wester to the dining hall for breakfast, when Avvel officially took over.

Avvel sat at the table and was served her tea by one of the dozens of indentured servants that ran Lord Wester’s home.

Her morning routine consisted of prying Lord Wester out of whatever companion he had seduced for the night and getting him ready for affairs of state. He rarely slept with the same man twice and many straight men would allow him his way with them if it led to the possibility of power or favour. He didn’t often take a straight man to his bed. The thrill of seduction was rarely worth the effort. Wester had a preference for partners who knew what they were doing and were in it for the pleasure.

The next part of her morning routine involved organizing his calendar so that his day was broken into small sections with plenty of breaks for walks to work off his normal nervous energy.

It was during his walks in the garden that two assassination attempts occurred, and Avvel had earned her keep. The Akenfar family had bought her when she was ten, and she and Wester grew up side by side. His first act as ruler had been to grant her complete freedom, and she had remained at his side as his bodyguard and confidant.

Since neither of them had any sexual interest in the other, it was a perfect partnership.

Avvel looked up from the screen next to her plate and smiled as Lord Wester came in.

A troupe of servers walked through, placing items on their plates before they returned to the kitchens.

Avvel took a look at her food and laughed. “Your lover from last night works in the kitchens?”

Wester shrugged. “I don’t know. He was willing, and I didn’t enquire beyond that.”

Avvel pushed away her massacred food with unidentifiable eggs, and she pressed the bell. “What was his name?”

“Coros.”

Avvel turned to the butler and smiled. “I need some poached eggs and toast. Make sure Coros doesn’t get near them, or he will learn how much of a bitch I really am.”

His eyes widened, and he bowed. “Yes, miss.”

Tellar returned to the kitchen with the offending plate in hand.

Avvel groaned. “This is not a great way to start the day.”

Wester spread some eggs on a slice of toast and handed it over. “Here, Avvie. This will keep you until your breakfast gets here. Sorry about Coros. Should I send him elsewhere?”

She shook her head. “No, but you might want to find him another lover. If he gets this way with any of the other lords, you might just have a fight on your hands.”

Wester shrugged. “He didn’t seem the jealous type, but it appears he has an axe to grind where you are concerned.”

She shrugged and munched the eggs and toast while she finished looking through his schedule. Most of the day was dedicated to the Asku commander. It was a good thing that most of the events were being held outside, plenty of room for Wester to move.

Her food arrived unscathed, and she quickly ate before Wester finished. The moment he was done, he was on the move and she was beside him, rattling off his schedule and trying not to belch. It was going to be a stressful morning.






Chapter Two

The Asku came into the courtyard on a glider. Twenty men stepped off, their tattooed faces serious.

Wester was fascinated by their appearance. It was obvious in every line of his body.

“Keep calm, Wester, they are watching you.”

The commander of the Asku was definitely sizing up Wester. Wester was tall for a Whichan noble, and he topped her by six inches. The Asku was taller than Wester by a head.

Wester suddenly shifted into host mode. “Commander of the Asku, welcome to my home. I am Lord Wester.”

“Thank you for your welcome, Lord Wester. I am Commander Druin Velu of the Asku. This is my assistant, Private Nordin Lash.”

Wester blushed at his own rudeness. “This is my assistant and bodyguard, Avvel.”

Avvel inclined her head.

Druin looked her over from head to toe. “Bodyguard?”

She smiled slightly. “Yes.”

Lord Wester came to her defense. “Do not sneer at her size. When Avvel is defending her own, she is the most brutal of all of my guard. There have been over thirteen attempts on my life, some when I was a child and two since I came to power. She deflected them all.”

Commander Druin Velu cocked his head as if a thought just occurred to him.

Avvel moved in to smooth the gap. “We have arranged a display of guard procedures if you wish to watch it.”

He inclined his head. “I am willing to follow where you lead.”

Private Lash looked at his commander in surprise and a grin flirted around his lips. He was strong, blond and while his facial tattoos made him fierce, he seemed much more approachable with his deep blue eyes than his commander was with the solid black gaze.

Avvel gestured, and they all trooped down the pathways toward the exercise yard.

A table, chairs and several cups for beverages were waiting for Lord Wester and Commander Velu.

The guards of the palace marched out and began a series of training manoeuvres that Avvel watched with relief. She had trained the guards of the Akenfar home to move the same way Avvel had learned when she was a child, before she was captured and sold. The movements made for a graceful attack and complete control of their bodies. It made the guards formidable.

Commander Velu nodded. “Very nice. Would you care to pit one of your men against mine?”

Lord Wester scowled. “No. They do not fight for our entertainment. It is an honour to be served by men who would lay down their lives for me. However, if there are volunteers they can engage in a demonstration of technique.”

Commander Velu grinned. “Very acceptable.” He raised his hand and one of his men stepped forward.

Avvel whistled sharply and three men stepped out. Two sharp whistles and there was one man standing.

The Asku faced off against the guard, and Avvel let out another whistle. They collided, but the guard slipped away from the Asku after delivering his blow. Over and over, they met, and the guard moved away while the Asku began to stagger.

Two more strikes and the Asku was on his knees, his companions murmured in shock as the guard prepared to deliver a final blow.

Avvel whistled sharply and the guard backed off, bowed and returned to the ranks with only his dusty uniform marking him from the crowd around him.

Commander Velu slowly clapped. “Well done. I commend your combat trainer.”

Lord Wester grinned, “You just got a compliment, Avvie.”

Avvel blushed as all gazes focussed on her. “Thank you for the compliment, Commander Velu.”

“Call me Druin or Commander Druin if we must stand on ceremony.” He winked. “I come from a large family, and there are several Commander Velus.”

She bowed. “Commander Druin, then.”

Commander Druin turned to Lord Wester. “I have heard of the effectiveness of your guard, and I propose an exchange program. I will give you fifteen of my men and you train them, and I will take fifteen and train them in the Asku battle techniques.”

Lord Wester looked to Avvel for counsel, but she had nothing. This was an honourable offer, and it would gain Wester’s reign a lot of respect.

Commander Druin said something that filled Avvel with resignation. “I have heard of something called a chant. What is that precisely?”

Avvel whistled again and Captain Thule tossed her a staff. “Do you want to see it?”

Druin shrugged. “Please. I confess that I could not get the image in my mind when it was described.”

She gestured for one of the guard, and he took her position next to Wester. She hadn’t dressed for a chant, but she would simply have to change when this was over.

She walked into a circle of guards, and they nodded and quickly obtained weapons. She started to sing, low and steady, and the men took up the chant with her. Avvel held the staff at waist height and concentrated, shifting aside as the first guard attacked. They kept up the song as she fought them one by one, dodging stun blasts, swords, daggers and two arrows that fortunately buried themselves in the ground when she swatted them down.

The many voices of the chant dwindled until there was only one. Sweat and blood dripped in her eyes, a cut on her forehead early on had almost blinded her but honed her focus the way nothing else could. She finished the song and helped some of the prone guards to their feet.

She wiped the blood off her skin and returned to the spectators.

The Asku troops were staring at her, and Commander Druin was on his feet. “I did not mean for you to fight.”

“I am the only one who can do a chant, so there was very little option. Also, it is good to remind them that I can still kick their asses.” She bowed low to him and Wester.

Wester sighed. “Go and change your clothing, and get someone to look at that cut.”

Druin whistled sharply and one of his men came forward with a medical kit. “Have a seat, Avvel.”

She had nowhere to sit, so she knelt in front of Commander Druin as he brushed her hair away from the cut and set about cleaning the wound.

Lord Wester was in soft conversation with Private Lash, and Avvel recognized his tone. The surprisingly thing was that the private seemed to be reciprocating.

Druin frowned as he worked on her forehead. “I cannot believe that you just jumped into battle.”

“It is in my blood. I don’t know who my people are, but the fight is all I crave. That and it works off stress.” She winced, and he gentled his hands.

“I thought you would have a line of men for your attentions.” Druin began sealing her cut.

Lord Wester snorted. “I keep telling her that she needs to get laid, but she doesn’t trust herself or others when it comes to affairs of the heart. She is as pure as the day she was born.”

“You don’t say. That is a very desirable trait in certain circles.” Druin finished sealing her cut, and he pressed a thin membrane over it.

She looked up into his black-on-black eyes and there was a speculative gleam that she was not used to seeing in men who had watched her fight.

He caressed her cheek and smiled.

Lord Wester cleared his throat. “What is going on?”

Druin helped Avvel to her feet but kept one of her hands in his grip. “I propose another trade…”






Chapter Three

Avvel turned her hand in Druin’s and pressed on the pressure point near his thumb, numbing his grip. “I will not be traded.” She pulled her hand free and crossed her arms over her torn tunic.

Lord Wester scowled. “This is not a public matter. Have your men do whatever they normally do in a day and we will adjourn inside.”

Avvel knew that Wester was serious when he wanted to go inside. There was little that he disliked more than being cooped up inside the stone walls.

Commander Druin made a small motion with his hand, and his men paired off, flipping each other through the air before the commanders and their assistants had made it into the building.

Avvel shooed the servants out of the way as they walked to Wester’s private office.

Wester sat behind his desk, Avvel stood at his side and Druin and Lash took their seats in front of the carved wood.

Wester leaned forward. “What are you suggesting?”

“I am suggesting that you accept Private Lash as bodyguard and occasional lover if you so choose, and I will wed Avvel.”

Lash grinned and flexed his impressive arms.

Avvel was suspicious. “Why would you have Private Lash ready to offer if you didn’t know that I was here?”

Druin grimaced. “Oh. You caught that. I was going to offer Lash in an effort to gain Wester’s agreement on trading staff. Your techniques are truly astonishing.”

Wester was intrigued. “Lash, you have agreed to this?”

“Of course. I have studied your public speeches, the policies on slavery and the motion to restrict time as bondservants. You are a very progressive leader for your people, and you have policies that can effect great change if you just keep with them.” Private Lash was very calm and self-possessed. “You also have a great body, so that doesn’t hurt either.”

Avvel’s lips twisted in the smile that she always fought when men admired Wester, but there was something sincere in Lash’s eyes. He genuinely had a crush on Wester, and it might be what made him a good option as bodyguard should she be unavailable.

Wester asked, “Why do you want Avvel?”

Druin looked at her, and she knew that she was grubby, spattered with blood and bruises. “I have never met a woman so exceptional and that is what I want for my children.”

Avvel’s eyes widened. “What?”

“I am looking at you as a breeding partner. You have many attributes that I believe will be useful in the next generation of the Velu family.”

Wester whistled. “Well, that was frank. I am not sure that handing Avvel over to you as a brood mare is my best bet for survival. What about if you have one child with her and then return her to me.”

Avvel reached out and slapped his shoulder. “I would never leave my child. What are you thinking?”

He looked up at her. “I am thinking that I don’t want to lose you, but I am also thinking that it is past time for you to have a life of your own.”

Avvel looked into his features, and there was a bittersweet expression that she had never seen before. Panic began to set in. “You are not—”

His tone was firm. “Commander Druin, I accept your terms, providing that you can assure me that she will be cared for and have free access to exercise and education.”

Commander Druin nodded. “Of course. She will have full access to any information that the Asku can obtain. As for exercise, if she is willing, she can assist in training our troops until she is with child. After that, I am afraid her routine would be rather restricted by our customs.”

Wester smiled slowly, and there was a tear in his eye. “I have always thought Avvel would make a good mother. I certainly have given her enough practice.”

The commander beckoned to Lash, and the private moved swiftly out the way they had come.

Avvel felt grey with shock. She swayed in place and reached out to hold onto Wester’s chair.

Commander Druin looked closely at her. “You don’t look well.”

She opened and closed her mouth as spots danced in front of her eyes. Sound roared in her ears as Wester got to his feet, and the world slipped away for the first time in her life. She had just been sold.

* * * *

Druin moved quickly and caught his woman before she hit the floor. “I will carry her. Does she do this often?”

Lord Wester shook his head, his concern obvious. “Never. Even when she was a child, she had a self-possession about her that I admired. I have never seen her faint.”

Druin nodded and lifted her, taking her to the couch in the office and placing her gently on its leather surface. She was more solid than she looked. A pleasant layer of softness hid her muscle and he looked forward to having that lithe form under him.

For now, he was concerned at her shock. “How long has she been with you?”

Wester shifted nearby. “Fifteen years or so. My parents bought her when she was around the same age that I was so that I would have a suitable companion. I believe that they hoped she would spur some urge for the female form, but as she went her way, I went another.”

“Where did they buy her?”

Wester shrugged. “I didn’t ask, and she didn’t say. Her people never came in search of her, so it was assumed that the mountain people had cut her loose. They reject many of their female offspring and send them into slavery.”

Druin looked at the dark honey hair and the closed lids hiding brilliant blue eyes. “So, you think she is Whichan?”

Wester blinked. “I…What else could she be?”

“What else indeed.” Druin checked her pulse and nodded when it slowed and began to take up a more predictable thud.

Lash returned with Lieutenant Arcoth. Arcoth took Avvel’s hand in his and took a blood, skin and bacterial sample with the ease of long practice.

Arcoth took a second blood sample and placed it in a small vial, cracking a small chemical tube within and shaking it violently. It turned a brilliant purple, and Arcoth nodded. “Compatible and clean.”

Lord Wester frowned. “You weren’t sure that she was compatible?”

Druin shrugged. “It has happened before that an Asku was attracted to a woman he could not reproduce with. We simply stand by our mates, but it will be easier knowing that I will be able to confirm the match and register it immediately.”

“Will you take her with you when you leave?” Wester looked worried.

Private Lash answered. “She will go where the commander goes, but I am confident that he will allow you to keep in touch with her.”

Druin nodded. “Once the first two months have passed and she has adjusted to life as an Asku, she will have full access to all communications.”

Wester frowned. “Why two months?”

“You need to get used to being without her and she without you. You will both have adjusting to do.” Druin watched as Avvel began to shift. “We will leave as soon as we have done the personnel exchange.”

“Wait. You can’t just take her. If you are going to claim her as your mate, you will do so by Whichan law.”

Druin frowned. “What?”

“You will get married and have a few days together at one of my country estates. I do not want her thinking for a moment that I did not care enough to support her as her only family.”

Druin looked at the smaller man and saw that he was vibrating with emotion. “Lieutenant Arcoth, tell the crew that we will be here for a few days while my mate gets proper acknowledgement from her home world.”

“Yes, Commander.” He nodded and left the office.

Avvel moved again and her eyes fluttered.

Druin asked a question that was in his mind the moment he met her. “What is her full name?”

Wester shrugged. “Avvel is all that she has ever answered to. If she had a second name, even I didn’t know it.”






Chapter Four

Waking on the couch in Wester’s office was more unsettling than having three men staring at her as she came to. She bolted up off the couch and skittered across to the desk before she stood up.

Wester laughed. “She’s fine.”

Avvel scowled. “I need to take a shower. Why did you put me on that couch?”

Wester raised his hands. “I didn’t. Commander Druin caught you before you pitched to the floor.”

She looked at him and remembered why she had been ill to begin with. “I didn’t imagine it?”

Druin shook his head, his dark eyes watching her with an unreadable expression. “No, it is true. You have been offered to me as a bride, but in keeping with Whichan tradition, he is going to act as your family for a formal ceremony.”

Wester smiled, “As formal as I can make it before sundown.”

Avvel rubbed her arms. “I still can’t believe I was on that couch.” She shuddered.

Druin looked at the leather with suspicion. “What is wrong with it?”

She grimaced. “Wester likes to have assignations in here, and the amount of times I have caught him and his man of the moment in here on that couch is enough to boggle my mind.”

Lash raised his eyebrows as he looked at Wester. “You enjoy catting around?”

Wester blushed and became unaccountably flustered in the presence of the larger and far more intimidating male. “I have indulged myself when the occasion called for it.”

Avvel blinked in amazement. She had only seen Wester this coquettish with one other male, and when Wester’s father sent the guard into a border dispute, he had never let himself love deeply again. A slight lightness in her heart started as she realize that Wester would have someone to look to when she was gone. Gone. She was actually being tied to one of the Asku.

Wester cleared his throat. “Avvie, do you have a dress for the ceremony?”

She shook her head. “I will wear my dress uniform. Until this is finalized, I am still on duty.”

Wester frowned. “Are you sure it will be appropriate?”

Avvel ignored Commander Druin as he got to his feet. “It will be me as I come. Nothing fancy. If he wants to change his mind, he is welcome to do so.”

Wester sighed and walked behind his desk, pressing buttons to summon the receptionist that he rarely used.

Teeka stumbled into the room, her data pad at the ready and a sleepy expression on her face.

“Yes, Lord Wester?”

“I need one of the temples prepared for a wedding.” Wester looked down at his desk and back up again. “Find out which ones are available and get back to me. I need flowers, a reception for fifty and a glider fuelled and ready.”

Teeka smiled and made notes. “When do you want to schedule this wedding?”

Commander Druin said, “Today.”

Teeka’s smile faltered and the whites of her eyes showed. “Today?”

“A sunset ceremony, Teeka. Take care of it. As much decoration as you can arrange with this notice, but I am counting on you. Now, go and find out which temple is available.” Wester smiled as he dismissed her, but he sighed with relief when she left.

Avvel took a step toward him. “You don’t have to go to any trouble, Wester.”

He reached up and took her hand. “You have been my sister, my guardian and my conscience. I will do this for you whether you want me to or not.”

Tears pricked her eyes. “Well, if I am getting booted off Whichan, I had better help select the guards to go with the Asku as trainers.”

He chuckled. “You just want to hit something.”

She smiled. “You know me very well.”

Avvel turned to Commander Druin. “May I leave him in your custody? He is rarely any trouble as long as you remember to walk him.”

Wester groaned. “You are embarrassing me.”

“You just traded me for a muscular bed mate. Get used to this being the most snarky day of your life.” She smiled brightly and stretched before looking at Druin. “Well? Will you take care of him?”

Druin nodded formally. “Your family is my family, your charge is my charge.”

Avvel left Wester’s office before she broke down. She still had a call of duty to attend to, she needed to find fifteen men who were competent instructors and had no wives or children to worry about while they were on the Asku ship.

She walked into the yard, and the Asku were already mingling with the guards. The larger men seemed surprised when the smaller Whichans could manage to flip them without any difficulty. Avvel was proud. It was her main contribution to Wester’s safety. No one had made it through their defenses since the moment she had been given the guards to train.

“Gentlemen, your attention please!” She clapped her hands, and her guards immediately snapped out of whatever practice they were involved in and formed up in front of her.

The Asku looked around in surprise, and she stifled a grin. “The Asku are here today to compliment you on your training. They wish to learn from you, and as such, fifteen volunteers are required for a personnel exchange.”

Fifty men stirred and stepped forward. She held up a hand. “Despite the honour that you would do to your family, it would be best that the volunteers be restricted to those men who do not yet have wives or families to miss them. A child needs their parents nearby, and having you in an Asku warship for an undisclosed amount of time is not something I would encourage.”

Twelve of the men nodded and stepped back.

“Those of you who remain will be in charge of two projects. One, you must maintain security of this property and its inhabitants, and two, you must train these Asku to move as well as you do.”

One of the men jerked his chin.

“Yes, Renwald?”

“Why are you not taking over their training, miss?”

Other men nodded in agreement. She had taught them all, one by one.

“I will not be here. The Asku commander requested my hand, and Lord Wester agreed to part with my services.”

Renwald and the others looked surprised. “You are getting married?”

The Asku were grinning and nudging each other’s arms.

“If that is what you want to call it. I have been handed over to a stranger, and I am not very pleased with that arrangement. Add that to the fact that I am the deadliest woman on Whichan and this will be a very interested coupling.”

The Asku suddenly ceased smiling.

A wall of heat was at her back. “Hello, Commander Druin.”

Renwald and the others stiffened. “Miss Avvel, would you allow us a moment to speak with the commander?”

She nodded and headed for the gardens. “I will be back in five.”

Avvel touched the flowers softly, trying to memorize the textures and scents before she was parted from them. When she couldn’t stand the tension anymore, she turned to look at the gathering of men in the exercise yard.

To her surprise, Commander Druin was nodding with a solemn expression and the guards were gathered around him with angry faces and sharp gestures. The other Asku in the background were looking a little abashed.

She continued to count off their five minutes and returned to the gathering in time to hear Druin’s promise to respect her as a true warrior.

Her heart swelled, but she stifled the emotion as she went through the group of men, and she selected the fifteen who would go up to the Asku warship.

She knew and they knew what they had just done, and both sides pretended that nothing had happened. “When the staff exchange is complete, I want you to remember that the pride of Whichan is at stake. You will be representing your home, your family and your entire species. The skill of your trainer will also be in question, so honour your training at all times.”

They snapped a salute, and she turned to Commander Druin. He was looking at her with a peculiar dawning understanding. “The fifteen are chosen and will report to you when the Asku are set to leave Whichan.”

He inclined his head. “Thank you, Avvel. You have done well for them. Wester requests that you prepare for the ceremony. A servant will be sent for you to take you to the temple when the time arrives.”

She swallowed and nodded. “Fine. I will see you later.”

Avvel brushed past him, narrowly dodging his hand as he reached for her. Once she was officially his, she would honour her commitment, but until that moment, no man would be putting his hands on her without feeling pain. She had her dignity to maintain and about five hours to maintain it.






Chapter Five

A long, hot bath took the pain out of her bruises. She washed her hair and carefully cleaned her face, trying to keep the coating on the forehead cut intact.

Wrapped in a sheet, she brushed her hair over and over until it glowed. She packed her casual clothing in a duffel bag with a few pairs of shoes and boots. Since she had spent the last eight years as Wester’s official bodyguard, uniforms were more plentiful than normal clothing.

A knock on her door made her jump. She should still have a few hours to go. “Who is it?”

“Albeetha.”

Avvel tightened the sheet around her and answered the door. “What do you want?”

The older woman gave her a knowing look. “I want to measure you for your trousseau. Lord Wester will not have you leave Whichan with only the clothes on your back.”

Mute, Avvel let Albeetha and her apprentice in.

For the next two hours, she was measured, pinned, poked and turned until Albeetha was happy with the measurements and the way fabric hung on Avvel’s body.

Albeetha sat back and asked, “So, what are you wearing to the ceremony?”

Avvel was tired by this point. She frowned at the woman and said, “My formal uniform. This is my last act under Wester’s orders. The uniform is appropriate.”

Albeetha smiled. “It is appropriate then. Would you like help getting dressed?”

“No. I am fine. Let me have this last bit of dignity, please.” Avvel inclined her head.

Albeetha reached out and patted her arm. “You have done well here, child. You will be missed.”

“Thank you, but I am running out of time now.” She inclined her head and turned her back on the older woman. Avvel reached into her wardrobe and pulled out her formal uniform. Wester had designed it for her for ease of movement but getting into it was the definition of labour intensive.

She slipped on the loose trousers and tugged on her boots, tucking the flowing trousers into the top of the calf-high boots. Now, for the difficult part.

Avvel slipped on the heavily embroidered vest that hung to her ankles and attached the flap of the right side to the underside of the left front, covering her breasts and belly with the one wrap. The side seams were open for movement and the back was slit to mid-thigh so her legs had complete range of motion.

She buttoned the ten buttons, one at a time, and then wrapped the left side to the right and buttoned the ten buttons on the other side so that she was wearing a sleeveless, long robe that had extensive markings from the house of Akenfar. Her neck was almost completely encased by the collar, and the triangular neckline gave just a hint of cleavage. Avvel glared at herself in the mirror and fought the urge to pull her hair into a tight knot. It was her wedding day after all and loose hair was traditional.

The sharp knock at her door made her jump, but she stuck her tongue out at the mirror in an act of defiance before she went to the door. Two Asku in the hall bowed low and turned silently to escort her to the temple.

She watched as they passed one temple room after another. The Whichan had a dozen deities, and the temples within a large home were standard. Wester was standing next to one of the arched doorways with a huge bouquet in his hands.

Avvel walked up to him and kissed him on the cheek. “It’s all right, Wester. I understand or I will. It will take some time.”

He nodded and handed her the flowers before he draped a length of gauze over her head and down her back. “I know, but know that I am still here if you ever need anything. Whichan isn’t going anywhere.”

She smiled. “I know but I am.”

Avvel took the arm he offered her and faced the doors. The two Asku pushed the door open and Avvel had to stifle a laugh. It was appropriate but still funny. They were in the temple to the god of war.

Wester murmured, “It was the only temple that was ready for a wedding.”

She grinned and walked down the flower-strewn aisle with two Asku ahead of her and Wester at her side. The pews were filled with guards, Asku and all off-duty servants in the manor. It was quite the turnout.

Wester caught her surprised smile, and he whispered, “They all insisted on being here.”

The priest was standing in front of the altar and he had a delighted grin on his face. Avvel was guessing that he didn’t get to officiate at weddings much.

Avvel looked around the room and finally had to lock gazes with Druin. He had an exceptional calm on his face, and as she let her gaze drift over his facial and neck tattoos, she felt that same calm cross into her.

The priest spoke, “Thank you all for joining us here today. It is not often that I am called upon to do a wedding, but today is that day.

“When our people colonized Whichan, we were barbaric and wild. Our people scattered into hundreds of clans and ravaged the landscape. War was inevitable when territory lines were at stake, and each side prayed to the gods of war to join their cause.

“Their prayers were answered as the gods of war came from the sky to fight in the wars of Whichan. Their intervention saved thousands of lives, and as the Whichans abided by the outcome of their battles, peace began to fall around the world. Clans became countries, and cities sprang up. When the gods felt that we were ready, they left Whichan and promised to return should we need them again.

“This promise is a sacred trust that we believe with all our hearts, and today, we are here to witness another promise between Avvel and Druin Velu. They are each from different worlds but are swearing to protect and honour each other.”

Avvel gave the priest a startled look, and he winked at her.

“Lord Wester Akenfar--acting as Avvel’s family--do you give your permission for her to join in union with Druin Velu?” The priest focussed on Wester.

“I do.”

The priest nodded, and Wester backed away a few steps. “Druin Velu, do you have your family’s backing to join in union with Avvel?”

He nodded. “I do.”

The priest turned to her and met her gaze. “Avvel, do you enter this union freely and of your own will?”

Avvel took a deep breath, but when she spoke, she was shocked to hear her own voice say, “I do.”

The priest exhaled in relief. “Extend your palms. You will be bound by the ties of sacrifice and honour.”

Druin placed his hands out, palms up, and the priest skimmed a knife across his hands.

Avvel handed her bouquet to Wester and did the same. The priest drew a thin line of blood on her skin, the slight sting faded quickly.

The priest put her hands, palms down, on top of Druin’s and tied their hands together with black and bronze ribbon. The priest held his hands to the sky. “As they came to show us the ways of war, may the gods bless you and guide you on your way through your new lives together. Joining two households is always a battle, but with calculated surrender and skillful attacks, you will find a balance that works to move you forward to progress and harmony.”

He looked from one of them to another. “You may now kiss the bride.”

Druin pulled her hands, so she stepped forward, and as she looked up, he leaned down, pressing his lips to hers.

Avvel felt something in her heat as the kiss continued. She shivered and leaned up into the pressure of his mouth as he parted her lips with his and flicked into her mouth with his tongue.

Her belly trembled, and she was content to stand and continue their kiss until the applause broke her hypnotic state.

Avvel opened her eyes and backed away, her lips pressed together as she retreated, his taste still sending her pulse racing.

The Asku were applauding, and the Whichans had joined in.

The priest grinned and sliced the ribbons from them, allowing them to retrieve their hands.

Avvel looked at the thin lines on her palms and smiled at the healing that had already taken place.

Druin bowed low and lifted her palm to his lips. “Thank you, Lady Velu.”

She blinked. “I have never had a last name before.”

The Asku warriors lined up in front of them and bowed low.

The Whichan guards lined up, and one by one, went to one knee in front of her, “Lady Avvel,” was repeated over and over again.

Druin kept his fingers woven with hers while her trainees gave her tribute.

Tears pricked her eyes, and she breathed deep to keep them from knowing how much it meant to her.

Wester came up and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Lady Avvel Velu. My estate at Tormin is at your disposal. Your bags are on a glider out front.”

She looked up at him with astonishment. “Thank you, Wester. I won’t forget this.”

He caressed her cheek before he nodded to Druin. “I know you won’t, Avvel. Be well and stay safe.”






Chapter Six

It was peculiar that she was piloting her new husband, two Asku—one of whom had a peculiar kit—and two guards from the Akenfar household to the place where she had been found wandering alone as a child. Her hands shook as she thought about her return to the place she was found. The Akenfar family had never vacationed nearby, but the moment that Wester had taken power, he had bought land and built a home there. Until this day, no one had ever stayed at Tormin.

“You have piloting skills?” Druin was watching the terrain below blurring past. It was dark, but the moons and starlight provided enough light for navigation.

“I can fly anything in under five minutes. It is a skill that I seem to have been born with.”

He chuckled. “One of many.”

She flicked a glance at him. “How much of you is training, and how much is genetics?”

Druin shrugged. “I would say twenty-five percent is training. My family is skilled as survivors.”

Avvel asked a question she had been dying to know. “I have never seen or heard of a female Asku, how can your family be survivors if the women are never Asku?”

Druin smiled. “We select our mates for skill and spirit. You have those qualities in abundance. How did you acquire your hand-to-hand combat skills?”

She shrugged. “I have no idea. My mind is blank until I was being hauled into a private sale and handed off to the Akenfar family as a companion for their son as he entered his teenage years.”

“Why?”

She chuckled. Few people bothered to ask that question. “Wester was the last son of the family, but the only survivor. His older brothers both died in duels. His parents were distressed at the urges that he was showing, his attraction to other young men. They thought having a girl nearby might show him what he was missing. He took to me as a brother once he realized that his parent’s agenda was not mine. I merely wanted someplace safe and warm to survive in. I became his confidant and friend, and when his family shifted into power, I took on the job of his bodyguard.”

“You weren’t trained?”

“Not that I am aware. I simply knew how to fight the first time it was necessary.”

Avvel throttled the glider to a lower speed as they approached the Tormin estate. A line of servants was standing and waiting for them as they glided in to a smooth landing.

She disengaged the engines and flexed her hands. “Well, everybody out.”

The two Asku lifted the bags tucked along the side and handed them to the servants waiting to take them.

Druin offered her his hand, and she exhaled and placed her fingers against his palm.

“You will get used to me, Avvel. I will get used to you. It is the way things have always been.” He led her out of the glider with great ceremony, as if she was the most precious thing in the world.

Her feet brushed against the thick grass with every step, and the line of servants came to attention as they approached the main entrance.

The housekeeper—as identified by her uniform—stepped forward. “Lady Avvel. Welcome to Tormin. Lord Wester has told us to anticipate your wishes, and he forwarded a list of your preferences. The master bedroom is prepared, and the guards have guest rooms nearby but not next door.”

The implication did not escape Avvel. “Ah. Thank you. Very thoughtful. This is Commander Druin Velu.” She swallowed. “My husband.”

The woman bowed. “I am Simsar. Ring a bell in any room, and I will attend you. A meal has been prepared and will be served in your room if you choose to ring.”

Avvel smiled, “Thank you, Simsar. Please, show us the way.”

She caught Druin’s grin as she said the word us, and she sighed inwardly as they began to walk into the Tormin estate.

The Asku walked between them and Simsar, checking the surrounding area for attackers. The two guards from Wester’s main residence brought up the rear.

The servants flowed around them, bringing the bags up the stairs and walking straight down the hall.

“I guess we are going that way.” Druin’s voice was amused.

Avvel snorted. “I wonder what they would do if we made a break for the kitchens. Do you think they would try to cut us off?”

He chuckled. “I would like to see them try. That is a lovely outfit, by the way. For a formal uniform, it is rather elegant.”

“Wester spent weeks designing it. The seamstresses despised being called in for fittings when they saw that I had a sparring partner waiting. I blew out more seams than I could count, so we had to keep redesigning until I had something that I could fight in.”

“It has similar characteristics to Asku formal wear, though my torso covering will be cut to show the mark of your name.”

She blinked. “The what?”

“Your name will be tattooed here.” He lifted her hand and pressed it to his chest, right over the thudding of his heart. His heartbeat sped up as she stroked his body through his shirt.

Simsar cleared her throat. “These are the master quarters. A maid will come tomorrow after you have rung for breakfast, and she will unpack your clothing for your stay.”

“I can unpack my own clothing.” Avvel was going to start doing it right then, but Druin held her back.

“Thank you, Simsar. That will be all for the night.”

The housekeeper curtseyed and left the room, the stream of servants followed and the Asku nodded after they completed the inspection.

Druin wished them good night, and they left without another word.

Avvel was alone with her husband.

“Druin, I am not precisely sure what happens next. I have seen Wester having sex far more times than I am comfortable recalling but never with a woman.”

He frowned. “Didn’t you receive rudimentary explanation of reproduction?”

She scowled up at him. “Of course. I just haven’t engaged in any of those events, so I have no idea how they will feel or how I will react.”

He reached out and put his hands on her biceps. “You will react as your body wills it, and I will adapt to your needs as we progress. Is that clear enough?”

Avvel closed her eyes as the heat from his hands warmed her skin. “It’s clear. I just despise the unknown. I always have.”

He glided one hand into her hair, and he pressed a kiss to her neck and the frantic pulse pounding there.

She opened her eyes and stared blindly out toward the balcony and the moons watching their every move. With slow, cautious movements, she caressed his jaw with her hands and ran her fingers through his hair.

“Slow then, until I ask for more.”

She could feel his lips curve against her neck. “Slow, until you ask for more.”

He caressed her back through the heavy fabric of her uniform, relaxing her and enticing her closer to his body.

The sensation of being stroked and petted was completely new. She was on guard against him triggering a defense moment, but he seemed to have nothing but time in his slow and detailed seduction.

Druin moved up her neck and took her lips in another kiss. This time, she wasn’t stunned by the contact, so she tightened her grip on his hair and pulled him close while her tongue fenced with his in a slow, slick battle.

It was a very nice start.






Chapter Seven

Avvel went up on her toes, holding onto Druin with all her might as her body started to wake under the seemingly innocuous kiss.

She shivered at the tug low in her belly that corresponded with each slide of his tongue. This was not something described in the medical vids she had been exposed to as a child, but she liked it.

Druin slowly reduced the intensity of the kiss before backing away. He took her hand and pulled her further into the master suite.

A table was set with two glasses and a bottle of wine. A large bed in keeping with Wester’s tastes was positioned so that a person lying in the sheets would experience the glory of the full sunrise. She smiled slightly. Wester was a huge fan of morning sex. He said it set him up to deal with the rest of the day.

A glass-covered tray with crackers, fruit and cheese was sitting on another small table.

Druin sighed. “I am afraid that I have no idea how to get you out of that uniform. It is very precisely designed.”

She chuckled. “That it is. Would you like me to disrobe?”

He took a seat at the edge of the bed, his body making the large expanse seem downright cozy. “Please.”

She slipped the gauzy veil off her hair and folded it carefully, setting it next to the wine.

It would be cowardly not to face him, so she met his gaze and began the torturous unbuttoning of her dress uniform. Inch by inch, the fabric fold opened, and when she finally undid the right-side buttons, he groaned as the fabric folded back to reveal…nothing but more fabric.

The giggle that broke from her was genuine. She started the left side from the bottom and slowly worked her way up. The fabric parted slowly, and by the time the final button was undone, she could see a peculiar light burning in Druin’s black eyes.

The fabric swung heavily but concealed her breasts in its folds. Druin pulled her forward, and she stood between his knees as his hands wrapped around her waist. She threaded her fingers in his hair once again and kissed him, her first true participation in the process.

Putting her fingers in his hair kept her hands from covering her skin as he stroked and caressed her lower back and spine in smooth strokes. She nipped at his lower lip with her own, drawing him into a deep kiss that resulted in her being pressed against him with his arms completely surrounding her.

She felt a tugging at the closure of her trousers, the loose fabric slid to puddle around her calves, held in place by her boots. The opening of her uniform allowed air to caress her, and she shivered as she felt her nipples tightening in response to the dual assault of warmth within and cold air.

She felt the slick moisture in her channel as it prepared to ease Druin’s way. The lips of her sex felt hot and heavy, parting as she shifted closer to Druin’s warmth.

He moved suddenly and stripped her uniform from her, flipping her to the bed before he pulled off her boots and then stripped her completely.

Her earlier confidence disappeared as he parted her thighs and tasted the wet heat she was generating.

The electric feel of his tongue against her elicited a gasp of surprise that settled into a low moan when her body shook uncontrollably. The tremors turned to spasms, and her thighs shivered and jerked where they framed his head. She choked out a cry when his tongue flicked deep into her, and her world fell apart.

He moved up her body and held her while she trembled in reaction. She relaxed and let out a low moan. He kissed her then smiled at her. “That was phase one.”

She licked her lips, the taste of her body strange and a little tangy to her senses. “What is phase two?”

He slid back down between her thighs with a smile and licked at the small bundle of nerves at the top of her sex while he slid two fingers in as far as they could go.

She arched her hips as he shifted his digits within her, sliding and pumping her slowly at first and building in speed until a spot inside her ached and sent electric shocks out as his fingertips passed over it.

She cried out as heat rippled through her in expanding waves, sweat broke out on her skin and she panted as he kept stroking his fingertips over that small inner spot until she was whimpering and trying to shift away.

His tongue on her clit turned from pleasure to abrasion, causing her to squirm away from him. He chuckled and licked his lips as he raised his head. “Phase two.”

She watched him remove his clothing and admired the tattoos that marched down his arms, listing battles and skirmishes he had survived. “You get around, don’t you?”

He grinned and stripped away his tight uniform trousers. “I go where I am needed, we all do.”

“All?”

“I have six brothers. The eldest seems able to take my father’s place as High Commander of the Asku, but the rest of us will make do with serving our people’s interests when we can.”

His cock was erect and proportional to his body. Avvel looked at the arch and the head with its pearl of fluid and smiled. Male anatomy was not nearly as mysterious as hers was.

Druin casually asked her, “Do you know what your race is called?”

He approached her slowly and knelt between her knees, spreading them wide before he settled against her, the blunt head of his cock pressing into her as he let his weight take him inside. Oddly enough, lubrication was not a problem.

“No. I don’t know what my race is called. Why are you asking now?” She bit her lip and arched into him, inviting him to slip into her a little deeper.

“I will explain it later.” He supported his weight on his forearms, and his hips continued to press toward her, thrusting his cock to the base with a slow motion.

She looked up at him and watched the stars in his eyes glow brighter. He started to thrust, and her body welcomed his, meeting him in echoing movements that resulted in disconcerting sounds.

Avvel reached out and clutched his shoulders, sighing and whimpering as he moved harder and faster, sliding in and pulling back in a heavy beat. The stars in his eyes glowed brighter and brighter until sparks flew behind Avvel’s own eyes and a third wave of pleasure broke inside her.

He groaned and shoved into her, holding tight to her hips as his cock jerked and spilled in steady jets.

Avvel sighed and welcomed his weight as he relaxed on top of her.

The smell of sex was in the air, and she felt his cock moving within her, swelling to fill her again.

Druin lifted his head and kissed her, moving slowly inside her in a relaxed and comforting beat, bringing her body to life once again.

She leaned up and whispered in his ear. “Phase three?”

He chuckled. “Who cares?”

Avvel sighed and wrapped her arms and legs around him as he slowly continued to ride her until they both shivered in orgasm. She could finally understand Wester’s fascination with sex. The funny thing was that she could not imagine sex with any man other than Druin, but now that he was inside her mind, she wanted to experience everything she had ever read about and several things that she had imagined. She hoped he was up for a challenge and that he enjoyed minimal sleep, she had a wish list to complete.

* * * *

Druin woke when Avvel sat up and left the bed. “Where are you going, Avvel?”

Avvel slowly turned to him and bright silvery moonlight was coming out of her normally brilliant blue eyes.

Nude, she crossed the room and lifted the gauzy veil from the table, wrapping it around her as she walked to the balcony.

Druin quickly stepped into his trousers as she left the bedroom. She found a discreet set of stairs, and he followed as quickly as he could. Something was controlling her, and he was not going to let his curiosity wreck the possibility of discovering what a clone was doing on Whichan.

Her lack of a hymen had given him pause, but when he combined it with the fact that she had no navel, the clone option was the only one left on the table.

He had no idea what she was cloned from, but with her skills, it explained her lack of knowledge when she was found. She didn’t know anything, because she hadn’t done anything.

Avvel walked confidently across the grounds and into the foothills. He followed, wishing idly that he had worn boots. His mate didn’t seem to mind the stones, so he decided he had better toughen up.

They walked for close to an hour in the moonlight until finally she paused and turned sharply left. A pile of rubble was her target, and she bent to move a few stones out of the way before she disappeared.

Druin followed quickly, moving some of the stones aside to expose more of the doorway hidden in the tumble of rock.

The spacecraft was now visible, but he had two questions—who was Avvel, and why was she drawn to this craft?






Chapter Eight

Druin looked around the interior of the vessel as he searched for his mate. A flash of white up ahead told him she was nearby. A strange voice started speaking, and he moved quickly to come to the aid of his naked wife.

Avvel was facing a hologram with a blank expression on her face.

A woman in a long gown accented with a silvery breastplate smiled down at Avvel. “Hello, warrior. We have been waiting for a response to our hails for fifteen years. Please place your palm on the beacon, and we will come to collect you.”

Avvel raised her hand, and Druin moved forward, grabbing her arm. He was unprepared for the battle that followed.

Avvel twisted, kicked, struck at nerve points and was about to strike him in the throat with one stiffened hand when the hologram spoke. “Warrior, cease.”

Druin looked at what he thought was a recording, and he blinked as the woman stared at him. She had the same brilliant blue eyes as Avvel and that gaze was fixed on him. “Who are you?”

“Avvel’s husband. She is not going with you.” He was worried that he had hurt her while defending himself. He had tried to be careful, but she was under no such restriction.

“Her husband? Our kind does not mate, Asku.”

“She did. Ask her.”

The hologram sighed. “I cannot ask her unless I release her, and I need her to signal us so we can retrieve the wreck.”

“What is the wreck?”

“A teaching vessel. There were three tanks and one pilot on board. Based on our scans for Niikin life, she was the only survivor. We have waited for her to get close enough for the signal to reach her, but now, she is here, and if she triggers the beacon, we can get a firm fix.”

“Niikins are legend.” Druin was confused. There was no way that Avvel could be one of the legendary battle gods of the systems.

“A naked woman half your size just kicked your ass. I beg to differ on our reality.” The woman was amused.

Since this woman had the answers, he had to ask. “What is Avvel, why doesn’t she remember her life before she was ten?”

“She is a clone of the first. There were three of them. Avvel means one in our ancient tongue, so she probably chose it as her name. She didn’t have a life before she was ten. We grow our young in tanks until they are fifteen. If she was ten, she had finished battle training and would have soon gone on to language.”

The woman sighed. “This is useless. We need that ship. We can’t have Niikin tech lying around on primitive worlds.”

“Fine. She can send the signal, but she needs to know what she is.”

“You can tell her. We will give you the information you need.” The woman smiled as a thought occurred to her. “You mean to tell me than an Asku took a woman without a hymen to his bed? You must have seen something in her that you would risk your life for.”

Druin looked over at Avvel, her hair wild from his fingers and the veil slipping to expose one breast. “She is mine. I do not know why, how or when this happened, but the moment I saw her, I knew she was my true mate, my soul’s mate.”

“Let her press the beacon.”

Druin nodded.

“Warrior. Press the beacon and resume your mind.”

Two things happened. Avvel pressed the beacon, and Druin was struck with a bolt of light that emanated from the hologram and burned into his mind. He opened his mouth to scream, but it was done. He had knowledge of the Niikin and their history.

“Why did you give that to me?”

“If you know more about her than she does, it might bind you even closer. Our warriors do not usually find mates, but if you have a child, we may come to harvest some cells for the next generation. Good day, Asku. You have three hours to leave that vessel.”

Avvel was holding the veil around her. “Druin? Why am I here, and why do my feet hurt?”

He rubbed his forehead and lifted her in his arms. “It is a long story.”

* * * *

Avvel felt strange. Her body ached in the most delightful of ways, but her feet were throbbing.

“We are in the vessel you arrived in. It is a Niikin ship.”

She laughed. That was hilarious. “Right. Niikin. I am a war god.”

His tone was low and very amused. “I would say goddess, but yes. We have three hours before the Niikins either destroy or remove this vessel. Do you want me to explore?”

“Turn to the left. I remember something important in the left.”

He followed her order, and she closed her eyes as flickers of memory came to her. Shattered glass, liquid everywhere. Some of the liquid was clear and some was red.

She blinked and looked at the skeletons covered in shattered glass. One young body was pierced by a shard, the other was lying on the floor. An adult form was slumped near an empty tube. “She let me out. The oxygen was off, and she let me out.”

The base of the tube had a number glyph on it. “Avvel.” Avvel looked at the next one, “Biku, Cadda. We were numbered.”

He held her tight. “Do you want to stay here?”

She shook her head. “No. We need to get back to the estate. The Niikins will do what they are going to do, and right now, I am too tired to care.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead and left the ship.

Druin walked back to the estate with her, and she had to ask, “Did I really hike out here naked?”

“You did. I followed but did not want to stop whatever was so important that you would leave your new husband and your nuptial bed.” He was smiling.

“Well, it was important. I landed in a ship. That is why I don’t remember what happened. I was traumatized.”

He sighed and held her tight. “That and you are a Niikin. One of the war gods of legend.”

“That is impossible.” Avvel was getting irritated. His insistence was annoying.

“It is more than possible. It is the only explanation.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “This is a discussion for another day. Tonight, a hot bath and a good night’s sleep will keep you with me. The Niikins will take care of their own vessels.”

“Fine. Tomorrow, we can go back and take another look at the crash.”

“If you insist, but I don’t think there will be anything left to look at.”

It was an absolute statement. She could see that he believed it in his heart. It was sweet that he thought she was a god of legend, but the reality was that she had simply crashed as a child…wasn’t it?






Chapter Nine

A thunderous explosion shook the house three hours later. Avvel was lying next to Druin with his arms around her, and she saw the burst of light from the heavens that burned a hole in the foothills.

She sat up, and Druin came with her. “What the hell was that?”

He yawned and pulled her back down. “The Niikins destroyed the vessel and anything it touched.”

“How do you know that?” Avvel turned in his arms and stared into his dark eyes.

“They gave me information to answer your questions. I don’t know how long I will be able to retain it, but I can answer most things you need to know about what you are.”

He was so calm about it that she had to ask, “How can you be so relaxed? I am not supposed to exist according to mythology.”

Druin grinned and placed a kiss on her neck. “You are here for me. I know it and you know it. Whatever whim of fate helped you escape fifteen years ago kept you safe for me.”

She scowled. “You are so sure of yourself?”

“My family has good luck when it comes to finding mates. We always find what we need, even if it isn’t what we expected.”

He stroked her hair, and she relaxed again.

Avvel wrapped an arm around him, and she snuggled against his chest, seeking a restful sleep. Not having to get up to attend to Wester was going to take some getting used to, but she was sure she was up to the task.

A knock on the door woke her. Druin lifted the sheets and covered her. “Remain here.”

She pulled the sheets to her chest and sat up. “What is going on?”

“Irrad is here to put my tattoo on.”

She blinked and ran a hand through her hair. “So early?”

He chuckled as he got a wrap from his luggage and put it around his hips. “It is nearly noon.”

“Oh.” Her stomach rumbled and confirmed his statement.

He opened the door, and Irrad came in with his kit. “Commander, there was some activity in the area last night. A meteor strike left a huge crater in the foothills.”

“I am aware of it. Were there any ships reported in the area?”

Avvel listened closely.

“Nothing was detected, Commander. Should there have been?”

Druin shrugged and took a seat at the table. “Apparently not. Here are the designs.”

Irrad nodded. “High Asku and what else?”

“Niikin. In honour of our wedding in the temple of war.”

Irrad nodded. “Very good.”

As Avvel watched, Irrad cleansed Druin’s skin and then set to work. Her name in High Asku was taking shape as Irrad plied his trade.

Avvel wrapped herself in the sheet and went into the bathroom. After she brushed her hair and teeth, she returned to the bedroom and watched the progress while she picked over the fruit to find her favourites.

“If you are hungry, ring for Simsar.” Druin moved only his head to look at her.

Avvel shrugged and followed the suggestion. She pressed the call button, and when Simsar’s voice answered, Avvel placed her request for brunch for two.

It took half an hour for food and forty-five minutes for Irrad to finish the Niikin icon. Avvel ate quietly while Irrad packed up his kit and nodded politely to her as he left.

“So, what is the purpose of that tattoo again?” She tried to flirt and waited to see what happened next.

“It marks me as yours. A simple touch of your hand on it will bring me to instant arousal.”

She chuckled. “It is too bad that there isn’t a similar switch for me.”

He grinned, “Arousing you is my pleasure.”

Druin took the covered platter from her and ate his own brunch. “So, do you have any questions for me about the Niikin?”

She looked around and made sure that the com was off. “Yes. Why was I in a tank?”

He closed his eyes, and she could almost see him pulling out a file in his brain. “Niikins are all female and reproduce by cloning their best and brightest warriors. They grow their next generation in tanks until they are fifteen, giving them rudimentary education via the computer link. You had gotten battle training and nothing else. Your language skills were only starting when the crash occurred.”

She blinked. “That explains a lot. Almost everything. How did you know that I wasn’t what I thought I was.”

He frowned, “I noticed two very distinct things about you. The first was that you don’t have a navel. The second is that you had no hymen. Since the last is a feature given by nature to most females on inhabited worlds, that meant that you had design in your development, just as the Asku did.”

“So, all women are supposed to have navels? I thought it was just a man thing, like a penis.” She bit her lip.

“No. It is the trace to the umbilical cord of our mothers. No navel, no mother. I believe that you do have a small scar on you somewhere but not on your abdomen.” He winked. “It will be my pleasure to look for it.”

“Why are the Niikin thought to be dead?”

“They prefer it. Many races have a prejudice against cloned beings. Their skills are still needed throughout the known universe, and so, they continue to follow their original motivation.”

He cocked his head in surprise as if the information entering his mind was shocking him.

“What?”

“They were a designed race to help with peacekeeping and evolution on worlds that needed their help. They designed Whichan society without a second thought.”

She smiled. “That surprised you.”

Druin nodded. “It did. We have a few more days here, but I want to look into any information or research on Niikin society. Do you mind?”

She snickered. “This is my first time off in my lifetime. You take your time, and I will be in the gardens.”

She got to her feet, and she suddenly had his complete attention. Avvel walked to her luggage and opened the first bag with a tag that had her name.

A lighter version of her uniform was in the bag. She opened the second bag and found a gown that rippled downward in even waves.

“Get dressed later.”

Druin was behind her, and she turned to place her hands on his chest, carefully avoiding the new marks. “When will they be safe to touch?”

“Now is fine. The ink will more firmly link to my nervous system by the evening.”

She started to move her hand over the marks, and a low groan came from his throat. Avvel smiled. “This is going to be fun.”

He groaned again at her words. “In all the worlds I have visited, why did I have to get the one woman that I can’t defeat in combat?”

She laughed. “I suppose it is simply your good luck. I am the deadliest woman on Whichan, after all. If not the commander of the Asku, who else would have the confidence to take me on?”

“You call it confidence? I was given no choice from the moment that you did the chant. Do you think you will be available to help train the men on my ship?” Druin pressed soft kisses down her neck, nipping occasionally to send a curl of arousal through her.

“If I can train Whichans, the Asku will be a walk in the park.” She leaned her head back to allow him better access, but he lifted her, sat in the chair and spread her legs over his thighs so that she was straddling him, facing him.

He shifted their wraps and joined their bodies, lifting and dropping her in a slow motion that rocked her hips against him on the down stroke.

She held on as he took her closer and closer to the edge, shouting when the slow drag of his cock flicked her into climax. He held her down on him and groaned as his body shuddered.

She had a thought and started to laugh.

“What is so funny?”

She grinned up at him. “I don’t think that the Niikins know what they are missing. If they did, they would be kidnapping Asku to satisfy their carnal urges. You would soon be a hunted species.”

He laughed. “That is the nicest thing that you have said to me.”

They shared a laugh and tabled the Niikin questions for another time. They were on their honeymoon. There would be time enough after they learned their bodies, reactions and favourite foods.

Sex couldn’t wait. Everything else would have to get in line.
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