
        
            
                
            
        

    



Ibbi has to be strong. Blackmailed into using her sight, she has little idea that it will show her the man who will be her destiny.

 

 

Ibbi is on the run. She broke from her family and disappeared into the stars. The current world she lives on wants her to use her talent as a seer, but it will be akin to putting a target on her back.

With no option, she attends the governor’s ball with one goal, to help the Asku meet local virgins of appropriate age. She had no idea that she would meet the man she wanted to link minds with and so much more.

The woman in the scarlet dress takes Dreynar’s breath away and as she spends the evening at his side his admiration for the seer grows, as does his appreciation for the form that contains her razor-sharp mind. She will be his, but can her sight make it clear before he has to choose for her?
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Chapter One

Ibbi looked at her receptionist and blinked. “Say that again?”

Urali smiled, “The governor has called, and he wishes to meet with you on an urgent matter.”

“How urgent?” Ibbi was a publicist who specialised in alien advertising. The governor had never called her before.

“He is on his way up. He called from his vehicle.” Urali’s light mocha skin went several shades paler.

“Then, get some tea in action and get behind your desk.” Ibbi looked around her office and sighed in relief. The neat and tidy reflexes honed by years in space served her well on the surface of Adeel.

She was politely attentive when the governor and his aide came through her door. Urali didn’t even have time to offer them tea. They entered her office and closed the door behind them.

Ibbi got to her feet and inclined her head. The Adeel did not like to touch aliens if they had any other choice.

“Ms. Harogthra. I have heard that you are one of the Trevis.” The governor was blunt to the point of rudeness.

Ibbi sat before he did in a deliberate response to his attitude. His aide widened his eyes and was going to rebuke her, but she fixed him with the calm gaze her people were famous for.

“I was born a Trevis, but I am now an Adeel citizen. What can I do for you?” She folded her hands politely in front of her.

The governor ran a hand through his thinning snow-white hair. “The Asku are renewing their post here and their previous men need females as per our agreement.”

“What?”

“When the Asku settled an outpost here, we agreed to provide any outgoing troops with women as our payment for their protection. It is an agreement that has served us well and defended us over a dozen times in the last twenty years.”

“I don’t understand. Where do I come in?” She was shocked that the Adeel would have signed over part of their population. They were so fussy about alien interaction that sending a batch of their women off world boggled her mind.

The governor ran his hand through his hair again, and she suspected that she knew why it was thinning. He was pulling it all out.

“The Asku need virgins. They will accept nothing less. I thought it would be easy to find enough for them, but it isn’t.” It became clear to her why they needed a Trevis. She had an instinct for deception that the Adeel couldn’t fathom.

“I don’t engage in my people’s practices. They are dead to me, as I am to them.” He glared at her, his dark eyes almost throwing sparks. “That is unacceptable. You are here at the sufferance of our government. That permission can be revoked if you are determined to deny your participation in a matter of global concern.”

“You don’t understand. The kind of exploration you are hinting at will be awkward to engage in on a casual basis. I can’t simply roam the streets looking for virgins. It is a little ridiculous.” He was insistent. “You will do this. I will have a ball when the new garrison leader arrives, and you can do your selection then.” She groaned. “You have to be kidding. I will stand out like a sore thumb at that event. I have tried blending in with makeup, but nothing will hold to the surface of my skin.” She didn’t want to tell him the true reason that she didn’t want to help. If she used her skills as a Trevis seer, the Trevis would be able to find her again. She had the option here of hiding in plain sight. Anyone who saw her thought she simply belonged to one of a dozen other species, but the moment that she used her seer talents, her family would come in search of her once again, and she was running out of places to hide.

“The leader of the new contingent is sympathetic to our plight, and he is willing to help in any way he can with the provision that we will do the same for his garrison when they are relieved.” The governor was adamant. He flicked his fingers, and his aide removed two envelopes from his notebook.

“The first envelope is to pay your fees. The second is your invitation to the ball, this eighthday. If you are not there, you will be deported the following morning. Are we clear?” He rose to his feet, but she remained at her desk. “We are clear. Please, see yourself out, and send my assistant in.”

The aide puffed up as if to blast her, but the governor nodded. He knew he had won. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

They left, and Urali rushed in. “Well?”

“Close the door.”

Urali closed the door and looked at her with her dark eyes wide. “So? What did he want?”

“I need you to find an off-worlder seamstress who can make me a dress for the governor’s ball in four days. I also need you to make discreet inquiries as to a ship leaving Adeel on the ninthday or tenthday. Any berth will do but don’t book it, just inquire. I don’t want to set off any alarms.”

Urali frowned. “Are you leaving?” She looked out the window. “I don’t know. I hope not. Don’t worry about your severance, I have it put aside.”

Urali grinned, “How much do I get?”

“One year’s wages. Now, get on with a seamstress. I need to have a measurement done today. Discretion is a watchword here, Urali.” Ibbi waved off her assistant, and the woman pranced into the outer office and got to work.

Ibbi tried to concentrate on the newest starliner advertisement, but her attention kept wandering four days ahead. The moment she used her ability, her family would find her and she really had no urge to see them again.

Marrying within the bloodline to keep the seer talent dominant was a nauseating fact of Trevis life. Ibbi had no interest in her cousin and he had none in her. If the Trevis didn’t insist on direct conception it might have been tolerable, but her cousin Karlo had interest in his own gender, so it would be torture for them both. That was a fate she had no interest in being part of, so she disappeared while shopping for her trousseau and hadn’t used her talent since.

She could feel them every now and then, tugging along the psychic lines, but she kept her thoughts quiet and her talent dormant. Now, she was being paid a ridiculous sum to identify virgins, and it was going to cost her her home or her freedom.

As she worked through the afternoon, one thought came back to her over and over, what kind of help could the garrison commander offer that would hide her in plain sight?



Chapter Two

Wearing scarlet had not been her initial idea, but the seamstress had been insistent that it would draw attention away from her face.

Looking at herself in the mirror, she turned from side to side and nodded with satisfaction.

She pinned her hair up at the sides, leaving a loose wave down across her shoulders.

Urali looked at her, and her eyes were full of awe. “You look amazing.”

“So do you, Ura. Your father will be here to pick you up shortly. You had better get downstairs.” She smiled and pressed an air kiss to her assistant’s cheek. “See you there.” Urali waved at her and skipped out of the room on a cloud of silk and lace.

Ibbi smiled and turned back to her reflection. It had been an executive decision to change here.

Her apartment was on the far side of the city, and she would never have made it back in time.

Urali was attending with her father. Senator Gothin had received an invitation just as any man with a marriageable daughter with suspected virginity had.

The Asku peculiarity for virgins had its origins in mystery, but if Ibbi had to ransack the aura of those girls to find that information she was going to rifle through the Asku as well.

In ninety-two cultures that Ibbi had researched, virginity was thought to be a hindrance. Then, there were hundreds that did not regard it at all and thousands of cultures where it was a precious commodity. The Asku were peculiar in that they would take any woman of any compatible species as long as she was a virgin. Ibbi was sure that there was more to it than simply that. They might breed across species lines, but their warriors were stamped from the same mould. No variance in general body structure ever occurred. They bred true. Ibbi was determined to answer that question while she endangered her freedom.

She checked the time and took a deep breath.

The governor was sending a car for her, and it was time to head down stairs in precariously high heels.

She took her small clutch, gauzy scarlet shawl and the invitation. With one last look in the mirror, she made her way to her doom.

Her makeup was minimal, and the cosmetics in her clutch would keep her looking fresh throughout the evening. It took a dab hand with the makeup to cover the roiling nausea that made her feel pale, but she had always been good at putting on a good face.

She waited in the anteroom at the bottom of the stairs. Her building had no overhang, so she would be at the mercy of the elements if she went outside. When the state vehicle pulled up, she stepped outside and turned to close the door. She was completely unprepared to see the wall of muscle and Asku markings that was holding the door open for her.

“Miss Harogthra? May I say, you look very lovely this day.” He smiled, and the solid black of his eyes proved her wrong. There was a branch of the Asku that did not follow the same mould, and she was looking at the fracture right there in front of her.

“Thank you.”

“I am Commander Dreynar Velu. You may call me Dreynar. I will be your escort for this evening while you render your service to my people.” She swallowed and approached the vehicle before she could make a run for it. Looking up at the man with the dark hair and darker eyes, marks on his neck retreating down into his formal shirt, she knew that running was definitely going to be a constant theme to the evening.

He took her hand and helped her into the transport, waiting until she tucked in her gown before he gently closed the door. He opened the street-side door and slid in beside her. “Go, Tyono.”

The vehicle glided away from the curb and into traffic, leaving her in the back with the most intimidating male she had ever seen.

“You are Trevis?”

“I was. I have left my family behind.” He blinked. “Why? Were you shamed in some way?”

She shook her head. “No, but I cannot go back to the family.”

Dreynar nodded. “Harogthra means one who runs, does it not?”

Ibbi quivered. “Yes. Yes, it does. You know Thalocan?”

“I have visited it, a few years ago. My question now is why is a Trevis wearing a Thalocan name?” She shrank from his dark gaze and looked out the window, watching the city flow past. “It was better than my name and harder to trace. It isn’t an actual Thalocan name, simply a word.”

“If you help us tonight, I will help you. I promise.” Dreynar placed his hand out, palm up.

She hesitated and thought of all she knew about Asku. No one ever said that they had broken a promise. She placed her hand on his and gasped as her talent surged to life.

* * * *

Nine systems away, Arberatia Senial, High Seer of the Trevis, lifted her head. “I found her.” Verin Senial looked at her with hopeful eyes.

“My daughter, is she safe?”

“Our daughter, Verin. She is safe, she is aware and she is strong. Set course for Adeel. Tell Karlo to stop weeping and prepare for his wedding.” Arberatia commanded her husband, and he scrambled to obey. She was high matriarch after all, and she would have her daughter’s talent back in the family line as soon as she could manage it.

* * * *

Ibbi drank in the details of the Asku and felt her mother’s touch on her mind from nine systems away. She removed her hand from Dreynar’s and rubbed her palms together. “I am going to take you up on that offer of help.” He rubbed his fingers against his thumb as if he could feel her against his skin. “I will be only too happy to help you in any way I can.” She shivered at the husky note to his voice and cleared her throat in sympathy. “Have you come up with a way for me to mark the virgins?” He grinned. “Well, we toyed with the idea of you tagging their ears, but instead, we have crafted a marker that you can hold between your fingers. Simply tap their arm or any portion of their body that you can manage, and it will mark them for one of the outgoing garrison to court.” She blinked. “Court?”

“Of course. There are only a few women taken by force who live at the Asku home world. The rest of them come from courtship and seduction just like any other species. The only caveat is that we have to start from untouched stock or risk our species collapsing under the weight of sexually transmitted diseases. We have no immunities and cannot acquire them.” He shrugged.

“Oh. That is just…oh.”

“We have almost been destroyed once in that manner. Of course, we follow up with medical scans of the women, but starting with a virgin is a simpler place to begin.”

It was basic male logic, but as far as she could tell, the Asku women were few and far between, so it made sense that the men would dictate policy, and it was the simplest answer.

“Right. Simple. So, are you on the hunt for a wife as well?”

He chuckled and leaned back as they approached the governor’s mansion. “Funny you should mention that…”



Chapter Three

They took her shawl and her clutch at the door, the polite servant whispering, “Just ask, and they will be returned to you.” The question of how she was going to meet all of the candidates was made startlingly simple.

Dreynar needed a date, so she was to be next to him in the receiving line. The women would be forced to shake her hand.

She met the governor again, and he blinked at her appearance.

“Ms. Harogthra, you look lovely this evening.” He bowed over her hand, and she scanned him quickly. He was sincere and recovering from a bout of testicular cancer.

“Thank you, Governor Saro. Your suit makes you look quite dapper.”

He beamed at her and turned to Commander Velu. “You seem to have found her without any trouble.”

“I think I could find her on a planet of eternal night. She glows from within.” His words were matter-of-fact, but she knew that he meant what he said. He really could find her wherever she hid.

She shook off the bemusement and feeling of imminent threat in favour of preparing herself for a long evening. Ibbi looked to Dreynar. “Where is that marking device?”

He chuckled and led her to a group of Asku.

She was introduced to all the men who were seeking mates that night, and she was surprised that it was only ten men. There were other Asku in the vicinity, but they were not included.

“Why only these ten?” She said it in a whisper to Dreynar.

“They are retiring from active duty. They can be fathers and husbands on our home world and give their families their full attention. The others will be moving on to another active post. No room for families there.”

“But, what you are not saying is that if one of those others meets his match, they will go on to be mated, and she will go to your home world the moment she is confirmed pregnant.” She looked at her hand and noted that it was pressed to his chest.

She jerked her hand off his shirt and backed up a step. “I apologize. I should not have done that.” He chuckled, lifted her hand and pressed it back to his chest. “What else can you read?” 

Images that confused and startled her caused her to tug her hand back. “I read too much, and it can’t be. The moment that the women are tagged, I am out of here.”

He didn’t let her go. Images of his skin against hers, sliding, and hands roaming over her curves burned in her mind.

He finally let her go, and there was a distinct smirk on those clearly chiselled lips. “We have come up with a title for you, Alien Liaison. It sounds official and will keep you at my side all evening.”

A chime sounded, and he offered her his arm.

She took it and tried to ignore the heated images of enthusiastic sex starring her that bombarded her every time they touched.

She settled in the receiving line with the marker between two fingers of her left hand and prepared to greet the young ladies as they entered the governor’s ball.

* * * *

Out of three hundred young ladies, only eighty were still virgins and met the age criteria. She dutifully tagged them all and let the warriors of the Asku sort it out.

Finally, the last guest was inside, and she could relax her hand. She groaned as one of the Asku warriors who was not seeking a mate came to take the small object from her. “Thank you, Miss.” 

She massaged one hand with the other and sighed in relief that her duty was over.

Dreynar finished his conversation with one of the senators and smiled at her. “Shall we?” She blinked. “I am done.”

“You haven’t had dinner yet, and I will not send you out without seeing that you are properly satisfied.”

She stumbled at the image that sprang into her mind of her thighs wide and his head between them. “That is not the kind of meal I had in mind.”

“Pity.” He chuckled softly and led her to the head table. He seated her next to his chair and took the open position. Servers came by with wine and water, and the meal began.

She blinked and realised, “Oh stars, they were waiting for us.”

“Of course. I am the guest of honour.” He seemed to take it all in stride, placing his napkin across his thighs with a graceful sweep.

He settled in and started to eat. She studiously ignored curious glances and did the same. The room eventually fell into the patterns of low conversation and cutlery on plates.

When the final course had been served, the band began to play. The governor extended his hand to his wife, and they took to the dance floor.

Dreynar looked to Ibbi. “Do you dance?” She snickered. “Only under duress.” 

“Consider yourself forced. We need to set a good example for the ladies of Adeel.” He got to his feet and extended his hand.

There was no graceful way to ignore him while he was standing next to her. She sighed and placed her hand in his, rising to her feet and joining him on the dance floor.

He wrapped one arm around her waist and held her hand loosely in his grip as he started to move to the time of the music.

She fought him the first few steps, but as she caught the rhythm, she let him lead her around the dance floor. The ten courting Asku soon joined the crowd as the ball got into full swing, their partners dazed and blushing but holding their heads high.

Those young women were enjoying their evening far more than Ibbi was. She felt distinctly uncomfortable for feeling so comfortable in Dreynar’s arms.

He leaned down and spoke to her. “So, what happens when the Trevis come for you?” She whispered, “I won’t be here, so they will find an empty apartment.”

“What if you were here?” He swept her into an arc, spun her out and then tugged her back to his body with a light thud.

“Then, I would be in serious danger of being forced into a marriage considered obscene by the majority of the sector.” She tried to keep her voice low, but her rage rippled through it.

“I would like to discuss this in a quieter setting.” He moved them to the edge of the dance floor and whisked her out through open doors and into the garden on the grounds.

He tucked her hand around his arm and forcibly escorted her deeper into the garden.

When they were a safe distance from the surrounding couples who were seeking out privacy, he turned to her. “Explain this obscenity.” She looked up at him. “They want me to marry my first cousin and breed my talent back into the line immediately. I find this repellent, and my cousin Karlo prefers men. It would be hell for us both, so I went shopping for my trousseau and made a run for it. I changed my name, shifted from planet to planet and did not use my talent as a seer until today. Today, I felt my mother touch my mind with hers the moment I placed my hand in yours. I used my talent, and she found me. They are most likely on their way to this location right now.”

He frowned. “How close are they?”

“Nine systems. A week on the outside. They will bring the entire force of the warship down on the city if I don’t comply, but I just can’t!” Tears welled in her eyes, and she turned away from him.

He gripped her shoulders and pulled her against him. “May I offer an alternative?” There was no subterfuge in his gaze or his entire being. Every inch of Dreynar was completely sincere.

“What could you offer?”

“Me. Become my wife, and the Asku will guard you from your people. I promise.”

She blinked and backed away. “What?”

“You heard me. Marry me. Once you become a lady of the Asku, your Trevis ties will be broken. They will have no cause to claim you.”

She snorted. “The Trevis are not so easy.”

“I don’t care. The Asku are not to be trifled with. Of course, if you are willing to trifle with me, you are welcome to do it.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, and she laughed despite the gravity of the moment.

“I don’t intend to trifle with anyone. If I mate, it will be for life, not out of convenience.” She lifted her chin with pride.

“You can read people, so read me. What do you see in my soul?” He stood and looked into her eyes, his entire soul hers to look into.

She saw attraction, lust and a pure heart that would beat only for her if she said yes. “The Asku are supposed to be tough. You are willing to be at my beck and call.”

“Only if you return the favour. I will guard you, hold you and comfort you when I am not loving you into insensibility.” He cocked his head.

“So?”

She held her breath, but her lips parted and exhaled, “Yes.”

She squeaked in surprise when he hugged her, and all noise stopped as he pressed his lips to hers, tasting her for the first time.

Ibbi wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts to his chest, her gown providing a fascinating friction. When they parted, she giggled and wiped his lips with her thumb.

“You don’t look so good wearing my lipstick.” He grinned and allowed her treatment. “It was such a fascinating colour, I had to taste it.” She giggled, and he directed them back to the ballroom. She used her fingers to tidy up any stray lipstick, and by the time they entered the light of the dance, she was quite sure that she appeared to be respectable. If the good people of Adeel only knew the thoughts she hid behind her smile, they would blush and run for cover.



Chapter Four

When they finally sat out a dance and she was able to catch her breath, she smiled. “How did you know?”

Dreynar was eating every sweet in sight.

“Know what?”

“That I was qualified to be an Asku bride. Wait, can we even marry if you are here as head of the garrison?”

“The commanders of the garrisons can do what they like. Their wives become a source of female wisdom and an example of the mate to strive for. It will be a heavy burden, but you are up to it.”

“Do we sleep at the barracks?”

“No, I have private quarters. They are very spacious. I think you will like them.” It was the one thing he said that was not brimming with confidence.

She chuckled. “When you see where I have been living, anything else will be a palace.”

“Your quarters are small?”

“Miniscule. They were all I could afford when I arrived here, and since I am used to living on board a ship, anything bigger than an arm-span wide is good.”

He sighed in relief. “Thank goodness. Some brides have a problem going from open spaces to modest confinement.”

She frowned. “What kind of confinement?”

“You will be required to travel with a bodyguard when I am not available to accompany you. It will be one of the guards from the garrison.”

“Is that necessary?”

“Yes, and it will continue even after your family is no longer a concern. It is the Asku way.” She crossed her arms and glared at him. “I think we are up for our first fight, and we haven’t even technically started dating yet.” He scowled. “This isn’t a fight. It is a discussion.”

“It sounds like an absolute statement.”

“Tough. You are marrying into a group even more stubborn than the Trevis.” She smiled and placed her hand on his cheek.

“Are you sure it isn’t too late to back out?” He covered her hand with his. “Yes. I am sure that it is too late for you to escape.” She looked at him closely, taking in the straight line of his nose, the broad stroke of his jawline and the twinkle in his eyes. He was by far the more palatable choice than Karlo, so she only had a week to finalize their union. “How long does Asku courtship take?”

He ran his thumb along the inside of her wrist.

“How long would you want it to take?” She shivered. “Well, I do have a time table to consider, as you know.”

He nodded, his face serious. “Then, I believe sooner is better than later. Please excuse me for a moment.”

He got to his feet and patted her shoulder. She watched him move off to speak to a few of his men, and they, in turn, left the ballroom.

He made his way back to her side, and Ibbi was astonished at the amount of local businessmen and politicians who wanted to speak earnestly with the Asku commander. It was amazing that the people who shied away from contact with aliens in everyday life would flock to Dreynar’s side.

He returned to their table and extended his hand to her. “Dance?”

She rose to her feet and went back into his arms. “What was that?”

“Your clothing and effects are being transferred to my quarters.”

She whistled softly as they swayed body to body. “You move fast.”

He smiled. “It is why my people are in demand as security and protection. We assess a situation and act.”

She leaned her forehead against his chest. “I just want to be able to have a life and know I won’t have to run again.”

“You are a publicist?”

“And advertising concern. I put Adeel products into ads that will appeal to alien sensibilities.” She felt the hum of her blood as the music slowed into a heady beat and the dancers took on a more intimate set of movements.

The hand in the centre of her back slid down the scarlet silk to the base of her spine. Her hips pressed against his and his thigh slid between hers with every step, every twist.

As one dance bled into the next, the dance floor opened up. The Adeel were retiring, moving off into the shadows to act on the stimulation that had started during the ball.

Ibbi smiled as she rested her head against Dreynar. The only remaining dancers were the Asku and their chosen ladies. There were more than just the ten men on the dance floor as well.

Some of the new garrison contingent had found partners for the evening also.

“I think you may have a problem. Bachelors’ quarters may not be enough if I am reading this situation correctly.” She smiled and inhaled the scent that Dreynar carried on his clothing. It made her want to press her skin against his to see how deep the scent went.

He followed the direction of her gaze and sighed. “I will deal with it in the morning. For now, those young ladies will go home to their families and the departing males will press their suit in the morning.”

“When do they leave?”

They were swaying slowly against each other.

Ibbi felt the fatigue of the day run through her.

She relaxed against him and was unable to stifle her yawn.

“They leave when they find what they are looking for. When they have a wife, they will be on the next Asku shuttle out of here.” She chuckled softly. “You don’t want a dozen weeping virgins around?”

He pressed his lips to her ear. “Wives of the Asku do not weep. They may cry out, but their tears are not from despair.”

Her body heated as if the breath in her ear was working its way between her thighs. “That’s… interesting.”

She could feel his smile against her cheek. His voice was low and husky. “I certainly think so.” He dipped her back and held her there for a moment before pulling her up against him again.

Her blood rushed around and made her dizzy.

“And that is enough dancing for me.” She placed both hands on his chest and pushed.

Dreynar laughed softly. “Very well. We shall end this evening at my quarters.” He released her and offered her his arm once again. “My lady.”

Ibbi chuckled softly. “Dreynar. Thank you. This evening has been fascinating. For example, I can see that my assistant is in line for one of those tickets off world.”

Urali was dreamily swaying in the arms of an Asku with a seriously protective expression. His eyes were an icy blue, but the look in them was pure worship as he danced with Urali.

“Cormen will do well for her.”

“She will organize the hell out of him.” Ibbi waved as they exited the dance floor.

Urali smiled and waved back.

“He needs it.”

“What is his job on your home world?”

“He is a florist.”

Unladylike snickers came from her throat. She would never have pegged that hulk of a man as a florist.

“Our race was designed to be strong, fast, intelligent and deadly. Along with that came creative and graceful. As you have seen, we are excellent dancers.”

She couldn’t deny it. “Oh, my wrap and bag.” 

Dreynar summoned one of the servants with a look. He spoke quietly, and the man scuttled off, returning with the items.

Her Asku draped the scarlet wrap over her shoulders and handed her her clutch. Ibbi took the clutch with a smile and a nod of her head. She was going to have to sort through the contents, but that would wait until they were in the vehicle.

She wouldn’t put it past the governor to slip a device into her bag.

Ibbi walked out with Dreynar, and the governor was nowhere to be seen. Their vehicle was waiting, the driver standing next to it.

He opened the door for Ibbi, and Dreynar took over, tucking her dress carefully into the transport before closing the door. He came around and slid in next to her, pulling her against him with a smooth move. “The garrison, please.”

“Yes, Commander. Congratulations, Commander.” Their driver smiled at them and pulled smoothly into the drive and away from the governor’s ball.

“Congratulations? Wow, you Asku are really sure of yourselves.” She snickered and rubbed her cheek against his chest, belying her words.

He squeezed her shoulders and sighed deeply.

“My brothers have been matching up left and right. With you in my arms that will only leave one of my family unaccounted for.” 

“How many brothers do you have?”

“Six. You?”

“I am an only child. My mother was unable to produce another living offspring.”

“Miscarriages?”

“Yes. The healer told me once it was a side effect of breeding too close.” She shook off the grim thoughts that were roiling in her mind. “I have never had my fertility tested, so I hope there will be no issues on that score.” Dreynar hugged her again. “I take you as you come, but if you will submit to a medical exam tomorrow morning, we can set your mind at ease.”

She scanned his aura, and he was truly concerned for her peace of mind. It was surprising. She had spent too many years being manipulated by others. It had warped her sense of trust.

“Thank you. Trevis don’t visit physicians unless forced to by immigration. I am curious as to my general state of health.” She chuckled.

They went through two security checks to get into the garrison. She had to provide her name and address in the city before they would allow them to pass.

“Tight security.”

“With the garrison shifting over, we are keeping our eyes out for any of the Adeel who will make use of the opportunity to plant a listening device.”

Ibbi widened her eyes. “Right. Is there a light in here? I think they may have put something in my clutch. The server was most agitated and guilt ran through him when he handed it to me.” Dreynar flicked on a low light, and with lack of ceremony, Ibbi dumped her purse on the red silk on her lap.

She examined each item closely and grimaced.

“Best to trash the whole lot and the shawl.” She sighed, “And probably even the gown and shoes. I have no idea who could put what where.”

“Pity, the gown is lovely.” He looked down at where her calves were exposed by the folds of the gown parting.

“It was an emergency job. The governor blackmailed me into attending. Normally, my clothing is much more circumspect. I like to blend in.”

“I will have everything checked for devices or toxins. You may get to keep the gown yet.” He chuckled.

The garrison itself loomed ahead of them, archways and men moving busily around even at the late hour.

Ibbi checked her assessment of time. Dawn was approaching.

A new day was starting.



Chapter Five

The Asku warriors nodded respectfully to their commander as he passed.

“What happened to the previous garrison commander?”

“He and his wife left in the same shuttle that brought me down. I have all of his records and personnel studies and used them to formulate a plan for who got a mate and who was sent to the next posting.”

“You have to figure that out?”

“It is one of the burdens of command. It isn’t an easy decision, but it has to be made.” He was keeping his tone casual, but there was intensity to his aura that was practically vibrating with eagerness.

“I can imagine. I may be able to help with that. If your men are that desperate for matches, I can help you with that.”

“I thought you didn’t use your seer talents.”

“I didn’t use them in order to keep me hidden from my family. Now that I have accessed the locked part of my mind, they will come to claim me. If you will keep the Trevis from taking me, I will give you what I can.”

They walked through a large meeting hall, past the dining hall and finally a guard allowed them access to the commander’s chambers.

A wide hall with more than five doors facing her and more in the distance made up the commander’s wing. Dreynar opened the third door on the left, and she sucked in a breath at the huge expanse of tastefully decorated space. “This is bigger than my entire office building.”

“It should be. It is one-fifth of the space allocated to the garrison. Would you like a tour?” She smiled and nodded. “Please.” He showed her the entryway, the lounging area that was so important to the Adeel, a broad office, com unit included, the kitchen fully stocked will a variety of Adeel foods, the lav and finally the bedroom.

The bed was wide, covered with dark sheets and was complete with curtains hanging from supports between the posts.

Ibbi yawned. “Wow, this was a very long night.”

Dreynar chuckled. “It was. I will not be sleeping with you tonight. Remove your clothing and get into bed. I will have your items tested for electronic devices, and you can get some sleep.” She looked up at him, surprised. “Really?”

“Really. I don’t want you falling asleep halfway through. Now that I have you, our time together stretches into the distance. Tonight is soon enough. Get some rest. A physician will be sent late in the afternoon. Enjoy a carefree day.” Ibbi smiled and sat at the edge of the bed to remove her shoes. “Where will you sleep?”

“I will nap in my office, and after that, I have a full day of work ahead of me. The garrison is still in transition.”

He gave her a smile, and as she looked up at him, she noted a few small signs of fatigue but nothing near the heavy drag she was feeling.

She unclasped her bodice and slid the gown from her shoulders. On sore feet, she got up and let the silk rush to the floor. She was left in the matching chemise, and she asked Dreynar, “Does this have to go too?”

He swallowed and his hands trembled slightly.

“I believe it would be best.”

Watching him, she slipped the thin strap off one shoulder and then the other until the swell of her breasts was holding them in place. She gave a small shiver, and the chemise slid down to expose her breasts and most of her belly while it hung up on her hips.

Dreynar let out a strangled noise, so she let the rest of the red silk fall with a whoosh and skinned out of the minute panties it had concealed. She dropped the small scrap of lace on the chemise and smiled. “There, you have everything.” Sweat was beaded on his brow and something bright and hot burned in his eyes.

Ibbi stopped showing off and crawled between the sheets, tucking herself in before she pulled the clasps from her hair. “These are old. I bought them on Querial.”

With her body covered, it seemed he could breathe again. “You are a cruel woman, Ibbi. Is that your true name, by the way?” He was gathering her clothing together.

“Irbiathia Senial of the Trevis. High Seer and next matriarch if my mother had any say in the matter. Ibbi is just easier to pronounce.” He finished gathering her clothing and took one long look at her. “Have a good rest. We will speak more when you awake.”

She smiled softly, but the dawn couldn’t keep her eyes open any further. Ibbi listened to the sound of drapes being drawn and nestled down in her warm cocoon. Even the threat of her family descending on her could not bring her to a waking state.

* * * *

High Matriarch Arberatia Senial smirked. “I am holding her under. She doesn’t realise it, but she will still be there when we arrive. No one will keep me from her.”

Her husband nodded. “Yes, my dearest. She will return where she belongs.” Arberatia kept her mind linked to her daughter’s and kept Irbiathia’s mind in the still and quiet of sleep. It had been one of the only things to help her child through her night terrors, and as long as she didn’t realise what Arberatia was doing, she would not think to fight it.

* * * *

A hand was shaking her awake. “Ibbi! Ibbi!” She struggled from dreams of the Trevis mother ship and looked up into Dreynar’s worried eyes.

“Why are you yelling?”

“Why wouldn’t you wake up?”

She sat up, and another male was in the room with them, the inquiring expression linked to his occupation gave her no doubt that it was the physician.

“I don’t know. I must have been really tired. I think I still am actually.” She rubbed her hair.

“That isn’t right.”

The physician perked up. “Commander, if you will allow me to do some basic blood work, I am sure we can get to the bottom of this.” Dreynar snorted. “You just want to see what a Trevis bloodline looks like, Sarthin.” The physician smiled. “Yes, that too.” Ibbi smiled, but her mind was doing a self-diagnostic. Dreams of her old home were not her normal night-time entertainment. She normally dreamed of her escape, the heart-pounding panic of being mind-blind by her own doing for the first time in her life.

“Full work up it is.” She looked around. “Is there something I can wear?”

Dreynar nodded and went to his wardrobe. He pulled out a familiar piece of fabric, and she whistled softly. “You work really fast.” She slipped on her light robe that had been in her apartment before she left for work on the day of the ball.

Dreynar shook his head. “Not really. You have been asleep for three days.”

Ibbi cursed and flipped the covers back and got to her feet. “It’s the matriarch. She is trying to sedate me to keep me in place.” She swayed dramatically, and Dreynar gripped her arm. “Easy. You have not moved an inch since you went down, and Sarthin could not give you a stimulant without knowing more about the Trevis.”

“Perhaps I should do a quick exam, and we can get some food and fluids into you.” Sarthin smiled. He was wearing a white tunic that wrapped in front and the hint of a mark starting was in the open vee on his chest.

She jotted it down to another Asku tattoo, and he walked with her and Dreynar to a dressing table that she didn’t recall from her first entrance into the bedroom.

Sarthin brought in another chair from the outer rooms and set about taking hair samples, blood samples and a saliva sample.

Sarthin gave Dreynar a cautious look. “The commander informs me that your mother had biological difficulty bringing children to term. May I do an exam?”

It took her a while to realise what he was referring to. “Oh, an exam.  I have never had one of those.”

“Will you lie on the bed?”

She grumped. “I just got out of bed.” He smiled politely, and she got to her feet.

Dreynar was fidgeting in the background as Sarthin directed her to lie at the edge of the bed with her thighs at the edge and her feet dangling.

Sarthin began with a palm scanner and took images of her internal workings. Ibbi looked at the monitor as he worked on her. It was quite interesting to see how her body worked. The Trevis were not big on medical care. They had healers for that sort of thing.

“Now, the part that most husbands want to kill me for.”

He helped her set her feet on the edge of the bed and inserted a visual probe that displayed her from the inside out. She felt a tiny pinch as a sample of tissue was taken.

Sarthin nodded and withdrew the probe, and Ibbi slammed her knees shut out of reflex.

“Well, your reflexes are in keeping with most females I have seen.” Sarthin chuckled as he helped her to sit up, and Dreynar elbowed him aside.

Ibbi was in his arms with his face to her neck in a moment. “I am sorry for that.”

“It didn’t hurt…much.”

Sarthin put all the samples into a case that all physicians around the sectors seemed to own. He bowed and left the room with a murmured, “I will keep you apprised of any difficulties.” Dreynar cuddled her for a moment before he said, “What would you like to eat?” Ibbi frowned. “I am not really hungry, but do you have any soup?”

He nodded and got to his feet with her still in his arms. “We have a fully stocked kitchen, and my mother made sure that we could all cook.”

“That sounds like a bit of effort.”

“It was. Not all of us wanted to learn, but there is no arguing with her when she has her mind set on something.” He settled her so that she could continue to talk to him.

She kicked her feet on the tall chair and watched as he assembled a stock from dehydrated tabs and water. He minced up some vegetables and slid them into the broth as it came to a boil.

As the soup cooked, he made a pot of tea and filled a glass with water for her. “Here, now, tell me. Is there anything that you can do to not fall asleep like that again?”

She sipped the water, her throat grateful for the liquid. “There are a few things I can do. The first is to not use my seer skill again until this matter is settled.”

“Can you do that?”

“It is possible. My guess is that when I woke up, my mother passed out with fatigue. She has to form a new link with me, and to do that, I have to use my talent. So, no seering, no link.” She smiled brightly.

“What else could you do?”

She sipped her tea and mumbled the response.

He gripped her hand. “What?”

“I could form a new link with someone that would supersede my familial link. It is why my family is so eager to see me with my cousin. A link to him would bind me to them forever.”

“Can you link to me?”

She looked into his gaze and saw the bright spark swirling in the peculiar blackness of his eyes. She knew her voice sounded breathy, but she didn’t care, “Oh, yes. That won’t be a problem.” 



Chapter Six

She hopped off the chair and pattered toward him with a smile.

“Are you attending to work this afternoon?” Ibbi bit her lip as she made her way to him.

“No. The garrison has turned over. The newly mated men are on their way home.” He paused, and as she touched his chest, he inhaled sharply and flicked the soup onto warm.

“It seems you have some catching up to do.” She smiled. “I think I need a quick shower. Will you wait?”

He chuckled. “I will join you.” Ibbi felt her cheeks turn scarlet. She squeaked out, “Okay.”

Dreynar framed her face with his hands. “I am not going to ravish you, Ibbi. We have time.” She put her hands on his. “No, Dreynar. We don’t.”

He leaned in and lifted her in his arms. “Then, we will take advantage of this moment.” 

She shivered, and as they entered the lav, she gasped. “Wow. My apartment only had a shower.”

There was a separate room for necessities and a huge tub at the base of a waterfall. She stared at the waterfall, and to her shock, it was the shower.

“How did I miss that the first time?” He grinned. “You were focussed on me perhaps?”

Ibbi snorted. “Perhaps. Now, shower please.” He set her on her feet and started the waterfall.

Ibbi untied the silk of her robe and slipped it from her shoulders.

Dreynar turned and froze in place. She walked up to him, pressed a heated kiss on his chest and stepped into the barrage of water.

The water stung at first, but then, she relaxed into the pounding and her muscles loosened.

She closed her eyes and braced her hands on the wall as the water worked her shoulders until they let their tension go.

Large, wet hands wrapped around her hips and stroked up her back. “What are these marks?” She knew what he was looking at. “My ascent up the ladder to matriarch. When I had a child, the spiral would be continued, and it would be extended down both my arms after my mother died. What do your marks mean?” He rubbed his fingers along the double helix winding up her spine. “My arms bear the marks of battles and assignments. My face and neck have the names of my parents.”

She turned and looked up at him with her hair blinding her for a moment. There was a mark on his chest, and she touched it without thinking.

“What about this one?”

He groaned, and she felt the flex of his cock against her belly. “That is your name. Even if you had never woken again, I would have worn your name for the rest of my life.” She traced the glyph. “I have not seen this language before.”

“It’s High Asku. Now, stop caressing it unless you want me to take you against this wall.” He groaned again.

She looked down, and his cock was weeping. It matched the heat that was seeping from her, but she hoped that the water was confusing the issue.

“I am guessing that it would be a bad idea?” She blinked and stared up into his dark gaze.

He reached past her and turned off the shower.

“It would not be comfortable for you.” She shivered as the warm mist wrapped around them. “Comfort is not something I have ever heard of in reference to sex.” Dreynar’s chuckle reached into her and plucked nerves she didn’t know she had.

They stepped to the side, and the drying vents blew warm air over their bodies. When her hair was fluffy and blowing around her in a wild halo, Dreynar lifted her with one arm and simply walked out into the bedroom with her plastered to him.

He placed her gently on her back and leaned over her, his eyes intense. “My life for yours, Irbiathia.”

She leaned up and kissed him, putting as much feeling into it as she could manage. “No one calls me Irbiathia, and if you ever want to have sex with me, forget the name.”

He chuckled, “Ibbi.”

“Dreynar, my mind to yours, linked now and forever.” She leaned up to kiss him again and reached for his mind with her own.

What she found was shocking, his mind was built in a way that she had never experience, even when she was a practicing seer. Ibbi looked for a hold in the bright maze of his mind, and she was scrambling for purchase when he reached out to her and gripped her mind with his.

Dreynar smiled, “I don’t know what I am doing, but how long will I have to do it?” She ran her hands up his ribs and stroked his chest. “Only until we are completely linked. I will leave the details of that up to you, but if I fall asleep, my mother will join us, and I don’t know how long I can hold her out.”

He nibbled at her neck, drawing a pattern with his tongue. “Oh, the pressure.” She surrendered to him and leaned her head back as he woke her body with an expert touch.

She shivered, moaned and sighed as his tongue heated and cooled her skin at the same time.

Her breasts ached, so she cupped them, and he pulled her hands away, replacing them with his own. He supported himself on his elbows and slowly moved down her body while gently stroking and kneading her breasts, pinching the nipples in a manner that caused a rush of heat from between her thighs.

He lapped low on her belly above the gold fluff at the top of her thighs. She was confused when he parted her thighs and inhaled sharply as his tongue parted her heated sex and began to lap slowly at her with a rhythm that had her whimpering in desperation for surcease of the pounding tension growing inside her.

He slid two fingers inside her, slow and deep.

She felt a twinge where the doctor had taken the tissue sample, but as his fingers twisted slowly inside her, the twinge faded in a swell of pleasure.

She was on the edge of screaming because of the unending tension that he had started inside her when he surged up her body and fitted his cock to her, pressing into her with a slow, rocking motion that stretched her to the limit.

Ibbi stared into his eyes as he rocked into her until he was finally in as far as he could go. He withdrew and slid forward again, the discomfort of the stretch turning into a burn that made her want more. Friction had never been so pleasurable as it was when he withdrew and slid into her in a slow beat. Ibbi clutched at him, and her mind found its own path through his thoughts as a place for her connection was being created as he surged into her body.

She stroked her hand across his chest, across the mark of her name. He moved faster, thrusting and plunging as that small touch inflamed him.

Dreynar reached between them, and Ibbi screamed as the tension snapped to clasp the moving cock inside her. Her body shook, felt alive and trembled as it rioted under the first orgasm of her life.

Dreynar’s back bowed, and he shuddered, fully embedded within her. The low groan was guttural, and as he relaxed, he removed his flesh from hers, pressing his forehead to hers before giving her soft kiss. “Mine now and forever.” She caressed his forehead. “I am inside you, now and forever.”

Pleasure had given her the foothold that she needed, and now, there was no parting them.

* * * *

The scream was heard throughout the ship. It echoed in the mind of every Trevis connected to the matriarch. She was not happy.

“I will kill her for this.” Arberatia paced back and forth on her dais.

Her husband nodded. “Of course, it is your right, but why?”

She rounded on him and glared into his face, “Because your weak genes spawned a daughter with a will to betray her people.” Verin felt his wife’s touch on his mind, and he screamed as her rage turned into his pain. He held the joy that his daughter was still fighting far beneath his conscious mind. If his wife heard it, she would do more than torture, and he dearly wanted to see his Ibbi again.



Chapter Seven

Ibbi could feel him watching her, and she turned to face him, smiling shyly. “Hello.”

“You still haven’t eaten. I think we should get something inside you.” Dreynar caressed her hip.

She chuckled. “I thought that we did that and that it was why I didn’t eat. I had no interest in having my stomach gurgling during that delicate moment.”

Ibbi ran a hand down his chest and the ridges of muscle.

“I don’t think that I was that delicate. I am sorry if it was too rough.” He kissed her cheek.

“It was wonderful. I had no idea that I could do…that.”

“You never touched yourself?”

“No. We were discouraged to do anything that would cause the matriarch discomfort. That included pleasure for pleasure’s sake.” He sat up, and she followed him.

A small spot of blood and semen marked the bedding. “I am sorry for the mess.”

“I am not. The physician removed most of the tissue, but it was recent, and so, there was still a little blood.” He walked back into the lav and brought her her robe.

He wrapped a width of silk around his hips, and together, they went in search of food.

After soup, they sat in the lounge space, and she cuddled on his lap on a huge chair.

“Were you connected to your mother all your life?”

“All Trevis are connected to the matriarch. She guides our actions and sees through ten thousand eyes.” She spoke by rote. It had been drummed into her since she was a child that she was part of a greater whole.

“Why don’t your people have a ban against inbreeding?”

“The ability to be a matriarch is not something that occurs randomly in our population. There was once an entire tribe of seers, but they sought a life of the mind and slowly began to die out. Five generations ago, my family line was the last left. They began to frantically try to keep the line alive, but the talent only appeared in one family member per generation no matter what they did to spur breeding.”

“So, why did your mother keep trying to have more children after you were born?” 

“She wanted to fight destiny. She did not want to accept that I would be the only one.”

“Why not?” He ran his hand through her hair, stroking and soothing.

“She wanted her power to reside in a more worthy host. Something about me didn’t sit right with her.” She chuckled and cuddled against him, her body was slowly waking at the touch of his skin but nothing was urgent yet.

He brushed his lips against her ear, temple and cheek. “You were meant for something else.” She laughed and shifted to straddle his hips.

“What do you think that is?”

Ibbi slowly moved the sides of her robe to slip it from her shoulders. She licked her lips and watched the signs of arousal flicker through his body. She could see it within him as a flame that flickered and slowly grew until it blazed through every pore. Right then, it flared up from his groin and down from his mind, filling his torso.

Her seering power had shifted, and she could hardly wait to try it on someone else. With the focus with her mother broken, she could concentrate on using her Asku for focus, and he seemed to have no difficulty acting as a pivot point for her talent.

She stroked her hand down his chest, and the heat in his body flared wildly. “What is doing that?”

“The Asku use a special ink for the mate tattoo. It makes me react with the same intensity as you stroking my cock with your mouth.” Ibbi blinked. “Really? I think I can test that theory.”

She slipped out of the chair and knelt between his thighs. He had done the same for her after all.

She fixed on the flame of his interest, and she moved her robe so that her breasts were visible to him.

His groan and the flicker of light in his aura were proof that he enjoyed the view.

Chortling, she leaned forward and lifted his wrap to expose the shaft of flesh that sprang up eagerly. Ibbi wrapped her had around the shaft and explored his texture. She had a passing knowledge of the workings of male anatomy but hadn’t experienced it close up.

There was a musky scent that was not distasteful coming from his skin. She stroked her hand up and down, moving the skin below the head. His inner heat flared wildly and hers was flaring to life inside her.

She leaned forward and watched him as she took the head of his cock into her mouth. She licked at the small opening and slid him in deeper.

She stroked with her hand and moved her mouth back and forth until she heard him mutter, “Enough.”

He lifted her and positioned her over him. He aligned himself with her slick opening and pulled her down over him with his hands on her hips.

Her opening fought him, but as he eased into her, he went in to the hilt. Ibbi gasped at the feeling of fullness. She pressed her forehead to Dreynar’s shoulder and shuddered as she fought to acclimate to the feeling.

He gave her a moment while he cupped her breasts and stroked her belly in a slow and deliberate waking of her body. Breasts, belly, back, shoulders, he took up an endless round of caresses.

She shivered and felt the pulse of the thick shaft inside her. Her hips flexed, and the minute movement brought a moan.

She moved again and slowly but surely, she picked up the pace, bracing her hands on his shoulders and kissing him deeply as he cupped her buttocks to help her move.

He took her gasps and moans into his mouth, and each time she gave voice, his lust flared brighter.

They rocked, shivered and thrust together until Ibbi’s body bucked hard against Dreynar, and she let out a low, rattling groan. She could feel her inner muscles clasping and releasing his cock, but when he gripped her hips and bounced her fast and furious on him for a moment, she could feel his shaft pulse and twitch as his own release burned bright.

Soft giggles broke through her as she felt every shift and throb inside her. Her body continued to clasp and release, drawing out every drop of semen it could.

“What is funny?”

“I would have to say my mouth on your cock works better.” She bit lightly at his lip and surrendered to his ravenous kiss, his arms around her, holding her tightly on him.

He held her close and buried his face against her neck. “How did I get this lucky?”

“Some would say luck, I say destiny. Whatever you blame, I am here and you are here, which is a good thing, because if there was another woman on you, I would pull her hair out.”

“And another man under you would soon find himself in his preferred afterlife.” He kissed her softly.

Considering the deadly intent in his voice, it was a remarkably tender sentiment. Ibbi shifted on him, and she felt him thicken and stiffen inside her once again. “We are lucky to have found each other. Now, not to ruin the mood, but how are we going to deal with my mother?” He chuckled and the motion moved him inside her. “Ibbi, can we discuss this later?” She rocked on him over and over again. “Fine, but she will be here in three days. We need a battle plan by then.”

“I will take that under advisement.” She giggled and stroked his chest to make him move faster and harder. She had found the throttle, time to ride.



Chapter Eight

“Lady Velu, you are requested in the commander’s office.” The courier smiled.

The women of Adeel proved more receptive than the Asku had counted on. Ibbi was helping the garrison quartermaster figure out what the women would need when they moved in with their new husbands. The first priority was married housing.

“Please excuse me, Thakeri.”

The quartermaster inclined his head. “Of course, Lady Velu. I look forward to continuing this at a more convenient time.”

“I hope so. Some of those men are exceedingly eager to have their mates with them. There is no possibility of that unless there is somewhere for them to live.”

Thakeri winked. “I am well aware of that. I look forward to shopping amongst the Adeel for a mate myself. Nothing like having a motivated worker on your side.”

She chuckled and walked with the courier to Dreynar’s offices. It was ridiculous that she needed an escort when she was just hiking across the hall but that was Asku protocol and she was wrapped in it.

The courier handed her off to the guard in front of the office, and the guard, in turn, opened Dreynar’s door. With her gown rustling, she walked into Dreynar’s office and took in his expression. “They are here.”

He nodded. “They are here. Are you ready? Your mother wishes to speak to you, and I believe that privacy is best.”

She swallowed. “I suppose so. When are we doing this?”

He got to his feet and came around the desk. A large screen descended from the ceiling, and he asked. “Now. Are you ready?”

She nodded and backed up against his comforting warmth. She took his hand for a moment and then released it, stepping forward. “I am ready.”

The screen came to life, and it was her mother’s face. It seemed that she wanted to make a good impression as she was wearing her formal robes and seated on her dais.

Before her mother could speak, Ibbi said, “Matriarch of the Trevis, I greet you.” Her mother paused. “Thank you, daughter, but you may use my name.”

“Daughter no longer, Matriarch. I am Ibbi Velu, wife to the Asku Commander Dreynar Velu, son of the Asku High Commander and the Radiance.” Arberatia swallowed, “Really?” Dreynar nodded. “My lineage is written on my face, Matriarch.”

The matriarch stared at him. “I see. You speak the truth, Ibbi Velu. You are a disappointment, child.”

“I know. It was only my father’s love that kept me with the Trevis. Once you were to give me to my cousin, I could not stay with someone who would see me descend to madness.” Arberatia stiffened. “There would be no madness.”

“To be with a man who doesn’t want me? A man who was a brother to me? I could never take him to my bed knowing that it would make his flesh crawl and my heart break.” Ibbi sighed.

“You should have told me, I could have removed your doubt.”

“No, you could not have. My mind was not made for you. It was made to join to my mate and to help those around me. I am my own person. I made a life without the Trevis, without the matriarchy, and my reward is that you would take that life from me. Not without a fight, Mother!” The matriarch’s face darkened, and Ibbi could see a shadow moving behind her. Her father stepped into the light, and his eyes and nose were bleeding furiously.

“What happened to my father?”

“Your genes, his pain. He needed to be punished.” The matriarch waved it off as her husband moved to stand beside her. His fists were clenched and his gaze blind.

“You are an abomination, Mother. You need to die.”

“I will give the order to raze that little world and you will die, my dear daughter. We will have to scour the universe to find a new candidate for matriarch, but I am sure that there are other seers out there. Seers that will accept rule over a mighty colony.”

In front of her horrified gaze, Verin raised his fist and pivoted on his toes, stabbing Arberatia in the heart. “My daughter will live, love and know happiness, you soulless harpy.” As Ibbi watched her father kill his sister with a brutal and thorough stabbing.

He sat back and sighed as the matriarch stopped twitching.

Guards came running in, and they paused, unsure of what to do.

Ibbi spoke, and her voice cracked, but it held.

“Verin Senial was doing the bidding of the matriarch. She was dying and wished to greet her daughter before she would pass on to the next world. Verin was doing her bidding, though he could hardly see.”

The guards looked around and shuffled their feet. “Who is in charge, Lady?”

She smiled. “Verin Senial has been at the side of the ruler for decades. Take advantage of his wisdom and allow that the time of the seer has passed. The Trevis must fly on their own now. Find a world that is suitable and settle on it. Be a colony and not a flying disaster waiting to happen.”

The guards nodded, and Verin took the throne.

“Be well, daughter. I will be in touch when things here have settled.”

“Be well, Father. I have missed you. You know where to find me.” She smiled, and Dreynar put his arms around her.

Verin nodded. “I know, and I am glad. You feel so happy daughter. It does me good to know it. I will direct the Trevis, and we will be on our way now that my wife’s long illness has taken its course.”

She nodded, and tears pricked her eyes as the screen went blank. “Oh stars.” She inhaled and exhaled steadily, afraid that she would faint.

“You father just murdered your mother, and you defended him.”

“I did. He is a good man, a kind man. He has been tortured by Arberatia since they married before I was born.” She turned and gripped his shirt, sniffling.

“I will tell the warship to stand down.” She smiled up at him. “You were going to fight for me?”

He nodded. “I was also going to protect the Adeel as is our charter. I told you I would not part with you, Ibbi. Do you think I was joking?” She smiled up. “I just saw my father stab my mother to death. I think I am going to take a little nap now.” Blackness swallowed her a moment after Dreynar’s arms came around her. It had been one exciting family call.

* * * *

Waking in Dreynar’s bed should have been familiar by now, but she still felt a little thrill every time.

He sat beside her, and Sarthin was nearby, putting his kit back together. The doctor smiled and gave her a wink before he left.

“Well, Sarthin has found a range of medications he can use on you, but he is not going to.” She frowned. “Why not?”

“You are already carrying.” Dreynar smiled, and it was a small, pleased smile that belied the roaring emotions in his body.

“Carrying what?” She scowled further.

“Our child, simpleton. You were becoming susceptible when we first met, it probably locked in my focus.”

She chuckled. “I was going into heat?” He shrugged. “Something like that. You glowed every time I looked at you. I couldn’t stop.”

“Funny. I thought the same thing of you, and I didn’t even think that you were ready for breeding.”

He lifted her hand to his lips. “With you around, I am always ready for breeding, but this brings me to a problem. It is traditional for a pregnant Asku female to be sent to our home world. I don’t want to part with you.” She chuckled. “Will Sarthin spill the information?”

Dreynar shook his head. “No, he has his own wife and knows the pain of being separated from her.”

“Then, just tell people I am getting fat.” He widened his eyes. “Are you sure? I have heard that saying that sort of thing to a pregnant woman can get a man castrated.”

“No, just very bruised, but I think you can take it.” She winked. Suddenly, her mood shifted. “Do you think my father will be all right?”

“I think if he could survive being married to your mother, he can survive or welcome anything. I look forward to his return.” She chuckled and brought his hand to her lips.

“I think he should stay in the guestroom.”

“We will see.”

“Yes, we will.”

* * * *

Nishka Velu—the Radiance--turned to her husband, Doron, with delight. “Only one left. And Dreynar’s woman is already pregnant.” Doron scowled at his delighted mate of many decades. “Why isn’t he bringing her home?”

“Well, he didn’t tell me that she is pregnant, but I know that freakishly delighted look in the eyes of a Velu. He has a child on the way.”

“A grandchild would be a triumph. All this pregnancy in our family is making me edgy though. Are they going to pop all at once?” Doron came and turned the com unit off with the punch of a finger.

Nishka struck him. “Very funny. We had seven boys and only one is still single. Do you think he will be able to find a woman sometime in the next century?”

Doron sighed. “You know him. He will do it in his own time. It is like he is waiting for a sign from the stars.”

Nishka snorted and crossed the room to fold back the sheets of their bed. “Right, like the stars have anything useful to say.”

Doron merely smiled and got into bed, taking his woman in his arms as he had for so many years. He never got tired of her fire or the protection she aimed at their sons. Their youngest would find his match, and he would do it in his own time. For Nishka’s sanity, Doron hoped it would be soon.
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