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      Her life belongs to him...

      

      Renowned Kall expert Layla Remington is horrified when her estranged husband, Michael, murders a Kall female named Shessema in cold blood. She suspected his allegiance rested with the human rebel cause, but she never believed he would take his hatred for the conquering aliens so far. When she’s summoned before a Kall court, the ancient Custom of Retribution is followed—Layla is given to Shessema’s grieving husband, General Zamek, to do with as he pleases.

      

      His mercy comes with a price...

      

      General Zamek arrives at the courtroom, intending to exact his vengeance immediately and take Layla’s life. But one look into her soulful dark eyes and he falters. Instead of driving a sword through her heart, he carries her off, telling himself he’ll avenge Shessema’s death by making Layla suffer before he eventually kills her. But the first time he hurts her, nothing goes as planned, and he soon finds himself becoming fiercely possessive—and protective—of the little human female whose life will forever belong to him.
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      EARTH 2072

      

      Please make it stop.

      Shouts rang out from the kitchen. Cabinets slammed. Glass shattered. Hate-filled curses pierced the air.

      Layla closed her eyes and huddled deeper into the oversized sofa, pulling the blanket up to her chin. Her stomach twisted, and her throat burned.

      She should leave before it got worse. Before Michael turned his fury on her. But she was too nervous to move. The door rested just beyond the kitchen. To reach the corridor outside the apartment, she would have to walk right by her angry husband.

      Perhaps angry wasn’t the right word. Insane? He wasn’t himself. Hadn’t been for a long fucking time. She barely recognized him as the man she’d married only two years ago.

      A lot could change in a year or two. Wars could be fought and lost. Humanity could be conquered by a powerful race of aliens. Resources could become scarce. People could turn on one another, even on those they were supposed to love and protect.

      “Fucking Kall dictators and pathetic human cowards and…” Unintelligible words followed, but she knew Michael was ranting about the Kall aliens again. The war had claimed his eighteen-year-old son, Amos, only a month into the fighting. Since then, Michael’s loss had festered into something dark and unpredictable.

      She swallowed hard, thinking of the rebel flyers she’d recently found hidden in his sock drawer.

      BEST METHODS FOR KILLING A KALL WARRIOR

      THE HUMAN REBELLION IS ALIVE AND STRONG

      THE ONLY GOOD KALL IS A DEAD KALL

      Her left cheek tingled, right where he’d struck her for asking questions—the one and only time he’d laid hands on her, though she worried it wouldn’t be an isolated incident. At the time, she’d been desperate to learn his level of involvement with the rebels, but he hadn’t given her any straight answers yet.

      The flyers were dangerous. Possession of such paraphernalia could lead to imprisonment in a Kall-run detention camp.

      And an actual honest-to-God affiliation with the rebels?

      Well, that could lead to a much worse outcome.

      Execution. Forced labor. Torture.

      A shiver ran down her spine.

      She glanced at the clock. It was just after two in the afternoon. She was supposed to meet Fiona at the café in an hour. Would her friend worry if she didn’t show?

      She pulled out her portable comm, preparing to send a message, when Michael stormed into the room with all the fury of a hurricane. His livid, red-rimmed gaze settled on her. His eyes teemed with accusation and her blood ran cold.

      Before he reached her, she knew what he would start shouting about. It was an argument they’d had time and time again. One that never ended well because he refused to believe her.

      He snarled and hauled her off the couch, his fingers digging into her upper arms. Okay, now this was the second time he’d laid hands on her in anger. Fuck. She wished she’d vacated the apartment before his ranting turned to something worse.

      “Michael,” she whispered, searching his glassy eyes. Vaguely, she wondered how much he’d had to drink today and if he’d consumed anything else. Sometimes she found empty, unmarked pill bottles littering the counters.

      “Renowned Kall expert Layla Remington.” His tone was cruel and mocking, and his lips curled in a sneer. “Did you know what the Kall were planning when you spent those two years on their planet? Did you know how many humans they would eventually kill? Did you know they would conquer Earth and become our fucking overlords?” He shook her hard enough to make her teeth rattle.

      She pushed at him and twisted in his grasp, finally escaping his hold. She backed away and glared at him, rubbing her sore arms. He stood near the couch, anger radiating off him in waves as he stared her down with those damnable glassy eyes. He looked positively deranged. Like a complete stranger, even.

      “You need help, Michael,” she said. “I still have contacts at the White House. I can make some calls and get you the help you need.”

      He sneered and took a step toward her. She lifted her chin and held his gaze, refusing to back down. If he declined help, she was out of here.

      “You need rehab and grief counseling,” she said. “And I swear to God, if you touch me again, I will call the authorities.” This last threat felt empty, even though she meant it. The cops didn’t always come when you called these days.

      He picked up a vase from the coffee table and hurled it against the wall, too close to Layla’s head for her liking. She gasped and moved to the side, though a few of the shards bounced off her arms.

      Something inside her snapped.

      She was tired of walking on eggshells and making gentle suggestions that he get help, tired of the constant blame he leveled at her. Just because she was a well-known Kall expert, he thought she should’ve seen the war coming long before it started.

      “Get out,” she said, her voice eerily calm. “Get out and don’t come back until you’ve come to your senses.”

      He scoffed and shook his head, his eyes gleaming with madness. “This is my home too. Why should I leave?” Spittle flew from his mouth as he shouted.

      “The apartment was leased in my name,” she reminded him, “and I’m not going to live with a potential rebel who also happens to blame me for a war that wasn’t my fault.” Coldness suddenly gripped her. If he really was involved with the rebel cause and he also blamed her for the war, she sure as hell wasn’t safe in his presence, or safe in the company of his friends for that matter.

      Rebels liked to make examples of people, especially humans they deemed traitors. She repressed a shudder and held her ground, glaring at him in hopes that he would give up and leave.

      “You’re my wife.” Some of the anger left his eyes and for a second he looked like the old Michael, the man she’d fallen in love with. Did she still love him? After all the ways he’d hurt her, all the blame he’d thrown at her feet, she honestly couldn’t say for certain. Right now, fear masked any affection she might still harbor for him.

      “Technically, you’re still my husband,” she said, “but you’re not the man I married.” Her throat tightened. “You’ve become a stranger to me, and I don’t feel safe with you anymore. Get some help—for the drinking and the pills—and get some grief counseling too, and then we can talk.”

      He ran a trembling hand through his hair and blew out a deep breath. His appearance was completely disheveled. He looked as though he hadn’t showered or slept in a full week.

      “I know you think I’m crazy, but I’m not,” he said in an adamant tone. “For the first time in my life, I’m seeing things quite clearly and I know what I must do. I know my purpose.”

      I know my purpose. These four words struck fear into her heart. What the hell was he talking about?

      She opened her mouth, preparing to question him further, but quickly pressed her lips together. If he was talking about the rebel cause, she didn’t want to know more. It was bad enough that she’d seen the flyers. By not turning him in to Kall authorities, she was breaking the law. She could be jailed along with him.

      It would be easy to say she knew nothing of Michael’s allegiance, easy to deny knowledge of the flyers he’d hidden away. But if he told her actual details about the rebels and his involvement with the doomed cause, that would put her in a terrible position, especially given that she used to work closely with the President of the United States.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to Amos. He was a wonderful young man and I loved him too. But the war is over and the Kall won,” she said. “The sooner you accept that, the sooner you can begin to heal.”

      Her heart broke as she held Michael’s gaze. She wouldn’t turn him in, but she sure as hell didn’t want to be implicated alongside him if he got caught. More reason for him to leave. More reason for their marriage to end. She used to feel protected by him and now she felt anything but. He was putting her life in danger, in more ways than one.

      “Look, Michael, I don’t want to fight anymore, but this,” she said, motioning between them, “isn’t working out. We need to separate. If you won’t leave, I will.”

      He released a dark chuckle that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. Then he strode straight for her and grabbed her chin. His sour, alcohol-scented breath wafted against her face. “I know exactly where you’ll go if you’re the one to leave. You only have one friend, and she happens to be married to a fucking Kall.”

      “Let. Go. Of. Me.”

      To her surprise, he released her chin and backed up a few steps. Her insides shook but she tried very hard to look brave as she faced him. He was out of his mind and he was risking both their lives with his behavior.

      While she undoubtedly sided with mankind, she still believed it best to go along with the Kall-Earth treaty and the terms of Earth’s surrender to the aliens. It was the only path toward semi-peace. The Kall were too powerful for mankind to have even the tiniest hope of defeating them. Michael was deluding himself if he thought the rebels stood a chance of compelling the remaining Kall forces to leave Earth.

      “The rebels are a lost cause,” she blurted, not caring if the truth reignited his anger. “You’re a fool if you join them and I will not stand by and watch you destroy yourself. Now, I’ve asked you to go. Are you going to leave, or should I?”

      “I’m not going anywhere, traitor bitch.” He stumbled backward and fell upon the couch, where he spread his legs out and settled into the cushions, making an obscene show of his intent to stay.

      His words stung and she blinked fast when tears welled in her eyes. She shouldn’t be surprised by the name calling, but she was. The old Michael would’ve never called her a bitch or even screamed at her. He used to be laid back, kindhearted, and quick to laugh. She mourned the loss of him.

      Had this crazed, cruel person always lurked underneath? Or could war and loss truly change someone so immensely? He was a shadow of his former self.

      “Alright then,” she whispered. “I’ll be the one to leave.”

      It didn’t take long to pack her things. She already had an emergency bag stashed in the back of her closet, which she’d packed after discovering the anti-Kall flyers. But, knowing she likely wouldn’t return anytime soon—if ever—she packed a second bag, shoving as many of her belongings inside as possible.

      When she walked past the living room, Michael was sprawled out on the couch, snoring loudly. Her shoes crunched over shards of glass. She stood there for a minute, watching her husband sleep, as she held a suitcase in each hand. Would he remember their argument when he awoke? Would he have any regrets?

      He’s old enough to be your father—it’ll never work.

      The two of you are so different—be careful.

      Proposing marriage after only two months of dating is a red flag—please don’t rush into anything.

      Her aunt’s voice rang in her ears. Aunt Colleen had tried to convince Layla not to marry Michael in the first place. Had her aunt seen something Layla had missed? Or had Layla been too blinded by love and their whirlwind romance to see the monster that lurked beneath?

      She supposed none of it mattered now. But damn if she didn’t feel guilty for leaving. She hoped Michael sobered up and got the help he so desperately needed. She also hoped he didn’t align himself with the rebels any more than he already had. At the very least, she prayed he didn’t get caught.

      The Kall justice system wasn’t even remotely fair. After watching her best friend, First Daughter Betsy Carson, get condemned to a lifetime of slavery on the Kall homeworld, she understood that better than most people.

      If Michael got caught, the Kall wouldn’t take his mental condition into consideration. They wouldn’t show him any leniency.

      Please don’t let it come to that.

      She exited the apartment and closed the door behind her. Adjusting her grip on the suitcases, she rolled them down the corridor, thankful the elevator was working again. With each step, the grief filling her heart felt heavier.

      It was over. It was truly over.

      She knew, deep down, that she and Michael would never reconcile. How could they? Even if he got help and he changed, while she might be able to forgive him, she sure as hell couldn’t forget the last year, and she would never be able to trust him again. This realization deepened her guilt, but it didn’t slow her steps. She kept going and she boarded the elevator and she hailed a cab outside.

      A short while later, she found herself standing on the doorstep of Ambassador Merokk’s grand house. In the aftermath of the war, she’d become close friends with the former Kall warrior’s wife, Fiona Lockhart.

      Taking a deep breath, she rang the bell and waited for a servant to admit her.

      Not long after she stepped inside, Fiona ambled down the staircase.

      “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you to meet me here. I thought we were supposed to meet at the café this time,” Fiona said with a smile, but a frown soon darkened her features when her gaze landed on the suitcases. “What’s happened? Are you okay?”

      Layla hesitated to reply. She needed to be careful and not breathe a word about Michael’s possible ties to the human rebels. Fiona was married to a former Kall warrior who was now an ambassador for goodness’ sake. She didn’t wish to put her friend in an awkward position.

      “Um, Michael and I had another fight.” She blinked rapidly, trying to hold back the tears. “His drinking has gotten worse. I-I tried to kick him out, but he wouldn’t leave, so I packed some bags and left.” She’d recently confided in Fiona that they were having marriage troubles, but she hadn’t been completely honest about how bad things had gotten.

      Fiona walked close and enveloped Layla in a tight hug. “I’m so sorry. You can stay here as long as you like.” She pulled away from Layla and looked her up and down. “Did he hurt you?” Though Layla had never told Fiona about the time Michael had slapped her, there was no doubt that her friend suspected as much.

      “He-he grabbed me and scared me,” Layla admitted. “I tried to tell him to get help and he got mad.” She set down her suitcases, feeling like an orphan of sorts.

      Betsy had been sold into slavery on the Kall homeworld, and all of Layla’s other friends and acquaintances had been killed or scattered during the war.

      Furthermore, her entire family was gone, even Aunt Colleen, and now her husband—the only family she had left—had gone off the deep end.

      She had no one but Fiona.

      Two hovering servants rushed forward to grab the suitcases and carry them off, presumably to a guest room upstairs. Compassion shone in Fiona’s blue eyes as she ushered Layla toward one of the many opulent sitting rooms.

      “Come with me,” Fiona said. “You look like you could use a drink.”

      “I wouldn’t turn down some strong Kall wine,” Layla said, hoping the robust spirits would help calm her nerves.

      Though she’d escaped the apartment unscathed, the fright she’d felt during the confrontation with Michael lingered, and her hands were still shaking.

      She settled onto a plush sofa as Fiona quickly poured her a glass of Kall wine and then handed it over. She accepted the drink with a brief smile before taking a long sip. Almost immediately, warmth filled her, and her quivering lessened somewhat. Say what you will about the Kall, but nobody made wine quite so deliciously intoxicating, not even the Trutussians, whose main interplanetary export was spirits.

      Fiona sat next to Layla and shot her a concerned look. “I suspected things with Michael were a lot worse than you were letting on. I promise you’ll be safe here. Merokk’s security guards won’t allow Michael to come near you.”

      “I appreciate your help. You-you’re the only person I could turn to.” I’m so alone. I’ve lost everyone else. She took another large swallow of wine.

      “The servants will have a room ready for you soon, I am sure,” Fiona said. “As I said, you are welcome to stay as long as you want.”

      “Thank you. Um, how’s your mother?” Layla asked, looking around and wondering if the older woman would make an appearance.

      “She’s doing well. She sleeps a lot though and she’s resting right now. I can’t tell you how wonderful it is to have her with me again. Merokk is terribly sweet to her, too. He’s taken to calling her ‘Mother Janie’ and she absolutely loves it.” Fiona smiled.

      “I’m glad to hear it. I was so scared for you the day Merokk discovered you weren’t actually the First Daughter,” Layla said, trying not to frown as she thought about Betsy, who’d been betrothed to Merokk—until she ran off and created a crisis in which the US government had scrambled to find a lookalike to replace Betsy without the Kall aliens discovering the switch.

      Two American officials had spotted Fiona—who could easily pass for Betsy Carson’s twin—in a refugee camp in New York, and so Fiona had pretended to be the First Daughter and married Ambassador Merokk in Betsy’s place, in exchange for her mother receiving medical care in a private facility.

      Eventually, the truth had come out, but Merokk had still wished to keep Fiona as his wife, as they’d fallen in love. Layla’s throat tightened with emotion at the memory. Merokk had even brought Fiona’s mother, Janie, home to live with them. A happy ending, if ever Layla had seen one.

      An uncertain look crossed Fiona’s face as she turned to Layla. “Speaking of the First Daughter, I actually have some news about Betsy that I was planning to tell you today. But don’t worry—it’s good news. At least, I think it is.”

      “What is it?” Layla crouched on the edge of her seat, desperate for any news about the dear friend she would likely never see again. Humans were no longer welcome on planet Kall as tourists, and even if they were, she would never be permitted to visit a human slave.

      “Merokk saw her name on a list of recent marriage licenses that were dispensed in Sumlin District on planet Kall, which is the district where Betsy was sold as a slave. Apparently, she ended up marrying her master—a Kall commander by the name of Edek. I don’t know any other details, only that the marriage license was approved in a special council session and they wed the very day the license was issued.”

      Disbelief swirled through Layla. Oh my God. Her heart leapt a moment later, because she knew enough about Kall culture to realize the lengths Commander Edek must’ve gone to in order to secure permission to marry Betsy, his human slave. Such marriages were extremely rare on planet Kall.

      “This is… shocking news,” Layla said after a long pause, during which she tried to gather her thoughts. “But I think you’re right—it must be good news. Perhaps they fell in love.” Oh, please let it be true. Happy tears brimmed in her eyes and she blinked rapidly, but she soon gave up the fight and wiped at her cheeks as she sniffled.

      Fiona grinned and briefly placed a hand on Layla’s knee. “Merrok explained to me how unusual such a marriage is and said he suspects the commander must have feelings for Betsy if he went to the trouble of calling for a special council session. He also said the commander probably had to either threaten or bribe the council in order to get the license.”

      “Do you think Merokk could pass a message to Commander Edek for me, that Edek might pass along to Betsy?”

      Mischief glinted in Fiona’s eyes. “I have already asked Merokk and the answer is yes. Once Merokk gets home, he can help you send the message on his interplanetary communicator. He should be back home tonight just before dinnertime.”

      Relief and joy mingled in Layla’s chest. Her entire life was crumbling around her, but knowing Betsy was likely faring well on planet Kall filled her with hope.

      “Thank you, Fiona. You and Merokk have become wonderful friends to me. I am grateful for you both.” Even though Merokk could be standoffish at times, he’d always treated her with kindness and never prevented her from seeing Fiona, even though Layla had had a hand in deceiving him all those months ago when he’d believed he was marrying Betsy.

      “I’m grateful for our friendship too,” Fiona said, rising to her feet. She glanced behind her at the door. “If you’ll just excuse me quickly, I’m going to inform our Head of Security, Rentzaq, that you are staying with us and Michael should be considered an unwelcome guest if he shows up. I’ll be right back.”

      “Of course, and thank you.” Guilt settled upon Layla as she watched her friend depart the room. She was touched that Fiona was protecting her from Michael, but she felt terrible that she wasn’t confessing the whole truth—that Michael might be involved with the human rebels who sought to overthrow the Kall.

      It was just some flyers. He could’ve found them on the street.

      She prayed he wasn’t truly involved with the doomed cause.

      When Fiona returned a few minutes later, her face was drawn in lines of worry. She rushed into the room, closing the door behind her, and hurried to sit beside Layla. She tucked her auburn hair behind her ears in a nervous manner.

      “What’s wrong?” Layla asked.

      “Rentzaq just told me some terrible news. Before I informed him that we were no longer heading out to the café, he told me that it wasn’t safe to venture out today. Apparently, a Kall female was murdered on the street not far from here by a human man. I’m afraid I don’t know any further details. I don’t even know if the man was caught. The Kall female was the wife of General Zamek.”

      Horror washed through Layla. The rebels. Oh God, what if it was the rebels?

      What if it was…

      She gave her head a slight shake, not allowing herself to complete the thought.

      I know my purpose.

      Michael’s words came back to her now and her blood ran cold.

      But when she’d left the apartment, he had been sleeping. He was probably still sleeping. Another human man who hated the Kall must’ve done it. Someone who was in deep with the rebels. Not Michael.

      Please please please don’t let it be Michael.
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      General Zamek stared at Shessema’s lifeless body. His wife. Grief consumed him, as well as the unyielding need for vengeance. He stepped forward and placed a kiss upon her cold forehead.

      How could she be gone?

      She was so young, so innocent, and she’d had her whole life ahead of her.

      His throat burned.

      “I will find the ummkka who did this to you, wife,” he promised, “and I will make them suffer.” Video images had been captured of the human male who’d killed her, and it was only a matter of time before he was spotted again on a surveillance camera. Kall authorities were under orders to contact Zamek the moment they got a lead.

      He straightened and continued gazing down at Shessema. They’d been married for but nine moon cycles. She was his second wife, and he could scarcely fathom that he’d been widowed yet again. Had the ancient gods cursed him?

      A thick black sheet covered her body, concealing her wounds. He drew the cover down to get a better look, even though the sight made him sick to his stomach. He took note of each stab wound, resolving to make the human male who’d killed her suffer tenfold this amount.

      Shessema. I’m sorry.

      The words clogged in his throat. He should’ve been there to protect her. He should’ve known the area where they lived still wasn’t safe enough to enjoy a walk during the daytime.

      As the post-war reconstruction efforts in DC had gotten underway, he had permitted her to walk to and from a nearby park, where she liked to gather with other Kall wives who’d come to Earth—wives of commanders and generals and ambassadors.

      Fluxx. But it hadn’t been safe, even though Kall forces maintained a heavy presence on the streets. He ought to have hired a personal guard for her. Guilt ravaged him. Heartache pierced straight to his soul.

      He covered Shessema back up and took several steps away, his hands clenching into fists. His wrist comm buzzed several times. When he finally checked the message, rage swelled within him.

      SUSPECT HUMAN MICHAEL DENNIS FOUND DEAD

      No. No no no.

      A growl ripped from Zamek’s throat.

      How cruel were the ancient gods, that he would be denied his revenge?

      “I’m sorry, Shessema,” he said. “I am so sorry.” He said a prayer for her soul before finally departing the morgue. He would take her body back to planet Kall and bury her on the mountainside near their home.

      In a daze, he walked the darkened streets, to the house on the outskirts of DC that he’d briefly shared with his new wife.

      Knowing that he would likely stay on Earth for several moon cycles, even once the humans surrendered, he had opted to bring Shessema with him. Many high-ranking officers in the Kall army had brought their wives and children with them. Unable to bear parting with her, he had done the same, believing that she would be safe, believing that the humans’ inferior weapons would pose no threat even while the battle still raged.

      But now she was gone, her life taken by a dishonorable human male. A male Zamek couldn’t even torture since he was already dead.

      He arrived home to find Ambassador Merokk waiting on his doorstep. The former Kall commander looked subdued and nodded deeply in Zamek’s direction.

      “General Zamek, I am very sorry for your loss, and I am also sorry that the human scum who took your wife’s life has died before you could exact your vengeance, as is your right.” Merokk, who was an old friend of Zamek’s, stood underneath the porchlights.

      “Do you know how Michael Dennis died? Did someone else kill him?”

      “I regret to inform you that he took his own life. His body was found in a river not far from here. A surveillance video was discovered that showed him jumping off a bridge and into the water.” Merokk frowned and shook his head. “Every Kall I’ve spoken to is deeply shocked by the events of today. We had no idea anyone involved in the rebel cause would strike out at one of our females. It was a cowardly act.” The ambassador looked as though he wanted to say more but was holding back.

      “What else do you know?” Zamek demanded, coming face to face with his friend. At this hour, there was no one else on the street. Their conversation would remain private.

      “May I come in?” Merokk asked. “I have more information, but I also have a favor to ask of you, General.”

      Zamek scoffed. “A favor? I’ve just lost my wife to a murderous human and you wish to ask a favor of me? Have you no honor?”

      “It is honor that has brought me to your doorstep,” Merokk replied. “Please, let us talk inside. I will explain everything.”

      With a growl of frustration, Zamek entered the code to unlock his door, then he burst inside and gestured for Merokk to follow. If any other male had shown up on his doorstep, he would have sent them away. But Merokk had saved his life in battle once, over ten years ago in the war against the Terussaks, and Zamek could not rightfully turn his trusted comrade away. Zamek was also curious about Merokk’s presence here and wished to learn the information the former warrior possessed.

      Once they reached the sitting room, Zamek went straight for the liquor, even passing the strong Kall wine he usually favored. He poured himself a generous glass and lifted it to his lips, downing the contents in one quick but large swallow. He refilled his glass and finally turned to face Merokk.

      “What? What information do you have, Ambassador? You claim honor has brought you to my doorstep, but you are remaining infuriatingly silent and if you do not speak soon, I will throw you out on the street.”

      “Michael Dennis had a wife.”

      Bloodlust surged through Zamek. He emitted a growl of satisfaction as dark, savage impulses rose within him. The murderer had a wife, someone else who might quench his need for vengeance. “This is fortunate news,” he replied, contemplating a hundred different ways he might make the human female suffer before eventually granting her the merciful release of death.

      Yet Merokk appeared displeased by the news he’d just delivered. In fact, worry glinted in his dark gaze.

      “I suspect the Custom of Retribution will be followed, as it normally is in cases like this, however, until a judge officially grants you retribution rights, this female will remain in my home and under my protection.”

      Fury blazed through Zamek. What could possess Ambassador Merokk to protect the human wife of Shessema’s murderer? He tossed his glass against the wall and the strong scent of liquor permeated the room. “What is your meaning here? Give me one reason why I shouldn’t drive a sword through your heart and then retrieve this human female from your home myself?”

      “I know you are angry and grieving, old friend, but you mustn’t act in haste, and I ask you to hear me out. Layla Remington—the human wife of Michael Dennis—is a close friend of my wife’s. During the last year, I have come to know Layla as a respectable female.”

      Zamek shook his head and snorted. “So, you expect me to spare Layla’s life just because she is friends with Fiona? How can you come to my home, on the very day of my wife’s death, and make such a request? If you were in my position, I believe you wouldn’t hesitate to seek your own justice.”

      “I am deeply sorry for what happened to Shessema. Truly, I am. But killing an innocent female, human or otherwise, is not true justice. The Custom of Retribution is an outdated law that ought to be overturned.”

      Dark suspicion swept through Zamek. Fists clenched at his sides, he stepped closer to Merokk, posturing himself as if ready to fight. Shessema was gone. A human man had murdered her—a human man who’d likely been in league with the rebels—and Merokk had the nerve to beg for the life of this human man’s wife? A low growl rumbled from Zamek’s throat as his muscles tensed. A haze of red clouded his vision.

      “Innocent? You think this Layla female is innocent? She likely knew her husband was involved with the rebels, and that knowledge makes her as good as an accomplice.”

      “On my honor as a Kall warrior, General Zamek, I swear to you that Layla is an innocent soul. While I didn’t know Shessema well, I doubt she would wish for you to slake your bloodlust on a blameless female. Layla is terrified at this moment and she’s expressed remorse over your wife’s death. Though she doesn’t know you, she is saddened by your loss and she is also horrified by her late husband’s actions.”

      “Get out,” Zamek hissed. “Get out before I cut you down where you stand.”

      Merokk released a long breath and finally turned to face the door. He took a few steps away before pausing. Turning to meet Zamek’s gaze, he appeared as if he wished to say more, but he eventually proceeded out into the corridor. A short time later, Zamek heard the slamming of the front door.

      Shessema. Her name kept repeating in his mind and the heaviness of his sorrow pushed him to his knees. His lungs constricted to the point that each breath became painful and difficult. A crushing darkness fell over him. His entire body trembled.

      No no no. It can’t be true.

      He closed his eyes, willing this whole day to be a nightmare. But when he opened his eyes, he was still there, crouched on the floor, all alone in his home. All alone because Shessema wasn’t here, and she wasn’t coming back.

      He spotted a book she’d been reading, sitting on a side table. He rose to his feet and approached the book, his fingers tingling with the need to touch it. He picked it up and realized it was a book of classic Kall poetry, written ages ago by a renowned Holy One. A tome filled with flowery words and hopeful phrases. His throat burned as he flipped through the book, discovering that the corners of some pages were folded over.

      He traced the words on each earmarked page, desperately trying to preserve the most recent memories of his beloved wife. But as his thumb moved across the words, he felt as though the very essence of Shessema was slipping through his fingers like sand.

      Placing the book aside, he stormed through the house and into his study, where he kept his battleplans, weapons, and spare armor and warrior uniforms. He perused the weapons one by one, picking them up and imagining each as his tool for vengeance.

      Perhaps he would use his sword or his battle-ax or maybe a long dagger.

      He breathed long and deep, focusing on his bloodlust, because when he gave himself over to the anger and his unwavering desire for revenge, it served as a distraction and eased the sharpness of his grief. It gave him a purpose.

      But perhaps it would be a mistake to kill the human female called Layla too quickly. Perhaps he would keep her alive for a few days, torturing her slowly before finally inflicting her with a fatal wound.

      He grabbed his favorite sword and began to methodically sharpen the blade.
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        Three months later…

      

      

      A sense of doom settled upon Layla as she peered around the Kall courtroom. How Ambassador Merokk had managed to have her hearing postponed for three full months, she still didn’t know, but she doubted the delay would make a difference. From her studies of Kall culture, she knew without question what would happen today. A shudder passed through her and she blinked against the burn of tears.

      Hopeless. She felt utterly hopeless, and so very afraid.

      Kall warriors started filing into the courtroom, as well as some human reporters. She turned around to scan the growing crowd. Merokk caught her eye and shot her a comforting look from where he was seated behind her. She tried to return his smile, but her lips ended up quivering and a few tears escaped to roll down her cheeks. She hastily wiped them away.

      She turned back around to find the judge had taken his seat. Her stomach tightened with fear. It was Judge Commak—the same elderly judge who’d sentenced Betsy to a lifetime of slavery on the Kall homeworld. His blue eyes gleamed with malice and she quickly looked away.

      From what she could tell, General Zamek hadn’t arrived yet. There was a seat near the judge that remained empty, and she thought it must be meant for him. She’d never actually attended a Ruling for Retribution before, but she knew the grieving party sat near the judge.

      Two Kall warriors bustled past her carrying a rolled up white tarp. She watched them begin to unroll it and horror clutched her. They were placing a huge tarp on the floor to contain the mess of her execution—if General Zamek decided to kill her on the spot after the judge’s ruling.

      “It’s all right, Layla,” Merokk murmured. “He’s had three moon cycles to come to his senses. I’ve known the general for years and I believe he is a fair male. He won’t kill you.”

      Oh, how she wanted to believe Merokk. But he hadn’t permitted Fiona to attend today’s hearing, and she suspected this was the reason why—he didn’t wish for Fiona to witness her execution.

      At least she’d managed to exchange a few messages with Betsy recently, thanks to Merokk’s kindness, and she’d been able to send a goodbye letter to her friend as well. She’d sent the farewell note just this morning, trying to keep it as upbeat as possible even though the act of writing it had broken her heart. She’d included all her favorite memories spent with Betsy, to remind her friend of the good times they’d shared—like how they’d instantly bonded as roommates at Harvard after discovering they’d both brought the same brand of coffee ice cream to stock the fridge on move-in day.

      What Layla wouldn’t give to go back in time to that day and redo the rest of her life up until this point. God, if only.

      The deep rustling sound of the tarp being spread out brought her back to reality, and she shivered at the sight. Once the guards finished spreading the tarp out, they moved to stand along the wall near the podium.

      I’m going to die today.

      This realization brought more tears to her eyes. She wished she could be brave right now and hold her head high and not shed a single tear, but try as she might, she couldn’t even get her hands to stop shaking.

      She still hadn’t fully processed Michael’s death, nor the violent act he’d committed before jumping off that bridge and into the Potomac River. Guilt visited her whenever she thought of that day. She’d suspected he was involved with the rebels and she’d known he hated the Kall, but she had never imagined he might stab an innocent Kall female to death in the streets.

      When she’d pictured him helping the rebels, she imagined he would help attack Kall patrols or target other Kall defenses. But even then, she’d had a difficult time picturing him being moved to such violence. Murdering a defenseless Kall female though? It was so cold-blooded that if Merokk hadn’t shown her the surveillance video leading up to the attack, she wouldn’t have believed Michael capable of such dark viciousness.

      She wiped at her tears and straightened in her seat, wondering when the hearing would begin. Why hadn’t General Zamek arrived yet? And what would happen to her if the general didn’t show up today? Hope started to push away her fear. Surely, if he wanted to see her suffer for Michael’s crimes, he would be here by now. Maybe Merokk was right—maybe he’d come to his senses and didn’t plan to kill her, and therefore didn’t even wish to show up for today’s hearing.

      The murmuring in the courtroom became louder. Occasionally, a nasty remark spoken in Kall reached her ears. While the alien language was difficult for humans to master, she could understand most dialects of it, though she had a hard time speaking some of those dialects. She took deep breaths, trying to calm herself, as the murmurings from the courtroom continued to reach her ears.

      Stupid rebel female—she deserves to die.

      I think the general will kill her quickly—likely with his sword.

      Five hundred galactic credits says he’ll torture her first.

      I hope General Zamek slices her to pieces.

      Layla’s stomach bottomed out. She swallowed hard and clutched the armrests of her chair.

      Was this really how it would end?

      She’d devoted her life to becoming an expert in Kall culture and had worked to keep peace between Earth and planet Kall during her time as an advisor to President Carson. To think that she would meet her end at the hands of the aliens she’d once admired was more than unsettling. It was heartbreaking.

      If only the war had never happened. If only that group of human miners hadn’t caused an explosion on the Kall homeworld and destroyed two mountain towns. That was the incident—the accident—that had led to the quick but brutal war.

      If the war hadn’t occurred, her stepson Amos would still be alive, and she and Michael would still be together. He wouldn’t have descended into grief and madness. He wouldn’t have turned scary and abusive, nor would he have killed Shessema, General Zamek’s young wife. Her throat burned.

      Heavy footsteps sounded and the murmuring in the courtroom ceased. The sudden silence that descended was thick and ominous. Layla’s heart commenced pounding and she broke out in a cold sweat. She didn’t need to turn around to know the general had arrived. Oh God. Oh God oh God oh God.

      I’m going to die today.

      She sensed his presence like a force of nature, and she found herself turning to get a look at him as his footsteps approached. When he walked by her, his dark eyes fixed on her.

      Despite the horribleness of the situation, and her deathly fright of the Kall male, she was suddenly struck by his otherworldly beauty, as well as his massive size.

      Like most Kall, his skin was a deep shade of red that reminded her of a blazing sunset. Taller than most males of his kind, he towered over her like a conquering giant. He possessed high cheekbones and elegant yet masculine facial features, and his black and gray warrior’s uniform clung to his powerful body like a second skin, accentuating his impressive physique.

      She spotted streaks of white in his otherwise black hair, though she still thought him rather young looking to have risen to the rank of general. If she had to guess, she would say he was in his early forties. To become a general at such a young age, she knew he must be a formidable warrior on the battlefield.

      The sort of warrior who likely didn’t understand the concept of mercy.

      He paused to stare at her, and she flinched when one hand moved to the sword at his belt. His nostrils flared and he growled deep in his throat. He clutched the hilt of his sword so hard his knuckles turned a pale pink.

      I think he’ll kill her quickly—likely with his sword.

      Whichever spectator had offered this guess might be correct. She glanced down at the general’s belt and blanched when she spotted a battle-ax in addition to the sword. The gilded hilt of a knife also stuck out of one boot. She swallowed hard and once again met his lethal gaze.

      “General Zamek,” Merokk said, his tone beseeching. “Remember what I told you about this female. Remember what we talked about.”

      Layla appreciated his help but didn’t think it would make a difference.

      The general looked far too angry—and he’d arrived armed to the teeth. For all she knew, he’d already informed the judge about his plans for her. Maybe that’s why the tarp had been brought in.

      After another growl, General Zamek approached the chair near the podium and took a seat. His unblinking eyes remained fixed on her. Dark and deadly and filled with the promise of violence.

      A terrible thought struck her, and she turned to look at Merokk. “Ambassador, you must promise me something,” she said.

      “Yes?”

      “Whatever happens, promise you won’t interfere.” The last thing she wanted was another death on her conscience. While Merokk was a skilled warrior and a respected ambassador, if he interfered with the judge’s ruling or physically attacked General Zamek, all the guards in the courtroom would converge on him at once.

      “There is no need to make such a promise,” Merokk said. “Zamek will spare your life. I’ve known him for years. He’s hurting and grieving the loss of his wife, but he is an honorable warrior.”

      “He’s armed,” she said, a quiver in her voice.

      “So am I. It’s not unusual for a Kall warrior to walk around with weapons affixed to his belt.”

      Well, Merokk had a point. While out in public, most Kall warriors remained armed at all times. But still… a sword and a battle-ax looked like overkill. Pun not intended. Despite her deepening fear, she had the absurd urge to suddenly laugh. She bit the inside of her cheek. Maybe she was starting to lose her mind.

      She turned and faced the front of the courtroom. The judge was still glaring at her and so was General Zamek.

      The manic urge to laugh soon faded.

      Her gut twisted and she started to feel faint.

      Judge Commak began to address the courtroom, listing Michael’s exact crimes—the crimes he would’ve been officially charged with had he not killed himself. The crimes that were now assigned to Layla by default.

      Murder and possession of rebel contraband.

      The judge held the confiscated rebel flyers above his head, then pressed a button and several still images from Michael’s attack on Shessema briefly flashed on a large screen at the front of the courtroom.

      She was surprised only two charges were announced. Usually, a couple of extra false charges were tossed at any humans unfortunate enough to find themselves in a Kall court.

      She wondered if this was Merokk’s doing, and her eyes misted at the thought. Even if she died today, she would be grateful to him for all he’d done to help her. His kindness gave her hope. Not all Kall were bloodthirsty and hellbent on punishing humans.

      But General Zamek?

      His eyes still blazed with hatred, and his right hand kept brushing the hilt of his sword.

      She studied his black and gray warrior’s garb, her gaze drawn to the insignia on his uniform shirt. Her stomach did a quick flip. It was the insignia of Sumlin District, the same district where Betsy had been sold as a slave.

      Her spirits sank and a shudder rippled through her.

      The two mountain towns destroyed by the careless human miners were located in Sumlin District, which meant Kall warriors from this district usually harbored an intense dislike for humans.

      Several warriors screamed obscenities at her and called for her execution. The judge rose to his feet and glared at them until they settled, and silence once again blanketed the courtroom. The elderly Kall sat down and looked at her, his stark blue eyes glinting with cruelty.

      “When Michael Dennis killed himself, General Zamek was denied his vengeance,” the judge said, his deep voice resounding through the courtroom. “However, Michael Dennis had a wife.” He gestured at Layla. “I hereby decree that the ancient Custom of Retribution will be followed!”

      Thunderous cheers erupted, but this time the judge didn’t order the courtroom to be silent. Instead, he simply shouted over the raucous yelling.

      “Layla Remington will be given to General Zamek to do with as he pleases! He is free to kill her, torture her or starve her. He can cut her up in pieces in this very courtroom if he wishes,” he said with a dramatic gesture at the tarp.

      The shouts in the courtroom made her ears ring and her head spin.

      She watched in horror as General Zamek rose to his feet.

      Strong hands gripped Layla, two guards yanking her out of the chair.

      A glance behind her showed four armed guards surrounding Merokk, all with weapons drawn. Apparently, they worried the ambassador would interfere.

      The two guards tossed her onto the tarp. She winced as her palms scraped on the thick, rough material that was meant to contain her blood… and body parts.

      Black boots filled her vision. She peered up at the massive, muscle-bound general. A tear cascaded down her cheek. This is it.

      She heard Merokk’s voice in the background, but he was speaking so rapidly that even she couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      The general’s hand inched toward the hilt of his sword. His eyes still blazed with anger, but beneath his fury, she saw another emotion—despair.

      Another tear rolled down her cheek and she swallowed hard.

      “I’m sorry for what happened,” she said, speaking in the Sumlin dialect of Kall.

      The general’s eyes widened. Clearly, he was surprised that she could speak his tongue. She’d only mastered a few dialects of Kall, in addition to the common dialect, but Sumlin Kall had been one of them.

      “I am sorry for what my husband did to your wife,” she continued. “His actions—“

      General Zamek stepped closer and grasped her face, pinching her chin and cutting off her speech. The shouts in the courtroom became deafening as the warriors encouraged the general to kill her.

      What was he waiting for?

      Yet another tear escaped her eyes, and to her great surprise, some of the anger faded from the general’s visage. He glanced away from her and as he took in the roaring crowd, he began to look annoyed.

      He grabbed her roughly, pulling her to her feet. Then he faced the judge. Behind them, the crowd fell quiet. Obviously, the spectators wished to hear whatever it was Zamek was about to say.

      Her heart beat rapidly against her rib cage as she waited.

      “Thank you, Judge Commak, for upholding the Custom of Retribution. I have decided not to kill this human female today, but to keep her as my prisoner. A quick death would be too kind,” he said as he turned to stare down at her, “and I intend to make her suffer greatly.” His fingers tightened on her arms and a cruel smile spread across his face.

      As he dragged her out of the courtroom, she caught sight of Merokk thrashing about inside a portable force field. The four guards remained near him, three holding weapons at the ready, and the fourth aiming the force field projector at him. She hoped he would be okay. Before she could call out to him, General Zamek placed a hood over her head and tossed her over his shoulder.

      I intend to make her suffer.

      His words, spoken only moments ago, echoed inside her head and filled her with fear.

      A chill descended upon her.

      He planned to hurt her, to torture her.

      To make her pay for Michael’s sins.

      She closed her eyes and started to pray.
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      Zamek stalked to his warship, the Tammusha, carrying the human female over his shoulder. He had planned to kill her in the courtroom and then immediately depart Earth for planet Kall. His duties on Earth had come to an end and he wished to bring Shessema’s body home for burial.

      Yet here he was, bringing the human female called Layla with him.

      He told himself he wasn’t showing her mercy. That he truly was going to make her suffer, that he hadn’t just uttered such threats in the courtroom because it was expected.

      But when he recalled the sight of Layla kneeling before him, tears streaming down her face, his steps faltered, and he paused on the ramp.

      Her tears had affected him. So had the coldness of her fear when it hit his nostrils. His wrist comm started buzzing but he ignored it, figuring Merokk was trying to contact him with more pleas for the human female’s life. He didn’t wish to speak with the ambassador or anyone else right now. He wanted to secure his ship for takeoff and leave this forsaken planet.

      He tightened his hold on Layla and marched up the ramp. He hurried to the bridge and issued the command for departure, then watched for a moment as his crew scrambled to obey his orders. Several males shot him strange looks, clearly surprised that he’d brought the human aboard.

      Once he was satisfied that the warship would take off soon, he exited the bridge and headed for the brig.

      He ignored the guilt that settled on him over leaving the small human female in one of the cold cells. Layla was his prisoner. It was where she belonged.

      The corridor narrowed as he reached the brig and the air noticeably cooled. He scanned the ten empty cells and decided to place her in the farthest one, at the very end of the hallway. It was also the largest cell and the only one that contained a separate bathroom, complete with a shower and sink. He called out a verbal command for the door to open and carried her inside. Then he tossed her onto the bed.

      She landed with a shriek and struggled in the hood he’d placed over her head. Once she removed it from her body and sat up, an uncomfortable sensation spread through him at the sight of her fear. Her entire form was shaking, and tears coated her face.

      Guilty, he told himself. She’s just as guilty as her husband.

      But Merokk’s words came back to him, damn the male. The ambassador claimed not only was she innocent, but she was a respectable female too. Coming from Merokk, that was high praise. His wife aside, Merokk didn’t associate with humans or hold a particular fondness for them, and this realization gave Zamek pause as he stared down at Layla.

      He walked closer and the coldness of her fear hit him again. He inhaled deep but found no enjoyment in her fear. This angered him because he didn’t understand it.

      Shouldn’t he want to torment her and scare her and eventually kill her?

      He growled as he reached her.

      She curled up in the corner, trying to evade his touch, but he sank down on the bed and grabbed her by the back of her head, twisting his fingers tight in her hair. She gasped and winced, a pained look crossing her face.

      “How is it that you speak my tongue?” he asked, giving her a slight shake. “Not many humans speak the common dialect of Kall, yet you can speak the dialect of Sumlin District.”

      Her tear-filled dark brown eyes met his. “I-I specialized in Kall language and culture in school,” she said, “and I spent two years on the Kall homeworld. I’m considered a top Kall expert among my people and I used to work closely with the President of the United States.” She swallowed hard and his gaze was drawn to the delicate lines of her throat.

      She was so tiny, it wouldn’t take much effort to squeeze the life out of her.

      Yet he still hesitated to hurt her.

      He loosened his grip on her hair, though he didn’t let her go. He’d never been so close to a human female before, let alone touched one, and he found himself surprised by her softness and her beauty.

      Guilt and self-hatred visited him a moment later, because he definitely shouldn’t be assessing her attractiveness.

      “I knew exactly what would happen to me when I learned what Michael had done. I’ve read about the Kall Custom of Retribution.” Though still pale with fear, curiosity sparked in her eyes. “Why-why haven’t you killed me yet?”

      He snarled. “I told you why. I wish to keep you as my prisoner and make you suffer.”

      “I-I remember what you said, but it’s very unusual. From what I’ve learned of your people, most acts of retribution occur in the courtroom directly after a judge’s ruling.”

      “Who are you to question my motives?” He tightened his grip and shook her again. Her hands came up on his arm.

      “Pl-please, you-you’re hurting me,” she said in a trembling whisper.

      “Isn’t that the point?” He drew her closer, their noses nearly touching, and emitted a deep growl.

      “How long will you keep me here? And why are we on a warship? Merokk told me you live here in DC, only a few blocks away from him.”

      “My duties on Earth have come to an end. I am returning to planet Kall.”

      A look of horror washed over her. “You’re bringing me to your homeworld?”

      “The journey takes approximately forty days. I doubt you will live that long, pathetic human.” He released her with a jerk, rose to his feet, and backed away a few steps.

      “Not that it will make a difference to you,” she said, her lips quivering, “but I didn’t know what Michael was going to do. He had a grudge against the Kall—his son died during the war—but I never imagined he might harm one of your females.”

      Zamek withdrew his sword and swung it toward her neck in a rapid movement, only stopping just before the blade sliced her flesh. She paled further and pressed herself against the wall, but there wasn’t anywhere she might go. She was trapped and she knew it. One flick of his wrist and he could sever her head from her body.

      “If your husband held a grudge against my people, you ought to have reported him for suspicious rebel activity.” Zamek increased the pressure of the blade on her throat, though not hard enough to draw blood. Yet.

      “Forgive me, General Zamek, but you would be hard pressed to find a human who doesn’t hold a grudge against the Kall,” Layla said in a calm voice, her eyes meeting his. “Millions of us died during the war. Most of us lost loved ones and friends. Many of us lost our homes.” A look of acceptance had taken over her features, as if she expected he would lose control and kill her now, much earlier than he’d planned, and she was at peace with this knowledge.

      “Your people attacked us first,” he countered, though the argument suddenly felt weak. Yes, humans had caused the destruction of Enta and Yomma, two mountain towns in Sumlin District, but even though an official Kall investigation had determined it was a deliberate act, Zamek doubted it actually was. After all, the majority of the human miners had perished in the attack along with most of the residents of the towns.

      “I don’t wish to argue with you, General Zamek,” Layla said. “We’ve lost good people on both sides. It’s tragic and I truly hope peace between our worlds can be achieved. I hope the human rebels realize their cause is futile and abandon their fight, but I also hope the Kall occupation on Earth doesn’t remain so oppressive. If it does, and if the Kall continue their cruelty in the human refugee camps, you can expect the rebel cause to gain more supporters.”

      Zamek removed the sword from her neck and put it away, sheathing it at his side. He gave her a sharp look. “You must have a lot of influence with Ambassador Merokk. He’s been trying to improve conditions in refugee camps. He’s also interceded in several court cases involving humans, requesting leniency for crimes that usually result in a life sentence.”

      “I count the ambassador as a friend, but I wouldn’t say I have any sway over him. It’s his human wife, Fiona Lockhart, who has changed him. She suffered greatly during the war and in the aftermath of it while she and her mother lived in one of the Kall-run refugee camps. He simply sees what was done to her—someone he’s come to care about—and he wishes to improve conditions for all humans as a way of honoring her and making amends for her suffering.”

      Zamek took a moment to ponder her words. While his warrior instincts told him to crush the humans and never show leniency, he could not deny that she had a good point—if his people continued to treat the humans badly, the rebel cause would likely gain traction. Of course, the Kall could hunt down the rebels and kill them, but at what cost? More deaths like Shessema’s?

      “How long were you married to Michael Dennis?” he found himself asking. Perhaps they hadn’t been together for long. Perhaps she hadn’t known him very well at all.

      “Just two years.” A shadow fell over her face.

      Why was he so curious about her? He ought to turn around and leave her here alone, in the coldness of the brig, and only return when he’d come to his senses and was ready to visit violence upon her. But his next question escaped his mouth before he’d given it much thought.

      “Was your union a happy one?” He shouldn’t have asked this question of her, but the compelling desire to know more about this little human was disrupting his ability to think clearly.

      The look of sadness she wore deepened. “When we were first married, yes.” Her gaze dropped to her lap. “But then the war started, and Michael’s son died in battle, and he began to change.”

      “Change how?” What was he doing? Why wasn’t he leaving her cell right now?

      “Well, he became very angry all the time, and he started drinking way too much alcohol and taking pills of some sort—I’m not sure what they were, but I doubt he obtained them legally—and he blamed me for the war and his son’s death.”

      “How could he blame you for that?” Zamek asked in an incredulous tone. Her late husband sounded like a weak and foolish human male.

      “Since I’m an expert in Kall culture, he thought I should’ve known a war was coming. But how was I to know a group of illegal human miners would cause the destruction of two Kall towns and set off a chain of events that resulted in the Kall conquering Earth? I tried to reason with him, but he would never listen.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter anymore. He’s dead. He’s dead by his own doing and now I must pay for his sins.” Her soulful eyes lifted to his, and for a long moment, Zamek couldn’t breathe.

      Unsettled by the compassion she was stirring within him, he turned and departed the cell, making sure to lock the door once he reached the corridor. He stared at her through the clear front of the cell. Small holes were spaced along the front wall, which would allow them to speak to one another.

      “You’re right,” he said, hardening his tone. “It doesn’t matter. My wife is still gone, and someone must answer for her death. I will return soon, pathetic human, and when I do, you can expect your suffering to begin.”
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      For the hundredth time, Zamek found himself studying the files he’d acquired about Layla Remington. He sat at his desk, holding an info tablet, while the stars streamed by in his peripheral vision. He looked up briefly to gaze at the stars through the large viewscreen that took up an entire wall in his quarters, but soon returned his attention to the tablet.

      At his request, this detailed report had been provided by Kall security forces on Earth.

      He swiped through the numerous pictures of Layla, images that showed her by herself, sometimes speaking with reporters, and at other times standing with President Carson. A few pictures of her with Michael were included, though he swiped through those quickly, not wishing to look upon the dishonorable human man’s face.

      According to the report, she’d graduated with honors from Harvard at the age of twenty, acquiring degrees in Interspecies Relations and Alien Languages with a special concentration in Kall. From what he knew of humans, this was a bit young to have graduated from a university, particularly with two degrees. Apparently, she was quite intelligent for a human.

      Immediately upon graduation, she’d traveled to the Kall homeworld, where she’d stayed for two years, exploring the planet and immersing herself in the culture of his people. It was no wonder she could speak the Sumlin dialect of Kall so well—she’d stayed in the main town of Sumlin for three full moon cycles.

      He skipped to the family history section of the report. Her parents passed away when she was only two years old, from an overdose of herininn, which was a highly addictive and dangerous substance that was illegal on most planets, including Kall. After that, she’d gone to live with her aunt. According to the report, her aunt perished during the war and Layla had no other living family members.

      Unexpectedly, his chest tightened at the thought of Layla all alone without a male to protect her. In his culture, the females were always protected. Exigency plans were put into place which named guardians for females who might find themselves widowed or orphaned, no matter how old the female.

      Humans were so different in that females were expected to forge their own lives, often with little help from their families. Marriages weren’t arranged on Earth either. Instead, humans were free to marry whomever they wished, a concept that struck Zamek as incredibly strange.

      Both his marriages had been arranged. Second marriages between the Kall weren’t always arranged, but not long after his first wife had died, Zamek’s father had wished to match him with Shessema, the daughter of a former council member, and Zamek had agreed to the marriage despite having never met her before.

      He looked over at the viewscreen again, his heart clenching as he recalled how excited Shessema had been during her first interstellar trip. She’d enjoyed standing at this very viewscreen and watching the stars streak by. She’d always awoken before him in the mornings and he’d often found her standing here during the early hours of the day, a steaming mug of couffta in her hands.

      He would never see her standing here again. He would never see her smile or hold her in his arms. He would never watch her place her hand gently upon her stomach as she wondered aloud if this would be the moon cycle when they would finally conceive their first child together.

      Fluxx. He shoved the tablet aside and rose to his feet. He began to pace his quarters, as if trying to outrun his grief.

      Females on his planet usually outlived their husbands by a year or two. It was unusual for a Kall male to find himself widowed, yet he’d already lost two wives. One to a rare illness, and another to a brutal act of violence. Each marriage had lasted less than a year.

      Though he wasn’t in the right mindset to even contemplate a third marriage, he knew finding another wife would prove difficult. His people might be technologically advanced, but they still clung to old traditions and superstitions. A twice-widowed male would be viewed as cursed by the ancient gods. No Kall male in his right mind would allow his daughter to marry Zamek, even if he was a highly decorated warrior who’d risen to the rank of general.

      Alone. He would spend the rest of his days alone. No wife. No children.

      He ran a hand through his hair and paced faster.

      He’d never held faith with old superstitions, but perhaps he really was cursed.

      And now he had a human prisoner he was supposed to be torturing, but for a reason he couldn’t yet understand, he hadn’t actually hurt her yet. After three moon cycles of planning and imagining the moment of Layla’s death in the courtroom, he’d been unable to carry it out.

      It was those damn soulful eyes of hers—so dark and full of pain—that had stopped him. She’d looked so innocent kneeling on the tarp in the courtroom, so innocent and frightened.

      He’d spent the three moon cycles before the court date sharpening his weapons, preparing himself for the act of retribution.

      Though he’d announced to the whole courtroom that he was keeping her in order to prolong her suffering, the words had tasted bitter, and he’d experienced a brief surge of sickness as he’d spoken them.

      Why? Why couldn’t he march straight to the brig and exact his revenge?

      He strode to the wall where he kept his weapons when he wasn’t wearing them. Knives, swords, axes, and hatchets gleamed underneath the overhead lights. Moving from weapon to weapon, he traced the blades.

      Why couldn’t he will himself into a frenzy of excitement over the prospect of spilling Layla’s blood?

      He backed away from the wall and returned to his bedroom, where he found a thick leather strap stowed away in a drawer beneath some clothing. He picked up the implement and turned it over in his hands, a plan forming in his mind.

      His wrist comm buzzed, distracting him from his thoughts of revenge. He returned the strap to the drawer. Later. Perhaps later he would use it on his little human prisoner. Maybe once he saw her in pain, he would find he actually enjoyed her suffering and then he could bring himself to finish her off, as was his right, as was his duty. Her life belonged to him.

      “Yes?” he spoke into the comm.

      “General Zamek,” came Commander Vavvis’s voice, “we’ve discovered a field of wreckage approximately twenty lignas away. We estimate it contains the remnants of fifteen Verrsuan trading vessels.”

      “Any idea what happened?” Zamek asked, already on his way to the bridge. His people had a close relationship with the Verrsuans and were obligated to investigate such a tragedy, as well as help any survivors.

      “Our scans show a Bexxanian warbird recently passed through the area and fired weapons.”

      Zamek cursed under his breath. “Set course for the wreckage field and immediately start scanning for any sign of survivors. I am on my way.”

      He reached the bridge and found his crew working fast to gather more information about the situation. A screen showed three blinking dots amidst the floating wreckage, evidence of three surviving Verrsuans.

      No Bexxanian warbirds could be found within the Tammusha’s scanning range, but Zamek ordered his crew to continually scan for the aliens. Any enemy of the Verrsuans was an enemy of the Kall, and any Bexxanian ship they came across would be destroyed on sight, no questions asked.

      It was well known the Bexxanians had attacked several Verrsuan trading vessels recently. If the Bexxanians didn’t cease the attacks, war would likely break out.

      At the prospect of war, a rush of anticipation and power spread through Zamek. He’d been born to fight. As soon as he was old enough to walk, he’d begun sparring with his cousins and training to become a warrior. He’d become a Kall warrior at a young age, before he was even considered an adult among his people, and he had fought—and won—more battles than most warriors.

      He’d always been driven by the fierce need to protect the Kall homeworld and his people’s trusted allies. Hand-to-hand combat was his preferred method of fighting. On the battlefield, he’d killed thousands of alien enemies, including humans. But in deep space, far from any habitable planet, any battle waged would be mostly fought with his warship’s advanced weaponry.

      He frowned at the thought, but his spirits rose at the prospect of boarding a Bexxanian warbird. His muscles tensed at the promise of an impending battle.

      Once they reached the debris field, the three surviving Verrsuans were rescued and brought to the Tammusha’s medical bay. Zamek hurried to the medical bay to greet them and to his relief found they hadn’t sustained life-threatening injuries.

      “What can you tell us about the attack?” he asked the highest ranking among them, a Verrsuan male named Amorrga.

      “We were on our way to Xernnal,” the male replied, referring to a well-known tourist planet, “when a Bexxanian warbird chased us down and began firing on our trading vessels. We surrendered—our ships, even fifteen of them, are no match for a Bexxanian warbird—and they boarded our vessels and stole our cargo.”

      “And even though you surrendered, they still destroyed all your ships after they took your cargo?”

      “Yes,” Amorrga said with a sorrowful look. He glanced around the medical bay. “I can’t believe they killed all but three of us. I’d heard the Bexxanians were deadly, but I never imagined they might level such a brutal attack against us.” He shook his bloodied head, and the doctor treating him paused for a moment until the Verrsuan once again grew still. “I thought if we surrendered…” His voice trailed off.

      “The Bexxanians are without honor,” Zamek said. “I promise your crew will be avenged. We will find this warbird and destroy it. If you’ll excuse me, I must contact the High Council on my homeworld. They must be made aware of the escalating situation with the Bexxanians.”

      Amorrga caught Zamek’s arm. “Will there be a war?”

      “I suspect so. The Bexxanians must be driven from this sector.”

      “If there’s a war,” Amorrga said, “then I wish to fight.”

      Zamek looked at the tiny Verrsuan male with surprise. He was no larger than an average-size human male. “Have you had warrior training of any kind?” The Verrsuan army was small, but they were experts in trade and possessed fast, large ships that had easily helped them dominate the interstellar trade markets. But unfortunately, Bexxanian warbirds were among the few alien ships that could outrun them.

      “No, I have not had warrior training,” Amorrga admitted, “but I still managed to kill two Bexxanians who boarded us.” Bloodlust gleamed in his purple eyes. “I want to kill more of them. I need to kill more of them.”

      Zamek didn’t have to ask to know Amorrga hadn’t just lost crew members to the Bexxanians, but he’d likely lost dear friends and possibly some family members as well. He recognized the level of bloodlust in the Verrsuan’s eyes. It was the same expression Zamek himself often saw when he looked in the mirror.

      He placed a hand upon the Verrsuan male’s shoulder. “I will take you on as an honorary member of my crew until we reach planet Kall. If we come across any Bexxanians—and I assure you, we will be searching—you may join us in the fight. I’ll spar with you myself to help you prepare, and if we are able to board one of the Bexxanian warbirds, you will be free to kill as many Bexxanians as you can.”

      Amorrga nodded his thanks and settled back down on the table where he was being treated by the Tammusha’s most skilled doctor.

      Zamek departed the medical bay, a sense of purpose in his step. He might not know what to do with the human female he’d acquired, but he knew exactly what to do about the Bexxanians. Kill as many as he could.

      As for Layla, he would visit her soon.

      And he would bring the leather strap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Why hadn’t he returned?

      Why hadn’t he followed through with his promise to make her suffer?

      Judging by the number of meals she’d been served since her arrival, over fifteen days had passed since General Zamek had brought her to this cell. That was the other thing—he wasn’t starving her. Not in the least. Though she had no way of keeping time, she was pretty sure she was being served three meals a day. The quality of the food was good, too. She wasn’t being given scraps or rotten food.

      She paced the cell back and forth rapidly, not because she was trying to work off nervous energy, but because she wished to stay fit and keep up her strength. Also, the constant movement kept her warm. At least the cells in a Kall brig weren’t small and she had plenty of walking room.

      In addition to being spacious, the cell also contained a toilet, a shower, a sink, and a clothing refresher. She’d heard the Kall usually kept most prisoners in chains with little access to bathing facilities, so the conditions of her captivity surprised her. She made a point to shower once a day and toss her clothing into the refresher at the same time, if only because it gave her a slight sense of normalcy.

      Once she finished walking, she started on a round of jumping jacks. In addition to staying fit, her daily exercise routine served as a welcome distraction. There wasn’t anything else to do inside this cell, other than sleep or stare at the walls or the ceiling.

      She hadn’t spoken to anyone aboard this ship since the day General Zamek left her here. Her meals were delivered through a slot in the back wall. Someone pushed them through. She had no idea who. When she tried to speak to the person, they never replied. Sometimes she caught a glimpse of large red hands, but that was it.

      Despite her efforts to remain sane, if she were being honest, the solitude was starting to get to her. A couple of times she’d caught herself speaking aloud, reenacting a conversation she’d had with someone long ago as her thoughts wandered into the past. And the loneliness made her want to cry sometimes.

      She finished her jumping jacks and moved on to a set of push-ups. Yesterday she’d managed forty-five without stopping. Maybe today she would reach fifty. Yes, she was definitely starting to lose her mind. The old Layla had never cared this much about fitness.

      A clanging noise at the end of the corridor had her scrambling to her feet. She backed up into the corner near the bed, the instinct to hide taking over. Even though she was lonely, that didn’t mean she wanted the general’s company. Not if he intended to hurt her. A shiver rushed through her as heavy footsteps approached.

      General Zamak appeared outside her cell. When his steely gaze collided with hers, she found herself unable to look away. His jaw was clenched tight, and his eyes blazed with a determination that made her shudder.

      Whatever his reason for visiting her today, she had a feeling it wouldn’t go well for her.

      Had he finally decided to torture her?

      She glanced at his waist, searching for a sword or battle-ax, but didn’t see a weapon at all. She didn’t see any knives protruding from his boots either. His hands were clasped behind his back, but when he stepped closer and his arms fell to his sides, her stomach rolled. Oh God.

      He was holding a thick leather strap.

      She gasped and tried to back farther into the wall, but there was nowhere to go. Her stomach flipped over and over as she peered at the strap.

      I intend to make her suffer.

      The words he’d spoken in the courtroom came back to her now.

      The general was a fierce Kall warrior, over seven feet tall and built of solid muscle. She wouldn’t stand a chance against him. How hard would he beat her and for how long?

      He called out a verbal command and the door opened. He strode inside and the door immediately closed behind him, locking them in together. The room no longer felt quite as large as it had moments ago. General Zamek’s presence dominated the space, making her feel a bit claustrophobic, and she found herself struggling to take in air. He stood tall before her with an aura of cruel intent surrounding him, looking like the physical manifestation of wrath itself.

      “Come here, human.” His deep voice reverberated through her.

      She ought to obey him, but her legs wouldn’t budge. She stared at him as a full body tremble descended upon her.

      “Please,” she whispered. “I-I need a moment.”

      He lifted an eyebrow at her. “A moment? I’ve left you alone for eight days and now you suddenly need a moment?”

      Only eight days? Apparently, she’d counted wrong.

      She opened her mouth to respond but couldn’t form a single word, as her mouth had gone too dry. She pressed her lips together and pushed herself out of the corner, walking around the bed on shaky legs.

      She glanced up and once again peered into General Zamek’s dark eyes. He looked more forbidding than he had in the courtroom. There was something about his manner today that made her blood run cold.

      Standing before him, she lowered her head and awaited his next command. Her shaking increased when he started to circle her, and she felt the heat of his gaze burning into her.

      She swallowed hard and prayed this ended quickly, though she had a bad feeling he meant to drag her torment out.

      His next words shocked her to her very core.

      “Remove your clothing. All of it.” He came to stand before her and gave her a dark but expectant look. “When I make you bleed, I want to see it.”

      “Please. Please don’t...” Her voice trailed off, and she brought her arms up and hugged herself as a sense of helplessness fell over her.

      “Remove your clothing,” he snapped. His eyes flashed with barely contained fury and his grip tightened on the strap.

      “Th-this wo-won’t bring her ba-back,” she stammered. “Please have mercy.”

      He closed the space between them and poked her stomach hard. She glanced down to see what he was doing. “One.” He poked her again. “Two.” Another poke. He continued, poking a different spot on her stomach as he counted, until he reached, “Ten.”

      Realization dawned. Ten. Michael had stabbed Shessema in the stomach ten times. She felt sick.

      “Please know how sorry I am. But you must understand—I wasn’t the one who hurt her,” Layla whispered, “and I don’t condone what Michael did. Will beating me really make you feel better?”

      His eyes flashed and his nostrils flared. His gaze dropped to her shirt. A second later, he grabbed the neckline and ripped the fabric from her body, shredding the garment.

      “No!” she cried, jumping back. She scrambled around the bed, back to her corner, where for some absurd reason she felt safest, and tried to cover her nudity. She was wearing a bra, but still, she didn’t want to take any of her clothes off around him.

      When her eyes landed on the remnants of her shirt on the floor, she almost burst into tears. She didn’t have a replacement and she doubted he would provide one. Maybe she ought to just remove the rest of her clothing, lest he rip her pants and undergarments off her body too. Given his strength, she knew he wouldn’t find it a challenge.

      He rounded the bed, trapping her in the corner. “You will regret your disobedience, human, I assure you.”

      “My name is Layla,” she said. “I’m a fucking person, and I didn’t have any part in what happened to your wife. This is wrong. Can’t you see how wrong this is?”

      To her astonishment, his expression wavered. For a second or two, something akin to remorse shone in his dark eyes. But anger and determination soon fell back into place, and all traces of possible regret vanished. His face hardened.

      “Remove your clothes,” he said, “or I will tear them from your body.”

      A sense of betrayal filled her, though it was completely ludicrous. Somehow, she’d thought she might get through to him. She’d also been lulled into a false sense of security since he’d left her alone for so long. Being kept in the nicest cell in the brig had also given her hope that maybe, just maybe, General Zamek wasn’t as cruel as she’d originally thought.

      “Very well,” she whispered as her hands moved to the front of her pants. She removed her pants and placed them on the bed. She trembled as she reached around to unhook her bra, then allowed the undergarment to slide off her arms to join her pants on the bed. Keeping her gaze low—she couldn’t bear to look at the general right now—she stepped out of her panties and tossed them aside.

      Completely naked, she stood cowering in the corner. She felt vulnerable, stripped of her defenses. He held all the power, and she couldn’t stop him. She would have to endure.

      She felt the wet warmth of her tears coating her face. She couldn’t help it, though she wished she could face General Zamek with bravery and take this beating without screaming out in pain. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction, but she suspected more tears would soon follow and she wouldn’t manage to remain quiet. He would witness her sorrow and hear it. And that’s exactly why he was doing this—because he was a monster who wished to see her suffering.

      He stepped closer, so near she could feel the heat of his body. She sucked in a shaky breath, once again praying this ended quickly.

      Without warning, he grabbed her arm and pulled her from the corner, dragging her into the center of the cell. He pushed down on her shoulder.

      “On your knees, human.”

      She dropped to her knees as another tear escaped her eyes. She expected the beating to begin immediately, but he stepped back and she felt his dark gaze upon her. Her hair obscured her face as she lowered her head.

      The only violence she’d ever endured was the one slap Michael had given her, and on the day she left him, when he’d grabbed her roughly and shaken her. She didn’t precisely know what to expect, but she knew it would hurt.

      General Zamek started to circle her, his bootsteps echoing in the cell. Her heart pounded so loudly she was certain he could hear it. The room was cold, and she shivered as goosebumps rose on her arms.

      She cast a mournful look at her destroyed shirt. Keeping warm in the cell would prove difficult without the long-sleeve shirt. She’d been ripped away from her life on Earth and the only possessions she’d had were the clothes on her back. The general knew that. Ruining her shirt was especially cruel.

      She tensed when he paused behind her and trailed the leather strap over her bare back. Her stomach bottomed out. Any moment now, he might start whipping her.

      When I make you bleed, I want to see it.

      This specific threat made her cold all over.

      “Are you frightened?” he asked, and the sudden question surprised her.

      “Yes, General,” she said, barely a whisper.

      “Good. I imagine Shessema was terrified when your husband attacked her.”

      He continued trailing the leather across her back and she shuddered. He bent down and reached for her hair, drawing it over her shoulder, better exposing her back for the lash. His fingers brushed over her flesh, eliciting more goosebumps. She was terrified of him but also strangely drawn to him in a way she didn’t quite understand. He was pure power, a magnetic force from which she couldn’t seem to extract herself.

      She closed her eyes and tried to distance herself from him, tried to allow her mind to drift away from the present. But his enticing masculine scent and the warmth radiating off his huge, muscular body kept her grounded in the moment.

      He rose to his feet and brought the strap down across her back.

      The pain. Oh, God, the pain.

      She fell forward on her hands, gasping at the agonizing sting. A sob erupted from her throat. He knelt before her and grasped her chin, forcing her gaze to his.

      “Did that hurt?” he asked, his question surprising her again. He searched her eyes.

      “Y-yes,” she replied in a shaky voice. Of course it hurt. The sting hadn’t yet faded and she half wondered if he’d broken the skin.

      “Good. Your husband hurt Shessema very badly.”

      “What would your wife think if she could see you now?” Layla asked, even though a voice in the back of her head whispered that she ought to remain silent. Risking his fury at this moment wasn’t smart. “What would your wife think of you beating an innocent woman?”

      He snarled and grasped her hair, giving her head a sharp jerk. “Don’t presume to know what my wife would think. She’s not here. She’s gone and she’s never coming back.” A sorrowful look entered his eyes.

      “Did you love her?” What the fuck was she doing? Why had this question slipped out?

      A storm gathered in the general’s black eyes. He tightened his grip on her hair and gave her another shake. “What business is it of yours, human, whether or not I loved Shessema? She was my wife. We should have spent the rest of our lives together. We should have had children and grown old together. Your husband took away her life and mine as well.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Layla said. “I’m shocked and saddened by what Michael did to your wife. I wish I could go back in time and stop him. But hurting me won’t bring her back.”

      He released her hair and grasped her chin, causing her jaw to ache. “You were probably in league with your husband. You probably had full knowledge of his involvement with the human rebels. I know hurting you won’t bring Shessema back, but it’s what you deserve.”

      Anger sparked inside her. “You want the truth?” she asked in a desperate but biting tone. “Yes, yes I suspected Michael might be involved with the rebels, but I didn’t know for certain. When I questioned him about it, he slapped me and called me a bitch and told me to mind my own business.

      “On the day he killed your wife, I left him because he’d gotten violent again. I was afraid of him, especially because he kept blaming me for the war and his son’s death. He killed Shessema because the Kall killed his son during the war. And now you intend to kill me—eventually—because he killed your wife. Where does it end? Where does the killing and the fucking misguided vengeance end?”

      She expected him to shake her again or resume whipping her, but he stared at her instead, his gaze entirely unreadable. She wished she knew what he was thinking. She wished she knew the right words that would still his hand and make him understand the wrongness of his actions.

      But was there any way to reason with a stubborn Kall warrior who was grieving the loss of a wife he’d loved? She was starting to think not.

      His next words sent fear churning through her.

      “If you had even the slightest suspicion that your husband was involved with the rebels, you should have turned him in. That makes you guilty enough. It makes you responsible enough for my wife’s death that you deserve all the pain that’s coming to you. And you deserve to one day die at my hand.” He gave her a cruel smile that made her blood run cold. “But you’re not going to die anytime soon.”

      He stood and moved behind her, where he resumed trailing the leather strap along her back in a threatening manner. Then he brought it down across her back again. Hard enough to steal her breath. This time he didn’t pause to speak with her, he just kept going and going, bringing the strap down over and over.

      The pain, the pain, the pain.
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      Something was wrong.

      Zamek stopped wielding the strap and took a step back. He’d struck the little human fifteen times, though not hard enough to break her delicate skin, despite his promise to make her bleed. But her back was covered in red stripes, and she cowered before him, on her hands and knees, as she sobbed.

      Her cries unsettled him. Deeply.

      But fluxx if he knew why.

      Disgust rolled through him. Not disgust with her, but with himself.

      He swallowed hard and looked at the strap, then back at the small human female. Hurting her didn’t make him feel better, as he’d hoped, nor did her suffering make him hunger for her blood.

      When he finally allowed himself to consider how Shessema might view him now, shame washed through him.

      Fluxx fluxx fluxx.

      If he couldn’t use Layla to exact his vengeance, what exactly was he supposed to do with her? He couldn’t set her free. According to the Kall Custom of Retribution, her life belonged to him.

      He stuck the leather strap into his waistband and started pacing behind Layla, trying to gather his thoughts. She remained on the floor, crying on her hands and knees.

      He ceased pacing and knelt next to her.

      As he observed her sorrow and took in the sight of her punished back, he experienced a strange tugging sensation in his chest. Remorse? Compassion?

      Conflict roiled within him.

      She sniffled and wiped at her face. Lifting her head a notch, she met his gaze, her eyes gleaming with both fright and pain. “Is-is it over?”

      He nodded, unsure of what to say. For the briefest moment, an apology rested on the tip of his tongue, but pride kept him silent. She’s human, he told himself. She’s human and you owe her nothing.

      He moved closer and ran a hand gently over her back. When she gasped and stiffened, he murmured, “It’s all right. I’m simply checking to make sure no skin is broken.”

      Only two of the red stripes had formed large welts. He found himself breathing a sigh of relief. Once he finished inspecting the marks, he lifted her up and guided her to the bed.

      “Please no.” She attempted to pull away from him. “No no no no.” She stared at the bed with alarm, and it took him a moment to realize what it was that scared her.

      “I am not going to force myself on you, Layla,” he said. “I’m simply helping you into bed.”

      She turned in his arms, facing him. “Do you swear it?” She didn’t look up as she spoke, and her quivering intensified.

      “I swear it.”

      He helped her onto the bed and frowned to discover she didn’t have any covers. Goosebumps prickled her skin and her shaking was getting worse. He glanced at her torn shirt and then her pants. She could only get half-dressed right now, and he very much wished to cover her immediately. He stepped back and removed his uniform shirt.

      She stiffened and peered at him with caution in her eyes, but he only draped the black shirt over her body. Small as she was, his shirt almost covered her entirely. At the very least, it shielded her nudity, and it covered the shame of what Zamek had just done.

      “Layla,” he said, and her name felt strangely intimate on his tongue, for it was the first time he’d spoken it without anger.

      Her eyes drifted to his again. “Yes, General?”

      “Rest for a bit. I will return soon.” He exited her cell and made haste for the medical bay, his mind whirling with confusion and guilt.
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      Trembles besieged her body. Layla couldn’t seem to stop shaking or crying. She wasn’t sobbing anymore, but the tears now trickled silently down her face. Her back stung and if she had more strength, she would go to the bathroom and check the damage in the mirror.

      She inhaled a deep breath. Then another one. And another, until the terror of what had just happened to her began to fade. It was a gradual process, but eventually her tears dried up and her shaking lessened somewhat.

      General Zamek’s masculine scent surrounded her. She shouldn’t like the way he smelled, but damn it to hell she did.

      She ought to toss his shirt to the floor and put her pants and undergarments back on, but his shirt was warm and she felt oddly protected while covered with it. If that wasn’t fucked up, she didn’t know what was.

      So she remained on the bed, with his thick black uniform shirt sheltering her from the cold and concealing her nudity.

      Confusion swept through her when she replayed what had happened. Why had the general stopped strapping her so soon? She’d expected to be beaten to within an inch of her life. It had hurt—badly—enough to bring her to tears, but she’d expected much worse.

      And she certainly hadn’t expected him to help her into bed and cover her with his own shirt.

      Did he feel guilty? Had any of her pleas gotten through to him? Talking about Shessema and how she might view his actions had been a grave risk, but maybe it had worked.

      But she was still in this cell. She was still his prisoner, and they were bound for planet Kall. The chances of her seeing Earth again were slim.

      I’m so alone.

      This thought kept repeating in her mind. Everyone she’d ever cared about was either dead or so far out of reach they might as well be gone too. It was a frightening realization—knowing she would never see anyone from her old life again. Not even Betsy. Even though they were headed for Sumlin District where Betsy lived with Commander Edek, she doubted she would have the freedom to visit her friend. Not that she would survive long enough to reach planet Kall…

      She shifted on the bed and winced at the pain. When she closed her eyes, she could hear the swish of the strap cutting through the air, then the crack of the leather hitting her back.

      It’s over. For now.

      Footsteps in the corridor made her tense.

      She looked up just as General Zamek returned to her cell.

      He was still shirtless, and numerous scars crossed his red, muscular chest, evidence of the many battles he’d fought and won. She quickly averted her gaze.

      A second later, she noticed the items in his hands and her eyes widened. He was holding a thick blanket, a pillow, and what appeared to be a dermal regenerator.

      Were these items really for her use?

      Hope flared inside her. If he intended to make her more comfortable, even going so far as to heal her welts, he must feel remorse over his actions. She dared a look into his dark gaze. She glimpsed no traces of anger, and the hope brimming in her chest swelled further.

      He placed the pillow next to her head and she gratefully accepted it.

      “Th-thank you, General.”

      Not removing his shirt from her body, he unfurled the blanket and placed it over her, even going so far as to tuck it around her. So stunned was she by his actions, that for several long moments she forgot to breathe. She desperately wished to ask about his intentions, but she was too nervous to speak.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and his nearness caused her tummy to flutter. She was still afraid of him, very much so, but she didn’t think he would hurt her right now. She swallowed hard and dared another look into his otherworldly eyes.

      Regret. His gaze shone with unmistakable regret.

      She almost gasped in surprise. Hope continued to burgeon within her. Apparently, the general had a conscience. He hadn’t apologized to her, and she doubted he would—Kall males were extremely stubborn and proud—but the warm blanket and the soft pillow felt like an apology of sorts. When he lifted the dermal regenerator for her inspection, that felt like an apology too.

      “With your permission, Layla, I would like to run this over your back. It will heal the marks and take away your pain almost instantly.”

      She inhaled a shuddering breath. “Wh-why?” she asked. “Why would you help me?”

      He opened his mouth to reply but then quickly pressed his lips together. A look of uncertainty fell over him, his eyes clouding with confusion as he briefly glanced around her cell. Finally, his gaze drifted back to her.

      “Just…” His voice trailed off and he sighed. “Please let me help you, Layla.”

      His tone was gentler than she’d ever heard before, and the way he said her name made flutters rise in her stomach all over again. More fuckedupness. She quickly reminded herself that she couldn’t forget what he’d done.

      He’d forced her to strip and had taken a strap to her. He’d hurt her and frightened her.

      She needed to be smart. Trusting him and getting her hopes up that he would never treat her with cruelty again would be foolish. She also needed to keep her guard up.

      He held the dermal regenerator higher, and she eventually rolled onto her stomach and loosened the blanket around her shoulders.

      With gentle movements, he drew the blanket and his shirt down to her waist. Her breath hitched when he trailed his fingers softly over her back. A shiver rushed through her and when he reached for her hair, smoothing it completely to the side, her scalp prickled with sensation. Her heart raced. She didn’t understand her visceral reaction to his nearness. After what he’d done to her, his touch—his mere presence—ought to disgust her.

      Why were her insides still fluttering? Why were endorphins still rushing her head, making her feel dizzy? And breathing… her breaths became quick but shallow and she couldn’t seem to get enough oxygen all of a sudden.

      “Please hold still, human.” This time, ‘human’ came out sounding almost like an endearment. Tears burned in her eyes and she blinked rapidly, not wishing to break down into sobs while he was healing her. The last thing she wanted was for him to ask why she was crying—and the truth was that she wasn’t entirely certain. Only that his sudden kindness made her feel like weeping for a year.

      Her emotions were all jumbled up and confused.

      The next words he spoke stunned her further.

      “I thought your pain would please me. I thought your tears and your screams and even your blood would satisfy the rage and the emptiness inside me. But, fluxx, it did not.” Though he’d already swept her hair out of the way, he continued to stroke a hand through it, his manner intimate, his touch perversely comforting.

      A question rested on the tip of her tongue, but she was too nervous to ask it, for she feared the answer. She wished to ask if he would ever beat her again. Would he keep her locked up forever? Her throat burned at the thought of being locked away, all alone.

      Removing his hand from her hair, he shifted closer, and she soon felt the tingling warmth of the dermal regenerator on her punished flesh. The sting ceased after about a minute of him running the healing device over her back. Once he finished, he pocketed the device and pulled the covers and his shirt over her. Then he resumed stroking her hair.

      He’d healed her and given her warmth and comfort.

      But he’d also been the one to imprison her and hurt her in the first place.

      Should she thank him?

      His caresses to her hair started to relax her, and her eyes soon grew heavy, but she fought sleep, not daring to drift off in his presence. Despite his promise not to force himself upon her, she was very aware of her nudity beneath the blanket, and he was still shirtless, his broad, chiseled chest on display. She needed to stop looking at him. The last thing she wanted was to give him any ideas that she was interested. She most certainly wasn’t.

      “Thank you for healing my back, General,” she said after a few minutes passed. How long would he stay here? She had so many fucking questions about his intentions but not enough bravery to ask.

      “I can’t free you,” he said, his deep voice drifting over her.

      “I-I know. I’m aware of the finer details surrounding the Custom of Retribution,” she replied. “Will-will you keep me locked up?” Her tongue thickened in her mouth and swallowing became difficult.

      “You must remain in your cell until we reach planet Kall. There aren’t any vacant quarters available on the Tammusha, and even if there were… you must understand how important appearances are. A human found guilty in a Kall court cannot be treated as an equal in our society.”

      “What happens once we reach your homeworld?” She turned onto her side and peered up at him.

      A shadow darkened his face, and he withdrew his hand from her hair. “Get some rest, Layla.” Then he rose to his feet and departed her cell without another word, leaving her with her thoughts in turmoil.

      She didn’t quite understand what had just transpired between them. Would he visit her again? What if he changed his mind about beating her? What if he wished to try again in hopes that it would satiate his… rage and emptiness?

      Emptiness. This was an unusual word choice. But it was an honest word choice, a word that very much mirrored loneliness. He missed his wife. Despite what he’d just done to her, her heart broke for him.

      But fuck if she didn’t feel guilty for not missing Michael. When she thought of him, anger and betrayal were the predominant emotions. He had to have known that his actions would change her life forever. He had to have known she would be taken into Kall custody after he killed himself.

      She’d mentioned the Custom of Retribution to him before on more than one occasion, as she brought up a particular instance she’d read about in the news.

      But all this aside, he’d taken an innocent life in an extremely violent manner.

      His grief and his pain weren’t an excuse. Nothing could excuse what he’d done to a defenseless Kall female. Her skin crawled just knowing that she’d been married to him and had slept beside him every night for two years, never knowing that one day he would become a remorseless, cold-blooded killer.

      She pulled General Zamek’s shirt up to her nose and inhaled deeply. Not for the first time, his scent soothed her, made her feel protected. Keeping his shirt close, she nestled back under the warmth of the thick, soft blanket. She closed her eyes and drifted to sleep.

      General Zamek haunted her dreams. She dreamt of the courtroom and saw her blood spilled on the white tarp, as the general stood above her holding a sword. She dreamt of the strapping. But she dreamt of his strange gentleness too, of the way he’d given her his shirt and healed her back and stroked her hair.

      Whenever she awoke in the night, she would smell his shirt and wonder if maybe it was causing her dreams, and think maybe she ought to throw it to the floor.

      But for a reason she couldn’t fathom, she didn’t wish to part with it, even though the blanket would be plenty warm on its own.

      All night, he was her tormentor and then her savoir, over and over again, until she finally rose for the day, her mind not any clearer than when she’d drifted to sleep.

      She glanced at his shirt. She didn’t have one anymore—the remnants of hers remained on the floor. So, she picked up the general’s shirt and put it on, telling herself she didn’t have a choice.
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      Zamek stared at the video feed of Layla’s cell. The little human was currently jogging around her unit, wearing her pants and his shirt, the latter of which she’d tied into a bow at her waist to make it fit better. She was flushed and speaking to herself in English, though he couldn’t quite make out her words over the video feed.

      He thought she looked adorable.

      Alarm and guilt filled him. He shouldn’t be watching her. He shouldn’t be drawn to her and find her pleasing to look upon. For the rest of their lives, she would be his captive. His people would expect him to kill her. Questions would be raised after she survived a few moon cycles.

      He ran a hand through his hair and growled. At least his home in Sumlin District was on the mountainside, and his servants were loyal. Even if he treated her with kindness, word wouldn’t get out. But he was required to report her death to Kall authorities when it occurred and turn over her body, so he couldn’t pretend to have taken her life. Not that he would consider lying to Kall authorities…

      Fluxx.

      Five days had passed since he’d beaten her. He sickened at the memory.

      He continued watching her and decided he liked seeing her wear his shirt.

      Ancient gods, what would he do with this human?

      He’d lost his wife less than four moon cycles ago. He’d loved Shessema and he shouldn’t allow himself to harbor a growing fascination for a human female, particularly one who would be his lifelong prisoner.

      She stopped jogging and got down on the floor for some strange exercises where she turned on her side and lifted one leg up in the air over and over. He moved closer to the video feed and heard her rapid breaths. Perspiration glistened on her face and neck.

      He admired that she wasn’t sitting still in her cell in quiet desolation. She was keeping up her strength. Kall females usually only went on walks for exercise, so he was unaccustomed to witnessing a female complete a vigorous exercise routine. Every day she trained like this, once in the morning and again in the evening.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face, once more debating what he should do with her. Keep her, he knew that. He also knew he must register her as a slave immediately upon arrival on Kall, as the only humans currently permitted on his homeworld were slaves—well, aside from the small number of human females who were already married to Kall warriors who happened to live on his planet.

      But when he finally brought her to his home on the mountainside of Sumlin District? Should he house her with his servants and treat her as one? Or give her a room of her own and treat her more as a guest?

      His servants might balk at the second option, but he reminded himself of their loyalty. No matter how he treated her in the privacy of his home, his servants wouldn’t spread gossip in town, as most servants would. He ruled his home with an iron fist and expected nothing but obedience from those who worked for him. In return for their allegiance, he paid them well and kept a roof over their heads.

      Zamek glanced at the tablet which contained the report about Layla. He’d reread it at least a hundred times, memorizing all the details of her life. Yet still wanting to know more. He ached to visit her, to speak with her. To touch her.

      Aberrant as it might be, he had enjoyed taking care of her after the beating, despite his guilt and the fact that he shouldn’t want to ease her suffering in the first place.

      But damn the expectations of his people and damn his misguided need for revenge.

      The man who’d taken Shessema away was the guilty one.

      Layla had claimed to know nothing of his plans and he believed her. She’d admitted to suspecting Michael might be involved with the rebels but nothing more. Her voice had brimmed with sincerity as she’d uttered this confession while he’d stood above her with the strap, preparing to whip her. He’d condemned her then, told her she was as guilty as Michael and deserved the pain she had coming, but the words had rung hollow in his chest.

      Before he realized what he was doing, he’d already departed his quarters and was halfway to the brig. When he came upon Layla, she was down on the floor, repeatedly pushing herself up by her arms. He opened the door and she gasped and fell on the floor.

      “Little human.” He rushed toward her and knelt at her side. “Are you all right? I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      She peered at him with wide dark eyes. He grasped her hands and helped her to her feet. Once she was standing, he didn’t release her hands. He couldn’t. He had to keep touching her.

      Surprise gave way to wariness and she regarded him with suspicion. Her gaze dropped to his waist, as if searching for any weapons, but he wasn’t wearing a weapons’ belt today. He silently thanked the ancient gods that he hadn’t put one on, lest he frighten her needlessly.

      A shaky breath escaped her lips. Her dark hair gleamed underneath the overhead lights, and her cheeks were beautifully flushed from her exertions.

      “Are you here to… hurt me?” she asked in a cautious tone.

      “No, Layla.” He swallowed hard. Why was he here? He struggled to come up with a reason that didn’t sound preposterous. I’ve been spying on you and can’t stop thinking about you would not suffice.

      “Oh. Well, that is a great relief.” She gave him a timid smile that made his heart clench. She should hate him for what he’d done to her, but her smile was gentle, even genuine.

      He brought her hands higher and clasped them a bit harder, enjoying the softness of her tiny fingers. He brushed his thumbs over the even smoother undersides of her wrists, reveling in the feel of her. The worry gradually left her eyes and he longed to see her smile again. And what did her laughter sound like? Would he ever find out?

      “How have you been?” The instant he spoke these words, he felt like a fool. She was his prisoner, she was stuck in this brig, yet he’d asked her how she’d been? The human expression for fuck’s sake came to mind.

      A hint of amusement crossed her sweet feminine features. Another small smile graced her lips, and it was as if he heard music playing.

      “I’ve been… here,” she said with a slight shrug. “I appreciate that you let me keep the blanket and the pillow. Oh, and your shirt.” She glanced down for a moment before meeting his eyes again. “It’s a bit large for me, but it’s better than walking around half-naked.”

      He hadn’t known what to expect when he visited her cell, but her pleasant demeanor surprised him. Shouldn’t she be more frightened of him? Or perhaps spitting mad?

      He drew in a deep breath and reached for her hair, unable to resist caressing her silken locks. Her hair was as dark as a Kall female’s, but the texture was different, the strands thinner and softer. Her wavy hair rested just below her shoulders. He wondered how it might look after a rigorous session of mating, mussed and splayed out upon the pillows, and his cock shifted in his pants.

      Logically, none of this made sense. He shouldn’t want her. He should hate her just for her association with the human male Michael Dennis. But as he stared into her eyes, he couldn’t summon a smidgeon of dislike. His curiosity about her increased, as did his desire to remain in her presence and keep touching her.

      He offered her a tentative smile, and the movement felt strange. Perhaps because he didn’t smile often. “I think my shirt looks better on you than it does on me,” he quipped.

      She laughed and the room suddenly looked brighter. How very strange. His cock also shifted again, swelling larger, and his scrotum drew up tight. A growl of pleasure built in his throat and he struggled to contain it, not wishing to scare her.

      “I should have come sooner,” he found himself saying, “and checked on you. Did you have any further pain after I ran the dermal regenerator over your back?”

      Her eyes darkened and her smile faded. “Um, no, I didn’t experience any pain after you left.”

      Her tongue darted out and she licked her lips in a nervous manner, and this time he couldn’t restrain his growl.

      A look of immense surprise came over her, but she didn’t appear overly frightened.

      “Is there anything that I might bring you to make your stay more tolerable, human?” he asked. “Is the food adequate? Would you like reading material or perhaps some games?”

      “The food has been good, thank you.” She appeared to hesitate for a moment. “But, um, perhaps some reading material. I’m fluent in several Earth languages, and I can read books written in Kall as well.”

      “I will download an Earth library, as well as a Kall library, onto a tablet for you,” he said, strangely excited by the prospect of bringing her a gift. Not just a gift, but one that required some effort.

      Her eyes lit up. “Wow, that would be wonderful. Thank you, General.”

      “What is your favorite genre? I’ve always enjoyed historical accounts of early societies on planet Kall, and Shessema usually preferred poetry,” he said wistfully, and for a change he wasn’t stricken by overbearing sadness when he spoke of her. She’d been a part of his life and he needed to talk about her sometimes. He couldn’t speak to any of his men, but Layla appeared willing to listen. Her eyes softened and she gave him a compassionate look.

      “I’ve read lots of Kall poetry,” she said, “and enjoyed it very much. Particularly works by Erommti of Faia District. When it comes to books written by humans, I must confess I enjoy romance novels. Before the war, Betsy Carson and I used to constantly trade books with one another.”

      “I will ensure the tablet contains plenty of Kall poetry, particularly works by Erommti, as well as human romance novels.”

      “That’s very kind of you, General.”

      General. She usually called him ‘General,’ though sometimes she addressed him as ‘General Zamek.’ But what he wouldn’t give to hear her simply call him ‘Zamek,’ as if they were friends, or possibly more.

      “It would be the least I could do after…” His voice trailed off. After I forced you to remove your clothes and then beat you savagely. Shame filled him. He prided himself on being an honorable Kall warrior, but if he’d fulfilled the ancient Custom of Retribution, he would have forsaken his own vows as a warrior. Perhaps Ambassador Merokk was correct, and this old custom needed to be abolished.

      An awkward silence filled the room. Layla’s breaths became unsteady, and he was very aware of her tiny body so close to his, as well as the floral aroma that clung to her hair. He wanted to press his face into her locks and take a long inhale.

      “I will go prepare the library for you, human, and I will return soon.” Without thinking, he leaned down and brushed his lips across her forehead. Her breath hitched. He didn’t quite kiss her though.

      A shudder moved through her and an instant later, he swore he detected the scent of her arousal in the air. Stunned, he pulled back and stared down at her. Her breathing had increased, her pupils were slightly dilated, and her cheeks were flushed a deep shade of pink.

      He was rock hard at this point, and he stepped closer, allowing her to feel the evidence of his desire. Her eyes widened and she tried to step back, but he grasped her hands firmly in his, not allowing her to pull away. They stood close for a long, tense moment, both of them undoubtedly conscious of the other’s desire.

      “I’ll never take the strap to you again, Layla,” he said, meaning it, as well as wanting to gain her trust. However, he wouldn’t promise never to punish her—should she defy him in the future, as her master it was his duty to enforce her compliance. But a thrashing with a leather strap? He wouldn’t put her through that again.

      If the time ever came when he must discipline her, he would do so gently and apply his flattened palm to her bottom. Of course, he didn’t share these thoughts with her just now, as he wished to calm her fears. Later on, once they became better acquainted, they would discuss his expectations for her while she lived under his roof.

      “Do you really promise?” Tears wavered in her eyes and she blinked fast, obviously trying to keep her emotions in check.

      “I promise. I’ll never use a strap or any other implement on you again.”

      “But Kall Masters usually beat their slaves,” she said. “Isn’t that what I’ll become on your homeworld? Your slave? As far as I know, the only humans currently permitted on planet Kall are enslaved ones.”

      Gently, he grasped her chin between his fingers, lifting her face to meet his eyes directly. “Are you planning on being a disobedient slave, human?”

      Her eyes dilated further, and the scent of her arousal increased. The smallest whimper escaped her throat, so quiet he almost didn’t hear it. Fluxx, his cock was swelling even larger. Heated desire coursed through him. If he didn’t leave now, he might do something to scare her.

      “I’m usually very well behaved.” A spark of mischief glinted in her pretty dark eyes.

      “Usually?” he asked in a mocking tone. “But not always?”

      She gulped hard and once more tried to back away. This time, he released her, allowing her to put space between them.

      “I’ll return soon.” He departed her cell, his cock aching painfully the entire way out of the brig.
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      Zamek couldn’t seem to stay away from Layla. He found excuses to visit her multiple times a day. In addition to bringing her the electronic library, which she’d accepted with a sweet smile and a murmured thank you, he’d also brought her a physical book of ancient Kall war songs, and sometimes he brought her a warm cup of coffee, knowing that most humans liked coffee.

      And if he arrived at the brig to find her sleeping? He would enter her cell quietly and watch her slumber, entranced by the peaceful look on her face and the endearing sound of her steady breathing and occasional small feminine snores. If he were being honest, he was starting to feel as though he were obsessed with the human.

      He’d been fixated on killing her or hurting her, but now he was intent on providing her with comfort and a safe place to live. Not that the brig was her permanent home…

      Today he stood near her bed, watching her sleep, even as he realized how odd his behavior was becoming. She’d never awoken to find him watching her, as he was always careful to leave before her eyes flickered open, but there was always a chance she might.

      What would she think if she opened her eyes and found him staring down at her? Would she be frightened? Or would his attention flatter her? A Kall female would feel flattered yet nervous by such attention, but he knew humans were different in so many ways.

      He quietly set the coffee he’d brought her on the bedside table, knowing it would remain warm in the insulated mug for the entire day. He crouched next to the bed and stared directly at her closed eyelids, wondering if she was dreaming. He’d heard humans dreamt in the same way Kall did. Usually, when he awoke, he never remembered his dreams. Did she ever remember hers?

      A whimper escaped her throat and her look of peace vanished, to be replaced by one of agony. Alarm filled him as he watched her thrash slightly in her sleep. She must be dreaming, though it pained him to know she might be having a nightmare.

      “Please, please don’t kill me,” she whispered. “Please. No no no.”

      He reared back, guilt and worry surging through him. There was a very good chance he was the cause of her nightmare and it was no wonder. He’d threatened her life. He’d hurt her. He’d frightened her.

      He reached for her shoulder and shook her slightly. “Layla? It’s time to wake up. Layla?”

      Her eyes shot open, and she took one look at him and screamed.

      Still crouched beside her bed, he held his hands up in a show of peace. But she still moved away from him, practically tumbling off the bed as she sought to escape his presence. She cowered in the corner, in the same place she’d tried to hide from him on the day he’d whipped her. His guilt deepened and he wished he could go back and undo that day. Not to mention the time he’d swung his sword at her neck just to threaten and scare her.

      “Human,” he said, using a gentle tone. “You were dreaming. You appeared as though you were in distress, so I woke you up.”

      The remnants of sleep began to fade from her eyes, as well as her initial fear. She looked about the cell, her gaze moving around the room, to the mug of coffee on her bedside table, and finally back to him. She lifted a shaking hand to tuck her hair behind her ears.

      “What were you dreaming about?” He had to ask. He had to know. If only so he might determine a way to right the wrongs he’d committed against her. At the very least, he would attempt to comfort her and assure her that whatever horror she’d dreamt of would never come to pass.

      “I-I was dreaming about the courtroom and the white tarp,” she said, lowering her face to stare at the bed. “Only this time, you pulled out your sword and were using it, slowly, taking me apart piece by piece.” She gave her head a sharp shake, as if trying to physically remove all traces of the nightmare from her mind. “While I was waiting for your arrival in the courtroom that day, I heard the spectators giving their opinions on what they believed would happen, and the prevailing belief was that you would hack me to pieces. I-I suppose that’s where the dream came from.”

      He gestured at the bed. “Why don’t you get back under the covers and have some coffee? Perhaps a warm drink will help settle your nerves, human.”

      She glanced at the mug and finally nodded. “O-okay.”

      He assisted her in getting back into bed and even went so far as to arrange her pillow vertically behind her back and tuck the covers up to her waist. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and passed her the mug.

      “I put Fiahasn sugar in it,” he said, remembering how much she’d liked it the last time he’d added the rare sweetener.

      She popped the lid off the mug and inhaled the steam that wafted upward. “Mm. Thank you, General. I believe this will do a fine job of calming my nerves.”

      They remained quiet for a while, though there was a bit of strangeness to the silence. She drank her coffee and he watched her. Occasionally she shot him an odd look, and other times she gave him a polite but anxious smile.

      “You don’t blink very often,” she said. “It’s one of those differences between our races that I still haven’t gotten used to. Whenever I spend any amount of time around a Kall, I’m always struck by how infrequently your people blink.” She gave him a curious look and he found himself enjoying her interest.

      He then made a great show of blinking fast several times, which made her erupt into giggles and nearly spill her coffee. Clutching her stomach in one hand as she laughed, she placed the mug on her bedside table. “You almost made me snort coffee up my nose. That was most cruel of you.” But her voice was teasing and fluxx if he didn’t adore the way her eyes lit up when she laughed.

      He reached for her hand and laced his fingers through hers, his heart racing in his chest. She met his stare and warmth filled him.

      This moment they were sharing didn’t do anything to dull his fascination with her. He wished he didn’t have duties to attend to on his warship, because he longed to stay with her for the entire day. But he would have to leave soon, and before he departed her cell, he very much wished to calm any lingering fears she might harbor.

      “Layla,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “I hope you know I’ll never use one of my weapons on you. I swear it on the ancient gods.” He released a long breath. “When I think back to the times I threatened your life, I feel… unsettled.” I’m ashamed. I’m sorry. I wish I’d never done it. Why couldn’t he bring himself to apologize? He swallowed hard, his tongue feeling oddly thick in his mouth.

      Layla gave a thoughtful nod and reached for the coffee with her free hand, then took a long sip. He gave her other hand, which he hadn’t yet released, a firm squeeze. Still holding the mug, she settled it on her thigh and peered up at him, a look of confusion stealing over her features.

      “Why do you visit me so often, General?” she asked. “Not that I don’t appreciate you bringing me coffee and books and…” Her voice trailed off and fluxx how he wished to ask if she enjoyed his company, but the fear of her rejection held him back.

      He released her hand and rose to his feet, making a show of checking his wrist comm, even though it hadn’t buzzed or beeped. “I have duties on the bridge to which I must attend, human, but I will visit you again soon.” He gave her a warm look. “I will keep bringing you more books and coffee.” And I will keep watching you as you sleep and imagining what it would be like to take you in my arms and press my lips to yours.
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      Now that she had an endless supply of reading material, Layla didn’t spend quite so much time exercising in her cell. She still couldn’t believe General Zamek had provided her with a tablet containing thousands upon thousands of titles, far more than she could hope to read in a lifetime. She also couldn’t believe his promise to never strap her or use an implement on her again.

      She noted that he hadn’t specifically promised not to punish her, though, and would be careful not to cross him. She couldn’t fathom any position for her in his household other than as a slave, and slaves on planet Kall were expected to obey their masters or suffer dearly for it. Once they arrived on his planet, she would have to keep her guard up and not forget that her life still rested in the general’s hands.

      She flipped through the Kall poetry section on the tablet, her face heating as she thought about the way he’d held her hands, stroked her hair, touched her face and even kinda sorta kissed her forehead that one time. Well, it had felt like a kiss of sorts. He’d pressed his lips to her forehead for a lingering moment and inhaled deeply, as if he were smelling her.

      A heated wave rushed through her, settling deep in her core. At some point during this particular conversation, she’d become achy between her thighs. She hadn’t been able to help it. The general’s kindness, in addition to his enticing masculine scent, had overpowered her at the time. Plus, he wasn’t hard on the eyes either. If she were being honest, he was one of the most attractive Kall males she’d ever laid eyes upon.

      Her stomach did a small flip as she recalled the unmistakable hardness of his arousal pressing against her stomach. He’d stepped closer to her intentionally, meaning for her to feel his hardness, meaning for her to understand that he desired her.

      It was all so crazy and messed up she could scarcely wrap her mind around it. Not long ago, she’d been deathly afraid of him. She still had a healthy fear of him, but there were times when he made her feel safe too. Like when he covered her with his shirt, stroked her hair, or asked her if there was anything she needed to be more comfortable in her cell.

      Fortunately, the tablet also contained a clock and a calendar, and she now had no difficulty following the passage of time. Six days had passed since he’d come to her cell, asked her how she was doing, and then returned a few hours later with the handheld super library. And he hadn’t left her alone since then either. At least twice a day, he stopped by the brig to inquire about her wellbeing.

      Sometimes when she thought of the general, warmth filled her, and that achiness between her thighs returned too. His attention helped keep the loneliness at bay, and she couldn’t help but wonder if their time together helped him with the emptiness he’d mentioned.

      A noise in the corridor caught her attention, and she set her tablet down and moved to peer out her cell. When General Zamek’s huge form appeared, her heart commenced racing and flutters rose in her tummy. Her mouth also felt weirdly dry, and her palms became sweaty.

      Knowing he would probably try to hold her hands at some point, as was his habit, she wiped her palms on her pants and stepped into the center of the room, her pulse thundering in her ears as she awaited his arrival.

      To her surprise, he entered her cell carrying a package. She greeted him with a tentative smile and said, “Good morning, General. Welcome to my humble abode.”

      One side of his lips curled, ever so slightly, and his eyes gleamed with humor. She’d never seen him smile fully, but she glimpsed a hint of a smile every so often, brief instances when that ever-serious intensity of his would slip, and despite her resolve to keep her guard up, she was starting to treasure such moments.

      Who was she kidding? She’d done a piss poor job of keeping her guard up thus far. At this very second, achiness surged in her core and her breath kept hitching. How she could be so infatuated with the general, she had no idea. But the warm gaze he settled on her gave her no doubt that the infatuation went both ways.

      Oh God, what was happening?

      She was pretty sure Rule Number One for Kall prisoners was don’t fall for your captor.

      “Good morning, human.” His eyes glittered with excitement and her stupid heart skipped a beat. He looked excited. To see her.

      She quickly reminded herself that not long ago, he’d wished to hurt her, even kill her. And he had hurt her—he’d hurt her and frightened her badly.

      He approached and handed her the box. “This is for you, Layla.”

      She peered down at the plain white box, wondering what it might contain. Had he brought her a present of some sort? An odd sense of giddiness filled her. She gave him a curious look before she lifted the lid and peeked inside.

      Clothing. He’d brought her clothing.

      She ran her hands over the soft, luxurious silk, then walked to her bed and placed the box down upon it. Carefully, she withdrew a pretty light blue dress. Wow. She stifled a gasp. Upon further inspection, she found it was a gorgeous, long-sleeve gown with white embroidery around the neckline. The dress was in the Kall fashion, and the box also contained matching leggings, which Kall females typically wore under long dresses. There was also a thick white wrap that looked especially warm and a pair of shoes.

      Was he truly giving this to her? She eyed him with suspicion. Was this some kind of trick? Or was it yet another way for him to apologize for that awful strapping they both avoided talking about?

      “I’ve never seen a dress so beautiful,” she said, meaning it. She’d visited countless marketplaces on the Kall homeworld and hadn’t come across anything so lovely as this dress. She wondered where he’d gotten it. After all, they were in the middle of space. She sincerely hoped these garments hadn’t belonged to Shessema. That would be… awkward and problematic. Especially if he wanted to see her wearing this dress.

      “I’m glad you like it.” He gave her a rare almost-smile, and for one quick moment his eyes dazzled like the stars. “My ship contains a materials replicator. It took the better part of the morning to create this dress and the other items, but I think everything turned out quite nicely, for replicated items.”

      Surprise swept through her and she felt her eyes widen. Materials replicators were expensive, and the ones humans used could usually only produce smaller objects or machine parts. This dress looked like something out of a fairytale, and relief filled her knowing it hadn’t belonged to Shessema.

      An awkward moment passed between them as she held the dress in front of her, wanting to try it on but not wishing to get naked in front of General Zamek.

      He swallowed hard and nodded at the bathroom. “You could go in there and see if it fits, human. I-I would like to wait and make sure it fits.” There was a nervousness about his manner that she couldn’t help but find endearing, and a flush rose to her cheeks.

      “Okay,” she replied. “I’ll be right back.” She scurried into the bathroom, holding the box close to her chest, and shut the door, thankful that there was a door. From what she remembered of the other cells, they didn’t contain separate bathrooms or doors.

      She removed her clothing, folding it neatly and placing it upon a chair. She reached for the leggings in the box first, then noticed several pairs of panties and a few bras underneath it that she’d missed the first time she inspected the contents of the box. Oh my. He’d not only replicated the dress, leggings, wrap, and shoes, but he’d thought to provide her with new undergarments as well, even though Kall females typically didn’t wear panties and bras.

      The bra was more like a sports bra, but it fit surprisingly well. The panties were a perfect fit too. She donned the leggings and carefully put the dress on, shocked by how well it fit. Had the general been studying her dimensions? She blushed at the thought. Once she added the wrap and slipped into the shoes, she peered in the mirror and gasped.

      The light blue dress contrasted nicely with her dark eyes and even darker hair. This outfit would be a lot warmer than the thin dress pants and borrowed shirt she’d been wearing. Not that the temperature in the brig was as cold as it had been when she’d first arrived here. She had a sneaking suspicion the general had upped the temperature recently just for her comfort.

      “Does it fit?” he called out, his deep sexy voice rumbling through her, causing waves of heat to spread straight to her core.

      Drawing in a deep breath, she smoothed her hair into place and then exited the bathroom. Pleasure lit in his eyes as he took her in, looking her up and down.

      “It suits you well,” he said, sounding huskier than usual.

      “Thank you, General. It-it fits perfectly.”

      Still looking her up and down, he stalked closer, coming to stand directly before her, so close his masculine scent overpowered her senses. The atmosphere thickened with sexual tension. There was no mistaking the pull between them.

      Take a step back, you fool. Guard your stupid heart.

      But she couldn’t move, and she couldn’t breathe. She could only stand there frozen, staring up at General Zamek, as he reached out to cup her face. A shiver of awareness coursed through her and her skin tingled in all the places he touched her.

      “I thought you might appreciate having an extra outfit, human, one that wasn’t mismatched.” He cleared his throat. “Now that I am certain of your size, I can replicate more dresses for you. I hope you like Kall fashions. Our materials replicators are only fitted to produce garments in the Kall style.”

      He wanted to give her more dresses? Her pulse skittered.

      She knew enough about Kall culture to know a master didn’t usually provide his slave, or his prisoner—whatever she was to him at this point—with such beautiful clothing.

      She also knew that Kall males didn’t usually vocalize their apologies. Getting a Kall male to say ‘I’m sorry’ was like pulling teeth.

      Instead of coming out and saying they were sorry about something, they tended to bestow gifts upon those they had wronged.

      Was that what he was doing? Apologizing to her with more gifts?

      “I-I do appreciate having an extra outfit, General Zamek. This was… kind of you.” Her face had to be bright red by now. She couldn’t stop flushing.

      His fingers brushed over her cheek, his touch bordering on sensual. A growl rumbled up from deep in his chest. A growl of desire. She’d heard him make such noises around her before and there was no mistaking it now.

      He shifted closer and the bulge of his hardness poked at her stomach. In response to his nearness and his touch, her core erupted in a blaze of pulsing heat. She pressed her legs close together. As a Kall male with heightened senses, he would likely be able to smell her arousal, a prospect that left her trembling with nervousness. Hiding her attraction to him wouldn’t be easy. Hell, it would be near impossible.

      “When I am with you, human, I feel lighter and at peace, yet also very unsettled. When I’m not with you, I am constantly thinking of the next time I might see you, an excuse that will bring me to your cell.”

      His confession stunned her—but not as much as the kiss that followed.
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      Her lips were as sweet as he’d imagined.

      Zamek growled into the little human’s mouth as he deepened the kiss, holding her in his arms as he devoured her. A rising possessiveness for Layla consumed him.

      What was happening between them didn’t follow any sort of logic. She should hate him, and likewise he should hate her. Neither of them should want to spend time together, and neither of them should hold an attraction for the other.

      Yet he’d once again detected the scent of her arousal on the air. It was stronger today than at any time before. She desired him, perhaps just as fiercely as he yearned for her.

      And, fluxx, the sweetness between her thighs smelled intoxicating.

      He longed to bury his face in her nectar and not come up for air until his lungs were ready to burst.

      A soft moan vibrated in her throat, causing him to growl again and kiss her harder. Mine, he thought. Mine. He wanted to kiss her until she realized that she belonged to him. Well, she knew she belonged to him—by the laws of retribution, to be precise—but he wanted to own her on a much more intimate level.

      When he finally withdrew from the kiss, they were both panting breathlessly. Her face was flushed, and her chest rose and fell rapidly. Through the silk of her dress, he noticed the points of her hardened nipples. His cock shifted at the sight. They probably tasted like berries, ripe and ready for the picking, and he wanted to bite down on those berries until she gave a moan of discomfort, and then he would lave at them and ease her pain, before suckling the buds until she cried out in pleasure.

      His entire body heated and vibrated with need.

      He guided her toward the bed, but she halted in place, her eyes growing wide as she stared at it. Uncertainty flared in her gaze when she looked at him. She gave a deep sigh that caused her shoulders to heave.

      “Can I ask you a question, General?”

      He grasped her hand. “Anything.” He would promise her every moon in the sector if she would agree to become his right now.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      It took him a moment to comprehend her meaning. He released her hand and took a step back, though putting any amount of distance between them pained him. His arms ached with the need to gather her close so he could bury his face in her soft tresses.

      “Yes,” he finally replied. “You have a choice, human. I will not force myself on you.”

      Her head tilted to the side and she appeared perplexed. “But I’m never going to be free to leave you and you basically own my life. Legally, you could do whatever you wanted to me.”

      “Yes,” he admitted, “legally, I could.”

      Even though everything inside him screamed to tear off her clothes and claim her, he wasn’t a monster. He’d never taken a female by force and he wasn’t about to start. Even the servant girls he’d tumbled as a young warrior had been willing to warm his bed. He would not wield his power in such a way over Layla.

      Again, the urge to win her trust filled him.

      “I-I shouldn’t want this,” she whispered, giving him a conflicted look. “I-I should want you to stay far away from me.”

      “I shouldn’t want this either,” he admitted, stepping closer, “but I do.” He reached for her hands and moved in front of her. “All I can think about is stripping off your clothes and glimpsing your soft pale flesh. I want to kiss you all over and drag my teeth over your skin, marking you as mine. I want to ram into you from behind and claim you. You’re the greatest temptation I’ve ever had to resist, and, by the ancient gods, I don’t want to resist you anymore, human.” He leaned down, allowing his lips to brush across her earlobe. “I want to fuck you until you are raw.”

      She shivered and a needy whimper drifted from her kiss-swollen lips.

      “I can smell your arousal,” he continued, pulling back to peer into her lust-glazed eyes.

      “I imagine you can,” she said with a deep blush. “I-I know Kall have heightened senses compared to humans. I know I can’t hide it from you. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

      He growled. “Does it embarrass you, little human, knowing that I’ll always be able to tell when you’re achy between your thighs?”

      She gave another whimper but didn’t reply. Her eyes were dilated, and her breaths kept increasing, as did the scent of her feminine essence in the air.

      Fluxx, he suspected she would taste like Uxtollian honey.

      “If you wish for me to leave, Layla, just say the words. Otherwise, I’m going to take you to bed and fuck you senseless.”

      Unease spread through him as he waited for her to order him out. He stared at her for a long, tense moment. If she asked him to leave, it would take all his self-control to walk out of the brig without having his way with her. But he would do it. He wouldn’t take what was not freely given. He couldn’t fathom hurting the sweet human in this way. He’d already hurt her enough.

      But if she consented—he would make good use of her permission.

      Without saying a word, she backed away until her legs hit the bed and she fell onto it, scooting up to the pillows as if making herself comfortable.

      “I’m probably the stupidest human alive, but I’m not about to ask you to leave.”

      He pounced on her in the next moment. Crawling atop her, he kissed her hard and reveled in her tiny moans and desperate whimpers. His cock thickened and he pressed his erection against her stomach through their clothes, allowing her to feel the fullness of his need.

      He ran kisses down her neck, sometimes pausing to drag his teeth along her flesh, marking her just as he’d promised. When he pulled away and observed his teeth marks on her skin, a primal sense of satisfaction filled him.

      After slipping her shoes off, he reached up her dress for the waistband of her leggings, holding her stare the whole time. She lay pliantly beneath him as he removed the leggings, though she gasped when she spotted her panties in the bundle of clothes. Her breath hitched and her gaze heated further.

      He set about removing her dress next, the desire to glimpse her nudity overwhelming. He tried not to think about the first time he’d seen her naked—when he’d forced her to strip before her whipping. Looking back, he knew she had a pleasing body, but he’d been a bastard to notice at the time.

      She assisted him in removing her dress and bra, and he tossed her clothing items on the floor with her shoes. Then he rose to his feet and peered down at her, admiring her delicate beauty.

      When his gaze landed at the apex of her thighs, he noted that her inner thighs glistened under a coat of her womanly essence. Apparently, her arousal had leaked out of her and trickled down her legs as he’d undressed her. He inhaled deeply, savoring the addicting scent.

      He growled at the sight and immediately commenced removing his own clothing, until he stood before her stark naked, his engorged cock jutting out, a drop of precum gleaming on the tip. Then he pounced on her again, unable to endure another moment when their bodies weren’t touching.
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      Zamek was masculine perfection, handsome and built like a god.

      Oh my. Her heart fluttered.

      Layla held his gaze and ran her hands over his muscular chest as the aching in her core swelled hotter. She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to this. She’d never slept with a Kall male before, though she’d certainly been tempted during the two years she’d spent on his planet.

      With his hands roving over her body and his lips searing her flesh, she didn’t feel that pressing loneliness. In his arms, it was easy to forget all her worry and pain, even if he had caused some of it.

      His hard cock pushed at her slick entrance, though he didn’t thrust inside. She whimpered and arched her back, eager for him to plunge into her and assuage the ache. But he seemed content to hold her and stare at her, and she flushed under his intense gaze. Oh how she wished to know his thoughts, but she wasn’t brave enough to ask him.

      Is this a one-time occurrence?

      Have you caught feelings for me?

      What will this mean for the future?

      These questions and more pressed into her mind, but she didn’t dare voice them aloud. She didn’t wish to dampen the mood, and she very much wished to see this encounter through to the end—even if she regretted it come tomorrow.

      Her heart lodged in her throat when his gaze turned affectionate. Had anyone ever looked at her with such warmth before? She didn’t think so. Not even… no, she wouldn’t think of him now.

      Though General Zamek was on top of her, he was careful not to put his full weight upon her, which given his massive size, she appreciated. Thus far, he’d been a thoughtful lover.

      I want to fuck you until you are raw.

      The words he’d spoken but minutes ago replayed in her head and a heated flush engulfed her entire body. Well, she supposed his technique was about to get a lot rougher, at least once he entered her anyway. Her pussy spasmed at the prospect of him plunging his enormously swollen cock into her depths.

      Leaning down, he pressed a gentle kiss to her shoulder. He continued to work his way down her body, kissing her arms, her breasts—paying special attention to her nipples—and her stomach as well. Oh my God. He was going even lower.

      He nudged her thighs apart and reached for her center, then he splayed her folds wide and allowed his warm breath to drift over her aching parts. She shuddered and reached for his head, drawing her fingers through his coarse dark locks.

      He darted his tongue out, placing it directly atop her clit, then growled. The vibration surged through her and made her writhe on the bed, but he held her down and proceeded to lick up and down her inner folds.

      Pulling back slightly, he peered up at her. “You’re even more delicious than I imagined, human. I could feast on you ten times a day and still never get my fill.” His head dipped between her thighs and he resumed lapping at her core, his expert ministrations driving her wild.

      All coherent thought fled her mind. She floated in a blissful haze, her pleasure mounting with each rapid beat of her heart.

      He started swirling his tongue around her clit and she moaned at the sensation. Not slowing his pace, he moved a hand to her entrance, tracing through her wetness.

      “Oh!” Her head fell to the side and she gripped his hair harder, digging her nails into his scalp. He growled in response and swirled upon her clit faster.

      Then, without warning, he drove a finger deep inside her.

      She gasped at the sudden fullness. Yes, even with the one finger, she felt quite full. He was a massive male, and his hands were very much in proportion to the rest of his body.

      When he withdrew slightly, only to add a second finger during his next plunge, she trembled with need and arched her center into his touch, craving more.

      “You’re getting so wet, Layla.” His eyes flickered to hers. Her essence gleamed on his lips and he gave her a dark smile that sent jolts of anticipation through her. “I intend to make you gush with wetness, human, and after you’ve reached your pleasure, I’m going to pound into you until you beg for mercy.”
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      Well, General Zamek certainly had his dirty talk down. The crass things he said made her quiver with need and sent heated tingles throughout her body.

      He commenced a steady thrusting motion into her pussy with his two thick digits, all the while circling her clit with his tongue, applying more and more pressure with each swipe.

      Her release crashed into her with all the force of a tidal wave, and she writhed beneath him as he held her down, still lapping at her clit. Once the last vestiges of her orgasm faded, he withdrew his fingers from her core and gave her nubbin one final swipe with his tongue. Extra sensitive after her release, she gasped and jerked at the sensation.

      Another dark smile crossed his features. Holding her gaze, he quickly wiped his mouth on the back of his arm—which made her flush with shame (she couldn’t believe how wet she’d gotten)—then he yanked her off the bed, forcing her to her knees on the floor.

      His hard cock jutted out before her and she immediately surmised his intent.

      “If you know what’s good for you, human, you’ll start sucking right now. I want your belly full of my seed when I finally fuck you.”

      Again with the dirty talk. Heated spasms assailed her, and she found herself moving forward to accept his girth in her mouth. He tasted musky but pleasant, a continuation of his enticing masculine scent.

      The drop of precum on the tip of his cock tasted salty but somehow different from a human man’s, though she rapidly pushed this thought aside. She wanted to enjoy this without comparing him to her previous human lovers, including the one who’d gotten her into this mess in the first place—he who shall not be named.

      General Zamek grasped her hair, holding her head in place, and began thrusting in and out of her mouth, setting a rapid pace. She struggled to accept his huge cock and gagged a few times when it hit the back of her throat. A dark chuckle left him. Heat coiled inside her and her clit resumed pulsing, as if she hadn’t just had the best orgasm of her life only seconds ago. His roughness and his dominance enthralled her. Despite herself, a wave of submission washed over her, and she found herself wishing to please him.

      She hollowed her cheeks and obediently accepted each rapid thrust of his cock, and eventually she stopped gagging whenever he hit the back of her throat. His length swelled larger in her mouth—if that were possible—and he emitted a fierce growl that echoed off the walls.

      “You’re to swallow every last drop,” he said in a voice full of command. “If you fail to do so, we’ll start this all over again.”

      She glanced up and shuddered at the ominous intent in his eyes. He meant it. If she didn’t manage to swallow all of his seed—how much stuff did a Kall male produce anyway?—he would start this whole process again. He likely wouldn’t have to wait more than a minute either, as Kall males possessed remarkable stamina, or so she’d heard.

      A second later, he erupted into her mouth with another intense growl. His salty warmth rolled over her tongue and hit the back of her throat. Oh dear God in heaven. She gulped once, twice, and finally a third time, just to get it all down.

      His cock pulsed in her mouth, practically vibrating, and her core spasmed as she considered how it might feel when he emptied himself into her pussy.

      Finally, he withdrew from her mouth and peered down at her with a look of growing warmth. He looked… pleased. She beamed inwardly, knowing she’d done a good job of sucking his cock and swallowing every last drop just as he’d ordered.

      He cupped her face with one large hand. “Such a good little human. Now, get on the bed. I’m not finished with you yet.”

      He helped her to her feet and guided her back to the bed, where he arranged her on her hands and knees. She’d expected as much—Kall males usually mounted their females from behind—and she trembled in place as she awaited that first hard plunge.

      Joining her on the bed, he situated himself behind her and grasped her hips, pulling her back until his cock rested directly at the part of her that was aching most fervently. Oh God yes. Oh please.

      He released one of her hips and dragged his cock through her vast moisture. Teasing her. Coaxing her. Driving her mad with lust. If she knew him better, she might’ve called him a bastard. But, despite this encounter they were sharing, she didn’t feel comfortable enough around him to call him such a name.

      Though she’d consented to this, he still held more power than her in their relationship.

      Ugh, relationship. She cringed at the word.

      This wasn’t a relationship by any means, nor could it ever be. She was his prisoner, the human who’d been given to him to slake his need for revenge.

      He pushed on her lower back, forcing her to arch her center upward at an obscene angle that no doubt gave him a view of everything between her thighs. He dipped a finger into her wetness and pushed at her anus.

      When she jerked at his touch and tried to dip down, he tightened his hold, forcing her to remain in place for his explorations.

      “Be good, little human, or I’ll smack your bottom.” His tone was both dominant and playful, and his threat didn’t frighten her. Instead, his words made the aching inside her deepen and drew a needy whimper from her lips.

      “Please, General,” she begged. “You mustn’t touch me there.”

      In response to her pleas, he nudged harder against her most private hole, until he breached her tight entrance, inserting the tip of his thick finger.

      No matter how hard she tried to evade his touch, he held her in place. She wondered if he would really spank her if she continued fighting him. But she soon found out. He made a tsking noise deep in his throat, then withdrew his finger from her bottom.

      “I warned you, Layla, and you’re still being naughty and won’t hold still. I simply wish to test how tight this bottom hole of yours is.” He spread his palm across her backside and tapped lightly, as if preparing his aim. “And now, since you were insubordinate, you’re going to get your bottom smacked. Perhaps this will teach you that I expect your absolute obedience in the bedroom.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but a quick smack landed upon her cheeks. She gasped, though the sting wasn’t bad. In fact, it was so light it didn’t really hurt.

      He gave her another light smack, then another.

      She whimpered and found herself arching her back farther, inviting his playful discipline, even as a wave of nerves assailed her, because she was quite aware that he could make it painful if he wished.

      In total, he gave her five light smacks, and the slight sting coalesced with the mounting heat between her thighs, causing her to ache and moan and tremble on her hands and knees as she waited for him to touch her pussy again. Or even her bottom hole.

      Though embarrassing, the pressure of his finger inside her had driven her wild, the fullness overwhelming yet intoxicating. No one had ever touched her there before.

      “Your bottom has some color to it now, human,” he said in a mock stern tone that sent tingles through her. “What a naughty little female you are. Are you going to behave, or should I give you a few more smacks?”

      Oh. My. God.

      She was about to orgasm from his dirty talk alone.

      “I-I’ll be good, sir.” Sir? Where had that come from?

      He splayed her bottom wide apart and resumed touching her anus, nudging at it a few times before once again plunging inside, this time deeper than before. A guttural moan escaped her, and she promptly flushed, embarrassed that such a noise had come from her.

      He groaned. “Just as I suspected, you’re very, very tight. I bet you’ve never taken a cock in this hole, have you?”

      She gasped at the increasing fullness as he pushed even deeper, unable to summon a response.

      “Answer me, human. Have you ever had a cock here before?”

      “No, General. You-you are the fi-first to ever touch me-me there.”

      “Is that so?”

      She nodded and gasped when he withdrew only to drive into her again with that thick finger of his. He soon created a thrusting rhythm, fucking her ass with his huge digit.

      “You like this, Layla.” He growled. “The scent of your arousal is becoming stronger in the air, and I can see your nether folds glistening brighter. You’re so fluxxing wet I’ve half a mind to feast on your pussy again before I fuck it.”

      “Please fuck it instead.” Oh hell, had she really just said that? And in such a whiny tone?

      He chuckled at her needy response and continued plunging in and out of her ass. Her pussy clenched and she whimpered when it clamped down on nothing. She really hoped he filled her up with his cock soon before she lost her mind.

      Finally—thank the universe—he withdrew his finger from her ass and lined up his cock with her aching center. He entered her a moment later, driving into her so hard she yelped, and she almost sobbed with relief.

      Finally. He’s finally inside me.

      He stilled within her for a few seconds, allowing her time to get used to his size. And oh what a size. If she wasn’t already so wet, she would probably be in pain. Well-endowed as he was, she doubted he was fully submerged in her, but she appreciated that he seemed to know just how deep to go without causing her damage.

      He grasped her hips and withdrew almost the entire way only to thrust into her again. Repeating this process, he set an intense rhythm as he fucked her just as ruthlessly as he’d promised.

      Growls emanated from his chest, and the sound of flesh slapping flesh soon filled the room. Pressure coiled in her lower belly as another orgasm approached. With each rapid plunge, his balls smacked directly atop her clit, sending her closer and closer to the heights of ecstasy.

      His cock stiffened inside her and just as she felt the first spurt of his seed filling her, a powerful release swept through her, stealing her breath and draining her of all energy. He pumped into her a few more times, his cock jerking so fast it felt like it was vibrating. She shuddered and gasped for air, and if he weren’t holding her up, she would have collapsed on the mattress.

      When he finally withdrew from her core, she was very aware of his warm seed inside her, and her face heated when some of it escaped her pussy to trickle down her inner thighs.

      He released her and she buckled forward onto the bed and curled up on her side, still trying to take in enough air. Once she settled somewhat, she dared a glance at General Zamek, who hadn’t yet moved. Kneeling in the middle of the bed, with his still-hard cock jutting out like a weapon, he was staring at her with a heated expression that made her insides quiver.

      What happened now? Would he leave her cell? Or would he stay for a while? She didn’t dare hope that he would lay down beside her and cuddle. General Zamek most assuredly did not look like a cuddler.

      But to her great shock, he slowly crawled down beside her and gathered her close to his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. In this position, her ear rested directly over his heart, and the steady beating of it soon lulled her into a comfortable trance. She wrapped her arms around him in response, hugging him of her own free will for the very first time.

      He didn’t speak, and neither did she.

      They simply held onto one another as the Tammusha sped through the stars.
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      “How long until we reach the Bexxanian warbird?” Zamek asked. He stood on the bridge, agitated that he’d been pulled away from Layla sooner than he would’ve liked, but also filled with the familiar bloodlust that preceded battle. The Bexxanians would pay for what they’d done to the Verrsuans. He would make certain of it.

      “Approximately fifty hurlons,” replied one of the crew.

      “Good. Check our weapons system and be ready to divert power to weapons at a moment’s notice. The Bexxanians are known for using radar displacement technology. We think they are fifty hurlons away, but they could be closer.”

      “Yes, General,” several of the crew said in unison.

      “Keep me informed.” Zamek departed the bridge and headed for his quarters, where he immediately set about sharpening his weapons. If they managed to board the Bexxanian warbird, he would lead the charge onto the alien vessel.

      Once he finished sharpening the weapons, he donned his belt and fixed his sword, battle-ax, and many knives into place, then he strode quickly to the training room where he’d promised to meet Amorrga. The Verrsuan had little time to prepare for the upcoming fight, but at least the male had recovered from his injuries.

      As he sparred with Amorrga, teaching the Verrsuan the best techniques for hand-to-hand combat against a Bexxanian, he couldn’t quite stay focused. His thoughts kept straying to his little human prisoner. Layla. His heart warmed as he recalled how peaceful he’d felt while holding her in the aftermath of their rigorous mating session.

      Mating. Each time he thought of what had happened between them, the word mating came to mind, rather than sex or fucking. He frowned and guilt swelled inside him, distracting him enough to allow Amorrga to almost take off his head with a sword.

      The Verrsuan appeared surprised and paused to stare dumbly at Zamek, but Zamek was quick to disarm Amorrga during his shocked pause. They moved on to knives after practicing for a while with the swords, but still his mind wouldn’t quiet.

      Shessema. He felt as though he were betraying her memory. It was bad enough that he was doing so only a few moon cycles after her death, but even worse that he was doing so with the human female who’d been married to her killer. Perhaps he had lost his mind.

      Part of him yearned to return to Layla at the earliest opportunity, but another part of him—the part ravaged by guilt and grief—wanted to keep away from her. Fluxx. All his life, he’d endeavored to follow the correct course, to be a strong, resilient warrior who upheld the traditions and protected the interests of his people, but for the first time he found himself wavering and uncertain about his next step.

      After he finished sparring with Amorrga, he visited the bridge for a status update. The location of the Bexxanian warbird hadn’t moved, which was strange. Surely the aliens had detected his warship’s approach by now. Why weren’t they moving? Nevertheless, the Tammusha would continue to their location at full speed.

      Five other Kall warships were also converging upon the Bexxanian warbird’s location, and all five ships would arrive at about the same time. It was unusual for a Bexxanian vessel to travel alone and Zamek wouldn’t be surprised if the Tammusha’s sensors soon detected additional enemy ships in the vicinity.

      Zamek headed for the largest training room on his warship, where Commander Vavvis was conducting a readiness exercise for all five hundred Kall warriors aboard the Tammusha. He observed the warriors sparring with one another, all of them in top form, and satisfaction filled him. Whatever awaited them fifty hurlons away, his warriors would be prepared. The Bexxanians wouldn’t stand a chance.

      But even as he observed the readiness exercise, he could not vanquish Layla from his thoughts. After returning to his quarters for a brief spell, where he removed his weapons’ belt and checked over several reports that needed his attention, he decided to go check on her.

      He wouldn’t be able to rest until he verified her wellbeing. It was possible he’d been too rough with her, and he brought the dermal regenerator along just in case.

      When he reached her cell, she wasn’t anywhere to be seen, but he soon heard the sound of running water and realized she was taking a shower. She was also singing, and her melodious voice echoed in the bathroom. He sat on her bed and waited, content to listen to the strange human song about a yellow submarine.
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      Freshly showered and dressed in her new clothes, Layla stared at her reflection in the mirror, trying to come to terms with all that had happened today. Part of her felt detached from the reality of her time spent with General Zamek, as if it were all a dream. Surely this couldn’t be real? Surely he couldn’t have come to her cell and slept with her? Surely she couldn’t have said yes?

      But the soreness between her legs told her it wasn’t a dream at all. It had actually happened. And not only the sex, but he’d held her for at least an hour afterward.

      With a deep sigh, she ran her fingers through her damp hair. She didn’t have a comb, so she always had to settle for using her fingers. At least her hair wasn’t too thick and as long as she straightened it at least once a day, it didn’t become a hopeless tangled mess.

      She stepped back and observed her appearance further. The clothing General Zamek had given her really did fit perfectly. With the slightly billowing sleeves and the empire cut of the gown, as well as the intricate white embroidery at the neckline, it looked like something an ancient Kall princess might’ve worn.

      And he’d promised to replicate even more clothing for her. She could scarcely believe his kindness when just a few weeks ago she’d been so sure he would kill her.

      In a few more weeks, they would reach planet Kall, where he would take her to his home in Sumlin District. He hadn’t told her outright that she would be a slave yet, but she could see no other alternative. Which was why the fancy dress and the promise of more didn’t quite make sense. A slave wouldn’t be given such fine items.

      A disturbing thought came to her. What if he wanted to dress her up in Kall finery while she was aboard the Tammusha and he visited her regularly to satiate his desires, only to strip her of everything once they reached his planet? Maybe he would take another lover and he would no longer have need of her. She would then spend her days cleaning his house and performing other manual labor that befitted a slave on the Kall homeworld. Her heart sank at the prospect.

      God how she wished she could talk to Aunt Colleen just one more time. She missed her aunt’s advice and guidance, even if she’d sometimes felt it intrusive. Aunt Colleen had always tried to protect her and had only wanted the best for her.

      Tears burned in her eyes. Aunt Colleen is gone. So is everyone else I ever cared about. Even if they’re still alive, they are gone to me, because I’ll never get the chance to speak with them again. I’m alone.

      She swallowed hard and wiped away a lone tear that trickled down her cheek. The uncertainty of her status with General Zamek bothered her and she decided that she would summon her bravery and ask him to clarify what would happen to her once they reached planet Kall.

      She took a few deep breaths to calm herself and then exited the bathroom, only to gasp and jump in place at the sight that greeted her.

      General Zamek.

      He was seated on her bed. All seven-plus feet of him.

      He frowned and stood up quickly, eyeing her with worry.

      “You’ve been crying.” Guilt shone in his expression and he hurried toward her.

      Before she could ask what he was doing, he’d already pushed her onto the bed and was trying to pull down her leggings with one hand while he held a dermal regenerator in the other. She scrambled away, pulling up on her leggings.

      “Please, General, stop.” She peered from him to the dermal regenerator. “What exactly are you trying to do?” She had an idea but wasn’t entirely certain.

      “I caused you pain,” he said. “I made you cry. For that, I am sincerely sorry. I know I said I wanted to fuck you raw, but it was just an… expression. Please, allow me to heal you.” He held the medical device up and gave her an expectant look.

      “I’m fine, General, really.” She held her dress over her leggings, lest he get it in his mind to try removing them again. “I-I wasn’t crying because you hurt me. You didn’t hurt me.” Oh crap. Now he would probably ask why she’d been crying. She exhaled a shuddering breath.

      He tucked the dermal regenerator into his pocket and scooted closer, reaching for her face. He cupped her head in both hands, his manner gentle, as he stared down at her, his eyes gleaming with compassion. When he looked at her like this, it only made her want to cry again.

      Though she soaked up his every comforting touch or gentle glance like the affection-starved mess that she was, his kindness was perhaps more dangerous than his earlier potential for violence. Because when they reached planet Kall and she officially became his slave and he ignored her for another, a female of his own kind, she would endure a broken heart.

      “What has saddened you, human?” he finally asked, drawing his thumbs over her cheeks in a soothing caress. “What has caused you to cry?”

      She shrugged one of her shoulders. “It’s no big deal. I-I was just thinking about my Aunt Colleen. She died in the war.” She died in the war and you could’ve been the one to kill her for all I know—or one of the warriors under your command.

      “How did she die? Tell me exactly what happened.”

      “She lived near a military base in Virginia that was under attack by Kall forces, and she refused to evacuate. I begged her to leave. I wanted so badly to go to her and get her out myself, but I was in a bunker beneath the White House and wasn’t permitted to leave. I-I hired private security to get her out, but by the time they reached her home, it was gone, and her body was found in the rubble. The war was still raging, so the soldiers buried her in the backyard. That happened a few months before Earth even surrendered.”

      He wiped at the tears that escaped her eyes, softly drawing his thumbs over the moisture. Her throat burned and clogged with emotion. It had been a long time since she’d spoken of Aunt Colleen to anyone. She’d never even mentioned her aunt to Fiona.

      “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t gone to the bunker with the other White House workers and their families. Sometimes I wish I’d just fled DC that day and went straight for her house. But Michael wouldn’t let me, and President Carson also begged me to stay. Michael said we needed to be smart and trust that my aunt would follow the evacuation orders.” She shook her head and finally admitted to a dark suspicion of hers. “Michael had never liked my aunt—you see, Aunt Colleen didn’t approve of our marriage—and there are times I wondered if he was relieved that she died, times I wondered if maybe he held me back from helping her because he didn’t care what happened to her.”

      General Zamek’s frown deepened. He opened his mouth and drew in a deep breath, then said, “I am sorry for the loss of your aunt, human.”

      Sorry. Since he’d entered her cell, he’d already said ‘sorry’ twice. Hearing that word from him—a proud Kall warrior and a decorated general at that—was truly shocking. But his eyes glimmered with sincerity. He meant it.

      “I know your parents died when you were very young and that your aunt raised you. She must have meant a lot to you.”

      “What? How-how do you know that?” She stared at him in confusion.

      “I read about you.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then continued stroking his thumbs over her cheeks, as if waiting to catch any further tears.

      “Read about me? Where? What do you mean?”

      “I was curious about you, so I asked Kall security forces to compile a detailed report about you,” he replied. “I wished to know more about you, even before I’d reached a decision about what I would do with you. Even before I hurt you.”

      Layla didn’t know whether to be frightened or flattered by his admission. She tried to glance down, but he wouldn’t release her face. So she stared into his dark otherworldly eyes as she wondered what would come of her attraction to General Zamek.

      “You said even before you’d reached a decision about what you would do with me. Does-does that mean you’ve come to a decision? I am anxious to know precisely what fate awaits me on your planet.”

      “You will become my slave, Layla, though it will be in name only. On the day we arrive in Sumlin District, I will be required to take you to the slave office and have a tracker placed in your arm. Then I will take you to my home on the mountainside and keep you all to myself. As my mistress.”
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      “Your mistress?” Layla asked. “Forgive me, General, but-but don’t you have servants? And if so, won’t they think your treatment of me strange?” She shot him an incredulous look.

      Annoyance flared inside Zamek. The little human ought to be more grateful that he wasn’t planning to treat her as a true slave. Yet she questioned his decision as if she knew better than him. His palm twitched with the urge to smack her bottom.

      He growled. “My servants are loyal, however their opinions are none of your concern.”

      “I’m sorry but I still don’t understand. What am I supposed to do? Hang around your house all day dressed in pretty clothes while eating your food?” Color rose to her cheeks. “Then wait for you to come home and warm your bed?”

      He tightened his hold on her face. “You had no problem warming my bed earlier today and you seemed appreciative of the clothing I brought you.” He glanced down at the bed on which they sat, realizing it wasn’t even his bed, but he didn’t correct his word choice.

      “We shouldn’t…” Her voice trailed off and she gave him a sorrowful look. “We shouldn’t do this.” She gestured between them. “You’ll eventually take another wife, I’m sure, and I don’t want—”

      He grabbed her shoulders and squeezed hard, and she stopped speaking.

      “Shessema was my second wife,” he said. “Second wife.”

      Her eyes grew wide and she appeared increasingly worried. Ancient gods, how he longed to wipe all worry from her mind.

      “I’m sorry. I-I didn’t realize. But still, in time, I am sure you’ll wish to marry again. I-I know that you don’t have children. Merokk mentioned that to me. Surely you’ll want to settle down with a Kall female and start a family. Keeping me as your mistress is not a good idea.”

      “You claim to be an expert in Kall culture, yet you actually think I’ll take another wife?” He scoffed. “Perhaps you didn’t study our superstitions well enough.”

      Her eyebrows drew together. “What superstitions? You mean ancient Kall religion? I studied that a great deal actually and—oh my God.” She grew quiet for a moment and eventually gave him a sad look. “Most of your people would believe you are cursed, isn’t that correct? And most Kall fathers wouldn’t permit their daughters to marry a cursed male.”

      “Exactly,” he said, and the emptiness inside him increased, opening like a great black void from which there would be no escape. Even some of his warriors and commanders gave him strange looks now and then, and he knew it was because they believed he was cursed to have lost two wives in such a short time period. He’d lost his first wife, Ghemma, only two moon cycles after they spoke their vows. She’d fallen ill just days after they got married and started fading quickly. He never even got the chance to truly know her before she died.

      “So since you cannot marry again, you wish to keep me as your mistress?” Moisture shone in her eyes.

      “I don’t own slaves, Layla, though most males of my station do. The practice of owning slaves has always disturbed me. Yet now I will own one—you—but I cannot stomach the idea of treating you as a slave. But owning you and registering you as a slave is the only alternative to eventually killing you, and doing so will keep the local council from questioning my actions. At least I hope it will. As you know, humans are not permitted on Kall as tourists at this moment, nor for any other reason. Every human currently on my homeworld is a slave. Well, aside from the small number of human females who are married to Kall warriors. But all others are slaves.”

      She pursed her lips and appeared deep in thought, and fluxx how he wished he could read her mind at this moment. What would he do if she refused to be his mistress? What would he do if she preferred to be kept as an actual slave? Didn’t she realize he would treat her well if only she accepted his terms?

      He gripped her shoulders harder. “Say something, human.” He gave her a brief shake. “Say you will agree.”

      “It’s my choice?” she asked, a look of disbelief stealing over her.

      Should he give her a choice? The thought of her enduring hard labor everyday alongside the paid servants who worked his vineyard put a bad taste in his mouth. And most of his servants were large males, capable of accomplishing physical tasks that Layla would likely struggle with.

      “No,” he said, infusing his voice with authority. “No, it is not your choice. It is my choice, and I have already decided. You will share my bed and you will obey me, human.”

      “I see,” she whispered in a tone infused with bitterness.

      Frustrated by her displeased reaction, he rose to his feet and departed the brig without another word.

      Fluxx, he’d had no idea human females could be so stubborn.
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      A day passed, and then another, and still General Zamek didn’t visit Layla. She wasn’t sure what to think. Whenever she replayed their last conversation, she was left even more confused.

      They’d only slept together once, yet he wanted to keep her as his mistress. Was it because he felt something for her, or because she was his only option for female companionship? His people believed he was cursed. He would likely never manage another marriage match, no matter how wealthy he might be or how high his status as a warrior.

      Nevertheless, her heart ached for him. He’d lost two wives and hadn’t had children with either of them, which meant his prospects for a family had died with Shessema. Michael had taken that away from him.

      The warship gave a sudden shudder, and she jumped to her feet and peered out into the corridor. She couldn’t see much, just the clear front walls of the smaller cells. Her stomach twisted with nerves. Was there a problem with the ship?

      The next shudder caused her to fall backward. She landed with a sharp thud, then scrambled to her feet and went into the bathroom. She remembered hiding in the bathroom once as a child during a tornado, Aunt Colleen holding her tight as they hid in the shower together. It likely didn’t work that way on a spaceship if the vessel was experiencing problems or was under attack, but she still felt safer in the small, enclosed space of the bathroom.

      She huddled on the floor of the shower, hugging her knees to her chest, as shudder after shudder rocked the Tammusha. Despite her conflicting feelings for General Zamek, she hoped nothing bad happened to him. Worry clenched in her gut at the possibility of him getting hurt during battle… or whatever it was that was happening out there.

      Her sense of isolation increased. What if this part of the warship sustained damage and she died all alone? Her throat burned. Fuck if the general’s offer to make her his mistress didn’t sound good now.

      Deep down, she knew a life as his mistress would be far easier than as a slave. Yet she hadn’t readily accepted his offer. Well, not that it was even an offer. He’d become agitated by her reluctance and told her outright that his decision had been made and she would become his mistress.

      This time, he wasn’t giving her a choice.

      Perhaps she’d wounded his pride and that was why he was avoiding her. Two days might not seem like a lot to him, but here in the brig, where she had no one to talk to but herself, it felt like a fucking eternity.

      The shudders came less and less, but she still didn’t leave her spot on the shower floor. Was the general on the bridge, assisting his warriors? Even though she knew he had duties on the warship to which he must attend during an emergency, she experienced a brief stab of betrayal at being left all alone to worry.

      What would he do or say the next time he saw her? Would he expect to have sex, just because he’d decided she was now his mistress? Though she’d very much enjoyed the intimacies they’d shared, she was seriously starting to regret it. Maybe if she hadn’t consented to his touch, the idea of making her his mistress wouldn’t have crossed his mind.

      She tried to focus on the scary times with the general, hoping to distance herself from the warmth that usually filled her when she thought of him. She replayed the horrifying moment in the courtroom when she’d been so certain he was about to kill her, followed by the time he’d swung a sword at her neck, only to stop just in time. A shiver rushed through her. And then there was the whipping, the day he’d shown up in her cell holding that leather strap.

      She forced herself to remember the fear and the pain. Each brutal lash on her bare back. Each cry that escaped her lips. Each silent prayer for help that she sent up to the universe.

      But, even as she tried to focus on the fear and pain, her thoughts inevitably strayed to what had come after the beating. General Zamek had ceased swinging the strap much sooner than she’d expected, and he’d also appeared remorseful, even a bit startled, as if his own actions had stunned him.

      He’d brought her a blanket and pillow and even healed her back. He’d stroked her hair and sat with her for a while, his sudden gentleness soothing her.

      It was difficult to reconcile his scary side with his soft side. Would the scary side ever come out again? She reminded herself that he’d promised never to beat her with an implement in the future. Would he keep this promise?

      Footsteps sounded outside the bathroom and she tensed.

      “Layla?” The general’s deep voice reached her.

      Not wanting him to find her huddled on the shower floor like a coward, she jumped to her feet and exited the bathroom. Her heart skittered at the sight of him, standing so tall and confident in the middle of her cell. But her stomach bottomed out when her gaze fell to his weapons’ belt, which contained a sword, battle-ax, and at least five knives.

      He headed for her and she backed up toward the bathroom, her blood running cold. Why was he carrying so many weapons? Had he had a change of heart concerning her?

      Maybe she’d truly angered him with her reluctance to become his mistress and now he was here to fulfill the act of retribution.

      But he quickly paused and gave her a concerned look.

      “Layla? Why are you so afraid?” He inhaled deeply and she suddenly remembered that he could smell her fear.

      “We-we had an argument the last time we spoke,” she whispered, “and-and you’re wearing all those weapons and…” She lowered her gaze and realized her hands were shaking at her sides. Her throat clogged with emotion and she couldn’t form another word.

      Zamek’s shadow moved back, and she heard him leaving her cell. Relief spread through her, but she was still confused as hell. She chanced a look up. He was standing outside her cell, carefully removing every last weapon from his belt. He also pulled two knives from his boots. He placed all the weapons on the floor of the corridor and then reentered her cell.

      “I have not come to harm you, human.”

      She couldn’t be certain, but she thought she saw hurt reflecting in his eyes.

      “Well, that is a relief,” she said, placing her hand against the wall. Her legs felt so weak from her recent fright that she feared she might collapse.

      “There was a battle,” he said, walking closer. “I’ve just returned from boarding an enemy ship, that is why I was wearing so many weapons, little human. Please don’t think I would ever use them on you.” A note of anguish threaded his voice. “I made you a promise, and I intend to keep it.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded, though she couldn’t seem to stop shaking. “You haven’t visited for two days, General Zamek, and I’m afraid my imagination might’ve gotten the best of me. And then when you showed up looking like that, well, for one brief moment, I feared the worst was going to happen.”

      He rushed forward and took her in his arms. “The last two days have been empty and dark. I was a fool to stay away from you, human.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then swept her up in his arms.
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      Zamek carried Layla through the corridors of the Tammusha, ignoring the stares of his warriors. She was shaking in his arms and his only care at the moment was making her feel safe. He headed for his quarters, deciding he would deal with the consequences of his actions later.

      It was one thing to secretly keep Layla as his mistress within the privacy of his own home, but to bring her to his quarters aboard his warship? That would undoubtedly set tongues wagging. If the High Council received word of his actions, he very well might be demoted from the rank of general.

      His spirits sank when he recalled Layla’s immense look of fright, as well as the coldness of her terror that had filled his nostrils, when he’d arrived in her cell only moments ago. She’d taken one look at his weapons’ belt and feared the worst. Hurt resonated inside his chest that she hadn’t trusted him not to hurt her. Had she really believed he’d shown up to take her life?

      He hoped that by bringing her to his quarters, where they would be able to spend more time together, as well as share a bed nightly, would help alleviate her lingering fears. Ancient gods, how he longed for her to trust him.

      “Everything will be all right, little human,” he murmured into her ear, speaking in the Sumlin dialect, which he doubted any passersby could understand, as most of the warriors aboard the Tammusha hailed from Brutt District.

      “Where are we going, General?” Layla whispered in his native dialect. She peered up at him, her pretty dark eyes gleaming with concern.

      He walked faster as the door to his quarters came into sight, and the door zipped open upon his approach. He carried her inside and then called out a verbal command for the door to lock. “To my quarters,” he finally replied, as he placed her on her feet in the middle of the room.

      Her eyes widened as she looked around the large space, and a gasp left her when she noticed the massive viewscreen, which showed the aftermath of the battle with the Bexxanian warbird. Wreckage floated around the battered vessel, and though Layla couldn’t see it, the warbird held the bodies of over thirteen hundred dead Bexxanians, most of them killed in hand-to-hand combat after his people managed to board the ship.

      Behind the wreckage field rested the five Kall warships who’d joined the Tammusha for battle. Before the Kall left this location, reports would be compiled, the Verrsuan’s cargo would be retrieved, and the Bexxanian warbird would be stripped of any useful technology.

      Zamek surveyed the aftermath of the battle with a sense of pride. It had been a good fight and the Kall had prevailed, slaughtering every last enemy alien and avenging the Bexxanian attack on the Verrsuans.

      “Is that a Bexxanian warbird?” Layla asked, moving closer to the viewscreen.

      “It is,” he replied. “How did you know? Few Kall have ever seen a Bexxanian vessel, and I would think few humans have either.”

      She turned to face him. “A couple of years ago, I was visiting the tourist planet Hoonni, when a Bexxanian fleet passed through the skies of the capital city. Everyone ran for cover, believing the fearsome aliens were going to attack. But they didn’t attack, and I later learned that the Hoonni government paid them a ransom to protect the planet.”

      He reached for her hands and drew her closer. “I hope the battle didn’t frighten you too much, human,” he said, keeping his voice gentle. “I-I should have warned you that we were closing in on a Bexxanian warbird and that there would likely be a battle.”

      “I’m not going to lie,” she said. “It wasn’t fun being stuck in that cell with no viewscreen and no idea what was going on. But I’m glad it’s over, and based on the appearance of the Bexxanian ship, I suppose the Kall have prevailed.”

      Zamek nodded. “We have, and we are also hoping to use technology from this damaged ship,” he said with a gesture at the enemy vessel, “to more easily locate other Bexxanian warbirds. Sometimes they elude our sensors.”

      “Will there be a war?” Worry clouded her eyes.

      “It is possible. The Bexxanians have never attacked a Kall ship or a Kall settlement, however they have recently started going after Verrsuan trading vessels. The Verrsuans are one of our closest allies and we will not stand by while our allies are suffering.”

      She turned to stare at the wreckage again, though she didn’t pull her hands from his. After days of not visiting her in the brig, the skin-to-skin contact felt like a balm to his tattered soul.

      She inhaled a shaky breath and turned to face him. “General Zamek, why-why have you brought me here?”

      He released her hands, but only so he could grasp her upper arms and pull her closer, so near the heat of her body wafted against his. He leaned down slightly and inhaled her feminine aroma. “Because I want you to stay in my quarters.”

      “Like… permanently? Or just for a few hours?” A pained look crossed her face. “Will you return me to the brig later?”

      “I will not be returning you to the brig, human.”

      She fell silent and appeared deep in thought. Eventually, she asked, “Am I free to leave your quarters and explore the ship? Or is this basically my new prison?”
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      General Zamek growled, and if he wasn’t holding Layla tight, she would have stepped away from him. “Are you trying to start another argument, human?” He grasped her chin and lifted an eyebrow at her in censure, though he kept his tone calm.

      “I know I should be grateful to you, General,” she said, “and I am. I really am. You spared my life and you showed me mercy. But knowing I’ll never be free… well, it’s difficult to accept. I’d almost accepted the fact that I was going to die in that courtroom, but it never occurred to me that you might keep me. It never occurred to me that I might spend the rest of my life as a prisoner.”

      He frowned at her, and she suddenly felt guilty. She understood Kall culture well enough to know General Zamek was already bending the rules for her. Why wasn’t that good enough? But try as she might to accept her new situation, she still felt trapped and restless, and she still mourned the loss of her old life, even if she hadn’t been very happy on Earth before the general took possession of her.

      “If the Kall Custom of Retribution wasn’t a thing,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “I would still be on Earth, and while my life on Earth might be a mess right now, at least I would have the freedom to make my own choices and strive for a better life. At least I would have the freedom to go wherever I wanted and see whoever I wanted. But no matter how kindly you treat me, General, I’ll always be locked in a cage.”

      He released her with a jerk and narrowed his eyes at her. “What would you have me do, Layla? Take you back to Earth? Set you free? It’s unheard of, and I’ve no doubt Kall forces would capture you and make you pay.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I took you back to Earth and freed you, even if I’m not technically breaking Kall law, I would be going against tradition. A Kall court charged you with your husband’s crimes and if they see I haven’t punished you—by taking your life, as is expected of me—they will quickly arrest you, toss false charges at you, and you’ll either be sentenced to life in prison or, more likely, death.”

      She felt all the blood drain from her face. Her stomach twisted. What he said made sense. The unfairness of the whole situation settled over her, a heaviness that made it difficult to breathe. And fuck if the hurt in General Zamek’s eyes didn’t make her feel like an ungrateful asshole. He was showing her more leniency than any Kall warrior might. Most of his kind would’ve already seen her dead.

      “I won’t let any harm come to you, human,” he said, piercing her with an intense look. His eyes shone with emotion. “That is why I will never consider freeing you, but it’s not the only reason why.”

      “What’s the other reason?” She held her breath, awaiting his response.

      He stood taller and his muscles tensed. “Because I simply do not want to let you go.”

      Layla didn’t know how to respond to that. She peered around the room for a moment, then brought her gaze back to him. There was a vulnerability to his demeanor, but he also appeared agitated. Whether he was agitated with her or himself, she didn’t know. Perhaps it was both.

      “You will remain in my quarters, human,” he said, his voice resounding with authority. “Try to escape, and I’ll redden your bottom. Do you understand?”

      She thought of the light spanking he’d given her during sex and flushed all over. But he didn’t sound like he was playing around now, and a quiver raced across her bottom cheeks. Once more, she recalled his exact promise regarding the strap and implements in general—he’d specifically promised never to use an implement on her again, but he hadn’t promised never to punish her. Kall males expected obedience from their wives, mistresses, and slaves, and she had no doubt he would follow through with his threat.

      He closed the space between them and grasped her chin. “Defy me in this, Layla, and you’ll receive a spanking. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I understand,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out.

      His nostrils flared and shame washed through her. Oh God. Oh no. The threat of a spanking had caused heat to surge straight to her core. Everything between her thighs felt achy, and General Zamek with his damned heightened Kall senses could detect her sudden arousal.

      “Naughty human,” he said, a smirk taking over his features. “If you enjoy being spanked so much, you need only ask. I confess I enjoyed smacking your little bottom. I also liked watching how wet you became while I disciplined you.”

      Her breaths grew faint, and her excitement only increased. She’d almost forgotten how good he was with the dirty talk. As his grip on her chin tightened, she felt like a quivering mass of need, aching and throbbing for his touch.

      He started leaning closer, and she shut her eyes and lifted her face, realizing he meant to kiss her. But just as his lips brushed against hers, a low buzzing noise made him stiffen.
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      Fluxx. With great reluctance, Zamek pulled away from Layla and glanced down at his wrist comm. He gave her a look of regret.

      “I’m afraid I’m needed on the bridge.” He smoothed a hand through her hair, then pressed a lingering kiss to her forehead. “Stay here, human, and behave.”

      “You’re locking me in, aren’t you?” she asked. “I don’t expect I have a choice then.”

      This argument again. He was growing weary of it. He gave her a stern look. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are, Layla?” He backed her up toward the wall. Releasing her chin, he placed his hands on either side of her and gave her a sharp look. “Yes, you’ll always be locked in a cage, as you put it, but you’ll also have my protection.”

      She drew in a quick breath and opened her mouth, appearing as though she were about to argue, only to press her lips together in the next instant, looking rather chastened.

      “Now, I must go, though I hope to return soon. There is food in the kitchen area over there,” he said with a flourish of his hand, “in case you get hungry, and I will see that a servant brings your belongings from the brig here soon.”

      He departed his quarters and made haste for the bridge, though he suspected this argument with Layla was far from over. She was a stubborn but lovely creature, and pride swelled in his chest knowing that such a strong female belonged to him.

      As he hurried to the bridge, he used his wrist comm to order his personal servant, Drias, to gather Layla’s meager belongings from her cell and bring them to his quarters. She didn’t possess much—just some clothing, the electronic library, and a few hardback books he’d given her, but he didn’t wish for her to become bored in his quarters and having reading material would certainly help.

      Once they reached his home in Sumlin District, she would have the freedom to wander his vast property. He would do everything in his power to ensure that her cage didn’t feel so restricting.

      As he went about his duties on the bridge, overseeing the extraction of valuable technology from the Bexxanian warbird, his crew discovered that the alien vessel had run out of reactor fuel and that’s why it had been stuck in one place. A distress signal had also been sent to the Bexxanian Empire, requesting assistance, but thus far, the Tammusha’s sensors showed no sign of approaching enemy vessels.

      After conferring with the other Kall warships, General Zamek ordered the vessels to spread out and sweep the sector for any sign of the Bexxanians.

      On his return to his quarters, Amorrga approached him in the corridor, his purple eyes lit with post-battle excitement.

      Amorrga greeted Zamek with a Verrsuan handshake. “I cannot thank you enough, General, for helping my people get justice against the Bexxanians who attacked us. To know that all the Bexxanians on the warbird that attacked our trading vessels are dead is a great comfort. I will sleep better tonight and so will my comrades, and I will make sure Verrsuan leaders are made aware of all the Kall have done to help us.”

      Zamek nodded. “It was a quick battle, but a good one,” he said, the surge of bloodlust filling him once more. Just seeing Amorrga’s excitement brought it all back. The thrill of forcing a dock between the Tammusha and the Bexxanian warbird, then charging onto the enemy vessel, weapons raised and ready to spill enemy blood.

      “I killed twelve Bexxanians today,” Amorrga said, “and I couldn’t have managed it without your help. I wish to also thank you for teaching me battle techniques, General, and I want you to know that my experience with you and the Bexxanians has revealed a new life path to me—one as a warrior. I intend to leave my profession of trade behind and train to become a Verrsuan warrior. I also hope to convince my people that we need a larger force of warriors to better protect ourselves.”

      “I wish you good fortune in your new endeavor,” Zamek said, truly meaning it. He respected Amorrga’s enthusiasm for battle, as well as his desire to protect his people—admirable qualities in a warrior, to be sure.

      After saying goodbye to Amorrga, Zamek hurried for his quarters, anxious to hold Layla in his arms, even if they were currently in the middle of a disagreement. His blood heated at the prospect of taming her rebelliousness. He didn’t wish to quell her spirit, but she needed to come to terms with her new life, as well as the fact that he expected her obedience.

      They hadn’t known each other for long, but they were also stuck with one another, their lives irrevocably entwined, and he resolved to make the best of it. If he couldn’t marry again and she would always be under his ownership, it made sense for her to become his mistress. Perhaps the position offended her, but didn’t she realize the protection it afforded her?

      He entered his quarters to find her standing at the viewscreen. When she turned and met his gaze, a warmth unlike any other filled him. He rushed toward her, grasped her face, and pressed his lips to hers, putting all his yearning and frustration with the little human into the rough kiss.
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      All rational thought faded as General Zamek pressed his lips to hers. Layla moaned as his tongue delved inside her mouth, sensually sweeping along hers, as a low growl rumbled from his throat, sending delicious vibrations through her.

      Heat pummeled her core, and she pressed her legs together as the longing inside her built. She was still conscious of the tension between her and the general, but she couldn’t deny the chemistry either. Maybe she needed to stop thinking about how wrong their attraction was, maybe she needed to accept the blessing that was staring her in the face.

      But was the general a blessing? She was still alive, and though he’d been cruel to her initially, he now treated her rather well. Was their connection purely sexual, or did he feel something deeper for her?

      After her experience with Michael, her heart was fragile, though she would never admit this truth aloud. But it was fragile, terribly so, and she wished to never experience heartache again. Michael was her first love and also her greatest mistake. His betrayal had cut deep, and she doubted those wounds would ever heal. Trusting another man again, especially so soon after becoming widowed—and especially a Kall—probably wasn’t a good idea.

      Why must General Zamek’s kisses undo her? Why must a single look from him set her pulse racing with excitement? Why must his caresses and his sexy growls fill her with longing? Guarding her heart against him felt like an impossible task.

      He might plan to keep her as his mistress, he might believe the whole plan was settled, but he could predict the future no better than she. The majority of his people might view him as cursed and therefore unworthy to take a Kall female as a wife, but that didn’t mean it might never happen. And where would that put her?

      It puts me in a precarious position, that’s what.

      What would he do if the opportunity to take a Kall wife eventually did arise? Would he sell her to another? Or kick her out of his bedroom and demote her to an actual slave? Thanks for all the sex and companionship—now go away. The uncertainty of it all boggled her mind and made her want to resist his advances, even as she became lost in his kisses.

      He pulled back and gave her an intense look full of promise. She peered up at him, trying to catch her breath. The pressure of his lips on hers lingered, and the taste of him lingered on her tongue. He drew his hands through her hair, then gave her locks a tug, causing her head to jerk back. With another growl, he descended upon her neck, kissing her and dragging his teeth along her throat.

      Shudders rippled through her and pressure coiled in her lower tummy. She felt the wetness of her growing arousal in her panties and flushed, knowing he could detect just how eager she was becoming with a quick inhale.

      He moved closer and the hardness of his erection nudged at her stomach. A jolt of excitement ran through her and she quivered in place, defenseless against the desires swelling within her. Maybe resisting Zamek was already a lost cause.

      Still kissing her neck, he tightened his hold on her hair and slowly walked her backward, until her legs hit the bed. He released her for a moment, gave her a heated look, then started removing her clothing with deft movements.

      Once he got her completely naked, he stepped back and looked her up and down, his eyes gleaming with dark pleasure. “Perhaps I ought to take away all your clothing. Then you’ll always be here, naked and waiting for me, and I doubt you’ll think twice about trying to escape in the nude.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” she said, even as she suspected he very well might dare. She lifted her chin, still bristling at his suggestion.

      He gripped her hair and gave her a stern look that only caused the aching in her core to spread, until everything between her legs was throbbing so hard, she was almost in pain. If he didn’t touch her there soon, she might have to take matters into her own hands.

      “Turn around and bend over the bed, human.” He released her hair and backed up, gesturing for her to obey with a wave of his hand. His powerful gaze penetrated deep, causing nerves to flitter in her tummy.

      Even though part of her still wished to rebel, she found herself complying with his demands, and she quickly turned around and bent over the bed. A trembling breath escaped her lips, and she gripped the covers, waiting for him to sink inside her. She heard the rustle of clothing behind her, and anticipation skittered through her body. Soon. Her aching increased. Soon he would be inside her.

      He didn’t make her wait long. A second later, she felt the girth of his cock pressing at her slick entrance. He thrust into her with one quick drive that made her cry out in a mixture of pleasure and pain. Even though she was swollen and wet and achy, his size was still difficult to handle.

      He proceeded to grip her hips, digging his fingers into her flesh, and started pummeling her with a ferocity that stole her breath.

      Was he punishing her?

      Given the recent tension between them, she couldn’t help but wonder if his roughness was meant to be chastising.

      The logical part of her brain raged at the very idea, but the other part of her, the secret part of her that craved his dominance and his possession, reveled at the feel of his fingers digging painfully into her hips and the brutality of each deep, rapid thrust.

      “I won’t let you go, human. Ever.” He growled and maintained his punishing pace of fucking her, his balls slamming into her clit with each fast plunge. “You’re my responsibility and one I take seriously. I intend to protect you from the injustices in my world, as much as I can, but you need to understand that I am not all-powerful. I cannot change Kall laws at my whim. I cannot free you. I cannot undo Judge Commak’s order.”

      He paused for a moment and when he next spoke, his voice was deeper than usual.

      “Even if I could let you go, Layla, I don’t believe I would. I like owning you, and I think, deep down, you like being owned—you’re just afraid to admit it. You’re afraid of getting hurt.”

      She remained in place, bent over the bed, while General Zamek continued to fuck her hard, as his words penetrated her conscious. She wanted to deny all he’d just said, but the words stuck in her throat.

      She was petrified of enduring another heartbreak, but she couldn’t see how her situation with the general would lead to anything but. No matter how well he treated her, she would always long for freedom, she would always crave what he couldn’t give her.

      When she felt the wave of an orgasm approaching, she tensed and tried to hold it at bay, not wishing to give the general the satisfaction of knowing he’d brought her to the heights of ecstasy. But the steady impact of his balls striking her clit soon hurled her over the edge, and she gasped and writhed in place as the powerful climax swept over her, leaving her struggling for air. Damn him. Damn him damn him damn him.

      He gave a dark chuckle that revealed he’d sensed her internal struggle.

      “Don’t worry, little human, there’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I know I am difficult for you to resist.”

      Her face heated and if she had the strength, she would’ve growled at him and tried to push him on the floor.

      Moments later, his cock jerked inside her, beginning its usual vibration as he started to fill her with his seed. He groaned and his movements slowed, just a little, and she felt the heat of his essence inside her and even slipping down her thighs.

      He withdrew from her center and gave her bottom a light tap.

      “You look beautiful like this, human, bent over the bed with your hair in complete disarray after a long hard fucking, your pussy swollen and wet, and my seed trickling out of your privates and down your thighs. So fluxxing beautiful.”
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      Zamek helped Layla clean up in the shower, then he dressed her in one of his robes and tucked her into bed. A servant would arrive with their evening meal soon, and he anticipated sharing their first meal together. It pained him to know that she’d always eaten alone in her cell until now. His fault. He’d put her there.

      She’d been quiet since the end of their mating session, and he sensed she was deep in thought. How long would it take her to accept her new circumstances? A dark thought struck him. What if she never accepted her place as his mistress?

      She’ll accept it. She has to. She has no choice.

      Perhaps once he got her situated in his home, she would eventually change her mind. Once she realized how good her life could be with him, she might very well come around to his way of thinking.

      His door chimed and Drias soon entered, carrying their evening meal. The servant set about placing the covered plates on a small table near the viewscreen, arranging the cutlery, and pouring drinks. He gave Zamek a deep bow before departing the room.

      “Come, human, let us eat.”

      She gave him a wary look, as if afraid she was on the menu. With a deep sigh, he approached her, flipped the covers back, and gently lifted her out of bed. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed a kiss atop her head.

      “What is wrong, Layla?” he asked.

      “I-I don’t know,” she replied with a shrug. “This is just so strange. A few weeks ago, I was certain you meant to kill me, and now we’re playing house together. I don’t know what to think or how to feel, and it’s all very confusing and it’s happening fast and…” Her voice trailed off and she sighed. After a short while, she gave a shake of her head and her lips curled in a slight smile. “Sorry. I might be having a little mental breakdown at the moment. Carry on. Don’t mind me.”

      He tugged on her hand, guiding her to the dining area. “Perhaps a filling meal and some strong Kall wine will help you feel better.”

      “There’s wine?” Her face lit up visibly.

      He helped her into her seat and then took his place across from her. He nodded at the wine goblet near her plate. “Of course, there is wine,” he finally said. “Try it and let me know what you think.”

      She gave him a curious look before taking a long sip. Her eyes flashed with pleasure as she set the goblet down. “Wow, that’s very good. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever tasted Kall wine quite so delicious.”

      Zamek beamed with pride. “I’m glad you like it, human. It’s from my vineyard.”

      She shot him a look of wonder. “You have your own vineyard?”

      “It was my grandfather’s winery, but it has been passed down to me. My cousin, Xazzok, runs the day-to-day business aspects of it. You will meet him and his wife, a Flourishian named Fallonn, when we reach Sumlin District. They live in my house and act as caretakers when I’m away on warrior duty.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you owned your own winery, General? I might not have argued too much about becoming your mistress,” she said with a playful look.

      And suddenly, the tension between them began to dissipate, and hope rose in Zamek’s chest. The worry was starting to leave Layla’s eyes and she appeared happy at the moment. Was it wrong that he only wanted to see her happy?

      Was it wrong that he wasn’t fulfilling the act of retribution as expected by his people? He refused to believe so. The prospect of hurting Layla now felt abhorrent to him, and everything inside him screamed that he ought to protect her instead.

      Not for the first time, he considered conferring with the High Council about the laws pertaining to retribution. Though most Kall were notoriously stubborn, change was possible. Ambassador Merokk had recently convinced the High Council to enact a change, making it illegal for Kall males to kill their human wives, which protected the human females who’d been forced to marry Kall warriors as part of the treaty between Earth and his planet.

      “Why did you resign as an advisor to President Carson?” Zamek suddenly asked, as he recalled one part of the report about her that had confounded him. It made little sense to him that she would work so hard to become a respected Kall expert, only to resign from what she’d once in an interview described as a dream job.

      Her face darkened. “How do you—oh, the report.” She paused as a haunted look overcame her. “Well, I resigned because I no longer respected President Carson. When his daughter, Betsy Carson, who was my best friend in the whole world, was charged with espionage and other ridiculous crimes that she never even committed, he didn’t do much to help her. He made a special deal to ensure she wouldn’t be sentenced to death, but that left being sold into slavery, life imprisonment, and even torture on the table. And he didn’t show much remorse about it either, he thought she deserved to suffer after she… um, you’re friends with Ambassador Merokk, so am I correct to assume you know what really happened, and not the official Kall version of events?”

      Zamek nodded. “I know all the details.”

      “Well, President Carson thought she deserved to suffer just because she ran off to avoid her arranged marriage to Ambassador Merokk, so he didn’t do anything else to help her. He also didn’t visit her or send her a letter while she waited in prison. He completely cut her off. It was heartless, and I was deeply appalled by his behavior. And so, I resigned my position working for his administration.”

      Zamek could respect her reason for leaving her job at the White House. From what he knew of President Carson, the man was cowardly and only cared about protecting his own skin.

      “You were supposed to start a new job soon, weren’t you?” Zamek asked after a moment.

      “Yes, working for the Interstellar Intelligence Agency. They recruited me after learning I’d left my old job.” A wistful look came over her. “I think I would’ve loved that job. But I couldn’t start on time, since I couldn’t safely leave Ambassador Merokk’s house before the trial, so I had to withdraw my acceptance of the position.” She sighed. “The ambassador feared if I was spotted on the street, I might be taken into custody and imprisoned as I awaited the court date.”

      When guilt panged in Zamek’s chest, he reminded himself that Michael had taken the job away from her, not him. Her late husband had caused her to lose everything.

      “Please eat,” he said with a gesture at the food, his sudden brusque tone causing a shadow to fall over her face.

      Layla picked up a spoon and tried the sautéed vegetables first, then scooped up a bit of the meat pie. He dug into his meal with gusto, feeling near starved after an eventful day.

      As Layla ate, she also took frequent sips of her wine, and he soon refilled her goblet from the pitcher. She shot him a timid smile that warmed his heart.

      He liked this. He liked dining with her. He liked having her in his quarters.

      He could only imagine the gossip that was occurring in the corridors, mess halls, and training rooms on the Tammusha at this very moment. His warriors probably thought he’d lost his mind. Not that he cared what they thought, but he supposed he ought to be more careful going forward.

      As far as he knew, no Kall had ever balked at or refused retribution rights. He was in uncharted territory, though he didn’t think Kall authorities could interfere in any way. As long as he followed the rules and registered her as a slave immediately upon reaching Kall. Complaints might be leveled against him, but from his interpretation of the law, he didn’t believe Layla could be taken away from him.

      Normally, he was always eager for a battle. If Layla weren’t here, he would be raving with excitement over the prospect of another fight with the Bexxanians. But he now disliked that the Tammusha’s arrival on planet Kall was being delayed while they patrolled this sector of space for signs of other Bexxanian warbirds.

      All he wanted was to get Layla home, where she would be safe and out of sight. In time, the authorities might even forget about her. He could only hope. A thought struck him, one that felt like a desperate contingency plan.

      Commander Edek, who lived near Zamek in Sumlin District, was married to Betsy Carson—the very human who’d once been his slave and also happened to be Layla’s friend. Yet the Sumlin District council had approved a marriage license for the commander and Betsy. Though Commander Edek lived near Zamek, they didn’t know one another well, as Edek used to live in Yomma, though he now resided in his family home on the mountainside of Sumlin with his brother Draken.

      Xazzok sent Zamek messages about the goings on in Sumlin District frequently, as well as providing updates on the winery, and his cousin had given him periodic updates on Commander Edek—first informing him that Edek had moved back to Sumlin after returning from battle on Earth, then that Edek had taken a human slave, and finally, that Edek had married his slave.

      It was still a shock to Zamek that the Sumlin District council had approved the marriage between Edek and Betsy, and yet it had happened. This knowledge gave Zamek hope, and he tucked the possibility this presented for him and Layla into the back of his mind. If Layla’s status as his slave/mistress was threatened, he supposed he could simply marry her.

      His gaze collided with hers and all the air suddenly left his chest.

      What was he doing? What was he thinking?

      Shessema.

      Her body still rested in his warship’s morgue, awaiting burial on the mountainside, and here he was, dining with a human female and contemplating marriage. His mood darkened and the food suddenly became tasteless. He pushed his plate away and started drinking a copious amount of wine.

      “Is-is something wrong?” Layla asked.

      He glared at her, trying to summon the anger he’d once felt toward her, even though he’d promised to protect her. A growl of frustration rumbled from his throat and he pushed away from the table.

      “I must return to my duties,” he said.

      “Of course.” Hurt reflected in her eyes, but he tore his gaze from hers and stalked to the door.

      Once he was out in the corridor, he took a long inhale and fought the urge to brace himself against the wall. The last thing he wanted was for one of his men to witness a moment of weakness. He stood taller and marched to the section of the ship that contained the training rooms. May the ancient gods help the poor soul who volunteered to spar with him tonight.
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      Just before he reached the corridor containing the training rooms, Zamek spotted Commander Vavvis rushing down the hallway toward him.

      “General Zamek, it is fortunate we ran into one another. I was about to contact you and request your presence on the bridge. I am headed there now myself,” Commander Vavvis said with a gesture in the direction that led to the bridge.

      The two males started heading that way before Zamek even opened his mouth to question the commander. Whatever it was that required his attention, he was glad for the distraction. He needed some time away from Layla to think. He also needed to visit the morgue and pray over his wife. It shamed him that he’d gone several days without doing so.

      “Report?” Zamek asked.

      “A fleet of fifty Bexxanian warbirds were just destroyed in sector 42.”

      Shock filled Zamek. Sector 42 was very close to Earth and the Bexxanians had never been spotted there before. “Those fools,” he said, biting back a laugh. “They likely didn’t realize how many Kall vessels still patrol that sector.”

      “Early reports indicate it was a good battle, General,” the commander replied. “Few Kall casualties were sustained, and no Kall warships or airships were destroyed.”

      “How many Kall vessels in total converged on the Bexxanians?” Zamek asked, wanting to better envision the great battle in his head.

      “Over two hundred.” Commander Vavvis sighed with longing. “I wish I had been there. To have participated in a battle that large, I would sell my grandfather’s battle-ax,” he said with a chuckle.

      When they arrived on the bridge a short while later, the viewscreen displayed a feed of the High Council’s chambers. Zamek aimed a nod of respect to the council members.

      “Good evening, councilors,” he said. “To what do I owe this honor?” It was most unusual for the entire High Council to call upon a Kall warship, particularly via video comm. More frequently, coded messages were transmitted back and forth.

      “Good evening, General Zamek,” Councilor Jonall said with a deep nod. “My fellow council members and I would like to extend our deepest gratitude to you and your warriors for the assistance you provided in helping Kall forces defeat the Bexxanians. The technology you stripped from the Bexxanian warbird was extremely useful to our engineers, who were able to use it to better track the fleet of warbirds in sector 42.”

      “I will forever be at the service of Kall,” Zamek replied. He’d been hopeful that the technology stripped from the enemy aliens’ vessel would be useful, and he’d ordered it to be analyzed immediately and for all data to be transferred to the central command system.

      “Because of your actions, the Bexxanians are no longer a threat. Our intelligence tells us that their entire fleet has now been destroyed. Please convey my thanks to the rest of your warriors, General Zamek,” Councilor Jonall said.

      “I will. Thank you, Councilor.”

      After the call ended, a triumphant shout went up on the bridge, and Zamek’s warriors slapped one another on the back and offered congratulations on a job well done. Zamek even found himself cracking a smile as he joined in his crew’s celebrations.

      Of course, this also meant they could now set course for planet Kall and cease looking for the Bexxanian warbirds that no longer existed. It meant he could take Layla home, where she would be safest. Despite his conflicting feelings and his guilt where Shessema was concerned, he still wished to keep the little human safe.

      He departed the bridge, and to his surprise, Commander Vavvis followed him out into the corridor, keeping up with his rapid pace.

      “General, there is another matter I would like to discuss with you. It’s rather urgent.”

      Zamek gave an internal sigh but paused and turned to face Commander Vavvis. At this late hour, there was no one nearby in the corridor to overhear their conversation. “What is it?”

      “Your human prisoner, Layla Remington, is no longer in the brig,” the commander said, and Zamek didn’t like the look of disgust that tugged at Vavvis’s face when he said Layla’s name.

      “Yes, I know,” he replied, standing tall to stare down at the shorter male. He wasn’t above using his physical size to intimidate another Kall. “Her location is none of your concern.”

      “Many warriors claim to have seen you carrying this human female to your quarters. I’ve tried my best to defend you, but if it is true, General… tell me it is not true. Tell me you have done the right thing and killed this human already and that perhaps you’re just keeping her body parts as a trophy.”

      Zamek growled and slammed Vavvis against the wall, then he wrapped his hand around his commander’s neck, squeezing until his face turned a deep purple. “Question me about the human again or offer an unsolicited opinion, and I’ll relieve you of your command. Understood?” He loosened his grip on the commander’s throat, just enough to allow the male to speak.

      “Yes, Ge-general. Under-understood,” Commander Vavvis rasped out.

      Another growl left Zamek and he released his subordinate with a jerk. Then he marched down the corridor, heading for the morgue. He couldn’t face Layla in good conscience until he’d prayed over Shessema. Until he spoke to his late wife and tried to explain his actions to her. Not that she would be able to respond, but perhaps he would sense her presence. Maybe he would even sense her acceptance, or her sadness or disapproval.

      To his relief, he found the morgue empty. He hurried inside and moved to the glass-topped coffin that held her body, which rested in a back room. He stared at her, thinking she appeared so alive that she might open her eyes at any moment. The Tammusha’s mortician had embalmed her, preserving her innocence and her beauty.

      His heart ached as he gazed down at her.

      “Shessema,” he began, “I have come here to ask the ancient gods to watch over your soul, and to tell you that I hope you are resting peacefully in the afterlife. I hope the afterlife is as breathtaking as the Holy Ones claim. I hope you are running through fields of tall vhenn grass as you reunite with old souls. Perhaps you will live again, in another body, if you decide to reincarnate, though I know if you do, you’ll have no memory of this life, at least until you perish again.”

      He couldn’t help but wonder how many lives she’d already lived. And how many had he lived? What about Layla? He’d heard many humans believed souls could reincarnate. Perhaps Layla had already experienced several lives as well.

      The knowledge that even though Shessema was gone she was still living on somewhere else did bring him a level of peace, and gradually the tightness in his chest began to lessen.

      “Shessema, I must tell you something.” He paused and ran a hand over the glass covering. Then he started from the beginning, and he told her all about Layla and the trial and how he’d hesitated to kill her in the courtroom, even though he’d gone to the trial that day believing he would indeed take the human female’s life.

      He continued by confessing how he’d threatened Layla’s life and even whipped her, hoping that a taste of her suffering would make him hunger for her blood. As he spoke, he felt a hand on his shoulder, and he gasped and turned around, but there was no one there.

      And even as he continued turning in a slow circle, the slight weight of a hand remained on his shoulder.

      He peered down at Shessema. Was this a sign? And if so, was it one of acceptance? The instant this question entered his head, the hand on his shoulder squeezed lightly, as if to say yes.

      His throat burned as he regarded Shessema’s unmoving form.

      Once he could get his voice working, he resumed his story, though he omitted the most salacious details of his time spent with Layla. The longer he spoke, the more he felt as though he were unburdening his soul. The tightness in his chest was almost entirely gone, and in place of his earlier guilt was an image of Shessema that kept flashing in his mind, of her running through the tall vhenn grass in the afterlife, laughing and playing tag with her nieces and nephews who’d perished in the human miners’ explosion. The image was so detailed, it was as though he were watching it in real time.

      At last, he came to the conclusion of his story, where he told of his frustration with Layla over not willingly accepting his offer to become his mistress, but also of his contingency plan to marry her, should her safety be threatened.

      She needs protecting, and so do you.

      He heard Shessema’s voice inside his head and nearly jumped. He stroked the glass lid of her coffin, wondering why she’d chosen to talk to him now. He’d visited her many times before, to pray over her and speak to her.

      She needs protecting, and so do you.

      It sounded like a blessing, but also a warning.
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      Layla sat in a chair near the viewscreen, the tablet in her hand, as she tried to lose herself in a romance novel. But concentrating wasn’t easy, because her thoughts kept drifting back to Zamek and his strange mood during dinner.

      Exhaustion weighed her down and she supposed she ought to get some sleep, it was rather late, but she wished to remain awake until he returned.

      The door to his quarters zipped open and he strode inside, his larger-than-life presence filling the room. Though matters weren’t yet settled between them and her future with him remained uncertain (at least from her point of view), her heart warmed at the sight of him.

      She set the tablet aside and rose to her feet, turning to face him just as he closed the distance between them. He took her in his arms, and she thought he meant to kiss her, but instead he simply embraced her, hugging her tight as his masculine scent overwhelmed her. She breathed deeply and sank farther into his arms, even going so far as to wrap her arms around him and hug him back.

      Technically, it was only the second time they’d mutually hugged one another.

      And he wants to keep me as his mistress.

      He withdrew partially to peer into her eyes, and she was shocked by the raw emotion in his gaze. He swallowed hard, then drew in a deep breath.

      “The Bexxanian threat is no more, which means the Tammusha can now resume course for planet Kall. We are set to arrive in approximately sixteen days.” He stroked a hand through her hair. “I am anxious to get you to the safety of my home, Layla. All I can think about is keeping you safe, keeping you to myself.”

      “That is good news about the Bexxanians,” she said. “But when it comes to arriving at your home, you-you speak as if there’s a specific threat we need to worry about.”

      His expression became shuttered, and she suspected he was keeping something from her, but there was also a strange peacefulness to him as well. Maybe whatever had caused his brooding mood over dinner had been resolved.

      “It is nothing for you to concern yourself with,” he said cryptically, though the sudden hardness in his gaze told her she wouldn’t be getting any information out of him. For now.

      He guided her into the bathroom, and they got ready for bed at the same time like an old married couple. She stood at one sink washing her face, while he stood at the other sink brushing his teeth. Once she brushed her teeth and untangled her dark locks (with a comb borrowed from Zamek), he was already finished with his nighttime routine.

      “Did my servant deliver any boxes today?” he asked.

      “I saw him carry a few boxes into the closet.” She’d snooped, of course, but she hadn’t wanted to presume the contents of the boxes were for her and just dig into them without Zamek’s permission.

      He grasped her hand and led her into the spacious walk-in closet, where he stripped off his uniform and donned a pair of snug black shorts. She hovered awkwardly nearby, trying not to ogle him as he undressed but failing miserably. His huge muscles rippled with his every little movement, and she couldn’t help but notice his cock was growing hard. Her pulse raced. Would he claim her before bed?

      “More clothing for you, human,” he said, opening one box. He drew out the gorgeous purple dress she’d admired earlier.

      “Thank you, General. It’s beautiful.”

      He set the dress aside and dug into the boxes, apparently looking for something specific. One of the exceedingly sheer nightdresses, she realized, as he produced a translucent, light pink garment. He held it up in front of her, then placed it in her hands.

      “Put it on,” he said, stepping back and crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against a dresser, apparently settling in to enjoy the show.

      Face flushing, she stripped off her blue dress and leggings, tossing them into the clothing refresher. It still boggled her mind that he had two clothing refreshers in his quarters—one in the bathroom and one in this closet. Such appliances were not cheap. Back on Earth, she’d always used old-fashioned washers and dryers. Those located in the basement of her apartment building had creaked and groaned and shuddered violently with each load.

      The cool air in the closet caused goosebumps to rush over her arms, and she quickly donned the sheer nightdress, hoping to get under the warmth of the covers soon. Zamek regarded her with a heated gaze and drew her close, wrapping his arms around her.

      “I like this one,” he said, his voice deep and rough. “I think I’ll have one in every color made for you.”

      Slaves aren’t supposed to have nice things.

      She almost said it, but fatigue held her back. She was too tired to argue with him anymore tonight.

      “Come,” he said, leading her out of the closet. “It’s time for bed.”
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      Layla grimaced at the soreness between her thighs as she turned over in bed. General Zamek had used her roughly last night, forcing her to bend over the bed while he pounded into her. Her face heated as she recalled what had come after that—he’d ordered her to remain in place as he went to the bathroom, and he’d returned a moment later with a warm wet cloth, which he used to clean her up before tucking her into bed next to him.

      Her eyes still closed, she stretched and felt around in the bed, searching for Zamek, only to find his side empty and the sheets cool. He must’ve gotten up a while ago. Finally, she opened her eyes and sat up against the pillows. She gasped at the sight in the viewscreen.

      A lush valley with rolling green hills stretched to a snow-capped mountain range. White billowing clouds floated in the brilliant blue sky, and just beyond the tallest mountain peak, the ghosts of twin moons hovered, looming large and watching over the land. A small city lay in the midst of it all, the houses colorful with unique architecture. Homes and farms and vineyards dotted the mountainside, though most of the mountain homes were constructed of stone.

      Recognition waved through Layla.

      This was planet Kall. To be more specific, it was Sumlin District. She recognized several of the buildings in the town, as well as the layout of the streets, which spread out in a winding pattern from the town square.

      She crawled out of bed, ignoring the soreness between her thighs, and walked up to the viewscreen.

      How could they have already arrived on planet Kall?

      She eyed the controls of the viewscreen. Some viewscreens could show picturesque scenes. President Carson had had a picture wall in the Oval Office, which usually displayed an image of his favorite beach spot in Turks and Caicos, so she was sort of familiar with the pricey technology.

      She studied the controls and it appeared as though this were a live view. Disbelief curled inside her, as well as a healthy dose of fear. She’d thought she would have at least two weeks before they reached planet Kall to mentally prepare herself for the life that awaited her. Two weeks to get more answers out of General Zamek.

      Her stomach flipped and she touched her right upper arm. Zamek had said she would receive a slave tracker upon their arrival in Sumlin District. She knew it would be painful, but it wasn’t the pain that scared her. It was the realization that she was here now, on fucking planet Kall, and there was no going back.

      Officially a slave, unofficially a mistress.

      That would be her life now.

      Zamek had decided for her. He wasn’t giving her a choice.

      Oh, Betsy, where are you?

      She peered at the mountainside homes, wondering which one belonged to her dear friend’s husband. Well, she supposed the house belonged to Commander Edek’s older brother, Draken, but they all lived under the same roof—Betsy and Commander Edek, and Draken and his wife Lissa.

      Would she get the chance to see her friend again? Would Zamek permit it?

      Her heart sank at the prospect of being locked in his house, or restricted to his property, without the freedom to visit her best friend who happened to live in the same district.

      On the day we arrive in Sumlin District, I will be required to take you to the slave office and have a tracker placed in your arm. Then I will take you to my home on the mountainside and keep you all to myself.

      General Zamek’s words came back to her now, an ominous echo in her head.

      Keep you all to myself.

      Part of her liked his possessiveness, but another part of her riled against it, the part of her that wanted the freedom to forge her own life. If it wasn’t for Michael and the horrible Kall judge and even Zamek, she would still be on Earth, settling into her new job at the Interstellar Intelligence Agency.

      But it all went back to the war. Her life had begun to unravel during the war, after Amos died and Michael’s grief turned to anger, and when Aunt Colleen refused to evacuate and later perished in a Kall attack. She supposed she couldn’t blame one person for her current predicament.

      Sighing, she watched as an airship zipped across the sky, moving beyond the mountains and out of sight. A crowd was gathered in the square of the town, and she squinted, trying to get a better look. When she couldn’t make out what was going on, she peered at the control panel and figured out a way to magnify that portion of the viewscreen.

      What she saw horrified her.

      A crowd surrounded a platform that contained dozens of poor, shackled souls—most of them human, but some were Kall or from other worlds.

      Slaves. They’re being sold as slaves.

      It’s an auction day.

      A shiver rinsed down her spine.

      During the two years she’d spent on planet Kall, she had purposely avoided the slave auctions, knowing such a sight would break her heart. The cruelty of the Kall astounded her sometimes.

      Layla watched in horror as a short human woman was pushed onto the slave block. She was naked, just as all the slaves were.

      Tears burned in Layla’s eyes and she knew she ought to turn away from the viewscreen, but she couldn’t seem to stop watching the scene unfold.

      Multiple Kall males in the crowd lifted their moneybags, presumably offering bids. A skinny Kall male stood near the slave block, shouting until his face turned purple as he pointed from bidder to bidder. The auctioneer, no doubt.

      Eventually, the human woman was led off the slave block by a huge Kall male who emerged from the crowd. Her new master, and judging by the dark gleam in his eyes, he wouldn’t be a particularly kind master either. A few tears escaped to roll down Layla’s cheeks. This was horrible.

      She witnessed auction after auction, watching men and women being sold off in the square of Sumlin District. Her throat burned and her tears kept coming.

      A noise behind her startled her, and she spun around at the sound of a throat being cleared.

      General Zamek stood before her, wearing his Kall uniform, a sword hanging from his weapons’ belt, as well as a few knives. No ax this time. She supposed that was only reserved for battles. Or executions. She shivered at the memory of him looming over her on the white tarp.

      He shot a brief glance at the viewscreen and his face softened.

      “You shouldn’t be watching this, human,” he said, heading for the control panel. He pressed a button and the viewscreen went back to normal, showing a landscape view of the valley and mountains.

      “It’s so terribly cruel,” she said, wiping at her tears.

      “It’s not as cruel as you think,” he replied in an infuriatingly unapologetic tone.

      She spun on him. “How can you say that?”

      “Only those convicted of grave crimes in a Kall court are sold at auction. It’s better than being sentenced to death, and not all masters are cruel. Some masters treat their slaves as well as they treat their servants.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Some masters,” she said, “but not all.”

      “Layla,” he said, grasping her upper arms, “I have purposely delayed leaving my warship because I didn’t wish for you to see the auction. Had I realized you knew how to manipulate the viewscreen, I would have locked it down.” He sighed. “I will need to take you to the slave office in Sumlin before we venture to my home. You must be registered as a slave and fitted with a tracker.”

      Her heart broke. She’d known this day would come, but her heart still broke. She realized General Zamek didn’t have many options when it came to her, but surely there had to be a way to get around officially registering her as a slave.

      “How-how did we get here so fast? I thought we had about two more weeks of travel?” Her stomach clenched. She’d really been counting on those two weeks. She felt as though she’d been tossed into freezing cold water without warning, and no shore in sight.

      “One of the Verrsuans we rescued—Amorrga—told us about a new artificial wormhole the Corrtass recently installed along the border between sectors 39 and 40. We were able to barter for passage through the wormhole, thus shortening our travels considerably.”

      “Well, isn’t that convenient. I am sure you’re eager to get that tracker in my arm and chain me to your bed.”

      He released one of her arms and pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture that looked very human, and gave her an exasperated look. “You needn’t be so dramatic, Layla.” His eyes darkened. “But if you like being chained up, that can easily be arranged. Now, come. You must get dressed.”
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      Zamek guided Layla into the closet and selected a plain gray dress for her to wear, the garment specifically created for today’s trip into town. It was nicer than a slave could be expected to wear, but it wasn’t lavish enough to draw attention at the slave office.

      To his relief, she didn’t balk at the dress. She obediently put it on, as well as the leggings and a pair of soft sandals he provided.

      If he thought she would agree to become his wife, he might march straight to the local council building and demand a license for their marriage be approved. But human courting customs were different from those of his people. Humans usually dated their potential mating partners for a long time before considering marriage. Months, even years in some cases, or so he’d heard. It all struck him as very strange.

      She likely wouldn’t say yes, though he supposed he could force her, just as he was forcing her to become his mistress—a title of which she didn’t seem very fond. Perhaps he ought to stop using it and call her his companion, or something similar. Lover?

      But there was no guarantee the Sumlin District council would approve his request immediately, and he would have a better chance if he knew how Commander Edek had managed it. As soon as could be arranged, he wished to speak with Edek and learn how the male got the council to approve his marriage to Betsy Carson. Then he could explore the possibility of taking Layla as his wife.

      How long would they have to know one another until she agreed to marriage? While he knew he could force her, the idea of dragging her before a Holy One and compelling her to repeat marriage vows didn’t sit right with him. Such an act would only breed resentment in her.

      He watched as the little human female straightened her dress and inspected her appearance in the mirror, smoothing her hands through her dark, wavy locks.

      “I-I just woke up,” she said, catching his eyes in the mirror. “Could I please have a bit more time to get ready?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “I don’t want to leave the Tammusha until the auction is long over. I’ll have my servant bring breakfast soon, as well. We have a long day ahead of us and you’ll need your strength.”
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      After eating a quick breakfast and leaving Layla to finish getting ready, Zamek strode down the corridors, heading for the hangar to ensure his airship was ready and that Shessema’s body had been brought aboard. Though the town of Sumlin was within eyesight, it was quite far away and not easily accessed from the warships’ landing platform, making airship travel to and from the platform a necessity.

      As soon as he departed on his airship with Layla, Commander Vavvis would take the Tammusha to its official station in nearby Brutt District, which was a much larger district than Sumlin, where most of his warriors lived.

      Zamek found himself looking forward to the downtime that came after victory. All the commanders and warriors under his command would also enjoy a full moon cycle of rest before returning to training.

      After reaching his personal airship and confirming that the pilot was ready for takeoff at Zamek’s convenience, he joined his crew members on the bridge for his farewell address, a custom that made him uneasy, as he didn’t enjoy public speaking, but he kept it short and made sure to praise his crew members and warriors for their loyal devotion to Kall interests.

      Once that task was completed, he made to leave the bridge, only for Commander Vavvis to block his path.

      “Is there something you wanted, Commander?” Zamek asked, still on edge after his last encounter with Vavvis.

      “A private word.”

      “The last time you asked for a private word,” Zamek replied, keeping his voice low so only Vavvis could hear, “it did not turn out so well for you.”

      The commander smirked. “I am willing to take the risk.”

      With a sigh, Zamek gestured for Vavvis to follow him out into the corridor. The halls were crowded with warriors and they were forced to walk for some time until an alcove at the end of a corridor provided a private place to speak.

      “Many more of our warriors have approached me and asked about your human captive,” Vavvis said. “Word has spread quickly that not only is she still alive, but she’s staying in your quarters rather than the brig.”

      Annoyance flared inside Zamek, and before he could respond, Vavvis continued.

      “But there’s also been a rumor circulating on the ship that you are planning to exact your retribution in the main training room for all the warriors to witness.”

      “What?” Zamek was horrified by the very idea. “Who started this rumor?”

      “I am not certain,” the commander said. “Is-is there any truth to it?”

      “No,” Zamek replied firmly, protectiveness for Layla rising in him like a storm, ready to destroy anyone who threatened his female.

      His female. His.

      At some point, he’d started to think of Layla as belonging to him.

      Commander Vavvis looked as though he wanted to say more.

      “What is it?” Zamek said.

      “That is all, General, I simply wished to ascertain whether there was any truth to this rumor.” Vavvis glanced into the corridor. “I must return to the bridge now and prepare for our eventual departure for Brutt District.” He gave Zamek a deep nod. “Serving with you during the war against Earth, as well as the battle against the Bexxanian warbird, has been an honor. It is my hope that we will serve together in the future.”

      Zamek doubted the sincerity of Vavvis’s words, but he returned the deep nod and bid the commander farewell. Generals didn’t serve on the same warship during every mission or war, but rotated between vessels, depending on where their leadership was most needed.

      During the next mission into space, it was possible Zamek would serve on another warship from Brutt District or even a ship from a district on the other side of planet Kall. The High Council determined the placement of generals, though Zamek secretly hoped he would remain with the fleet of Brutt District for some time. Not just for the convenience of being close to his home in Sumlin, but because Brutt warriors were among the fiercest and most loyal on the entire planet.

      Which might explain the rumors and apparent bloodlust concerning Layla. His warriors were outraged on his behalf, believing Layla had grievously wronged him. Most probably thought she was affiliated with the human rebels. But even so, her late husband’s sins legally belonged to her, decreed so by a Kall court. In his warriors’ eyes, Layla might as well have been the one to wield the knife against Shessema.

      He stepped out into the corridor and quickly became uneasy by how crowded it was, warriors rushing by, likely to complete reports and attend debriefings before they reached Brutt District and could join their families.

      He frowned at the thought of leading Layla through this horde of warriors. All eyes would be on them as they walked to the hangar, which was located on the other side of the ship from his quarters. He doubted any of his warriors would be so bold as to strike out at Layla, but it was a risk he could not take.

      But if his warriors legitimately believed he intended to torture Layla once he brought her to his home? The rumors would stop and their concern would turn elsewhere.

      Time. He needed more time. Time to safely hide Layla away, time to plan his trip to the local council building and demand a marriage license, assuming the stubborn human eventually agreed to become his wife.

      A plan formed in his mind, one that Layla wouldn’t like. One she would regard as cruel, even if he explained his reasons. With a growl, he stalked to the brig, intending to retrieve an item necessary for his plan.
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      Curse Verrsuan traders and curse the Corrtass Empire and curse artificial wormhole technology.

      Layla paced in front of the viewscreen, impatient for Zamek’s return, but also dreading it. Because as soon as he got back, they were leaving for Sumlin, where he intended to take her straight to the slave office.

      She ran a hand through her hair and considered all she knew about the Custom of Retribution. Her stomach twisted and she felt nauseous while recalling some of the finer details of the practice.

      Technically, Zamek was supposed to turn her body over to Kall authorities after he finished her off, or whatever was left of her. Not that he would hurt her like that—she was starting to trust him, and she no longer feared he would kill her. He’d made it perfectly clear that he wished to keep her.

      But even if he made her a slave, wouldn’t Kall authorities eventually question his actions? It was a gray area, and it made her nervous.

      The door zipped open and General Zamek strode into the room, a look of purpose about him. He was still wearing his full Kall uniform, and he was still armed, but he was also holding a pair of iron manacles.

      She took a step back. “General?”

      “We must leave now,” he said, his tone urgent. “I’m sorry, Layla, but this must be done. Come here and give me your hands.”

      She hadn’t minded the plain dress that was clearly meant to make her appear more as a slave—honestly, after he’d destroyed her shirt, she felt lucky to be provided with any clothing—but manacles? Her heart sank.

      “No,” she said, lifting her chin. “I will not wear those.”

      “I don’t recall giving you a choice, human.” His visage hardened.

      She thought of the auction she’d just watched, of the poor slaves who’d been naked and bound with manacles just like the ones Zamek held in his hands. Didn’t he realize how this made her feel? Like he saw her as less than a person.

      He sighed and headed directly for her, but she bolted for the bathroom. His door had a lock and she intended to use it.

      Satisfaction spread through her when she clicked the lock into place before he reached the door. With a resounding snarl, he banged on the door a few times.

      “Layla,” he said in a warning tone, “you will open this door now.”

      She huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t believe I will. Not until you throw those manacles away.” Most doors on Kall ships could be opened with a verbal command, assuming you had proper clearance to enter a particular room, but she’d recently noticed the bathroom door in Zamek’s quarters looked rather outdated. Apparently, she was right. If he could’ve opened it with a verbal command, he would’ve done so already.

      “Layla, you’re the Kall expert here,” he said. “Surely you must understand the importance of appearances. I’m doing this to protect you.”

      Tears blurred in her eyes. Fuckkk. Yeah, he probably thought he had good reasons to put the manacles on her. But what about change? What about working that gray area to his advantage? There had to be a way for her to stay on his planet without being led through Sumlin in manacles and having to receive a tracker.

      Maybe she wanted too much. Aunt Colleen used to tell her that. You can’t always have the moon and all the stars in the sky, dear, sometimes you have to choose. Just the moon today. Or just a few stars tomorrow. But you can’t have everything all the time. It simply isn’t possible.

      Layla had never really understood what Aunt Colleen was talking about until now. Maybe she needed to endure the manacles, just to keep peace with the general, and also to protect herself. Appearances.

      And maybe she needed to accept her place as his mistress. What more could she hope for, when freedom clearly wasn’t an option? She shuddered at the idea of being captured by Kall forces and brought before a Kall courtroom once more, should she ever set foot on Earth again.

      Mistress. She wasn’t a particular fan of the word and how it made her feel—dirty and used and undervalued. It made her feel like a whore, and it made her yearn for something more that she was almost too afraid to admit.

      She thought about Betsy and her marriage to Commander Edek and how happy Betsy claimed they were, and a surge of jealousy and longing rushed through her.

      Kall didn’t court one another like humans did. There was no dating. Marriages were arranged or occurred out of convenience, and the general hadn’t mentioned marriage once to her, even though in his culture they moved fast in this regard.

      It was a silly thought to entertain, because they’d known each other for such a short time, but she would rather be his wife than his slave/mistress.

      Commander Edek had married Betsy, despite Betsy being his slave, and they also lived in Sumlin District. It had to be possible. It had to. Yet Zamek hadn’t breathed one word of marriage to her, and her heart abruptly sank. Maybe he couldn’t envision her as his wife, maybe she really was less in his eyes, a human who was fit to warm his bed but nothing more.

      Was she a fool to hope for too much?

      The moon and all the stars?

      “Layla, if you don’t open this door immediately, I will punish you.”

      She backed away from the door, torn by indecision and also angered by his threat. Didn’t he realize how furious and vulnerable she felt at this moment?

      Snap! The door handle twisted and broke off, clattering to the floor. A second later, General Zamek pushed inside, his face a mask of fury.

      He set the manacles down on the sink and reached for her.

      “General, wait. Please. I’ll wear the manacles. Just put them on me.” She tugged at his grip, but he wouldn’t release her.

      “You had your chance, little human, and now you must pay the price for your defiance.” He bent her over the sink and immediately began gathering her dress up to her waist.

      Her heart raced and she tried to escape, but he pressed a firm hand to her lower back, holding her in place. The edge of the sink was rounded and didn’t cut into her stomach, but it still wasn’t the most comfortable position.

      “No, please!” she cried when he tugged her leggings and panties down. “General, stop!”

      He didn’t listen. Instead, he cupped her left cheek and gave it a firm squeeze.

      “Planet Kall is nothing like Earth,” he said, leaning over her and speaking directly into her ear. “You must obey me without question. Someday your life might depend on it. Now, you know very well that I’ve already bucked tradition by not killing you. What you likely don’t realize is that I’ve already drawn attention for it. My own warriors have questioned my actions. All I want is to get you safely to my home, far from prying eyes and wagging tongues. I won’t risk you being taken away from me. You. Are. Mine.”

      She sniffled, feeling wretched. She’d had no idea his warriors were questioning their relationship. The manacles were starting to make sense now. The general intended them as a safety measure. If she wore manacles and looked more like a slave, particularly an unhappy one, then his warriors and anyone else might assume he had nefarious plans for her, namely enslavement and torture.

      “You will never run from me again, human,” he said, giving her right cheek an ominous squeeze. “Nor will you lock yourself in a room to escape me. Not unless you want a very red, very sore little bottom.”

      Without further ado, he gave her a firm smack that was a far cry from the playful swats he’d given her in bed.

      She gasped and tried to push off the counter, but he continued holding her down as he slapped her backside, alternating from left cheek to right cheek as he slowly increased his pace, as well as the force of the punishing blows.

      Smack smack smack!

      The sting built quickly, and she squirmed, trying with all her strength to escape. But her efforts were futile. General Zamek was too strong, and he seemed determined to teach her a lesson.

      “Please no more!” It hurt and she wasn’t too proud to beg. “Please, General, I’m sorry!”

      He moved lower and swatted the tops of her thighs, and she gasped at the pain. Her entire bottom and the backs of her thighs were now aflame.

      As the smacks continued, she became aware of the heated sensation gathering between her thighs, the immense ache. Her breath hitched and shame washed through her, causing a full body flush.

      The general was spanking her, as a punishment, and she was becoming aroused. She whimpered, knowing he would soon detect her excitement, if he hadn’t already.

      She tried pressing her legs closer together, but she doubted it would help.

      “Naughty little human,” he said, striking the curve where her bottom met her thighs repeatedly, which caused her to howl. “I know how wet you’re becoming. I can smell it with each inhale I take, and I can also see the glimmer of your arousal coating those pink nether lips of yours. You can’t hide it from me.”

      She whimpered again, her face burning with embarrassment.

      She glanced into the mirror, and the sight of General Zamek standing tall and confident behind her as he methodically spanked her, his expression set in lines of firm resolve, didn’t help with her predicament.

      The determined look on his handsome face sent a delicious shudder through her, and the aching in her core increased, until she felt the wetness of her arousal slipping down her thigh.

      Finally, the general’s hand stilled, and he caressed her heated bottom, moving from cheek to cheek and mercifully rubbing out the sting. Well, rubbing out some of the sting. She doubted the discomfort would fade anytime soon.

      When his fingers delved between her folds, she stiffened at first but soon surrendered to his deft ministrations as he rubbed her moisture over her clit.

      “I know this is difficult for you, human,” he said, “but you must learn to obey me, and to trust me. I’m not putting the manacles on you to be cruel. I don’t want to put them on you, Layla, I truly don’t, but it’s the safest way to walk you to the hangar and then through Sumlin on our way to the slave office.”

      As he spoke, he continued spreading her wetness over her pulsing nub, causing heated waves to assail her core. She whimpered and jerked her center against his probing hand. Oh God. She was close, so close.

      “I’m sorry!” she blurted, shame surging inside her. “I-I’ll try to obey you, I will, but I’ll never stop longing for freedom. I don’t want to be a slave and I don’t want to be a whore.”

      “You’re not a whore,” he said in a firm tone, giving her clit a chastising pinch. “You’re my mistress.”

      “Potato, potahhhto,” she said, switching to English.

      “What does that mean?” He caught her gaze in the mirror.

      “It means whore and mistress are basically the same thing.”

      “No,” he said, driving her closer to the edge. “You’re wrong.”

      She pressed her lips together. Her bottom still throbbed terribly, and she didn’t want to risk further punishment.

      “Come for me, human,” he said, swirling faster over her clit. “Come for me while you’re bent over with your red, freshly spanked bottom on display.”

      His words pushed her over the edge, and she cried out as a powerful climax descended upon her, stealing her breath and making her toes curl in her sandals.
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      Zamek stared down at Layla, aching to sink inside her. His cock swelled in his pants and his balls drew up tight. A growl caught in his throat. He still couldn’t believe she’d not only run from him, but locked him out of the bathroom too.

      “May-may I get up now, General? Please?”

      “Not yet.” He stood back and inspected her spanked cheeks. He’d turned her flesh a deep shade of pink, and he groaned at the sight of her nether lips, swollen and gleaming with her essence. She might not have enjoyed the pain of the spanking, but her body had responded to his firm discipline.

      Desire surged through him and he guided her out of the bathroom and straight for the bed. Her steps were slow and awkward, as her leggings and panties were tangled around her knees, and her dress was still pushed up around her waist.

      He released her and gave her an expectant look as he freed his cock from his pants. She flushed but quickly took position, bending herself over the bed and lifting her bottom high. Spreading her thighs apart, as best she could with the leggings tangled about her knees, she arched her back more, presenting herself to be mounted.

      Growls rumbled from his chest and his need soared.

      Locking his fingers in her hair, he jerked her head back and leaned over her, placing his lips at her ear. “Brace yourself, human. I’m not feeling particularly merciful at the moment.”

      He grabbed her bottom cheeks, forcing her center to spread more, until her pussy and ass were stretched wide, revealing all her feminine charms to his gaze.

      He slammed into her and rode her fast, claiming her with all the passion surging through him. Mine. You’re mine, human. I won’t let you go.

      Whimpers and moans drifted up from her, and she clutched the covers until her knuckles turned white.

      She stiffened and then jerked her center against him, a guttural cry escaping her as her insides clamped down on his cock, another release rushing through her.

      The feel of her pussy contracting around his shaft made him roar, and his own release followed soon after. He pumped into her with rough movements, filling her with his seed, marking her as his.

      He found himself wondering if he would ever get her with child. Kall-human pregnancies were rare, but they happened from time to time. The idea of planting his seed inside her and watching her stomach swell with life filled him with primal satisfaction.

      “I’m going to try to get you pregnant,” he said, still submerged in her tightness. “I’m going to fill you with my seed constantly and try to breed you, human.” More growls rumbled from his throat. “I don’t care how long it takes. One day you will have my child.”

      She didn’t offer a response, and he finally withdrew from her center. When his seed started to trickle out of her core, he turned her around and forced her onto her back, and he placed a pillow underneath her, keeping her bottom high and stemming the flow of his seed out of her pussy.

      Her wide eyes met his, but still she said nothing. Perhaps he’d shocked her with his breeding talk. In truth, he’d shocked himself.

      His gaze roved over her. Her dress was now wrinkled, her hair was a mess, and her eyes were red-rimmed from crying. And her bottom… fluxx, he couldn’t deny that he adored the sight of her punished bottom.

      He put his cock away and fastened his pants. Then he checked his wrist comm. “You will remain in that position for twenty erons,” he said.
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      Zamek guided Layla through the crowded corridors of the Tammusha. He was holding her by the back of her neck, marching her through the ship like a prisoner. He’d instructed her to appear as subdued as possible during their walk to the hangar, but he supposed after being spanked to tears, fucked thoroughly, and then restrained in manacles, she didn’t have to try very hard. She looked the part of a scared captive.

      Warriors stopped to stare as they navigated the halls. No one dared to speak to him though. Probably due to the murderous look on his face. He kept his expression hard and occasionally gave Layla a push, though he was careful not to truly hurt her.

      Relief filled him when they reached the hangar and his airship came into sight. He ushered Layla aboard and buckled her into a seat. Zamek wished he could remove her manacles now and give her a tender kiss, but he couldn’t risk the pilot witnessing such an act.

      At least they were close. At least he would get her to the safety of his home by this evening. The Sumlin District council would likely balk at his failure to kill Layla and question his motives. But if he took her directly to his home without registering her as a slave—as was legally required for all humans now arriving on Kall—they would have even more cause to question his decisions.

      Walking her through town in manacles would help keep her safe, as there would be many witnesses to verify that he wasn’t treating her as an equal. Though it would pain him to do so, he would occasionally push her and grab her hair during the walk to the slave office.

      But once he got her home, he intended to spend the rest of the day holding her and comforting her. He hoped she would truly understand the necessity of what he was about to do.

      The pilot turned to speak to him, and Zamek caught Layla looking up.

      He tugged on her hair. “Eyes down, slave, unless you want another whipping.”

      She whimpered and immediately dropped her eyes to the floor. His heart clenched at the sight of her lower lip wobbling. Fluxx, he hated this. But the pilot couldn’t be trusted.

      “Head for the landing pad nearest to the slave office in Sumlin,” Zamek directed the pilot. “Once we complete our business there, you will take us to my home on the mountainside.”

      “Yes, General.” The pilot spun around and pressed at the controls.

      A moment later, the airship lifted in the air and sped out of the hangar, over the skies of Sumlin District.

      Zamek had never imagined returning home with Shessema’s body in tow. His chest tightened with grief, but he was starting to come to terms with her passing. It had been a horrible tragedy and he would miss her forever, but he sensed her acceptance of Layla, and he sensed her approval of his plans to keep the little human and protect her, no matter what he must do.

      He treasured the vision he’d had of Shessema in the afterlife, and whenever he remembered the last time he’d prayed over her body, peace settled in his soul.

      I’m bringing you home, wife. I’m sorry. Ancient gods, I’m so sorry. But I’m bringing you home where you belong. He closed his eyes briefly, praying Shessema could hear his thoughts.

      Now that the auction had ended, the streets in Sumlin were mostly clear, which brought him great relief. The last thing he wanted was an audience to gather outside the slave office as he processed Layla inside. News of Shessema’s death had likely already spread to Sumlin, as well as the events that had transpired in the courtroom. Anyone who saw him marching Layla down the street would know who she was in an instant—the wife of a human murderer and member of the rebel cause on Earth. Most wouldn’t see her as a person. Most would view her as an abomination that needed to be destroyed.

      More reason to make her my wife.

      Marrying her would afford her the ultimate protection.

      He was determined to make it happen one day.

      The airship descended with a gentle hum and landed within sight of the slave office.

      “We will return soon,” Zamek said to the pilot as the hatch lifted. “Come along, slave.” He jerked Layla out of the vessel and walked her rapidly toward the building, anxious to get her inside. The sooner they completed this distasteful business, the sooner they could reach the safety of his home.

      A handful of passersby paused in the street, but thankfully they moved along once Zamek pushed Layla into the slave office. He peered out the window of the building, cursing their curiosity, and breathed a sigh of relief when they all moved along.

      Aside from the official at the counter, the slave office was empty. Zamek dragged Layla forward and pushed down on her shoulder once they reached the counter.

      “You will kneel, slave,” he said in a biting tone.

      She continued obeying, dropping to her knees, keeping her head lowered as she took up a subservient position. Despite the gravity of the situation, pride swelled within him to see her obeying him so readily. She finally understood the risk she faced—and the risk he faced—during this unfortunate but necessary trip into town.

      He gave Layla’s name to the official, though he suspected the male already knew Layla’s details. News from Earth traveled to planet Kall fast, as warriors stationed on Earth sent messages home frequently.

      The tracker injector looked ominous and Zamek frowned at the sight of the long, wide metallic object. A fresh tracker was placed into it and the official gave Zamek an expectant glance.

      “Ready when you are, General,” the young Kall male said, holding up the device.

      “May I do it?” Zamek asked, reaching out a hand.

      The official appeared surprised, though he soon passed the injector over. To Zamek’s relief, the male busied himself at one of his screens, giving Zamek the privacy he sought with Layla. He might’ve just spanked her bottom for her disobedience in his quarters, but he had no wish to cause her undue pain, and he prayed the injection of the tracker didn’t hurt her too badly.

      With the official’s attention elsewhere, Zamek took a moment to kneel at Layla’s side and stroke her hair.

      “After this,” he whispered in a gentle tone, “I will take you home, human. Please hold still.”

      Her anxious gaze danced to his and she gave him a quick nod. “I-I’m ready, General—er, Master—whatever I’m supposed to call you.”

      He leaned closer and kept his voice low. “Once we reach my home, you may call me Zamek. Just Zamek.”

      Hope sparked in her eyes and he had the sudden urge to kiss her and hug her tightly to his chest, but he positioned the injector at her upper right arm, wanting to get this over with as fast as possible.

      “Close your eyes and count to five in your head,” he said.

      The instant she shut her eyes, he pressed the button on the injector, and the device made a loud clicking noise as the tracker was embedded under her flesh. She hissed in a rapid breath, then opened her eyes and gave him a dark look.

      “That was a dirty trick,” she whispered, shifting her arm as she winced.

      “Ah, but it worked. You’re welcome.”
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      Layla kept her gaze down, not wishing to make eye contact with any of the passersby on the street. Even if Zamek hadn’t ordered her to keep her head down, she probably would’ve done it on her own. After witnessing the auction and seeing the raucous crowd enthusiastically bid on slave after slave, she could only imagine the distasteful looks she would receive. Slaves were convicted criminals (though not all of them were actually guilty) and she would be viewed as one.

      At least the airship was parked nearby. They only had to walk about four blocks to reach it. Another plus—her arm didn’t really hurt anymore. The pain was quickly fading (unlike her bottom, ugh). Zamek’s trick of asking her to count and then injecting her with the tracker when she wasn’t expecting it had made the process easier. A quick pinch of pain and then done.

      Just as they reached the airship, Layla heard a scuffle behind her and had to resist the urge to turn around and look. It sounded like a male and female arguing. In English. Her stomach did a quick flip.

      “Stop! Let go of me! I think that’s her!”

      Layla stopped in her tracks, only for Zamek to jerk her forward. But she dug her heels into the ground, because that voice…

      Glancing up, she shot Zamek a pleading look before she spun around. Her eyes instantly met with familiar blue ones. Betsy. Oh my God. Betsy. Boundless joy filled Layla, even as Zamek growled at her and gave her another sharp jerk.

      “It’s her!” Betsy cried, speaking to the huge Kall male who was holding her back. “It’s Layla.” Sorrow filled her eyes when she took notice of Layla’s manacles.

      Zamek paused and turned to face Betsy and the Kall male, both of whom were now approaching. A quick peek around the street showed no one else was nearby. Thank God. Maybe Zamek would permit her a moment to speak with her friend.

      Tears blurred in Layla’s eyes as Betsy finally reached her.

      “You’re alive!” Betsy said. Then she gave Zamek a cruel look. “Are you General Zamek? Have you hurt her? What have you done to her?”

      The Kall male—Commander Edek, Layla presumed—grabbed Betsy’s arm and pulled her back a few steps, whispering something into her ear that only made her look angrier.

      “General Zamek. Welcome back to Sumlin District, and congratulations on your victory against the Bexxanians,” Commander Edek said with a slight nod. “Please forgive my wife’s outspokenness. If you are not already aware, Betsy and Layla are good friends.”

      “He didn’t kill you,” Betsy blurted, her attention focused on Layla. “That-that is good. But has he hurt you?”

      “He…” Layla’s voice trailed off. She didn’t quite know how to respond. Shock reverberated inside her. She’d dreamt of somehow reuniting with Betsy for so long, but now that they were face to face for the first time in over a year, she suddenly drew a blank. But she didn’t want to stand here and admit Zamek had once hurt her and scared her and threatened her life, not when he’d treated her so gently as of late. The spanking aside.

      General Zamek peered up and down the street, as if making certain they were alone. He guided Layla closer to Betsy and the commander. “I’m sure Ambassador Merokk already told you what happened in the courtroom,” Zamek said, keeping his voice low. “I’ve decided to spare Layla’s life, but I am not certain it’s ever been done—I can’t recall a time when a warrior didn’t fulfill his retribution rights—so I’m making her my slave, officially, in hopes that the authorities don’t become suspicious of my true intentions and attempt to take Layla away from me, and taking her home. I only wish to keep her safe.”

      Though they’d argued about the whole slave thing, Layla was starting to come around to Zamek’s point of view. She didn’t like the manacles or the tracker, but he truly was doing this for her benefit. The prospect of being taken away from him by Kall authorities struck fear into her heart.

      Safe. She felt safe with him.

      Betsy’s expression softened. “So… what are your true intentions with Layla?”

      Commander Edek shot her another sharp look, then sighed.

      Zamek caught Layla’s eyes. “As I said, I wish to keep her safe. And one day, if I can convince the stubborn human to say yes, as well as convince the Sumlin District council to approve the license, I intend to make her my wife.”

      All the air rushed from Layla’s lungs. His wife. His wife. Happiness swelled inside her, knowing that her time as his slave might not last forever. But frustration soon followed, because he ought to have mentioned his entire plan to her earlier. She might not have argued so much about becoming his mistress. Knowing he wished to eventually make her his wife changed everything.

      “Wife?” Betsy said, her eyes going wide. A smile soon overtook her features and Layla found herself grinning back, even if she was still reeling from the shock of this news.

      “Why didn’t you tell me all this while we were aboard the Tammusha, General Zamek?” she muttered under her breath.

      Zamek opened his mouth to reply, but approaching voices apparently made him think twice. “We must leave now,” he whispered, “but I will contact you soon, Commander Edek. There’s something I wish to discuss with you, and I’m sure Betsy and Layla would like to spend time together.”

      “Of course, General,” the commander replied with a nod. He glanced over his shoulder at the approaching Kall, a group of five warriors, and started to guide Betsy away.

      Betsy looked back and mouthed goodbye with a brief smile before turning around to disappear down the street with her husband.

      Before Layla could finish processing all that had just happened, Zamek grasped her hair and dug his fingers into the back of her neck as he roughly urged her up the ramp of the airship. The warriors passed by just as they reached the door. While she didn’t appreciate all the manhandling, she knew Zamek didn’t have much of a choice.

      Once they found their seats in the airship, it took all her self-control not to smile at him—he wanted to marry her!—or pepper him with questions. Conscious of the pilot, she kept her gaze low and took on the appearance of a miserable slave. When she shifted her hands in her lap, she winced at the pain of the manacles digging into her flesh. She hoped it didn’t take long to reach Zamek’s house, as she yearned to rub the soreness out of her wrists.

      The airship ascended into the sky and they were off, passing over the town and eventually, farms and vineyards.

      Sumlin District. I’m in Sumlin District.

      And General Zamek wants to marry me and Betsy’s here and I saw her and ohmygodohmygod this feels like the moons and the stars are all trying to shine at once.

      Happy thoughts rushed her, and she lowered her head farther, allowing her hair to conceal her face in case she accidentally smiled.

      Her pulse quickened when the airship landed with a soft thud, and she peeked up to see a huge stone house that looked like something out of a fairytale. Well, to be more specific, it looked like a medieval castle, complete with four towers and several parapet walks. All it was missing was a drawbridge and a moat.

      Zamek exchanged a few pleasantries with the pilot before guiding Layla off the airship, though his grip on her neck this time was much gentler. His expression darkened as the cargo hatch lifted, and he paused as two huge Kall males rushed out of the house.

      Shessema’s body. She’d been in the airship all along.

      Zamek uttered an ancient Kall prayer as the servants disappeared into the cargo area. Moments later, they exited the ship holding a coffin draped with a colorful blanket that was embroidered with the Sumlin District logo. Layla swallowed hard and wished she knew the right thing to say.

      “She gave me her blessing,” Zamek said.

      “What do you mean?” Layla asked.

      “The last time I prayed over her body, I felt her acceptance of you. I know that might sound strange, but I also heard her voice in my head and saw a vision of her in the afterlife.” A distant yet peaceful look overcame him.

      “Th-that’s… in-incredible,” Layla replied, her voice cracking.

      Zamek nodded and then turned his attention to the servants carrying the coffin. “Please bring her to the formal sitting room. We’ll bury her here on the mountainside tomorrow morning.”

      “Yes, General,” the Kall servants said in unison, then carried the coffin into the house.

      She heard the airship taking off and breathed a sigh of relief that they no longer had to worry about the pilot, who Zamek clearly didn’t trust.

      But then she spotted several Kall males and females exiting the house and her heart sank. More servants. Lots of them. How would Zamek treat her in front of them? Her eyes misted at the thought of his cruelty, pretend though it may be, continuing within his household.

      He said I would be safe here. Did he lie?

      But to her great relief, Zamek guided her to a nearby bench, where he helped her take a seat and immediately removed the heavy manacles. He growled at the sight of her reddened wrists and gently rubbed her sore flesh.

      “After I introduce you to my servants, as well as my cousin and his wife, I will take you to my chambers and use a dermal regenerator on you.”

      “Thank you, General.”

      “It’s Zamek,” he said, raising his voice, as if he intended the entire household to hear him. “You will call me Zamek. Even in front of the servants. They will keep my secrets. You are completely safe here.”

      Her heart lifted with hope. “Zamek,” she breathed.

      He grasped her hand and helped her to her feet, his eyes brimming with affection. Stroking her hair, he gathered her close to his chest for a tight embrace. When he finally pulled back, he placed a lingering kiss to her forehead, heedless of the watching servants.

      “Come, let’s go inside. Your new home is waiting.”

      Before they entered the house, quick introductions were made. Layla strove to remember all the servants’ names. To her surprise, they all offered her a warm greeting. A few even shook her hand and said ‘hello’ in English, though it appeared that one word was the extent of their knowledge of her native tongue.

      A tall Kall male dressed in fine clothing emerged from the house, a beautiful blue-haired Flourishian female at his side, and Layla surmised this must be Zamek’s cousin and his wife.

      “Xazzok and Fallonn, this is Layla,” Zamek said, wrapping a possessive arm around her. “Layla, this is Xazzok and Fallonn.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” Layla said, forcing a polite smile, even though smiling felt a bit wrong after watching Shessema’s coffin being carried into the house. When her smile wasn’t returned, she allowed it to fade, but didn’t take their serious expressions personally.

      Xazzok gave Layla a solemn nod, as did Fallonn. No doubt they were conflicted by the circumstances of Zamek’s homecoming. She wondered how close they’d been to Shessema.

      “I look forward to getting to know you, Layla,” Fallonn said in a stilted version of the Sumlin Dialect, her face brightening for a brief instant.

      “I feel the same way about you,” Layla said, meaning it.

      Xazzok cleared his throat and peered at Zamek. “I am sorry, cousin, for what happened to Shessema. She was beloved by us all.”

      Layla’s stomach clenched and she felt a stab of guilt. Michael. Her late husband had taken Shessema’s life. But did Xazzok, Fallonn, and the servants know that? She had no idea what sort of messages Zamek might’ve sent ahead to his household. But surely they must have an idea who she was. Would they think badly of her?

      “No one here blames you or thinks badly of you,” Fallonn said. “Knowing what you’ve come to mean to Zamek—he sent a message ahead explaining your presence, and it’s quite clear by his actions that he cares for you—we all welcome you with open arms. Please relax and know how welcome you truly are here.”

      Layla sputtered. “How, um, how did you know what I was thinking?”

      Fallonn displayed a gentle smile. “I’m an empath, as most Flourishians are. I cannot precisely read your mind, but I’m skilled at reading emotions.” Her smile faded. “Forgive me if you think this is intrusive. If I could help it, I would stop, but I cannot turn my empathic abilities off and—”

      “It’s all right, wife,” Xazzok said, patting his wife’s hand. “In this circumstance, I imagine your words must be a comfort to Layla.”

      “Oh, it’s perfectly fine,” Layla insisted. “I was worrying over something and you made me feel better.”

      Relief spread over Fallonn’s face and she nodded. “Good. I try to keep my mouth shut most of the time,” she said with a sudden mischievous look, “but when I think someone might benefit from my abilities, I often cannot help but speak out.”

      Xazzok peered at his wife with a look of mild exasperation, and Layla thought perhaps Fallonn had a tendency to speak out more often than not. But the look that passed between husband and wife was also affectionate, and she sensed Fallonn possessed a kind heart.

      “We are tired after our travels,” Zamek said, “and we intend to retire to my chambers for the evening. I will see you both in the morning. The funeral is at sunrise.”
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      The sconces cast a warm, comforting glow over Zamek’s bedroom. A fire crackled in the hearth and Layla found herself relaxing to the point of almost-sleep.

      Zamek’s servant, Gaias, who’d been with him on the Tammusha, had already brought their belongings from the ship upstairs. Apparently, he’d taken a separate airship and arrived here during their visit to the slave office. She was wearing one of the sheer nightdresses Zamek had given her, but thanks to the fire she was plenty warm.

      All traces of the manacles were gone from her wrists, and when she rubbed them, she didn’t feel any residual soreness. Zamek had used a dermal regenerator on her the second they reached his bedroom, and her heart swelled at the memory of the many kisses he’d placed upon her wrists once her chafed skin was repaired.

      Footsteps roused her to full wakefulness, and she straightened in the oversized chair she was sitting in, gazing at the door in hopes that Zamek was returning. He’d gone downstairs to contact a Holy One on a video comm to finalize tomorrow’s funeral plans.

      Shessema. Rest her sweet soul. Though Layla had never met her and Zamek hadn’t shared many details about her, she thought the Kall female must’ve been an exceptionally kind soul. After all, she’d communicated with Zamek and given her blessing for his relationship with Layla. If Zamek believed Shessema had visited him, who was Layla to question it?

      The door zipped open and Zamek strode into the bedroom. He walked straight for her and knelt before her. Even while she was seated in the chair, he was still a full head taller than her while kneeling.

      “How do your wrists feel, human? Any pain?” Concern reflected in his dark eyes.

      “They don’t hurt at all. I promise.”

      He released a long, weary sigh. “I am glad to hear it. I did not enjoy dragging you around Sumlin, knowing that the manacles were likely hurting you. I know you didn’t wish to wear them, and I will not fault you for being upset with me for how I treated you in public today, though I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      Her heart raced at the sincerity in his voice. She could scarcely believe he was actually asking for her forgiveness. She wasn’t mad anymore, and she carefully extracted her hands from his, then reached out to cup his face. He stilled at her touch, appearing startled, but the warmth soon returned to his eyes and he leaned into her touch. Excited flutters rushed through her because this felt like new territory between them. A new beginning.

      “I’ve already forgiven you,” she said softly.

      They spent a quiet night in one another’s arms. He didn’t claim her, but she suspected his mind was on the impending funeral. Even though Shessema had allegedly given her blessing for their relationship, Zamek likely wished to wait before claiming her for the first time while in his home. She didn’t mind and she drifted to sleep in his protective embrace, feeling at peace.

      The next day, they rose early for the funeral. Kall funerals were typically held during sunrise, and the entire household—including all the servants—walked to a nearby meadow, following Zamek and Xazzok as they carried Shessema’s coffin. None of Shessema’s family members were able to attend the service. Zamek had explained that she’d lost several family members in the human miners’ explosion, and her aging parents lived on the other side of planet Kall and weren’t well enough for travel.

      It was a somber affair, and there was a bite to the morning air, but the service didn’t last long. The coffin was placed deep beneath the earth and everyone took turns pushing dirt atop it, then several servants rushed forward and planted flowers on the fresh mound.

      A Holy One recited ancient Kall prayers and sang a haunting hymn in the oldest dialect of Kall, which Layla could recognize, even if she couldn’t understand most of what was said.

      The funeral concluded at the exact moment the sun finished rising over the mountain, as if it had been perfectly choreographed. Rays of light beamed across the meadow, shining upon the newly planted flowers. The sound of nighttime insects faded, to be replaced with melodious birdsong.

      The Holy One started walking down the mountain and the servants, as well as Xazzok and Fallonn, followed. Zamek lingered and his stricken expression caused her heart to lodge in her throat. Thinking that perhaps he wanted some privacy, she turned to head for the house, but his voice pulled her to a halt.

      “Wait, human. I will walk you back.”

      She paused and watched as he knelt before the mound. There was no grave marker, and she recalled that Kall rarely used grave markers. Sometimes plain stones or even boulders were placed near a grave, but even in those cases a name was never included. This heralded back to the Kalls’ belief that souls lived on in the afterlife and were sometimes reincarnated, but an extravagant grave marker was a worldly weight that might hold their soul in place, in a purgatory of sorts.

      “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven,” she whispered to herself, and continued reciting the verses from Ecclesiastes that she’d always found comforting. When she’d finally managed to visit Aunt Colleen’s grave after the war, she’d stood in the backyard of the destroyed house and recited these verses, holding her own private ceremony for the beloved woman who’d been like a mother to her.

      Her throat burned when she reached verse eight.

      “A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace…”

      She stopped whispering when Zamek finally rose to his feet and ambled toward her. His posture was tall and confident as always, though his eyes remained clouded with grief. He blinked rapidly and met her gaze, and when a light breeze ruffled her hair, she suddenly felt the wetness of her tears rolling down her cheeks. She hadn’t realized she was crying until now.

      Zamek approached her and wiped her tears away with his thumbs. Then he grasped her hand and led her down the mountain, back to his house to join the others on the huge front porch, where a continental breakfast was set out.

      Layla had never attended a Kall funeral before, but she found it similar enough to a human one. Burial, prayers, songs, and fellowship.

      Zamek picked at his food but urged her to eat her fill, and Xazzok and Fallonn stood with them, each taking turns sharing heartwarming or funny stories about Shessema. The whole experience was surreal, that she would be attending Shessema’s funeral after what Michael had done. But she was here, and she was alive, by the grace of Zamek’s mercy.

      After the outdoor breakfast was concluded, Fallonn offered to show Layla around while Xazzok and Zamak visited the nearby vineyards. The house was huge—three stories and a basement with dozens of rooms on each floor—and Layla paid attention during the tour, not wishing to become lost.

      Though the house looked like a medieval castle from the outside, the interior was much more modern and not very different from that to which Layla was already accustomed, though some of the appliances and technology in the house would take some getting used to.

      “This is my favorite room,” Fallonn said as they entered a massive library with an arching ceiling on the top floor. “It has books, a huge fireplace, a bar, and plenty of comfortable chairs and sofas. Oh, and you can walk straight out onto the roof from that sliding door right there.” She pointed at a glass door.

      “Wow, this place is amazing.” Layla grinned. “I think this is my favorite room too.”

      “Do you enjoy reading?” Fallonn asked, a hopeful look in her eyes.

      “Oh, reading is most definitely my favorite pastime,” Layla replied. “And if you add drinking and a warm fireplace to it, I like it even better.” She stood in the center of the room and spun in a slow circle. “Zamek might have to drag me away from here every night.”

      Fallonn laughed. “Well, I’m glad you like it. I actually decorated this room myself and selected most of the books. Most are written in Common Kall, though there are a few written in Flourishian. Please do feel free to add any books of your own to this collection.”

      “Thanks,” Layla said, not wishing to admit that she didn’t own many physical books, as all her belongings had been left behind on Earth. Another reason why Zamek’s gift of the electronic library had been so thoughtful, as well as the few hardback books he’d given her, most of them compilations of ancient Kall war songs.

      “Perhaps now isn’t the best time to say this,” Fallonn said, “but I hope you and Zamek find happiness together, despite the unusual beginning you had. You must have been terrified of him when he carried you out of that courtroom.”

      “I was frightened of him,” Layla admitted, finding Fallonn easy to talk to. “But I’m not afraid of him anymore.”

      “I know he hurt you and came close to killing you at some point,” Fallonn said, her expression drawing with compassion. “I sense the residual bloodlust inside him when he looks at you, but also his deep regret. I also sense his affection for you. But it goes beyond affection. He’s possessive of you, and very protective. He would kill anyone who tried to harm you, and he wouldn’t just kill them, he would make them suffer.”

      Well now. This was a whole lot of information. Layla sucked in a quick breath as she tried to process all that Fallonn had just said. But the talkative empath continued.

      “He’ll never let you go, and if you try to escape, he’ll hunt you down.” Her eyes glinted with worry. “Please don’t try running away. It wouldn’t take him long to find you, and he would definitely punish you if you ran away.”

      “I don’t wish to run away,” Layla assured the young female. She tapped her right upper arm. “Besides, I’ve been injected with one of those slave trackers.”

      “Yes, I know you have a tracker, but masters can’t access the locations of their missing slaves on their own. They must go to a slave office and allow the authorities to track the slave. In such cases, which are quite rare, the captured slaves are then punished publicly in town. It’s an awful practice. I’m glad Xazzok and Zamek don’t own slaves. Well, except for Zamek owning you, of course, but that is different, since he’s done it to keep you safe.”

      Layla shuddered at the idea of being punished publicly in Sumlin. She hadn’t known that Zamek wouldn’t be able to track her himself, nor that slaves were sometimes punished in public. During her studies of Kall culture, she’d tended to gloss over the information about their practice of enslaving criminals, as it made her uncomfortable.

      Voices could be heard in the corridor and a worried look crossed Fallonn’s face. “Oh, you must promise not to repeat any of what I just said to you to anyone, but most especially my husband,” she said in a rapid whisper, “for he would not approve of how freely I spoke to you about Zamek’s emotions. I just wished to reassure you of his devotion to you, that is all, to help you better come to terms with your new position here. I sense you are still struggling at times. But please, let’s keep it a secret between us?”

      It was impossible not to like Fallonn. She was sweet but a bit mischievous, and she very much wore her heart on her sleeve. Layla suspected they would become close friends. She also suspected that Xazzok might discipline her if he discovered how freely she’d spoken.

      With no wish to get Fallonn into trouble with her husband, Layla nodded in agreement and whispered, “Secret? What secret? I don’t even recall a thing we talked about in this room,” in a conspiratorial tone.

      “Oh, I knew I would like you,” Fallonn said with a giggle, but quickly fell silent as the library door zipped open and Zamek and Xazzok strode inside.

      “Ah, there you are, wife,” Xazzok said. “The Holy Ones are requesting your assistance with one of the small children, a tiny female, who was left outside their temple. They are having trouble calming the child.”

      “It’s always my honor to help with the children on the mountaintop. I’m ready to leave now,” Fallonn said, walking up to her husband.

      Layla respected the petite Flourishian all the more, just knowing she was on her way to help one of the children who’d been left at the temple. Holy Ones were actually the children born of slaves, and the peaceful religious group always cared for each child left at their temples.

      Once Layla was alone with Zamek in the library, he took her in his arms and placed a kiss atop her hair. She basked in the closeness and hugged him back. Of course, at that exact moment, her stomach chose to rumble loudly. Her face flooded with warmth.

      “Come,” Zamek said, guiding her out into the corridor, “and we will enjoy the midday meal together. Then, if you’d like, I will take you on a walk through the vineyard. I wish for you to become better acquainted with your new home, and I will show you the boundaries of my property and which locations are safe for you to walk on your own.”

      Freedom. A small slice of it. He was trying his best to help her not feel so caged in. She stroked his arm and smiled up at him, gratitude swelling within her. “Thank you, Zamek, I-I would like that very much.”
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        Fourteen days later…

      

      

      Zamek marched away from the council building, feeling on top of the world—a human expression, but it described his current mood better than any Kall turn of phrase he could think of.

      The council members had just approved the license for his marriage to Layla, and he was now free to marry her whenever he wished. As soon as they exchanged vows, she would no longer be a slave. She would be a wife and he would no longer need to worry about Kall authorities attempting to force his hand in the expected act of retribution. Many in Sumlin and nearby Brutt would think he’d gone mad, and there was still a possibility that he might be demoted back down to a warrior, but he would worry about that when the time came.

      Layla. She was all that mattered.

      Human wives were afforded the same level of protection on his planet as Kall wives, even those who were former slaves. Layla would be the first female from a judgment of retribution who would become a wife—the council had been unable to find any instances of this happening before in the recorded history of planet Kall—but the council members had also assured him that Layla would still be entitled to the same protection as a wife.

      Thank the stars for Commander Edek’s help. The commander had informed Zamek how he’d managed to get his own marriage license to a human female approved, and Zamek had employed the same tactics in the council chamber today. To be more specific, he’d blackmailed the entire council, threatening to expose their lack of foresight when it came to protecting Sumlin from a criminal known as Teyya. One of the council members had had business dealings with the dishonorable male Teyya, dealings his fellow council members should not have overlooked.

      Satisfaction surged through Zamek as he recalled how easily the entire council had caved to his demands once he mentioned his knowledge of Teyya’s criminal activities in Sumlin. Every face on the podium had paled, turning light pink, and they’d exchanged worried looks before quickly conceding.

      And now Layla would become Zamek’s wife. He couldn’t wait to return home and inform her of the council’s decision.
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      Zamek arrived home in the late afternoon. The sun blazed over the vineyard and warmed his face when he lifted it to the sky for one brief moment. He entered his home and froze at the sight of Commander Vavvis standing in the entryway, accompanied by two well-known members of the High Council.

      A growl rumbled from Zamek’s throat. He sensed a threat and it riled him that the commander who had shown a worrisome level of interest in Layla’s fate was now in his home.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he asked without preamble. No point in being friendly or offering a traditional greeting. Zamek didn’t even incline his head to Councilors Horth and Crozz.

      Before any of the males could respond, Xazzok rushed into the entryway.

      “Zamek. I was just trying to contact you, but there was a problem with the comm. You have visitors,” he said in a tone that made it perfectly clear that said visitors were unwelcome.

      A cold smile spread across Commander Vavvis’s face. “Yes, General, you have visitors, though do not worry—our visit will be a fast one.”

      Whispers on the landing above reached Zamek, and a quick glance up showed Layla and Fallonn were eavesdropping. Not that he could blame them, but he very much wished Layla would remain out of the commander’s sight.

      “What. Do. You. Want.” Zamek growled again.

      “I stand here before you, General Zamek, with Councilors Horth and Crozz as my witnesses, to accuse you of conduct unbecoming of a warrior, as well as treason.”

      “Treason?” Zamek’s fists clenched at his sides. The foolish commander would be lucky if he survived this encounter.

      “Yes, treason. You’ve failed to take the human Layla Remington’s life. You’ve failed to exact the retribution that Judge Commak granted you.”

      “It is my right to keep the human female and torture her for as long as I wish.” These words tasted bitter in Zamek’s mouth. He was tired of pretending in front of others that he meant to hurt Layla.

      “Actually,” Councilor Horth said, “you have technically broken the law. We looked up the details of the ancient Custom of Retribution, and a wronged Kall male has thirty days to exact his revenge. Failure to do so will result in the guilty individual being publicly executed. I suppose this part of the law has been forgotten by most, as nearly all acts of retribution occur immediately in the courtroom. But it’s been more than thirty days since you took possession of Layla, and you must hand her over.”

      “I registered her at the slave office and made her my slave. I own her. Legally, you cannot take her away from me.” Sickness filled him, as well as a heavy dose of panic. If they tried to take Layla from him now, he would kill all three males. But then he would be a traitor and have to escape planet Kall with Layla, a prospect that wouldn’t be easy with the new planetary shield in place, which heavily monitored the airships and warships that entered and exited the atmosphere.

      “Laws pertaining to the Custom of Retribution were on the books before any laws governing slavery, which means the human female is overdue for a public execution,” Councilor Crozz said.

      Marriage. The laws pertaining to marriage superseded all, including ancient laws. Married females on planet Kall were bound to their husbands and their husbands only. Furthermore, Zamek was certain laws pertaining to marriage were among the first laws recorded in Kall history, a full millennia before the laws concerning retribution rights.

      If only Zamek had acquired the marriage license a day ago, then Layla would already be safe. He was determined to make them leave his home, then marry the sweet little human who’d captured his heart as quickly as possible.

      “I refuse to surrender my slave to Kall authorities,” Zamek said, standing taller and towering over all three males.

      “Then you are surely guilty of treason,” Commander Vavvis said, “considering that you are aiding a human whose husband was affiliated with rebels on Earth. You are no longer protecting Kall interests. In fact, you are working against them and that makes you a traitor.”

      Zamek lunged at Vavvis and slammed the male’s head against the wall with a satisfying crunch. The commander slumped to the floor, unconscious. Zamek glared at the councilors, both of whom started backing away.

      “Unless you want to join him on the floor, I suggest you carry him back to Sumlin,” Zamek said, noting that he hadn’t seen an airship outside. The three males must’ve walked up the mountain. He hoped the elderly councilors broke their backs on the way back to Sumlin.

      Fortunately, Councilors Horth and Crozz rushed to heave Vavvis off the floor and carried him toward the door. Just before they exited the house, Councilor Horth shot Zamek a dark look over his shoulder.

      “This is not over,” the elderly male said. “By the way, the punishment for treason is death. Perhaps you and your human slave can die together.”

      “I look forward to the fight, old man,” Zamek replied with a fierce growl that caused both councilors to turn light pink as they scurried off the porch with Vavvis’s body swinging between them.

      He stood in the doorway, watching for a while to make sure they followed the footpath back into town. Once they were far enough away to satisfy him, he turned and rushed upstairs to find Layla.

      He found her standing on the landing next to Fallonn. Her face was frighteningly pale, and she looked as though she were in shock. She swallowed hard and wrapped her arms around her center, as if trying to hold herself together.

      “We must get married immediately,” he announced. “The council just approved our marriage license. We must make haste before they learn members of the High Council are investigating me, we must hurry before they have a chance to revoke the license.”

      “I’ll call for a Holy One!” Xazzok shouted from the entryway just before he took off into the depths of the house, presumably to find a comm, hopefully one that was now working.

      Zamek lifted Layla in his arms and carried her downstairs. He brought her out onto the back terrace, where they would first spot a Holy One descending the mountain.

      She trembled in his arms, and with each inhale, the coldness of her fear filled his nostrils. He sat with her on a padded bench and cradled her close, peering into her eyes in hopes that a reassuring look would calm her.

      “Don’t be frightened,” he murmured. “All will be well. A Holy One will arrive soon and then you’ll be safe. You’ll become my wife and I’ll become your husband, and no one can tear us apart.”
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      Despite her fear, Layla managed a brief smile at Zamek. “I never agreed to marry you, and you never officially asked me, for that matter,” she said in a playful tone.

      “Impertinent human,” he mused, kissing her forehead. He met her eyes. “Will you, then? Will you agree to marry me?”

      “Yes, I will.” But then a thought struck her. “But what about you?”

      His forehead creased as he narrowed his brows at her. “Me? Of course, I agree to marry you.”

      “No, not that. What about the treason that was mentioned? That one old man said the punishment for treason is death and—”

      “I will admit to being worried when charges of treason were first brought up by Commander Vavvis—he was the warrior who accompanied the two High Council members—but for a conviction to stick, the majority of the High Council would have to vote against me. I do not think Councilors Horth and Crozz will manage the votes they would need, as I have several friends on the High Council, including Ambassador Merrok’s brother, Acerkk. I believe the worst that could happen is that I would be demoted to a warrior.”

      Her eyes widened. “They might not let you remain a general? Won’t that upset you greatly?”

      He shook his head. “Your safety is more important to me, little human. I suspect Commander Vavvis believes he’ll be awarded my position if he manages to eliminate me, that fool.”

      Movement on the mountainside caught his eye. He looked up and sighed with relief to see a Holy One rushing down through the tall grasses. Xazzok and Fallonn came out onto the terrace, and the servants who’d been with Zamek longest walked outside as well.

      “I’d hoped to give you a human wedding,” Zamek confessed, speaking low so only Layla would hear. “I’d hoped to allow you to invite your friend Betsy, and Commander Edek as well. And I’d planned to invite my parents and other family members too—they live on the other side of planet Kall.”

      “It’s all right,” Layla said. “I just want to marry you. I also want to stick it to those troublemakers.” She switched to English for this last sentence, as it was a phrase that didn’t translate well into Kall. Whether Zamek understood or not, she wasn’t certain, but he gave her a warm smile that made her melt.

      He helped her to her feet, and they approached the breathless Holy One, who’d stopped just outside the terrace to hunch over a bit and catch his breath. Zamek checked his wrist comm.

      “The marriage license is still valid. The council hasn’t canceled it yet, thank the ancient gods.” He held his arm out to the Holy One, who immediately pressed his thumb on Zamek’s wrist comm.

      The Holy One grinned from ear to ear. “I am pleased that I made it in time. Xazzok explained the situation to my brothers and sisters over a video comm and I was chosen to come down the mountain, as I’m the fastest runner among us.”

      “I cannot thank you enough for your help today,” Zamek said to the Holy One. He turned to peer at Layla. “His thumb print on the marriage license, which I pulled up on my wrist comm, just made us legally married in the eyes of my people. You are safe now, human.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “That’s wonderful. Are-are we going to say the vows now?” Hope lifted inside her, vanquishing her worries. They were married. Legally married. And now that awful Kall commander couldn’t come back and try to drag her away for a public execution in town. The shock of his threat hadn’t entirely faded, and her hands were still shaking, ever so slightly.

      “Yes, Layla, we will say our vows now.”

      She smoothed her hands over her hair, then her dress, thankful that she’d worn one of the nicest gowns Zamek had given her today, and she faced the Holy One with an expectant look that soon turned to a broad smile. She couldn’t help but grin. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d felt this happy. She just hoped Zamek wasn’t sugarcoating anything. She truly hoped the High Council wouldn’t vote to charge him with treason.

      Zamek grasped her hand and brought it to his lips for a quick kiss. In the background, she heard Fallonn emit a dreamy sigh.

      The ceremony was quick, and once they finished exchanging vows, Zamek thanked the Holy One again. Two servants stepped forward holding boxes brimming with fresh fruits and vegetables, and Zamek added a bag of coins to one box. The servants then followed the Holy One up the mountain with the gifts.

      “That was kind of you,” Layla said, squeezing her husband’s hand.

      Husband. He’s my husband.

      A thrill rushed through her.

      “I intend to send them more supplies soon,” Zamek said, guiding her into the house. A frown marred his face as they reached one of the sitting rooms, where a video comm was set up. “I am sorry that I cannot carry you directly to our bedchamber, wife, as is custom. Before that, I must contact my friends at the High Council.”

      “It’s all right, husband,” she said. “I understand. But just so you know, I’m wearing those thin red panties you like so much today.”

      He growled and gave her a heated look.
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      The sound of an airship touching down outside drew a curse from Zamek. He rose to his feet and marched to the window.

      Not only was Commander Vavvis conscious again, but he’d dared to land an airship in front of Zamek’s house. Two warriors from Brutt District accompanied him, but there was no sign of Councilors Horth and Crozz this time.

      “I will fight with you cousin,” Xazzok said, appearing in the doorway, clutching a sword in one hand.

      “You’re a retired warrior,” Zamek pointed out.

      “I didn’t retire because I grew old and feeble, I served the required minimum of ten years in the Kall army and then I decided to run a vineyard and take a wife I couldn’t ever bear to be apart from.” He stood tall in the doorway, holding the sword higher. “But I still practice my battle skills daily.”

      “Zamek,” Layla said in a shaky tone.

      He turned to face his new bride. Worry clouded her eyes and her hands trembled at her sides.

      “All will be well, wife,” he said, reaching out to cup her face. He pressed a quick kiss to her lips and met her eyes. “Stay here. Inside the house. I expect both you and Fallonn, as well as all the servants, to remain inside with the doors and windows locked. Once Xazzok and I step outside, I will activate the house-wide security system.” He was confident he would best Commander Vavvis and the foolish warriors who’d come with him, but when it came to Layla’s safety, he would not take any chances.

      “Please, be careful,” Layla said, tears glittering in her eyes. “I-I don’t want to lose you.”

      He softened his expression. “You won’t lose me.” After one final kiss, he joined Xazzok in the entryway, where he donned his weapons’ belt, but kept his battle-ax out in his hand. He turned to peer at Layla one last time. “You shouldn’t watch,” he said.

      Then he was gone. Out the door with his battle-ax held high. He paused long enough to set the house-wide alarm, then he focused on the three foolish males who would undoubtedly die today.

      “We are here to take you into custody, on behalf of Kall authorities. We are also here to collect your slave and deliver her for execution.” Commander Vavvis snarled. “Throw down your weapons and surrender.”

      “Hm. I don’t think you’re here for any of that, Commander,” Zamek said in a condescending tone. “Layla and I have just been married—and yes, we had a marriage license approved earlier today by the Sumlin District council. Marriage laws predate the laws concerning retribution rights. Layla is safe and legally protected. Furthermore, you know as well as I that it takes a majority vote from the High Council to charge me with treason or strip me of my position as General. No such vote has been called yet, or I would have been invited to the session to defend myself and answer questions.”

      Vavvis went pink. “You married that human?” He slammed his sword in the dirt.

      “I did,” Zamek replied with a smile, turning his battle-ax in his hand, his manner casual by outward appearances only. He was acutely conscious of the balance of the weapon and the distance between himself and Vavvis. One calculated toss and he could split Vavvis’s skull in two.

      “Councilors Horth and Crozz intend to call for a vote soon!” Vavvis cried out, his tone that of a petulant child who wasn’t getting his way.

      “As is their right,” Zamek said, “though I doubt it will do them much good. My friends in the High Council assure me that a majority will not be reached.”

      Vavvis’s face paled another shade of pink. “You-you have friends in the High Council?”

      As he continued spinning his battle-ax, ever so slowly yet carefully, Zamek nodded. “Many friends.” Many might be a stretch, but he had enough, and that was all that mattered now.

      “Then I challenge you for your position as General!” Vavvis yelled.

      “Ah, and there it is, the real reason you’re here. You thought I would be easily disposed of, didn’t you?”

      The commander growled, and the two warriors with him started to back away. They were young and Vavvis had likely manipulated them into joining his doomed cause, no doubt with promises of a High Warrior medal.

      “Where are you going?” Vavvis said, spinning on his companions. “We must fight!”

      “You tricked us,” one of the warriors said. “You told us General Zamek had already lost his position as General. You told us the vote had already taken place and that he’d been officially charged with treason too.”

      The two warriors sheathed their swords and returned to the airship.

      Vavvis sputtered and once again slammed the tip of his sword into the dirt.

      Zamek glanced at an amused looking Xazzok. “I don’t believe I’ll have any difficulty slaying this ummkka on my own. I hope you’re not upset that you won’t be needed in the fight, cousin, though I am deeply honored that you took up your sword on my behalf.”

      Xazzok chuckled and stepped back. “This ummkka is all yours,” he said with an elaborate gesture at an increasingly pink-faced Vavvis.

      “Better move back a bit farther, cousin, to avoid the blood splatter.”

      “Good idea. This is why you’re the General.” Xazzok laughed again and Zamek found himself joining him. It would be an easy fight, too easy. But the commander wasn’t fit to breath Kall air, let alone continue to lead warriors. He’d conspired against Zamek and his family—for Layla was now his family—and for that the dishonorable male would die.
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      “Why are they just standing there talking? And why did those other warriors return to the ship?” Layla asked, her stomach tightening with worry as she peered out the second-floor window, where they had a much better view than in the downstairs sitting room.

      “I sensed feelings of betrayal in them, but now they are too far away, and I can no longer detect their emotions. That probably means Commander Vavvis tricked them into coming here and they are refusing to fight, as they don’t view the fight as righteous.”

      “Oh. Well, that has to be good,” Layla said. “But why won’t they turn on the commander and join Zamek and Xazzok?”

      “Because it’s no longer their fight,” Fallonn said.

      Layla supposed that made sense. Sort of. For all the years she’d spent studying Kall culture, the aliens still confounded her now and then. But they were a warrior race whose sense of honor ran deep, she reminded herself. The two males who’d retreated into the airship likely viewed Commander Vavvis as Zamek’s fair kill.

      When Xazzok backed up and appeared to be chuckling about something with Zamek, Layla emitted an exasperated sigh. “I can’t believe they are joking around and having a laugh right now. This is serious.”

      Fallonn patted Layla on the back. “I sense Zamek’s confidence. I am sure he will—ohhhhh! Look away!”

      In the time it took Layla to blink, Commander Vavvis had withdrawn a knife from his boot and hurled it straight at Zamek. Though Zamek had tried to move out of the way, the knife had still caught him and embedded in his flesh. She could see the handle of the knife protruding from his chest. Or maybe it was his shoulder. From this angle, she couldn’t be certain.

      But still. He had a knife sticking out of him. Fear washed through her and she started shaking. It had to hurt, and it bothered her to know he was in pain.

      To her shock, Zamek yanked the knife from his chest, tossed it in the air once, allowing it to flip over and over, then caught it by the hilt. He promptly tossed it at Vavvis, and the knife sank straight into the male’s… eyeball.

      Holy shit.

      Zamek and Xazzok exchanged a look and started laughing again, and Layla wanted to run outside and scream at them for having fun with this. Her husband was a general, which meant he was a much better fighter than Vavvis, yet he hadn’t finished the male off yet. Her anxiety kept cranking up notch after notch. She suspected Zamek could end this quickly if he wanted to, the key word being want.

      Did he wish to draw the fight out just for his own amusement? She knew he was a fierce warrior, and also that he had a dark side, a vengeful side, but she hoped he ended this fight soon before something went wrong. What if Vavvis pulled a surprise?

      Vavvis stumbled and reached for the knife, pulling it from his eye. With a snarl, he tossed the weapon aside. Blood gushed down his face and he wiped at it with the back of his hand. With his good eye, he peered at the knife on the ground for a moment. Even from this distance, Layla noticed the unblemished side of his face turned quite pale and his one remaining eye widened. He was regarding the knife as if it were a venomous serpent ready to strike, then his focus abruptly returned to Zamek.

      The fight continued, with Zamek and Vavvis charging at one another. When they clashed, Layla winced and fought the urge to cover her eyes. But she forced herself to watch. Zamek was her husband, and she cared about him, and dammit she could not turn away from the battle. She had to know what happened as soon as it happened.

      “Hm. I sense Zamek’s growing arrogance,” Fallonn said.

      “You don’t say,” Layla mumbled under her breath.

      Zamek’s battle-ax repeatedly clashed with Vavvis’s sword, over and over, from this angle and that, and Layla was starting to get dizzy just watching them move in circles below.

      Finally, Vavvis sustained another wound—namely, the loss of two fingers. And somehow, somefuckinghow, Zamek got a hold of said fingers and held them in the air, clearly taunting his foe. Then he tossed the fingers straight at Vavvis, and they bounced off his chest and into the dirt. Blood flowed from the commander’s injured hand.

      Layla wondered how much blood was flowing from Zamek’s wound. His uniform shirt was black, making it difficult to see dark red blood seeping into the fabric. She prayed he wasn’t injured worse than he was letting on.

      Zamek finally knocked Vavvis’s sword from his hands. The commander scrambled for his weapon in the dirt, and as he bent over, Zamek dealt the final blow—slicing his skull clean in half with the battle-ax.

      Relief mingled with disgust—holy shit what had she just watched?—and Layla sank to her knees in front of the window, no longer able to hold herself up. Her legs had turned to jelly, and nerves were wreaking havoc on her system.

      “Fluxx, I need a drink after watching that,” Fallonn announced.

      “Me too.” Layla took a few steadying breaths and grabbed hold of the windowsill, using it to draw herself to her feet. Though her legs were still shaky, she managed a couple of steps without collapsing. “God, I don’t think my heart will ever stop pounding. Also, I’m seriously considering stabbing Zamek myself. He should’ve ended it quickly.”

      “I told you not to watch, human,” a deep familiar voice called up the stairs.

      Layla moved to the landing and peered down at Zamek. Then she practically tripped over her feet as she rushed down the stairs to greet him. Apparently, a closer view of him alive and breathing had given her the burst of energy required to get her legs working properly.

      He caught her in his arms and kissed her soundly, clutching her face as he growled into her mouth. She pushed at him and withdrew from the kiss.

      “Wait! Stop! You’re bleeding.”

      He glanced down at his shirt, then at the front of Layla’s dress, which was now covered in his blood. “I am fine, human, I promise. I’ve endured worse. Xazzok will stitch me up, he’s done it before and is just as skilled as a healer, in my opinion.”

      “Xazzok!” Layla called, as the male joined them in the entryway. “Xazzok, we need you immediately. Zamek is bleeding. Please help him.”

      “Shh, Layla, all will be well,” Zamek said, stroking her hair.

      His eyes promptly rolled back into his head and he collapsed on the floor, taking Layla down with him. She hovered over him and gasped when his skin went from its usual deep shade of red to a light purple.

      “Poison,” Xazzok said, falling to the ground on the other side of his cousin. His gaze cut to a servant. “Retrieve the knife from outside. I suspect it was coated in a toxin.”
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      Everything hurt and he couldn’t open his eyes.

      Fluxx. What had happened?

      Zamek groaned and tried to sit up, but he couldn’t seem to move his arms or even his legs. And his eyes… why couldn’t he open them?

      Somewhere in the distance, he heard a male speaking. “After making me run down the mountain twice in one day, General Zamek is going to owe me several more boxes of supplies. Another bag of coins might be nice too.”

      “I assure you that can be arranged,” someone said with a laugh. “Given the late hour, we also hope you will stay the night, Brother Hollinx, and enjoy the hospitality of my cousin’s home.”

      Xazzok. It was Xazzok speaking, and he was talking to a Holy One.

      “When will he wake up?” came a familiar feminine voice.

      Layla. My wife.

      Finally, Zamek forced his eyes open, though the movement pained him. He also reached a hand in the direction of Layla’s sweet voice, hoping to touch her. Small soft fingers soon laced through his and she squeezed his hand.

      “Zamek,” she breathed, peering at him with tears glistening in her pretty dark eyes.

      All at once, memories fell back into place. Commander Vavvis and Councilors Horth and Crozz, then the commander again, showing up with two young, foolish warriors. The fight Zamek had won. Why had he passed out? The knife wound hadn’t seemed very deep, nor had it pained him very much.

      “What happened?” he asked. Using all his strength, he sat up in bed and leaned against the pillows and headboard. He took in the room. His bedchamber.

      “Commander Vavvis dipped the knife in a toxin,” Xazzok replied, rising out of a chair. He nodded at the Holy One who hovered nearby. “Fortunately, our friend Brother Hollinx rushed back down the mountain to tend to you. He extracted the poison and sewed up your wound. It was too deep a cut for the dermal regenerator.”

      Zamek looked at the Holy One. “I owe you my life, Brother Hollinx. For as long as you live, anything you require, you need only ask. I am indebted to you.”

      Brother Hollinx nodded deeply and soon departed the room, presumably to get his rest in a guestroom. Xazzok departed as well, leaving Zamek alone with Layla.

      His wife. Ancient gods, he’d managed it. He’d managed to make her his wife.

      Though the day hadn’t turned out exactly as he’d planned.

      “I’m so glad you’re all right,” Layla said. “When you collapsed and turned light purple, I was so scared. I worried you might die.” She wiped at a tear that cascaded down her cheek and graced him with a tender smile.

      “I turned light purple?” he asked incredulously.

      She nodded, and he took note of how fatigued she appeared. Her eyes were red-rimmed with darker circles outside the red puffiness, and she slumped slightly in her chair, as if she were struggling to hold herself up.

      He scooted over, drew the covers back, and patted the space beside him.

      “Come to bed, wife. It’s our wedding night, after all.”

      She gave him a scandalized look.

      “Are you seriously suggesting that we—”

      “No,” he said, “but I intend to hold you all night.”

      She sank onto the bed and settled next to him, curling against his side as he draped a protective arm around her. He kissed her forehead and breathed in her floral scent, and even though his legs still wouldn’t quite move, his cock shifted in his pants. Fluxx. He couldn’t help it. Her nearness filled him with want.

      But her eyes soon fluttered shut and she drifted off.

      Tomorrow. They would consummate their marriage tomorrow.

      He kissed her again and joined her in sleep.
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      A cool breeze ruffled the curtains. Layla stood at the window, gazing at the twin moons and the star-encrusted sky. I have them all now. The moon and all the stars. Or, moons, in this case.

      Zamek had healed ridiculously fast, thanks to a medicinal salve that the Holy Ones made from an orange flower that grew right here on the mountainside.

      At this time yesterday, Zamek had been lying abed, still a sickly shade of light purple, his breathing erratic. But this morning he’d risen from bed as if nothing had happened, as if he hadn’t almost died.

      Her heart ached at the thought of losing him. Thank God the threat was over, his enemies—and hers—dead or subdued. The High Council members who’d arrived with Commander Vavvis yesterday had even been suspended, pending an investigation into their ill-fated friendship with Vavvis.

      Layla didn’t quite understand the intricacies of the High Council or even how Kall law was sometimes interpreted, but Zamek was entirely confident that she was now safe on his planet and she trusted him.

      She’d seen him at his worst—glimpsed his darkest, cruelest moments—but she’d also been on the receiving end of his compassion, his gentleness. And so, she trusted him and even harbored a growing affection for him.

      Her breath caught at this realization. She’d come to care about Zamek. How could she not? He hadn’t just shown her compassion, but he’d risked his life for hers and she would never forget.

      Footsteps in the corridor set her pulse to racing. Perhaps Zamek had returned from escorting Brother Hollinx back to the temple. She turned and stared at the door, her heart thumping faster as the footsteps got closer and closer.

      Zamek entered the room and his gaze softened when it landed on her. He’d already removed his weapons’ belt, though he looked formidable enough in his warrior uniform alone. Her heart skittered at the sight of him, and she offered him a tentative smile that he was quick to return.

      Alone. Today had been a busy day, but now they were finally alone.

      Given the dark, feral gleam that suddenly entered his eyes, there was no doubt in her mind about how they would spend the rest of the evening. He’d made several comments to her today about consummating their marriage and heat abruptly gathered in her core, pulsing white-hot as flutters erupted in her stomach.

      “Wife.” He reached her in three large strides and took her in his arms, peering down at her with an intensity that made her quiver with need.

      “Husband,” she whispered.

      He leaned down to place a kiss upon her lips and his tenderness shocked her. He’d never kissed her with such sweetness before, and she wrapped her arms around him and met the slow, careful thrusts of his tongue with her own, drinking him in and reveling in his touch. Occasionally, he would withdraw from the kiss, only to stare down at her with that same feral intensity for a few seconds, then he would press his lips back to hers for another gentle kiss.

      When she stepped closer, she felt the hardness of his massive erection poking at her stomach. A thrill rushed through her and she shamelessly ground her hips into him, desperate for more than his sweet kisses.

      He growled and guided her to the bed. But he didn’t push her down right away. Instead, he arranged three pillows atop one another in the center of the bed. He removed her clothing next and nodded at the mound of pillows.

      “You’re to crawl up there and present yourself to me, wife. Arch your bottom up and part your thighs.”

      Her pulse thundered in her ears as she complied, moving over the pillows and positioning herself to his liking, with her pussy on display. Her breasts felt heavy and her hardening nipples ached as she settled into place.

      A brief rustle of clothing and then the bed dipped behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and her breath hitched at the sight of Zamek in all his naked glory, his powerful red body gleaming in the light of the sconces, one hugely muscled arm flexing as he grasped his cock and lined it up with her entrance. Not for the first time, she marveled at the many scars covering his chest, including the new one near his right shoulder, the one that had nearly ended his life.

      She gasped and braced herself, thinking he meant to shove straight inside her, but he only dragged his shaft through her increasing wetness. Whenever his cock grazed over her clit, she whimpered and pushed backward, seeking the relief that only he could give her.

      He ran his hands down her back and reached underneath her to tweak a nipple. She cried out when he pinched hard. He chuckled darkly and soon gave her other breast the same rough treatment.

      “You are so beautiful, little human.” His deep voice drifted over her like a possessive caress, and she shivered in response. “I am grateful that you’re mine and I vow to you that I will protect you always.”

      Her throat burned at the conviction in his tone.

      “I-I’m grateful that you’re mine too,” she said in a trembling whisper, overcome with both emotion and arousal.

      “I love you, human,” he said, and for several long moments she couldn’t breathe. “I never expected to love another, not after… but I do. I love you.”

      All at once, the world tilted on its axis. Had she misheard him? She swallowed past the abrupt dryness in her mouth and struggled to process this new information. She was already aware that he cared about her, that he felt possessive of her, but love… love was different.

      Love was scary, so scary that she’d refused to allow herself to even contemplate the question of her loving him.

      She cared about him of course, and had he died from the knife wound she would’ve been devastated. Utterly heartbroken, in fact.

      “It’s all right if you don’t love me, Layla,” he said, running a hand through her dark tresses, sweeping her locks aside so he might better see her face, not allowing her to hide behind a veil of hair. “I don’t expect you to.”

      Tears blurring her vision, she peered over her shoulder, and when her eyes collided with his, she finally allowed herself to examine the depths of her heart, to explore the parts of herself that she’d tried so very hard to keep closed off to Zamek. Walls crumbled to dust, shields clattered to the ground, and warmth and light flowed through her as her heart was finally, finally laid bare before him.

      In the midst of the destruction, in the center of her unguarded soul, the answer stared her so clearly in the face that she felt like a fool for not having realized the truth sooner. She did love him.

      She pushed herself off the pillows, turned around, and grasped his face.

      The dark depths of his eyes lit with surprise, and he froze. Even his chest stopped rising and falling. He was holding his breath, waiting for her to speak.

      “But I do love you,” she said softly, and some of the tightness in her chest eased.

      The shock in his gaze burned brighter. He stared at her as if she’d just sprouted antennas. Her smile broadened and warmth flooded her.

      “Wife,” he said in a tone filled with affection. “My wife.” He cupped her face firmly. “I would have never dared to dream of holding your heart, but oh how it pleases me.” He swallowed hard and gave his head a slight, disbelieving shake. A brilliant smile soon broke across his face.

      She nudged the pillows aside, lay down on her back, and parted her thighs.

      “Make love to me like this,” she said. “Please.”

      His nostrils flared and he pounced on her, settling himself between her thighs and leaning down to kiss her. This time, he was rough, and she clutched onto his arms and struggled to take in air through her nose as he deepened the kiss. Her heart beat rapidly and she groaned when he thrust into her, driving his cock fast and deep.

      As he set a rapid pace of claiming her, of loving her, he withdrew from the kiss to stare into her eyes, holding her gaze as their bodies joined and they officially consummated their union.

      “I still plan to breed you,” he said, arching an eyebrow. “I’ll fill you with my seed fifty fluxxing times a day if that’s what it takes to finally see your stomach swell with our child.”

      She flushed all over and tightened her grip on his arms. She tried not to think about how rare Kall-human pregnancies were. Only human females who possessed a specific and very rare genetic mutation could conceive a baby with a Kall male. Oh but how her heart ached with longing at the thought of having a child with Zamek.

      He swirled a finger over her clit as he pumped into her, and the headboard banged against the wall with his every rapid thrust. Just as pleasure swept over her and she cried out her release, his cock jerked inside her, vibrating as his seed spurted into her depths.

      He leaned down and pressed his forehead to hers, their panting breaths mingling, their bodies slick with perspiration. She shivered as another cool breeze entered the room. The night was loud, the nighttime insects buzzing and singing in the tall grasses and trees, and the nocturnal animals screeching and growling all over the mountainside.

      A sense of finality and peace settled over Layla.

      A sense of belonging.

      A sense of home.

      With his forehead still pressed to hers, he whispered an ancient Kall mating poem, a lesser-known work by Erommti of Faia District. “My lips to your lips. My flesh to your flesh. My heart to your heart. My seed to your womb.”

      He pulled back to meet her gaze, and they uttered the last part together.

      “My soul to your soul.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Heavily pregnant, Layla stretched and placed a hand on her aching back, then she resumed pacing the dining room. A few minutes trying to sit still long enough to eat lunch and she’d gotten a backache and a leg cramp. Walking always seemed to help and she sighed as the dull cramp in her leg faded.

      Betsy shot her a sympathetic look. Lissa, a Kall female who was Betsy’s sister-in-law, as she’d married Commander Edek’s brother Draken, smiled knowingly at Layla as she cradled her newborn son, Broxx, in her arms and hummed a lullaby. Fallonn arranged a pillow vertically on a chair and urged Layla to resume her seat.

      Layla approached the dining room table, where the four women were enjoying a late lunch together, and sank into the chair with a sigh.

      “Thanks, Fallonn.”

      “How much longer do you have?” Betsy asked, taking a sip of her tea.

      “At least another moon cycle, or so the doctor says,” Layla replied with a dramatic groan. She popped a piece of fruit into her mouth. More than anything, she craved fruit these days, particularly the ghrriss melons that grew deep in the forests, which Zamek procured for her on a regular basis.

      “Oh, it might be more than a moon cycle,” Fallonn said, reaching for a utensil. “She’s very comfortable and content in there, and she so loves the sound of your voice.”

      “Wonderful,” Layla said sarcastically, though she was secretly pleased by Fallonn’s commentary. Knowing the baby was happy warmed her heart, though she anticipated the day when she would finally hold little Colleen in her arms, and she knew Zamek was looking forward to meeting their daughter too.

      It was a beautiful day, and after lunch they went for a walk in the vineyard. Layla was grateful that she got to see Betsy on a regular basis now, though she often found herself missing Fiona terribly. Perhaps one day Ambassador Merokk would decide to visit planet Kall and bring Fiona along. Until then, Layla would have to keep exchanging messages with Fiona on the interplanetary comm that Zamek had recently installed in the house for her use.

      Fallonn and Lissa spotted their husbands and rushed ahead to meet them, and Layla and Betsy slowed their pace and moved closer to one another. They watched as Xazzok planted a kiss upon Fallonn’s forehead, while Draken leaned down to make a silly face at Broxx before scooping the infant up into his arms. As Draken held the baby, Lissa regarded her husband with warmth and adoration reflecting in her eyes.

      Layla’s throat burned and her face also heated, because she felt like she was spying on a private, intimate moment between husband and wife as she watched Draken and Lissa’s sweet interaction. In all her life, she’d never seen a couple appear so deeply in love.

      “I can’t believe this is real sometimes,” Betsy said. “That we’re here, I mean, on planet Kall. Together. And neither of us are slaves anymore, and we’re happily married to Kall warriors.”

      “I know what you mean,” Layla said. She reached for Betsy’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. “I was so worried for you. I hope you know how much I fought with your father, trying to get him to help you after you got arrested.”

      A faraway look entered Betsy’s blue eyes, but her vision soon cleared, and she regarded Layla with a thoughtful expression. “Had I been on Earth when Michael did what he did, I would’ve tried everything to help you, too. Your goodbye letter, well, it ripped me apart. I was so worried for you. When Ambassador Merokk sent a message saying the general didn’t kill you in the courtroom though, I started to feel hopeful, and I prayed for you every day.”

      Layla blinked against a sudden sheen of tears. “I still can’t believe you tricked Commander Edek into bringing you into Sumlin on auction day just in hopes that you’d catch a glimpse of me. That was rather devious of you. But it was wonderful to see you that day, even if we couldn’t even hug one another or talk for long.”

      Betsy grinned for a moment, but her visage abruptly darkened. “It didn’t take him long to figure it out. When I kept making excuses to walk closer to the vendors near the square, he caught on and asked if I was looking for you. I thought that perhaps if you were still alive, General Zamek might decide to sell you.

      “Of course, it wasn’t precisely auction day that drew me into town but seeing the Tammusha on the landing platform outside Sumlin,” Betsy continued, “and then once I realized it was also auction day, well I couldn’t not look for you. Even though Edek was annoyed with me, he took me closer to the auction, and then once it ended, we walked the streets of Sumlin, hoping for a glimpse of you.”

      They fell silent for some time, each lost in their memories of that day. A sharp breeze cut through the vineyard, and Layla pressed her hands down on her dress to keep it from flipping up in the wind. Little Colleen started rolling and kicking inside her, as if excited by the breeze.

      “Perhaps once the video feed on the general’s interplanetary comm is working, you can introduce me to your friend Fiona Lockhart. I-I know that everything has worked out—it’s a relief to know she has found happiness with Ambassador Merokk—but I still feel as though I ought to apologize to her. Or thank her. I-I am not sure which. Both, I guess. Do you think she’ll want to talk to me?” Betsy shot Layla a hopeful look.

      “Fiona has a kind and forgiving heart and I’m certain she’ll wish to meet you,” Layla replied.

      Two huge Kall warriors stepped into their path, and Layla’s heart raced at the sight of Zamek. He’d taken an airship into Sumlin today with Commander Edek, but apparently the two males had returned from their business with the council, business to which neither she nor Betsy were privy, though Zamek had assured her that it was nothing to worry about.

      As Zamek approached Layla, his gaze sweeping appreciatively over her swollen belly, Edek wrapped an arm around Betsy and whispered something in her ear that made her laugh.

      “Wife,” Zamek said, taking Layla’s hand. He pulled her close and gave her a chastising look. “You shouldn’t walk so far from the house. What if you go into labor?”

      She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Then the baby will fall out right here in the middle of the vineyard.” She grinned when he growled at her impertinent reply.

      As Betsy and Edek walked ahead to join the others, Zamek guided Layla deeper into the vineyard, stealing her away for a moment of privacy. Once they reached a shaded area, he gathered her in his arms and kissed her forehead. Then he placed a hand upon her stomach. His eyes widened when little Colleen kicked him.

      “She’s strong. Just like her mother.”

      “And her father,” Layla added, standing on her toes to kiss Zamek.

      He grasped her face and pressed his lips to hers with a softness that made her heart flutter. But the slow growl that emanated from his chest, as well as the growing hardness of his manhood, revealed he was restraining himself. When he stepped away, his eyes blazed with heat and longing. And affection. The warmth he settled upon her with a single glance often caused her heart to skip a beat.

      He stepped closer then and leaned down, resting his forehead against hers.

      “Soul to soul, wife,” he whispered, his breath caressing her face.

      Her throat burned and she found herself blinking back tears. He’d only quoted this poem to her once. Several months ago, on the night they officially consummated their marriage. But hearing him say it again, or at least the last line, brought back the memories of that night, when they’d confessed their love to one another.

      “Soul to soul, husband.”
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        ~ FREE NAUGHTY BONUS SCENE ~

        featuring Betsy + Commander Edek

      

        

      
        Betsy deceived her husband, Commander Edek, to get him to take her to Sumlin on auction day so she might look for Layla… and he’s not happy she lied to him.

      

        

      
        Want to find out what happened after they got home?

      

        

      
        Get your FREE Retribution Bonus Scene - click here
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        Want to read Fiona + Ambassador Merokk’s story?

      

        

      
        Get Surrender (Kall Alien Warriors #1)
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        Want to read Betsy + Commander Edek’s story?

      

        

      
        Get Commander’s Slave (Kall Alien Warriors #2)
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        Keep scrolling to learn more about Sue Lyndon + her books—>

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also in the Kall Alien Warriors series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SURRENDER

        (Kall Alien Warriors #1)

      

        

      
        The spoils of war are being divided...

      

        

      
        As Fiona struggles to survive in the aftermath of a brutal war, she worries her sick mother won’t make it long without the medication she so desperately needs. When turncoats offer a way to keep her mother safe, she can’t refuse—even though it means marrying Merokk, a fearsome Kall warrior, and posing as the First Daughter, Betsy Carson. The turncoats assure her the marriage will be in name only—but she soon learns Merokk not only intends to consummate their union, but he expects her to share his bed nightly. She also learns that disobedience will land her over her husband’s sturdy thighs for a long, hard spanking on her bare bottom.

      

        

      
        He’s been given a human female…

      

        

      
        Kall warrior Merokk has mixed feelings about retiring from battle and marrying a human woman, but it's his duty to his people and he can't refuse. One look at Betsy and he’s filled with the powerful urge to conquer the beauty who’s been given to him as the spoils of war. He enjoys taming the headstrong human female and, as the months pass, discovers his feelings for his little wife run deep. But when he learns of her deceit after the real Betsy Carson surfaces, Merokk's new world comes crashing down. Can he learn to forgive Fiona, or will he spend the rest of their lives punishing her for a crime she never wanted to commit?

      

        

      
        BUY NOW
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        COMMANDER’S SLAVE

        (Kall Alien Warriors #2)

      

        

      
        She's given to a savage alien warrior...

      

        

      
        Sentenced to a lifetime of slavery on the Kall homeworld, First Daughter Betsy Carson expects the rest of her days to be a constant struggle for survival. She's stunned when a wiseman purchases her from the auction block as a gift for his younger brother - a savage Kall warrior named Edek who loathes humans with his every breath. Her hopes to be left alone by her new master are dashed when he orders her to sleep in his bed, and she soon discovers disobedience will be met with firm consequences.

      

        

      
        The little human consumes his thoughts...

      

        

      
        Commander Edek is still grieving the loss of his wife and sons. He blames humans for the accident that stole his family, and he shouldn't feel such an intense attraction to the little human slave his brother has thrust upon him. Though he tries to build up walls around his heart, Betsy's sweet presence gradually calms the storm raging within, and he becomes fiercely possessive of the small female. But can a Kall commander and a human slave share a future that doesn't end in tragedy?
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        ZYLONN’S HUMAN BRIDE

        (Tarrkuan Masters, Book One)

      

        

      
        The stern alien expects her absolute obedience.

      

        

      
        Nova doesn’t want to leave home, but she doesn’t have a choice. Earth has agreed to provide the Tarrkuans with a steady supply of fertile human females—and she’s found herself among them. When her intended, Zylonn, catches her speaking out against the trade agreement only minutes before their wedding ceremony, the no-nonsense alien scolds her and promises her a strapping. His stern words both surprise her and leave her quivering with anticipation. Will the handsome blue alien really punish her on their wedding night? And does he really expect her to call him Master?

      

        

      
        Zylonn has been waiting for his human bride his entire life. One glance at Nova and he knows the reluctant female is meant to be his. She’s the loveliest creature he’s ever seen, and he can’t stop stroking her beautiful golden hair or staring into her expressive blue eyes. He’s shocked by her rebellious behavior, but he’s determined to tame her, claim her, and make her his in every possible way.

      

        

      
        A passion that knows no bounds soon flourishes between Zylonn and his precious little human. Once is never enough. He’s driven to claim her again and again, and her sweet surrender calms the darkest parts of him. But when an old enemy threatens their union, he’s forced to reveal a secret side of himself no one has ever seen. Can Zylonn protect the little human who holds his heart?

      

        

      
        BUY NOW
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        KENAN’S MATE

        (Kleaxian Warriors, Book One)

      

        

      
        I've been taken by a fierce alien warrior, and my life is no longer my own.

      

        

      
        My name is Laylah. On my eighteenth birthday, the Kleaxians attacked and killed all the human males aboard the Stargazer. The females were kept as mates or slaves. I was taken as a mate. Lucky me.

      

        

      
        The huge alien who claimed me is called Prince Kenan. He says he'll never let me go--that we are bonded for life. When I defy him, he punishes me in the most humiliating ways imaginable. But sometimes he's tender and loving. I try to be good so he doesn't hurt me.

      

        

      
        I don't know what scares me more--that I'll never escape Prince Kenan...or that I'm starting to fall for my captor

      

        

      
        BUY NOW
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        HER ALIEN BEAST

      

        

      
        The little human has awakened my mating instincts.

        I don't think I can be gentle.

      

        

      
        My blood heats to feverish levels whenever I look upon the pretty human female called Amira. I burn with the need to claim her, body and soul, to sink my teeth into her and mark her as mine forever.

      

        

      
        But we come from different worlds and she was promised to another long ago, a male she is desperate to escape. I've promised to keep her safe and help her avoid the forced marriage, but can I protect her from myself? My blood keeps getting hotter, the urge to hold her down and claim her as my mate becoming stronger by the day.

      

        

      
        Eventually, I'll give in to the dark passions coursing through my veins. The Kaxxloran mating urge is coming upon me. It's only a matter of time until I lose all control...

      

        

      
        BUY NOW
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        DARK EMBRACE: THE COMPLETE SERIES

      

        

      
        Dominant husbands, reluctant brides, and scorching hot passion...

      

        

      
        The year is 2689, and as mankind emerges from a great societal collapse, arranged marriages and marriages of convenience have become the norm. Not only that, but wives are expected to obey their husbands in all things, or suffer firm, shameful consequences. In this deliciously naughty collection, strict but loving husbands take their blushing brides masterfully in hand, teaching them what it means to be owned, body and soul...

      

        

      
        Features all three books in the Dark Embrace series:

      

        

      
        His by Law

        Saving His Runaway Bride

        Papa's Little Bride
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            Sue Lyndon writing as Sue Mercury

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Note: Sue Lyndon also writes sweeter “vanilla” sci-fi alien romance under the name Sue Mercury. Her Sue Mercury books are non-bdsm , but still pack plenty of heat.
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        ROZAR

        (Vaxxlian Alien Mail Order Brides #1)

      

        

      
        The otherworldly stranger is the biggest, fiercest looking alien warrior she's ever seen...and she's already agreed to become his mate.

      

        

      
        Nadia knows if she stays on Earth, her mob boss ex-husband's goons will eventually find her. When the opportunity to become a Vaxxlian Mail Order Bride arises, she can't sign up fast enough. She's soon matched with a huge, fierce-looking alien warrior named Rozar who wants to mate with her upon their very first meeting. Whoa there. Slow down. She's desperate to escape Earth, but she also wants to be sure Rozar is a kind, decent alien before she commits to spending her life with him. She rushed into her first marriage and look what that got her--a one-way ticket into the Witness Protection Program. But the clock is ticking. The ship that brought Rozar to Earth departs in two weeks. Should she take a chance on the handsome otherworldly stranger whose kisses make her melt? Or should she rush back to her hideaway and hope for the best?

      

        

      
        One glance at the little human called Nadia and Rozar knows she's the female meant to become his. Her bottomless blue eyes mesmerize him and her sweet demeanor calls up his protective side. He wants nothing more than to claim her and bring her back to New Vaxx. But the dark-haired beauty is reluctant to mate with him, despite his promises to always keep her safe and provide for her and their future offspring. Before he can convince her of his devotion, the little human disappears without a trace. Word of her dangerous past reaches him and he's more determined than ever to protect her, even if vanquishing her enemies means she no longer has a need to leave Earth. But he's just as determined to claim her as his, and Rozar will do whatever it takes to convince Nadia she's meant to be his female for all time.
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        ROYAL ALIEN MATE

        (Savage Martians, Book One)

      

        

      
        He's determined to conquer her heart...

      

        

      
        Desperate to save her parents from debtors' prison, Esmay signs up as an alien mail order bride. She'll travel to Mars to become a savage alien's mate, and in exchange for her sacrifice, all her family's debt will be forgiven. She prays she'll find some semblance of happiness on Mars and hopes her future husband treats her with kindness. But she's stunned to discover the muscle-bound blue alien she's been matched with is Prince Vaath, a fearsome warrior who once led a deadly battle against Earth. How can she willingly give herself to an alien who killed so many of her people?

      

        

      
        Prince Vaath is aware many of his followers are hesitant to mate with humans, but after losing most of their females, it's necessary that they claim as many human females as possible in order to procreate and strengthen their numbers. He's shocked by the possessiveness he feels when he first looks upon golden-haired Esmay, and long-buried instincts soon rise to the surface as he claims his new princess time and time again. He knows she's afraid of him and believes him to be a savage, but he can't get enough of the little human who incites his desires, and he is determined to one day win her heart. But dark forces are gathering, and it will take all his power to keep Esmay safe from harm.
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        The alien warrior bought me.

        But he doesn't want a slave.

        He wants me as his mate.

      

        

      
        The brutal scars covering Fynd's face are nothing compared to the wounds that have festered in his heart. After the bitter, public rejection by his intended mate a long time ago, he doubts any female will wish to become his...so he purchases a small human female named Lucy from a slave market. She'll bear him a few children and he'll provide for her in return, but he will not expect her to harbor any amount of affection for him. How could she? He's a monster.

      

        

      
        He wishes she wasn't so sweet and beautiful. He also wishes his heart didn't fill with warmth in her presence. She'll likely never return his affections, but he cannot let her go. Ever. A Vaxxlian warrior always mates for life.

      

        

      
        Life hasn't been easy for Lucy. She prays her next master will be kind, and she's terrified when the new alien who buys her looks like an angry bull with glowing green eyes. After she attempts escape, she's certain he'll punish her severely. Her old master would have. But the alien warrior named Fynd kisses her instead--a shockingly tender kiss that makes her all tingly inside--and she starts to wonder if perhaps there's more to the unsmiling alien warrior than meets the eye.

      

        

      
        There's a gentleness beneath his hardened exterior, but breaking his defenses down won't be easy. As far as alien warriors go, he's as stubborn and proud as they come. Can they both find healing in one another's arms, or will a new threat tear them apart forever? 
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        Please visit www.suemercury.com to check out all Sue’s titles under her Sue Mercury name.
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        USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR SUE LYNDON writes naughty, heartfelt romance filled with sexy discipline, breathless surrender, and scorching hot passion. Hard alpha males, strict husbands, fierce alien warriors, and stern daddy-doms make her go weak in the knees. She's a #1 Amazon bestseller in multiple categories, including Sci-Fi Romance, Historical Romance, BDSM Erotica, and Fantasy Romance. She also writes vanilla sci-fi romance under the name Sue Mercury—but no matter the genre or pen name, her books always have a swoon-worthy happily ever after.
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