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Book 20
Jarden Penx, king of Tekon Prime, has been condemned to die for the murder and annihilation of millions on Hexons.

The war between Tekon Prime and Hexon is over, and Tekon Prime has emerged victorious. Commander Jarden’s battle cruiser delivered the final blow before his own ship went down in flames.

He never expected to survive the devastating crash.

Victory was worth the price.

Now chained before his enemies, the cruel, snake-like Hexons, Jarden stares into the mouth of execution. 

He will not plead. 

He will not shatter. 

But the woman whose testimony sealed his fate is the one who wounds even a warrior king.

Althea Lexan was meant to love him beyond crowns, wars, and worlds. Instead, she delivered him to the executioner.

She would pay the price for betraying her king and the world he had bled to save. 

What Jarden does not know is that Althea’s betrayal hides a secret terrible enough to break them both.

But Jarden is no broken prisoner, and death is not a fate he intends to obey.

Even as his death sentence was being pronounced, his escape was already engineered. And when he finally returns to Tekon Prime, he will tear through every secret Althea tried to bury.

Once he learns the truth, nothing in the universe will keep him from reclaiming the woman who betrayed him, or from destroying those who turned love into a weapon.
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King

King. Jarden Penx had never asked for the title, nor had he ever seen himself as a king. Yet victory over the Hexons had crowned him in blood and fire. He had saved millions of his people, and Tekon Prime had answered by laying a throne at his feet.

King Baltina was killed in the first round of bombings by the Hexons, and now the palace was in ruins. Jarden had decided to take rooms in the Tekon Prime’s Military Headquarters. Palaces would be a thing of their planet’s past.

Althea, the woman he had chosen to stand beside him for the rest of his life, sat quiet and distant. Since his return from the battlefield, a shadow had lingered between them. He feared the wedding drawing near had frightened her, though every instinct in him longed to pull her close and chase that darkness away.

“Sweetheart, are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Jarden, you were gone for six months. Every night, I sat alone and wondered if the man I loved, the man I wanted for every day of my life, would ever come back to me.”

He closed his hand around hers, his grip warm and steady. “I’m here, Althea. Mostly in one piece.”

“That isn’t funny, Jarden.” Her voice trembled despite the strength she tried to force into it. “I lay awake night after night, wondering if the stars would bring you home to me, or take you forever.”

“I’m sorry.” His expression softened. “I was trying to save our world.”

She squeezed his hand as if she could anchor him there. “No, Jarden. I’m the one who is sorry. I want to be with you. I’m not waiting until we marry.” Her gaze lifted to his, bare and unguarded. “Not anymore.”

His smile came slowly, tender enough to steal her breath. “Then we wait no longer, sweetheart. Tonight.”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Tonight.”

The brush of his fingers sent a shiver through her, bright and breathless. It had been this way between them since the first time his mouth touched hers, when the world had tilted beneath her feet and left only Jarden.

He had taken everything slowly because of the years between them and the innocence he saw too clearly. She was twenty, and he was thirty-two. Looking back now, she realized his restraint had wounded and enchanted her in equal measure, especially after knowing him only six weeks before war tore him away.

The Hexons had attacked their planet, a species of pirates and killers who had haunted their galaxy for decades. On the night before he left to take command, she had begged him to claim her, to bind them together before fate could steal him from her.

“Althea, I want you. More than you know. But I can’t take that from you on the eve of battle, not when my mind is emptied by war and duty. I will come home to you. I will honor you, marry you, and only then take you to our bed.”

Now, seated beside him, she understood what kind of man he was—brave, noble, and terrible in his restraint. But she was done waiting another day to belong to him completely.

“No,” she whispered to herself. “Not another day.”

He was far from celibate. She had heard the rumors and seen beautiful women grace his arm. Yet he had never married, and no illegitimate heirs wandered the kingdom. Whatever else Jarden Penx was, he was disciplined, deliberate, and dangerous to want.

The first time she saw him, she had been only fifteen. He stood in full dress uniform, receiving a medal beneath the bright ceremonial lights, and he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. His dark hair, neatly braided, softened the severe angles of his face. His green eyes held the room like a spell, and his full mouth gave him a sensual beauty that made looking away feel impossible. Tall, broad, and forged like a warrior, he seemed carved from command itself.

Her mother noticed at once. “Althea, I see you cannot take your eyes off Commander Penx. He is handsome, certainly, and built the way a man should be. But he is a warrior, and warriors are difficult creatures to tame.”

“Mother, he is not a pet,” she said with a soft laugh. “You speak as if I must train him. I do not want a man who bends easily. I want one like Father—stubborn, clever, and impossible to command.”

“Oh, dear. In time, you will learn that all men become pets in the right woman’s hands.”

“Mother,” Althea murmured, heat rising to her cheeks. “I doubt Commander Penx could ever be considered anyone’s pet. But I would certainly like to meet him.”

“Very well. I shall take that liberty myself. Come, it is time to mingle.”

Althea followed her mother, already knowing the two of them would turn heads.

Lorenna Leyan, her mother, was only thirty-three and one of the most beautiful women on Tekon Prime. Tall, elegant, and perfectly proportioned, she wore her natural, red-streaked hair like living fire. Her skin was smooth as fine porcelain, her eyes dark and luminous. Althea’s father still looked at Lorenna as though every glance was the first, and Althea had always understood love best when she saw it reflected in his eyes.

Lorenna held Althea’s hand as they moved through the glittering crowd until they stood behind Jarden’s broad back. Then her mother lifted her hand and gently tapped his shoulder.

He turned.

Though she had been only fifteen, the moment Althea met those impossible green eyes, it felt as if he had set a flame beneath her skin.

From that day forward, no man could compare to Jarden Penx. In the quiet, reckless chambers of her heart, she vowed that one day she would be his.

And now she sat beside him with his promise hanging between them, intimate and electric: tonight he would finally come to her and perhaps remain until morning made the dream real.

This time, she would hold him to his word.
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The Promise

Althea was weary of ceremony, of gilded speeches and endless bows, of the pomp surrounding Jarden’s coronation as leader and king. To her, he was not a crown or a throne. He was the man she loved, the man she had waited for through fear and silence, and tonight she meant to claim him as completely as he had already claimed her heart.

Before she left his side, she leaned close and whispered against his ear, “Jarden, don’t take too long. I have waited too many nights for you, my love, and tonight I am done waiting.”

He caught her hand and drew her close, his touch gentle despite the command in his voice. “Althea, I know. There were moments in battle when I thought I would never see you again, and every one of them taught me the same truth. I should never have left you untouched by my vow. You are mine, and tonight I will make that promise impossible to doubt.”

She pressed her lips to his cheek and breathed, “Then make it a promise, my love.”

His eyes darkened with certainty. “It already is.”

When she rose, the remaining nobles in the throne room bowed to her. The gesture startled her, sending warmth to her face. “Goodness,” she murmured beneath her breath. “I suppose I will have to get used to that.” With one last glance toward Jarden, she lifted her chin and slipped from the chamber.

Jarden remained behind with the elders and the fractured remnants of his government. Ruling had never been part of the future he imagined. He had been forged for battle, for command, for impossible choices made beneath burning skies, not for a throne. Yet here he was, the damn king. And for all the weight of a world now resting on his shoulders, only one thought held him captive: Althea was waiting.

A rough laugh nearly escaped him. Althea was the only woman who had ever made him feel both powerful and undone. She had asked him for what he had denied them both for too long, and the memory of her voice moved through him like fire. Tonight, he would go to her not as a king accepting tribute, but as a man returning to the woman who had become his home.

Desire moved through him with a force he had carried too long in silence. He would not rush her, no matter how fiercely he wanted her. Althea deserved tenderness, patience, and devotion. He would show her every pleasure slowly, teaching her not as a conqueror claiming victory, but as a man offering all of himself to the woman he loved.

Of one thing he was certain: he loved Althea. Not only for her beauty, though it could stop him in his tracks, but for the mind behind her dark eyes, for her softness and courage, for the fierce passion with which she met the world. She was not simply the woman he desired
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