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Prologue

 


"Leader, we must abandon
ship!"

Guerreiro snarled and bared his fangs.
This fight was not going as planned.

"We will not abandon this ship! Not
while I still have breath in my body!"

"But, Leader!"

"If you can't handle it, then leave!
The escape pods for cowards are that way," snapped Guerreiro as he
pointed to his right, his eyes never leaving the viewing screen of
the battle waging outside the ship.

Tension sang in the air but he didn't
care. This was his ship. His command. He was not going to let some
mangy Lupine destroy what he'd so carefully built.

"I'm staying with you,
Leader."

Guerreiro smirked. Trust Gaewel to
stick by his side. She was one of the youngest of his crew members,
and a runt, but she was worth her weight in gold.

He gave her a nod and heard her
pleased purr. The clacking of her claws flying across the console
filled the mostly silent bridge.

"Leader, the distress signal has been
sent. Reinforcements will not reach us in time, Sir!"

Guerreiro glanced around the bridge
and made a decision.

"Everyone evacuate, now! That's an
order!"

"Yes, Leader!" the crew chorused as
they raced from their seats toward the elevator.

Guerreiro turned his head and glared
at Gaewel.

"That includes you,
Gaewel."

"No, Leader. I can't leave you
alone."

He smiled. She really was a brave
kitling, but he wasn't prepared to let her die here. She still had
much living to do.

"Fine. You can stay and help
me."

She graced him with one of her rare
smiles. She really had brightened up life on his ship.

::Krestofer, I need you to
lock onto Gaewel and teleport her to the life-pod with you when I
give the signal.::

::Understood, Leader. You
know that she's going to be angry.::

::I know, Krestofer. This
is for her own good.::

::She won't ever forgive
you for this.::

::True. Krestofer, take
care of her and the rest of the crew.::

::Will do,
Leader.::

Guerreiro broke the connection and
leaned forward in his chair. Gaewel glanced back at him.

"Leader, they are almost on top of
us!"

"Ramming speed."

"Yes, Leader!"

He watched her set the course and he
smiled sadly. He really had enjoyed her company. Now it was time
for her to go.

"Gaewel, you've done well. You must
leave now."

She whipped around and glared at him.
"This isn't the time to joke, Leader."

He shook his head. Stubborn as
always.

"I want you to grow strong and prove
your worth as one of my own."

"Leader?"

::Krestofer, do it
now.::

Guerreiro kept his face impassive when
she shrieked her surprise and anger as she was teleported from the
bridge.

::No! Don't do this!
Guerreiro, please let me be with you to the end.::

He steeled himself against her tears.
She rarely cried and it tore at him.

::I want you to live,
Gaewel. Make sure to spread great tales of my bravery.::

He could hear her wail along the
telepathic link he shared with the crew as the life-pod ejected. He
felt Krestofer's brief parting touch. His crew was safe. Time to
end this. Guerreiro stood and puffed out his chest. Today was a
good day for victory.

"Death to our enemies!" he shouted as
his ship hurtled forward and rammed into the enemy's
vessel.

::I love you,
Gaewel!:: he sent along his private link to
her and then he knew no more.

 



Chapter 1

Earth

December 2101

 


 


Colonel Chris Manroe stared up at the
stars and let an unguarded sigh escape. He was taking this brief
respite from duty to relax. Soon enough, trouble would come
knocking. Earth's inhabitants were woefully unprepared to deal with
the approaching storm. A storm that would either cleanse, or
destroy, humanity.

His thoughts shifted to Jewels, the
nineteen-year-old psionic, who had left Earth for the alien world
of Felinia. He pondered the buried secrets she carried as well as
the hope she represented for the future of the two worlds depending
on her.

Manroe rubbed at his eyes. His sight
of possibilities was annoying at times, like tonight. His solid
silver eyes glowed and he felt the Jewels matrix shift and settle.
He sat up and gave one last glance at the heavens. It was time to
get moving. He stood, stretched, slid his shades back on and headed
for his grav-car. He had a planet to protect.

 


* * *

Royal Gatoan Flagship, April
2102

 


Jewels felt heat. Not just
her hands, but her body. Too hot. Suffocating almost, and yet, she
struggled to remember why the scent that continued to tickle her
nose had not dissipated. She knew she was dreaming, at least, she
thought she was. She looked out across the desert.

“Jewels!”

The shout was faint and
she almost missed it. A breeze began to blow and she sniffed the
air. Sniffed? Jewels froze, shocked by her actions. She was human,
not Gatoan.

“Hello?”

Her voice echoed across
the barren expanse. Jewels grimaced and decided to walk. At least
that way she could find someone. The red sun in the sky did not
scare her. After all, this was only a dream.

“Jewels!”

Again that faint shout. It
was annoying. She saw neither the speaker nor the cause for
alarm.

"Look, I'm not in the mood
to play games. Show yourself!"

"Do not forget the
emeralds. Watch out for the rebellion."

"Huh? What do gemstones
have to do with anything?" Jewels' anger simmered. "And what
rebellion? No one's fighting right now!"

"Beware...Beware...Beware...," the voice moaned on the
wind.

She was going crazy. She
had to be. Jewels squeezed her eyes closed and willed herself to
wake from this confusing dream.

 


* * *

 


Jewels eyes flew open and she sucked
in a fortifying breath. Her groggy mind took a few seconds to
remember that she was in bed, curled around Dex. She grinned
against his fur and snuggled closer. His scent did much to calm her
and dispel the remnants of the bizarre dream she'd just
had.

She wondered if it was tension from
the voyage. After all, they were only five months away from
arriving at Felinia, the Gatoans' homeworld. Jewels felt a twinge
of nerves at the thought. When she'd abruptly left Earth to stay
with her Gatoan lover, she hadn't really considered everything. She
had wanted to go where Dex was, even if that meant leaving the only
home she'd ever known.

A low purring rumble jarred her from
her thoughts. Jewels giggled when she felt Dex's tongue sneak out
and sensually lick her neck.

"Yes, Mate?" She glanced up at him and
enjoyed staring at his face, so alien, yet very handsome to
her.

"Your thoughts are troubled, Little
One."

"You reading my mind?"

"I don't have to. You were tossing and
turning in your sleep."

"Oh." Jewels squirmed uncomfortably.
It'd been a long time since she had a lover. And no one, except
Jeremy, had really known all her quirks. She was still getting used
to Dex and his way of life.

Dex tenderly stroked her cheek with a
claw and increased his purring. "You are my mate. I will protect
you and be protected by you. I will share my heart and my soul with
you in this life and in the next."

Jewels felt her fears melting away.
"You are such a sweet talker," she teased. "It's not
fair."

"Sweet words for the Onugrass in my
life. You are fire and ice. I love both sides of you. You truly are
a worthy mate for a Prince."

She toyed with the patch of golden
hair on his chest that marked him as a mixed breed. Dex, more than
most, understood about being different and not fitting in. Deep in
her heart and mind, Jewels worried about the Gatoans' reception of
her as the mate to their Prince. Being royalty was a scary prospect
by itself, never mind the protocols and behaviors she'd be expected
to adhere to. It all gave her hives. She really, really hated
formalities.

"You are making that adorable face
again."

"What?" Jewels blinked and stared up
at him. "Dex, why are you looking at me like?"

"I'm trying to decide which part of
you I want to enjoy first."

Heat flooded her face while other
parts of her body made their presence known at his suggestive
words. He had that power over her, turning her into a satisfied
mess with his lovemaking.

"Oh? Which one has caught your eye?
Maybe my lips? Or perhaps my neck?" she offered, playing along, her
body humming with anticipation.

Dex grinned, leaned down and whispered
in her ear. Jewels let out a squeal as he gathered her in his arms
and rolled on to his back, putting her on top.

Wide-eyed she stared down at him as he
smirked. "Now, my Onugrass. Let us play."

Jewels, with a happy purr, did just
that.

 


* * *

 


"My Mate, you have to get
up."

Jewels groaned and sat up, pulling the
furs up to cover herself. She spotted Dex near the bathing
facility, grinning at her. She knew she looked disheveled. They had
made love several times before she'd fallen into a peaceful sleep.
She suspected that had been Dex's plan all along. Jewels thought
about scolding him, but she was grateful.

"I'm up. What do we have to do
today?"

"I am working with my father and there
was a call from Nala while you were sleeping."

She frowned, but was distracted by
Dex's happy growl. Her gaze traveled over to him and her breath
caught, her attention arrested. He stretched, taking time to make
sure she watched his display of power and grace. This was a sight
she'd never get tired of.

Dex sniffed the air and smiled. "I'd
better stop, or we'll both be in trouble."

Jewels laughed and rose, keeping the
furs wrapped around her. She padded across the cold floor and came
to a stop in front of him. Dex wrapped his arms around her, pulling
her flush against him.

"My Onugrass."

"Yes?"

"Good morning." He lowered his head
and kissed her.

She was drowning in his kiss. Dex was
potent, no doubt about it. She tangled her fingers in his fur,
enjoying the silky feel beneath her fingers.

::Love you.::

::And I love you, my one
and only,:: he added, breaking the
kiss.

He gently swatted her with his tail
and she giggled. She pulled away from him with a playful
pout.

"I can take a hint. You'd better get
going or your father will come hunting for you like last
time."

Dex grimaced. "Yes. Let us not have a
repeat of that, shall we?"

Jewels couldn't help it. She guffawed,
only to laugh harder at Dex's disgruntled expression.

"Sorry!" she gasped and finally
brought herself under control. She rose on tiptoe, pulled his face
to her and kissed him once more before pulling away. "Get going. I
have to bathe and meet Nala."

He trailed his tail down her arm and
chuckled when she shivered in response.

"My promise for later," he vowed and
glided from the room before she could reply.

Jewels shook her head and hurried to
shower. She needed to cool off and find Nala. Time for more
cultural learning.

 


 



Chapter 2

Outside the Female
Sanctum

 


 


Jewels stood outside the female
sanctum and studied the Loporfir guards. The Onugrass, Nala, had
sent a message requesting that Jewels meet her at the sanctum.
Despite her misgivings, Jewels had made her way toward the inner
areas of the giant Gatoan flagship.

Personally, Jewels couldn't stand
Nala, but because King Renten LoudRoar had appointed Nala as her
personal adviser, Jewels decided to obey. After all, she was in
foreign territory and the first step was to acclimate and know the
surroundings.

She glanced about, but didn't see Nala
anywhere. Irritated, Jewels considered going back to the room she
and Dex shared. She turned and slammed into someone behind her.
With a grunt, she backed up and froze. Before her stood a giant
Eirarju with the lightest spots she had ever seen on one of his
kind. His bared fangs were an entirely different matter.

“Watch where you are going,
Human,” he sneered.

Jewels bit back a sarcastic retort.
She didn't recognize the Eirarju and antagonizing him might not be
such a brilliant move. Instead, she opted for civility.

“I apologize. I was about
to return to my quarters.”

The Eirarju stiffened and his eyes
narrowed. “Females are not permitted to roam the ship without an
escort. You will go back inside and wait until you are
called.”

Jewels' anger rose a notch. She hated
arrogant males, and this giant snow leopard-like Gatoan was pushing
her buttons. She started to berate him but paused when she heard
Dex's familiar growl. The Eirarju's reaction was comical as he
bowed low.

“Your Highness!”

Jewels smothered a laugh and schooled
her expression to one of polite indifference as Dex came up behind
her and wrapped his arms around her. He purred and her legs almost
gave way. Damn that Gatoan, he was going to embarrass her if he
kept this up.

“Lord NightStalks. To what
do we owe this honor?” Dex's words were polite; his tone beneath
them was not.

Jewels made note of the Eirarju's
name. She had a feeling that this Gatoan would continue to be a
presence in her future.

"I was on my way to the meeting with
your father and the rest of his advisers."

Jewels had to give the Eirarju credit.
He was a quick thinker. That made him even more dangerous in her
book.

"What a coincidence. So was I. I shall
accompany you."

NightStalks straightened and shook his
head. "That is not necessary, my Prince."

"No, really. I insist." Dex showed his
fangs and waited.

Jewels watched the byplay with
interest. This struggle of dominance was fascinating. She had no
doubt that Dex would win. His will was that strong.

"Of course, Your Highness. It would be
an honor."

"Yes, it would," acknowledged Dex
before he turned his back on the Eirarju. "Mate, please stay in the
sanctum. I'll get you soon."

::And find out why Nala
isn't here,:: Jewels growled, annoyed that
she was being forced to stay in the sanctum. She'd only visited
twice before; both times were with Nala and only for a few
minutes.

::I will.::
He gave her a telepathic kiss and it mollified her
somewhat. With her head held high, Jewels walked through the doors
and prayed that she wouldn't have any trouble.

 


* * *

 


Dex waited until Jewels had
disappeared inside before setting a fast walk to the meeting room.
Behind him, NightStalks kept pace. He really detested this
particular adviser. His father really knew how to pick some of the
most annoying and backward males. Dex didn't care how much
experience a person had. If they misused their power, they were
useless. When he became King, many of the current body of advisers
would be removed. He only wanted those who cared about their people
and the future of Felinia. Greed and backstabbers had no place in
the court he wished to build.

They arrived, and Dex pushed the
double doors open, stalking to his place by his father's right
hand. The other eleven advisers were present. He caught the quick
welcoming grin from BraveNone. His former weapons and combat
teacher was always a pleasant sight. The Farsemi had only gotten
stronger with age and there were not many who could take him on and
win. Dex pulled his attention back to the meeting as his father
stood and silence fell in the room.

"Now that we are all here, we shall
begin. We have much to discuss. Lord NightStalks, please start us
off with the status of our fleet."

NightStalks stood and held up a data
cube. He put it into the data reader and tapped some keys. The cube
glowed and a 3-D map of the Gatoan fleet positions
appeared.

"We have recalled about a third of the
fleet due to repairs or heavy damage. We have lost these sectors."
He tapped the image and highlighted four different
regions.

A shocked murmur and surprised
shuffling of the attendees washed over the room before they settled
down at a glare from King Renten.

"Will we be able to recover
them?"

"No, my King. I am sorry. The Lupines
have firm control of those areas. It would be suicide to try and
retake them."

"I see."

Dex stifled a growl. Though his
father's expression was impassive, he could hear the resignation in
his father's tone. This war, which had been raging since before his
father's birth, was slowly killing the spirit of the Gatoans. They
had to find a way to end it, and soon, or there would be no future
generations left.

"We did manage to regain six planets
in Sector 12 that we had previously lost to the
Lupines."

A cheer went up and subsided. Sector
12 was one of the weaker zones and had less colonies within it.
However, the planets contained in it were filled with ores and
minerals used in the construction of Gatoan technology.

"And the condition of the
planets?"

NightStalks glanced at Dex and
answered, "Fair. We are still assessing the damage from those damn
mutts. Regardless, we hope to resume mining operations within the
next three months."

BraveNone raised a paw. "I have one
question. Which clans have agreed to this dangerous
undertaking?"

NightStalks stiffened. "What does that
matter? The work shall be done."

"It matters because those going better
be doing so of their own free will, Lord NightStalks. I'd hate for
a repeat of 2092 to occur because of a Lord rushing to be prominent
while ignoring what the lower castes want."

"Are you implying that I will have the
needed workers enslaved and forced into laboring on the planet's
surface? That is absurd!"

BraveNone slammed his paw down on the
table. "Your predecessor said the same thing while killing
thousands."

NightStalks bristled and pinned his
infamous glower on BraveNone.

"I take offense at your words. Do you
wish to discuss this with claw and fang?"

The sudden rise of blood lust
permeated the air as the other advisers avidly watched the two
males argue. Dex glanced over at his father and, at his
imperceptible nod, rose. He coughed loudly and felt twelve pairs of
hostile eyes land on him. He grinned while baring his fangs and
felt some of the tension drain away.

"My brothers, calm yourselves. No one
is implying anything. We are seeking a solution to a problem. Let
us do this without violence."

Grumbling under his breath, BraveNone
plopped back into his seat and stared off into the distance, his
disdain for the proceedings evident.

The rest of the meeting went by
without interruption and soon the advisers left, leaving Dex and
his father alone in the room.

"That went well," Dex
drawled.

"No need for sarcasm, my son. They are
all tired and weary of battle."

Dex growled, not happy with his
father's rebuke. He knew they were exhausted from the constant
fighting. All diplomatic attempts with the Lupines had met with
failure. They had to find some way to end this constant struggle
for dominance with their mortal enemies.

"Enough talk about fights. How is your
mate settling in?"

"She's doing good." Dex grinned. "Her
feistiness has served her well. I think she's even managed to
intimidate some of the crew."

"Yes, she might be the shortest member
of this crew, but her spirit is gigantic," his father agreed. "Has
her telepathy returned yet?"

"No. She can only hear me. I know it
bothers her, but she hides it well."

“That is troubling. Did not
that human male say after a few months it might return?”

“Yes, but he also said it
might take longer or possibly never come back. It varies from
person to person.”

“I see.” His father stroked
his chin and pondered Dex's words. “Keep me informed. An unhappy
female is not something you want to deal with at any
time.”

“I will,
Father.”

“Oh, and have BraveNone
assign her a bodyguard. I think someone other than Nala would be
best.”

“Why is that?”

“My son, it is always wise
never to put two competing females in proximity of each
other.”

Dex didn't catch his father's meaning
at first. Then, realization dawned and he chuckled.

“I think my mate would
easily win that battle. Nala needs to give up her delusions of
becoming my mate and future Queen. She has neither the strength,
empathy or the intelligence to rule. She is as selfish as
Rialla.”

He stopped speaking when he saw his
father flinch. “Father?”

“My son, there is something
I need to tell you. Rialla has been detained.”

Dex sucked in a breath. Had he heard
his father correctly?

“On what
grounds?”

“Unfaithfulness and
treason.”

Dex's elation at the Queen's downfall
was tempered by sympathy for his father. He couldn't imagine how he
would feel if Jewels allowed another into their bed.

“Who else knows,
Father?”

“Myself, you, BraveNone and
the arresting guards who are bound by oath and blood not to speak
of this matter.”

“I see. Are you waiting for
our return to Felinia to let everyone know?”

“Yes. I will also announce
you as the official heir and my intentions to step down so that you
can become King.”

“Father! I am
not...,”

“You are ready, my son. I
have faith in you and your Onugrass-human mate. She will guard your
back and your life.”

“But we do not know if
Jewels can bear my kits.”

His father waved a paw, batting aside
his objection. “An issue that can be resolved in time. First, you
need to get her a bodyguard. She needs to be trained in how to
handle one of our people. We still have five months until we reach
Felinia. Begin her Queen training and I guarantee you, my Son, that
she will not disappoint; so fierce is Jewels' spirit.”

A surge of pride filled Dex at his
father's words of praise for his mate. On the paws of that thought
was worry. Could he truly become a great King like his
father?

“You have much to think
about, Dex. Go. I will see you tomorrow.”

“Yes, Father.”

Dex bowed and quit the room, his mind
on the tasks he and his mate would have to accomplish to insure a
happy, peaceful future for everyone.

 



Chapter 3

 


It didn't take Dex long to find
BraveNone. He stayed a respectful distance back as he watched the
Farsemi attack the training simulations with controlled lethal
strikes.

By the other male's scent, he could
tell that some irritation remained from the earlier meeting. Dex
didn't want to rile the older Farsemi.

"Lord BraveNone?"

BraveNone stopped after dispatching
the last attacker and turned, tail swishing, to regard
Dex.

"Your Highness?"

Dex moved from his spot by the wall.
The Farsemi's scent had changed and he relaxed. "Father said that I
should speak to you about a bodyguard for my mate."

BraveNone stroked his chin and
regarded Dex for a long moment. "I may have just the guard. She is
one of the best I have ever trained."

"That's high praise, coming from
you."

"Yes, but she deserves it. She is an
Eirarjuss of the Stotun clan. They have produced many fine guards
and warriors, some who have served previous monarchs. Her name is
Jelin."

"Jelin Stotun? I have heard of the
Stotun clan, but didn't know any were currently serving our
family."

"She has been stationed on the royal
flagship for a year. She was originally attached to the Queen's
Honor Guard, but asked for reassignment to a regular guard
position. As I recall, she said that the "stench of the Queen" was
offensive and she didn't become a guard to protect someone that
unworthy."

Dex laughed and took several seconds
to calm himself after his outburst. He liked the Eirarjuss even
more for her accurate reading of the former Queen. "Sorry, Lord
BraveNone. I think I really needed that moment of mirth. Where can
I find Jelin?"

"She should be ending her shift in ten
minutes. After that you can find her in the barracks."

"I thank you for your advice and help,
Lord BraveNone."

"You are most welcome, Your Highness.
Jelin will be honored to have such a position and your mate has a
pleasantness to her that Queen Rialla lacks. It will be a good
match, I am sure of it."

"I believe so, too. Good afternoon,
Sir." Dex slightly bowed and left to find Jelin.

Fifteen minutes later, he was pointed
to the back half of Barracks #3. He paused and watched silently as
the Eirarjuss gracefully cleaned around her bunk. Her scent was
calm and her focus seemed to be on her task. He waited several
seconds and cleared his throat.

The Eirarjuss paused in her work and
turned to stare at him before bowing. "Your Highness."

"You are Jelin Stotun?"

"I am."

"Jelin, I have an offer for you. If
you are willing to take it, that is."

"Oh?" Jelin walked over to him,
stopping inches from him, maintaining a respectful distance between
them.

"My mate is in need of a bodyguard and
Lord BraveNone recommended you."

Surprise flickered in her gaze though
her scent nor her body language gave anything away. Dex liked that
about her. If he had not been watching her eyes, he wouldn't have
caught that brief emotion. Yes, he had a feeling this Eirarjuss
would do nicely.

"I would be honored to assist you,
Your Highness, and your mate."

"Good, I will meet you tomorrow in
Training Room #4 at 1000 hours to make the
introductions."

"Noted. I shall be there,
Sire."

"Thank you. You are dismissed." Dex
watched her glide away and he smiled.

He felt better already about his
father's suggestion of getting a guard for his mate. Dex glanced at
the clock on the wall, swore softly and hurried to make it to the
Female Sanctum on time to pick up his mate. He knew she hated being
confined there, but until they could work on resisters of female
equality, she had to stay there. He wanted his little Onugrass to
be happy, but some things would take time to put in
place.

Pushing aside his busy thoughts, he
quickened his stride. He had a mate to pick up.

 


* * *

 


I really wish my husband
would come get me, Jewels thought to
herself as she resisted the urge to squirm underneath the
inquisitive stares of the various female Gatoans who ringed her. It
had been like this for almost two hours now. She hated feeling like
some scientific experiment. So far none of them had touched her,
but it didn't make her feel any better.

Jewels tensed when movement off to her
right caught her attention. A stocky Posaimass stopped a few feet
from her and regarded Jewels. After a moment, she smiled, baring
her fangs.

"You smell like our
Prince."

Jewels blinked, surprised by the
Posaimass' words. She felt her face heat and she floundered for a
response that wouldn't get her into trouble.

"Of course she smells like our Prince.
She is his mate," snapped a Zakeiss.

The Posaimass dropped her head in
embarrassment and Jewels decided that she needed to just be herself
instead of worrying so much about politics.

"It's alright. I don't know if I smell
or not. My nose isn't as sensitive as yours."

The young Posaimass glanced up and
smiled again. "It is not a bad smell. But it covers your smell,
whatever it might be."

"Really?"

All the Gatoans nodded. Jewels filed
that bit of information away for later contemplation. Maybe Dex
would have an answer to the question about her scent.

"My name is Jewels. What's
yours?"

"I am Amari LeftClaw. My father is one
of the King's advisers," she announced proudly.

"Really? That's a very sought after
position isn't it?"

"Yes, but only the main heads of a
bloodline have a chance at the spot," interjected the Zakeiss. "My
name is Lorcan, Princess."

Princess. Another title she really
didn't like hearing even though it was true. She was not royalty
material. Being a solider was all she knew how to do. Even being a
mate was foreign to her. Especially with the way the Gatoans
treated their females. Jewels hadn't seen many female guards and
that reinforced her worries over how the Gatoans in general would
regard her. She didn't want to be coddled, pampered or isolated.
She would stand proudly beside Dex with all her strength and
skills. She would do what she was trained to do and that should
work well.

"Your Highness?"

Jewels twitched and returned her
attention to the gathered female Gatoans. Hurry and get me out of
here, Dex. She didn't send a message to him, but maybe he would
feel her urgency through their bond and get done quickly with
whatever business he had.

"Your Highness, Nala is here," Amari
informed her, pointing a claw at the sanctum's entrance.

Jewels glanced up and spotted the
Onugrass' narrowed gaze. She smirked. She couldn't help it. Nala
didn't seem to like the attention Jewels was getting. Tough luck.
She detested the Onugrass with a dislike bordering on hatred. Every
time Dex was in the vicinity, Nala would fawn over him. Dex didn't
acknowledge the Onugrass' misplaced flirtation, which made Jewels
respect him more. But, if Nala didn't back off, Jewels was going to
show the other female that Dex was hers and hers alone.

"There you are. I have been searching
for you, Lieutenant. Why did you not wait for me?"

Jewels didn't allow herself to be
baited. Nala's whiny tone only served to annoy Jewels more. She was
going to make sure that Nala was removed from being her aide or
whatever her title was. Jewels didn't care. She didn't have to put
up with the Onugrass if she didn't have to.

"My mate personally escorted me here
to insure my safety. He was concerned because my guide was late. I
appreciate his thoughtfulness."

Nala growled and the other Gatoans
stepped away as Jewels rose, her gaze on Nala. So that was how it
was going to be. Fine. She'd put the Onugrass in her place. Jewels
felt her power coil around her and, deep inside, a purr of
happiness rumbled through her senses. Though her telepathy was
still out of whack, the rest of her abilities had stabilized. She
was going to enjoy this.

The release of Nala's claws faze
Jewels. She could always teleport out of reach if necessary. But
she didn't plan on playing the coward. She stalked toward the
Onugrass.

Nala growled and charged. Jewels saw
her coming and ducked low. She felt the wind of Nala's swipe pass
her face. Jewels avoided the claws and swept her leg around in a
quick circle. She needed to knock out Nala's center of balance and
bring the taller alien female down to her level. Nala leaped,
avoiding the sweep and landed behind Jewels.

With a quick twist, Jewels moved left,
but not before she heard the rip of material and felt the sting of
of the Onugrass' second blow across her upper back. Jewels didn't
cry out, not wanting to give her opponent any openings. She had to
concentrate. Her electrokinesis still hummed in her veins along
with her telekinesis.

Next round is
mine, she thought as she and Nala circled
each other again. Nala might have first blood, but Jewels would
have the victory. Letting out a loud howl, Jewels, with arm pulled
back, dove at the startled Gatoan. She used telekinesis to
strengthen her power and slammed her crackling, electrified fist
into Nala's stomach, doubling the female over.

"Mine, Bitch," she snarled, opened her
fist and let loose the hidden ball of electricity into Nala's body.
Jewels sprang back and crouched, her eyes on her yowling opponent.
Nala staggered back, her body twitching and smoking as the
electricity ran through her. Nala stiffened and pitched to the
ground, her body wracked with convulsions.

Silence filled the room, but Jewels
didn't notice. Her entire focus was on the Gatoan lying a few feet
from her. She tilted her head to the side and nodded before holding
up her hand. Nala howled and went limp as sparks seemed to fly off
her body and shot back toward Jewels' hand. The sparks stopped and
circled above her fingertips. Jewels rose and walked over to Nala
who still had enough energy to glare at her.

"Next time you mess with me, I will
kill you."

Nala hissed and Jewels shook her head.
Oh well, she had warned the Onugrass. She had played nicely but
next time, she wouldn't. Jewels fought back the elation that
thought provoked. She didn't want that feeling, it scared
her.

"Jewels?"

She spun and froze. Standing outside
the circle of gathered Gatoan females was Dex. She winced when she
caught his expression. Angry green eyes and a fast twitching tail
did not bode well for her. Jewels wanted to stomp her foot like a
child but reined in that impulse, too. She knew she was being
fickle. Hadn't she only moments ago wished he come and rescue her?
Yet, now, she only felt annoyance that he had interrupted her
moment of victory.

"Mate, welcome back. I was just
getting my things." Jewels walked toward him, a smile on her
face.

Dex brushed against her mind, but she
refused to let him in. She touched his arm, caressing it softly.
She let him feel her happiness at his arrival. His stance relaxed a
fraction but she knew once they were away from prying eyes, he'd
grill her about what had happened.

She tugged on his paw and inclined her
head toward the door. He took the hint and they left the sanctum.
The walk to their quarters was a quiet one. Her back was beginning
to throb from the clawing earlier. Jewels ignored it. She wasn't
some newbie who couldn't handle small pains.

"Jewels?"

Jewels blinked and glanced up. Dex was
staring at her and she blushed. She had been so lost in thought,
she hadn't noticed they were outside their quarters. Forcing a
smile to her face, she entered first.

"Jewels...,"

"I'm going to take a shower." She knew
she was being rude but she wanted a few minutes to calm down and
treat her back. She evaded his reaching paw and hurried to the
bathroom, locking the door behind her.

 



Chapter 4

 


Dex stared at the now closed door to
the bathing room. His enigmatic wife was proving to be a challenge
today. He was still mulling over the scene that had greeted him
when he had entered the Sanctum. The smell of blood, the gathered
Gatoan females who had ringed the combatants and, his mate,
standing triumphant above an unconscious Nala. He wasn’t sure what
had caused the fight, but he was certain that his little human had
not started it. That was not her way. And her behavior after
leaving the Sanctum was even more baffling.

He had respected her desire to
maintain silence, but her obvious ploy to not speak of it by going
to the bathing room did not sit well with him.

With a growl, Dex left their quarters.
He would go work off some of his aggression in one of the training
rooms. When he was calm, he would return and his little human would
give him answers.

 


* * *

 


Jewels hissed as the warm water hit
the scratches on her back. The sting reminded her of her earlier
foolishness. If Jeremy were there, he would have soundly berated
her for losing her cool and fighting Nala. She grimaced and gently
ran the soapy sponge down her wounds. If she hadn’t been so
embarrassed at her lack of control, she would have asked Dex to
help her.

She paused and sighed. Her mate was
not happy with her. She could feel it through the link they shared.
She was still shielding her own mind so Dex couldn’t sense her
feelings. It was rude to do it, but she didn’t care. She needed
breathing room. With her former anchors, they gave her space. Dex,
however, was different. His idea of “space” was not the same as
hers. It wasn’t anything major, but it bothered her. She didn’t
need him to always charge in and try to solve all her problems. She
was more than capable of doing things herself.

Resuming her shower, she finished and
gingerly dried off, careful of her wounds. She didn’t want to
reopen them if possible. She wrapped the silky cloth around her,
unlocked the door and sneaked a peek. She didn’t see Dex anywhere.
Relieved, she hurried out and over to the small chest where her
things were stored. Jewels sorted through the clothes, trying to
find one that wouldn't irritate her injured back.

“I shall personally tear
out Nala’s throat for her insubordination to you and for the harm
she has caused your person.”

Jewels gasped, pressed the shirt in
her hands against her chest and turned to stare at Dex. She hadn’t
heard him enter or sensed his presence. Was he shielding, too? She
wasn’t good with these kinds of situations. A pang of homesickness
struck her. If Jeremy were here, he would easily diffuse the
situation. They’d all laugh and things would be fine. Jewels
realized how much she missed her former anchor. Not only him, but
the others who had supported her, too. She was not a people-person.
Never had been. And Dex wasn’t a human that she could manipulate.
He was all alien and all male.

“I think I’ll pass on that.
Really, I’m fine. It’s just a scratch.” Lie, that was her main thought. An
angry Dex was a lethal Dex. She instinctively knew that. She had
defeated Nala. That was all that needed to be done.

His growl of annoyance made her
flinch. His eyes were glowing. She frowned. She really wasn’t up
for this right now.

“Go lie on the
bed.”

She blinked, surprised at his words.
“What?”

“Go…lie…on…the…bed. Do not
make me repeat myself, Mate.”

Jewels saw his set look. She didn’t
hesitate but went to the bed and laid down. She had learned over
the last few months when to stand her ground and when to give in.
This was one of the latter.

The furs on the bed felt nice against
her bare skin. She shivered as the breeze of Dex’s arrival blew
across her skin. She gasped when something cold touched the
scratches on her back. She craned her head around to see what Dex
was doing.

“Mate, be still. This is
only salve to speed up the healing.”

She locked gazes with him and then
turned away. She slowly relaxed under his tender ministrations and
soon began to doze. Now, if he would let her sleep, that would be
great.

“Are you feeling better,
Mate?”

“Um, hmm,” Jewels
mumbled.

“Good. You shall tell me
why you were fighting.”

His words doused her mood and Jewels
pushed up from the bed, intent on sitting up. Dex trailed a paw
slowly down her leg toward her inner thigh and she froze as other
desires warred with her pique at him continuing to focus on the
fight.

"What does it matter? I defeated my
opponent and I'm still alive. That's what counts."

"It does matter. You are my mate, the
future Queen. Challenges to you are challenges to the throne. This
is a serious situation."

Dex's chiding tone was too much. With
a quick roll, she moved from underneath his paw and sat up. "I know
it's serious, Dex! I get reminded every five seconds about how I'm
royalty and how it might look. For your information, Your Highness,
I still lack knowledge about your people or your ways. Nala has
taught me nothing. Nothing! Do you understand how that makes me
feel? I want to stand side-by-side with you and have you be proud.
I can't do that because people and misunderstandings keep getting
in my way."

"Mate, I...,"

"Furthermore," she furiously cut him
off, "Nala has been trying to take my place. Not that you would
give her the time of day, but it pisses me off that she even
bothers. All her sly innuendos and insinuations were rubbing me
wrong. But I kept taking it, and taking it. Today, I'd had enough
and kicked her ass. I wanted her, and the rest of the females, to
know that I'm not someone they should be trifling with. I can't
hide in your shadow forever. I have to make my presence
known."

"Jewels...,"

"So if you have a problem with that,
then I'll find somewhere else to stay from now on. I don't need
lectures. I need your support and understanding. If that's too much
ask, then we should be apart."

"Jewels! Be silent!"

Dex's roared words instantly quieted
Jewels. She felt his anger vibrating in their link and she lowered
her own shields enough so he could feel her ire. He didn't have the
right to be angry. He wasn't the one suffering!

"My little Onugrass, I had no idea
things were so bad. You should have spoken up. Nala could have been
reassigned a long time ago."

Jewels stared at him and felt a twinge
of shame. He was right. She could have said something. She knew
that it was pride that kept her from saying anything. It was the
same as the time with her third anchor, Lenny. Fear of being
blamed, as well as pride, had gotten her almost killed.

"I want you to be happy. But I cannot
do that if you do not communicate, my mate."

She said nothing and glanced away from
him. All her anger was gone, replaced by embarrassment. Why was she
even getting upset with Dex? He hadn't done anything
wrong.

"Mate?"

She almost jerked away from him when
he stroked her cheek with his paw.

"I understand. I'm sorry. Next time
I'll say something sooner."

"That is all I ask. Come."

Jewels squeaked in surprise when Dex
pulled her into his arms and held her close. She could hear the
rapid beating of his heart. She tensed when his mind brushed hers.
She felt his hesitation. After a moment, she lowered her shields
completely so that the dance of their minds could
happen.

She let herself be lost in that union.
A beginning and ending and everything they were blending and then
separating. It really was the best kind of high that only the
psionic-born could understand.

"Mate?"

She blinked and stared into his eyes.
Love shone there and her remaining fears faded away, at least for
the moment. Jewels was more than happy to let them go.

"Better now?"

"Yes."

"Good. We need to talk."

"I understand. Let me get
dressed."

Dex purred and she shivered. He was
stirring up her passion. If it was meant to distract her, then it
was effective.

"Maybe I like you this way," he
teased. He trailed his tail down her hip and she gasped.

"Dex...,"

"I shall behave. Go, put your clothes
on. I shall bathe and then update you."

He opened his arms and Jewels
reluctantly moved away. Dex grinned and glided to the bathing room,
making sure she got a good look at his body.

The door closed and she let out a
breath. He really was overpowering at times. Jewels took her time
getting dressed. By the time she finished, Dex was done and
waiting. She joined him at the small table and grabbed the fuzzy
fresduraz fruit from the basket and took a bite.

"My father revealed to me after
today's meeting that Rialla, my father's mate, has been removed
from her position as Queen."

Jewels paused mid-bite to regard Dex.
When she'd first come aboard, Dex had mentioned Rialla only once
before in passing. She had been curious and tempted to ask more but
his tone, at that time, when he mentioned the Queen was full of
disgust and fury. She had chosen not to pursue the topic. Again,
his tone was like that time. She decided to let him say all he
needed to before she asked any questions.

"Because of this, my father is going
to step down as King and start the process of having me succeed the
throne."

Jewels blinked and slowly put the
fresduraz down. Was he saying what she thought he was?

"Dex?" She didn't try to hide her
confusion. "Be blunt. What does this mean for us?"

"Mate, it means that once we get to
Felinia, I will become King, and you, my Queen."

"Oh boy," Jewels whispered. A host of
insecurities rose up and she hastily tamped them down. She couldn't
afford to address them at the moment. Queen? She was having a hard
time being a Princess. Yet, her mate sat across from her telling
her that she was about to become a Queen sooner than she thought
was possible.

"Do not fret, Mate.
We will be fine. The
process to succeed the throne takes seven months once it is
initiated. You will have time to adjust and learn our
ways."

That was a small relief. Yet, Jewels
didn't know if it would be enough time. She was a fast learner, but
not that fast. Could she really do it? And how would that work
anyhow? She had no teacher.

"Mate, your mind is fascinating when
you are thinking. As I said, do not worry. The next thing I wish to
discuss should put your mind at ease."

"And that is?"

"You no longer have to deal with Nala.
Father has removed her as your adviser."

Jewels smiled. "That's great news! You
always save the best news for last."

"I know," was his smug
reply.

She laughed. One problem down and a
million more to go. But she was thrilled. Nala had been such a
thorn. Maybe now her life could improve and progress made. She
resumed eating, overjoyed that fate was seeing fit to be kind to
her for once.

"Oh, tomorrow there is someone I want
you to meet. But for now, Mate, let's enjoy dinner."

"That sounds like an excellent plan to
me, Dex."

Content, Jewels happily enjoyed her
meal and later, showed Dex how much she appreciated his
news.

 



Chapter 5

 


Nala limped along the quiet corridors,
her thoughts a loud clamor of rage. She had been utterly humiliated
by that lowly human bitch. The human female was not worthy of Dex
and needed to die. She had bided her time, hoping to get her chance
to eliminate her rival and move up in the ranks to
Princess.

When the foolish human had challenged
her in the Sanctum, Nala had accepted. Claw and fang were permitted
if a challenge was issued. It should have been an easy matter,
disposing of the unwanted female who reeked as badly as any Lupine.
It should have been Nala's moment of glory.

Instead, everything had gone horribly
wrong. Though she drew first blood, she had not expected the human
to have psionic abilities of that magnitude. Nor had Nala believed
she could be taken down by something so unsightly. Unbelievably,
that female did the impossible and won the challenge.

Nala could have taken the blow to her
pride a little easier if Dex hadn't arrived and seen her brought so
low. That was the final humiliation. To be seen as weak before the
male she desired was too much. She would pay the human back for
this disgrace.

She stopped and stared at the door
before her. Normally, she would avoid the male she was about to
meet, but she knew his hatred mirrored her own. She was sure he
would help her. Nala stood straight, ignoring the pain that still
sang through her body from the earlier electrocution. She had to
appear strong; otherwise the male would refuse her.

Nala rang the bell and
waited.

The door opened and an Eirarju stood
there with a scowl. Nala remained passive. Aggression would get her
nowhere. "I humbly request an audience with Lord
NightStalks."

She was amused by the Eirarju's
surprised look. Onugra clan members normally despised Eirarju, but
today she would put aside that custom in favor of a strong ally.
She only hoped NightStalks would feel the same way.

"NightPause, let the Onugrass in. I am
curious to see what one is doing outside my door at this
hour."

The Eirarju guard stepped aside and
Nala entered, halting a few feet from the lounging Lord.

"Lord NightStalks, I come to you
tonight with a proposal that would be of mutual benefit to us
both."

"Oh? How can one, such as you, have
anything that would benefit me?"

Nala bristled at his words but pressed
forward. She couldn't afford for him to turn her down.

"My Lord, I wish to assist you in
ruining the Crown Prince and disposing of his filthy human
pet."

Nala was pleased to see the momentary
surprise from Lord NightStalks before he schooled his features into
an unreadable mask. Good, she had his attention.

"I'm listening."

"I am willing to help you discredit
Dex's pet, thus lowering his value as well. I will assist you and
any others you choose to use to undermine the current monarchy so
that you may come to power."

"And what is in it for you? I am sure
you have something you desire."

"All I ask, my Lord, is that you kill
the human pet and give Dex to me as a slave for the remainder of
his life."

"Hmm. So he has rejected you and you
wish to make him pay?"

Nala growled, angry at his astute
assessment of her request. She had to tread carefully.

"Would not you do the same? He is
choosing an outsider as a mate. That in itself is enough proof to
me of his unfitness as a future King. If he is useless as a King,
he can be useful as a slave. And doesn't the Fopurbi teachings,
that you claim to follow, say that all impurities are to be
cleansed away, without fail, lest we be contaminated and the Gods'
wrath destroy us?"

Lord NightStalks rose from the couch
and Nala tensed, her eyes on his every movement as he stalked
toward her. Suddenly, his hand snaked out and he wrapped his claw
around her neck, lifting her off the ground.

"What I see, is that you are petty and
weak." He squeezed and Nala choked.

She was starting to panic and
breathing was painful. She could feel unconsciousness licking at
her stamina.

"Please," she wheezed. "I will do what
you want, just help me obtain him."

NightStalks pulled her close until
they were nose to nose. "I know you will do what I
want."

He opened his paw and Nala collapsed
to the floor coughing and fighting to pull air into her starved
lungs.

"I will contact you with my plan in a
few days. Until then, you pathetic eyesore, get out and do not come
back until you are summoned. Remember your place,
female."

Nala rose and shakily bowed. She
didn't speak as she hurried from NightStalks' quarters. Satisfied
that she was at least going to get some help, she headed for her
own quarters to tend to her bruised throat and dream of her revenge
that was slowly taking shape.

 


* * *

 


Jewels walked quietly beside Dex as he
led her down an unfamiliar section of the ship. After last night's
makeup session, she was less tense and calmer. Dex, too, seemed to
have relaxed. She glanced about, taking note of the wall markings.
There were several such places on the ship that she had yet to see,
and any time Dex took her to one, she memorized the route. She
halted when he stopped outside a set of double doors with the
symbol of two swords on it.

They entered and Jewels smiled. The
room looked like a dojo. Martial arts had been a required course
for any going into Special Ops. Jewels had enjoyed the rigorous
workout and discipline the training had given her. She hadn't done
as much of it in recent years as she would like, but, if that was
what Dex had in mind, she was all for it.

"I
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