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Helvana Clue expected a paycheck, not destiny.

One moment she’s a bug-obsessed grad drowning in student loans. The next, she’s standing on an alien world where women are nearly extinct—and a thousand Earth women have been taken to rebuild a dying civilization.

At the center of it all stands Dagon: warrior king, scarred protector, and the infuriatingly gentle stranger who once bought her dinner and guarded her door all night.

He believes she’s the key to saving his people.
She believes she’s going home the first chance she gets.
But as Vana becomes entangled with four orphaned alien boys, a deadly plague, and a kingdom desperate for hope, she begins to wonder if she was brought here for a reason. And if the fierce, loyal king who keeps choosing her might be the one thing she can’t walk away from.

A slow-burn, non-explicit romance about courage, belonging, and the unexpected places we find home.

Perfect For Fans Of...

	possessive alien warriors, reluctant brides, found family, and the heroine who was supposed to be a captive but ended up saving the whole civilization. 
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“The situation is getting grim, Dagon.”

He turned from the fire-streaked sky. The night breeze lifted his short dark hair, cool air skimming the damaged tissue along his left cheek. The wind touched him with more tenderness than any living woman ever had.

Not that he wanted a wife. But to gain what he wanted—what they all needed—he would have to take one.

“And you expect me to do what, Ser? Conjure women from vapor? Personally impregnate the few survivors and pray for daughters?”

His hands closed around the railing, fingers digging into the unyielding surface. Cold bit into his palms—hard, merciless, like the future bearing down on them.

Even if the women who’d survived their enemy’s virus managed to conceive—a miracle on its own—not one had delivered a daughter. And if, by some impossible grace, every one of them birthed twin girls tomorrow, it still wouldn’t be enough. Those children would take years to grow. Years they didn’t have.

Desperation had long since passed; they were staring into extinction.

They couldn’t even steal women from their enemy. The virus had ravaged both sides equally, leaving no one untouched. After generations of war, it seemed their final battle would end not in victory, but in mutual annihilation.

Three pale moons washed the terrace in silver, throwing Dagon’s scar into stark relief. The narrow streak of acid burn cut from his left eye and curved behind his ear, gleaming like molten metal. But nothing in his expression softened as he listened to Ser’s arguments.

"We find women or we die out. I, for one, am not willing to give up hope." Ser leaned forward, intent on winning this debate.

Laser torches flared to life as their companions pushed back the darkness. More than a dozen warriors had gathered—grim veterans clinging to the faintest thread of a future. Their shadows stretched long across the stone terrace, silent witnesses to their desperation.

“There are the women of the Symbiont nation,” one man offered.

“We can’t risk war.” Dagon’s voice carried the weight of command. “We would be in the wrong to take their women, and they can defend themselves.” The swamp people were dangerous, unpredictable. The last thing they needed was another conflict.

The shapeshifting Haunt were no better. Their lifespans matched, but their bloodlines didn’t. Interbreeding was impossible.

“What of the tunnels?” an older man asked.

“What would we do with them?” Dagon countered. “Our enemies suffer the same curse we do. Their women would be no use to us.”

The Istalgilese Tunnels had once been invaluable—gateways for lightning-fast strikes deep into enemy territory. But the enemy had adapted, developed counter-tech, and the tunnels had fallen silent. He saw no reason they would matter now.

“There were rumors,” Xcallion said, his voice slow, deliberate. “That the tunnels were used to explore other worlds. Worlds with no shortage of women. Compatible women who could bear daughters.”

Silence fell. Even the wind seemed to pause, as if afraid to disturb the fragile spark of hope flickering between them. No one dared speak, as though naming the possibility might break it.

“I’ve been there,” Xcallion continued. “To a place called Earth.” His weathered face tightened under the weight of the secret he’d carried. “We were forbidden to speak of it, but I saw the women. Some of them were very beautiful.”

The lone female among them, an aged and revered elder named Ellyn, finally spoke. Her voice carried the weight of years and the kind of wisdom no one dared dismiss.

“If you speak the truth, Xcallion—and if you intend to pursue these women, as I suspect many of you are already imagining—you must do it without causing more pain than necessary.”

Still stunned by the idea of available women, a whole world's worth, Dagon demanded, "What do you mean?" He wanted to find the tunnels tonight and see these women for himself. Perhaps choose a dozen. His pulse quickened at the thought.

"Some of these women will have families, friends, perhaps even husbands or children. You need some way of discovering which are free to come. You cannot make them leave their husbands or babies."

A general murmur of agreement rippled through the gathered warriors.

Dagon sent her an ironic glance. That was rich, coming from her.

Still, the laws of their world decreed a slow, painful death for any man who stole someone else's woman. Besides, he wanted a woman who was eager for his touch, not wasting her energy pining for another. She'd need all her energy just to keep pace with him. "We need a trap."

“You aren't hunting, Dagon,” Ellyn said sharply.

“Oh, but we are—for young, available alien women. It will be one of the finest hunts of our lives.”

Male laughter and low, appreciative murmurs rippled through the group. Hope—real, dangerous hope—stirred in their chests, warm and bright after years of darkness.

It had been a long time since Dagon had felt anything like it.

Arguments erupted almost immediately. Voices clashed, rising and falling as the warriors debated tactics, logistics, and the fastest way to reach these rumored women. The air crackled with urgency.

In the end, they agreed to send scouts. Information first. Action after. Once they had more information, they would act.

"I've said it before, Ser. I don't think women are going to be attracted to something like this." Dagon gestured at the plans spread across the desk. He would have overruled the council's decision if he'd had a better idea.

They'd remained behind in the new Earth-based command center after everyone else had left, arguing over details. The converted warehouse still smelled of fresh paint and new construction. There was still considerable work to be done in preparing the site, but the workers were eager. Letters of invitation had been sent out to selected marks. The women would begin arriving soon.

Nothing about this mission made Dagon feel easy. The deception sat heavy in his gut, even as he recognized its necessity.

Ser glanced up from his plans, the papers rustling under his fingers. "I agree. Unfortunately, the elders have gotten involved. They looked at the information and decided the best way to screen women was to pose as a military-type academy offering incredible incentives. 'Dreams come true,' as they put it. If a woman wants to own a home, we offer to make it possible. She wants education, we promise it."

"Empty promises," Dagon said with a frown.

"No—they'll just take place in a different manner and on a different world than they anticipate."

Dagon grinned despite himself. "True, but why the pretense of being a military academy? What if only brawny, ugly women apply?"

"We'll screen them." Ser spoke quickly, obviously disturbed by the idea. No one wanted an unattractive wife. "And the military ruse will give us a chance to give them medical examinations. We don't want anyone with disease. A few days of calling you 'sir' will also train your woman to automatically look to you for authority."

"You hope," Dagon muttered, arms crossed. He'd seen the attitude of some of these Earth females in the two months they'd been scouting. He was used to protecting women, treating them with consideration. These Earth women almost demanded a man take them in hand before they would give him a measure of respect.

On the other hand, these American women were also quite relaxed in their morals. Remembered temptation heated his blood, spreading through his veins like fire. He was surprised he hadn't jumped at the chance to revel in the beds of the many women who'd offered since he'd been here. Others certainly had.

Unfortunately, he found himself strangely reluctant. He could kiss them, caress their soft and eager bodies, but something always stopped him long before the final act. Maybe it was disgust at himself or the woman's easy virtue. Who knew? He only knew that once a woman started sliding her hands under his shirt, he had to disengage—often to her loud protests and even curses.

Maybe he just wanted a woman who knew how to commit.

Most likely it was his conditioning that was hard to break free of. It was easy to follow the old codes of conduct when there were no women to tempt him. A part of him had always questioned those rules, and he'd wondered how he'd feel if the opportunity arose. Well, now he knew.

Some virtuous piece of his soul had survived the years of vicious warring. He was set on having a woman of his own to claim and defend, and wanted to forget the hard-won lessons of deceitful women and politics.

He was a man. He could wait a few weeks.

At least he didn't have to worry about pleasing a woman. That concern had been completely dissolved during his time here.

Papers shuffled as Ser slid a folder out of the haphazard pile on his desk. He handed it to Dagon, an amused gleam in his eye. "By the way, we've finished our list of those in charge of physical training. Your name is on it. As program 'director' we decided it would be expected."

Tension gripped him as he scanned the list. "The only training I know is the hard kind, Ser. These women won't appreciate it. How will I find a wife when they will all hate me?"

Ser sent him a sly grin. "You're clever. You'll think of something. Besides, it will keep them occupied while we gather all the women. It will only be for a few days, but we don't want to miss any of the women who are delayed."

They couldn't afford to. Once the women started disappearing, the Earth authorities were bound to get suspicious. They expected nearly a thousand women to arrive—an ambitious number. It would take considerable manpower to handle them, but the volunteers were eager to do so. If they could get two more groups of that size, they would have barely enough women for the remnants of their population. The youth of the next generation might have to import their own wives in a few years, at least until the female babies of the Earth women grew up. Thanks to their science, they would be able to select female offspring. They couldn't afford not to.

Dagon closed his eyes, trying to conjure the shadowy image of the woman who would be his. Very soon, he would feed this endless hunger gnawing at his insides. Soon, the loneliness would end. The hope of future generations rested on him getting her pregnant as soon as possible.

Anticipation made his blood race and his head feel light. His heart pounded against his ribs with the promise of what was to come. He couldn't wait to do his part.
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"Girl, you need a new hobby."

Helvana Clue looked up from her microscope, blinking as her eyes adjusted from the focused beam to the ambient light of her workshop. "This isn't a hobby, Kelsa. It's my job."

Her roommate splayed one hand on the workshop counter and peered at her microscope slide, her nose wrinkling in distaste. "How can you sit and stare at bug guts all day? Look at this poor guy. He's spread out and pinned down like some sort of twisted experiment."

Her clipboard made a poor shield, but Helvana grabbed it and jotted down a few notes anyway. "I study microbes, insects, and lower life forms," she said in her best 'you are not going to get to me' tone.

"Bugs, girl. You study bugs." Kelsa grimaced, pulling back from the microscope as if it might bite. "Do you know how hard it is to fix you up with anyone decent with a hobby like yours? And don't call it a job. You've yet to get a paycheck."

Annoyed, she tossed aside the clipboard. The metal clip rattled against the counter. "As if I'm dying for a date with one of your weird friends. Thanks for the thought, Kelsa, but no thanks. That last guy had a pierced nipple."

"He showed you?" Kelsa asked with a naughty grin.

Vana grimaced. "Unfortunately. It blended in well with his bleeding skull tattoo."

"Yeah, but could he kiss or what?"

"Why are you pestering me?" Vana asked, dodging the question. Of course she hadn't kissed the guy, especially not after he'd wiggled his pierced tongue at her. At least they'd been on a double date. She hated to think what he'd have been like if they'd been alone.

She braced her feet on the bottom rung of her stool and scowled at Kelsa. "For that matter, you usually knock before you invite yourself into my lab."

"That's because I never know what might be running around. Remember that two-foot-long centipede that chased me that time?" She shuddered, her whole body quivering at the memory. Even her short blond locks seemed to tremble.

Helvana grinned. That little breeding experiment couldn't have gone better. Chasing her hyper roommate around had been a perk. "Millipede."

"Whatever." Kelsa reached into her backpack and pulled out an envelope, waving it like a prize. "This came for you today."

It was from the recruitment department of Dagon Academy, Science Division.

Hands shaking, Helvana took a deep, calming breath. Her heart hammered against her ribs. This was it—her one chance at greatness. With luck, all her years of study in a much-maligned branch of science were about to be rewarded.

She tore open the envelope, scanned the contents, and squealed.

Alarmed, Kelsa straightened, ready for action. "What is it?"

"Yes! I did it!" She did a little victory dance, pumping her arm in the air. Her stool nearly toppled over. "Yes, yes, YES!"

As if afraid she'd lost a few screws, Kelsa sent her an odd look and quickly snatched the letter away. Her expression turned skeptical as she read. "You're not seriously thinking of going."

Helvana shot an incredulous look at her for that stupid remark. "If you think I'm giving up a once-in-a-lifetime chance to further my education while also paying off my medical debt, you're mistaken. They’ll pay off my medical bills if I'm accepted. It's like an army thing."

A pen flipped rapidly between Kelsa's fingers as she cocked her head. "I don't know about those military types. They're all a horny bunch. I say, 'trust them with your hide, but not your virtue'."

Vana's mouth dropped open. "My what?"

Kelsa slashed a hand through the air. "I'm your all-knowing roommate, remember? You never date. It's my job to keep creeps away from you."

"Creeps like your friends? Might I remind you of Eric the Irritating? King of the Armpit Noises?" Vana batted her eyes rapidly in a way that said she was really something. "And you don't have to worry. My virtue is perfectly safe. Besides, you're just annoyed that you won't be able to keep tabs on every little detail of my love life."

"Maybe, but I still can't picture you in army green. You hate to get up earlier than eight in the morning. How do you plan to stay awake when they get you up at five a.m. to run?"

"I don't see why you're so worried. It's not like you'll be the one running around in combat boots with a gun." She was concentrating on the academic part of the school to avoid thinking about the physical stuff. It was true that she sucked at gym. Her coordination was nonexistent and her endurance pathetic.

Since she was determined to go, she chose to think positive. She could do anything she put her mind to.

It wasn't as if it would be for the rest of her life.

"Oh no, oh no, oh nuts!" Helvana whimpered in frustration and leaned her throbbing head against the steering wheel. Of course the only spur-of-the-moment trip she'd ever taken would end with her car dying on a deserted back road in the middle of nowhere. It was late, though the Alaskan midnight sun didn't know it. Golden light slanted across the empty highway, beautiful and utterly useless. The prospect of sleeping in her car made her reach for her water bottle and dig a painkiller out of her purse.

No phone, no money, and no car. The phrase thrummed through her skull as if set to bass. She climbed out of the vehicle, looked around at the endless wilderness, and kicked her tire for good measure. Not a 7-Eleven in sight. What had possessed her to leave Anchorage?

The sound of a motorcycle downshifting brought her out of her reverie. She stared warily at the black-helmeted man who pulled up like some dark knight. Or something worse. Where had he come from? The road had been empty for miles.

"Trouble?"

I don't know, are you? She bit her lip, wondering about his smoky, rough accent. She'd never heard anything like it. The consonants were too hard, the vowels too precise. "My car broke down. You wouldn't happen to have a cell phone, would you?" she asked hopefully. It would end the dilemma of whether or not she would have to accept a ride from a complete stranger...if he offered.

He shook his head and removed his helmet. Helvana stared. Oh, he was trouble all right. From his short dark hair to his ice-blue eyes, it was written all over his handsome face. A touch of five o'clock shadow tilted him into the dangerous category. Was that an earring glinting in the fading sunlight?

Spank me, a naughty part of her whispered.

Shut up! Helvana hissed back. He could be a mass murderer for all we know.

She stepped back as he got off the bike. The black leather of his jacket creaked, the sound prominent in the quiet evening. My, he was tall. And fit. She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry.

Although he wore a black leather jacket, she could tell by the fit of his jeans that the man worked out. And when he popped her hood and bent to examine the engine...

She looked away and searched for something to say, her face heating. "Um, do you think you can fix it?"

He looked at her in disbelief. "Who's your mechanic?" He gestured to the guts of her car, his expression a mixture of horror and fascination. "This looks like a kid threw it together out of scrap parts."

A cool fall breeze kicked up and she hugged herself, wishing she'd brought a heavier jacket. Irritated at his attitude and the situation, she kicked a rock. "I bought it from a neighbor kid." The kid had needed the money, and she'd liked the restored old vehicle. At the time it had been all she could afford.

The hood slammed shut with a metallic bang that made her jump. "Well, you can't stay here." He looked at her as if judging her caliber, those blue eyes sharp and assessing. "Are you going to stay here or take a chance with me?" A tilt of his head indicated the bike.

"I..." She let out a frustrated breath. It was either go with him or wait around for another stranger. At least this one had stopped to help. "Okay. Thank you," she said reluctantly. After all, he was being helpful. "Let me just get my backpack." There was no point in grabbing her duffel bag, since it was loaded with more books and supplies than could ever fit on his bike, so she grabbed her pack with her essentials and locked her doors.

"Hop on." He made room on the seat as she gingerly placed a hand on his shoulder and threw a leg over. The leather was warm under her palm, heated by his body. He handed her the helmet. "Stick your hands in my pockets if they get cold," he told her, and started the engine.

Helvana swallowed hard. Uh, no, she thought. She'd have to be mighty chilly to do such a thing. It was hard enough to grasp his waist and not think about how close they were on the bike, how solid he felt beneath her hands. Nothing like this had ever happened to her. Handsome men didn't get close to her. Neither did anyone else.

The helmet was too big. Worse, it smelled like his aftershave. The intoxicating male scent teased her nose—something woody and dark with a hint of spice. Eyes closed, she inhaled the rich musk as the pavement whizzed by, the vibration of the motorcycle humming through her entire body.

She just hoped she didn't make an idiot of herself before the night was done.

Dagon couldn't believe the woman. She drove out of the city with a light jacket in a rickety car and told a total stranger she had nobody near to help her. Had survival instincts been totally bred out of Earth women, or was she just that flustered?

Lucky for her, he'd been returning from a scouting mission and had seen her car, recognized her from her dossier. He would have helped any woman, and definitely one slated to become a warrior's wife. Not his wife, though.

He'd hoped for one with more survival instincts.

She was pretty. All of the applicants were attractive, or could be with a little help. Sleek brown hair waved down her back, stopping about midway. Grey-green eyes bright with intelligence had looked him over warily. Very well, perhaps she wasn't unaware of the danger, just optimistic that he would help and not harm her.

He hadn't missed the way she'd stared. The look had affected him, made him feel hopeful that he could attract a wife, though that could change when he turned off the cosmetic overlay that hid his scar. It had also roused in him the hunger that was never far below the surface.

She looked too good in jeans and her clingy knit top. The way the fabric hugged her curves made his mouth go dry.

He shook his head sharply and gunned the throttle, making her hold tighter. Her arms wrapped around his waist, her body pressed against his back. Maybe the wind would wash away this feeling.

The hunger was what made the men of his generation so wild in battle. They'd had no women, no hope of finding a mate in their lifetimes. The hunger had grown, made them reckless, impossibly dangerous in combat. With no women to distract him, Dagon had spent many hours honing his fighting skills, hardening his body. Only the pain of constant, furious work had kept the despair and need at bay.

And now he had a living, breathing woman holding him in her arms, her body crushed against his back.

The hunger stirred, hot and
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