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            HE KEEPS EVERYONE AT ARM'S LENGTH. SHE TRUSTS NO ONE.

          

          WHEN HER PAST CATCHES UP, THEY'LL HAVE TO TRUST EACH OTHER — OR DIE.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A guarded warrior. A survivor with a deadly past. And a mate bond that changes everything.

      

      

      Stron has a system: no attachments, clean endings. When his best friend needs volunteers for a mating program, it's just another experiment. Nothing personal.

      Then Adryel arrives — and his armor extends on sight.

      She's running from the Rhysgarrds, a criminal organization that wants her dead. She waitressed at their club. Heard too much. Saw too much. When her roommate turned up murdered, Adryel fled across the galaxy.

      Now someone's blown up the landing platform. Assassins are hunting survivors. And Adryel realizes they followed her to Kantenan.

      Racing through the underground to uncover the conspiracy, Stron and Adryel will have to trust each other. But when the killer makes his move, her secrets might destroy them both.
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          STRON

        

      

    

    
      One month before

      Stron stretched on his bed, shifting back and forth. The sheets barely covered him.

      Not that he cared.

      He sat up and ran his hands over the curve of his horns on the sides of his head- a natural reaction when he woke. When he was a child, he would stroke the horns to see how much they had grown every morning. Now, it became part of his wake-up ritual.

      “About time you woke up,” came a sensual female voice.

      Stron smiled and looked toward the entrance. “Were you going to leave without saying goodbye?”

      She raised her eyebrow. “Goodbye would mean that we meant something to each other, Stron. You and I both know that's not true.”

      He shrugged. “I would think a female of your breeding would practice better manners, Patrie.”

      He climbed out of the bed and Patrie watched him.

      She usually did.

      He was a fine Kantenan to look at.

      “I would think you would be more blasé about our informal relations.” She crossed her arms. “Are we still informal?” While she stood straight to keep up appearances, there was emotion in her eyes.

      Emotions were bad.

      Neither of them had wanted anyone to get too close to them, and they both agreed to the arrangement at the start.

      Neither of them wanted a mate. They both knew what mating looked like when Kantenan biology took over, and the matches weren’t the best, intellectually. But it also meant that there was a cycle to everything, as well.

      “Things are changing.”

      It was time for him to end this, for his own benefit and for hers. Though he was less angry about the end of this relationship. It just meant the beginning of something new. New beginnings were always pleasant things.

      He stretched, and his fingers grazed the curved ceiling above him.

      “It doesn't have to.” She came closer to him, her lip quivering.

      He hated when females got clingy at the end. He was always forthright and explained what the path of the relationship would be, and what it would not be.

      He felt last night that Patrie was getting a little too connected, and he decided then it was time to make a change.

      “We're at the end of our path, Patrie.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “You don't care? At all?”

      Stron shrugged. “We had a nice run. It has been fun, but I think it's time we moved on. Headed off into our own veins of life, without this.”

      She blinked. “What if I don't want to?”

      “I don't think it matters,” he replied. “As much as we fuck, we don't knot. So, it doesn't matter, now does it?”

      “How do you think? We just haven't--”

      He wrapped the sheet around his middle. “Patrie, all good things end. Don't be a baby about this. It's time for you to leave. For good.”

      She blinked. “I cannot believe you would attempt to--”

      “Do what, exactly? End a physical relationship that had no connection?”

      “Maybe not for you.”

      She ran her fingers over the wood trim along the doorway, before looking at him again. “Maybe you're lying to yourself to stay with me.”

      “Maybe you just refuse to connect with anyone.”

      He shrugged. “It doesn't matter either way, because you won't grace my bed again.”

      She shook her head, the emotional expression shifting to anger. “You don't want to go down this trench with me, Stron.”

      He wasn’t intimidated by it. “And what trench is it? You're merely looking desperate now. And we both know that's not a good look, not on a Gol-Vett.”

      She snarled at him, her armor extending from her brow. “Don't you dare--”

      “Goodbye, Patrie,” he said as he started escorting her to the carved wooden door. “Find your mate on the path of the best vein.”

      “You've met someone, haven't you?” She asked at the door.

      “If that was the case, you would not be here.”

      She snarled. “You had better hope I don't meet her.”

      “Is that a threat, Patrie?” he asked. “Because you know how I feel about threats.”

      He exhaled, and his armor came out, running down his arms like lattice, ready to take out anyone who dared attack his potential.

      Even if she didn't exist.

      “I am the daughter of--”

      Stron cut her off. “And I'm the son of a name too. Now get going. I'll have anything you left here delivered.”

      She opened her mouth to object, but he shoved her out of the residence and onto the sidewalk of Carvonday, the province he lived in.

      He sighed and rested his head on the door after she left.

      Ending relationships was never fun.

      But it had to be done.

      She was getting clingy and boring anyway.

      His alarm began to ring.

      Time to head to the exercise gym.
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      Stron spun his large, two-bladed staff, the ju-nak, around as he met Khalzin in the center of the exercise floor, ready to fight.

      He was ready to work off any lingering frustrations from Patrie. He had some, not a lot, but he hated when they became so attached.

      Kantenan bonding connected two almost immediately. If they were meant mate, there would be no question about their connection.

      Patrie and he had not felt that bond.

      He would have thought she would understand that from the beginning. But she, like others, tended to want to hold onto something that didn’t exist.

      It frustrated him.

      When Khalzin had requested an early meeting at their usual gym, he had been happy to accept the invitation.

      “Engaging early,” Stron said.

      Khalzin nodded. “Wanted to get ahead of others.” His stance was off, and he looked like he was simply following the flow if only to get through the warming up workout. Something was going on with his friend, and he didn’t like that.

      “Shall we?” Stron asked.

      Khalzin bowed, and Stron returned the gesture. Stron raised his weapon.

      He launched at him, but Khalzin hesitated. “You are distracted today,” Stron said as he started in again.

      “I have a lot on my mind,” Khalzin replied as he blocked two shots.

      “Go see someone. Get frustrations out.” Stron’s weapon hooked on Khalzin's. They were locked up for a moment before the twang of metal echoed in the practice room as they pulled apart.

      More Kantenans preparing for their daily workouts were filling in.

      Stron preferred the room when it was empty.

      More room to throw Khalzin around.

      “You are not one to speak,” Khalzin said. “Did you or did you not have to--” He swung hard, pushing back against Stron. “--face a tribunal last month?”

      The tribunal should not have happened. He did not break any laws. Made some questionable decisions in the name of the Ruler of the Green, his father, but he didn’t break any rules.

      Still, the Coalition decided he needed a reprimand.

      “That wasn't my fault. You know that.” He turned sideways and got control of Khalzin, ready to send him to the floor.

      “It was never his fault,” another voice from across the room added, making Stron freeze.

      Khalzin took advantage and countered, sending him backward a few steps. Stron spun his ju-nak, his fingers finding their position in the heirloom weapon that had been crafted many generations before him.

      “You do know what you speak,” Stron said, glaring at Dhomhes. “My tribunal was not my fault.”

      Dhomhes came closer, the smile on his face and wicked glint in his eyes reminded Stron just how many informants that Dhomhes had. His family was not the highest esteemed in Kantenan, but they always seemed to know everything that was happening both on and off world.

      “If it wasn't then why were you at a tribunal at all?”

      “Do you have to be such a snake,” Khalzin asked.

      “He's always a snake,” Fiviel said as he stepped next to Dhomhes. “Makes him the most dangerous male in this room.”

      Stron barked in laughter. Dhomhes like to think he was dangerous, but really, Stron could take him. And they both knew it.

      “You don't think I'm dangerous?” Dhomhes asked, stepping closer to Stron. “You might be surprised what I'm able to accomplish.”

      Stron spun, his ju-nak brought around to Dhomhes. “Shall we go a bit and find out?” Throwing Dhomhes around on the mat would be very satisfying.

      Dhomhes put his hand up. “Fighting you doesn't interest me. You're obviously full of your own strength with the weapon of your family. Am I armed?”

      Stron sighed. Of course, he resisted.

      Khalzin gestured to Dhomhes. “Behind your back.”

      “You seem to know me well.” Dhomhes yanked out knives, his ancestral family weapon. He was good with them, better than when he used a ju-nak.

      Not as good as Stron, though. He would fight him regardless of the weapon choice.

      Stron shifted his stance, prepared to fight with Dhomhes and remind him exactly which Gol-Vett he was dealing with.

      “What do you want?” Stron asked.

      “There's so much that I want,” Dhomhes replied.

      “This was not your conversation, Dhomhes,” Khalzin said. “You can move along and perform your own workout.”

      “Defending your friend? How nice of you,” Dhomhes said.

      “He doesn't defend me,” Stron said, snarling.

      “I'm not the one you need to be concerned about,” Dhomhes said, smiling that wicked grin of his. “I didn't receive an executive order from the Coalition.”

      “What's he going on about?” Stron glanced at Khalzin.

      “I intended to speak to you about that.”

      Dhomhes crossed his arms. “Go ahead. Tell us.” For a moment, Dhomhes’s gaze shifted to Fiviel, and the two exchanged a knowing glance.

      What did they know that he didn’t?

      Stron didn’t like being the last one to know anything.

      “Why would he tell you anything?” Stron said and shook his head. What did he know? “You seem to think you know what's going on.”

      “I always hear whispers.”

      They were certainly not the only ones here now, and several combatants in the room were watching.

      And listening.

      Whatever this was, it must be in the rumor veins already.

      “I am working on bringing in a new option for the mating pool,” Khalzin muttered.

      Stron studied his friend. Khalzin's father had been in the sciences, and Khalzin also had a mind for it.

      Stron considered that the dating pools had just grown thin as of the last few years, that perhaps he was too blocked to meet someone.

      But if Khalzin is seeing something similar in his data, then maybe it is not just Stron who feels the pinch.

      Fiviel raised his eyebrow, shifting from one foot to the other. The faintest grinding of gears could be heard when Fiviel’s mechanical knee shifted. “Did you find a pool of females in the mountains who were desperate for a fresh group of males to meet?”

      “That would be nice,” Stron said. “New faces and all.” They all could use a new pool of mates.

      “New faces are part of it,” Khalzin said. “I need volunteers to help me prove a theory for the Coalition.”

      “Whatever it is, my friend, I will assist,” Stron said. He knew Khalzin would not ask if he did not truly need the assistance, and Stron would never leave him stranded.

      “Thank you, I hoped you would be willing. However, you need to know what it requires before you commit.”

      “And it is a commitment,” Dhomhes said.

      “Do you want to tell them, since you seem to think you know everything,” Khalzin snapped.

      “No, please. You're doing fine.”

      Khalzin grimaced. “The Galactic Alliance has a program where they bring willing alien mates to different worlds to procreate.”

      “You want me to mate with an off-worlder?” Stron asked. Was that even possible? The Kantenan mating was limited to their own people.

      Wasn't it?

      “In a matter of speaking.”

      “There is no matter-of-speaking,” Fiviel said. “We mate with them, or we don't.” Leave it to Fiviel to break it down.

      Even Khalzin seemed to recognize the clarity of his statement.

      Dhomhes grinned, looking far too eager to hear the details of this.

      Stron wanted to knock that cocky smile off his face.

      “It is a program for the science of it. They bring the willing females. We bring the males, and we choose our mates. If we have a connection, we get to mate. If not, they leave.”

      Stron didn’t say anything, but his friend was not explaining himself well.

      “How many volunteers do you need?” Fiviel asked.

      “Three, to start.”

      “And you,” Dhomhes said.

      Khalzin nodded. “And me.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Stron asked. “Is this part of your educational research?” He knew Khalzin had been researching the Kantenan genome for years, but he didn’t realize his education had gone in such a direction.

      It went against the Kantenan religious doctrine to mate with off-worlders, after all.

      Which only intrigued Stron. What made it so important to make such a drastic change in the way their people had lived for centuries.

      Khalzin sighed. “Our genome is stretched to the limit. It will not take long before we are all related to one another. We need to bring fresh genes into our pool before that happens.”

      “Our people have been isolated for far too long,” Stron said. “It would be good to be more open to others.”

      “So, you think bringing in new species will help refresh our genome?” Dhomhes asked.

      “I think it is what we will have to do if we want to continue to exist and thrive.”

      “That sounds challenging,” Fiviel said. “How do you know that the females can carry our breed? What about the differences? Won't it make the crossbreeding fail?”

      “The Galactic Alliance's scientists believe they can handle that. We just send them our genome details so they can select those who fit.”

      “But it is for testing. It will not be a true commitment,” Dhomhes said.

      “It is to be a true commitment,” Khalzin said. “We cannot agree to do this, and then throw the females back if we do not like them.”

      “You seem to forget that we cannot just make a child with anyone. We have to connect. There are physical reactions that we cannot control,” Stron said. “The connection must be solid.”

      “And the odds of you finding this across the stars seems massive,” Fiviel said.

      “I cannot promise anything. But all I need to start are volunteers willing to try,” Khalzin said, his voice shifting from uncertainty.

      “It will not work,” Dhomhes said.

      “Thanks for your confidence,” Khalzin glared at him.

      Dhomhes shrugged. “But I will help you.”

      “As will I,” Fiviel added.

      Khalzin blinked. “Truly?”

      “If only to prove that it won't work,” Dhomhes said.

      Khalzin sighed. “Your objections are noted.”

      Stron shot a look at Dhomhes. Dhomhes merely gave that smirking smile of his. Stron turned back to Khalzin. “We have your back, my friend.”

      Khalzin nodded. “I appreciate that.”

      They started to walk off the center practice mat.

      “You know, I have heard stories of other humanoids mating with Kantenans. Away from our system, of course,” Stron said, softly to Khalzin. “To my mother's great dismay.”

      Khalzin smiled. “Yes, she would hate that idea. As does my mother, I'm sure.”

      “Have our mothers been spending time together again?”

      “Probably.”
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          ADRYEL

        

      

    

    
      Adryel ran as fast as she could down the alley. She squeezed her hand around the pocket with the tiny citricite crystal.

      It wasn’t even worth that much, but the way the guards were acting, it was like she stolen a million credits.

      If only!

      They noticed faster than she expected when she snatched it. It didn't help that guards were bigger and enhanced in some way. They ran after her like afterburners.

      She, however, was not so enhanced, so she had to find other ways to escape them. Like with brains and a little luck.

      Adryel squeezed the small gold rock, its edges cutting into her palm. That single stone of citricite would power her apartment for another week, if not a little more. And if she can power it herself, then she wouldn't have to pay for power from the landlord.

      Then she'd be able to live there longer.

      She had to get there first.

      She ducked behind a storage bin to hide from the passing authorities and hoped their enhancements weren't the kind that could see humanoids behind things.

      They weren't going to let her get too far, going back and forth at each end of the alley like they were trying to box her in.

      Stars knew, though, if she didn't get back to her home, she'd wind up in jail. And that wouldn't go well. She wasn't going back there again. Once was enough, thanks. She hadn't deserved to be there, anyway. She'd just been talking. Which usually got her in trouble anyway, but that's beside the point.

      The policing units on Kerde, a moon of Trinity Alpha Prime, were quick to jail someone for even presumed guilt.

      A mouthy Terran girl? This far away from the Terran Empire? She was already marked. Her sketchy companions weren't much help, either.

      It's not like Adryel wanted to hang out with criminals. It's just kind of where she wound up.

      She learned from the best of them how to blend in.

      “There she is!”

      Blending in just didn’t always work.

      Adryel sprinted down the alley, looking for an escape route. Maybe between a couple of the buildings? Or up onto a roof? There had to be something around here that she could get--

      “Ahhh!” She cried when a man grabbed her arm and pulled her inside one of the back shop doors.

      She held up her hands, ready to fight, but he pushed her away and shut the door. The door locked with a quiet, but firm click, akin to a blast door seal, but much faster, and less likely to be seen by the guards.

      Adryel backed into the wall and scanned her surroundings. This province wasn't known to have nice, clean, bright shops, but that was where she found herself. In the back of a nice, clean, and bright shop.

      Art of foreign worlds covered the walls. Holograms projected images of couples marrying and of babies.

      Alien babies.

      A cute one with little ridges and scales chomped on his fist, and the hologram next to it had to be the parents. Mom had some ridges on her face and shoulders, and Dad had the scales.

      Tranquility Amongst The Stars flashed in a bright sign over some of the art. Finding the Connections Craved was posted on another wall.

      What was this place?

      She tried to get oriented, but what in the stars was this? She held her position and looked back at the male--standard humanoid, bipedal, and with no obvious scales from the back. He turned to face her, revealing a large chunk of his skull had been replaced with cybernetics, as was his shoulder, she could see the outlines of the metal under his shirt.

      She took another step away. If he had enhancements, he could likely throw her through the wall if he wanted to.

      The question was, did he want to?

      “I think they're moving on.” A panel behind him displayed the exterior of the shop, including the alley she'd just been in.

      Guards were walking up and down the alley cluelessly. She couldn't hear anything through the displays, but their body language didn't look like those who were moving on.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      He was about to answer when pounding echoed against the door. He gestured for her to back up.

      She backed into a storage room and shut the door.

      Which probably wasn't the wisest decision. She realized she'd just locked herself in here with an unknown element--namely this guy. And where was she anyway? Safety lights gave the room an orange glow. Data pads and hard copies of information filled the place. Everything was neatly stacked and organized.

      It was obvious it had been painstakingly logged.

      She picked up a piece of paper. Gah, who used physical linen paper anymore? There really wasn't a reason for that unless someone remained that connected to old things.

      Galactic Alliance Science Society.

      “No scientist I've ever known was this organized,” she muttered to herself. Not that she knew a lot, but the few she'd ever been around lived in a state of constant chaos that followed them, like a cloud of dust on a dry day.

      But they usually had paper.

      Lots of it.

      The door opened and she jumped.

      “I'm not a scientist,” he said. “They're gone now. I made sure.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Dane. I work here.”

      “Doing what? What is this place?”

      “It's a recruitment office for the Galactic Alliance Science Society's experimental work.”

      She wasn't sure she liked the sound of that. “What kind of experiment?”

      “Potential mates and breeders for different races of humanoids.”

      She shook her head. “Yeah, um, I think I am going to go now.” She wasn't about to be hauled off into a slavery ring and wind up a breeder for some aliens out in the far reaches of the galaxy because she stumbled into the wrong place.

      Nope, not her.

      She knew better than to fall for this guy's tricks. She dug around in her pocket and felt the crystal, as well as her little multi-tool she'd used to steal the citricite, but it might be enough if she had to…

      As If he knew what she was thinking, he stepped away, giving her a wide berth. “As you like. You're not a prisoner. I would suggest the front exit. The rear one, they're looking for you.”

      Adryel kept to the one side, as far away from him as she could as she moved toward the door of the storeroom. “Yeah. It's time for me to, uh...” Because she wasn't about to be part of any of this that was going on in here.

      She'd just stepped back into the hallway when a female came around a corner with curly blonde hair. “Dane, what's going on--Oh! Hello.”

      Adryel froze.

      Now the odds really were stacked against her.

      “I'm leaving,” she said.

      The female stepped to the side. “Wait, please.” She glanced back at Dane. “Who is this woman, Dane?”

      He shrugged. “She was hiding in the alley. I helped her.”

      The female nodded and glanced back at Adryel. “I'm sorry if he startled you. Dane doesn't care for the policing guards, and he always wants to help others.”

      “I don't like them,” he said.

      “No one does, I don't think,” Adryel huffed.

      Dane smiled. It was somewhat soothing to see it, but he still unnerved her. She wasn't sure why. Maybe because half his face was metal.

      “Again, I do apologize. He was only trying to help, so I hope he didn't frighten you.”

      “No more than usual,” Adryel muttered. She noticed she'd gotten closer to the front of the store, though really it looked more like a medical office than anything. “What is this place?”

      “We recruit females who want to participate in the Galactic Alliance's experiments. Primarily their inter-species mating experiment.”

      That gave her a cold shiver.

      Wasn’t this basically selling breeders to the highest bidder? What the heck was the government thinking? How were they getting away with this?

      She glanced out the window.

      They were getting away with it because of where they were recruiting. Here on Kerde, where so many were repressed. Females didn’t have as many options here. It was a hard place to live.

      This would be the perfect place to find women who needed to get away. Disappear into the galaxy.

      Not a bad idea, she thought. Would solve a lot of her problems.

      She wanted to slap herself. The idea was terrible. Just run off and be a child creator for some humanoids on who knew what world? Just living here on Kerde showed her exactly how many species treated their females.

      She had the scars to prove it.

      So to the tiny part of her had an inkling of how this could help her, that part could just step into an air lock.

      She didn’t need to run away. She was doing just fine without running and hiding. She needed to get out of here, but she had to do it casually.

      She didn’t want this lady to turn her into the authorities.

      “So, you kidnap people and sell them to alien worlds?” Adryel crossed her arms. And made a couple more steps across the empty front part of the store.

      The woman's eyes widened. “No! Not at all! We are a legitimate part of the Galactic Alliance Science Society! Sanctioned by the government, we bring humanoids together that may not have the ability to come together on their own.”

      “And what is your goal, your mission?” Adryel asked, pretty sure this sounded like a cover-up for slave trade. Regardless of all the official-looking logos and decorations.

      “To test the bonds of mating across different cultures, and to determine the feasibility and likelihood of different species of humanoids to interbreed.”

      “But humanoids already do that, all the time. What’s the point of this?” Lots of humanoids met and married other species of humanoids. It wasn't uncommon.

      This sounded more like arranged marriages than slave trade. But really, was it that different? Girls given in trade to males for some sort of payment, this one being to produce children.

      Adryel shifted so she was more in line with the door in case a quick escape was necessary as the lady kept talking.

      “In a way. There are plenty of species out there. Many more than even the Galactic Alliance realized when they began exploration and unifying the worlds. Some are very xenophobic. Others are more open to interrelations, but no legitimate science has properly studied the mating aspect. The medical needs of interspecies mating alone make this a necessary test.”

      “You're creating dating opportunities?”

      “In a matter of speaking. It is all voluntary, of course.”

      “And what do you get out of it?”

      “We ask that the participants allow us to study their results of the mating, especially if a child is conceived. We would like to monitor the development and growth of the child.”

      She blinked. “Huh.” she said. “And that’s it?”

      “That is it.”

      Because what else was there to say? Seriously.

      It sounded far too wild for her.
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      "I'm back," Adryel said as she walked into her unlit apartment.

      The smell hit her before she'd taken two steps inside.

      Vetiver and ash.

      Her stomach dropped. No. No, no, no.

      She froze in the doorway, her hand still clutching the tiny citricite stone she'd just stolen. That smell—deep, earthy vetiver cut through with cold ash, like a fire that had burned itself out. She'd only smelled it once before, in the back room of the club when they'd brought in a body for disposal.

      The Rhysgarrds' signature.

      "Sret?" Her voice came out strangled.

      Light seeped through the open door behind her, barely illuminating the trashed apartment. The place looked like a storm had torn through it. Furniture overturned. Belongings scattered everywhere.

      And that smell. Clinging to everything.

      Her fingers shook as she threw the security locks. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe someone had just burned incense. Maybe⁠—

      She needed light. Now.

      Adryel stumbled through the darkness toward the power center, kicking debris with every step. Her heart hammered so hard she could barely breathe. The apartment should have had some power left. Sret was supposed to keep things conserved overnight.

      Unless Sret couldn't.

      The power conduit chamber was empty—completely clean. Someone had taken even the dying citricite stone. Her hands trembled as she dropped the new stone inside and sealed it.

      The lights flickered. Brightened.

      And Adryel saw her roommate.

      Sret lay crumpled near the kitchen, her body twisted at an unnatural angle. The cauterized blaster wound in her gut was black and cold. Hours old, at least.

      But it was the moonstone fragment that made Adryel's knees buckle.

      A small shard of pale stone, placed deliberately on Sret's chest. Moonstone from Orlicia—the same kind her archaeologist friend had given her on a necklace years ago. The planet was gone now, blown apart, making the stones rare. Expensive.

      The Rhysgarrds left them at completed contracts.

      This wasn't a robbery. This wasn't the policing guards.

      This was a message.

      Contract complete. You're next.

      "Oh stars." Adryel backed away, her hand over her mouth. The vetiver and ash incense had been burned here, in her apartment, while they killed Sret. While they searched for⁠—

      The safe.

      Adryel bolted for her bedroom, vaulting over overturned furniture. They'd torn the room apart looking for it. Drawers emptied, mattress shredded, every panel pulled from the walls.

      Except the one.

      She shoved debris aside with shaking hands and palmed the hidden scanner. It stung as it verified her identity. The tiny compartment opened.

      Still there. The data chip. Everything she'd heard, every name, every deal. Her insurance policy that had just become her death warrant.

      She yanked it out and shoved it into her underwear, tucking it where no one would find it without a full search.

      No time. No time to think, to grieve, to call anyone.

      She grabbed a long coat, twisted her wild red hair into tight knots, and pulled the coat on.

      They'd found her again. They'd killed Sret to send a message.

      And Adryel was next on the list.

      She ran.
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      A week later

      Stron's father, a Coalition member, looked him up and down as he came out on the balcony of the family residence. “I have heard rumors that you have committed to helping Khalzin in his experiment.”

      The wide forest spread out before them as they both appreciated the expanse.

      At least, his father appreciated something.

      He didn’t always appreciate Stron.

      As Ruler of the Green, his father protected and represented the natural landscape of Kantenan, as well as the clans that lived in them. He was their voice in the Coalition.

      Including science experiments that may or may not have their endorsement. Like an honest politician, he did not always agree with his constituents, but he represented their preferences to the best of his ability.

      He was very loyal to those of the natural clans.

      Probably why he loved his mother so—she was from one of those natural clans.

      Stron nodded as he picked up his ale. “I see the experiment is the talk of Kantenan, if you have heard about it.”

      His father grumbled. “I was at the Coalition meeting. I heard it all.”

      Stron had been waiting for this. He hadn't bothered mentioning to his parents that he'd agreed to help Khalzin without even asking what the favor was.

      He probably should have given it more thought, since it would affect him for the rest of his life. But he'd made a commitment, and he wasn't about to back away from it.

      He would not dishonor his
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