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Dedication


For Paul, my husband, partner in crime, and fellow adventurer.

Every day is a good day.
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Introduction


Love at first sight… 

When she arrives on the planet Viros, Gweneth Swithin takes one look at royal bodyguard Ellard Tetsu and her inner feline—the one she didn’t know existed—falls for the silent, alpha shapeshifter. She’s thrilled and excited at the way her half-feline side has made her existence known and trusts her instincts when it comes to Ellard. He is her mate, and maybe she can have it all…if only the stubborn male would stop running.

The heart wants what the heart wants…

Ellard can’t understand why the young and beautiful Gweneth is interested in him when she could choose one of the many handsome or powerful males who reside in the city, one who is whole and not broken. Despite the attraction he feels, he makes himself scarce, but Gweneth has a plan to stake her claim and isn’t above maneuvering behind the scenes in order to have a chance with Ellard.

A royal assignment, undertaken together, changes the stakes into an adventure that can make or break this fledgling relationship…if they manage to survive.

Warning: contains a headstrong virgin heroine and a handicapped hero, a ghost or two and alien villains. Mix and see the sparks fly.
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Chapter 1

House of the Cat castle, Viros City, Planet Viros


Ellard Tetsu’s nostrils flared, and a shudder zapped down his spine, each of his feline senses under assault. A sneeze built and built until it exploded free with cosmic force. He wiped his streaming eyes and stalked along the corridor linking the public reception area in the castle to the council meeting room, his blurry gaze sweeping every small alcove he passed in case it harbored a woman—one of the  Indy crew.
One of the unpredictable females who seemed out to get him this cycle.
Flowers. Stinky flowers and a maze of chemicals followed him as close as a tail. He stunk, positively reeked of floral scent. No chance to change before the council meeting commenced. He’d already been running late due to a training snafu when those women had accosted him with perfume bottles. Grata! He lifted the hem of his tunic with his Stores—his artificial right arm—and promptly sneezed again.
Those women were a phrullin’ menace and Gweneth Swithin…
For once, her beautiful and mischievous face remained absent and he scanned the alcove to his left, every instinct alive with suspicion. She wasn’t hiding behind the feline statue. The fact should have relaxed him, but then he wondered where she was, what she was doing, and worse, who she was gifting with her presence.
His feline stirred beneath his skin, agitated at her absence while he—the man—was glad. She…no! He increased his pace and jogged the remaining distance to the House of the Cat council room.
The ornate timepiece, imported by the previous queen at great expense from the planet Tempo, rang out the cycle portion, the tiny jeweled figures within the dome jerking into a programmed dance. He burst into the council room and came to an appalled halt.
As he’d suspected, he arrived last. His brother and friends wore irritated expressions while the council members already sat around the large oval table. A variety of refreshments covered the surface, and the more efficient males had readied their personal comp pads to take notes. Light and heat poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the stink of the perfume made his nose twitch in a familiar manner. A sneeze burst free before he could get out a greeting.
“Ah.” Prince Jarlath, Ellard’s closest friend, grimaced, his handsome face frozen as he attempted to breathe yet not smell the stench. “They sprayed you too.”
Beside him, Lynx, the current king, and Shiloh, Ellard’s brother, were bare-chested, their tunics dumped in a heap in the far corner of the room.
Ry Coppersmith, the tall and fit captain of the Indefatigable and a new addition to the Viros council, added his tunic to the pile of laundry. The feline shifter, formerly of the planet Ibrox, let out a snort that held a smidge of humor. “Stinks like an Ornum whorehouse. What were they thinking?”
Six council members sat around the cloth-covered oval table, their expressions ranging from irritated to distasteful. Ellard caught the beginnings of a smirk from a younger one.
Unable to stand the pungent flowery scent a sec longer, he whipped his tunic over his head and tossed it into the corner with the others. If he wasn’t so irked with the women’s prank, he might have celebrated how his Stores cybertronic arm moved so fluidly. After coping with one arm for portions of the last rotation, the Stores made him feel normal again. Most strangers never noticed his artificial limb, despite the lighter gold, which didn’t quite match his natural skin tones.
“I’ll ring someone to remove our tunics,” the secretary, one of the six council members already seated, suggested. He rose and stalked to the newly installed com system, his back rigid in distaste. A sneeze burst from him as he stabbed the call button for a servant.
Ry opened every window and door but the stillness of the cycle and the balmy weather seemed to intensify the stench.
Shiloh edged closer to him, his nose wrinkling. “Phrull, they got you good. How is the arm? Apart from the slightly paler color, it blends well with the stump. I can’t see much of a joint.”
Ellard flexed his artificial arm, still amazed at the real sensation. Initially, he’d hesitated about going through with the operation because the medics told him it was a one-time thing. If something went wrong, the attachment method meant…no! The chances of failure or catastrophic loss were low. The medics had assured him of that. “Almost as workable as my other one. I’m doing the exercises the cybernetic man told me to complete each day. The worse thing is having to compensate with each shift since it doesn’t transform. They’ve designed the arm so I can remove it before a shift. Almost knocked myself out the cycle before when I started my change before I remembered to detach the Stores. I thought Jarlath was gonna split his sides laughing.”
“I heard.” Lynx joined them and slung a casual arm around Shiloh’s shoulders.
He stared for a sec, still amazed his brother was mated with the king of the House of the Cat and a woman—a commoner and a previous slave. Things were changing rapidly on Viros, and while some of the elders and a rebel faction of naysayers preached about tradition and maintaining the same course they’d always followed, Ellard thought life had improved. He had friends—loyal companions—but the new informality at the court was taking time to become used to—at least for the older felines. He numbered a prince, a king, a duke and a queen amongst his friends, and they insisted he call them by their names instead of their titles.
The previous queen—Jarlath and Lynx’s mother—hated the changes so much she’d moved from the castle into an expensive home adjoining the castle grounds. She spent a lot of the rotation off-planet visiting friends since her mate had died. Yes, things were different now.
A brisk knock on the door heralded the arrival of a cheerful servant. He stepped into the room and promptly sneezed, the sound explosive and sudden, his spiky black hair and bright green eyes reminding Ellard of a ruffled cat. “Ah, what is that stench?”
“According to my mate, it is a designer perfume from Earth,” Lynx said. “Please remove our tunics and take them to the laundry for washing.”
“Of course, your highness. Do you require fresh tunics?”
“No, we’ll collect them after our meeting.” Lynx gestured everyone to their seats. “Thank you. Leave the door. We want the stench to disperse.” He stalked to the head of the table and dropped onto a gel-seat.
Ellard took a seat beside Jarlath, a part of him still amazed they thought him worthy of inclusion in the planning sessions.
Lynx studied his comp pad and tapped a few buttons, a silent signal to commence. “Right, now that the spaceport is fully functional, we need to attract visitors. We must find a way to bring in people willing to spend currency on Viros.”
One of the councilors tapped his pointed turquoise-painted fingernails on the tabletop, his stocky shoulders held perfectly straight. “We need a share of the cash that goes to the casinos on Gramite.”
“Exactly.” Lynx studied each of them in turn, his green gaze serious and intent. “Ideas. Anything. It doesn’t matter how outlandish or how impossible they appear.”
Ellard made the mistake of breathing through his nose. He snorted back a tickle and commenced breathing through his mouth. Once certain he wouldn’t sneeze, he spoke. “Is the new hotel ready for guests?”
“Not yet,” Shiloh said. “But we need to plan.”
“The workers who have come in from other planets enjoy visiting the colored sands,” the councilor Jarlath had placed in charge of tourism spoke up. “The problem we’ve had is that outsiders have heard of the war between us and the House of Cawdor. They worry they might find themselves in the middle of renewed violence. They don’t want their children playing with ours in case our kittens shift and injure them.”
Shiloh snorted his disbelief, arms folded across his beefy chest. “Our young never shift at that age.”
“I told them that, but they refused to believe me,” the councilor said. “I don’t know how the rumors started.”
Lynx sniffed his arm and grimaced. “What else? Any ideas?”
“The House of Cawdor is holding a gambling tournament soon. It’s a pity we couldn’t entice some of their clientele over here. It’s a short hop.” Shiloh steepled his fingers, his brow furrowed in thought.
A squeak from near his feet drew Ellard’s attention, but he mentally shrugged when it ceased. The herd of women inhabiting the castle was making him jumpy. Gweneth and the others wouldn’t dare interrupt the council meeting.
“Camryn informed me the hotel furnishings are ordered, and some of the shipments are arriving already.” Ry tapped his fingers on the tabletop. “They’re furnishing several of the rooms this cycle.”
Ah, his question answered. Gweneth was busy this morn. One less thing to upset his equilibrium. He frowned, still not understanding why the woman stalked him. She was beautiful—a young shifter female with everything in her future. He was bodyguard to Prince Jarlath, nothing in the looks department, and to top that he’d lost an arm during the war. He had nothing to offer a woman like Gweneth.
Nothing.
He’d tried to tell her. He’d tried to ignore her, and now he resorted to skulking around the castle and fleeing the sec he caught a glimpse of her. After this perfume incident, he intended to dodge her friends too.
Ry leaned back, and his gel-seat strained to conform to his relaxed posture, creaking and groaning and popping. Finally, Ry straightened and the overworked gel-chair sighed. “What about running fitness and security courses? Our soldiers are well-regarded. Perhaps we could pass some of our skills on to others who require them. Run a training school for civilians.”
Lynx noted the suggestion on his comp pad. “Anything else?”
“We’re not used to doing this type of thing.” A junior councilor tugged his black beard then reached for his goblet of cacjuice. Spots of the pale green juice spilled when he sneezed without warning. He wiped his nose in a fastidious manner, patted the splashes dry with a kerchief and continued. “It’s a foreign concept.”
“Maybe so.” Shiloh scowled. “But we need to change and adapt. It’s necessary to our survival.”
The strange squeak sounded again, and Ellard cocked his head, attempting to locate the source.
“Maybe we should ask for suggestions from the people,” Shiloh suggested.
Their oldest councilor—the last remaining from Jarlath and Lynx’s father’s era—gasped, his stern expression appalled. “Ask the people? We’ve never done that before. Who knows what idiocy they’d propose.”
Another high squeak.
“What is that noise?” Ry asked. “Has Royal managed to get loose again?” The rare calibore—a type of ape with shaggy black fur, big fluffy ears, sharp teeth and a tail—had attached himself to Jannike during her abduction and transportation to Manx Two. He’d become a firm favorite with the castle residents and visitors.
“If the furry creature is here, the perfume isn’t bothering him,” the tourism councilor commented dryly.
“When he’s not in the forest with Kelvin, he’s with Jannike.” Lynx bent to lift the cloth and peer under the table. “Ah! Not Royal.”
A woman burst from beneath the table, right near Ellard. Big green eyes, sultry pink lips, a tiny black cat tattoo on her right cheek and black hair pulled into a tight hairstyle that confined and flattened the long, luxurious locks. Immediately he wanted to touch, to loosen her hair, and he found himself reaching out with his good hand before his brain jerked into gear.
“What the devil are you doing here?” He countered his initial instinct with anger. “This is a council meeting. Men only.”
Shiloh smothered a grin and helped her to stand. His brother’s humor poked at Ellard’s bad mood, making it swell within his chest, and the touchy-feely stuff. He hated seeing another man touching her, and he loathed that he thought that way. What did he need with a woman? Faithless, treacherous creatures.
What had Mareeka called him? A monstrosity too ugly to view for any length of time.
The memory balanced some of the angst inside him, placed him on firmer footing. He had no need of a mate, and even if he were in the market, he wouldn’t take one as young and desirable as Gweneth. Most of the young feline women kept their distance and treated him like a dangerous species. Gweneth didn’t behave in the same manner, which confused him.
“That is a silly rule since it is obvious none of you have a brain.” Her chin jutted upward in clear challenge.
“Silence,” Ellard roared and leapt to his feet. “Ry should discipline you more often since you clearly don’t know the correct manner to behave. A kitten is better disciplined.”
The other males glanced at him in surprise.
“It’s all right, Gweneth,” Lynx said after a fraught silence. “Please tell us why you are interrupting our meeting.”
“And why you decided to attend,” Ellard added. A thought occurred and his eyes narrowed on her. “Were you responsible for the perfume saga?”
Her pink lips pressed together, and she averted her gaze, suddenly fascinated by the number of bare chests in the council room.
“Gweneth,” he prompted.
“I wanted to know what you discussed at these meetings. You hold them often, yet don’t seem to get much done.”
“And you needed the perfume to confuse our feline senses, so we wouldn’t detect your presence,” Ry said.
Gweneth gave an audible gulp.
Ry folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll take that as an affirmative.”
“I have an idea,” she burst out, glancing in Ellard’s direction. Excitement made her eyes glow like jewels, and she’d done something with the stuff the woman called cosmetics. The black edges around her eyes made them more prominent, more enticing.
Ellard groaned inwardly. He had to get his thoughts off Gweneth. He had to persuade his feline that Gweneth was bad, bad, bad for them. They’d end up hurt again. No, better to stay far away. “You’d better go and let us get back to our meeting.”
“But my idea—”
Lynx held up a hand. “Let her talk. Tell us about your idea.”
“All right.” Gweneth plonked her pert bottom, encased in the blue trews that Camryn and the rest of the Indy crew called jeans, on Ellard’s seat.
A snicker sounded to Ellard’s right, and he turned to scowl at Jarlath. He bared his teeth and hissed a feline warning.
“Stop that.” Gweneth’s tone neared snippy. “I’m trying to talk here.”
To Jarlath’s credit, he ceased his laughter, but his lips continued to twitch.
“The floor is yours, Gweneth.” Lynx, too, was trying not to laugh.
She took an audible breath and puffed it free. Ellard wanted to tell her to spit it out, so she could leave and his feline would cease his agitation. It was getting so bad, it felt as if his skin might split. He leaned against the wall, pretending a calmness he lacked, and glared at her pretty face.

His sexy green stare held feline frustration. Gweneth bit her lip, wanting to laugh as Jarlath had laughed. Not safe. She didn’t want him to throttle her, but she did want him to look at her as an eligible mate.
While it was true there were more handsome men, some of whom had shown interest in her, something about the large, hulking presence of Ellard pushed her to explore what might be. She drew in a breath, pushed it out and began to expound on her idea.
“I think we should organize a festival. We can use it to showcase the food and drinks native to Viros, but we should also invite all the neighboring planets to have a stall to display and sell their goods and produce. The festival could run for maybe seven cycles with concerts and shows. Maybe organize city tours and show off everything Viros has to offer.” Whew! That perfume stunk with the sharp piquancy of a well-fed hell-horse. No wonder Kaya had donated it to the cause.
Ry tapped his chin in a thoughtful manner. “Not a bad idea.”
“Why should we invite our neighbors when we’re doing all the work?” the councilor with the painted nails demanded.
“Because if we work together, we’ll have more to offer tourists.” Gweneth started speaking faster with enthusiasm. “It will foster closer relations between you all, and if you invite them to take part, spreading the word will become easier. With more planets involved, it will give us a bigger reach. Also, if we host the festival, it will mean the visitors will spend currency, stay in our hotels, and use our spaceport. If it works, we could make this festival an annual fixture. In time, it will grow and extend our reach. You should get businesses to do proposals as to what services they can offer. Craftsmen and women can have stalls selling their wares. Charge the locals a smaller fee to have a stall. Put the currency raised back into rebuilding the city and for public facilities. If you get everyone involved, the enthusiasm generated will go a long way toward building bridges for past problems.”
The king and his mate exchanged a glance, but Gweneth never relaxed until she saw them start to grin.
“That is an excellent idea, Gweneth,” Shiloh said.
Lynx nodded. “Yes, I think that will work well and make us popular with our neighbors.”
Pleased, Gweneth inhaled again to settle the nerves that buzzed around the pit of her stomach. She’d done it. Now to set the next bit of her plan in motion. She took another breath and sneezed. Ugh, perhaps they’d overdone the perfume. “I believe your best weather—the most settled times—occur soon. We should be ready. I believe the House of Cawdor have a big gambling tournament then. We need to organize our festival to coincide with that to increase our chances of more visitors.”
“But that won’t give us enough time,” Jarlath said.
Gweneth shook her head and surreptitiously pressed a hand against her stomach to still her renewed anxiety. “It will if we split into teams and visit each of the neighbors as soon as possible.”
“I can’t travel at present,” the secretary protested. “My mate is ill.”
She ignored the interruption. “Ry, the Indy crew could pitch in and help. I’d welcome a chance to visit a neighboring planet.”
“I approve of the idea. This is what we’ll do.” Lynx rattled off assignments for the councilors. “Report back on the morrow. We’ll have a meeting each morn. Shiloh and I will consider which of our neighbors to approach and will announce further division of labor at our next meeting. I want you to all think about the local businesses and services that would want to avail themselves of the opportunity. Make a memo.”
Everyone started to file from the meeting room, but Gweneth remained seated. Ellard strode out with Jarlath and she took the opportunity to ogle his backside. The male might not possess the pretty face of his brother or friends, but his body rated top marks. Not even his cybertronic arm disturbed her. She sighed as he disappeared. Such pretty and kind green eyes when he forgot to scowl. What she wouldn’t give to see him smile at her.
“Gweneth?”
She started to find herself alone in the council room with Lynx and Shiloh.
“Was there something else?” Lynx asked.
“Yes,” she blurted. “I want to be partnered with Ellard. I want to visit a neighboring planet with Ellard so I can get to know him better.” Seduce him, actually, but she wouldn’t confess that snippet to the king of Viros.
“I see.” Lynx shared a speaking glance with Shiloh.
Shiloh—big like Ellard, but much prettier—fixed her with his gaze. “My brother is much older than you.”
“Yes.” She nodded in agreement. Her feline remained unconcerned about the age difference. Instead, she’d come alive the sec she’d glimpsed Ellard Tetsu, when she’d thought she’d remain in a humanoid form for the rest of her life. It hadn’t mattered. Ry had told her so. Camryn and Mogens had backed up Ry’s statement. She was important, no matter what form her body took, despite how little her father thought of her.
“You realize Ellard doesn’t want a mate,” Lynx said.
“Yes.”
“Yet you want to visit another planet with him, even though he’ll behave like a grouchy bear-sloth,” Shiloh added.
She nodded. “I have no idea what a bear-sloth is, but yes, I still want to spend time with him.” She hesitated and after a lengthy pause, went with her gut instinct. These were steady felines, honest and kind males, otherwise Jannike wouldn’t have mated with them. “I think he is my mate, and I want him to stop his mental struggles and get used to the idea.”
Shiloh scowled. “What makes you think he’s your mate?”
“My feline came to life within me. She wriggles and writhes until I think my skin might burst. I’ve never shifted before, but the instant I saw him, I felt this. I can’t shift since I’m half feline, but I want Ellard.”
Lynx and Shiloh shared a glance. Probably speaking to each other via their minds. Jannike possessed the ability now, and she knew Ry and Camryn spoke via telepathy at times. As she watched them, Shiloh grinned and nodded then they focused on her.
“All right. We’ll team you with Ellard,” Lynx agreed.
“But take heed, Gweneth, you had better not toy with him. Be very sure because he has suffered enough in the past. I’d hate to see my brother hurt again,” Shiloh warned, his eyes edging toward kitty-cat in the same way Ry’s did when his emotions ran high.
“I won’t. I promise. I’ve heard the gossip, and I would never hurt him. In my eyes, he is a hero.”
Shiloh softened. “He is at that. You realize my brother is stubborn. He won’t take your maneuvering well.”
A snort burst from her, and she clapped her hand over her mouth in consternation. “I’m sorry.”
“What were you thinking?” Lynx asked.
“That Ellard seems slow on the uptake. Flirting and feminine behavior isn’t working.”
“So you’re taking things to the next level.” Lynx’s grin widened to toothy.
“That’s my plan,” she said primly.
“I think he is a lucky man.” Shiloh laughed at Lynx’s tetchy growl after his compliment. “We’ll try to point my stubborn brother in the right direction. The rest is up to you.”

Later that eve in the king’s private apartments.
“Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” Lynx asked as he and Shiloh strode into the royal suite—a place of easy comfort where the three of them could cast off their royal status and duties and be themselves. They’d cleared out most of the furniture used by Lynx’s parents, the former king and queen, and had gone for the minimalistic look they all favored after living in cramped conditions aboard spaceships.
“Problem?” Jannike, formerly from Manx Two and their mate and queen, handed them each a glass of apecot port. Her blonde hair hung down her back these days, longer and arranged in a messy braid. Her face and body were also rounder since she carried the royal heir, a fact that still amazed Lynx. They were going to be parents. Mind-blowing and a little scary.
“Gweneth.” Shiloh summed up their discussion in the one word.
“Ah.” Jannike poured herself a cajuice, activated a hover-table to rest her drink, then flopped onto the nearest gel-chair and propped up her feet on a sturdy yet priceless antique table from Septius.
Shiloh bent over to pat her rounded tummy. She batted his hands away.
Lynx chuckled as he sank onto a gel-seat opposite her and set his feet on the same sturdy table. Shiloh joined him, his mates’ proximity pleasing his feline.
“Well, is that it?” Jannike fixed them both with an intimidating stare. “I’m the queen. You can’t keep secrets from me. What has Gweneth done now?”
“She organized us all to get sprayed with perfume.”
Jannike’s lips twitched, and her shoulders moved in tiny, jerky increments.
“But you knew that,” Shiloh said, cuddling into Lynx. “I’m wagering you helped with the spraying.”
Her eyes glowed, her feline pushing to the surface. She stood and sauntered over to the gel-seat he and Shiloh sat on, squeezing between the two of them. “I might have. Tell me what happened with Gweneth.”
“She asked us to pair her with Ellard,” Shiloh answered.
“She came up with a brilliant idea to attract visitors. A festival that spotlights food, the arts and attractions here on Viros. In order to move on the idea, she suggested we visit neighboring planets in pairs to solicit other races and make it a combined effort.”
Jannike leaned into Shiloh and smiled. “She wants to have some alone time with Ellard. A bold plan.”
“It’s a gamble,” Shiloh agreed, his hand coming to rest on Jannike’s stomach. “My brother is stubborn and edges toward inflexible about some things. He’s decided to do without women.”
Jannike gasped with exaggerated horror. “No sex at all?”
“I never alleged that,” Shiloh said dryly. “I believe he visits the whorehouse on occasion.”
Jannike tugged on Shiloh’s ears. “I’d better not discover you and Lynx visiting the whorehouse.” She paused and Lynx could practically see her thoughts whir. “In fact, I think I’ll outlaw them. I’m the queen. I can do that, right?”
“No, you can’t,” Lynx said. “Some of the soldiers would revolt. But back to Gweneth. We told her we’d honor her request, although I’m not sure how to pitch it to Ellard.”
“Make it impossible for him to say no,” Jannike suggested. “You say others are going to visit neighboring planets? Send Ellard away to do something for you that will keep him out of the city while you arrange the rest of the visits. Keep one aside for Ellard and Gweneth, and once everyone else has left, pitch it to Ellard that Gweneth deserves a spot since it was her idea, but you’re worried for her safety. Appeal to his chivalry and his bodyguard profession. Make it so he can’t refuse.”
Lynx shared a glance with Shiloh before turning his attention to Jannike. “That is plain sneaky.”
She grinned. “Yep.”
Shiloh brushed a lock of black hair away from his green eyes. “I think it will work. Let’s do it. We’ll make a list of suitable planets—those with peaceful inhabitants, and meantime, I think Ellard and Jarlath could go to the colored sands on the other side of Viros to check on suitable building sites. The perfect place to build another hotel.”
Jannike sipped her cajuice. “Excellent. Now that we’ve organized Gweneth’s love life, can we focus on our own?”

Lynx’s office, House of the Cat castle
“No.” Ellard bunched his hands to fists. Even his artificial fingers flexed more than usual, such was his determination not to agree to the king’s assignment. “Can’t someone else go with Gweneth?” No way in this universe he was going anywhere with the bewitching woman. Bah! The idea of being alone with temptation… No. Just no.
Lynx sighed with exaggerated patience. “I’ve told you. We’ve already sent everyone else off in pairs. The dragon shapeshifters on Narenda were the last to reply. Originally, Gweneth wasn’t going to go, but she has done so much of the organization. She deserves a trip to Narenda, but I can’t send her alone. It’s not safe. You’re a capable bodyguard and the only trustworthy male free to undertake the task.”
“My job is to watch Jarlath. I can’t leave him,” Ellard protested.
“Jarlath is going to help us with matters on this end.” He gestured at the silent Shiloh standing at his side. “He and Keira are staying at the castle for the duration.” Lynx looked as if he fought a smile. “He’ll be quite safe with us. Besides, he’s been training with Ry and Jannike. He’s not the same pompous upper-class jibberjabber he was when Shiloh and I left Viros.”
A smile curved Ellard’s lips, despite his bad temper. True. These days Jarlath held responsibilities, a worthy man, and Keira, his mate, was perfect for him even though Ellard had thought otherwise at the onset of their relationship.
“So you’ll do it,” Shiloh said. “Good, that is one thing off our minds.”
“What? No,” Ellard snapped. “Gweneth is a troublemaker. And the clothes she wears…” His mind slipped to her tanned legs and her cleavage—the vision she’d appeared in the dress thing. Appalled at the direction of his thoughts, he shook his head. Hard.
Lynx grinned. “Jannike told us there is nothing wrong with the way she dresses. That’s the way they dress on Earth.”
“Jannike and Camryn never wear clothes like that,” Ellard pointed out, his voice emerging clipped and disapproving. But his mind slipped to a memory without permission. One of Gweneth in a brief red thing at the swimming hole. Two pieces of fabric to screen her breasts and her…female parts. Never mind that the other women who’d arrived with Ry Coppersmith aboard the spaceship Indefatigable had worn similar apparel. Gweneth had made him stare. All those curves…
“Jannike wears Earth clothes sometimes,” Shiloh said with approval.
Lynx chuckled. “She says she prefers clothes she can fight in, although now that she is expecting our first child she won’t be able to train, and Camryn is almost ready to give birth.”
“She looks as if she might pop,” Ellard said.
Shiloh thumped him on the shoulder. “Don’t tell her that.”
“Back to Gweneth.” Lynx scanned his comp pad. “We’re short of transport. You’ll have to take our ship.”
“What?” Ellard realized he was gaping at his brother and Lynx. He snapped his mouth shut. “You never let anyone fly the Gallant.”
Lynx thumbed to his next page of notes. “You’ll need to leave on the morrow. Let us know this eve if you agree to take Gweneth with you, otherwise we’ll have to choose a senior soldier.”
“Who?” Ellard demanded, his fingers flexing again.
“Durant might be suitable,” Shiloh suggested. “Or perhaps send Councilor Chewang. He’s sensible and would make sure Gweneth stayed safe. He sounded keen when I mentioned the task to him earlier this morn.”
“No!” Ellard snapped. “Durant is an idiot, and Chewang has so many females I’ve lost count. He’d seduce her. He’d hurt her.”
“Chewang has a steady business. He comes from an excellent family. Gweneth might be the woman to capture his interest.” Shiloh shared a quick glance with Lynx. “She bears the feline mark on her cheek, even though she can’t shift. She would make any Virosian male a fine mate.”
Phrull. He couldn’t let Gweneth go to Narenda with either of those males. His shoulders slumped momentarily before he straightened. “All right, I’ll do it. But Gweneth has to listen to me and not do anything stupid. She needs to follow my orders instantly with no argument.”
Lynx nodded. “Of course. We’ve already spoken to her.”
“I’ll go and tell Chewang his presence isn’t required,” Shiloh said. “He’ll be disappointed.”
Ellard grunted and turned to Lynx once his brother disappeared. “All right. You’d better give me specifics of what you want me to do. At least that way, the assignment will get done correctly.”
A sound came from the corner of the room, and Lynx coughed, clearing his throat. “Beg your pardon. I believe Jannike told us the Earth expression is a frog in my throat.”
“What is a frog?”
“A creature that lives near water, ponds, and such.”
Ellard grimaced, none the wiser. “This Earth place is weird. I can’t understand the women half the time, and Ry and their pilot, Nanu, are just as bad.”
Lynx grinned, his feline-green eyes glowing with a private thought.
Ellard decided not to ask about the cause of the humor. “Tell me what we need to do on Narenda and who we need to speak with.”
He listened and nodded.
“I’ll send the full details to the shipboard comp pad,” Lynx said once he finished talking. “But those are the basics.”
“I’ll go and pack.” Ellard left the king’s office, his mind full of all he needed to do. It wouldn’t be that bad. Most of his cycle would be consumed with piloting the ship and plotting the course. They’d speak with the dragon shapeshifters on Narenda, get their cooperation, and fly back to Viros. No problem.
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Chapter 2

On board the Gallant spaceship, heading for Narenda


Gweneth slanted a glance at Ellard as their ship plunged into the darkness of space and the green-and-brown planet of Viros grew smaller. His stubborn jaw appeared hard enough to break her fist—should she decide to hit him, and the thought had crossed her mind. His pretty green eyes remained glued on the instrument panels. His conversation nil. 
Her mouth firmed while her brain busily played the angles. Somehow, some way, she had to get him to talk. Something more and better than manly grunts. Flirtation, but nothing too overt. But that needed to come after he started conversing.
An entire cycle portion passed in silence, and she thought back to the advice she’d received from her friends, those who had become her family.
Ry had told her not to prattle at him too much because males didn’t enjoy useless conversation.
Camryn had warned her not to let him bully her because that set a bad precedent.
Jannike had suggested taking him by surprise and tying him up until he succumbed.
Kaya had told her to get her hands on his cock, to pet it and stroke it, and he’d follow her around like a pet.
Nanu had suggested she strip off her clothes and proposed she practice with him.
And Mogens had told her to be herself and trust in fate because the clouds predicted beneficial news.
All excellent advice, but she still needed to get him to see her as a potential mate instead of a troublesome child, which meant getting him talking.
“Would it be all right if I put on some music?” she asked in desperation, the view gone since they’d long ago left the vicinity of Viros. The bridge of the Gallant was smaller than that of the Indy, with seating for two in front of the instruments—the minimal lights and guidance systems not much in the way of distraction—and the silent disapproval started to weigh on her chest and her conscience. She couldn’t continue this nerve-racking silence for another cycle portion.
He shot her a suspicious glance. “What sort of music?”
“Would you like to hear some Earth music? I have lots of different types. You can choose. Please, the silence is driving me mad. If I can’t play music, I’ll start prattling, and I know you hate that,” she ended in a rush.
They stared at each other for a long moment, but she couldn’t read him. Her stomach twisted, and a frisson of awareness swept her, tiny whooshes of pleasure ghosting across her breasts and to her sex. She experienced the same enjoyment whenever she used her vibrator, so definitely sexual in nature.
Weird. Ellard bore little resemblance to the man of her dreams—the one she’d described to her Earth friend, Olivia. Yes, he was big and strong, but no one could call him handsome. Some might comment on his arm since his right one was artificial. He never spoke much, didn’t initiate conversations, and wasn’t outgoing. Yet no other male made her feel this way.
Only Ellard.
“We could listen to music,” he conceded.
Yes! “I’ll play some of everything. I have lots of different playlists.”
He appeared baffled as he often did when she used Earth jargon. Never mind. She’d start and see what happened. “This is classic rock.”
A gritty male voice started to sing about being back in black. Since Ellard refrained from comment and scanned the instruments before shifting to autopilot, she relaxed a fraction, let the song finish and change to another about champions. Music she’d come to love, and each time one of the familiar songs played memories flashed to the fore.
Memories of her on the Indy.
Memories of dancing and shared laughter.
Memories of family.
Her stomach bucked at the thought, but it was true. Her friends were more family to her than her father had ever been. After the running of the Dowry Derby, he’d handed her over to Ry and turned his back on her. Not once had he attempted to contact her. She took after her mother, and the resemblance counted as an unforgivable sin in his eyes.
Another portion of a cycle passed, less strained thanks to the music.
“Want something to eat?” She unfastened her security harness and stood, aware she’d start blubbering if she continued to think of her father’s rejection. Ellard wouldn’t deal well with tears. She sensed it without proof.
He unfastened his own harness. “I want to research Narenda anyway. I knew of its existence but know little of the planet and its residents.”
“I decided to send the link message to them at the last moment. Lynx and Shiloh suspected the leaders would ignore their invitation. They attempted to land once and were escorted away by fighter ships.”
“What?” He sounded appalled. “Lynx never told me that. I thought this was an easy assignment.”
No, no, no! She’d hate him to insist they turn around and travel back to Viros. “As I mentioned, they responded after everyone else had left. Lynx and Shiloh want to meet all our neighbors and have contact with them. It’s safer that way. Lynx said something about know thine enemy. They are offering a hand of friendship by extending an invitation for us to visit. They’re willing to listen. Besides, do you think Ry and Camryn would let me go to Narenda if they thought the assignment would place me in danger? Or Jannike?” She crossed her fingers and prayed her gabble reassured him. “No, they wouldn’t. Nor would Lynx and Shiloh. Go on, admit it.” She paused because prattling made her mouth dry. She swallowed and swallowed again after sneaking a glance at him.
She hoped this stern expression vanished in the bedroom because that would never do. A definite mood-killer. “I’ll sort out something to eat.”
She fled to the tiny galley without a backward peek, her heart pounding with a boom-boom-boom, loud enough to alert a feline there was something amiss. How would she ever get him to kiss her when he kept his distance? What would Olivia do? For almost another portion of a cycle, she dithered and considered the matter while she made sandwiches, taking her time to regain equilibrium.
Set the mood.
Flirtation.
Finally, after even more soul-searching, she plonked the sandwiches on a small float table and set it to deliver to the cockpit. Once it floated off, she picked up two tubes of a fruit drink—a type of citrus-flavored fruit, purple in color and one she’d never tried until landing on Viros.
“Here you go.” She plonked into her seat in the cockpit. “I hope the sandwich is okay for you.” She batted her eyelashes in her first attempt at flirtation.
“It’s fine.” He glanced at her and tilted his head to the side.
It was working. She added a smile and continued a slow and sexy blink.
His brows rose. “What is wrong with your eyes?”
A puff of breath escaped her and she cursed under her breath. Stupid man. “I’m flirting with you.”
“Why?”
This time the swear words slipped free. “Fuck a duck.”
“What?”
Honestly. Did she need to hit the man over the skull to make him understand? She opened her mouth and let her tongue slide out to moisten her lips. Not a calculated move, but holy heck, she’d attracted his attention. To test her conclusion, she repeated the action and his gaze followed the slow glide of her tongue like a pet on a leash.
She still needed to get him talking—a topic to help him relax and pass the flight. “How does it feel to shift to feline?”
He stared a fraction harder, his brow knitted together like an Earth dishrag. “What?”
“I’ve never shifted, and I want to know what to expect, should a miracle occur.”
“You want to shift?”
“Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I? Jannike and Camryn can shift. I bear the feline mark on my cheek, yet I’ve never shifted. Describe it to me. Please. When did you start shifting? Was it scary?” Oops, prattle alert.
“Prince Jarlath and I shifted at thirteen rotations.” His gaze softened, the green of his eyes lightening as his mind drifted into memories, the dish rag effect fading to smooth, tanned skin. His lips—so sensual they tempted her to touch—curved into the beginnings of a smile. “If you ask him, he’ll tell you he shifted first. That’s not true.” He flashed her a genuine grin, and her breath stalled, her tube of fruit juice halting halfway to her mouth.
The spurt of humor made all the difference. It took his face from plain to arresting. Never handsome. No, her Ellard escaped handsome, but oh, he exhibited heart.
“So tell me the truth.” Gweneth set her tube down and leaned closer, mesmerized by his expression.
“I shifted a min earlier than Jarlath. We’d made a deal a couple of rotations earlier to attempt a shift together the sec we felt our felines stir.”
“Did you do that?”
“We did. Jarlath told me his skin itched, and he felt as if his chest might burst.” Ellard chuckled. “I couldn’t feel a thing, but I told Jarlath otherwise.”
“You lied?”
“My pride was on the line.”
She smiled, easily imagining the two young felines indulging in a case of one-upmanship. “What happened next?”
“We decided not to tell my father. He was in charge of training us. Lynx and Shiloh too.”
“You all grew up together?” She couldn’t help the note of wistfulness bleeding into her voice. She had grown up alone with Amme, her nanny, as a companion. Her father allowed none of the other children on the planet of Ornum to play with the governor’s daughter, and then, once she’d matured and the feline tattoo formed on her cheek, her father permitted no one to see her face either. She’d embarrassed him, and he couldn’t bear to look at her. He’d ordered her to wear a full mask whenever she left the governor’s mansion. He’d lost her respect at that stage, but stupidly, she still yearned for acceptance, a show of love.
“We did. It was always Jarlath and me against our two brothers, Shiloh and Lynx. Shiloh and I grew up knowing we’d act as bodyguards to the two princes.”
“And Shiloh and Lynx ended up as mates. Did you and Jarlath ever—”
“No. Jarlath became smitten at the first meeting with Keira. After he met Keira, things changed. Our lives are different now.”
“For the better?” Curiosity and interest ate at her. He’d never talked to her this way before—as if she was an adult. It was…pleasant.
“I didn’t think so at the time,” Ellard said. “I told Jarlath he should listen to his parents and marry someone from a respectable family, someone from the upper classes.”
“He went his own way.”
“Yes. He kept visiting Keira because he enjoyed the pies she baked. At least, that was his story. I knew otherwise and tried to tell him to use her and move on.”
“He still refused to listen.”
“Yes, and looking back, I can see their relationship works well. Life has improved at the castle and in the city.”
“But it took a war to change things.”
“Yes.” Something—maybe pain—flickered across his face.
“Back to you and Jarlath shifting. What happened after you fibbed to Jarlath?”
“We went outside to the rear garden where my father used to conduct our training. Although my father had prepared us and told us what to expect and how to advance the shift, we were both nervous.”
“And you still couldn’t feel your feline?” This was
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