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      “It’s time you were married,” Erica’s father announced from behind his massive desk. A big man, his suit custom tailored to hide the fact that muscle had long since turned to fat, he was the epitome of a successful lawyer. Every expensive detail of his imposing office shouted his credentials.

      He made the statement the same way he said everything—as if there could be no possible doubt that he was correct. That confidence served him well when he appeared in court, but it had the opposite effect on her.

      She stared at him in appalled horror. “Why would you say that? I’m not even dating anyone.”

      “You could be.” His eyes traveled over her dismissively. “If you put some effort into making yourself attractive.”

      Her nails dug into her palms. He meant if she spent hours on her hair and nails and makeup, like his fourth wife—the one who was the same age as Erica. He conveniently ignored the fact that she spent almost every waking hour working. For him.

      Ignoring the familiar argument, she returned to his original statement. “Why do you want me to get married?”

      “I need an heir. Someone to carry on this firm when I’m gone.”

      Her teeth clenched. “What about me?”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “I mean a male heir.”

      “Then why don’t you get Melody to give you one?” she asked, keeping her voice level.

      He frowned. “She has been a disappointment in that regard.”

      Since Erica suspected that his young wife was taking birth control, she barely managed to stop herself from rolling her eyes.

      “And anyway, despite her other faults, your mother was an intelligent woman. You come from good stock.”

      The mention of her mother caused the familiar pang. She couldn’t really blame her mother for leaving, but she wished she’d been strong enough to fight for Erica to accompany her. Then again, her father’s wealth and power made him a formidable opponent. But Erica wasn’t about to give into this latest outrageous demand.

      “I have no intention of getting married.”

      “You will do as I say or that precious charity of yours will not receive one more penny of my money.”

      She winced. The small facility devoted to rehabilitating wild animals was her one escape from work, the one place she could escape her father’s constant demands, and they were in desperate need of a new medical clinic. Her father paid her a decent salary—although far less than he would have paid a male employee—and she had little opportunity to spend it. But she didn’t have enough to cover the cost of the clinic.

      “You promised me.”

      His eyes gleamed triumphantly. “I thought that would get your attention. I’ve drawn up a list of acceptable candidates. I will allow you to choose one,” he added, gracious now that he had made his point.

      “What if none of them want to marry me?”

      “Turn down an opportunity to be part of the Cunningham empire? Of course they won’t.” He looked her over again. “But for God’s sake, get some decent clothes and make an effort to look like an attractive woman for once.”

      

      A month later, Erica barely managed to make it into her apartment without slamming her latest suitor’s hand in the door. She leaned against the closed door, her knees shaking. For a moment there, she really thought that Ronald wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      As she turned away from the door, she saw her reflection in the entryway mirror and she shuddered. Her father had provided the dress—with strict orders that she wear it—and it would no doubt have looked stunning on Melody’s curves. On Erica, the long, straight silk slip only accentuated the size of her hips and the meagerness of her breasts. Even the color, a dark gold, gave her creamy skin a sallow hue.

      “All of which only confirms that Ronald was more interested in Father’s money than in me,” she muttered.

      With a tired sigh, she stripped off the jewels her father had also insisted she wear, unfastened her cloud of frizzy brown hair from the too-tight updo, and headed for bed.

      The phone rang before she made it.

      “How did it go?” her father demanded.

      “It was terrible. Ronald practically raped me.”

      To her horror, her father actually chuckled. “That’s a good sign. He must be interested.”

      “No, it’s not a good sign. And I’m certainly not interested in anyone who won’t listen when I say no.”

      She could almost hear him shrug over the phone. “That’s what makes him a good negotiator. I think he’s the best candidate yet.”

      “I don’t, and I have no intention of seeing him again.”

      “You will do as I say, my girl, or you can forget about your precious animals getting their new facility.”

      He hung up before she could respond, leaving her staring at the phone in despair.

      As much as it would break her heart not to be able to provide the funds for the new clinic, she couldn’t bear the thought of another date with Ronald. She shuddered at the thought of his hand closing painfully over her breast as he tried to force her lips apart. No.

      Tomorrow, she would inform her father that she refused to go on any more of his arranged dates. And if he reacted as she expected, perhaps she would finally summon up the courage to quit. A smile actually curved her lips as she scrubbed her face and pulled on her comfortably worn nightshirt. She had hung on this long out of misplaced loyalty and a foolish desire to win his approval. She had to face the fact that it was never going to happen.

      An unexpected sense of relief washed over her. Yes, it was time to leave. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea. She would turn in her resignation, and then she would finally go on that vacation she had been postponing for the past five years. A little sun, a little sand, a few umbrella drinks…

      She drifted off to sleep already envisioning the sound of the waves.

      

      The slow susurrus of the waves filled her ears as she floated awake, and she smiled. Her dreams had been filled with visions of palm trees and sandy beaches, and she could still picture herself there.

      Then a cool froth of water swept over her bare foot, and her eyes flew open.

      She wasn’t dreaming. She was lying on a curve of pink beach while the remnants of a small wave retreated from her foot and rejoined a deep purple ocean.

      Where the hell was she? She had never seen water that color before, let alone the long blue leaves that dripped from a palm-like tree.

      She looked around frantically, half-expecting to see a camera hidden amidst the strange vegetation, but there was nothing. No one. She was completely alone.

      Perhaps that should have bothered her more, but at least her father wasn’t part of this dream. Or Ronald.

      And it had to be a dream, didn’t it? Even if the water rushing over her foot had felt as real as the sand beneath her butt. Her naked butt.

      What had happened to her clothes?

      “I know I said I wanted a vacation, but this wasn’t what I had in mind.” A hysterical giggle escaped her lips. “Where are the umbrella drinks? Where’s the cabana boy?”

      As if in response to her words, a man—no, not a man—started to rise from the ocean. Gleaming blue-scaled skin, almost iridescent in the sunlight, covered a huge, muscular body. Nictitating membranes slid back to reveal a fiery silver gaze, fastened directly on her.

      As he strode out of the water, she realized that he too was completely naked. A massive appendage hung heavily between his legs, and she could have sworn it started to grow as she looked. She yanked her gaze back to his face and saw him grin, revealing a mouth full of very sharp, white teeth. He lifted a hand containing a long wooden spear with a gleaming silver tip.

      Oh, hell no. He was most definitely not a cabana boy, and she was getting out of here right now. With a squeak of dismay, she ran, praying he wouldn’t chase her.
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      Well, now. Wasn’t that a delightful surprise?

      A’rien grinned as the female jumped up and fled deeper into the interior of the island, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of her lush white ass. He had always been an ass man, and hers looked absolutely perfect, round and full with a nice little jiggle. His cock, already at half-mast from seeing the rest of that pale slender body waiting for him on the beach, threatened to grow into a full erection.

      Not now, he told himself. First, he needed to clean his catch and start it smoking. Then he would have to find her—which wouldn’t prove difficult on this small island—and see if she was susceptible to his charms as were most females.

      Of course he suspected that was why he had wound up here in the first place, but it was considerably better than the other fate Lord Zalatai had planned for him…

      
      “Food.” The guard slammed the metal tray down on the small shelf attached to one wall of the cell.

      A’rien didn’t bother to move from his position sprawled carelessly on the hard metal bunk.

      “What?” he asked mockingly. “No upgrade for my last meal?”

      Kharuul shrugged, no trace of sympathy on his brutish face. “Eat or not, I don’t care. You’re not going to starve to death before tomorrow and cheat us out of an execution.”

      The guard turned to walk out of the cell, then paused long enough to add a parting shot. “They’re not even going to televise it—they decided you weren’t important enough.”

      He grinned and left, the door closing with a heavy thud behind him.

      A’rien’s smile faded as soon as the door closed behind the male. For once, he didn’t have a scheme or a plan or even a wild hope of an escape. The guards might not be incorruptible, but they were loyal enough that it would take more credits than he had to overcome their scruples. The cell was fitted with a Soronzon lock, beyond his ability to override. And even assuming he could escape the cell, make his way out of the heavily fortified prison, and reach the town beyond, he wasn’t foolish enough to think that he could make it onto a ship. His only hope would be the desert that lay beyond the city walls, and a quick death by execution seemed preferable to a lingering one of thirst and predators. The reality of what awaited him tomorrow was inescapable.

      It wasn’t the first time he had miscalculated an opponent’s intelligence, but it was going to have the most serious consequences. Allowing himself to be seduced by Lord Zalatai’s wife in order to gain the information he needed to steal the plans had been a fatal mistake. He hadn’t seen that her pretty, vapid manner hid a cunning greater than his own.

      As soon as she realized they would be discovered, she had cheerfully thrown him to the wolves, and now he was festering in a cell, accused of killing her ladyship’s bodyguards. No one knew—or he suspected, cared—that Lord Zalatai had killed them himself in his first outrage at finding A’rien in his wife’s supposedly sacrosanct bedchamber.

      Ignoring the tray of food, A’rien slumped down on his bunk. Would anyone—other than his creditors—even notice that he was gone? He’d been on his own since he was old enough to remember, never part of any community long enough to really become part of it. His few attempts had taught him that the only person he could trust was himself. Most of the time, as long as the credits were in tune, he managed to convince himself that that was enough. Tonight, he’d never felt more alone.

      He searched for some happy memories, but all he found were fragments. Pulling a pile of credits across a crowded table, lifting off of a planet just before the authorities found him, a female’s naked back silhouetted against a window, a teasing whispered fragrance—all just moments in time.

      But they were all he had, so they would have to do. He pulled them closer, trying to lose himself in the details, and sometime before the morning alarm, he fell asleep.

      
      Even before his eyes opened, he heard the sound of the ocean. Goddess, he had missed that sound. Somehow, his adventures over the past few years had always revolved around dry, landlocked places—rich mining colonies like the one Lord Zalatai ruled, or the wealthy planetwide cities deep in the heart of the system.

      Why could he hear it now? Was he dreaming?

      He reluctantly opened his eyes, expecting to see bare metal walls. Instead, a tall tree dripping long strands of golden flowers shielded him from the sun rising into a brilliant blue sky.

      What the fuck?

      He sprang to his feet and realized he had been lying beneath a small grove of those trees at one end of a curving wedge of pink sand beach. But he wasn't interested in the land. His gaze focused on the wide expanse of deep purple ocean, a few lines of white froth capping the gentle waves. It stretched out into the distance, unending, and a fierce hunger filled him.

      He knew the dangers of an unknown ocean, knew he should explore, test, evaluate, before entering, but he didn’t care. He ran for the water, diving beneath the surface as soon as it reached his waist.

      Cool, salty liquid surrounded him, a little saltier than on his home planet of Taivan, but well within his tolerances. The gills on his neck expanded, taking in oxygen and filtering the taste of the surrounding water. The webs between his fingers and toes scooped through the water as he kicked, and the dorsal fin along his spine lifted into place.

      He rolled and spun in sheer ecstasy, flying through the water as he explored. A small brightly colored fish swam by, and he caught it instinctively. He didn’t recognize the species but he didn’t hesitate to bite into the delicate white flesh, almost groaning with pleasure. If he’d been offered a choice, this would have been his choice for a last meal.

      The thought sobered him, and he turned back towards the beach, easily retracing his path through the water. As happy as he was to have arrived here, he didn’t trust his luck. Was this part of some deeper plan? To make the return to his cell that much more torturous?

      He wouldn’t have predicted that Lord Zalatai would be that devious, but his instincts certainly hadn’t been behaving recently.

      With unaccustomed caution, he raised only his head above the surface, blinking the water from his eyes as he scanned the beach. It was as quiet and deserted as before. He could hear the soft buzz of insects and some rustling from the undergrowth. A small, brightly colored avian swooped through the trees, but there was nothing to indicate the presence of anything larger.

      As he walked slowly out of the water and onto the sand, he noticed for the first time that he was naked. His ornately laced shirt and richly embroidered pants had disappeared during his transport to this place. No matter. While he appreciated a fine wardrobe as much as the next male, the cool rush of water past his bare skin was far superior to any item of clothing.

      Still scanning for any sign of danger, he returned to where he had awoken. A roughly woven bag was half buried in the sand. He must have kicked it aside in his race for the water.

      Only two items were within—a decent knife, almost as nice as the knives that were taken from him when he was arrested, and a sheet of flex plas, covered with symbols.

      He gave it a puzzled frown, then noticed a small trident, the symbol of his people, in the lower corner of the sheet. The symbol was set on an irregular shape surrounded by swirls that reminded him of the ocean… The ocean.

      It was some type of map.

      He quickly found a second trident, located on the other side of what appeared to be a broad channel separating the island from the mainland. Next to the second symbol was a colored circle that could possibly indicate Taivan.

      Was the map supposed to guide him there? He snorted. Even if he hadn’t been banned from the planet, he had no desire to return to the abject poverty and harsh memories of his childhood.

      No, he thought, looking around at the beach and the ocean and the jungle behind him. This suited him just fine.

      He started to discard the plastic, then changed his mind. It was possible that the island would not be capable of supporting
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