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            CRUEL UNION

          

          BRUTAL UNION, BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
      Having my enemy’s baby…

      I don’t know what Slade sees in me. I’m too old to marry and too curvy to be attractive. Everyone thinks I’m nothing but an old maid…except for the seven-foot-tall alien crime boss who wants me for his own.

      But Slade doesn’t just want to marry me—he wants to get me pregnant! He says he’s going to plant his heir in me and I had to agree to it. See, my stupid brother gambled away all the tribute money we pay to Slade’s family—Clan Cruel. So I have no choice in the matter, but I’m scared to death.

      What am I going to do?

      Making her mine…

      Aurora is my Fated Mate, she just doesn’t know it yet. I’ve known it from the moment I saw her though—she’s supposed to belong to me. She’s my mate…my princess…and I’ll burn the whole galaxy down to have her.

      Once we spend some time together, she’ll warm to me. She’ll start to feel The Need all women have when their Fated Mate is a Brute like me. The desperate urges will drive her right into my arms. Soon, she’ll be begging me to plant my heir inside her.

      And I can’t wait to give her exactly what she needs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ENTER THE BRUTAL UNIVERSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Years ago everyone who could afford it left the dying Earth and traveled to the stars. There, humanity found that they were not alone—there was plenty of sentient life to connect with…if they wanted to.

      A core group of humans refused to have anything to do with the aliens. The Untainted, as they chose to call themselves, have pure human blood in their veins—their DNA has remained unchanged for centuries. They marry each other and do their best to ignore the outsiders—but there are some who are hard to ignore…for instance, the Brutal Crime Lords.

      The Brutal Crime Organization operates like the Cosa Nostra back on Dying Earth. Made up of four different Alien Crime families, they rule over whole sectors of the Imperium Galaxy and extract tribute from anyone living in their territory. The Brutes, as they are called, have inhuman lusts. Always searching for their Fated Mate, once they find her, they develop The Thirst which compels them to taste her juices. Some have tails and most have horns. All of them have special equipment that’s big enough to split a woman in two…or give her pleasure beyond her wildest dreams.

      The Untainted refuse to ever marry or mate with the Brutes…but exceptions happen. And when a woman enters a Permanent Binding with a Brute, she can never, ever be free of him.

      Author's Note: I hope you'll enjoy this new series — I wanted to take Mafia Romance themes and tropes and put them in a sci-fi setting filled with cruel and irresistible Alien Mafia Enforcers. Expect to find Love and Betrayal, Enemies to Lovers, and growly, grumpy Morally Grey Heroes determined to find their Fated Mates at all costs.

      Enter the Brutal Universe at your own risk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FOUR FAMILIES

          

          BRUTAL UNIVERSE

        

      

    

    
      Clan Cruel — these Alien Mafiosos carry a Darkness inside them that comes out when their woman is threatened.

      Clan Savage — Serpentine blood ensures these Alien Enforcers have fangs and a desire to taste their woman's blood.

      Clan Vicious — Moving neon tatts and an ability to read their enemy’s intentions and see their past are the characteristics of these Morally Grey Alien Capos. They must always wear gloves because their touch is dangerous...until they find their Fated Mate.

      Clan Ruthless — These Alien Crime Lords have bat-like wings and burning red eyes, not to mention the ability to mate in flight.

      *All Four Clans have these three things common — Horns, Knots, and The Thirst — an insatiable desire to taste their Fated Mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          AURORA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HAVING MY ENEMY’S BABY

      

      

      Goddess of Mercy, I can’t believe I’m doing this, I thought, staring at myself in the antique mirror I had inherited from my mother. A girl with long brown hair and brown eyes stared back. I couldn’t understand what the huge alien Enforcer saw in me—why he wanted me so badly.

      By the standards of my people I was past my prime—a spinster never expected to marry. And I wasn’t thin either—my body was too curvy and full-figured to be considered pleasing to most men.

      And yet, Slade wanted me.

      He wanted me not just as his wife, but as the mother of his heir. He had told me he expected to breed me! How could I allow him to do that? How could I open my legs for my enemy and let him plant his baby inside me? And why did the thought of it give me a dark thrill of desire in the pit of my stomach?

      Stop it! I scolded myself. You don’t want this—you don’t want him.

      That was true—I was sure of it. I didn’t want anything to do with the Brutal crime lord—the head Enforcer of Clan Cruel. He was huge and frightening and the bulge I saw in his trousers let me know I was in for a wedding night as cruel as the name of his clan. But still, the way he looked at me with those burning golden eyes…

      I pushed the thought away and tried to think of something else—anything else. But Slade’s image kept popping up in my mind’s eye. Oh Goddess, how was I ever going to get through this wedding?

      And even worse, how was I going to survive the honeymoon?

      I closed my eyes and tried to think back. How had this all started? How had I gotten to this point? Was there any way I could have avoided it? And had Slade really been determined to make me his all along?

      I just didn’t know…
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            SLADE

          

          HEAD ENFORCER OF CLAN CRUEL

        

      

    

    
      “You sure you’re ready to Bind this girl?” Turk asked me, throwing back another shot of Prithian Sour. His moving neon tats—a sign of Clan Savage—flexed over his dark grey skin as he signaled the bartender for another. “She’s an Untainted you know—she isn’t going to come easy.”

      “Yeah—she’s not gonna want anything to do with your ‘Impure’ ass.” Drake laughed and flexed his wings—a sure sign he was from Clan Ruthless. Their Elders had mated with the Dr’gons of Ni’malth Prime—a strategic trade. The result was that the males of their family could fly—pretty fucking useful in battle.

      “Like Slade gives a fuck,” Rath growled. He rubbed his curling horns, now painted silver, with one gloved hand. The metallic shine was a sign that the Chieftain of his Family—Clan Vicious—trusted him implicitly. “He’s gonna take her no matter what she wants—she’s his Fated Mate.”

      “I’ll take her all right—but I won’t force her,” I said, knocking back my own drink—a Corthian brandy that had a deceptively sweet start and then burned like a fucking fireball going down. “I won’t have to,” I added.

      “Oh no?” Drake demanded. “Then how the fuck do you expect to keep her with you?”

      “Yeah—I thought you wanted this little human like you wanted your next breath.” Rath adjusted his gloves which ended at the wrist—he wore them to keep from feeling too much. Clan Vicious’ abilities could also be a liability at times.

      I clenched my jaw as I tried to keep myself from reacting to my friend’s words. Deep down, I felt the Darkness inside me stirring but I took a deep breath and pushed it back down. My own family—Clan Cruel—had mixed with the Night Walkers of Midnight Prime. The thing inside me was useful for battle…but it could be a problem sometimes.

      “I want her so much I fucking ache—she’s all I fucking think about,” I admitted in a low voice. “But a forced Binding isn’t what I’m looking for. In fact, I’m not even planning to Bind her to me at all—not completely anyway.”

      Turk shoved away the droid bartender—who was just about to pour his drink—and slammed down his glass to give me a look.

      “You’re going to do a partial Binding? What the fuck, Slade? Are you looking to be in pain? Are you some kind of masochist?” His fangs showed, making the last word into a hiss. Clan Savage had Serpentine blood in their ancestry.

      “I’m not worried about it, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said coolly, motioning for the bartender. The droid moved forward mechanically, pointing its spout-finger at my drink to refill it with more of the same. “She’ll come around. Untainted or not, no woman can resist their Fated Mate for long.”

      “He’s got a point,” Drake said, flexing his wings again. “But still—what a fucking hassle. Why choose an Untainted for your Fated Mate?”

      “You know as well as I do that you don’t get to choose,” I pointed out. “She’s just the one—I’ve known from the first minute I saw her.” As I spoke, I ran a hand over my golden horns—a nervous habit that helped sooth the Darkness inside.

      I was the only one of us who had golden horns, which showed my status as Head Enforcer of my Clan. But unlike my friends I hadn’t been raised to the position I was in—I was born to it. As the only son of the Chieftain of Clan Cruel, I never had a choice about what career path I wanted. As soon as I was old enough to understand him, my father had made it pretty fucking clear that I was going into the family business.

      Of course, the family business included all kinds of criminal activity like prostitution, gambling, weapons running, cloning, gene splicing, smuggling, and anything else you can think of that’s against the law. But since we’re on one of the outside arms of the galaxy, the Imperium mostly leaves us alone. It helps that we keep order in the far arms of the Galaxy where the Emperor never cares to spend his royal resources. So the Brutes, (that’s all of us in the Four Families,) have free reign.

      Four members of all four of the Families gathered in a bar like this wasn’t usual—the Clans mostly keep their distance. We’ve divided our galaxy into sectors and mostly keep to ourselves except for a yearly meet—which was where I’d met Turk, Drake, and Rath when we were all younger. The four of us had bonded as kids and remained tight all these years.

      Which was why I had invited them to come celebrate with me—tomorrow I was taking a bride. Not that she knew it yet and Turk was right—she wasn’t going to be happy when she found out her pure human DNA was going to be mingled with my mixed-up Brute genes.

      See, though we’re divided into four Clans or Families, the Brutes all share a common ancestor—one who was capable of making genetic trades with other species. This ability to mate with outsiders to gain their best physical and mental attributes has always worked to our advantage—it also means we can find our Fated Mates anywhere in the galaxy. Hell—in the whole universe.

      Most other species don’t mind mixing with us—well, aside from the fact that we’re fucking criminals. But it’s the fact that we run the rackets they object to—not our mixed blood. There are a few, however, that don’t like it. And humans are number one on that list.

      Centuries ago they came here—running from a planet they called “Earth”—a world they had killed themselves through neglect and abuse of their natural resources. They settled in the distant arms of our galaxy, finding small unclaimed planetoids or carving out places for themselves in the wilderness of some of the larger habitable worlds.

      Some of the humans mixed with us. They didn’t have wings or horns or the ability to read minds or emotions or any other useful physical or psychic attributes—but they did bring a certain cunning intelligence to the genetic trade that our ancestors found intriguing. Indeed, it wasn’t until after we mixed with the humans and learned their ways that the Four Families began dividing up territory and running our schemes. So I guess you could say it was a good trade.

      But as I said, there are some humans—quite a few in fact—that want nothing to do with us or any other species for that matter. They call themselves the “Untainted” because their DNA is still pure human. To an Untainted, the worst thing in the whole fucking universe is being forced to mate with an “Impure” which is what they call us mixed-blood Brutes.

      And yet the woman I was about to claim—Aurora of L’Crist—was as Untainted as they come. She was actually the Princess of a tiny kingdom on a planetoid on the very farthest edges of my Clan’s territory. No, she was not going to be happy to see me. But I had been watching her for years—waiting for the right time to swoop in and take her and now…

      “There he goes again—he’s got that look in his eyes,” Turk said, breaking my train of thought.

      “Dreaming of his Fated Mate,” Drake said and bellowed laughter.

      “How are you going to get her to come with you, anyway?” Rath asked, frowning. “You can’t just snatch her—it’s against Clan Law.”

      “I’m not going to just ‘snatch’ her,” I said stiffly. “I’ll make her an offer she’s going to find extremely difficult to refuse. Then once I have her, I’ll make her want to stay.”

      “Good fucking luck with that, Slade. You’re going to be sorry when The Thirst hits you! You should do a full Soul-Binding right away,” Turk advised.

      “I’m not worried,” I said, shrugging. “And I’m not going to do a full Binding until she’s ready. She’ll come around and let me drink eventually.”

      “Riiiight.” Drake arched an eyebrow sarcastically. “The sweet, untouched, Untainted virgin is going to spread her legs for your Impure ass and let you drink as soon as you ask her to. You’re dreaming, my friend.”

      “If I am it’s better than the nightmare of looking at all of your ugly faces.” I finished my second brandy and slammed my glass down on the table. “I need to go.”

      “Hey, I hopped through three fucking Space Gates to get to your side of the galaxy,” Rath protested. “We’ve only had two drinks and you’re going to go already? What about hitting a brothel or two? I’ve heard there’s a new ‘droid one in this sector that’s fucking amazing.”

      “Yeah it’s amazing until you get your dick stuck in one of the droids—the owner has their pussy slots set too tight,” Turk said, wincing.

      “Ouch—sounds like you speak from experience.” Drake’s slitted red eyes were dancing with amusement. “What’s wrong, Turk—did you get stuck yourself?”

      “No comment.” Turk shook his head and we all roared with laughter. I made a mental note to send an enforcer to talk to the owner. The droid brothel was in Clan Cruel territory. He needed a warning if his droids were hurting customers.

      But I couldn’t really concentrate on what my friends were saying—my head was full of her. Full of my Fated Mate, Aurora. How long had I waited for her—dreamed of her—obsessed about her?

      For fucking years.

      I could still remember the first time I’d seen her and smelled her sweet scent, which was burned into my brain. It had stirred the Darkness within me and I had known at once that I wanted to hold the curvy little human in my arms and claim her completely.

      I longed to part her legs, to taste her pussy and drink my fill of her sweet juices until she tugged my horns and moaned my name. Then I would fill her with my shaft until I knotted her—tying the two of us together in a Soul-Binding that was unbreakable for all eternity.

      Aurora was my Fated Mate and I had waited so long to make her mine. Rath was right—by the laws of my Clan, I couldn’t just take her but now an opportunity had arisen—one I wasn’t going to miss. I needed to prepare.

      “Sorry, boys—I have to go,” I told them. “We’ll have another Clan meeting soon. Drinks for the rest of the night are on me.”

      I beckoned to the bartender and punched a code into the plate on its silver head. It was an override—one I could use because this bar was also within Clan Cruel territory. My father wouldn’t be very happy if he found out, but that was too fucking bad. He was getting old anyway. Soon he would have to step down and once I was the Chieftain of our Clan, I was going to make some changes.

      But that was something to consider another time. Now all I could see was my Fated Mate—I wanted her with an intensity that grew daily. Lately the desire had gotten so bad I wasn’t sure I could trust myself much longer. She was all I ever dreamed about—all I ever fucking wanted. The knot at the base of my shaft throbbed at the thought of finally having her and Binding her to me.

      I wondered if she had any idea at all that I was coming for her.

      Tomorrow was going to be an interesting day for both of us.
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            AURORA

          

          PRINCESS OF L’CRIST

        

      

    

    
      “Roderick, I must talk to you,” I murmured to my brother as he settled himself on the throne. It was a wide, golden chair that looked grand but was actually nothing but wood covered in metallic paint. Large jewels sparkled along its top—obviously fake to any but the most inexperienced eye.

      Gaudy though it was, I had loved the look of the throne when my father sat on it. Good King Gerund, as he had been called by our people, had always ruled with wisdom and compassion and had done his best to make certain everyone who came to him got justice.

      My younger brother, however, wasn’t doing quite such a good job.

      “What do you want now?” he demanded, glaring up at me. He was too young to reign—at least in my opinion. But we had all thought that my father had years more on the throne—he’d only been sixty when he died in a fiery shuttle crash last summer.

      I still mourned my father—who I had been close to all my life. And I was pretty sure our whole kingdom felt the same way. Unfortunately, while everyone had been in mourning, my brother, Roderick, had been doing some extremely unsavory things.

      “What I want to know is what happened to all the tribute money collected from the people that Father had stored in the treasury,” I muttered, bending down so the lone guard who stood at the far end of the ragged crimson carpet couldn’t hear. “The Lord Chancellor let me in to get my favorite tiara today—the one Mother left me—and it’s gone. All gone.”

      Roderick jutted his chin at me defiantly.

      “What makes you think it’s gone? Maybe I just had it moved somewhere.”

      I pursed my lips—I feared that I knew where he’d had it moved. His private hover-coach driver had let it slip to my maid that my brother had been spending his nights on Rigelis Nine.

      Rigelis Nine was a vast world in our sector—hundreds of times bigger than the tiny planetoid our own Kingdom of L’Crist occupied. It was known as “The Sinner’s Paradise” or sometimes just “Sin World” by most of the people I knew. That was because the entire world of Rigelis Nine was one big city made up of brothels, casinos, clone cafes, and massage parlors that offered much more than just massages. Or so I had heard—I had never seen the place myself.

      It was also almost entirely owned by our enemies—the Brutes.

      The Brutal Crime Organization, which offered “protection” to our planetoid as well as many others in this sector of the galaxy, was made up of four main families—Clan Cruel, Clan Vicious, Clan Savage and Clan Ruthless—all of them Impure. Which is to say, they’d allowed their DNA to mix with that of non-humans.

      I didn’t care about the DNA mixing—it was the older generation that hated that. But the Clans that made up the Brutal Crime Organization were frightening—all of them were huge, hulking males with curving horns, gray skin, and glowing eyes. I had never seen one that was under seven feet tall and all of them had muscles bulging beneath their expensive, well-tailored suits. You never wanted to get on the wrong side of a Brutal Clansman.

      There were stories about them too—rumors I’d heard whispered among the palace maids. It was said their male equipment resembled that of an animal’s—that their shafts were twisted and huge with an immense knot at the base.

      I had listened with horror when my own maid, Pansy, told the story she’d heard from a friend of a friend who had visited Sin World and seen a Brute without his clothing.

      “Long as your forearm it was—big enough to split a human girl in two!” she’d said, her eyes wide as she relayed the salacious gossip. “And they say, my Lady, that if you let them stick it in you, the knot swells inside you and ties you to them. Once that happens, you’re Soul-Bound to them for life and you can never be free!”

      Just the thought of such a fate made me shiver whenever I saw one of the Brutes, which thankfully, wasn’t often. Of the four Brutal families, it was Clan Cruel that ruled over us with an iron fist. But to be fair, they weren’t micromanagers. They mostly left us alone and only came twice a year to collect their tribute.

      I had heard horror stories from other enclaves of Untainted, telling what happened when they didn’t pay their tribute money on time. Some said the Clan carried away women and children to work as slaves in the quadrach mines. Others claimed they brought flesh shears and took a finger from every Untainted human they found attractive for use in the clone brothels.

      I couldn’t imagine the horror. Just the thought of having a mindless copy of me, kept in slavery somewhere and being subjected to the animal lusts of males like the Brutes made me sick. I didn’t want to find out if those rumors were true—I was afraid I might, though, if my younger brother really had used up all the tribute money gambling and visiting brothels on Sin World.

      I didn’t want to believe that.

      “Please, Roderick,” I said, trying to keep my voice soft and coaxing so he would answer instead of just dismissing me. “Tell me where the money went? The representative of Clan Cruel is coming today—we need to have it ready!”

      “What?” My younger brother looked up at me, his mouth agape. “You’re lying,” he said flatly. “The tribute’s not due until next month. I have plenty of time to get the money back.”

      “What do you mean you have time to get it back?” I asked ominously. “Where did it all go? That was thousands of credits, Roderick! Where is it?”

      “I lost it, all right?” he snarled, glaring at me. “But it’s not my fault—the games at those casinos are all rigged. I was going to go win it all back before the representative came, though—I swear I was!”

      “Goddess of Mercy!” I closed my eyes and pressed my fingers to my temples, rubbing to try and force back the headache that was starting. This was my greatest fear come true—my brother had actually taken all the tribute money my father had collected from our people and gambled it away! What were we going to do?

      I couldn’t help thinking that this wouldn’t have happened if Father had left me in charge in his will. Or if I had been allowed to marry, I might have been gone by the time it did. But that was never going to happen for me—not now and not ever.

      All my life, I had been forbidden to wed—my fate had been sealed the moment my mother bore a son. By the laws of our tiny kingdom, there could be no direct descendants of a sibling to the Royal Heir. This was to keep the peace, as my father had often explained to me when I asked for the thousandth time why my younger brother was free to wed if he chose, while I was relegated to spinsterhood.

      “We cannot have any challenges to the throne, child,” he said to me when I complained. “Your brother is the Royal Heir. Which means any male children of yours would be a rival to him. Especially if you had a son. That would be bad—very bad.”

      I wanted to ask why my brother was the Heir and not me—I had, after all, been born eight years before him and was notably better at my studies. But I already knew the answer to that.

      My brother, Prince Roderick, was a male and in our small kingdom of L’Crist, males ruled everything. No one would even consider the idea that a female might make a good ruler—or that she would be equal to the task of ruling in the first place. Though if you asked me, I would have done a much better job than my younger brother currently was. For one thing, I wouldn’t have gambled the tribute money away.

      “What are we going to do?” I demanded, opening my eyes to look at him. “The Enforcer from Clan Cruel is on his way here right now!”

      “Put him off somehow!” Roderick exclaimed. “I just need some time—one more night at the tables and I can win it all back—I know I can!”

      “You’re fooling yourself,” I said curtly. “You have gambling fever—you’ll never win the tribute back. We must find some other way to pay. What about the crown jewels? We can offer them as collateral until we can pay the actual tribute.”

      I touched the tiara I wore on my head. It wasn’t very big, but the diamonds were real. And we still had the big ruby in my father’s State Crown. Roderick had only worn it once, during his coronation. I knew it was still in the Royal Treasury because I had seen it there just that morning.

      But when I looked at my brother, there was an expression that was half defiance/half shame on his face.

      “What?” I demanded. “Why are you looking like that?”

      “Your tiara…the crown…the other jewels…” He cleared his throat. “I had them replicated.”

      “You what?” I stared at him, open-mouthed with horror. The Crown Jewels were sacred to our family—I never would have suggested using them as collateral if I hadn’t believed we could eventually pay off our debts and get them back.

      “I needed more money—more credits!” Roderick snarled defensively. “I was trying to win back the tribute money. So I had the jewels replicated and sold the real ones. I figured no one would ever know—the tiara fooled you, didn’t it?”

      I tore the dainty diamond and white gold tiara off my head, (mussing my long, honey-brown hair in the process, though I didn’t care about that,) and stared at it.

      I had to admit the replication was excellent. Whoever Roderick had hired, they had done quite a good job. Probably the diamonds were nothing but clear zircons and the white gold was trash metal dipped in silver, but it wasn’t immediately apparent.

      “It looks real,” I admitted, twisting the tiara every which way so that the light from the floating chandelier hovering overhead shone on it from every angle.

      “Maybe we could offer the Crown Jewels after all,” Roderick said hopefully. “If you can’t tell the difference, I’m sure the Enforcer from Clan Cruel won’t be able to either.”

      “I don’t know…” I didn’t like the idea of trying to fool the Enforcer. He was a big, silent male with curling golden horns and piercing gold eyes to match. He never said much to me but those golden eyes followed me whenever we were in the same room together and I felt somehow that I ought to know him as more than just a passing acquaintance.

      That made no sense, of course. The Enforcer—whose name was Slade—came to the palace only twice a year. He never raised his voice or asked any questions—he just accepted the tribute and left. But I always felt a sense of relief when I saw the back of him—his broad shoulders under their expensive tailored suit jacket retreating through the palace’s main entrance.

      In all the years he had been visiting us, I had only had one personal interaction with him and it had been both strange and embarrassing…

      It happened not long after my maid had been whispering in my ear about how all the Brutal Clansmen had shafts that would “split a girl in two” with huge knots at the base. Slade had come to collect the tribute as always and he was standing across the throne room from me, speaking to my father.

      Since the big Brute seemed distracted, I felt free to study the front of his trousers to see if what my maid had said was true. I knew it wasn’t very ladylike, but I couldn’t help myself—I was consumed by curiosity. I think I was fascinated because I knew I would never actually see a male shaft in person, owing to the fact that I was forbidden to wed.

      So I took my time, eyeing the definite bulge I could see in the tailored light gray suit trousers he was wearing. Slade’s suits always fit him like a glove, molding to his muscular body in a way that was extremely distracting.

      It wasn’t that I found him attractive, I told myself. It was just that I was curious about what he looked like under his clothes. I knew it was scandalous but I couldn’t help wishing that just once I might get to look at a naked male and see for myself what all the married ladies at Court whispered and giggled about.

      I don’t know how long I stood there, staring at his crotch from across the room—much longer than was in any way proper, I’m sure. But when I finally looked up, I saw that Slade was staring right back at me.

      His golden eyes met mine and I bit back a gasp. Then his gaze dipped to his crotch and came back up as he arched an eyebrow. His message couldn’t have been clearer—Like what you see?

      I felt my cheeks going hot with a blush but somehow I felt powerless to stop looking at him. Then Slade let his own eyes wander—I could feel that glowing, golden gaze traveling down the bodice of my dress, lingering on my breasts, and then dipping lower to where my skirt mercifully hid the tender V between my legs.

      When his eyes came back up again, they were burning—filled with a dark lust that made my heart bang against my ribs and my breath come short. Oh Goddess, was he thinking what I thought he was thinking? It seemed likely because he held my gaze brazenly with his own.

      He didn’t lick his lips or blow me a kiss or make any kind of lewd or rude gesture, but he didn’t have to. That burning, half-lidded gaze said it all. It said he desired me—that he was dreaming of what he would do to my body if he ever got the chance.

      At last, my father—who was still speaking to both Slade and an advisor—said something that distracted the big Brute. He ended our staring contest to turn his attention back to the conversation and I was finally free.

      My heart racing in my chest, I hurried from the Throne Room. I was mortified that the huge Brute had caught me staring at his male-hood. And yet, I couldn’t stop thinking of the way he had looked at me. That heated, half-lidded gaze…the way his glowing, golden eyes seemed to burn into my very flesh.

      For months afterwards Slade’s face with that hot, lustful expression kept popping up in my mind’s eye at the most inconvenient times. For instance, when I was washing myself in the shower. Or when I was touching my secret place beneath the covers at night.

      I knew it was wrong to do so, but I couldn’t help myself—there was something inside me that begged for pleasure. So when Slade’s darkly handsome face and golden eyes appeared as I was stroking my little pleasure button, I felt doubly guilty for the impropriety I was committing.

      I felt so guilty, in fact, that for the next few tribute days, I attempted to avoid him and made sure to stay far from the Throne Room when I knew he would be there.

      But eventually, my curiosity drew me back. There was something about the huge, alien Enforcer that tugged at me. I felt like a moth drawn to a dangerous flame. Though we never spoke outside of a few stilted pleasantries when my father drew me into the conversation, I felt that Slade knew me somehow…that he saw me in a way no one else in my life cared to or dared to.

      Which again, made no sense because I had never even had a real conversation with him…

      A trumpet blast interrupted my train of thought and a courier entered the Throne Room.

      “Announcing Lord Slade, Clan Cruel Enforcer here to visit King Roderick,” he called out after lowering his trumpet.

      “He’s here!” Roderick exclaimed, suddenly going extremely pale. “Oh Goddess of Mercy—what are we going to do?”

      “Just what we said.” I straightened my spine and fingered the fake tiara in my hands. “We’ll offer him the Crown Jewels and promise to pay the tribute soon. Hopefully we can get them back before he has them appraised.”

      “All right, fine.” Roderick sat up taller on the throne, though I could still see the panic in his eyes.

      I started to leave the Throne Room, but he reached out a hand to grab my wrist.

      “Wait—don’t go! I need you here—I’ve never done a tribute day by myself before.”

      “Neither have I,” I pointed out.

      But I stayed just the same. I had a feeling that my spineless little brother would need someone to back him up and since my father was gone, I was the only one he had. I just hoped we could convince the Enforcer to take the fake jewels and give us more time to raise the money.

      I had no idea how badly our little plot was going to go.
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      Just at that moment, Slade walked into the Throne Room. As always, he was wearing a hand-tailored suit that looked more expensive than our entire palace. It was charcoal grey which seemed to bring out the bright metallic sheen of his curling golden horns. His eyes—which always reminded me of a cat’s eyes—were golden too, and his close-clipped beard was neatly trimmed. His shiny black shoes made no noise as he walked down the threadbare red carpet that led to the throne.

      When he reached us, he bowed twice—once to Roderick and once to me.

      “Greetings, King Roderick…Princess Aurora,” he rumbled in a voice so deep I could feel it in my bones. “I have come to collect the half-year tribute on behalf of my father, the Chieftain of Clan Cruel.”

      Roderick turned white and immediately began stammering and stuttering.

      “Oh, well…you see…the thing is, we don’t…we can’t…” He couldn’t seem to get a whole sentence out.

      “We don’t have the money right now,” I said, stepping in since my brother couldn’t seem to manage it. “We had bad harvests this year.”

      “Yes! Yes, that’s it!” Roderick seemed relieved. He grasped my lie in both hands and ran with it. “Bad harvests,” he babbled. “A famine—a drought! Our people are starving!”

      “Oh?” Slade raised one dark eyebrow in polite inquiry. His expression was so much like the look he’d given me when he caught me examining his shaft that I felt a rush of embarrassment, which I tried to ignore.

      “Yes, unfortunately. But things are getting better now,” I said quickly. “We’re sure we can get the tribute money for you very soon. In the meantime, we were hoping you would be willing to take the Crown Jewels of L’Crist—just as collateral until we can raise the credits.”

      With a trembling hand, I held out the fake tiara to him.

      Slade took it from me, his expression completely blank. It looked tiny and fragile in his big, powerful hands. He examined the tiara from all angles and then I saw his golden eyes narrow.

      With a quick twist, he broke the tiara in two. Fake zircon diamonds popped off and fell to the carpet below. Deliberately, Slade stepped on one, grinding it under his heel. When he raised his foot, there was nothing but glittering dust where it had been. Then he glared at both of us.

      “I assume there’s some reason the two of you are trying to give me fake fucking jewelry instead of the tribute you owe my Clan?” he growled.

      My heart—which had stopped in my chest—suddenly started pounding madly, like it was trying to get out of my rib cage and run away. Oh Goddess of Mercy, what were we going to do? I had never seen him angry before—he was only ever coolly courteous. Now I saw there was something inside him—a darkness that was both terrifying and somehow magnetic. It moved behind his golden gaze and froze the blood in my veins.

      We should never have tried to fool him.

      Slade glared at my brother, an air of menace filling the air between them. The big Enforcer leaned forward and Roderick shrank back, as though he was trying to disappear into the throne he was sitting on.

      “Try again.” Slade’s voice was a low, menacing growl. “Offer me something else.”

      “I…I don’t…I don’t have anything else!” Roderick was nearly blubbering now. He was so frightened I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him wet his royal britches any moment. Once again, I felt I had to step in—though I didn’t know how I was going to save this situation.

      “We shouldn’t have tried to fool you, Enforcer. Please, forgive us.” My voice trembled but I held my head high as I spoke. Despite his air of menace, I found myself stepping closer to the big Brute. “The fact is that the tribute money is gone, but if you’ll just give us some time⁠—”

      “What happened to it?” His calm, almost deadpan question caught me off guard.

      “I’m sorry—what?” I looked up at him blankly.

      “The tribute money—the credits you owe my Clan. Where did it go?” He raised an eyebrow at me again, making me blush.

      “I don’t—” I stared to say.

      Slade raised a finger warningly.

      “Don’t lie to me, Princess. I want to know.”

      “It was lost,” I said, twisting my fingers together. “Lost in…in a casino. On Sin World.”

      “Sin World?” This time his deep, rumbling voice sounded almost amused. “You mean Rigelis Nine?”

      “Yes.” I lifted my chin defiantly. “And it was lost in one of your own casinos—your Clan owns them all, don’t they? So in a way, the tribute has already been paid. Just not in the usual way.”

      I was pleased with my own reasoning, but it was clear Slade wasn’t buying it.

      “I don’t think so, Princess,” he growled softly. “The deal is credits-in-hand—not credits left on the Blackjack table. You still owe my Clan your tribute…so how are you going to pay?”

      I felt sick. This was it—now I was going to find out if all the awful rumors about how the Brutes treated people who couldn’t pay were true.

      “We don’t have much,” I said, trying to think. “I have a few pieces of jewelry my mother left me. One of them—a broach—has real sapphires from Old Earth in it,” I offered.

      Slade shook his head and crossed his arms over his broad chest. I could see his biceps bulging under the expensive fabric of his suit.

      “Not enough. Maybe I should round up your entire population and we’ll all take a trip to the quadrach mines. You can work your tribute off that way.”

      “No, please!” I begged. Impulsively, I put a hand on his arm. His muscles tensed beneath my touch. “Please don’t!” I continued. “The people of L’Crist don’t deserve to be made into slaves! They’ve done nothing wrong. It was us—the Royal family—who lost the tribute we collected from them.”

      “So you claim the blame, Princess?” Slade looked down at me, his golden eyes narrowed.

      I realized I still had my hand on his arm and jerked it away.

      “Yes, I do,” I said, trying to keep my voice from trembling.

      He frowned.

      “You’re saying you went to ‘Sin World’ and sat beside your brother and gambled away the tribute?”

      “No, but I should have been watching him,” I said quickly. “I’m his older sister, after all. I should have kept a better eye on him.”

      “I see.” He nodded, giving me a speculative look. “So since you’re taking the blame, you’re also willing to pay the price?”

      Here we go. I felt a lump in my throat but I did my best to swallow it down.

      “Yes.” I held out a hand to him. “Here.”

      Slade got a bemused expression on his face as he uncrossed his arms and took my hand in his. I felt a strange jolt run through me as he enfolded my fingers and my breath was suddenly coming short. I noticed suddenly that he smelled really good—some dark, masculine spice that drifted to my nose and made me wish I could get closer to him for some reason.

      It was a strange thing to notice during such a tense moment. But Slade was still just holding my hand in his and looking at me.

      “What do you expect me to do?” he rumbled, frowning in what looked like honest confusion as he looked down at the hand I had offered him.

      “Use your flesh shears on me.” I swallowed hard, trying to keep my voice steady. “I know that’s one way you Brutes extract payment from people who can’t pay their tribute. You chop off one of their fingers and take it to a cloning farm so you can grow a mindless replica of them.”

      The big Enforcer gave me a look that was convincingly horrified.

      “You think I want to cut off your fingers, Princess? Think I want to maim you? What kind of a monster do you fucking take me for?”

      “The kind who gets paid no matter what!” I shot back, glaring up at him. “So I’m offering to pay you the only way I know how. I don’t have anything else to give!”

      His golden eyes flashed and he leaned down from his great height to look me in the face.

      “Oh yes, you do, Princess,” he rumbled, his mouth curving into a slow, hungry smile. “You have something that I want very much.”
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      I was both stunned at her bravery and dismayed that she thought I was such a fucking monster. The curvy little human was offering to let me maim her to save her people from going to the quadrach mines! As if I could ever wound my Fated Mate.

      But I was also glad—this little scenario was going just as I had planned. Months ago a dealer in one of the Clan Cruel casinos had sent me a notification that King Roderick of L’Crist had become a regular customer. Apparently the newly minted King wanted to gamble and he didn’t mind doing it with the hard-earned credits he’d collected from his people for the tribute they owed.

      I gave the sharp-eyed dealer a bonus and instructions—watch the King and see how much he spends—how much he loses and wins. And when the reports of his Majesty’s massive losses started rolling in, I knew I had finally found a way to claim my Fated Mate. For years I had been watching the curvy little princess, waiting for this opportunity and now it was finally here.

      As Rath had stated, it was against Clan Laws to simply take any woman you wanted. We Brutes might be sons-of-bitches but we believe that females have rights, the same as males. Also, if Clansmen started swooping into other Clans’ territories and scooping up women, the resulting gang wars would consume our galaxy. So I had to find a different way to get Aurora for my own.

      This was it.

      “You do have something I want,” I said again, looking down into her big brown eyes. Gods, she was fucking gorgeous! With her long, honey-brown hair and her full, curvy figure she was everything a male could want. I fucking burned for her.

      Too bad she wasn’t going to feel the same way about me.

      She shook her head, looking bewildered.

      “What…what are you talking about?” Her musical voice was soft and breathless as she looked up at me. I could smell her fear and uncertainty and under that her own scent, unbearably sweet and feminine.

      “I think you know,” I told her. “It just so happens I need a wife, Princess. A wife and an heir. I’m soon to inherit my father’s place as the Head of our Clan. I must have a son to carry on after me.”

      “But what…what do you expect me to do about that?” she demanded. Either she was being willfully ignorant or she was simply too innocent to understand what I was saying.

      “I expect you to marry me and give me an heir, of course,” I said, stating it outright. “In return, I’ll forgive this particular tribute payment.”

      She looked up at me, clearly shocked to silence by this proposal. I half expected her to go running from their shabby little Throne Room or else to faint with fear.

      Aurora did neither.

      “You can’t expect me to give up my entire life, and my virtue for a mere six-month tribute payment,” she said at last, lifting her chin. “You undervalue me greatly, Sir. I am insulted.”

      I tried to smother the amused smile that wanted to rise to my lips. So she wanted to bargain? Very well, we could do that.

      “All right, you have a point,” I said, nodding. “As I am offering to forgive a six-month payment, I will only ask you to stay with me for six months. In that time, you will do your best to conceive my heir. If you get pregnant, you’ll stay until you have the baby and then hand it over to me to raise.”

      I had no problem making this offer to her—I knew if I could keep her with me even for a little while, I could win her over. We were Fated Mates—as soon as we started spending time together, The Need would grow in her and she would turn to me. We just had to have a few days in close proximity to make it happen.

      Aurora’s big brown eyes were uncertain. I was still holding her hand and I could feel her pulse racing—it reminded me of a tiny bird’s wings fluttering in my grasp—but she still didn’t back down.

      “And…and if I fail to conceive?” she asked in a voice that trembled just a little.

      I shrugged, as though it didn’t matter much to me.

      “If you don’t get pregnant I’ll grant you a divorce and let you come home, back to L’Crist. No harm done and your tribute will still be forgiven.”

      Aurora was still looking up at me with wide eyes. She opened her lips to speak, but at that point, her idiot brother decided to shoot off his fucking mouth.

      “Royal siblings aren’t allowed to marry!” he whined, frowning up at us from his throne. “Their heirs could be rivals to the sitting monarch. That’s me.”

      I drew my eyes reluctantly from Aurora’s and looked down at him contemptuously.

      “Anyone with half a brain would be a rival to you, boy,” I told him. “But don’t worry—any baby conceived by your sister will belong to Clan Cruel. They’ll grow up in my world and have nothing to do with you or any dealings with anyone in L’Crist.” I turned my attention back to Aurora. “Well? Do you accept my terms?”

      I tried to keep the impatience out of my voice—tried not to let her see how I burned for her. I couldn’t overplay my hand—she couldn’t know how much was riding on this. She mustn’t have any idea that I had waited years for this exact moment—years to claim her as mine.

      She bit her lip and I could see the fear and indecision in her eyes. She was afraid I would
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