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      She’s investigating a murder…
And the main suspect is her fated mate!


      Amy is determined to land a private investigating job with the Detyen Legion… but she didn’t think she’d be solving a murder. All signs point to Doryan, a golden alien who’s hiding a big secret, but Amy is convinced he didn’t do it. Proving that could be deadly!


      Doryan has been hiding away from the Legion for months, certain that he’ll be executed if they find him. He’s one of the soulless: a warrior who sacrificed his ability to feel emotion in exchange for a longer life. And once the soulless outlive their use, the Legion must retire them. But when he’s around Amy, long dead feelings rise to the surface. It should be impossible, but Amy is his denya, and he’ll do anything to seize his second chance!


      However, if they can’t find the real killer, their bond will be broken before it ever gets a chance to form! And when bodies begin to pile up Doryan’s life is not the only one in danger!


      
Read Doryan for fated mates, a heart-meltingly broken hero, a smart and savvy heroine and adventures that are out of this world!
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  A DIM STREETLIGHT FILTERED in through the window as Doryan opened the door to his current lodgings. After six months he should have been thinking of it as home, but there was too much wrapped up in that term for him to get his head around.


  Lodgings. Quarters. That he could handle. Anything more had long been out of the question.


  He shut the door as quietly as he could to avoid waking anyone up, then slipped his shoes off and stashed them in their place before padding silently across the open living room towards the stairs.


  He would have made it, too, if it weren’t for the bag full of something heavy that he stumbled over. No matter how many years of training he had, he didn’t suddenly have perfect night vision. He let out a grunt as pain climbed up from his naked toes and stabbed into the rest of his foot. Two deep breaths and it was gone, but the damage was done.


  A figure jumped up from where she’d been sleeping on the couch, the whites of her eyes clear even in the dim light, her expression wild and body tense.


  “It’s me, Manda,” Doryan said quietly.


  Her ragged breaths were as loud as blaster shots, but they calmed after a few moments. “You were out late. Again.” It wasn’t exactly an accusation, but it was more than an observation.


  And it was another reason Doryan should have changed lodgings months ago. Manda had needed them when they were stranded together, bound into slavery and desperate to survive. But even though they’d been free and on Earth for months, she still clung.


  Another man might have offered her comfort. Might have become some sort of adopted older brother to the teenager who so clearly needed family. But Doryan didn’t have the capacity. He’d sacrificed it more than half a decade before to fight a war, only to be abandoned when he was no longer convenient.


  “I was out late,” he confirmed. “You should be asleep in your room.” But it didn’t take emotions to understand why she wasn’t.


  “I had another nightmare,” she said.


  “That isn’t surprising. After what you experienced, nightmares are common. Have you talked with someone about seeing a counselor?” If she’d been part of the Detyen Legion she wouldn’t have had a choice, but she was a sixteen year old human. There was no superior officer to command it, not even a parent.


  “You’re impossible to talk to,” she said, but something soft laced her words. “Why were you out so late?”


  “You should go to sleep,” Doryan insisted. He didn’t have an answer for her and she didn’t need one anyway. And instead of staying to chat he continued on his way towards the stairs.


  Walking through the kitchen he saw Dekon sitting at the counter, drumming his fingers against the hard surface. Dekon NaZade was the twin brother of one of the people who had rescued him and Manda six months ago. Though they were identical in looks, Dekon was said to be the more cheerful of the two. That was the rumor, at least; Doryan had never seen the evidence. Then again, he was very bad at reading emotion.


  All soulless were.


  It was a blessing and a curse. Detyens like Doryan, and like Dekon, were doomed to die at the age of thirty if they didn’t find their mates. Dekon had years yet before he’d be forced to pay the Denya Price. Doryan’s time had come and gone.


  “You shouldn’t dismiss her concerns like that,” Dekon told him. “She cares about you. We all do.”


  Doryan wasn’t sure how to answer. Why did they care? He wasn’t family. Sure he’d helped them in a time of need, but it had been his only way to ensure he got out of a nasty situation. Any debt between them had been repaid.


  “She needs to learn not to rely on me,” he said. “We’re no longer in danger.”


  Dekon’s jaw tensed and he took a deep breath, but he didn’t try and talk sense into Doryan. Sense. That was what they called it when they couldn’t understand his points. But all he had was logic now.


  “Is there any news of her family?” he asked. The NaZades and their mates had been searching for information for six months, but Manda’s parents had left Earth sometime after her abduction in an effort to search for her. No one knew where they were.


  “Vita spoke to a friend who might have information. We should know more in a week or so.” There was something Doryan couldn’t identify in Deke’s voice, but that wasn’t unusual and he dismissed the thought almost immediately. “Oh,” Deke stopped him before he could continue upstairs. “Captain NaPyrsee called again. He demanded that you return his call by the end of the day tomorrow or he’ll have officers here to retrieve you by Friday morning. He sounds like an asshole.”


  He is. It was on the tip of his tongue to make the reply, but Doryan snatched it back in time. Soulless didn’t talk like that. And he could be wrong. NaPyrsee had his reasons.


  “I’ll call him in the morning,” he said. It was long overdue. Doryan should have reported back to the Detyen Legion as soon as his wounds healed upon his arrival on Earth. Waiting a week or so for the bruises and stiffness from his brutal treatment to fade was one thing.


  Six months was desertion.


  But Doryan knew the most likely response to his return to the Legion. Retirement. Death. And though desires were anathema to his kind, he wanted to live. Something about the months of his detainment in space had changed him, had ripped open something that was supposed to be gone until nascent tendrils of the impossible seemed to be growing.


  He didn’t feel. He couldn’t. It was an even greater death sentence than he’d face if he returned. And it could be a sign of deterioration, a deterioration that could harm the people who’d taken him in and treated him like one of their own.


  It could harm Manda.


  “I’ll call him in the morning,” he repeated before retreating up the stairs.


  He didn’t want to die, but perhaps it would be better for the world if he did.


  ***
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  AMY DALISAY LOOKED at the past due amount on the bill in her hands and then scowled at her accounting software. They’d have enough to pay it… if the last two clients would pay their damn invoices! She tossed the bill on her desk and leaned back, staring up at the ceiling and letting her dark hair hang down.


  Damn clients wouldn’t be so stingy about payments if she waved her blaster in their faces.


  “You can’t shoot our clients,” said Kyla York, her best friend and business partner.


  “Not even a little?” Amy asked, already knowing the answer.


  Kyla just rolled her eyes. She sat at her own desk scrolling through news articles on her holo tablet and not paying any mind to Amy’s fidgeting. She was used to it after so many years.


  Amy looked back at the accounting software and tried moving around a few numbers. If they put off paying the power company they might be able to eke out a little more time. She glanced up at the overhead light and let the feel of the air conditioning blow over her.


  No. That wouldn’t work.


  Half a dozen years in business and now they were months away from folding. How had it come to this? Sure, PI work wasn’t necessarily flashy. And, yeah, tracking cheating spouses and other liars didn’t exactly bring in a ton of credits, but it had been enough.


  Until now.


  Two months away from closing their doors. Two invoices shy of bill payments. Not even Amy’s meager savings would keep them afloat for long. She’d used that up two years ago the last time things had gotten tight.


  If she couldn’t use her blaster, maybe the damn clients would respond to her fists.


  “You can’t punch them either,” Kyla muttered.


  Amy glared. They knew each other too well. That’s what you got when you went into business with your best friend. “Between the two of them they owe us thousands! That’s rent and bills and your damn paycheck. You sure I can’t rough ‘em up?”


  “And they’ll pay.” Kyla swiped the holo display to the side so she was looking directly at Amy. “Eventually. They always pay… eventually. Remember who said we should consider firing them as clients?” Her eyebrows drew up, making her eyes comically big.


  “And these two clients brought us our last six referrals,” Amy countered, though she wasn’t sure how she was now defending them. “If they don’t pay within a week I’m going down to their offices and giving them a piece of my mind.”


  “As long as it’s your mind and not your fists, I don’t care.” Kyla turned back to her news reports and then hummed. “Now here’s what we should do.”


  “What?” Amy peered over at the holo but couldn’t figure out what Kyla was looking at from across the room.


  “Humans, on the whole, have been disappointing clients, wouldn’t you agree?” She grinned.


  Amy shrugged. “Are you suggesting we work for cats?”


  Kyla laughed. “Aliens.”


  “Aliens?”


  “Aliens.” She waved at the display until it expanded enough for Amy to read. Detyen Legion Enters into Treaty with United Sol Forces.


  The Detyen Legion. Everyone knew about them now. It was hard to ignore when hundreds of aliens showed up on Earth out of nowhere and then helped defend it… from a threat they’d brought with them. Or not. Reports varied as to whether or not the Detyens had caused the latest threat. Amy had spent an entire week worrying about it, but it had been more than a year, closer to two, since the Detyens arrived and she had bigger problems to deal with.


  Like her bills.


  “Why do you think they’d pay?” she asked. The alien population on Earth was relatively small. The Detyen Legion had probably doubled it or more when they arrived. They now represented the largest alien presence on Earth, and even though most of them were based in D.C., same as Amy and Kyla, Amy had never met one.


  “Why do you think they wouldn’t?” Kyla shot back.


  Amy just glared at her own screen. “Okay, no reason to think they wouldn’t yet. But how do you suggest we pitch ourselves? And what do they even need a pair of PIs for? Lots of cheating spouses in their ranks? Do they even care?”


  “We can handle more than cheating spouses.” Kyla crossed her arms and glared. “You know I’ve been wanting to expand for awhile. Broken relationship cases are making me doubt that love can last beyond the first bloom of lust.”


  “Ky—”


  Kyla just shook her head. “Whatever. What do you say?” She scrolled further. “Look here.” She flicked her wrist until a picture hovered over them of two Detyen men and two human women standing in front of a heavily wooded area that kind of looked like a summer camp. “This article says a new Detyen settlement is opening in upstate New York and they’re inviting people to come check it out. Tickets are available for a weekend getaway. And it’s cheap.”


  “Is this somehow connected to the Legion?” It was one thing to work for a large organization and quite another to work for two random guys.


  “Uh…” Kyla’s face scrunched up as she scanned the article. “Not… exactly? But there’s a chance they show up, right? And it couldn’t hurt to get our foot in the door.”


  Could it? What really were the chances of anyone from the Detyen Legion being there? Amy couldn’t know. Neither could Kyla. “Shoot me that article?” she asked. Kyla nodded and a second later it appeared on Amy’s tablet. She scanned through, looking for anything that would give her a hint of the plan’s worthiness.


  Aha!


  “Look at the last paragraph. An official from the Legion said they are fully on board with the settlement and officers will be attending the grand opening. This really might be a good idea.” She looked up at Kyla, grinning.


  Kyla glared. “I have them from time to time.”


  Amy stuck her tongue out. And then she got serious. “But this is next week and we can’t both leave the office. What if we get walk ins? Can’t exactly turn down any paying gigs.”


  “Then only one of us goes. I’d be happy to.”


  “So would I.” A few days out of the city? Sounded like paradise.


  “Flip for it?” Kyla suggested.


  Amy nodded. Kyla got out a big coin and Amy reached into her own pocket, fingers tightening over a slim device. Kyla tossed the coin in the air and Amy pulled out her mini blaster. “Heads,” she yelled as she shot.


  Kyla cursed at her and rushed the smoking coin. Both sides had been obliterated. “I win!” Amy smiled.


  Kyla rolled her eyes. “That’s cheating. You suck.” But they both knew Amy was going. Kyla could cheat next time. “I’ll make you a reservation,” Kyla muttered.
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  DORYAN PUT THE COMM call off until after breakfast. That much stalling was easy enough. Captain NaPyrsee wouldn’t want to be woken by Doryan’s call, after all. But once all the dishes were washed and put away Doryan couldn’t come up with any more excuses.


  He made the call in the privacy of his room, not sure what he’d be ordered to do, but certain that his companions didn’t need to hear it. In a matter of minutes he was answered by the captain’s assistant and patched through to his direct line.


  NaPyrsee’s age would have surprised people in the human military, but the Denya Price had a way of accelerating things. The captain was a year or two shy of thirty, but the stress of his job had aged him so he looked closer to Doryan’s age, with lines around his eyes and a permanent scowl.


  “NaVayn,” NaPyrsee greeted, sneering out the word. “I’ve been trying to contact you for weeks.”


  Doryan didn’t respond, and since he hadn’t asked a question NaPyrsee wouldn’t expect him to.


  “Your absence has been noted in your file and you will be evaluated upon your return. I require your presence at the new Detyen settlement. I will forward details of your assignment.”


  The Detyen settlement? He’d seen a report about the place but hadn’t thought much of it. But why would the captain want him to meet there? It was hundreds of kilometers from the Detyen Legion offices and there wouldn’t be many, or possibly any, officers there. No one would be qualified to evaluate him. And if NaPyrsee wanted to retire him quietly, there were better options.


  But the soulless didn’t ask questions. They weren’t supposed to do much independent thinking. It was better for everyone that way, or at least that was what the Detyen Legion taught. In the past few months Doryan had gotten used to asking questions. But falling back on old habits was simple enough. And he could not disobey a direct order.


  “I will be there, sir,” he confirmed.


  “See that you are.” NaPyrsee disconnected the call without another word, leaving Doryan to wonder if something strange was going on or if he was merely incapable of understanding the emotional undercurrents of the command. Maybe he would ask Deke.


  He didn’t immediately report his imminent departure to the NaZades. They would be disappointed, he was certain, and by delaying he could, perhaps, spare them some of that pain. It was another sign that his condition might be deteriorating. He shouldn’t be capable of concern, and yet here he was.


  When dinner rolled around, Doryan had decided to tell the family. But before he could open his mouth, Deke jumped in to talk, practically vibrating out of his seat. Deke, Manda, Doryan, Shayn, Naomi, Vita, and Brax were all huddled around the dining room table and eating pizza, a dish that had become a family favorite after Manda had requested it one night. They didn’t gather for dinner every night, and even when they did Doryan often made himself scarce, but this could be his last night with them and he would not miss it.


  “We’re ready for launch!” Deke finally announced, grinning broadly.


  Manda was mirroring his enthusiasm while everyone else just looked at him questioningly.


  “What?” Braxtyn, his twin brother, finally asked around a mouthful of cheese. His denya, Vita, elbowed him, and Doryan thought he heard a muttered manners.


  “The settlement!” Deke declared. “Announcements have gone out and tickets are on sale. It’s taken them years to get it ready, but now we are.”


  The Detyen settlement. For some reason Doryan had forgotten that Dekon had been working on the very same place he was due to report to in a few days. Since Doryan and Manda had arrived, Dekon had spent several weeks in New York working on getting the settlement set up, and then he’d spent even more time traveling to spend news of the place. He’d thrown his heart into it, or so Brax said, and from the dawning smiles around the room, his family was happy to see it succeed.


  “We’re having a preview for a few days before the grand opening next week and you’re all on the guest list. Can you make it?” He looked at his older brother with big eyes. Even Doryan could read the hopeful emotions he was exuding.


  “Of course,” said Shayn. “We’d be happy to come.”


  “I’ve been ordered to report to the settlement,” Doryan interrupted. He didn’t know what possessed him to do it, but it seemed like the right moment. They were talking about it, at least. “Captain NaPyrsee wants to speak with me. I’ll most likely return to the Legion once we’ve met.”


  “Or you’ll be retired,” Vita muttered.


  Manda sucked in a breath and looked at him like he’d betrayed her. Doryan didn’t know what to say. It was true. Death was a likely outcome from the upcoming meeting. Soulless Detyens didn’t have long lifespans, and his was already longer than most. He’d once told everyone just what his future might entail, and no one had been happy about it.


  But there was nothing he could do about that.


  “That is a possibility,” he agreed, “but I’ll be evaluated before the Legion makes any decisions.”


  Manda pushed up from the table and Deke called after her to stop, but she didn’t listen. No one seemed to know what to do next, so Doryan quietly finished his food before excusing himself. He found Manda sitting in her room, the door cracked open a slice as if she knew he’d find her.


  “You’re going to die,” she said when he stepped in.


  “Everything dies,” he replied. What was he supposed to say?


  Manda pulled in a deep, shuddering breath and her eyes shined with unshed tears. “How can you just say that?”


  Doryan lowered himself onto the little stool beside the door. This wasn’t a conversation to be had standing up. “I’m different than Shayn and Brax and Deke.”


  “Duh.” The eye roll must have hurt.


  Whether Manda wanted to hear this or not, Doryan had to get it out. He was determined to make her understand. “I made a choice a long time ago, one that extended my life long beyond what I should have been allowed. And now I might be at the end of my time. If that is the case, you need to prepare yourself.”


  “The end of your time?” Manda narrowed her eyes. “You’re old, but you’re not old old.”


  “When you have a minute, ask about the denya price.” He didn’t have the capacity to explain it to her.


  “You are coming back,” Manda said, like her determination could make it so. “We are going to find my parents and then you’re going to meet them and keep being the weirdo who keeps me safe, got it?”


  His heart would have clenched if it could have, and Doryan didn’t know how to respond. So he just nodded and sat silently while Manda told him about the future he couldn’t have.


  ***
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  HER IMPRESSION THAT the Detyen settlement was a summer camp continued when Amy stepped out of her rented vehicle and onto the gravel of the parking lot. There were wooden cabins smattered along the tree line and the whole placed smelled green.


  It was nice.


  A change of pace. But she was going to be screaming to get back to the city if she was stuck here for too long. She’d never been a country girl.


  A door slammed and a man’s voice carried across the handful of spaces separating them. “Let’s get this over with so we can go home. I don’t see why we need to spend the weekend here. I was supposed to be hosting that barbecue.” He seemed to be around Amy’s age with sun-kissed skin and hair starting to go gray at the temples. Human. And another city dweller, given his suit and his aversion to the camp.


  “Peter, you’re more than welcome to leave after the photo-op, but I’m going to enjoy my weekend.” The woman was a little younger, with long blonde hair falling down in waves and a perfectly made up face.


  Politicians. Living in D.C. she could smell them from a mile away.


  And when Peter spotted her all of the frustration melted from his face, replaced by a calculated smile. “Good afternoon, lovely day,” he said, projecting happiness.


  Not just a politician, a campaigning politician.


  “That it is,” Amy agreed.


  “Peter Marino,” he offered, “and my wife, Linda.” He nodded towards the blonde, who was now all smiles as well.


  “Amy,” she offered. She pointed up the path. “I’m meeting someone. Hope you have a good weekend.” She hurried away from her car, forgetting to even grab her overnight bag. Oh well, she’d get it when there wasn’t a risk of being pulled into a conversation about road repairs or whatever Peter might pitch as why he needed her vote.


  She didn’t actually have a meeting, but Peter and Linda didn’t know that, and she did need to get a feel for the place. She sucked in deep breaths of fresh air until she was practically drunk on it. She never noticed how polluted the city was until she was outside of it. Not that it was bad, but here it was just clean.


  Something squelched under her foot and she could feel mud soaking through the cloth of her shoes.


  Ew. Okay, not clean. Just a different kind of dirty.


  “Are you okay?” a man with greenish-blue skin and dark marks peeking out of his black shirt asked. Some of the skin of his neck was discolored and scars climbed up his face. One of the Detyens she’d heard so much about. “We had a bit of rain last week and there’s plenty of mud to go around.”


  Amy eased her foot out of the mud and was happy that she didn’t leave the shoe behind. “Nothing a towel won’t fix.”


  He pulled one seemingly from nowhere and offered it.


  “Thanks.” Amy wiped off as best she could and then looked at the mess of the towel and back to the Detyen. “Um…”


  “It’s okay,” he responded and grabbed the dirty cloth. “I’m Reikal. Welcome to the settlement.”


  “Amy. I was expecting to see more people.” It was beautiful outside, even with the mud, but she didn’t see anyone.


  Reikal shrugged and looked around. “We’ve had workers in and out for the last few weeks trying to get this place ready. I expect by next week we’ll have plenty of visitors. And already I know a few of the homesteads are spoken for.”


  “By Detyens?”


  He nodded. “I think there might be one or two with human denyai.”


  “Denyai?” She’d never heard that word before and her subdermal translator didn’t seem to know it.


  “Fated mates,” he corrected. “Sorry, what brings you here?” He didn’t seem standoffish, but perhaps Amy was a bit of an oddity.


  “Curiosity,” she admitted. She kept the desire for clients to herself.


  “Penny can answer a lot of your questions. She’s up in the central lodge sorting out some details.” He pointed to a large building at the head of the path. “Should be unlocked, you can’t miss it.”


  Amy thanked him and took off for the lodge. When she got there she expected a Detyen, so she was surprised to find a smiling human who looked right at home. “Welcome! I’m Penny. Can I get you checked in? Nicole’s supposed to be minding the desk but she’s disappeared.”


  A statement like that might have disturbed Amy, but judging by Penny’s attitude, Nicole had a habit of not minding the desk.


  Amy gave her the reservation info and Penny pulled it up before handing over a key. “Your cabin is just off the east path. It’s great, I kind of wanted us to take that one for ourselves, but we’ve got the house, so you’re in luck.”


  “Us?” Amy asked.


  Penny shook her head. “Sorry, my mind is all over the place today. My mate and I. And my sisters. This is our place.”


  Mate. Okay, that made sense. Though the idea of a mate was strange and did something weird to Amy’s stomach if she thought about it too long. But it would be kind of nice to have a perfect match, handpicked by fate.


  Before Amy and Penny could talk anymore boots tromped against the wood outside and the door flew open. Two Detyen men in uniforms walked in. Both stood straight as statues and one of them scowled hard enough that Amy was concerned his face would freeze that way. He gave her a once over before dismissing her and turning to Penny.


  “I have a reservation under NaPyrsee. Captain. Of the Detyen Legion. This is my lieutenant, NaMasee.” He added the identifiers as if they would gain him perks.


  This was who Amy was supposed to try and work for? He had at least one, if not a dozen, sticks up his ass and she got the idea he wasn’t too keen on humans. Not to mention the fact that he was a bit young to be a captain. She had to have nearly a decade on him. Then again, maybe Detyens aged differently than humans.


  Well, nothing ventured. Amy sucked in a breath to speak but the man next to the captain stepped up and blocked her path.


  “We were told Krayter NaMoren was in charge,” said NaPyrsee. His eyes flicked up and down, taking in Penny as if she might magically transform into the Detyen he expected.


  “Krayter is my mate, we run this place together. His brother, Kayleb, is also involved along with his denya, Tessa.” There was no emotion in Penny’s tone, and Amy wished her luck. She’d try her hand with getting Detyen attention later.


  Amy left the lodge. Now would be a good time to retrieve her bag and check out her room. She’d just made it back to her vehicle when a large van pulled in and parked on the other side of the lot. Four Detyen men, two human women, and a teenage girl all piled out. Three of the Detyens were teal, though lighter in color than Reikal, but it was the fourth that caught her eye. Burnished gold and practically glowing in the sun, with dark hair that looked soft even from all the way across the lot.


  Her mouth watered and she wanted to close the distance between them and introduce herself. Hell, she wanted to climb him like a tree.


  She closed her eyes and shook her head. What the hell? All that talk of mates and human/Detyen pairings had clearly gone to her head. She’d never been an alien groupie, but looking at the gold one she could see the appeal.


  He looked across the way and their gazes locked. Amy was frozen in place. Would he walk over to her? Should she go to him? Was his skin as warm as it looked? Could she kiss him without introducing herself? Then he looked away and the spell was broken.


  Damn.


  Did Detyens have some sort of super power that made humans go all lusty? Her skin tingled and she pressed her legs together, just imaging what it might feel like to be touched by that guy.


  Okay, she was going crazy.


  She tugged her bag out of the trunk and spared a look over at the gold guy one last time, but he and his group were already making their way up the central path and he didn’t look back.
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  DORYAN LOOKED FOR CAPTAIN NaPyrsee when he and the NaZades arrived at the settlement. Instead he found Lieutenant NaMasee, who informed him that the captain was busy. Doryan didn’t ask anything else and the Lieutenant didn’t give him any orders.


  He joined the NaZades and Manda in the cabin they’d been assigned and saw that his things had been placed in one of the rooms. Deke somehow snuck in and flopped down on the bed. “All done with the captain?” he asked.


  “He was busy.” Doryan opened his bag and began transferring his clothes to the small closet. He didn’t know how long he’d be staying, but that was no reason to let things get wrinkled.


  “Then come join us for lunch,” Deke insisted.


  “I shouldn’t.” He should have never let the NaZades get so close to him in the first place, but now that he was most likely hours away from rejoining the Legion or retirement he needed to pull away.


  “Don’t make me send Vita after you, I’m pretty sure she has a collection of handcuffs and I do not want to consider their other purposes.” He shuddered.


  Vita had once been a bounty hunter, but she’d spent the last several months on Earth with her newly discovered mate. Doryan didn’t know if she and Brax had plans to return to the stars, it wasn’t his place to ask. But having seen Vita in action he didn’t doubt her prowess.


  “Lead the way,” he said. There was no use fighting when Deke got an idea in his head. And soulless didn’t fight… not outside of battle.


  Lunch, it turned out, was not a simple family affair. Instead, the seven of them made their way to one of the larger cabins which was set up to serve a variety of food. It wasn’t crowded, despite the prime hour, and Doryan made note of his surroundings: two humans sitting together at a table near the corner, a mixed group of aliens and humans with two girls as young as Manda in the center of the room, a handful of Detyens sitting close enough to talk but eating silently, and another table full of humans looking at the Detyens like they might start something.


  No immediate threats, and the captain and lieutenant were nowhere to be seen.


  Food was laid out along a table and they helped themselves. Doryan chose what looked to be the most nutritious with the least amount of flavor. The soulless were discouraged from eating flavorful food lest it trigger latent and dangerous emotions. He could go through the entire of handbook of rules that governed soulless existence: no flavorful food, no strong textures, avoid sexual stimulus, it was all there and all intended to make it so that the soulless didn’t fall into dangerous habits that led to fixation.


  Fixation got people killed.


  It wasn’t a secret, not among the Legion. It was the unfortunate destiny that ended most of the soulless. They’d find something and it would latch onto their brains, and before they knew it they were violently clinging to whatever it was at the cost of all others. Innocent people died with the soulless fixated. Doryan would do whatever it took to make sure it didn’t happen to him.


  Voices rose from one quarter, a human man and woman fighting. The blonde woman scooped up her plate and stormed out, leaving the man behind. The scarred Detyen he’d noted earlier walked out of the room a moment later; he wasn’t sure if he was following the woman or not.


  Lieutenant NaMasee had a sour expression on his face when he walked up to Doryan’s table and noted who he was sitting with.


  “NaVayn,” Lieutenant NaMasee greeted, “Captain NaPyrsee requires your presence.”


  He knew he wouldn’t be able to escape for long. Doryan stood and nodded to the NaZades. He didn’t say goodbye, even if this might be the last time any of them saw him.


  NaMasee led him out of the dining hall and down the path to another cabin. He opened the door but didn’t follow Doryan inside. NaPyrsee’s cabin was small, with a dining area off the kitchen that had been turned into an office and two closed doors, one, Doryan assumed, leading to a bedroom and another to a bathroom.


  Doryan heard something squeak, like a door sliding open, but he didn’t know if the sound came from outside or the other room.


  NaPyrsee stood and looked him over, keeping a healthy distance between them. The captain had never been comfortable around the soulless and he didn’t try and hide it.


  “Doryan NaVayn, you survived. That’s surprising.”


  Of anyone in the Detyen Legion, NaPyrsee knew Doryan’s circumstances best, but Doryan didn’t respond. There was nothing for him to say.


  “You’ve been away from your duties for over a year. I could have you automatically retired for that, but I’ve decided that you should be subject to evaluation before such a decision is made.” He paused, as if he expected Doryan to respond.


  Doryan remained silent. If he was going to ask anything, it would be why had the captain summoned him so far away from the Legion to have such a mundane discussion. But the soulless didn’t ask such questions.


  “Meet me back here at midnight for your evaluation,” NaPyrsee continued. “Then we will see if you are fit to be reintegrated into the Legion. If not, you will be retired.”


  “Yes, sir.” If he’d still had emotions, Doryan would have described the deep pit inside of him as dread, but he’d given all that up a long time ago.


  Would he pass evaluation? He didn’t know. He’d undergone it before, it was routine for soldiers like him, but there was no telling what evaluators were looking for at any moment.


  When NaPyrsee dismissed him, he stepped out, careful to avoid the mud around NaPyrsee’s cabin, distantly noting that someone else hadn’t been so lucky and there were footsteps dragging through the muck.


  On the path to his cabin he was alone and almost relieved. Almost, because relief was another thing he couldn’t feel. And one day he might admit that feeling nothing was exhausting.


  The not-relief didn’t last for long. Neither did the solitude. Doryan nearly plowed into a woman heading towards another one of the cabins, but they both stopped just in time to avoid a collision. He’d seen her before, right when they arrived, and something about her had embedded in his memory. She’d pulled her long, dark hair back behind her but a strand had fallen out over her face. Her brown eyes narrowed as she took him in and her light brown skin had the strangest flush to it.


  Had she been running?


  It was none of his business.


  “It’s you.” She breathed it out and then shook herself, the pink on her cheeks getting darker.


  Doryan was frozen in the spot. Who was this woman? Why did his body want to step closer to her? Why did his hands ache to touch her? His stomach flipped and heat flashed through him. And the feeling traveled lower, bringing an impossible twitch to his groin.


  He couldn’t be feeling anything. Not when he had an evaluation at midnight, not when a fixation could bring disaster.


  But this woman.


  “You’re one of the Detyens,” she stated and then her lips curled up into a false smile. “That was inane. Of course you are. This is a Detyen settlement. Apparently my brain is misfiring.” Her smile turned into something real. “I’m Amy Dalisay. This is a wonderful place. Are you one of the settlers?”


  “No.” It was more greenery than Doryan could ever remember seeing. He’d grown up in the Detyen Legion and at the time they’d lived on a frozen moon where the seasons never changed. He wondered if he would have liked a place like this settlement when he was younger.


  And then he banished the thought. It wasn’t for him.


  “Not much of a talker, are you?” Amy asked. She was still smiling and leaned in towards him just a hair, as if she, too, couldn’t make herself walk away.


  No, he had to be reading that wrong. The soulless were terrible at reading emotions and intentions, it was why they were so dependent on orders. Whatever reason she was here had nothing to do with him.


  “Are you part of the Detyen Legion?” she pressed on. “I saw you talking with the lieutenant earlier.”


  How to answer that? “I was raised in the Legion,” he said after a moment. “But we’ve been separated for some time.”


  “Interesting. You seem a bit older than the rest of them. That’s not rude, is it? I was shocked when I met the captain. Then again, you’re aliens, right. And, yeah, now I hear what I’m saying, this is definitely rude.” She snapped her lips shut. “Sorry, I don’t know why I can’t stop talking.


  Explaining the denya price might shut her up, but Doryan saw no reason to. “Different cultures,” he murmured.


  “What’s your name?” Amy asked. Though her cheeks were red from what even Doryan could tell was embarrassment, she wasn’t walking away.


  “Doryan NaVayn.” He needed to move on. The riling in his stomach was getting worse and he didn’t know if he was about to vomit or explode. He’d never felt anything like this in his life, and certainly not in his years as a soulless warrior. What was going on?


  And why couldn’t he make himself move?


  Discipline drove the soulless, it was all they had left. And yet he couldn’t make himself do anything but stay and talk to Amy. It was like there was some greater need overriding what he knew was best.


  He forced himself to move, but somehow ended up even closer to her and their hands brushed.


  Fire raced up Doryan’s arm, scorching a path from his fingertips to his heart and circulating through his blood. He gasped and stumbled, clutching his chest and locking his legs to keep from falling over. Sweat beaded on his forehead and his vision went fuzzy around the edges for a moment.


  Then he yanked his hand back and everything cleared.


  Amy was right in front of him, close but not touching. “Are you alright? Do you need me to find a doctor? I think I heard there’s one on staff here.”


  Doryan looked at her, and though the memory of the pain was enough to make part of him flinch, the sight of her worry just made his stomach clench again.


  “I’m fine,” he lied. “No need to worry.”


  Shock rocked through him. The soulless didn’t lie. It was forbidden from the very beginning of their training. And yet the placating words had sprung from him, not to protect himself, but to soothe the worry he saw in Amy’s eyes.


  Who was she?


  Was this fixation?


  Maybe he understood why it took his brethren so suddenly and completely. But he could never hurt her. This had to be something else.


  Unless he was lying to himself.


  Doryan rocked back and then took two big steps, putting as much space between them as he could. “I need to go,” he said. And then, before she could do anything but look at him strangely, he was off, rushing back to his cabin.


  When he got there he was alone, and as his stomach settled and the last remnants of pain faded he knew he should avoid Amy for as long as they were both still at the settlement.


  He should. But there was no way in any galaxy that was going to happen. Something in her called to him, and he feared he couldn’t resist.
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  THE ENCOUNTER WITH Doryan rang around Amy’s head for the rest of the day and bothered her so much that when it came time to sleep all she did was toss and turn. What was that about? They’d talked for maybe three minutes. She’d had longer conversations with a waiter in a restaurant, and yet none of those had left her shaken to the core.


  There was something… strange about Doryan. He wasn’t like any of the other Detyens she’d managed to talk to, and she was just about willing to bet everything she owned that it was more than just a standoffish personality.


  She tried to recall what whispers she’d heard about the Detyen Legion, but rumors had been running rampant since they’d appeared and it was pretty much impossible to sort fact from fiction. So maybe she’d need to have another conversation with the man.


  Amy snorted. Yeah, that was a transparent reason to spend more time with him if she’d ever heard one. But who could blame her? He was as hot as sin with that golden skin, those black eyes, and black hair, and there was something about the way he carried himself that made her want. She’d felt lust before, she’d even been in love once or twice, but somehow it was all fading in comparison to one insignificant encounter with a stranger.


  She glanced at the clock and saw that it was closing in on midnight. And she was wide awake.


  Great.


  Amy threw the covers off and switched out of her pajamas. If she couldn’t sleep, maybe a walk would settle her.


  She’d just tied her shoelaces when a scream echoed through the camp.


  Amy’s head snapped up. What the hell?


  She took off running, letting the door to her cabin slam behind her as she headed for where she thought the sound had come from. Was someone hurt? In danger? She reached for her communicator to call the police but her pockets were empty and she remembered she’d left it to charge beside the bed.


  A second scream ripped through the night and Amy picked up speed. She couldn’t delay. Either she’d find someone else with a comm or she’d run back for hers once she’d determined what was going on.


  And when she arrived at the source of the screams, there was even more confusion. Amy took it all in as quickly as she could, a life she’d left behind long ago washing over her as things began to click into place.


  Linda Marino was quivering, makeup running around her eyes and tears streaming down her face as she stared at Doryan.


  Doryan’s face bore no expression. He was wearing the same clothes he’d been wearing that afternoon and they looked a little rumpled, but nothing a quick wash wouldn’t fix.


  Lieutenant NaMasee’s face was a mask of rage and he had his blaster drawn, pointing straight at Doryan’s head. Blasters weren’t meant to be lethal, but at close range they could be, especially if they hit someone in the eye.


  All three of them stood around the body of Captain NaPyrsee. Green blood had soaked his uniform and stained his skin, and the pallor of death clung to him.


  “What’s going on?” Amy demanded, her cop voice coming out without any effort.


  “I could say the same thing,” another voice added. She spared half a second’s glance to see two humans and two Detyens joining them. Penny. Krayter. Shayn. Naomi. Krayter was the one that spoke.


  “This man murdered my captain. Take him into custody!” NaMasee demanded.


  “He’s d-d-dead,” Linda stuttered out, and a new wave of tears started.


  Doryan said nothing. But he didn’t do it.


  What?


  The thought brought Amy up short. She’d had one conversation with the man. There was no reason she should be convinced of his innocence, especially with him standing over a corpse. And yet she was absolutely certain that he hadn’t done it.


  “Lieutenant, I’m going to need you to lower your weapon,” she said in the tone usually reserved for vicious animals. If she’d been armed, her blaster would be out, but seeing as she had no standing it was probably a good thing.


  Unless it got someone shot. One body was more than enough.


  “Take him into custody this minute or I will terminate him myself!” NaMasee yelled.


  Terminate?


  “No one is getting terminated on my land,” Penny said, coming up to stand beside Amy.


  Amy took another step forward and put herself between Doryan and NaMasee’s blaster. It was utterly stupid and went against all of her training, but NaMasee immediately lowered his weapon. “We need to call the police,” she said. She could smell the tang of blood in the night air and doubted the captain had been dead for long. “If we wait, we give his killer the chance to escape.”


  Linda gasped and sobbed.


  “His killer is right behind you,” NaMasee insisted, gesturing with his blaster.


  “We don’t know that,” Naomi said from behind her, and Amy was glad she wasn’t the only one ready to come to Doryan’s defense.


  “The human police have no jurisdiction here,” said NaMasee. “This is Detyen land, with a Detyen victim, and a Detyen perpetrator.” All assurances of Doryan’s innocence were staunchly ignored. “I want the captain’s body seen to, so that we can prepare him for death rites. NaVayn is to be remanded into custody and returned to the Legion.”


  “I think we should call the sheriff,” Amy repeated. She didn’t like the way NaMasee was talking and knew if he got Doryan alone the golden Detyen wasn’t making it out of this mess alive.


  Terminate? How did a man skip right to execution? She was missing something. A lot of things, actually, but they’d deal with that later.


  “He’s right,” Penny said regretfully. “This is a Detyen settlement and it falls under Detyen jurisdiction.” Satisfaction flashed in NaMasee’s eyes, but it was dashed as Penny continued. “That doesn’t mean it’s under the jurisdiction of the Detyen Legion.”


  “You need to see sense, he’s dangerous.” NaMasee grit it out, his jaw so tight it had to hurt.


  “We don’t know that,” Penny shot back.


  “Doryan wouldn’t do this,” Shayn added.


  “He’s standing over the body!” Linda exploded, and all eyes turned to her. “I found him like that!”


  “I will call in investigators from the Legion, but until that time I want NaVayn in custody, will that satisfy you?” he asked, though Amy wasn’t certain who he was addressing.


  Penny seemed to waver.


  “How long will that take?” asked Krayter, resting a hand on Penny’s shoulder.


  NaMasee’s eyes narrowed. “A day, perhaps two.”


  “The scene will be completely contaminated by then,” Amy burst in. “Even standing around like this is likely to corrupt our evidence.” NaMasee opened his mouth and she jabbed a finger his way. “And don’t go telling me that you already know who did it. You have no evidence.” She looked over at Doryan. His face was completely blank, but not the shocked blankness she’d seen from so many people back when she was on the police force. How was he so calm? Why? Maybe he was hiding something.


  “What do you suggest, then?” NaMasee scowled. “Unless you can produce an investigator with no ties to the local authorities?” From the way his scowl turned into a smirk, he clearly thought he’d won.


  “Would a retired police detective with nine years on the force and six years in private investigation satisfy your requirements?” This wasn’t how she’d planned to prove herself to the Legion, and given the way they were butting heads now she doubted that NaMasee would give her a glowing recommendation when this was all done. But a man was dead and she needed to find who’d done it.


  NaMasee considered for a moment and then nodded. “Can you produce this person before dawn?”


  Amy pointed at herself. “You’re looking at her. Amy Dalisay, private investigator. Now I want to hear what happened, and no one is shooting anyone.”


  “I’ll allow it on one condition,” he began.


  Penny made a sound but quickly quieted. NaMasee clearly believed he was in charge, but they could play along if they could get his cooperation.


  “What?” Amy asked.


  “NaVayn is under guard.” NaMasee crossed his arms and it was clear he wouldn’t budge. “You may believe him innocent, but he has a history. Besides, he’s due to return to the Legion shortly.”


  What was Doryan’s story? Why was NaMasee so certain? Did Detyen politics come into play here? Was it a rank thing? Did Detyens have different races? Back on the force some of her co-workers had been assholes about her Filipino heritage, maybe there was some difference between blue and gold Detyens? She made a mental note to ask someone, but not now.


  She turned to the owners of the settlement. “Do you have a place to hold Do—NaVayn?” She didn’t think he’d done it, but for some reason NaMasee was convinced he was the best suspect and until she had evidence to the contrary he should probably be under observation.


  “There’s a place he can stay in the main house,” said Krayter. “We will guard him.”


  NaMasee opened his mouth to object and Amy glared at him. He shut it and subsided.


  “I need some supplies. Can you help me?” she asked Penny and listed off some tools that would help with the collection of evidence.


  Penny nodded. “I’ll go get them.”


  “Good.” She looked down at the body and decided he could wait for a few more minutes. Then she looked at her three witnesses. She needed their stories quickly, but she didn’t want them listening in. She could do in depth interviews later, but now they needed to talk.


  It was time to get to work.


  ***
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  SHE HAD NAOMI WALK with Linda until they were far enough away from the body that they could pretend it wasn’t there. Shayn was with NaMasee and Kayleb had joined them and was standing next to Doryan. It wasn’t a perfect system, but she hoped it was good enough for the moment.


  The adrenaline from the screams and discovering the body was starting to fade and exhaustion was creeping in. It was getting close to 1:00 AM and Amy doubted she’d sleep. It wouldn’t be her first all-nighter, but the terrible hours had been one of the main reasons she’d quit her cop work in the first place.


  “Mrs. Marino, are you alright?” She slipped right back into her interviewer role as if she’d been doing it yesterday. Linda seemed fragile. Her face was streaked with tears and she was trembling. Of course, she’d just discovered a dead body, so that wasn’t exactly out of the ordinary.


  “He’s dead,” she whispered. “How is he dead?”


  She probably didn’t want an explanation of the cause of death, and that was a good thing since Amy hadn’t had a chance to examine the body. She glanced at Naomi and hoped she conveyed what she needed with a look.


  Either the woman could read minds or it had worked. Naomi put an arm around Linda and held her close, giving her the comfort that Amy couldn’t.


  “I’m sorry that you’re going through this, Mrs. Marino, but I need to ask you a few questions, alright?” If this was an act it was a good one. She’d seen plenty of people play the shaken witness role before and it wasn’t difficult to spot the fakers… usually.


  Linda sucked in a shuddering breath and nodded.


  She pulled out the recorder that Penny had provided. “Tell me what happened.” She’d have time for more detailed questions later; right now she needed to know what Linda thought was important.


  “I was out… out for a walk. I know it’s late, but sometimes I can’t sleep. And the camp is so peaceful. I came by Wyrstin’s cabin since the path comes out this way. And I didn’t know what I was seeing at first. Wyr—the captain was on the ground and that Detyen was standing right over him! He had his hands on him and—When I realized he was—when I saw, I screamed. I don’t know when the Lieutenant showed up, but it wasn’t long before you did.” A sob racked her chest. “I’ve never seen a body like that before!” And the tears started again. She turned toward Naomi and Naomi hugged her close.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Marino. I know this is hard. Why don’t you go and try and sleep and we’ll talk more tomorrow. Is your husband back in your cabin?”


  Somehow that only made Linda cry more.


  “I’ll take her back,” Naomi offered.


  “Thanks.”


  Amy wanted to talk to Doryan next, but she made herself go back to NaMasee. The Lieutenant was full of nervous energy and seemed ready to burst out of his skin. “Thank you for waiting. Can you tell me what you saw tonight? And only what you saw, save your speculation.” She didn’t need to hear a rant about Doryan.


  He gave her a dirty look, but complied. “I heard the woman scream. I am staying in the cabin right beside the captain’s, so I came out. I found her and NaVayn both standing over Cap—” he paused, and for the first time she saw a crack in his armor. His hands shook a little and he rubbed one over his face. “They were both standing over the captain. I approached to check his vitals, but I could tell from the amount of blood that he was dead or a near thing to it. You arrived a few minutes later, while I was attempting to detain NaVayn.”


  “Would you say you had a close relationship with the captain?” she asked.


  “We worked together for years, he was a good man. A good friend.” From the tremor in his voice, it was easy to believe.


  “Thank you, Lieutenant. I’ll have more questions for you in the morning. For now, please return to your cabin.” If they’d truly been friends, perhaps some of NaMasee’s reaction made sense. Amy would burn the world down if anyone hurt Kyla.


  “I’d like to observe further,” he said.


  “No.” That wasn’t happening.


  “Am I a suspect?” The lieutenant was incredulous.


  “You were one of the three people standing over the body,” she replied. “I don’t have a suspect or suspects yet, but I’m not about to let you witness the evidence gathering either. Once you are cleared, I’ll be happy to share information.” Well, happy wasn’t the right word, but she knew he’d demand it and it was better to offer.


  He looked ready to argue, but then he stalked off, leaving her and Shayn alone.


  “Thanks for helping,” she told the Detyen.


  “I know Doryan can be a bit cold,” Shayn said, “but I’ve known him for months. He wouldn’t murder anyone.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.” She couldn’t let her conviction about Doryan’s innocence tarnish her investigation, but a part of her was relieved that his friends were of the same opinion.


  Doryan was standing near some trees and Kayleb had put a little distance between them. Kayleb stopped her before she got close. “My denya, Tessa, is a medic. She’s offered to do an examination of the body, if you’d like. We have a cellar where we can store it until it can be transported.”


  “Thank you,” said Amy. Her brain whispered that there could be some sort of conspiracy to hide evidence if the NaMorens and their mates were somehow involved, but that was probably just her tired brain playing tricks on her. She had no reason to suspect them. And a dead body showing up on their property couldn’t be a good thing.


  She took a moment to study Doryan. Unlike Linda and NaMasee, he didn’t have any outward signs of grief or shock. He just looked… blank. Not even bored. There was nothing.


  And she wanted to peel back that nothing until she saw the beating heart of him. But that had nothing to do with the case.


  Fuck. She was going to need help.


  “Thank you for waiting,” she told Doryan as she approached.


  He nodded.


  “Can you tell me what happened tonight?”


  Doryan nodded again, and when he spoke it was an emotionless recitation of facts. “The captain had asked me to meet him at midnight. I arrived a few minutes early and found him lying on the ground and bleeding. I attempted to check if he was still breathing or had a pulse at which point the human woman arrived and screamed. Lieutenant NaMasee appeared a few minutes later, followed by the rest of you. I didn’t see anyone else in the area.”


  “It’s kind of late for a meeting,” Amy pointed out.


  “Yes,” Doryan agreed.


  Oooookay.


  Three witnesses, three stories. At the moment they all seemed to be telling basically the same account, but she knew things would start to break down when they talked for longer.


  “Did anyone see you leave your cabin?” she asked. “And what time was that?”


  “Not that I know of, and a few minutes before I arrived at the captain’s quarters. Perhaps 11:45.” Well, that didn’t help his case.


  “And why were you meeting him?” And would the captain’s schedule back up this alleged meeting?


  Now Doryan hesitated. Only for a second, but Amy caught it. She didn’t want to catch it. She didn’t want her Detyen to be hiding anything.


  Her Detyen? Nope. She didn’t think he’d done it, but she had to scrub thoughts like that from her mind. She was doing her damnedest not to remember their conversation from that afternoon and the emotions he’d stirred in her. She had a case to solve, damn it.


  “It was pertaining to my place in the Detyen Legion. The captain and I were discussing my return to duties.”


  Amy noted it down. “And did you want to return to your duties?” she asked.


  “I am a member of the Legion. It is my purpose.”


  That wasn’t a yes or no, and Amy’s mind was starting to crack when it came to riddles. If she did more interviews tonight she was going to miss something.


  “Kayleb has a place for you to stay while we sort this out. I’ll speak with you again in the morning.”


  Doryan nodded and didn’t make a fuss as Kayleb took him away.


  A few minutes later Amy was met by a woman with brown skin and hair held back by a silk headband. She’d pulled on a jumpsuit that looked pristine and her hands were covered with gloves. “Tessa,” she introduced herself. “Kayleb said you could use some help?”


  The medic. That made the next step obvious. “Amy. Let’s take a look at the body.”


  Under better circumstances there would be a team here, but Amy only had herself and whoever she could trust from the people staying at the retreat. She needed to call in Kyla. Soon.


  “Let me take vids and photos of the scene first,” she said. “It won’t take long to get the 3-D render.”


  Tessa stepped back and waited patiently.


  Amy recorded the scene and looked for anything around the body that might be a clue. No obvious murder weapon, nothing else visible to the eye. But it was dark and she’d have trouble seeing anything. She’d have to come back in the morning.


  “We’ll need to process his clothes, check for DNA and prints. Do you have a med scanner?” They didn’t have the same tools used by the police, but in a crunch the scanner would do.


  Tessa nodded and held up the handheld device. “I brought one with.”


  “Give his body a scan before you do anything and send the results to me. Even if we don’t have DNA matches, at least we’ll have the record. I’ll have better tools in the morning.” If Kyla could get here in time. Until she arrived Amy would be investigating blind with one hand tied behind her back.


  Tessa scanned and then relayed the info to Amy’s comm. The comm that was still waiting in her room. Oh well. She’d look later.


  “Now tell me what you see.”


  Tessa looked. “Lots of blood loss. Multiple lacerations, but they’re somewhat uniform. Could be claws or some kind of multi bladed weapon. I’ll need to get a better look. No other obvious trauma. From his body temp he hasn’t been dead more than a few hours, but I’ll need to do a closer investigation to be sure.”


  “Claws? Could a wild animal have done this? Do you have bears in these woods?” And should Amy be worried about that? She kept the last question to herself.


  “No bears,” Tessa assured her. “But Detyens have retractable claws.”


  Well there was an interesting piece of information. “And would you say that these wounds match Detyen claws?” Not good for Doryan. But he was hardly the only Detyen in the settlement.


  Tessa stared at the body for several seconds before looking over at Amy. “I can’t be certain. Not without a closer look.”


  “Okay.” Exhaustion was weighing her down. “I’m going to cordon off this area. Is there anyone you trust to stand guard overnight? I don’t want someone making off with evidence or otherwise tampering. And I want to get this body out of here.”


  “Kayleb, Krayter, Penny, and I can take shifts,” Tessa offered. “We were all in the office from nine PM until this all happened, on a comm call with some potential residents. They can vouch for our presence, if that makes you feel more comfortable about trusting us.”


  Amy couldn’t even pretend to hide her relief. That sounded like a real alibi. “Let’s get the body moved and then set up a rotation. I’ve got an investigation to plan.”


  While the owners of the settlement arranged to move the body somewhere appropriate, Amy headed back to her cabin to find her comm. The clock flashed 2:07 and Kyla was going to kill her.


  “Someone better be dead,” her business partner said as the call connected. The screen was black, and it took Amy a second to realize it was because of the dark, not because Kyla had declined the visual portion of the call. A light switched on and she could see Kyla, hair a mess and eyes puffy from sleep.


  “Someone is dead,” Amy replied, too tired to joke. “And I need you to get here as soon as you can.”


  “Are you joking?” Kyla didn’t look much more awake, but her tone was clearer.


  “I wish.” All her sleeplessness from earlier had melted away and Amy had to keep her eyes off her bed. She wouldn’t be sleeping any time soon. “There’s a Detyen body and some jurisdictional issues that made me the lead investigator. Well, the only investigator. A few people here have solid enough alibis that I’m willing to take their help, but I need someone I can trust. Can you come?”


  “Fuck,” Kyla whispered. “Yeah, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  “You may have to wait until morning. My supplies are limited, so can you put together a kit that will help us analyze anything we find?” She and Kyla didn’t normally investigate murders, but they had a lot of useful tools at the office.


  “I can do that. I’ll let you know when I’m coming.”


  Amy tried to answer, but was cut off by her own yawn. Not good. “Okay. Thanks.” She disconnected the call and stomped over to the coffee machine. If she wasn’t going to sleep, she would need the help.
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  THEY STASHED DORYAN in the basement. It was a nice basement, and he’d been held prisoner in worse places, so he supposed there was nothing to complain about. Penny had been apologetic when they’d situated him there and offered a pillow and blanket as some kind of salve. Since the basement was kind of cold, Doryan could appreciate the gesture.


  He managed to doze, and when he woke he had no idea how much time had passed, but given the stiffness of his muscles it had been a while. Would that be considered a sign of guilt? He hadn’t killed NaPyrsee, but he wasn’t surprised NaMasee thought him capable. And he didn’t see this situation ending with him alive, no matter who the perpetrator was.


  He didn’t want to die. He tried to banish the thought. Soulless Detyens weren’t supposed to want anything. But his survival instinct remained and he had no way to describe the urge to live another day with a word besides want. Was it an emotion? Or a need?


  That was a question for philosophers, and Doryan hadn’t ever been one of those, not even when he had a soul.


  He heard a door open and sat up from where he’d been sleeping on the floor. There was a small couch, but it didn’t really fit him comfortably and he’d decided it would be better to stretch out fully on the thin rug covering the concrete floor.


  Something inside of him perked up as he heard footsteps, and he knew it would be Amy. He tried to quash whatever that was. He remembered his stupid urge to kiss her, he remembered that her touch had hurt. He didn’t know what was going on, and he had to retain his discipline. If she thought he was guilty he’d be dead even sooner.


  But something about how she’d questioned him the night before made him think that she didn’t want him to be guilty.


  If he was more emotionally adept he could, perhaps, use that. Instead he could only be himself.


  Amy wore the same outfit she’d worn when he’d been taken into custody, but her hair was messy, and several black strands had fallen out of her ponytail. Dark smudges sat under her eyes and her skin had taken on a slight gray tinge as if she was on the verge of an illness.


  She needed to sleep.


  “Sit down,” Doryan said, getting to his feet and gesturing towards the couch. The cushions were soft and would take at least some of the strain off her tired body.


  Amy blinked once and then looked at him. “I think I’m supposed to be giving the orders here.” But there was no malice. If NaMasee had said it, it would have been a challenge.


  “What time is it?” Doryan asked. “Have you slept?” He wanted to move across the room and guide her to the sofa. His hands itched with the need and his heart pounded. What was this? Could fixation cause this… concern? He knew he should step back, should pull out all of his training and retreat into coldness.


  But he couldn’t.


  “Not long past dawn,” Amy answered after a minute. She placed her hand on the back of the couch and squeezed. Something like pain flitted across her face. “And no, I haven’t slept yet.” She placed her other hand on the couch and held them there, bracing herself. “So let’s talk.”


  “Please sit,” Doryan insisted.


  “I’m fine,” she said, but Doryan was certain she was ready to curl up and sleep for a week.


  He couldn’t stop himself. He approached her slowly, giving her enough time to move away if she thought he was a threat. Instead she stood still and watched as he closed the distance between them. “I’ll answer all your questions. If you sit.” His fingers hovered over the small of her back, ready to guide her to the seat.


  Amy’s shoulders slumped. “You’ll answer my questions anyway.” She closed her eyes tight then opened them back up, and for half a second she leaned back so she pressed into his hand. “If I sit down, I’m not sure I won’t fall asleep,” she admitted.


  “You’d be safe here,” he promised.


  “I want to believe that, Doryan, but there’s a dead body and a lot of questions. Please.” His name on her lips curled around him and something inside Doryan cracked.


  Or healed.


  Whatever it was, it hurt enough that he almost stepped back, almost put distance between them. Instead he leaned against the couch staying close to his… staying close to Amy.


  What had he been about to think?


  “What are your questions?” If he answered quickly, he could hope she’d go and sleep.


  She pulled out a recording device and set it on the small table beside the couch. “Second interview with Doryan NaVayn concerning the death of Captain Wyrstin NaPyrsee at the Detyen Settlement. It is 6:13 AM. Dor—Mr. NaVayn, I know you may have already answered some of these questions, but please humor me. Why were you out so late last night?”


  “The captain wanted to meet me at midnight.” He knew he had no alibi and that the truth wouldn’t look good, but he wouldn’t lie, not to Amy. And he wasn’t supposed to lie to anyone.


  “Why?” Her fingers clenched against the sofa and her mouth cracked, as if she was holding back a yawn.


  He wanted to make this fast so she could go to sleep. “He wanted to discuss my return to the Detyen Legion.” And Doryan couldn’t tell her about the evaluation and possible retirement. The existence of the soulless was the Legion’s most tightly-kept secret.


  “How did you become separated from the Legion? Did you quit?” she asked.


  The soulless didn’t have the option to quit. “I was abandoned in space and sold into slavery nearly two years ago. I returned to Earth six months ago and have been living with the NaZades ever since.” He didn’t mention Manda or the horrors he’d faced; it was irrelevant to the investigation and he didn’t want to burden Amy’s mind any further.


  “You were abandoned?” That made her stand up straighter.


  If Doryan could feel dread, he’d be feeling it now. “Yes, by my captain.” He could still remember that moment, hearing the order to hold off their attackers and knowing full well what would happen. Well, not exactly. He’d expected to die that day.


  Amy stilled and stared at him. There was concern in her eyes, and also a little… fear? Doryan couldn’t be certain. “Does this captain have a name?” she asked, and there was hesitance in her tone, as if she expected the answer he was about to give.


  “NaPyrsee. Wyrstin NaPyrsee.”


  ***
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  GOD DAMN IT ALL TO hell! A good number of cops would arrest Doryan on that information alone. Did NaMasee know that? Was that why he’d been so certain? Doryan didn’t strike her as the type to exact revenge. Then again, they’d had exactly three conversations and two of those had taken place while Doryan was under suspicion for murder.


  The couch cushions under her fingers were taking a beating, but Amy feared that if she let go she was going to fall over. The coffee had long since worn off and she was going to have to take a break after talking to Doryan if she wanted to be useful to anyone.


  She hoped Kyla showed up soon.


  Doryan’s hand on her back should have been a threat, not a comfort, but she was too tired to keep up her defenses and found herself leaning into him.


  “Please, sit down,” he said, gently guiding her around the couch until she ended up falling onto the soft cushions.


  Oooh, that was nice. And when he took a seat beside her it was even nicer. She wanted to lean into him and leech off his warmth and wrap herself in his scent.


  What the hell?


  That snapped her out of her craziness. But she didn’t stand up.


  “Did anyone else know about your history with the captain?” she forced herself to ask. She couldn’t get off track.


  “I assume it was in some kind of report.” Doryan didn’t sound tired, but considering the rumpled blanket in the corner, he’d managed at least a little sleep. She’d like to lay down right there and let him curl around her.


  No. He was a murder suspect and she had to establish the facts. What had gotten into her? Exhaustion made her a little loopy, it didn’t make her… yearn.


  She’d circle back to NaPyrsee’s betrayal later. “Was the captain alive when you arrived at the cabin?”


  “No,” Doryan answered. “Though I didn’t immediately realize that. He was lying on the ground and I approached to check if he was breathing.” He said it matter of factly. Was it the sleep that let him keep such tight control of his emotions? Both Marino and NaMasee had been ready to punch her when she asked questions, but Doryan just answered calmly.


  If she didn’t know he was flesh and blood, she might assume he was an android.


  But she’d never wanted to fuck an android.


  Seriously? She demanded of her brain. She had to get a hold of herself before she did something really stupid.


  “You’re being really forthcoming. Why?” Maybe she shouldn’t look too closely at this gift, but suspects generally didn’t comply so easily, and guilt wasn’t a factor.


  “I have a standing order to comply with all legitimate investigations,” he said, and his tone gave more credence to the fuckable android theory.


  “Who ordered that?”


  “The Legion.”


  “This would be the same Legion that abandoned you?” She would have thrown any standing orders away if that had happened to her, but that was probably why she’d never joined the military and hadn’t made it that long as a cop.


  Doryan paused for a moment and something like emotion, though she couldn’t read it, flashed across his face. “Things must be done for the good of the whole. NaPyrsee saved the rest of his crew by leaving me behind.”


  But at what cost?


  “Did you kill him?” she asked.


  “No.”


  She shouldn’t believe him. He had no alibi. He’d discovered the body. He had claws. He had a motive. It was a slam dunk. Maybe NaMasee had been right.


  No.


  Everything inside of her insisted that Doryan was innocent. But instincts could lie. And Amy’s had lied before. She really should trust the evidence. If something was going to exonerate him, it would come out.


  But she still couldn’t believe that he’d done it.


  “Can I see your claws?” she asked. Tessa hadn’t determined the murder weapon, but claws were still a possibility, and it occurred to her that no one had examined Doryan’s… or NaMasee’s too closely.


  Doryan held out his hands and Amy watched, fascinated, as thick claws slid out of his knuckles. They could definitely do some damage. And she probably should have restrained him first before she asked him to pull out the weapon he always carried on him. But instead she reached out and ran her fingers over the thick bone.


  She didn’t see any blood, and when she latched onto his hand and held it close, there was nothing but a bit of dirt.


  If NaPyrsee had been killed by claws, the perpetrator would have been covered in his blood. And while Doryan might have had time to wash, she doubted he would have been able to get everything off.


  “I’m going to need to scan your hands for DNA,” she said. But she couldn’t let go. She found her fingers tracing over the lines of his hands, memorizing their feel. They were strangely soft. She wanted them on her.


  Doryan sucked in a ragged breath and when she looked up, she jolted. His black eyes looked almost red in the light. But that couldn’t be. Could it?


  She forced herself to drop his hand and sat back, putting as much space between them as she could on the small couch. Somehow they’d ended up only a handspan apart, and that couldn’t happen again.


  She needed to make a choice between the facts and her instincts. If she was wrong, she might condemn an innocent man to death.


  Or let a murderer walk free.


  Which was the right choice? What should she do?


  “Tessa will be by a little later to scan your hands. Don’t wash them until then.” She pushed up from the couch and headed for the stairs. “I have some more interviews to conduct. We’ll speak again soon.”


  “Get some sleep, Amy. Please.” Doryan’s request wrapped around her and Amy took a deep breath to steady herself. Why was he so concerned? Was this some kind of act?


  Between exhaustion and whatever was going on between them, her mind was tied up in knots and she had to figure out how to unravel it.


  “We’ll talk later,” she said again. And as she left she hoped she could find some way to make all this make sense.
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  AMY DIDN’T GO RIGHT to sleep. Instead she drank a big coffee and hoped it did the trick. She managed to interview NaMasee, Linda, Reikal, Peter Marino, the NaZades and their mates, Manda, the NaMorens and their mates, Penny’s younger sister Nicole, and Joaquin Perez, who was Penny’s cousin and worked for the county. They made up everyone who’d been at the settlement.


  The NaMorens and their mates had alibis because of the phone call, but Nicole had allegedly been asleep at the time of the attack and no one could confirm that.


  Reikal, Peter Marino, and Joaquin had all been alone and in their cabins. No alibis there.


  She knew exactly where Linda, NaMasee, and Doryan had been.


  And the NaZades had all been asleep… or otherwise occupied. Vita had seemed willing to go into great detail about what she and Brax had been doing, and her mate had flushed. It was kind of cute and Amy could see the appeal of a relationship like that.


  Not that she was really thinking about that in the middle of a murder investigation.


  Except for the comm call, no one had a strong alibi. Anyone could have killed NaPyrsee.


  She needed sleep and Kyla. And she sighed in relief when her partner called.


  “Please tell me you’re almost here,” she said.


  “Yeah, about that…” Amy could hear the wince in Kyla’s voice. “My car broke down and all flights out are booked. I’m working on getting a rental, but even if I do it’ll be late before I get in. I’ve booked a flight that’s leaving in two days. It was the first open seat.”


  Amy wanted to curse, but she was too tired to do anything more than sigh.


  “I have a friend upstate I can call,” Kyla offered. “She can be out there by lunchtime.”


  “I need someone I can trust, Ky. Not a stranger. Just get here as fast as you can. I’ll manage until then.” She disengaged the call and slumped back onto the bed.


  Could this get any worse?


  It was still barely morning and Amy was ready to scream. Her emotions were seesawing every which way and she was sure it was exhaustion taking its toll. In her old life she would have powered through, would have taken a stronger stimulant and run until she dropped. But she wasn’t that kid anymore and this entire investigation was counting on her.


  She could rest for a few hours.


  She set the alarm on her comm to wake her up before lunch and curled up on her bed, bothering only to take off her shoes and nothing else. Despite all the pressure to get this right and all of the work she had to do, she sank directly into sleep.


  She dreamed strange dreams. Doryan was there, but so were the other suspects. They danced around in circles, keeping her and Doryan from reaching one another, and then a sinister laugh broke through it all.


  She woke up before her alarm, but despite the dream she was something approaching rested. A sick pulse of anxiety still sat low in her chest. though. Doryan was innocent and she hated that he was locked up like some kind of animal.


  But there was nothing to exonerate him. He had no alibi. He had plenty of motive. And he had claws!


  Amy let those facts swirl around as she washed her face and headed back out. She’d managed to snatch close to three hours of sleep and it would have to be enough.


  Life continued around the camp, though it was subdued. She only saw one person out walking, a human, but she was too far away to see who. Wind rustled through the trees and made it just cool enough to make her wish she had a sweater. The September nights would be getting cold soon.


  As they’d arranged earlier, Tessa was waiting for her in the settlement’s infirmary. The place wasn’t designed to store dead bodies and there was a portable freezer humming menacingly in one of the two exam rooms. NaPyrsee’s body had been set out on the table and Tessa stood over him, face full of concentration as she took in the details.


  “Do you have any more answers for me?” Amy asked. “Claws? Knives? Convenient DNA?”


  “Some answers,” said Tessa. “Though still not as many as you’d like.”


  “I’ll take what I can get.” She’d never before appreciated just how many resources she’d had as a cop, or even as a private investigator, until she was putting this thing together on her own.


  “Cause of death was blood loss from the lacerations on his neck. Time of death is harder to estimate. If he were human, I’d say somewhere between nine PM and when he was discovered. But Detyens could have different body chemistry and I’ve never studied one postmortem before.” She gave Amy a soft smile. “I know this isn’t as detailed as you’d like, but our resources are limited.”


  “You’re doing more than I could do. Can you tell if the lacerations were made by claws?”


  Tessa grimaced. “I can’t.”


  “Knives then?”


  “I can’t in good conscience rule it out. But it would have had to be some sort of multi-bladed weapon. The cuts aren’t exactly uniform, but their spacing is. They look like they were made at the same time.”


  “And what prevents you from saying they were claws?” Amy needed something ruled out. The day was already starting with more questions than the night before.


  “There’s no foreign biological matter in the wounds. Not besides a bit of dirt and grass, which I’m assuming happened when he fell to the ground. There is a lack of defensive wounds that suggests he did not fight, and from the angle of the wounds he was attacked from behind. They could be claw marks, but I’d expect to find Detyen DNA then. From the way Detyen claws work, they must be covered in DNA and possibly blood when they come out. I did a quick scan of Kayleb’s claws and that seems to confirm it. There wasn’t even trace amounts in NaPyrsee’s wounds. Then again, I might be applying human anatomy to a Detyen subject. Maybe their DNA is different. Maybe my scanner can’t pick it up. I did, strangely, find trace amounts of pig DNA… and Detyens don’t show up as pigs. I checked that.”


  “Are you going to perform a full autopsy?” Normally that wouldn’t be a question, but nothing about this investigation was normal.


  “I don’t have the training,” replied Tessa, “and NaMasee has made it clear that the body is to be minimally disturbed. Detyens have their own burial rites, and he wants to make sure NaPyrsee gets his.”


  “We’ll take what we can get. You’ve already gone above and beyond. So thank you. If you could summarize your findings and send them to me, I’d appreciate it.” If she couldn’t have the autopsy, she’d keep moving forward. There was no other choice.


  The door to the exam room burst open and Kayleb stood there, chest heaving. “NaMasee just kicked me off guard duty and he’s in there with Doryan alone.”


  Amy didn’t need to be told more. She ran.


  ***
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  DORYAN HAD MANAGED to sleep again. One positive of being soulless was the inability to feel boredom. Though he was questioning exactly what the bounds of inability were. Amy awakened something in him, something potentially dangerous that he should reject to keep everyone safe. Despite all the training at self-denial he’d undergone before becoming soulless, he couldn’t force himself to turn away.


  He wanted. And it hurt.


  How could this be happening? Why? Did the Legion know of the possibilities?


  There’d been whispers of something happening, just before he was captured. Something about a soulless warrior changing. He’d gone out on a mission and returned back, emotions intact and bonded to a human. Doryan had paid it no attention at the time, and he’d been captured shortly thereafter. By the time he’d made it to Earth, the Detyen Legion was ingratiating itself with the human government after helping defend the planet from an enemy. If any of the soulless had found mates, it was being kept quiet.


  And he couldn’t believe that was what was happening. The Legion had been creating the soulless for the better part of a hundred years. Why would things change now? And what made him so special?


  A commotion outside the door pulled him from his thoughts. He heard raised voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Then the door unlocked and Doryan stiffened as boots pounded down the steps.


  This couldn’t be good.


  Lieutenant NaMasee came into view, his blaster in hand and looking at Doryan like he was a feral animal. “I’ve reported the captain’s death to the Legion,” NaMasee told him, voice deceptively calm. “And I told them of your presence. I’ve been given leave to retire you.”


  A sense of calm washed over Doryan, and he didn’t bother to tell himself that he couldn’t feel anything. So this was it? His end came at the hands of a grief-stricken lieutenant in a sad little basement? At least he’d had his months of freedom before that.


  Amy’s face flashed before his eyes and a wave of scorching heat flashed through him. It burned his veins and made his claws ache.


  “Your eyes!” NaMasee’s own eyes widened and he pointed the blaster. “What have you done?”


  Doryan didn’t understand. “I’m standing, lieutenant. Nothing more.”


  “Soulless eyes can’t turn red, and yet yours are.”


  He had no idea what NaMasee was talking about, but there was no way to contradict him. If his eyes had shifted he wouldn’t know, there was no physical sensation involved. Detyen eyes changed color when they felt extreme emotion, something Doryan hadn’t been capable of. Wasn’t capable of. But one thought of Amy…


  “Stop that!” NaMasee screamed.


  “Drop your blaster, lieutenant!” Amy carefully climbed down the steps, a small device in her hands pointed straight at NaMasee. “You shouldn’t be in here.”


  “He’s a threat to us all!” the lieutenant insisted.


  “And you’re making yourself look guilty by coming down here,” Amy countered. “Attacking a man who’s been locked up all night doesn’t make you look good.”


  “I could kill him before you touched me,” he said.


  “That blaster doesn’t look modified to me, now put it away.” There was a tense moment, but NaMasee saw reason and holstered his weapon. “Go to your quarters, lieutenant. And stay there. If you want Doryan, you’re going to have to go through me.”


  Something threatened to come loose in Doryan’s chest and he wanted to let it go. He wanted to step up close to Amy and offer her his protection. He didn’t know what was happening, but it was too late to stop it, and he didn’t think he wanted to try.


  NaMasee left, cursing all the way, and once the door banged shut behind him Amy’s shoulders slumped and she let out a long breath.


  Doryan couldn’t have stayed in place if he’d been held by the tightest bonds. He was across the room and had a hand on Amy’s back, rubbing gently, trying to comfort her even if he had long forgotten how.


  “I shouldn’t trust you,” she whispered, leaning into his touch. And then she stood up straight. “Come on, I’m taking you to my quarters. I don’t trust NaMasee not to come back.”


  Neither did Doryan, and he wouldn’t complain if this turn of events got him closer to Amy. They didn’t speak as she led him out of the basement. No one seemed to be in the house or on the path outside. Doryan hadn’t been confined long enough to feel the absence of the outdoors, but the smell in the air was pleasant and he liked the wind on his skin.


  Liked?


  It was one thing to fixate on a person, but could it expand to other things as well?


  Amy’s cabin was connected to another one by a bridge constructed in tree branches on the second floors of each cabin. He didn’t know if the other one was occupied. Inside the cabin she pointed to a rustic couch covered in multi-colored cushions. “Sit.”


  Doryan sat.


  She paced back and forth and Doryan could still see the exhaustion clinging to her. Had she slept at all since he’d last seen her? Had she eaten? Who was caring for her? They were doing a piss-poor job and he needed to take over.


  “I do not let blind intuition lead me,” she told him, but he wasn’t sure she was even seeing him. “I follow the facts. One plus one is two. A person with means, motive, and opportunity absolutely could be a perpetrator. And yet I can’t, for the life of me, believe you’re guilty. Are you doing something to me? Is this some trick?” She looked at him with desperation in her eyes and that same crack he’d felt before widened.


  Doryan reached out and grabbed her hand. It hurt, but not as much as it had earlier, and he barely flinched. “I didn’t do it,” he promised. “I would never lie to you. And whatever is happening to you…” He pulled her hand until it rested against his chest. “I feel it too.”


  The angle was awkward until Amy put a knee on the sofa to steady herself. And then her fingers curled against his shirt and she brought the other knee up, straddling his chest. Their faces were so close he could breathe her in. It wouldn’t take any effort at all to kiss her, and desire, another impossible sensation, stirred within him.


  He wanted.


  “I won’t betray you, Amy Dalisay,” he vowed.


  Her face scrunched up, but she didn’t pull away. “Why do I trust you?”


  “The same reason I trust you.” It couldn’t be true. He couldn’t let himself believe it. But the faint spark of hope lived within him, and Doryan didn’t want to extinguish it. This couldn’t be fixation. He’d die before he hurt Amy. He’d kill anyone who tried to harm her.


  Distantly he realized that he should keep that sentiment to himself for the time being.


  “Have you slept?” he asked.


  “A little,” but the dark smudges under her eyes told him it wasn’t enough. He wrapped his arms around her and scooped her up, the sudden movement making Amy cling even closer. “What are you doing?” she demanded.


  “You need more sleep.”


  “I don’t need to be bossed around,” she replied, but her fingers rested on his shoulders and her legs were wrapped around his waist. She could have let go if she didn’t want him carrying her.


  “Let me take care of you.” It was a need inside him like he’d never felt before. He didn’t know if this was some temporary madness or a sign of degeneration, but he could feel an ending coming. And if it was his end for good, he wanted to savor whatever time he had left.


  He set her gently down on the bed and before he could let her go, Amy tugged him down with her.


  “Take off your shoes,” she muttered.


  Doryan kicked them off. He hadn’t intended to lay down with her, but now that she’d invited him nothing could drag him away.


  “I don’t sleep well with other people,” she said on a sigh, but her eyes fell closed and her breathing evened.


  Doryan’s heart beat hard. He reached out and pushed a strand of Amy’s hair off her face, ignoring the spike of pain. It quickly transformed into something duller and morphed again into something hard, but not painful. Not in the same way.


  He wanted to reach down and adjust himself, but a part of him was afraid that if he moved, the spell would be broken. The soulless didn’t feel lust. They didn’t desire. There was no drive to protect a woman… a mate.


  He could almost feel it, the spark of recognition that came with finding a denya, but it was still walled off behind whatever had been done to him to get rid of his soul.


  Could he get it back? Was there some way to find out if Amy really was his?


  Thoughts swirled as Doryan sank into sleep, and though the soulless didn’t dream, he dreamed of Amy.
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  AMY COULDN’T BELIEVE that she’d fallen asleep again, especially not in bed with her prime suspect! But she’d already decided in her heart that Doryan hadn’t done it and unless she was given incontrovertible proof otherwise, she was done worrying about it.


  He looked like he’d showered. His hair was damp and his clothes clung to him a little. He also looked like a machine that had been powered down. But his chest rose and fell gently, reminding her he was flesh and blood.


  He must have sensed that she was awake. His head turned toward her and it was like his body came to life. She couldn’t quite describe the difference. He’d been awake before, technically, but now he seemed to be in the moment.


  A glance at the clock told her she’d slept just shy of three hours, and they weren’t long past lunch time. Amy probably should have felt guilty, but she couldn’t do that when Doryan was sitting at the edge of her bed. She liked that very much.


  “Did you sleep?” she asked him.


  He nodded. “A little. I hope you don’t mind that I used your shower.”


  You could have invited me. She barely bit back the words. She couldn’t just say that. She had to get this under control before everything went haywire.


  The case!


  “Let’s go over where we are with things.”


  “Things?” he asked.


  “Tessa can’t rule out claws as the murder weapon, but she’s also not convinced it was claws. That means the perpetrator could have been Detyen, but maybe not. Is there anything else you remember about that night? Almost everyone has a weak alibi, as for motive…”


  “I have the strongest?” he finished for her.


  “At this point, yes.” She still didn’t like it, and if NaPyrsee had been alive, she would have done something to him for what he’d done to Doryan. But now she had to solve his murder.


  “I’ve been back on Earth for six months,” said the Detyen at the edge of her bed. “If I wanted to kill him, why would I wait until now?”


  “I don’t think you did it,” she reminded him. “For all we know he was abusing his lieutenant or sleeping with someone’s spouse. Maybe he had a gambling problem? I hope I’m never murdered,” she muttered. “All the bad shit always comes out.”


  Doryan growled. For a second she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and then his eyes shifted to red.


  When had they gotten so close?


  Doryan breathed heavily, as if he was trying to get his emotions under control. All thoughts of him being some kind of unfeeling automaton vanished, seeing him like this. He looked ready to snap. She should have been scared.


  Instead she leaned closer. She could feel the heat coming off of his body and wanted to lean into it, wanted to absorb it into herself until she didn’t know where he ended and she began. She could close the distance between them and see if he tasted as good as he looked. It would take almost no movement at all.


  Her body wanted it. She was tight in all the right places, aching and empty and waiting to be filled. She couldn’t remember the last time lust had come on so strong. She didn’t want to remember anyone that had come before Doryan; as far as she was concerned, he was all that mattered.


  And if she didn’t kiss him soon, she was going to go mad.


  Amy leaned in.


  And jumped back when someone banged at the door.


  Her eyes widened and she stared at Doryan for several seconds, trying to get a hold on what had just happened. Then the banging started again and she threw the covers off. Her clothes were rumpled but at least she was fully dressed. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if she wasn’t. If she thought about it too much she wasn’t answering the door, and Doryan wouldn’t be in his clothes for long either.


  Hair fell out of her ponytail, and she yanked the tie out and redid it as she stomped towards the door, keeping her gaze averted from Doryan. She didn’t know what to say. What was it about him that made her throw away everything she knew she was supposed to do?


  Amy yanked open the door and was almost smacked in the face by a young woman who quickly pulled her hand back. She was fifteen or sixteen with wide eyes and a large sweatshirt. Manda, the ward of the NaZade family. She hadn’t had a chance to interview the girl yet, and despite the fact that no one could absolutely confirm she’d been sleeping at the time, Amy didn’t think she’d done it. She had no connection to NaPyrsee and it would have been difficult for her to sneak up and attack the man.


  “Doryan didn’t do it!” Manda said by way of greeting.


  “Manda—” Doryan had come through behind her and Manda shot him a confused glance. She probably hadn’t expected to see him there, especially not coming out of Amy’s room.


  “He wouldn’t,” Manda insisted. Then she narrowed her eyes and studied Doryan. “You look weird.”


  “What?” both she and Doryan asked. Amy glanced back, but he looked much the same as he had since she’d met him. Maybe he was a little more relaxed, but not being locked in a cell would do that to a person.


  “Are you… smiling? I’ve never seen you smile.” Her face was scrunched up as if she was trying to wrap her mind around his expression.


  Amy didn’t know that she’d go so far as to call the look on Doryan’s face a smile, but his lips were tilted up and his eyes had gone soft. It was the prelude to a smile.


  “Everything is fine, Manda,” said Doryan.


  Amy was about to say something when she heard a car door slam. Had Kyla arrived? That seemed impossible, but she’d take the help. She slipped on shoes. “Wait here a minute, I’ll be right back,” she told the others.


  But she didn’t find Kyla. Instead, it was Peter and Linda Marino arguing behind their vehicle while Linda tried to open the hatch. “We can’t just leave,” she insisted. “A man is dead and I want to know who killed him.”


  “You would!” Peter scowled. “But I am not going to sit and wait around for the killer to strike again.” He raised his hands, as if he was going to shove his wife toward her door, but then he spotted Amy and his hands magically lowered. Funny that. “Ms. Dalisay, good morning.”


  Was it still morning? Amy had lost track of time. “Mr. Marino. What’s going on?”


  He smiled his brightest, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. “This weekend didn’t turn out as planned and I’d like my wife to have time to rest.”


  Linda made a noise of protest. “Like hell! You want to get to your stupid barbecue, as if it’s more important than a man’s life!”


  “An alien’s life,” Peter corrected.


  Hmm…


  “He was a person,” Linda hissed. “And he’s dead. We should be helping the investigation as much as we can.”


  “We’re human, Linda, it’s none of our business.” He sounded tired, as if they’d had this fight before.


  So the husband had a thing against aliens. And yet he’d come to an alien-run settlement. Interesting.


  Amy didn’t want them gone, but she had no authority to make them stay. “Mr. Marino, I understand this is a difficult time, but I’d really appreciate it if you at least stayed through today. I’m making some real headway on the case, and I’m sure knowing the truth would give your wife some closure.”


  If anything, that made Peter scowl harder.


  “We need to go,” he said.


  “No.” Linda put her foot down. Literally stamped her foot. She reached for the hatch and opened it, grabbing a blue suitcase from the trunk and pulling it out. Peter reached for it, but Linda swiped it away before he could take it from her. He stared at the bag as if he could set it on fire with his mind, but apparently he hadn’t developed pyrokinesis. “I’m staying,” she said. “I want to know who hurt W—the captain. I’ll find my own way back home.”


  Peter glared at his wife before cursing and pulling a second bag out of the car. “Fine, we’ll stay through today. But I’m leaving tomorrow, whether you’re with me or not.”


  Was there trouble in paradise? Or was this the stress of the murder?


  And then Amy snagged on something else. Linda had called the captain by his first name during the initial interview. She hadn’t noticed at the time, but now it occurred to her that almost no one else referred to him as anything but NaPyrsee. And yet Linda Marino knew him well enough to be on a first name basis.


  And her husband was pissed off.


  Was there a closer relationship there than anyone had said?


  Amy would note it down.


  “I’d like to talk to you after lunch, Mrs. Marino,” she said. “Will you be available?”


  Linda nodded and pulled her bag behind her as she headed back to the cabin she shared with her husband.


  Peter followed after her, a sour look on his face.


  Amy was going to make talking to those two a priority. There was no telling how much longer they’d stick around and she didn’t want any of her witnesses fleeing.


  When she entered the cabin, Doryan was alone.


  “I sent Manda away,” he said. “She can be… protective.”


  Amy smiled. “I don’t think that’s a bad thing.”


  The moment was gone. They’d been interrupted and she had to get back to work. But the second she closed the door behind her it was like things snapped back into place. Tension laced the air and she wanted to get closer, wanted to wrap herself around Doryan and never let go.


  She took a step closer.


  ***
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  DORYAN WAS BEING PULLED by an irresistible force. The space between him and Amy dissolved until all it would take was him bending his head for them to seal their mouths together.


  His body wanted it so bad he ached, and he could almost imagine the sweet pain that her kiss would bring. He needed to step back, needed to begin building his walls back up before he tumbled into something dangerous that would leave even more bodies on the ground.


  But his heart was beating fast and his cock was coming to life. Not fully hard, not yet, but well on its way. And that couldn’t happen. The soulless didn’t experience arousal. And, of course, they couldn’t miss it. But now that he had Amy within reach Doryan didn’t know how he’d ever lived without it.


  She leaned in and Doryan forced himself to step back. “I can’t.” It came out a harsh whisper.


  Amy flinched and took a step back of her own. A mask came over her face, almost as if she’d become soulless for a moment, and then it was replaced by a polite expression. “Fine. I have work to do.”


  He should let her walk away. He should let her defend her heart as best she could. He had nothing to offer to her. But whatever bits and pieces were left of his soul cried out. He couldn’t let her walk away without knowing. “I. Can’t,” he repeated, the words struggling to come out. “It’s impossible.”


  Amy shook her head and kept her distance. “It’s fine. I understand.”


  “You don’t,” he said. He took a half step towards her before stopping himself. “I’m soulless.” His training was nothing when faced with her pain. He would go against any order if it meant he’d see her open expression of wonder once more. And he didn’t know what that meant. It couldn’t be good. But Doryan didn’t care.


  “Soulless?” she asked. “What does that mean?”


  The words didn’t come as easily this time. Apparently telling her his designation was one thing, explaining it was more complicated. So he’d start at the beginning. “Do you know about the Denya Price?” he asked.


  Amy shook her head. “I know that denya means mate, so I assume it has something to do with that?” Her arms crossed and she leaned against the wall.


  “Yes.” Denya. Denya. Denya. The word echoed in his head. Did she belong to him? Was he hers? Everything he’d ever heard said that he’d recognize his mate on sight, but was that still true when he was missing an essential part of himself? “A hundred years ago our planet was destroyed.”


  “And this has to do with mating how?” She wasn’t exactly hostile, but Doryan got the feeling he had to tread carefully.


  “It does,” he promised. “We went from a population that numbered in the billions to the thousands in a matter of hours. And it began the process of a slow extinction. We rely on our mates. They are integral to our survival. We literally die if we don’t bond before thirty.” She let out a little gasp, but Doryan kept going. “And before the destruction of Detya, we managed. Or so I’ve heard. But afterward it was chaos. My ancestors fled with the Detyen Legion. And as time passed, not nearly enough people found their mates within the Legion. Luckily we are able to procreate without a mating bond, otherwise we’d already be dead. But then information was discovered. Something that would allow a Detyen to live beyond thirty without a mate.”


  Amy tensed, as if she knew something bad was coming.


  There was more Doryan could tell her, but he’d spare the gory details. “The procedure allows us to live, but strips our emotions. Not every member of the Legion decides to become soulless, and there is no requirement.”


  “You have emotions,” Amy said. “You wanted to kiss me.”


  Doryan wasn’t sure how to answer. “Sometimes a soulless warrior experiences fixations. They end in blood and death for everyone.”


  “You want to hurt me?” She didn’t seem scared.


  Doryan shook his head. “I’d lay down my life before I allowed harm to come to you.”


  She swallowed hard. “That doesn’t sound emotionless to me.”


  But he had to be. If he wanted to keep her safe, he couldn’t allow himself to feel anything. “It’s also the reason that the lieutenant has been so… forceful about me. Some in the legion fear the soulless, and almost none trust us. I assume NaMasee is one of them.”


  Amy leaned her head back until it thumped against the wall. “Can you please give me one piece of information that doesn’t add to your motive?”


  Did that make his motive worse? Doryan hadn’t realized. “We keep the existence of the soulless a closely guarded secret. There are whispers, but the legion will never confirm. And when the soulless become… unstable we are retired.”


  “Retired means killed, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes.” It was the path Doryan had known he’d been on for a long time, but seeing the pain in Amy’s eyes made him wish there was another way.


  “So let me get this straight. You can’t kiss me because you allegedly don’t feel emotions. And if you do feel something, it might actually be you going crazy. All because your species dies when you’ve barely begun to live.” She shook her head. “That is… something. And I can’t really deal right now. I have a murder to solve.”


  Doryan let her go. He had nothing else to give.
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  AS FAR AS “IT’S NOT you, it’s me” conversations went, Amy had to admit that Doryan’s had been better than most. She tried to convince herself that there was nothing going on between them as she stole a quick shower. He had nothing to offer her. He couldn’t feel. Not exactly boyfriend material.


  And yet.


  He had emotions.


  She was sure of it.


  But she couldn’t let herself get caught up like that. She’d been down the emotionally withholding boyfriend route before and it sucked. She wasn’t interested in doing it again. She had to put Doryan out of her mind and solve the murder. Then she could go home and leave him to his fate.


  Where he’d live an emotionless existence until his bosses executed him. That sent a stabbing pain right through her and she didn’t know what to do with it.


  Kill him? It was barbaric.


  She knew aliens had different cultures than humans, and she tried to learn as much as she could before she judged. But this wasn’t some unknown food or different greeting. This was life and death.


  She had to tamp down her urge to rescue Doryan. He’d chosen his path and he hadn’t asked for her help.


  Amy still didn’t have a handle on her emotions as she scarfed down a brief lunch, and things only got worse when she realized she’d have to take Doryan with her. She didn’t trust NaMasee not to try something, and now that she had an idea of why, she didn’t think she’d be able to stop him. He hated Doryan for what he was, not what he’d allegedly done. Logical discussion didn’t make a person change their mind from those kind of feelings.


  Doryan walked silently behind her as they made their way to the main house which the settlement owners were allowing her to use for interviews. But there was her next problem. She believed Doryan was innocent, but she couldn’t exactly allow him to sit in on the conversations.


  “Stay in here,” she told him as they entered through the kitchen. “I’ll be doing my interviews in the other room. Keep out of sight.”


  Perfect? No. But nothing about this investigation was.


  Peter and Linda Marino were waiting for her in the living room. Linda looked on the verge of tears and Peter looked ready to punch something. He was gripping his wife’s hand so tightly that her fingers had gone dangerously white, but she didn’t seem to notice.


  “I’d appreciate it if I could speak with you separately,” Amy said, still incredibly conscious of the fact that she had no legal authority. She could sense that if she stepped out of line Peter would end the interview without a second thought. In fact, he had to be eager to do it.


  “We’re only here so that alien military doesn’t come and stomp any further into human territory,” said Peter. “You’re one of us. You know how things are done on this planet.”


  Years of training allowed Amy to keep her face blank. Bigotry against aliens wasn’t unheard of, and based on what Peter had said earlier she wasn’t surprised. But it always made her wonder what men like Peter said about her when she wasn’t in the room. “I’m trying to solve a crime, Mr. Marino. A victim is a victim, whether human or not.”


  “So you’d upend our lives like this for a dog?”


  “Peter!”


  So his bigotry went deeper than Amy had thought. Enough to kill?


  “You aren’t a police officer, Ms. Dalisay, and we are here as a courtesy. Now ask your questions.” He dropped his wife’s hand and Linda absently flexed her fingers as if she’d done it a million times before.


  How did she go about asking her questions with Peter in the room? There was no way Linda would answer honestly.


  Peter’s comm buzzed, and for a moment Amy wondered if she’d been blessed. He pulled his comm out of his pocket and looked at the screen. “I have to take this.” He glared at his wife. “She has no authority. Wait until I get back.” And then he went out the front door. He answered his call and they could hear the muffled sound of his voice through the door.


  “He’s stressed,” Linda offered. Her shoulders sagged back against the couch. “He’s running for the state assembly this fall. Lots of work to do. And he’s worried that his name will get dragged through the mud over Wyr—over this unfortunate incident.”


  If Linda wasn’t going to abide by her husband’s ‘no talking’ edict, there was no way Amy would. “Was it his idea to come here?”


  A laugh burst out of Linda. “Heavens no! He had a barbecue competition with several friends he was hoping to make it to. He even brought all his tools hoping he could sneak away early. But when I suggested that it might be a good idea to meet his constituents, that there would be an opportunity to get his face on the media sites… well, then he saw reason.”


  “I can’t say that you strike me as the outdoorsy type.” Amy gave a pointed glance at Linda’s heels.


  Linda shrugged. “Perhaps not. But who doesn’t like fresh air?”


  “And that’s why you wanted to come? Fresh air?” She could see that Linda wanted to say more, but Peter’s voice got loud outside and she shrank back into herself. Then it got fainter and he seemed to be walking away.


  “His campaign manager asks a lot of him,” she said. “He probably needs to get to a holo viewer for the call. There’s one in our room.”


  “Does the campaign take a lot of his time?” Amy asked.


  And Linda crumpled. “You know, don’t you?”


  “About your affair with Captain NaPyrsee?” She wasn’t sure, but Linda’s reaction to the question cinched it.


  She burst out crying, wracking sobs that had her curling in on herself as if she could hide the pain away. “I loved him!”


  “I’m sorry for your loss, Linda, but I need you to be honest with me. Does your husband know?” Given that the woman hadn’t talked until Peter left, Amy thought it was a no, which was confirmed by a shake of Linda’s head. “Were you purposefully meeting the captain that night? Not just out for a walk, like you said?”


  “Yes,” she said in a reedy whisper. “I was supposed to meet him at 12:30 but I was so excited I left early.”


  “And was he alive when you arrived?”


  “No.” She sat back up on the couch and had managed to stem the flow of tears. “I arrived a little before midnight. Then I saw that other Detyen, not NaMasee, the gold one. I saw him walk up and approach Wyrstin. He was already on the ground. NaMasee showed up a minute or so later.”


  “Then why did you scream?”


  “The man I love was dead! Wouldn’t you?” She breathed deep and gripped the couch cushion as if it would offer comfort.


  “When was the last time you saw the captain alive?” Gears were turning in Amy’s head, a new theory forming, and she was relieved to finally have a witness statement that seemed to exonerate Doryan.


  “At dinner.”


  “How long had the affair been going on?”


  “About six months. We met at a gala for the Detyen Legion and things just… happened.” A small smile graced her lips. “He treated me like…”


  Footsteps stomped up the stairs outside and Linda’s face went blank. She desperately wiped at her tears but there was no way of hiding that she’d been crying. Peter opened the door and his eyes narrowed on his wife, then his gaze snapped to Amy. “What did you do to her?” He took a menacing step in her direction.


  “Peter, stop,” said Linda, and Amy was surprised that he did. “This is a trying time, but Ms. Dalisay didn’t do anything. I just… it’s hard to think about last night.” She shuddered.


  He was turned away, but whatever expression he was wearing didn’t seem to concern Linda. “We’re done here,” he said.


  “I’d really like to speak to you, Mr. Marino.”


  Now he turned around. “You can speak to my lawyer. We’ve cooperated enough.”


  Yes. They had.


  The Marinos left and passed Reikal on the way out. He glanced at them and made a face. Amy had to turn away to keep from grinning. “Please take a seat,” she told him.


  This was going to be a long day.


  ***
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  DORYAN’S BLOOD HUMMED and he felt the urge to move. He’d spent hours sitting in the kitchen, listening to the muffled voices coming from the other room. Voices that sometimes got loud, threatening. He didn’t like it. He didn’t want people talking to Amy that way.


  He was going mad.


  If he was a better man he would have marched up to NaMasee and requested retirement right then and there. He couldn’t trust himself, didn’t know if he would deteriorate. It would be better for everyone if he wasn’t a threat.


  But if he wasn’t there, who would protect Amy?


  After they grabbed a quick dinner, they headed back to her cabin long after sundown. A glance at the clock once they got inside showed him it was close to nine, getting close to an entire day since the murder had taken place. Doryan’s mind reeled with everything he’d heard, but he was no investigator. Amy could pull the pieces together to solve the mystery, he had complete faith in her, but it had been a long day and she needed to rest. Tomorrow would be just as long.


  Once they got back to her place, she closed the door and sank back against it, shucking her shoes and jacket off and closing her eyes. She looked exhausted.


  “You should sleep,” Doryan said. He didn’t know where this urge to protect her came from, but he wouldn’t resist it. Not when she so clearly needed tending.


  Amy pushed off the door and shook her head. “Plenty more thinking time tonight,” she said. “I’ll sleep when we know who killed NaPyrsee.”


  He wanted to insist. Wanted to push her towards her room and press her into the bed until she agreed with him. A flash of heat went through him and Doryan realized the want might go deeper than that. He forced himself to ignore it.


  “Then how can I help you?” he asked.


  “You heard the interviews?” She took a seat at the counter in her kitchen area and pulled out her notes. Some of them were on paper, others appeared on the holodisplay from her comm.


  Doryan walked up behind her but he didn’t take a seat. He could see the way that tension tightened all the way up and down her spine. It had to hurt. “Yes, I heard.”


  “Any of them stand out to you?”


  He was still caught looking at the exposed strip of skin along her neck and shoulder. He had to blink to refocus. “Not particularly. Reikal did not strike me as the murderous type, if that’s any help. Nor did Joaquin or Nicole.”


  Amy rested her head in her hands. “Yeah, that’s about where I am too. What’s your take on the lieutenant—” she sighed. “I really shouldn’t be talking to you like this. You’re technically a suspect.”


  He ran his fingers over her shoulder and she shivered. “We both know I didn’t do it. You’re all tense. Can I at least help you with this?”


  “How?” She sounded doubtful.


  “Just a massage to work out the tension.” Now that his hand was on her he couldn’t pull away. He wanted to rip away at her shirt so he could feel the softness of her skin, but that was too extreme. He’d settle for this.


  Amy took a deep breath, as if she had to think hard about his offer, but in the end she agreed. “Okay.”


  Doryan started slowly, getting her used to his touch and savoring the feel of her heat under him. “I never took NaMasee for the murderous type,” he said as he worked his hands from side to side. He found a particularly nasty knot and took his time to loosen it. “We rarely worked together, but from what I remember of his reputation he’s well-respected.”


  “You say this… ohhh!” Her moan cut through the air and went straight through his body. “You’re good at that.” She rolled her neck a little to give him better access. “You say this of a man who’s hellbent on killing you.”


  “It’s different,” Doryan insisted. “A soulless warrior is only useful for so long.”


  She glanced over her shoulder, but the angle was wrong to read her expression. As if he could even if he tried. “A person is more than their usefulness.”


  “Not the soulless.”


  They lapsed into silence and Doryan continued to work. As his fingers smoothed over her skin, she loosened under him, letting out little sounds that threatened his equilibrium. He was fooling himself to believe that he felt nothing in this moment. That should have made him walk away, but her skin called to him, overriding his sense.


  Every time he teased her exposed skin a ripple of pain tore through him, but the more he did it, the more he craved it. He was being excavated, something torn out from inside of him and exposed to the surface after years buried deep.


  He leaned in and brushed his lips against her neck, no longer able to resist the tender flesh. The pain intensified, but not enough to make him back away. The only thing that could make him stop was Amy. And she tilted her head even further to the side with a sighed out, “yes.”


  His hands rested on her shoulders and his tongue darted out for a taste of its own. Then his lips closed in again, trailing their way down from her jaw to her collar bone. The pain was nothing, not in the face of getting to touch this glorious woman.


  Amy shifted on the stool, turning to face him. Their eyes locked for a frozen second and he didn’t know what she saw in him, but her hand crept around his neck and she pulled him close until her lips closed over his.


  There was no interruption this time, nothing to stop this inevitable joining.


  If he’d thought the pain was bad before, he’d been in deep denial. He had to squeeze his eyes against it now and he ripped his arms away from Amy to keep from clutching her too tight, but he didn’t pull his face back.


  It hurt, but he let himself sink into the pain. He’d become one with it if it meant he could keep her forever.


  He couldn’t want this. Couldn’t need this. But she was branded on the soul he’d sacrificed years ago.


  She pulled back and the only sounds in the cabin were the sounds of their heavy breathing.


  Doryan opened his eyes and recognition ripped through him.


  Denya.


  The thing he’d thought impossible. The thing he’d known had to be true. It was her.
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  AMY NEEDED TO GET OFF her stool and out of Doryan’s arms. Or she needed to rip his clothes off and ride him until they were both sore. She knew which one of those options her body and heart craved, but her mind was still trying to talk some sense into the traitors.


  It wasn’t working.


  His eyes were as red as rubies and seemed to shine with an inner light. And he stared at her like she’d grown a second head. A second head he wanted to devour. She should run. She should get far away and let whatever was supposed to happen to him happen.


  He’d told her he didn’t have a soul! What kind of woman got involved with someone like that?


  But his face was full of emotion right now and she couldn’t believe that it was nothing. Maybe there was some kind of disconnect in his mind, something that prevented him from processing what he was so clearly feeling, but he was feeling it.


  No one could kiss like that if they didn’t feel.


  His mouth opened, but no sound came out. His eyes fell closed and he breathed deep before they opened once more, black again, but with a depth she hadn’t seen before. It was like there was more to him now, some unseen depth that her kiss had unlocked.


  That was crazy. A kiss couldn’t do that, not outside of a fairy tale.


  But with the taste of Doryan still on her lips, Amy didn’t care what a kiss could or couldn’t do. Not so long as she could do it again.


  She wasn’t sure who leaned in this time, but their lips met and it was like coming home. This time his hands grasped her shoulders, anchoring him against her. Amy slid off the stool until she was standing against him. It shifted the angle, but allowed her to press herself against all his hard muscles and imagine what it would be like if they moved this just a few meters away to her bedroom.


  She wanted him in her bed, and not just to sleep.


  She didn’t get swept up like this. Couldn’t remember ever needing someone like she needed Doryan. It should have terrified her, should have made her slow down. Instead she trailed her hands over his chest until she reached the hem of his shirt and pulled it up, getting her fingers on his taut muscles.


  He was hard and hot and she wanted more.


  His breathing stuttered, almost as if it hurt, but he didn’t say anything, didn’t ask her to stop, and just as she was about to pull away and check, he laced his fingers through her hair and deepened the kiss. She hadn’t even noticed that her hair had fallen out of its tie and she couldn’t bring herself to care, not when his touch, his kiss, set her body on fire.


  She could feel his hardness brushing against her and she wanted to see it. What would it look like? She hadn’t looked up Detyen cocks on the net, no matter how tempting. Looking up the basic information had been enough for the case, looking for more had felt like admitting something.


  Though from the way she was kissing Doryan, she had clearly admitted it, at least to herself.


  Her hand dipped lower and closed over that hardness. She couldn’t get her fingers around it with his pants in the way, but it was only a prelude of things to come. Now that they were kissing there was no way she could resist, no way she wanted to. Not until they’d finished this thing.


  Maybe once would get it out of her system, but she doubted it. Doryan wasn’t the kind of guy that disappeared from a person’s heart.


  Doryan gasped as she stroked him, and it took her a moment to realize it was pain, not pleasure, he was feeling. She pulled her hand away, but whatever the damage, it had already been done.


  He stumbled back a few steps, his eyes quickly flashing red and then black and then red again until they rolled back in his head and he collapsed back onto the couch.


  “Doryan!” Amy rushed over, adrenaline flooding her body as worry coursed through her. What was wrong? What had happened? Had she done something to him? She wanted to touch him, to make sure he was fine, but it seemed like her touch had already put him in this state.


  His chest rose and fell, so he was breathing, but Amy didn’t know anything else. Was he sick? Was this some strange Detyen trick?


  She didn’t want to move away, but she needed help. Not taking her eyes off Doryan, she backed up until she reached the counter where her comm was waiting. She called Tessa and didn’t quite know what she said, but the medic promised to be there in minutes.


  Then Amy was back at Doryan’s side, neither daring to touch him nor walk away.


  What was going on?


  It was several minutes before he groaned and rolled to his side and Amy could practically float with the relief she felt.


  “What happened?” he asked. He sat up slowly. “When did we get here?”


  Amy almost touched him, but that had caused this problem in the first place. She didn’t know if she should. That decision was taken away from her as the door opened.


  “That should have been locked,” she muttered, as if that was important at the moment.


  Tessa waved her hand. “The bio-locks are keyed to me, Kayleb, Penny, and Krayter. We can get into any room at any time, in case of emergencies.”


  “Just you four?” Amy was worried about Doryan, but that info could be important later.


  “Cleaning staff are also cleared, but only during their shifts.” She closed the door behind her and held up a small medical bag. “Now, what’s wrong? I expected spurting blood and severed limbs.”


  “I’m fine,” Doryan said. He was sitting upright, but he hadn’t managed to stand.


  Amy snapped her head back and glared. “You’re not fine. You fainted. Collapsed.”


  “I feel fine now,” Doryan insisted. “I’m sure it was a fluke.”


  “Hmm.” Tessa stepped closer. “Can I get in there?” She nodded to where Amy was crouching beside the couch.


  Amy didn’t want to move, and a part of her didn’t like the idea of letting anyone close to Doryan. But she tamped that down. She didn’t do jealousy. And certainly not towards a doctor that she had called. She was being ridiculous.


  And yet, it took her several seconds to get out of the way.


  “I’ll just do a quick scan,” Tessa said. “I’m here anyway, and if you’ve come down with something it would be good to treat it now before it can spread to anyone else.”


  Doryan nodded and sat back.


  Tessa glanced at Amy and then back at Doryan. She pulled her med scanner out of her bag, but didn’t power it on. “Could you go into the other room, Amy? Patient exams are private.”


  Amy wanted to protest, and nothing could make her feet move. But she knew Tessa had a point.


  “She can stay,” Doryan said before she moved. “I want her here.”


  Tessa shrugged. “Very well.” She powered on the scanner and moved it over him. It didn’t take long, though every second that ticked by was an eternity. Tessa’s face scrunched up as she read the screen. “Well… you’re not sick.”


  “I know that,” said Doryan.


  “How long were you out for?” she asked.


  Doryan looked to Amy.


  “A few minutes,” said Amy. “He started coming to right before you got here, and I called you as soon as he…” She couldn’t say it, could barely manage to think it. Had she really let her emotions get so wrapped up in him so soon? This went beyond friendly concern.


  “And what were you doing when this happened?” Tessa looked between them, but if she suspected the make out session, nothing gave it away.


  And lying wouldn’t get them answers.


  “We were kissing,” said Doryan. He’d fallen back into that flat tone she sometimes heard when he spoke to others, and she hated it. She took two steps until she was at the couch where she sat down beside him. She needed to remind herself that he was okay, and seeing him wasn’t enough. Not right now.


  “And does this normally happen when you kiss someone?” Tessa asked. She ignored the little sound of displeasure that Amy couldn’t help but make.


  Doryan put his hand on top of Amy’s. “I haven’t kissed anyone in more than six years.”


  She’d known that. Obviously. But hearing it out loud soothed something inside of her.


  Tessa looked back at the report and let that information mull in her mind. Finally, she asked, “How old are you, Doryan?”


  It was loaded. Tessa had to know about the denya price if she was the mate of a Detyen. Would Doryan tell her his age and how he’d gotten so old? What would she do with that information?


  Doryan remained silent.


  Tessa let him get away with it. “I know Detyen biology pretty well, and what I’m seeing here is… different than what I’m used to. Is there a Detyen equivalent to an appendix?”


  “What’s an appendix?” he asked.


  “A vestigial organ. It does nothing vital but has a nasty habit of getting infected and if not treated can kill a person. I ask because there’s a strange… blankness in your chest. Just below your heart. There might be something incredibly faint there, but my scanner is going haywire trying to sense it.”


  Could the soul be an actual organ? Doryan had said that something had been removed. But he didn’t seem eager to answer Tessa’s questions, and finally she gave up.


  “You seem fine now. But if something else happens let me know.”


  He nodded. Tessa left.


  Amy didn’t know what they were supposed to do now. Kissing had made Doryan collapse. It wasn’t like she could drag him off to bed and have her way with him. No matter how much her body wanted his, she couldn’t put him at risk like that.


  The smart thing to do would be to go back to her files and try and tear the case apart. She’d spent half an evening paying almost no attention to it and she was running out of time. NaMasee no doubt had his own people from the Legion coming her way and they’d want to take Doryan with them.


  She couldn’t let that happen.


  Amy pushed off the couch, but Doryan reached out and held her in place.


  “Can I touch you again?”


  ***
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  SOULLESS WARRIORS DIDN’T have mates. They sacrificed everything for the Legion. But the longer Doryan looked at Amy, the surer he was that she was his.


  Denya.


  How had he missed the recognition before?


  It didn’t matter. He knew it now. And nothing could make him deny it.


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Amy asked, but she didn’t try and move away again. If anything, she settled closer to him.


  The only thing he was sure of was that he needed more of her.


  He laced their fingers together. It still hurt. In fact he hadn’t stopped hurting since he’d woken up on the couch. It was like a limb had fallen asleep and was only now waking up. Of course there would be pain. “It is,” he said, nuzzling against her.


  “Do you think the thing Tessa mentioned was your soul? Is it something physical?” She tilted her head to the side so he could get closer.


  “I suppose. How else could it be removed?” And why should he care when he had his denya in his arms?


  “Could it grow back?” He could hear the hope she was trying to contain. He could almost feel that same hope within himself.


  Could it?


  “I’ve never heard of it,” he admitted. “And I’m one of the older soulless. We don’t have long life spans.” But they didn’t exactly share their experiences. The soulless were assigned to different units. They weren’t useful as one group.


  “How old are you?” she asked.


  “Thirty-six.”


  “I’m robbing the cradle,” she muttered.


  “What?” There were no cradles, no babies around them.


  She squeezed his hand. “I’m thirty-nine. It was a joke, though now that I’m thinking about it… those don’t work so well on you, do they?”


  “I used to be funny.” He could almost remember it, friends laughing all around him as he weaved a tale. He hadn’t been able to miss it for so long that he’d forgotten.


  “There’s probably a joke there, but it would be mean-spirited.” Her fingers traced over his nails as if she was fascinated by the feel of his skin.


  His hand ached, but he could deal with that, so long as it meant she kept touching him.


  “Does this hurt?” she asked.


  “A little.” He didn’t want her to stop, but he wasn’t about to lie. “But don’t stop.”


  “I don’t want to hurt you.” Her voice had gone soft, the words dancing over his skin.


  “I don’t mind it.” He lifted their joint hands and brushed his lips against her fingers. “I haven’t wanted anything in six years. But I want this. Please. Let me touch you.”


  “Tell me if it gets to be too much,” she insisted, pressing close.


  “I promise.” But as long as he was conscious he doubted it would be enough.


  He didn’t immediately touch her beyond what he was already doing. He wanted to press into her and mark her as his, but he also needed to soak in the fact that she was sitting beside him, letting him do this with her. She was letting him take his time, explore this curiosity, and she seemed in no hurry.


  The troubles of the outside world could wait another few hours.


  Her skin shined in the dim light of the cabin, the moonlight streaming through the window and bathing her in silver light. It gave her an ethereal quality, something magical that he hadn’t seen on Earth. Or, perhaps, he hadn’t been looking for it. Her hair was pushed back behind her shoulders, mostly straight but a little frizzy from the day’s work. Her dark eyes were almost as black as his own, but they were softer, hotter. Wanting.


  Doryan traced his fingers along Amy’s cheek and over her ear, letting her hair tickle him. She leaned into the touch, her eyes falling closed for a moment before opening back up and staring at him, waiting to see what he did next.


  He was entranced by the feel of her skin. He’d never thought he’d want another after sacrificing his soul, but since meeting Amy it was all he could think about. And his body was reacting to her presence. His blood rushed downward and if this went on for long he knew he’d be hard.


  He was both nervous and excited at the prospect. But he didn’t know how far he’d manage before everything became too much. Already his vision was going a little fuzzy around the edges and his chest hurt, but he wasn’t going to stop.


  His lips followed his fingers, landing featherlight kisses along her cheek and over the ridge of her ears. Amy sighed against him as he found her neck and took his time, playing with the taut skin and memorizing her taste.


  But when his lips found the fabric of her shirt he could have cursed. His claws ached to slash out and cut it to bits to get rid of the offending material. Instead, he gently worked it off her, watching to make sure she was still okay with everything he did.


  She was.


  She wore a black bra underneath the shirt, but he left it in place for now. There was something sensual about removing her layers one by one and he wanted to take his time. His twitching cock didn’t feel the same way and Doryan adjusted his hips, trying to get some relief.


  He splayed his hands across Amy’s stomach and watched as her skin expanded and contracted with each breath.


  “I want to touch you,” she said, “let me help you with that.” She tilted her head down to where his cock strained against his trousers.


  His “yes” came out on a ragged breath. The need he felt now bordered on pain, but it had nothing to do with whatever was going on in his mind and soul and everything to do with the need for relief.


  Her fingers undid the clasp of his pants and slipped inside, brushing against him. For a second, Doryan’s vision went white as sensation flowed through him. His denya was touching his cock.


  He was supposed to be touching her, but his head lolled back as he let her explore him. He couldn’t focus on anything but the sensation. He’d gone too long denying himself everything, too long deadening his senses. Now he needed relief, and it could only come from her.


  “We should get these off,” Amy said, kissing his jaw while she pushed against his waistband with her free hand.


  “Yes.” He’d agree to anything as long as she kept touching him.


  “Here—”


  Someone banged on the door and Amy froze. So did Doryan.


  She pulled her hand out of his pants, but she was breathing heavily. She looked between him and the door, clearly torn. “I should—”


  Before she could stand up, the handle turned and a woman walked in. “It was unlo… hello.” The woman had a small bag slung over one shoulder. Her dark hair was cropped short and set off against light brown skin, slightly darker than Amy’s. She wore all black and was staring at them like something was on fire.


  “Kyla!” Amy jumped up from the couch and then glanced down at her shirtless torso. Her eyes widened and she reached down for her top only to realize Doryan had tossed it somewhere.


  Kyla pointed off to the side and they all saw the shirt in a pile on the floor. Kyla crossed her arms. “I think you have some explaining to do.”
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  “I THOUGHT YOU COULDN’T get here until tomorrow.” Even as the words came out, Amy knew they were the wrong thing to say. She’d insisted that Kyla get to the settlement as fast as she could. Clearly she had. It wasn’t Kyla’s fault she’d caught Amy with her hand in the cookie jar… or down an alien’s pants, as the case may be. She snatched her shirt from where it had fallen and tugged it over her head. This conversation would be bad enough without being half naked.


  “I got my hands on a car,” said Kyla. She put her bag down and then pulled a larger bag into the room before shutting the door. “Who’s your friend?”


  Doryan’s face had gone blank, slipping back into that soulless mask of his. Amy hated to see it. He didn’t look at her like that. It wasn’t him, it was something that had been done to him and something she wanted to find a way to undo. But he couldn’t be in the room for this conversation. “This is Doryan. And he’s going to go to the NaZade cabin while we talk. Okay?” The family were his friends. And he should be safe enough from NaMasee while he was there. “I hope they’re still awake.”


  “It’s nine PM,” said Kyla. “I think they’ll be fine.”


  Was it? Amy’s sense of time had been scrambled over the last twenty-four hours and she could have sworn it was much later.


  Doryan stood and quickly buckled his pants. He didn’t kiss her goodbye as he left, but Amy didn’t expect it, not when he was sinking back into his unfeeling state. She only hoped one of the NaZades could get him out of his funk.


  Kyla watched the door close behind him. “Is he a suspect?”


  Amy wanted to lie. She’d eliminated him, but Kyla needed all the facts. “Technically, yes.” She probably should have felt shame at what she’d done, but she couldn’t, not with Doryan.


  “Technically?” Kyla walked deeper into the room, but steered clear of the couch. She approached Amy’s tablet and written papers and poked at them. “What does technically mean?”


  “He was discovered standing over the body and had motive to kill the victim.” Even saying the words out loud made her feel sick.


  “Amy!” Kyla spun back to face her. “What the fuck?”


  “He didn’t do it.” And now she sounded like all the spouses and partners she’d ever interviewed, completely convinced of her lover’s innocence despite all the evidence.


  “Is there proof of that?” Kyla backed up until she was sitting on a stool.


  Amy came to join her and shuffled through everything until she found the transcript of her interview with Linda Marino. “One of the witnesses says she saw him approach the corpse. The guy was dead when he got there. And there was no blood on him. The victim was killed by claws or some kind of bladed weapon. His assailant would have most likely been covered in blood.”


  “Weak.”


  It was. “My instincts are screaming at me that he didn’t do it. Long before any of that happened.”


  “Long before? The murder happened yesterday!” Kyla looked ready to hit her.


  Maybe Amy deserved it. She felt like she was experiencing two different timelines, one where she was investigating the murder of Captain NaPyrsee and one where she was falling for Doryan. But the two were intertwined and she forgot that at her own peril.


  Kyla took a deep breath to calm herself. “I remember this really good investigator telling me that instincts lie while facts don’t.”


  “Sounds dumb,” Amy scowled. She might have said that at some point, but it had nothing to do with anything now.


  “It sounds like you’re lust addled.”


  Kyla wasn’t saying anything that Amy wouldn’t have said if the situation was reversed, but it wasn’t going to change how she felt. “Please, Ky, go with me on this one. We’ve got a woman who was having an affair with the victim and a lieutenant who’s itching to kill or imprison Doryan for reasons that have nothing to do with the murder. There’s more to this.”


  Kyla still wasn’t convinced. “So what are we going to do if it turns out your boy did do it?”


  Her stomach roiled but Amy swallowed back any bile. “We’ll do our jobs.”


  “Really?”


  “You might have to knock me out to make the arrest. But he didn’t do it.” She’d never been more sure of something in her life.


  Kyla rolled her eyes. “This is going to be great. Now tell me about the case.”


  ***
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  THE FARTHER DORYAN got from Amy’s cabin, the more doubts assailed him. And he had no defenses against them. Doubts had been just as absent as emotions for the last six years and now they rang around like sour truths in his head.


  The soulless did not have mates. The only thing they ever felt was fixation. If he thought Amy was his denya it meant that his mind was playing tricks on him and he was liable to get violent at the slightest provocation. He might not have murdered the captain, but that didn’t mean he’d be innocent for long.


  Deke answered the door when he knocked.


  “You look… freaked.” Deke’s face screwed up at the last word. “You don’t usually look anything. Is everything alright?”


  Doryan followed him towards the couch in their cabin. He sat down, his mind still stuck on everything that had just happened. “I don’t think it is.”


  “This isn’t about Captain NaPyrsee, is it?” Deke asked. “I don’t care what anyone says, I know you didn’t kill him.”


  “What do you know about the soulless?” That question sucked all the air out of the room. Doryan was almost certain Deke wasn’t breathing. Doryan had never mentioned it before, though he’d gotten the idea that Deke and the others knew. They’d spent months around him, so they knew he wasn’t like other Detyens. But the Legion didn’t talk about the soulless, and Doryan had kept his mouth shut.


  “I know a bit,” Deke acknowledged. “Mostly rumors.”


  Doryan nodded for him to keep going.


  “You do something to allow yourselves to live past thirty without mates. And it takes away your emotions. I know the legend of how it started.” It didn’t escape Doryan’s notice that Deke counted him among the soulless.


  “What’s your version?” The Legion had their stories, but with Detyens dispersed across the universe, the tales were bound to change.


  “My dad told it to Shayn, and then Shayn told it to us,” Deke warned him, “so it’s probably missing some bits.” He plowed on. “A long time ago, a thousand years at least, way before Detya was destroyed, there was a scientist with a bunch of children. And despite all the denya matching services none of his kids found their mates. And they died one by one until only a daughter was left. The scientist became obsessed with finding a way to extend her life. And the daughter agreed to undergo a procedure. She survived her thirtieth birthday… but she came back wrong. She got hyper-violent, killed her father, destroyed his lab and notes, and then killed herself.” He took a shuddering breath. “Until I heard the rumors, I thought it was one of those stories made up to tell us not to mess with fate. That we have our time and we pay our price or we don’t, but it can’t be changed.”


  “It’s not a story,” Doryan assured him. “At least, not completely. The Legion found notes for the procedure hidden away on one of our servers shortly after the destruction of Detya. Our numbers were already dwindling. They hoped that the procedure would save us.”


  “Did it?” Deke asked.


  Doryan didn’t have an answer. He was alive, but was he really living? “There’s a particular trouble that faces the soulless. Fixation. We become obsessed with something or someone to the exclusion of everything else. We delude ourselves into thinking… well. We get violent. Deadly.” He’d spent so many years not talking about this, and now it had come out twice in one day. But Doryan needed to get it out. He needed to get the perspective Deke could give him.


  Doryan wouldn’t have been offended if the younger man got up and walked away, but Deke stayed in place. “Have you fixated on something?”


  A vision of Amy crossed Doryan’s mind, but he could still feel that pulsing recognition of the denya bond. “I can’t have a mate.”


  One thought didn’t exactly follow the other, but Deke caught on. “Have you heard of Raze NaFeen or Kayde NaDetya?” he asked.


  “Members of the Legion,” of that Doryan was certain. “But I haven’t spoken to either of them in more than ten years. How do you know them?” He thought he remembered hearing that both of them had decided to undergo the procedure to become soulless, but their paths hadn’t crossed.


  Deke was nodding. “I’ve met them. They both used to be soulless. But they found their mates and somehow they’re not soulless anymore.”


  “Impossible.”


  Doryan stood up. He needed to move. The soulless didn’t pace, but he walked back and forth across the room without a thought.


  “I know for a fact that it happened,” Deke insisted. “I’ve been speaking with a lot of members of the Legion, trying to learn more about Detyen culture and history. And I’ve met Raze. He has emotions, and to hear him talk about his denya… it’s real, Doryan. And it sounds like it might be happening to you.”


  “It can’t be.” He would have heard of it. Wouldn’t he? The Legion was too small for secrets to last long. Everyone talked… eventually. Then again, he’d been gone for more than two years. The Legion had fought mighty battles in his absence and defeated their oldest enemy. Maybe things had changed.


  “Oh, hey, Doryan, I didn’t realize you were here.” Manda walked in and smiled at him.


  Deke’s eyes widened and he took a deep breath before he stood and walked out of the room without a farewell to either of them. Manda watched him leave before returning her gaze to Doryan.


  “How is the investigation going? They’re not… this isn’t like a goodbye before execution, is it?” She crossed her arms and tried to stand tall.


  “Nothing like that,” Doryan assured her. “Amy called in a second investigator and she asked me to come here while they spoke.”


  “She makes you smile,” Manda said with a grin of her own. “I like that.”


  Was he smiling? It had been so long that Doryan forgot what it felt like to genuinely smile. Could Deke be right? Had Raze NaFeen and Kayde NaDetya really found mates? Could Amy really be his?


  Manda took Deke’s place on the couch. “Want to watch a movie?” she asked.


  Doryan sat beside her and let her choose as his mind spun, trying to make sense of everything. He needed to find those warriors, needed to speak to them and see if their experiences were anything like what he was going through. If there was the slightest chance that Amy could be his, he wanted to seize it.


  He could be whole again. He could have a mate.


  He just needed to figure out how.
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  THE CLEARING BEHIND Captain NaPyrsee’s cabin was peaceful, and if it weren’t for the signs marking it as off limits it would have been impossible to tell that a murder had taken place there less than twenty-four hours before.


  Kyla had one of their more sophisticated scanners in hand and was taking a read of the scene to see if she could pick up anything that Amy had missed. Of course, it had been a day since everything had been cleared away and the scene wasn’t exactly pristine, but they were making do.


  “The scanner is picking up the blood here,” Kyla pointed to where they’d found NaPyrsee, “and it says it’s not human, so I’m assuming that’s our vic’s. It’s too old to tell if its a single source or not.” She stepped around where the body had been. “Did you see these footprints? Or are they from you tromping around yesterday?”


  “Footprints?” Kyla was on the far side of the clearing and Amy couldn’t remember anyone standing there.


  Kyla pointed her scanner towards them. “Looks like a single set of prints heading towards the woods. I’m guessing a boot, though we could be looking at some sort of hiking shoe. Scanner is saying it’s a size twelve, so most likely a man. But it could also be old.”


  “No it couldn’t.” Amy was careful as she walked over, looking for the prints Kyla had found. “It rained the day before I got here. The ground was all muddy. The print wouldn’t be this clear if it was more than a day old.” She stared into the mud as if it would give her answers, but all she saw was the ridges and dips of whatever boot had left the print.


  “Just because the print might have been left yesterday… or today… doesn’t mean the person did it,” Kyla warned.


  “I know that!” Amy might have been behaving inappropriately with a suspect, but it didn’t mean she’d forgotten everything else.


  “But did you happen to check everyone’s shoe size?”


  “Can’t say that was on the list of questions,” Amy admitted. “But I’ll definitely add it. And maybe it’s time to search cabins for muddy boots.”


  “And weapons?” her partner asked.


  “You have any idea what could mimic claws?” Amy had been trying to figure that out, when she wasn’t busy thinking about everything else.


  “Other than claws?” Kyla raised a brow. “This isn’t really helping with your boyfriend’s case.”


  Maybe she should have protested that Doryan wasn’t her boyfriend, but she had been caught with her top off and her hand down his pants. “Tessa couldn’t confirm whether or not the murder weapon was definitely claws. So I want to know if something else could make that wound.”


  “So you want something like those barbecue claws people use to shred meat? I think there may also be some ancient weapons that use a claw shape, but most people just use knives.” Kyla knew bladed weapons better than Amy, who preferred blasters, and Amy had been hoping she had a better idea.


  But… “Peter Marino loves to barbecue. And his wife was having an affair with the victim.”


  “That’s some motive, but if he has those claw things I can’t guarantee they’re actually sharp enough to do real damage.” Kyla moved on from scanning the boot prints to examining the rest of the area.


  Somewhere off in the woods there was a giant crack as branches snapped. Both Amy and Kyla looked over. “That didn’t sound like the wind,” said Amy.


  Kyla nodded and they were both off, chasing after something that might not exist. The woods around them were dark; night had fallen and they only had their small flashlights to see by. Amy tripped and stumbled her way down the path and by Kyla’s curses, she wasn’t doing much better. They didn’t get far into the woods before they both came to a halt. There was no one to be seen and the path branched off in four different directions, heading to different cabins in the settlement.


  “Did we just chase after a shadow?” Kyla asked. She was waving her light in every direction, but there was nothing to be seen.


  Amy pointed down the first path. “I think that leads to the main cabin and the NaMoren household, you could also use it to get to mine. That one goes to the NaZades’.” She had to close her eyes and call up a mental map to figure out the other two. “This one goes to Reikal’s place, and I think the other goes to the Marinos’.”


  “So that would be one guy with claws and another guy with motive?” Kyla suggested. “Let’s split up, see if anyone’s home at either cabin. I’ll take the Marinos. You take the alien guy. I’d like to get eyes on our adulteress.”


  “Are you sure we should split up?” It was dark and there was a murderer on the loose. She didn’t want to send her friend and partner into danger.


  “This isn’t a horror show,” Kyla said. “There’s no reason to believe someone is indiscriminately murdering people at the settlement. We’ll meet back at your place in an hour. And if I’m not there you can send a search party.” She didn’t wait for Amy to agree before heading off down the path.


  Amy wanted to curse, and she almost followed after Kyla. But in the end she agreed. Captain NaPyrsee had been murdered for a reason. And both she and Kyla would keep their guards up.


  It would be fine.


  But she walked with extra caution to Reikal’s cabin. She didn’t see anyone else on the short journey and his light was shining through a window when she got there. Even though it was getting late, she knocked on the door.


  He answered quickly with a puzzled look on his face. “Is something wrong?” he asked.


  “You weren’t just out in the woods, were you?” she responded, taking a good look at him. He was wearing pajamas and no shoes. If she had to guess, he’d been getting ready for bed, not coming in from a hike.


  “Not for a few hours,” he responded. “I did my rounds just before sundown. Why?”


  “I thought I heard someone out there,” Amy admitted, “and your path was closest. Did you see anyone come this way?”


  Reikal shook his head. “Sorry, I haven’t.”


  Before he could shut the door Amy held up a hand. “One last question. What’s your shoe size?”


  He looked confused, but answered. “It’s a fifteen, in human shoes anyway.”


  “Thanks.” Amy backed away and headed for her cabin. She was relieved to find Kyla already waiting. “He was home,” she told her partner. “Didn’t go out for a walk and his shoes are too big.”


  Kyla nodded. “No one answered at the Marino cabin, but I swear I saw someone moving around inside.”


  “We’ll try and talk to them again in the morning.” They were close to getting answers, Amy could feel it.


  They went inside the cabin and Kyla scooped up her bag and headed for Amy’s room. “You’re not staying here,” burst out of Amy.


  Kyla looked over, eyebrows raised. “You didn’t just make me travel half the damn country to make me sleep outside, did you? Because we both know I don’t camp.”


  “It’s not half the country,” Amy had to protest. And she had to scramble for a reason for Kyla not to stay with her. It made sense. If there was no Doryan she wouldn’t be protesting. But Amy wanted time alone with her alien warrior. God, she was being dumb.


  “Really?” Kyla asked. “You’re kicking me out over him?”


  “There’s a cabin right next door.” Amy pointed out the window. “We’re even connected to it through that cool bridge. I’m sure you can stay there.” Amy picked up her comm to get Tessa to unlock the cabin and saw a message waiting. “See,” she held up the device, “they’ve already got it set up for you.”


  Kyla stared at her for several seconds, judgment dripping off so thick Amy could practically taste it. A knock at the front door prevented her from saying anything else.


  When they answered, Doryan was standing next to a woman with shockingly red hair. Vita. Brax’s mate. “I’m delivering him to you since we’re all about to go to sleep. Easiest job I ever pulled.”


  Job? But Vita was already taking off before Amy could ask.


  “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Kyla said as she passed Doryan to head to the cabin next door.


  Amy hoped she did too.


  ***


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  DORYAN AND AMY STOOD in the entryway to her cabin for several long seconds. He’d been thinking about what Deke had told him about Raze and Kayde for what felt like hours. Soulless warriors who found their mates. Who regained their emotions.


  Could he be one of them?


  The recognition of the denya bond hadn’t faded at all, and it pulsed inside of him as he looked at Amy. It would probably be wise to keep his distance until he knew more.


  But he wasn’t going to do that. He wanted to stride forward and devour her, imprint her taste on him until there was nothing but her in his mind. It was a kind of desire he’d never known existed, before or after losing his soul, and it existed solely for her.


  “You look at me like…” Amy let out a breath and trailed off, shaking her head. She turned away and Doryan followed after, placing his hand on her wrist and making her pause. He didn’t grab for her, but she stopped all the same.


  It still hurt to touch her, but he embraced the pain. “Like what?”


  She stared at him and opened her mouth but closed it again, as if that would hold her words back. Finally she said, “When you look at me like that I want to kiss you again.”


  He hadn’t been deaf to what Kyla was saying, but he couldn’t care about it. Not when he knew exactly what Amy was to him. “What’s stopping you?”


  Nothing.


  She surged forward and Doryan swooped her up in his arms, letting her take the lead as she pulled his head down to capture his lips. He groaned against her and the feel of her pressed against his body was enough for his cock to wake up. It thickened in his pants, a different kind of pain from what his mind forced on him.


  He needed friction. Needed more.


  Nothing could make him stop kissing her.


  He hefted Amy up and she wrapped her legs around his waist, clinging closely to him and pressing kisses against his mouth and down his jaw, marking him bit by bit as hers.


  He was.


  He pressed her against the wall to hold her in place and leaned in close, keeping them together as he took control of the kiss, opening his mouth and tangling their tongues together. He cradled the back of her head with his hand, letting her silky hair fall around his fingers. She didn’t have it in one of those damned ties anymore and he wanted to see it fanned out around her head while they lay in bed together.


  He wanted.


  He needed.


  How had he gone so long without?


  He knew that answer already. He hadn’t met Amy. There was no one else on the planet, in the universe, who could pull him out of the darkness that his existence had become. But she beckoned him toward the light and he was powerless to do anything but follow.


  Her shirt bunched up against him and he wanted the thing off so bad that his claws slid out. Amy gasped as the tips of them pricked against her skin and Doryan tried to pull back, tried to let her down.


  How had he lost control like that? With his denya in his arms? He needed to stop this before it went too far.


  But she had one hand on his wrist and looked him straight in the eyes. “I trust you not to hurt me.” She pressed against his wrist and his claws retracted before they could do more than tease her skin. “I want to see them.”


  For this he had to let her down. She looked rumpled, her lips swollen from kisses and hair out of place. It only made him harder. He needed her in bed, or on the floor, or the couch, anywhere he could lay with her and take her.


  Amy sucked in a deep breath. “Your eyes,” she breathed out, reaching up to cradle his cheek.


  He leaned into the touch. He’d say it was impossible for his eyes to go red, but they’d done it around her already and she had no reason to lie. “I need you.” Now. Forever. This bond was a gift and he wouldn’t reject it.


  She laced their fingers together and tugged him toward the bedroom, flicking off the main cabin light, then closing the bedroom door and sealing them off from the rest of the world.


  She let go of his hand and changed her position, stroking her fingers along his palm. “Can I see them?” she asked.


  Doryan had never thought there was anything sensual about his claws before. They were just a part of him, same as his teeth and his toes. But Amy was breathing hard and looking at him with a glint in her eye. He’d do anything she asked of him, and so he slid his claws out once more and let her explore.


  She traced a finger over the thick length and pressed the tip. There were no nerves in his claws, he couldn’t feel anything, and yet his cock pulsed as if she had her fingers wrapped around it. Her kisses moved to his finger and she sucked one into her mouth. Doryan let out a gasp. Why did this feel so good? He knew his erogenous zones, and yet anywhere she touched him burned.


  He needed more.


  Did he have to beg?


  He would.


  “Need to see you.” It came out low and gravelly. Doryan almost didn’t recognize his own voice.


  Amy grinned up at him and for a moment he thought she would make a joke, but her gaze softened and she pulled off his finger with a final kiss and then had her top off in one smooth motion. The rest of her clothes quickly followed until she stood naked before him in the soft light of their—her—room.


  She reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled. “Your turn.” He worked with her until his torso was open to her touch and leaned into her as her fingers trailed over his muscles and around his clan markings, tracing the shapes that marked him as a Detyen. “I don’t know what it is about you, Doryan, but I can’t walk away.”


  Something distant tried to warn him to back off. A better man would have explained exactly what their connection was. But Amy looked at him with eyes full of fire and he couldn’t do anything but lean in and kiss her again. He let his claws slide out once more and traced along her back with the utmost care, letting her feel the danger that lived in his grip but never risking her.


  He’d die before he let anyone hurt her.


  She undid his pants and they slid down until he was able to step out of them and back her up towards the bed. He retracted his claws before they fell and caught her in case it was too much.


  “You’re going to spoil me for anyone else, aren’t you?” she asked, her face utterly serious.


  A wave of possession surged through him, and this time Doryan knew his eyes went red. “No one but us.”


  Amy breathed deep and kissed his neck. “What are you, Doryan? What are you doing to me?”


  “Denya.” The truth tore out of him as he laid kisses against her. “Mate. Mine.”


  Amy stilled under him and Doryan almost forced himself to pull away, but then her fingers gripped him close and a smile bloomed on her lips. “Yes.”


  That was it. There was no going back from that, and Doryan didn’t want to. He wanted to worship his mate and claim her until there was no doubt that they belonged to one another. Emotions washed over him, almost too much for him to deal with, but as long as he was near Amy he felt anchored.


  He showed her what she meant to him with his lips and fingers, first letting his tongue circle one of her nipples until it stood at a sharp point and then moving to the other, working at them both until she moaned and writhed beneath him.


  His fingers trailed lower, finding the slick heat of her ready and waiting and toying with her with fingers until his mouth followed. She gasped and moaned as his tongue dipped inside of her and her fingers slid into his hair, holding him against her.


  “Not what I expected,” she gasped out. “Your tongue…”


  She didn’t finish the thought. Doryan knew Detyen biology differed in some ways from humans, with ridges on their tongues and cocks. He planned to show his mate exactly how good it could feel, and from the way she gasped as he tasted her, she loved it already.


  Good. Doryan could get drunk on her wet heat and he wanted to stay there for hours, driving her mad with pleasure and watching her fall apart over and over again. His own cock was crying out for release, but he called on all his training to ignore it. For once he was grateful for his years as a soulless warrior. He would have never lasted otherwise.


  Her fingers tightened as her sex rippled around him and Amy cried out his name. If he never heard another sound again, he could be happy that he knew exactly what his mate sounded like when he gave her pleasure.


  “Need you,” she gasped, arching against him even as she rode the last waves of her orgasm.


  Her first. He wanted to see her come again and again and again. They had all night.


  He kissed his way back up her body and hesitated for a moment. But she leaned up and kissed him, holding him close. Her fingers found his cock and wrapped around it, stroking him up and down in a rhythm that would send him over the edge if she kept it up for long. “Want you,” he said, barely capable of forming words anymore. “Want to claim you.” The need was a drumbeat deep inside of him. If they did this, they would be bound, the denya bond slipping into place and holding their souls together.


  He didn’t know what it meant when he no longer had a soul of his own, but he couldn’t think enough to care right now. Not when his mate was in his arms and kissing him like her life depended on it.


  Amy sat up a little and met his eyes, her hand on his cheek and expression deadly serious. “Yes,” she told him. “I want you too.”


  And though she couldn’t know exactly what she was saying, Doryan was done asking. She was open beneath him and they both needed this, both craved it to the core of their existences.


  When his cock teased her entrance he had to suck in a breath. He’d known this would be good, but not this good. It was almost too much. He’d never felt this much in his life, soulless or no, and his mind threatened to explode from the sensation.


  And then he sank further into her and it got worse. Or better. Definitely better. And when he seated himself fully in her it was like coming home.


  Amy twitched her hips and their gazes locked. He could feel the connection deep inside of him reaching out for her. And as he moved, the sensation grew, binding them closely as their pleasure ratcheted up.


  He wouldn’t last long, not when the sensation in his body and his mind threatened to undo him completely, but he needed to bring Amy along with him, needed his mate joined with him in this.


  He watched as her eyes widened and her mouth fell open as her body rippled around him, the wave crashing through her another time as she rippled around him.


  And that was enough. With a yell Doryan came, emptying himself inside of his mate as the bond snapped into place between them.


  For a breath it was perfect. Everything he’d ever dreamed of.


  And then he felt something in his chest, like someone had dug a hand inside and was ripping his organs out.


  He couldn’t stop the scream before everything went black.
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  DORYAN’S SCREAM ECHOED through Amy’s ears, and if it weren’t for the persistent throbbing of the newly formed connection between them she would have been panicking. As it was, she was sitting on the edge of panic and ready to tip over if something went wrong. But Doryan’s chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm and she could feel his presence right below her heart.


  The denya bond.


  She wanted to laugh. Wanted to dance. Wanted to hug her mate close and fuck him again until they were both sore. When the humans at the settlement had explained the bond to her, there’d been the slightest bit of jealousy lurking in the back of her mind. She’d never wanted a connection like that, never imagined something so perfect. But now it was hers.


  But Doryan needed to wake up or she was going to freak.


  Any second now.


  If she hadn’t seen something like this when they’d first kissed she’d be going crazy.


  Had that only been earlier today? It felt like she’d already lived years with Doryan, but it had to be the connection between them.


  Should Amy be scared? It had already made her act out of character, insisting Doryan was innocent, kissing him, sleeping with him. But she wasn’t scared.


  She was sure.


  Someone else might be frightened by a bond like this, but she was old enough to know when she was being given something amazing. And she knew herself. Knew what she wanted. And she wanted Doryan. It didn’t matter how fast this thing had happened. He was hers now.


  Fuck, that felt good to think.


  Her body hummed in pleasure at what they’d just done even as adrenaline flooded through her system.


  Doryan really needed to wake up.


  If he wasn’t up in thirty seconds she was calling Tessa. She counted to seven before she reached for her comm. This had gone on long enough.


  And then he groaned and turned over and Amy took her first deep breath since he’d fallen unconscious.


  When he opened his eyes, something was different, and not just because they flashed red for a moment before sliding back to their normal black. She’d seen that a few times already and it never failed to send a thrill of excitement through her.


  He smiled and reached up to cup her cheek. That was it. He was smiling. Before now she’d thought she’d seen the smallest pull on his lips, but this was full on. And it lit up his face, making the gold of his skin shine and lighting her up from the inside. Now she could see the difference. She didn’t believe that he’d been incapable of all emotion, but it had clearly been blunted in some way.


  Not anymore.


  “Denya.” It shouldn’t have been possible, but his smile widened. “Amy.”


  She kissed him. How could she do anything but kiss him when he was looking at her like that? There was a lot to say. She’d jumped into this thing heart first without checking to see where she’d land, but with Doryan’s arms around her she couldn’t think that she’d made the wrong decision. Nothing this good could be wrong.


  What would happen to them when the weekend was over? What would happen when the Legion wanted him back? Would there be some kind of punishment? Would they believe that he was no longer soulless? Amy didn’t know. But those were problems for daylight. Right now she wanted to explore her mate more.


  They kissed for a long time, lazily tasting and caressing each other. She memorized the feel of him, let it burn into her mind so that she’d never forget. She could be deprived of all her other senses but she’d know it was Doryan from feel alone.


  She’d never thought to know someone that closely, but the bond was working its magic on them and she wanted more.


  Kissing turned into touching and touching turned into more. And the second time Doryan came he stayed with her through the whole thing, his face full of naked emotion as the sensation washed through him.


  And he didn’t pass out.


  They lay next to each other, soaking up the afterglow, Amy cuddled into Doryan’s side. His fingers traced her skin, as if he couldn’t get enough of her. Since she felt the same she wasn’t about to hold it against him.


  “I never knew,” he said.


  “Knew what?” She was starting to get sleepy, the long day and longer night weighing down on her.


  “That it could be like this.” The wonder in his voice erased any doubts that might be trying to form. There were going to be troubles for them, plenty of them in the coming days, but as long as they faced them together, they’d make it.


  She drifted off to sleep with a smile.


  A sound of disgust woke her some time later, pulling her from a deep sleep. Doryan shot up, claws out and ready to face any attacker, but it was just Kyla. Amy put a hand on his shoulder to pull him back. Kyla would judge, but she wasn’t about to hurt them.


  “How did you get in here,” she asked, not that it was important. Kyla had to be there for a reason.


  “Tessa reprogrammed the door for me since it’s an emergency. There’s been another murder.” Kyla scooped Amy’s shirt off the floor and threw it at her. “Scene is pretty fresh, so if we go now we might have a chance of catching whoever did it. At least he has an alibi this time.”


  She and Kyla were going to need to have a talk. But it could wait.


  They had another murder to solve.


  ***
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  JOY SURGED THROUGH Doryan even as Amy and Kyla led him to the murder scene. He couldn’t dampen the emotion. He had a mate! He felt. He was able to mostly smother the smile that kept curling his lips, but that only came from years of living as a soulless. The muscles in his cheeks hurt if he smiled for too long, a sign he needed more practice.


  Later.


  He could understand Kyla’s apprehension at his mating with Amy. The nuances of everything had escaped him, but now they were rushing back as if he hadn’t gone six years as an unfeeling automaton. The joy crashed into worry and his heartbeat kicked up. Would Kyla stand between them?


  He didn’t think so. The looks she was giving Amy reminded him of what he used to do to his friends when he didn’t agree with their decisions but knew they wouldn’t take his advice. Grudging acceptance.


  But what about NaMasee?


  That could be a problem. Sure, Deke had said that there were formerly soulless warriors who had found their mates, but NaMasee hated him. It hadn’t been obvious before his reawakening, but now he was certain of it. For some reason NaMasee wanted him dead and Doryan had to make sure that didn’t happen. He had a new chance and a mate! He wanted years, decades, forever with her, and he couldn’t let it get snatched away.


  Amy dropped back a step and laced their fingers together. Her free hand massaged her chest, as if it was sore.


  “Are you alright?” he asked. Was there something wrong with her? Did she need medical attention? He wanted to scoop her up and deliver her to Tessa to have her checked out immediately.


  She squeezed his hand and stopped. “I’m fine. But are you?” She rubbed her chest again and let her hand drop. “It sort of feels like my heart is racing… but it’s not my heart. That bond you talked about, it’s real, isn’t it?” Then she shook her head. “I mean, obviously it’s real. But it’s… almost physical. It ties us together.” She raised her hand to his chest and held it there.


  And Doryan calmed. He took a deep breath and let the bond thrum between them. “It’s all so much,” he said. The world had opened up to him and where it had all been dull and hazy, now he saw everything in bright colors and sharp edges. It didn’t even matter that it was long before sunrise, everything was suddenly clearer.


  “Do you need to go back to our cabin?” she asked, and she didn’t seem to notice the slip. Our. No matter how this weekend ended, they were coming out of it together.


  He shook his head. “I want to help, as much as I can. And if there’s been a second murder, I don’t want you out here without protection.”


  Her brows shot up. “Is overprotectiveness going to be a thing? Because I have two older brothers who seem to think that’s their job, and I’ve spent my life proving otherwise.”


  She had brothers. He hadn’t known that. He didn’t know any of the facts about her, other than that she was a brilliant investigator. But they’d have time. “There’s a murderer on the loose,” he reminded her. “I’m always going to protect you when your life might be at risk.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “We’re going to talk about that. But we better get going or Kyla might actually shoot me.”


  A growl began in the back of his throat and he tried to stop it. He knew she was joking, but he didn’t take any threat lightly.


  Amy burst out laughing. “This is going to be interesting.” But she sobered as they approached the scene.


  Reikal was there, but Kyla wasn’t. Tessa and Kayleb had made it as well and Lieutenant NaMasee was sitting across the path on the steps in front of one of the cabins. As soon as he saw Doryan he sprang from his seat and pointed at him. “He—”


  Amy stepped in front of Doryan and raised a hand. “He has an alibi, Lieutenant. He was either with me or one of the NaZades all night. Now go and sit down and I’ll talk to you later.”


  More inappropriate emotion surged through Doryan at Amy’s commanding tone and if he hadn’t smelled the blood and viscera in the air he would have been hiding his body’s reaction.


  “Where’s Kyla?” Amy asked.


  “Inside the cabin.” NaMasee pointed behind him. “She went inside while Reikal retrieved supplies for one of the NaMoren denyai.”


  “They have names,” Doryan said, stepping out from behind Amy. He wouldn’t let her shield him, though his heart practically burst with joy at her protective instincts.


  NaMasee’s gaze snapped to him and his expression darkened. “Fine. The medic one. Tresla.”


  “That would be Tessa,” the woman in question said from where she was hovering over the latest victim. She stood and waved Amy over. Doryan followed.


  It was immediately clear the victim was one of the humans who had been staying on the settlement, but he was laying on his front and Doryan couldn’t see his face. Not that there were many options.


  “This is Peter Marino,” Amy said.


  Tessa nodded.


  “I found him behind these bushes,” Reikal told them, standing a bit away and angling his head away from the body.


  “It’s a bit late for you to be out for a stroll,” said Amy. “Or do you normally walk around the settlement at 2AM?”


  Reikal glanced down and shuddered. “I got a call from the cabin. Each of them is wired to call either the main house or me in case of emergencies. I heard yelling, and I’m pretty sure someone had accidentally slammed into the comm. No one tried to talk to me. But I came over. It took maybe ten minutes for me to get here? I thought it was just a fight…” He swallowed thickly and put a hand to his mouth. “I’m sorry. I’ve never…” He took a deep breath but that only made him look sicker.


  Doryan couldn’t blame him. He’d seen plenty of gore on the battlefield, but it was much worse to see it in the middle of this peaceful place.


  “It was quiet when I got here. I knocked on the door, but no one answered. And then I smelled it.” He shuddered. “We get dead deer, and other big animals sometimes. I hoped… but when I saw his leg sticking out of the bush… I pulled him out, hoped I could get medical attention, but he was gone.”


  Doryan looked behind the body and saw drag marks from the nearby bushes, seeming to corroborate Reikal’s story.


  “And how did the lieutenant get here?” Amy asked.


  “I called him,” Reikal admitted. “Him and Kayleb. I wasn’t sure what to do.”


  “It’s a good thing he did,” NaMasee said from right behind him. “I’m sick of playing games. I want this person,” he scowled at Doryan, “under lock and key until Legion personnel arrive.”


  It hadn’t bothered him before. Doryan had expected and accepted NaMasee’s attitude, but now he was done with it. He spun around and advanced on the lieutenant, grabbing for his throat and immobilizing him before he could spew more of his anti-soulless hatred. But he remained in control. His claws stayed sheathed, no matter how much he wanted to scare the other man.


  “I did not do this,” he spat. “And I didn’t kill your captain. You refuse to believe me, but it’s time to believe the evidence! I’m not some killing machine that can’t be trusted. And I’m not going to take this anymore.” He pushed NaMasee away and the lieutenant stumbled back, falling down in the dirt.


  “Your eyes!” The lieutenant scrambled back, reaching for his blaster, and Doryan realized that he’d miscalculated. “You’ve gone mad. This ends now!”


  He heard the shot, but felt nothing. Doryan looked down, expecting to see evidence of a wound, but it was NaMasee who fell back. Doryan turned around and saw his mate putting a small device in her pocket.


  “Reikal,” she said, voice deadly calm. “Please take the lieutenant back to his quarters and stay with him. I don’t want him doing anything… rash.”


  Everyone was looking at her, including Doryan, and their reactions ran the gamut. But no one stopped Reikal from picking NaMasee up and escorting him away.


  He had just stepped into the trees and out of sight when the cabin door opened and Kyla stepped out, shaking her head. “The wife is gone.”


  Tessa sighed and rolled the body to its side. “I think that’s an answer for your murder weapon.” She pointed to the strange weapon buried in his stomach. After taking a vid scan of the body she pulled it out gently, leaving Doryan even more confused.


  “Are those artificial claws?” He saw holes for each finger, and standing out where the knuckles belonged were thick claws that ended in sharp points.


  Kyla pushed past him. “I was fucking joking when I suggested that,” she said as she turned to Amy, her face full of disbelief.


  Amy looked at the weapon for several seconds before nodding. “I want people out searching for Linda Marino. And it’s time to call the sheriff. We’ve got a human victim, and that gives them jurisdiction. Now move!”
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    Chapter Thirteen
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  WHILE KAYLEB, KRAYTER, Penny, and Kyla searched the grounds, Amy went inside the Marino cabin with Doryan to have a look around. An idea was forming in the back of her head, the mystery wrapped up in a tidy bow, but she had to wait for more evidence and the county police before anything else happened.


  She had Tessa’s scanner in hand, hoping it would help her build the case.


  “Don’t touch anything,” she told Doryan. “You don’t have gloves on. But keep your eyes open.”


  Her mate nodded and some of her exhaustion melted away. The few hours of sleep she’d managed to snag after making love to him were the most restful of her life, but they still weren’t enough. But being around Doryan made her feel energized in a way she’d never been before. This denya bond was a hell of a drug and she wanted more.


  Thank the stars she wasn’t a cop anymore. As soon as this thing was done she’d be able to go back to her normal hours and take time to get to know her new mate.


  But she had to wait for later.


  She could see signs of a struggle in the cabin; a table had been knocked sideways and a smudge of blood on the wall next to the comm gave credence to Reikal’s story about the call. But there wasn’t enough blood inside for it to have been the site of the murder. If she had to guess, Linda and Peter had quarreled and they’d moved from inside to out. Linda had gotten the better of him, fatally stabbed him, and then he’d either collapsed in the bushes or she dragged him there. Given the size differential Amy was thinking he’d fallen.


  “Do you think Peter killed the captain?” Doryan asked. He was crouched over another spot of blood, staring at it intently.


  “I think Linda thought he did,” Amy replied. “But this will be in the hands of the human police soon.” Human police who would look at all the evidence and see just how much motive Doryan had.


  She needed something else to give them. Another place to look. And she needed to make sure they spoke with her before NaPyrsee got a chance to poison them to his point of view.


  Fuck. She had to work fast.


  “What’s wrong?” Doryan asked, straightening and placing a hand on his chest. Right where the bond tugged.


  “I’ve got about five minutes before I need to call the human police. They’re already going to be pissed that we didn’t notify them about NaPyrsee’s death. And all the evidence…”


  “Points to me,” Doryan finished. But he didn’t look nearly as worried as Amy felt. “We both know I didn’t kill either of these people. It will be okay.”


  Would it? Two people were dead and Doryan’s bosses were going to want to kill him. Amy could feel sweat gathering and her heartbeat rising. She’d managed to keep panic at bay until now, but she could see exactly how this whole thing could spiral out of control and she needed to stop it.


  Somehow.


  “As far as I know, Linda Marino had no motive to kill her husband… unless he knew about her affair.” Talking it out was good. She needed to work through the logic of the problem. “Peter seemed like an asshole, but plenty of assholes never get murdered. Plus he had the claws. Claws which might match with the wounds on Captain NaPyrsee. If he discovered the affair, maybe he killed the captain. And maybe Linda found them. It’s a lot of maybes.”


  “But it makes sense,” Doryan assured her.


  It did. But there was an equally compelling story where Doryan killed the captain due to their history and Linda killed her husband for unrelated reasons. But she didn’t want to voice that doubt. Not yet. She knew Doryan hadn’t killed anyone, but the police wouldn’t. And she’d heard about rural police. Sometimes they saw an alien and couldn’t look past it.


  “I’m going to do a scan.” Maybe the device would find something that normal eyes couldn’t.


  She started in the bathroom and let out a breath when she got a hit on her first try. Detyen blood in the sink. And the shower. The visible evidence had been washed away, but the scanner didn’t lie. Someone had been absolutely covered in the stuff and it hadn’t been Linda, unless there was a third body lying somewhere. She hadn’t had the time between NaPyrsee’s death and discovery.


  But was it enough?


  Amy looked through the door and saw Doryan standing in the middle of the room. Even if she could convince the cops he hadn’t done it, NaMasee’s people would be here soon, and there was no way they’d listen to reason.


  She knew what she had to do.


  She sent a copy of the scan to her file and walked out of the bathroom, a strange sense of calm settling over her. “Go back to the NaZade cabin,” she instructed her mate. “Pack up your things and be ready to go.”


  “You’re sending me away?” He looked hurt and Amy couldn’t stop herself from wrapping her arms around him and hugging him close.


  “No,” she promised. “But I’m not letting anyone else get to you. That protection thing goes both ways. Now get out and be quick. I’ve got to call the sheriff now or this is all going to go sideways.”


  “Could you get in trouble for this?”


  She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Now go.” She shoved him gently towards the door, but luckily he didn’t argue. She had to trust that Reikal had gotten NaMasee safely to his quarters and that Doryan would be safe walking back.


  And then she shook herself. Doryan was a fully trained warrior. He could walk safely down a path and handle everything that came at him.


  Still, she had to act fast.


  She pulled up the local sheriff’s information and made the call.


  ***
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  DORYAN APPRECIATED Amy’s worry, but he’d walked lonely, dark roads before, and even with his newfound emotions couldn’t summon any fear on his journey from the Marino cabin to his own. But he was still cautious over his path. He might not have feared, but he wasn’t stupid.


  The most direct path took him within a few dozen meters of NaMasee’s place. Or he could take another path and add fifteen minutes to his walk and stay well outside of NaMasee’s reach. But he’d felt Amy’s apprehension. She wanted them gone from this place as soon as possible and adding another unnecessary quarter hour could prevent their escape. After all, he doubted the sheriff would let them leave once the human authorities arrived.


  He knew Amy was taking a risk, and it set his heart alight. She was choosing him. He couldn’t remember anyone ever doing that before. He’d had friends before becoming soulless, but none of them had seemed particularly devastated when he chose to undergo the procedure and sacrifice all. NaPyrsee had sacrificed him to slavers. And he knew that the NaZades would try and defend him… but if it became a choice between him and one of the family, they’d choose their family. He couldn’t even blame them.


  But his mate had chosen him.


  And he couldn’t make her wait.


  He took the path that would lead him towards NaMasee’s cabin and moved swiftly. It had been long enough since Amy had shot him that he could have woken up, and he had no idea what her blaster was set to. He might have just been stunned with no lingering injuries.


  Probably for the best, but that didn’t mean that Doryan wouldn’t have liked to see the man laid up for the night.


  With any luck Reikal would be standing guard over NaMasee and all of Doryan’s worry would be for nothing.


  But he’d already used up a lot of his luck this weekend. He’d found his mate, regained his emotions, and convinced her that he hadn’t murdered anyone despite all the evidence. And as NaMasee stepped onto the path, Doryan knew it had run out.


  For a second the lieutenant didn’t see him, but then he spun around, claws out and eyes flashing red. “You,” he hissed. “Trying to run?”


  Doryan let the calm of the fight settle over him. NaMasee looked fueled by rage and Doryan could feel his own anger sizzling, unfamiliar and yet burning hot enough to light him on fire. He wouldn’t give into it. He couldn’t, not tonight. “I’ve done nothing wrong, lieutenant.” He tried to keep his tone even, to sound just as soulless as he’d been when he arrived at the settlement, but even he could detect his frustration.


  NaMasee’s hand whipped down and his eyes widened as he realized he didn’t have his blaster. “I know the signs,” he said. “You’re not acting as you should. You know the remedy for that. I’m protecting us all.”


  Doryan held out his arms. “I haven’t hurt anyone.” But he could already tell it would be no use. NaMasee didn’t see him as a person, as a fellow member of the Detyen Legion. He saw a soulless warrior, someone to be used up and thrown away once they were no longer useful.


  If it hadn’t been for Amy, he would have faded into that existence, accepted NaMasee’s hate. But Doryan was a man reborn and now he had everything to live for. Getting into a fight with NaMasee now wouldn’t help his case, but as Doryan stepped back, he knew he wasn’t going to have another choice.


  Without warning the lieutenant launched himself at Doryan, swinging out, claws extended and swiping for his face. All he managed to do was nick Doryan’s cheek, but it stung, and Doryan’s own claws itched to shoot out. But if he lost control like that, if he truly harmed NaMasee, there would be no appeal to the Legion. To them he was still soulless, and he needed to present his case.


  But first he needed to win.


  The first blow might have been an undirected burst of hatred, but NaMasee had just as much training as Doryan, and he held himself like a fighter. He knew what he was doing. He stepped into Doryan’s space and landed a punch, but there was no sting of claws this time, he’d retracted them.


  That wasn’t a blessing, it just meant he had work to do before he could slice Doryan to shreds.


  Doryan fought back, reaching out and looping an arm around NaMasee’s neck, pulling him down until his knee connected with the man’s gut, and taking a dim satisfaction in the way the lieutenant grunted.


  Claws raked down Doryan’s thigh and he shoved NaMasee away before he could do more damage.


  They circled one another. The moon provided enough light to see by, and the forest was silent all around them, the animals either scared or sleeping. Blood trickled down his leg and he had to end this fast before he lost his strength. NaMasee hadn’t managed to hit anything vital, but the wound was big and bleeding fast.


  Doryan advanced, faking left before swinging right and hitting hard. He swept with his leg and NaMasee went down with a thunk, hitting something on the ground and hissing out in pain. But he didn’t let Doryan get close enough to finish it. He flipped over and scrambled away.


  Doryan kept moving, not letting the lieutenant escape.


  NaMasee gave as good as he got, his claws flashing in and out with an admirable amount of control. He was a stylish fighter, even as they grappled, and Doryan might have respected it on a practice mat. But not in the middle of a forest while he was fighting for his life.


  He slipped in one of the mud puddles that still hadn’t dried and NaMasee took his chance, getting his hands on Doryan’s throat, his claws tickling his skin. It wouldn’t take much pressure to dig in and end this for good.


  Doryan froze, barely daring to breathe.


  “You’re malfunctioning,” NaMasee panted out. “No soulless would fight me. I’m doing this for the safety of all.”


  But he was hesitating. Despite his hatred, despite his conviction that Doryan needed to be put down, NaMasee didn’t want to be the one to do it. Doryan could see it in his eyes. He kept his mouth shut. Another person might have been able to talk NaMasee off his path, but Doryan was almost certain that if he muttered a word the man would end him. He just needed a reason.


  Doryan wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


  NaMasee took a breath, his grip loosening just a fraction, and Doryan risked it all, rearing back before lunging forward and head butting the lieutenant. He got his arm around the man’s throat and squeezed, cutting off the flow of blood and oxygen.


  NaMasee went limp in his arms and a dark part in the depths of Doryan’s awakening soul wanted him to hold on, to wait until the breath left NaMasee’s body and the threat was gone for good.


  But he forced himself to let go, to let the lieutenant drop to the ground unconscious but otherwise unharmed.


  He didn’t wait around for the man to wake up, knowing he wouldn’t be out for long.


  Doryan sprinted the rest of the way, his steps growing wobbly as he made it to the NaZade cabin. He cast the pain aside. It didn’t matter. He needed to get his things.


  Someone must have seen him coming. Naomi stood in the door, a worried look on her face. Had her psychic senses warned her he was coming? Or was the entire camp awake despite the late hour?


  When he saw the medical supplies waiting beside the couch he had his answer.


  “Amy said you were coming our way,” she told him, slinging his arm over her shoulders and leading him toward the couch. “I had a feeling you might need some more help.”


  Doryan grunted his thanks.


  Deke came down with Doryan’s bag a few minutes later and watched as Naomi applied regen gel and bandaged the wound. The gel would mean he was mostly healed by sunup, but until then his leg felt like it was on fire.


  “The lieutenant?” Deke asked.


  Doryan nodded. Now that the heat of the fight was over, he wasn’t sure he could speak without grunting in pain.


  “Fuck.” Deke let out a breath and slumped back. “Why does he have it out for you?”


  Doryan glared, his jaw too tight to do much talking.


  “Did you just glare at me?” Deke’s eyes got big. “What’s—”


  “I need the contact info for those warriors you mentioned.” Doryan swallowed back the pain and sank into his training. “Do you remember?”


  “Raze and Kayde?” Deke nodded. “I’ll have to ask around, but I can get it to you. Are you… did you—”


  “Amy. Yes.” Despite his pain, Doryan smiled.


  It took Deke several seconds to smile back, and Doryan wondered if it was because he was starting to feel the pressure of not finding a mate of his own. He had time. He hadn’t even reached twenty-five. But with his two brothers mated and now Doryan doing the impossible, he had to be feeling something.


  But Doryan wasn’t going to bring it up. There was no need to make Deke feel worse. “Tell Manda I’ll call her?”


  The smile slid off Deke’s face, but he nodded. “There’s something—”


  The front door slammed open and Doryan could feel it in the bond before Amy walked in the room. She got one look at him before her hand shot to her blaster. “What did he do?” she asked.


  “I’m safe now,” Doryan insisted. “It’s okay. And he’s not dead.”


  She scowled. “He will be when I get my hands on him.”


  “You and Vita are going to get along great,” Deke muttered. He pointed to Doryan’s bag. “Safe travels.”


  “The sheriff will be here soon,” said Amy. “I’ve briefed Kyla the best I can. Let’s get out of here before you get arrested.”
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  THE DRIVE BACK TO VIRGINIA took hours and somehow also went by in the blink of an eye. Doryan faded fast and Amy didn’t like the way he’d gone pale, his golden skin turning a bit green. Her mind whirled, the responsible part telling her to turn the car around and speak with the sheriff before things got out of hand. But the part that needed to protect Doryan drowned everything else out.


  She didn’t trust NaMasee, and given Doryan’s wounds she had been right. She only hoped Kyla could handle the situation well enough before NaMasee turned the human police against Doryan. Though given NaMasee’s contempt for humans, maybe the sheriff wouldn’t like him.


  She’d laid everything out in the evidence. Linda Marino was having an affair with Captain NaPyrsee. Peter Marino discovered it and killed him. Then Linda Marino discovered that her husband had killed her lover and struck out in a jealous rage before fleeing. She’d all but wrapped a bow around the case.


  But she kept checking for police in her rear view mirror, as if they’d be chasing her and Doryan down.


  She didn’t let her guard down as they drove out of New York and further south, and when they hit rush hour traffic in Philadelphia exhaustion washed over her, even though they were only halfway home.


  Doryan woke up a little after that, and something in her chest settled as he stretched in the seat beside her. Then he looked over and smiled, and for the first time in hours she let herself believe that everything would be alright.


  “How are you feeling?” she asked. She reached into the console between their seats and grabbed a water bottle, offering it to him.


  He took it and drank deeply. Amy had to keep her eyes forward or she was going to be too distracted watching his throat work. “Better,” he said. He prodded at his leg. “Feels a bit bruised, but the wounds have closed up. I should be fully functional in an hour or two.”


  Fully functional. That was all there was to the soulless. It was a harsh reminder of what he’d been until they’d met.


  “Deke knows of some people that might be able to help me navigate this…” he made a motion with his hands, “everything. Soulless warriors who found their mates. He’s going to give me their contact info once he has it.”


  And the seedling of hope inside of her grew a little more. Maybe there was a way out of this. She held on tight as doubts tried to swarm her. They were safe for now, and NaMasee couldn’t hurt Doryan again. Not yet. Not ever, if she had any say in it.


  That reminded her of something. “What did Deke mean when he said that Vita and I would like each other?” She’d met the woman briefly but hadn’t spent much time around her.


  Doryan smiled and Amy turned fully to take it in for a second. She loved his smiles and wanted to see them every day. She would have said it was all too soon, but she believed in this mate stuff 100% and she was ready for it. There was something… magical about fate ordaining that they belonged together. And as far as she could tell, destiny had done a good job. Doryan was kind, caring, protective, and sex on legs. Why would she resist that when she could feel that they belonged together?


  “So you don’t know how Vita met Brax?” he asked. He reached out and laced their fingers together.


  Oh, fuck it. Amy engaged the auto-drive mode and turned fully to face her mate. She’d only been navigating herself because it helped stave off panic. But now she wanted to be fully engrossed in Doryan.


  “No, I take it there’s a story?” Brax and Vita had seemed almost nauseatingly in love, so it couldn’t have been all bad.


  “She kidnapped him,” Doryan answered. “Abducted him from Earth. She used to be a bounty hunter. Turns out there was a mix up and he was misidentified as one of her marks. While they were sorting themselves through that, they rescued me and Manda. Vita is very protective of Brax, and she isn’t afraid to use her blaster.”


  “Huh.” Amy wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She wasn’t a bounty hunter, but she was absconding with Doryan, and her blaster was a comforting weight in her pocket.


  She’d worry about that later.


  They made it to her home in Virginia before lunch time, but Amy was starving. She pulled through a fast food drive through and got them both meals before heading for her parking lot. They both devoured every scrap before they got out of the car.


  Her apartment wasn’t much. A single bedroom, small kitchen, and large living room made it the perfect size for a single person.


  How would Doryan fit in?


  Well, from the looks of it, just fine. Something settled within her at seeing him in her space.


  He dropped his bag near the couch and looked around. Amy wondered what he saw. She’d lived alone her entire adult life, never once feeling the urge to invite any of her former partners to stay long term.


  And now there was Doryan. She could imagine lazy mornings spent in bed. Late nights… also in bed. Her bed featured in a lot of her imaginings, but it wasn’t the only thing. Their chemistry might have been off the charts, might have been the thing that first bound them together. But it wasn’t all, and she wanted to get to know him in every way.


  She wanted the time. And she hoped she’d managed to steal it for them.


  “I’ll show you where the shower is. I think we can both do with the clean up.” She hadn’t meant anything by it, but when Doryan’s eyes flashed red she realized how else he could hear that.


  Well… no need to disappoint.


  She grabbed his hand and pulled him into her room. The bathroom was what had sold her on this place. The shower was big enough for two people and the water pressure was divine. And her mouth watered to imagine what Doryan would look like under the spray.


  But she wouldn’t be imagining for long.


  “You can put your clothes in the basket so I can wash them.” She pointed.


  Doryan grimaced. “I think the pants are a loss.”


  She hated the reminder that he’d been hurt, but Doryan without pants was a sight she wouldn’t get tired of seeing.


  Doryan stripped with practiced efficiency, exposing himself with a casual confidence that stole her breath. She wanted to touch every inch of him, taste all of him, and then do it again.


  “Denya,” Doryan groaned, and she watched in fascination as his cock twitched, plumping under her gaze. She couldn’t tear her eyes away. She’d already felt how it was different from a human cock, but now she could see it in the lights of her bedroom and she liked what she saw.


  “Mate.” She smiled. She’d never imagined that there was anyone out there that could fit her like this, but now that she had Doryan, she wanted to revel in it. She pulled off her own clothes and left them in the pile beside Doryan’s. They could do laundry later. Now it was time to get clean… and dirty.


  She led him into the bathroom and turned on the shower until the water steamed up around them. She encouraged Doryan to step under the spray. Though they’d been in the car for hours, he still had a bit of mud on him from his fight with the lieutenant and Amy wanted it gone. She reached for her soap and lathered up, running her hands over Doryan’s body and appreciating his muscles, letting her fingers linger when he groaned.


  She loved the noises he made and wanted him to make more. And when her fingers found his cock, he did, arching into her and gasping out her name like a prayer.


  Hot damn.


  He thrust into her hand, but something impish possessed Amy to move on. They weren’t done yet, not by a long shot.


  Doryan moved in close, burying his head against her neck and kissing her, teasing his lips and teeth against her skin until she knew he’d marked her. It sent a thrill through her, the thought of being branded by this man. Her own fingers curled, one digging into his thigh, though probably not quite hard enough to bruise. She wanted him wearing her marks as well, wanted everyone to know that he was her mate and they couldn’t have him.


  The wave of possession was almost enough to stagger her. She’d never been like this before. But everything was different with Doryan, and she was determined to enjoy it all.


  Doryan rinsed off and then it was her turn under the spray, his fingers teasing her with soapy caresses. His thoroughness was enough to leave her trembling and writhing against him, and when his lips found hers Amy surrendered to the kiss, to him.


  His fingers found her entrance, toying with her, stroking her until her hips jerked against his hand, seeking out more contact. He caressed the nub of her sex, and she moaned, long and loud and perfect.


  She wanted him inside her, wanted the fullness that he’d given her before, but the shower wasn’t quite big enough, and she was distantly worried about slipping on the wet tile. Whether Doryan shared her concern or could just read her body, he didn’t push for more, instead stroking and stroking until she came apart in his arms, shuddering against him.


  And when she was recovered, or at least sure she would collapse into a puddle of satisfied woman, she wrapped her fingers around his thick length, memorizing the feel of his alien ridges and dips, and stroked, tight and fast, until he shot against her, the evidence of his release coating her belly until it washed away.


  They stayed longer, relaxing in the heat until the water began to run cold. Amy nuzzled against him for another moment before turning off the spray and reaching for towels. She handed one to Doryan with a kiss and a smile and couldn’t tear her eyes away as he wiped himself down.


  Already she wanted him again, but her body was getting heavy, sated with pleasure and ready to drop from exhaustion. The day had already been too long, no matter what her bedside clock would say. She just wanted to sleep, wrapped up around her mate, and let all the world’s problems melt away.


  But Doryan stiffened beside her and his head snapped towards the door. “Someone’s out there,” he whispered, his claws flashing out. “Do you think NaMasee followed us?”


  Amy had engaged the alarm, and since it wasn’t going off she had a good idea of who was outside. She braced herself. “I’m pretty sure it’s my brothers.”
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  AMY KNEW THEY HAD ABOUT thirty seconds before her brothers burst into her room. The steam from the shower would have heated the rest of the apartment and they’d probably heard the water shut off. Normal people would have given her time to get dressed.


  Normal people would have knocked.


  She should have never keyed her brothers into the security system.


  “Come on,” she told Doryan. “We’ve got to get dressed.”


  Her mate seemed to hesitate. He looked towards the door where her brothers had to be impatiently waiting. “My bag is out there. With my clothes.”


  Shit. The pants he’d worn from the settlement would raise more questions, what with the dirt and claw marks, and Amy didn’t want this to take longer than it needed. But it wasn’t like she had to hide Doryan. She was a full grown woman, and if her brothers didn’t like that she was with her boyfriend they could shove it.


  “I’ll get it for you,” she promised. She threw on her own clothes and had just thrown open the bedroom door when Luis got his hand on the knob. “Step back,” she told him, “or we’re going to have words.”


  He got an eyeful of Doryan and opened his mouth, but Amy pushed past him and didn’t let him talk. She scooped up Doryan’s bag and marched back to the room. Her mate waited in the doorway and laid a gentle kiss on her before taking his things. “I’m going to call the others, let them know we made it back safely,” he said.


  She nodded. It was probably better that she faced her brothers on her own.


  Cris and Luis stood uncomfortably in her living room. At any other time they would have plopped down on her couch and turned on her holoplayer. They both had homes and families of their own, but somehow her house was more entertaining. At least when they wanted to be annoyances.


  Now they looked unsure, caught between wanting to flee and ignore the evidence that their younger sister had sex, and wanting to storm into her bedroom and warn Doryan against hurting her.


  “Sit down before you do something stupid,” she told them, pointing to the couch. “What the hell are you doing here?” Everyone knew she was supposed to be out of town for the weekend. “Please tell me you didn’t come here just to hang out when I’m away.”


  Cris took a seat first while Luis seemed unable to look away from the door to her bedroom. “Kyla called Angela. Angela called me. I called Luis. We were concerned. But you seem… fine?”


  Was her little sister about to burst through the door? Amy hoped not. Two siblings was enough for one day. “And what did Kyla tell you?” It had taken years, but she’d learned not to give away anything to her brothers until she had an idea of where they stood. Otherwise things got… difficult.


  Luis crossed the room but didn’t sit, and his arms were crossed so tightly across his chest she was a little afraid he might pull something. “She said you’d lost your head over a guy and abandoned a job. She wanted us to talk sense into you.”


  For a moment hurt stabbed through Amy’s chest, but then she was reminding herself of who was talking. Luis had a way of making everything sound terrible.


  Cris cleared his throat. “She said you left the site of your last job and left her in charge because you were protecting someone.” That sounded better. “And that you might have lost perspective.”


  Well fuck her.


  Okay, that was mean. But she and her business partner were going to have words when this was all over.


  “No perspective lost,” Amy promised. “Yes, Doryan and I are seeing each other. Yes, it’s been a bit of a whirlwind, but it’s completely fine.” Even whirlwind might not have been strong enough to describe what had happened between them.


  “An alien, Amy? Really?” Luis scowled and started to pace in front of the couch. “There are billions of humans. Why did you have to—”


  “I don’t think you should finish that sentence,” she cut him off. Luis had always taken a harsher view to the alien presence on Earth, but he was getting close to outright bigotry and she didn’t want that in her house, especially not with her mate in the next room. “Doryan is my ma… man… friend. Boyfriend.” She stumbled, not wanting to drop the mate word, and given the way Cris and Luis looked at her, they sensed blood in the water. She needed to get them out quickly. “It’s been a very long couple of days and I need to sleep. Can we continue this inquisition later? When I’m not about to drop?”


  “And yet you had enough time to—”


  “Lu, shut the fuck up.” That was it. “I am nearly forty years old. I can make my own decisions. And Doryan is one of them. You don’t have to fucking like it, but you don’t get to come into my house and drop this bullshit on me. Got it?”


  Luis looked ready to fight, but Cris stood. “Don’t,” he told their brother, holding a hand up. Then he turned back to Amy. “Kyla is concerned. She knows you. We know you. And we want to make sure that everything is alright. That’s all.”


  “It is,” Amy promised. “Things are a little up in the air, but I’m sure of this, of him, down to my bones.”


  Cris opened his mouth as if he had more to say, then closed it.


  “I’m okay,” she said again.


  “Can we meet him? Doryan?” Cris asked. Luis scoffed.


  “When I’m sure you’ll be on your best behavior. Not today. I don’t want you scaring him away.” Not that she thought he’d run, but the full force of the Dalisay family could be a bit much. There were going to be uncomfortable questions and observations and she wanted time to prep her mate before it got out of hand.


  “Family dinner?” Cris suggested.


  “We’ll see.” Doryan was going to have to meet the family some time. She only hoped it didn’t end in bloodshed.


  ***
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  DEKE DIDN’T ANSWER his comm, so Doryan tried his twin, relieved when Brax immediately picked up. The younger man looked harried, and it must have been a hectic few hours since Doryan and Amy left.


  “You made good time,” Brax said.


  Doryan stood near the bedroom door and tried to make out what Amy’s brothers were saying to her. The sounds were muffled, which was probably for the best if he was going to give his full attention to Brax. “Any updates?” Doryan asked. He didn’t want to waste time chatting.


  Brax sighed. “Things have moved fast. They found Linda Marino at a nearby transport depot and took her into custody. The sheriff’s men haven’t told us anything, but I think they’re satisfied that she did it. NaMasee tried to start something up, but Kyla shut him down. He made noises about wanting to take off, but the police still need to talk to him. If I were a betting man—” there was a quickly whispered conversation on the other end of the line, though Doryan couldn’t see who Brax was talking to. When he smiled, it was clear it was Vita. “Which I’m not,” he added with a pointed look to his mate, “I’d guess that he’s going to come after you soon.”


  “That’s not surprising.” It was too much to hope that leaving the settlement would take care of matters. “Is Amy in any trouble?”


  Brax shook his head. “The sheriff wasn’t happy, but he’s too busy to get too upset.”


  Good. That was good. Doryan didn’t want his mate getting in trouble for him. “Deke was going to get some information for me…”


  “About the not-so-soulless warriors?” Brax asked. He smiled. “Congratulations, by the way. I didn’t know it was possible, but you deserve all the happiness. Especially after…”


  “I don’t want to talk about that.” His abduction had been terrible, but at least the horror was blunted by the cloud of soulless memory.


  Brax nodded. “Of course. But we’ll want to meet her properly. Introduce her to your family.”


  It caught Doryan off guard. Family. The Legion was supposed to be his family, but they’d abandoned him long before he was left in space. They saw the soulless as tools, not people. But the NaZades had taken him in, even when he felt nothing, acted like nothing, and they’d accepted him for who he was. Doryan couldn’t find the words. Not then, so he just nodded.


  “Anyway, Deke is trying to set up a meeting. We’ll let you know when and where, but it should happen soon. Will you be alright until then? We can come to you. We’re leaving the settlement today, anyway.” Brax looked so serious that Doryan wanted to smile.


  “I’m fine. Good. We’ll be prepared if the lieutenant shows up, or if a contingent from the Legion knocks on our door. I’m not sure what happens next, but I have hope. For the first time in a long time.” His face hurt from smiling so much, the muscles not used to the action.


  He and Brax disconnected and Doryan tried to hear what Amy and her brothers were discussing again. Still muffled.


  He wasn’t sure if she wanted him out there. If he had any thought that she was in danger he’d leave the room in a flash, but she’d seemed mildly annoyed by their presence, not worried. And though he was still reacquainting himself with the nuances of emotion, he knew his presence could tip her brothers into stupidity.


  So he gave her time. If everything worked as it should, they’d have years yet for him to get to know her family. And whether they had a good or bad first impression, he wasn’t going anywhere.


  Not by choice.


  But the Legion wasn’t something that either he or Amy could fight. They were trained, armed, and ready to take down any threat to the Detyen people. Would they say that Doryan was one of those threats? Could he pin his hopes on NaFeen and NaDetya to come through for him?


  He didn’t know. He shouldn’t hope. But he’d spent so long unable to do so that the emotion burbled up in him and he couldn’t tamp it down. He wanted decades with his mate, wanted to know her and love her exactly as a Detyen should. Her presence in his life was a gift he had never expected to receive, and he couldn’t let it be taken away.


  But he didn’t know how to make sure they could be together when forces stronger than either of them were going to come for him.


  Maybe he should have reported right back to the Legion as soon as he’d arrived on Earth, but if he’d done that he would have never been at the settlement to meet Amy. And though it turned out they’d lived in the same city for months, he wasn’t sure fate would have brought them together any other way.


  It was going to be okay, it had to.


  The muffled voices rose and then a door slammed. Doryan was stepping toward the bedroom door before he could consciously decide to move, but then the door opened and Amy appeared, her expression wry.


  “The coast is clear,” she said, but she stepped into the room instead of inviting him out. “Brothers,” she sighed and sank down onto her bed.


  “I wouldn’t know.” Then again, Brax had said he was family. Did that make Shayn, Deke, and Brax his brothers? He didn’t think they were that close, but they were something. Doryan lay back on the bed beside his mate and pulled her into his arms.


  She snuggled close. “Any family?” she asked.


  “My parents weren’t mates,” he said. It was a common occurrence in the Legion. “They died when I was young. I barely remember them.” He’d been raised communally, another common practice. It gave him close ties to his fellow soldiers. Or it should have. Those ties had dissolved when he’d lost his soul.


  Amy laced their fingers together. “Well I’ve got a big ass family who’s going to adopt you, whether they like it or not. But I get to keep you to myself a little first. Sleep and you, that’s what I love right now.”


  Doryan’s heart beat fast and he wanted to ask Amy if she meant it. But she gave a long sigh and surrendered to her first love, sleep, before he could make sense of her words.


  There’d be time tomorrow, and Doryan let sleep take him. He had his mate with him, they’d solve everything eventually. For now he was going to enjoy the soft feel of her pressed against him, her scent enveloping him.


  Nothing better.
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  DORYAN HAD NEVER APPRECIATED a full night’s sleep more, and waking only made it better. He and Amy slowly made love, worshiping each other’s bodies until they were too sated to move. And when it was time to finally get out of bed, he couldn’t stop touching his denya. And from the way she grinned at him, she knew.


  They spent a lazy morning in her apartment. There wasn’t much to do until Deke came through with the meeting, and going outside could easily lead to Doryan being spotted by someone in the Legion. He didn’t mind staying inside for now, but he could already feel a restlessness beginning to prick beneath his skin. If they were stuck here for long, he might begin to chafe at it.


  Just after lunchtime someone banged on the door. Doryan and Amy shared a look.


  “More family?” he asked.


  “My family doesn’t knock.” She got up from where they were tangled together on her couch and took a step towards the door. Then she paused, grabbed her blaster from where it was on the table, and continued on. It was a harsh reminder that danger could find them at any time, and Doryan’s claws ached.


  Amy checked the security camera and turned to him, confused. “I think you should answer it. It’s Manda.”


  That got Doryan up from his seat and across the room in three strides. He flung the door open and had an armful of teenage girl in his arms before he could even greet her. Then she pushed him away and glared. “What the hell, Doryan?” Manda demanded.


  Amy guided her inside and closed the door. This wasn’t a conversation they wanted all of Amy’s neighbors to hear. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “How did you get here from New York?” She was probably old enough to figure out transit by herself, but Doryan didn’t like the thought of her alone. She’d been through enough.


  She rolled her eyes. “We got home last night. Kyla told me where you were.”


  A cross-city journey was better than a cross-country one, but Doryan still didn’t like it.


  But Manda was talking again before he could say anything. “We promised to stick together. I know you couldn’t do anything about the Legion, but I thought you would get to say goodbye! When Naomi told me that you’d gone, how do you think that felt?”


  Her eyes watered and Doryan was at a loss. In all their time together, no matter the hardships they’d faced, he’d never seen Manda cry. He didn’t know how to react to that. “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to put as much emotion as he could into the words, but they sounded flat. More emotional than he’d been a week ago, but not by much.


  “Are you?” she glared. “What’s going on? No one would tell me why you left with the detective woman. They treat me like a kid even though…”


  Doryan led her to the couch. “We don’t want you hurt again,” he said once they sat. Amy retreated into the kitchen, and Doryan was grateful. Manda seemed on the verge of something and he knew that really seeing Amy might set her off.


  “It hurts when you lie to me.” Manda wiped at her eyes fiercely and glared at him again, as if to dare him to call her out for crying.


  Doryan wouldn’t say a word about that. “I didn’t lie,” he pointed out. “But you’re right. I didn’t tell you the entire truth. I’m still wrapping my head around it. Amy is my denya. That’s why I came with her.”


  “And that’s why you’re acting weird now?” Manda asked. “Like you’re a person instead of a robot?”


  His newly uncovered emotions might eventually find that description offensive, but for now Doryan just nodded. “Does anyone know where you are?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “I left a note.”


  He couldn’t get mad at her, even if protective anger simmered beneath the surface. He wasn’t going to lash out. But it was an effort to keep his voice even. “You can’t just take off like that. Everyone is going to worry.”


  “You weren’t even there to worry,” she pointed out.


  “Doesn’t mean I don’t. I knew you were safe because there were five people to protect you. You were in good hands. You—”


  Someone pounded on the door and Amy was there in a flash. Deke didn’t wait to be invited in. His gaze honed in on Manda and he approached. Doryan didn’t like that look. He stood in the other man’s way, protecting his charge.


  “What were you thinking?” Deke demanded. He pushed against Doryan but didn’t put up much of a fight.


  “Lower your voice,” Doryan said.


  “She just took off. She could have been snatched off the streets again and we would have never found her!” Deke’s chest heaved and his eyes briefly flashed red.


  “I left a note,” Manda protested.


  “A note? Oh, well that solves everything!” Deke advanced again.


  “Everyone quiet!” Amy yelled, and it somehow worked. Attention snapped to her. “Screaming isn’t going to solve this.” She met Doryan’s eyes and glanced at Deke. “Talk to him. Manda? You’re with me. You’re not in trouble.”


  She shepherded the girl into her bedroom and shut the door behind them. Deke stared at the closed door for several long seconds and Doryan wondered if he was going to try and bust through it. But when he looked back at Doryan there was a quiet desperation in his eyes, his anger bleeding into worry.


  “We didn’t know where she was,” he said.


  “She’s okay,” Doryan promised. “But I think you and I have some things to talk about.”


  ***


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  AMY WAS GLAD THE CLOSED bedroom door managed to muffle most of the noise from the living room. Deke had looked ready to brawl, and while she hoped Doryan could keep it from coming to that, her priority right now was getting Manda calmed down and talking.


  The girl sat on the bench at the end of the bed and Amy was glad that for once it was free of clothes that needed to be put away. They were quiet for several moments. Amy wasn’t exactly sure how to treat Manda. Her brothers’ kids were all a lot younger, and Amy could handle that, but Manda was in that in-between stage, almost an adult but not quite. Ready to take offense at the slightest misunderstanding.


  Tough as nails and fragile as glass.


  But she needed a friend right now, and Amy would do her best.


  “I know I screwed up by coming here,” Manda bit out. “But no one was saying anything.”


  “I can see how that would be frustrating.” Amy sat beside her, leaving enough space between them so they weren’t touching. “Doryan and I left really early in the morning. Deke and Naomi were the only ones who saw us off. He would have said something if there was time. I’m sure of that.”


  “Oh, another thing Deke won’t talk about. How fun.” Manda slumped and hung her head.


  Unease curled in Amy’s stomach at Manda’s tone. Her impression of Deke had been good, in their limited interactions, but she knew all too well that people could hide away the darkness hidden inside. “Are you and Deke close?” she asked.


  Manda buried her head in her hands, her cheeks turning pink. It took her a minute to answer, but when she did she sat up tall. “No, I don’t think he likes me at all. And he makes me feel weird. We’re not…”


  “Weird how?” She did not like the sound of this, but she kept her cool. She needed Manda’s story before she did anything… like shoot a certain Detyen with her blaster.


  “I don’t know,” Manda muttered. “I can’t explain it.”


  “Try.”


  Manda sighed. “It’s weird. Like there’s something pulling me to go hang out with him. And I mean that literally. Like there’s a rope wrapped around my chest and it tugs me in his direction. And I have dreams sometimes. Where we hang out.”


  She was not going to ask about the details of a sixteen year old’s dreams. But she recognized the feeling Manda was talking about. It sounded a lot like the denya bond. But Manda was just a kid. What did that mean? “Has Deke touched you?”


  “No!” Manda burst up from her seat and started pacing. “He wouldn’t. He’s not like that. And I know everyone thinks that I was… that that happened to me after I was abducted, but it didn’t. I swear. And Deke wouldn’t. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Amy raised her hands in surrender. “I believe you.” And that was good to hear on both counts. She couldn’t imagine the tortures that Manda had endured while she and Doryan were held captive, but to know that there was at least one thing she hadn’t experienced was a small relief.


  The door slammed and she and Manda shared a look before heading back towards the living room. They found Doryan standing in front of the door, chest heaving and eyes red. If it were someone else, she might have been wary. But never Doryan.


  She approached slowly and noted that his claws were retracted. That was good. “You okay there?” she asked, running her hands over his arms.


  Doryan’s eyes slowly bled back to black and he pressed his forehead against hers while he sucked down deep breaths. “I’m still getting used to my emotions,” he admitted. “I may have overstepped.”


  “It’s alright.”


  She hoped. She turned toward Manda. “Who do you want me to call to come pick you up?”


  Manda smiled. “You’re letting me choose?”


  Amy shrugged. “If I like your answer.”


  Manda just rolled her eyes. “I guess Shayn or Naomi would be fine. Vita can be scary.”


  “I’ll call them,” said Doryan.


  They didn’t take long to arrive. And when they did, Amy watched the worry drain off of them. Well, off of Shayn. Naomi didn’t seem as concerned, but maybe she’d psychically sensed that things would be okay.


  “We have news,” said Shayn, as soon as they’d finished the greetings.


  “Am I in trouble?” Manda asked. Her arms were crossed and she looked ready to argue.


  “We have word about your parents,” was Naomi’s response. “Confirmation of their last known location, and the trail is fresh. Brax and Vita are getting ready to go find them. This time next month they’ll be home.”


  Manda’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open, but she didn’t say anything.


  Not long after that, the three of them left, and Amy and Doryan were alone once more.


  “Deke set up the meeting,” her mate told her. “We got that far before we argued.”


  “What did you argue about?”


  “Not what. Who.”


  Manda.


  “Do you think Manda is Deke’s mate?” The question had been roiling in her since she’d talked to Manda and she didn’t want to hold it inside for long. She loved being Doryan’s mate, loved the certainty and the bond, loved the feel of him beside her. But she was old enough to be Manda’s mother. She’d had years and years to figure herself out. Manda still had a lot of growing up to do.


  “He didn’t say,” said Doryan, but clearly he’d been thinking along the same lines. “As far as I know, the bond doesn’t trigger until adulthood. But Detyens age a little faster than humans because of the denya price.”


  “What does that mean for her?” Amy didn’t like to imagine the girl’s choices being taken away again, but the bond was powerful stuff.


  “I don’t know,” Doryan admitted. “She’s smart, she’ll figure out that something is up. But…”


  There were no easy answers. Detyens died without claiming their mates. Or they became soulless. But Manda wasn’t old enough to take a mate, and she deserved to live out the rest of her childhood without the claim hanging over her.


  “We’ll do what we can to make sure she’s not taken advantage of,” said Amy.


  “I think Deke may need help too.”


  Amy remembered the ferocious look on her mate’s face. “What did you talk about? Why were you so angry?”


  Doryan hung his head, but she wasn’t going to let him wallow. She wrapped an arm around him and held him close. Eventually he let out a breath on a sigh. “He was trying to tell me about the bond, I think. But with all these new emotions swirling around, I’m having trouble with my control. I spiraled out, thinking he would do something to her, even though I know him. If he hadn’t left…”


  “But he did. We’ll figure this out,” Amy promised. “Somehow.”
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  IT TOOK NEARLY TWO days to get the meeting set up with the formerly soulless Detyens and Doryan was feeling nervous. He and Amy had ensconced themselves in her apartment, hiding away from the world, and this would be their first sojourn out. Lieutenant NaMasee could be on the lookout for him. He still had to face the Legion. But he hoped the meeting went well and he ended with enough information to save himself.


  The meeting was set to take place at a small cafe that Amy knew. When he and his mate walked in, it was easy to spot their companions. Everyone else was human.


  Two Detyens, both teal with dark hair, sat at a table in the back, but that wasn’t the most eye-catching thing. As Doryan and Amy got closer, Doryan spotted a small girl, the same teal as the men, bouncing from foot to foot and clinging to the edge of the table. She was young, but he didn’t know how to judge the ages of babies. And he didn’t see any clan markings, despite her Detyen appearance.


  Red hair was gathered into pigtails and she was all giggling smiles until Doryan and Amy got close enough, then she hid behind the leg of the closest Detyen, shielding herself from view.


  The man further away from the baby stood and nodded for them to sit. “Doryan and Amy?” he asked. This wasn’t Kayde. It had been years since Doryan had met the man, but he remembered Kayde being gold, not blue.


  Was this a trap? But who would bring a baby to an ambush?


  “Where’s Kayde?” he asked, keeping half a step in front of his denya. He felt her hand on the back of his arm and could imagine the exasperated face she was making, but he was the reason they needed this meeting and he was going to do whatever it took to keep her safe.


  “He couldn’t make it,” said the man who was standing. “I’m Dryce, Raze’s brother and little Remy’s uncle.” He pointed at the girl and smiled. She giggled.


  “Up!” Remy demanded, coming out of hiding and pulling on her father’s pant leg, little claws peeking out of her knuckles to help her climb.


  “No claws,” Raze said gently, patting her hand.


  “Up!” Remy repeated with a little jump.


  Raze picked her up and settled her onto his lap, kissing her forehead. He looked over at Doryan and Amy and it was impossible to tell that he’d once been emotionless. His face carried all the love he felt for his daughter and a warmness that Doryan rarely saw on warrior faces.


  Doryan and Amy sat.


  “My denya had meetings that couldn’t be avoided today,” Raze explained. “And Remy’s grandpa is off planet, I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Of course not,” said Doryan. “She’s—”


  “Half-human,” Raze answered. “And all devil.” He tickled her and she giggled again. “She just turned one last month. As far as we know, she’s the first Detyen/human child and we have some questions, but she’s healthy and for now that’s all we can ask for.”


  A hybrid, just like the NaZades, though the other half of their parentage was Oscavian. Doryan didn’t mention them. If they wanted to contact the Legion and reveal their ancestry, that was up to them.


  “I have a problem,” said Doryan. They could talk about the girl all day, but he was meeting these brothers for a reason.


  “We,” Amy corrected.


  Doryan smiled at her and nodded.


  “You were soulless,” said Raze. It wasn’t a question. “And now you’re not. How long?”


  “It started about a week ago,” though Doryan had lived a lifetime since then. He laced his fingers with Amy’s. “We bonded shortly after.”


  “That was fast, nice!” Dryce grinned at both of them.


  His brother glared. “Don’t make me regret bringing you.” He turned back to Doryan. “We’re not sure exactly how it works, but that tracks with what happened to Kayde and me. We met our mates and when we bonded, we regained all of our emotions. Before that there was pain and some disorientation.”


  “Did you pass out?” Amy asked. “Have there been any health issues since then?”


  Raze shook his head. “I’ve been perfectly fine. But, yes, I did pass out after we sealed our bond. Nothing since then, though.”


  She sat back and Doryan could feel relief radiating through their connection.


  “So you and Kayde are the only other soulless to find your mates?” Doryan asked. It made him a little sad. There were so many soulless, so many who’d sacrificed everything.


  “As far as we know,” Raze confirmed. “There’s been some speculation about what fixation really means, some questions about whether soulless before us might have been prevented from claiming mates out of fear, but there’s no way to know. And there’s been some… skepticism about Kayde and I among certain factions in the Legion.”


  “Skepticism?” asked Amy. “I may not be an expert, but the difference between Doryan today and when I met him is undeniable.”


  Both Raze and Dryce shrugged. “There’s always been some factions in the Legion that don’t approve of the soulless,” said Dryce. “They’ll latch onto any excuse.”


  Like NaMasee. Amy and Doryan shared a look.


  “And I’m guessing that’s your problem?” Dryce asked.


  “You’ve heard about what happened to Captain NaPyrsee?” asked Doryan.


  Dryce scowled and Raze’s eyes flashed red for a moment before settling back to black. “He’s been particularly aggressive about wanting the soulless retired now that we’re on Earth. Or, he was, I guess. But I never thought someone would kill him.” Dryce didn’t seem to be grieving.


  “The Legion and the other Detyens who have come to Earth are trying to put together a council to ensure we have representation among the human governments,” Raze explained. “NaPyrsee and his people have been trying to gain control of that council for months. And his support has been growing. Many are starting to see the soulless as something we no longer need… and they don’t want the wider world finding out about us.”


  “That’s terrible,” said Amy. “You can’t just execute people when they’re no longer useful.”


  “You won’t find disagreement here,” said Raze. “But that’s not the issue we need to solve immediately, is it? NaPyrsee flagged you,” he said to Doryan, “he was probably preparing the retirement paperwork. You need to convince the higher ups that you’re no longer soulless. And that you’re not a threat.”


  Doryan nodded. But his own issues seemed to pale in comparison to the threat Raze had just brought up. There were hundreds of soulless. Would they really all be executed?


  “So what do we do?”


  “We’ll set up a meeting with the Legion council. They may have some requirements for you, but they were understanding with Kayde and I, I can’t imagine they’d be any different with you.”


  “What kind of requirements?” asked Amy. She’d been taking notes on her comm and Doryan was glad. His mind was spinning with everything he’d learned.


  Raze shrugged. “Some testing, perhaps some interviews. They want to know how soulless can find their mates. Not all of them want us gone.”


  “And how do we help the remaining soulless?” Doryan asked. “We can’t just let them die.”


  Raze smiled. “I hoped you’d say that.” And his gaze turned to Amy.


  ***
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  AMY STARED AT THE DETYEN warrior and waited for him to talk. She still had things she wanted to know about what could happen to Doryan and she wouldn’t be satisfied until she was sure he’d be safe. But Doryan didn’t seem particularly concerned now that Raze had promised the meeting.


  And she could admit she was curious. Her heart hurt at the thought of the soulless Detyens whose heads were on the chopping block. It didn’t seem fair, but she didn’t know what to do about it.


  “What?” she finally asked. She hated playing the waiting game, even though she could excel when necessary. But her patience had been tested over the past week and she was getting close to her breaking point.


  “Between Kayde and I, the Legion has been able to capture a lot of information about the formerly soulless,” said Raze. He bounced his daughter on his knee and she smiled, though she stayed quiet, thankfully. Amy liked kids well enough, but she’d heard enough of her nieces and nephews screaming to last a lifetime. “I’m sure they’ll be able to learn more from Doryan. They might even get answers as to why we could find our mates when others haven’t. But we need to give the new council, and the current Legion council, assurances that the soulless aren’t a danger to anyone.”


  “You need someone to monitor them,” she said. Well, she and Kyla had wanted a job with the Legion. Amy hadn’t expected this, but life was full of surprises. “I’m not a cop,” she added, in case that wasn’t obvious. “And I can’t be there watching people every moment.”


  “No,” Raze agreed, “you can’t. But you and your partner—yes, we looked up your business—can identify threats and potential issues. We don’t want to take away anyone’s freedom, but we need something.”


  “And you think two private investigators will be enough to monitor potentially hundreds of people?” When she said it like that, the job was too daunting of a prospect to even consider. She glanced at Doryan. Would this be the cost of his freedom? She’d pay it.


  “There are hundreds of soulless,” said Raze, “but you’d be monitoring a few dozen at the most. It would be a test program to see if there’s any hope for reintegrating the soulless into a society outside the Legion. We no longer need to scour the galaxy looking for the people who destroyed our planet. We need to find another way to live. All of us. I don’t want to start our new life with a slaughter.”


  “And if I do this, Doryan will be safe?” she confirmed. Raze might have promised the meeting, but Amy was thorough, and she wasn’t going to agree to anything that would put her mate at risk.


  “He should be,” said Raze, “I will do everything I can to make sure he is.”


  He wasn’t in any position of power to offer more, she knew, but it still rankled. “What about Lieutenant NaMasee?” If he was part of NaPyrsee’s new council, she needed that handled.


  “There’s no love lost between him and the soulless,” Raze admitted, “but I never knew him to be as hard line as NaPyrsee. Let me talk to him, see if he can be reasonable. Perhaps we can put this thing behind us.”


  Amy wasn’t so optimistic. She could remember the bruises and cuts that had covered Doryan after his fight with NaMasee, and those weren’t left by a reasonable man. But maybe Raze was right. Maybe it was the emotions running high at the settlement that had set him off. Doryan wasn’t objecting to Raze’s assessment, so she would play along.


  For now.


  “It’s probably still best if you lay low for awhile,” Dryce told them as they prepared to leave. “Let Raze and I get things in motion. We’ll contact you.”


  Amy was going to go crazy from the waiting, but she didn’t see another path. Yet.


  “How long?” asked Doryan. It had to be even worse for him. He’d been living in emotionless darkness for more than half a decade and now he was basically confined to house arrest.


  “A week, maybe a little more. Trust us.” And with that, Dryce, Raze, and Remy left the cafe.


  “One more week,” said Doryan, but he didn’t look happy about it.


  One more week. Amy just hoped that by the end they’d be free.


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  WAITING WAS HELL NOW that Doryan could feel. He hadn’t realized just how much patience he’d been forced to have before, but now that the days and hours were ticking by so slowly, he was going mad. It had been two days since they’d talked to Raze and Dryce and there’d been no word since, not that he’d expected any.


  Amy had taken one heated comm call from Kyla, but her partner was not in the mood to talk, so they were cut off from the rest of the world. He supposed he could call one of the NaZades, but they had to be caught up in preparing to go find Manda’s family, and if the Legion could come down on him at any minute he didn’t want them in any danger.


  Had his mind raced like this before his emotions were taken away? He couldn’t remember.


  He sensed Amy approach before he saw her, and her arms wrapped around him, holding him in place. He could have broken the hold, but he’d never break away from his mate. That would be madness.


  “You’re going stir crazy, aren’t you?” she asked. She held on tight, squeezing almost hard enough to cut off air, and it grounded Doryan in the moment. For the first time in hours he could breathe.


  “A little,” he admitted.


  “A little?” She laughed against him, her chest rising and falling quickly. “I can see your path in the carpet all worn down.”


  “I have too much energy to sit.” He’d tried that. He’d lasted all of ten minutes before springing back up and pacing again.


  “Hmm.” Her fingers traced a pattern on his back. “Too much energy? I think I know the cure for that.”


  They’d spent a lot of time in bed. And in the shower. And on the couch. If they were beside one another for more than a few minutes with nothing else to do, they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves. And Doryan reveled in it. He never felt more alive than when he was inside his mate, and his hunger for her had only grown over the past days.


  He’d heard newly mated pairs teased for their incessant lust, but he’d never known just how all consuming it could be. Or how much he could want it.


  Amy’s hands slid under his shirt before pulling it over his head. She kissed across his chest, running her tongue over his clan markings until he was groaning with pleasure, his cock straining against his pants. She pushed him back until he was leaning against the wall, and then she sank to her knees, taking his pants with her as he went.


  Doryan looked down at the same moment she looked up, their gazes locking.


  He trembled.


  He’d never known this kind of need before, he’d never imagined it could take him over. But his mate could have him mad with want with one look, one touch. She was some kind of sorceress and he was gladly under her spell.


  And when she took him into her mouth he understood magic.


  She’d learned exactly what he liked, her tongue swirling around his head and tracing over the ridges of his cock. She gripped his base firmly and stroked, bringing him right to the edge of pleasure before backing off, letting him come down, and starting over again.


  It was a game they’d begun to play, drawing out their lovemaking, trying to break each other with ecstasy. And no matter what happened, they both won.


  She swallowed him again and Doryan’s hips bucked. He had almost no control of himself, he’d given it all over to Amy and she took it. Her fingers dug into his ass, the pressure just enough to make him feel everything that much more.


  Another moan escaped and he babbled incoherent phrases, words he knew his translator couldn’t handle, but he was beyond caring as he rode the waves of pleasure Amy gave him.


  The sound he made when she pulled away made her grin, and he took in her red cheeks and bright eyes, her hair mussed and lips swollen, and he knew he’d never seen a more beautiful sight.


  His cock ached and he needed more, but his mate wouldn’t leave him like that. She’d torture him with pleasure, but she wasn’t cruel. She led him through the door to the bedroom and threw off her clothes before laying down on the bed, legs wide and inviting. She crooked a finger at him, and Doryan stroked his dick, just taking her in.


  Denya.


  Mate.


  His.


  He followed her down, taking her mouth in a swift kiss, his fingers finding her tight heat and dipping in, making her ready for his cock. She was already wet and writhing, ready for him to claim her.


  His teeth ached and an ancient instinct rose up within him. Something primal. Long ago there had been more than just sex involved in a claiming. The ancients had marked their mates with teeth and sometimes claws, leaving evidence for all to see.


  He set his mouth on her neck, letting his sharp teeth tease her skin, just enough so that she felt it, but not breaking the skin. Amy moaned again and it took more control than he thought he possessed not to bite down. And when she arched her neck against him, he had to pull back before he did something that couldn’t be undone.


  But she laced her fingers through his short hair and pulled him back down. “Yes,” she gasped out, “do it.”


  Did she know what she was asking? What his instincts were driving at him to do?


  “I want it,” she begged. “Bite me.”


  She did.


  Doryan’s teeth ached to sink into her, but her permission gave him the control he needed to slow down. He kissed along her jaw and neck, nipping lightly and grinning against her as she moaned.


  He guided his cock to her entrance and groaned as her tight heat enveloped him. He lost himself in the sensation, sinking inside of her, feeling her surround him as they were connected in the most primal of ways.


  Almost the most primal of ways.


  Were his teeth sharper now, or did his focus make them feel that way? He didn’t know, couldn’t care, not as sensation overwhelmed him and he moved with his mate, pulling and pushing within her while his face was buried against her neck.


  He could feel everything, his legs against the soft sheets of her bed, her body hot and slick, the slight chill in the air, the way the scent of their sex swirled around them. And that was just the physical. His heart was overfull, his mind expanding with emotions he’d forgotten or never felt in the first place. There was more to this bond between them than just sex, and his heart wanted to cry out in joy for it.


  But they weren’t close enough.


  As he moved deep inside of her, his teeth found that perfect spot one more time, and this time he couldn’t resist. He bit down, breaking the skin and tasting the essence of his mate.


  It sent her over, her body rippling around his cock as she came, crying out his name and making other wordless sounds he couldn’t interpret.


  With another stroke, he emptied himself inside of her, spent.


  They stayed locked together like that for some time. And the bond pulsed between them, even stronger than before.


  ***


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  AMY TRACED OVER THE bruise on her neck, shivering as she remembered Doryan’s teeth there, teasing her, marking her. She hadn’t been worried, she’d known he would never hurt her. But it had felt like so much more in the moment that she was shocked that it was only a bit darker than a serious hickey.


  God, was she nineteen again? She had a brand new boyfriend that she couldn’t keep her hands off of and she couldn’t stop smiling. All signs pointed to yes.


  She knew the bubble would have to burst eventually. They’d been ensconced in her apartment for the better part of the week, with only a few minor interruptions to remind them that the outside world existed. Once Raze got back to them, or she had to go to work, or a handful of other things happened, they’d need to face the world.


  They were strong enough. Their bond thrummed inside of her so thickly that she was almost certain it was a physical thing. Would it show up on a health scan? That would lead to some questions, but she’d deal with it when it came up.


  She left Doryan sleeping in their bedroom. Her bedroom? The bedroom. That was another conversation to have. Had he moved in? Right now he was living off of the small bag of belongings he’d brought from the settlement, but she assumed he had more at the NaZade house. Did she want him to return there? Or to stay?


  It would be crazy to move in together less than two weeks after meeting, right?


  And yet, she didn’t want him to leave.


  Amy sank on the couch and cradled her head in her hands, glad for the moment that Doryan was asleep. He’d been so stressed for the last couple of days that he’d spent them pacing or tossing and turning when she couldn’t distract him. Or maybe he was usually full of nervous energy.


  She didn’t know him.


  The bond felt so real. Every second spent together erased any doubts that managed to crop up. But in these moments where she was alone, Amy began to question. Was the bond messing with her mind? Making her feel things that weren’t real?


  No.


  What she felt was real, even if the bond had triggered it. She wanted Doryan in her life, and she didn’t care if fate or magic or space dust had caused it.


  But maybe they needed to get to know one another a little better.


  Yeah, that wouldn’t be a terrible idea.


  A date. That’s what they needed.


  She was going to ask her mate on a date.


  Okay, she had definitely reverted to her nineteen year old self. Except with a bit more confidence and sexual knowledge.


  Before she could stand up, she heard the lock of her door disengaging. She’d checked her comm after she got out of the shower and no one was supposed to be coming, but there were only a handful of people keyed to her security system so she wasn’t too worried.


  And when Kyla walked in, Amy greeted her with a smile.


  Her partner did not return it.


  “I’m glad to see you’re alive.” Kyla glared. “I didn’t realize you were going to disappear off the face of the Earth.”


  “I sent you messages, I’ve kept you apprised.” Though perhaps not as well as she should have. She still hadn’t explained Raze’s proposal. That was something to be done in person.


  Kyla crossed her arms and flopped down onto one of Amy’s chairs. It should have looked ridiculous, but Kyla did anger very well. The woman knew how to glare.


  “That sheriff was about ten minutes away from arresting me, and I don’t know what the hell he would have done if they hadn’t caught the Marino woman. You ditched me for a fucking guy, Amy. Twenty years of friendship is apparently worth nothing compared to some alien dick? Really?”


  Answering anger burbled in Amy. No one, not even Kyla, got to talk about Doryan like that. “You didn’t get arrested because I basically wrapped that case up in a bow. I don’t know why you’re complaining.”


  “Because we went there for a reason! Or did you forget how our business is on the verge of failure? There are still bills to pay, Amy, and you’ve been holed up here when I really need you.”


  That deflated the burbling anger. Fuck. Amy had been so caught up in clearing Doryan’s name that she’d forgotten why she and Kyla wanted that Detyen Legion contract. How could she?


  Damn it.


  “I got us a job,” she rushed to say. “Probably. Still working out the kinks. But it’s with the Legion and if it works out, it will be long term.”


  And Kyla’s glare dissolved like it had never been there in the first place. “Really?” she asked. “What is it? What does it pay? Is there some kind of automatic billing situation going on?”


  Amy had to suppress a laugh. Kyla was right about keeping their eyes on their goals. “Not sure on the pay. But it’s surveillance. Hopefully I’ll have more for you in a day or so.” It had already been two days since she and Doryan had talked to Raze and Dryce. They had to get back to them soon.


  Right?


  “I’m going to need more than that,” said Kyla.


  “I know.” Amy leaned back on the couch. A hint of Doryan’s scent teased her and she couldn’t help the small smile. She didn’t want him gone from her apartment. She wanted him to stay. “And I promise I’ll get you more. As soon as I have it.”


  Kyla stood. “Now I feel like I overreacted to this whole thing.” She didn’t look repentant, but there was a hesitance that hadn’t been there before.


  Amy wouldn’t stand for that. “I’d be just as fierce if you had fallen for a guy after two days.”


  “Two days is generous.” Kyla nudged her shoulder. “Fallen for? Really?”


  Amy just grinned. What was the use in denying it? “I’ll be back at work on Monday,” she promised. She had to get back to her normal life sometime.


  “If you’re not in a sex coma by then,” Kyla shot back.


  A rejoinder was on the tip of Amy’s tongue, but she held it back. “Did anything else come up in the investigation at the settlement? Any other problems?”


  “Apparently the sheriff wasn’t fond of that groundskeeper guy. Or the other way around, not sure. He made himself scarce. I wouldn’t know that he existed if not for your report.” She shrugged. “But everything else seemed fine. Why?”


  “Just wanted to make sure. I’ll see you Monday.”


  Kyla left and Amy locked the door behind her. When she turned back around, Doryan was standing in the doorway to the bedroom, leaning one hip to the side and grinning at her.


  “What?” she asked, unable to do anything but return his smile.


  He stalked across the room and she waited for him, sighing against him when he placed his hands on her cheeks and kissed her soundly. Several seconds later he pulled away.


  “I love you too,” he said.


  Amy’s heart stuttered. Too? Oh. “You heard?” she asked.


  He just smiled.


  “Yeah. I love you.” And she couldn’t stop grinning. She was doing it so much her face hurt.


  “Good.” Doryan kissed her again.


  But before they could start anything up once more, he pulled away. “I got a comm call from Raze,” he said. “They want me to come in next week. But he’s confident it’s just a formality. Soon we’ll have this whole thing behind us.”


  “And NaMasee?” She didn’t like the guy and she didn’t want him anywhere near her mate.


  “He said he talked to him and NaMasee seemed calm. I’ll be cautious,” he promised, “but things might just turn out okay.”


  She hoped so.


  She just couldn’t count on it.
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  WHEN AMY WENT TO WORK on Monday, Doryan prepared for a job of his own. He didn’t have a uniform to wear to HQ, but he doubted that would matter much. If they wanted him to return to the fold, they’d be able to issue something to him.


  Amy had been worried to leave him alone, but Doryan had promised that he’d be alright. He’d lived plenty of years on his own, fighting his own battles. And he doubted he’d have to fight with anything except for words today. The generals would want to confirm that he really was mated, that he’d really regained his emotions. They might have something to say about his delayed return, but he couldn’t be sure.


  It hadn’t been logical. It hadn’t been what a soulless should have done. But he’d done it and it was over now.


  And he would bet they’d have questions about NaPyrsee. How could they not? Especially if NaMasee had gotten to them first.


  But Doryan hadn’t done anything wrong in that regard, and he had to hope that the facts would speak for themselves.


  And if they didn’t, he didn’t doubt that his mate would be running to his rescue if he was even a minute late getting home.


  The taxi ride to the Detyen headquarters went by smoothly. The buildings they’d been assigned when they arrived were smaller than what their HQ used to be, but he wouldn’t miss the icy moon they’d once called home. It had been impossible to stay outside for long in the perpetual winter and no matter how many layers he wore, he’d never been warm enough.


  No, he liked Earth much better. In all regards.


  He didn’t recognize the soldiers who met his taxi, but they were both Detyen. They checked him in at a guard station and made him turn in his comm to the guard and then led him into one of the outbuildings. That was a bit strange. Doryan had been under the impression that the meeting would be held in the main building. But he tried to quell his alarm. They weren’t going to hurt him.


  Everything was fine.


  So why did one of the warriors have his fingers resting on his blaster? And why were they standing so close?


  He didn’t like this.


  Not at all.


  But he followed along. Even if this was some sort of misunderstanding, he’d clear it up when there was less of a chance for violence. He didn’t want to get shot by a blaster, and he didn’t like to think what could happen if they beat him unconscious. Until he was officially no longer listed as soulless, he was in danger of being put down as a danger to others.


  He wouldn’t give them the chance.


  Was this NaMasee’s doing? Sure, the lieutenant didn’t like him, and sure he’d been friends with NaPyrsee, but would he really be brazen enough to hit Doryan on the Detyen base?


  He didn’t know.


  Fuck.


  The soldiers led him down a dark and narrow hall. The building felt more like a prison than an office building, but there were no bars on the doors. Not that that meant anything. They came to a stop in the middle of the hall and the guard in the lead opened the door.


  They shoved Doryan inside and before he could spin around to demand what was going on, the door slammed behind him.


  Double fuck.


  The room was illuminated by only a sliver of light coming through the window and Doryan had to squint to make anything out. He’d been in worse cells, much worse, but a cell was a cell and he wanted out.


  Now.


  The room was about twenty paces by twenty paces wide and completely empty. The ground was covered in carpet, but the walls felt like concrete. An improvised cell, then. No one in their right mind would carpet a place like that.


  Doryan’s heart beat double time and sweat started to flow. Panic. That was it. The edges of panic setting in. He barely recognized the emotion and he wanted it gone. He couldn’t function if he was too caught up to pay attention.


  So he stopped moving. He knew what there was to know about the room. If NaMasee had orchestrated this he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to leave Doryan something he could use, and even if he had, Doryan had to be in the right frame of mind to figure that out.


  Breathe in.


  Breathe out.


  The bond in his chest thrummed and he could feel it tugging away from the base, out toward wherever Amy was at the moment. Would she feel his distress? He didn’t want her worried, but if something was going wrong, that might be the only way to get help.


  If she recognized it.


  He’d save that thought for later. He concentrated on his breathing until his heart rate calmed and his eyes adjusted.


  There was a faint chemical scent in the air and Doryan wondered if this room had once been a storage closet of some kind. Was it supposed to be a cell or was it especially made for him?


  That was a question for later.


  Doryan approached the door first. The window might be an option for escape, but they were on the third floor of the building and the drop wouldn’t be pleasant. And that was assuming he could pry the window open.


  He listened carefully, but didn’t hear anyone outside. He didn’t know how thick the door was, didn’t know how much sound it would block, but he figured guards would call attention to the door. And he had to believe this whole thing was NaMasee’s doing and that he was acting alone. If the council had wanted to imprison him, they’d at least have said why.


  Right?


  If he was operating under a faulty assumption, he was going to get killed. But he had no choice to start acting. Waiting around would see him just as dead.


  He tested the door and, unsurprisingly, found it locked. It opened inward, so plowing into it wouldn’t do much good, and no matter how hard he tugged, he couldn’t get the damn thing to budge. He tried the handprint lock, but it hadn’t been keyed to him, not that he’d expected it to work.


  Even taking his claws to it didn’t do much. Maybe if he had days to dig out, it would work, but he doubted NaMasee would keep him waiting for too long. The man wanted revenge and he wasn’t going to let it get snatched away from him.


  The window was just as useless. It was bolted shut and too small for Doryan to fit through.


  He was trapped. Well and truly trapped.


  The panic bubbled up again and he tamped it down. He wasn’t going to give into it.


  But maybe it was time to use the bond. He didn’t know how long he had until NaMasee came to him, but he couldn’t waste a second.


  He concentrated on that pull in his chest, grabbing onto the cord with his mind’s eye and tugging, hoping it did something to get Amy’s attention. He’d heard of mated pairs before who had telepathic connections, but nothing like that had happened so far between him and his denya.


  Of course, they hadn’t been parted for any length of time either.


  Help, he thought along the cord. At Detyen base. Locked in a room. Think it’s NaMasee.


  He tried to keep his thoughts short, orderly, as if he was speaking over a shoddy connection and had to condense everything into the fewest words possible. He kept repeating, sending all his love down the line and mentally begging Amy to hear him.


  But the other side of the line didn’t change. He could feel the connection, but nothing else.


  The door flung open and NaMasee stepped in, blaster in hand and a scowl on his face. He shot once and Doryan went down.


  ***
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  AMY STARTED THE DAY off fine, but by midmorning she was filled with nervous energy. She knew Doryan was going to the Detyen base in the hopes of sorting things out and tried to tell herself it was just nerves. But when her stomach churned and she almost threw up her coffee, she started to believe it might be a bit more than that.


  “Separation anxiety?” Kyla smirked from her desk. She was looking through the trial contract that Raze had sent over for them to get started monitoring the soulless. The Legion paid well, and if they could lock them down they’d be set for years.


  Amy took a sip of water and sat back at her desk. “I feel like…”


  “You’re pregnant?” Kyla cackled. She’d been giving Amy shit all morning, and Amy took it like a good friend, but at that she glared.


  “No.” A woman felt ill after having sex and suddenly everyone thought she was pregnant. Amy scowled. Her birth control wouldn’t expire for another year and she and Doryan would have a nice long talk before they decided if they wanted kids. Remy had been cute, but Amy wasn’t ready for that.


  Kyla’s expression sobered. “You really don’t look too good. What’s up? Are you sick?” Now she was concerned and Amy appreciated it.


  Amy took a minute to think. She’d been absolutely fine before she and Doryan parted. And while they hadn’t spent much time separate since they’d bonded, she didn’t think that was the issue. The mated pairs she’d met seemed to spend some time apart with no ill effects, so why would she and Doryan be any different?


  Could something be wrong with Doryan?


  She was no psychic, but now that they had the bond between them, maybe it could tell her something. She closed her eyes and concentrated on that invisible cord in her chest, gasping as a wave of panic rushed against her.


  Her eye snapped open. “It’s Doryan.”


  “You’re sure?” Kyla looked even more worried. “How do you know?”


  Amy’s hand flew to her chest and she rubbed that spot right under her heart. “The bond. I can feel him, and he’s freaking out.” She jumped up from her chair. “I have to go to him.”


  Kyla put her hands up. “Hold on.”


  “No!” Amy stormed toward the door.


  But her partner was there to stop her. “I’m not saying don’t go, I’m saying think for a minute. That base is more than an hour away. Is there someone you can call? Someone who can check in on him? Tell you if something is up?” Kyla had her hands on Amy’s shoulders as she tried to talk sense into her.


  And it was enough to make Amy take a breath. She had a point. If the trouble was going down now then there wasn’t time to wait. Amy broke out of Kyla’s grip and grabbed for her comm. She had Raze’s info up and impatiently waited for him to answer. When he did, she didn’t give him time to talk. “Doryan’s in trouble. I can feel it. He went to the base an hour ago, but I don’t know if he made it there.”


  “He hasn’t shown up for our meeting,” Raze replied. “You’re sure he’s here?” Raze turned away from his comm and said something to someone Amy couldn’t see.


  “He’s supposed to be.” What if NaMasee had gone to the apartment? What if Doryan had been ambushed?


  Raze nodded at whoever he’d spoken with and looked back at her. “He checked in on the base thirty minutes ago. If he’s here, I’ll find him. You have my word.”


  Amy disconnected the call. And all that nervous energy came rushing back. This was bad. This was really, really bad.


  “So, are we going?” asked Kyla.


  “Nothing could keep me away.”
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  DORYAN FELL TO THE floor, curling in on himself as his vision went blurry for a moment, but he didn’t pass out. He heard the door slammed shut as he writhed in pain and hoped for a second that he’d been left alone. But a shadow fell over him and the kick took him by surprise, expelling what was left of the breath in his lungs.


  NaMasee crouched down beside him and trailed a claw along his cheek, pressing hard enough to make Doryan bleed. On top of the kick and the blaster, he barely felt the sting. “A good man died because of you,” the lieutenant scowled.


  “What?” It came out more grunt than word, but Doryan was confused. He’d had no part in the murders.


  NaMasee kicked him again, but this one was lighter, more of a tap to keep his attention. “He wouldn’t have been at that settlement if he didn’t want to take care of you. For some reason he didn’t want to retire you here. I don’t have any qualms.”


  Doryan was almost certain NaPyrsee had wanted to be at the settlement so he could have a rendezvous with his mistress. The location had also happened to be a convenient place to dispose of him. But NaMasee wouldn’t listen to excuses. He’d put the blame on Doryan, even knowing he hadn’t killed anyone, and there was no convincing him otherwise.


  Only one of them was making it out of this room on two feet, Doryan realized, and NaMasee had every intention of killing him. No one knew he was on the base and he didn’t have his comm.


  He had to best the lieutenant and hope he didn’t have friends standing outside.


  All while his body was still trembling from a blaster assault and kicks that had definitely bruised, if not broken, his ribs.


  This was going to hurt.


  A few weeks ago he might have given up. He’d been soulless then, with a bleak future stretched out until someone else decided he’d used up his usefulness. But that man was gone. He had his emotions back, and a denya waiting for him. He’d found a family. There were things to live for.


  And he wasn’t going to let NaMasee take them away.


  When NaMasee went to kick him a third time, Doryan rolled with it, using the extra bit of momentum to put more space between them. He didn’t quite spring to his feet, but he managed to get up before the lieutenant could charge, and his claws were out and waiting.


  Of course, none of it mattered when NaMasee had a baster. But he’d been so focused on beating Doryan that he’d hastily stuffed the weapon back into its holster, but not secured it in place.


  Doryan had to make sure he didn’t have a chance to draw it.


  He used the size of the room to his advantage. If it were a little bigger, if he were a little further away, charging his opponent would be suicide. But he had to take a chance. As NaMasee reached for his holster, Doryan moved, crossing the space between them in huge strides and slamming the lieutenant down.


  NaMasee fell hard and his blaster fell out of the holster, skidding to the side.


  Doryan kicked it before NaMasee could reach it and came down on the lieutenant, using a knee to hold him in place.


  It didn’t last for long. NaMasee wanted Doryan dead and he wasn’t about to surrender or play fair.


  Claws raked at his pants, tearing the fabric but barely pricking the skin. Doryan pulled away before NaMasee could do real damage, shifting his hips back and grabbing for the other man’s wrists. It wasn’t pretty, and green blood trickled down his fingers as his own claws dug into his opponent’s skin.


  They stared at each other, both glaring, both with one hand free to damage and the other immobilized above their heads. They couldn’t stay like this for long. And NaMasee managed to jerk his hips and send Doryan sprawling to the side. In a split second he had to let go of the lieutenant or risk him turning the tables.


  And then they were both back on their feet, circling one another and bloodied.


  Where was the blaster?


  Doryan wanted to look, but he couldn’t give it away. NaMasee would want the weapon just as much and if either of them got to it this thing was over.


  But either the lieutenant forgot about it, or he just really wanted to hit Doryan since he charged at him.


  Punch. Grunt. Kick. Slice.


  Doryan was breathing hard, his time enslaved and his lack of conditioning in the recent months taking their toll. NaMasee might have been sweating but he didn’t look tired, and for a second doubt crept in and Doryan thought he was unmatched.


  No.


  Doubt would lose a fight faster than any hit, and he had to put that, and everything else, out of his mind.


  The next exchange of blows, Doryan gave everything he had, following up every punch and kick, showing no mercy and giving just as good as he gave. NaMasee’s nose crunched under his fist and his shirt tore where Doryan’s claws dug in. He got his foot under the man and tripped him up, following him in a rain of blows that only ended when NaMasee kicked him away and made him stumble back.


  But there was no staying back for long.


  He shoved again, sending NaMasee back to the ground, and took grim satisfaction in the pained grunt he forced from the lieutenant.


  The man scuttled back and Doryan advanced, getting his hands on the man’s thighs as he tried to turn away. He could end this now, his claws digging deep until he hit something vital and the lieutenant bled out, but Doryan still didn’t want to kill him. There’d been enough death.


  But when NaMasee turned back around, blaster in hand, there wasn’t another choice.


  “You—” NaMasee opened his mouth, but Doryan didn’t give him time to talk or threaten. He dug his claws deep, tearing through flesh and muscle with a sickening squelch. NaMasee screamed and shot, but the blast went wide and Doryan wasn’t done. Blood poured over his hands but he didn’t let himself show any mercy, not until he heard the blaster clatter to the floor.


  Only then did he snap his gaze up to land on it. He reached, getting his hand on the weapon as the door behind him burst open.


  “Freeze,” a commanding voice yelled. “Drop the weapon!”


  Doryan turned, but he didn’t drop it fast enough, and for the second time in an hour a blaster shot ripped through him.


  ***
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  “OH THANK GOD,” WAS the first thing Doryan heard as he stirred. Then there was a distant whir and a faint beeping. He opened his eyes to blinding whiteness, but a turn of his head revealed his denya sitting beside him, her hands curled around a small metal bar on the side of his bed.


  “What? Where am I?” It came out rusty, as if he hadn’t spoken in days, and when Doryan went to lift his hand it jerked and he saw he was cuffed to the bed. “What’s going on?”


  Amy glared down at the cuff. “I tried to get them to take it off, but there are questions about what happened and I couldn’t convince them.”


  Doryan tested it again, but the cuff wasn’t going anywhere without doing a lot of damage to him. “Is he dead?” His claws had done a lot of damage, but everything went blurry after that shot.


  Amy scowled. “No, and he’s been spinning a story. Says you attacked him unprovoked and he was defending himself.”


  That shouldn’t have made him laugh, and Doryan’s ribs didn’t like the huff that escaped his chest, but he was beyond anger. Or maybe that was whatever drugs they’d given him. He couldn’t be sure. “He had two friends ambush me at the entrance and locked me in that room. And then he shot me.”


  “Is that so?” A Detyen that Doryan vaguely recognized walked in. Commander Kendryk, if he remembered correctly. He spoke with such an even tone that for a second Doryan forgot the man wasn’t soulless. Though he had to be getting close to thirty and the choice of whether or not to undergo the procedure.


  If the legion planned to continue the soulless program.


  Doryan leveled his gaze at the commander. “It is.”


  Kendryk looked at Amy for a moment and then back to Doryan. “This is a conversation to be had alone.”


  “She’s my denya,” Doryan responded. “That gives her the right to be here.”


  “Raze and Sandon want to speak with her,” was Kendryk’s reply.


  Amy squeezed his hand. “It’s your call,” she told him. “Say the word and we’re fused together. They’ll need heavy duty tools to pry me away.”


  He wanted that. He wanted Amy to crawl into the bed beside him and stay pressed to him for good. But there were consequences to face, and she had her own issues to handle. “It will be alright,” he assured her. And maybe it would. Unless NaMasee’s views had completely infiltrated the Legion, in which case all hope was lost.


  He didn’t like despair, and he hadn’t missed it in his six soulless years.


  Amy kissed him and stood. She glared at Commander Kendryk and opened her mouth, but seemed to think better of making any threats to the man who could order Doryan dead with a word.


  The door slid closed behind her as she left, and Doryan did his best to sink back into his soulless mindset, determined not to give the commander any indication about how he felt.


  Kendryk sat in the second seat in the room and stared quietly at Doryan, his expression equally blank.


  They could be here for awhile.


  But after several minutes Kendryk finally relented. “We have surveillance footage of your arrival at the base, and of you being locked in that room. However, the cameras mysteriously cut out when you claim that Lieutenant NaMasee shot you. And there were no cameras in that closet.”


  Of course not.


  Doryan nodded. He couldn’t be that surprised.


  “That being said, NaMasee was suspiciously absent from a meeting this morning and, given the reports of his attitude at the Detyen settlement, his story raises several questions.”


  Doryan lifted his hand and let the cuff jingle against the bed.


  “The questions don’t exactly exonerate you,” said Kendryk. “And our records still indicate that you’re supposed to be soulless. He claims you descended into madness and he was doing his duty.”


  Doryan raised his eyebrows. “Do I appear mad?”


  “You don’t appear soulless,” Kendryk shot back. “There have only been two reported cases of a soulless warrior regaining his emotions, and countless cases of fixation and madness. Why should I believe one over the other?”


  He’d seen Amy. She hadn’t been a figment of Doryan’s imagination. “My mate is just outside,” he growled. His claws threatened to come out, but he kept them locked tightly in his skin. It would be the height of stupidity to threaten a commander, even if he was chained to the bed and wasn’t a real threat.


  “You think she’s your mate,” said Kendryk.


  Doryan growled again.


  “Don’t blame me for my skepticism, NaVayn. There’s no way to test the bond and prove its existence outside of those bound by it. But I am willing to be persuaded. By all appearances NaMasee is in the wrong in this matter, but he has plenty of friends. You don’t. NaPyrsee spread enough rumors about you to sour whatever was left, and NaMasee finished the job. We need documentation. Proof that what you said happened actually happened. I want to help you. Will you let me?”


  Could Doryan trust him? He’d been away from the Legion for more than two years and times had changed. But Kendryk was right. He didn’t have many friends, and Raze had already done what he could. Doryan had to take the help he could get.


  “What do you need me to do?”
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  THE APARTMENT WAS EMPTY without Doryan. How was that even possible? She’d had out of town visitors stay with her longer than he’d been there, and she’d been nothing but happy when they took off. But in a little more than a week Doryan had left his mark on her place.


  And her.


  That love bite and bruise had faded and the sheets no longer held his scent. If this went on much longer, the only proof of Doryan’s existence would be Amy’s memory.


  She was next to useless at work, snapping in and out of focus and working at a tenth of her usual speed. Her siblings had invited her out to dinner, but she couldn’t be bothered to leave.


  What if Doryan came back when she was out?


  So she stayed at home or the office, afraid that if she missed him he’d go somewhere else. Somehow.


  She’d called the NaZades, and Shayn promised he’d call if Doryan showed up there instead. That family was in its own kind of holding pattern. Vita and Brax were supposed to take off to retrieve Manda’s parents, but they didn’t want to leave without knowing what happened to Doryan. Though their window of opportunity would close in the next few days, Shayn had said, and they might be forced to leave without a goodbye.


  She needed her mate back.


  She could kill Commander Kendryk. The bastard hadn’t even let her say goodbye.


  She didn’t know what he’d told Doryan or what he’d proposed. But when she got back from her meeting with Raze and Sandon, the hospital room had been empty and no one knew where Doryan was. There’d been a message from the commander on her comm, promising her that her mate would be returned to her when things were settled, and that was it.


  And now it was a whole week later. She concentrated on the bond deep inside her chest and could feel the tug.


  Was it closer? Was it pulling tighter?


  She’d spent hours analyzing it, hoping it could give her answers, but she didn’t know. She couldn’t think straight with Doryan gone.


  And then someone knocked at the door.


  Amy didn’t dare to hope. The first knock after Doryan’s disappearance had been a local politician drumming up votes. The second was someone handing out flyers for their new business. Not Doryan. Never Doryan.


  But she couldn’t just ignore it. And as she approached the door her heart beat faster. Please, please, please.


  She took a deep breath before grasping the handle, and when the door swung she had to blink several times before her face bloomed into a smile and she jumped at her mate, wrapping her arms and legs around him, swearing never to let him go.


  Doryan staggered back a step and then managed to get them back inside. After a minute Amy had to put her feet down, but she couldn’t stop touching him.


  She pulled back enough to get a look at his face and it spiked her anger for the commander all over again. There was a hollowness in his cheeks and dark circles under his eyes. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in a month. Had he lost weight? It was possible. His clothes hung a little loose, but that could have just been the fact that they seemed to be borrowed.


  “Please tell me you’re back for good,” she said. She didn’t care if she sounded desperate. She never wanted to be parted like that again.


  Doryan smiled. “I am. I promise.”


  Her body wanted to drag him to the bedroom so she could have her way with him, but her mind needed answers, still scared that someone would knock down the door and drag him away again. “What about NaMasee?”


  Her mate scowled and she couldn’t resist kissing him. He answered when she pulled back. “He’s been put on probation and transferred. If he steps out of line again, there will be consequences. And no matter what, we never have to see him again.”


  That was… unsatisfying. Of course, Amy wouldn’t be happy unless they threw NaMasee in a pit, never to be seen again. “He better hope he never sees me again,” she muttered. They sat on the couch and Amy didn’t exactly mean to, but she ended up straddling her mate’s legs. Why sit beside him when she could sit on him? “What else?”


  “I’ll need to undergo monthly testing along with Raze and Kayde to study how all of us changed. The researchers are hopeful that with three subjects they can find more commonality, especially since I didn’t really know either of them. Apparently they were on the same team when they discovered their mates and there was some speculation about that. I’ll also be working with them in the soulless transition program. No one’s willing to say it plainly, but they’re hoping that more soulless find their mates now that we’re on Earth. I wouldn’t be shocked if they try to set up some sort of matchmaking program,” he mused. “For everyone. Not just the soulless.”


  That was interesting. Amy was sure she’d be fascinated later. But she’d had enough talking and her body was taking over. She captured Doryan’s mouth and swallowed his groan as she kissed him soundly. His fingers gripped her hips, holding her over him as their bodies rubbed together.


  It had been too long.


  Never again.


  Kissing turned to groping. And somehow their clothes came off, though Amy was too preoccupied with touching her mate to pay attention to how. And by the time he was pushing the blunt head of his cock into her all she could focus on was the things her mate made her feel.


  Pleasure. Safety. Togetherness.


  Love.


  They came together like that on the couch, but there was an entire week of lost time to make up for and Amy wasn’t about to let that go.


  They ended up in bed for another round, and with Doryan in her arms, she let herself believe that everything was going to be alright.


  ***
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  DORYAN AND AMY WOULD have stayed in bed forever if Naomi hadn’t called. Even though he hadn’t told them he was back, she seemed to know. One of the mysteries of her powers. And the urgency of her call had him and Amy rushing out of town to the NaZade house.


  They arrived just in time to find Brax, Vita, and Deke standing beside a pile of luggage, waiting for a taxi to pick them up. Shayn and Naomi stood beside them, but Manda was nowhere to be seen.


  “You’re leaving?” Doryan asked. In the midst of sorting things out with the Legion, he’d forgotten all about the news that Manda’s family had been found. But why was Deke packed?


  “I think it’s best that I get away from Earth for awhile,” said Deke. “I need to sort some things out.”


  Like figuring out if he’d found a mate years before anything could happen between them? Yeah, that might send a man running.


  But Doryan didn’t like how they’d ended things at Amy’s apartment. His emotions had been so new that he hadn’t had the best control. It hadn’t been what Deke needed from a friend. “I’ll miss you,” he said. “Make sure to send vids.”


  Deke smiled, but it wasn’t as broad as Doryan remembered. He hoped the distance would help.


  “You think you’ve really found her parents?” he asked Vita. She had plenty of contacts from her days as a bounty hunter, but space was huge.


  She nodded. “It looks that way. We’ve got eyes on them, at least, and they should be sticking around the Consortium long enough for us to get there.”


  “Safe travels,” said Amy.


  Vita nodded her thanks. It was several minutes of goodbyes before a taxi pulled up and the three of them were off to the shipyard to begin their journey, leaving Shayn, Naomi, Doryan, and Amy outside.


  Manda stuck her head out from the front of the house. “They’re gone?” she asked.


  Naomi walked up first and slung an arm around Manda’s shoulders. “They’ll be back before you know it. You ready for dinner?” Shayn’s mate looked over at them. “That invite is for you both as well.”


  He grasped Amy’s hand and they walked into the house. And as he sat down to dinner with part of his newfound family, a sense of peace settled over him. He hadn’t expected anything out of life when he sacrificed himself for his people, and it had been a long journey to get here. But now he had his mate by his side and people who had saved him from the worst kind of hell, people he could count on no matter what.


  A family.


  A mate.


  A home.


  He leaned over to kiss Amy and then settled back into his seat, ready to enjoy his life.
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  Thank you for reading Doryan!


  I’d appreciate it so much if you would consider leaving a review.


  Want a little more?


  Members of my reader club can read a bonus epilogue featuring Doryan and Amy. Sign up at the link below to receive the bonus straight to your inbox!


  Get the Bonus Epilogue
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  Coming Soon


  A new series from Kate Rudolph


  Zulir Warrior Mates
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  These warriors are on the verge of war, and their only hope is in the hands of their human mates!


  Find out more!
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  Mated to the Alien


  Get caught up with your favorite aliens by reading the Mated to the Alien series. Each book is available at your favorite retailer and you can follow along as this doomed race finds out that all hope might not be lost.


  Ruwen


  Tyral


  Stoan


  Cyborg


  Krayter


  Kayleb


  Shayn


  Braxtyn


  Doryan
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  Keep up to date with what’s coming soon, get access to exclusive giveaways, and hang out with me online in my Facebook group. Kate Rudolph’s Detyen Dreamers is where Kate Rudolph fans can hang out and talk about the latest in alien romance. 
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  If you’d like to read chapters from my books months before they reach the bookstores and get early copies of my books, please follow me on Patreon.


  Patrons will also get an exclusive bonus scene from Doryan. It won’t be released anywhere else!
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  Keep reading for a sneak peek at Soulless.
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    Preview Soulless: Detyen Warriors Book One
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  A SHOCK OF something ripped through Raze in that moment when their eyes locked. He faltered and pain scored his chest as if claws raked him from shoulder to hip. In a blink it was gone as the pirate woman flung grit at him with astonishing accuracy and was off running like an Oscavian hound was on her heels. He stumbled for a moment, heart pounding so hard it threatened to beat out of his chest.


  He clenched his fists and for one crazy second his claws threatened to slide out of his hands as something they couldn’t define washed over him.


  Find her, that foreign urge demanded. Protect her. Claim her.


  He could almost feel it, could almost recognize what it was, but his mind rejected the impossibility even before his feet moved and the chase was on. He didn’t pull out his blaster. Though the pirate had quickly recovered from the stun, far more quickly than he’d thought possible, two shots in such a short amount of time might do permanent harm to her. Why he cared about that, he wasn’t sure, but his gun remained in its holster all the same.


  She glanced back and that was her undoing. He had height on her, and endurance. He could run for days and not give in to exhaustion or pain. No pirate training was a match for a Detyen warrior.


  Though he wondered why she hadn’t cried out, hadn’t tried to raise an alarm. Surely she must have some allies in the nearby settlement. They were probably too far away to be heard, but didn’t creatures such as she rely on hope like that for survival? Or were her enemies too numerous that she doubted help would come?


  He closed the distance between them in easy strides until he could almost reach her with a swipe of his arm. Just as he launched the final step, she dropped and rolled to the side, her hand coming up with a small knife he must have missed on her person.


  “Fucking pirate scum,” she spat as she rolled to her feet, knife held confidently in her hand and absolute disgust written across her features.


  Pirate scum? “You’re the pirate,” he replied without thought, keeping his distance. His claws should be out now, with her on her back at his mercy, her cheeks flushed and breath coming in hard as she panted under him. What that stirred froze him in place, his body rocking with sensation he hadn’t known in years, sensation he could barely remember.


  The distraction cost him and she took advantage, swiping in with the knife in a move that showed practice and training to rival his own. His instincts took over and he rolled with her, taking her arm and flipping her as she cut a ragged wound across his shoulder. The hot flash of pain brought his focus back and they rolled together, neither able to take a position of advantage on the ground.


  The woman—not a pirate?—sprang back up and jumped on the balls of her feet, those cheeks flushed like he’d imagined and her eyes glinting bright in the moonlight. “Of course a giant like you isn’t going to make it easy for me. What are you, anyway?” The run and the fight hadn’t winded her and as his subdermal translator worked, he realized she wasn’t speaking IC, interstellar common. His translator identified her language of origin as English, an Earth language. Strange.


  Remaining silent would frustrate her, but Raze couldn’t stop himself from answering. “Detyen.” He should have kept it hidden in case she escaped and reported back, but he found himself wanting to talk to her, and he hadn’t wanted anything in so long that he couldn’t deny this one simple thing.


  She blew at an errant strand of hair, ruby red in the moonlight, as her eyes narrowed. Her eyes flicked down to his hip, where his blaster remained holstered. The distance between them wasn’t long, both of them standing just out of reach of one another, but it might as well have been a deep chasm.


  “Why aren’t you shooting me?”


  “I don’t—” he couldn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t know how to finish the sentence. In the last ten minutes, he’d been more alive than he’d been in two years and his control was shot. If Toran or Kayde saw him, they’d order him put down in a second, and he’d deserve it. He wasn’t thinking clearly, wasn’t operating at acceptable capacity. He wanted to… he wanted and for a soulless Detyen, there could be nothing worse.


  That narrowed gaze of hers relaxed a fraction and she took a step back, her knife still out, but the hold not quite as threatening as it had been only a moment ago.


  They stared at one another, neither sure of what action to take. No, Raze knew what he should do, what he must do. Anything that would give him the information he needed about his men so that he could retrieve them and complete the mission, find the data they’d been assigned to retrieve and return home to his bleak existence, where nothing awaited him except years more of gray emptiness until he came to his natural end by his own hand or that of his fellow soldiers.


  And that should bring up no reaction in him except acceptance. He’d chosen the path when he let his soul be ripped apart in the name of the survival of his people.


  But in this endless moment between him and this strange woman, he wished that he’d taken another path, one he’d never realized was there in the first place.


  The woman broke him out of his daze. “You’re not a pirate, are you?”


  Before he could answer, he caught a hint of movement and light out of the corner of his eye. He moved without thought, launching himself at the woman and tackling her to the ground, his hand clasping her wrist and keeping the knife away from anything important. For a moment, their hands met, skin to skin, and agony ripped through his body and he held it close with a silent scream.


  Read Soulless Now


  ***


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  
    About Kate Rudolph


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  KATE RUDOLPH IS A DERBY girl who lives in Indiana. She loves writing about kick butt heroines and the steamy heroes who love them. She’s been devouring romance novels since she was too young to be reading them and had to hide her books so no one would take them away. She couldn’t imagine a better job in this world than writing romances and sharing them with her fellow readers.


  If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review.


  To learn about new releases from Kate Rudolph and to receive a free ebook, you can sign up below:


  Kate Rudolph’s Reader Club


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  
    Are you a STARR HUNTRESS?


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  DO YOU LOVE TO READ sci fi romance about strong, independent women and the sexy alien males who love them?


  Starr Huntress is a coalition of the brightest Starrs in romance banding together to explore uncharted territories.


  If you like your men horny- maybe literally- and you’re equal opportunity skin color-because who doesn’t love a guy with blue or green skin?- then join us as we dive into swashbuckling space adventure, timeless romance, and lush alien landscapes.


  Newsletter sign up: http://eepurl.com/b_NJyr


  More from Starr Huntress authors at www.starrhuntress.com
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