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Chapter One

 Megan Simmons, Medical Station,  Battleship Karter , Sector 437



I was being kissed. And carried. Literally lifted off my feet and a hot, very insistent mouth was on mine. We were moving but I didn’t know to where. I didn’t care. I just wanted to be kissed. 

Hot. Deep. Lush. My body responded instantly. My pussy became wet, my nipples hardened when a growl rumbled deep in his chest. I felt it as much as heard the carnal sound. 

All at once, I was pushed against a wall and I felt every hard inch of him pressing into me. He was big. So big that I felt the thick outline of his cock pressing high against my belly. 

“Mine,” he said, his voice a harsh rasp. His lips only lifted enough for him to breathe that one word, but I felt it all the way to my toes. 

Yes. I had no problem agreeing with that. I had no idea who this guy was or why he was kissing me, but I didn’t care. I wanted him with a desperation I’d never known. 

Through our clothes I felt his heat. It was as if he had a fever, his body raging with a need for me that all but consumed him, turned him into something dark and primitive. 

“Yes, yours,” I whispered. 

His hands slid down my body, down my  bare  body. Wait. I was naked.  He  was dressed. I should stop him, but why? It felt too damn good. 

I didn’t need my clothes. I needed him to remove his. 

He stepped back and I was able to see he wore the uniform of a Coalition fighter, and he filled it out so beautifully. I couldn’t, though, see his face. Why? Why couldn’t I see who was making me so needy? 

His hands went to his pants, opened them and pulled out his cock. Whoa, now that was a monster cock. Long and thick with a broad head, I licked my lips with an eagerness to taste him. 

What the hell was wrong with me? I didn’t salivate after a stranger’s cock. 

Until now. 

“Mine.” There was that one word, witty dialogue again, but my body responded as if he’d just whispered a hundred and one erotic, naughty deeds he was going to do to me. He reached for my wrists, lifted my hands to his lips where he kissed the metal I now noticed circled my wrists. 

Atlan mating cuffs. 

Holy shit. 

Fascinated, I stared as he traced the intricate design chiseled into the metal with his tongue. I couldn’t look away from the way the metal about my wrists glinted in the light. Gold and silver tones combined to make beautiful, wide bracelets. I’d seen Atlan mating cuffs before, knew that if I turned my attention to his wrists, he would be wearing a matching pair. They felt far heavier than I’d ever imagined, significant. He acted as if they were. His body curled over mine, so possessive, as if I truly belonged to him. He kissed the palms of my hands and I felt an amazing sense of power rush through me as this giant beast of a man worshipped my skin, kissed me with a featherlight touch as if I were fragile china. 

As a woman, I should be offended by his blatant claim. I was a battle-hardened warrior and could take care of myself. But this…this…gentle giant was unmaking me. 

My body quivered like a plucked guitar string and I closed my eyes as he raised my hands above

my head. Somehow I knew what was coming, knew there was a hook in the wall above my head, knew that if I let him raise my hands, I’d be bound, trapped. 

Instead of running, screaming, kicking, demanding to be freed, I lifted my arms and thrust out my chest, eager for the roughness of his tongue on my nipples. This body was his. He could have me as long as he put that perfect cock inside me. 

With my hands locked above me, he stepped back and stripped out of his pants. Naked and glorious, he was huge, his eyes peering at me through the darkness with a strange animal heat. His large hand gripped the base of his cock and he began to stroke up and down the length, bringing about a shiny pearl of fluid from the slit at the tip. I couldn’t miss the matching cuffs about his own wrists below the cut of his uniform jacket. “Mine. Mate.” 

I watched as he continued to stroke himself. “That cock is mine, beast. Give it to me.” 

Whoa! Where had that sassy wench come from? I seemed to have no control over this body, or this sharp tongue, but the beast before me didn’t seem to mind. He chuckled before dropping to his knees. Before I could blink, he’d lifted my thighs to rest on his shoulders and his tongue was inside me. 

“Yes!” I locked my ankles behind his head and held him to me. The shudder that moved through his powerful frame made me groan. His mouth was hot, so hot. But I wanted more. I needed him inside me, stretching me open, filling me up. 

He was mine. He had to be mine. 

The beast worked me with his tongue until I couldn’t think, my pussy so wet and swollen that I actually ached there, my pulse moving through me like a blowtorch. He was big and powerful, definitely one dominant male, but I had the power here. Only I could tame his beast. He would be mine forever. Forever. And he needed me, needed me to soothe his beast. My body, my acceptance, was crucial to his very survival. 

He stood, cupped my breasts, played with them. I reveled in the feel of his calloused touch. He wasn’t gentle. No, his thumbs and forefingers tweaked my already tight tips, bringing about a delicious moan and the arching of my back. 

Gripping behind my knee, he lifted me up so our bodies were aligned. I no longer felt the floor beneath my bare feet; I was supported between his heated body and the cool wall. 

“Mate,” he growled, running his tongue along my collarbone, tasting me. Marking me. 

“You’re mine. All mine,” I replied. 

When he slid the head of his cock through my slick folds, perhaps to test my readiness, I whimpered. “Yes. Do it.” 

“Mine.” 

Oh yes. I needed him to fill me up. God, was he trying to kill me with lust? “Mine. Mine. Mine. 

You’re mine.” 

“Beg,” his growl was nothing less than an order. 

My eyes flew open to find him watching me intently, even lost in the throes of mating fever, his beast wanted to dominate me, force me to surrender. And fuck me, if that didn’t make me hotter. I couldn’t catch my breath. My heart was going to burst from behind my rib cage and explode like a firework. 

“Please,” I breathed when his cock settled at my eager entrance. 

“Mine ’til death.” 

Those were heavy words. Like marriage vows, but insanely more serious. There was no annulment between mates, no divorce. This was a bond on an elemental level. I knew that by fucking

him I was more than just sating the man. As he said, I was soothing his beast. He would be bound to me forever, a possessive, arrogant, protective, dominant alpha male. I could recite dozens of reasons I should turn him away, refuse his claim, choose someone else. 

But I wanted him. Only him. I loved the demanding, dominant lover. I wanted him fucking me so hard I wouldn’t remember my own name. I didn’t want to think, I wanted to feel. I didn’t want to worry about taking care of myself. For once in my life, I was going to give up control. I was going to let him take care of me. I was going to  submit. 

My body melted at the thought. Yes. I needed him to take control, to force my mind to stop whirring and churning, just to let me feel. 

“Fill me up. Please.” I shifted my hips and had him slide into me about an inch. Just that little bit opened me, stretched me. I knew having that entire cock inside me would almost split me open. I should be running away, not settling myself on him further. 

“Now,” I said, my hands in fists above the cuffs. I was spread before him like a feast. “Now,” I repeated and cried out when he slid all the way in one long, smooth, hard stroke. 

“Mine,” he growled. 

I threw my head back as he stretched me open. The pleasure-pain triggered my first orgasm as he stared down into my eyes like a hunter, watching me, holding my gaze as my pussy clamped down on him like a fist, pulsing and gripping him as my entire body shook. 

God. More. I needed more… Pulling out, he slammed deep in one hard thrust and my back hit the wall. 

“Miss Simmons.” I heard a woman’s voice coming from far away, but ignored it as my beast filled me up with a harsh growl. 

Yes, it was so good. I loved his cock. Needed it. He pulled back, filled me again…yes! 

“Miss Simmons!” That voice again. Insistent. Exasperated. Whoever she was, couldn’t she see I was a bit busy here? 

I shook my head, focused on feeling the wall at my back, huge Atlan hands on my hips, his cock between my thighs. The sharp pinch of the cuffs forcing my body to take what he gave me, to take the pleasure, the thrill of danger that I felt placing my body under his command. Of being his. Totally. 

Completely. His. 

His giant cock withdrew. Thrust deep. God. So big. So hard. An edge of pain that I loved. 

“Megan?” That woman’s voice again, sounding irritated this time. I ignored her. I didn’t want her. 

I wanted him. His cock. His huge hands. His heat. 

“Megan! Soldier, snap out of it!” 

Oh, the voice was getting bitchy now, but I didn’t care. I shook my head and bit my lip as my mate fucked me hard. I was going to come again. God, I was so close—

“Prepare the neural stimulant. She’s not coming out of the testing.” 

Testing? 

That one word triggered a memory. The doctor. The ship. Once my mind started down that slippery slope, the rest faded.  He  faded. I tried to hold on to him, onto the pleasure, but the feelings drifted from my mind like sand being carried away by a windstorm. I opened my eyes, blinked. There was no sexy alpha male fucking me up against a wall like I was his favorite treat. There was no male at all. 

Which pretty much summed up my life lately. At least in the sex department. I was surrounded by men on the battleship, thousands of them. But I hadn’t had sex in over a year, and my body was not satisfied with the small taste I’d just been given. I wanted more. Which was just my luck, because I

wasn’t going to be getting any action. Not for a few more days at least. 

“Oh, good.” The woman’s voice belonged to Doctor Moor. I recognized her dark brown hair and kind face hovering over me. She was an Atlan female, which meant she looked human, mostly, except she was well over six feet tall with shoulders broader than most football players. The Atlan Warlords were big men, so I wasn’t surprised that the women were sized to match. She was dressed in the usual green doctor’s uniform, her hair cut short in a pixie style that made her big brown eyes practically jump out of her face. She was gorgeous. But more importantly, she was kind. Which was why I’d come to her for the Interstellar Brides Program testing. I was not about to let one of the Prillon doctors loom over me while I was having an intense sexual experience dream, possibly involving one of their kin. 

No way. Not happening. Doctor Moor suited me just fine.  And so had that dream. 

Looking around, I recognized the dark green stripes lining the walls, the exam chairs that looked like the ones I used to sit in at the dentist’s office when I was a kid. Lying here, I felt small. These things were built to hold huge alien warriors, Atlans and Prillons being the biggest, most close to seven feet tall. And in beast mode? The Atlans topped out at eight or nine feet, like the  Incredible Hulk minus the green skin. They were huge, brutally efficient killers, and sexy as hell. At least to me. 

Nothing made me happier than seeing a battalion of Atlan Warlords swarm the battlefield around me and literally rip enemy Hive soldiers in half with their bare hands. 

So I had a wee bit of a violent nature. I’d made peace with that side of myself a long time ago when I joined the Army. Not everyone was cut out for flower garlands and peace protests. No one in my family, at least. But I was more than willing to fight and die to protect those who were. Put a gun, or an ion blaster, in my hand and turn me loose on anything evil. Terrorists on Earth. Hive drones in space. They were all the same to me. Evil was evil. Fighting them made me feel powerful. Made me feel like part of the family. My dad and both my brothers went into the military. Therefore, I went into the military, even though I was a  girl. A half-black, half-Irish mutt from Boston. 

I could pull the trigger on my rifle just fine. 

I was also the only one who’d transferred from the Earth army to join the Coalition Fleet. Not that it made a difference to my mother. I’d fought the Hive for almost two years now—my term was almost up—and seen some seriously insane shit. I wasn’t a weak girl. I was a powerful woman who not only stood up to the Hive, but baited them, trapped them. Killed them. Killed their leaders. 

Sneaked behind enemy lines and lured the Integration Units away from their protective Hive Soldiers and Scouting units. We’d been targeting the Integration Units, the Hive responsible for torturing and assimilating their captives into the Hive collective mind, for months. But now I had bigger fish to fry. 

Top Secret fish. 

We were hunting their Core communication units, the Nexus Units. A few days ago, we’d almost had one. But our intel was bad. They were guarded by a full dozen Hive Soldier class warriors, big, strong bastards that were hard to kill. The last op had almost killed me, and the Soldier unit had taken out the rest of the warriors assigned to the Op before I could do anything to stop them. We’d managed to get to one of the smaller Nexus creatures. Killed him. But his communications unit had been fried. 

Worthless. Three dead Coalition warriors…and all for nothing. 

I couldn’t live with that, which was why I was going back down there. Tomorrow. The I.C., or Intelligence Core, the elite Coalition minds that ran the intelligence arm of this war, were assigning me a team of five highly trained killers to take into that canyon tomorrow. This time, I wouldn’t fail. 

My last mission would not be a failure. I’d hear my mother’s disapproving voice in my head forever if I walked away now. “Why can’t you be tough, like your brothers?”  and “Stop your crying, little

 bitch. You sound like a girl. ” And my personal favorite, “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, you never shoulda been born into this family.” 

The doctor circled me as the memories flooded my mind. Not of rough hands and desire, but of slaps across the face when my mother was drunk, and words that cut so deep I didn’t think my heart would ever stop bleeding. 

My dad was a big, powerful black man, fierce and protective. He’d loved us all, when he was home, and I’d loved him with a fierceness that still filled my spine with steel. My mother had been better then, happy. But he died when I was nine and she never recovered, started drinking whiskey like it was water, and the more she drank, the meaner she got. My dad was dead. Had been for a long time. My brothers were tough assholes, still on Earth, still serving their country. I had no idea where they were now. Afghanistan? Syria? Africa? Hell, they could be shitting ice in Antarctica for all I knew. I got a message from my youngest brother about twice a year, letting me know they were all still alive. Even  Shirley.  Shirley Simmons. “Mother” was not a word I liked to use these days and he knew that. 

I surrounded myself with strength. Tough men. Thick armor. Powerful weapons. I trained to keep both my mind and my body strong. I was almost six-foot tall. I wasn’t used to feeling small or vulnerable, but sitting in this damn chair made me feel like a child-sized doll. I was several inches taller than the average woman on Earth, but here? Here I was like a toddler sitting at the grownup table swinging two feet that didn’t reach the floor. 

Fortunately, the commanders in the Coalition Fleet knew how to take advantage of my size and stealth. And my team’s mission tomorrow was proof of that. Sometimes, it was better to be the scorpion than the lion. Small but deadly. That was my motto. Hell, that was pretty much the motto of all humans out here in deep space. We weren’t as big as some of the alien races, but we were mean as fuck when we had to be. It was a matter of pride. To me, it was my personal mission. 

“Are you with me, Megan?” The doctor leaned over, shining one of those stupid bright lights right into my eyes and I winced. Too bright. 

“Unfortunately.” I wanted that big man, his huge cock. I wanted to feel beautiful and feminine and desired. Instead, I had one more mission, one more op wearing that heavy armor and helmet, coated in grime, killing things. One. More. 

 Embrace the suck. 

That was practically my family motto, and I’d learned it well. Those three words got me through grueling hours of training, pain, and being stranded in hostile territory more than once in the last two years. I’d been cold, hot, starving, coated in sweat, blood, and every other body fluid I could imagine, and some I never dreamed of until I came out here into space. Outer fucking space. When I stopped to think about the fact that I was floating in a tin can in a galaxy far, far away, I still freaked. So, I tried not to think about it. 

The doctor clicked off the penlight and I could see again. I looked up into her face in time to see her nod with a smile. “Good. I didn’t want to have to inject you with neural stimulants.” 

She held up a small green cylinder I knew from previous experience could sting worse than any needle back home. Sure, there was no needle. But that just meant they forced the substance through your skin with something else. I didn’t know how they worked. Didn’t want to know. “No thanks. 

Keep that thing away from me.” 

The doctor chuckled and handed off the cylinder to an assistant who took the dosing unit and hurried away like he was intruding on a highly personal conversation. Which he was. And that thought brought me back to reality faster than anything else. I was very much awake now. No dream guy. No

dream cock. No taunting or teasing or edging. No incredible orgasm. 

I was in the brides testing room in the medical wing of the Battleship Karter. Damn. I very much preferred to be back in fantasyland with a very dominant male who knew what to do with his hands, and his cock. It had been far, far too long since I had anything besides my fingers between my legs. 

“Did I scream?” I could feel my cheeks heat. “Please, tell me I didn’t scream.” I’d kill myself with my own ion blaster if the males in the medical floor heard me screaming with an orgasm based on a dream. 

“You didn’t scream.” She grinned then and gave me a conspiratorial wink. “I’ve never been tested, but every bride who has always has a very arousing experience.” 

She was a few years older than me. She might not have been tested through the brides program like I just had, but with the gold cuffs about her wrists, she was obviously mated to an Atlan, so she knew quite a bit about bossy Atlan males. And big cocks. And, based on my dream, on the cuffs I’d worn, and the giant-sized man fucking my brains out, I was going to be matched to both. 

The thought of an Atlan mate made me shiver and my pussy clenched as heat flooded me. I should be surprised that my deepest self would want one of those huge, brutal warriors, but somehow I wasn’t. Over the past two years of fighting alongside the Coalition forces, I’d encountered many Atlans and they were all over the top. Dominant. Controlling. Annoying. They had nothing against females, weren’t disrespectful or chauvinistic. The opposite, in fact. They just took  alpha male to the extreme. Protective. Demanding. Merciless. 

I shivered, tingles running over my skin at that one word. Merciless. They showed no mercy to their enemies. And I was shocked to discover, I wanted none in bed. 



Chapter Two

 Megan



So, maybe my deepest, darkest desire was to have a dominant, demanding lover. Fine. But the rest of the time? The Atlans could take their overbearing, arrogant stomping around on this ship and save it for someone who jumped when they growled. In other words, not me. 

One in particular made me wish I had Atlan strength so I could just rip his head off. Warlord Nyko. If Doctor Moor’s mate was anything like the pain-in-the-ass warrior who liked to push every one of my damn buttons, it was a wonder she hadn’t killed him in his sleep. Maybe she had and that was why she was smiling and had such a pleasing disposition. 

I was in the testing chair wearing full armor. I was thankful the heavy armor hid my hardened nipples. I’d heard women who were tested on Earth had to wear a hospital gown. As if I was going to do that. 

Once done, I’d have to go back to my bunk and change my panties. They were soaked through. All because of a dream mate who liked control. Why had that made me so hot? Why had it made me come? My pussy still tingled, even though it hadn’t been real. 

I couldn’t lie to Doctor Moor. She knew the truth. Heard it. Besides, she was a woman and it felt good to talk with one sometimes. No men. No testosterone. 

“It was a dream and it was…hot.” I took a deep breath, let it out. Sat up and slapped my palms on the arms of the testing chair. “Is that it? Am I done?” 

Her dark hair looked soft, glowing in the harsh light of the medical station, her green medical uniform showed off her olive skin. “I told you it would be painless and easy. A little nap, a hot dream and then you’re matched.” She seemed pleased with the concept and even snapped her fingers at the end. “It’s fun for me, too.” She winked at me and I couldn’t help but grin back at her. “The testing is a reprieve for me from the triage bay where the wounded come in from battle.” 

I knew those horrors after seeing it firsthand for the past two years. 

“You only have two days left,” she added, upbeat. Obviously, she didn’t want to bring up what could happen to me when I went back out to fight. They didn’t taper off the combat missions even though I was so close to being done I could taste it. 

Two days. One more mission. I only had to survive the next forty-eight hours and then my service was up. I could go back to Core command, get this  thing out of my head, and walk away. I’d anticipated the end of the fighting ever since that very first battle, counting off the months, weeks, days until I was done. A veteran and free to go home. But as the day of my discharge drew close, Boston didn’t seem that appealing anymore. My mother would continually remind me I wasn’t worthy or male. Yeah, I would be retired, having served my time, and faster than most, since Coalition duty was only two years. I’d have lifelong benefits and a nice salary. Still, I’d have to deal with my mother, and a planet full of people who had no idea what was really going on out here in space. 

Hell, I didn’t need to go home to enjoy my mother’s disapproval. I talked to my brother a couple of times a year, and he always brought her up, let me know how she was doing. But whenever I had comm time, her larger-than-life face on the screen always showed disappointment and I still heard the whiskey talking in her every veiled insult. 

Most days, I wondered why I still bothered trying to please her. And that was a rabbit hole of pain

I had no desire to jump down right now. 

No. Going home to Earth held no appeal. My father was still dead. My brothers still served, still saved the world. But nothing I did mattered to my mother. I was never as good as her boys. 

 Didn’t matter that I was saving the entire freaking universe. 

What would I do at home anyway? As a veteran, I’d receive benefits, but what good was that? 

They warned us about sharing what we’d seen and done with people on Earth, scared, panicked people who wouldn’t understand. So, I couldn’t even talk about anything going on out here. My mother  definitely wouldn’t be interested. And what human man would want a Coalition combat veteran for a bride? Hell, a girlfriend even? What value did I bring to the society in Podunk, Texas? 

Nothing. 

At least during combat I’d kept my head down, stayed alive and saved a few of my fellow fighters as well. I might have been part of a large team, but I was needed. Well, my brand of crazy was needed. Not everyone was willing to have Hive tech implanted in their head. 

Stupid? Probably. But I’d just watched an entire unit of human fighters be wiped out in a strike the Hive shouldn’t have been able to organize. And I’d seen that blue bastard on the hilltop with his blue-skinned friends. I was one of the few ever to witness the Nexus in action. I’d gotten close, close enough to take a kill shot. I’d hit him, but destroyed the one thing the Core wanted, needed, to win this war. Those Nexus soldiers had some kind of processing unit that linked directly to Hive Central Command and transmitted to the rest of the Hive around them. They were like broadcast centers, commanders, if the Hive had such a thing. And the Coalition Fleet needed one of those communicators so they could break the code, disrupt transmissions, spy on their enemy’s communications. 

We needed one of them, and I was going to get one. Tomorrow. And then I was going to accept my reward…a hot hunk of alien who would fuck me sideways and make me forget every damn battle I’d ever fought, every friend I’d watched die. I was going to have some happiness, damn it. 

So going back to Earth? Not going to happen. But out here, in the Coalition, I could have a mate. 

As a warrior for the Fleet, I could be processed as an Interstellar Bride. I’d seen females and their mates on the battleship and I’d envied their obvious connection. Each one of them, from Atlans to Prillons, were bonded in a way I’d never known, never imagined. Mated males didn’t cheat. Hell, they didn’t even  look. 

I wanted that. I needed it, a connection. Roots. Something. So I’d agreed to the testing—a perk for all warriors completing their service. But that dream? I had to wonder if I even passed. Maybe the whole thing was a big mistake. I didn’t particularly like the dominant Atlan males. So, maybe, in that dream, I got off on his dominance during sex. Hell, yeah. But like? No. They were great on the battlefield, huge hulking beasts that ripped through Hive lines like knives through paper. But talking to one? Living with one for the rest of my life? Oh, no. They were arrogant, bossy…

“Megan?” 

The doctor was staring, and I realized she’d been talking to me. I hadn’t heard a word. “I’m sorry. 

What were you saying?” 

“I said you only have two days left. While you went through the testing, I can’t match you because you’re still a fighter. Per protocol, I can’t match you until you either consent to it or are finished as a Coalition fighter.” 

I understood what she was saying in a very diplomatic way. If I were matched and then died in battle, it wasn’t fair to the mate. Who wanted to be matched and then have the person die in battle before even meeting? 

I frowned at the possibility. “So I’m not matched.” 

She shook her head. “Not yet. Unless you want to end your time now as a fighter. It is an option.” 

I held up my hand. “No. Don’t match me now. I’ve got a couple more days to keep my head attached to my body. Watch my back. Stay out of the Hive’s hands.” Even if I was allowed to know who he was, I wouldn’t be thinking about my mission. I’d be thinking about him. His body. His mouth. 

His hands. God, his cock…

She tilted her head to the side, bit her lip. “As I said, you could accept the match now. I just have to push a button. Accepting a match would mean you would be removed from active duty. Brides aren’t sent into battle. No worrying about ducking or getting hit by an ion blast, or keeping your head on your shoulders. No more fighting, Megan. No more Hive.” 

Any female Coalition fighter who was matched and accepted the bride testing results would automatically be pulled from their term of service and reassigned to the Interstellar Brides Program. I saw her hand on the tablet, probably hovering over the  Accept button. 

While the idea was appealing, I shook my head. I couldn’t walk away from my unit now. I’d made my choice—the constant, buzzing pain in my head proof of that. I had one more mission to complete, one blue-skinned bastard to take down. Billions of lives on hundreds of worlds might depend on me. 

Wouldn’t my mother just have a fucking stroke over that? 

I looked up at Doctor Moor and placed my hand over her wrist to stay her movement. “I can’t do that to my team. It can wait a couple days. Like you said, no guy is waiting for me.” 

I stood, grabbed my ion blaster from the desk and stuck it into my thigh holster. I might have just had one of the best orgasms of my life, but I was still a Coalition fighter, still a member of the Intelligence Core. My mate would have to understand that my duty had to come first. Hell, if the match was so perfect, he  would  understand. 

Her smile slipped a little. “Very well. I will note in your record that you have rejected an immediate match—” 

I opened my mouth to protest. Hell no. I wanted the match. Just not—

“For now, Megan. Just for now. Do what you need to do. You will not be matched until you return. 

You have no commitments, no worries for a mate.” 

“I’m still single,” I said. 

She smiled. “An apt Earth term. Yes, you are single. Carefree. Except for the Hive and battle. Stay safe and I’ll see you back here in two days when your service is up.” 

Chapter Three

 Warlord Nyko of Atlan, Sector 437, Battlegroup Karter, Combat Infantry, Planet Latiri 4



Swarms of our enemy’s smaller Scout warriors scurried over and around the hills of Latiri 4 as they had done over the last two hours. No matter how many of the bastards we tore apart, more followed. 

There were always more. 

“Move out!” Our Commander Warlord Wulf’s voice was the deep rumble of a full beast, like a cannon shot across the battlefield. He stood over eight feet tall, his shoulders and arms larger than the rock column beside him. The specially designed armor that my unit wore adapted and stretched to accommodate our bodies, our fighting style and the metamorphosis that freeing our beasts created. 

My feet hit the hard, rocky ground beneath my combat boots like great hammers striking stone as my unit of Atlan Beasts raced toward our last intact transport platform to get the hell out of here. 

We were overrun and outnumbered. The planet had a network of magnetic ravines and rocks that blocked our scanners and communication. The drones sent to scout the surface had underestimated the size of the Hive forces here by at least tenfold, or they’d transported more in since we began the assault. It didn’t matter that we were in beast mode. It didn’t matter we could—and would—rip the heads off of any Hive we came across. We were outnumbered. While our beasts fought with blind intent, the Atlans within still used their brains. The combination kept us alive to fight another day. 

And today, we needed to retreat, regroup, and come back with more weapons, warriors and armor. A lot more. 

If we stayed down here, we were all going to die. I’d seen this play out many times before. We would leave and make new plans and be back in a matter of hours. This planet must be returned to the control of the Coalition Fleet so that it could no longer be used as a base station for Hive raids and harvesting missions on protected planets in the nearby solar systems. 

The Hive Integration Units, the specialized enemies that tortured captives, injected them with Hive technology and tried to break their minds, would move on to another world. Another solar system. Another underdeveloped or helpless civilization ripe for harvest. 

And we would follow. We always gave chase, as did Karter, the Prillon Commander in charge of this battlegroup. Every warrior in the Fleet was here for the same reason, to protect their home world and the people they loved. To protect all worlds from the Hive. The Hive civilization did not conquer, they devoured. They consumed everything and everyone until there was nothing left. Not even a man’s own mind. 

The Warlords around me, my friends, all served for some big, noble cause. I served because I had nothing left but honor, and tearing a Hive Scout’s arms from his sockets, his head from his body, gave me a grim sort of pleasure, of purpose in an otherwise empty life. 

There were other Atlan warriors here who had families, who had chosen mates waiting for them to return to Atlan and start a new life. They had sisters and brothers, parents and cousins. I had nothing, no family, no mate, no reason to keep fighting except the beasts who fought beside me. This unit was my family, had been for years, and I had no wish to leave. 

But my body betrayed me. Even now, as the Hive scurried and chased us, my beast roared inside my head, growing stronger with each passing day. Desperate for a mate. That meant the fever was upon me and that soon, I’d have to find one true mate. Or I would die. 

Soon, the beast within would turn against me because of this need and I would kill anything that caught my attention, be that friend or foe. The Mating Fever boiled in my blood like poison, and no amount of willpower nor stubborn pride could defeat the beast that lurked inside me like a monster. 

Blind to anything but the need to mate. It was perfect for the intensity of conflict, but back on the battleship, it would be dangerous. 

“Hive!” Beside me, my friend Angher shoved me with his shoulder as he rushed past to attack three Hive Soldiers that appeared around the side of a large boulder to block our way, or pick us off from behind. These were larger and stronger than the Scouts we’d been ripping apart for the past several hours. 

So much harder to kill. 

My beast roared a challenge as I raced after Ang, two huge Atlan Warlords riding the razor’s edge, needing to kill. His fragile—and wild—state was the reason he’d gone, just a few weeks ago, and submitted to the Interstellar Brides Program’s processing protocols. I should have gone with him, but the fever hadn’t consumed me then as it did now. 

Unfortunately, since the Mating Fever was coming on stronger and more intense than ever, I feared my bride would be too late to save me. Whoever she was. Wherever she was. And based on the killing rage coming from Ang, I knew he might suffer the same fate. He would be matched and quickly mated, ensuring the fever was relinquished entirely. As for me, if I did not find a mate soon, I would be locked up and executed, a danger to myself and anyone who dared come near me. 

Nothing save death could stop an Atlan Beast lost to Mating Fever. 

Death, or a mate. And unmated females were thin on the ground in the Fleet, and the few who lived on the ships were either mated already, or soldiers so damn stubborn that I, for one, didn’t want to deal with them. One in particular had caused me more than one sleepless night lost to anger. 

Megan Simmons. She was a human and a Coalition soldier who had been with the battlegroup for the last two years. Her rank was Captain, but she bounced around between units, always moving. She was unruly and unstable and seemed to have a thousand secrets. Lately, she’d been going out with Captain Seth Mills in ReCon Unit 3.We’d been their escort and protection on more than one mission the last few months. Each time, it seemed she would seek me out and purposely challenge my patience. Even Seth, a human I liked and respected, a human whose own sister was mated to one of my Atlan brothers, could not control her. He would either scowl or grin, but never try to stop her from sassing me, or anyone else on board the ship. 

There were so many times I wanted to spank some sense into that small female, but she wasn’t mine and never would be. Thank the gods. That female was trouble. No doubt, even now, she and her unit were here somewhere, combing the ravines and flushing hidden enemies from their traps. 

Even last week, she’d come across a trio of Hive and tried to kill them on her own. No support from an Atlan. What had she been thinking? She and her unit were little better than a suicide squad, and not one of the stubborn humans seemed to recognize this absolute fact. Nor care if they died. 

Especially Megan Simmons. 

Both things that made me crazed with the need to turn her over my knee and make her see that she was going to get herself killed. Why her lack of caution pissed me off so much, I had no idea. Why I kept an eye on her more than any of the other Coalition fighters, male or female, I had no idea. Why I wanted to spank  her  ass for being reckless and no one else’s, I had no idea. 

There was something wrong with me. My beast was making me lose my mind, especially where Megan Simmons was concerned. There were nights I would stare at my ceiling and think of her dark skin and black hair, the lush, ripe curve of her ass. She was tall, and muscled. Strong for a female. 

I’d always wanted a mate who would submit to me, a female who was gentle and tender, whose touch would ease my mind and soothe my flesh. 

Megan Simmons challenged anyone and everyone who crossed her path, Atlan, Prillon or human. 

She had a mouth that never quit and was absolutely fearless. Reckless. Wild. 

And that thought made my cock hard as a rock, even as my mind rebelled at the thought. Atlan females did not fight. They did not challenge authority nor charge into battle. They lived to soothe the beasts within their mates, to keep us sane when killing or fucking were the only two desires our minds could process. 

“Nyko?” Commander Wulf’s yell had me turning away from the Hive before me. I was nearly upon them, Ang a step ahead of me. 

“Go!” My own deep voice rolled over the rest of the unit and Wulf smiled at me, his beast clearly hungry for more havoc and destruction as the unit left Ang and me to deal with the three Soldiers. The rest of our unit moved on, ever closer to that last transport platform. We needed to get the fuck off this planet. Now. 

I turned back around just as the Hive Soldiers looked up at us, shock rounding their pale silver eyes as Ang grabbed the first one around the neck and lifted him from the ground with one hand. Ang’s second hand found the base of the Hive’s spine and I knew it was a matter of seconds before the Hive’s head would no longer be connected to his body. Ang specialized in tearing their bodies to pieces. He’d lost his youngest brother to the Hive last year, and his hatred added fuel to his beast’s rage, a rage already extremely difficult to control. 

My target drew his weapon as I approached and fired at point-blank range. The blast seared my chest through my armor, the heat staggering as I reached him. 

I did not have time for Ang’s games as the third Soldier raised his weapon and fired on me again from directly behind the first. 

Pain ripped through my left shoulder and I knew I would need use of the ReGen wand in my combat pack before I would be back to full capacity. But my wounds could wait. I’d had worse. 

Much, much worse. 

Grabbing the closer Hive’s head, I smashed it against the boulder behind him, satisfied with the crunch of collapsing bone as I dropped the limp body and raced to the third Soldier. 

Fucking Hive. They always traveled in threes. Three Scouts. Three Soldiers. Three. Three. Three. 

They couldn’t operate on their own. They didn’t even speak like real people. Everything they said started with the word “We”. 

Reaching the third Soldier, I lifted this one from his feet and swung his body until his back was parallel to the ground. He scrambled for purchase, trying to grab me, force me to release him. Every single Hive underestimated the Atlan beast. Perhaps news didn’t return of our strength and power because every one we encountered was eliminated. This one seemed to think the same, that he was stronger than me. 

 Right. 

Instead, I rammed his back down on the rocks before twisting his head hard enough to feel the crack-crack-crack of bone as his spine and metallic implants shattered and his body twitched and twisted in death throes. 

I looked up from where I knelt on the ground to find Ang already running to catch up with our unit on the way to the transport platform. 

Leaping to my feet, I tensed and shifted to follow when a scream reached me. 

Human. I knew that sound. Someone was in trouble. 

The noise came from a narrow ravine behind the boulder, from the same direction the now dead Hive Soldiers must have come from before falling into our hands. 

A quick glance at my unit showed them well ahead of me. Commander Wulf stood atop the hill now, the transport platform behind him, throwing Hive Scouts and Soldiers over his head like a battering ram hitting a wall of children’s dolls. Bodies flew before him, and the rest of the Warlords, almost all in Beast form, were nearly to the transport platform. Warriors fell into line behind them, Prillon and human, warriors from Trion and every other race and species in the Fleet as the Atlans cleared the path so all could transport back aboard the ship. 

“Hurry.” I spoke to no one, but my beast was agitated. We watched hundreds of Hive flooding the narrow gaps not more than a mile from the transport platform. If they reached it before our soldiers got off world, anyone still on the ground would be lost. 

We were losing this battle, the Hive swarming in numbers far greater than anticipated. 

Commander Karter wasn’t a stupid man. He would pull his warriors, regroup, and strike again in a few days. 

I could either join my unit and transport off this blood-soaked rock, or I could go try to help the human in the ravine and lay low until tomorrow. The designated extraction point wasn’t far. I could hide through the night and signal for transport tomorrow, frightened little human soldier in tow. The Hive didn’t have sensors capable of penetrating the metallic rock barriers any more than we did. With the rocks and ravines to hide in, they would have no way to find us, to root us out and kill us. They would only attack if they saw us. If we weren’t in their path, we would be safe enough. 

Another scream from the ravine, this one of rage, and I made my decision. Or rather, the beast made it for me and I wasn’t in the mood to argue. I couldn’t. I was too far gone. 

Racing around the boulder, I dashed into the ravine, dark gray and black rock formations made a long, narrow corridor that looked to be about a mile in length. I could see the opening on the other end, as if the ground had decided to split open, just a bit, and only here. 

Behind me, and everywhere else I’d been on this gods’ forsaken planet, the rocks were red or brown, a sea of monochromatic color as far as I could see in any direction, a desert of stone. 

Here, the rocks were black, gray and silver, the planet’s inner depths exposed like muscle beneath skin in a deep cut. As if the planet had cleaved open and the insides burst forth. 

Ahead of me, three Hive stood. They had someone trapped halfway up the side of the ravine. I recognized the smaller body and armor of a human climbing the rock face to get away from them, the uniform from one of the human ReCon Units. Scattered along the ground were the dead bodies of at least a dozen Hive Soldiers and four other humans. 

None moved. 

The human scrambled up the side of the rock cliffs, clinging like an insect to the uneven walls. 

The opening of a cave stood out on the side of that cliff, the entrance sparkling like a diamond necklace around a woman’s throat when the light from the planet’s star shined down upon it. The human was clearly heading for that cave. A smart tactic as it offered safety, at least temporarily. High ground. Perhaps the human planned to make a last stand there. 

But why weren’t the Hive shooting the human off the cliff wall? Why were they climbing? Why not…

I squinted, the growl of my beast a low rumble in my chest. What was going on here? I stalked closer, not charging this time. Even my beast was cautious. I’d never seen anything like these Hive before, and I’d been fighting for nearly a decade. They weren’t Hive Scouts or Hive Soldiers. They were something else altogether. 

Not only were they strange, but they weren’t firing on the human, they were…stalking—

“Come on!” The human yelled down, taunting them, the challenge issued by a woman’s voice. My beast stilled within me as the voice went through my body and straight to my cock. 

 Mine! 

The beast didn’t bellow, but whispered the word, rolling it around on my tongue like we were sampling a fine Atlan wine. He wasn’t asking me, nor requesting permission or approval. He was simply informing me of the facts. 

I ignored him, for now. For years I’d dreamed of finding a soft, willing female to claim. Clearly the Fever was clouding my judgment, but now was not the time to argue with my beast. 

I was too far away to recognize her voice. I had no idea who she was, but my beast apparently did. He wanted her, the Mating Fever boiling through me with renewed vigor as my cock grew hard and uncomfortable beneath my armor. 

And she was taunting them, drawing one of them up to her. Why? Had she hit her head? Was she delusional? Hallucinating? Just plain insane? 

These strange Hive moved closer to the base of the rock wall—of course—and the beast followed silently, stalking the nearest of the three like a true predator. I forced my mind to think, to work past the protective instinct raging in my beast’s form. I’d never dealt with this kind of lust or protective instinct in battle before. Yes, I wanted to keep my unit, and those we’d been sent in to protect, safe, but this was different. A rage so hot it moved through me like slow boiling tar. This was my beast staking a claim, eliminating any threat to his mate. 

She was  mine. 

Something darker, deeper, and much stronger than I’d ever known settled around me like a blanket of solid ice. Rage and bluster were mindless emotions. This need to kill the Hive before me was not mindless, it was cold, calculating and very deliberate. They had to die. They wanted  her  and I would not let them touch her. She was mine. Covered head to toe in full body armor, clinging like an insect to the side of the cliffs. Strong. Brave. Aggressive. Mine. Still mine. 

Above me, the human had nearly reached the cave entrance, and safety from the Hive weapons. 

Although, they simply stood staring up at her as if she were a curiosity. They weren’t firing, and I had no explanation as to why they would spare this human. Why they would not fire and force their enemy to fall? They could heal and regenerate almost any wound from their captives. No doubt they could heal injuries from a fall, even from such a height to hard rock. They’d simply transport her to a ReGen Pod and heal her fragile human body before integration would begin. So, why allow this human to run? Why stalk her and hunt her as if they wanted her alive and well? 

The Hive only ever cared about alive. 

I studied the Hive as I drew nearer, my curiosity growing with each silent step. There were three, as always, but I’d never seen three such as these. 

The leader stood in the center, nearly two feet taller than his companions, nearly as large as me. 

All three were covered completely in a strange silver-and-graphite armor unlike anything I’d ever seen before. The trio faced away from me, so I could not see if their eyes were silver, but their skin was smooth as still water and a deep, dark blue. On all three of their heads were strange helmets, the geometry and design like I’d never seen before. But the oddest of all, the devices had a peculiar extension protruding from the back, near the base of their skulls, a curved device that looked like—

no. 

That wasn’t possible. 

The leader leapt, his body covering half the distance to the cave with one jump as his hands and

feet found purchase in the side of the rocks. He began to climb. 

The woman disappeared inside the cave and the Hive leader scrambled toward her with renewed vigor, as if afraid she might get away. 

When the second blue-skinned Hive leapt as well, I could not afford to wait. 

Rushing forward, my beast roared as I ripped the head from the shoulders of the Hive still standing on the ground. His blood coated my hands, a thick, sticky, black sludge I’d never encountered before. 

The Hive were, for the most part, integrated biological units from the known worlds. Prillon Prime. Everis. Trion and hundreds of other worlds. 

None bled black. 

When the first Hive slumped to the ground, the second, alerted by some odd connection between them, stopped his climb to look down at me. 

The leader halted as well and they looked at one another before the leader nodded his head, as if giving a command—or permission—and the closer Hive jumped to the ground to confront me. 

Another oddity. The Hive did not follow orders in such a manner and none of them were ever in command. Their orders came from their centralized intelligence and decision-making centers, and those were never risked on the battlefield. 

He landed before me, light on his feet, and stood. “Leave us, Warlord.” 

What the fuck was going on here? The Hive’s voice sounded…normal. Like any other man’s I knew. No stilted language. No odd cadence nor computerized monotone. He sounded…unique. 

Individual. 

And that was  not Hive. 

My beast didn’t give a fuck what this blue man in his silver armor was or was not as the leader moved once more, drawing nearer and nearer to the cave’s entrance, and the female he’d decided was his. The beast wanted to rip this man to shreds and get on with it. 

But the man within me was still in charge, barely, and I recognized that this was something extremely rare, and strange. Commander Karter would need to know what was happening here, what these  things were. 

“What are you?” My beast’s voice was barely more than a growl, but the Hive understood. 

“We are Nexus 9.” 

What the fuck was a Nexus? And why had he answered? My question had been rhetorical because they had no need to respond. They expected domination and then integration. Or, he replied because he didn’t expect me to survive long enough to do something with the answer. 

An ion blast sounded from above, from  inside the cave, and the beast’s patience snapped. 

I moved in a blur, grabbing the strange Hive and twisting his neck until he went limp in my grasp, but not before his weapon fired. I dropped the dead weight to the rocks, already forgotten. The blast of his ionic weapon must have hit my armor. Heat from the shot burned my body once more, from my hip this time, but the pain was nothing more than a small sting. 

Rarely did I use my beast’s full strength, but as I crouched low for my leap, power flowed through me, the power of the beast unleashed, and for once I was glad for it. We leapt to the mouth of the cave in one mighty thrust off the ground ready to defend  her. 

Chapter Four

 Megan



The Nexus Unit leader took three steps into the cave before he realized his mistake. 

I stood near the entrance, hidden from view by an outcropping of magnetite that blocked the Hive’s sensors, and all of his communication with the outside world—or, in his case—the universe. 

His home world. The Hive central mind. 

The entire cave was lined with magnetically charged metals, this canyon an extreme anomaly that our unit had been assigned to use to lure this bastard right to us. 

Now all I had to do was kill him, and steal the technology that linked his spinal cord to the helmet, and the helmet to Hive command on their home world. 

This blue-skinned bastard was rare, his existence nothing more than a rumor among the intelligence gathering units of the Coalition Fleet…until now. 

Outside, I heard an Atlan Beast, who had obviously followed me, roar. Seconds later, the Hive Nexus before me twitched and lost his footing as if racked by the pain of having a limb torn from his body—or another mind. 

His two friends must be close enough to still be connected to him. 

These fuckers were all connected to each other. We—those of us in the Core intelligence program

—knew that already, what we didn’t understand was  how.  Not that it would matter for long. I had no doubt that soon the beast outside would take care of this Nexus leader’s two friends. The Atlans weren’t the most civilized of fighters, but neither were the Hive. Especially this one coming after me. 

This trio. 

The Atlan beast would easily behead the two that remained below. I had no doubt of that. And then it would just be the blue bastard inside this cave…and me. 

This creature was the key to solving the puzzle of the Hive central mind, to figuring out how to break their mental hold on their Scouts and Soldiers, and eliminating the threat to the veterans who still carried their technology in their bodies. These soldiers lived out their lives on the Colony for fear of being a danger to their home worlds should they dare return. 

The Nexus stumbled forward, deeper into the cave and I knew I would have mere seconds before that great, hulking beast would show up and ruin everything. 

I fired the neural disruptor weapon that Doctor Helion, the leader of the Core intelligence program, had given me and sighed with relief when the huge Nexus creature dropped to his knees. He raised his hands to his head instinctively out of something like pain—whatever it was these  things felt—as I stepped out from my hiding place and approached, keeping the weapon aimed and my finger on the trigger. 

He—no  it— took off its helmet and turned its head toward me, despite the fact that I was sure I’d made no sound. 

“Who are you?” His voice was calm, not a hint of nervous bravado or fear, as if we were two friends having lunch at the park. And the voice was  his.  I’d heard other Hive speak, their voices stilted and strange, referring to themselves as “we” instead of I. “Tell me your name. You are not one of us, yet I can sense you. I feel your softness inside my mind.” 

The creature stared at me as if he were looking at a miracle, as if he—no it—found me desirable. 

His features were symmetrical, distinctly humanoid, except the odd color. He was a darker blue than the warriors I’d seen from Xerima, but if he hadn’t been Hive, I would have said he was actually handsome. Which was creepy. And wrong. So wrong. 

And what the hell did he mean?  I feel your softness inside my mind.  That was just fucking creepy. 

“What are you?” He tilted his head like a curious puppy and I had to shake my head, force myself to remember he was a brutal and efficient killer. A mass murderer. A leader of the creatures that hunted and killed millions and billions of people all over the universe. He blinked, slowly, and studied my face. “You look like an Earthling, or perhaps Trionite?” 

He settled on his knees and waited patiently for my answer. The creature’s skin was a dark blue, like a moonlit sky at midnight. His eyes were deep, colorless pools of black. His skin was flawless, smoother than the burnished metal of his silver-and-gray uniform, the silver so polished I could clearly see my reflection in the curved piece covering his shoulder. 

“What are you?” I countered. I’d never seen anything like him. As far as I knew, no one had. 

“I am Nexus 9.” 

I shook my head, my neural blaster aimed at his face. “No. What were you before?” I asked the question before I could think better of it. I wanted to know. Curiosity killed the cat and all that, but this creature was darkly fascinating. Disturbing. Like a mangled body lying next to a car wreck. I just couldn’t look away. 

“I have always been what I am. But you have not.” He blinked, his dark blue eyelids covering the hypnotic depths of his eyes just long enough for me to regain some fucking common sense. I stepped back in time to see a bright flash of light travel through the neural fibers at the base of his skull. 

“No, I have not.” The buzzing in my head intensified, as if in response to this creature’s nearness. 

No, I wasn’t like him. I stepped closer, curiosity drawing me to him. The neural link that Doctor Helion had implanted in my head buzzed with a strangely hypnotic tone as I looked into his black eyes. Brains didn’t have ears, or eyes, or anything like that, so I had no idea what the hell was actually happening to me, but I took another step, felt like I was drunk. Spellbound. 

“You summoned me here.” He—it—smiled at me then and I took another step, my hand reaching for his cheek. I wanted to touch him, the blue of his skin looked so smooth, so perfect. I wanted to touch him, just once. Then I’d kill him and take his helmet and neural implant back to Helion. 

His eyes. They were so dark, completely without color or depth. They were like an abyss, no light reflected from them. The other two, the weaklings outside the cave, had silver eyes.  Repulsive. 

Why had I thought that? Somehow my own thoughts were mixing with the thoughts of this Nexus and it was difficult to differentiate between the two. 

The beast outside the cave made more noise, killed another Hive, and this time, when the Nexus before me twitched with pain, I felt it, too. 

Loss. Agony. Despair. Like my own leg had been removed. 

I collapsed to my knees as pain flooded my body. The Nexus creature before me rose and walked to me. 

He was huge, almost as big as the beast outside, but he came to stand before me and I felt lulled by his presence. My pain faded, replaced by a humming in my mind that blocked out all thought, all feeling. There was nothing but my link to the creature, the connection he offered. I would never be alone again. Never be afraid. I would belong…to him. 

A dark blue hand reached for my cheek and I allowed my eyelids to drift closed, unable to move away from his touch. 

I wanted him to touch me, knew without it I would feel…empty. Alone. God, I was so alone

inside my head. The isolation opened up inside me like a chasm and I sobbed, choking on the pain. 

Like a god, his mind reached for mine, offering me solace, comfort, belonging…

 No. No. No. 

I shook my head, trying to clear it as his fingers made contact with my flesh and sparks of power flashed through my body. I gasped at the strange sensation, like he’d somehow managed to get his fingers inside my mind and was actually stroking my soul. 

It didn’t feel bad. I liked it, in fact. Began to crave it. 

A thunderous sound came from the mouth of the cave. Before I could turn my head, the creature before me was gone, buried beneath the rage of an Atlan beast. 

Like a spell being broken, my mind kicked back on with abject horror at what I’d done, what I’d thought. I almost rolled over like a dog and showed the Nexus my belly. I wanted to curl into myself and huddle on this cold cave floor and just…disappear. 

How could I? I was about to let that  thing caress me. I had actually wanted it to touch me. I’d liked it. 

Oh. My. God. 

I had to get the fuck out of here. Helion and the Intelligence Core would just have to send someone else to lure one of these fuckers out of hiding next time. I couldn’t do this again. No way. My head hurt like I had a chainsaw buzzing inside and I couldn’t turn it off. He’d touched me, not just my cheek, but in my mind, too. I felt dirty, gross. Violated. 

And alone. So alone. Not the usual loneliness that crept around inside me like poison, this was so much more. Like I’d die if that thing didn’t stand back up and touch me, like I’d fade into nothingness, into mist, and float away on a breeze. Like I wasn’t real. My body wasn’t real. Like I wasn’t really here…

Had that creature done something to me? To the implants Helion had put inside my head? 

Fuck. I rubbed at the back of my neck, the base of my skull where the small lump of the implant was hard and unforgiving beneath my fingertips. I had to get out of here, back to the medical unit and Doctor Helion. He had to take the implant out of my head. Now. Right now. 

Lurching to my feet, I headed for the entrance, toward light, away from the physical struggle as the two large, powerful creatures lunged and hit one another. Somehow, the beast was fighting for our lives and keeping track of me at the same time. He yelled as I neared the mouth of the cave. “Stay! 

Hive! Too many.” 

I’d been on the battlefield with Atlan Warlords before, and was used to their beasts’ simple, clipped way of speaking. I got the point. Hive outside the cave, and not just the trio of Nexus. If an Atlan beast said there were too many, that meant lots and lots of Hive. 

I had no doubt we were in trouble here. I’d been out there with my team before the Nexus group made contact. I hadn’t known the other Coalition fighters long, volunteers from all over the universe. 

We’d only been training together for a few days. But still, seeing them all dead on the ground outside had been hard. How had I been the only one to survive? Was it because the Nexus leader truly did want to connect with the implant in my mind, take over my thoughts and emotions, make me disappear into him? Was this thing in my head  that important? Seeing the Hive swarm and envelop the entirety of the Coalition forces on the ground had been so damn hard to watch. We were losing this planet, at least at the moment. 

I’d had my own mission, though, and because of it, I was trapped behind enemy lines. This beast, the one that loomed so large inside the cave, was trapped with me. 

More in control now, I turned to find the beast still grappling with the Nexus creature. The thing

was not as tall or muscled as the beast, but the Hive used microscopic implants to increase strength and speed to superhuman levels. And this one was special. Very, very special. 

I wasn’t at all sure the beast was going to be able to beat him. They struggled, the beast’s muscles bulging like I’d never seen before, but he could not gain the upper hand. And there was no way I was going to be alone in this cave with that thing again. My head would start buzzing and I’d be screwed, completely under that monster’s control. 

Pulling the ion blaster from my thigh, I yelled at the beast, “Throw him at the wall. I’ll blast him!” 

I didn’t know his name, had no idea which Atlan warrior he was beneath his helmet. There were several hundred in my battle group and I didn’t recognize all of them in beast mode. In addition, the armor obscured his features even more, but it didn’t matter. He was on my side, and I needed him to kill that blue bastard. I had no doubt he was a bossy, arrogant, macho-man like all the rest of them. 

But we either worked together, or we both died. 

He heard me. A second later, he literally picked the Nexus up off the ground and threw him into the wall of the cave. 

The Nexus hit with a loud crash of his silver armor, but he didn’t fall. Not like I’d hoped. He twisted in midair and landed on his feet in a crouch like a fucking cat. 

He stared at me, and the strange buzzing started in my head again. 

“Oh, no you don’t.” Taking aim, I fired, hitting him square in the chest before I could think otherwise. 

The blast barely fazed him, but I kept at it, hitting him in dead center again and again. I wasn’t really doing much, other than keeping him from attacking the beast. 

The creature took a step toward me, but a larger blast came from the side, striking the Nexus in the head. 

He fell to his knees and a thrill went through me as I shot him again. The monster’s weapon, bigger than mine, was still aimed at it as he approached the creature from the side, both of us firing as quickly as our weapons would arm. I gave a passing thought to the tech buried in his head, but I didn’t care. None of it would matter if I didn’t make it out of this cave alive. Helion would just have to deal with some fried circuits. 

After several more shots, the Nexus stared up at me, a look eerily like pleading on his strange blue face as the bottomless darkness of his eyes filled in. 

Watching it die was the strangest thing I’d ever seen. I ignored the beast, who continued to fire, and watched with sick fascination as the nothingness of his eyes changed and became  something. 

Dark gray and opaque, solid, real, the dull color reminded me of an unwashed blackboard smeared with chalk. 

It tipped forward onto the hard ground of the cave. 

When he stopped breathing, and the buzzing in my head faded to empty silence, I knelt beside him. 

The beast prowled, but I held up my hand to stay him. I didn’t want him to pull this creature’s head from its body. I needed it intact. No. Not me. Helion needed it intact, or at least part of it. The neural transmission juncture. The jar handle attached to the base of his spine. I just wanted to finish this damn mission, get the fuck off this planet and out of this war. A cherry on the sundae of my life would be to find a man to have hot, crazy monkey-sex with for the rest of my life. That wasn’t too much to ask, right? And according to Doctor Moor, I would have a mate waiting for me once I finished this. 

I was done. God, I was so done. I hoped the doctor had found a match for me, because my fighting and spying days were over. I just couldn’t keep doing this. I felt like my mind was about to shatter into so many pieces I’d never be able to put myself back together again. 

Was this PTSD? My oldest brother had been diagnosed with that right before I left home two years ago. He was a SEAL, same as my other brother and my dad before them. My dad died when I was nine, but that didn’t stop my brothers. You were nothing in my family if you weren’t a SEAL, and my mother had never forgiven me for being born female. So I joined the Air Force instead, ended up in military intelligence. And when that wasn’t enough, I had to get away, to prove myself. 

So I did one better than all the dicks with pricks in my family tree and joined the Coalition Fleet. 

My unique skills and training caught the eye of their intelligence branch, along with my training in electronic weapons systems, and I’d jumped at the chance to make a  real difference. Which put me here, in a cave. Trapped. Light years away from any SEAL. But three feet from an Atlan beast. 

The blue-skinned bastard on the floor of this cave was my ultimate prize, the fucking Holy Grail in this war, and I wasn’t about to lose my shit now. Beast or no beast. 

Kneeling, I tried to push the Nexus onto his side so I could access his spine, but he must have weighed four hundred pounds. I couldn’t even budge his legs. Fucking implants. 

“Help me. I need to get him onto his side.” I looked up at the Atlan and nearly stopped breathing. 

There was no sign of non-beast counterpart behind his eyes. He was all wild animal, and his complete attention was not on the creature we’d just killed. 

It was on me. 

Mating Fever. 

I’d seen it before, and my traitorous body, still high on adrenaline and fear, channeled the last few hours of aggression and terror into the one area I’d been hoping to devote a lot more time to in the near future…lust. 

 In the near future  didn’t mean in the next few minutes. It meant after I’d been released from service and been matched to my mate from the brides program. 

My traitorous body didn’t seem to agree with that. I wasn’t sure if Atlans had pheromones like humans, but something was coming off him in waves and I was sopping it up, even through my armor. 

Through the visor of his helmet, I could see his eyes were so very pale and my pussy clenched with want, instantly wet. Intense, ice-blue eyes. 

Oh, fuck yeah. I licked my lips as I took in his huge size. The way he was breathing deeply, the way his heartbeat thrummed along the length of his corded neck. His hands were as big as dinner plates. I had to wonder what else on his body was  big. 

I wanted more than that beast’s attention on me. I wanted his body pressing into mine up against the wall, fucking me like there was no tomorrow. 

But not yet. I didn’t want to get naked with a dead body just inches away, even if it was a Nexus. 

Because—well—yuck. Just yuck. 

Not wanting to trigger him in beast mode, I kept my voice low and controlled. Calm. “Warlord, I need your help. We must remove the spinal implant from this Hive and return it, and its helmet, to the fleet. Please help me roll the body onto its side.” 

The beast didn’t know this was a special Hive, that he was a Nexus. He just knew the creature needed to be eliminated and had done his job quite well. 

With a shudder, the beast knelt beside me and shoved the Nexus over with about as much effort as me rolling a soda can…downhill. 

Whatever. I was human, I was female. I was used to being at the bottom of the physical pecking order out here in space. Just meant I had to be smarter than the rest of them. Which, so far, I’d managed just fine. Except, I was stuck in a dang cave, so that was still questionable. 

With the Nexus turned away from me, I ignored the beast and examined the monster’s helmet and

attachments. The doctor had told me what to look for, at least in theory. 

With shaking hands, I reached for the arched neural tissue that bypassed his spine and connected to the base of his skull. With a slow, soft sigh, I gathered every ounce of determination and pulled. 

Slowly. 

The tissue gave way with a sickening sound of wet suction, of flesh tearing, and I grimaced as I finished the task. 

Black fluid leaked from the wound as I pulled, at least twenty long tendrils—like five-inch needles—appearing as I removed the object and broke the connection to the Nexus’s brain tissue. 

I thought the extensions were dead metal, but the moment they broke free, they writhed and moved like worms searching for earth. 

“Agh!” I yelled and dropped the thing onto the hard rock floor where it continued to move and search like a centipede stuck on its side. Chunks of the Nexus’s dark blue flesh clung to the base of the implant. Tissue and implant. Everything a good little girl brought home to the mad scientist in the basement. 

“God, that’s disgusting.” I winced just looking at it. 

“What that?” The beast’s rumble made me jump, so absorbed in the task at hand that I’d nearly forgotten he was there. His voice echoed off the walls. 

“We need to get that, and his helmet, back to the Karter. That is the key to winning the war.” 

If he noticed that I didn’t answer his question, he didn’t say. Instead, the beast grunted and stood. 

“Done with body?” 

I looked at the limp form of the dead Nexus and nodded. “Yes.” I was sure Doctor Helion would cream his panties if he could have the cadaver to play with. But that thing was huge, heavy, and the extraction coordinates were more than a mile away. Even with a beast along, there was no fucking way I was trying to take the body back with me. 

The beast picked up the body and carried it to the entrance of the cave. He scanned outside before tossing it as far as he could. It took a second before I heard the sickening thud of it hitting the ground below. 

Good riddance. 

The beast turned back to me as I stuffed the odd, wriggling thing into a containment cell Helion had given me. The sack was about the size of a preschooler’s backpack, but would seal airtight. No contaminants would get in or out. The thing that seemed to want to tunnel into the nearest brain—

which was mine—would be trapped within the metallic lining, and special fibers on the inside would keep the tissue samples alive until I could get it back to base. Along with the creature’s helmet, Doctor Helion would have more than enough new toys to play with. 

I tracked down the Nexus’s helmet and settled the sealed bag inside it. Together, they weighed about five pounds. I could carry that out of here, no problem. 

Done, I turned to find the beast watching me from just inside the cave’s entrance. 

“You safe.” His huge body swayed as he spoke the oddly gentle words. I might have been safe, but he was still in full battle gear. He had yet to remove his helmet. So while he said I was safe, I knew to wait until he’d put his weapon away and removed his head protection to relax completely. 

“Yes. Thank you.” I set the Nexus helmet aside, my headache returning but not as bad, more like a steady drum beat than a chainsaw. It was an improvement, and I had a ReGen wand in my pack. 

“We’ll be safe in here. The cave is lined with highly charged magnetite. No signals can penetrate the rock. As long as we stay away from the entrance, the Hive scans won’t be able to pick us up.” 

“Stay. Tomorrow, transport.” 

“Yes.” I knew that, too. Protocol was for anyone trapped behind on a mission to make their way to the designated secondary transport location the following morning where an extraction team would be waiting to get Coalition fighters to safety. We just had to stay alive until then. 

“Name.” The beast said the word, not as a question but as a demand, assuming I would answer. 

I didn’t see the point in arguing about it. And he had just saved my life. “Megan. Megan Simmons.” Lifting my arms, I removed my helmet for the first time. My black hair was pulled back in a braid, the coarse curls barely restrained. “You?” 

With one last look toward the cave entrance, he settled down onto his knees and took off his helmet. 

“Nyko.” 

Oh. Hell. No. 

I gasped as Warlord Nyko, the single most aggravating, annoying, arrogant, overbearing, drop-dead-gorgeous, alpha-male-on-steroids collapsed at my feet. 

Chapter Five

 Nyko



I opened my eyes to the most beautiful female I’d ever seen. She was waving a ReGen wand over my torso and mumbling to herself. I lay as still as possible, just studying her. The Mating Fever diminished somewhat from being unconscious. I could think a little more clearly, probably say more than one or two words at a time. Perhaps that was why I should have recognized her the instant I entered the cave and hadn’t; my beast seemed to have recognized her from her scream alone. She’d worn her battle helmet and her face had been hidden entirely by the protection visor, the dark color doing well to shield her from the bright flare of the ion pistol, and from prying eyes as well. 

Her dark hair had been pulled back somehow, hidden completely. Now, with her helmet beside her on the ground, I saw the silky length was pulled back into a tail, secured at the nape of her neck. It was as dark as mine, but hers held curl and was so thick my fingers twitched to tangle within. 

Her smooth brown skin was perfection, except for the little furrow that marred her brow. She was frowning, those dark eyes a mixture of frustration and disappointment. A sigh escaped her full lips as she sat back on her heels, her uniform pants taut across her fit thighs. 

She was stunning, even marred with dirt from battle, weary from fighting, and her hands stained with black from the odd Nexus 9’s version of blood. Yet she hadn’t seen me awake yet, hadn’t turned her eyes to meet mine. Hadn’t pursed her lips into that determined and tight smile I knew her to give me when she was particularly irritated with me. A seemingly constant state on board the  Karter. 

I’d never met a more difficult or recalcitrant female. To say that she didn’t like me was an understatement. She loathed me. For what reason, I did not know. I’d first met her eight months ago on a mission, a successful one. But the minute I’d ripped the head off the Hive in front of her, she’d been angry with me. Was I supposed to have let her fight the enemy herself? 

She was small, tiny even, in comparison to me. Even when I was not in beast mode, she was more than a head shorter. My injuries had pushed the beast back, for now. I was a man once more, capable of a thought beyond killing the creature that had threatened her, and then fucking her until she couldn’t think straight. Sitting beside me, trying to heal me with the ReGen wand, she seemed so small, almost childlike. 

Yet, she was no child. There was no doubt, no question in my mind, or my beast’s heart, that Megan Simmons was  all  woman. And my beast? He wasn’t injured at all. He was preening and pacing, eager for me to lift my hand and touch Megan. Stroke her, tell her she was mine. The beast was there, but not raging. Perhaps I could think clearly because the danger of battle was over. No Hive were after us. Or perhaps the fever was just tempered for now, ready to return with vengeance once again at an inopportune time, indicative of the Mating Fever taking over. As soon as that happened, I would know I only had a short time to mate. Or die. 

No. 

I wasn’t making Megan mine. Yes, I wanted to fuck her, had admired her body and her sassy mouth even before the Mating Fever began to ride me. She was stunning, brilliant, athletic, fearless and an incredible fighter. And, she had a lush body with curves in all the right places. Curves that I knew would fill my palms perfectly. An ass that would cushion my hips when I fucked her from behind. 

Breasts lush and firm with pert nipples that would harden under my fingers. A mouth that would be

sweet to kiss or decadent wrapped around my cock. A pussy that even now my beast could scent. 

“The armor is too thick,” I said, my voice startling her. “The ReGen wand can’t work through it.” 

She fell back on her perfect ass and her head whipped around to look at me. 

Yes, there were those lips, soft and dark rose, full and ripe. A growl escaped me as I thought of tasting them. 

“If you weren’t so big, I’d be able to take it off.” 

“My size is not something I can control, just as you can’t deny your lush feminine curves.” 

Her mouth fell open at my words. She was stunned, and so was I. Somehow, those words came out. I’d never spoken to her or any female warrior in such a fashion before. But we weren’t in battle now and my beast seemed to be taking over my brain…and my cock. 

She moved to stand, her booted foot bumping into my side as she did so. 

I hissed out a breath and eyed her, knowing she’d done that on purpose. For once, she towered over me and I saw the way the corner of her mouth tipped up. Feisty. I wanted that mouth stuffed full of my cock. I wanted all that fire and heat screaming for me as I pounded into her from behind and made her come over and over again, made her mine. 

By the gods, I was in trouble here. The beast was not content to lurk. He hungered. He  needed. 

And I’d never needed anything, not friend or foe, food or warmth or a female in my bed. Need made me weak. I was a Warlord. I was not weak. I was not mated and I had no intention of making Megan mine, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t want her. Couldn’t let my beast have her. 

I was a warrior, not a martyr, and Megan was beautiful, feisty—would she be this wild naked and aroused? Begging me to touch her, taste her pussy, tame her smart mouth with my cock? 

I pushed up onto my elbows with a wince, then sat up. 

“You’re injured, you idiot. Lie back down.” 

I should have been angry at her gruff tone, but her bossy attitude only piqued my interest, my desire to tame her. Everything about her made me hot, made my skin tight, my beast prowl, my cock ache. 

I glanced at her as I began to tug on my armor to remove it. My beast was not modest. “I need to be healed in case we are attacked. I do not need to lie down like an infant while you tend me.” 

She didn’t respond, only crossed her arms and tapped her foot, a sign of obvious impatience. 

I breathed through the pain as I rid myself of all of my gear, my armor, even my undershirt so I was bare to the waist. As each layer was gone, her foot stopped its steady beat and I could have sworn her breasts strained against the confines of her own armor. 

I waited for her to wave the ReGen wand over my chest and side where I’d been hit by the ion blast from the Hive outside the cave. The armor had done its job; I wasn’t mortally wounded, just bruised with searing red burn marks marring my skin. She didn’t move, only stared at my body. 

My beast paced and preened, pleased to see the obvious attraction in her eyes. Her pink tongue flicked out and wet her lower lip. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the healing wand. Yes, my beast could have her. I inwardly shrugged. What did it matter? I wanted to fuck her. My beast absolutely did. She was unclaimed—she wouldn’t be a fighter otherwise—and nothing or no one kept me from having her. 

I cleared my throat, ready to have her closer. My beast wanted to breathe in her scent and I wanted a chance to see her up close. I shouldn’t push her. I knew it, but she brought out the animal in me in more ways than one. “Are you going to stare at my body? If you like what you see, you are free to touch, Megan.” 

She startled and her cheeks turned darker, clearly embarrassed at being caught. “No, thank you.” 

I chuckled as she moved to stand beside me again and waved the wand over the reddened flesh with the detachment of a medical technician. Her eyes were locked on to her task. No wandering. 

None. Not even to blink. She was so small next to me, so soft and curvy and feminine. The scent of her skin filled me, and my beast wanted to howl with pleasure, lick every inch of her skin, drown in her. 

Since she’d most likely shoot me if I tried, I gave in to my second urge, scolding her for risking her life so blatantly. 

“What were you humans thinking, leading those Hive down the ravine like you did? I counted fifteen Hive and five of you. It was suicide.” 

I wanted to pull her into my arms and feel every soft curve of her body, hear her heart beating and know she was fine. I also wanted to shove her to the very back of the cave and protect her until it was time to meet the extraction team for transport. Mostly, I wanted to strip her bare and fuck the prickly attitude away. 

“I’m not dead, so it wasn’t a suicide mission,” she countered. 

She had bigger balls than most of the males from her planet. That she held so little value for her personal safety pissed me off, made my beast snarl. 

“Because you had me watching your back.” She obviously needed a protector. Me. 

She moved the wand with a jerky hand. “Thank you.” 

“Did those words feel like acid pouring from your lips?” 

Her smile was my reward, a sight I’d rarely seen in the cafeteria on board the battleship, and one she’d never granted me. “Yes, as a matter of fact, they did.” 

I admired her honesty, her courage in speaking the truth. But something was going on here, something strange. “Did you get what you required from that blue bastard?” I tilted my head toward her bag and the creature’s helmet where she’d carefully placed them on the ground. Whatever a Nexus 9 was, it seemed Megan was interested in them. And not in a good way. She’d taunted him, drawn him to her. Why? Because of that damn…thing she’d pulled from the back of its head? 

Her eyes flicked in that direction but her hand didn’t move. Instead of responding, she took a step back. “There. You’re healed.” 

Glancing down, I saw there was no more redness marring my skin. I felt no more pain or burning heat from the ion blasts to my chest or shoulder. The armor did an amazing job at shielding from the weapons, but it didn’t remove all effects. Fortunately, the pain was short term and the wand was very effective. My hip still burned from where the blue Hive had shot me, but that was the least of my injuries and could wait. I smelled water, fresh clean water. “There’s water in this cave.” 

“I know. It’s one of the reasons we chose this location.” 

 Chose this location? And who the hell are “we”? 

“What were you doing here, Megan?” 

“It’s Captain to you,” she snapped. 

“Not when I just saved your life,” I countered. 

She walked to the helmet and her special bag with the Hive technology sealed inside, picked it up and began to walk away from me. She was hunched over at an odd angle, moving slowly, too slowly. 

I could smell blood now. Her blood. My beast did not like that. “Where are you going?” 

Her silence was a challenge I was more than willing to accept. 

She walked away from me, deeper into the cave and I gathered our armor and belongings to follow on silent feet. I might be big, but I could still move with stealth. She lifted her hand to her chest and activated a light I’d never seen on a Coalition uniform before. 

Megan Simmons had more secrets than I’d ever imagined, and suddenly I was determined to unravel every single one. 

About a hundred paces in, Megan disappeared around a rock wall and I followed to find her sitting next to a small spring fed by a steady fall of fresh water. She had set aside the helmet and Hive parts, nestled her treasure in a stone nook against the wall. She leaned down and drank freely. I joined her, drinking my fill. The water was neither warm nor cold, more like a glass that had been set out for hours and forgotten. 

With a sigh she settled on the edge of the water and pulled off her boots. Blood dripped from her calf onto the rock floor. She winced, then hissed as she rolled off her sock. 

“You’re injured.” 

“It’s a flea bite.” 

I frowned, upset that some unknown creature had attacked her. “I have never heard of this creature. What is a flea? And why did it bite you?” 

She smiled again, but this time the light of that smile didn’t reach her eyes. “It’s this tiny creature that bites dogs and cats on Earth. It’s really small. You know? It’s just a saying.” 

“A flea is a saying? What does it say?” 

“Never mind. I’m fine. It’s just a scratch.” She reached for the locks that would free her armor at her shoulders, but when she twisted to unclasp them, she gasped. “Damn it.” 

I saw the V between her delicately arched brows and knew her pain-filled expression wasn’t solely caused by me. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. This fearless little female was hurting and trying to hide it from me. She was in pain, from some injury. I just couldn’t see it. 

 Mine.  The beast chose that moment to push me, to test my control. He wanted out. He wanted this female. 

He simply  wanted. 

“I will remove your armor now.” 

She spun about and slapped at my hands. “I’m fine.” 

I stood, towering over her once again. I was no longer weak and sprawled on the ground. She may have used the wand when I was in pain, but I was healed. Strong. She needed to know who was in charge, and it was definitely me. 

“My beast knows you are hurt. If you fight me, he will come out to play. Is that what you want?” 

Gods, why did I want her to challenge me again, to say  yes? 

“You are a pain in the ass.” 

I’d give her pain on her perfect ass when I spanked her for fighting me all the time. If she were mine…

But she wasn’t mine. Not mine. I made those two words a chant in my mind, a chant to drown out the beast. “I will not stand here and watch you bleed to death, human.” 

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to die,” she countered. 

I crossed my arms over my chest, eyed her intently, waited. It had the desired effect, making her squirm beneath the scrutiny. When she was well, I wanted to make her squirm from something else. 

“You have a choice, Megan Simmons. Either allow me to heal you with the ReGen wand like a reasonable, intelligent female, or I will strip you bare,    heal you with the wand, and then  spank your ass until it burns for taking such poor care of yourself.” 

Her mouth fell open and I saw a row of straight white teeth. Her eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t dare.” 

Oh, I’d dare. I’d spank that round backside of hers and like it. “Try me. See what happens,” I

replied. 

Knowing she was safe and knowing she’d be learning to accept the fact that a warrior would watch out for her, would care for her, were two definite reasons I’d be just fine with the action. 

The idea of her over my lap, naked and pinned in place while I showed her who was in charge made my beast growl with lust. He wanted to dominate her, seduce her, earn her trust and complete surrender. 

By the gods, this female was going to be a lot of work for her future mate. So why was my beast so enraged with the thought? Megan Simmons wasn’t meant for me. I would have a bride coming soon, as soon as I completed the testing. Any day now, I’d walk into the medical station and submit to the process. Soon after, a soft, sweet, docile female would arrive to soothe my fire with acceptance and gentleness. 

I tried to hold on to that thought, the fantasy I’d been carrying for weeks now. But Megan intruded, taking over my mind as she often had these last months. Yes, the idea of watching that lovely caramel-colored skin brighten with my handprint made me go rock hard.  Harder. 

A sound, something like a growl, rumbled from her chest. “Fine,” she snapped, holding out her hand with her ReGen wand in it. 

I took it from her, intentionally brushing my fingers over her palm. My beast practically howled in happiness. Her skin was soft, but dirty. Scratches and cuts marred her small hand from climbing up the jagged rock face. 

Her head was tilted down, her eyes focused on where I’d touched her, and she didn’t move after I pressed the button to turn on the wand, waved the blue light over her hand and watched as the cuts healed. I took her other hand, held it between us and healed that one, too. 

Touching her was like an ion pulse to my cock. Swift, fiery and explosive. And that was just holding her hand. She gasped and I knew it wasn’t from pain. Tugging her hand free, she leaned back, away from me. The beast didn’t like it. 

“I’m not done,” I told her. “You have other injuries.” 

“I’m fine,” she replied, holding out her hand for the wand, but facing the water. She wouldn’t look at me. 

That was not a problem since I could stare at her lush lips and curves. 

“You are injured, Captain. Why fight me on this? Why insist on doing this to yourself?” 

“I’m not weak.” She opened and closed her fingers, in a gesture I assumed meant she was waiting for me to give her the wand. Not a chance. 

“I would never imply that you are.” I dropped to my knees beside her, every move slow and deliberate. I was seeing something here, learning something about the way her mind worked. Perhaps constant bickering didn’t work. Perhaps… “You are fierce, female. The strongest woman I’ve ever known.” It was the truth. I’d seen other women warriors fight, but none like she did, with a reckless courage that I both dreaded and admired. Perhaps it was time to admire her more, for she hadn’t yet snapped back at me. 

I heard her sigh. 

“Me and Beyoncé.” 

She leaned her head back until it would go no farther and looked up at me with her dark brown eyes gone soft, warm. Inviting. 

Yes, admiration seemed to have a much better effect than threats. 

Gods, I’d never seen her like this, and the beast inside me roared. This was Megan. Soft and vulnerable, showing me her weakness. Allowing me to see her for the first time. 

“Allow me to heal you.” I tried to temper my voice so it didn’t bounce off the rock that surrounded us. 

She held my gaze and I nearly forgot to breathe. “You Atlans are all alike. Bossy and demanding.” 

Her harsh words were tempered with a teasing grin and I smiled back at her as I reached for the shoulder clasp on her armor. 

“And you like that,” I replied. I hadn’t thought to temper my words, but we weren’t in battle at the moment. Yes, she was a fighter, but in this moment, she was a female. A female my beast wanted with an urgency never known before. 

Her hand dropped to her side. “Keep dreaming, Warlord.” 

While she was back to bickering, the usual vehemence was gone. 

I shifted directly behind her, my beast nudging me forward. She was close, so close that if I took a deep breath, my bare chest would brush the armor on her back. With an urgency I could not explain, I undid the fastenings of her armor and removed it—while she was still allowing my touch. I knew this was not normal and would not last. It showed that she was more injured than she let on. My beast prowled impatiently, worried. She was bleeding, hurting. That was all I knew, but it was enough to drive my beast nearly mad. 

With a gentleness I never knew I possessed, I pulled the thick battle armor from her body until only the soft, black undergarments remained. The smooth, silken material was designed to wick blood and sweat away from a warrior’s skin, to keep one cool in the heat or warm in the cold. It was also designed to act as a temporary bandage, to cling and compress the tissue around any wound, to stop the bleeding and offer a warrior more time to reach a healing station. 

Megan pulled her knees up in front of her and rested her forehead there, unmoving. 

“Megan?” 

She shook her head with a barely perceptible movement. 

The light attached to the front of her armor still shone, offering more than enough light for me to see her in the cave. And to see that her undergarment was nearly plastered to her back, soaked in blood in a long line from her left shoulder to her right hip. 

Using the wand, I raised and lowered it just above her back until the wand’s controls indicated that the wound was healed. I gently pulled the material loose from her back. When she made no move to protest, I ran the wand over her arms, then feet. I scrambled around to her legs, where a small laceration dripped blood down to her foot was healed quickly. 

When she still did not move, I studied her once more. Her hands were locked around her knees, but even the tight grip there could not hide her trembling. “Megan? You are in pain. Tell me where you are injured.” 

“It’s nothing. I can’t…” her voice faded and my beast growled. 

“Tell me, or I will spank that luscious ass.” 

The threat earned me a chuckle, and an answer. “It’s my head,” she whispered. “It’s like I’ve got grenades going off inside my skull.” 

I heard it again, vulnerability. Tentative trust. My beast wanted to beat his chest and howl with victory, claim the spoils. But I was a man first, and neither man nor beast could stand to see Megan in pain. “Come here.” 

I settled my back to the rocks and pulled her onto my lap. I cradled her there and ran the wand over her eyes and ears, her temples and head until she relaxed against me. This healing took longer than the others, longer even than the blaster burns covering half her back. Had she been hit in the head before I arrived? 

When the ReGen wand’s light indicated its work was done, I turned it off and set it down on the ground next to my thigh. She was relaxed and supple in my arms and I took my chance, ran the fingers of my free hand through her dark curls. They were just as I’d imagined, lustrous and thick, and they smelled like her. “Better?” 

“Yes.” Megan Simmons, captain, warrior, goddess, melted against my chest, curled into my arms like she belonged there, and promptly fell asleep. 

Chapter Six

 Megan



I was in trouble. Holy shit kind of trouble. 

I felt something for Nyko and it wasn’t hatred or anger or disdain. God help me, I was in lust with the big, arrogant brute. 

And when, exactly, had that happened? How did someone go from yelling at him to  wanting him? 

It was insane because there was no way this space Adonis would want me.  Me.  Megan Simmons. 

Military brat. Six-foot tall freak with trust issues, a big mouth and an even bigger…

Nyko moved beneath me, his rock-hard chest cushioning my cheek. How could something so hard feel so good to lean against? He was huge, his muscles like corded steel beneath me. The only thing harder than his chest was his…

Was that? No. Surely not. 

Yes. Yes, my ass was resting on the long, hard length of him. And he was aroused and ready, even in his sleep. I took a slow, deep breath. Oh, god. He smelled so good. So good. Like pine trees and cold, hard steel and man. Potent, sexy, deadly. He was all three and I wanted him. I wanted to wake him up and ride his cock for a few hours. I wanted what I’d experienced in my processing, the rough touch of an alien’s hands, the overwhelming sensation of a huge cock stretching me open wide, thrusting deep. If I had to admit it, I’d been horny ever since. Yeah, that was the reason I was so attracted to Nyko. We were stuck in this cave. It was my last night as an officer assigned to Battlegroup Karter. The last night I’d see Nyko. Ever. 

As soon as I got back to the ship, I’d transport to I.C. command and turn in the Nexus parts. Then Doctor Helion would take this damn Hive bait—the warped piece of technology that had nearly made me lose myself in that blue demon’s eyes—out of my head for good. I needed it gone. The doctor had warned me that the implant would kill me, fry my brain and make me bleed. He’d warned me and I’d volunteered anyway. Yeah, perhaps I was pretty stupid. I knew the risks, but now that the job was done, I wasn’t too keen on the idea of having it in my head any longer. I could feel the buzzing every few hours as the thing inside me tried to make contact with its maker, with the Hive. But within this cave, it was not possible. Thank God. At least they couldn’t track me here. But the headache would come back, again and again, despite Nyko’s use of the ReGen wand. The thing inside my head operated in a way that even Doctor Helion didn’t understand. 

I didn’t need to understand it to know it would kill me, to know it was its own kind of poison. 

But my head didn’t hurt at the moment. I had a reprieve. And since my head didn’t feel like it was literally about to pop off my shoulders in an epic explosion of skull and gray matter, it was like my body had decided to wake up and make a whole lot of demands of its own. This body wanted Nyko.  I wanted Nyko. At least once. 

I wasn’t some scared virgin. I was a woman who knew what it would be like. And what I wanted was currently wrapped around me, his arms a protective band I had no desire to break. 

Except I did. The water beckoned. I felt grimy and disgusting, coated with blood and sweat and black Hive guts. 

I did not feel sexy, and if I was going to get me some unsuspecting Atlan, I needed sexy. Or at least clean. 

Moving slowly, like Mr. Sprinkles, my beloved childhood cat, I slid from Nyko’s arms and into the water. Once there, I dunked my head beneath the surface, the slight chill heavenly against my overheated flesh. The cold acted like a compress to my aching eyes and I lingered, holding my breath for as long as I could. 

When I surfaced, it was to find Nyko at the edge of the pool, seemingly ready to join me. He was close, so close that if I raised my arms, I could touch him, feel the heat I knew radiated from his skin. 

The water wasn’t too deep. If I placed my feet on the bottom and stood, the water didn’t cover my breasts. So I didn’t stand, not all the way. 

We stared at each other for a few minutes, our gazes locked. I knew heat when I saw it in a man’s face. Lust. Desire. And my entire body almost sighed with relief at what I saw in Nyko’s dark stare. I knew exactly how I wanted to spend my last hours in this war, and it wasn’t worrying about Hive implants frying my brain or thinking about how we were going to get to the secondary transport platform for extraction. 

Holding Nyko’s ice-blue gaze, I stripped slowly, tossing each piece of clothing to land in a wet heap at his feet. When I was naked, I stood, baring my breasts to him as I studied his massive chest and shoulders, traced the hard outline of his powerful body with my gaze, imagined running my tongue along every edge, tasting him. Touching him. 

“What are you doing?” His voice was deeper. I heard the beast in it and my pussy clenched in welcome. Clenched with a need I’d never felt before. It was bright and hot and intense. I ached with it. 

“I want you, Nyko.” I barely recognized my voice. “Right now.” 

He turned his head, seemingly at war with himself. I knew his beast would take me. Take me, taste me, fuck me raw. I also knew Nyko was fighting the urge, and as much as that hurt, I was pragmatic. 

Always had been. 

And I wanted his beast to win. 

I stepped toward him until I rose completely from the water like a goddess, water flowing from my naked curves in a cool slide that made me feel exotic and beautiful. I pressed my breasts to his back, bit his shoulder as I wrapped my arms around his hips. He didn’t flinch, but I felt a deep shudder rack his huge frame. He wasn’t resisting…but he wasn’t succumbing either. 

In the bravest, or dumbest move ever, I lowered my hand to rest over the hard bulge of his cock beneath his pants. God, it was huge! I doubted I’d be able to close my grip around it all the way. And it was hot, so damn hot it almost seared my palm. 

“I want you, Nyko. Just for one night.” My voice was soft, and when he didn’t respond right away, I had to wonder if he’d heard me. 

Another shudder passed through him, and I felt his body actually shift, grow. That shocked me, but it shouldn’t have. He was the perfect specimen of a man, at least for me. I’d imagine he’d have a long line of Atlan females waiting for him back home. Was that why he fought me on this? Did he already have someone chosen? A mate waiting for him? 

Oh god. I was a total bitch. 

“Shit. I’m sorry. You probably have a mate.” I closed my eyes and cursed myself a hundred different kinds of stupid. Of course, he was mated. He was gorgeous and strong and fucking perfect. 

I released him as if burned and returned to the water, faced away from him. Stupid. God, that was stupid. I should have asked before I stripped myself bare. I knew nothing about him, other than the fact that whenever he entered a room, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Maybe that was why I bickered with him so much. I hated that I was attracted to him. Perhaps the reason why he argued right back

was because he didn’t want to deal with me, a female. An  Earth female. The Atlans didn’t allow their women to fight. Their women were big, like Doctor Moor, but apparently they were paragons of feminine perfection, all gentleness and light. Sugar and spice and everything nice. 

I hadn’t been nice since I was eight, and even then, I was only nice to my dad, my friends and my cat. I was everything he didn’t want and he’d tried to push me away, again and again, with our damn arguments. 

Nyko had made it clear that he didn’t approve of women in battle, or of me in particular, on more than one occasion. Why I’d thought this would work…

A splash made me turn to find Nyko behind me. I gasped. The man was gone. In his place was a beast, nearly eight feet tall, his features larger, his jaw more angular, his shoulders impossibly wide. 

“What are you doing?” I backed away slowly, not sure what to think. If he had a mate, his beast wouldn’t want me. I knew how it worked. These aliens bonded for life. Hard-core, never cheat, soul bonds or something. So why was Nyko naked? “Nyko?” 

God, he was magnificent. Rippling muscle. Huge legs and arms, big enough to rip a Hive Soldier in half with barely a thought. So strong. And his cock. It was as big as the rest of him, hard and straining toward me just beneath the water. He stalked me until I had nowhere else to go, my back against the far edge of the small pool. When I stopped moving, he did, too. He was close, towering over me like a giant as I placed my bare hand on his chest. 

“Nyko, what are you doing?” 

He sank down into the water, dunked his massive frame and came up part way so that our faces aligned. Beneath the water, where I could not see him move, his hands found the curve of my hips and rested there. I startled, but he made no other move, simply stared into my eyes. Somehow, I knew Nyko was in there. If I said no, if I told him to get the hell away from me, he would. His beast was in control, but he was not so wild as to harm me or take me against my wishes. 

But that wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted him five minutes ago. I wanted him still. 

“Nyko, I’m sorry. I should have asked if you had a mate.” 

He shook his head, the beast growling as he lifted one hand, traced the curve of my waist, higher, cupped my full breast in his palm. I gasped as the jolt of pleasure went straight to my core. 

“Mine.” 

I’d heard that they didn’t say much in beast mode, but this was ridiculous. I stared at his mouth, wanted to taste him. Wanted it so badly I could barely think. I lifted my hand to his face, traced the arc of his brow with my fingertips, ran my hand along the dark stubble that coated his cheek, placed the pad of my thumb just right so I could run it along his bottom lip, then sighed. Pushed him away. Or tried to. 

“Dammit, Nyko. Do. You. Have. A. Mate?” 

I wouldn’t be the other woman. I was no home wrecker and I wouldn’t get between two mates. 

That wasn’t me, even if I was horny as hell. I’d rather get myself off than break some other woman’s heart. I didn’t know the woman, might be jealous of her for belonging to Nyko and claiming him, but she didn’t deserve to be cheated on. 

He shook his head in jerky motions. 

“No mate,” he countered, taking my hands that were completely ineffective at pushing him away into his large ones. “Mine.” 

I stilled. So did my heart. “No mate?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper. 

Leaning forward, I pressed my lips to his—and I was lost. 

His beast took over and I had no time to think, or feel, or breathe. His tongue invaded my mouth

and I opened for him as his hand found my wet core and two fingers slid deep. No gentle exploration, no foreplay. Fucking. And I loved it. 

I cried out, the sound echoing off the walls. 

My pussy clenched around him in a flutter of small spasms that made me gasp as he lifted me from the water and carried me to the edge of the cave. There was no bed here, no soft floor. Hell, all we had was rocks and armor, and neither of those would do. 

I needn’t have worried. Nyko stood me up, my back to the wall, and dropped to his knees. He licked my pussy like I was his favorite treat, his tongue teasing and playing as he fucked me with those thick fingers. He made me come, hard and fast, and my knees collapsed. 

He caught me, lifting me in his arms until my pussy was settled on the top of his cock. Just barely. 

Just enough to make me whimper and shift my hips, trying to take him inside me. 

“Mine.” 

“God, Nyko, stop talking and fuck me.” That earned me a growl. Fair enough. That one word

— mine—didn’t really constitute “talking.” Whatever. I didn’t care as long as he got his cock inside me as soon as possible. 

As he backed me up against the hard rocks, his hands somehow spread out across my back, acting as a cushion, taking care of me even as he pushed forward, thrusting deep. 

His cock stretched me open to the point of pain, the feel of it intense, the sharp sting settling into my nerves like hot coals, burning hotter and hotter, making me squirm and whine and want. “More.” 

The beast chuckled but gave me what I wanted, pulling out and thrusting harder. Deeper. “Mine.” 

I hung on for dear life as he fucked me hard and fast, thrusting in and retreating as I cried out, barely stifling a scream, and came all over his cock, my body fisting him, milking him, my pussy achy and hot and wanting. 

I’d never come like that before. Never by a guy’s cock alone. I’d had to touch my clit with my fingers, circling it and usually it took some time. With Nyko, it had been seconds and my hands were gripping his forearms. 

Instead of relief, the orgasm made me wild. My body didn’t calm, instead I rode the crest of another release, his big cock filling me, spreading me open, taking me. Yes, he took. He used me for his own pleasure, for his beast. He was big and dominant and demanding, and everything he did, every grunt and growl and hard thrust made me crazy with lust, twisting me into a knot that I needed him to unravel. “More, Nyko. God, more.” 

I wasn’t afraid of his beast’s claims. I knew how this worked. He was rutting into me like an animal, out of control. Mating Fever rolling through his beast’s body with a relentless demand I understood all too well. But I wasn’t wearing mating cuffs. This wasn’t official. This was fucking. 

Pure and simple. 

And amazing. Hot. So damn hot. 

Lifting myself as high as I could, I pulled his mouth down to mine so I could kiss him as he filled me up. I mimicked what I wanted with my tongue, and he figured it out all too quickly, grinding into me in a matching rhythm until I feared the backs of his hands would be bleeding from where he crushed them into the wall behind me. 

I gentled my kiss and he followed suit, his body slowing into a languorous, erotic dance that made me moan. He rubbed his rock-hard abs against me, making sure my clit was stroked with each thrust of his hips, building my pleasure again like a master, layer upon layer of want until I exploded. 

This time, he caught my scream with his kiss, pumping into me, his cock jerking deep inside me as he filled me with his seed. Thanks to the Coalition doctors, I didn’t have to worry about pregnancy or

disease, and I was free to enjoy the moment, enjoy him. 

He held me for long minutes after he came, moving in and out of me slowly, gently, his cock still hard. I let him have his way, let him do whatever he wanted to my body. I was wrung out, done. Too many orgasms to wrap my head around. 

If this was sex with a beast, sign me up. 

His lips lingered, tracing patterns on my shoulders and neck. I lay quiet in his arms, unwilling to move just yet. He was wonderful. Amazing. And I wasn’t ready to give him up. 

He held me there for a long time before carrying me to the side of the pool. He wrapped his arms around me, cock still deep inside. I was too tired to protest, and he felt too good to let go. I slept for a short time, not eager to move until faint light filtered into the cave, a sign that the planet’s moon rose over the unseen horizon. He didn’t seem inclined to release me, but eventually his arms loosened and his cock slipped from me. We both moaned at the separation. As I felt his seed slip from me, I could see his cock was still semi-hard. That had fit in me? 

Wow. I was a champ. 

Stifling happy laughter, I stepped into the water to clean up, but didn’t speak, my brain all sluggish and replete from that incredible bout of sex. God, if we did that again, I wasn’t sure if I would be able to function. I’d need days to recover. 

Nyko followed me into the water and we were all business now. Once clean, we dressed and put on our weapons before sleeping. We knew enough from our training that when we were behind enemy lines, we had to be prepared for attack, even in sleep. Being naked and without an ion blaster was dangerous and plain stupid. 

Still, dressed and ready for the enemy, he held me close, wrapped around me, made me feel safe. 

He was a man again, the beast who’d driven me mad with desire was gone. I missed that big brute, but the way Nyko was looking at me, possessive and filled with heat, I knew we’d be talking about this again later. 

I was up for another round of hot sex, but I could promise him nothing beyond that. One, Doctor Moor was just waiting to finish my processing in the brides program. And two, I had to get to I.C. and get this Hive tech out of my head. I might not last another week with these circuits burning through my brain cells like a welding torch through aluminum foil. I could practically feel the neurons singeing and burning, curling up into little black ash. 

Dramatic? Yeah. But I gave myself a pass. Who else had this brain-eating crap in their head? No one I knew. At least no one Doctor Helion told me about. Not that he would tell me anyway. That Prillon doctor had more secrets than sense. 

My head was starting to hurt again, but I didn’t want to complain. The ache was barely there, and I needed sleep more than anything. 

Nyko cupped my face with his big hand. “Sleep, Megan. I will take watch.” 

Too tired to argue, I made sure the Nexus parts were within reach and curled onto my side on the hard stone floor. Nyko sat near me, facing away, toward the opening of the cave. 

“Wake me in four hours. You need sleep, too.” 

A grunt was his only response. I grinned and fell asleep in seconds, shocked by how wonderful it felt to have him here, watching over me. I trusted him with my life, trusted him to remain awake, alert and to keep me safe. And that was the closest thing to miraculous I’d experienced out here in space—

other than that last orgasm. 

I drifted into an exhausted sleep with a smile on my face. The next morning, when it was time to go to the extraction point, I stuffed the Nexus parts in my pack and followed Nyko out of the cave. He

hadn’t woken me, but I saw no sense in bringing it up. He’d just grunt at me anyway. 

The bodies were gone, Hive drones having recovered them in the night. The ravine was empty as we made our way down the cliff wall and onto the ground. Nyko went first, practically caging me with his body until I told him to give me some damn room. He didn’t relax until we were on the ground. We wore our helmets, weapons raised. Ready. He was in beast mode again and I didn’t argue or ask why. He was huge and I’d given up on conversation with him. He was monosyllabic at best. I worried since his beast should not be out. He was not mating or in combat. He should have been a man, but I’d heard rumors, stories of Atlans with Mating Fever who did not recover. Who stayed in beast mode and lost their minds and control. They were executed, like rabid dogs at the pound, and I did not want that for him. 

But I could do nothing to help here other than fucking him, if needed, until his beast was soothed. 

If he truly did have Mating Fever, he would not be cured until he fucked his true mate, put mating cuffs about both their wrists and gave his beast to her. He needed to claim his true mate to be safe. And that wasn’t me. 

Still, for the first time since I’d joined the Coalition Fleet, walking beside Nyko, I felt safe. Even now, walking through enemy territory. 

Which was a cruel joke. Because for the first time since my dad died, my heart was breaking into tiny little pieces. I never should have touched him. Never should have let him touch me. It would have been better just to have him drive me crazy with his bossy ways, his disagreeing with everything I said or did. Now, I knew what it felt like to have him inside me, touching me, fucking me. Making me gasp with lust and want and pleasure. 

As we used our sensors and discovered the hundreds of Hive that had descended on the battle the night before were now gone, I knew I was in deep emotional shit. I was sore. I wouldn’t be forgetting what we’d done for days. My muscles ached and my clit still tingled and throbbed for more. Despite the stern lecture I gave myself, I couldn’t tear my gaze from his shoulders, his muscled thighs, his ass. 

I still wanted him. Even worse, I wanted him to take care of me, protect me, turn all that big, bossy aggression toward watching over me, loving me. 

God, my mother would be screeching to the heavens about weak-willed sluts and stupidity. Nyko made me stupid. No other man had ever managed that. But no matter how much I tried to ignore the longing coursing through me, it was too late. The cat was out of the bag, people. Now that I’d had a taste, I wanted more. More. More. 

I kept leaning forward, trying to draw the scent of his skin into my lungs. We walked for several hours, never stopping, never slowing our pace. I was in good shape, but my head seemed to grow worse with each step. Pain pulsed through my skull with each hard strike of my boots on rock, each beat of my heart. Through it all, I followed him. I didn’t pay attention to our surroundings. I couldn’t. I was in too much pain. But I could follow him. Somehow, I felt like I could follow him anywhere. I let him worry about watching for the enemy, and I focused all of my attention on watching  him. 

I was turning into a crazy person. This obsession I felt toward him now, the possessive, needy, feminine lust? Total trouble. Since only his mate would be able to save him from his intensifying Mating Fever, one night with Nyko was going to have to last me a lifetime, and I was afraid it wasn’t going to be enough. But it would have to be. 

And Nyko? I doubted he’d summoned an Interstellar Bride. If he had, if he was ready to take a mate, he wouldn’t be here with me right now on this shit-hole planet. He wasn’t ready, and I was one simple swipe of Doctor Moor’s finger away from having a mate of my own. An Atlan, from what the doc had said. An Atlan that wasn’t Nyko. 

That thought made my eyes ache and burn with unshed tears. What the hell was wrong with me? 

Was I hormonal? Exhausted? Was this thing in my head going to make me lose my mind before it killed me? 

We reached the transport station just as the planet’s brightest star reached its zenith. It was hot, so hot the cooling system in my uniform couldn’t keep up. Sweat streamed down my temples and leaked into my eyes, making them sting beneath the helmet where I couldn’t reach in to wipe them away. 

At least two dozen Coalition warriors had set up a defensible perimeter around the transport pad, and Nyko marched us straight up into its center. 

He turned to me then, as he’d done many times over the last few miles, making sure I was with him. 

With a grunt, he settled his heavy hand on my shoulder and watched me as the transport began. 

Moving through space this way was harsh, a slicing cold pain twisting my body into a contortionist’s box before putting me back to rights somewhere else. 

God, I fucking hated transport. 

We were only halfway home, the transport pad we were sent to was a relay station of sorts, one stop on the way back to  Battleship Karter. And home. My eyes were burning with salt and sweat and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I was suffocating inside my helmet. I needed cold air. I was going to pass out if I didn’t get some on my face. 

Reaching up, I unlocked the helmet from my shoulders and lifted it off. Gasping for breath, I dropped it at my feet. The heavy weight of it was the reminder that my helmet wasn’t standard issue. 

But it was too late. 

Pain lanced my mind with a thousand voices, buzzing. Humming. Burning. Like a group of starving vultures, the Hive minds that touched mine clung and picked at me, at my uniqueness, at my thoughts, calling the others until the pressure built, the weight of it crushing me beneath them. 

I didn’t know I’d fallen to my knees until my head cracked on the hard floor. Nyko lifted me into his arms. I tasted blood in my mouth, felt the boiling heat of more blood leaking from my nose and eyes to run down my face like red tears. 

And my head. God, my fucking head. 

Nyko held me cradled to his chest and I clung to him, my only anchor to reality, as every Hive intellect within broadcast distance assaulted my mind. 

Chapter Seven

 Nyko, Transport Station 27-J, orbiting Planet Latiri 4



“Doctor! Now!” I growled, watching as Megan gripped her head as if it were going to explode. She was curled in on herself in my arms and an odd sound of pain and whimpering escaped her lips. I smelled blood. Megan’s blood. And her body trembled, clinging to me. My beast was raging, torn between the need to hold Megan and the urgent desire to tear whoever was hurting her in half. But there was no one for my beast to kill. I was helpless, and the sick twisting in my gut spiked my heart rate, made my vision begin to blur as the beast fought to the front, out of control. 

“Helmet. Nyko. I need—” Her body shook, and my beast held her closer, her arms and legs pinned by my tight hold, trying to prevent her from hurting herself. She’d already fallen to the ground once, hitting her head on the ship’s transport pad. Her fingers tunneled into my hair, twisting and tugging as her body writhed and she buried her face in my neck. “Nyko.” 

That one small, helpless word undid me. Megan Simmons was a Coalition captain, a warrior and a feisty, smart-talking pain in my ass. She did not cling, or beg, or ask for help, which only meant she was hurting and trusting me to take care of her. 

“Doctor!” My roar shook the containers stacked near the edges of the transport platform. 

We’d just transported from the extraction point on Planet Latiri 4 barely two minutes prior. Alone. 

I had no idea all the other Coalition fighters had withdrawn or escaped the hoard of Hive the day before. It didn’t matter. We’d come here, per protocol, stopping at this temporary transport station that made sure the Hive could not transport directly to our battleship. If they tracked our movement off the planet, they would follow only to this vacant ship—it orbited the planet for the sole purpose of extracting troops—but would not be able to monitor the next step of transport, thus keeping them from intercepting fighters midway. This worthless hunk of junk kept our battleships safe, but right now I didn’t care about the  Karter, I cared about the woman in my arms. 

I worried for Megan. My beast snarled and wanted to rip the head off the transport technician. His wide-eyed stare told me he knew it, too. 

Megan was writhing and panting, then switching to moaning as she lifted her arms to cradle her head. I looked from Megan to the transport technician. “Why? You hurt her?” 

“No, Warlord. No. Her injury was not caused by transport.” 

I dropped my helmet to the floor and lowered my head to hers, both beast and man eager to take her pain and make it our own. 

“Megan,” I said, then repeated it louder. “Megan. Open eyes.” 

She looked up at me, her dark eyes wild with pain, her skin almost a sickly gray. 

“What wrong?” 

“My…head. I need my helmet. Please. Put it back. Put it back—” She cried out in agony, her back bowing as I fought to hold her. 

I searched for the technician, frustrated at my beast’s slow speech and limited vocabulary. 

“Helmet. Give helmet.” 

The warrior, a young Prillon soldier barely old enough to have joined the Fleet, raced to my side, and to Megan’s. He lifted her helmet from the floor and I held Megan, lowering her head so the Prillon officer could put the helmet back on her head. 

“It’s heavy. Too heavy.” The Prillon paused, the head protection in his hands. “It’ll hurt her neck. 

Are you sure?” 

“Do it.” The beast growled the order. I would hold her damn head, cushion her body, help her. I could hold ten women her size and not begin to strain. For Megan, I began to suspect, I would do more than that. The beast’s chant of  mine, mine, mine had not stopped. And fucking her in that cave, tasting her feminine heat, listening to her cries of pleasure, had not lessened his hunger for her. The opposite. 

But that was my beast, and I knew I was suffering from Mating Fever. I might be too far gone to come back. And Megan knew. She knew in that cave. My beast didn’t care. He wanted her. But I would not condemn her to a life with me when she’d only fucked me to soothe the beast. I had too much pride, and too much respect for her, to force her into a mating. The beast would just have to let her go. But not now. I didn’t dare try to wrestle control from him now, not with the scent of Megan’s blood in his lungs and her soft cries of pain filling his ears. 

The Prillon worked the helmet onto her head, slowly, watching me with narrowed eyes. He wasn’t small, not by Prillon standards, but I was in beast mode. I’d kill him before he could twitch if he hurt her. 

When the helmet slid on and settled, she went limp in my arms. I could not tell if she simply wilted with relief or if she’d lost consciousness. 

“Doctor,” I snarled, pulling her into my chest so I could hold her. My hand went to the top of her forehead, stroked her soft skin below the edge of the helmet. 

“There are no doctors here,” one of the armed warriors said, eyes narrow. “Triage only. You’ll have to take her to the battleship.” 

“Transport.” I narrowed my gaze and pointed to the control panel. If Megan didn’t need me to hold her, I would have ripped the entire transport room to pieces. “Med unit.  Karter.” 

“I have a ReGen wand.” The Prillon warrior offered, but I snarled. I had one, too. I’d used it on her last night. Her head had hurt then, too. I realized now that the woman in my arms had something more going on with her than just a concussion or a normal headache. Her helmet easily weighed three times that of a normal soldier’s, although it looked exactly like the thousands of other helmets on the battlefield. As she looked like the thousands of other soldiers in her armor. But that, too, was a lie. 

Megan was unique. And courageous. Strong and beautiful. Her lips were full, her skin soft. She smelled like orchids and metal, sweetness and steel. And blood. I could still smell her blood. 

 Mine.  The beast practically shouted in my head and I let him growl again, just to shut him the fuck up. 

“To  Karter. Now!” I commanded the Prillon to send us off, and he hurried to do as I bid, running to the control panel. Only then did I notice I was surrounded, five men with full-sized ion cannons encircled the platform, every weapon armed and aimed…at me. Or rather, at my beast. And I didn’t blame them. I was hanging on to my control by a thread. I was hanging on for her. 

I ignored them all and arched my back in a protective shelter over my ma—no. Over Megan. She wasn’t my mate. Not. Mine. I was not a pity fuck. My beast didn’t have an ounce of pride, the fever stealing what small amount the savage side of my nature once had, but I did. 

Ever since the battle the day before, I had been taken over by my beast. He hadn’t stepped back and my body was still beast size. I loomed over Megan, over all of them. If she died in my arms, even those ion cannons wouldn’t be enough to save them. I was panting and almost snarling in frustration. 

She’d been fine on the damn planet, but here, where she should be safe, she was in anguish. Her pain reduced me to the beast’s one-word conversations. 

I felt the tug and gray pull of the transport and was, within seconds, standing on the transport pad on the  Karter. Fuck! I’d wanted to be sent to the med unit directly and stalked down the halls in the right direction. Everyone moved out of my way as I went and as soon as the doors to the med unit opened for me, I yelled, “Doctor.” 

The word was a shout, so loud a tablet on one of the tables vibrated and fell off the table onto the floor with a loud clatter. Heads turned my way and a doctor approached. 

“Head. Help.” 

I lay Megan down on an examination table as I stood there, fists clenched, as she was tended. My beast knew it couldn’t help her, understood that the people here could. One doctor in green and several medical officers hovered over her, waving wands and assessing her. One reached for her helmet and I snarled, grabbing his wrist. 

“No!” 

Everyone in the medical unit froze, staring at me as I tried to communicate. “Need helmet. Helps.” 

The doctor was new. I knew every medical officer in this battlegroup, all Atlans did. We fought hard and rough on the ground. We got hurt. A lot. And if it wasn’t me in here stuffing my huge body into the too small ReGen pod, I was watching over my fellow Warlords, my friends, as they did. This doctor was a man I’d never seen before, and I didn’t like the speculative look that came into his eye when he returned his attention to Megan, and to her helmet. 

“Let him go, Nyko.” The voice was female and for that reason alone I didn’t strike her down. 

“You got Megan here. Let us help her.” 

Slowly, one finger at a time, I released the idiot’s arm, the idiot who’d been about to remove Megan’s helmet again and hurt her. “Helmet on.” 

“We hear you.” The doctor I did not know waved at me absently as he issued orders. “Pull up her profile. I need to know if she’s ever had surgery. Look for medical notes under a doctor named Helion.” 

“Got it, sir.” One of the medical staff hurried over, transferring the information on his tablet to a screen above Megan’s head. My beast couldn’t talk, but he could read just fine. 

Doctor Helion of Prillon Prime. Two surgeries for Megan Simmons were listed. All they said were a section of the brain, and two words, Nexus Project. 

Nexus? That blue fucker? The spinal attachment Megan had pulled out of his head after I killed him? She had one of those in her head? 

No. I’d touched her head. Held her. Kissed her. I hadn’t felt anything like that. I knew her body now. I would know if she had something like that. The doctor was talking to himself. 

“I knew it. Just like last time. Crazy bastards.” He stood, but this time he touched a comm station and hailed Commander Karter himself. 

“Commander, I need a level five scan on all potential incoming Hive transmissions.” 

I expected the commander to ask questions. Level five? We never did a level five scan. That was like looking for one sliver of moonlight while staring at a burning sun. The commander’s voice was serious. Too serious. “Understood. Give me a few minutes, Doctor.” 

“We might not have a few minutes.” 

The silence lasted only a few seconds, but it was pregnant with unspoken understanding. “Two minutes.” 

“Hurry.” The doctor ended his transmission and I hovered at the foot of Megan’s table. “She’s going to need a ReGen pod the second we get that helmet off. I want the pod prepped and ready. As soon as the commander gives us the all clear, we get the helmet off her and go.” She looked ridiculous

and small lying there with her filthy armor and helmet still on her head. She didn’t look like a person, she looked like one part of a massive machine. A pawn, and she appeared to be playing a game I knew nothing about. 

My beast growled and I stepped closer, the growl becoming a snarl when one of the medical staff bumped into me. What. The. Fuck. Was. Going. On? 

“Warlord, your beast. You must calm it.” 

I turned to look in the direction of the voice, Doctor Moor, a female Atlan, tall and attractive with short brown hair and a shiny gold pair of mating cuffs around her wrists. I knew her, trusted her. She was of normal size for those of our shared planet, but much shorter than my beast. A deep breath didn’t calm me, nor another, and she waved a wand of her own in front of me. 

“Doctor.” 

“As I expected. Mating Fever,” she said, her voice no-nonsense. “How long has this been going on, Nyko?” 

“Weeks.” 

One dark brow went up. “Weeks? And this episode? How long have you been in trapped in beast mode?” 

I heard Megan whimper as they injected her with something and I growled. 

“Warlord.” The doctor raised her voice, crossed her arms over her chest. “How long?” 

“Day.” 

She looked over her shoulder at a pair of medical assistants in the adjoining room. “Prepare the brides program testing protocol for Warlord Nyko. Now.” 

Two assistants went to work then and I found myself pushed by Doctor Moor toward a strange chair. 

“No.” 

“No, Warlord? Your fever is raging and will not break without a mate to soothe it. Since you just came from another battle—” she looked down at my dirty armor and my wrists where there were no mating cuffs, “—I assume you do not have one?” 

“Megan.” My beast insisted, but the doctor’s face went from stern to sympathetic. 

“Captain Simmons was tested for the Interstellar Brides Program two days ago.” 

That did not make me happy. She wasn’t mine. Could never be mine. She was someone else’s bride, belonged to another male, someone who needed her soft touch and warm, dark eyes. Her perfect match. A warrior who wasn’t me. 

So she had fucked me in the cave because she felt sorry for me, recognized the signs of Atlan Mating Fever and did what she could to soothe my beast, to ensure our survival. I owed her a debt for her sacrifice. I would not repay that debt by denying her a matched mate. She was beautiful and perfect. She deserved so much better than me, a rough, hard-headed bastard who had no home and no family to offer her. Upon my return to Atlan, I would be wealthy, and it seemed, I would have a new mate of my own. 

 Mine.  The beast was howling inside me, in pain. Denial. But Megan wasn’t ours. She’d been matched. Promised to another. I would not be the selfish asshole who ruined her life, who took her when I knew that wasn’t what she needed. I couldn’t make her happy. Hell, I doubted I could make any woman happy. Killing, I was good at. But the rest? 

The doctor pushed her buttons and adjusted the settings. I grunted as I was pushed into the chair. 

My beast allowed her assistant to maneuver me, perhaps because she was Atlan, but most likely because the chair faced Megan and we could keep her in our sights. If the doctor thought to remove

me from the med unit, I wasn’t sure what my beast would do. I knew Megan wasn’t mine, but the beast wasn’t listening. 

He was a shit listener. 

Perhaps the doctor was right and my fever was out of control. I couldn’t talk to my beast any longer. It was mindless. No, not mindless, focused. On one woman. Megan. 

“I’m sorry about this, Nyko, but you don’t have time to go back to Atlan and find a mate the old-fashioned way. We need to get you matched as quickly as possible.” 

I was only half listening, my eyes on Megan as the commander’s voice came through the comm system to the other doctor. 

“All clear, Doctor. Get it handled and get her off my ship.” 

The doctor nodded, and I noticed he took her bag, opened it, and grinned. No, not grinned, smiled like he’d just won the biggest prize on the planet. “She’ll need transport to I.C. immediately. Notify Doctor Helion.” 

“How long, Doctor?” the commander asked. 

The doctor shook his head, closed her bag and set it aside in a locked compartment. “I don’t know. Depends on the extent of the damage.” 

Damage? What damage? 

“Inform me as soon as you know something, Doctor.” 

“Yes, sir.” The doctor ended the comm and they gently pulled Megan’s helmet from her head. Her skin was smooth and a deep, warm brown, her lips full. She looked so peaceful, like she was sleeping, But I knew better. I tensed to rush to her aid should she cry out in pain, but this time she did nothing, her lack of movement as unnerving as her moans and whimpers of pain had been. 

“ReGen pod ready?” the doctor asked. 

“Yes, Doctor.” 

“Good. Let’s get her in there.” 

“But her armor?” 

The doctor shook his head. “Leave it. We don’t have time.” 

I watched them carry her across the small room to a white pod that lined the wall. Five pods occupied the wall on that side of the station, only one other still working to heal someone, probably from yesterday’s battle. Once Megan was inside, and the pod activated, I settled back into my chair. 

But when the restraints slid out and circled my wrists, my beast fought. 

“Warlord!” the doctor shouted, but my beast was too far gone. 

“Start the testing. Put him under. Now.” 

I fought the restraints as my chair was tilted back so I could only look up at the ceiling. The cushion supporting my head circled around to the sides and tightened, locking my head in place. I could not turn to the left or right. I felt a sharp prick in my neck, then my body stopped responding to orders as my muscles became slack. 

They’d given me something to drug the beast. I blinked, slowly, as a barrage of images played across the screen in place above me. I strained to hear Megan, to check on her pod, but quickly became unable to focus on anything but what appeared on the display. 

The medical staff moved around me, attaching neural monitors to my head, but their soft touches were no more than a gentle breeze on my skin and I ignored them completely. The images moved slowly at first, females from all races and worlds, blue and gold, tall and short, thin. None of them looked like Megan. The beast growled, thinking only of her until the world went black. 



Chapter Eight

 Megan, Battleship Karter, Medical Station Three



“Welcome back.” 

I blinked my eyes and stared up at Doctor Moor. My mind was completely blank and I was confused. I looked around, but could only see the curved white walls that enclosed me in the small space. A ReGen pod. But the top was open and the pretty doctor looked down at me with a welcoming grin on her face. 

I sat up slowly then, took deep breaths as the upper half of my body emerged from the healing pod. 

I still had my armor on, the stench of dirt and sweat and blood a bit thick in the small confines of the pod. My head was spinning, just a bit. Why was I in a ReGen pod, and why was I in full battle armor? 

“What happened?” I asked, taking in the med unit. I was on the  Battleship Karter. Home for the last two years. I was back. But what was I doing in medical? “The last thing I remember was the transport station.” And pain. A thousand voices fighting for space inside my head. And Nyko holding me. God, I missed his arms, his big brute strength protecting me. Which was hard to admit and even harder to accept. I’d been fighting for years, two years in the Fleet and six years on Earth before that. 

I was used to taking care of myself. I hadn’t counted on a man since my daddy died. That being one hard, painful lesson I’d taken to heart. Never, ever depend on a man when you can do something yourself. 

But leaning on Nyko had felt good. And I was so damn tired. 

Rubbing my head, I realized the pain was gone. Thank god. 

“You had quite a headache.” Doctor Moor arched her brows in question, but I wasn’t at liberty to tell her anything, so I shrugged, looking around for the one man I should be trying to forget. “Warlord Nyko brought you here.” 

Nyko moved to stand beside the doctor and everything in me settled as if the world had just been set to rights. He was still a beast, his ice-blue eyes focused on me like lasers. He loomed over the doctor and me as his gaze raked over my body, his chest rising and falling with his deep breaths. He still wore his armor as well, and from the looks of his features, he was in full-blown Mating Fever, no going back. He’d have to take a mate now, or die. I wondered what woman he would choose, and then hated myself for even thinking the question. It wouldn’t be me. That was the only thing I needed to know. 

“Pain?” he asked, his voice overly loud, as if he couldn’t control it. 

Doctor Moor sighed, turning on him to push him back. He let her, which was a relief. He was still in there somewhere, my Nyko. “Warlord, I allowed you to remain here to await the results of the testing. However, if you can’t control yourself, I will not hesitate to call in the guards and have you sent to the brig until your match is complete and your bride has arrived.” 

Nyko growled, but didn’t look contrite. Testing? Match? Why did my heart twist in my chest with those words? I’d done the exact same thing not that long ago. I knew he was in Mating Fever. I knew all about the Atlans and their beasts, about how they lost control and had to be killed if they didn’t find their mate. I also knew an Atlan this close to the edge was put through the Interstellar Brides Processing Program whether they wished it or not. It was standard operating procedure on all battleships that housed Atlan Warlords.  Standard operating procedure. He didn’t have a choice. And

Commander Karter was one hard-ass Prillon warrior, running a battlegroup in one of the deadliest sectors of space. He didn’t take shit from anyone, especially not a beast barely holding on to his sanity. 

Nyko raised his hand and motioned someone forward. One of the medical staff hurried to me carrying a tray loaded with food and my mouth watered. It was all my favorites. A hot Philly-Cheesesteak with fries drowning in ketchup, BBQ potato chips and chocolate milk. 

Shocked, and a little unnerved, I looked up at Nyko. “How?” I lifted the sandwich and took a huge bite, talking around the mouthful. “How did you know?” 

My eyes nearly rolled back into my head as I bit down on a fry. “Oh my God. I could kiss you right now.” 

“Two years. Same food. I watch.” Nyko grunted, his arms crossed, but I could see by the pleased gleam in his eyes that he was satisfied with my reaction. It felt a bit odd, stuffing my face with the Doctor and Nyko watching like I was the side-show at the circus, but I didn’t care. I was starving. 

And he was right. I ate this exact same thing at least three days a week. 

When there was nothing left, I leaned back, feeling better than I had in days. “Thank you.” 

“You need food.” That was my beast, talking in complete sentences. I grinned at him, unable to resent him watching out for me. The usual piss and vinegar I felt when someone got in my personal space was just…gone. My personal space was all about Nyko—and letting him get up in there. A hot fucking beast who could never be mine. 

“So, you’re being matched?” I asked. 

I looked at Nyko’s broad shoulders, his lips, remembering what we’d done the night before and my pussy clenched, wanting more. I realized it wasn’t sore any longer, probably healed as part of the pod’s work and I missed the ache. It made me feel like I belonged to someone. And even though I knew it was stupid, I wanted some remnant of our night together. But it wasn’t to be. I guess for a one-night stand it had been amazing. Incredible. But it was over. Obviously, if he’d been put through the brides program testing. And then I saw them, the cuffs hanging from a loop on his armored thigh. Four cuffs, two large and two small, the intricate swirls and geometric designs almost hypnotic in their beauty. Wondered where he’d been keeping them. I knew they would be special, the mark of his family line, and I wondered if he had family. I hoped he did, and I really, really hoped they were better than mine. 

A wave of jealousy washed over me for a woman who was out there somewhere. A woman who’d been tested and matched to him. His  mate. 

The word was like acid in my chest and a sharp pain stabbed my heart, made bile rise in my throat. 

By nightfall, this new mystery woman would be transported to the  Karter and in Nyko’s bed, soothing his beast. She would wear his mating cuffs and he would be totally, utterly, completely devoted to her. He’d fill her with his cock and his seed, kiss her. She would soothe his beast and he would claim her. Forever. 

I knew what being loved and touched by Nyko would be like for her, what I’d be missing. But my time with him had just been a one-night stand. A wild romp caused by battle adrenaline, the remnants of a smoking-hot mating dream making me horny, and his beast riding the edge of Mating Fever. 

Nothing more. And I was eager for my own mate, perhaps an Atlan Warlord just like the one in my dream. I didn’t need Nyko. Right? I’d survived twenty-eight years without him. I would survive. 

Yes, Nyko would be gone, but I’d be matched too, as soon as the doctor pushed the button on her ever-present tablet. 

With her free hand, she waved one of her medical wands in front of me. “Is your headache completely gone?” 

“Yes.” Head? Fine. Heart? Shit. I never should have touched him. Never. I was deathly afraid that every time my future mate touched me, kissed me, fucked me, I’d see Nyko’s face, Nyko’s lips, Nyko’s intense blue gaze. God, I was in trouble here. I could still smell him on my skin. I wanted him there. Wanted to climb out of this ReGen pod and go rub myself all over him like a cat. 

But that was jealousy talking. He belonged to someone else now. And it was only a matter of time before she arrived to claim him. 

Doctor Moor leaned back and caught my eye, her brow raised and a very disapproving look on her face. “Doctor Mersan wishes to speak to you now. Alone.” 

Mersan. Yes. I knew that name. He was listed as a trusted contact in the Intelligence Core. He knew everything. Him, and the commander, who’d had to agree to have such a dangerous piece of technology walking around on board his ship before I’d been assigned to this mission. Just having me here had been dangerous, a risk to the entire crew. Me. Hive bait. 

I nodded and thankfully, there was no pain. The neural implant was no longer making me want to rip my own head off. “Yes. I’ll talk to him now.” 


She helped me out of the ReGen pod and walked with me over to an examination chair in a smaller room. Settled there, I was sitting, mostly. Which was fine, because my legs were still a little shaky and I hadn’t figured out how to deal with the giant beast lurking in the room. 

Doctor Moor settled me and wrapped her hand around mine where it rested on my thigh. “After you talk to Doctor Mersan, we’ll talk about your future. All right?” 

I nodded, but when she tried to release my hand, I held tight to her fingers. If I couldn’t have Nyko, it didn’t really matter who I ended up with. I just needed to get this thing out of my head and get out of the Fleet. I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t fight and scream and kill. I didn’t want to be brave. I never wanted to see another one of those blue-skinned freaks or hear the monotone voice of another Hive Soldier saying the word “we”. 

My mother would tell me I was broken, but I didn’t  want to do it anymore. I’d hurt and killed and bled enough. I wanted a life. A real life, with family and wine and music concerts and children. 

Chocolate every night for dessert and hot sex before sleep. I wanted someone to hold me when I closed my eyes and to make me feel like I wasn’t so alone in this shit-hole universe. “Do it, Doctor. 

Run the brides protocol. Match me. I’m done.” 

That earned me a huge smile. “Excellent. I’ll get you settled while you talk to the Doctor Mersan.” 

“Good. But I can’t transport directly after the match. I have to make a delivery first.” 

She tilted her head, but grinned. “Fine. How long will that take? I think I ought to let your mate know an expected arrival date.” 

How long before I could transport to my new mate once I was matched? That was an excellent question. I had to transport to the I.C., meet with Doctor Helion and the Core team, update them on what I saw when we encountered the Nexus Unit, spend several hours in debriefing, go to surgery, get this damn thing out of my head, and heal. 

“Five days.” 

“That’s acceptable.” Doctor Moor nodded and walked away, humming to herself. I imagined her doing a little hop and a skip on her way to the controls to process me for my matched mate. 

As long as I didn’t look at Nyko, I could do this. 

Nyko didn’t move, he was like a sentinel nearby. Protecting me still, even though his new Interstellar Bride, his perfect match, could arrive any moment. 

My stupid heart didn’t care. I didn’t have the strength to ask him to leave. He wasn’t mine, but he made me feel safe. And I didn’t know Doctor Mersan. Sure, the I.C. said he could be trusted, but I was hurt and tired and heartbroken all at once. I didn’t want to deal with him alone. 

The Prillon warrior in green chose that moment to enter the small exam room. He closed the door behind him, giving us privacy for a conversation no one else but Commander Karter himself had the clearance to hear. 

He turned to Nyko. “You may go, Warlord.” I tensed at the command, not wanting to be alone in the room with the doctor. 

“No.” The beast didn’t even twitch. 

“Warlord—” The doctor started, but Nyko stood and walked around to stand beside my shoulder. 

Like a lovesick idiot, I smiled up at him, not even trying to hide the need on my face. He did that to me, made it okay for me to be vulnerable. It was a crazy feeling, but once I started with him, I didn’t seem to be able to stop. It felt  good to lean on him, to trust him. Too good. I’d seen him pull Hive Soldiers in half. I wasn’t worried about the doctor, not with Nyko beside me. 

The doctor changed tactics, looking at me. “Captain Simmons. This is not a conversation for others to hear.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Look, Doc, he was in the cave with me. He saved my life. He killed all three of the Nexus units, and helped me remove the sample from the creature’s head. He’s already seen everything. He knows more about them than you do.” 

Doctor Mersan pursed his lips and nodded, looking up at Nyko, which was no small feat, since the doctor was probably seven feet tall himself. “You should be debriefed, Warlord. We will have some questions for you.” 

Nyko simply growled and for some inexplicable reason, that made me laugh. I knew Nyko would calm down and tell the I.C. anything they wanted to know. I was sure the doctor knew it, too, but he scowled at Nyko and shrugged. “And that is why we don’t recruit Atlans.” 

That was that, and he ignored Nyko’s presence. “How are you feeling?” 

“Better.” 

“You never should have removed your helmet so close to Latiri 4.” 

“I know that now.” 

Nyko interrupted. “Why? Why not hurt now?” 

Mersan was a Prillon warrior in his prime, maybe forty years old. His skin was a deep bronzed gold, his hair a burnished copper. His eyes were dark, coffee brown and intelligent. Shrewd. But he knew better than to argue with Nyko. Especially if he wanted the Warlord to volunteer any information on those Nexus Units. 

“The  Karter is orbiting well outside of the Hive’s current communications range. The Hive’s network can’t reach you here.” 

I looked up at Nyko, wanting him to understand. “My helmet shields me from Hive transmissions, just like that cave.” 

He grunted in understanding as the doctor continued. “The commander is running a continuous scan for their command sub-frequencies, now that you’re back on the ship, but we need to get you out of here as soon as possible. If you came in direct contact with a Nexus Unit, they know you exist. 

They’ll be hunting you, Captain. You’re a danger to the ship and everyone on board.” 

“I know.” I shifted in the chair, suddenly uncomfortable. “I can transport now.” 

Nyko put his hand on my shoulder, as if to stop me from moving, but Doctor Mersan shook his head. I wouldn’t be transporting anywhere without his clearance. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Doctor Helion is not at I.C. Command and won’t be for a while. 

And that was a significant bleed. Next time we might not be able to stop it.” The doctor’s voice was calm and even, clinical. The sound escaping Nyko was anything but. 

“Next time?” he asked. 



Chapter Nine

 Megan



The doctor just cocked an eyebrow, leaving it up to me to explain or keep the beast in the dark. My mission was not only to fight the Hive, like Nyko and the other fighters, but also to help the I.C. 

unravel their communications system, find out how their implants and microscopic pieces all worked together and communicated. And the Nexus Unit was a huge leap in the right direction. Doctor Helion told me the Coalition had been trying to get one of them for more than twenty years. 

The Nexus always ignored the bait…until that bait was female. 

The first female to volunteer was still missing. That fact had scared the shit out of me, but I was strong. Fast. Smart. I knew I could pull off this mission and bring the Nexus puzzle pieces home. 

I’d been dead wrong. That thing had looked in my eyes and he’d broken me, made me feel so isolated and alone I would have given him my soul. 

Nyko had saved me. He was one hell of a warrior, and he deserved happiness. Even if it wasn’t with me. 

I sighed. Nyko and I had been through a lot together, including one wild night. I at least owed it to him to explain. “I work for the Coalition Intelligence Core. My job was to lure a Nexus Unit, eliminate them and retrieve their neural communications unit along with some body tissue samples. 

The Coalition has long believed that there are some kind of specialty Hive trios that act as communication hubs. They’re like Hive commanders. They think on their own and give orders to the rest. Until yesterday, these Nexus units were nothing more than a rumor, myth. But Nexus 9 was the first we’ve ever encountered. We had to lure them away from the main attack group and kill them.” 

I watched as Nyko’s hands curled into tight fists. “Your head?” 

“A Hive neural implant taken from a high-ranking Hive Soldier we believed would be able to summon a Nexus Unit.” 

“Bait,” he said. 

I nodded and was thrilled my head didn’t hurt from the small movement. “Technically, yes. They sensed the implant and followed me into that cave.” 

“Kill you.” 

I sighed. He’d saved my ass, and we both knew it. “You saved my life, Nyko. No question.” 

“No more. No next time.” 

I agreed. One hundred and fifty percent. “No more.” With a small groan, I reached up to rub the back of my head where I could still feel the lump and scar from the surgery. Soon, I’d have a new scar, but no lump. And the deadly Hive technology inside me would be gone. “I have to transport back to the I.C.’s headquarters and have the Hive tech removed.” 

“Now.” 

Doctor Mersan crossed his arms and sat in a chair close to mine, antagonizing Nyko. It worked, if the rumbling that shook my shoulders was any indication of Nyko’s reaction. “I spoke to Doctor Helion. He believes your condition will remain stable as long as you stay away from any Hive activity or broadcasts.” He looked at me then. “I’m clearing you for transport as soon as Doctor Helion sends word that he’s ready for you, which could be any time in the next few days. You need to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. No more combat patrols. No fighting. You aren’t to leave this

ship until he sends for you.” 

“Fine.” I hated doctors. Sure, Doctor Moor was nice, but in the end, all they did was hold you up, tell you everything you weren’t allowed to do, and keep you out of the fight while friends went out and got themselves killed. 

He stood and opened the door, motioning Doctor Moor to return before looking back at me. “I look forward to your report.” 

I smiled, kind of, and I knew it didn’t reach my eyes. Didn’t matter. He was gone, and a much friendlier face waltzed back in. Doctor Moor looked absolutely blissful. Glowing. 

“Well, Megan, your time as a Coalition fighter is over. Your two years are complete,” Doctor Moor was talking in a strange, sing-song voice I’d never heard from her before. “And you are now officially retired.” 

Wow. That was fast. But I still had to go see Doctor Helion and get this Hive implant out of my head. They would want the tech I’d taken from the dead body as well. “I have one more delivery to make, Doctor.” 

Shit. Where was it? My heart raced and I shoved up out of the chair to stand. “Where’s my pack?” 

It was usually on me like a backpack, but someone must have removed it when they put me in the ReGen pod. 

“Relax, Megan. We’ve got it.” The doctor walked a short distance into the other room and I watched as she grabbed it from a shelf built into the wall behind the pod. Once she had my pack, she walked straight back to me. “Here.” 

I felt the shape of the helmet within, knew it was exactly what my sacrifice had been about. I could breathe again. “I will deliver this and then I’m done.” 

She grabbed my helmet from a shelf and handed it to me. The heavy weight of it was comforting, even though it was only in my hands, and not on my head. 

“Did you remove your helmet at the way station?” she asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Don’t do that again. Whatever is inside your head—” I opened my mouth to protest or argue, but she held up her hand to stop me, “—and I don’t need to know exactly what it is.” Her gaze locked on mine and held. “However,  if it had anything to do with the Hive, I wouldn’t recommend you take the helmet off again unless you are certain you are well outside their active transmission range.” 

I grinned. Medical scans and good instincts. I had to give Doctor Moor credit. She was one smart lady. “Noted.” 

All pretense of fun faded and she grabbed my arm. “Megan, listen to me. Whatever was happening to you when you landed on my table, it was an active process. It wasn’t just making you bleed, soldier. It was attacking cells, devouring them, reforming them. You need to get that thing out of your head, and the sooner the better.” 

The Hive implant was eating away at my brain? I’d thought it could do something like that, but it had been a joke I’d told myself. What she was saying made it no longer funny. God, I wanted it out of me. Like, yesterday. And suddenly Doctor Helion’s delay felt like a month. 

“Thank you, Doctor.” I sighed, looked up at Nyko. “Thank you, Warlord. I…um, wish you luck on your match. I hope that your fever is gone quickly.” 

That meant he would be fucking someone else, dammit. I walked toward the door, not wanting to linger any longer. It would only hurt. I was almost out of the medical station when the doctor called me back. 

“Speaking of matches, Megan, don’t you want to know who you were matched to?” 

I turned at the doctor’s words, glanced at Nyko, nerves making me wish the floor would swallow me whole. “No. Not yet.” I shook my head at the doctor, willing her to understand the absolute awkwardness of this situation. “You can tell me later.” 

She gave a slight laugh. “No. No, I really can’t. Congratulations, Miss Simmons.” 

I hadn’t been called a Miss in two years. It sounded odd. It sounded like Earth. 

I looked up at Nyko, who stood just as wild and barely constrained as he had since he stormed into the cave. He was going to have his own match, his own mate. Swiftly, I imagined. Surely his results would be pushed through quickly so he wouldn’t have to be executed. No one wanted to kill a skilled Warlord because of Mating Fever. 

“Fine.” I clutched the pack close and waited to hear the name of my matched mate, trying to imagine what it would be like to have a man of my own, one who was perfectly matched, who wanted me just the way I was. Who I would lust after and desire, who would desire me with equal need. 

I didn’t really care who this mystery man was at the moment, not when my body still ached for Nyko. Why did my heart feel like it was breaking as I nodded to the doctor and waited? 

Nyko’s roar of rage made me jump. I turned to see three medical officers had rushed to him, trying to block his way…to me. 

“Warlord, calm your beast. Now.” The doctor’s voice boomed. 

“Mine,” he growled, his eyes intense and focused on me. 

“Yes, your beast is correct. She is yours.” 

I stopped in my tracks, stared up at the doctor. “What?” 

She grinned. “Every once in awhile, my job is so much fun. Your match has been made and it is Warlord Nyko.” 

My mouth fell open and my helmet slipped from my numb fingertips to land on the floor with a loud thud. 

“Nyko is my match?” I squeaked. 

“Yes. A ninety-nine percent match.” She looked at her tablet. “In fact, I’ve never seen a match as strong as yours before and I’ve done hundreds of them.” 

“But…but we don’t even get along. We argue constantly.” Had I really just said something that stupid? Yes. Yes, I had. But who could blame me? My heart was racing in my chest and a bubbly, giddy feeling made me want to leap into the air and whoop like an old-school cowboy from the Wild West. 

“That means, Warlord, that your match has gone through as well. I have confirmation from both results. Your matched mate is Megan Simmons from Earth.” 

I glanced up at Nyko for confirmation but he seemed to be processing the news, too. He wasn’t restrained by the technician any longer, but his beast seemed to grow bigger before my eyes. A smile spread across his face. A very feral, possessive smile. 

“Mate.” It growled and I shivered. 

The doctor shrugged, her chuckle full of mischief. “I think you’ll get along in some areas just fine.” She winked. “Some areas don’t require much talking.” 

I gasped as Nyko moved toward me slowly, his gaze never leaving mine. My entire body lit up like a fuse attached to dynamite and I knew if he touched me again—no,  when  he touched me again—

I’d go off like a rocket. 

Man, I couldn’t wait to launch. 

I leaned down and grabbed my helmet off the floor, settling it with my pack as Nyko scooped me into his arms and carried me out of the medical station. He didn’t speak, and I didn’t argue. We both

knew where this was going, naked. And fast. The doctor had wanted me in bed for a while and I knew that Nyko would ensure that. 

The walls changed from medical green to shades of brown and orange found in the common areas to a soothing cream color reserved for living quarters. I’d never been on this level before—my room was on a floor for female fighters—but then, I’d never been in an Atlan Warlord’s bed before either. 

The door slid open with a soft swoosh of sound and he carried me into his private space. As I’d expected, it was simple and masculine. A huge bed with sheets the color of milk chocolate, very little furniture, one small table and three chairs that looked like it doubled as a work station and dining table, and I wondered how often he ate here, alone, instead of going to the common cafeteria with the rest of the bachelors. 

I didn’t get a chance to see much more as he carried me into the large bathing room I’d heard Atlans preferred. They were big, and got large accommodations as a result. There was no bathtub, only multiple shower heads on the walls and ceilings. It was a fancy shower room I’d only seen in magazines. It was spacious enough to hold both of us, which was apparently what my beast had in mind.  My beast. Nyko was really mine. 

He set me on my feet, took the pack and helmet from me, and reached for the clasps of my armor. 

It was all happening so fast my head couldn’t keep up and I lifted my hands to cover his, to stop him. 

Two days ago, he didn’t like me much. Every time we saw each other we snarled and talked trash and generally gave each other hell. He froze beneath my gentle touch and looked down into my face, his intense eyes calmer, but filled with heat. 

His beast was happy as hell, but I wasn’t so sure about the man. 

“Are you sure about this? This mating thing is forever, and you don’t even like me.” No one liked me. I was a bitch, by necessity, not choice. I was hard, not soft. Practical, not sentimental. That wasn’t going to change simply because I became his mate. 

“Perfect. Fierce. Beautiful.” 

Well, when my beast wanted to sweet talk, he knew how to do it right. I smiled and lifted my hands to his face and pulled his lips down toward me. My turn to make some claims, so I threw his own word back at him. And I meant it. I wasn’t going to share. 

“Mine.” 

I’d never seen a beast smile, but he did, right before he lowered his head to kiss me. 







Chapter Ten

 Nyko



I could get lost in her kiss. Me, a huge Atlan warrior, not only in beast mode, but in Mating Fever, could be brought to my knees by Megan’s mouth alone. While the beast within had been initially soothed in the cave by her touch, by getting lost in her body, this was different. She was my mate now. 

The fever still raged. It had not been cured by claiming her…not yet. 

Perhaps my beast had known all along. It had screamed “Mine”  again and again, but I’d thought it had been desperate for fucking and that Megan had simply been a beautiful and willing female. Yes, my beast was wild, but it seemed my basic instincts had an honorable streak, for the beast  knew Megan belonged to us. No wonder he’d been so gentle with her in that cave. My beast didn’t simply want to fuck her, he wanted to  claim  her. It had been trying to tell me that from the moment she took off her helmet within the safe rock walls, but I’d refused to listen. The Atlan in me required proof. 

The testing and the match that came from it validation that Megan was truly mine. Deep down, I’d hoped perhaps, but never dared play out that fantasy. The fiery hellcat hated me, but in the cave perhaps she’d been soothed by my touch as much as the beast was by hers. 

She hated me. 

But she kissed like she’d never let me go. Her mouth opened for mine, her tongue demanding entry. Megan was no docile lover, and apparently, she’d decided to claim me as well. There was no hesitancy in her touch, not anymore. There was only want and lust and a feminine demand that had my beast roaring to answer. 

Seeing her walk out the door of the med unit—intending to leave us for good—not only had made my beast go insane, but made me, the fierce Warlord, ache with need. With regret. The one night we’d spent in the cave hadn’t been enough. With a push of a button and perhaps a little intervention from the gods, now, she was mine. All mine and I would never,  ever be without her again. Once my cuffs were about her wrists, no one would doubt it. No one could ever take her from me. 

She would be bound to my side forever. Mine to touch and taste and drive wild. Mine to learn. 

Her hot, wet pussy mine to fuck and taste over and over until I’d wrung every last drop of pleasure from her sensitive body. 

The cuffs that had been retrieved from my quarters earlier swung at my side. I felt their weight against my hip, knew that they weren’t just pieces of metal but the symbol of the bond that we’d share. 

I wasn’t just claiming a mate, and she wasn’t simply accepting me as her lover. With a beast it was more, so much more. No one in the universe would be able to control my beast, no one but her. He would answer her call, calm to her touch, she would own me in a way no one ever had or ever would. And the ache within me to give myself to her sprang from nothing into an explosion of pain in my chest. I’d been alone for years. Since I was a boy. I was a war orphan. No parents. No family. 

Until now. Now there was my mate, and she would be everything. Right now. 

I didn’t lift my head from the kiss, only deftly worked at the straps of her armor, tugged and pulled it from her body. The soft feel of her lips, the lush meeting of her tongue, the taste of her made me never want to stop. But there was more of her. More places to taste and explore. I knew this from the night before. Then, I took her body, but now, I’d claim her fully and pray I was worthy of her heart. 

She laughed and fucked and fought with equal abandon. Everything about her was perfect. But

now I knew the truth, knew she worked in one of the most dangerous fields in the entire Fleet, knew that as an agent of the Intelligence Core, exactly how brave—or reckless—my mate could be. Instead of filling me with rage, her warrior’s spirit made me want her more. Unfortunately, I also realized I’d never be satisfied with just her body. I wanted her to love me, really love me, with all that passionate fire and savage courage. I couldn’t even imagine life with the sweet, gentle, docile mate I’d once thought would be mine. 

I wanted fire and fury, passion and a smart mouth. I wanted Megan. I wanted her to give me everything she was and surrender herself into my keeping. I needed to take care of her. I wanted all of her. 

I was eager, no…desperate to make her mine. Pulling back, I tugged the black shirt over her head and dropped it on top of her body armor so she was bare to me from the waist up. Her breasts were full and tear shaped, her nipples a deep mocha and as I watched, the tips furled. The bathing room was far from cold, so the response was for me. All for me. 

I had to taste, to learn all her flavors, so I dropped to my knees so my mouth was in perfect alignment to lave one nipple, then the other. When her hands came to my head and her fingers tangled in my hair, I knew she liked it. The pain of her grip only urged me on and my beast liked the hint of wildness my touch brought out in her. When I glanced up at her—I didn’t stop my ministrations—I saw passion haze her vision, but she wasn’t shying away. No, she’d never shy away. It wasn’t in her nature and she was a passionate woman. She knew what she wanted, what she liked, and didn’t hold herself back. Or me. In fact, she watched as I suckled there. My body, already rock hard, pulsed at the idea of watching her with the same rapt attention as she wrapped her full lips around my cock. 

For now, I needed her bare before me, needed to see her soft curves, run my hands over them, curl my fingers around them as I fucked her. 

My beast growled, suddenly impatient. I was thinking too much. While her breasts were stunning and her nipples were as sweet as I remembered, there was more of her to explore, to taste. 

“Boots,” I growled and I sat back on my heels and watched her toe one off, then the other. 

“You, too,” she breathed. “I need to see you, too.” 

If my mate wanted me naked, I was not going to argue. Perhaps this would be the one thing we agreed on. If being naked together kept us from bickering and arguing, then so be it. Once we were back home on Atlan and at our house, I’d keep her naked for days. Weeks, perhaps. Even work on that baby. 

That thought had me ripping at my own armor, tugging every bit of fighter protection from my body so nothing remained. Nothing separated my cock from her perfect body. 

We were both breathing hard and my beast prowled to get my hands on her again, but I just watched as her breasts rose and fell, watched her cheeks darken in a perfect flush with desire as I stripped. 

I didn’t have to look when I reached my arm out, pressed a button on the wall to turn on the shower sprays. The water temperature had been set to my liking and I knew Megan would not be burned. Standing, I walked my mate backward until we were both beneath the spray, letting it wash off whatever dirt and planetary dust we’d picked up since our time in the cave pool. Finding the soap, I reverently washed every inch of her. Bathing with her was different than the night before, knowing this soft skin, the damp curves were all mine. I had no idea I could feel so possessive of someone. I didn’t know what love was. I’d never loved anyone in my life. But a heavy weight settled on my heart and mind, a solemn, almost painful weight, an anchor that I knew would ground me forever. Megan. 

She was my anchor now, my spark of light in the darkness. 

“Nyko, please,” she whispered, almost wriggling with her need. 

I met her dark gaze. 

“What?” I asked, my voice a rough growl, my words one syllable again. I knew I’d have to fight to control that gruff tone until my cuffs were on her and she was mine. Which would be very, very soon. “Need?” 

My beast had no interest in wasting energy on forming sentences when it would use it all fucking her. 

“My turn.” Her small fingers took the soap from me and I remained still beneath the spray as she soaped my body, saving my cock for last. My muscles quivered with the need to reach out and touch her, to take control, but I restrained myself. But when she gripped my cock in a slippery fist and slid up and down—clearly no longer soaping me but playing instead—I moved out of her reach. Not yet. 

We would play, but not yet. 

She called my name with a whimper of distress when I stepped away. The water splashing on her would seem chilly in comparison to my body heat, especially with the fever raging through me. 

Tugging the cuffs from my sodden pants heaped in the pile of discarded clothing and armor on the floor, I brought them back to Megan. I separated hers from mine, gave three of them to her to hold. 

With rivulets of water sliding down our bodies, I took a deep breath, pushed back my beast so I could speak clearly. Looking at Megan, I spoke the words I’d decided upon when I was still young and optimistic, words I’d waited my entire life to share with my mate. “I take you, Megan Simmons of Earth, as my mate.” 

I slipped one cuff on my right wrist, but didn’t look away from her dark gaze, didn’t miss the way she swallowed. The cuff sealed about my wrist, tightened. “I claim you with my heart, my mind and my body. I give you my protection and I guarantee your pleasure.” 

Her eyes widened and flared with dark heat at the last. Taking my second cuff from her, I put it about my other wrist. Lifting my arms, I looked down at my cuffs, at the family markings. I was the last one. The last of a long line of warriors to wear this design. Hopefully, one day, Megan would give me children. A family. If not, I’d have her. She’d be mine, and that would be more than enough, more than I’d ever thought I could have. “I’m yours, Megan. I’m yours.” 

My beast stilled within me, pleased I’d spoken from my heart and locked the cuffs around my wrists. The weight calmed me, a promise and assurance that I had a mate, a female to worship and care for—a reason to hold on. We were halfway there. I just had to put the cuffs on Megan, have her accept me. Us. 

She was gripping the metal so her knuckles turned white, but offered no resistance when I took her cuffs from her, opened one of them. 

For the first time, I felt vulnerable. I was an Atlan. Powerful. Strong. Dangerous. Yet Megan Simmons could destroy me in the next few seconds. I might be able to live through almost anything, but I knew just the word “no” from her lips would kill me. 

“These cuffs are the Atlan proof that you are mine. I know the brides processing protocol gives you thirty days to decide whether or not to accept me, Megan. But you know me. You know all of me, the good and the bad. We’ve fought each other, and fought together on the battlefield. I have no secrets left.” She’d seen me at my worst. I’d collapsed at her feet in that cave, weak and injured. I’d taken her body while in beast mode, barely able to speak for wanting her. Holding onto my control by a thread. We’d argued and we’d kissed. We’d survived the blue Hive aberration on Latiri 4 and years of service in the Coalition Fleet. We’d both laid our lives on the line for the Coalition worlds. We’d fought and hurt and killed. And now, we’d have this. Heat. Desire. Respect. Peace. A home. If she’d

have me. 

“Are you sure, Nyko? Because two days ago I would have sworn you didn’t even like me.” Her eyes were dark, wide and round with uncertainty. And I never wanted to see that look on her face again. 

With a growl, I lowered my head to her throat, licking my way up to her ear. “You drive me crazy, female. From the very first day I saw you on this ship, my beast prowled to the surface any time you were near. You made each moment a constant battle for control. I’ve watched you, admired you, lusted after you for a long time. You’re mine. Somehow, I always knew you were mine.” 

Her hands came up and she buried them in my hair, tugging hard, pulling my head up away from her neck to look her in the eye. “You want me? You’re sure? I’m bossy and arrogant. I hate bullshit and I don’t take orders well. I don’t cook or clean or know any lullabies. I’m pretty sure I’ll teach my daughters to fight, not dance or paint or play piano. I’m not like other women, Nyko. I’m not. And I can’t change for you. I won’t change. You can try to take me to Atlan and put me in a fancy dress and I can play pretend. I might be able to pull it off for a day, or a party, but that won’t be me.” 

“I know, mate. I’m counting on it.” I kissed her on the mouth, taking my time, making sure she knew exactly how much I wanted her. “I don’t want quiet or meek, woman. I want you. Will you do me the honor of accepting my claim? Will you be mine?” 



Chapter Eleven

 Nyko



 Will you be mine? 

I felt as if the air had left my lungs as I waited for her response. Seconds dragged like hours as she licked those lips, glanced at the cuffs, then at me, searched my eyes for something. Truth? Honesty? 

Desire? Whatever she wanted, it was there. I knew it was there, because something raw and powerful pulsed through my entire being. I was sure any fool could see it, and Megan was no fool. 

“Yes, Nyko.” 

Her voice was clear, no hesitation. Thank the gods, because my cock was about to explode. 

I smiled, then opened one cuff and put it about her slender wrist. My fingers shook from the impact of the moment, my beast preening as I watched the cuff seal. The other went on easily and sealed as soon as the two edges touched. The pale silver base a striking contrast to her lovely dark skin. 

“Mine.” It wasn’t the beast this time, but me, the Atlan warrior, the male, who said the one word. 

Slowly, she shook her head, took my wrists and placed her hands over my cuffs. “No, mine.” 

“Gods, yes, female. I’m yours.” 

“What about your beast?” she asked, glancing down at my cock that curved up and touched my navel. Slick pre-cum slid over the flared head. 

“He’s yours. And he’s ready to claim you.” 

Megan grinned at me, wickedly. “What’s he waiting for?” 

I almost came then and there, spurting my seed over her curved belly instead of deep inside her. I remembered the tight feel of her pussy as it clenched my cock when she came the night before. I remembered the way her body rippled and clenched, pulling me deeper and deeper. I remembered her breathy screams and wanted to coax them from her again. 

But I hungered to taste her skin, her kiss, and her hot, wet pussy. My mouth watered to do so. 

Walking her backwards until her back was against the shower wall, I dropped to my knees again. This time, I hooked my hands behind her knees and lifted them so she sat atop my shoulders. Taking her by the waist, I held her aloft as her pussy hovered over my mouth. 

“Mine,” my beast growled, just before I kissed the tiny patch of dark hair, a triangle that seemed to point the way to her swollen clit. I wanted to latch onto it, to suck and flick it, but first I had to taste her. Flattening my tongue, I slid over every inch of her wet flesh, exploring the extent of her arousal. 

My beast howled in pleasure, recognizing her flavor, loving it. Her scent was on me now, all over my mouth, my chin, even the tip of my nose. And as I shifted her body, sucking her sensitive nub with my lips and tongue, I slipped my fingers deep into her core. Curled them and made her cry out. 

Yes, I loved that sound. I moved them again and her fingers tangled in my hair. 

That was it. I needed her to come. Needed her soft and pliant, wet and eager for my cock. I was an Atlan warrior, a mate now, and she came first. In everything, including orgasms. 

I wasn’t gentle with her. I wouldn’t sweetly coax my pleasure from her. No, my beast wouldn’t allow it. Not this time. I brought her to a ruthless climax, feeling her juices slide down my fingers, coat my palm. She screamed, her thigh quivering against the side of my head. 

“Nyko,  Nyko. ” 

When her orgasm faded, I didn’t wait. I stood, repositioning her so her back was pressed to the wall. She wrapped her legs about my waist as best she could and my cock aligned perfectly. The soft swells of her breasts pressed into my chest. 

Taking her hands, I held them in one of mine, lifting them up over her head. My fingers encircled her cuffs, held her perfectly poised over me. Just the feel of them in my hold, knowing they were on her, that I was about to sink my cock into my  mate,  was incredible. I would remember this moment the rest of my life. 

Or perhaps not. 

The beast rushed through me, pushing me out of the way, claiming what belonged to him now. 

Megan was my mate, but it was the beast who needed her now, needed to fuck and taste and play, coat her body in his scent and his seed. 

“Mine.” 

Megan laughed at the barely coherent word, the sound filled with happiness and trust. She wasn’t afraid of me like this, monstrous and huge and hanging onto my control by a thread. Arms over her head, trapped by my beast, she simply shifted her hips and rubbed her body against me in invitation. 

“Mine, Nyko. You’re mine.” 

With one thrust of my hips, I filled her until I could go no deeper. She moved up the wall from the impact, her head angling back, her wet hair clinging to the wall in a web of dark strands against the lighter tiles. Gods, I’d never felt anything like it. Yes, I’d fucked her once before. It had been wild and carnal, just like this. She’d been pliant and responsive, just like this. She’d been everything I’d ever wanted, just like this. 

But it was different now. So completely and utterly different. This time, when I held myself still deep inside her, I was buried in my mate. When her breath fanned over the wet skin of my neck, it was her  breath. When I felt her heartbeat against my chest, it was  hers.  When I dug my fingers into the soft curve of her ass, she was mine. This female, this alien from Earth, was my perfect mate. And it felt that way. Perfect. Forever. This was forever. 

My beast drove me now. I’d gotten my cuffs on her, but now it needed to claim her, fuck her, fill her, mark her. And so while I uttered  mine every time I pulled out and plunged in again, it was me merging with my beast, taking her together. 

“Nyko, oh my god, I’m going to come again.” Her fingers clawed at my arms, as if she had to hold on to something to keep her from floating away. She wasn’t going anywhere. I had her pinned to the wall, settled deeply on my cock. And yet she pulled me even closer. 

I felt her walls clenching my cock first, then felt her nails break the skin of my arms with her own voracious need. I heard her moan followed by a throaty wail. My beast roared in triumph as she came all over my cock. It couldn’t take any more. Couldn’t hold back a second longer. My pleasure built at the base of my spine, tightened my balls and shot forth from my cock, my seed filling her. 

“Yes!” I roared as my hands pressed into the wall by her head, denting the smooth surface. 

“Mine.” 

My hips shifted, pumping to prolong the pleasure, to ensure she was fully marked, fully claimed. 

All at once, my beast, which had haunted and pestered me for weeks, ever since the fever began, went quiet. It stilled, settled. It was soothed and happy. Sated. Finally, its mate had been found. 

Claimed. 

I felt the heavy, solid weight of the cuffs on my wrists. I, too, had been found. Claimed. 

This woman, this tiny slip of a female, made me hers. 



* * *



 Megan, Four Hours Later



I thought I’d need more sleep. Six, maybe even eight hours. After what we’d been through—and my head practically exploding—I should have slept for a week. But no. My to-do list had only included three things. Fuck Nyko. Sleep. Transport to Doctor Helion and get this thing out of my head. 

That had been my initial plan. But then there was Nyko and his tongue, and his mouth and his cock. 

Who needed sleep when all of that was available to me? He’d mated me in the shower, his beast rutting into me up against the wall and the whole thing was like a dream. No, it was more than that. It was an official Atlan claiming. Then he’d carried me to the bed and placed me on my hands and knees, his beast completely in control, and claimed me all over again. Once didn’t seem to be enough for either male or beast. 

He’d filled me fast, then slow, fucked me deep, played with my ass, spanked me. Spanked me! I was far from a virgin, but I’d never known the idea of his handprint on my ass would be hot as hell. 

Because of this, I’d burned for him. Spontaneous combustion. I’d lost count of my orgasms, each one hotter than that matching program’s dream.  Nyko was hotter than any man I’d ever even dreamed of. 

And now, he lay naked, curled around me in his bed, one giant arm protectively around my waist, his leg between mine, his hot breath softly fanning over the top of my head as he rested. 

The beast had settled, for my new mate was no longer huge. Well, he  was  always huge, but he wasn’t  beast  huge. 

On long battles fighting the Hive, I’d slept wrapped around teammates for warmth. I’d allowed a lover to sleep over a couple times in the past. But no one’s presence had ever made me feel like this. 

Safe. Protected. 

Cherished. 

It was the last I struggled with. I’d heard all about Atlan women. They didn’t fight the Hive in battle. Yes, they were big and strong, but they didn’t go into combat. They didn’t suit up and carry ion blasters. And they sure as hell didn’t lure Hive creatures into remote caves and yank parts off their dead bodies. 

Nyko had painted such an amazing picture last night, promising me he didn’t want a docile, girly-girl. Part of me—no, a giant chunk of me—wanted to believe him. But then there were my mother’s words chasing each other around in my head. And my brothers’ taunts. And years of fighting and scrapping and being treated just like one of the guys. Did Nyko want a mate who was  one of the guys?  It wasn’t very sexy. 

I wasn’t mate material. I’d thought—hell, I had no idea what I’d thought. That I would be mated to someone far, far away, a man who’d never met me, didn’t know me, and who would have no idea about my past, my missions, my life. Had I hoped to keep my entire past a secret, be whatever he wanted without him ever knowing I was just one of the guys? 

But what kind of mating would that be? If I survived, I’d known I would no longer fight. I knew, deep down, I couldn’t pretend to be something I wasn’t. I let that sink in as I contemplated the fact that, technically, I was no longer a Coalition fighter. I’d done my time. I was a veteran now, an Interstellar Bride, a human who chose to be mated instead of going home to Earth. 

What was I supposed to do now? Right now? What did mated women do? Was I supposed to lie here like a lump on a log and wait for Nyko to wake up? He’d probably wake up horny. Hell, I was. 

As much as I liked the idea of more hot sex, I only had a few hours left on this ship and I had things to

do, people to see. So no more cuddling or sleep for me. 

One long mission, a brain bleed, and a new mate? Surely that should wear me out. But nope. I was always high energy. Always had been. And I’d been put in a ReGen pod. Speed dial to high-energy reset. My mind wouldn’t just go quiet. Actually, the only time I’d ever had my brain go blank was when Nyko was fucking me. While the idea of doing nothing but fucking all the time was appealing on some level, it wasn’t going to happen. 

I needed to move. I needed to get out of this room and burn off some energy—and it wasn’t the sexual kind. 

I wanted to say goodbye to Seth and the rest of the team. As an I.C. recruit, I’d fought with a lot of different units, but Seth and Unit 3, the boys from Earth, were the closest thing I had to a family out here. Until now. I owed them a farewell…and perhaps one more good ass-kicking. 

Grinning, filled with equal parts glee and anticipation, I winced as I carefully slipped from Nyko’s touch and padded to the S-Gen unit in the corner of his room. I activated it with a wave of my hand and waited as the bright green light faded, my new armor and under suit waiting on the small platform. 

One thing that never failed to amaze me was the technology on these battleships. The first time I’d been shown how to operate an S-Gen in a cafeteria, I’d walked straight up to it and said, “Tea. Earl Grey. Hot.” 

It worked. I Captain Picard’ed that shit all over the place. Problem was, I hated bergamot, and the tea didn’t have any sugar  or milk. Seriously. I couldn’t deal with that. So I gave it back and got coffee instead. Extra milk, extra sugar. As vices went, it was a small one. I knew guys with worse. 

Smiling, I pulled the black pants and shirt on over my naked body in preparation of donning my armor. 

“Where are you going, mate?” Nyko’s deep gravelly voice made my heart leap and my skin shiver with goosebumps. My nipples tightened at the soft rasp of his real voice, even though it was no longer laced with his beast’s intensity. Sleepy, relaxed Nyko might be an even bigger threat to my peace of mind. 

“Hogan’s Alley. ReCon 3 will be down there this time of day, giving each other hell.” 

My mate grunted as he rose from the bed, but he didn’t argue or tell me to stay. I’d been half afraid that once I had the mating cuffs on my wrists he’d turn psycho and get really, really bossy. “You wish to go to this Alley?” He walked over to the S-Gen unit and my mouth watered as I watched him, every glorious, naked inch of him. Somewhere deep inside me there was a cheerleader I’d never let out, and she was suited up, shiny pom-poms doing a dance as she chanted M-I-N-E, mine, mine, mine! 

I knew if he didn’t get pants on in the next few seconds, I’d jump him, plans be damned. 

I swallowed, licked my suddenly dry lips. “Yes.” 

“Very well. We’ll go.” 

“You don’t have to go with me,” I countered. 

That earned me another grunt. “Yes, I do. At least for now. When you wear the cuffs, mate, I must be nearby or we will both experience extreme pain.” He angled his head toward my arms. 

“What?” I scowled at the shiny metal circling both wrists. A few moments ago, I’d thought of them as pretty bangles, jewelry. More like a five thousand carat wedding ring than actual manacles. They were pretty, like Wonder Woman bracelets, although I doubted they deflected ion blasts. Tugging at them, my heart raced. I did not like to be trapped. Stuck. 

Nyko’s hands settled over mine and I calmed. “It’s all right, mate. Once we are on Atlan, you may remove them. Until then, you must wear them to protect yourself and everyone else on this ship.” 

“From what?” 

“Me.” 

That was the only explanation I got and I shrugged, following suit as Nyko donned his own armor and boots. He was ready before I was, which annoyed me almost as much as the un-removable cuffs. 

“What about you? Can you take yours off?” If they had some kind of chauvinistic, Neanderthal double standard, these things were coming off. Now. 



Chapter Twelve

 Megan



“Never.” 

I quickly glanced up and saw the dark penetrating stare that matched the sharp tone of that one word. My heart skipped a beat. He would  never take them off? “Never?” 

He stepped to me then, gently cupped my face in his massive palm. “Why would I want to remove them, Megan? They are a sign of your claim on me, the only thing that shows the others that I belong to you. They calm and reassure the beast that my mate is real, and near, and mine. Without them, I am naked and alone. Nothing. Another numb soldier just waiting for death to find me on the battlefield. 

Without them, my beast will fall into despair and go feral, wild with emptiness. The isolation will grow inside me like a disease until the fire of that pain is all I see and all I know, until I no longer recognize friend from foe.” 

“I thought the fever was over now that we…um, you know.” 

“That I claimed you?” 

I nodded. 

“Yes, the fever is broken, but that doesn’t mean my beast and I won’t go insane if you are not near.” 

“Berserker.” I knew Mating Fever would eventually kill an Atlan male, but I’d had no idea that once his beast mated, so would being away from their mate. I had no idea it was so intense. And now I understood why mated Atlans always retired, taking their mates and going home to live out their lives as civilians. There was no deployment and return home to the little wife six or nine months later. 

“I would have died if I hadn’t mated, but if you are separated from me, by choice or by force, I’ll lose control of the beast eventually. When you die, mate, I will go with you.” He lowered his head to kiss me full on the lips, a soft, slow, lingering kiss filled with a whole lot of emotions I couldn’t process yet. “I may have saved your life in that cave, Megan. But now, you have saved mine.” 

I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him close because I had to. I had no idea this big and tough, strong and fearsome male would have such soft, mushy insides. But Nyko did, and I knew I was the only person in the universe who’d ever see this side of him. It felt intimate, more intimate than having his cock inside me. This was personal. Real. 

This Nyko I could love, and that thought made it hard to swallow past the lump in my throat. 

I could have kissed him for hours, but I wanted to say goodbye to Seth, and I knew I’d never get another chance so I pulled my mouth from his and buried my face in his neck, surrounding myself with his scent. There was something so reassuring about the solid heat of him pressed against me. I didn’t want to analyze it, I just wanted to enjoy the feeling. 

Nyko’s hands ran up and down my back in a slow caress that made me feel like I was almost dainty, delicate and special. “We have a very important meeting today, mate.” 

I pulled back to look up into his eyes. The intense blue was focused on me, and completely serious. Butterflies fluttered through my stomach. What now? “With who?” 

“Commander Wulf.” 

“Why?” Warlord Wulf was the elected commander of the entire group of Atlans serving in the battlegroup. I’d seen him on the battlefield—heard him bellowing orders from nearly half a mile

away—but I’d never met him. 

Nyko lowered his forehead to mine. “The Commander has access to the Atlan data files. He is going to show us everything currently available.” His smile was contagious. “Today you get to choose our estate on Atlan.” 

“What?” Shocked, I tried to straighten and pull away from him, but the arms that had been so soft and tender moments ago were like steel bands holding me to him. “What are you talking about?” Oh, I knew. I’d heard that an Atlan Warlord’s prize for surviving the war was wealth and lands and titles. 

The whole thing sounded like the old-fashioned romances my mother used to read where Dukes and ladies lived in grand estates with carriages and servants. I didn’t know if any of that was true, but I guess I’d find out. 

“I have been fighting for a long time, Megan. My people will gift me with wealth and property. I will take care of you. I promise you that.” 

I was not worried about that. Hell, I could survive with a knife in the woods if I had to. But this was Nyko’s reward. Not mine. “Why did you say I would choose your estate?” 

“Our estate.” He kissed me, his arms tightening to emphasize his words. “You’re mine. I don’t care where we live. But I’ve been told that females prefer to choose the home where they will raise their children.” 

“Children?” I squeaked the word. Oh holy hell. I hadn’t really thought about children more than in a completely abstract—someday—kind of way. 

He was watching me closely, too closely, so I looked at his chest instead of his face. “I don’t know anything about Atlan. I’ll choose the wrong city or climate. I don’t know where your family is or where you’re from.” 

Nyko lifted his hands to cup my face and angled my head up so I’d look at him. When our gazes locked and held, he spoke again. “You are my family. There is no one else.” 

“No one?” Was he an orphan? “What about your friends? Or cousins? A mentor or teacher you want to be close to?” 

“No.” It was his turn to look away, but my reprieve didn’t last long. And when his gaze returned to me, the emptiness I saw there made me want to take him in my arms, kiss him all over, and make him forget this entire stupid conversation. “There is no one, Megan. My friends, the brothers I care about, are almost all either dead or still fighting on this battleship. I have no family, my parents died years ago in a war. My father was older when he mated, and she was alone in the world before their match, sent to him by a matching service on Atlan. I have no one left, Megan. You are my life now. 

You are my family. Do you understand?” 

I nodded, barely holding back tears for his pain. I never cried, not like this. I was soooo not an empathy crier. And definitely not about bullshit family. I’d had my dad, and for a while, my mom, until the bottle took her from me. My brothers were pains in the asses, and we didn’t exactly hug it out at Christmas, but I always knew, if the shit hit the fan, they’d curse and bitch and moan, but they’d kill for me, just like I would for them. But Nyko was  mine, and it wasn’t until this moment that I fully understood what that meant. 

Lifting up on tiptoe, I pulled his head down to me and kissed him softly, putting the love I could not yet speak in the touch, hoping he’d feel it. “All right then. If I get anything I want, I want a huge house with eight bedrooms, a cook and someone to clean, because I don’t do bathrooms. I want a courtyard full of trees so tall I can’t see the tops. I want the place to feel like a forest, with flowers and vines and so many plants I can’t see the ground. And in the center, I want a fountain, a pretty fountain surrounded by benches where we can sit in the sun and catch bugs with our children.” 

“Then you shall have it, mate.” His words sounded oddly like a vow, but I wasn’t worried about it. 

Releasing him, I stepped back and finished notching up my armor. “Okay. So, later, we’ll go house shopping. Right now, I want to say goodbye to my team.” 

“Fine.” Nyko watched me get ready, and when I was done, he lifted me from my feet and backed me up against the wall. I put my legs around his waist, full armor and all. “But then I want you again. 

You are perfect, mate. Too beautiful. I find I can think of nothing but filling you with my cock, licking your sweet pussy until you scream.” He kissed me, hard and rough and deep and I was so wet and eager from that one kiss, I nearly changed my mind about going anywhere. 

Tearing my mouth from his, I laughed, the sound pure joy. I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard that sound come from my throat before, at least not since I was too young to know better. “You are such a sweet talker, beast.” 

“I’d rather do things other than talk.” He shifted his hips, pressed that huge, hard cock of his against the apex of my thighs and I whimpered. 

God, he could reduce me to a mindless, hungry animal with just a kiss. Maybe I was turning beast. 

I couldn’t help but grin, and lowered my legs from his waist. With great reluctance, and not a lot of urgency, he lowered me to the floor. “Later. I promise. But I’m going stir crazy in here. I need to move. And I want to go kick some ass one more time before I go.” 

“As long as the ass kicking does not involve the Hive, my beast will remain calm. So will I.” 

We grabbed our helmets and Nyko followed me through the ship to the training levels. I hadn’t paid much attention the first time around, and I’d never been in the Atlan section of Coalition-assigned living quarters before, but the hallways here were huge. Beast sized. Twice as wide as those in the human section, with ceilings several feet higher. 

I felt small walking beside my mate in these huge corridors, and I never felt small. It was a novel feeling, and I wasn’t sure if I enjoyed it, or hated the feeling of weakness and doubt that came along for the ride. Not that it mattered. I was what I was. So, I ignored the whole train of thought and led Nyko to the training level. Sure enough, Seth and the entire unit were on the holographic training course. On Earth, we called a setup like this Hogan’s Alley. Bad guys popped out, along with civilians. Split-second decisions were required, when to shoot, when not to. But this included physical traps and an obstacle course meant to test soldiers in every way, with attacks coming from every direction. Of course, we turned it into a game. The challenge changed once a month and was played in teams of two, which meant we had to rely on someone else, learn to trust our fellow soldiers. Everything was tracked, scored, and added to our permanent record. 

Seth Mills, captain and commanding officer of ReCon Unit 3, was my friend and usual teammate. 

He smiled when he saw me, but his eyes widened at the sight of the Atlan who’d come along. 

“Simmons.” 

“Mills.” 

Seth’s eyes took in everything at once, lingering on my cuffs half hidden by the black under suit that lined my armor, but Captain Mills didn’t miss much, and I knew he saw them when his eyebrows raised in surprise. Nyko had rolled up his sleeves so the glint of metal was prominently exhibited. He wasn’t hiding our match, but displaying it proudly for all to see. The sight cracked my heart open a little more.  “…the only thing that shows the others that I belong to you.” 

He was mine, and that made my chest ache. Love. It was coming at me like a freight train and I wasn’t ready. I’d felt this way in the cave, but he hadn’t really been mine then. I’d kept my feelings guarded because, at that time, I’d known he wouldn’t be mine. Ever. I’d been processed, and he

hadn’t even been on the market. But now…

The rest of the unit whooped and yelled as some of the others finished a challenge. I leaned to the side, looking over Seth’s shoulder to watch the finishing time. It was good. Damn good. “Five-o-three.” Those assholes had just replaced me and Seth at the top of the all-time leader board. By four full seconds. Scowling now, I waited for the digital screen to update, clenching my jaw when I saw my name next to Seth’s bumped to second place. 

Seth’s smile was a mile wide. “Want to grind their fragile little egos under your boot heel?” 

“Was that really a question?” Of course I did. That top spot on the all-time leader board was mine. 

“Are you in, or are you out?” Mischief sparkled in his eyes. “You and me one more time.” 

Nyko put his hand on my shoulder, shook his head. “I challenge you, Captain Mills to a shootout. 

If I win,  I  do the two-man run with Megan, not you.” 

My friend looked up at my mate and tilted his head, as if sizing up the competition. “Look, Nyko, just because my sister, Sarah, mated one of your old friends, doesn’t mean I’m going to take it easy on you.” 

Nyko’s smile was almost frightening. “You and me, Captain. Then, when I beat you, Megan is mine.” 

“Cocky, aren’t you?” 

Nyko glanced at me with a heated gaze and I easily deciphered his smug, possessive expression. 

“When it comes to Megan? Absolutely.” 

I hid laughter behind my hand as I pretended to cough. Nyko’s reference to being “cocky” had nothing to do with the challenge, and everything to do with…

Seth nodded. “Done.” 

My gaze darted back and forth between the two men, but settled on Seth. “Your sister mated an Atlan?” 

“Yep, Warlord Dax. Big son of a bitch, but he’s a good guy. Saved me from the Hive. She lives on Atlan now, in a fucking fairy castle wearing pink dresses and shit.” 

I cringed. “What’s wrong with pink dresses?” I mean, they weren’t really my style, but I was all about choices for women, not rules. 

“She used to be like you. Before Dax came along, she was in command of ReCon Unit 7.” 

Gasping, I looked at Seth with new eyes. As one of the few women fighters onboard this battleship, I’d heard all about its recent history, and the rare woman who’d come before. “Sarah Mills is your sister?” 

“Yep. And she’s a pain in my ass, just like you.” Seth checked the practice weapon strapped to his thigh and lifted his chin to Nyko. “You ready, Warlord? Let’s do this.” 

Nyko rolled his shoulders as I tried to grapple with this new information. Captain Sarah Mills? 

The crazy Earth woman who’d run an unauthorized—and suicidal—rescue mission into Hive territory? But it hadn’t been crazy. She’d gone in after her brother. And her new mate, a beast just like Nyko, had gone with her. 

Nyko moved to walk past me, but I stopped him with a hand to his chest. I knew I was the only person who could stop him with such a gesture. He was too strong for anyone to stop if he didn’t choose it. “What are you really doing?” 

“You’re a better shot than he is, aren’t you?” The question took a moment to register, warmth seeping in to dark, cold places inside me I didn’t know were there. 

“How do you know that?” 

Nyko frowned. “How many times have we run combat missions together, mate?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Seven.” He knew? 

I frowned. “So?” 

“So, I pay attention.” Nyko smiled, the sight almost feral. “At least to you.” He leaned down and kissed me, a quick, soft kiss in front of everyone. “I’m winning you. I’m faster than he is, and I don’t want his fucking name next to yours on that fucking board.” 

I kissed him back. I’d never been into the dominant, possessive, jealous type who marked his territory. But this time, I kind of felt like I was marking mine. And I was just competitive enough to be thrilled with the idea of an unbreakable record up on that board. And having Nyko’s name next to mine long after we both left the  Karter behind gave our match a legacy, proof that we were not only well matched in bed, but on the battlefield. 

When Nyko beat Seth by five full seconds in their individual match, I cheered and gave him a huge kiss in front of everyone. Again. Being a beast, he turned the kiss into something hot, wet and better suited to the bedroom, but everyone just rolled their eyes and waited for Nyko and me to run the gauntlet. 

Seth shook Nyko’s hand and glanced at me with a sly grin. “It was a good run, you and me. But you’ve got your mate now.” 

Yeah, I was done with fighting. Seth and I weren’t a team any longer. It seemed Nyko was my new partner, and not just in bed. 

“Ready?” Seth held up his hand as Nyko and I put on our helmets and crouched at the entrance of the training run. I traded mine out for a standard issue. I didn’t want the extra weight of my specialized helmet slowing me down. And I didn’t need the magnetic shields here, on board the battleship. “Three. Two. One. Go!” 

We raced, dodged, ducked, fired and ran like hell. My heart pounded so hard, I could barely hear over the rush of blood in my ears. Gasping for breath, muscles burning, head pounding, I pushed through next to my mate. The adrenaline rush was divine, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had so much fun. Nyko was faster than he looked, and strong. In the end, we reclaimed the top spot. 

“Four-fifty-one.” I took off my helmet, dropped it on the floor and pumped my fist in the air, then flipped Seth the bird. That shit was going to be impossible to beat. 

He grinned and shook his head, clearly defeated. “Damn it, Nyko. No one is going to be able to top that for years.” 

Seth didn’t sound pissed, just resigned. 

Nyko removed his own helmet and his smile spread, his blue eyes glowing with a carefree ease I’d never seen there before. He was having fun, too. “My name will be with Megan’s on your list. 

She’s mine.” 

With a chuckle, Seth looked at me. “So, I assume, based on those cuffs I see, you’re out of here?” 

“Yep.” I blinked, slowly. Seth blurred in front of me. “My two years was up. You knew that.” 

“Yes, but I didn’t expect you to request a match the minute after you were released.” 

“Yeah, well, why wait? Life is short.” My head was hurting again. The doc said I was fine, but all of a sudden, I didn’t feel fine. With the adrenaline waning, I knew something was wrong. Perhaps this hadn’t been such a good idea after all, since I still had Hive parts in my head. 

“I’m happy for you two. When do you leave?” 

“Few hours.” I wish the answer was now, because I really, really needed to get that implant exorcism I’d been promised. As if it knew I was thinking about it, it buzzed inside my head and pain

slashed at the top of my spine like a hot knife working its way under my skull. 

Seth held out his hand to me. I ignored it, and the growl that came from Nyko, when I hugged my friend instead. 

“Take care of yourself, Seth.” 

“I will.” He patted my back, then stepped back. “Look up my sister when you get to Atlan. You two would get along great. Drive these big guys out of their fucking minds.” 

“I will. She sounds like fun.” And I would, assuming I ever made it to Atlan. My brain was bleeding again, I could feel the pressure building. The ReGen pod had only worked for so long. And maybe I hadn’t rested as much as the doctor had wanted. I’d fucked and fucked some more, then ran a fight simulation. Yeah, that hadn’t been resting. Bright halos appeared around everyone’s heads and I knew my eyes were going bad. Stepping back, I let Nyko wrap his arm around my waist, reclaiming his territory. I wasn’t trying to make him jealous. I didn’t play games like that. But Seth was my friend, and I might never see him again. If I wanted to hug him, I was damn well going to. 

I swayed, leaning into my mate as things began to buzz in my ears. It was too much. I couldn’t fight it. “Nyko?” 

He heard something in my voice and swung me into his arms immediately. “Megan?” 

There was no energy left in me to resist, and I didn’t want to. I wanted Nyko to take care of me. 

“My head.” 

Seth stepped forward. “What the hell’s wrong with her?” I heard him tap his NPU, activating comms. “Medical, we have an emergency. Training Level Two.” 

“This is Doctor Mersan. Go ahead.” 

Nyko’s voice was a low rumbled warning. “Megan Simmons is on her way to Med Station Three.” 

“Understood.” 

I thought the conversation was over and closed my eyes, tucking my head under Nyko’s chin, but Doctor Mersan’s voice hovered in the air like a dark fog. “And Nyko?” 

“Yes?” 

“Hurry.” 

Chapter Thirteen

 Nyko



Megan was unconscious. Not moving. Stretched out on the doctor’s exam chair completely helpless and small and there was nothing I could do. 

The helplessness was driving my beast mad. It paced and circled, wanted to rip the head off the doctor for not healing her immediately. 

“What is wrong with her?” I growled. 

The doctor passed another wand over her head and checked the readings. “You know what’s wrong.” 

Yes, I knew. She was bleeding again. As if the bright red droplets leaking from her eyes weren’t a clue. Thank the gods I wore the mating cuffs. Without their steadying influence, I’d be tearing this place—and this nonresponsive doctor—to pieces. “So, stop the bleeding.” 

“It’s not that simple, I’m afraid.” The doctor nodded to one of his assistants. The young woman moved to Megan’s side, running a ReGen wand over her head, exactly the same way they’d been doing for the last ten minutes. Nothing was happening. The color on the wand wasn’t changing to indicate she was healed. The device was accomplishing nothing, which meant her crisis was severe. 

Power built in my shoulders, the beast surging to break free, but he couldn’t help our mate. Not right now. So I shoved him down with a brutal, merciless push. “You told me she was fine. You told us both she could resume all of her normal activities.” Fucking and playing and racing around that training course like a maniac. “Doctor?” 

He moved to her abdomen, scanned there. Entered some more data into his tablet. Walked to her head. Lifted one eyelid. Looked. Dropped it. Lifted the other. 

“Doctor?” I repeated, this time loud enough to make heads turn. 

He moved to walk past me and my hand shot out, wrapping around his throat before he could blink. He was big, a Prillon warrior in his prime, but I was ready to tear him to pieces if he didn’t stop fucking around with his data and actually help Megan. “That is my  mate  on your table. And I am not a patient man.” 

His only response was to lift a brow and pull my hand from his throat. “Calm down. I have a comm out to Doctor Helion. He’s going to meet you at a transport station in sector 523. He’ll remove the implant and place Captain Simmons in a ReGen Pod for repair.” 

“Put her in one here. Now.” Was the man an idiot? She was bleeding. Why transport her somewhere else? 

Doctor Mersan shook his head, and it was then I saw the darkness behind his gaze, the worry. 

“We’re trying to stabilize the bleed with the ReGen wands, but the pods are for slower, deeper repairs, and the implant is reactivating two or three times a minute.” 

I had no idea what that had to do with anything. “What does that mean? What is it doing to her?” 

“It means we can’t stop the bleeding. As soon as we heal the tissue, the implant destroys more.” 

Doctor Mersan walked past me, this time placing a hand on my shoulder, as if offering support, or condolences. “If she doesn’t have the implant removed in the next few hours, there won’t be anything left of her brain to save. It’s killing her.” 

The comms sounded, and Commander Karter’s voice came through the speaker. “Doctor. This is

Karter. We’ve got Doctor Helion standing by. We can transport her directly out of medical.” 

“Understood. Standby.” The doctor waved over several more medical officers to assist him, but when I realized they were trying to lift and carry Megan from the table to the transport pad on the far side of the room, I pushed them out of my way and lifted her into my arms. If anyone was going to carry her, it was going to be me and there was no fucking way I was being left behind. 

I walked to the transport pad and stood, facing the doctor. “Do it.” 

“Warlord, I’m afraid Doctor Helion only authorized one transport—” 

My beast growled and I felt my face begin the change. If he thought I was going to allow them to send my Megan halfway across the universe in her current state, he was out of his fucking mind. She was mine. Mine to protect. “She wears my cuffs. Send us now.” 

I didn’t need to say anything more. He knew as a mate, I would not tolerate being separated from her. He also knew the pain the cuffs would give us both if we were apart. Not for the first time, I was grateful for the heavy metal locked around my wrists, my link to Megan. 

The doctor sighed, but spoke up loud enough for the commander to hear. “Two to transport in three…two…one.” 

I didn’t hear anything else as the cold, twisting pain of transport pulled us to a new, unknown place, and to a man I hoped could save my mate’s life. 




* * *

 Nyko



The transport station was small, even smaller than the mid-station off Latiri 4. The push-pull of transport faded and I swayed for a moment as my head cleared. Megan was curled against my chest, her eyes squeezed tightly closed as if, even unconscious, she was in pain. 

“I will take her now, Warlord.” A large Prillon warrior wearing green stepped forward. His skin was bronze, his hair the color of copper and his eyes a dark brown, like Megan’s. He was from an old family, one of the original families, if I had to guess. Which meant he was probably wealthy and powerful and used to getting his way. Instead of soft medical clothing as I was accustomed to, he wore full armor, thick and plated against ion blasts, just like mine. But it was dark green, a color only doctors wore. I’d never seen armor like his before. The man held out his arms as if I would simply hand over my mate like a delivery boy. 

“She’s mine.” 

I said nothing more but waited until he met my eyes. 

“Fine. Fine. But if I don’t get her to surgery, she won’t be for long.” 

I growled, I couldn’t help it. This Prillon was, no doubt, the doctor who’d put the damn thing in her head in the first place. He was responsible for her pain. 

We stared at one another for a few seconds, my gaze locked to the unrelenting and unapologetic eyes of a Prillon warrior. He could save her and I could not. I knew if I wanted Megan to live, I had to let this male take her from me. But not here. Not yet. “Transport us to your medical station.” 

He shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s not possible, Warlord. The location of the I.C. command center is highly protected. I can’t bring unauthorized personnel onto base.” 

What. The. Fuck? I took a step back, held Megan even tighter against me. “Fuck your protocols, Helion. I’m not leaving her. She’s my mate.” 

“You know who I am?” His copper eyebrows winged up. 

“Yes.” I made sure every ounce of threat I could muster was in my eyes. “I was in the cave when

the Nexus 9 almost killed her. I tore two of those blue bastards apart with my bare hands. I helped her pull the living tendrils of that fucked-up  thing  out of the Nexus’s spine after it was dead. I won’t stand here arguing with you about protected information while she dies. Transport us now.” 

Doctor Helion looked at the cuffs on my wrists, hers…sighed. “Damn Atlans.” 

He grimaced, but nodded, stepping up onto the platform next to me. Below us, a single officer ran the control panel. He was human, like Megan, his skin a similar color, but several shades darker. His eyes were nearly black. He was big, for a human, with black hair cut nearly to his skull. The entire station could have fit inside my personal quarters on board the  Karter. Four people, and it felt crowded. “Get us out of here, Tomar.” 

The warrior nodded, his hands flying over the controls, but seconds passed, and nothing happened. 

In my arms, Megan moaned, shifting with discomfort. I tried to soothe her as the doctor spoke to his man. 

“What’s the problem?” 

“We’re being jammed, sir.” Tomar’s hands flew over the controls. “Fuck me. It’s the Hive. They found us.” 

Megan’s scream filled the small room, echoing like an explosion as a bright burst of light blinded me. Three Hive Soldiers transported into the room. 

This time, when the doctor held out his arms, I gave Megan to him as gently as I could. I had no time to make sure she was all right. The small human at the transport controls had drawn his ion blaster, but he wouldn’t last a minute trapped back there with three deadly Hive Soldiers bearing down on him. 

My beast roared, drawing the enemies’ attention. 

I knew exactly what they were trying to do, destroy the control panel, trap Megan here. Capture her.  Take her. 

I rushed to the Soldiers, mowing into the first one like a giant fist. I kept track of Tomar as his fingers flew over the controls. I knew the moment Megan was gone, transported with Helion to I.C. 

where I knew she’d be safe—at least from these Hive bastards. My cuffs sent a painful pulse of electric shock through my body at our separation. But my beast was too enraged to care, or allow that to stop him. These creatures were a threat to my mate. They’d come here for her. They wouldn’t get her, and they would die fighting me. 

I tore the nearest Hive in half, the spray of blood blinding the second. Tomar attacked him with a shot from his ion blaster as I lifted the third, throwing it as far as I could, the thing’s metallic parts crashing against the far wall with the sound of screeching metal. 

I hoped that was the sound of the Hive’s skull cracking in half. 

Tomar had stunned the remaining Hive, but I knew the Soldier class. They were strong, tougher than they looked. If their bodies were intact, it was only a matter of seconds before they’d come for us again. 

“Warlord!” Tomar rushed past me as an alarm sounded in the room, the blaring noise making my head pulse. 

I followed the human up onto the transport platform, his frantic motions impossible to ignore. 

“Hurry. We transport in ten seconds.” 

My beast grunted, taking a protective stance next to the Earth man. “Good.” 

He grinned, his bright white teeth a startling contrast against his dark brown skin. He reminded me of the Prillon warriors, the old families, with their darker coloring. Tomar fired his ion blaster into

the body of the unconscious Hive closest to us just to make sure the fucker stayed down. “Yeah, good. 

Because the whole place is going to blow in fifteen.” 

I hadn’t processed his words, too focused on the farthest Hive Soldier. He struggled to stand near the wall where I’d thrown him like garbage. Gaining his feet, he turned and lifted his weapon, but the twisting pain of cold space pulled us away before he could fire. 

When we came out of transport, I expected to see the unfamiliar surroundings of Doctor Helion’s secret base. Instead, I was greeted by the sight of Medical Station Three, and the shocked gazes of Doctor Mersan and two of his medical officers. 

My beast roared at the small human next to me. “Karter?” We were back on the  Battleship Karter? 

The man shrugged. “The coordinates were already in the system. And I don’t have clearance for arrival at I.C. Command.” 

Going. To. Kill. Him. The cuffs fired, their sting more powerful now that the fight was over. But even that wasn’t enough to calm me. “Where? Mate?” 

Doctor Mersan stepped closer as the human backed away from me. Perhaps he was an ally, someone who could be trusted. Perhaps not. My beast was rapidly losing interest in anything but forcing the man to take me to Megan. 

“Transport. Now!” My bellow should have scared the bastard, but he stared straight at me and shook his head. 

“No, can do. Sorry. You’ll have to get clearance from your commander.” 

I stepped toward him, barely able to resist tearing him in half. I couldn’t kill him—he was the only one who knew where the Prillon doctor had taken my mate—but I could hurt him. I could force him to talk. 

Doctor Mersan stepped between us. Not too smart, after all. 

“What happened?” The doctor spoke, but not to me. Tomar answered. 

“The captain’s implant triggered a roving Hive Soldier squadron. They transported in right on top of us. Beast boy here had to fight them while I transported Doc Helion and Captain Simmons to command. Then I set the self-destruct and transported us here.” 

My beast’s growl became a low, steady rumble that filled the room and Doctor Mersan cursed me, Helion, the Hive, and everyone in the room. “Get out! All of you.” 

The lower-ranking officers hurried from the room until it was just me, the doctor, and the traitor who’d taken my mate from me. My hands were in fists and I couldn’t tear my gaze from him, thoughts of ripping his head from his puny little body filling my beast’s primitive mind. 

But that wouldn’t get me to Megan. 

The cuffs fired continually now, the pain a constant edge that helped me hang onto my control. I hoped that idiot Helion knew enough to take Megan’s cuffs off. If not, she’d be hurting, too. Like my mate needed any more pain inside her beautiful, perfect body. 

That thought made the beast rage. 

And just that fast, I was back to thinking that tearing this idiot’s head from his shoulders sounded pretty damn good. 

Mersan looked from me to Tomar. “Get the hell out of here.” 

Tomar saluted, a strange placement of his hand to his forehead, and walked out of the room. I would have followed, but Doctor Mersan seemed to have a death wish because he stepped in my path. “Get your fucking beast under control and meet me in the Commander’s office in twelve hours.” 

“No.” 

He raised his brow and crossed his arms. “Look, assuming Doctor Helion has Megan, she’s probably in surgery already. The surgery will take several hours, and then she’ll have to spend additional time in a ReGen Pod. You can’t get to her right now, no matter what planet you’re on. So calm the fuck down. She’s being taken care of. We’ll go talk to the commander and arrange for you to get off this ship. You need to let Warlord Wulf know you’re going home, and I’m sure Megan has some personal items she’d like to have with her on Atlan. You  are taking your new mate to Atlan, are you not?” 

I grunted my assent, more because I didn’t want to talk than because I couldn’t. He was making a lot of sense. But my beast didn’t want sense. It wanted our mate. 

The beast receded and I felt my body becoming smaller. My head cleared, the constant sting of my mating cuffs grounded me in a strange way. Pain kept me in the moment, focused. “I need access to her private quarters.” 

The doctor took a deep breath, most likely in relief that I was a man again, and capable of speaking in complete sentences. “I’ll have Captain Mills take you to her quarters. You can get her stuff, and yours, and take it to Transport Five. It’s the only transport on the ship strong enough to reach Atlan.” 

“I know.” Every Atlan knew that. But I was realizing there were some things I wasn’t aware of. I had no idea where Megan lived. I didn’t know if she slept in Coalition gear, or naked, like me. I had no idea what her family was like, her past. Did she have things in her room that she treasured? Things that she held in her perfect hands and caressed with fondness? I knew next to nothing about Earth. I knew it was considered very beautiful, a bright, brilliant blue, and primitive—the humans there too savage for full membership in the Coalition. 

But they weren’t the only ones. A world had to prove its people wanted peace before the Coalition allowed the weapons and technology used in the Fleet to be shared. Otherwise, the barbarian races would kill each other. 

It did no good to save them from the Hive if they were simply going to kill each other regardless. 

And then there was Megan’s pack, and the Nexus helmet and squiggly thing still locked away in my quarters. She’d refused to let Doctor Mersan keep it, and he hadn’t argued as she was the one scheduled to rendezvous with the Intelligence Core. He, apparently, was stuck out here, on the  Karter. 

His role in the I.C. was still unclear to me. 

I didn’t want to know. I no longer cared what was going on out here in space. I didn’t care about the Hive, or the coming battles. I was done. I’d fought for years. I’d killed until I wasn’t sure the smell of Hive blood would ever wash off my skin. And there were more, younger, eager warriors more than willing to take my place. 

Fools, like I’d been, eager to prove their worth to our people, and eager for the riches awarded Atlans who lived long enough to return home. Many did not, and I knew I was lucky. Luckier still to have a mate like Megan. I would take her to Atlan and shower her with gifts, gowns, jewels—

weapons—anything she wanted. I just had to get her there first. 

I needed to talk to Commander Wulf. He’d mated an Earth female through the brides program. He would show me the lands and homes available on Atlan for returning warriors. All I had to do was choose one and it would be given to me by my people. I’d be wealthy upon my arrival, granted land and title, and more riches than I could spend in three lifetimes. 

And it all meant nothing without her.  I  was nothing without her. 

The doctor summoned Captain Mills, who, thank the gods, arrived in just few minutes. He took one look at me and his smile vanished. “What the fuck happened, man? Where’s Megan?” 

Doctor Mersan returned to ignoring me. “Take him to Captain Simmons’ private quarters to collect her things.” 

Seth froze, his face strangely leeching of color. “Is she dead?” 

My beast rumbled, but the doctor answered. “No, she’s in surgery. Get this fucking beast out of here before I lose my patience.” 



Chapter Fourteen

 Nyko, Planet Atlan, Fifteen hours later



Ten hours ago I’d threatened the life of an Intelligence Core command officer. 

I’d survived to tell the tale. But if my mate didn’t arrive safe and well on Atlan, as promised, he would not. 

Standing in Commander Karter’s office, I’d stared at the face of the mysterious Doctor Helion on the comm screen, the hint of beast on my features, my voice so deep it sounded like a growl. The beast knew this was the man who had taken our mate, taken her and disappeared. “Where is my mate?” 

The Prillon doctor lifted his hand, palm out, as if to appease me even across the vast distances of space. “She’s fine, Warlord. Out of surgery. We removed the implant and she is in a ReGen pod right now, healing.” 

Commander Karter held up the Nexus 9 helmet and bag that held the creature’s spinal attachment and I would swear Doctor Helion’s cock hardened at the sight. “I assume you will want this to arrive via secure transport?” 

The doctor leaned forward, as if he would touch the items through the screen. “I’ll send coordinates.” 

“No.” I stepped between them. “Not until I see Megan.” 

The doctor sighed. “She’s in a ReGen pod. I can assure you, she is well. As soon as she is healed, we will transport her directly to your new home on Atlan.” He glanced down, as if reading, then lifted his gaze back to the screen. “Yes. I have the coordinates to the nearest transport station here.” 

Which seemed impossible, as I’d just chosen the home a few minutes prior in my meeting with Wulf. “When will she arrive?” 

“She needs at least eight hours in the pod. And we haven’t debriefed her yet. Twelve hours.” 

Too long. Too damn long. I needed my mate. The nearly constant pain of the cuffs held me in check, but it wasn’t the rage breaking me in pieces, it was my beast’s pain. “Ten. Or I’m coming for you.” 

I didn’t care who I had to torture to find him. His agent, the human Tomar, was on this battleship somewhere. There had to be communications technicians who could track this signal. And Commander Karter, Doctor Mersan, the web of I.C. agents was more widespread than I’d ever realized. One of them would break. 

The doctor actually laughed, but I did not share his amusement. Commander Karter moved to stand beside me, a grin on his face as well. I failed to see the humor as he spoke. “And this is why you don’t recruit Atlans.” 

“Fine, Warlord. Ten. But we might need to speak to her again in the future.” 

“You may visit us anytime, but you will not take her anywhere without me. Ever.” 

He didn’t bother responding to that, instead reaching out to end the conversation. And that was that. I couldn’t threaten a blank screen. 

That had been exactly ten hours and twenty minutes ago. I’d had to wait too long at the Atlan transport station for a vehicle to take me to our home, the trip taking a few more minutes than I’d anticipated. 

The automated vehicle moved at nearly blinding speeds, carrying me away from my old life and closer to my new one. I watched buildings and people whiz past without notice. I’d never been to this city, even as a boy, but this would be my home now. At the end of this journey I’d have a home, a mate, a life I’d never imagined could be mine. 

For years I’d had no dream but killing as many of my enemies as possible. Serving the Coalition Fleet had given my empty life purpose. I’d been useful, wanted, even if it was only for fighting. When I thought of taking a mate one day, the thought was abstract. All these years, I’d had no image of a specific mate in my head, nor did I know what my home would look like. I didn’t much care. My needs were simple. A bed, food, a job to do. 

And then I’d found Megan. In a matter of days, my entire life changed. I’d dreamed of seeing my mate in our new home, a home. I remembered seeing the estates of other Warlords when I was a boy, warriors who received their gift from the Atlan people after retiring from fighting. They always had large homes with lands. Everywhere they went, they were treated like royalty. Unmated Warlords fawned over and pursued as mates for the elite females from Warlord families. 

The grants and rewards never meant anything to me until I had Megan. Anything the Atlan people gifted to me was hers now, as I was. I would give that woman anything, anything at all. I didn’t care where we lived or what title or honors I would receive. I only cared about her. I wanted her happiness. I wanted her love. An impossible dream, I was sure, but I longed for it still. For Megan truly to be mine, to know she would be there to share my life, my bed, proudly display my mating cuffs on her wrists. 

A few hours ago, she’d looked in my eyes and told me what she wanted. Trees. Flowers. A fountain. Her gaze had been soft, a tenderness in her I’d never seen before. And her kiss had broken something deep inside me, the gentle glide of her lips on mine had felt heavy with emotion, with longing of her own. 

That kiss had made me hope she was growing to care for me. She was my mate, my perfect match according to the Interstellar Brides processing protocols. Our personalities and intellects, our desires and needs a perfect match for one another. 

But compatibility did not guarantee love. And as much as I had refused to need love, her kiss had broken me. Now I craved it, craved her with a desperation that made my hands shake and each beat of my heart an ache behind my ribs. 

I was in pain. Actual, physical pain, with wanting her. Worrying for her safety. Needing her. 

Loving her with her defiant, passionate nature. She was mine, and I longed to be with her on a level I couldn’t comprehend. My beast was forlorn, despairing and despondent, sulking deep within me like a wounded animal because I refused to give him free rein. He wanted to come out and destroy things, bash heads together, hunt and kill and growl until Megan was with us again. 

But the man in me knew the acts would be futile. The I.C. was powerful, one of the most secretive and powerful branches of the Coalition Fleet. If they didn’t send her back to me, I could rage and hunt and kill, but that would not get my mate back to me. She had to find her way here, to our home. And I had to wait. And pace. And fight down the beast every moment, ignore his pain. 

Gods help me, it had been a long fifteen hours. Yes, I’d counted every second of being apart from Megan, of waiting to welcome her to our new home. 

I’d chosen carefully, taken my time in Warlord Wulf’s offices as I poured over every estate and property available, looking for something perfect for her. I’d contacted Captain Mills and asked where his sister, Sarah, had settled, thinking my Megan might like the company of another woman from Earth. He’d told me there were two human women, his sister and another mated to Warlord

Deek. Two friends from home. That should please my mate. I wanted nothing for myself. My only concern whether or not Megan would be happy here, with me. 

The vehicle I’d ordered at the Atlan transport station came to a halt at the base of a small hill. 

Atop the hill stood a home large enough to house an entire squadron of Atlan beasts. Megan had said she wanted eight bedrooms. This home had eighteen. I hoped that would satisfy her requirements. I had no idea why she wanted so many bedrooms, the beast in me hoping she would fill them with children. 

Another gift she would give me, a gift I’d never before hoped to receive. 

I stood slowly as I exited the vehicle, which darted off behind me without pause, off to pick up the next passenger. I had nothing with me but the clothing on my back. Our other belongings had been sent separately via bulk transport. I’d packed up everything from Megan’s room and almost nothing from mine. 

Tugging on my soft brown tunic, I felt strange wearing civilian clothing, the fabric so light and comfortable I felt naked standing there, staring up at the monstrous property that was mine. I was here. 

Home. And Megan would join me soon. We’d been gifted four full-time staff members to help us settle in. As Megan had requested, she would do no cooking, nor cleaning. I’d been assigned to the local training center to prepare young Atlans just shipping out to war, to try to teach them how to stay alive. 

Megan would join me there. I’d asked the Atlan in charge of recruits in this region to look at her service record. He’d been impressed, as I knew he would. Atlan women did not serve here, but Megan, it turned out, was an expert marksman and strategist. 

And if she grew bored of that, there were a hundred other things she could do on my home world. 

I didn’t care if she wanted to stay home with our children, yell and scream at young Atlan warriors, or plant vegetables at the city’s hydroponic farm, as long as she was mine. 

The war, both of our suffering, was all over now and I could make the dream she’d shared with me a reality. Eight bedrooms. A garden. Flowers. Trees so tall she couldn’t see the sky. 

Staring up at the sprawling estate I smiled as I saw vines climbing the nearest wall, vines covered in bright yellow flowers. 

Megan would like those flowers. 

Our home was impressive, made of stone, and located in a beautiful forested setting on the edges of the city. I didn’t care about any of it. I didn’t care whether it was the fanciest property on the planet or a hovel. I didn’t care about anything but Megan. 

Fifteen hours. I never wanted to be parted from her for such a lengthy time again. 

I walked up the hill and went in the front door. A pleasant-looking woman stepped forward. She was Atlan, and looked to be in her senior years. She wore mating cuffs and I knew her mate had probably been hired as well, but the house felt empty. My cuffs’ sting letting me know that Megan was not within the quiet walls. I didn’t sense her, nor did my beast. 

“Welcome home, Warlord. I am Berina. My mate, Pontar, is here to serve you as well. He will tend to the grounds as I take care of this beautiful home. Two more shall arrive tomorrow.” 

I bowed my head to her in greeting, as I tried to remember my manners. I’d spent the last years tearing Hive in half, not making polite conversation with strangers. “Thank you, Berina. And welcome.” 

Her smile was bright with happiness as she took my arm and pulled me deeper into the house. It was beautiful and well furnished, comfortable furniture and rugs, artwork on the walls. It looked like a palace. “We are very pleased to be here, Warlord. Very pleased. There were more than three

hundred applicants ready to serve your family. But we are the best.” 

Three hundred? “It’s only been a few hours.” 

“Of course.” She smiled, a warm, friendly smile that I knew would welcome both visitors and children to her realm. Serving a Warlord’s family had always been considered an honor for the civilians of Atlan. Many vied for the few positions. Not only did they carry the weight and wealth of the family they served everywhere they went, but they were treated well, lived in luxury, and most established significant wealth in gifts and payment from the Warlords they served. Many, too, passed on the mantle to their own children, forging an alliance with a powerful Warlord’s family that spanned generations. And it was not often that an orphan like myself came along. Most Warlords returned to established families. 

“Are you hungry? I have a fine meal prepared for you and your lady.” 

“No.” I began to prowl with worry, my feeling a stark contrast to the contented glow in Berina’s eyes. Was Megan still with Doctor Helion at the Intelligence Core command base? Had they not released her? I couldn’t get to her there. I was stuck here now, forced to wait, to wonder how my mate had ended up serving in the I.C. with the spies and assassins, the crazy warriors who took missions so dangerous no one else would touch them. 

“My mate should arrive soon.” Perhaps I would go back outside and wait for her arrival, where I could pace without breaking something. 

I was halfway to the door when Berina’s voice stopped me. “Mistress Megan is in the gardens, Warlord. She awaits your arrival.” 

As if I’d run into a stone wall, I stopped in front of the large windows that faced the back of the house. An open yard of grass and wildflowers was in the foreground, thick trees, so tall as to block out the sky in the distance. And sitting in solitude on a lovely wooden bench was Megan. She was just sitting there, her face relaxed, an expression of complete serenity on her face. Her eyes were closed and her head tilted back so the sun fell upon her like a kiss from the gods themselves. Her dark hair was long and free down her back. She wasn’t wearing her usual Coalition uniform. I’d only seen her in the dark brown-and-black armor, her hair pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck in a tight braid. Or naked. Gods, I’d seen her naked. 

But this…she was a vision. She was dressed in civilian clothing, as I was. But she wore a traditional Atlan gown, the blue fabric clinging to every curve. She was healthy and whole, and happy. Home. Safe. With me. Yes, this was what I’d imagined. 

I took a deep breath, then another. Settled myself, took in the vision before me. My cock hardened in welcoming heat as I stared, tracing every detail of the moment I knew would be burned into my mind forever, the moment before I took her. 

Going out the door, I walked across the soft grass and realized why she hadn’t heard me call her name. Hidden at the edge of the tree line was a small stream, the water tumbling and falling over rocks. The sound of it mixed with the wind kept the world away. Including, it seemed, the heavy and urgent footsteps of a possessive mate. 

“Megan,” I called. 

Her head whipped around in my direction and her eyes opened. Surprise was replaced by…yes, gods, yes…joy. A smile spread across her beautiful face and her dark eyes came alive. 

She stood and looked as if she might come toward me. 

I held up my hand and said, “Stop. By the gods, don’t move.” 

She froze. 

“Give me a moment just to look at you. You are a vision, the perfect sight for a weary fighter.” 

She rolled her eyes at me then. 

“I  am a weary fighter,” she said, her voice soft, yet filled with the snap of the arguing I used to find so damn aggravating. Now, it was perfect. I did not want a docile, simple-minded female. Who wanted simple when he could have fire? 

“Weary, mate? Then I shall take you to bed and let you sleep.” 

I would do no such thing, but I wanted to see what she’d say next. Bickering with her made my cock hard. No, doing anything with her made me ache for her. 

“You can take me to bed, but I won’t let you sleep,” she countered. 

“I didn’t realize you were the one to  let  me do anything. Who is the one in charge, mate?” 

“I am.” She crossed her hands over her chest and I watched as the soft swells temptingly lifted over the low neckline. 

“That’s right.” I walked to her then. Instead of stopping before her as it appeared she’d expected, I grabbed her and claimed her mouth. I needed to taste her, feel her hot and wild beneath my hands. She kissed me back, her body melting against mine in complete surrender. 

But it wasn’t enough. I needed to be inside her, so I broke the kiss, leaned forward and tossed her over my shoulder. 

“Nyko!” she cried, her hands pounding on my back. I barely felt it. 

Turning, I returned to the house and a grinning Berina. “Where is our bed chamber?” 

With a chuckle, Berina led me to the upper floor of the home, and pointed down the long hallway. 

“Last door on the right, Warlord.” 

I walked directly to the bedroom, Berina’s happy laughter following us down the hall until I slammed the door behind me. I was hungry, but not for food. 

I dropped Megan onto the large bed and watched as she bounced once and tried to come up onto her knees, but the long hem of her dress got in the way. 

“Damn dress,” she grumbled. 

“No, mate. You are perfect.” 

My words made her still, look up at me. 

“The dress. Where did you get it?” 

I doubted it was just lying around at the Intelligence Core command base. 

“Doctor Moor arranged for it to be here when I arrived.” She looked down at herself, pulled at the soft, gauzy material. The pale blue color made her dark skin almost glow. “I thought…” 

I cocked my head. She seemed unsure of herself. Vulnerable. 

“What?” I asked, intentionally speaking in a low voice, almost a whisper. “You thought what?” 

“I thought you’d like it if I were more….” 

I stepped to the edge of the bed, lifted her so she stood before me. For once, she was a few inches taller. Her eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t stop me when I worked the garment up and over her head, dropped it onto the floor. 

“You are Megan Simmons of Earth. My mate.” I glanced down at her perfect body, bare to me. 

“Gods help me if you become  more anything than you already are.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“I do not want you to be anything but what you are.” I slid a hand down her arm, felt the silky softness of her skin. “I do not care what you wear, mate.” I cleared my throat, tipped her chin up and called up every ounce of courage I possessed. I’d felt less vulnerable staring down a swarm of Hive soldiers than baring my soul to this woman. “I love you just the way you are. I love your sassy mouth and full, perfect lips. I love the dark softness of your skin and the way your eyes breathe fire when

you’re challenged. I am proud to call you mine, mate. I love you. And I submitted your service record to the Atlan military training commander. He agreed. You are spectacular, and he offered you a job training the new recruits headed out to serve the Fleet. It’s yours if you want it.” I kissed her quickly on the shoulder, needing to adore her. “If not, we’ll find something else, love. Anything you want.” 

Tears filled her eyes, welled over. I cupped her jaw and swiped them away with my thumbs. “I do not mean to make you sad. I’m trying to say—” 

She put two fingers over my lips. “I know what you’re trying to say. I love you, too.” She stepped back. “I will be right back.” When I reached for her, she moved farther away and shook her head. 

“No. Please, I must get something. Stay right there.” 

“But—” 

“Count to ten. I will return before you finish.” I watched as she dashed to a chair and pulled a blanket around her to hide her perfect body. She opened the door and darted out of the room. I started to count aloud. 

“Slower,” she shouted from somewhere in the house. 

She returned when I got to eight, her breathing ragged and a wild smile on her face. She held up her cuffs. 

“I’m surprised you didn’t notice.” 

I was too. Her wrists were bare and I had missed that. My body still burned with constant pain, but that pain meant I was hers and I’d grown accustomed to it. Welcomed it. 

With deft fingers, she opened one cuff, put it about her wrist and we both watched as the ends sealed. “Doctor Helion had to take them off as soon as we arrived at I.C. I don’t remember much. He said they would cause me pain, but it was nothing. I tried to stop him, but—” 

Had she truly fought Doctor Helion’s attempts to remove the cuffs? That was insanity. I held her hand, stilled her movement. “Don’t. Don’t put them back on. I want no pain for you.” 

She shook her head. “I’ll never take them off again. How else will everyone know that I belong to you?” 

She threw my words back at me and my beast prowled, pleased. It wanted the visible mark on her body for all to see. I shook my head, not liking the idea of her suffering. She shushed me with a finger over my lips. 

“I wanted to wait for you before I put them back on.” She looked up at me, her eyes serious now. 

“Nyko, my mate. I love you. I am yours.” 

The other cuff went easily about her wrist and my beast awoke, howled. I grinned, feeling as if I’d defeated the entirety of the Hive forces, sent them into oblivion. No victory had ever tasted so sweet. 

“You don’t need to wear those.” I couldn’t allow her to feel pain ever again, not for me. She’d sacrificed enough. 

She moved closer, then closer still. “I do. You said your cuffs were the sign that you belonged to me. I wish the same. I’m proud for everyone to know that I am the mate of Warlord Nyko.” 

My heart filled, burst with joy.  This  was exactly what I wanted but never knew I’d been missing. I grabbed her and pulled her into my arms, held her close. Her cheek rested against my chest as I placed a kiss on the top of her dark hair. I took a moment just to breathe in her clean scent, to feel her slight size in my grasp. 

“Show me what Helion did to you. Let me see that you are healed.” 

She turned for me, slid her hair over one shoulder so the sleek line of her neck was exposed. She lifted her hands and separated her hair, lifting some of it away. There, at the back of her skull, was a white sliver of a scar about the length of her thumb. The presence of a scar meant the wound had been

severe since the ReGen pod eliminated most scarring. Not hers. While she couldn’t ever see it, I would look upon that line as a battle scar, a sign of her bravery. Of her insanity, too, perhaps. But it meant she survived, that she was here with me. Yes, I wanted to revel in that, sink into the idea of being here with her. I wanted to sink into  her. 

“Do you know what it was like knowing you were at I.C. command and I could not join you? Do you know what it was like watching you bleed from your eyes while there was nothing I could do?” 

She turned back around and put her hand on my chest. I covered hers with my own. “I’m sorry, Nyko. So sorry.” 

“Mine, mate,” I said, the words filled with everything I felt for her. “Mine. No one will ever take you from me again.” 

“Mine,” she added, her eyes soft with love. “I missed you, too. Touch me, Nyko.” 

Stepping back, I stripped off my clothing as she watched. Naked, I moved to the bed beside her, fell back so I was resting on the bed, my knees bent and my feet on the floor. Megan looked down at me with confusion marring her smooth brow. 

“I’m yours, mate. Do what you will. I am not in beast form. He is not so patient. But I can give you what you want right now.” 

“And what is that?” 

“Control.” 

She arched one dark brow, her gaze lingering on my body. “Give it to me?” she asked, her eyes lowering to my cock at the challenge I’d deliberately put in my voice. My cock was hard and long, curving up to rest on my belly. Oh, yes. She needed to feel in control right now. I recognized the wildness in her, the deep need to take back her life from the horror she’d survived. I’d been forced to wait as she fought for her life. She was fresh from that battle, a powerful female who’d been made to feel helpless and weak and small. I didn’t want her to feel that way, I wanted her back to her old self. 

Fiery and wild, confident and aggressive. Mine. 

“Do what you will with me, mate.” 





 Megan



 Do what you will with me.  Wow. Nyko was lying on the bed, naked. His arms were at his sides and his cock…god, his cock was ready to go. The blunt head touched his navel and pre-cum seeped from the slit. My mouth watered for a taste. I had yet to explore him with my mouth, the beast not allowing me the chance. Now seemed to be the perfect time. His beast wasn’t raging. He wasn’t being all dominant and possessive. 

I wouldn’t admit it to him, but I liked him that way. There were times when my mind just wouldn’t stop and I needed him to take charge, to make it all go away. There was nothing more focusing than a swat on the ass or a little playful tug on my nipple. 

I licked my lips as I eyed his cock, which pulsed. My gaze met his and I saw the dark, aroused look I loved so well. His cheeks were ruddy, and while his hands weren’t clenched into fists, I could see his muscles going taut. It was costing him to remain still when I was naked before him. 

I understood completely. 

Settling myself on my knees beside him, I took the base of his cock in a firm grip and licked the fluid up off the tip. 

His body jerked as if he’d been shocked. 

“Gods, woman, you’re going to kill me.” 

I lifted my head away from his cock to look up his body at his narrowed eyes. “It’ll be a good way to go, won’t it?” 

Yes, I was taunting. It wasn’t my smartest move because he wasn’t just a man. Inside him lurked a beast who really, really enjoyed fucking with wild abandon. I didn’t want the beast right now, but I did so love to ride the razor’s edge. I welcomed the challenge. I wanted to push Nyko, test his control. 

But not too far. This time, I didn’t want wild. I wanted slow and tender. I missed my mate. I needed to feel connected to him more than I needed half a dozen orgasms as the beast growled and pumped into me. I loved the beast, the crazed passion he made me feel. But I needed more this time, the knowledge that there was nothing keeping us apart. We were home now. This was a new start where there were no Hive. Nor my mother. Nor any commanding officer telling us what to do. Just me and Nyko in our own magical kingdom. 

Right now, in this moment, I was in control. And so I didn’t waste it. I took the swollen crown into my mouth and licked it like an ice cream cone. 

Nyko’s taste made my mouth water, made me want to take more of him. 

I did. Yes, he was letting me, but I also had his cock in my mouth. If I asked him to go steal the Battleship Karter in this moment, he’d go and try. When he hissed out his breath and one of his hands tangled in my hair, I knew he was all mine. 

He didn’t have to  give  me control. With his cock in my mouth, he was mine. I ruled his body and his heart. 

I was the only one who could do this to him. I raised and lowered my head, taking him deeper and deeper each time as I swirled my closed fist. There was no chance I could take that many inches into my mouth, even if I were a porn star. He was just too big. The way his hips bucked and growls rumbled from his chest, he didn’t seem to mind. 

I could feel heat radiating from his skin and I knew it wasn’t from fever. It was from his need. 

His need for  me.  The thought of that made me wet. I was so ready for him. While it had only been hours since we’d been together last, so much had happened. He’d watched me almost die, battled the Hive, chosen a home and been forced to wait. Doctor Helion had not been amused when relaying a warning to me, one I was supposed to pass along to my mate. The I.C. did not tolerate death threats. 

When I just laughed in the doctor’s face, he’d broken down with a grin and told me to get the hell out of there and keep my mate as far away from the I.C. as possible. I’d sacrificed, but my mission was a success. The Coalition now had one of the Nexus units to study, and I had a mate who I would spend a lifetime beside with no regrets. The implant was gone. I was healed. When I ran my fingers over the place where the implant had been for long weeks, I felt nothing. No lump, no raised or puckered skin of a scar. No pain. I loved space medicine. Barely any recovery time meant I could suck my mate’s cock right now instead of healing in a hospital. 

“Megan,” Nyko growled. 

“Mmm?” I asked, knowing the vibrations of that one little sound would destroy him. 

Before I could blink, I was off his cock, lifted in the air and tossed onto my back. I looked up at a wild Nyko. Not the beast, but the Atlan male. He was breathing hard and his eyes were almost black. 

The intensity I saw there had my nipples tighten. The muscles in his arms and shoulders bunched as he clenched and unclenched his fists. His cock was glistening from my mouth and was so swollen, so ready. Beneath, his balls hung heavily. Feeling daring, I reached beneath him and took them into my palm. He shuddered, pushing into my grasp. 

“Nyko?” Shit. How was I supposed to bring this up? It wasn’t a conversation I’d ever imagined having. 

He heard something in my voice and the arousal slipped from his face, quickly replaced by concern. “What? What’s the matter?” 

I reached up, stroked his cheek, felt the soft stubble. “Nothing is the matter. I’m fine. But I wanted to talk with you about something.” 

He exhaled and most of the tension left his body. Moving over the bed, he settled half on top of me, resting his weight on his forearm. His leg settled between mine and the length of his body pressed hotly against me. 

“You wish to talk now?” he asked, cupping my breast. My nipple was so sensitive and I watched as he stared at it. Transfixed. 

“Doctor Helion—I asked him—I—” 

His gaze lifted to mine and he stilled. “I will destroy him if he hurt you.” 

“No. I’m fine. I’m just not—I want—god this is impossible.” Tears of frustration gathered in my eyes and Nyko groaned softly when he saw them. How was this happening? I could lure a Hive into a cave, charge onto a battlefield, but I couldn’t tell my mate the truth of my own heart? Shit. Fighting was easy. Love? Trust? Vulnerability was hard. 

“Tell me.” He kissed me, soft and slow, and I felt the coiled power in him, the iron control he commanded for me. He would do anything for me. I knew it, felt it deep down in my bones. I was being a coward. 

I hated cowards. 

“I want to start a family.” 

I watched as he processed my words, his hand sliding from my breast to settle over my abdomen where our child would grow. “You wish to have a baby?” 

I lifted my head, kissed him. “I wish to have  your  baby.” 

“Yes.” He growled then and I felt it through my body. Lowering himself, he kissed me. And kissed me. And kissed me some more. His weight remained off me—I’d be smushed flat otherwise—but I was not getting up until he let me. Not that I wanted to go anywhere. I was exactly where I wanted to be. 

Lifting one leg, I stroked it along the length of him. He poured everything into the kiss. I felt his love, his devotion, his passion. His possession. 

 This  was why I’d told Helion to remove the Coalition birth control and make me fertile again. I didn’t want just to fuck Nyko. I wanted to make love with him. I wanted to have a baby, his baby. A little one that would be mine to love the way my mother never loved me. This baby would be adored, and I knew Nyko would be the perfect father. Although, if we ended up having a girl, he’d have to calm down some or he’d end up committed to some Atlan loony bin reserved for over-protective daddies. 

I wrapped my hands around his neck. Tangling tongues wasn’t enough. “Please,” I breathed. 

Nyko pulled back so I could see him without being cross-eyed. “Please, what?” 

“I need you.” 

“You have me,” he replied. 

“I need you inside me.” 

He stroked a finger over my cheek, down my neck, and his eyes followed it as it moved to my breast. Shifting, he settled between my legs, nudging them wider with his knee. I could feel his cock slide wetly up my thigh to press against my core. 

“I’ve been rough with you before. This time, I can’t go fast.” 

He slipped in an inch and I arched my neck back, closed my eyes. 

“Good.” I moaned when he pushed in another inch. “But…this is too slow.” 

Curling my legs around him, I pressed my heels into his butt to push him deeper. He slid in all the way, stilled. 

Our groans mingled. God, it was so good. He was almost too big, my body needing this time to adjust. I clenched down on him, shifted my hips. 

He lowered his head beside mine, his lips roaming over my neck, my shoulder. When he nipped at where they joined, I felt myself get wetter, softening around him. 

Somehow he moved over every hot button I’d never known I had. I lifted my hips to meet his thrusts, shifting so it was better and better. My skin misted with sweat and my mouth was dry from the little sounds I made. No, they weren’t so little. 

“Right here, mate. This is where I belong.” Nyko moved with a slow precision, ruthless and measured, driving me higher and higher. 

“I’m going to come. Oh…yes.” I held my breath, tightened all of my muscles as I focused on the pleasure Nyko was giving me. 

“Let go. Come for me. Let me have all of you.” 

I did feel like I was falling, but I knew I was safe. With one deep nudge of his cock, I came, crying out his name. 

I could feel my body clenching and pulling him in deeper, as if knowing he needed to be as far in me as possible so we’d make a baby. My body wanted it, wanted every drop of his pleasure. 

My fingers clawed at his sweaty back, my heels hooked on his butt. My toes curled with bliss. 

Slowly, I opened my eyes, took in my mate’s tense jaw, his blue eyes. 

“Nyko, your turn.” My hand came up, stroked his jaw. “Please. I want to watch you. Hear you. Let me have all of you.” 

He stared at me for a few seconds, his hips continuing to move in a languid pace that had drawn out my orgasm for seconds. Minutes. 

“I love you, Megan. Gods, how I love you.” 

This was more than a vow, the tone solemn, the look on his face serious, strained, as if he were in physical pain. 

“I want everything, Nyko. I love you. I want your seed deep inside me. I want to make a baby with you.” 

“If I don’t succeed, mate—” He grinned wickedly. “Then I’ll have to keep you right here beneath me until my seed takes root.” 

That sounded fucking perfect to me. 

He began to move then and my eyes fell closed, sensitive nerve endings reawakening. The tension in my body built, fueled by emotions surging through me like a tidal wave, so strong I couldn’t contain them. Tears leaked from my eyes, tears I couldn’t stop or control as every wall I’d ever built around my heart shattered. Joy and hope and love and years of hurt flowed out of me as Nyko fucked me, filled me up, made me feel whole. 

Arching up to meet his thrusts, I held nothing back. I was going to come again. Nothing was going to stop it. 

When his hand cupped my breast and tugged on my tender tip, my eyes flared open and I came. It was unexpected—the painful play of his fingers  and the orgasm it spurred—yet there was no sound. 

My mouth was open but nothing came from it. I kept my eyes open and watched as Nyko pressed his

hips into mine, arched his back, neck corded and roared my name. 

His body shook and every last brick, every hurt from my past, toppled and collapsed under the wave of his love. I felt his hot seed spurt into me, filling me. I’d already been claimed, but it seemed as if he was doing it again. Reaffirming that I belonged to him, just as much as he belonged to me. 

I had everything I wanted, right here. The hot, sweaty weight of this warrior a reminder that I was not alone, that I was loved, that my own warrior’s heart was matched to his. 

Everything was perfect. 





Epilogue

 Megan



“Nyko, someone’s knocking on the door.” I wiggled in his arms and then laughed when he tugged the dress from my hand. 

“I like you naked.” 

I spun in his hold, tilted my head back so I could look up at him. He was smiling at me, a quick and easy grin that I saw more and more since we’d arrived on Atlan. The stress of fighting, of even just being on the  Karter had worn on both of us more than we imagined. 

While we’d certainly made exceptionally good use of every horizontal surface in the house, and a few walls, too—we’d both been restless sleepers. Nightmares plagued us both, but it was easy to reach out and know Nyko was there. Would always be there. He’d either held me or kissed me or even fucked my bad dreams away. He’d said it was his job to do so. 

And when he, too, woke up with a shout, thinking there were Hive about, I soothed him with my voice and my body. 

It had been two weeks since we’d arrived. Two weeks of a pseudo-honeymoon at home. We both started our new positions at the training center next week, and Nyko insisted we take advantage of our down time as much as possible. The house was new to both of us, but everything Atlan was new to me. I wanted to explore the planet, to learn the culture, meet people, but Nyko said it could wait. 

It wasn’t because he didn’t want to share his world with me, he was just too damn greedy to let me out of his bed. And, at the moment, I was enjoying his attention too much to argue. At least until he didn’t want me to wear clothes. 

And that was why we were arguing right now. He was enjoying my nakedness  too  much. 

“I like you naked, too,” I countered. “But someone is at the door. Do you wish them to see me without clothes?” 

His smile slipped. “You will remain here.” He pointed to the bed. “Berina can tell them to go away.” 

“She will not,” I argued. “Whoever it is will think I’m an invalid or unable to walk.” 

“Well, you did walk a little funny this morning after I took you that third—” 

I reached up and covered his mouth with my hand. I knew he’d pull it away if he really wanted; he was just too big and strong otherwise. But he didn’t. “You will give me that dress and let me greet our guests. The sooner we see who it is, the sooner you can have me naked again,” I advised. 

He thought for a moment, then grumbled something beneath his breath. The NPU worked wonders for translating, but every once in a while, there was something he said that I just didn’t understand, but I got the meaning readily enough by his tone. “Fine. But as soon as that door is closed behind whoever is pestering us, you’ll be naked and fucked against it.” 

The promise made me hot for him. Again. This time, I wasn’t going to argue. 

I was thankful the customary Atlan dress was easy to don, just slipping it over my head. I wasn’t going to ask after underwear. I knew he wasn’t giving me any. And I didn’t bother arguing about being seen by Berina or any of the other servants. They had made an absolute art of never being where they weren’t supposed to be. 

I straightened my dress, a bright orange today, and left Nyko scrambling for his own clothing. 

When I opened the door—finally—there stood an Atlan and his Earth mate. It was obvious she was from Earth from her size, coloring and the fact that she looked very much like Captain Mills. In her arms was a little girl, perhaps close to one. She had dark hair like her mother and had a thumb in her mouth. 

“Sarah?” I asked. 

“Thank God. Now I can message my brother and tell him you’re alive and kicking.” Her smile was huge, and friendly, and I knew we would be friends. “He’s been driving me nuts, sending me messages every day.” 

“Seth?” 

“Who else. He’s halfway across the galaxy and still a pain in my ass.” 

Hell yeah, Sarah and I were going to get along just fine and one final worry lifted from me. I could be happy here, outside the walls of this house. I would have a job, and a life, and friends. 

I was still laughing at Sarah as I heard and felt Nyko come up behind me. “Warlord Dax. It is good to see you.” 

I stepped back and let the couple in. Dax looked wary, but Sarah appeared eager. 

“We aren’t interrupting?” Dax asked. 

“It’s been two weeks,” Sarah countered. “They can visit with us and then get back to whatever they were doing.” 

“You remember doing  whatever they were doing  yourself. That’s how Lily was made.” 

Sarah flushed and I felt my cheeks heat as well, knowing we’d made a baby, too. I hadn’t told Nyko yet because I doubted he’d let me out of bed until the baby was born. Not because he wanted to fuck me all the time, although he probably did, but because he was going to coddle me and pleasure me to death. 

“Come in, please.” 

I stepped back, forcing Nyko to step back as well. His hand settled on my shoulder as we followed them into the living room. I loved this space, where the windows showed off the beautiful view of the trees and stream. I felt at home here with Nyko. It would be nothing, empty, without him. 

Our guests sat on a couch across from us, Sarah settled right against her mate’s side. His arm was around her shoulders as if sheltering her. 

Berina hurried in, a bright smile on her face, pleased that we had visitors at last. “Welcome! What may I bring you?” 

I was quite sure she was tired of bringing food trays up to the bedroom. Then again, judging by the bright, happy look on her face each time Nyko grumbled at her from bed when I insisted on answering the door, she was well pleased with her new Warlord. But then, Nyko was hard to resist, and even harder not to love. 

Warlord Dax shook his head. “Nothing, thank you. We won’t be staying long.” 

Berina hurried away as I grinned at the chubby, grinning, adorable baby. 

“She’s beautiful,” I said, eyeing little Lily. 

Sarah’s hand stroked over her daughter’s back. 

“Isn’t she? I know all mothers think their baby the prettiest, but—” 

“She looks like you, so she is perfect,” Dax said, looking down at his wife. 

They looked at each other in a way that made their love obvious. They didn’t need a baby to prove their affection. 

“We will have a girl that looks like Megan,” Nyko said to them. He sounded so adamant, so sure of himself. 

I couldn’t help but look up at him. 

Sarah handed the baby to Dax and stood, came over to me, leaned in and hugged me. “Oh my gosh, are you pregnant with a little girl?” Her voice was loud and full of excitement. 

I wasn’t used to such affection. Yes, girlfriends on Earth used to hug me like this, but the Coalition fighters didn’t. Obviously. And Nyko wasn’t a squealer, nor did he act like a high school girl. His affection was different. Different enough that he was the one who got me into this spot. 

I glanced at Nyko, saw something there. It wasn’t surprise. It wasn’t humor. No. It was something else, something different. 

“You know,” I said, ignoring Sarah. I vaguely heard Dax calling for her to sit back down, but I didn’t turn away from Nyko. He sat beside me on the second couch, but I was able to bend my knee and face him. 

“What? That you’re having my baby?” 

I nodded, then frowned. 

His hand came up, stroked my cheek. “I know everything about you. At least everything important. 

I know every inch of your body. I’ve  seen  every inch. Tasted it.” 

“Nyko,” I scolded, flushing, knowing Sarah and Dax could hear every word. 

“Last night, you didn’t eat much dinner. Then, when I took you, your breasts were extra sensitive. 

Tender even.” 

The baby hiccupped and I turned my head, saw the other couple smiling at me, then glancing at each other, then the baby. “Do we have to talk about this in front of them?” 

“I didn’t want to let them in the door,” Nyko countered. 

Dax stood, held out his hand to his mate and pulled her into his arms. The baby seemed so small up on his shoulder. “We will let you celebrate. Alone. Perhaps you would like to come over tomorrow. For dinner at six. No more unplanned visits.” 

Nyko stood, shook his fellow Warlord’s hand. “Not tomorrow. Next week.” 

“Nyko!” I protested, but Sarah just laughed as her mate held out his hand to her. 

“We will see ourselves out.” 

Nyko didn’t let me play hostess, instead held my hand and kept me in front of him instead of following our guests to the front door. 

“They understand,” he said. 

“Well, I don’t. I wanted it to be a surprise,” I mumbled. “It was for me.” 

Nyko scooped me up into his arms like a bride on her wedding night. 

“It was for me as well when you were straddling my lap, my cock deep inside you and I saw the differences, knew the truth.” 

“Is that why you were insatiable last night?” I asked as he carried me upstairs. 

He set me on the bed, quickly divested me of the dress. I had worn it less than an hour. But when he, too, stripped, I didn’t mind so much. 

“I can’t get enough of you, mate.” He settled down beside me, put his large hand on my still-flat belly. “I never will.” 

I saw the love in his eyes and knew his words to be true. 

“I can’t get enough of you either.” Hooking my hand around the back of his neck, I tugged him down so his lips hovered just over mine. “I never will.” 
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