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      Lavender Linton, Earth

      

      “We are here for the female. Leave. This human is nothing to you.” The creepy cyborg stood in front of me, blocking any chance I had of getting up off the couch and making a run for the door. I was trapped, had been since he and his cyborg friends burst into the apartment.

      I wasn’t sure who I was more terrified of, him, or the massive Atlan beast who’d smashed through the door, shouted ‘Mine’, and proceeded to kill the cyborg’s two friends with his bare hands.

      There was blood everywhere. Everywhere.

      Was I in shock? Or just the dumbest human alive? I should have tried to run when the big guy showed up and the three Hive were distracted. Instead, I’d crouched on the couch like a frightened little mouse, frozen with fear.

      I assumed the alien cyborgs who’d broken into my apartment an hour ago were the infamous Hive everyone had been speculating about since the day the Interstellar Coalition of Planets showed up on Earth a few years ago offering protection from the big, bad Hive threat. Only catch? The Coalition wanted soldiers to fight their war, and brides for their male warriors, guys like this gigantic Atlan standing here in full armor, making my living room look microscopic.

      “Mine.” The Atlan didn’t appear to have a large or eloquent vocabulary. Whatever. What I could see of his face inside his helmet was handsome enough, I’d give him that. But I had no desire to go anywhere with either one of the aliens. I had no idea what they wanted. Why they were here. This had to be a mistake. Maybe I fell asleep on the couch and this was a nightmare induced by watching too many bad sci-fi movies.

      With a growl, the Atlan advanced on the cyborg standing in front of me. The cyborg blasted him with his space gun, burning through the armor in places. More blood. More ooze. The Atlan didn’t even slow down.

      Jeeeezus. Like shooting a bear with a BB gun. The shots seemed to do nothing but piss him off. The cyborg retreated toward me, the backs of his legs hit the couch.

      Shit! I scooted out of his way, which was no small task since the stupid cyborgs had bound my hands before they started interrogating me.

      They had the wrong girl. I had no clue what the hell they wanted, what they were looking for, or why they were bothering with me. I was a nobody, a vet tech living with her sister in a tiny apartment. They were asking about images from a fight club. My sister was the photographer, not me. Not that I was going to tell these assholes a word about her. I’d rather die than tell the aliens something that would get my sister hurt or killed.

      I must have made a noise when I moved because the cyborg turned to look at me.

      Oh no.

      He lifted his space gun and pointed the weapon between my eyes.

      Shit. I was dead. Thought I’d be more upset. Seemed since there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it, my brain was oddly calm about the whole thing. Maybe I’d be reincarnated as a rich, famous movie star. Or an eagle. A dolphin? That would be cool.

      Poor Lark. My sister was going to be so upset.

      “No!” The Atlan lunged. I closed my eyes and prayed it wouldn’t hurt too much.

      The cyborg fired.

      The wall exploded behind me.

      Did he miss? How? I blinked in shock to find the cyborg kneeling on our glass coffee table. That wasn’t smart. The table was cheap. Thin. And he was huge.

      The glass shattered and the cyborg dropped to the ground on top of the shards.

      The Atlan stepped forward and wrapped his hands around the cyborg’s neck. They stared at each other.

      “Kill me.” Was the cyborg begging for death. Why? Why would he do such a thing? What the hell was happening? The Atlan stared at him for an eternity. He’d just ripped the other two cyborgs to pieces. Why was he hesitating now?

      He looked sad as he wrapped his hands around the cyborgs head.

      Guess the cyborg changed his mind again because he lifted his space gun and fired point blank into the Atlan’s thigh.

      One twist of the Atlan’s giant hands and the cyborg’s neck broke in a series of audile cracking noises. The Atlan dropped him like a sack of potatoes and stared at me, his gaze lingering on the bindings around my wrists. I pulled my bare feet up beneath me on the brown sofa cushion and tried to think. Who were these aliens? Why were they here? What the actual fuck was going on? Start with the basics. Yes? “Who are you?”

      The helmet on his armor retracted to reveal his face. Handsome? Sure. Didn’t mean I wanted anything to do with him.

      “We go. Now. More Hive come.”

      More of those things? Coming here? They’d get Larkspur when she got home. My sister would walk into a death trap. “What? No way. I can’t leave.”

      “Where–images–fight?”

      “Damn it! I don’t have them!” Frustration burst through me like my entire body was a fuse that had just been lit. I crackled and burned, wondered when the fire would reach the built-up pressure inside my chest and I’d explode. What was I supposed to do? Where were the images from the fight? That was the same question the Hive asked me over, and over, and over. What fight? What images? I had no idea.

      Trembling muscles made me grit my teeth as tears crouched behind my eyes waiting to pounce. Dead bodies. Aliens. Blood. I was tied up wearing nothing by my sister’s blue nightie. I’d been munching on popcorn watching my favorite baking show when the Hive showed up.

      “We go.”

      The Atlan seemed to lose half his energy, his body slowed, movements stilted. Blood and goo oozed out of him from all the injuries. The space guns made nasty burns. He had to be in extreme pain.

      I was shaking my head when he stepped forward and put a button looking thing about the size of a large coin in my hand. He wrapped my fingers around it and pulled me to my feet. Before I could protest, he wrapped his arms around me in a giant bear hug.

      Well, shit. What was I going to do? Try to fight him off? Like that was going to happen when my nose barely reached his sternum and his arms were like steel bands around me. Stay here with three dead, alien bodies? Another no. I could call the cops. In fact, I would have to call the police and report this. Maybe he would take me to the leader of the Atlans and I could find out what was going on. I’d have to call my sister, give her a heads up before she walked into this mess. But that would be easy. All I needed was my cell phone. Where was my phone?

      I twisted, searching through the shattered glass, dead bodies and gore for my phone. Damn it. I always did this, lost it. Set it down and forgot where it was.

      I opened my mouth to tell the big alien man I needed to find it when three more cyborgs walked through gaping front door.

      Oh, god. We were dead.

      Ice cold pain lanced through every cell in my body and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      The Colony, Medical Station, Five Hours Later

      

      “Miss Linton, you must remain calm.” Their doctor, a huge Prillon warrior called Surnen, looked at me with pity in his eyes. Pity. Oh, look at the poor little human female. Isn’t she sad and cute and in need of protection? The fact that he looked like a walking, talking golden god did not soften my mood. He was gold from head to toe. Even his eyes were a disturbing and very unhuman shade of yellow, pale, like lemonade. I wanted to take that gray mating collar he wore around his neck and strangle him with it. What woman was crazy enough to put up with the condescending, placating, don’t-worry-your-pretty-little-head-about-it way he was talking to me? “If you’d like, I can administer a sleeping agent and you can rest while Warlord Kai completes the healing process.”

      No. No to all of it. No to this planet. No to the Atlan, a warlord they’d told me was named Kai, thinking I was his mate. No to staying here. No. Just no.

      These aliens had a serious listening problem. Especially the one they called Governor Maxim. Just as big as the doctor, his skin was a dark copper color. His hair was so dark it looked black and his eyes were a darker brown than mine. He was the guy in charge of this place, wherever this place was. Somewhere in outer-fucking-space. And my sister was back on Earth, alone. Someone had to warn her. I had to warn her! “No. You have to take me back.”

      “We will discuss the situation with Warlord Kai once he wakens from the ReGen pod.” Governor Maxim’s consoling tone did nothing to improve my mood. In fact, these guys were all pissing me off. And Warlord Kai? He’d apparently put some kind of magical transporter thing in my hand and zapped me directly to another planet.

      Poof. We appear on a transport pad on a completely different planet, Kai says ‘mine’ to the guy standing there with his mouth gaping open and passes out cold.

      Don’t get me wrong, I was grateful. He saved my life. But now he was putting my sister’s life in danger and none of these aliens were listening to me. They informed me I was Kai’s mate and had to be wherever he was or he’d literally go insane with the Atlan male’s curse, Mating Fever. Every human on Earth who’d read about the Atlans, or watched the international hit show, Bachelor Beast, knew the story. Atlan males, especially the warlords, could only go so long without a mate. After that, they were consumed with pain and the rage of their unmated beast until they lost control and killed anyone and everyone who got in their way. Family. Friends. Didn’t matter once they lost their shit. I didn’t want that to happen to the warlord who’d saved me from the Hive, but I was not his mate. I didn’t want to be, either.

      “When will that be?” The door to the room where Kai lay unconscious in one of their high-tech healing pods, their ReGen pod, was open. On the other side of that wall was a massive Atlan warlord who thought I was his mate. Who wanted to claim me. Have sex with me. Put those mating cuffs on me and force me to abandon my sister and live with him here, on another planet. Nope. Not happening.

      “I do not know when Warlord Kai will regain consciousness. His injuries were severe.” Doctor Surnen held up what looked like in injector and wiggled it in the air, golden brows raised. Must be the sedative he had been talking about. I shook my head and he put it back on a tray on one of the medical room’s counters.

      “Miss Linton, I promise, you are safe here.” Governor Maxim had said this to me no less than a dozen times in the last few hours. “I will ask my mate, Rachel, to show you around and get you some clothing and food. She is from Earth as well. Are you hungry?” So, he was mated to a human woman, too? Explained the copper-colored collar around his neck. His friend’s collar matched. Either they were brothers from the same family, or the third Prillon warrior—another golden skinned male, although he was a darker tone, more gold jewelry than lemonade—glaring at me was the governor’s second, the male he chose to share his female with, in case one of them was killed in battle. So morbid, really.

      One of these guys was more than enough for me. Bravo to this woman, Rachel, I had yet to meet, if she was mated to both these guys. Good for her.

      “No. I’m not hungry.” I was starving. Tired. How long had I been here? The Hive showed up right before I went to bed. I should have been asleep for hours now and my body felt the lack. “ I mean, yes, but it doesn’t matter. I need to go home.” The blue nightgown I wore wasn’t exactly warm, but the medical team had given me a nice green blanket to wrap up in, so I managed. Still, trying to talk sense into a room full of aliens—all acting like cavemen around the poor, defenseless female—wearing nothing but a thigh length nightie, no bra and spaghetti straps? Didn’t inspire confidence. I felt half naked and at a disadvantage. “Those things are in our apartment and my sister doesn’t know. She’ll be in danger.”

      The governor spoke to me like I was a five-year-old and needed to learn basic math. “They were after you. Once you were brought to us, they would have no reason to remain in your living quarters.”

      Okay. So, they were trying to protect me. I got that. They were trying to do the right thing for their friend, Kai. I got that, too. But my gut told me I was right and they were wrong. My sister was in danger. “How do you know? What if they’re still there? I need to go home. Now. Right fucking now. I demand you take me back to Earth.”

      The governor’s buddy with the matching collar scowled at me. His name started with an R. Ryan? Rice? Something like that. “First, you must tell us where the images are being stored? Commander Helion has fighters ready to retrieve them, we just need the location.”

      Not this again. “I don’t know. They’re not mine. I told you. I don’t know where they are. Take. Me. Home.” Their lack of listening skills was about to be a serious problem. Wasn’t there some kind of interstellar law against kidnapping women? There had to be. Did they have lawyers in outer space? “Unless this is actually a kidnapping? Isn’t that against a law or something? Do you aliens even have laws? Or do you just kidnap any woman you want, any time you want?”

      “There is no need for you to return to Earth and risk your life. Warlord Kai will take care of you now.” Rice-man, Ryston? Yeah, that was it. Ryston bowed slightly, like I was a queen and he was reporting the weather. A simple fact. Not rearranging my entire life.

      “No, he won’t. I don’t know him. I don’t know any of you guys. I don’t know what images you’re talking about. I’ve told you this a hundred times. My sister will be home soon. She works nights at the emergency vet clinic. You have to take me back.”

      “The Hive were in your home. They will kill you if you return.” Maxim’s tone had not changed.

      “Are you all Neanderthals? Do you understand English? It’s not me I’m worried about! I need to go home.”

      Ryston tried to calm me. “I have alerted our assets on Earth. They will make sure your apartment is safe for your sister’s return.”

      Great. So, Lark was going to walk into a blood smeared, dead-body apartment with a bunch of aliens waiting for her? “I need to talk to her. She’s going to freak.”

      “My lady, apologies. We cannot separate you from your mate. It would be dangerous for everyone involved.” Governor Maxim, the leader of this place, was not budging. Not one bit. Fine.

      “Then wake him up.”

      Doctor Surnen shook his head. “His injuries were extensive. He was in a lot of pain. We must allow the ReGen pod to do its healing work.”

      “I can’t wait. My sister could walk into that mess with those Hive things. She works nights, but she’ll be going home any time now. What time is it on Earth? She gets off at seven. They’ll kill her, too, right? Are those dead bodies still in my apartment?”

      “We do not know, my lady,” Doctor Surnen responded.

      “Take me back now.” I was so tired of arguing with these guys. So, so tired. I hadn’t slept in at least a day and a half, by my calculations. Not sure, since I was on a different planet. The transport experience had been a bit painful, but I survived. The doctor and his staff had helped me clean up, given me something to drink, and waved the glowing wand all over me. That helped, for a while. Then the poking and prodding started. Scanning. Injections. They stabbed me behind the ear to embed a universal translator thing in my head—totally amazing, it worked instantly—but I’d been sitting here for hours. Arguing. Trying to get them to take me home. I really needed to go home, find Lark and warn her.

      “You are Kai’s mate. We can do no such thing. I assure you, the beasts on Earth will ensure her safety.” The governor spoke slowly, like I was the one with the listening problem.

      “No, I’m not his mate. I’m not his anything. I’m telling you, there’s been a mistake. I don’t even know him. I’ve never seen him before in my life. Why won’t you guys listen to me?” Could I fight my way out of here? No freaking way. Maybe, if I was fast enough, I could run. They were all massive, bulky males. Maybe I could dart between their legs and make it to the hallway. But then what? I didn’t know where to go. I didn’t know how to work their transporter things. I was stuck. Trapped.

      “Is she injured?” The deep voice came from the open doorway and I looked up to find Warlord Kai standing there, buck naked.

      Holy shit. Everything was big. Muscles. Shoulders. Thighs. And his cock was…hard. Ready. Really, really ready to go. Oh my god, did that actually fit inside any normal human woman? It must. I knew, logically, that human females had become mates to these Atlan guys, but daaaamn.

      He stood up straighter, practically shoving his junk toward me like he was proud of it, happy to show off. I felt my cheeks heat. How embarrassing. I was staring.
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      He was so big. So naked. So very, very naked.

      Nope. Not happening. He was good looking, as Atlans went. But I felt nothing for him. Nothing. Didn’t mean I didn’t admire a fine male specimen, but no. Not for me.

      He laughed. Was he laughing at me? Because I was embarrassed? Or because he truly thought something about this insane situation was funny? Was he right in the head?

      Doctor Surnen cleared his throat. “She’s fine. There was bruising around the restraints, but I⁠—”

      He moved before I could blink. So fast. Kai cradled my hands in his, inspecting the skin the doctor had healed with his glowing, magic wand thing.

      “—ran the ReGen wand over them and they healed nicely.”

      Was he trembling? Why didn’t he let go? I pulled my hands free and looked up at him. “Listen, Warlord Kai. That’s your name?”

      “Indeed.” He was staring at me. Not blinking. Like he couldn’t look away. So not good.

      “I appreciate you showing up like you did. Those Hive guys were scary, and they kept threatening me. I think they might have killed me. I don’t know.”

      He growled like a wild animal. I’d heard him make that sound in the apartment, right before he killed one of the Hive guys. Scary. Somehow, the fact that his huge, erect penis was bobbing right in front of me didn’t make the growl less feral. Was he going to pounce on me? Try to seduce me? He was definitely getting worked up.

      “God.” I lifted my hand to block my view of his privates. Who could have a conversation like this? Didn’t being bare-ass naked bother him at all? I mean, there were three other guys in the room. “Can you put on some pants? I can’t have a conversation like this.”

      “I am yours.”

      Well, hell. What did that mean? He wasn’t embarrassed because, by his standards, his cock was mine? Strangely charming sentiment, but also weird. I lowered my hand but refused to look… down. I held his gaze. “Okay. Listen. There’s been a mistake. I don’t know anything about any pictures. I don’t know you. You need to take me home.”

      He stared at my lips. His nose twitched and his gaze rose once more to meet mine. He took a deep breathe. From my peripheral vision I noticed his body reacted. For some reason, he lost his erection. He went limp. He was still huge, but he’d lost interest. Should I be happy about that or insulted? Whatever. Maybe he’d let me go home. I knew this was a mistake. Knew it. Said it. None of these guys had listened to me.

      “What have you done to her?” Accusation in his tone, he practically snarled at the doctor.

      I thought the doc would be intimidated. Instead, he crossed his arms and stared right back, eyebrow raised. “Warlord Kai, I have done nothing. Your mate is in perfect health, a bit underfed perhaps, but⁠—”

      Underfed? “Hey! That’s rude. I’m sitting right here.”

      “—But, other than using the ReGen wand to heal the bruises on her wrists and ankles, she has not been treated.”

      “Then how has her scent been altered?” My scent? What was Kai talking about?

      “I assure you, I have done nothing.” Doctor Surnen’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps I should run some additional diagnostics.”

      “Yes. My beast insists something is not right.” Kai grunted, went to an alien station in the corner and made himself some black pants. He shoved them on while the doctor waved his magic wand all around me again, head to toe.

      I was fine. I knew it. He knew it. Kai came back over and stared down at me. “May I?”

      “May you what?”

      “I need to scent you.”

      I shrugged. Could these guys get any weirder? Maybe this Atlan was finally figuring out what I’d been saying for the last few hours was true. He had the wrong girl. “Sure. Why not. If it’ll make you cavemen actually listen to me.”

      He leaned in and sniffed my neck. I closed my eyes and held perfectly still.

      Boom!

      What was that?

      Boom! Boom! Boom! The walls shook with the force of mighty blows.

      A male voice came through their speaker system. “Doctor, Warlord Tazo demands entry.”

      Great. Another one?

      “What is going on?” The doctor turned to Governor Maxim, who shrugged.

      “Let him in before he breaks another fucking door.” Doctor Surnen sounded annoyed by the interruption. Kai moved away and stood between me and the door like a noble knight protecting his lady. Too bad I didn’t feel anything for him. He seemed like a nice enough alien.

      I wrapped the green blanket more tightly around my shoulders and leaned to the side so I could peak around Warlord Kai’s large frame. The door slid open to reveal another Atlan, this one clearly in full beast mode. He looked ready to kill everyone in the room.

      The governor and Rice-man both pulled blasters, but it was Maxim who addressed the enraged beast. “Tazo, stand down.”

      I couldn’t see Kai’s face, but his voice was deadly serious. “His mating fever is out of control. He might not respond.” Before he finished speaking, he started to change. I watched as the muscles and bones of his bare back and shoulders cracked and expanded. He grew taller. Wider. He turned into his beast.

      Were they going to fight? Was this new warlord really going to attack all of us? I looked over the newcomer and focused on hiding my reaction because holy shit, he was gorgeous. Dark auburn hair, tanned skin, and dark blue eyes the color of storm clouds. His jaw was cut like a god’s, his brow arched and regal. He looked like a prince, an ancient god, a warrior without equal. Everything about him made my body react. He was huge, like Kai and the others, but for some reason I could not look away, couldn’t stop admiring the smooth movement of muscle under his black pants and shirt. He wasn’t wearing armor and his clothes clung to his frame like liquid silk. After seeing Kai naked, I didn’t have to use much imagination to know what was underneath those clothes.

      Why was he here? Why did he try to pound down the door? I was so confused.

      Warlord Tazo ignored the Prillons and glared at Kai, a challenge clear in his eyes. “Mine!”

      What? Was this second Atlan trying to say I was his mate? This had to be a joke, right? “Of course there’s another one. God. What is happening? You’re all crazy. I need to go home.” Enough. None of them were listening to me. My sister was in danger. And now there was another Atlan beast joining the party? I didn’t care how sexy this beast was, how badly I wanted someone to wrap me in their arms and tell me everything was going to be all right. I’d been attacked, interrogated, watched a battle play out in my living room complete with blood, gore and a pile of dead bodies, been kidnapped, taken to another planet, inspected and interrogated some more by huge alien males who wouldn’t listen, and ordered to stay put and wait, wait, wait while my sister could be back home being killed by those Hive things. No more. Done. I was out of here. Fuck all these idiots.

      I hopped off the medical bed. My bare feet hit the cold, smooth floor and I walked toward the door. Warlord Kai’s arm came down to block me, his forearm crossed my chest and his hand wrapped around my far shoulder to stop me in my tracks.

      “My lady, stay back. He is in a killing mood and not thinking clearly.”

      Warlord Tazo lost his shit the second Kai touched me. “Mine!”

      Kai charged.

      Kai’s movement sent me hurtling toward the doctor, who wrapped me in his arms and spun around so I couldn’t see anything. The move was so sudden, a shocked squeal erupted from my throat.

      Body slammed into body, the sound making me cringe. So much power. So much weight. The beasts had to be fighting. I squirmed, quietly demanding to be put down when a loud crashing noise exploded in the room.

      Able to move a little, at least, I turned as the governor and his friend moved into place in front of me and the doctor as a first line of defense. They had their weapons out, ready to shoot.

      Was this new beast trying to kill me, too? Why did they think they needed to protect me from him if he thought I was his mate? None of this made any sense.

      There was a large, crushed section of one wall and the two beasts grappled and punched one another. I’d never seen anything so big move so fast.

      “Gods be damned. Fucking beasts.” The governor grumbled. I ignored him. I couldn’t take my eyes off the giant beast who seemed intent on killing Kai.

      Warlord Tazo’s fist slammed into Kai’s face. Kai pulled him off the wall and tried to tackle Tazo, get him on the ground. Tazo flipped him, landed on top and started pummeling Kai with his fist.

      They rolled. Kai wrapped Tazo in his thighs and punched him. The two struggled, ranging around the small space until they crashed into the medical bed I’d been sitting on. The bed-like table hurtled toward me. I screamed, tried to jump out of the way. The doctor lifted me off my feet as the heavy metal structure gouged a hole in the wall where, seconds ago, I’d been standing.

      Warlord Tazo’s gaze darted to me for less than a second, as if making sure I was not hurt, then focused on Kai once more. “Mine! Kill you!”

      “Tazo! Stop!” Kai yelled at him.

      “Mate! Mine!” Tazo’s shout turned into a roar and he slammed his knee into Kai’s gut.

      “Fuck! Stop!” Kai tried to reason with him. It didn’t work. Tazo shoved, sent Kai reeling until his back came to rest against the overturned hospital bed.

      “Miiiiine!” Tazo leaped on top of him.

      Kai wedged his legs between them and heaved. Tazo went flying across the room. His back made a giant dent in the wall when he hit. The governor cursed.

      I thought the impact would knock Tazo out. Nope. He landed in a crouch and looked up at Kai with pure death in his eyes.

      Kai moved slowly, palms out. When Tazo didn’t attack, he shifted back into his normal, non-beastly, size. “Tazo, the female is not in danger. She is here for a medical evaluation after a Hive attack. Stand down.”

      “Hive?” Tazo stood but didn’t charge. Thank god. All the adrenaline from the Hive attack earlier came crashing through me and I was right back in my living room afraid they were going to kill me. I couldn’t stop shaking. I wrapped the blanket tighter around me and hid my hands inside so no one would see the tremors. “Kill Hive. Where?”

      “I already killed them. They attacked her on Earth. I brought her here, to The Colony. Doctor Surnen tended to her. She is here for medical treatment. That is all.”

      What was happening here? Why was Kai explaining anything to this guy?

      Warlord Tazo apparently decided he wasn’t going to kill Kai after all and turned to the doctor. “Hurt?”

      Doctor Surnen cleared his throat. “Miss Linton suffered bruising around her wrists and ankles from the Hive restraints. The ReGen wand healed them quite easily. She is in perfect health.”

      Tazo growled like he was about to kill something. “Hive.”

      “Dead,” Kai insisted.

      “How many?”

      “Three soldiers.”

      “Soldiers!” Tazo’s roar startled me. Here I thought he was calming down. Apparently not. Before I could blink, Tazo marched over to me and dropped on one knee, bowed his head briefly, and then looked into my eyes. Even on his knees he was nearly as tall as I.

      “Warlord Tazo. Mate. Mine.”

      Was this some kind of joke? First Kai and now this one? How could two of them think I was their mate? Although, I had to admit, Tazo made my heart race and my fingers ache to run through his dark auburn hair. I wanted to touch him. He was so close. All I had to do was reach out. What would happen if I did? Were these maniacs going to try to force me to stay on this planet?

      I curled my fingers into a fist and looked around the room. All the other males seemed to be waiting to see what I would do.

      Warlord Kai nodded his head in Tazo’s direction, not at all perturbed by nearly having his head smashed in just a few minutes ago in their fight. “He believes you are his mate, Larkspur Linton of Earth.”

      Larkspur. He called me Larkspur. Suddenly, everything made more sense. The Hive back in my apartment had it all wrong. These guys had it all wrong. “I’ve been trying to tell you, I’m Lavender. Larkspur is my older sister. We’re only a year apart and we look a lot alike. God! You guys need to listen. Larkspur. Lavender. Okay? My mom’s name was Lily and she had a thing for flowers. You’ve got the wrong girl. I don’t take pictures. I’m a vet tech. I work with animals.”

      “You smell like Larkspur.” Kai seemed confused.

      I smelled like her? What were these guys? Dogs? Guess he could have confused us. I was wearing my sister’s nightie. “We live together in that shitty little apartment. I borrowed her nightie. I didn’t have any clean clothes, so I raided her closet. We share clothes all the time.”

      His expression changed instantly and his beast came back out in the blink of an eye. Holy crap.

      “Where?  Larkspur?” Kai demanded in what I was beginning to think of as beast-speak. He might was well have said, ‘Hulk smash.’

      At last, they were finally listening to me. My sister was in danger. Serious trouble, if those Hive were after her. “She works nights at the same vet clinic I do. That’s why I asked what time it is on Earth. She’s going to go home and see all the blood. She’s going to freak. And what about the new ones? The Hive things that got there right before you zapped me into outer space? What if they’re still in our apartment? What if they go look for her at work? I don’t know you people. I’m sure your beasts will try to find her, but what if they can’t? What if she doesn’t go straight home after work? What if she goes to the store or something? Will the Hive guys try to kill her in public?”

      “They have no regard for human rules, nor do they fear being seen.” Doctor Surnen’s tone was bleak and a shiver of dread raced over my skin.

      I had to get to her. Warn her. “There are too many things that can go wrong. I need to go home.”

      “Where?” Kai’s big ‘ol beast demanded. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was angry with me. I knew the truth though, he was angry with himself for mistaking me for my sister.

      Warlord Tazo scowled at Kai’s tone and rose to his feet. This time he placed his body between me and Kai, protecting me from the Atlan who originally saved my life and brought me here in the first place. So confusing. Didn’t mean I didn’t admire Tazo’s broad back, tight ass, rock hard thighs. He was a living, breathing work of art. But I didn’t need protection, I needed to help my sister.

      “It’s a twenty-four-hour emergency vet clinic. Sometimes she comes straight home. Sometimes she stops for breakfast first. There’s this waffle place she likes that⁠—.”

      “WHERE IS SHE?!” Kai’s roar would have rattled fine china. Finally, some urgency to get out of here and go help her.

      About damn time. “Riverside Emergency Vet. It’s downtown, northeast eleventh street. Waffle place is two blocks south. If she’s not at either place, she’ll be riding her bike.”

      “A bicycle?” He sounded mortified, like I’d just told him my sister ate razor blades for breakfast. Kai turned away and marched toward the door. “Send the coordinates to transport.”

      “No! Wait!” Was he leaving without me? I needed clothes. Shoes. Oh, screw it. I transported here in this stupid nightie, I could go back to Earth wearing it and change when I got there. “I’m going with you!”

      I rushed around Tazo’s frame but he scooped me up and tossed me over his shoulder.

      “Mine.”

      How dare he? “Put me down! I have to go save my sister.”

      Tazo carried me over to Kai and held me in place as he spoke. “Sister. Mate?”

      “Yes.”

      He grunted like a caveman, ignoring my struggles. “Go. I protect Lavender.”

      I kicked and punched his back. He was just too damn big. Too strong. I had wanted to touch him, but now that I could, I was too mad to enjoy it. “Put. Me. Down! You overgrown animal!”

      “Not safe. You stay. Mate.”

      He walked out of the medical area and I watched as Warlord Kai and the others entered the corridor behind us and headed the opposite direction. They were leaving without me! I had to help Larkspur! Sure, Kai was an Atlan and could crush the Hive with his bare hands, but he didn’t know my sister. Where she liked to go. What she liked to do. Did he even have her cell number?

      “Put me down! I have to go home. I have to help my sister.” I pounded on his back until my arms ached from the effort.

      “No. Kai will protect. Sister his mate.”

      “No. She needs me.”

      “You. Are. Mine.” He had one arm locked around my thighs, holding me in place. The other he lifted to rub my bottom through the blanket, his touch not at all shy or unsure. “Hush. Safe. Kai protect sister.”

      No. No I was not safe. My heart raced out of control. I wanted to curl into his arms and strangle him at the same time. My body, however, did not suffer the same internal battle. My breasts were heavy. My nipples tight, sensitive peaks rubbing against his back. The hand he had on my ass made me want to moan and throw aside the blanket to give him better access. His very male scent filled my head and made my core achy and wet.

      I was in serious trouble here. This Atlan said I was his mate and, unlike with Warlord Kai, my body was all too eager to agree.

      “Where are you taking me?”
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      Warlord Tazo

      

      The female finally ceased her struggles. Pity, I enjoyed the way her round little ass moved and rolled under my palm.

      My mate was here. How this miracle occurred, I would never comprehend. One moment I was walking toward the fighting pits to work off my beast’s rage, the next her scent carried to me through the base’s ventilation system.

      Faint at first, like a whisper, an elusive promise. When my beast reared his head and insisted we investigate, I’d been inclined to ignore him. Until we got closer and her feminine scent burrowed under my skin like a thousand sharp knives, driving both me and my beast to the very edge of madness.

      I would have killed Kai to take her from him. My beast was that certain she belonged to us, our mate. The only female he would ever want, ever kneel before, ever cede control to. Lavender. Her name was a flower on her home world. The knowledge pleased me as she was very beautiful. Small, like the other human females I had come across. I had not seen her body, wrapped as she was in the blanket. Except for her tiny, delicate feet. They were so little, so fragile. Slender. Feminine. Her toenails were painted a bright blue I found enchanting. Her hair was a rich brown streaked with tiny strands of red and gold that glittered under the light. The silken length fell just past her shoulders. Her skin was smooth and fair, her eyes the same brown, lit with intelligence and fire.

      She’d argued with an entire room of warriors twice her size. All to protect her sister.

      Such devotion and loyalty were also a boon. She would be an excellent mate, a fierce, protective mother. Should she find me worthy and accept my claim, wear my mating cuffs. Allow me to fill her with my seed, bless me with a child.

      Fuck. I was not worthy of such a fine female. Yet, I would not give her up. I could not. My beast was hanging on by a thread, eager to fuck her, claim her, put our mating cuffs on her wrists and plant a son or daughter in her womb.

      Once the claiming was complete, only then, the mating fever would stop raging through my blood like acid in my veins. When she was truly mine, the red haze of rage would finally leave my mind. I needed her. She would never understand how much. If any male dared try to take her from me now, my beast would not hesitate to kill them, friend or foe. Nothing mattered except protecting and claiming this female.

      Mine.

      Yes, beast. She is ours.

      Fuck now. Claim. Mine.

      Calm. She is here. We do not want to frighten her.

      My beast grumbled at me but stopped arguing. Lavender had stopped struggling, stopped pounding on my back with her harmless fists, demanding I let her go.

      Not going to happen unless she deemed me unworthy. In that event, I would transport to Atlan for the ritual execution of my kind. By law, I had thirty days to woo her, convince her to accept my claim. Thirty days to seduce her, tempt her, pleasure and protect her. For the next thirty days, she was mine. I would not ruin my chance by forcing her to move too quickly, no matter how hard my cock, or how insistent the beast might be. The beast was a creature with basic desires. Fighting. Fucking. Protecting his mate. They were his only pleasures, all he cared about. Now that we’d found her, he would be obsessed. Beyond obsessed, impossible to reason with or control.

      I tried to calm the beast, transform back into my normal form to put our mate at ease.

      The beast refused to recede. I could not rule him, could not force him to relinquish control of our body. Fuck. This had never happened before.

      Mine.

      One word and I knew my beast was past the point of no return. He would be uncontrollable until we’d fucked and claimed our mate, until our mating cuffs were on her wrists and our seed marked her with our scent. How the fuck was I supposed to convince this female to allow us to claim her when the beast was so enraged from the fight with Kai, and our cock was so hard for this female, we were in physical pain?

      We arrived at my private quarters and I carried her inside. The door slid closed behind us and I stood, frozen. I could not put her down. The beast refused the slightest separation. I could not sit and offer her comfort. The beast’s mating instincts rode us hard with the need to remain standing, ready to fight, even while we claimed our female. I wanted to carry her to the wall, secure her arms above her head and fuck her until she screamed with pleasure.

      That was not acceptable. Our mate barely knew us, had just witnessed us fight Warlord Kai and nearly lose control in a killing rage. She must be terrified. Afraid.

      What the fuck was I going to do?

      “Tazo?” Lavender used her arms to push her torso up, off my back and hold herself upright in my arms. With her hip at my shoulder, I had to look up into her warm, brown eyes.

      I met her gaze and prayed for a miracle. I could not let her go. Could not transform back to myself. She was dealing with the beast now and he had just one thing on his mind. One. Gods help us both. “Mate.”

      “Can you put me down?”

      “No.”

      She nibbled at her lower lip and stared into my eyes, clearly considering her options. “Okay. How about holding me in front of you instead of over the shoulder? This is making my ribs hurt.”

      The beast complied immediately, shifting her slight frame so we cradled her against our chest. Her sigh of relief was music to my beast’s ears.

      “Thanks. That’s much better.”

      I stood in silence, holding her for long minutes as she looked around the space. I lived sparsely. There were no mementos from Atlan, no cushions or soft, feminine things on the sofa or chairs. No decorations on the wall. I simply had never cared. I ate. I worked loading transports from the mines. I fought in the pits. I slept. I needed nothing else. Until now. Until her.

      “You really think I’m your mate?”

      “Mate.”

      “How do you know?”

      How did the beast choose a female? Smell alone? Surely not. I knew the beast did not choose based on what the female looked like, either. I’d been around thousands of females throughout my life, both on the battleship and back home, on Atlan. None had interested the beast until now. Why? I had no idea, I simply understood. She. Was. Mine.

      “Don’t know.” I shook my head in an effort to think more clearly. The beast was not in a thinking mood. “Mine.”

      She sighed and snuggled into my arms, rested her head against my shoulder as I continued to stand, unable to let her go, unwilling to force the issue of the claiming. Fuck. I could stand here for days, her slight weight nothing to my beast.

      I should have spent more time seducing females in my youth. I was no innocent, but I’d always been more concerned with fighting than fucking. I could kill for her. But speak sweet words of seduction? Soothing words of comfort? No. I was at a loss. My poor beast was far more primitive than I. We were fucked. Hopeless.

      “I actually know a lot about you guys, the beasts. They made a TV show about Atlans back on Earth. They called it Bachelor Beast because they based it off a human show where a man dated about twenty women and narrowed it down to the one he wanted to marry.” She cleared her throat and shifted in my arms. “I always thought that show was stupid. The man always cheated, having sex with as many of them as he could get away with. At least, that’s what they made it look like. Guess that could have been editing though.”

      What was I supposed to say to my mate about her human show? The idea of courting twenty females at once was abhorrent. I only wanted one. “Want you.”

      She sighed like I’d just taken her favorite childhood toy. “You don’t even know me. How could you possibly want to be with me?”

      “Mine.”

      “You said that.”

      “Mine.” Great fucking job beast. Real smooth. Charming.

      You’re making us sound like an idiot. Stop. Let me talk to her.

      No. Mine. The beast was beyond cooperating, even with me. He would stand here and hold her until he collapsed, she was physically ill, or she gave her consent to be claimed. He was literally stuck, his instincts in charge.  He would never force a female, yet he could not let her go.

      I was so fucked. What a hopeless situation. What the fuck was I going to do?

      Lavender shifted in my arms, her small face pressed to my neck. “You smell good.”

      My cock leaped, a drip of pre-cum wetting my pants at her slight encouragement. “Mine. Mate.”

      “Tazo, I’m not going to lie. You’re sexy. I like you. But I need to go home and help my sister.” She settled in the cradle of my arms and looked up at me. “Please.”

      “Kai protect his mate.” I looked down at her sweet face, my mind blurred as I stared at the soft, plump, pink lips. I wanted to kiss those lips. See them wrapped around my cock. Watch them open on a gasp, or a scream, as I devoured her pussy juices and made her come. “You small. Weak. Kai protect sister. You stay. Safe. Mine.”

      I watched, horrified, as her eyes filled with tears. I could not tolerate her pain. I settled her in one arm and lifted the other to gently wipe the tears from her skin, lowered my head to kiss her tears away.

      “No tears. Sister safe. Mate safe. No cry.” Had Warlord Kai secured her sister? Probably not, at least not yet. But I knew my fellow warlord. He would not fail, not when his mate’s life was on the line. He would find her and keep her safe. As I had found Lavender and would die before I allowed anything to hurt her.

      My kisses traveled from one cheek to the other. I kissed her forehead. The tip of her nose. Her soft skin proved addictive. One taste was not enough. My kisses wandered over her face. Her lips.

      Still cradling her in one arm, I used the other to gently tug the blanket and reveal her form. The beast nearly growled at the sight of her full breasts and curved hips. The small, blue garment she wore covered almost nothing. Her shoulders were bare, as were the stop curves of her breasts. The shimmering blue fabric bunched around her hips to reveal long, soft thighs, bare legs. A thin strip of black fabric covered her feminine heat, but the scent of her wet pussy flooded my senses. She was hot and wet, ready for me. She had not been lying when she said she liked me. Thought I was sexy.

      The image in the beast’s mind was the only warning I had as he lifted her, rotating her in our arms.

      No! She’s not ready for⁠—

      The beast’s lips closed over the mound of black material. His tongue quickly found the edge, burrowed under the thin fabric to lick her sex.

      Her taste exploded on our tongue.

      “Tazo!” Lavender gasped, her breath coming in short, desperate panting sounds as I tore the slight barrier with my teeth and exposed her sweet pussy. I dove my tongue deep, suckled her delicate flesh. Flicked the sensitive nub and rubbed it in turn before sucking it into my mouth.

      By the gods, nothing had ever tasted so perfect, so sweet.

      “Tazo.” My mate’s voice changed as I pleasured her. I feared, for one moment, she would ask me to stop. I would, should that be what she demanded of me. I was well and truly hers now. Would never get her taste out of my mind. Would do anything to protect her, pleasure her, keep her safe and happy.

      The fear died the moment she burrowed her hands into my hair and arched her back, driving her hips toward my mouth. I steadied her, one hand under her neck and shoulders, the other lifting her hips, holding her in place to be devoured by hungry lips and tongue.

      Fuck. Yes. She was with me. Willing. As eager as I.

      I worked her clit with my mouth, my sucking a pulsing, steady rhythm designed to drive her over the edge.

      I worked her until she came, thrust my tongue deep inside her pussy as her inner walls spasmed and danced. She cried out, the sound spurring me to movement. I carried her to the wall and pressed her back to it. The moment I had a free hand, I reached for the mating cuffs in their hidden compartment and placed them on her wrists.

      With her mating cuffs secure, I lifted her arms over her head and locked them in place with the hooks designed for just this purpose.

      “What are you doing?” Arms over her head, breasts thrust out, her nipples were tempting peaks under the thin, blue material. I quite liked the seductive garment, deemed I would ask her to wear one whenever we were alone in our quarters. Although, she would need to create a new one with the S-Gen machine.

      I supported her weight with one forearm. Lifting my free hand to her breasts, I slipped my fingertips under the fabric and ripped the blue material to expose her breasts.

      “Ah!” She kicked and squirmed, her cheeks, neck and the tops of her breasts flushed a deep rose from her orgasm. Her breasts rose and fell in quick bursts as she gasped for air. “You ruined my nightie!”

      “Make new one.” My beast chuckled, a sound I had not heard in years, if ever, as he locked one mating cuff on our arm, switched his hold, and locked the second in place.

      The moment the latch closed, and the cuffs’ energy fields connected to our nervous system, a sense of relief nearly brought me—him—to our knees. Gods. Fuck. This was what we needed, had been waiting for. Our mate’s feminine taste on our tongue, her claim on our wrists, the mating cuffs linking us to her until death.

      Now to fill her. Fuck her. Complete the claiming. Mark her with our seed and our scent.

      “How? I don’t⁠—”

      My lips closed over one exposed nipple, effectively cutting her off. Her protest morphed into a soft moan of pleasure. I took that as encouragement and switched my attentions to her opposite nipple as I slipped the stretched, black garment down her legs and off her body. Her pussy was exposed. Mine now. Mine. She was mine.

      I yanked my pants down to free my cock. The moment my cock was free, I placed one palm on her leg, worked my way up the softest, smoothest skin I’d ever fucking felt in my life, to the wet core of her. Slipped two fingers deep as I flicked her nipple with my tongue.

      “Tazo.” My name was a moan of pleasure on her lips. My beast preened, pleased at her response, her fiery nature, the passion she did not try to hide. She was perfect. A fucking perfect, soft, submissive, beautiful female. Her taste was an addiction. Her soft cries of pleasure, a drumbeat lighting my entire being on fire.

      I picked up the pace, fucked her with my fingers, spread her pussy open so she would be ready to take me. She bucked and gasped, moaned as I feasted on her breasts and taught her body the pleasure she would know at my hand. I worked her until her body surrendered to desire, until her scream of release made my cock jump and my beast growl.

      “Claim you. Now. Mine.”

      When she did not respond, I lifted my lips from her smooth flesh and looked into her eyes, forced myself into perfect stillness as beast and man waited to hear our fate.

      Accepted. Mated. Worthy.

      Denied. Unworthy. Alone.

      Should she deny me now, I would walk away and transport immediately to the executioner’s cell on Atlan. Now that I had tasted such paradise, I could not survive without her. The mating fever was too strong, too dangerous. I would not be able to control the beast, or his pain, for the thirty days I had to woo her. I was too far gone. Unstable. The Hive integrations that gave me unnatural strength, even for a beast, also enhanced my need for action, violence, battle. I would have no choice but to leave her at once. How I’d held the beast at bay for this long I could not comprehend.

      This delicate, fragile female literally held our life in her hands.
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      Lavender

      

      Could a girl die from intense orgasms? Must not be possible, or I’d be dead already.

      Cold air brushed my nipples, still wet from his hungry mouth. He kissed and licked and nibbled my skin like he’d never tasted anything sweeter, like he’d never get enough. His fingers moved slowly, in and out of my pussy as the aftershocks of my last orgasm pulsed and fluttered around the thick digits.

      Arms locked over my head, I was at his mercy, exposed and on display. If he wanted to fuck me now, he could. If he wanted to lift my pussy to his mouth and make me come again, and again, he could. I was his to do with as he pleased, yet he waited. He looked into my eyes and waited for me to give him permission to fuck me. Claim me. Make me his forever. His gaze held a storm of emotions I had no hope of deciphering. Pleasure. Agony. Fear.

      Hope.

      A hundred thoughts chased themselves in circles in my mind. My sister. Earth. My job. Warlord Kai would find my sister. Soon, she’d be in the same position I found myself in now. Vulnerable. Naked. Body on fire with need, raw desire. Staring into the eyes of a beast she’d just met, but desperately wanted to believe would love her forever and ever.

      Tazo’s thumb rubbed my clit. A jolt of heat streaked through my body. My nipples drew taught and hard to the brink of pain. My entire body was tuned to his touch, his smell, his strength. Everything about him called to me.

      Everything I thought I knew about the beasts flooded me with a desperate longing. I wanted to believe it was all true. I wanted this man, this beast, to want only me, be devoted to only me, love only me until the day he died. Love and devotion like that was the stuff of pure fiction, fairy tales for foolish little girls. I’d grown up a long time ago.

      Until now, this moment, when every part of me wanted to believe in him. In his promise. In his beast. He could break my heart. Destroy me.

      Or he might not. He might be real. This might be real. To find out would be a risk, a reckless gamble I’d be playing with my heart.

      “Kiss me.” I stared at his lips as I made my demand, wet my own with a flick of my tongue.

      He had been wild, rough, demanding. The beast was massive, so strong he probably annihilated entire armies of his enemies. He’d flipped me in his arms and held me in the air as he worked my pussy with his mouth. I was not a small woman, yet he’d held me in place for the taking like I weighed no more than a child’s doll. That part of him terrified me, and thrilled me, made me nervous, and made me feel safe at the same time. But I needed to know the man existed inside the monster, even now, when his instincts raged out of control. I needed to know if he had enough control for a kiss.

      A shudder passed through him. He closed his eyes and leaned in to claim my lips.

      The kiss was gentle, seductive. I longed to run my fingers through his hair, touch his skin, explore the muscles of his chest and shoulders. I wanted to touch him. I wanted him to take off all his clothes and let me explore.

      Locked in place on the wall, I could do nothing but kiss him back, tilt my hips to take his fingers deeper as he slowly slipped them in and out of my wet core, built my pleasure slowly, pushed me toward the edge with a slow, steady rhythm as he deepened the kiss.

      My body wound tighter and tighter, to the very edge. I tore my lips from his and placed hungry kisses on the corner of his lips, his cheek. His chin. Anywhere I could reach. “Fuck me. I want you inside me.”

      He drew back, out of reach of my starving lips. I cried out a protest until his hands wrapped around my hips and he lifted me into place, my thighs spread wide around his hips, the tip of his hard cock pressed at my entrance a torment that made me lean my head back against the wall.

      The tip slipped inside, the stretching burn a pain I welcomed. God, he felt good. I’d never been with anyone this big, but his fingers had done their job. I was stretched. Ready. So wet. So hot. So swollen and sensitive I could feel every ridge, the smallest variation in his hard flesh. “More.”

      With a groan, he shifted, pushed his cock farther inside until I gasped at the invasion. Fuuuuck. He was huge.

      He stopped. Again. I panted, the air like lava in my lungs. There wasn’t enough. I was too hot. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. Nothing existed but his skin, his cock, his massive frame—fully clothed, which was so not fair—towering over me. His eyes. God, he was watching me, studying my face as he fucked me, made me his. Our gazes locked. My pussy clenched in response to the lust in his eyes. In that moment, there was no one else in the universe. Just him and me. Us. Just us.

      “Hurt?” His one-word question came out like he was being strangled. He was worried about me. Checking on me. His cock halfway inside, and he stopped to make sure I was okay.

      I fell in love, just a little.

      “I’m good. Don’t stop.” I smiled at him and squeezed my inner muscles. Released them. Squeezed and held so my pussy muscles clamped down on his cock like a vice.

      The giant beast closed his eyes and groaned like I’d just tried to kill him. When he opened his eyes, I knew I was in trouble.

      “MINE!”

      I titled my hips as the beast thrust deep, fucked me so hard my hips slammed into the wall behind me. Yes. Fuck yes. Fuck me. I’d never been so turned on in my life. I was about to come, my orgasm spiraling just out of reach. One thrust. That’s all I needed. I needed him to move. In. Out. Fuck me. Make me his. Make me feel like I belonged to him. Fuck me so hard and so deep I’d never get him out.

      He pinned me to the wall, his chest heaving. What was he doing? Why was he waiting? Did he⁠—

      Tazo shifted, lifted his hands to mine and held my forearms as his hips thrust. My breasts bounced in the air in tribute to the rough contact, each rebound a jolt of sensation to my nipples. He fucked me hard and fast. In and out like a machine, a merciless, relentless machine.

      The scream built in my throat as my body spiraled out of control.

      The orgasm rolled through me like a tidal wave, wiping my mind and body of everything but him. I came and he fucked me, no break in his hard thrusts, no yielding. His body demanded surrender and I could do nothing but take what he gave me as my pussy spasmed and exploded around his cock.

      When his cock jerked and moved inside me, his seed a hot spurt that filled me and dripped down my thighs, my grin felt feral. He’d turned me into a beast of a different sort, a monster who wanted his seed, wanted his strength, wanted everything he was with a ferocious greed I didn’t recognize.

      Mine. He was mine. The beast wasn’t the only one who could use that word.

      Cock still inside me, he ran his hands over my body with a reverence that brought tears to my eyes. He caressed every inch of me. Arms. Legs. Breasts. Ass. Thighs. He traced my cheekbones with his fingertips, then my lips. I was too exhausted, too sated to do anything but languish under the gentle exploration as our breathing settled and our bodies cooled.

      After what could have been a few minutes or an hour—I’d lost all track of time—he pulled his cock free, separating us.

      I missed him immediately. Felt empty. Abandoned. Vulnerable.

      What was wrong with me? I wasn’t some weak, simpering drama queen. I’d had sex before. Not a lot, but I wasn’t a clueless virgin. It was just sex. Hot, incredible sex.

      My stupid body refused to listen. Tears gathered. Slipped free to streak my cheeks. My throat burned. My chest felt tight. I trembled, unable to control myself.

      Tazo studied me like I was the most confusing thing he’d ever seen as he reached up and released my mating cuffs from the hooks on the wall. He pulled me into his arms. My bare breasts melted against his hard chest and I found myself wishing he’d torn the blue nightie completely, the stretch of fabric around my waist as much a barrier between us as his stupid shirt.

      Enough. That. Was. Enough. I’d completely lost my mind, upset because I wasn’t naked? Upset that he’d given me what I wanted without taking off his clothes? Even though I’d just had multiple orgasms with the sexiest man—alien—I’d ever seen?

      Why was I crying? This made no sense. None. Not big, heaving sobs, either. The tears were silent, as if my soul was using my body to shed its tears. I wasn’t sure where the pain came from or how to stop it. It was as if Tazo had unlocked a secret door inside me and I couldn’t close it again.

      God, he was going to think I was an idiot. An immature, overly emotional dolt. Maybe, if I could just get away from him, take a few minutes alone to pull myself back together, I could stop the waterworks. “You can put me down now.”

      “No.”

      Jeez. Not this again. I sniffled and tried to sound dignified even though I knew I was a total mess. “I think I need to a little alone time.”

      “No.” He turned, carrying me toward what was clearly a bathroom. Why was he taking me there? Did he think I needed to pee? Because I didn’t. Doctor Surnen had given me some nanotechnology speech as he’d poked, prodded and injected me with all kinds of things while I’d been waiting for Kai to wake up. He told me as long as I was in Coalition space, close enough to their transport technology, my body’s waste would be automatically eliminated from my system. I even had one of their special NPU, neural processing units, imbedded in the bone behind my ear that acted as a universal translator. Had to give in on that one because, at first, I couldn’t understand a word any of the males on this planet had been saying to me. Even after I had the NPU, none of these males seemed to listen to a word I said.

      They didn’t take me home.

      They didn’t let me warn my sister.

      And now, Tazo carried me around like breakable glass even though I’d asked, more than once, to be put down.

      The NPU must not be working properly. I tapped at the annoying thing behind my ear. Winced at the sharp pain. Guess that wasn’t all the way healed yet.

      As he walked, Tazo transformed from beast to man. He was still huge, still carried me like I weighed next to nothing. But maybe the man part of him would actually listen.

      “You don’t need to carry me. I can walk.”

      He dipped his head, buried his nose in my hair and inhaled deeply. “I do not hold you because you need to be held. The beast held you because he could not tolerate being separated from you. He needed the contact to maintain control.”

      “Oh.” Whoa. “And now? We had sex. We are wearing mating cuffs. Is the beast still going to lose control? Does he still have mating fever?”

      Tazo lifted his face and smiled down into mine. “No. I hold you now because I want to.”

      Oh. “Why?” I was beginning to feel foolish, being carried around like a toy.

      “Because you are a miracle I waited years to discover. Because I am afraid if I let you go, you will vanish like a dream and I would not survive the loss.”

      “You’ve known me for an hour? Maybe two? I know your beast recognizes your mate, but now that your mating fever is gone, wouldn’t you be okay? Even if I went home?” Back to Earth. “I need to go home. I have to make sure my sister is all right.”

      “No.” He carried me to a large tub and settled on the edge, filling it with fragrant, steaming water. “Warlord Kai will find and protect his mate. He will bring her here, to The Colony. Where it is safe.”

      “She won’t leave Earth.” I knew my sister. She was braver than I. More of a risk taker. Independent. Rebellious. If Warlord Kai thought she would go quietly, he was in for a shock. Especially if she thought he was forcing her to leave me behind, in danger. But if he used one of those sneaky transport buttons, she wouldn’t have any more of a choice than I did. And that would piss her off. Good luck to Kai if that happened. He was playing with fire.

      “Her mate must protect her. He will bring her here, despite any protests.” Tazo took off his clothes as he talked, the black tunic and pants dropped to the floor. I shouldn’t stare, but damn. Holy shit. He was at least as big as Warlord Kai. My gaze darted south. At least as big, in every way. How the hell had that fit inside me?

      And what were all the strange silver circuits and streaks under his skin? His left arm was almost completely covered from shoulder to wrist with a slight break around the elbow. The left side of his chest, his hunky, want-to-take-a-bite of him, bulky, muscular chest, looked oddly metallic as well, transparent skin over an array of silver circuitry. Was that what the Hive did to the fighters they captured? To everyone living on the  worlds they conquered? Did the Hive do that to everyone? Even children?

      Did I want that to happen to my sister? Hell no. Better she deal with Warlord Kai than the Hive who were hunting her.

      “He’s going to kidnap her? Like he did me.”

      “If that is what is necessary. A mate’s safety comes above all other considerations.” The tub was full, and large enough to hold at least two, perhaps three, people. Tazo set me on his thigh and lifted the remains of my nightie off, over my head. Said much about my state of mind, and exhaustion, that I didn’t think twice about accepting his care.

      I did, however, become acutely aware of my bare bottom on top of his rock-hard thigh. Did he have to be this sexy? This perfect? Did he even work out? Because I did not and the contrast between his hard angles and toned muscles and my soft, rounded bits was a bit embarrassing. Maybe I’d have to start jogging or lifting weights or something.

      When he swung me up in his arms once more, I didn’t protest. He lowered us both into the hot water with me sitting on his lap. The heat felt wonderful, especially in certain sensitive, feminine areas that were a bit sore. With a sigh, I leaned back and settled with my back against his chest. His arms came up and wrapped around me so that I felt safe, secure, relaxed. Exhausted.

      With slow, gentle movements, he began washing me, the brush of a soft spongelike material interspersed with his massaging fingers when he found a knot in my shoulder, a sore spot on my thigh. “You are so beautiful, mate. So soft and perfect. I cannot believe. I finally found you.”

      Did he just say I was perfect? Beautiful? I wasn’t an ugly hag, but I was average looking at best. Nothing special.

      Except to him, maybe I was. The way he touched me made me feel like he meant every word, like he worshiped me, valued me, adored me. I’d never felt like this in my life.

      As if on cue, my silent tears started up again, rolling down my cheeks to fall in the bath water like small soldiers marching to their doom. Let my guard down, turn into a weepy mess. Great. Just great.

      Somehow, even though he couldn’t see my face, he knew. He lifted and resettled me so the back of my head rested in the crook of his elbow. His handsome face hovered inches above mine, the air between us mingling so that we shared breath. “Why do you cry? Are you unwell? In pain?” A look of alarm flashed behind his stormy blue eyes. “Should I summon the doctor? Did I hurt you?”

      Before he could ramble on, I lifted a finger and pressed it to his full lips. “Shhh. No. I’m fine. You didn’t hurt me. You were wonderful. Best sex I’ve ever had and it’s not even close.”

      He nibbled on my finger and I quickly withdrew, unable to stop thinking about kissing him again. Would his kiss be different than the beast’s?

      “Your pain destroys me. What can I do? Tell me how to care for you.” He lifted one wet hand from the bath and wiped my tears away with such tenderness, the tears made little salt-water babies and fell even faster.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m crying.” I had no idea. Emotions swelled inside my body until they poured out my eyes. Inside, I was a tangled mess. “I think I’m just tired. I haven’t slept for almost two days.” A near hysterical laugh escaped and I didn’t even try to stop the words that poured from my lips. “Aaaaand, my apartment was broken into by scary aliens who tied me up and interrogated me. Another alien kicked down the door and killed three living beings right in front of me. One of them held a gun to my head and pulled the trigger. I still don’t know how he missed. I was transported—against my will—to another planet where three huge Prillon warriors argued with me for hours. The doctor did medical procedures on me with weird alien gadgets, and they all refused to let me leave. One Atlan beast claimed I was his mate, then another came in, attacked him, fought in front of me, dragged me away to his private quarters and worked my body over like a sexual magician until I had so many orgasms I couldn’t think straight. Meanwhile, my sister is still in danger and I didn’t know if she is dead or alive. I have no idea what’s going to happen next or what life here might be like. And we’re what? Mated now? Which is basically married, and I don’t know anything about you except your name.”

      No wonder I was falling apart. Totally normal day. Not.

      “Fuck. I fail you already.” My revelations seemed to upset him, which for some reason, upset me even more.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. I just…it’s a lot to deal with.”

      His face transformed with a boyish grin. “Sexual magician?”

      If I hadn’t already been flushed from the heat of the hot bath water, I had no doubt my cheeks would burn bright red. “All my rambling, and that’s what you heard?” Men. Apparently the same in every corner of the universe.

      He nuzzled my cheek, his face completely transformed by a smile that left me breathless. God, he was beautiful. Truly. So far out of my league, he had to be a dream. “Rest. I’ve got you. When you wake, I will tell you anything you wish to know about me and show you around your new home. You will be happy here. I promise. You are mine now, Lavender. Mine to care for and protect. You are everything. You are the only thing that matters.”

      He kissed me, soft, gentle kisses. Lingering, sweet kisses. He kissed away my tears. Kissed my eyelids when I closed my eyes. Traced my brows with whisper-soft brushes of his lips. He worked his magic and I melted in his arms. He held me, kept me safe.

      I cried. I worried about my sister. I wondered if this thing between us was real. If he would change his mind. If my sister would accept Kai as her mate. If Lark and I would both live here, on another planet, or return to Earth and our old lives. I worried about who would cover my shift at the vet clinic and whether Mr. Kaur’s cat had recovered enough to go home. Poor thing had been chomped by an alligator. Don’t see that at the clinic every day.

      I wondered what the rest of this place, this planet, was like. I’d only seen transport, medical, and Tazo’s quarters. Would we stay here forever or go visit other planets? Other places? Maybe even Atlan? I wondered why the Hive were in my apartment. Why they were after my sister. What the hell she’d gotten herself—and now me—into. I wondered what my mother would think if she were still alive. Would she approve of Tazo? Of Kai? I wondered if this warlord, this beast, with his auburn hair and cloudy blue eyes, was really mine, forever, or if fate was playing a cruel joke on my heart.

      Who was I to argue with fate? I was too tired for that fight. Right now, Tazo’s strength, his arms around me, his soft kisses felt too good to resist. So, I allowed myself to believe. To trust. To hope.

      To sleep.
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      Warlord Tazo

      

      “Warlord Tazo, we have news of your mate’s sister.” Governor Maxim’s voice echoed through the bedroom. Lavender shifted in her sleep, her bare arm coming to rest lower on my torso, dangerously close to my cock.

      “Go ahead, governor.”

      “Warlord Kai found her surrounded by Hive. He eliminated the threat and is being assisted by a human team. There is some sort of delay in recovering the images. However, you can assure your mate they should arrive safely on The Colony by the end of the day.”

      “Thank you.” The comm went silent and I looked down at my beautiful mate to find her staring up at me with drowsy brown eyes. She’d been sleeping for hours, dark circles of exhaustion remained under eyes. I’d carried her from the bath and held her in our bed, watched over her, as nightmares invaded her mind and clawed their way to the surface. Twice she’d woken with a scream, thrashing. Crying.

      I stroked her back and assured her she was safe with me, calmed her until she went back to sleep.

      If I could, I would kill the Hive Soldiers who had tormented her a hundred times over.

      Gaze solemn, thoughtful, she watched me. “He found her.”

      “Yes.”

      “And she’s okay?”

      “Yes. Her mate will not allow anything, or anyone, to hurt her.”

      Our gazes locked and I felt as if she were staring into my soul, stripping me bare, as if she could see through me without effort. As my mate, perhaps she could.

      “Just as I will not allow anything, or anyone, to hurt you.” I held my breath as I awaited her judgment. Would she believe me? Trust me? Trust Warlord Kai to keep her sister safe? She said she knew about Atlans and our beasts. But did she truly understand just how far we would go to protect our females? I doubted anyone who was not ravaged by mating fever could comprehend the depths of a beast’s devotion to his mate. My need to care for Lavender went beyond instinct, beyond logic, to the core of my existence. Now that I held her in my arms, I could no longer exist without her. When she perished, I would follow her to the next life. I had neither the will, nor desire, to exist without her.

      Acutely aware of her hand where it rested on my abdomen beneath the cool sheet, I sucked in a breath when she moved. Was she unaware of my arousal? My need for her? Was she teasing me, her fingertips a delicate, whisper-light touch so close to my hard cock? I’d been hard and aching for hours, her naked body pressed to mine. The feminine scent of her delicate skin and silken hair filling my mind with erotic images of all the ways I would take her.

      The beast had his turn to claim her, taste her, fuck her. I had yet to claim her for myself.

      She moved again, positioned her thigh on top of mine, the soft skin made deliberate contact with my hard length. A barely-there smile curved her pink lips as she ran her wandering hand over my stomach to my chest and back in a seductive motion that held me captive. As long as she touched me thus, I would stay bound, under her spell. Hers to command. Hers to soothe. Simply, hers.

      Deep within, my beast rested. Content for the first time in memory. My mate had well and truly tamed him.

      “Do you think to seduce me, mate?”

      “Do I need to?”

      My laughter was a shock to both of us. “I have been hard and eager to take you for hours.” I lifted a hand and gently smoothed a wayward strand of hair from her eyes. “I will always want you, mate. Every moment we are together.”

      “You’re really intense. You know that?”

      “Is that a good thing? Or a bad one?” I traced her bottom lip with my finger. I wanted to kiss her. Everywhere. Feast on her wet heat, feel her fingers frantically tugging at my hair as I drove her to the edge. I would tease her, push her to her limits, make her so sensitive, so aroused, that the first thrust of my cock would make her explode in my arms.

      “I don’t know yet. I still don’t understand why you chose me.”

      “The beast chose you.”

      “So, do you agree with him? What if the beast likes a woman but the man doesn’t? Then what happens?” The worry I saw in her rounded eyes and tight lips made me want to kiss her. But my female was not asking for seduction, she was asking for truth, a truth I was more than willing to provide.

      “We act as though the beast is separate from us. We go to battle and the beast fights, the beast kills. In truth, we are the same male, the same heart, the same soul. We are one being with two forms, each meant to serve a distinct purpose.”

      “If the beast is for battle and killing, what is your purpose?”

      “The beast fights to protect our people. He kills to eliminate threats, not for sport. He exists to protect. That is the core of his creation. A beast without a home, a family, a people he cherishes, is lost, without purpose.” As my mate’s hand continued to wander over my chest, and her thigh remained pressed against my achy cock, I decided turnabout was fair play. As she stroked my flesh, I caressed hers, from thigh over her buttock to the small of her back, the dip of her waist, the underside of her breast. The journey proved pleasant, so I repeated it.

      “Okay, so the beast—” She gasped as I cupped her breast, ran my thumb over her taut nipple. “—protects. What is your purpose?”

      I abandoned her breast to cup her soft, round bottom. Gods, touching her was perfection. Pure bliss. Nothing I’d ever experienced had been so soft. So warm. “I make sure the beast is exactly where he is supposed to be, when he needs to be there. I hold him in check when the killing becomes too much, when the battle rage threatens to consume him. The beast is an ancient, primitive part of us, one we would not have survived without. But he is also ruled by instincts as ancient and primal as he.”

      She arched her back, the mound between her legs rubbing against my hip as she rubbed the soft skin of her inner thigh over my cock. “So, he’s the heart and you’re the head? His conscience?”

      That didn’t feel right. “No.” Gods her breasts were divine. “I am logic. He is emotion. I am thought. He is instinct. I am ice. He is fire. I am the organs. He is the armor. But we are one body. One soul. We have but one heart, mate, and we have given it to you.”

      She turned her head slightly to press a kiss to my arm, which currently served as her pillow. “I don’t understand why your beast chose me. You are so much more than I am. I’m no one. Nothing special. I’m a vet tech going to night school because I can’t afford college. I live in a shitty apartment with my sister and we barely scrape by. I’m not a model. I’m not that pretty. I’m not a genius or rich or beautiful. I’m no one. I just don’t understand. Why me?”

      “I shall ask him.” I slipped my hand between our bodies and pressed into her sex. She was wet, her pussy lips swollen, ready. I slipped one finger inside, held back a growl of satisfaction when her eyes dilated, her back arched. Gods, she was wrong. She was beautiful beyond imagining. Beyond words.

      Beast? You heard her. Why did you choose her?

      I’d exposed him to hundreds, thousands of females. He’d rejected them all. Why this female? I wanted to know as much as she did, not because I disapproved of his choice, but because I needed to understand how he’d known this female was meant to be ours.

      Deep within, my beast shrugged. Typical. This time, however, rather than be irritated with my beast’s attitude, I found him amusing. A smile teased the corners of my mouth and my mate noticed immediately.

      “What? What did he say?”

      The concern I saw in my mate’s eyes was very real. She hesitated to trust, to give her heart into my keeping. How could I make her understand?

      Without warning, I rolled her beneath me and settled my hips between her open thighs. My hard cock probed the sensitive flesh of her pussy, the hot, wet heat of her nearly making my eyes roll back into my head with pleasure. She ran her hands up my chest, over my neck, ended her exploration burying her fingers in my hair. She tugged, pulling my lips to hers.

      I obliged, shifting my much longer frame lower so I could claim the kiss she offered. Only an idiot would deny her, and I was no fool.

      My beast snorted at the thought but didn’t intervene. This was my time, my turn to taste, explore and claim our mate.

      I kissed her. Hard. Soft. Explored her taste. Braced on my forearms so I would not crush her, I left her gasping for air and worked my way down from her lips to her throat. Throat to breasts where I took my time sucking and nuzzling her breasts. The smooth, tender skin of her abdomen was like silk under my tongue. The curve of her inner thigh, softer still.

      I closed my mouth over her pussy and had to fight off the beast when she cried out, her soft mewling sounds driving me on. I pulled the small, sensitive bundle of nerves against my tongue and stroked with a steady rhythm until she lost control, the rush of wet pussy juices a full assault on my razor-thin control.

      Wasting no time, I kissed my way back up her body and reclaimed her lips. “You are wrong, mate. You are so beautiful it hurts to look upon you. You are courageous, facing down three Hive Soldiers.” While she slept, I watched the uploaded records from Warlord Kai’s helmet comms. She’d looked so small and vulnerable in her living quarters, I’d nearly woken her just to make sure she was all right.

      She blinked up at me, clearly struggling to process my words as my cock nudged her core.  I did not stop. I could not deny her the words, the truth of my feelings. “You arrived on a strange planet and did not falter in the face of three strange Prillon warriors. You fought to protect your sister. You are loyal and passionate. You work caring for injured animals, which means you are also compassionate and kind.”

      I shifted my hips, pleased when she wrapped her legs around my thighs and used the leverage to tilt her body, take my cock deeper. We both moaned at the intimate contact. She was so hot, so tight, her pussy like a fist around my hard length.

      “Your hair is rich, warm, with hints of spun gold and red fire. Your skin is softer than the delicate petals of a flower. Your eyes see into my soul and offer me salvation. You are perfect, Lavender. You are not no one. You are everything a female should be. My beast chose you. He will kneel before no other. Want no other. Serve no other. We are yours, mate. Until death separates us, we belong to you.”

      Staring down into her dazed expression, I held her gaze until disbelief transformed to surrender. “Okay.” Her hand cupped my cheek and I leaned into the gentle touch, my heart and soul—my beast—content. At peace. “I believe you. I’ll stay. I’ll be your mate. I guess we can figure the rest out later.”

      Her words released something dark and desperate inside me. Years of pain and torment surged to the surface and lost their power, faded with her acceptance.

      Good mate. My beast was filled with pride at the absolute perfection of his choice.

      I could not disagree. She was fucking perfect.

      Her hand left my face. I did not mourn the loss long as her wicked palms found my hips. My ass. “I want you, mate. Are you going to move?”

      Mate. Her use of the word made my heart pound. I held my body perfectly still, cock buried deep, the lack of motion both pleasure and pain. I wanted to thrust hard and fast, bring her to the edge of release, then slow my pace, slide in and out of her body with deliberate calm. I wanted to drive her mad with desire, bring her so much pleasure she would never doubt my devotion to her, my need for her.

      This was love, more intense and demanding than anything I’d experienced in my life. Thought I would not speak it, not yet. My mate had barely accepted my desire for her. Such a strong, emotional declaration might frighten her, push her away. She was not ready to believe it.

      We would grow closer in time, the mating cuffs on her wrists a constant and public declaration of my dedication and need for her. Eventually, she would understand and accept love. For now, I didn’t want her thinking, questioning, or wondering about her future. I didn’t want her ruminating on her past, reliving the terror of the Hive attack.

      Right now, I wanted her to feel. Me. Deep inside her. Surrounding her. My taste on her lips, my seed in her womb, my scent on her flesh.

      I pulled back, my cock on the very edge. Pressed forward, the swollen walls of her pussy hot and tight around me. She clung to me, breasts heaving, head thrown back as I moved. Hard. Fast. Slow. Deep. I fucked her until she begged, until her fingernails scratched in desperation at my back. Only then did I allow her to come, her cries of release forcing me to follow her.

      My seed pumped into her body, marked her. Scented her. Claimed her. My mating cuffs reflected the soft light in my bedchamber. Her skin shimmered with moisture, flushed pink with arousal.

      I’d never seen anything so beautiful.
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      Lavender

      

      How did any woman, ever, from any planet, resist the charms of a devoted warlord? I doubted it was possible.

      After blowing my mind with more hot sex and more orgasms, we showered, together, where he washed me from head to toe, healed my sore bits with one of their magic wands, then proceeded to turn into his beast and make sure I needed the same attention and healing all over again.

      Not that I was complaining. The way he looked at me?

      If I could figure out a way to bottle that look and sell it back home, I’d be a billionaire. He looked at me like I was the most important thing in the world, infinitely interesting, desirable, and beautiful, all at the same time. I kept thinking I would catch him, just once, with something other than absolute devotion in his eyes. So far, I had not. Not even close. In fact, the looks I caught him giving me as he escorted me to the governor’s office made me blush.

      I’d had more orgasms in the last twelve hours than the last twelve years, and still, my body responded, melting into the hand he placed at the small of my back. The dress I wore had come from the strange S-Gen machine. The long name was Spontaneous Matter Generator and apparently, anything and everything one could think of could be created, from clothing to a varied and extensive menu of human dishes from every country and culture on Earth. He said the Coalition’s leader, a Prillon warrior who lived on Prillon Prime, had once been on The Colony and was mated to a human woman. Since these guys treated their mates like queens—and she literally was a queen—he made certain the human brides all over the Coalition had access to food and clothing they might miss from home.

      Tazo and I shared a light meal and he showed me how to make myself clothes. I was normally a jeans and T-shirt kind of girl, but I’d asked him to make something an Atlan bride would wear. The gown reminded me of movies based on Greek gods, tight across my breasts with a golden tie settled just beneath my breasts. The fabric fell into a deep V-neck and wrapped up around, over my shoulders to repeat the V-shape between my shoulder blades. The soft boots I wore were ankle high and lined with some kind of fur that made me feel like I was walking on clouds. The dress was a vibrant blue and swirled around my ankles as I walked.

      I felt beautiful. With my warlord walking beside me in matching blue trimmed with black, I felt like we belonged together, a matched, mated, cuffed pair. Holy shit. For all intents and purposes, I was married. To an alien.

      So not on this year’s bingo card.

      Tazo came to a stop outside a closed door and looked down at me. “Are you well? You have been very quiet.”

      I traced the delicate bumps and swirls on one of my mating cuffs with my fingertip. It truly was stunning. Tazo informed me each family had their own design, kind of like medieval lords and their family crests. I wondered what my sister’s mating cuffs would look like. If she had them yet. If Warlord Kai was being as wonderful to her as Tazo was to me. “I’m just worried about my sister.”

      Not knowing where she was, what she was doing, whether or not she was okay, created a restless ache I could not shake. With our mom dead, and our dad a non-participant in our lives, Larkspur was the only person in the universe I truly loved. Being with Tazo was amazing, and I had no doubt I’d learn to love him, but I couldn’t be happy until I knew my sister was safe.

      “Perhaps the governor will have some answers for us.” Tazo placed gentle fingertips under my chin and angled my head up so he could kiss me.

      One kiss became two. Two became…more. How could I be so on fire for him after what we’d done the last few hours. My body should be in shock, not hungry for more.

      I barely noticed the sound of the door sliding open.

      “You two going to make out in the hallway all day? Or are you coming in?”

      I jumped at the woman’s voice, but Tazo simply grinned and pulled me into his arms, his large body a shield at my back. “Lady Rone. Forgive me. My mate is beautiful and nearly impossible to resist.”

      His praise made me blush as the human woman smiled then winked at me. “Try harder, we need to talk to you both.”

      Tazo’s soft chuckle was a gentle rumble at my back.

      “I’m Rachel. I’m from Chicago.” The woman seemed friendly, her smile sincere. She was a few years older than me, probably in her mid-thirties, with dark brown hair and grey eyes that twinkled with mischief as she held out her hand. “I’m mated to Governor Maxim and Ryston. I was the first bride to come to The Colony.”

      The first bride. Ever? Wow. That had to be a serious culture shock.

      I shook her hand and smiled back. “Mated to those two? That would explain the copper collar.” I wondered what it must be like to have two huge alien warriors for mates. “Do the collars really let you all read each other’s minds?” I’d read something to that effect back on Earth, while looking over the Interstellar Brides’ Program recruitment material. I’d tossed the brochures in the trash as soon as I realized I’d have no choice about where I would go and would most likely be separated from Larkspur. Losing my sister just to get a man was not an option.

      Rachel blushed, her fair skin turning a deeper shade of pink than I expected. “Not exactly thoughts. Usually feelings. Sometimes, if one of us is thinking really hard about something, a hint of it will come through. At least that’s how it is for me. Danika and her mates can communicate telepathically.”

      “Wow. I don’t know if I’d like that or not.” Telepathy might be okay. Feelings. I’d be blushing, too. I’d be mortified if Tazo knew some of the naughty things running through my head while we were naked. Then again, what would it be like to have no secrets? To have your mate know exactly the way you wanted to be touched? What you longed for but did not dare ask? There would be no hiding, no uncertainty. No wondering if your mate’s feelings for you were sincere. Terrifying, and liberating.

      Tazo was enough to handle without being able to read his mind. If his thoughts were a fraction as naughty as his actions, I’d never wear clothes again.

      “Bring them in, love.” I recognized the governor’s voice from the hours I’d spent arguing with him in medical. I stiffened, my smile suddenly feeling stiff and forced as Rachel turned and we followed her inside her mate’s office. He looked much more relaxed than he had when Tazo and Kai had been throwing each other around in medical. His dark copper skin and dark hair proved a striking combination under the warmer lights of his office.

      “Warlord. My lady. Please, come in. Sit.” Several chairs were scattered around his office, all large enough for a beast. I doubted my feet would touch the floor.

      I sat in front of his desk as Rachel walked around to stand with her hand on Governor Maxim’s shoulder. He lifted a hand to cover hers, their deep connection obvious. Tazo chose to stand behind me. When his hand came down to rest on my shoulder, I did exactly what Maxim had, I placed my hand on top of my mate’s and held on tight, feet swinging under my chair like I was a four-year-old. “Any word on my sister?”

      The governor cleared his throat. “Warlord Kai and Larkspur arrived safely about an hour ago.”

      “What? Where is she? I need to see her. Is she okay?” I stopped just short of standing when the governor lifted his hand in a sign for me to stay put.

      “They are in Warlord Kai’s private quarters, getting to know one another.”

      Oh, boy. I knew what that meant. My sister was probably naked with a huge beast cock inside her right now. If I didn’t have a beast of my own, I’d probably be jealous. “But she’s okay? The Hive didn’t hurt her?”

      Rachel’s smile was kind. “Your sister is fine. Kai found her just in time.”

      “Just in time? What does that mean?”

      “Larkspur will have to fill you in on the details.” The governor, apparently, wasn’t into gossip. “I asked you here to ease your mind and let you know she arrived safely. She is in her mate’s care. I’m sure, when she is ready, she will search you out.”

      “All right.” Larkspur was safe. She was here. That’s all that mattered. I could be a big kid and wait to hear all the details. I fucking hated waiting, but I didn’t really have a choice. I sighed and transferred my attention to Rachel. “How many of us are there? Earth girls, I mean.”

      “Less than a dozen, but everyone is great. You’ll love them. Kristin used to be in the FBI. Mikki’s from Hawai’i. Caroline is busy with her twins, but she’s lovely. Lindsey does all of our PR and came up with the idea for Bachelor Beast. Did you watch?”

      “She did.” Tazo answered for me and he sounded pleased. “She understood much about the beast without needing explanation. I believe it made her transition easier.”

      “Excellent. That’s what we were hoping for.” Rachel’s genuine smile made my heart feel lighter. “I’ll have to let Lindsey know. We’re gearing up for another season.”

      I laughed. “Even though every other season has been a total disaster?” Not one of the Atlans chosen to be the eligible bachelor had ended up with a contestant. They’d all gone off script and chosen random women. “Not that I’m complaining. That Cinderella ball was pure genius. I think I watched that episode at least three times.”

      “The crazier it gets, the more people love it.”

      “That’s true.” At least it had been for me. “When Warlord Wulf stormed offstage and claimed the make-up artist on live TV?” I waved my hand in front of my face in a fanning motion. “So hot.”

      Rachel laughed, her gaze darting from me to Tazo and back. “I guess it’s a good thing you like the beasts.”

      I squeezed my mate’s hand. “I guess it is.”

      The governor cleared his throat. “Back to the business at hand. Everyone here contributes in some way. I assume you would like to participate in our society as well.”

      “You mean, like a job?”

      “Yes.”

      Thank god, because if all I had to do was eat, sleep and have sex with Tazo, I’d be crazy in a few weeks. Rest and relaxation were a fine idea, but boredom? No, thank you. “Back home I worked as a vet tech. I was taking classes at night so I could go to vet school someday. That was my goal, anyway.”

      “How would you feel about taking your medical aptitude for animals and training with the medical team here?” Maxim asked. “We are always in need of additional medical staff. In rare instances, especially after large battles, the Coalition will transport injured fighters here.”

      “And every ReCon mission transports directly to our medical team, as long as the fighters they rescue are stable enough to be moved,” Rachel added.

      “I’d love that. Thank you.” Yes, I loved working with animals, but what I really loved was the idea of helping something—or someone—hurt to heal.

      “Excellent. It’s decided. I’ll alert Doctor Surnen to expect you when you are ready.” He glanced from me to Tazo. “Let’s say, in a week?”

      Tazo grunted. “Two weeks.”

      The governor grinned. “Understood. Two-week honeymoon, then back to work.”

      Did my beast just inform the governor of this place that he was going to keep me so busy in bed for the next two weeks that I wouldn’t be able to start a new job? Yes. Yes, he did. And I had to admit, I was very much looking forward to the next two weeks.

      Rachel leaned into Maxim’s side and he wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her in close. “So, what are you two going to do now? I can take you to meet the other women. The dining room is open 24-7, but most of us have an S-Gen in our quarters, so it’s more a social thing. I could give you a tour⁠—”

      Governor Maxim interrupted, his gaze locked on Tazo. “I believe the final round of the pit tournament has begun. You should check in as soon as possible.”

      Pit tournament? What was that?

      “I’ve been busy.” Tazo chuckled behind me. “Any particular reason I should make an appearance?”

      “Fuck yes. You were in first place, and I placed a large wager on you to win it all. Now that Tyran is out of the fight, I expect you to continue your winning streak.”

      They were talking about fighting? Like what? MMA? Boxing? I tilted my head to study the governor. He seemed in a playful mood, something I’d not seen from him before. “What did you bet on my mate?”

      Rachel’s blush returned. “That’s private.” She giggled and looked at me. “But if you want to do your new best friend a favor, talk your mate into taking a fall.”

      Tazo’s hand on my shoulder squeezed me gently. “Who is it you believe can best me, Lady Rone?”
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      Lavender, The Fighting Pit, Two Hours Later

      

      “There they are.” Rachel pointed to a pair of Prillon warriors walking out into the middle of the sand-filled arena. About the size of a basketball court, the fighting pit was nothing more than an empty area for crazy alien males to beat the crap out of each other. At least, that’s all I’d seen so far. This was worse than boxing or MMA. There appeared to be no rules what-so-ever. Well, except no killing, as these were supposed to be friendly competitions to help the males sent to The Colony blow off some steam.

      I sat next to Rachel, her mate on her opposite side. All around us, males from all the various planets shouted, stomped and roared their encouragement. There were a handful of Atlans, some others who looked human but Rachel told me were Everian Hunters, fighters from Viken, Alera, Trion, Earth and a few other places I’d never heard of. Mostly, they were Prillon warriors of every color from pale, pastel yellow, to copper, to dark brown.

      The two Prillons who just walked into the center of the pit were clearly crowd favorites as every Prillon in the stands jumped to their feet.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “The darker one is Captain Trax. His fighting partner is Captain Marz.”

      I leaned forward to get a better look. Fascinating. Trax’s eyes were a brilliant amber in stark contrast to his dark brown complexion. Marz, however, was closer to Ryston’s golden coloring. I wondered if all Prillon duos were such a contrast. Was that instinct? To choose a second so different from oneself? Or were there Prillon pairs out there with two golden, or two dark warriors, sharing a mate? I filed that away to ask later as their opponent walked out onto the sand.

      “Oh, god. He has to fight two of them? How is that fair?” I leaped to my feet. My heart pounded as the crowd roared their approval, at least two hundred male voices shouting as loudly as they could manage. “They’re going to kill him.”

      My mate raised his arms in the air to encourage the spectators. They responded in kind and raised the volume. Hand splayed over my chest, I couldn’t tear my attention away from the warlord whose gaze locked on me. Tazo placed a fist over his heart and bowed to me.

      His action must have shocked them all. The crowd went silent. I heard rumblings, the word ‘mate’. I turned my head left, then right. Every male in the crowd stared at me.

      I had no idea what I was supposed to do. I lifted a hand and gave a little wave. “Hi? I’m Lavender. Nice to meet you all.”

      Every single male in the arena, including Trax and Marz, down in the fighting pit, clasped a hand over their heart and gave me a little bow. It was like they’d rehearsed it, their movements in perfect unison.

      Shocked, I sought out my mate and found him staring up at me, pride obvious in his gaze. He raised his voice so everyone would hear him. “If you are all finished ogling my beautiful mate, I’d like to finish this fight and take her back to our quarters to celebrate.”

      The cacophony resumed and I sank back into my seat. I had to be bright pink. Did Tazo just tell everyone here he couldn’t wait to take me back to our quarters and have sex with me? “Oh, my god. How embarrassing.”

      Next to me, Rachel laughed. “You’ll get used to it. They know what they want and they show us off every chance they get.”

      I grinned at her. “I guess boys will be boys no matter what planet they’re on.” Still. Two against one? Not fair. Sure, Atlans were big, but so were those damn Prillons. “Why does Tazo have to fight two of them?” I’d watched two previous matches. Both had been two against two, four Prillons in the pit.

      Governor Maxim leaned around his mate to answer me. “You have never seen a beast in battle.”

      “Yes, I have. Kai killed three of those Hive things in my living room, right in front of me.”

      “And the Hive? What species were they, prior to their integration?” he asked.

      “Prillon.” Big warriors, too.

      “And there were three?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what happened to those three, fully integrated, Prillon warriors?”

      “They’re dead.”

      Maxim turned to look down on the three combatants. “Hive integrations make us stronger, faster. Sometimes they enhance our vision or other senses. Everyone on The Colony was captured and integrated with Hive technology. Everyone, including your beast. As powerful as the warlords were on the battlefield prior to their capture by the Hive, they are more terrifying now. Your mate, my lady, has only ever been bested by one male on this planet, and his integrations are so complete, every cell in his body was enhanced, every part of him, blood, flesh and bone.”

      “Tyran?” I asked. “Is that who you were talking about?” (I don’t remember, but has she met Tyran?)

      Tazo and the two Prillon warriors began to circle one another. I focused on my mate as Rachel answered. “Yes.”

      “Why doesn’t he fight anymore?” If he was the champion, I wondered why he quit.

      Ryston, Rachel’s golden haired second mate, appeared out of nowhere and sat down on my right. Tazo glanced up immediately and gave the Prillon a slight nod. Ryston inclined his head to my mate even as he spoke to me. “Tyran has two small children and a third on the way. He goes half mad when his mate, Kristin, is pregnant. Can’t tolerate being away from her.”

      Rachel snorted. “Like you can talk, love. You two were almost as bad.”

      Ryston grinned at me, completely unrepentant. “Someone had to stand at attention next to the S-Gen machine for her ice-cream emergencies.”

      I laughed. “Ice cream is its own food group. Didn’t you know that?”

      He snorted. “I shall inform your warlord to be prepared.”

      Prepared? For what? For me to want ice cream? Because I was pregnant?

      Oh, god. Could I be pregnant already? I wasn’t on birth control. I wasn’t dating anyone back home and the pill made me feel like shit, so I just didn’t take it. The rare occasions I’d been with someone, we used a condom. Had I been so out of my mind I’d let Tazo fuck me, not once but multiple times, without protection?

      Why was I only thinking about this now? Panicking about this now?

      Because I was almost killed, then kidnapped, fought over by two Atlan beasts, carted off over Tazo’s shoulder and then… he’d held my body in mid-air to devour my pussy like a man possessed. I’d been so turned on, so out of my mind, I didn’t even think about the fact that an alien could get me pregnant.

      Shit. Did I want to be pregnant? I’d always wanted kids, but did I want one now?

      Rachel wiggled her hand under my elbow and linked our arms. “I knew we would be the best of friends. Anyone who doesn’t like ice cream needs their head examined.”

      I agreed as I settled one palm over my abdomen and wondered if there was a child growing inside me. The possibility made my pulse race, but not with fear. I had a mate who would never leave me, never cheat on me. A new job doing something I would love. Did I want a baby?

      Yes. Take away the worry about buying groceries and paying the bills and yes. I very much would love to have a child.

      “Who am I?” How had my life changed so much in just a couple days?

      Rachel must have heard my whisper. She leaned in and whispered in my ear. “Finding your true mate changes everything. You’ll get used to it.”

      My true mate. I watched my true mate remove his tunic, his bare chest every bit as big, muscled and freaking perfect as I remembered. Shining in the light from the dome over our heads, his integrations were clearly visible and reminded me of everything the governor had just said. Those things in his skin, whatever they were, made him stronger and faster. They also, apparently, made him an outcast.

      The Prillon he faced had much more obvious integrations. One of Marz’s eyes was completely silver, like liquid mercury. All around that eye and wrapping around his head to his temple, additional silver metal replaced flesh. They were all part machine. Every male sent to The Colony was a cyborg. Fascinating.

      Not one of them was as smoking hot and sexy as my cyborg. I’d bet on that.

      A loud chime sounded and I lost all track of time and space as my mate transformed into his beast and charged the two Prillon warriors.

      The fight was brutal. They moved so quickly I had trouble keeping track. When the sound of breaking bone, accompanied by a roar of pain, filled the arena I put my face down in my hands and couldn’t watch. I didn’t think that breaking sound was from Tazo, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. He was bleeding. I’d seen that. So were the other two. They pummeled one another. Kicked. Tossed their opponents around like sacks of potatoes. Ripped at each other’s skin. Rolled and wrestled and choked each other.

      “This is insane.” When it had been four Prillon warriors, I’d watched it all. I’d even cheered along with the rest of the crowd.

      But this wasn’t four random strangers. This was my mate. My warlord. Tazo. My heart was out there being beaten bloody, growling and roaring in pain. I couldn’t watch. Couldn’t bear it. The sight of him suffering was literally making me ill. I was going to vomit all over my new dress.

      Holy shit. Was I in love with him? Already? Was that even possible?

      “Are you all right?” Rachel asked.

      “No. I can’t watch this. I watch him get hurt. I can’t. It’s making me sick.”

      Rachel wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “It’s okay.”

      “I feel like a wimp.”

      “You’re not a wimp. You’re a big softie in love with her mate, but definitely not a wimp.” She held onto me as the fight continued. I judged how things were going by the volume of the crowd. The excitement rose to a crescendo and I dared a peak through split fingers.

      Tazo stood over the two Prillon warriors, both of whom appeared to be barely conscious. Blood from dozens of cuts ran over his face, body and arms as he held them over his head in victory.

      He was all right. Hurt. Bleeding. A mess, but not seriously injured. At least not that I could see from here.

      I had to go to him. I couldn’t tolerate seeing him hurt. In pain.

      I stood and shoved my way to the edge of the seating area. All around me, massive warriors jostled and celebrated. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t go up or down the rows. Couldn’t walk forward or back. I was stuck in the crowd of huge males. If one of them accidentally stepped on me, I’d be so done.

      Out of nowhere, a beast’s hands wrapped around my waist and lifted me off my feet.

      I squealed in shock until I realized the hands belonged to Tazo. He lifted me over the railing and set me on the ground. My soft boots sank into the sand as I looked up at him.

      For once, I didn’t want to be standing on my own two feet. I wanted to be in his arms, pressed against his strength. Safe. Protected. Loved. I looked up into the face of my beast and held out my arms.

      He reacted instantly, lifting me off my feet. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. When I was confident he knew exactly how badly I wanted him, I pulled back and pressed my forehead to his. “Are you all right? I’m sorry I couldn’t watch. I can’t stand to see you hurt.”

      My beast stroked my back with a gentleness no creature his size should be able to manage, yet he did. “Mate.”

      The one word sent a flood of warmth through me. “Mate. You’re mine. Okay? Mine forever.”

      “Mine.” I’d heard the beast say it many times, but none had felt like this. This time I knew—and accepted—what that word meant. Pleasure. Protection. Respect. Love.

      Home. Tazo was my home now.

      Tazo lifted me so that I sat on his shoulder and the crowd cheered. I smiled and waved, proud that my mate had just kicked the shit out of two huge, scary Prillon warriors who were, at this very moment, being attended to by medical staff wearing green uniforms, waving their little magic wands.

      Maybe, next time, I could force myself to watch.

      No. I doubted I’d ever be able to watch anyone hurt him.

      In a couple weeks, that would be me wearing green, training to be one of them. I’d see my sister, soon. She was safe, here, on The Colony, with her own beast. I had no doubt Warlord Kai would win her heart as easily as Tazo had stolen mine. Until then?

      I looked down into the eyes of the beast I adored and thanked god, or fate, or the freaking Hive for bringing him into my life.

      He. Was. Mine.
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WARLORD TAZO, SIX WEEKS LATER
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      My mate was glowing, happiness sparkled in her eyes as she laughed and chatted with her sister.

      Warlord Kai and I sat around the elaborately decorated dining table and watched our mates by candlelight, a nuance Lavender had insisted was romantic.

      I needed no romance, my heart and soul were already hers. I simply needed to be in her presence to be content. The beast agreed, watching the proceedings with a quiet contemplation I had not known him capable of.

      I glanced at Kai and wondered if he felt the same. Tamed. Content. At peace for the first time since childhood, before the war, before the endless battles, killing, capture and torture at the hands of our enemies. To this day, I was not certain how I’d survived.

      For her.

      The beast had fought for our mate, for the future promised to him, for this very moment.

      Larkspur lifted her glass of a sweet juice she called sparkling cider. “A toast.”

      “Oh, goodie. I love toasts.” Lavender lifter her glass and held it high, nodding her chin at me to participate. Kai and I both lifted our tankards of Atlan Ale and waited.

      Larkspur didn’t speak. Her gaze locked with Lavender’s and they both burst into giggles. “Should we tell them first?”

      Lavender looked up at me from under her lashes, the love I saw there stole my breath. Gods be damned, I’d done it. I’d captured her heart. Made her happy. Proved my worth as her mate. That look made me want to kick our guests out, strip her naked, and thank her with my mouth on her pussy until she was a hot, sweaty mess of orgasms. Then I’d fuck her, make her come again and again until she collapsed in my arms, asleep on my chest.

      It had quickly become my favorite way to sleep.

      “Tell us what?” Kai asked.

      His question earned him another round of excited laughter.

      What were these two females up to?

      Lavender reached for my hand and I gently folded my hand over hers. “I am beginning to feel like a fool, holding this ale in the air. To what are we toasting?”

      Lavender and Larkspur locked gazes once more and my mate gave her sister a nearly imperceptible nod. “Do it. Just like we planned.” She twisted around to look at the control panel by the door. “Comm, activate video recording.”

      What?

      “Recording,” the computerized voice responded.

      Lavender turned back around. “Okay, Lark. A toast.”

      Larkspur lifted her glass and held her mate’s gaze as she spoke. “To the babies.”

      “To the babies.” Lavender echoed.

      The tapped their glasses together and each took a sip as neither Kai nor I moved.

      Did she say babies? More than one?

      “What babies are we toasting?” Kai asked. I heard the same cautious excitement in his voice that I, myself, was feeling.

      Larkspur smiled, her eyes lit up with mischief. “Ours. Yours.” Her gaze darted to me. “Both of yours.”

      I turned to find Lavender’s eyes glistening with tears. Gods help me, my female cried a lot. Happy. Sad. Tired. I had learned the taste of many tears, but this tenderness in her gaze was new.

      “We’re going to have a baby, Tazo.” She put her drink down and reached for her sister’s hand. “We both are.” She burst into laughter and looked at Kai. “We all are.”

      “You are both with child?” This was beyond a miracle.

      “Yes.”

      “How is this possible?” I didn’t understand. The odds of both our mates becoming pregnant at the exact same time had to be astronomical.

      “Well, we lived together. Right? And we spent a lot of time together, so our cycles synced.” Lavender tried to explain, but her words made no sense.

      “Your cycles?” Kai sounded as confused as I.

      “We ovulated on the same day. We met you two on the same day. In fact, Doctor Surnen believes we got pregnant within hours of each other.” Larkspur stood and pulled Kai to his feet. “We’re going to have a baby, big guy.”

      His beast surged to the surface, lifted his mate into his arms, and stormed toward the door.

      Larkspur squealed. Lavender laughed as he carried her out the door. “Don’t worry, big sis. I’ll get the dishes.”

      When the door slid closed, Lavender deactivated the recording and turned to look at me.

      “Are you happy?” I hated the doubt I heard in her voice.

      I dropped to my knees and turned her to face me so I could lean in and press a kiss to her abdomen where, even now, our child grew safe and warm. “I am overjoyed. You are a miracle, mate. A blessing I do not deserve.”

      “Well, that’s true,” she teased. When I looked up into her eyes, her doubt had been replaced by something I treasured above all else. Love.

      Mate. Mine. Baby. Mine! The beast was very proud of himself. I couldn’t help but smile.

      “I love you, Lavender. I love our child. I thank the gods every day that Kai kidnapped the wrong sister.” Had that mistake not been made, my mate would still be on Earth, alone. Unprotected. Without me.

      “So do I.” She leaned forward and kissed me. “I love you, warlord. You’re mine.”

      “Forever, mate.”

      “Forever.”

      The beast roared to life within and pushed his way to the surface to join the celebration. I did not try to deny him. Lavender was his mate as well. The child? His. Ours. Perfect.

      “Mine!” He lifted her from her seat and carried her to the wall, removing her clothes as he went. She was hot, wet. Ready. We thrust deep, her keening cry of pleasure pure bliss. She was ours. Our mate. Our miracle. Our heart.

      She was everything.
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      Don’t miss Larkspur and Warlord Kai’s full length, smoking hot love story in Bad Boy Beast by Grace Goodwin.  Turn the page to read Chapter One NOW!

      

      Chapter One

       

      Atlan Warlord Kai, Miami, Florida

       

      I finally tracked the elusive female, the human who risked her life to break into an illegal fight club and capture images of Warlord Maxus, and the rest of us, during the surprise Hive attack. Whoever she was, the moment she sent those images to potential buyers, she placed herself in more danger than she could comprehend.

      The Hive wanted her dead.

      The Coalition’s Intelligence Core wanted her alive for questioning.

      Me? I just fucking wanted. The moment her lingering scent filled my head that day, my beast had one fucking thing to say… mine. Over, and over, and fucking over again.

      Mine!

      I know. Patience.

      No patience. Mine. Go. Now.

      Our mate is in danger. You want to fuck around and be killed by Hive Scouts?

      Weak. I kill them all. My beast sounded insulted I would even mention the possibility of our death. I never lose to Hive scum.

      “You lost once.” I wasn’t trying to be an asshole to—myself—but we had been defeated in battle. Once. Captured and taken to a Hive Integration facility and experimented on. Tortured. Integrated with Hive technology that, even after rescue, made it impossible to return to the Atlan home world. I was an outcast now, contaminated, just like every other fighter, warrior and warlord exiled to The Colony. Too dangerous to be allowed to return to Atlan, take a mate and live a civilian life.

      Worse, mating fever raged in my blood. Soon the beast would break free and unleash his agony in an unforgivable killing fury. Unless I convinced my female to accept me, take my mating cuffs and never leave my side.

      The odds were not in my favor.

      “I’m going in.” I squinted through the dark, grateful for the pitiful light provided by two lamp posts positioned in the building’s parking lot. Three more surrounded the area but were not functional. It was well past midnight. My female—and she was mine—should be asleep.

      Crouched on the roof of her three-story apartment building, I jumped to the ground and landed outside her bedroom window. “Are you sure these diagrams are correct?”

      “Yes. You still determined to knock on the door?” The voice in my comm belonged to Bahre, our chosen commander while we were here, on Earth. Most of the warlords had been successful in finding their mates. Some had returned to The Colony. I was not among them. The beast within became more difficult to control with each passing day. If I did not claim my mate soon, mating fever would destroy me, and I would be forced to embrace death.

      “I do not wish to frighten her.”

      “Fucking mistake. Get her out and explain later.”

      “She’s my mate. I do not want her to fear me.”

      “Fuck. Going soft already. Be quick about it.” Bahre’s sigh spoke for both of us. Protecting a mate, physically and mentally, was the only thing that mattered. “Do you have a visual?”

      “Negative.” The human apartment building appeared to be quiet. “Activating scanners.”

      “The Hive Scouts we’re tracking are closing in on your position.”

      “How long do I have?”

      Bahre cursed. “Ten minutes, if you’re lucky.”

      Break in, convince a hysterical, human female to accompany me to another planet, put a transport beacon on her, and get her out of here before the Hive showed up? What could possibly go wrong?

      I activated the scanners in my Coalition helmet and watched thermal outlines of the humans inside the building appear on my helmet’s screen. “Fifty-seven humans. Twenty-nine female. Fuck. I hope the Hive don’t get any ideas.” The Hive had been kidnapping and attempting to breed human females. “Only one Scout unit? Just three of them?”

      “That’s all we’re tracking. Just get in and get her out of there. We need those images. The I.C. is breathing down my neck on this one.” Bahre’s rumbling didn’t help my agitated state. My beast growled, ready to unleash his rage on the world.

      “You mean Helion’s being an ass. I heard he claimed a mate. Didn’t that calm him down?”

      Bahre’s chuckle sounded like rumbling rocks in my head. “Made him worse, especially when it comes to protecting human females.”

      Of course. Now that the notorious asshole commander of the Intelligence Core was mated to a human female, he was obsessed with protecting Earth. Didn’t seem to matter that he’d supposedly retired and relocated his mate to his home world of Prillon Prime. He was even more active—at least when it came to Earth—than ever.

      He had his human mate. Time to claim mine.

      “Larkspur Linton. Age twenty-three. Where are you?” The apartment number on her government issued identification was one-zero-seven.

      “Stop stalling, Warlord. I’m going to think you’re afraid of a tiny human female.”

      “Guess you should have come with me. Make sure I don’t fuck it up.”

      Bahre burst into laughter. “Fuck no. The day a Warlord can’t handle three Scouts on his own is the day I walk away from Quinn. She’s waiting for me, so hurry the fuck up before my cock insists I leave you without backup on comms.”

      My turn to chuckle. Quinn was one beautiful female. I couldn’t blame Bahre for his eagerness to be with his mate.

      Speaking of mates....

      Mine!

      Yes. I know. Just a few more minutes.

      No. Now.

      My beast was tired of waiting. Frankly, so was I.

      I checked the details on the scanner. Human female. Alone. She must have fallen asleep on her sofa. The apartment appeared to have two bedrooms, but the other rooms were unoccupied. My mate was alone.

      What did she wear to bed? I inspected the thermal image of her sitting on her sofa. The flickering light of her television, or computer screen, flashed across her window. A strange shimmer appeared, then disappeared on my scans. I would need to get that glitch checked out once I was back on The Colony.

      I stared at that curved, red outline and tried to imagine what it would be like to touch her. Other than the grainy image on her driver’s license—brown hair, brown eyes, slightly taller than average for a human, I had no idea what she looked like, sounded like, thought or needed. What if she refused to come with me?

      Mine!

      The beast didn’t give a fuck what she looked like. All females were beautiful and unique. The only thing that mattered was that she was mine. I knew the moment I caught her scent at the fight club that night, a sweet, feminine fragrance that haunted me every minute since. Taunting me. Daring me to find her.

      “Eight minutes. Scouts inbound. Hurry the fuck up.”

      Why was I not already inside? Was I nervous to meet her? Afraid she would take one look at the scars and integrations covering my body and find me unworthy? I’ve never feared anything in my life, not on the battlefield, not during my imprisonment with the Hive. Now I dreaded the reaction of a fragile human female?

      Mine!

      The beast had a one-track mind. The rock-hard cock rubbing against my armor was proof of that.

      Moving quickly, I went to her door and raised my fist. My knock rattled the nearby window.

      Inside me, the beast lunged, eager to break free.

      Holding him back took every bit of self-control I possessed.

      I braced my hands on either side of the door frame and waited. Knocked again. Nothing. No footsteps. No calling out. My mate’s apartment remained silent.

      Fuck. I didn’t want to have to do it this way.

      I kicked the door open and stepped inside. “Larkspur?” A tall, freestanding coat rack, and the variety of items hanging from the black, metallic hooks, blocked my view of the living area.

      The narrow hall made it impossible for my shoulders to pass. I lifted the metal rack, coats, purses, umbrella and all, and walked forward. “Larkspur Linton? I’m Warlord Kai. I need to speak with you. You’re in danger.”

      “It’s a trap! Get out!” A woman’s shout was cut short by the sound of something hitting flesh.

      “We have an intruder. Eliminate him.” A cold, monotone voice gave the order without a hint of emotion. I knew that tone, the cadence of a group mind, the way the Hive always referred to themselves as ‘we’, never ‘I’. Never the individual.

      “No! Get out! Run!” A woman’s scream made the beast roar a response.

      The Hive were here. For touching my mate, they would die.

      I rushed into the small living space. Three Hive Soldiers, bigger, stronger, better armed and with more advanced integrations than their lowly Scouts—surrounded a human female where she sat, facing them, on her light brown sofa. Her dark hair hung on either side of delicate cheekbones and full, kissable lips.

      A dark bruise spread on her left cheek and around her brown eye. A short, blue nightgown bunched up on top of her thighs, exposing long, lean legs. A binding device held her wrists bound in front of her, resting on her lap. Tears streaked her cheeks and still, she did not beg for her own life, but glared, defiance in her raised chin and unblinking glare. She did not cower before the Hive Soldier. Instead, she called out a warning to me.

      My mate was brave. Courageous. Honorable. Her sweet, feminine scent filled the small apartment. She was fucking perfect.

      The beast agreed.

      “Mine!” He roared as I felt my body shift and expand, my bones and muscles tearing and reforming as I swung the coat rack at the nearest Soldier. The trio—the fucking Hive always traveled in threes—included three integrated Prillon warriors. Big. Strong. Trained in battle.

      They were no match for a beast defending his mate.

      The metal hooks in the coat rack hit with such force, the hooks punctured the Soldier’s armor, one hook in his chest, the other in the side of his neck. He collapsed to his knees, blood spraying on the pale gray carpet.

      The female scrambled away from the fight, hurling her small body toward the far end of the sofa.

      The two remaining Hive Soldiers turned to face my beast, weapons raised.

      Rage unlike anything I’d ever known pumped through every cell at the glimpse of my small, delicate female trapped behind them. I’d fought countless battles against creatures like these, been consumed by the fury of war. This was deeper. Primal.

      “Mine!” The word filled the room like booming thunder. My mate screamed.

      The two Hive opened fire, their blasters hitting my armor, charring the flesh beneath.

      Her scream was an explosion inside my skull, my mate in danger, threatened by my mortal enemy. Dozens of battles flashed through my mind, the images so vivid and real the room before me faded until I stood on the battlefield, muscles straining as I tore a Hive Scout’s body in half.

      My beast’s cry of rage echoed through the small apartment. The thunderous roar in my ears broke the spell and I came back to myself. That nightmare happened on another day, in another battle. These two were here, now.

      They continued to fire, their blasters turning my armor into molten metal on flesh. Searing. Burning.

      The pain enraged my beast.

      I stepped into the blasts and reached out to wrap my hands around the head and shoulder of the nearest Hive Soldier. He fought as his companion blasted me from the side. A head shot blurred my vision as my helmet took the brunt of the discharge.

      The Hive before me was stronger than a Prillon warrior should have been. His Hive integrations gave him unnatural strength.

      With a growl of intense satisfaction, I pulled the Hive’s head from his shoulders and tossed it on the floor next to his fallen, dying companion. I stomped on the polished black coat rack for good measure, driving the metal tips deeper into the enemy’s neck.

      One more.

      Never before had I been grateful for my weeks of capture at the hands of the Hive, until now. Without the integrations in my own body, I might have been in trouble. But I was captured. Tortured. Integrated. Hardened. As one of the few Atlans to survive the Integration process, I was stronger than any Atlan warlord should be. So was my beast. These Hive Soldiers were Prillon warriors once, before the Hive changed them into something else.

      They were following orders, doing a job. I was a warlord, a beast, a killer protecting the only thing in the universe that mattered… my mate.

      “Kai, what the fuck is going on?” Bahre’s voice finally broke through. He’d been talking, but my beast was too focused on battle to process his annoying questions.

      “Hive.” My beast gave a typical one-word response.

      “The group of Scouts in four minutes out. They’re picking up the pace.”

      “No. Here. Now.” My beast’s tone left no room for argument.

      “I don’t understand. That’s not possible.” Bahre’s confusion was one I shared. How did these fuckers not show up on my scans? I should have known they were here.

      With a flick of my eyes toward the on-screen command in my helmet, I began broadcasting the scene to Bahre and anyone else who was monitoring the situation.

      “Fuck!” Bahre’s shout in my comms matched my mood perfectly.

      “We are here for the female. Leave. This human is nothing to you.” The remaining Hive Soldier faced me but ceased firing his blaster.

      “Mine.” The beast would not be reasoned with. There would be no bargaining, no mercy.

      The final Soldier resumed fire as I advanced. He took one step back. Two. The backs of his legs hit the sofa and my mate gasped, scooting farther away.

      The Hive Soldier turned his head to look at her, the thought clearly forming in his mind. He knew he was dead. Fucking dead.

      He lifted his blaster, pointed the weapon at her head.

      
        
        Read now! Bad Boy Beast
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      READ CHAPTER ONE NOW!

      

      Rachel Pierce, Interstellar Brides Program Processing Center

      

      “You can’t escape us.” A rough male voice whispered in my ear. The room was dark, nearly black, and I could not see his face, but his tone excited me. I should have been afraid, terrified, and yet my body arched off the bed at his words, eager. Wet. Throbbing with need.

      I tugged at the bonds about my wrists, the unbreakable cuffs secured over my head. The fit was snug, but not painful. They ensured that I was well and truly captured, yet unharmed. There was no give in the restraints, but the soft yield of the bed under my back was soothing.  So were the calloused hands that ran over my heated skin, that cupped my upturned breasts, the insides of my spread thighs, my bare mound.

      “Our little prisoner.”

      I stilled at the voice. The second voice. There wasn’t just one man in bed with me, but two. Two sets of hands.

      “Ah!” I cried, when little erotic bites elicited a fiery burst of pain at the tips of my nipples. Two mouths.

      I couldn’t see their faces, but I could feel their hands, hear their ragged breathing, feel their heat, smell their dark, spicy scents.

      “I want to touch you,” I replied, licking my dry lips. I tugged once again on the binds, but they were unforgiving. I didn’t need to see them to know they were big, so much bigger than me. Their hands were large, spanning the breadth of my belly, dwarfing my breasts, which were far from small, gripping my knees and holding them apart so that my naked body was open to their every urge, every desire.

      I should feel panicked, for while I didn’t seem to know these men, I knew them, felt safe with them. Safe enough to be tied up and at their sweet mercy.

      I’d never been into bondage play or any kind of BDSM before. Not even a little kink tossed into a wild night. My sexual experiences ranged between high school fumbling and wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am kinds of encounters.

      This, this was something else entirely…and I liked it.

      I liked the heavy weight of the cuffs about my wrists. I liked the way there was no give in the rope. I liked the way the men were touching me, arousing me to a fervor I’d never known before. And they were only touching.

      When a hand dipped between my thighs, I arched my back, pushing my hips into the touch. “She’s dripping. You like to give over control.”

      I didn’t know that to be the case before, but with these two, now, I did. Hell, yeah.

      I moaned at the feel of his fingers stroking over my folds, circling my clit, pulling back its protective hood for…oh fuck. His hot breath.

      When his mouth closed over my clit, I cried out, tugged involuntarily. Hands on my thighs held me open, exposed, available.

      I couldn’t do a thing but take whatever they wanted to do to me. To give to me.

      “You’ll come first, then we’ll fuck you.”

      I had no problem with that whatsoever. “Yes,” I replied on a breathy moan to the man who was licking my pussy.

      The other was working my nipples with his mouth, alternating between them. I felt the rasp of a trimmed beard, the soft hairs tickling my tender skin and awakening every one of my nerve endings. “You can feel it, can’t you? Our need, your need, building and building. The collars join us, link and share our pleasure.”

      I felt the weight of something about my neck, felt the eager intensity of the men’s desires, their domination, my submission, swirling around us like a vibrant, red aura. I was hotter, wetter, more eager than ever in my life.

      I was going to come. There was no way I could stop it, for while I was bound by rope and cuffs, I was ensnared by their attentions. My pussy ached, swelled, pulsed. My clit throbbed. My nipples stung.

      “Yes, I’m going to… I need, right there…just a little—no!”

      The men knew I was going to come and not just from my mindless rambling or the way my body shook. It was the damn collars. They knew one more flick of a tongue against my engorged clit, one more decadent bite on my nipple and I would have succumbed to the most powerful orgasm.

      Instead, I was sweaty and needy, tears slipping from my eyes, desperate for them. My body was almost electrified with need. Just a touch in the right place and I’d go off.

      The man by my head moved to lie down beside me, his hot length pressing against my side. Hands gripped my waist and flipped me over on top of him, my arms still up over my head, over his as well. If I leaned down a few inches, surely I would kiss him. Shifting my legs into a comfortable position, I straddled him. My breasts chafed against the soft hairs on his chest. My slick skin slid easily over him. My pussy coated his cock, which I rested upon, the girth of it parting my folds. Our breaths mingled and yet I still couldn’t see him.

      “Please,” I begged, wiggling my hips to get his cock at my entrance, so I could get him deep inside me. I needed him deep inside me. I had never thought it before, and if that made me a total slut, I didn’t care, but I needed cock.

      A hand came down on my upturned bottom, the sting of it a surprise. While it hurt, it morphed into even more pleasure and I gasped, then groaned.

      “We say how,” the man behind me said.

      “We say when,” the one beneath me finished.

      A palm cupped my stinging bottom, pulled my cheeks apart. A hard finger, slick and coated with something cool slid over me there, finding my back entrance, circling, then pushing in.

      The sharp bite of the stretch had me panting, stilling. The finger worked the lube into me, more, then more still.

      “Are you ready for our cocks, mate? To be ours forever?” The man behind me spoke as he gently yet thoroughly prepared my ass for…oh god. Our cocks. Forever.

      Yes. I was ready. More than ready. Time didn’t exist, only the feel of his finger as he worked me, stretched me open, the feel of the hard, muscled body beneath me. Hands stroked my back, my sides, my hair.

      “She’s ready.”

      I’d been ready for a while but didn’t mention it, afraid I’d get spanked again. They were in control, so I bit my lip.

      I felt them move, heard the rustling of their actions as I was lifted up so that the cock beneath me nudged my pussy. Yes! I wiggled, trying to lower, but he would have none of it. I realized when I felt the other’s cock at my prepared back passage that they were going to take me together.

      Really together. Not one after the other. Not one in my pussy, the other cock in my mouth. Together, as in double penetration.

      As I panicked, a sense of eagerness, of extreme arousal washed over me. I felt the men’s desires mingle with my own through the collar and it tempered my panic and soothed it with mindless need.

      “Please,” I begged, feeling their cocks pressing. The one at my pussy slid in easily, the wet sound of my arousal as loud as our breaths. In a smooth stroke, he sank deep, filling me. He groaned. I groaned. God, he was big. Thick. Hard. So fucking deep.

      “I’m going to come.”

      I was. They’d primed me so well that I was shaking with it.

      “Not yet. As soon as you are ours, when you take both our cocks we will be truly joined. Only then will you be collared, mated, claimed.” The man behind me spoke in my ear as he pressed inward, the broad head of his cock slowly opening me. My body held barely any resistance to his efforts. Perhaps it was the lube or his intent, but I truly believed it was the collars that connected us, that made me relax, to breathe out, to give over. They’d wanted me to submit and this act was the ultimate submission.

      I could do nothing but take whatever they wanted. When they wanted. How.

      It was that knowledge more than the second cock sinking into me that had me coming on a blissful scream. I was so full, so open. Exposed. Vulnerable and yet powerful all at once.

      It was too much, the pleasure. I was truly imprisoned, caught not only by the bonds over my head, but the cocks that joined us. We were one.

      When I felt their hot seed spurt from them, I screamed again, then again.

      “Miss Pierce!” The voice repeated itself and a hand shook my shoulder. “Stop screaming, please.”

      I was thrashing, felt the way my hands were bound, knew it was real.

      “Rachel!”

      No, it wasn’t real. The voice shouting at me was a woman, not the deep rumble of either man.

      I blinked, once, then again. Bright light filtered through the seams of my closed eyelids, turning my vision a deep, dark red until, unable to deny the annoying woman’s voice, or the too small hand on my shoulder. I opened my eyes.

      Fuck. There were no men. No hands, mouths, cocks. There had definitely been an orgasm though. I was sweaty and I could feel the heat of it, the pleasure still coursing through my body. My pussy rippled and pulsed around…nothing. My bottom clenched. Empty. The wet result of my arousal made my bottom slip and slide on a strange exam chair. It was like I’d been tied down, naked, at the dentist’s office.

      My hands were bound, but not by the men’s cuffs and I wasn’t in a soft bed. No. I was restrained to the testing chair in the Interstellar Brides Processing Center. The men were nothing more than a dream, a figment of my sex-starved imagination. I hadn’t been with a man in a long damn time. Over a year.

      Apparently, my body had gone from zero to orgasm in about five seconds flat. But it had been so good, so hot and hard and…

      “Miss Pierce. I need you to look at me.” There was that annoying female voice practically barking orders at me. I didn’t care for her tone. Not one bit.

      I focused on the face swimming before me and waited for my vision to clear. When it did, I found a somewhat unpleasant young woman’s face looming over me. I remembered her now. Unfortunately, I remembered everything. “Warden Egara.”

      “Good. You’re awake.”

      “You wanted me tested and now you’re taking the dream away from me?” It had been a dream. Since when had reality included two hot, virile lovers who fucked me at the same time? When had I ever had an orgasm that strong? That intense? When had I ever been so desperate to be touched that just thinking about it had nearly made me scream?

      Never. Smoking-hot, dominant lovers were not part of my reality.

      My reality included prison. Harsh lighting. Bad food. Stale air. Several hundred women who looked at me like I was fresh meat. Loneliness. Betrayal.

      “Yes, Miss Pierce. I’m terribly sorry. I don’t normally stop the testing so abruptly, but I have to admit, I was a little nervous about your screaming.”

      I couldn’t help but flush. “Let’s just say the dream was very… vivid.”

      She looked down at her tablet, apparently having decided that I was not dying in her testing chair. She went around the generic table and sat down. The room was clinical, stark. I’d think I was in an office conference room if not for the fancy testing chair I sat in. No, that I was tied to like a mental patient. The restraints around my wrists were at least four inches wide and an inch thick. I wasn’t sure what kind of superhuman women they normally strapped down, but the only way any normal girl would get out of these was with a hacksaw.

      I looked down at myself, oddly pleased to see that I wore the bland, gray testing gown instead of the orange prison pants and white t-shirt that had made up my wardrobe for the last few months. I was naked beneath, and bare from the knees down. Medical gowns, it seemed, were standard-level ugly no matter what planet they were from. And I wasn’t a fan of my bare ass sticking to the chair. Where was the standard-issue granny panties and sports bra?

      “The testing was successful, a match was made at a ninety-nine percent.” Her smile transformed her face, and I realized that she wasn’t that old, probably even a few years younger than me. Her brown hair was pulled back in a severe bun, a style that reminded me of Wild West school marms in the old movies. Her gray eyes held a keen intelligence I could respect, but her words alarmed me. I was here at my attorney’s insistence. But I’d never really believed in this whole matching process. I mean, really? How the hell could some alien computer select a man who would be perfect for me? I didn’t believe it. But that didn’t stop the little kernel of hope from bursting to life with a painful buzz in my chest.

      I frowned to hide the reaction. This was not how things were supposed to go. “I’ve been matched?”

      “Yes, to a Prillon warrior.”

      “A Prillon?” I knew nothing about the other planets in the Coalition. I’d had my nose in a petri dish and my eyes on the lens of a microscope for the last decade. “I told you I didn’t want it. A match. This. I don’t want to go off to some…some planet.” I spit out the last as if it were foul on my tongue. “I told you. I shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be in jail. I’ve done nothing wrong, except expose the truth. I’m not going to leave Earth because someone else broke the law.”

      The warden looked at me with sympathetic gray eyes. “Yes, I’ve heard of your case, heard your claims of innocence. From a process standpoint, the testing doesn’t change that you’ve been convicted of a crime. It doesn’t change that you are going to be in jail for the next twenty-five years.”

      “I filed an appeal.”

      “Yes, your attorney informed me and I wish you the best of luck.” Her gray eyes softened and I found my anger fading beneath the onslaught of pity I saw there. “I’m sorry, Rachel. But your innocence or guilt is irrelevant to me. And believe me, your new mate won’t care. You’re here. You were convicted. They must have had evidence.”

      “It was planted,” I countered.

      All hints of the orgasm had faded, replaced by the same anger, frustration and bitterness that had followed me for the past five months. When the Whistleblower law went into effect, it hadn’t included me. No. I’d been quickly taken away, falsely pinned with crimes I didn’t commit by people who committed far worse just to hide their own.

      Yes, I’d been the lead researcher at GloboPharma. The trials had been under my supervision. But I’d pulled the plug when things went wrong. I’d followed the FDA guidelines to the letter. The data in my reports was truthful and accurate. Yes, I’d known that the company had hundreds of millions of dollars on the line, looking for a cancer cure. And the treatment worked, it just killed too many healthy cells in the process.

      I’d filed my reports and expected my superiors to do the right thing.

      The day I heard that the FDA approved the drug, I’d nearly puked up my hot mustard and salami sandwich at my desk. I’d called the president of the company personally, and when she wouldn’t listen, I called the CEO.

      They all ignored me, and sent some goons to wreck my house and shut me up. They’d fired me, discredited me, and, little did I know, kept my data and lined me up to take the fall if things went bad.

      And things went really, really bad. At least four hundred people died before the FDA figured out it was the new drug doing the damage. When they came looking for someone to blame, GloboPharma handed them my head on a silver platter.

      Fuckers. I refused to go down without a fight. I was not going to run like a scared puppy and live the rest of my life on another freaking planet. I had to do the right thing. I had to fight. If I didn’t, the bastards who did this to people would just do it again. And again. And again. I went to graduate school and completed my PhD just last year in biochemistry. I studied physiology as an undergrad so I could make a difference in the world, so I could help people. I never wanted to be in a fight like this. But now that I was here, I couldn’t walk away. I didn’t have a choice. It was either fight or rot in jail. And if I let them beat me, they’d just do it again, make another mistake. Kill people. Lie about it.

      “I can’t leave. I have to go to court. Please, I want you to understand.”

      “Your appeal is two months away,” she replied, not commenting on my rant. She knew what had happened, the charges, the trial, my conviction. It was all in my file on that tablet of hers. Everything about me was on there, including what I ate for lunch three months ago and my bra size. “Your lawyer recommended that you be tested for the Interstellar Brides Program, just in case.”

      My lawyer was a nice man, accomplished at his job, but he had highly skilled, very well-placed people at the FDA and GloboPharma’s army of attorneys fighting against him. He’d told me it was going to be a hard fight, but I didn’t care. I’d done nothing wrong. I’d found out what others had done, were doing, to tens of thousands of frightened people desperate for a cure. They’d taken advantage of people who were sick and scared. They’d forged documents, lied, conspired and put my name on everything. The company paid a stupid fine and walked away. I was the one in jail for forgery, fraud, conspiracy. And that was the short list. I didn’t care what they said about me. I wasn’t giving up.

      “Yes, two months, then the truth will come out and I’ll be free.”

      She didn’t look hopeful. “Mating a Prillon is not the end of the world, Rachel.”

      “Yes, it is. Literally. I wouldn’t be on Earth any longer.”

      “I’ve been there. To Prillon Prime.” She angled her head toward me. “I was mated to a Prillon warrior six years ago. It was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Yet you’re here,” I countered. Her lips compressed into a thin line and a shadow passed through her gray eyes. I’d said something to hurt her. “I’m sorry. I don’t know your story, your life. I’m just—” I tugged at the restraints “—trapped.”

      When she did not respond, I studied her carefully stoic expression. Yes. She was young, probably younger than my thirty-two by at least four years. But the pain in her eyes was old pain. Old and hardened into armor around her heart.

      “How could you have gone to Prillon Prime six years ago? The Brides Program only started two years ago.” Two years since the aliens landed. Two years since everything on Earth went into a tailspin and we learned we weren’t alone.

      Two years, and our governments were still struggling with each other like bullies on the playground fighting for territory. Nothing changed. Nothing would ever change. Human nature was…well…all too human.

      Her smile was controlled, and didn’t reach her eyes. “Well, I was not in your position. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. My mates found me before Earth was officially brought into the Coalition. I didn’t have a choice, Rachel. Not like you. I was only with them a short time before they were killed by the Hive, but I loved them and I don’t regret a moment I spent as their mate. I understand your fear of going to another planet. But you’ve been matched to a decorated Prillon commander. I have no doubt you will grow to love him. His second will, I’m sure, be just as impressive.”

      “Second?”

      She nodded. “Yes, all Prillon warriors share their mate with another. It is their way. If one of your mates should be killed in battle, you, and any children, would have the second to protect and care for you.”

      “Two men? A threesome?” Was she crazy? I didn’t want a ménage. I didn’t want one space alien, let alone two.

      My body recalled the two men filling me with their cocks just moments ago, in that damn dream, and heated instantly. No.

      No. No. No. I was not walking away from my appeal just to go have hot alien sex. Just, no.

      “No way,” I said. If I could have sliced my hand through the air, I would have. As things stood, I had to settle for rattling the chair beneath the cuffs attached to my wrists. Looking up into her eyes, I shook my head again to make sure she understood exactly what I was saying. “No, thank you. I know John said I should come down here, but no. I can’t leave. I refuse the match.”

      “Then you will go back to the maximum security prison until your appeal.”

      The idea of going back to solitary confinement was miserable. A jail cell or space. The choices were grim. The knowledge that I was innocent set my resolve.

      “I appreciate your concern, Warden. But I’m innocent. I have to believe I can win this. I can’t let them get away with lying to the FDA and all those poor patients and their families. I won’t go off-planet and ruin my career. If I run, everyone will believe what they said about me, that I lied about the risks, that I lied to protect the company. I didn’t. I gave them the real data and I can prove it. I don’t want to go to another world. I like this one. I had a good life. I want it back!”

      Tears filled my eyes, but I willed them away. I missed my house, my sports car, my freaking cat. I had never wanted to sleep in my own queen-size bed so badly in my life. But I’d cried enough. Hell, that was pretty much all I’d done the first couple months in prison. No more. I was innocent and I would prove it. Go free. Go back to my life in the lab. I would continue my research and save lives. That was the only thing I’d ever wanted. I refused to give it up.

      My dad would roll over in his grave if I walked away from this fight. He’d watched my mom die when I was just five. I barely remembered her, but I remembered the way her bald head had felt when I hugged her. I remembered the smell of sickness in my house.

      After she died, my dad had tried to hang on. He’d made it until I left for college. And then he’d drunk himself to death.

      Guilt. What a weak word for the emotions that roared through me when I thought of my father. I never should have left him alone. I knew he still missed her. I knew he fought his own demons. But I’d been eighteen, and eager to go out into the world and start a new life. I’d moved a thousand miles away for college, only returning home a couple times a year. I’d walked away, and he’d faded right under my nose. Big mistake. Huge.

      No. I was not walking away from this.

      Warden Egara sighed and I did not welcome the disappointment or resignation I saw in her eyes, as if I was making the wrong choice.

      “Very well. Please know the match has been made, recorded and filed in your record. If you change your mind, it is your legal right to contact me. Should you choose to become a bride, all charges will be dropped, your record will be cleared and you will be sent to your mates immediately.”

      As she spoke, she lifted a strange, hand-held device to the side of my neck and I yelped as a sharp, biting pain struck just behind my ear.

      “Oww!” I twisted away from her, tugging on the restraints with renewed determination. “What was that?”

      “I’m sorry, Rachel, but it was necessary.” She walked away and placed the odd, cylinder-shaped object down on the table before turning back to me with her data pad firmly in hand and a frown on her face. “And I’m sorry for the headache you’ll have for the next few hours. Normally, you would be in transport while your brain adapted to the NPU, but you won’t have that luxury.”

      “NPU? What is that?” I wanted to lift my hand to the side of my neck and rub the aching spot there. What the hell had she just done? “What did you do to me?”

      The restraints about my wrists came undone with a single swipe of the warden’s finger on her tablet. She lifted her gaze from the tablet to meet mine, and I saw no sympathy there, more like pity. “The NPU is a neural processing unit required for transport off the planet. Its neural technology will merge with your brain’s language centers, allowing you to understand and speak all known languages of the Coalition Fleet. You can’t be processed as a bride without one.”

      “I don’t want to be a bride.” As I rose to stand, a guard walked in with the all too familiar shackles, a long chain rattling between the wrist cuffs. I knew where he would take me, back to prison, back to solitary confinement where the guards would treat me like I was invisible, a rat in a cage that needed food and water, and nothing else. Still, that was better than the alternative. I didn’t want to be more to them than another inmate, another mouth to feed. I didn’t want them to notice me.

      But I was innocent. Surely my attorney and my friends on the outside would figure out the truth. I had to believe the judge sitting my case would see through the prosecution’s lies.

      “If you didn’t want to be a bride, then why did you follow your attorney’s recommendation for processing?” Her question struck a nerve, but I refused to back down. I refused to believe the justice system would fail me so completely.

      “Just in case.”

      Her nod was quick and precise. “Exactly. And now you have an NPU, just in case.”

      She threw my own words back at me, but the underlying tone made it clear she believed I would be back, sooner rather than later. And if the system failed me and I was convicted, maybe I would come back. That dream. My body still ached with lust. I wanted those big hands on my body. I felt like I was a touch starved idiot, but I wouldn’t stop thinking about the way their hands had stroked my skin, their huge cocks had stretched me open. The intense pleasure as I’d ridden them to the strongest orgasm of my pathetic life.

      A fake orgasm, from some stupid computerized highjack of my brain. If I understood the process correctly, I’d been living another woman’s actual memories, experiencing what she experienced.

      The whole thing freaked me out. And I didn’t want to leave Earth. I wanted my damn life back, and I was going to get it.

      I could survive another two months in solitary. I refused to break. But a nagging voice had begun to haunt me in the quiet silence of my existence in the prison. Even if I beat the charges and won my appeal, what would become of me? Even if I were allowed to go home, would I ever be truly free? If the charges were dropped, if my name was cleared, there would always be those who doubted, who would consider me and any data I found to be tainted. No lab would touch me. At least not in the US. I’d have to relocate, start a new life.

      And if I didn’t win, if the system failed? I’d either be shackled and jailed for decades or be sent to a new planet where I would be at the mercy of not one huge alien, but two.

      Sounded like, one way or the other, I was already doomed to serving a life sentence.
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      Want more? I’ve got hidden bonus content on my web site exclusively for those on my mailing list.

      If you are already on my email list, you don't need to do a thing! Simply scroll to the bottom of my newsletter emails and click on the super-secret link. 

      Not a member? What are you waiting for? In addition to bonus content (great new stuff will be added regularly) you will always be in the loop - you’ll never have to wonder when my newest release will hit the stores—AND you will get a free book as a special welcome gift.

      Sign up now! http://freescifiromance.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIND YOUR INTERSTELLAR MATCH!

          

        

      

    

    
      YOUR mate is out there. Take the test today and discover your perfect match. Are you ready for a sexy alien mate (or two)?

      
        
        VOLUNTEER NOW!

        interstellarbridesprogram.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: IBP logo]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DO YOU LOVE AUDIOBOOKS?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Audio]
        

        Grace Goodwin’s books are now available  as audiobooks…everywhere.
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        Interested in joining my Sci-Fi Squad? Meet new like-minded sci-fi romance fanatics and chat with Grace!  Be part of a private Facebook group that shares pictures and fun news! Join here:

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/scifisquad/
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        Want to talk about Grace Goodwin books with others? Join the SPOILER ROOM and spoil away! Your GG BFFs are waiting! (And so is Grace) Join here:
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      Hi there!  Grace Goodwin here. I am SO excited to invite you into my intense, crazy, sexy, romantic, imagination and the worlds born as a result. From Battlegroup Karter to The Colony and on behalf of the entire Coalition Fleet of Planets, I welcome you! Visit my Patreon page for additional bonus content, sneak peaks, and insider information on upcoming books as well as the opportunity to receive NEW RELEASE BOOKS before anyone else! See you there! ~ Grace
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      Grace is a full-time writer whose earliest movie memories are of Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, and real, working light sabers. (Still waiting for Santa to come through on that one.) Now Grace writes sexy-as-hell sci-fi romance six days a week. In her spare time, she reads, watches campy sci-fi and enjoys spending time with family and friends. No matter where she is, there is always a part of her dreaming up new worlds and exciting characters for her next book.
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