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Glossary of Terms

	 

	Alyah- The affectionate name that Kadothian males call their bondmate. It means ‘eternal beloved’.

	Amba- A deadly Kadothian predator resembling a giant condor covered in soft red fur instead of feathers.

	Blood Brothers- Kadothian males with the genetic and spiritual makeup to share a Matriarch and have formed a romantic relationship together while waiting to find their wife. Most often the blood brothers both marry the same woman, but on very rare occasions they don’t and the bond between the blood brothers is broken.

	Challenge- The realms of Kadothia are split up among the Warriors, each seeking to build a home worthy of their future alyah. Some Warriors never find bondmate and as they begin to creep towards madness, they can be challenged by unbonded males for their territory. Everything from a verbal disagreement to a full out minor war could result. 

	Gili Fertility Ritual- A tradition native to the Southern Continent where once a cycle the Lord(s) and Lady of the land make love before a gathering of Servants of the Lord of Life to bless the land and people with good crops and fertility.

	The Great Sorrow- Over ten thousand Kadothian years ago, during a massive civil war, a virus was engineered to boost the psychic killing abilities of the Kadothian women in an effort to win the war. Unfortunately, the virus changed the Kadothian women, destroying any senses of love, compassion or empathy, turning them into the perfect killing machines. No cure could be found and in an effort to save themselves and the Bel’Tan galaxy, all Kadothian men are altered at birth to only have male children. 

	Hezper- A large creature resembling a crocodile mixed with a giraffe.

	The Hive- When the female Kadothians fled their home planet they bonded together to form their own society, the Hive. Unable to form emotional attachments with each other, the Hive works together for their own self-interest, knowing in a coldly logical manner they have a better chance of surviving together than apart. They rule a portion of the Bel’Tan galaxy with a ruthless army made up of mercenaries and Hive members that seek to enslave and destroy. Emotionally dead on the inside, the only way they can feel any pleasure is by inflicting suffering and pain on others and feeding on their torment. Kadothian males, with the help of their bonds, are the only beings in all of the Bel’Tan galaxy that can resist the Hive’s psychic powers and the only thing that stands between the galaxy and utter destruction. 

	Kackle- A Kadothian herd animal resembling a mix between a cow and a giraffe

	Kadothia- A matriarchal planet in the Bel’Tan galaxy close to twice the size of Earth’s sun. It is surrounded by fourteen moons, some of which have been terraformed to make them habitable. Once such moon is being used as a replica of Earth for the new Matriarchs. 

	Kadothian Continents- (in order from largest to smallest) North, South, West, Isle of Tranquility, Cliffs of Goeth, Plains of Pechana, Ice Fields of Ashon, Osymaya’s Delta, the Yason Mesa, the Fields of Swaycor, and the Felusa archipelago.

	Matriarch- A woman who has been soul bonded/married to a Kadothian male(s) and is the head of their family House. For example, Lady Elsin Adar is the head of the House Adar.

	Military classes- The Kadothian military is split into four distinct classes; Warriors, Healers, Scouts, and Negotiators. There is rumored to be a fifth class, a spy class, but no proof. Each class is headed by four men, elected by their class, to represent each group at the High Congress.

	Terra- The Kadothian moon that is being transformed into a replica of Earth complete with Earth plants, animals, and replicas of historic monuments like the Egyptian pyramids. Upon complete it will be open to newly bonded Matriarch to settle, along with people from the Bel’Tan galaxy seeking a new home. Experts from Earth and their families have been carefully selected by the High Congress to help oversee Terra’s development. 

	Pleasure Servant- A woman trained to provide sexual release to a Kadothian male while keeping the relationship strictly sexual with no romantic attachments. This is an honorable profession in the Bel’Tan galaxy and there is no stigma associated with being a prostitute. 

	Primzit- A parasitic worm that eats fecal matter from decaying corpses

	Pontui- A spicy version of coffee found on Kadothia

	Venan- A large, river dwelling creature with a thick hide like a rhino and tusks similar to a wart hog with a long, spiked tail used for swimming and combat. Notoriously ill tempered, a venan will attempt to kill anything that enters its territory.

	Zendor- An animal native to North Continent on Kadothia that looks like a large dog sized fluffy ball of various colored fur with legs. Hidden within the fur are retractable bone spikes that the zendor will use to defend itself, similar to a puffer fish. Zendors live in packs of up to two hundred in the wild and even a small pack of Zendors can defend itself against the majority of Kadothia’s predator animals. The Zendors have been tamed and used as guard animals by the Kadothians for centuries.

	 

	Kadothian Political Structure

	The High Congress- 300 members

	The Elder Congress- 3,000 members

	The Congress- 30,000 members

	The Territorial Congress- 300,000 members

	The Regional Congress- 3,000,000 members

	The Lord and Lady of the Land- 84,233,897 members (the number constantly shifts as Challenges are won and lost) 

	Village/City Elders – 754,328,756 members (the exact number is constantly in flux due to shifts in the political structure due to the results of a Challenge)
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Dear Beloved Readers,

	Thank you so much for giving me the chance to entertain you. I apologize that it took for Roxy to come out, but sometimes unexpected things happen in life. Without going into too much detail, one of my immediate family members has been suffering from a long term serious illness. Between hospital stays and recoveries I lost my will to write. It has been next to impossible for me to escape to the worlds in my mind with grief and worry blocking the way. Ironic because reading other people’s books has been my solace from the daily stress. With recent medical advancements we believe we’ve finally gotten ahead of the illness, and with the lifting of that constant worry I’ve been able to once again return to a happy place in my mind. I hope you enjoy Roxy, and thank you so much for your patience and understanding.

	 

	Ann

	 


Prologue      

	 

	Groaning, Roxy reached over the warm body next to hers as she fumbled for her phone, disoriented by the fact that she was in a stranger’s house, still slightly drunk.

	It took her a second, but she found it buried beneath her jeans and torn underwear. A vague memory of some guy ripping them off with his teeth flashed through her mind. They were one of her favorite pairs, and she was kind of pissed that they were ruined during a drunken fumble. Last night was the four-year anniversary of the day she’d come home from a long deployment to find her husband fucking another woman. 

	Another—pregnant with his child—woman. 

	Pain lanced through the fog of her hangover, and by the time she saw who was on the phone, her head already throbbed. 

	Great. Nothing like a call from her commanding officer at the butt-crack of dawn.

	If one of her troops called her this early—while she was on leave—she would’ve told them to fuck off.

	But when a colonel called…you answered your damn phone.

	Trying to clear the sleep out of her throat, she said, “Good morning, Ma’am. How can I help you?”

	“Cut the shit.” Colonel Ling, normally a very controlled woman, spit out, “You’re near Detroit, right?”

	“Uh, actually in the city right now. At an…uh, friends.”

	“I need you to haul ass to the Michigan Light Guard Armory on 8 Mile and Ryan. You have roughly thirty minutes to make it there before shit hits the fan. Martial law has been declared for basically the entire world, my dear. You’ve been called up to protect the good citizens of the United States and to keep our great nation from burning to the ground. Menendez and Paulson are there and waiting for you. Establish a base and work your way out. I’m giving you the authority to do whatever you need to do to keep the peace.”

	“What the fuck?” Roxy whispered, then quickly corrected herself. “I mean yes, Ma’am.”

	“Pay attention.” Colonel Ling’s voice grew tight as shouts rose in the background. “While you’re hauling ass over there, call your family and tell them to get home ASAP. Do not stop for anything. Get them home and safe. Hear me?”

	“Yes, Ma’am.” Roxy leapt out of bed, the phone propped between her shoulder and ear. She shoved her clothes on, not giving a shit if what she wore was his, hers, or some unknown roommate’s clothing. 

	“God be with you, Staff Sergeant Westfall.” The stern woman’s voice cracked with emotion. “It’s always been an honor to serve with you.”

	With those ominous words, Colonel Ling hung up. Roxy shoved her phone into her backpack, while trying to remember where she’d put her helmet. Colonel Ling had always been one of her biggest supporters, and Roxy looked up to the older woman. In many ways, Colonel Ling was her hero. 

	Hearing her hero so unglued really did a number on Roxy. Colonel Ling never sounded that scared, not even when they’d been pinned under enemy fire after burning down a terrorist training camp. Shit, the woman hadn’t even batted an eye when a bullet almost took her head off during a raid.

	Her growing panic ramped even higher and she momentarily blanked out on which member of her family to call first. Her mom was probably home, but her dad was usually an early riser and would already be at his accounting office in downtown Chelsea. Thankfully, his office was only a nine-minute drive from her family’s place, so he wasn’t her priority. No, she needed to get ahold of her little sister Casey first. She lived in Ann Arbor—a huge college town and the home of over one hundred thousand people. With really shitty infrastructure, narrow streets, and lots of one-ways, Ann Arbor was always crowded with people and cars. Especially in the student housing section, where Casey lived. If something happened, and Casey tried to get out too late, she’d end up stuck on some freeway, exposed to whatever danger barreled down on them.

	The sour taste of dread filled Roxy’s mouth, and she relived a momentary flashback of the dozens of battles she’d survived. While fear for her own life wasn’t new, worry for her family left her struggling to keep her shit together. Her heart raced and she tried to slow her breathing, but her hands still shook as she adjusted her backpack. Stashing her gun into its holster at her lower back, she turned to leave.

	“Babe?” a rough male voice called from the bed. “Where you goin’?”

	She spared the handsome dark-haired man a smile. It probably looked sketchy as hell. “Had a great time. Gotta run. Know where my helmet is?”

	“Yeah, in the kitchen. You took it off when you made me eat you out on the countertop.” He flashed her a nice smile. “Hot as fuck.”

	Flushing, as she darted out of the room she called over her shoulder, “I had a great time. Thanks for giving me exactly what I needed. I’d suggest you stay inside today. Lock your doors and windows. Call your family, tell them to do the same. I’m not fucking around, Chad.”

	“My name is Tad.”

	“Right, Tad. Call your loved ones and tell them to stay inside. Martial law is about to be declared.”

	He yelled something else, but she was already sprinting through the kitchen while calculating the best way to get downtown. At just past six-thirty in the morning, commuter traffic in the city would be rough. Hopefully, she could get through the mess on her motorcycle. Black with purple accents, the street racing bike handled like a dream. She whipped her hair back into a low ponytail before shoving on her helmet. Using the voice activated Bluetooth inside, she called Casey and the rest of her family as she rode. After a moment of hesitation, she called her ex-husband’s family as well. They were good, decent people who’d been appalled their son cheated on Roxy and got another woman pregnant. Although surprised to hear from her, they didn’t bother to question her when she told them what was going on. They simply thanked her and hung up so they could call their loved ones. 

	Dense traffic clogged the roads the closer she got to the center of the city, so she drove like an asshole to get through it. The bike easily steered up on curbs and scooted between cars as she blew through lights and ignored angry drivers. Bright and fierce, the rising sun momentarily blinded her as she took a sharp turn down a narrow alley.

	She called everyone she could think of, because her sense of time running out grew by the second. Beneath her biker leathers, her skin became sticky with sweat. Her heart raced like she was physically sprinting toward the National Guard base and she swallowed past the bitter taste of fear coating her tongue. Adrenaline surged, and she took a couple deep breaths as she wove between two slow moving SUVs.

	Someone behind her laid on the horn—a long and fierce blast of noise as she cut them off—but she didn’t have one fuck to give.

	Martial law was about to be declared in the United fucking States of America, the country she loved and served. She doubted anyone would give a shit about her blowing a red light in the days to come.

	The engine on her motorcycle screamed as she tore down the street. Mentally, Roxy clicked down the minutes even as she placed call after call to her friends and loved ones—to anyone she could warn. Despair tore at her heart as she wondered if it would be the last time she would hear from them. She had no idea what was coming. But, after six combat deployments, she knew just how bad things could get, how quickly she could lose a friend in battle, and how much it hurt.

	Hundreds of small cuts still bled her life’s essence, each carved by the loss of her brothers and sisters in arms. Good men and women, ones who fought to keep the America they knew and loved safe in a world that seemed to be increasingly going to shit. All gone in the blink of an eye. 

	She spotted the familiar old brick building housing the Army National Guard. Her shoulders relaxed a fraction with her goal in sight. The place was abuzz with activity. Civilian vehicles had pulled to the sides of the road to witness the spectacle. People stood on the curb, filming with their cell phones as tanks rolled out from the massive hangers. After the 1967 Detroit riots, the government beefed up its military presence—an embarrassed response to one of the greatest cities in the world almost burning to the ground.

	A perimeter of razor wire surrounded the buildings, glinting in the bright sunlight as she eased up to the gate. Straddling the bike, she placed both feet on the ground before she removed her helmet. She then handed the guard on duty her ID, her tone all business as she said, “Staff Sergeant Roxy Westfall. Colonel Ling sent me.”

	 After he saluted her, the scared-looking young private motioned to the left. “Follow the drive to the front. They’ll let you know where command is being set up.”

	“Do you know what’s going on?”

	He shook his head. “No, Sarge, but whatever it is, it’s going to be bad.”

	“Than—”

	Roxy nearly toppled her bike as three deep, terribly loud blasts rent the air like killing static. It reminded her of the sound of a jet engine, but deeper—deep enough to shake her bones. She slumped over her bike, trying to stand and in danger of falling completely as her lungs refused to work. A weight like someone sitting on her chest squeezed her ribs, and she choked on a scream. The world tilted as she landed on her knees, but she managed to roll far enough away so she didn’t get crushed by her bike.

	The pressure eased some, and she drew in a burning breath. Her ears rang and her bones became weak as sugar candy. Her lungs heaved with harsh pants and she struggled to stand. Bracing her hands on the grass, she attempted to slow her breathing before she passed out. Putting some steel into her legs, she managed to gather herself enough to remain in a crouch. Her finely honed senses went haywire as the world fell into chaos around her. 

	She needed to move—at least get out of the road—but her muscles threatened to spasm under the slightest pressure. 

	As the ringing in her ears lowered in volume, she became aware of people shouting nearby. A glance over her shoulder showed a couple cars had hit each other, but everyone seemed to be all right. Finally regaining some strength in her legs, she rolled her motorcycle to the side of the road and left it there. Everyone around her stared at the sky, their expressions reflecting dumb wonder. Luckily for the soldiers, this included the civilians. Roxy’s teeth chattered as adrenaline coursed through her system, clearing her mind and focusing her thoughts.

	The Army had been completely merciless in its training. They’d conditioned her to pull her shit together faster than a normal person. Days without sleep, exercising until it was pure torture, starvation, and exposure to extreme elements all honed her responses. Her trainers over the years did everything they could to ensure she could survive the worst situations. As a member of one of the only female special ops units in the US military, there had been extra pressure to be perfect. The fate of women serving in combat duty partially lay on her shoulders, and she took her responsibility seriously.

	For ten years, she’d lived and breathed her job. It cost her a shitty marriage, but she’d gained enough strength to survive any situation.

	Giving herself a mental slap, she did as she was trained and got herself in gear. This wasn’t the first time she’d been somewhere while the world fell into chaos around her. True, her previous experiences were overseas, but at least no one was trying to actively kill her here. Roxy’s nose twitched, and she startled as blood began to drip onto her upper lip. Swearing softly, she pinched the bridge of her nose and marched over to the guards still staring at the sky. Another woman nearby had a bloody nose as well, but Roxy ignored her. 

	When she approached the soldier’s standing at the perimeter, the guy on the left glanced at her for a second, then back at the sky.

	Part of her wanted to look at whatever it was up there that held everyone enraptured, but she had a job to do. Her training, her experience—they allowed her the strength of will to resist the urge to look. Eventually, if they didn’t all die from whatever crazy shit just happened, she’d glance at the sky. First, it was essential she get control of the situation.

	Kicking the nearest guard in the shin hard enough to hurt, she yelled, “Buck the fuck up, soldier, and help me.”

	His voice came out choked as he stuttered, “But, Sarge—”

	She flicked his nose and he lurched back as she yelled, “I don’t give a fuck if zombies are falling from the sky. Get your brain back on Earth and do your fucking job! Eyes on me!”

	He swallowed hard and started to look back up, but she grabbed his chin hard enough to jerk his gaze back to hers. Being close to six-feet tall might’ve been awkward as fuck in high school, but it came in handy during her time in the often sexist military. It allowed her to look men in the eye. She held the soldier’s terrified gaze until his pupils dilated and he lost his blank expression of shock.

	“You with me? Or am I gonna have to smack the stupid out of you to make sure you’re paying attention? Secure this fucking gate, got me?”

	As animation returned to his stunned face, he nodded. “Yes, Sarge. Not gonna look at the sky, Sarge. No fuckin’ way. Gonna keep the gate secured.”

	Satisfied he was aware enough to stop people from using the entrance like a revolving door, she sprinted across the short lawn leading to the squat brick building. As she ran, she prayed she would live long enough to see her family again.

	Detroit was going to be chaos, and she needed to be ready.

	 

	Eleven hours later, Roxy dragged herself up yet another flights of stairs, her thighs screaming with every step. Clenching her teeth, she forced herself to continue her upward march. The sound of a young girl’s screams and gunfire drew her. Her mouth was dry as hell, and the humid darkness of the stairwell made the climb all the worse. The stench of urine, smoke, and mold coated her throat. Right about then, she would have given her left tit for a cold beer and a working elevator.

	The past sixteen hours had been terrible, both physically and mentally, and she wanted nothing more than to curl into a ball and cry.

	She’d seen things she never thought she’d see on US soil.

	The worst of humanity in every way.

	People were dying.

	Children were dying.

	Innocents slaughtered and abused under the cover of absolute darkness.

	But she had the power to save at least some of them.

	If she could just get up these stairs from hell.

	She’d climbed twenty-two stories so far.

	Two more flights.

	Ahead, Menendez’s boots disappeared up the steps illuminated by the dim light of her scope. The other woman sped ahead of the rest of the group, but Roxy didn’t blame her. Menendez’s family lived in this building, and her niece was stuck up on the twenty-fourth floor. Evidently, the girl had been visiting a friend when the shit hit the fan. The parents had tried to retrieve her, but gangbangers had taken over that part of the apartment building. 

	With the entire electrical grid fried, and the police force severely strained, the evil elements of society were having a field day as a result of the Event, as it was being called. A burst of magnetic energy from somewhere deep in the cosmos had slammed into Earth like a bomb blast, knocking out all power and plunging the world into pandemonium. While the vast majority of the citizens of the United States just wanted to stay at home, safe with their loved ones, some reveled in the chaos.

	Here, in what was a decent neighborhood on the fringes of a really shitty neighborhood, bedlam reigned. In the various battles she’d fought in over the years, she found bad guys tended to group together. They formed packs to seek out easy victims in war-torn areas. It was no different in Detroit. The gangbangers decided—in the middle of the biggest crisis possibly ever faced by mankind—the time had come for a turf war.

	More gunshots rang out, followed by masculine voices shouting.

	According to Menendez, two rival gangs battled it out on the twenty-fourth floor of the massive apartment building. They’d broken into people’s homes and more than one innocent bystander had been either raped, killed, or both. Menendez had no idea if her niece was among those living or dead, which gave the other woman the extra energy to move further ahead.

	“Menendez,” Roxy barked, silently cursing the woman for making her yell. “Wait for us. That’s an order.”

	Menendez made a frustrated noise, but she paused, which gave Roxy and the six other members of their team time to reach her.

	The door was up the next few steps, so Roxy turned off her dim scope, leaving them in darkness.

	“Lights out,” she said in a low voice.

	The soldiers all slid their special night vision shields down over their masks. The world bloomed into weird blue-green life around Roxy.

	The high-tech visor not only helped her see in the dark, it could be switched to show body heat signatures as well. Thanks to super-advanced technology, she wouldn’t go blind if the hallway they were about to enter was brightly lit. With everyone relying on flashlights and candles, even the bad guys, they should be okay. Holding up her hands, she gave the signal to move forward as she took the lead. They moved silently up the remaining stairs, the sound of men shouting and women screaming growing louder with each step. 

	Menendez said, “She’s in apartment 2493.”

	“We’ll find her,” Roxy promised her friend and fellow solider, right before she stood to the side and eased open the door.

	The beam of a flashlight skittered over them before a guy yelled, “Po Po! We got cops coming up the stairs!”

	Gunfire poured through the doorway, and Roxy dove to the side while her troops returned fire. A man screamed then fell silent before Menendez growled, “Clear.”

	Bile rose in Roxy’s throat as she stepped over the remains of what looked like three men shredded by the high caliber weapons Roxy’s squad carried. It always made her queasy to see the results of those bullets. Crouching, she moved slowly down the hallway, weapon drawn as her sharpened senses took in her surroundings. Cries came from behind closed doors, but no one living remained in the hallway. As she crept along, a door to the right flew open. She almost—almost—fired off a shot at a crying little girl.

	“Maria!” Menendez yelled. The little girl, still dressed in her yellow and pink pajamas, sprinted toward the other soldier with her long, dark hair flying out behind her. 

	Cursing, Roxy moved swiftly ahead. She gestured for her troops to form a protective barrier around Menendez. The situation was far from contained, and she didn’t like all the other closed doors. Danger might hide behind each one, as there were still a lot of gang members unaccounted for. Since they came up the only set of stairs, and the elevator wasn’t working, they had to be there somewhere. That meant a door by door search, which raised the chance for civilian casualties.

	Thankfully, Menendez quickly moved the little girl back into the apartment. She shared a brief whispered conversation with an older woman in a blue house dress before closing that door.

	With a blend of American Sign Language and military hand signals, Menendez indicated seven or eight hostiles hiding two doors down, across the hallway. Heavily armed, probably high on something. Four other gang members might be in another apartment at the end of the hall on the left.

	Releasing a soft sigh, Roxy nodded. She quickly ordered her men and women to fall into formation behind her. At the beginning of the night, most of these people had been strangers. After fighting side by side through hell together, they moved like a well-trained unit. 

	Trying to draw the gangbangers out, just in case the info was faulty and the place only held innocent civilians, Roxy thumped on the door twice before jerking over to the side.

	Placing her back to the wall, weapon at the ready, she shouted, “US Army, open up.”

	When bullets began to pierce the wood and steel of the door, she grimaced.

	Well, at least we know they aren’t friendly.

	She hoped none of those bullets hit anyone in the apartment across the hall.

	Wanting this shit show over with as fast as possible, she signaled it was time for the stun bomb.

	A nifty little device, the detonation sent out a sonic shockwave strong enough to knock down a full-grown man without causing permanent damage. Their helmets would protect them, but anyone in the apartment would be on their ass in seconds. At least, that was what was supposed to happen.

	Instead, as soon as she lobbed the bomb in some crazy-ass, huge motherfucker with a gun ran out, firing and screaming.

	Without even really thinking about it, Roxy stuck her leg out and tripped him.

	He fell with a grunt, and the gun in his hand went off again.

	A second later the internal organ-vibrating hum of the shock bomb going off resonated through the walls. It reminded her eerily of the sensation from earlier, when the anomaly appeared. Others must have felt the same way, because she could see them trying to physically shake off the experience.

	“Everyone good?” she asked via their communication link. “Anyone get hit?”

	“I got hit in the leg, Sarge,” Menendez said. “Grazed my calf.”

	“Nelson, Douglas, get her stabilized and back to base. The rest of you, secure those assholes then we move to clear the floor. Dawn is hours away, so buck the fuck up boys and girls. This cluster fuck ain’t over yet.”

	 

	Late the next morning, she finally collapsed into her bed at the motel across the street from the command center. She didn’t even bother to take off her boots or filthy uniform before falling almost instantly asleep.

	In her dream, she stood in the center of a familiar and beautiful forest glade. Her grandparents owned forty acres of land in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, and every summer they’d spend two weeks at the cabin where the clearing was located. The glade was a two-mile hike through the forest, but worth it for its natural beauty. Bright yellow, purple, and blue wildflowers bloomed among long stalks of green grass and mighty pine trees surrounded the glen. Nearby, a few large glacial boulders stuck up out of the rich earth.

	Her uniform crunched as she moved, stiff with dried blood in places, and her hands were no better. She lifted them then flexed her fists, making the dried blood crack and flake off in places. In the weird way of dreams, the specks of blood drifted on the breeze in an intricate aerial ballet before they vanished among the trees.

	Finally alone in a safe place, she submitted to the grief she held back since the whole day from hell began. She didn’t have a choice other than to be strong—so strong—to get through the utter fucking bullshit she’d endured. The pain. So many innocent people died. If the rumors were true, millions, maybe billions of people all over the world perished because of the Event.

	She glanced quickly upwards and let out a sigh of relief at the sight of clear skies. No hints of a daytime aurora borealis on acid marred the blue. 

	While no official word on what happened had been released yet, rumors were the cause of all the trouble was a disturbance from space which sent a massive magnetic and electric pulse across the galaxy. Scientists saw it coming about an hour and a half before it reached Earth—just enough time for the government to brace for it. Since then, plenty of time passed for them to make a public announcement, but someone decided it was better to keep the information secret.

	The fucking government made the wrong call.

	If they’d given everyone warning in advance, less people might have died. For instance, all those people in the airplanes that crashed to the Earth when the Event hit. Or the people in submarines. Or anyone depending on electricity to keep them alive. That wasn’t even counting everyone who died from senseless violence. The list of awful scenarios never seemed to end, and Roxy slowly sank to her knees. 

	Grasping the soft grass with both hands, she squeezed tight and bit back a sob. The military trained her to bury her feelings, to hold her emotions and ability to connect with other people on a personal level in check. They basically brainwashed her to endure the worst, so she could do what she was born to do. Help.

	From her earliest memories, she always had a drive to stand up for the underdog. To give aid where it was needed. When she was sixteen, her little sister’s friend Paige had been beaten nearly to death by her druggie Dad. Roxy had a bad feeling that night, so with her brand-new driver’s license in hand, she left on the pretense of getting ice cream for her mom from the store downtown.

	Instead, she’d followed the pull of her gut and found Paige beaten ragged. Without a thought, she’d called 911, then opened her baseball bag in the backseat of her car. After grabbing her favorite bat, she’d charged into the lone house at the end of a long road as screams filled the air. Thankfully, she’d been in time, but the feeling she’d gotten from saving someone’s life had been instantly addicting. From that day on, she knew who she was and what she wanted to do. The military proved time and time again that it was where you went when you wanted to make a real difference, so she’d signed up.

	Despite all the bullshit, she’d never regretted her decision. Sure, she didn’t agree with a bunch of political crap that came from working for the government, but their primary mission was to help others, and they did it well. Sometimes, though, even her best wasn’t good enough and people suffered.

	Like today.

	Wrapping her arms around herself, she hunched beneath the brilliant Michigan-blue skies of her dream and mourned the loss of life and her world as she’d known it.

	



	
Chapter 1

	Nosa

	 

	 

	The first thing Nosa noticed was warmth bathing his body as if he stood in the summer rain beneath a syblix tree. Native to his mother’s home world, the trees gave off a sap that dissolved in the rain, scenting the air with a fresh, crisp perfume. He inhaled deeply, anticipating the cleansing mist, but something else filled his senses—an essence so arresting, his heart stopped beating as his soul cried out in longing. 

	Her.

	She was there.

	His alyah was near.

	The painful throb of his teeth elongating was seconded only by the pleasurable fire of his shaft filling. His pleasure ridges flared to life and he growled. Every inch of his skin became sensitive and he could feel the primal side of his nature stirring to life.

	The sensations were so intense, he reached out blindly, gripping a familiar man’s thick shoulder to steady himself.

	Cormac, his cherished blood brother, stood next to him in a hazy forest of unfamiliar, green trees. The needle-shaped leaves held a pleasant, exotic scent. He blinked, confused by their surroundings. Light unlike anything he’d ever seen, more pale blue in tone than Kadothia’s golden-orange sun, illuminated them. Unfamiliar birdsong filled the air, along with a thousand strange scents. A warm, light wind coasted over his sensitive skin as he frowned at his blood brother. 

	This was no ordinary dream.

	The wind shifted again, blowing long strands of Cormac’s blond-streaked brown hair across the dark black skin of Nosa’s arm. His hair hung loose as well, brushing his lower back in the breeze. In the strange light, his hair looked merely black, missing the purple and blue sheen the Kadothian sun gave it. 

	Where am I?

	The breeze changed direction, this time coming from his left. It saturated him in the scent of his beloved. Every hair on his body rose to attention as a shudder sliced down his spine like a sharp claw.

	He’d heard about a Warrior’s reaction to first sensing his bondmate. Like most Warriors, he’d prayed for this moment for as long as he could remember, but Nosa never imagined it would be so intense. Primitive, base instincts roared through him—the genetic gift and curse of the Kadothian male. His mind reached out across the dreamscape, seeking the source of the scent, but he couldn’t sense her location. Softly, ever so softly, the haunting echo of a female crying reached his sensitive ears. The elongated tips twitched as he zeroed in on her location, the source of the sound. 

	Moving in tandem, Cormac and Nosa surged forward, sprinting through the unfamiliar woods as they homed in on the source of the delicious smell.

	“Is this a true dream?” Cormac asked as they leapt over a fallen log, the bark a distractingly beautiful brown color instead of the shades of white he was used to.

	“I believe so.”

	Nosa had only true dreamed once, when he connected with Cormac for the first time. The night before they met on the battlefield, fighting together against a mercenary army funded by the Hive, his spirit had connected with his blood brother on the psychic plain. Their minds had linked, forging a bond which carried over into the physical world. From that moment onward, he’d never been alone, not even when they were billions of miles apart. 

	Right then, the mental bond between them was filled with Cormac’s savage joy and anticipation.

	Glancing over at his blood brother, Nosa grinned. The other man’s excitement and hope blared through their shared bond. They’d been together for over a hundred years and spent all of that time searching for their Matriarch, the one woman in all of the universe made just for them by the Lord of Life. The chances of a Kadothian male finding his Matriarch were slim, and many good Warriors were lost to the madness before they found their bondmate. 

	His thoughts shattered into a thousand pieces as he tried to make sense of what he saw once they reached a clearing. A woman knelt in the middle of a field filled with beautiful flowers, her long, dark hair twisted back in a semi-destroyed bun. Unfamiliar symbols and patches decorated what had to be some kind of uniform, but it was hard to tell, since the multi-colored fabric clothing her was filthy. Pain lanced through him as her sobs echoed across the field. One of her bloodstained hands rested on the ground, the other covered her face.

	He started to move forward, but Cormac held him back. Lifting his hand, his blood brother flashed Nosa a few signs, telling him to proceed with caution. Anger surged through him because Cormac kept them from their alyah—who obviously needed them—but his friend shook his head. Again, he flashed the sign for a slow, cautious approach. Nosa grimaced, then nodded.

	The nearer he got to the woman, the more he could faintly sense her mind. A fleeting connection, like she was very, very far away, and the link was incredibly fragile. Cormac brought them to a halt halfway to the female. Her sobs lessened slightly, but they still wracked her long, lean frame.

	“My Lady,” Cormac said in his most soothing voice. “Do you need aid?”

	To their surprise, she leapt to her feet, crouching in a battle stance.

	Nosa met her confused, yet challenging, gaze and lost himself to her forever.

	Even streaked with dirt and liberally splattered with dried blood, she had the face of a goddess with her high cheekbones, small jaw, and arresting brown eyes the color of the highly prized bezil jewels. Her firmed lips were set in a hard frown.

	“Who in the ever-loving fuck are you?”

	He understood most of what she said, but he’d never heard the word ‘fuck’ before. 

	At a loss, he looked over at Cormac, but the other man appeared equally perplexed.

	Going to one knee, Nosa pressed his fist to the ground. He held her gaze as he began the courting rights of his mother’s people. “I have searched the waves for a lifetime looking for you, my bride. I am your Rastar, your guiding star, and you will never sail alone again.”

	Her head twitched back, but some of the stiffness went out of her shoulders as she looked from Nosa, to Cormac, and back to Nosa again.

	“My what? Is that your name? Rastar? Why are you talking about sailing?” 

	Baffled by her response, he wondered if she was from a closed world. It was possible, some of the isolated planets in the Bel’Tan Galaxy were far more primitive than Kadothia. Not all races were educated in the ways of the universe. 

	“Rastar is my title, if you would grant me the blessing of using it. It designates me as your partner in life. Your mate.”

	She closed her eyes and let her head fall back. “I must have taken a harder blow to the head than I thought.”

	“Are you injured?”

	Still frowning, she felt her head, then shrugged. “I don’t think so. This is all so weird. I’ve never had a dream this…vivid. I mean, I’m aware that I’m dreaming…and that can’t be normal.”

	Cormac’s voice deepened as he said, “It is common for future bondmates to true dream of each other.”

	Her gaze hardened. “Bondmates? True dream? You aren’t making any sense.”

	He frowned, his agitation rising as she stared at them in confusion. While it was possible she never learned of the courting rights of his mother’s people, everyone in the Bel’Tan Galaxy knew what a bondmate was. Because of a genetic war gone wrong, and the resulting Great Sorrow, all Kadothian females were born insane, completely without even a drop of compassion or understanding of what affection even meant. Monsters, they feasted on the pain of others and reveled in inflicting agony. Bonding a member of the Hive was impossible. 

	Without their bondmates, Kadothian males slowly began to lose their minds, one by one, to the madness. There was only one cure to the insidious psychic disease that slowly robbed a Warrior of his mind—a bondmate.

	The remaining ancient Kadothian males prayed to the Lord of Life for a solution, for forgiveness for creating the Hive. The Lord of Life had granted them mercy. He allowed for the Kadothian males to bond with females from other planets, something that had been impossible before the Great Sorrow. Even with the Bride Hunts, it often took Warriors hundreds of years to find their Matriarch, their alyah, and far too many never found her at all. 

	But, against all odds, they’d found their eternal beloved.

	Nosa stood and took a step forward, unable to deny the need to get closer. He froze when her fear spiked, driving into his soul like a shard of ice.

	Holding his hands out, he tried to keep his deep voice soothing instead of growling in reaction to her unease. “We mean you no harm.”

	“We are unarmed,” Cormac added, studying her with open fascination.

	Slowly, ever so slowly, the woman’s gaze ran over Cormac’s body. Then Nosa’s. Her expression softened and heated. She licked her lower lip, then bit it a pink flush raced over her cheeks.

	The corners of her mouth twitched, as if she held back a smile. “Yeah, you’re not hiding much in those black silk harem pants. I take it you’re happy to see me?”

	“What are harem pants?” Cormac asked at the same time as Nosa said, “Of course we are happy to see you.”

	She took a step closer, the faint perfume of her desire teasing his senses. Nosa’s body responded to the delicious musk, his shaft tight with the need to fill her. Light hints of her arousal began to change her scent, and the need to satisfy her carnal wants tore at his self-control. 

	“Ah, never mind.”

	His voice came out thick with lust as he said, “Let us tend to you.”

	Her lips twitched again, but she managed to guard her smile. “Tend to me?”

	“Serve you,” Cormac all but growled. “Relieve your need.”

	“Okay, none of this makes sense.” She shook her head briskly, the stray long strands of her hair falling about her face. With an impatient gesture, she tucked them behind her ear and glared at Nosa, but her gaze lingered on his bare chest. “But I really don’t care. You two are the hottest things I’ve ever seen, and I’m not going to waste this chance. I’d sure as fuck rather dream about riding you like a champion cowgirl than think about the Event.”

	The men exchanged a confused look. Cormac said, “We do not understand.”

	“Shhhh.” She placed her finger to her lips. “No more talking.”

	To his surprise, her demeanor changed. The pupils of her eyes expanded as her full lips softened. He noticed the slight bronze tint to her skin, even though she was covered in dust and dried blood. Despite the gore, he still wanted her with a roaring desperation. As she came closer, her black boots crushed the flowers and grass, releasing an unfamiliar but very pleasant smell. The clean smell mixed with the spicy musk emanating from his alyah, going straight to his cock. The pleasure ridges along his shaft began to swell, and a faint vibration thrummed through his sac. Next to him, Cormac sucked in a quick breath as their bride stroked her finger along his chest, toying with his nipple.

	“You are so hot,” she said on a sigh as she traced the pinkish-brown circle of Cormac’s nipple. “Why can’t I find guys like you in real life?”

	The psychic barrier between her mind and his weakened further, giving him brief flashes of her fierce, brilliant spirit that rained down on his parched soul.

	She ran her free hand through Nosa’s long hair while a smile curved her lips and her eyelids grew heavy with lust. “Like silk. No, better than silk. I want to wrap my body in your hair. Never thought I’d go for a guy with long hair, but you are both unbelievably gorgeous. I wonder what it would feel like have you on top of me with all this hair cloaking us from the world?”

	The erotic image almost had Nosa reaching out for her, but she hadn’t asked his name, given hers, or invited his touch. The rules of conduct during courtship drilled into his head since birth kept him trapped by his own honor. All he could do was drink in her beauty and keep his hands to himself, which became harder to do as she tugged him closer by his hair. The faint pain in his scalp, combined with her heated, teasing smile, drove him over the edge. 

	“God,” she breathed with an erotic sigh that caressed his skin. “You feel so real. So warm and hard. And you smell amazing.”

	Cormac broke protocol and looped an arm around her waist before he drew her unresisting body closer until she was nestled between them. Electricity zapped down Nosa’s spine to his shaft as her heartbeat sped. She licked her lips and he groaned. Despite the fact that she moved like one trained to fight, she was surprisingly small and delicate between them. Her dark head only came up to his chest, and her waist felt positively tiny in his big hand as he pulled her closer. 

	She stiffened between them, then slowly relaxed as they made no move to touch her further. A strange, wondering expression came over her face as she slowly reached up and pushed his hair over his shoulder and behind his ear. Her eyes went wide, and she stood on her tiptoes, her hand balanced against his chest, as she traced the curve with her fingertip.

	His stomach clenched and his hips thrust forward, pressing into her lean body as she gave a soft gasp.

	Her voice held a hint of laughter that soared through his soul. “You’re an elf.”

	“Begging your pardon, Lady,” Nosa said in a strained voice as she continued to stroke his ears. “What is an elf?”

	“You even talk like an elf,” she murmured, releasing him before lifting Cormac’s long hair to inspect his ears. “But you’re not.”

	“Forgive me,” Cormac gave Nosa a confused look. “I do not understand you.”

	She put one hand on each of their chests and looked up at him with what he could only describe as a naughty smile. “Never knew I had a thing for elves, but you are smoking hot.”

	He didn’t know how to respond and searched her face, trying to understand her. “That is good or bad?”

	“Good, very good,” she purred. He wanted to lick her until she made that sound again. Her gaze grew even more heated as she considered Cormac. “And you are so gorgeous, you’d put a young Brad Pitt to shame.”

	Jealousy seared his chest. “Who is this Brad Pitt? I will challenge him for your regard.”

	She laughed out loud, and his heart sang at the sound. “I guess elves don’t watch movies?”

	Next to him, Cormac gave a choked growl. Nosa startled as he began to fade, realizing his blood brother was waking up. It meant his time with their future bride was limited. He had to know where to find her.

	“My Lady, what is your name and your home planet?”

	She laughed, then gave him an odd look. “My home planet? What are you talking about?”

	His thoughts began to fade in and out. The world around them blurred slightly as the dream lost strength. “Please, I beg of you alyah, tell us how to find you. What planet are you on?”

	She frowned slightly, a line forming between her dark brows. “Earth, of course.”

	He tried to question her again, but her image shimmered and darkness swallowed his vision.

	It seemed like only moments later he woke up in his bed on Kadothia. Cormac stirred in his sleep next to him. Dimly illuminated by the glow of the golden moons coming through the skylight, Nosa found more than enough light to see. He wanted to wake Cormac, to question him about the true dream rapidly fading from his mind. Desperate to hold onto the details, he quickly transcribed what he could recall to his crystal implant, but with every second, he lost more of his memory.

	Cormac lurched awake, the crimson blanket pooling around his hips as he gasped. “Our Matriarch.”

	“Yes.” Nosa clasped the other man’s muscled shoulder and gave it a hard squeeze. “Our Matriarch.”

	“We have to find her. Now,” Cormac grunted as he started to roll off their enormous sleeping platform.

	The bed, like everything else at their home in the tropical city of Loudell, was made of the pearly white coral that grew locally in overabundance. It reproduced so quickly, it had to be farmed before it took over the entire cove and turned the water barren. Thankfully, the massive coral was the perfect building material, so the city was known for its pearl-like splendor.

	He reached out and grabbed Cormac by the waist, dragging his lover back to his side. “Tell me everything you remember.”

	“She is on Earth,” Cormac confirmed Nosa’s memory. “Have you ever heard of it?”

	A warm wind blew in through the window of their floor, more than two hundred stories up in Loudell’s biggest building, bringing it with it the fresh smell of the ocean. 

	“No,” Nosa growled, as he caught a faint hint of her scent on Cormac’s skin. “But we will find her, I swear it.”

	 

	 

	A dull, roaring ache throbbed behind Nosa’ eyes. His temper strained against the fragile leash of his self-control. Three long months passed since his nighttime encounter with his future bride. They were close, so flaming close, but so far she’d managed to avoid them. Soon after their true dream, word reached Nosa that a wormhole opened to another galaxy, one with a planet called Earth. Initially, he’d been overjoyed. At least until he realized that, even with access to her home planet, their bride proved elusive prey. They’d almost found her several times, but when they’d arrived at the site where she’d been, they only found evidence of battles, both large and small.

	Thankfully, the Lord of Light blessed them with a boon, and they now had a better idea of where her home was located. 

	Chelsea, Michigan, United States of America, in a tiny hamlet built near one of their learning centers.

	They’d stumbled on it by chance while randomly searching different parts of Earth, hoping for a hint of her psychic scent.

	When they’d arrived at the base located in Chelsea, they knew immediately it was her home. Much like the sharks of Earth, they could smell a few drop of her spiritual essence from miles away. She’d spent enough time there that echoes of her spirit saturated the land. Yet, despite the strength of her scent and presence, they’d never been able to find the woman herself.

	At that very moment, Cormac searched the small town, while Nosa remained stuck on Kadothia, dealing with vile politics.

	He should be with his blood brother, hunting down his bride. The fact that he was a universe away from her made his inner madness froth and surge. But his Territory needed him, and he was honor bound to answer the call of his people.

	His anger wasn’t directed at the Mayor of the Loudell, the largest city in his Territory, who cringed before him. Nor was it directed at Griza, the head of the City Council, who fidgeted as she toyed with her jeweled rings. And his rage wasn’t focused on Gingin, the Trader’s representative, who stood watching him warily. No, his absolute loathing was directed at the vile Matriarch who held his weak bond—the lying, cheating, selfish woman whose protection he desperately needed to remain sane.

	Without the psychic shield her bond provided, he’d be lost to the madness.

	He could feel the insanity searching along the edges of his mental shields, trying to find weak spots in his psychic armor. If even one drop of the madness entered his psychic pathways, he was as good as dead. Actually, death would be a blessing compared to the psychotic beast he’d become.

	Which was the only reason he hadn’t declared war on Lady Melissi, the only Matriarch who would take his bond. 

	Thanks to his Zethi mother’s lineage, most Matriarchs wouldn’t come near him with a ten-foot pole. Mentally, he was stronger than almost every Matriarch he’d met. No Kadothian woman of the Bel’Tan Galaxy wanted to partially bond with a Warrior mentally stronger than herself. If the Kadothian male ventured too far into the madness, and his Matriarch’s bond wasn’t strong enough to keep it at bay, he could spread it through their psychic link to the other men she’d bonded with. He already knew he could easily overtake Lady Melissi, because her psychic hold on him was weak at best, but the little protection she provided from the madness kept him sane…so far.

	Nosa had no choice but to remain bonded to her, even if he loathed the female. He’d been born into a loving, but politically weak family. His mother wasn’t interested in growing an empire. As long as her people were happy, she was happy. Their small Territory was mostly part of the vast network of oceans on Kadothia and held no real value. That, added to the fact he was an eighth son who didn’t stand to inherit much, meant he had little to offer a strong Matriarch to offset the risk of accepting his bond.

	The grim fact was that for every hundred and forty unbonded Kadothian males, there was one Matriarch. Most Matriarchs could only maintain around fifty to sixty bonds of various strengths at most, which led to fierce competition for a place on every Matriarch’s Court. He’d spent nineteen bleak years as a young Warrior searching for a Matriarch to take him on before he’d met Lady Melissi. It was only after she learned Cormac was his blood brother that she’d even agreed to bond him, so long as she got to bond Cormac as well. 

	At first she’d been the perfect Matriarch, and he’d been young and desperate. 

	Because of that, he’d been forced to accept a bond with Lady Melissi. A predator, she sought out vulnerable Warriors, told them everything they wanted to hear, then bonded with them. What she didn’t tell them was how she’d try to bleed them dry of their Territory and possessions before they found their Matriarch. He known she would demand tribute—that wasn’t unusual. What he didn’t realize when he’d bonded her was that she’d try to take everything she possibly could from both himself and Cormac. Unfortunately, Lady Melissi was extremely politically powerful, and once they bonded with her there was very little chance another Matriarch would risk her wrath and take their bond.

	They were trapped and finding their Matriarch was their only hope of ever escaping Lady Melissi’s grasp.

	Which was why he found himself sitting in his Territories capital city of Loudell, a stunningly beautiful port city perched on the edge of a cliff extending out over the Crimson Ocean.

	Lady Melissi wanted control of the city. For years, she’d hinted—nearly outright demanded—that they gift it to her. Rich, vibrant, and filled with natural resources, Loudell would be a jewel in any Matriarch’s crown. 

	Lady Melissi had spies everywhere, and she no doubt heard they’d narrowed their search for their bride. For decades, she’d hounded them to sign over control of the city’s valuable shipping trade to her. They’d managed to avoid and appease her so far, but she must have realized time was running out for her. 

	They’d worked too hard, fought too long, to lose their main city to the scheming bitch at this juncture.

	When Nosa and Cormac first attained the Territory, a collection of close to a thousand islands, it had been in rough shape. The previous unbonded Lord fell to the madness, and he took the Territory with him. With the help of Cormac’s family and some good friends, they’d slowly rebuilt the land and the people in it. Nosa’s knowledge of seafaring life helped, and Cormac’s natural ability to lead gave them the tools they needed to thrive. Currently, the Territory was flourishing, his people content. Or at least they were so long as Lady Melissi wasn’t trying to sabotage them. She wouldn’t destroy Loudell. She wanted to rule it and reap the riches Cormac and Nosa had sown. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t do her damndest to take it from them.

	Leaning forward in his sleek, silver chair, Nosa touched his fingers against his lips as he studied the people assembled before his glass desk.

	His most loyal subjects, they came to inform him they’d caught spies from Lady Melissi nosing around their city. It was a bad, bad sign. If she behaved so boldly in her interest in the richest central hub of his Territory, it was only a matter of time before she made her move. 

	He had to find his bride before Lady Melissi grew desperate and did something drastic.

	They were close—so blessedly close—to finding their future Matriarch. Nosa should be at Cormac’s side, aiding him in his quest, but instead he was forced to travel through the wormhole back to the Bel’Tan galaxy and his home planet of Kadothia. 

	His sacred duty was to protect the land for his future Matriarch, and he owed his people, as well. They took a risk signing a contract to live in his Territory, and he was grateful for their trust. These islands and the people on them were precious to him. They were his people, and there was no way he would allow Lady Melissi get her depraved hands on them. 

	Letting out a low sigh, he squared his shoulders and did what he’d been trained to do from birth—protect his people. “Thank you, all of you, for coming to me with this information. We have suspected that Lady Melissi would make a move for Loudell, especially with her history here.”

	“I never did like that woman,” Griza, the head of Loudell’s city council informed him with a tight frown darkening her already dour expression. “One of the happiest days of my life was when Lady Melissi left my parent’s Territory, and I didn’t have to deal with her anymore.”

	Her soft blue eyes flashed in the wrinkled folds of her face as she put her fisted hands on her broad hips. Among the first people to join him, Griza proved to be a staunch ally. Although he knew the old woman would put him in his place if she felt he needed it, he trusted her. Plus, she was one of those people that seemed to remember everything about everyone they’d ever met.

	“Did you know her well?”

	“Lady Melissi was briefly one of my students.”

	“What can you tell me about her?”

	Griza’s voice took on a lecturing tone he was all too familiar with. “Lady Melissi is one of the rare Kadothian born Matriarchs. The daughter of an immigrant family from Doulon 5, she spent her whole spoiled life indulged to the point of insanity by her very wealthy parents. Lady Melissi was one of my entry level students in the class on molecular rejuvenation I used to teach. And she is also one of the few people I have ever failed. Manipulative, bossy, a liar, and just plain rude, she was and still is entitled beyond words. If she believes she can take Loudell from you, she will, and she will use anything she can find to accomplish her goal. She does not like being denied something she wants.”

	The Mayor of Loudell, a distinguished man with a touch of mint green to his skin and long dreadlocks of white hair, nodded in agreement. “I hate to say this, but Griza is correct. Lady Melissi already dropped hints that Loudell will soon be hers, and that would be disastrous. My Lord, I will be honest with you. While we have our differences, there is no one on Kadothia I would trust more with my city than yourself and Lord Cormac.” He sighed and shook the long sleeves of his shimmering black jacket. “You are both honorable men, the best of what a Kadothian male should be, and we will do whatever we can to aid you in keeping your Territory for your Bride.”

	The Trader’s Representative was a stout man named Gingin. He wore black leathers and had bright orange, blunt cut hair. With his bushy eyebrows and full beard, he was a force to be reckoned with.

	Gingin pursed his thick lips before saying, “Are the rumors true?”

	Schooling his features into a bored expression, Nosa managed to smile instead of snarl. “What rumors?”

	“Do not pretend to be daft,” the other man snorted. “Gossip flashes through the land like sparks from the flaming nut tree. Those sparks catch everyone’s attention. Even spending most of your time on the other side of the wormhole, you must have heard a whisper or two. What are the females of Earth like?”

	Taking in a deep breath, Nosa tried to contain his irritation. The tales told about the people of Earth were less than flattering at best. Everything from Earth women only taking one bondmate and refusing the other, to Earth women killing and torturing people for pleasure. Terrible stories, and they no doubt made his people worried. Their lives were tied to whoever their Matriarch ended up being, so he couldn’t blame them for being worried. Because of that, he tried to hold his temper.

	“What rumor do you want me to address first? That they’re simpleminded? Ignorant? That they loathe the idea of two men loving each other? Or the ones that paint them as murderous psychopaths, no different than the Hive?”

	His last words came out in a roar. Everyone, even stalwart Gingin, flinch.

	“No offense was meant, my Lord,” Griza murmured as she laid her bejeweled hand on Gingin’s massive shoulder. “We merely wonder what your impression of them is. Our people ask us, and rather than depending on gossip, I would be honored if you shared with us your thoughts in regard to the people of Earth. I must confess, I am curious. They have so many cultures for such a little planet. So many nations…and is it true they believe having more than one husband is wrong?”

	“Not all of them, but most. The largest and most dominant cultures are very restrictive on what they perceive to be ‘appropriate’ sexuality.” He struggled for a way to explain it to them. “The predominant religions are mostly male-dominated, and they teach women to be subservient to men. It is their belief only men can communicate with their versions of God. It is also true that, in many places, women are viewed as second-class citizens. However, I believe my bondmate is in a place called the United States, the reigning world power, and a more progressive society.”

	The Mayor’s deep-set eyes lit up as he interrupted. “You—you have found your bride?”

	“Not yet, but we are close.”

	Running a hand through his thick orange hair, Gingin watched Nosa carefully as he said, “How close? Can you give us a timeframe?”

	Irritation flickered through Nosa, but he held his patience. “I could meet her today. I could meet her a month from now. I do not know.”

	Outside, the wind howled, creating a faint music as it swept through the honeycombed cliffs beneath the land housing his office in Loudell. Built on an ancient fossil bed that appeared as delicate as spider’s silk, but the city’s shimmering gold stone was stronger than almost anything in the Bel’Tan Galaxy. While the city itself wasn’t massive, due to a finite amount of useable space atop the cliffs, it was packed with people and thriving.

	A sense of pride traveled through him as he glanced out the window, taking in the sight of the busy streets. Elevated walkways and gardens stretched all the way to the edge of the cliff. In the distance, water sparkled, the tips of the deep blue waves spiked with red from a special alga that only grew in the Crimson Ocean. It was considered a delicacy, but the algae tasted far too spicy for his preferences. Cormac loved it, and Nosa’s gut tightened as he remembered sucking the heat out of his lover’s mouth in a deep kiss. Afterward, Cormac had swallowed down Nosa’s cock, the skin burning in blissful sexual agony as he came until he nearly blacked out with pleasure. 

	Moving with an easy grace, the Mayor walked over to the window and looked out as well, his profile tense as he clasped his hands behind his back. “It would be better if you met her sooner than later. While we understand why you need to be away, and fully support you on your search to find your bride, I fear Lady Melissi will grow bold in your absence.”

	“I fear you are correct.” The need to leave tugged at him, so he held out an arm. “With that in mind, I must be off if I wish to catch the next ship to wormhole.”

	“May the Lord of Life bless your search,” Griza murmured. “Find our Matriarch, my Lord, quickly.”

	 

	The pit of Nosa’s stomach dropped as he stepped out of the transport into the basement of a modest farmhouse in Chelsea, Michigan, on Earth. The transport was located deep beneath the ground, too deep for this planet’s technology to detect them. Rooms branched off in five directions, and an array of Warriors moved through the central hub of the transporter. The nanobots in his blood helped adjust his body to Earth’s gravity, and he let out a sigh of relief as he stretched out his tense muscles.

	Cormac stepped forward from the crowd, dressed in Earth clothes. His long brown and gold streaked hair was back in a tight braid, exposing the cut angle of his jaw. Nosa loved the way his blood brother filled out a pair of pants the people of Earth called ‘jeans.’ The soft material cupped the other man’s tight ass and highlighted the bulge of Cormac’s thick cock. He let his gaze linger there for a moment as he opened the bond between them, sharing his love and lust with his future husband.

	Affection filled his hollow heart as Cormac’s love and excitement flooded Nosa’s side of the bond. He moved quickly to his blood brother’s side then embraced him with a tight hug. The elation pouring from Cormac could only mean one thing. “You found her?” 

	Cormac released him and gave Nosa a blinding grin. “She is here. Give your senses a moment to recover from the transport. You have done too many jumps in too little time, so your spirit needs time to recover. She is nearby, and you should feel her soon.” 

	His mind felt shrouded in a chilled fog as he cast out his senses, searching the ethereal space around him for her psychic scent. Instantly, he caught a hint of her, a taste that grew stronger by the second. At the first real stroke of his soul against hers, he caught a taste of incense and flowers, an exotic scent that enflamed him. With every beat of his heart, the promise of her grew stronger. He had to resist the urge to roar with impatience.

	 “Is she here?”

	“No, but she is nearby, getting closer by the second.”

	He stiffened, worry and joy battling for supremacy. “We must pursue her before she vanishes again.”

	Cormac gave him a quick look then nodded. “I am glad you changed on the Reaping ship. I cannot say you totally blend in, because it is not currently in fashion for men to pierce their ears here, but you look more like an Earthling.”

	Nosa ran his fingers over the silver hoops. Each represented a pivotal battle, which he wore both as a symbol of victory and a memorial to those lost. As his finger brushed over each ring, he remembered of the brothers-in-arms he’d lost over the last two hundred years to both the madness and war. Removing them would be a dishonor to the memories of his friends, so he could only hope that his alyah would not be put off by his adornments. 

	He also had to disguise the curved pointed tips of his ears. In his research on Earth cultures, he learned about the stories of elves, mystic creatures with ears curved like his. Her comment in their true dream finally made sense, and he’d laughed when he found out the meaning of the word. Excitement coursed through him as he realized he’d get to see her again, his alyah. His very skin vibrated with repressed energy, and his whole being seemed to be slowly awakening from a deep sleep. 

	Throwing his arm over Nosa’s shoulders, Cormac led him away from the transporter then through the vast labyrinth of rooms and tunnels beneath the farmhouse. The pale cream colored metal walls gave off a soft light, which illuminated the wide halls with their tall ceilings. Human technology was so limited, it allowed the Kadothians to build entire cities beneath the surface of Earth while remaining undetected and safe from prying eyes.

	A tingle raced up his spine, and Cormac stumbled next to him. “What was that?”

	Steadying his blood brother, he fought to remain standing as every hair on his body stood on end. “I do not know.”

	A moment later, a communication came through the crystal implants in their heads. 

	“Captains, two Earth females are approaching the house. One is identified as Paige Grant, intended bride of Commander Trenzent. The other female is Roxy Westfall, sister to Earth Matriarch Casey Westfall, bondmate to Lorn and Nast Westfall. As ranking Officers, how would you like us to proceed?”

	Nosa’s mouth grew dry, and his heart pounded as he stared into Cormac’s eyes. He mouthed the words ‘Roxy Westfall.’

	Having served with Lorn and Nast, he was familiar with their bondmate, Casey. He never met her personally, but Cormac reported she was a very sweet, very young Earth woman who loved her husbands deeply. She had married into a very powerful family. Lorn’s mother, Lady Elsin, was Head Council of the Northern Continent to the High Congress, the largest and most powerful landmass on Kadothia. If Roxy Westfall was indeed their bride, their lives just became a lot easier. Having Lorn and Nast Westfall as family would open new avenues of trade and provide the people of their Territory with a powerful ally. 

	Lady Melissi wouldn’t be able to touch them.

	“Captains?” The voice from his crystal implant snapped him out of his thoughts. “How should we proceed?”

	“We are on our way up,” Cormac replied as they both turned and sprinted down the tunnel toward the elevator which led to the interior of the big Earth farmhouse. “Has anyone approached the females yet?”

	“No, Sir. They appear to be arguing in the driveway.”

	“Is Commander Trenzent in route?”

	“No, Captain Sangriel. He is hunting down a pod of slavers who managed to make it onto Earth.”

	“Thank you. We will deal with this.”

	He ended the link and turned to Cormac.

	“Slavers,” he muttered. “I heard rumors, but I did not know if they were true. The people of Earth will be in great danger if we do not deal with the threat.”

	Letting out a low growl, Cormac said, “Where there is profit to be made off the peddling of flesh, you will find a slaver. They occupy every inch of the Bel’Tan Galaxy like an infestation. Where we stomp out the life of one slaver, another three ooze up from the ground to take his place. The people of Earth no doubt provide an irresistible temptation, one big enough to brave the wormhole via one of the more unstable routes, risking detection and elimination by our Warriors.”

	By that point, they’d reached the elevator, and both jumped in. 

	“Now is not the time for such dark thoughts.” Cormac nervously ran his hand over his streaked hair. “We are about to meet our alyah.”

	Nodding in agreement, Nosa attempted to calm his racing heart. “Lord of Life guide us.”

	“Lord of Life guide us,” Cormac repeated before giving him a quick kiss. 

	“Captains,” the operators voice came via his com link. “They stopped arguing and are approaching the house.”

	“We will meet them at the door. I want the area cleared and all recording devices off. I am invoking the Rights of Courtship.”

	After a pause, they heard his happy reply. “Yes, Captain. Congratulations to you both. May the Lord of Life bless you with a swift courtship.”

	His bride’s presence beat through Nosa like a drum, stirring savage urges. 

	Nosa fought the driving need to tear through the house to find his alyah. He longed to give her the kiss that would begin their bonding. Without the first kiss, when he’d bite his tongue and share his blood with her, she wouldn’t be considered his bride. The kiss couldn’t be taken, only freely given, so he needed to seduce his sweet bride into kissing either him or his blood brother. He didn’t care who got the first kiss, so long as their future wife made the transition from an Earth female into a Kadothian Matriarch. If she was really his alyah, her body would change in subtle ways as his blood worked through her, triggering chemical and biological reactions. 

	Either her psychology would transform to that of a Kadothian Matriarch or there would be no change. In that case, he would have to face the devastating fact he was wrong, that she wasn’t his promised mate. The process seemed to take anywhere from twelve to sixty hours with Earth women, but until she made the full transition, he would be forbidden from seeing her. His instincts would become too savage in her changing presence, and he would be a threat to everyone around him. However, once she made the transition…the life he’d prayed for would finally begin.

	A chill raced down his spine as he contemplated a happiness he never really believed he would get to experience. 

	To truly have a family of my own. 

	To have a Matriarch to love.

	She would be their woman to touch, to kiss, and to pleasure until all of her cares fell away and the only thing she experienced was erotic joy. Together, with his blood brother, they would provide for her every need, give her whatever she desired, and satiate her hungers. He hoped she would eventually find other worthy Warriors to bond, so she would have a strong and powerful Court to serve her. Lord of Life was willing, they might even find another husband in the future. 

	The hollow ache in his chest seemed to throb with need as they got closer and closer to the deep red-painted front door of the house. 

	They strode together toward the front door, every controlled step seeming to take an eternity.

	When they passed a few of their fellow Warriors making their way downstairs, each gave Nosa and Cormac’s shoulder a squeeze for luck. Without a doubt, word already spread that they were about to meet their bondmate, so the men rejoiced for them. No doubt, drinks were already being raised in their honor down below. A Warrior finding his bride was considered the ultimate triumph, one they all hungered for. Everyone who wasn’t on duty would be waiting to celebrate with them. It would only be a matter of time before the gossip reached Kadothia…and Lady Melissi’s ears. 

	From this moment forward, they needed to make ever second with their bride count, to seduce and claim her as quickly as she would allow. 

	One kiss…that was all they needed. One willing exchange of blood. He could only imagine the pleasure of kissing his bondmate. Desire throbbed through him, and Cormac’s intense emotions mirrored his own. Pulling back from their bond, he tried to ignore the clamor of his baser instincts that demanded he take and own as they drew closer to their destiny.

	The hushed sound of women’s voices reached his sensitive ears. His cock jerked in the tight confines of his pants as he heard a lightly accented voice which resonated through him.

	His alyah said in a low, husky rasp, “Paige, calm your tits. I promise I’ll be nice. I know the police have questioned them, and don’t believe they have anything to do with Casey’s disappearance. I know the FBI questioned them as well, and that everything checks out. I just want to talk to them myself. Maybe I’ll find something they missed. I can be very persuasive when needed.”

	The other woman, who had to be Commander Trenzent’s bride, replied in a sweet voice, “Roxy, just promise me you won’t beat anyone up. Please. It’s so embarrassing. And none of that crazy mental manipulation stuff they taught you to do in the Army. You’re scary when you go into interrogation mode.”

	Cormac smiled at him and mouthed the word ‘our mate’ as excitement coursed through their psychic link. Both men’s focus narrowed on the door, then Nosa reached out and gripped his blood brother’s hand, strengthening the bond between them. When the knock came, they moved toward it as one, but released their grip first. The last thing they wanted was their bride to mistake them for a couple. The culture of the United States was more open to relationships outside the male/female norm of this planet, but that didn’t mean Roxy viewing them as an established partnership would make winning her heart any easier. 

	His whole body tightened as he opened the door after the initial knock. His gaze focused on the tall, elegant woman with hair dark as the far side of the moon. Her gorgeous brown eyes reminded him of priceless bezel stones. She stood tall for an Earth woman, but the top of her head still barely reached his chest. Dressed in a silky black tank top covered by a pale green shirt, she was breathtaking. She’d pulled her long hair back in a high ponytail, exposing her graceful neck. In the harsh sunlight of Earth, her skin held a golden hue that made him think of warm sand, and her body was all smooth muscle and curves.

	Even now, perfectly still, she radiated the kind of elegant grace that only came from training. He could tell she was hyper aware of her environment in the way she subtly, but constantly, scanned her surroundings for any sign of trouble. Roxy wore a pair of dark green shorts, showing off the length of her slender legs, and intriguing sandals wrapped up around her toned calves. The short, plump woman next to her let out a nervous squeak as Cormac joined him in the doorway, her pale blue eyes gone wide while fear radiated off her in waves.

	Commander Trenzent’s bride was a timid creature, and he worried for a moment how she would fare with the harsh Warrior. Then again, he’d seen Trenzent briefly with Paige, and his entire demeanor had softened in a way Nosa had never seen before. As his gaze was drawn back to Roxy, a jolt hit him when their eyes met. The first thing his stunned mind noted was the fact she was angry—very angry—and how he wanted to kiss the challenging look off her face. 

	Taking in a deep inhalation, his inner beast howled at the scent of his future bondmate.

	A slight, tentative brushing of minds occurred as he stared at her, so weak he barely felt it. But the little glimpse he got of her spirit filled him with pleasure. She was strong and dedicated to those she loved. A loyal woman, his bondmate kept to a steady personal moral code which guided her through the dark times. Her mental touch was soft and sleek, like the smoothest fur rubbing against his bare skin. Unable to help himself, he returned her psychic caress, delighting when her pupils dilatated and her nipples hardened. He’d studied the human anatomy and could easily read the desire beginning to spark deep within her body. A throb of pure pleasure made him swallow a growl as her slightly dazed gaze dropped to his lips. Painted a deep red and pouty, her mouth reminded him of sweet fruit. Ripe and begging to be licked.

	“Um, hi,” Paige said in an embarrassed whisper. Roxy continued to stare at Nosa. 

	“Greetings.” Clearing his throat, Cormac took a step forward. He kept his smile charming as he said, “My name is Cormac.”

	Nosa took a deep breath. Anticipation left him lightheaded as he officially declared his intent to his bride. “My name is Nosa, but you may call me Rastar.”

	Satisfaction and happiness roared through his bond with Cormac. His blood brother was overjoyed Nosa had publicly declared he’d found his future Matriarch. In Nosa’s mother’s culture, he just informed the world he intended to make Roxy his wife.

	“Rastar?” Roxy blinked and stared at him as he nodded. “Right, Rastar. Um, you seem familiar, both of you. Do I know you? Have we met somewhere before?”

	Happiness pulsed through him as he wondered if she remembered their shared true dream. “We have not met in the flesh.”

	She gave him a confused look. “Huh?”

	Cormac cleared his throat and gave his charming smile again. “Would you like to come inside?” 

	Roxy still stared at Nosa with a searching look, as if she tried to place him. “What?” 

	Unable to look away, he drank in her features. Every curve and shadow of her face entranced him. He’d seen how bonded Kadothian males were with their mates, had often caught his fathers staring at his mother with complete adoration. Still, he’d been unprepared for the strength of his own emotions. Having only been in her presence a matter of moments, he was ready to pledge himself to Roxy for all of eternity.

	“Are you okay?” Paige gently elbowed Roxy. “Snap out of it.”

	Roxy blinked once, looked at Cormac and gave another slow blink, then gazed around her as if puzzled by why she was there.

	When Roxy didn’t say anything, Paige licked her lips nervously before asking, “We were wondering if you happen to have seen Casey Westfall recently? She’s missing, and we’re very worried.”

	“Yes, I heard about that on the local news.” Cormac sobered. “I wish I could help you, but I am afraid we cannot.”

	Sudden anger lashed through the air, singeing his senses with unrestrained fury. With a start, he realized the burning anger came from Roxy right before her emotions were cut off. He exchanged a startled glance with Cormac, sure the other man felt Roxy slamming her mental walls closed. The barriers were so strong, he’d almost lost all sense of her. It took most Matriarchs dozens of years to learn to build strong mental shields, but Roxy seemed to know how to shut them out instinctively. 

	“What do you know about my sister?” Roxy demanded in a deceptively calm, cold voice. “Where’s Casey?”

	It pained him to lie to her, but he couldn’t reveal anything about the Kadothian Empire until she made the full transition to Matriarch. All he needed was a kiss—one willing kiss initiated by Roxy—and he could give her his blood. Though he’d probably get his tongue bitten off if he tried to kiss her right then.

	Her dark, sharp eyes narrowed on him. “You know something.”

	“Forgive me, but I do not.”

	 Her lips drew back in a snarl, the careful calm of her icy façade cracking. “You’re lying! I can feel it in my bones.” To his surprise, she drew a weapon from a concealed holster at her lower back. His crystal implant identified the weapon as a Ruger SR40c. She pointed it at him without hesitation. “Where. Is. She?”

	“Roxy!” Paige shouted. “What the hell! Put that thing away right now.”

	His blood brother made a low, soothing sound. “Be at ease, alyah. We mean no harm.” 

	Cormac started to move, so Roxy shifted the weapon his direction. 

	Her aim was straight and sure as she aimed the gun at Cormac’s heart. “Don’t come any closer.”

	Paige released a frustrated groan loud enough to draw Roxy’s attention. “You promised you wouldn’t do this again! You swore to me and the sheriff that you wouldn’t threaten people anymore. You’re freaking me out! Knock it off right this instant, Roxanne Eliza Westfall.”

	To his surprise, Roxy blushed with embarrassment before she slowly holstered her weapon. Her gaze kept darting between them as she bit her lower lip. While her expression became blank, he caught the faintest hint of her emotions like a passing perfume caught in a breeze. Worry, sadness, exhaustion, curiosity, and confusion all colored her psychic signature—along with a tinge of discomfort. Paige made a frustrated noise, then elbowed Roxy. 

	“What is wrong with you?” Paige whisper hissed. “You’re going to get thrown in jail! You promised you weren’t going to act like a crazy woman. You promised!”

	“Shit. I’m sorry, honey.” Roxy looked away from Nosa before she visibly squared her shoulders. She brushed Paige’s long hair behind her ear as she leaned close to whisper, “I didn’t mean to scare you. And I know I promised, but honestly, he’s lying. I can taste it—feel it…shit, it sounds crazy even to me, but I know they’re both holding something back.”

	Internally, Nosa winced. If Roxy was indeed their alyah, a bond would start to form the instant they met. He’d always anticipated that being a good thing, not something he had to try to block. Never, not in a million daydreams, had he imagined being forced to lie to his potential bride. He’d never foreseen a scenario in which his bride might be ignorant of Kadothian bondmates. 

	Yet, there he was, trying to both bond with, and mentally block, his alyah.

	Sometimes the Lord of Life had a very wicked sense of humor.

	 “You don’t know for sure that they’re lying.” Paige rested her hand on Roxy’s shoulder, a gesture intended to comfort the other woman. “And you promised you wouldn’t pull your gun on people anymore. You made poor old Jerry McGutty nearly pee his pants yesterday. The only thing he was guilty of was accidentally killing his neighbor’s cow thirty-six years ago, yet you interrogated him like you found a nuclear bomb in his basement. You scared him so bad, he confessed to things he’d done in elementary school back when Nixon was President!”

	“He always seemed shifty to me,” Roxy muttered, her lips pursed with guilt as red flushed across her tanned cheekbones. “If he was so innocent, why was he stuttering when I asked about the last time he’d seen Casey?”

	“He was nervous because you were acting like a lunatic. The moment he got out of his car after Monday night Bingo down at the Lodge, you jumped out of the bushes like some psycho ninja. You were wearing camo and armed! What kind of sane person does that?”

	Looking chagrined, Roxy shrugged. “He gave off a weird vibe.”

	“No, he didn’t. You gave off a weird vibe, because you’re not getting enough sleep. Instead, you’re pushing yourself until you fall over, and it’s making you act like a—a real not-nice person.”

	Roxy sighed, the sound was so weary he wanted to lift her into his embrace. 

	Turning her head slightly, she refused to meet his gaze. Looking like the words were being pulled from her by force, she muttered, “I’m sorry I pulled a gun on you.”

	Cormac’s voice was full of honeyed seduction as he replied, “There is nothing to forgive.”

	“Please, come inside so we can sit down and discuss this,” Nosa added, unable to resist the primal desire to make her safe and comfortable. “I will make some tea.”

	Roxy’s dark gaze met his, but she glared as she said, “I don’t like tea.”

	“Coffee, then. Or juice, if you like,” Cormac replied easily, completely unperturbed by her glare. “Whatever you desire.”

	Paige abruptly stiffened, then glanced over at Nosa and Cormac as if just remembering they were there. “Uh, hey guys. Be with you in a second.”

	Pulling Roxy down a few steps, Paige leaned close to whisper, “Remember, you’re going to catch more bees with honey than vinegar. Let’s hear them out. Maybe they inadvertently know something?”

	Roxy pulled out her phone with a suspicious frown. “Don’t drink anything they give you.”

	“What?”

	Roxy looked up from the phone before putting it away. “It could be spiked. I sent my mom a message that, if we disappear, these guys roofied our drinks.”

	“Roxy,” Paige groaned. “They seem perfectly nice.”

	“Serial killers are masters at blending in.”

	“Oh, for the love of everything holy.” Paige tilted her head back toward the sky with an exasperated sigh. “Roxy, they are not serial killers, okay? I’ve been over here before, and they were nothing but gracious. Their country may have different manners than we do, but they never made me uncomfortable. So let’s go in, talk to them, and see if we can gather any new leads about Casey’s whereabouts. Okay?”

	“Okay.”

	“Then we’ll go back to your parents’ house, and you can get some sleep. No arguing.”

	“I’ll sleep when Casey’s home.”

	Paige frowned. “Roxy—”

	Turning and taking a few steps, Roxy gave them a big fake smile. “Can you tell us anything about the night Casey disappeared?” 

	Nosa shook his head. “I do not know anything. I was not here.”

	“You’re lying again.” The fake smile slipped off her face, exposing the raw pain it tried to hide. “The last person Casey was seen with was a guy staying here, one named Lorn. He saw her at the grocery store she worked at then was all over her like white on rice. Afterward, suddenly he’s gone and so is she. And now nobody can tell me where he is? That’s bullshit.”

	“I assure you,” Cormac said with just the right amount of comfort and sincerity. “We have no idea where your sister is. Also, I am afraid that Lorn is indeed out of the country. He is from a…what is the word? A rural area, one without a good connection to the rest of the world. He is in dead zone for technology.”

	“Yeah, a dead zone back in Poland, right? ‘Cause you’re a bunch of Polish male models here for a training camp?” She sneered at them. “Give me a break. If I find out you had anything to do with her disappearance, I’ll gut you myself.”

	“Roxy,” Paige hissed.

	Lord’s Will be damned, their first meeting was not going how Nosa envisioned. He’d always dreamed meeting their Matriarch would be a happy event. How she would welcome them with open arms, knowing she had a lifetime of happiness ahead of her. Being a Matriarch was the wish of many women in the Bel’Tan galaxy, so he’d never imagined his first meeting with his alyah would include her threatening to disembowel him. All of her anger was fed by her pain, and his chest ached from her internal agony.

	Empathy filled him. He wanted to gather her into his arms and hold her close. He wanted to tell her she’d see Casey soon enough, because her sister was also blessed by the Lord of Life by being a Matriarch, but he restrained himself. Informing anyone on Earth of Kadothia’s existence was forbidden. It would get him sent back to the Bel’Tan galaxy without his bride. No, as much as it pained him, he could not endanger their future.

	“We would be honored to help you in any way you require.” Cormac gestured to Nosa. “We are at your mercy, my lady.”

	“I—wait, what? Did you call me ‘my lady’?”

	“It is a term of respect in our country.” Once again, he fought the urge to smile at Roxy as she gave him a suspicious look. “Do you have any search parties organized? Perhaps we could be of assistance.”

	“We do.” Paige gave them a shy smile that made Nosa happy the sweet young woman was Commander Trenzent’s bride. “There is a meeting tomorrow at Mr. and Mrs. Westfall’s house. They’re going to share what information they have, and we’re going to brainstorm to try and figure out if there is anything the police missed.”

	“You’re not invited,” Roxy said in a cold voice as she tossed her ponytail over her shoulder.

	“Roxy, be nice,” Paige hissed, but Roxy shook her head.

	Their future Matriarch glared at them as she growled, “I don’t trust or know either of you. Right now? You’re suspects, and I don’t want you near my family.”

	“Oh my God.” Paige elbowed Roxy. “That was just rude.”

	Cormac released a soft sigh and bowed his head in Paige’s direction before he said, “It is all right, Ms. Grant. If my brothers ever went missing, I would do anything I could do to find them. I understand Roxy’s desperation. It brings me no joy to know that you suffer.”

	The harsh expression on Roxy’s face softened, and he held out his hand in a beseeching manner he knew the people of Earth used. “Please, Ms Westfall, take the help we are offering. Your police forces and government agencies know we mean no harm. Let us aid you in finding your sister.”

	 

	Roxy rubbed her face then leaned against one of the solid wood posts holding up the front porch. “Even if I accepted your help, which I’m not, my parents wouldn’t tolerate you being there. My mom and dad…they’re hurting. Look, Lorn was the last person seen with her. I just need to talk to him for myself. There has to be some way to reach him.”

	More guilt dug into his gut. He realized her family would be losing not one, but two, daughters. A brother and his family remained on Earth, but the absence of Casey and Roxy would leave a hole in their lives. If they were in the Bel’Tan Galaxy, Roxy’s family could move with her, living in her Territory on Kadothia. However, it was forbidden to bring any humans besides Matriarchs through the wormhole. Earth was small, with a limited population. A mass exodus of humans immigrating to another galaxy would drastically alter their planet, which went against the Kadothian’s promise not to interfere with planets that supplied them with brides. 

	Pain radiated from Roxy. Nosa closed the distance between them, pausing before he touched her. “Please, let us help. A wise Warrior never turns down an asset.”

	The corner of her bowed lips quirked with a smile, and he wished he could sooth the exhaustion from her gaze. 

	“This is true.” Cormac added. “We have experience with problems of this nature.”

	Roxy went on alert, and the fragile connection between them closed like a door slamming shut. “And how, exactly, do two ‘male models’ have experience with problems of this nature?”

	“We were in the military,” Nosa said quickly. “Before we decided to become models.”

	“Yes.” Cormac smiled at the two women, who regarded them with openly suspicious looks. “We belonged to the Polish military.”

	“Suuuureeee,” Roxy muttered as she began to lead Paige off the porch. “From the military to models? Uh-huh.”

	He didn’t need a psychic bond to know things weren’t going well with their alyah, so he tried to think of a way to fix it. “Why do you find this so hard to believe? Are we ugly to look at? Does our appearance make us unattractive?”

	Some of the hostility went out of her stance, and she stopped trying to shove Paige down the front porch steps. “No. You’re very attractive, but we have to be going now.”

	Nosa sent a mental command to the computer through his crystal implant while Cormac did his best to sooth Roxy’s fears.

	“Pardon me,” Nosa raised his voice to be heard above Cormac’s pleading and Roxy’s hostile answers. “I believe I have something I can show you that will calm your fears.”

	“I—”

	He didn’t give her time to argue. Instead, he reentered the farmhouse and got the laptop waiting for him on a small transporter disguised as what the people of Earth called a ‘coffee table.’ 

	Walking back outside into the welcome shade of the front porch, he found Roxy and Paige whispering about leaving. Cormac tightly gripped the base of his braid, worry and frustration tightening his face.

	“Here, look.”

	He handed the laptop to Roxy, who glared at him before she frowned down at the screen. He stepped away. 

	“What is this?” Roxy asked, after scanning the page for a moment.

	“Proof that we were in the military.”

	Cormac shot him a questioning glance, but his body language settled down into his usual controlled state. Nosa sent him reassurance through their bond.

	The communications link between them opened and Cormac asked, ‘What did you do?’

	“I had the computer make a news article about our heroic actions in battle while we were in the Polish military.”

	There was a long moment of silence, then Cormac replied, “I do not like lying to her.”

	“Nor do I, so I had the computer take one of our actual battles and change it so it read as if we were in the Polish military when the Skirmish of Chandar happened.”

	“The one where we saved a maternity hospital from the Hive?”

	“Yes.”

	Roxy glanced up from the laptop, her expression slightly puzzled as she stared at them. She glanced at the computer again, then returned to staring before she said, “This is you?”

	“Yes.”

	Handing the laptop to Paige, who was still reading, Roxy rubbed the bridge of her nose. “None of this makes any sense.”

	“What are you confused about?” Cormac gave her a crooked smile. “We are Warriors who decided to do something different after we left the military. Is this unusual in the United States?”

	“No, not at all. It’s just…you’re not who I thought you were. I’m sorry I was so harsh with you.”

	Nosa resisted the urge to take her in his arms and sooth away her pain. “There is nothing to apologize for. Your sister is missing and you are aggrieved. We are honored to help.”

	The sleek, toned muscles of her forearms flexed as she tugged at the edge of her shirt. Her gaze darted between Nosa and Cormac. “Thank you.”

	“If you are available, would you like to meet for dinner tonight?” Cormac asked just a little too eagerly.

	Roxy’s smile cooled. “Dinner? You think now is the time to ask me on a date?”

	“Of course not.” Cormac ducked his head a bit, so he could meet Roxy’s gaze directly while Paige watched them with wide eyes. “I did not mean to presume. I thought you would appreciate meeting with two unknown males in a public place. We want you to know that you are safe with us, and to prove that, we offered to conduct our meeting where you will be surrounded by other people. This is a normal custom for your pla—country, correct?”

	Dark pink heated Roxy’s golden cheeks as she blinked rapidly. “No, no—you’re correct. It is customary to meet in a public place. Um, yes, we can meet up at the Downtown Coney Island, if that’s okay? What time would be best for you?”

	“Anytime you wish.” 

	Nosa almost groaned when she bit her full lower lip, then slowly released it. “How about seven?”

	“Perfect.”

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	Cormac

	 

	 

	Tension crept along his muscles, tightening his frame, leaving his body stiff and achy from being held in ridged control for so long. Four hours. Four more hours to endure the mental and physical torture of being away from his alyah. The brief time in her brilliant presence was forever embedded in his heart, and his soul yearned for her. The bond was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing for the obvious reason—finding his eternal beloved. A curse because the need to be with her—constantly—gnawed at him like a predator with thick bone. 

	Intellectually, he knew Roxy didn’t feel the same instant pull he did. Yes, she was sexually aware of both himself and Nosa, but her mental shields stayed firmly in place and appeared astonishingly strong. They’d only briefly lowered enough for him to get a glimpse of her spirit. In that instant, he fell in love. Everything about her called to him, from the golden shimmer of her luscious skin to the graceful arch of her thick, dark brows. Not only was she beautiful, she was also an accomplished Warrior in her own right. He was incredibly proud to call her his bride.

	Movement caught his attention, and he turned to watch his blood brother.

	Across the wide expanse of their living quarters on Earth, Nosa moved through the flowing, graceful spins and dips of his kantar training. He wore a pair of black gloves that blended with his skin, topped with golden, curved claws as sharp as any knife or sword. On his feet were a pair of boots with similar claws. Aside from that, Nosa wore the traditional tight, deep gold leggings of his mother’s people and little else. The fighting form was native to his mother’s planet, developed tens of thousands of years ago as a form of self-defense. Everyone on the ship wore kantar grappling gloves and boots, necessary items intended to cling to the ship when a sudden storm swept through. Since everyone wore what amounted to weapons on their hands and feet, it was natural that they’d use those claws in defense of the enormous city-sized vessel.

	The fighting moves evolved from a lifetime spent at sea were all about balance and incredible strength. The muscles of Nosa’s core contracted as he flipped backward, the golden claws shining in the warm lights of their living quarters. Decorated in a blend of Earth and Kadothian styles, their temporary home was nice, but impersonal. Soothing blue walls blended into a replica of the feathery soft grasses found on the Southern Continent of Kadothia. A pale, golden color, the grass felt soothing against his bare feet. He leaned against the large silky brown chair at his side and watched his blood brother work out his frustration.

	Nosa’s dark skin glimmered with hidden sheens of blue and purple, his human disguise gone for the moment. The silver decorating his pointed ears flashed as he completed his final move, his heavy chest heaving when he met Cormac’s gaze. The gold and amber in Nosa’s eyes burned as he slowly took Cormac in, then he licked his lips.

	“Come here.”

	Dominance, force, and gritty masculinity radiated from Nosa in pulsing waves. Cormac’s cock stiffened under the loose confines of his pants. “Why?”

	The challenge in his voice was clear. Like any Kadothian male, he relished the sensual fight to come. The battle for dominance and submission was an aphrodisiac and his cock pulsed with need.

	Nosa’s ears twitched, and Cormac bit back a smile as his blood brother stalked closer. One would think that after being together for more than three hundred years, they would have tired of dominance games by then. Though Nosa was clearly in control, Cormac was driven to fight him for supremacy when their emotions ran high. Normally, it was a token resistance. Nosa could always take him down, but he felt too pent up on this occasion. Too full of energy that needed an outlet.

	“Come, here.” Nosa growled the command, and his hard cock pressed against his pants. “I want your mouth on me.”

	“Make me.”

	Nosa didn’t even bother to ask if Cormac meant it, instead leaping toward him with a snarl. Only Cormac’s ability to predict his lover’s moves saved him as he rolled away. A second before he was able to regain his footing, Nosa was on him. Slick, hot, hard male flesh pressed into his as they both snarled and growled. When Nosa attempted to kiss him, Cormac bit the other man’s lip instead, hard enough to draw blood. 

	Nosa jerked back, then yelled out, “Computer, restraints.”

	A pair of thick leather bindings appeared next to them. Cormac used Nosa’s distraction to his advantage. Bucking the heavier man off him, he started to sprint across the room. His fighting staff perched against the wall—if he got to it before Nosa caught him, he’d have a chance. 

	Burning pain came from his scalp as Nosa used his braid to jerk him backward, and pleasure shot through him. 

	Getting him into a submission hold, Nosa placed pressure on Cormac’s upper back. “Yield.”

	“Never,” Cormac hissed as his cock throbbed with need. 

	“Mmmm,” Nosa purred with a laugh in his voice. “This will be fun.”

	Before Cormac could protest, he found himself pressed against the floor. Flat on his stomach, he attempted to lift the other man off, but Nosa had Cormac’s hand secured behind his back before he could take a breath. Pinned to the floor, with his lover sitting astride his buttocks, some of the tension left Cormac. His erection still ached with the need to mate, but the tension gnawing at his mind was gone. He no longer felt the hint of darkness in his soul, so he sighed with relief. 

	“There we go,” Nosa purred as he began to tear Cormac’s shirt from his body with a rough grip. “Give me what I want. Submit.”

	Not resisting in the least, Cormac closed his eyes. “Fuck you.”

	“I rather like that Earth profanity,” Nosa said, right before he took Cormac’s braid in his hand and forced his head up. “Open that filthy mouth of yours so I can fuck it.”

	Instead, Cormac clamped his mouth shut. 

	“Perfect,” Nosa whispered before he said, “Computer, mouth spreader.”

	Alarm shot through Cormac, but he was unable to do anything as Nosa forced a soft ring between his lips. The ring enlarged, holding Cormac’s mouth wide open. He both hated and loved how helpless the toy made him feel. Nosa’s firm hands lifted him from the floor then he turned Cormac so they faced each other.

	“So handsome,” his lover murmured as he traced the forced-open circle of Nosa’s mouth. 

	He tried to jerk his head away from the gentle touch, but Nosa simply laughed and pushed him over the lilac chair. The soft material caressed his bare torso, and he grunted when Nosa proceeded to tear the rest of his clothing away. The throb in his erection became harder, the swollen appendage begging for relief. Bent over, with his ass in the air and his legs spread to brace himself, he tried to turn around but couldn’t. Instead, he had to wait, wondering which hole his blood brother would penetrate first.

	Nosa strode around from the back of the chair, running his hand over Cormac’s flank, awakening the nerves beneath his skin. When his dark and delicious lover came into view, Cormac couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride. He’d chosen a blood brother worthy of his Matriarch, and he hoped Roxy enjoyed Nosa’s thick, deep-purple cock as much as Cormac did. Nosa was heavily aroused, the pleasure ridges on his shaft already starting to rise up as he stared at Cormac’s open mouth.

	Without a word, he grabbed Cormac’s braid. Nosa used it to hold his head steady as he pushed inside. The feeling of his lover’s wide head filling his mouth had Cormac rubbing against the chair, his bare cock caressed by the silky material. The bond between them gaped wide open, so Cormac could feel an echo of the sucking sensation of his mouth, filtered through Nosa’s emotions. It was a heady sensation, to both lick and feel as if his dick was being licked. Cormac loved it. He could only imagine how amazing it would be once Roxy was between them.

	“Yes, like that,” Nosa murmured. He began to thrust deeper, making Cormac either open to accept the thick shaft or choke. “Swallow around me.”

	He happily complied with the order, massaging the big mushroomed head of Nosa’s shaft with his throat. Pleasure rocketed through him as drool began to drip down his chin. The ring made him unable to close his mouth and properly swallow, which gave Nosa a wet hole to fuck. And fuck it he did. The need for release built. Nosa’s body trembled as Cormac licked at the shaft gliding over his tongue. 

	“Enough,” Nosa jerked away, his erection bobbing with need. “You will not make me spill in your mouth.”

	He wasn’t able to respond with anything but a long moan. Nosa wiped the drool from his chin, then removed the mouth guard.

	His jaw ached slightly as he closed his lips, but he barely noticed the discomfort when Nosa moved behind him. Spreading Cormac’s butt cheeks, Nosa applied a generous amount of lubricant before he began to push his erection into Cormac’s ass. The initial burn slid along Cormac’s nerves and sent desire roaring through him, his pulsing need to be fucked mixing with Nosa’s passion. With his hands still bound behind him, he couldn’t move much, but he managed rock back into Nosa’s pounding thrusts.

	With each slam of his lover’s hips, Cormac grew closer to release. He rubbed his cock against the chair, his skin prickling as the pleasure chambers in his shaft began to fill. Nosa groaned, his own release hovering on the razor edge while his dick vibrated inside of Cormac. The pressure built and built until Cormac finally exploded. His dick jerked as it smeared his seed all over the soft fabric, his balls pulsing with the strength of his release. Nosa gripped his hips and arched, roaring as he planted himself to the root and filled Cormac.

	Their emotions slammed back and forth, taking them through the sensation of cumming again and again. When the last pulsing wave of mind numbing pleasure passed, Cormac collapsed. Pulling out of him slowly, Nosa placed a kiss on the back of his neck before cleaning them both. Once he was done, Nosa took a seat and drew Cormac down onto his lap. Cuddling his blood brother close, Cormac sighed.

	“Thank you. I needed that.”

	“I know,” Nosa said with a small smile before he kissed Cormac’s temple. 

	He leaned back so they could see each other. “She is so beautiful.”

	A rare and wonderful smile graced Nosa’s face. “And fierce. Her battle record is most impressive.”

	“Yes. Do you think she will be upset when she learns her Warrior days are over?”

	“It is a possibility.” He trailed his fingers over Cormac’s braid, his gaze distant. “My grandmother was a Sea Singer, a kind of General among her people. From birth, she trained to fight, and she enjoyed shredding her enemies. When she met my grandfather and had my mother, she left the battles behind and focused on her family.”

	Groaning, Cormac lay his head back against the arm of the couch and closed his eyes. “It will be especially difficult for Roxy, considering she knows nothing of our culture.”

	“As soon as she makes it through the transition, she can get her crystal implant. It will take her a few weeks to learn about the responsibilities of a Matriarch, but the Reaping ship is set up to help her with everything she’ll need to absorb. She will realize why her safety is so important, and how much her Court will need her to keep herself safe. If she dies before passing their bond to another Matriarch, their bonds will break and madness could be a result. I am sure once she learns that, she will agree that Kadothia is the safest place for her.”

	Cormac grunted. “We can hope.”

	Some of the relaxation he’d felt bled away as his earlier worries resurfaced. “Getting a kiss from her will be much harder than I anticipated. Were you able to sense her?”

	“A little bit, but only hints and strong emotions. She was angry, but also deeply wounded. What were your impressions?”

	“Her shields are formidable, but I managed to briefly connect to her mind when she was touching me.”

	Nosa stilled. “What did you feel?”

	His blood brother knew Cormac was gifted in his abilities to feel the essence of living beings. It wasn’t easy, and he had to concentrate, but he could absorb a great deal of knowledge from the slightest brush with someone’s energy. The taste of Roxy’s glowing spirit raced through his thoughts like sparking flames.

	“She is fierce. When we first began talking, her aura was as spikey as the Walls of Gendar, sharp enough to repel any man or beast. Once she began to relax around us, her essence flitted between those razor-sharp psychic spikes, like a sparkling mist. I managed to sample her spirit without slicing myself on her mental defenses, and I know without a doubt she is our alyah.”

	Nosa tugged Cormac’s braid. “Of course she is, but what did else did you feel?”

	“She has been hurt greatly, and her soul is still wounded. Not just because of her sister’s disappearance, but also from a great betrayal which scared her spirit.”

	“Her ex-husband,” Nosa growled. “That faithless bag of excrement impregnated another female while Roxy was at war.”

	“Sack of shit,” Cormac corrected. “But I agree, he is despicable and a fool. Not only sleeping with another woman, but doing it while Roxy was engaged in a fierce battle far from home? She had to return from war to not only the betrayal of her husband, but also the fact that he had impregnated another female.”

	Nosa’s full lip curled in disgust. “It is hard for me to even imagine. A Kadothian male would never do that to his wife or husbands. I find the concept of adultery hard to comprehend.”

	“Yet our little bride endured such a betrayal, and it has marked her.”

	“It has.” Cormac sighed as he briskly rubbed his face in frustration. “I want to sooth her pain, but I can do nothing until she accepts us in her life. Not until we get our kiss.”

	Stretching out, Nosa rolled his massive shoulders. Purple and indigo highlights danced across his skin like colorful moonlight on water. “Which is what we need to focus on. You are more familiar with Earth customs, have spent more time experiencing their civilization. I will follow your lead on how to best court Roxy. Together, we will finally claim our Matriarch. The way men treat women on this planet is abhorrent.”

	“Not all of them.” Cormac ran his hand down his blood brother’s arm, soothing both of them with his touch. “There are many men worthy of their wives, as their love is as true and fierce as our own. While I cannot sense it, I can see it in the way they move, in how they talk and touch each other. While we use our minds and emotions to express ourselves, they use their bodies and their animated eyes. Earthling interaction is fascinating, once you learn their body language.”

	“I did notice something when I looked into her eyes.” Nosa gave a low, growling sigh. “Aside from their beauty, I felt as if I could sense her soul better as we gazed at each other.”

	“I have heard humans say that the eyes are the windows to the soul. Maybe, for their species, this is true. Women certainly use their eyes for flirting. It seems almost universal for them to signal interest in a man by looking away for a few seconds before looking back. But this isn’t always the case. Sometimes a woman will stare at you, only looking away if she is afraid or apprehensive. It is sometimes hard to tell the difference.”

	Curling his hand around Cormac’s hip, Nosa closed his eyes. “They are so confusing. Almost every race in the Bel’Tan Galaxy is able to mentally communicate, or they have crystal implants. And they think so differently from us.”

	“How so?”

	“Their thought process is different. They believe they are alone in the universe. Some of them believe God exists, but they argue over whose God is the true God. And…they do not value their females.”

	Cormac stretched his arms over his head with a sigh. “They do, they just show it in different ways. The Matriarch that introduced my unit to Earth said a good way to figure out women from the United States is to see what kind of movies they liked. She said a type of film referred to as ‘chick flicks’ was popular among her friends, but that every woman’s taste is different. I have watched over thirty of these chick flicks. The storylines are all centered around love and mating, but without the existence of a psychic bond. I will admit, I had a hard time understanding them at first.” He sighed, rifling through his memories of a tragic love story. “Not all of them had happy endings, but those were some of the most beautiful movies.”

	“Like the ballads of Dairn’ar.”

	“Yes, very similar, but with more humor. I am beginning to understand their jokes, but I had to learn how to read their expressions. The changes in their facial features are sometimes subtle, but you can often tell what a human is feeling by reading their body language. When we are with Roxy, watch her face. You will understand what I mean, but do not stare at her. It will creep her out.”

	“Creep her out?”

	“It will make her uncomfortable, and she might view it as a challenge. Just like women everywhere, there are dominant and submissive women on Earth. I believe our Matriarch is more apt to lead than follow.”

	“You said you glimpsed her mind. Do you think she is more dominant than me?”

	A pleasant humming buzzed through his body as he thought of the brief taste he’d had of her spirit. “No. While she is more dominant than me, I believe you will complement each other well.”

	“Mmmmm,” Nosa purred, picking up on Cormac’s excitement at the thought. “You like that idea. Imagine what it will feel like when I assist our wife in tormenting you. When we both take you as we wish.”

	Cormac could imagine it all too well, and his thickening shaft proved his desire. “I cannot wait.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	Roxy

	 

	 

	 Swinging her teal blue Jeep into a space at an empty meter on Main Street, Roxy left the engine running as she dug through her purse. “Mom, I’ve got to let you go.”

	A trio of elderly women from her grandparent’s church walked past Roxy, all three of them sending her sympathetic smiles and small waves. Gritting her teeth, she smiled back and held her breath as the old women passed the diner. While she appreciated that everyone was concerned about her missing sister, there was only so much sympathy she could take. People acted as if Casey would never be found, as if she was already dead, and it pissed her off.

	“Oh, where are you going?”

	Her mother became paranoid about Roxy’s whereabouts since Casey’s disappearance, as if she feared Roxy would vanish as well. 

	“Mom, I told you before I left that I was meeting with those guys that know Lorn. We talked about it earlier, while Dad took a nap.”

	“Right.” Her mother cleared her throat, but her voice still came out tight as she said, “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for you to meet up with strange men by yourself.”

	She dug deeper in her purse, trying to find some change other than pennies. “I don’t think sitting in the middle of the diner on Main Street really counts as being alone. Besides, no one would be able to abduct me from that place. Old Sam has a baseball bat in the kitchen, and we both know his crazy ass isn’t afraid to use it, especially if he thought someone was bothering me.”

	“You’re right about that,” her mom muttered. “Hold on one second.”

	“’Kay,” she answered with a distracted mutter.

	Finding her shimmering peach lip gloss, Roxy pulled down the visor to look into the mirror. She’d swept her hair up in its usual ponytail, but even though dark circles beneath her eyes showed her lack of sleep and worry, she didn’t look terrible overall. Sighing, she grabbed a concealer stick from her purse and dotted it beneath her eyes. Though she wasn’t normally a vain person, for some reason, she wanted to look her best for Nosa and Cormac. 

	Something about them struck her as familiar, like a really, super intense case of déjà vu. She was sure she’d never met them, guys like them tended to make an impression on a girl. She felt like she knew them. Hell, they were models, so maybe she’d seen pictures of them somewhere along the way. Maybe shirtless photos. All that dark and pale flesh, pressed together…

	“Roxy? Sorry about that. Are you sure about this meeting?” 

	“I’ll be fine.” Her voice came out a little thick, so she cleared her throat. “No one is going to try to abduct me from the diner. Besides, I’m armed. They try anything, and I’ll shoot them in the balls.”

	“Roxy!” Her mother sounded like her old self for a moment. “Please refrain from talking about shooting anyone in the privates. I swear, if I hadn’t raised you myself, I would have sworn you were brought up by gangsters.”

	Smacking her lips together, Roxy grinned as she put the lip gloss away. “Really, it’s okay. I checked them out. They’re former Polish military, retired with honors.”

	“Polish military? I thought you said they were Russian spies.”

	Her cheeks heated, and she avoided looking at herself as she shut the visor. “Yeah, well, I may have been a bit off on that one.”

	“Mother Mary, have mercy on us all.” Her mom sighed. “Just be careful, please. If anything happened to you…”

	“Hey, I’m fine. Nothing is going to happen to me. I promise.”

	Tears filled her mom’s voice as she said, “I know, sweetheart, I know. I just worry.” 

	Roxy blinked rapidly, her heart filling with grief as she wondered where Casey was, if she was all right, and if someone was hurting her. “It’s okay, Mom. We’re going to find her.”

	“I love you.”

	“Love you too, Mom. Bye.”

	Her nose burned and a few tears escaped, but she brushed them away. 

	Gathering her purse, she got out of her Jeep and locked it before walking up the well-maintained sidewalk to the diner. The heavy concrete planters lining the street were overflowing with flowers in full bloom, the red of geraniums and white of baby’s breath bright in the fading sunlight. She trailed her hand along some of the long, decorative grass growing from one of the planters as she passed it, her body moving on auto-pilot until she reached the chrome and glass door of the diner. Shaking off the weird mental fog filling her head, she pushed open the heavy door and sighed as the cool breeze of the air-conditioned interior washed over her.

	No matter the time of the day or night, the restaurant remained at least half full and today was no exception. The worn brass bell over the door jingled as Roxy entered, and the smell of frying onions and cooking food filled her nose. A large, decorative wood screen shielded most of the restaurant from the view of the foyer, and a faded sign asked that she wait to be seated. Her belly gave a belated growl, so she patted it while scanning the parts of the restaurant she could see. High backed booths with frosted glass partitions created privacy for diners, so she wasn’t sure if Cormac and Nosa were there yet. 

	A familiar, pretty redhaired waitress dressed in tan pants and a blue-checkered shirt with a black apron made her way to the hostess stand. “Hey, Roxy, any word on Casey?”

	Dawn was one of Casey’s roommates at the University of Michigan, and Roxy had known the girl since she was in elementary school. 

	Roxy gave her a hug then answered, “No, nothing yet.”

	Visibly deflating, Dawn nodded. “Oh, okay.”

	“Don’t worry, I’ll find her.”

	Swallowing hard, Dawn nodded. “I know you will.”

	“I’m actually here to meet someone. Two guys—one with long black hair and the other one is a sandy blond. Big guys, kind of intimidating, and they speak with an accent.”

	Life filled Dawn’s face as she grinned. Her freckles darkened as her cheeks turned pink. “They’re waiting for you? You’re the one they were talking about?”

	“Them, who?”

	“The two super fucking sexy alpha males sitting in booth eight.”

	“Alpha males?”

	“Girl, they’re off the charts in the testosterone department. Talk about muscles on top of muscles.” She frowned. “I hope they don’t use steroids, because that’ll make their dicks shrink. Nothing worse than a three-inch dick.”

	Aware that a group of middle-aged women were staring at them, Roxy hustled Dawn along. “I agree, but you might want to keep your voice down before you give Sister Regina and the nuns eating pancakes a heart attack.”

	“Whatever,” Dawn grinned. “Either way, the guys waiting for you are super-hot. They said some interesting stuff about you.”

	“Like what?”

	Tugging Roxy over to where the gumball machine stood against the foyer wall, Dawn giggled. “I didn’t seat them, but Gina said they asked her to let them know when ‘the most beautiful woman in the world’ arrived. She said they described you like you walked on water, and both of them were obviously in love with whomever this chick was. You know, a ménage kinda thing. We’ve all been waiting to see what kind of woman could land two hot guys like that. You go on with your bad self.”

	“I didn’t land them,” Roxy hissed. “They offered to help us with the search for Casey. And I am not in a ménage relationship with them!”

	Wincing, Dawn took a step back. “Oh. I—I’m sorry. I totally misread the situation.”

	The wounded look on Dawn’s face made her feel like a turd. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I haven’t been getting much sleep lately.”

	Dawn gave her an unexpected, but welcome, hug. “It’s okay. I totally understand. I was just joking, anyway. No harm intended.”

	The doorbell jingled and a middle-aged couple entered the diner. Their loud chatter helped to clear Roxy’s head. “I know you were, sweetie. I’m just stressed. So, where are Rastar and Cormac?”

	“Rastar? You mean Nosa?”

	Remembering that he’d given her two names, she nodded. “Yeah, them. Rastar is Nosa’s nickname, I think.”

	“Weird. Wonder what it means in Polish?” Straightening her shoulders, Dawn motioned to her. “Come on, they’re seated in the back.”

	 Roxy raised her hand in greeting to a group of old men at the bar of the diner with their coffee. Normally, she’d stop to say hello, but it was all she could do not to dash to the back of the restaurant. She felt pulled forward, swimming through an increasingly dream-like state as she drew ever closer to the men. In a not unpleasant way, she swore she could feel them—two gentle yet strong sets of emotions at the edge of her understanding. 

	Dawn stopped abruptly, but only because Rastar and Cormac rose from their table to greet them.

	The sight of the two men together would halt any woman in her tracks.

	Both men wore their hair pulled back in tight braids, and the silver rings along Raster’s ears glinted in the bright diner lighting. While she normally found herself attracted to clean-cut looking men, he was undeniably gorgeous, with his almost feline features and golden eyes. Those eyes captured hers, and she stared back at him, spellbound by the sense of contentment settling into her bones. The corner of his mouth quirked, and the heat in his gaze increased, making her belly flutter so hard, she had to look away.

	Motion from her right shifted her attention to Cormac. In jean shorts and a burgundy Star Wars t-shirt, he looked hot enough to grace the cover of a men’s magazine. The big bulge of his biceps drew her gaze, and she took a moment to appreciate the sheer perfection of his arms. During her time in the military, she’d seen plenty of buff men, but Cormac was in a class by himself. His solid, defined jaw made her notice a dimple in his chin she wanted to touch. Hell, her hands positively itched to feel his skin beneath her own. Her nipples hardened further when Cormac’s nostrils flared as if he took a deep breath. Her gaze met his, and she blinked at the passion burning there. She’d felt desired before, had been with men deeply attracted to her, but she’d never experienced the kind of need contained in Cormac’s stare.

	“So…” Dawn said loudly. “I’ll just give you these menus and be on my way. Coffee as usual, Roxy?”

	“Yeah,” she forced herself to say as her body tingled in multiple places. 

	“Roxy, sit down.” Dawn cleared her throat then leaned in to whisper. “Unless you want to continue to provide a little dinnertime theater for the locals.”

	Embarrassment cleared Roxy’s mind as she realized she gawked like a moron. “Right.”

	She soon found herself sandwiched between Cormac and Rastar in their circular booth. While they didn’t crowd her, they sat close enough that she swore the heat from their bodies threatened to melt her panties. She clutched her menu, not sure where to look as she shifted uncomfortably. The old booth creaked as she wiggled her hips a little, and her clit throbbed softly against the seam of her shorts.

	The high walls of the booth surrounding them created an illusion of privacy from prying local eyes. While she loved her town, she knew people liked to gossip. And her ogling at the men like a horny teenager in the middle of the diner would seriously get tongues wagging. 

	Gathering herself, she was proud she sounded normal as she nodded first to Cormac, then to Rastar. “Gentlemen, thank you for meeting with me.”

	Holding out his hand, Rastar said, “It is our pleasure.”

	She gasped the moment their fingers touched, her heart beating double time at the feeling of his skin sliding over hers. Her entire body burst into flames as Cormac took her other hand, brushing his lips over the tips of her fingers. The tightening of her nipples became almost painful as she gawked at the erotic sight of his full, pink lips sliding over her skin. The murmur of the diner died away, and she trembled as a current of electricity seemed to flow between the three of them. Disoriented, she pulled her hands away from the men and grabbed her menu again. 

	“Keep your lips to yourself unless you want me to break your teeth,” she growled at Cormac. 

	Unfortunately, her threat lacked any heat, and her voice had a faint tremor.

	Shifting next to her, Rastar said, “Please, forgive my friend. That is a customary greeting in our culture between a man and his alyah.”

	“What does that mean, alyah? You keep saying it.”

	His jaw clenched as he muttered, “It is hard to translate properly.” 

	Cormac must have seen her confused expression, because he quickly added. “What he is trying to say is that it is a customary greeting in the world we are from.”

	She didn’t bother masking her disbelief. “Nibbling on a woman’s fingertips is a customary greeting? Are you for real?”

	The men exchanged confused looks that she found annoyingly adorable. 

	Clean and fresh, the scent of Rastar’s cologne filled her as he leaned closer. “I assure you, we are very real.”

	His nearness did not help her keep her train of thought. “Bullshit.”

	“Have we offended you somehow?” Cormac asked, scooting a little closer to Roxy while Nosa did the same.

	“No, why do you say that?”

	“You seem hostile toward us. I was wondering what we did to offend you, so we can make it right. I truly did not mean to insult you, and I apologize if I did.” 

	She winced, then took a deep breath. “No, you’re fine. I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this. It’s just…Casey is gone, and I’m so fucking worried about her that I barely sleep. I think about her all the time. She is always in the back of my mind. Where is she? What’s happening to her? Does she need me? Is she calling out for me to help her somewhere right now? Is she…is someone hurting my baby sister?”

	Tears burned, and she startled as Rastar wrapped his arms around her. He pulled her close, allowing Roxy to quite literally cry on his shoulder. She didn’t sob or anything, but her tears just kept coming. Normally, she wasn’t a public crier, because she didn’t cry pretty, but at that moment, she could give a shit less. For whatever reason, she felt safe enough around the men to take a moment to be weak. Being strong for everyone drained her, and it felt incredibly good to just let go for a few moments, trusting someone else to carry her burdens. 

	Comfort radiated from Rastar, like heat rising from the sand on a warm day at the beach. Being in his arms felt like relaxing in the hot sun. His big hands made her feel safe from the world. No one ever made her feel that way, not even her pathetic excuse for an ex-husband. The steady thump of Rastar’s heart resonated through her, and her pain seemed to lessen with each beat, replaced with peace.

	Cormac stroked her hair, his deep voice filled with sorrow as he said something in a language she didn’t understand. It was probably Polish, but she really had no idea. When he began to gently stroke her shoulder, the feeling of being cherished intensified. Her battered soul drank in the lovely relief of being with them. 

	The sounds of the restaurant dimmed further, as she became hyper aware of Rastar placing his hand on her thigh. The heat of him sank through the fabric, making the pulse between her legs beat harder. Her every thought focused on her body, and of how close they were to her. Cormac’s hand landed on her other thigh, hidden from view beneath the table, which gave her a false sense of privacy. The enticing smells of them filled her lungs, and her nipples became hard nubs as Rastar began to stroke her thigh with his thumb. 

	His hands were so large that his thumb drew ever closer to her throbbing sex, each sweep almost touching her where she needed it. She’d been with her fair share of men and wasn’t a blushing virgin by any means, but she had no idea she could get so turned on this quickly. Her body clenched as if they’d spent hours on foreplay. 

	Cormac watched her closely, his beautiful green and brown eyes staring into hers. She stared back, her senses overwhelmed as she examined his handsome face. She noted the perfect bow of his upper lip, and the dark hollows beneath his prominent cheekbones. The way he looked at her, as if he imagined fucking her, overwhelmed her mind. For a moment, she imagined Cormac’s head buried between her legs. Her hormones flared to life, and she vaguely wondered what the fuck was happening. Cormac drew closer, his lips just an inch or two away from hers. Perfect, firm lips that would no doubt own her pleasure. His gaze held hers, as Rastar made a low noise deep in his throat, the tip of his finger just barely glancing her clit. 

	That one touch had her eyes closing as a full body shiver trembled through her, leaving devastating arousal in its wake. A sinful relaxation filled her, making her want to melt back into Rastar’s arms. She wanted him to massage her clit in firm circles until she came repeatedly. She could feel it, see it, and swore she could taste both of them on her tongue as her imagination went into overdrive.

	A sudden fantasy filled her, and she swallowed hard as images of Rastar and Cormac sharing her, dominating her, raced through her thoughts. Kinky, dirty fantasies and desires came to life, and her body demanded she take both of them, now. Feeling drugged, she slowly, lightly raked her nails down each man’s thigh. Their identical growls caressed her body, and her nipples were so hard they hurt. She hungered for them, wanted to taste them, to know what they kissed like. 

	“Hey, Roxy here’s your coffee. Everything okay back here?” Dawn’s voice broke through her fantasy like a knife slicing up her spine.

	Opening her eyes, Roxy found her hands a breath away from cupping the heated erections tenting the men’s shorts.

	Dawn’s worried face came into focus, and Roxy blinked, as if she was waking up from an intense dream.

	Next to her, Cormac shifted. The edge of her hand brushed his erection. Startled, she jerked her hands off them and slammed them on the table as her heart raced. Embarrassment and shame filled her because she’d been about to give a fucking hand job to two men in the middle of a damn restaurant in her hometown.

	What the hell is wrong with me? Was she really almost making out with two guys in public like some ho-bag? A trickle of fear pushed away her desire, as unease and guilt weighed down her gut. It wasn’t like her; she didn’t do things like this. She for sure didn’t do them in the middle of the day, completely sober, in her hometown diner. Rastar’s arms tightened around her as she stiffened, making her adrenaline roar for an entirely different reason. 

	Abruptly pulling away from Rastar, she shoved at Cormac. “Move.”

	His burnished gold brows drew together as he frowned. “What is wrong?”

	Resisting the need to give life to the hysterical giggle choking in her throat, she flippantly gestured to the restaurant around them, aware of more than one set of eyes focused on them. 

	“What’s wrong?” she hissed. “Are you for real?”

	“I am very real,” Cormac replied, his gaze worried. “Why are you so upset?

	“Dude, I almost kissed you in front of a group of nuns.” She darted a glance across the diner to check Sister Regina, who thankfully faced the wrong direction to see them. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

	“Roxy, you okay?” Dawn repeated, clearly worried. “Are you sick?”

	Gathering herself, Roxy drew a deep breath and huffed it out. She tried to ignore her hormones and use her brain. “No, I’m okay. I just—I’ve gotta head out. There’s something I forgot to do. I gotta go. Guys, I’ll talk to you later or something.”

	 


Chapter 4

	Nosa

	 

	 

	He watched as his bride mentally shored up her inner walls, closing the weak bond between them almost completely. His connection to her soul dimmed, but it still existed. A soft echo of her spirit brushed over his like a gentle mist, and the hint of her confusing emotions still reached him. Even with their growing connection, she puzzled him. Strong yet weak, brave yet hampered by her own self-doubt, shy but bold. 

	 “Leave?” Cormac asked. Despair rushed from his side of the bond. “But we have not eaten our meal together yet.”

	The young woman called Dawn cleared her throat and glared at them. With her wild red mane of hair and freckles, she drew the eye. She tried to hide her spots with makeup, which he found unusual. In some regions on Kadothia, spots like hers were considered a sign of great beauty. The faint scent of an unfamiliar male reached them as Dawn leaned over the table. After a quick sniff of her, he detected the subtle chemical trace of a Warrior’s essence on her skin. It might be faded, but someone made sure his claim remained on her. Not enough scent to indicate prolonged contact, but someone definitely marked her as his own.

	That would make another friend of his future Matriarch joining them on Kadothia. 

	Coincidence, or the will of the Lord of Light?

	Snapping her fingers to get his attention, Dawn said, “Excuse me, asshole. If she wants to go, she wants to go. Now, I don’t know who you are, but let me clue you in on something. That woman right there? She’s a badass bitch. She can kill you seven hundred ways in two seconds. If she wants you to move, you’d better move.”

	“Please, stay,” Nosa implored.

	He thought for a moment Roxy might relent but, instead, she shook her head. “No, I can’t. I’m not thinking right. I’m too distracted.”

	“Of course you are, honey,” Dawn said as she moved to the side, allowing Cormac to unhappily scoot out of the booth. “None of us are really thinking clearly right now. I’ve forgotten so many orders today, I had to start writing stuff down. I never have to write things down to remember them.”

	Roxy slid out. She avoided his gaze as she stood, then she gave Dawn a quick hug. “I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

	“Roxy, please, don’t go. Let us help you.”

	Turning her sorrow-filled, confused gaze to them, she shook her head. “I can’t. I’m feeling really emotional right now, and I can’t handle this—you. I sound like a lunatic. I’m sorry. If you hear anything about Casey, let me know, okay?”

	“Of course,” Cormac replied in a deep voice. 

	“Thanks.” She darted a glance at Nosa, her gaze flickering over his lips like a ghostly touch. “Bye, Cormac. Bye, Rastar.”

	As she retreated, a narrow-eyed Dawn guarded her back. Nosa slumped back into the booth and activated his privacy shield so the nearby diners couldn’t eavesdrop on them. “She is hurting.”

	“Very much.”

	“We need to find a way to help her.”

	Cormac took a sip of coffee, a drink almost the same on both Kadothia and Earth. The coffee on their planet tasted bitter, while the beverage called pontui on Kadothia had more spice. As he drank from his own cup, Nosa tried to focus on what they could do about their situation. 

	“If only we could be truthful with her,” Cormac snarled. “Then she would know her sister is happy and loved.”

	“If we do that, we would be in violation of our protocols for Earth. It would only make our efforts to bring her into our world all the more difficult.”

	Nosa closed off his side of the bond with Cormac, needing to calm himself. With his blood brother’s pain and anger mixing with his own, his temper became dangerous. He swore little burning cold hints of madness flashed on the edges of his mind. Distant, but closer than they’d ever been before. His bond with Lady Melissi remained weak at best—the meager strength he gained from her psychic presence in his mind seemed to sap at his control, not feed it. He often wondered how long it would be until either a Hive member managed to break his mental barriers in battle, or the madness finally took hold and he lost himself in the darkness.

	Beneath the table, Cormac grabbed his thigh and gave it a hard squeeze. “I have an idea.”

	“What?”

	“According to the official records, Casey Westfall has become a full Matriarch. She is on Kadothia.”

	“We will go to her—”

	Cormac shook his head. “We cannot both go. The Mayor of Loudell also contacted me. He requested a meeting with us as soon as possible. He claims it is of the utmost importance, hinting Lady Melissi has been causing problems.”

	Nosa groaned. “No doubt she heard rumors we found our bride. She fears her time for securing Loudell without a battle is fading.”

	“Do you think she knows who Roxy is?”

	“I pray that she does not, but I know it is only a matter of time until she learns of Roxy’s existence. Thankfully, Lady Melissi is a galaxy away from Earth, so her interference here will be limited.”

	Giving him a tight nod, Cormac pulled out the odd accessory known on earth as a wallet then placed some archaic paper money on the table. “We need to go. I will try to persuade Lady Casey Westfall to help us convince her sister she is alive and well.”

	“And I will attend to the Mayor.” Ignoring the stares from people around them as they passed, Nosa nodded. In a low voice, he added, “Lord of Life be with you.”

	 

	At his office in Loudell, Nosa paced as he waited for the Mayor to arrive. Situated in one of the delicate spires the area was known for, his view of the surrounding city nestled among cliffs was spectacular. Framing the sight was the Crimson Ocean, a vast body of water teeming with life. Red algae tipped the waves, giving them their famous fiery streaks. With over a million citizens, Loudell was one of the cultural hubs of the region, renowned for its arts and crafts. Home to many refugees from distant planets, the city maintained an eclectic feel he loved. Loudell was the first major city he and Cormac rebuilt, and he would be damned if he let Melissi take it from them without a fight.

	It was Roxy’s city, and he would do whatever it took to keep it safe for her.

	When the bronze carved door leading to his office finally opened, he wasn’t at all surprised to see Griza, Gingin, and finally the Mayor enter.

	Not wanting to waste any time, he growled, “By the Lord’s Seven Chosen, what is so urgent that you would call me here now, of all times?”

	“We need you to bear Witness,” the Mayor said. He approached Nosa’s desk, the fabric of his long, deep burgundy jacket trailing behind him like the tail of a fish.

	Nosa’s gut clenched, and he sat up straight in his chair. “What has happened?”

	Holding her hands out to him, Griza gave him a beseeching look. “Do you bear Witness?”

	“I do.’

	All three of his visitors relaxed as he swore his binding oath to them. Bearing Witness was no small matter. In their region of Kadothia, it meant he swore his sword to help those who had been wronged. It meant he would bear Witness to the injustice visited upon them, and if he found the offender guilty as charged, he would mete out justice on their behalf. 

	Disgust filled Gingin’s large brown eyes as scrubbed at his face with both hands. “There’s been an outbreak of the kindol parasite, and we are out of the nanobots used to destroy them.”

	“That is impossible. We have stockpiles—”

	“We had stockpiles,” the Mayor hissed, his thin lips pulled back. “They have been destroyed, all of them. Sabotaged.”

	“What about requesting bots from other cities?” 

	“The incoming deliveries have somehow vanished. A few have gotten through, enough to contain the parasite to one building…but the people inside live on borrowed time.”

	“Do you know who is responsible for this?”

	“We suspect Lady Melissi, but we have no proof that would stand in the Court of High Congress, only rumors.”

	“I will contact the Southern Continent’s High Council, since this is a public health matter. They should be able to get a shipment through.”

	“But how long will that take?” The Mayor wrung his hands together. “My sister and niece are in that building.”

	“I already have people working on it,” Nosa assured them as he finished sending a mental order to his assistant through his crystal implant. “Hopefully, they will be able to aid us.”

	“Funny how this happened just as you met your bride,” Griza muttered. She rocked back on her heels, and the tiny gold chains threaded through her grey and brown hair gleamed softly. 

	For a moment, he wondered if he should pretend he didn’t know what they were talking about, but he knew it was pointless. No doubt, they heard the rumors. He wondered if Matriarch Casey Westfall heard yet, and hoped Cormac was having success talking her into their plan.

	The Mayor cleared his throat, and Nosa gave himself a mental shake. When a Kadothian male focused on bonding his mate, his attention was scattered—at best. Right then, he couldn’t afford to be distracted, no matter how much just thinking about her brought him pleasure. Her smile made his world sing, and he missed her with everything that he was.

	Light glinted off the water, and he watched the boat traffic fill the immense harbor for the evening. Most were painted in bold, eye catching colors that were popular in this region. With all the white coral, bright colors gave the eye something different to look at. He couldn’t wait to show his world to his future wife, but first he needed to deal with Lady Melissi.

	“Yes, it is an odd coincidence. I will do everything in my power to take care of the situation before I return to Earth.”

	“Thank you,” all three murmured.

	Arching a brow, Lady Griza gave him a soft smile. “Congratulations. I am sorry for the circumstances that brought you here, but we are all very happy for you. It will be good to finally have a Matriarch to make our Territory, and our Lords, complete. Can you tell us anything about her?”

	He couldn’t stop himself from smiling with pride and satisfaction. “She is a Warrior among her people, trained in battle and gifted with an instinct for fighting. The Territory she belongs to, The United States of America, only recently allowed their women into combat. They believed women were too weak to withstand the trials of war.”

	The statement made Gingin’s eyebrows fly up. “Are they crazy? Have they never been around a woman in a killing rage? Have they never felt the power of a woman’s anger? Men fight to settle disputes, but women only fight to kill.”

	“I can give you no better answer than it is simply their culture. Just like Kadothia is filled with different belief systems and cultural norms, so is Earth—just on a much smaller scale. While most of our societies are female dominated, the majority of their world is patriarchal.”

	Griza pursed her deep green painted lips and frowned. “Are they completely ignorant of life on other planets?”

	“In a way, but not really. They have theories, but they only recently learned to travel off planet. Our scientists estimate the people of Earth will need at least another three hundred of their years before they can travel through space efficiently.”

	The Mayor grimaced, his elegant white brows scrunched. “It will take some time for our Matriarch to adjust to the realities of her new life.”

	“It may, but she will have myself and Cormac to help guide her. The women of Earth are not the first bride planet to have no idea of our existence. Not too many centuries ago, my own mother’s planet was undiscovered on the far edges of the Kadothian Empire.”

	“I cannot imagine what it will be like for our Matriarch.” Gingin shook his head. 

	“What do you mean?” Nosa asked as he studied the burly man.

	Meeting Nosa’s gaze, Gingin tugged at his thick orange hair with a dour expression. “I cannot imagine what it will be like for our Matriarch to see Kadothia for the first time. How do you plan to teach her our ways? Through crystal implants?”

	“We have a strict protocol in place for helping the Earth Matriarchs learn about their new lives. I cannot go into more depth than that for security purposes. But, rest assured, the program works well. Your future Matriarch is a very intelligent woman. She will need time to adjust, but she will learn her role quickly. I have complete faith in her.”

	“We understand.” The Mayor crossed his arms and tapped his long silver fingernails on his elbows. “The world you describe sounds primitive, but their society must be evolving if your bride’s government allows women on the battlefield now.”

	“They are slowly evolving. Females are demanding equal rights, and the more enlightened males are helping them. Women, like my bride, are changing their world for the better.” Pride burned inside of him and he couldn’t hide his pleased smile. “From tens of thousands of females, she was among the select few allowed into full combat and reconnaissance missions. She rose through the ranks because of hard work, like any good Warrior, and has proved herself on the battlefield many times over. Her actions are heroic, and she is highly decorated.”

	Griza’s mouth lifted in an amused half-smile. “I can see you think highly of her. I agree, it sounds as if she is a formidable Warrior, but do you believe she will make a good Matriarch?” She must have caught his angry expression, because Griza quickly held up her bejeweled hands. “I do not mean to cause offense, my Lord. However, as much as I personally like you and Lord Cormac, and trust your judgement, the people who chose me to represent them need to know. This is our future Matriarch, too. While she is first and foremost your bondmate, she will also be our Lady to serve. We are curious.” 

	He swallowed back his irritation and said calmly, “Being a Warrior is only one facet of her personality. Much like a carved crystal hen egg, she has endless depth to her spirit. She is very caring, and she makes friends easily, even if she can be rather…”

	“Rather?” the Mayor asked with raised brows.

	“Well, she can be rather blunt at times. I believe they call her personality type on Earth ‘brutally honest.’ They do not mean it in a bad way. It is their way of saying she is a truth speaker who lets you know how she really feels.”

	“A truth speaker?” Gingin began to chuckle, then outright laughed. “Our Matriarch is a truth speaker. This will be fun to watch. You should sell tickets to her first High Council. Those floppy politicians will have no idea how to deal with her. They will lose their stuffy minds.”

	“Lord of Life,” Griza muttered as she massaged her forehead. 

	Not liking the hectic red spots filling Griza’s cheeks, he glared at Gingin before he turned his attention to Griza. “My bride is fair and incredibly smart. She will fight to the death to protect those she loves. It might serve you well to remember that in the days to come because as kind, loving, and loyal as she is, she also has a temper and very little patience for fools.”

	Griza groaned loudly then stared at the ceiling as she muttered, “She is going to kill half my High Council.”

	Unexpected laughter escaped him as he shook his head. “She will not kill them. She may challenge them to a fight, but she will not kill them. Maybe she will maim a few, but nothing that cannot be healed.”

	“Have you told her yet,” the Mayor asked in a casual voice. “That she is not allowed to fight unless as a last resort? That she is expected to utilize her words instead of her fists? A Matriarch is too precious to be endangered in a battle unless she has no choice but to defend herself.”

	“I have not, but she will understand.”

	Griza snorted. “Please let the Matriarch know I teach self-defense classes. She is welcome to attend. Sparring might help settle her fighter’s spirit.”

	“If she wants to spar, she can train with myself or Cormac.”

	Shaking her head, Griza toyed with the gold bonding cuff on her wrist. “With all due respect, my Lord, your Matriarch will need small bits of time away from you and Lord Cormac. It is only natural.”

	“But do not allow her too much time away from you,” the Mayor added with a dour face. “Sometimes a woman will tell you to leave her alone when she really wants you closer. A great deal closer, if you get my meaning. A female is apt to forgive a man many slights and blunders because of a good time in the marriage bed.”

	Griza rolled her eyes. “Do not listen to that man about advice on how to treat your mate.” 

	The Mayor sputtered, “I am an excellent mate.”

	“How long did it take you to convince your wife to marry you? Forty years? Or was it fifty? How many times did she turn you down?”

	“We enjoyed a long courtship,” the Mayor growled, his silver nails glinting as he clicked them together. “Any woman worth having deserves a long, slow seduction.”

	The two began to argue over who gave better love advice. Soon their voices were loud enough to echo off the high ceiling. Nosa groaned and closed his eyes, trying to block out their bickering.

	“Begging your pardon, my Lord.” Gingin’s deep voice drew Nosa’s attention back to the room. “But I have a good reputation with females. I always leave them satisfied. You know, I have many little tricks I picked up on my travels I could share with you. Things guaranteed to leave your Matriarch purring with happiness.”

	Gingin began to toss out random bits of advice about how he pleasured his mate, making Nosa wince with some of his physical suggestions. 

	“Enough!” he finally shouted. “While I am here, listening to you argue, my blood brother is on Earth, where I should be as well, trying to earn our kiss. No kiss, no Matriarch.”

	All three of them stared at him for a moment before they nodded.

	“Understood,” Griza said in a firm voice. “May the Lord of Life bless you. We eagerly await the arrival of our Matriarch.”

	“Blessings and swift winds, my Lord.” The Mayor exited after that farewell wish, while Griza and Gingin trailed behind him.

	In the ensuing silence, Nosa closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. The soft surface cushioned him in perfect comfort. He needed to do so much, but the best he could do was breathe and gather himself. His chest felt bruised on the inside, and a hollow ache echoed through his gut, like a piece of his soul was missing. He wondered if it was possible he’d already begun to bond with Roxy. It wouldn’t be unheard of, as bonds had started with merely a touch before. 

	“Lord Nosa, I need to speak with you,” came a familiar, but hated, male voice from behind him.

	Nosa’s knife was out and pressed against the golden-skinned Warrior’s throat before he’d even registered moving. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”

	Gwarnon Felushi, Lady Melissi Felushi’s only son, held up his hands. His eyes shined a blue so dark, they looked black. His stark face showed no aggression, but his stoic expression remained as unreadable as ever, as was his psychic signature. Gwarnon had one of the strongest mental shields Nosa ever encountered. The man displayed almost no emotions, and Nosa didn’t trust him because of it. Sure, Gwarnon was a decorated Warrior. He’d done some very heroic things, but anyone who called Lady Melissi ‘mother’ must be tainted by her poison.

	Gwarnon’s black and blue streaked braid fell over his shoulder as he met Nosa’s gaze. “I have come to talk, not to fight you.”

	“Talk about what? Me giving more Territory to your insane mother?” He removed the knife with a grimace. “How about we talk about the parasite that is eating my people as we speak? A parasite Lady Melissi let loose in my city!”

	“I know!” the other man snarled. “I am trying to fix it.”

	Nosa inhaled deeply, trying to smell dishonesty on the other man. “What are you talking about?”

	“There is a shipment of nanobots on its way to take care of the parasite. It will arrive within the hour. My best smugglers are bringing it as quickly as they can, but avoiding my mother’s detection is difficult.”

	“Smugglers?” Nosa studied Gwarnon closely in confusion. “Why would you do that?”

	“Because I do not like seeing people suffer.” His solid jaw clenched as his expression shut down. “I know you do not believe me, and you have no reason to trust me, but I swear to you I am telling the truth. My mother’s actions shame me, and I am doing the best I can to thwart her until I am able to Challenge her.”

	Nosa’s head jerked back as he stared at the other man. “You would Challenge your mother to a death fight?”

	“Absolutely.” 

	“I find it hard to believe you would kill your own mother. I remember when you stood by Lady Melissi’s side many times, silent and unmoving while she destroyed people for fun. You did nothing to stop her.”

	“She feeds off people’s reactions, you fool,” Gwarnon spat. “When I give her nothing, she grows bored. If I show one hint of empathy or compassion, she makes sure to abolish whatever or whoever made me happy. If I lower my shields even the slightest bit, she plunders my mind. She thrives off other’s misery, and she likes nothing better than to torturing me.”

	“What about your fathers? Could you kill them in a Challenge? You know as well as I do that if you do try to take over your mother’s Territory, she will slaughter you, even if you are her only son.”

	“My fathers are just as twisted as her. They feed off each other.” Gwarnon closed his eyes, and sorrow briefly etched his face before steadied himself. “Their bond is corrupted, polluted by their shared insanity. Somehow, I managed to escape with my mind intact, but my mother refuses to let me go. Even if I could, I would never leave my friends and people to suffer her rule alone. As much as I despise her, I act as a buffer between her sadistic tendencies and her people. I would rather she torture me than slaughter the innocent.”

	A creeping sense of foreboding slumped Nosa’s shoulders as he wondered if he’d been wrong the whole time. The young Warrior might not be Lady Melissi’s loyal son, eager to do her bidding, but instead yet another of her victims. The life Gwarnon described was atrocious. A shudder raced down his spine as he imagined being birthed by that woman. The mother Gwarnon described would have fit in well among the Hive. 

	“Lord’s Balls,” Nosa muttered. The ache in the pit of his stomach grew worse. 

	The other man’s dark blue eyes gleamed as he held Nosa’s gaze, his emotions unreadable. After a lifetime of dealing with Lady Melissi, Gwarnon developed the ability to mask his feelings to the point that he resembled a robot, not to mention his mental walls remained incredibly strong. Gwarnon’s only sign of tension was the slightest curl of his fingers—an involuntary twitch.

	“Did you know my earliest memory is of my mother killing my favorite maid? Before I learned to mask my reactions, she delighted in watching me cry. My fathers are the same. Cruel, petty men—a shame to the Warrior class. I swore, when I became a Warrior, I would leave and never come back. However, my mother made sure I have no choice but to return. Oh, I managed to escape her for the most part—the military remains largely beyond her reach, after all. But she made sure I am tethered to her. She knows I care for our people, and she uses them as bargaining chips to keep me in line.”

	Shame burned through Nosa, and he stepped back as he sheathed his blade. “I am sorry for not seeing your need for help. Forgive me for my slight, Warrior.”

	“There is nothing to forgive.” Tucking a stray strand of blue hair behind his ear, Gwarnon took a deep breath. “I have helped where I could. Without revealing too much I can assure you that my mother would have destroyed hundreds of thousands of lives without my careful interference.”

	“How do you defy her without her sensing it through your familial bond? And what of your Matriarch? Lady Jelizel? From what I have witnessed, she is completely loyal to Lady Melissi.”

	“Lady Jelizel.” Gwarnon’s upper lip curled on one side, revealing his sharp white teeth. “Our bond is so weak, I can barely feel her. I do not know if this is because Lady Jelizel has too many bonds, or if she purposely keeps the bond between us as feeble as possible. It would not surprise me if she did. Lady Jelizel fears my mother. She would not want her to have access to the inner workings of her Court. No, my connection with my Matriarch is pitiful, at best.”

	“Interesting.” Nosa released a sigh of relief as he received an urgent message from the Mayor through his crystal implant. “Your shipment arrived. I gave it permission to land. I hope you told the truth about the nanobots.”

	The brief hint of life and emotion he’d seen in Gwarnon’s midnight blue gaze faded. “You sound as if you doubted me.”

	He shrugged, not bothering to deny it. “Everything you said could be a carefully constructed lie, part of some manipulation on Lady Melissi’s part. I cannot be too careful with my people’s lives.”

	“I understand. Read my soul and know I speak the truth.”

	To his surprise, when he reached out mentally to see if he could get a hint of the other man’s emotions, he wasn’t met with any resistance. Gwarnon had lowered his mental shields for Nosa. Not all the way, but enough for Nosa to get a good sense of the other man. What he felt wasn’t at all what he expected. The man’s thoughts and feelings were complex, layered, and twisted in a million ways. Behind the smooth mask he wore, Gwarnon seethed with emotions. 

	Something gleamed in Gwarnon’s gaze. “Your soul is different from when I have felt it in the past. You found your Matriarch.”

	Nosa gave a slight inclination of his head, but said nothing more.

	Gwarnon abruptly turned and paced away, stopping at the windows overlooking the bay far below. Flying transport was forbidden in the upper city, which allowed a clear view to the harbor far below. Overhead, warm amber lights began to glow as the sun set over the horizon, and the moons glowed in the dark velvet sky. 

	Turning so he was framed by the windows, Gwarnon crossed his arms behind his back and met Nosa’s gaze straight on. “I am here to ask you to consider me for your Matriarch’s Court.”

	“What?”

	“My blood brother and I have true dreamed of our Matriarch. Our dreams were clear. In order to find our bondmate, we must first join your Matriarch’s Court.”

	The surety in his voice made Nosa’s instincts twitch. “Do you know who your bride is?”

	“I do not. We know that she is an Earthling, and that she is…everything.” A rare smile curved the mans bowed lips, and his dark gaze grew lighter. “Strong and fierce, but also kind and loving. She is everything we have been missing in our lives.”

	Nosa stared at him. He swallowed once before saying, “You have a blood brother? I had no idea.”

	“No one knows. Can you imagine what my mother would do if she found out? She had my last blood brother killed. Oh, to everyone else it looked like an accident. But she did not like me having him in my life, so she got rid of him. I will never forgive her for that.”

	“I am sorry for your loss.” He walked over to the other man and put a hand on his black armor-clad shoulder. “I cannot promise you my alyah will be receptive to your request, but when the time is right, I will ask her. I will plead on your behalf.”

	“Thank you.” Gwarnon bowed low, the light gleaming softly off his black armor. “I am forever in your debt, Warrior. Call upon me whenever you are in need, and I will answer. I give you my binding word that I will do my best to protect you and your family from harm, regardless of your Matriarch’s response to my request. You honor me.”

	Nosa tried to school his face into stillness, but he managed to cover his shock. Gwarnon had just sworn that he would protect not only Nosa, but Roxy and Cormac from his mother’s wrath. The oath itself was ancient and binding in the eyes of the Lord of Life. One did not want to disrespect the Creator, or bad things would happen. The promise gave Nosa a great deal of power over Gwarnon, which revealed the other man’s trust…or desperation.

	Still, one doesn’t turn down a binding oath. 

	“I accept your offer of protection for myself and my family.” He hesitated for a moment, then added, “I will speak with Roxy about it as soon as I can, but it may take a little while. I do not want to rush her and inadvertently make things harder for you. Earth is different from Kadothia, and most of the cultures do not accept polyamorous relationships. Without psychic bonds, they have no idea what their mates are feeling. They must trust each other a great deal…and Roxy’s trust was severely broken by an unworthy male.”

	Gwarnon’s pupils dilated, and his upper lip curled. “What did he do?”

	“It is not my information to share, but he hurt her deeply.”

	Displaying more emotion than Nosa had ever seen from the other man, Gwarnon snarled, his teeth sharp enough to rend flesh. “I will find him and end his life.”

	“We cannot. You know the Rules of Exploration—rules we have sworn to uphold.”

	Taking a deep breath, Gwarnon gave a stiff bow. “My time grows short, so I will take my leave. May the luck of the Lord of Life be with you, and may you bond with your Matriarch as soon as possible. For all our sakes.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	Cormac

	 

	 

	The bright Kadothian sun beat down on his shoulders as he stood on the terrace which led to the private family quarters of House Westfall. Matriarch Casey Westfall was in residence with her husbands, and he’d just finished his audience with her. The tension poisoning his body slowly began to ease as he took a deep breath for the first time in what felt like hours. Sweet scents from the nearby fruit orchard filled him as he took a moment to gather himself. Someday, hopefully soon, he would share the view with Roxy.

	The meeting with Lady Casey had gone well. The young Matriarch eagerly granted his request to return to Earth so her family would know she was safe. As he’d predicted, her mates weren’t pleased. Asking Lady Casey to leave Kadothia meant a big risk, one her husbands understandably objected to. Thankfully, because of their bond, they realized how much a visit back to Earth would mean to their wife. 

	Kadothian Matriarchs were allowed to travel there under special circumstances, with special permission. Considering Lady Casey’s mother-in-law, Lady Elsin, was the High Council for all of Northern Kadothia, Lady Casey didn’t have any problems getting the necessary permissions to travel. Lady Casey’s husband, Lord Nast, requested a word with Cormac before he left, and he’d been awaiting the chance to speak with the other man. Like a typical newly-bonded Kadothian male, Lord Nast found it next to impossible to be separated from his new wife. 

	Awareness that another male Kadothian approached fizzled over Cormac’s skin, and he marveled at how his senses had also begun to heighten. The more time he spent around Roxy, the stronger his mental abilities grew. His gift for sensing the lifeforce surrounding every living creature had become unreliable over the past hundred years as his power faded. Deep down, he knew it was a sign of the encroaching madness. The beginnings of insanity, like malevolent seeds, sprouted roots of darkness and chaos as they tried to devour his mind and soul.

	But since he’d met Roxy, those malignant seedlings seemed to have withered and died, leaving his thoughts and emotions crystal clear.

	He turned and found a familiar warrior with long red and blond hair prowling toward him.

	Moving his hand to his heart, he bowed his head. “Greetings, Lord Nast. Thank you for seeing me.”

	“Please, continue to call me Nast. No Lord needed.” Nast, usually a dour man with a sharp temper, smirked. “Greetings, Cormac. As the human’s like to say, you are lucky I just got laid and am in a good mood. When you pleaded with my wife to return to Earth earlier, you left out one small detail. A very important detail—the one explaining why you were so desperate to reassure her family she is alive and well.” His eyes narrowed to slits and aggression radiated off of him. “I viewed the recordings of you with your future Matriarch. If I am not mistaken, the Earth woman you court is Roxy Westfall, my bondmate’s older sister. Am I correct?”

	“You are correct.”

	“Why did you hide this from us?”

	“I did not want Casey to freak out.”

	“Freak out?”

	“Become overly emotional and share too much information with her sister. Matriarch Westfall is a very honest woman, terrible at lying. If she returns home, knowing Roxy is destined to be a Matriarch, I am unsure she could pretend otherwise.”

	Nast’s full lips twitched. “This is true.”

	“She might inadvertently let something slip about the Bel’Tan Galaxy, and that would result in trouble you do not need.”

	Nast joined him at the railing and stared out over the orchard. “You are correct, but you should have informed me.”

	“I apologize, my Lord. I meant no offense.”

	“I understand. I do not like it, but I understand.” He glanced over at Cormac, the corner of his mouth curled in a slight smile. “And you can stop calling me my Lord. We have been friends for hundreds of years, but it seems we will soon become family.” Nast’s green gaze abruptly hardened. “And, because we will be family, what do you plan to do about the threats Roxy faces?”

	He gave the other man a feral snarl. “I will destroy anyone that tries to harm her.”

	“Including Lady Melissi?”

	“Especially her.”

	Nast sighed then rubbed the back of his neck as he stood at the edge of the patio. “Lady Melissi is a powerful woman to have as an enemy.”

	“We will protect her. Roxy is no weakling.”

	“No,” Nast frowned. He turned to fully face Cormac. “She is not. But she has never encountered anyone like Lady Melissi. She will do anything, anything, to get what she believes she deserves. Which is everything. That poisonous woman is tricky. She knows how to get around rules and regulations, how to twist situations to suit her. Why the Lord of Life gave Lady Melissi the gift of manipulating emotions, I will never know.”

	“Roxy will be immune to her power.”

	“Yes, and so will everyone she bonds. She will need at least an elite squad she can trust implicitly.” Nast met Cormac’s gaze. “I am sure you researched her culture and upbringing. Like Casey, Roxy was raised to believe having sex with someone outside of her relationship is immoral.”

	“Nosa and I considered that. She is a Warrior among her people, so she will understand how important her ability is for shielding men from the Hive. We will convince her that we do not object to her taking more Warriors into her Court. We will only allow the best men to seek her favor, ones we consider worthy of her.” 

	“As it should be,” Nast easily agreed. “We will be returning to Earth shortly. There are a few things my Matriarch must attend to first, but soon, Lord of Life willing, Kadothia will gain two Westfall Matriarchs.” 

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	Roxy

	 

	 

	A warm, brisk wind swept through the tall trees of the thick forest, and the stout limb Roxy perched on creaked beneath her weight. Shifting her position, she cracked her neck while she kept an eye on the farmhouse in the distance. The binoculars she used were top of the line, and they allowed her to get a good look at the men who wandered around the big farm. It was hard to disregard the distraction presented by all their masculine beauty, but she managed to keep her focus.

	Her current observation point was a perch in a big, old oak tree. The leafy boughs hid her from sight and provided her with the perfect view of the white farmhouse in the distance. The main building, a sprawling monstrosity, had been added to over the years until it resembled a small hotel. An equally large red barn and bunkhouse stood behind it, framing the home and its massive grassy lawn. Surrounded on three sides by the forest, the farm looked like something out of a magazine devoted to an idealized version of life in the country. 

	Perfectly normal in every way, if she ignored the seriously fine guys everywhere.

	Shirtless men filled the backyard, each doing cardio training. At first, she thought they were dancing, but then she realized it was more like watching a fighting style she was totally unfamiliar with. It flowed, and the men moved so quickly, she could hardly believe it. The way they jumped, the strength they displayed—it all seemed geared more toward battle than to modeling. Having done her fair share of working out, she admitted their routine appeared physically grueling. Then again, it kept every one of them so fit, each could be the star of his own underwear modeling campaign.

	While none of them drew her like Cormac and Rastar, she could appreciate their bodies and good looks. From skin as dark as night—like Rastar’s—to men so pale she was surprised they didn’t get an instant sunburn, she saw a flavor of male for every woman’s taste working out in that field. A handful sported beards, but most were clean shaven. None of them had any tattoos, though a few had different types of piercings. Gold hoops looped through the nipples of one dark brown skinned guy, while another had both ears pierced with silver studs. 

	As sexy as the men exercising might be, she kept hoping Rastar and Cormac would appear. Her preoccupation with the men approached being out of control. The first thing she thought about in the morning was them, and the last thing at night. Hell, she even dreamed hot and sticky fantasies about Rastar and Cormac having their kinky way with her. In those dreams, they’d been all wrapped up in each other, a tangle of limbs and caressing hands. The pleasure was unlike anything she’d ever imagined, and she’d woken up having a very real orgasm.

	While she’d fantasized about having two men at once—what woman hadn’t been at least curious about what it would be like?—she hadn’t ever participated in a ménage. She was a one-man woman—she believed heavily in monogamy and couldn’t stand cheating. After her ex tore her heart to shreds by getting another woman pregnant, just the thought of being unfaithful abhorred her. 

	But if all adult parties are willing and consensual, it wasn’t really cheating…was it?

	Frowning, she watched as the yard slowly emptied. She wondered where all the men went when they were inside. True, some of them headed toward the bunkhouse, and others the barn, where weights were set up for lifting. But the farmhouse still must be bursting at the seams with bodies when they were indoors. Focusing her binoculars on the house, she wondered for the millionth time what they did while they were inside.

	She could get her hands on some high-tech surveillance gear to practically see through their walls, but it didn’t feel right to spy on the group of men during their private moments. Sure, staring at them through binoculars while hiding in a tree probably was pretty creepy, but she only watched them outside. In public. They hadn’t done anything wrong, as far as she could determine. Everything about them checked out, but her intuition kept guiding her there.

	If she were being honest with herself, she hoped to see Rastar and Cormac. Ever since she left them at the diner two days ago, she’d cursed herself for being a coward. She didn’t run from men—not ever. Yet, she’d done just that. She fled into the night like hundred enemies were on her tail. Embarrassment still flooded her at the memory, and she wondered if they thought she was crazy.

	Hell, she wondered if she was crazy. Her reaction to them, and the way her body melted with desire from merely being in their presence, wasn’t normal. Even her dreams weren’t safe from the men. The mere thought of their combined touch on her skin made her already damp panties grow even wetter. Her body ached for them, a need that stole her thoughts and drove her to distraction. For two days, she managed to resist the urge to hunt the men down, but as the sunrise painted the sky with wisps of cotton candy pink and blushing peach, she couldn’t fight the urge to see them any longer.

	As she focused on the yard where the men had been training, she let out a soft moan of pleasure and pain. Rastar was out there. Big, beautiful, handsome as sin Rastar, with his full lips and almost feline eyes. The light gleamed off of his silky black skin. As he twisted, he reminded her of a panther. He stalked across the lawn. The bright sun had yet to fully break above the forest canopy, but enough illumination came through to allow her to take in the beauty of his predatory good looks.

	He moved out of the shadows of the front porch, and it seemed he looked dead at her before he smirked. She panicked about whether or not he could see her, but reassured herself she was being silly. There was no way he could know she was there. Even if he did, he wouldn’t be able to see her without binoculars. Still, she swore he continued to stare at her for five long heartbeats before he looked away.

	Her breath came out in a rush as he removed his t-shirt and began to stretch out, clad in a pair of loose black pants and nothing else. With his long black hair slicked back in a tight braid, he exuded a raw sexuality that made her core clench. Every inch of his sculpted body drew her attention, and she could almost taste him as she watched him strut onto the practice yard. The way he moved assured a woman he could please her in bed. He’d make her mindless with pleasure, then he’d give her the release she so desperately needed.

	Her nipples hardened to the point of being painful, but she resisted the urge to rub her hands over them to soothe the sting.

	A moment later, another man stepped into the practice yard. She couldn’t stop her groan.

	Cormac. 

	If Rastar was seduction incarnate, Cormac was an irresistible temptation. Light caramel skin, golden brown hair down to his ass, combined with a muscular frame. His eyes always seemed to sparkle with happiness when he looked at her, and she had to admit he was some serious eye candy. While Rastar was bulky with muscle, Cormac was cut with the best set of abs she’d ever seen in person.

	The throbbing of her sex increased as Rastar and Cormac began to stretch out. Their motions drew her attention to the raw power of their bodies. Her skin tingled as she drank in the sight of them, and the seam of her pants rubbed against her clit as she squirmed. Their effect on her seemed to intensify with every passing second, and she released a frustrated sigh. Training her binoculars on Rastar’s face, she tried to read his sculpted lips as he said something then smiled. Full and thick, his mouth appeared incredibly soft. She wondered what it would feel like to have those lips wrapped around her so-tight-it-hurt nipple.

	Her body throbbed, and she growled softly in disgust at her hormones.

	The two men she currently fantasized about squared off against each other amid a growing circle of men. An odd sense of pride pricked at her when she realized all the other guys wanted to watch them spar. As Cormac and Rastar faced each other, she wished she was closer. She wanted to smell the sweat as it began to gleam on their skin. The sun rose enough to make the world go shadowy, painting interesting pictures on the men’s bodies as they lunged at each other.

	Smooth black and tan skin slid together as they began to grapple. Their muscles flexed, making her moan softly in the back of her throat.

	Her phone vibrated from her pocket and she swore as she managed to tear her eyes off of Rastar and Cormac. It was a message sent in the emergency code she’d assigned her mother. Fishing the phone out of her cargo pants, she sat back on the limb and scooted around. Trying to get comfortable wasn’t easy when her body still hummed with desire.

	As she listened to the recording, she nearly fell out of the tree. 

	“She’s alive!” her mother screamed into the phone. The shriek caused Roxy to teeter precariously before she locked her thighs and balanced herself. “Casey’s alive! She’s on her way here, and she’s fine.” Her dad’s voice came from the background before her mother added, “I have to call your bother. Come home, now.”

	She drove to her parent’s house in a total daze, almost getting hit twice because her mind just couldn’t focus. Relief—overwhelming relief—filled her until she floated with happiness. Casey is okay. She wasn’t dead, hurt, or alone somewhere praying for rescue. My baby sister is okay.

	After she pulled into the driveway, her mother met her at the blue wooden steps that led up to their big Craftsman-style home. While the yard and flower garden were as neat and orderly as ever, her mom was a complete mess. Like Casey, their mom was short and curvy. Her usually carefully styled hair was swept back in a sloppy ponytail and she had dark bags beneath her brown eyes. Her mother’s face might be blotchy from crying, but her smile shined so bright, it made Roxy’s heart hurt. She wore a shirt with Casey’s picture on it—one printed as part of their search efforts—and it had a stain on one shoulder that looked like pizza sauce.

	“Where is she?” Roxy hollered as she got out of her car.

	“She’ll be here soon.” Her mom ran down the steps and grabbed Roxy in a back-breaking hug. “Oh, thank God. Thank you Jesus and all the Saints. Casey’s coming home.”

	Hugging her mom back, Roxy saw her dad wiping his eyes on the porch. Tall and lean like herself, her dad’s thinning blond hair gleamed as he smiled at her and waved, talking to someone on the phone. His relief was reflected in his every move. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and savored the moment.

	“Where was she?”

	“We’ll talk inside.”

	Her mom let go, then grabbed Roxy’s hand to drag her into the house. The front room was flooded with light from the big bay windows, the normally tidy space had fallen into organized chaos. Stacks of flyers, banners, and anything else her parents could think of to help them find their daughter filled the room. The cool air conditioning made goosebumps break out over her arms, so she rubbed them briskly. 

	“Casey said she’d tell us everything when she got here, but that she was okay, and that everything was fine. She said there was a misunderstanding.”

	“A misunderstanding?” Roxy growled. “She disappears and doesn’t contact us for days, and she calls it just a misunderstanding?”

	“Roxy…” Her mom cupped her cheek. “Let’s give her a chance to explain, okay? We have no idea what happened. I’m so grateful that she’s alive, I honestly don’t care what happened right now.”

	Closing her eyes, Roxy nodded and tried to let go of her anger. “You’re right. Okay. We can’t have her walking into all this shit—”

	“Language,” her mother muttered.

	“We can’t have her walking into all this crap.” She gestured to the piles of missing posters. “It’ll totally freak her out.”

	Her dad entered from the dining room to her left. “She’s right, honey. Go upstairs and get cleaned up. We’ll take care of everything down here. We’ve got about ten minutes, plenty of time to put that shit in the garbage.”

	Grinning at her dad, Roxy clapped her hands together. “Let’s get to work.”

	 

	An hour later, she stood behind the blue damask couch across from the white pine coffee table in her parents’ living room. Although the surroundings were familiar, she felt like she was in an alternate dimension. The creamy orange walls looked the same. The painting of Paris at night hung over the fireplace hadn’t changed. Nothing was physically any different. No, the only unusual things in the room were the two gorgeous men seated across from her. They sandwiched her sister on a couch that matched the one Roxy leaned against. 

	The man on the left, Lorn, had long blonde hair and the bone structure of a model. The man on Casey’s right, Nast, had long reddish-brown hair tied back in a braid similar to the one Rastar and Cormac wore. Big—really big—men, they barely fit on the couch with her little sister. Roxy watched them closely, so she noticed their hyper awareness of Casey. They made sure she had enough room, and their attention remained always on her. Clearly, they worshiped her sister, and Casey seemed over the moon with happiness. Her dark brown eyes sparkled, her smile gleamed, and she practically glowed with love. In fact, she looked better than Roxy had ever seen her.

	The trio exchanged quick, heated looks and Roxy held back a laugh.

	They acted like newlyweds on their honeymoon, which was exactly what they were.

	Yep, her little sister had run off and married not one guy…but two. 

	Casey had two husbands.

	Two stripper husbands.

	No, sorry, two exotic dancer husbands.

	Evidently Lorn, Nast, and all the men out at the farmhouse were part of some reality show set in Las Vegas. They competed for positions in some big dance production at one of the casinos. In a whirlwind romance, Casey flew with them to Vegas and got married. Because Lorn and Nast were part of the TV show, Casey was now also part of it as well, and bound to a non-disclosure clause. 

	That was why she couldn’t call home.

	They had to return to Vegas as soon as possible. Evidently, the show halted production so Casey could come home and reassure everyone she was okay. Unable to help herself, Roxy chuckled as she looked over at her dad. He stared at his youngest daughter, his expression completely stunned. She could tell part of him wanted to freak out and lecture Casey, but so far, he’d managed to keep himself under control. Her poor mother tried to pretend to be totally cool with it, but Roxy could see how much she bit her tongue. The guys brought her mom a gorgeous crystal necklace as some kind of traditional wedding gift from their country, so that had won them bonus points.

	As everyone stood to leave, Roxy tugged Casey away from her parents and gave her a fierce hug. “The minute, the absolute minute the show is wrapped up, I want you to call me, got it? I’m on leave right now, so I’ll be staying with mom and dad for another few weeks before I have to head back. If your show wraps up before then, maybe I can come visit you in Vegas, and you can hook me up with one of those hotties. I could use some nice, guilt-free rebound sex.”

	With a laugh, Casey hugged her back while her father made a groaning noise and shook his head. “I’ll see what I can do. You know, you could always go visit them on your own. I’m sure they’d be more than happy to hang out with you, if you get bored.”

	She wondered if Casey knew about Rastar and Cormac’s interest in her. “Um, maybe. I didn’t really get off on the right foot with them.”

	Their mother snorted. “That’s putting it mildly. She went searching for you at the old Johnson’s farm.”

	Giving her big eyes, Casey asked, “What did you do, Roxy?” 

	“Nothing.” Her cheeks heated, and she cleared her throat. “You worry too much.” 

	“Roxy…”

	“Let’s just say, if they have that house wired with cameras, I’m sure I gave them some great footage. Those guys are too hot for their own good.”

	Their mom and dad moved over to Lorn and Nast, giving them the ‘you better be good to my little girl’ lecture. 

	Watching her closely, Casey casually asked, “Anyone you find particularly hot? I can put in a good word for you.”

	Her face flamed red hot, and she cursed her blush. “No.”

	Giggling softly, Casey gently poked her side. “Oh, you think one of them is sexy. Which one is he, Roxy? You can tell me. I won’t say anything.”

	Roxy rolled her eyes. “Thanks, but I don’t need my baby sister trying to hook me up with a couple strippers.”

	A strangely hopeful look lit up Casey’s face. “A couple? Meaning more than one?” 

	“I’m not saying another word.” Roxy swallowed hard. Her gaze shifted to the spot on the wall where her wedding portrait used to hang. “Besides, I’m not up for any kind of anything with a guy right now, let alone two amazingly hot strippers.”

	“Roxy, you can’t let that cheating dickhead ruin the rest of your life.” Casey pulled Roxy into a hug and whispered in her ear. “He wasn’t the man you were supposed to marry, anyway. I just know it. Look, you’re going to be stuck here for the next three weeks. Why not give the stripper hotties a chance to show you a good time?”

	“Okay, my life has officially gotten too weird for words when my baby sister, who just married two of the yummiest guys on Earth, is giving me relationship advice. Do…do you happen to know anything about Cormac and Rastar?”

	Here sister gave a little squeal of excitement. “I haven’t met Rastar, but Cormac seems really nice.”

	“He is.”

	“And super hot.”

	She laughed softly, but she swore Lorn and Nast could hear their whispered conversation, based on the narrow-eyed looks they shot Casey. “I hadn’t noticed.”

	“Yeah, right.” Casey’s smiled softened, and she rubbed Roxy’s arm. “Just go for it. Give them a chance and see what happens.”

	“Just go for it?” Excitement started to bubble through her veins. “I must be out of my damn mind for even considering this.”

	The memory of Cormac and Rastar’s touch, of the way they looked at her…it was similar to the way Lorn and Nast looked at Casey. Even while her parents talked to them, they kept a constant eye on her little sister. In a way, it reminded her of how she’d seen secret service agents behave. She wondered if they’d been in the military, too, like Rastar and Cormac. 

	Casey tugged at her hand. “Look, I know having two husbands sounds crazy, maybe even feels crazy, but Roxy, I’m so very, very happy with them. Honestly. I’m so smitten with my men, it’s disgusting. There is nothing I would love more than to see you together with guys like Cormac and Rastar. I mean, come on! How often do you have a chance to make the beast with two backs with guys that look like that?”

	“Pervert.” Tears filled her eyes as Nast and Lorn made their way over to join them. “Your husbands look like they’re ready to leave.”

	Casey glanced behind her and sighed. “Yeah, we gotta take off and catch our fas-er-flight out.”

	They exchanged another hug, and Casey whispered in her ear. “I mean it. Give Cormac and Rastar a chance.”

	“I was kind of a bitch to them,” she replied.

	“Then go apologize. Kiss and make up.” Casey giggled. “I’m one-million percent sure they’ll forgive you.”

	“I will.”

	With her heart beating hard enough to drown out the world, Roxy took a few moments to say goodbye to her parents before she hopped into her Jeep. The sky overhead started to darken, and she wished she had put the roof back on, but she was already halfway there. If worst came to worst, she could always park in the car shelter at Casey’s house and hang out until the storm passed. Dust kicked up around her tires as the breeze increased, and a hint of coolness in the air made her skin tingle. 

	She could almost feel the powerful summer thunderstorm as it rumbled over the flat horizon.  Her elation about finding her sister made her smile so wide, her cheeks hurt. With the weight of sorrow lifted from her shoulders, she found herself speeding down the familiar dirt road. She only slowed enough to ease through the occasional pothole. This far out in the country, the roads were kind of maintained, but everyone drove a car with good suspension.

	Anticipation hummed through her blood, and she became hyper aware of both her body and the world around her. Everything just smelled…and looked…more. The trees were greener, and the wild, late summer grass lining the road shined golden. No, more than golden. The fading stormy light gilded each individual blade. Her teeth clicked painfully shut as she hit a big dip in the road. The resulting discomfort brought her focus back to the task at hand, and she forced all the distracting stimulation to the back of her mind. 

	Soon, the farmhouse came into her view. Her entire world seemed to narrow down to the big, creamy white building with its stately porch and well-maintained yard. Thunder rumbled loud enough to make her teeth buzz, and she tossed the sky a worried glance. While her Jeep wouldn’t get ruined in the rain, drying it out wasn’t exactly something she wanted to deal with. The first few drops hit her arms as she pulled onto the black asphalt driveway that led up to their house.

	All around her, men shot her curious glances as the cleared out of the yard. A crack of thunder boomed loud enough overhead to make her jump. 

	“Roxy,” Rastar shouted from her left. “Come inside. It is unsafe to be out in the storm.”

	Pointing at the big red barn with its open doors, she yelled, “Can I park somewhere, so my Jeep doesn’t get flooded?”

	“Sure,” Cormac yelled before he jumped into her passenger seat.

	The Jeep dipped when Rastar hoisted himself into the back. “Unless you wish to get wet, I suggest we get to the barn.”

	Without another word, she drove through the impending storm. The rain poured down heavily enough that, by the time she made it into the warm interior of the barn, her hair and shirt were soaked.

	As soon as she parked and turned off the Jeep, Rastar leapt out then helped her down. His warm hands seared through her wet clothes, and she shivered. Her nipples were hard bumps beneath her shirt, and she longed to rub against the big man holding her tight. He eased her away from the Jeep and smiled down at her. Warm flutters pulsed through her belly and upper thighs.

	“Hello, Roxy.”

	His devastatingly sexy voice seemed to shiver over her chilled skin.

	“Hi.” Her voice came out thick, and she swallowed hard.

	“Roxy,” Cormac purred as he came up behind her. “How can we help you?”

	Dazed, she watched Cormac prowl toward them. Water dripped from the ends of his long hair. His shirt had plastered to his built body, and his smile was perfectly sinful. All her hot dreams about these men flared to life, and her libido urged her to ravage them both. Their combined musk wrapped around her, the scent inviting her to lean closer. To touch more.

	To taste.

	“Roxy?” Rastar asked softly as he rubbed her lower back. “Are you all right?”

	Forcing her mind off the growing bulge in Cormac’s black pants, she looked into Rastar’s dark gold eyes and smiled. “We found Casey! She came home with her new husbands, and she’s all right!”

	He nodded. “That is wonderful.”

	The lack of surprise on his face made her narrow her eyes with suspicion. “You already knew she was okay, didn’t you?”

	“Yes,” Cormac answered for him. “But we were not allowed to discuss it.”

	For the first time, anger dimmed her giddy relief. “Wait, you knew this whole time she was okay? And you didn’t tell me?”

	“We could not,” Rastar said with a clearly irritated growl. “If we did, we would been in major trouble. You must understand, we were sworn not to reveal the truth to you. Being a Warrior, you must know what it is like to have things we are dutybound not to share, no matter how much it pained us.”

	Roxy tried to wriggle out of his strong arms, then she frowned when Cormac came up behind her. He effectively pinned her between their hard bodies. 

	“Fuck you! You’re talking about loyalty to some bullshit reality show!” She practically vibrated with anger, so mad her teeth hurt with the need to choke them. “I thought my sister was dead, you assholes. I couldn’t stop thinking about how she might be out there somewhere, hurting and alone. I thought she needed me, and you fucking knew she was alive. Fuck you!”

	The echo of her words resounded through the barn. Her throat hurt from screaming so loud, but she felt better. 

	Both men reached for her, and she tried to dart away, but she didn’t get very far. 

	Her wet flip flops didn’t give her much traction in the clean sawdust that covered the barn floor, so her efforts were weak at best. To her horror, tears filled her eyes. She hated the emotional whiplash she seemed to experience only around these men. Lust to hate, and back to lust again, all so fast she almost couldn’t separate the sensations. It was as if her anger fed her other emotions.

	Leaning down, Rastar rubbed his lips against her forehead. His mouth was incredibly soft, and she shivered as her nipples hardened again to painful points. An answering warmth bloomed in her pussy, while distracting throbs of pleasure and heat curled through her. Licking her lips, she tried to hold onto her anger as she swore she could feel their desire for her. 

	“Roxy.” Cormac turned her in his arms, so she could stare up into his green and brown-flecked eyes. “We could not tell you, but we did the best we could to make it better.”

	“What?”

	The corner of Cormac’s kissable lips turned upward. “We contacted Casey, and we convinced her to return home for a visit.”

	Abruptly, tears filled her eyes as she sucked in a deep breath. “You did?”

	“Yes,” Rastar ran his fingertips up and down her arm, making the hair on her body stand on end. “We could not bear your suffering. We had to do something.”

	“Did you get in any trouble? Casey made it sound like this TV show is super serious about its secrecy.”

	Something odd flitted over Cormac’s face, but he shook his head. “No. Do not worry about us, alyah. We are merely happy that you and your family have found relief.”

	“Relief,” she whispered. “Yes, that’s what I feel. Relief. You have no idea how good being normal feels until its taken away from you. When you get your normal back, it’s a relief.”

	Nosa rubbed his lips against her ear, and she shuddered. “Yes. The elation of being normal is indeed a heady thing. As Warriors, we understand this all too well.”

	Her mind barely processed his words, because her body burned with a desire so intense, she was struck dumb. Cormac ever-so-lightly stroked a sliver of skin exposed when her tank top rolled up. Her nerves hummed beneath the slow, steady stroke of his thumb, and her poor heart thundered in her chest. 

	“You are so beautiful,” Cormac murmured. 

	“She has the softest neck. You should feel it against your lips,” Nosa responded from behind her. 

	As far as she was concerned, it was a great idea—being pressed between them, surrounded by their hard bodies and stroked by their firm hands. Rastar slowly gathered her hair in his fist, and the deliberate movement tugged at her scalp. Bright shivers of pleasure skittered down her spine as he lowered his mouth to her throat on her left. His soft, full lips on her skin made her close her eyes, going limp between them.

	Cormac gave a low chuckle before he licked along her pulse.

	Her toes curled, and she clutched them, her legs almost useless by then. Not that she had anything to worry about. She was safe, completely free of fear in their arms. They’d die to protect her. It was as clear to her as her own thoughts. Their mouths moved in tandem on her neck, and she was in heaven.

	“Kiss me,” she whispered.

	“We will.” Cormac’s voice deepened to an erotic purr that sent a shiver down her spine. “When you reach your release. Once we kiss you, this will be over. Let us savor you first.”

	“Huh?”

	Rastar stole what little wits remained as he gently gripped the muscle of her shoulder with his teeth. When he applied more pressure, giving the edge of pain, she ground herself against them. Some internal switch flipped, and she could only think about how much she wanted them both. The unreal sensations tore through her until all she could do was gasp and give herself to them.

	The ache in her pussy built, her body wet and plaint with need. As a tooth scraped her neck again, she let loose a low moan. Each man paused and breathed heavily against her overheated skin. Her nipples throbbed as Cormac began to kiss his way down her cleavage, over the curve of her breast. She could only moan her encouragement as Rastar pulled back to watch.

	“He is eager to please you, alyah.” Rastar gently sucked on the lobe of her ear before adding, “Will you give him the honor of worshiping your breasts?”

	Part of her wanted to giggle, but her whole body throbbed with the need for release. Her lower belly almost cramped with tension. Instead of trying to articulate her desires, she grabbed Cormac’s amazingly soft hair and pressed his face to her chest. Both men laughed before they began to torment her anew. 

	Almost desperate for an orgasm, she reached between her legs and stroked her clit through her shorts.

	A moment later, Cormac slid her bra down until her breast popped out of the top of her tank. He said something in a language she didn’t understand, then he reverently brushed his lips over the tip of her painfully hard nipple. She arched then reached out and grabbed onto both men. Their skin was incredibly soft, and stretched tight over bulky muscles. Gripping her hips, Rastar slid his erection across her ass. His groan of pleasure had flutters of desire dancing in her belly. 

	Instant sparks rained across her mind, and Rastar shook behind her.

	“They are so lovely.” Cormac held her breast gently in his big hand, his gaze fastened on the stiffened peak. “Your nipples are thick and such a pretty color.”

	Pulling deep, Cormac sucked her aching tip into his warm mouth, and she clawed at their backs.

	Rastar grunted when she reached down and gripped his scary-big erection. The man was packing, and she slowly ran her hand up his length. Her hips jerked as rough pleasure filled her. Closing her eyes, she let them support her weight while Cormac reached between her legs and gently stroked her inner thigh.

	Leaning away from her breast, he stared up at her with savage need as he slowly, deliberately, stroked her clit. Her reaction was instant, and both men growled as she arched her back, relying on Rastar to support her. She undulated against Cormac’s thick finger, the need to come consuming her. Cormac pressed down just a little bit harder, and it was game over. She began to climax and quickly realized the orgasm would be like nothing she’d ever experienced.

	A low, almost feral scream tore from her throat as she jerked between them. Sensations were almost too intense, and she tried to get her body to calm down, but it was no use. She rode the waves of her release, blind to anything besides her own overwhelming pleasure. Cormac grunted hard, his hips thrusting upward as he gasped in pleasure.

	Rastar’s giant dick pulsed at her back, but his growls only added to her delight.

	In the darkness of her mind, she relaxed and reached out. She could feel the men, like the beckoning glow of a lighthouse across a dark ocean—a glowing promise of warmth and home. Reaching for those lights, she tried to get closer, but something obstructed her. Something yucky, but strong. Irritated, she mentally swiped her hand, tearing down a barrier like melting cobwebs. 

	Ick.

	Closer now, she just managed to brush the lights before agonizing pain reverberated through her head. 

	One moment she was held between the two men, the next she stumbled to her feet as they crumpled to the ground.

	A sharp pain lanced through her then abruptly cleared. It left her head throbbing as she staggered. Alarm shot through her, clearing away the remains of her pleasure even as her brain ached with a headache so intense, she was close to throwing up. Bracing her hands on her knees, she concentrated on compartmentalizing the pain. Her special ops training had been brutal, but it allowed her the mental fortitude to think past the pounding in her head.

	Help. They needed help.

	Both men groaned in agony as they twisted on the ground. She would have screamed, but her stomach heaved as she staggered to the doors. Help. She needed to find help. Something was wrong. She jerked her top back into place. The pain faded as she began to move quicker. As swiftly as it hit, the nausea faded. She took a deep breath then wiped the sweat from her face.

	Before she even got near the entrance, a group of men sprinted through the rain and into the barn. They gave her a cursory glance before they moved to where Cormac and Rastar hunched over. Pushing past a wall of solid male flesh, she was stopped by a pair of strong arms. The stranger’s touch enraged her, and she easily slipped free of his grasp, practically fighting her way to her men.

	“Stay back,” one man ordered in a thick, weird accent. “Please, you must stay back. For your own safety.”

	“I smell blood.” A man with blond and pale red hair frowned as he stared at her. “Female blood.”

	Her nipple stung where Cormac’s teeth scraped her, but she wasn’t telling these guys that. “What the hell is going on?”

	“Migraine,” a man behind her said in a stern, no bullshit voice. “They have migraines.”

	“What?”

	The men around her released an audible sigh of relief, and she managed to peek through the ones blocking her. Cormac was still out, but Rastar was coming to. He blinked up at the ceiling a couple times, then he slowly turned his head to stare right at her. Every muscle in her body tensed as she realized something was wrong.

	Really wrong.

	She saw something fundamentally different about Rastar’s gaze—a wildness that hadn’t been there before.

	He must have seen something in her expression which alerted him to her thoughts, because he instantly went from savage to blank, as if a barrier somehow materialized between them. She jerked back at the sudden change in his expression. Rastar turned his face away from her to talk to the man at his side, breaking the hold his gaze held over her. She took a deep, gasping breath, then wondered what the hell was going on. 

	Almost as one, the men surrounding them all turned their attention to her. 

	The movement was so synchronized, it was eerie. 

	“Let me through,” she insisted. “I need to see Rastar.”

	But they didn’t move. If anything, they seemed to close ranks around Roxy. They blocked her view of Rastar and Cormac, and her anger increased. Some primitive part of her screamed that she needed to protect them, to defend them while they were down and vulnerable.

	Giving the Asian-looking man in front of her a glare, she barked out, “Move.”

	“I cannot allow you to pass,” the man murmured. A touch of sympathy vibrated in his voice.

	“Did he hurt you?” The blond man who’d spoken up earlier moved closer. “I can still scent your blood. Do you need medical attention?”

	She threw an elbow. “Would you back the fuck off! I’m fine. They are not.”

	“She is injured?” Rastar made a pained noise from behind the wall of men. “Forgive me, Lord of Life, for failing to protect your gift.”

	“Jesus,” she whispered. “How hard did he hit his head?”

	“It is not safe for you to be here,” the blond man explained. “You need to leave.”

	“I’m not going anywhere, buddy, and you’re really starting to piss me off.”

	“Roxy,” Rastar barked. “He is right, you must leave.”

	“I—I don’t understand?”

	Her heart hurt as Rastar snarled. “What is there not to understand? You must leave.”

	More than a few of the men that surrounded her began to growl. She wanted to scream with frustration. “Would you all back the fuck off? Jesus, there is this thing called personal space, and you are alllll up in it.”

	A few twitched, but they didn’t move. 

	Well, one of them moved, but only because she’d planted her foot in his ass and pushed.

	Her first quick glance revealed Cormac, still ringed by men. She could only see enough to tell he still lay flat on his back. His braid snaked out from his body, and her heart hurt as fear for his safety threatened to overwhelm her. The only thing that kept her panic in check was the lack of yelling and shouting. If Cormac had been in dire straits, someone would have showed at least a little emotion. Every time she’d seen, or had to do, emergency medical care, there had been a lot of raised voices involved.

	Stepping through a sudden opening between men—and feeling slightly bad for the guy she’d kicked—she glared at Rastar. He sat up, his expression haggard. Leaning on one hand, he drew in a breath so deep, she thought his shirt might rip right down the back. His muscles bulged as if he flexed his whole body at once. Exhaling slowly, he then swallowed hard.

	“Are you okay?”

	He looked at her with something close to regret before he growled, “You need to get away from me, right now.”

	Stung, she jerked back. “What?”

	“You need to leave. I cannot look at you. I cannot be near you. Please, just go.”

	Pain lanced through her as she took a step away, but she lifted her chin. “Fine.”

	The anger left him, and he hung his head. “Forgive me, alyah, but you must go.” 

	“Whatever,” she muttered. She stomped to her Jeep and tried to ignore the burn in her throat.

	Thankfully, her keys were still in her pocket. She practically leapt behind the wheel and buckled up. As she started the Jeep, she glanced over at the men, hoping they would come after her. But they didn’t. They bunched together with their backs to her, as if they couldn’t even bear to look at her.

	Humiliation left a bitter taste in her mouth. As she pulled out of the barn, she let her tears fall.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	Cormac

	 

	 

	When he came to, he found himself secured to a bed in an unfamiliar medical bay. Invisible gravity bonds restrained his limbs, and a moment of panic shot through him. They would only secure him if he was a danger to himself or others. 

	Why the hell am I here?

	And why did his mind feel…bruised?

	“Cormac?”

	Clearing his throat, he answered, “I would look to see who that is, but I seem to be rendered immobile at the moment.”

	“Release,” an unfamiliar male voice barked. A moment later, he could move.

	Sitting up with a groan, Cormac rubbed his forehead and frowned at the unfamiliar Healer examining him. An older man, with streaks grey in his black hair, the Healer wore the dark green armor associated with his class. As he looked him straight in the eye, the Healer asked Cormac a series of questions that made the spit in his mouth dry up.

	Lord or Life’s fertile balls…They’re testing to see if I fell to the madness.

	After he answered the final question about his lineage—something all Kadothians learned from birth—he sighed as the Healer’s professional demeanor broke. “I detect no signs of the madness. A harshly severed bond, but no madness.”

	“We need a moment,” Nosa murmured. 

	Nosa wore his familiar black Warrior armor and appeared healthy, if worried.

	“Of course.” the Healer said. 

	With that, he left. Nosa grabbed Cormac in a swift hug. “I am so glad you are all right.”

	Holding his blood brother close, Cormac asked, “How long was I out for?”

	“Almost three days.”

	“Where is Roxy? Is she all right?”

	“She is fine. She is on Earth doing a humanitarian mission for her government. I have men I trust watching over her.”

	“I cannot feel her.” His heart sank. “We did not kiss her.”

	“No, we did not.” Nosa let out a rough exhale. “I planned on kissing her during the moment of her orgasm, but I had not anticipate her abilities would render us useless. What is the last thing you remember?”

	“My climax… I could feel her reaching for me. Then…nothing.”

	“Gwarnon contacted me in congratulations. He said Lady Melissi had a fit because we broke our bond. She assumes that we are bonded to Roxy.”

	Confused, Cormac sat back on the bed as Nosa stood before him. “But we are not bonded to Roxy. No one holds our bond. Lord of Life protect us.”

	“Be calm,” his blood brother urged as worry gleamed in his golden eyes. “I believe it was Roxy who severed our bond with Lady Melissi. I felt her in my mind, right before the mental torture of a harshly severed bond struck. She felt irritated about something as our souls began to touch, like something blocked her. I believe she tore the obstruction down, not realizing it was our bond with Lady Melissi.”

	Cormac let out a low whistle as shock filled him. “She can sever bonds…and she has not even transitioned yet.”

	“Yes.”

	“What do we do?”

	“We cannot do anything until we find another Matriarch that will bond us. You know the rules. No unbonded males may travel through the wormhole.”

	“Lord’s sweet vengeance, are we back on Kadothia?”

	“We are on a holding station orbiting the Kellar moon.”

	A ripple of unease went through Cormac. The Keller moon was where the Kadothian males who fell to the madness lived. Below them, right now, millions of savage males roamed the vast jungle prison, each reduced to nothing but their primal urges. His mind skittered over the faces of the hundreds of men he personally knew, who were trapped on the terraformed moon.

	Cormac stood and grimaced down at the sick bay robes he wore. “They must have been pretty sure I had fallen to the madness.”

	As he walked across the room, Nosa motioned to a panel, which revealed Cormac’s black Warrior armor. “You know our protocols are only in place to keep everyone safe. Until we were sure of your mental state, you had to be secured.”

	Feeling irritated, on edge, Cormac stalked past him. “Right now, those protocols keep us from our alyah.”

	“But it is nothing we cannot overcome.”

	Ripping off his sick gown, Cormac began to pull his armor on, his body almost on auto-pilot as he fought back his irritation. He wanted to argue that it was unfair. That it was—to use the Earth term—bullshit. They’d fought so long and hard to find Roxy, only to have her ripped away. He wanted to both laugh and rage at their predicament.

	But neither action would return him to his alyah’s side.

	The next time he saw her, he would claim his kiss.

	“You are right.” He took a deep breath, seeking calm. “So, Roxy destroyed Lady Melissi’s bond with us, but did not form a link in return. Now, we are stuck in the Bel’Tan Galaxy until we can find a Matriarch to bond us. Bearing in mind that Lady Melissi will be furious because we broke the bond—or so she thinks—and will be out for our blood.”

	Nosa rubbed the back of his neck. “Correct.”

	He couldn’t help but laugh as he finished buckling up his knee-high black boots. “Meanwhile, Roxy is back on Earth thinking we have ghosted her. She will probably greet us with a gun to the head when we return. If we are lucky.”

	“Ghosted?”

	“Earth slang for disappearing and ignoring her.” He wanted to tear his hair out from frustration. “She is probably hurting, doubting our intentions toward her. And who knows how long it will take us to return? What Matriarch is strong enough to hold your bond is going to want to risk Lady Melissi’s wrath?”

	Rubbing his hands over his face, Nosa growled. “I may have found a Matriarch who will take our bond, but it is not an ideal situation.”

	Hope stilled his hands as they checked his weapon, before he strapped it to his thigh. “You found a Matriarch?”

	“Roxy’s sister, Lady Casey, found someone—a new Earth Matriarch who is friends with Roxy. Lady Casey would have bonded us herself, but like most Earth Matriachs, she needs sex to do so. Since she will be our sister-in-spirit, I am sure you understand why that would not work out.”

	Cormac ran his hands over his face. “Who does she suggest?” 

	“Lady Paige Grant.”

	“High Lord Rell and Commander Trenzent’s bride?”

	“She is no longer a bride, but a full Kadothian Matriarch.”

	Staring at his brother, he swallowed as hope began to replace his fear. “She is willing to take on our bond?”

	“Yes. Lady Paige is very close to the Westfall family. It seems our alyah saved Lady Paige’s life when they were teenagers. Since Lady Paige owes Roxy a life-debt, Commander Trenzent and Lord Rell did not mind our bonding with their Matriarch.”

	“But Lady Paige is an Earth Matriarch. We will have to be intimate with her in order to form a bond. I fear Roxy will be unable to forgive us if we had sex with her friend. No matter what the circumstances.”

	“Lady Casey and I discussed that as well. We think we have found a way to bond with as little physical contact as possible.”

	Closing his eyes, he let his head fall back on his shoulders as he laughed. “The Lord of Life must enjoy tormenting me. That can be the only explanation for all this!”

	“Idiot.” Nosa cuffed him gently on the back of his head. 

	Rubbing his skull, Cormac continued to laugh. “We do not have to worry about Roxy being jealous. I doubt I will be able to get hard with Commander Trenzent and Lord Rell staring at me. My balls are trying to crawl back up inside of me just thinking about it.”

	Nosa chuckled, but he shook his head. “Let me worry about that part.”

	“What does Lady Paige want in return? We could gift her the islands of Tinsi, or—”

	“She does not want anything in return, nor do her bondmates. Lady Paige loves our alyah and wants to help.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Yes. Lady Casey said Lady Paige is a very nice young woman with a generous heart.”

	“It is hard to imagine someone so gentle with the Commander.” He grinned. “Remember that time he literally tore his way out from the inside of a hezper’s throat?”

	Chuckling, Nosa shook his head. “They were made for each other, just like Roxy was made to be ours. Commander Trenzent did have one request. He asked if we would delay our trip back to Earth after the bonding. As Lady Paige’s first bonded Warriors, however temporarily, we should be part of her honor guard when she arrives at her Territory for the first time. This will also send a clear signal to Lady Melissi that we hold a place of great importance in Lady Paige’s Court. Knowing Roxy will have not only the support of House Westfall, but also House Grant will be a huge boon.”

	While he wished there were no delays to keep him from to his future wife, he nodded. “I do not like it, but she is doing us a huge favor by taking on our bond and offering her protection. Being in her inner Court, however briefly, is a great honor. We will not insult her by not being at her side when she is welcomed to Kadothia.”

	“Then, come. The Lady awaits.”

	 

	The next day, he tried to swallow back his nerves as he stood shoulder to shoulder with Nosa. They surveyed the natural beauty of the Cliffs of Goeth. They accompanied Lady Paige on her first tour of her new Kadothian home in the capital of her Territory, under the watchful eyes of her bondmates. Their partial bond with her was strong and pure, a breath of fresh air on his soul after his weak and rancid link with Lady Melissi. Already, he felt stronger, better—as if years of hardship had been wiped clean from his spirit.

	Nosa was also doing better, the traces of the madness completely gone from his soul. Dressed in his gleaming black official armor, Nosa stood off to the left, but their bond was almost all the way closed. Having spent as little time in Lady Melissi’s presence as possible, they were both unused to feeling the presence of their Matriarch so strongly. It took a lot of concentration to separate his thoughts and emotions from Lady Paige’s. Her feelings were so strong, and her happiness literally contagious. She was absolutely thrilled with her new home and profoundly in love with her mates. 

	The night before, he’d worried Lady Paige might be what the people of Earth called a bitch, but his concern was unfounded. Lady Paige held nothing but affection in her heart for Roxy, and her devotion to her husbands was unlike anything Cormac had ever experienced. They managed to bond with as little physical touching as possible, and he could only hope Roxy would understand. 

	Lord Rell, clad in the blue armor of a Master Negotiator, pointed something out to Lady Page that had her laughing. A small woman, the sight of her dwarfed by her mates made Cormac feel protective of her. She seemed so fragile compared to them, and he’d wondered as he watched her pleasure her mates how she didn’t get crushed. Not that Commander Trenzent or Lord Rell would ever harm her. He could feel hints of their minds through the partial bond with Lady Paige, and their love blazed fierce. That love burned even brighter as Commander Trenzent kissed his blushing wife.

	Feeling an echo of her raw joy made him want to sit back and absorb the sensation of her good soul. He’d heard in the past how being bonded to a Matriarch with a happy spirit was euphoric, but he never guessed how much he’d been suffering beneath Lady Melissi’s bond. Instead of strengthening, him like Lady Paige did, Lady Melissi had slowly sucked the life from him like a psychic leach. Instead of taking, the bond with Lady Paige gave him a sense of peace he’d long been missing. 

	Unfortunately, as tempting as it was to relax in the waves of mental comfort coming from his new partial bond, he had to stay on alert.

	Danger lurked everywhere, even on Kadothia. Lord Rell and Commander Trenzent had powerful enemies, and they would no doubt try and test the new Earth Matriarch. As her only bonded Warriors, it was their duty to keep her safe until she could form her Court. Thankfully, Lady Paige’s husbands would be introducing her to additional potential Warriors for her Court tonight. By tomorrow, she should have newly bonded Warriors to protect her so Nosa and Cormac could leave for Earth. Forcing his mind back to the present, he met Nosa’s gaze briefly. The soft mental touch of the other man’s presence steadied him.

	They walked through the main music chamber of House Grant when a sharp bolt of pain came through their bond. Instantly, Cormac turned his attention to Lady Paige, noting her skin had gone milk white against the shimmering black fabric of her Matriarch’s gown. He couldn’t see anything wrong, but he readied his weapons just in case and took a protective stance nearby.

	“At ease,” Commander Trenzent said. “She is receiving an emergency message.”

	He remained tense, and the guards around him echoed his stance as they readied themselves for whatever crisis landed on their lap. He watched as her gaze went wide, then tears began to pour down her cheeks.

	Lady Paige stumbled backward with a gasp. Her hip hit a nearby decorative table, sending a vase full of red flowers crashing to the floor. Her voice warbled as she managed to say, “Roxy is missing, and the guards assigned to her are dead.”

	Fury overwhelmed Cormac, and he let out a wounded roar as his soul cried out in despair. The beast that lived in the heart of every Kadothian male threatened his iron self-control, and he fought with all his might to keep his rage contained. The need to find his mate, right then, beat through him with every rapid pound of his racing heart. Nosa grasped his arm, and the contact helped him regain control of himself.

	Trenzent gave him a searching look, and he felt a faint connection with the other man’s soul before he withdrew. “Good, you are still with us.”

	“Roxy,” he gripped Trenzent’s hand. “What happened to her?”

	The man squeezed his hand before releasing it and stepping back. “I’m sending you the report.”

	What he read in the mental scan left Cormac reeling. 

	“Slavers,” Nosa whispered.

	Commander Trenzent spoke to Paige, soothing her as she cried in his arms.

	“Without a doubt,” Cormac responded as his temper flamed anew. “The team found evidence of at least six other women missing at the same time from the same military base. Residue indicated a large Malinti class ship spotted in the area. It must be slavers.”

	Lord Rell nodded in agreement, and his long white hair gleamed in the gold-tinted sunlight. “That would be my guess as well, which means she may no longer be on Earth. We have the wormhole closely guarded, but you know how space is distorted around it. With the right technology and skill, a clever pilot can evade notice. Reach out, see if you can sense her.”

	Cormac did as Lord Rell requested, but he felt nothing. His anger and sadness threatened to overwhelm him again, but a soft, steadying mental touch penetrated the fear choking him. Lady Paige’s soul brushed his, and she brought enough peace to enable him to once again think. He turned to thank her, but something faintly flared deep in his mind. 

	Nosa grunted and grabbed onto Cormac’s armored shoulder. His heart thumped hard as he stared into his blood brother’s eyes.

	A maelstrom of emotions hit as Cormac whispered, “Roxy, she is here. In the Bel’Tan Galaxy.”

	Nosa added, “Far away, but she is here.”

	“What?” Paige looked from Lord Rell to Commander Tren. “How can she be here? She has to be bonded to come through the wormhole, but Cormac and Nosa are here. How did she get through?”

	Cormac closed his eyes, and Nosa threw an arm around his blood brother. He held him close as he answered, “Slavers have her.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	Roxy

	 

	 

	The Day Before

	 

	With a low groan, Roxy stared through the big tent’s small window. She could only see the thick jungle forest from her cot. Her whole body ached, and she again cursed whatever food she’d eaten, or the tainted water she’d drank which made her so sick. Five days ago, she’d gotten an emergency deployment alert from her command. She found herself hustled across the ocean to Thailand because a typhoon devastated the coast. They deployed her as part of a badly needed humanitarian relief mission. 

	The first few days flew by because there was a lot of work to be done, but by the third, she’d picked up some stomach bug putting her down for the count.

	While she wasn’t ill enough to evacuate, she still felt like shit. They kept her hydrated, but she was as weak as a newborn babe. Her head hurt so badly, she swore even her teeth ached. Plus, she was so tired. They kept her isolated from the rest of the patients in the big portable hospital, so she watched the world through thick, distorted plastic. At least they gave her a private, portable toilet.

	The constant hum of voices in a variety of languages washed over her as she shifted uncomfortably in her bed.

	To her embarrassment, she felt…well, horny. Her mind kept drifting to Cormac and Rastar. To the way they’d given her so much pleasure that she’d practically exploded from it. The orgasm she had—fully clothed, pressed between the two men—had to be the best of her life.

	Just the memory made her wet, and she cursed her stupid body. The last place she wanted to daydream about those two assholes was in the infirmary. Even though she was super pissed at the way Rastar chased her off, she worried about them. After being deployed on a humanitarian mission literally in the middle of the night, she’d left them a voicemail telling them to call her. While she didn’t get the best reception in the jungle, she’d been able to check her messages. 

	They hadn’t contacted her.

	Part of her was pissed, but mostly she worried. The way they’d both dropped at the same time—it seemed really weird that they would both get hit with a migraine at the exact same moment. Not to mention, she’d never seen someone instantly pass out from one before, as Cormac had. Her chest hurt with worry as she wondered if he was okay for the billionth time.

	Groaning, she rubbed her forehead and wished she was back home. While their help was sorely needed to aid the people of Thailand, she felt torn between her duty and her desires. Her stupid heart was falling for two amazing, strange, fascinating men. They were so incredibly good looking. The way they’d touched her, almost moving in synch, made her mind go to very dirty places. 

	“Sergeant Westfall,” came a familiar woman’s southern drawl from the doorway. “How are you feel’n this afternoon? Would you like to take a shower?”

	Sitting up slowly, Roxy smiled at the familiar, very tall blonde woman dressed in medic fatigues at the door. Specialist Tyler took care of Roxy for the past few days, and Roxy liked the other woman. Tall and intimidating, Specialist Tyler looked kind of like one of Roxy’s favorite characters from a fantasy show with dragons she watched obsessively—a female knight, who kicked ass and managed to keep her honor. Specialist Tyler might be younger than the actress who played the role on TV, but the similarities were there.

	“Yes, please. I would love a shower.”

	Specialist Tyler was a large, solid woman with short blond hair and faded shrapnel scars along one side of her face. They almost looked like dozens of cat scratches, a pale pink against her tanned skin. While Roxy was tall at 5’11, Specialist Tyler had to be at least 6’1, plus she had the muscles to match. At first glance, she was intimidating for her size alone, but Roxy liked her no-bullshit attitude. Surprisingly, her beautiful, husky feminine voice with its trace of a melodic accent reminded Roxy of a southern belle. 

	Their boots squelched through the mud, and Roxy grimaced. “Does it have to rain every day?”

	“Monsoon season on top of a typhon.” They paused to let a group of medics pass by. “These poor people can’t catch a break for ‘nothin’.”

	There seemed to be more activity than usual around the camp, and Roxy blinked in the bright sunlight as she walked past a convoy of vehicles as it headed out. “Seems busy.”

	“Yeah, Sarge. We managed to get a makeshift bridge up to reach the other side of that big river to the east. Now that we can get the heavy equipment over, we can start clearing out the roads and reaching the more remote villages.”

	She let out a sigh of relief. “Good, I was getting worried we’d never be able to span that sucker.”

	“Have to say, the engineer corps worked miracles to get that piece of shit bridge fixed so fast. We’re going to have a lot of wounded incoming, so don’t be surprised if you get kicked out of your luxurious suite in the infirmary, Sarge. You look like you’re feelin’ better.”

	“I am.” She took a deep breath of the humid, warm air. “Guess I finally shit or barfed out whatever the fuck was making me sick.”

	“Glad I didn’t get it. Then again, I put Cajun hot sauce on everything, and that shit’ll kill freakin’ Ebola.”

	Laughing, she tracked the path of an exotic red and blue bird as it flew into the canopy above them. The clearing their camp was situated in lay in the middle of the lush Thai jungle. They were about ten miles in from the coast where they Category 5 typhoon struck, and the entire area was wrecked. Most of the trees surrounding them were broken, and bits of debris hung from the branches. The typhoon roared through the area like the shockwave from a nuclear bomb blast, and the path of destruction left behind hurt her heart. Before she’d gotten sick, she spent many desperate hours searching among the remains for survivors. 

	All she’d found were bodies.

	Almost against her will, she looked toward the temporary refrigerated building holding the physical remains of those who lost their lives in the typhoon.

	As they got closer to the outskirts of the camp, the noise lessened and the sounds of the forest began to creep in. Unfamiliar birdsong trilled through the air, and she let out a soft sigh. The place was so pretty, even half-destroyed. It amazed her that so many delicate birds managed to survive the storm. Too bad I never get to visit new parts of the world for good reasons, only for bad ones.

	“You okay, Sarge? Need to rest?”

	“What?” She realized she’d slowed down as she looked out into the forest. “No, I’m good. Just thinking about the recovery efforts, and how long it’s going to take for these people to get back to normal.”

	“I try to avoid thinking about the future too much,” Specialist Tyler admitted as they passed a security checkpoint. “Handlin’ shit one day at a time seems to be the best I can do. If I think too much about the future…well, that way leads to madness.”

	With a soft laugh, Roxy nodded in thanks as Specialist Tyler held open the door to the showers for her. “Thanks.”

	Humid air billowed out as they entered, but the normally busy area was empty.

	“Wow, where did—?”

	The rest of her words were lost to darkness as a sharp pinch hit her arm and everything went black.

	 

	 


Chapter 9

	Roxy

	 

	 

	“Hey!” A woman whispered loudly in her ear. “Hey! Sergeant! Wake up!”

	Groaning, Roxy tried to swat away the annoying person bugging her. “Leave me alone.”

	“No can do, Sarge. You need to wake up. We’re in deep shit, and I’m kinda flippin’ out right now.”

	The fear and mingled relief in the woman’s voice had her fighting off the lingering urge to sleep. “Huh?”

	As she opened her eyes, Roxy saw smooth, deep yellow walls. A confused frown crumpled her lips. “Where am I?”

	“I have no idea,” the woman with a southern accent said from next to her. “But I don’t think we’re on Earth anymore.”

	“What?”

	Roxy sat up then had to close her eyes, because her body felt weak and abused. “What are you talking about?”

	“Well, check out our catsuits.”

	“Huh?” 

	Opening her eyes again, she found she wore what appeared to be a one-piece catsuit. It covered her from her throat to her feet. The material was a weird, almost rubbery, but also kind of velvety-material that clung to her like paint. The color was pretty, an opalescent pink and blue that reminded her of a pearl.

	“What the fuck are we wearing?”

	Specialist Tyler ran a hand through, then fisted her short blonde hair. She said in a rush, “I have no idea, but you can kinda peel it open at the crotch to use the bathroom. Which is weird as fuck. The bathroom has a hole in the floor that you squat over. The toilet forms out of nothing—seriously, nothing—then conforms to the shape of your butt. I almost pissed myself when that happened. Also, there is no toilet paper. This powder stuff gets blown into your crack and leaves you squeaky clean. Even though I haven’t seen anyone yet, the food I’ve been given doesn’t look or taste like anythin’ I’ve had before. Can’t leave, ‘cause there is literally no door. I think this is a holding cell of some kind. Or we’re an exhibit in a menagerie.”

	“What?”

	“Never mind.”

	She blinked in surprise as she looked closer at Specialist Taylor. “Your face.”

	“What about it?”

	“The scars are gone?”

	Lifting a hand to her formerly injured cheek, Specialist Taylors silvery green eyes grew wide as she touched the now smooth skin. “Holy shit. What the ever loving fuck is going on?”

	Roxy rubbed her temples, trying to get her fuzzy thoughts to focus. “How long have you been awake?”

	Still stroking the unblemished skin of her face, Specialist Taylor gave her a dazed look. “I don’t know. It’s hard to tell time here.”

	Looking around the high walls of the medium-sized room, Roxy whispered, “What happened? Where are we?”

	“I wish I had more answers for you, but I’m about as clueless as you are. What’s the last thing you remember?”

	Roxy groaned as she stretched out, then rolled her stiff shoulders. She swung her legs over the edge of the platform she was laying on. The same yellow as the walls—she already started to hate that color. Searching her memory, she said, “I was going to take a shower. The camp was busy, and the bridge had just been built. We were walking…then, I don’t know.”

	“Yep, that’s about all I can remember. The last bit I can recall is holdin’ open the door to the showers for you. Then I woke up here, with you as my roommate about…I don’t know? A couple hours ago? It’s hard to tell the passage of time when literally nothin’ about this room changes.”

	As she stood, Roxy stretched the kinks out of her legs. She slowly made her way around the room, feeling the wall. “What the hell is this made out of? I’ve never felt anything like it. This is bizarre.”

	Shrugging, Specialist Tyler leaned back on her platform and rubbed her legs together. “What about these freaky white paint bodysuits? Whatever this stuff is, it’s super strong and adhered to our skin. It’s like wearing a giant ass sticker.”

	Frowning in distaste, Roxy tried to pull at the fabric, but it felt like it was part of her skin. “What in the hell is going on?”

	“Females.” A smooth, but oddly accented, voice spoke from seemingly all around them. “Prepare yourself to meet your patron.”

	Looking at Specialist Tyler with wide eyes, she mouthed, “What the fuck?”

	“Um, excuse me?” Roxy replied. “Where are we?”

	No response came, and the women exchanged a puzzled look.

	To her shock, a strong wind began to blow from behind her. It propelled her to her feet with a shout. Specialist Tyler stumbled and soon they were literally blown across the room, out a door that hadn’t been there a second ago. In spite of their loud protests, they were herded down a long hallway then through another opening. The room they found themselves in made Roxy gasp with shock. They were in a chamber of some sort with long, oddly shaped black benches surrounding the walls. Giant, dark green crystals hung from the ceiling, and the walls were as smooth and pale as the inside of an egg.

	“What the shit?” Specialist Tyler whispered.

	“I have no idea,” Roxy whispered back as she clambered to her feet.

	“Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore,” Specialist Tyler breathed as she looked around.

	Letting out a ragged, hissing laugh, Roxy grabbed her hand. “You got that right.”

	They continued to hold hands as they turned in a slow circle to take in the alien landscape. An unfamiliar chiming filled the air, not unpleasant in its complex rhythm. Following the sound, Roxy frowned as a large, gelatinous pink blob with flowing tentacles floated toward them. It reminded her of the octopi she’d seen while scuba diving near Bali, but this creature was as big as small car. Instead of eight tentacles, the blob had twenty which seemed to float in the air. At the tip of each limb glowed a soft light—pink on some, green on others. Around a dozen octopus-like creatures drifted around the edges of the room, their colors ranging from red, to white, to purple. One was even a bright neon orange. She tried to make sense of what she saw, but found herself overwhelmed by the sheer oddness of the…whatever the hell they were.

	The same voice from earlier said, “Prostate yourself, human, for you behold your master.”

	Clearing her throat, she managed to whisper, “What? Who are you? What’s going on? Where are we?”

	Pain sizzled through her mind, making her cry out as what felt like an instant migraine seared through her.

	Screaming, she dropped to her knees. 

	Lacey caught and held her. “What’s wrong?

	The pain abruptly stopped, but tears streamed down Roxy’s face as she tried to hold back her sobs. 

	“We apologize for the discomfort, Earthling. We did not realize the crystal implant would react badly,” a new, slightly deeper, androgynous voice said.

	“What did you do to her?” Specialist Tyler growled.

	“It appears she had an adverse reaction to her crystal implant.”

	“What are you talking about?” Roxy managed to croak out. “What do you want with us?”

	“You have been selected to fight for the honor of NevShoo. In six days’ time, you will face off against fighters—gladiators, I believe is what your culture calls them—from all over the Bel’Tan galaxy. With your unique mental abilities, we believe you will be victorious.”

	“Wait, gladiators? What are you? Where are we? What the fuck is going on?”

	Her cry of anger still echoed in the eerie crystal room when information bombarded her brain. They were on a spaceship which hovered around the Baladium, a small planet in the Ilution system of the Bel’Tan Galaxy. The ship was owned by a race called the NevShoo, a group of telepathic beings who lived on a gravity light, gaseous planet. The NevShoo weren’t really here on the holding ship with them. The room she occupied was a holo-deck of sorts made up of trillions of nanobots, which beamed them their images. The NevShoo had bought Roxy off the international slavers’ market. Pictures and concepts she couldn’t make sense of tore at her mind, and she screamed as the pain became too much to bear.

	When her head finally stopped throbbing, she sat up and gingerly touched her nose. Blood still dripped from her nostrils, hot on her fingertips. Her whole body hurt, and her mind struggled to absorb all the information being thrown at it.

	Specialist Tyler shook on the floor like she was having a seizure, and Roxy quickly moved to her side.

	“Easy,” she whispered. She hated feeling so helpless as the other woman groaned in pain, but her jerking motions soon slowed. “Specialist Tyler, are you okay?”

	“Lacey,” the other woman whispered.

	“Huh?”

	Taking a deep breath, Specialist Tyler gingerly touched her head. “If we’re going to die in an alien gladiator ring together, I think you can call me Lacey.”

	“We apologize,” the first voice said. “It was not our intent to harm you. Your brain pathways are vastly different from anything we dealt with before. You should not have had that reaction to your crystal implants. The slavers we bought you from assured us that your implants had been calibrated to work with Earth minds, but it appears we were lied to.”

	 “You bought us from slavers?” Lacey asked, her voice thick with disbelief and malice.

	“Yes. We were told you were considered warriors among your people. Is this correct?”

	Roxy thought about lying, and could see Lacey considering the same, but she decided honesty was the best policy. For all she knew, they could have some kind of crazy lie detector. The last thing she wanted was them to repeat their previous maneuver, the one that left her feeling flayed alive as her brain tried to melt.

	“Yes, we are warriors.”

	“Excellent,” the second voice intoned. “We are most pleased. This bodes well for your survival. Did you manage to absorb any of the information we tried to send you?”

	Roxy wiped the blood from her lips with a frown. “I think so. Some of it. You bought us to fight for you in some big, galaxy-wide contest, right?”

	“Yes. You will be pitted against other teams from all over the Bel’Tan Universe for battle. The winning team in each match will survive. The losing team will be turned into meat.”

	Lacey gaped. “Pardon me? Turned into meat?”

	“Humans are a rare delicacy to many creatures. If you fail as warriors, you will be sold by the Baladium to a meat farm. There, they will cut off pieces of your body, then force them to regenerate over and over again. You will become meat.”

	Nausea churned through Roxy’s gut as she fought the urge to vomit.

	“You’re monsters,” Lacey hissed before she screamed in pain.

	Helpless, Roxy could only hold the other woman as she arched in agony. When her cries finally stopped, Lacey panted with distress, her features all harsh reds and stark white. Cradling the larger woman, Roxy glared at the floating balls of jelly.

	“Stop hurting us.”

	“We apologize. We tried to explain why we are not cruel beings. Without being able to connect with you mentally, we have no idea what you feel. We can only guess.” One of the bubbles of jelly bobbed slightly in the air. “We are a telepathic species, and your unique minds block us out. While it makes it extremely hard to communicate, it also raises your odds of surviving combat. To many of the inhabitants of the Bel’Tan Galaxy, you are terrifying. You should feel pride; the odds are in your favor, and you have many betting on your win.”

	“Great.” Lacey’s voice sounded ragged from the torture. “Is that why you had us kidnapped? So you and your buddies could bet on us? You took us away from everyone we know and love to possibly die for your entertainment?”

	The alien creatures seemed agitated, because their tentacles weaved around as she waited for a response.

	“We had nothing to do with your procurement. You appeared on the interstellar slavers market, and we knew you were what we searched for. Our planet is in grave danger, and you are our last hope. We are a peaceful people who find ourselves in a desperate situation. Like you, we love, and we will do what we must to ensure our families’ survival.”

	Another, slightly different, voice broke in. “We tried to send you the information through your crystal implant, but something is faulty. We are contacting your seller and demanding new implants. It seems our communication is off on a fundamental level, and without a psychic bond, we cannot truly express ourselves to you.”

	Wiping at her face, Lacey held up her bloody hand. “Yeah, I’d say your implant is faulty. I kind of know who you are, and part of why we’re here. Your planet is at war. You’re losing badly because you’re not an aggressive species. You need us to win this galactic-wide reality show, or else you’re toast.”

	“I assume you mean the Baladium. If you win, we will gain the protection of Baladium for twenty galactic cycles.”

	“What does that mean?” Lacey asked.

	With a frown, Roxy realized she knew the information. It was like, once she thought about it, it was there, even though she hadn’t been aware of its existence before. Like she remembered something she’d never learned in the first place. But it was choppy, and she had to try and piece the knowledge together.

	“It means the NevShoos will know twenty years of peace. The prize in this contest isn’t only money, it’s safety. No one will dare attack a planet under the Baladium’s protection. For small planets like ZezShoo, the NevShoos’ home world, it will literally save them from annihilation. I don’t understand most of it, but I think there’s another species hunting the NevShoos. They want to exploit their planet for its atmosphere. They plan to steal some essential component out of it that will kill the NevShoos, because it will make their air unbreathable to them.”

	“Shit. That sucks.”

	“Yeah. And the Baladium is this, like…a fight club of thousands of planets. They all take part in the Baladium games and are honor bound to the rules of the Baladium. They’ve done it for hundreds of thousands of years, and the system works. Shit. I…it’s kinda hard to explain, but the word of the Baladium is final. If we win, the NevShoos are golden, and so are we. Winning this thing is huge, like winning a reality show singing contest and the Super Bowl at the same time. God, I wish you could be inside my head right now. This is so weird.” She tried to give Lacey a reassuring smile when the other woman stared at her in worry. “I’m okay. I’m just like…learning stuff while we’re standing here.”

	“I understand. I keep getting flashes of thoughts, but they’re not connected, and they only last a few seconds. When you explained that, I kept getting hints of the history behind your words.” She ran her hands through her short blonde curls. “Fuck, I wish I could stop remembering stuff, it fucking hurts. Am I making any sense?”

	“No, no, I understand.” Roxy groaned and rubbed her head. “My head is killing me.”

	Lacey wiped at her mouth with a grimace as drying blood smeared on her hand. “Hey, NevShoos, can we get something to wash up with? Some type of water or something? You know, to clean our bodies of our blood.”

	“And something for the pain? My head hurts like a bitch.”

	“Of course. We will expand your quarters and try to accommodate your needs. Once again, we apologize for injuring you. We do not wish for you to be unhappy. We are hoping for a partnership.”

	“It’s hardly a partnership when you own us,” Lacey pointed out.

	“We understand your anger, but if we had not purchased you, someone else would have. At least we offer you a chance to earn your freedom. This is more than most masters would offer.”

	Another voice chimed in. “It is the rules of the Baladium. The gladiators and their patrons win the prize. You will also have the protection of the Baladium and will be free to return to your home world. This is a great boon.”

	“I don’t give a shit about riches,” Lacey growled. “I want to go home.”

	There was a few moments of silence before the deeper voice responded, “If you win, the NevShoos pledge we will return you to Earth on our fastest ship with whatever riches you desire.”

	“I accept your pledge.” Lacey stood with a sigh, then helped Roxy to her feet. “But no more information melted into our brains, please.”

	“We will try to find a remedy, and soon. It is literally impossible to teach you all you need to know without the aid of a crystal implant. We will be contacting the slavers we purchased you from, and will demand working implants for you both.”

	“What kind of stuff do we need to learn? Maybe we can get a head start.”

	“Impossible,” the voice responded as one of the purple octopus looking things bobbled in the air. “There are over nine hundred thousands varieties of opponents you could potentially face. They will all be humanoids, with similar physical and psychic abilities, but that is where the similarities end. Some do not see, others see from every angle. Some do not hear well, while others can find you by the beat of your heart. Some have poison skin—”

	“Okay.” Roxy waved her hand to silence the creature. “We get it. There is no way we’d memorize all the needed facts in time.”

	“Until we can secure new implants, we are limited in what we can accomplish. We feel it would be best to allow you to rest and recover from your journey and growth cycle.”

	Roxy frowned. “Growth cycle?”

	“In order to strengthen you so you could survive in the Bel’Tan Galaxy, your former owners put you through a growth regime. Your physical bodies are larger, stronger than they once were. Old wounds have been healed and your bodies are now able to handle the rigors of the Bel’Tan Galaxy.”

	“But…I feel the same.”

	“We assure you, your forms have changed and increased in size.”

	Looking down at herself, Lacey muttered, “Fucking great.” 

	“Beyond this room, you will find your living quarters. We tried to make them comfortable and familiar to you with reproduced Earth artifacts. If there is anything you desire, verbally communicate with the computer. It will do its best to accommodate you.”

	“Uh, thanks?” Roxy exchanged a look with Lacey.

	“Real quick,” Lacey added, “How will we get ahold of you? After we eat and get cleaned up, I know I’ll have some questions.”

	“Simply say, ‘Computer, connect to NevShoo,’ and we will assist you however we can.”

	“But you’re not really here, are you? We’re on some kind of self-automated ship, right?”

	“Correct, you are on a ship orbiting the Baladium. As gladiators, you are heavily protected. Not even the Hive can reach you here.”

	“Who are the Hive?”

	Faint bits of information fired in Roxy’s brain, and she stiffened at the mental picture the NevShoo painted. The Hive was a female race of monsters in the Bel’Tan Galaxy. Uncaring, cold, psychic psychopaths, they slaughtered their way through planet after planet, leaving devastation in their wake. She picked up hints of an origin story—something about a genetic experiment gone wrong a long, long time ago on a planet called Kadothia—but mostly it was warnings. The Hive females were psychic assassins, unable to feel any emotion other than odd happiness when others were in pain. As a species, they worked together like a hive of insects, each supporting the greater good simply because it ensured their own survival. 

	Her mind seemed to short out as it processed the information, and she wiped anew at her bloody nose. “Shit, that hurt!”

	“We are sorry. We would disable the implant, but we are afraid we would do more harm than good at this point. We need someone experienced with the minds of an Earth female to tend to you.”

	A lower voice spoke up. “We will leave you alone to heal now. We have provided accommodations that should be similar to your Earth surroundings. Please, rest and rejuvenate. We will let you know as soon as help arrives.”

	“Thanks,” Lacey said in a dry voice.

	The images surrounded them melted away, and Roxy startled as a doorway appeared across the room. Feeling a bit hesitant, she had to force herself to follow Lacey, then almost ran into the other woman’s back as she started laughing. Unable to figure out what was so funny, she scooted past the other woman then froze in place as she took in the big room.

	“What the hell?” she breathed.

	“Dude, they are totally clueless about humans.”

	“This is weird.”

	“It’s like…it’s like we’re living in a hoarder’s warehouse.”

	“So weird,” she repeated as she walked over to creamy pink couch, running her hand over the pale lime fabric of its pillows. “Wow, this is soft.”

	“Don’t get your blood on it. I think I see a sink over this way.”

	Following Lacey through the maze of crap, they did indeed find a big silver garden-type sink. Thankfully, hot and cold water poured out, and they found something that seemed like soap to wash up. Grabbing a navy blue and white throw blanket she noticed draped over a photocopier, she dried her hands off. Her stomach growled and she spotted a fridge behind an enormous canopy bed.

	“I can’t wait to see what they have for us to eat.”

	“Let’s just hope it doesn’t poison us.”

	“Good point.”

	 

	They’d managed to group random pieces of furniture together until they had a sitting area with a giant tractor tire as a table of sorts. It took some trial and error, but with the computer’s help, they’d managed to make a meal. 

	Roxy released a tired sigh as she patted her belly. “I really hope it wasn’t poisoned, because that was the best General Tso’s chicken I’ve ever had.”

	“This strawberry salad is divine,” Lacey moaned around a forkful of the stuff.

	She kicked her legs up on the tire, her makeshift blanket in danger of falling off. It was actually an emerald green tablecloth, but it was warm and cozy. Lacey had lucked out in her scavenging and found a deep brown comforter. Both women were wrapped up despite the perfect room temperature. They’d lowered the lights, and turned on a couple floor lamps that worked, despite not being plugged in.

	Taking a healthy chug of her wine, Roxy sighed as the alcohol settled into her stomach. While logically she knew she wasn’t really drinking a real glass of a dry red, the computer had done an admirable job when it synthesized the taste. All the computer had to do was find the information about the Earth drink, and it could reproduce it. Kind of crazy, when she thought about it, so she tried not to.

	Setting aside her salad, Lacey leaned forward so her elbows rested on her knees. “I’m thinking the only way we’re going to regain our freedom is to win this bullshit contest.”

	“I think you’re right.” She stretched with a sigh. “Even if we managed to escape on our own, we don’t know enough about this Galaxy to not die instantly.”

	“Right. I mean, I know where we are, and about the planet where the contest is held and everything. But I also know I’m missing a lot. Like, how many planets are there? How many lifeforms? Are they all as fucking terrifying as the Hive?”

	 “I hope not. Those women are nightmares come to life, for sure.”

	They sat there in silence for a few minutes before Lacey whispered, “Sarge, we have to win this. I have to get back to my mom and my daughter.”

	Roxy’s heart sank. “You have a kid?”

	“Yeah, she’s with my mom right now. Her name is Jillian, but we call her Jilly. She’s six years old. Her sperm donor knocked me up when I was seventeen, then he denied she was his. Other than my mom, I’m all she’s got.” Lacey’s lower lip quivered. Her voice was thick as she whispered, “I have get back home, Sarg. We have to win.”

	“Not like we have much of a choice. It’s either fight and win, or become meat.”

	Lacey pushed her salad away with a forced laugh. “And there goes my appetite.”

	“Sorry.”

	Dashing a tear at the corner of her eye, Lacey said, “What about you? Family back home? A man?”

	Roxy found herself blinking back tears as she told Lacey about her parents, about how her brother was a pain and how her little sister just married two guys.

	“No way.” Lacey gaped at her.

	“Yes way.”

	“Damn, woman. Your family is way more interesting than mine.”

	Laughing, Roxy held up her hand. “I swear, my family is usually mind-numbingly boring. My mom and dad have a great marriage. They’re good people, and my older brother is a minister who married his high school sweetheart.”

	“That sounds really nice,” Lacey said with a small smile. “I’m glad you had that growing up.”

	“When I was a teenage shithead, I used to resent how ‘normal’ everyone else was. I didn’t know what a luxury it was to be bored. How fantastic it is to be able to walk down a street and not have to worry about my next step landing on a bomb.” Memories of her various combat missions raced through her mind, her past failures hitting her as she thought of all the friends she’d lost to war. “During my third combat mission, my unit got pinned down by enemy fire. It was a rescue mission of a political prisoner. Through plain-old bad luck, we found ourselves surrounded. I thought for sure we were about to die and all I could think about was how much I wished I got to spend just one more day back in my boring little hometown. Once you’ve experienced that, you know how blessed you are.”

	“That’s a good way of thinking about it.” Lacey, let out a shaky breath as she brushed away a tear. “Okay, you’re making me cry. I did enough of that earlier while you were sleeping. Tell me more about your sister and her hot husbands. You said they’re strippers?”

	“No, dancers. Like in Las Vegas. They’re part of some kind of reality show with fucking fine ass guys competing for a spot in some big casino production.”

	“No way.”

	“Yes way. They all hang out in this massive old farmhouse in my hometown. It’s like some kind of model bootcamp, getting the guys in shape for the show. They wanted privacy, so they picked the cornfields of Michigan. I’m telling you, the place is an eye candy buffet.”

	“Have you been there?”

	“Yeah.” Roxy winced as she thought about her first interaction with Rastar and Cormac. “When my sister ran off and got married, she failed to let us know. I thought she’d been abducted, so I went over there, fully prepared to kick some ass. See, Lorn—one of her husbands—was the last guy she’d been seen with. He was missing as well.”

	“So, you went in there with guns blazing, huh?”

	“Let’s just say I could’ve been nicer.” Thinking of her first meeting with Cormac and Raster, she let out a sigh. “Thankfully, they were very kind and patient with me.”

	“Ohhhh, I see that smile. You saw something you liked, didn’t you?”

	“I sure did.” Heat flashed through her, and she hoped she wasn’t blushing. 

	“Give me details!”

	Shaking her head, Roxy got up and headed over to the bed. “Welp, I’m beat. Time for bed!”

	“Awww, come on.”

	“Nope. We’ll just have to save that story for tomorrow.”

	With a huff, Lacey glared at her. “You’re no fun.”

	“Humans,” the flat-toned voice broke through the air. “We have been researching you.”

	Exchanging a glance with Lacey, Roxy then looked around the room. She felt strange talking to a disembodied voice. “Okay…”

	“Our knowledge increased, and we have grown more familiar with your culture. We fear we have caused you harm and would like to make reparations.”

	“Huh?”

	A platform filled with what looked and smelled like chocolates and roses slid out. “We offer proof of our remorse in the form of gifts to you.”

	Blinking at Lacey, she slowly walked over to the platform and picked up a red rose. Lifting it to her nose, she took a deep sniff, the familiar smell taking her back to her mother’s rose garden. She’d spent many, many hours during the summer weeding her mom’s beloved plants, and the scent instantly made her homesick.

	“Thank you.”

	“If you’re really sorry,” Lacey said with a soft laugh, “you’ll give us whisky.”

	“We are afraid we do not know what that is.”

	“I’m just kidding,” Lacey said. 

	“Your humor is odd,” the voice said with no inflection. “We are still trying to understand what Earthlings find amusing, but we find it difficult to comprehend.”

	“Don’t worry about it.” Lacey yawned. 

	“You are tired. Please, rest. We will give you the privacy Earthlings crave. We will talk more once you have revived.”

	“Uh, thanks again,” Roxy said as she ate a surprisingly good chocolate.

	She assumed they left, so she raised a brow as Lacey picked up a teal blue rose. The other woman gave it a sniff as she looked at Roxy. “You wanna know something sad? This is probably the most romantic gift I’ve ever gotten, and it’s from floating octopuses.”

	Laughing, Roxy made her way through the maze of random objects to the bed, eating another chocolate on her way. “No way.”

	“Yes way.”

	“What about your baby’s daddy? He never got you anything?” The instant hurt on Lacey’s face made her stop short of the bed. “What? Did I say something wrong?”

	The pain wiped off her face, replaced by the hard mask of a professional soldier. “Nah. It’s nothing.”

	She’d obviously hurt the other woman, so she tried to lighten the mood. “I hope this bed actually is a bed, not some weird alien box that’s going to eat me or some shit.”

	Lacey gave her a small smile. “Great, now I’m never going to be able to sleep on that thing.”

	Hoping on the bed, Roxy fluffed the pillows and reclined on the surprisingly comfortable mattress. “Hmmm, this is nice. So far, no teeth or anything like that.”

	Since the bed was large enough to fit six grown adults, Roxy barely noticed when Lacey hopped up on the other side. She wiggled beneath the covers then groaned. “Might be a good idea to get some shut eye while we can.”

	With her eyes already closing, she said, “Computer, turn down the lights seventy-five percent.”

	After a few minutes of silence, Lacey whispered, “I was a bet.”

	“What?”

	“Greg, Jillian’s father, only went out with me to win a bet. I was on the football team in high school, and I was damn good. Greg was on it as well, the quarterback, and a bunch of his buddies made a betting pool about him fucking me.” The bitterness, the pain in Lacey’s voice made Roxy’s stomach churn. “I thought they were my friends, my teammates. But behind my back, they called Ten Ton Tyler and a bunch of other really shitty stuff. Stupid me, I thought Greg really liked me. I gave him my virginity after we went to homecoming together. He broke up with me the next day, and I soon heard about the bet.”

	“Oh, Lacey, that’s so fucked up,” Roxy whispered into the darkness.

	“When I discovered I was pregnant, he wanted nothing to do with me. He denied it was his, then said I must have given him a date rape drug, because he didn’t remember that night. It was humiliating. Only good thing that came out of it was he signed away all parental rights, so after I enlisted, I moved so I’d never have to see him again.”

	Reaching out, Roxy grabbed her hand and held it tight. “When we get back home, I’m going to kick his ass.”

	“Thanks, Sarge.”

	“You can call me Roxy.”

	“Nah, that feels weird.” Lacey yawned. “Fuck, I’m beat.”

	Roxy chuckled, “Me too. Night.”

	“Maybe we’ll wake up, and this’ll all have been a dream,” Lacey muttered sleepily.

	“Maybe.”

	The lighting dimmed, and she allowed her body to relax. Sleep was another luxury she’d learned to appreciate. The silence was so complete, she was aware of the beating of her heart and how the blood rushed through her veins. As she relaxed, her mind drifted, the blessed relief of her thoughts going silent. A warmth brushed her as she hovered between waking and dreaming, followed quickly by another soothing glow. 

	Without conscious thought, she reached out, searching for the source of the wonderful feeling.

	The connection was so faint, like the scent of a rose captured by the breeze. Still, she strained to get closer, to reach them. Yes, them. She could feel their masculine energy, and her heart thrummed with excitement. But, instead of coming closer, they remained out of reach. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make a solid connection. In her sleep, Roxy wept.

	 


Chapter 10

	Nosa

	 

	 

	Roxy let out a cry of happiness as Nosa entered the unfamiliar and strange room. Filled with a random assortment of Earth items, whoever decorated this place scattered everything about in no particular pattern. To his right, a fish tank sat, filled with what looked like rice. Straight ahead, a pile of rubber bands spilled over the side of a cardboard box. The room flickered for a moment, then shook again, as if the lights dimmed then strobed even brighter than before. 

	“Rastar? Is that you?”

	The moment he heard her voice, her presence slammed into him like a wrecking ball. Spinning around, he had a moment to brace himself before Roxy threw herself into his arms. Their souls connected, merging as she began to cry.

	“Roxy,” he whispered as he held her tight. “My alyah.”

	She hugged him so hard, his ribs protested. As he buried his face in her hair, he frowned. Her scent was faint, muted and weak. He didn’t like it, so he growled as he rubbed his nose against her neck. The smooth skin there warmed beneath his touch. 

	“I missed you so much,” she said with a needy moan. 

	Distantly, he realized he was forgetting something important, but he pushed the thought away, greedy to focus on his bride. Her hunger, her yearning for comfort and relief, they all awoke his drive to provide for his beloved. Instincts as old as time flared to life as the primal side of his nature grew stronger. Licking over her racing pulse, he groaned as her pleasure flowed through him. She was starved for his touch as much he was for hers, and he lost himself in her.

	With a low, long sigh, another familiar presence joined them. Cormac appeared to Nosa with his chest bare and his sleeping pants tented. His passion only made Nosa burn even hotter.

	 “I could feel your need.” He reached out, so Nosa passed Roxy into Cormac’s waiting arms.

	The sight of Cormac kissing their bride went right to Nosa’s cock. He groaned as he ground his shaft into Roxy’s tight backside. Instantly, she rubbed back against him. She reached behind and grasped his aching dick, squeezing him tight as she made a pleased murmur. 

	“You’re both hung like porn stars,” she said, her words a soft whimper as Cormac returned to licking her sensitive neck. 

	“Is this bad?” He ran a hand through Cormac’s loose hair then fisted it.

	“No.” Her hand worked him harder, driving him wild. “So good. I can…I can feel you. I can feel how horny you are, and how much you want to fuck me. Both of you. Shit. I think I’m going to cum just from this.”

	He wanted to tell her they could make her orgasm without even touching her, but as the first blissful waves of her release struck he was pulled under. Cormac managed a startled grunt before he, too, became captured by Roxy’s pleasure. He’d never felt anything like the waves of her feminine release before, so different from the hard, almost painful climax that males experienced.

	Her spirit twined around his like liquid fire, and the taste of her psychic signature flamed like the spiced heat of candied burning pears.

	With a roar, he bucked his hips into her hand and his climax shook him with its strength. Cormac snarled as his body jerked when he joined them in their bliss. Roxy came again, and he clenched his teeth as his body tried to spill but only managed to give a little more seed, until he had nothing left. The pain is delicious. He realized the thought came from Cormac, because the bond between the three of them grew stronger. Roxy must have heard his thought, too, because she bit his throat roughly, hard enough to give Cormac more of the sharp sensations he craved. 

	Nosa’s knees grew weak as he tried to process all the sensual bombardments that drowned him in their warmth.

	His thoughts became disjointed, his mind drifted, as darkness overwhelmed him.

	Waking up with a start, he grabbed his blood brother’s shoulder and shook him hard. “Cormac!”

	Immediate relief flowed through their bond as Cormac grasped his shoulder. “I dreamed of her.”

	“I believe we both did.”

	“I—”

	An emergency chime on his communication link blared over Cormac’s words—a frantic message from Gwarnon.

	He commanded the message to play and saw the image of Gwarnon as he ran down some hallway.

	“I found your Matriarch. She was sold and is going to fight for the NevShoos in the Baladium. I will rescue her.”

	Cormac started to speak, but Nosa held up his hand for silence. “We are coming with you.”

	“You will not get here in time. We must leave as soon as possible. The longer we wait, the greater the chance the women will be harmed.”

	“Women?”

	“I do not have time to discuss this now. The Baladium is in a part of the galaxy where Kadothia’s reach is weak at best. We have no hope of rescuing Lady Roxy and the other human female by force. I must infiltrate it in disguise.”

	“What other human female?” Cormac asked.

	“We only know that her name is Lacey and that she is also from Earth. According to the Baladium’s bookmaker profile, Lady Roxy and Lacey are described as highly trained warriors with impenetrable mental shields. The betting on them is fierce, and many planets stacked their points on the Earth women winning. If we attempt any rescue, we will be annihilated. I have a plan, but there is much risk involved.”

	 “We are coming with you.”

	“As long as you realize this might be a suicide mission, I have no objections. But I will not wait. As soon as I receive the specially made crystal implants for Lady Roxy and the other female, I am leaving. The implants the NevShoos used on the women are faulty. The NevShoos run the risk of frying the female’s minds if they are not careful. I must leave before they lose patience and try training Roxy and Lacey for the match with the defective implants.” 

	“Why are you helping us?” Cormac demanded. “You are going to a great amount of risk to do this.”

	Gwarnon growled something before he explained. “Finding my Matriarch depends on Lady Roxy establishing her Court on Kadothia. My blood brother saw us dancing with our Matriarch at your Harvest Festival. He could not see her face, but he knows it was a vision of the future—different from a true dream. You were there, with Lady Roxy, dancing next to us. If my blood brother’s vision is to come true, we must rescue Lady Roxy.”

	The communication link ended, and they threw on their uniforms with great haste. Their mutual fear filled their bond. They were dressed and moving in less than eight seconds, shouting out orders on their psychic links to arrange for travel. While the journey only took an hour, it felt like an eternity. As they traveled, Cormac and Nosa contacted the leaders of their Territory, relaying their instructions should they not return from their dangerous mission. 

	The moment they hit the deck of the massive transport station, they contacted Gwarnon.

	His voice came out tight with stress as he barked, “Are you here?”

	“Yes, where are you?”

	“Bay Km3829.”

	“On our way.”

	“Hurry.”

	By the time they reached the bay, the connecting ramp vibrated as the powerful engines cycled up.

	They managed to gain entry right before the doors slammed shut behind them. Two unfamiliar Kadothian Warriors helped them secure their seats at the back of the sleek ship. As he looked around, Nosa frowned, taking in the structural details of the vessel.

	After they cleared the initial jump into hyperdrive, he asked, “Is this…is this a smugglers’ ship?”

	A Healer with long chestnut brown hair sitting across from them gave Nosa a blank look. “Possibly.”

	“Why are we in a smuggler’s ship?”

	“Because,” Gwarnon’s voice came from his crystal implant, “Lady Roxy’s captors are expecting smugglers. We show up in a Kadothian warship and they will blow us up long before we reach our destination. I need to convince them to let us stay to help the females.”

	“Good point.” Cormac sighed. “Do you have a plan?”

	“Yes, but you will not like it.”

	“This does not surprise me.” Cormac released his safety gear and stood, waiting for Nosa to join him.

	“Come join me on the bridge, and I will give you the details. We have a few hours to prepare.”

	It didn’t take them long to reach the oblong space which housed the command center of the ship. The powerful craft was built for speed, and the small bridge reflected that. A few men moved about, but all paused in their work to acknowledge Nosa and Cormac. The response wasn’t exactly welcoming, but they were strangers among what appeared to be a tight-knit group of Warriors and a few civilians of various species. 

	A circular silver table sat at the back of the room with a holographic display in front of it. Gwarnon, dressed in a pair of shiny red pants a gleaming white jacket, looked like a typical smuggler prince. He wore his hair loose, but had changed the color to a solid white. The contrast of his dark blue gaze was startling beneath the white arches of his brows.

	Staring at a list of what appeared to be names, Gwarnon gestured them closer.

	“Have a seat.”

	“What is that?”

	“This is a list of potential adversaries the women will have to face.”

	Cormac leaned closer, his gaze scanning the contestants and their stats. “Why are you researching them?”

	“I fear the only way we are going to get the females safely home is to help them win the Baladium. Rescuing them is next to impossible. There are too many warships surrounding Baladium, all here for the show. We would be annihilated. Besides, this is a top-secret mission. We are not here on any official capacity, at least not publicly. As you know, all Kadothian males are strictly forbidden from fighting in the Baladium. Commander Trenzent, Lord Rell, and even Lady Elise are helping us behind the scenes, but they cannot openly interfere.”

	“So, we are still basically on our own.” Cormac’s nostrils flared as he blew out a frustrated breath. “I do not want Roxy fighting in the Baladium! There must be another way.”

	“There is no other viable scenario.” Gwarnon gripped his hair tight, tugging at the roots. “I have gone over different situations hundreds of thousands of times, and I cannot find another way. I am a strategist, trained in how to weigh odds and predict future behavior patterns, yet this is the best I can come up with. I have factored in everything, including your bride’s protective heart. I am sure she learned why the NevShoos bought her, and why they want her to fight. Knowing an entire planet is relying on her for their very existence will trigger her need to protect. Lady Roxy is very much a Warrior, and she will do as her honor demands.”

	“There must be—”

	“There is no other way,” Gwarnon shouted. “You waste precious time we do not have. The NevShoo will never release the females to us. No amount of wealth we can offer them is worth the wrath of the Baladium. The best we can hope for is that they may allow us to help the women prepare as much as we can. It is to our mutual benefit if they win, so I believe the NevShoo will welcome our aid.”

	While Nosa wanted to leap across the table and insist they rescue the women, he managed to regain control of himself. As much as Nosa hated it, Gwarnon’s words were true. Though the thought of his alyah being in danger made him sick, the women had to win. There was no other choice. With every passing second, the feeling of Roxy’s psychic presence grew stronger, fueling his need to have her safely in his arms once again. 

	“Please.” He motioned to Gwarnon’s holographic display. “Share your plan with us.”

	Some of the stiffness left Gwarnon’s face as he gestured to the display, changing the image. “I have a series of inoculations, injections, and boosters for both women. We will make them faster, stronger, and saturate them with healing nanobots. Basically, we will give them the full regime all Warriors receive, but tailored for their specific genetics. We will do everything we can to make sure they are as strong as possible.”

	“What do you need us to do?”

	“I need you to convince the NevShoos to let you begin the transition. After she transitions, Roxy will be able to have full use of her crystal implant. Without the changes wrought by your blood, her mind will be unable to handle even a sliver of the power of the crystal implant. Plus your bond will make her stronger, not to mention hopefully awaken some psychic surprises. Perhaps the Lord of Light will shine upon us, and she will develop an offensive mental weapon.”

	Cormac exchanged a worried glance with Nosa. “The transition can take up to four days. We only have five at the most before their first match.”

	“I realize this, but I hope for a quick transition. Some patterns suggest the more time a potential Matriarch spends with her mates before their first kiss, the faster the transition.”

	“But we cannot be near her while she transitions,” Cormac growled. “Our protective instincts will be too much. We will be a danger to everyone.”

	“Myself and my men will guard her with our lives. I swear it.” 

	Nosa inclined his head in Gwarnon’s direction, knowing he spoke the truth. “Thank you.”

	A chime rang out, and sudden activity stirred among the men on the bridge. “We have arrived.”

	“We need disguises.”

	“No, you will remain here, on the ship.”

	“But—”

	“They will only allow one person inside to attend to the females. The NevShoos are very reluctant to have any Kadothian male loose among their people after the disaster of Eosho.”

	All three men grimaced, and a bolt of shame lanced through Nosa’s heart, mixing with guilt and no small amount of fear. The NevShoos’ home planet was far, far away from Kadothia and very close to Hive territory. For generations the Kadothians had managed to keep the peaceful NevShoos safe from the Hive, but as the Warriors began to vastly outnumber the Matriarchs, bonds got weaker and weaker. One of those bonds was strained too far, and a Warrior assigned to protect the NevShoos City of Eosho was lost to the madness. When his bond broke, he slaughtered almost an entire city before he was put down.

	The NevShoos had severed formal diplomatic ties with Kadothia after that incident.

	Inwardly, Nosa groaned. Dealing with the NevShoos, gaining their trust, would be difficult at best. While they were the Lord of Life’s children and shared the same life spark as all his creations, the NevShoos evolved on a gravity light planet. Their bodies and their culture were vastly different from the Kadothians, so he worried that they would not understand the mating bond. Or even sexualized love. The NevShoos were an asexual species who reproduced on their own. Having no mates, could they sympathize with Nosa and Cormac’s love for their Matriarch?

	“Sir,” one of Gwarnon’s men said in a melodic rasp. “They are ready for you.”

	A Healer he’d spoken with earlier, one with long brown hair and chiseled features, strode up to them. He had pale skin and brown eyes flecked with green and gold. While he was unfamiliar to Nosa, his psychic signature held a hint of something similar to Roxy’s mental presence. When Nosa tried to get a better sense of the Matriarch’s signature, he encountered an impenetrable wall. It was the same wall all Earth Matriarch’s possessed, so he wondered who the Healer’s Matriarch might be.

	Handing a small box to Gwarnon, the Healer said, “Here are the implants. I did the best I could, but they should work. Female human minds are resistant to our technology until they have been changed by a Kadothian male. Once they have transitioned, it is much easier, but many still request alternative forms of learning. If too much data is forced at once, it can burn out portions of their brains.”

	“Are you sure these are safe?” Cormac gestured to the box in Gwarnon’s hands.

	The deeper green tones of the Healer’s armor flashed as he turned, and his shoulders firmed when he met Nosa’s hard gaze. “I worked extensively with my Matriarch, Lady Casey Westfall, on improving the crystals ability to function with the human mind. I can assure you, Lady Westfall would never endanger her sister’s life by sending an implant she was unsure of. Lord Lorn and Lord Nast oversaw my work as well. I have done my utmost to make the process as painless as possible.”

	Mollified, Nosa let out a small huff of relief. “Thank you.”

	The man gave Gwarnon a tight embrace which made Nosa curious as to the nature of their relationship. 

	Was this Gwarnon’s mysterious blood brother?

	“Lord of Life be with you.”

	Together, they watched Gwarnon depart. The Kadothian paused only long enough to put on an obnoxious, bright red flowing cape of grazer lizard skin. Lifting his chin to an arrogant level, he quickly left the command center.

	Instead of returning to their own quarters, they sat down with the Healer.

	“My name is Chel, I am in service to Lady Casey Westfall.” The man offered them a small smile. “My Lady wished me to ‘give you both a hug for her,’ but I shall refrain and pass on her well wishes instead. She is quite irritated because she is being forced to stay on Kadothia while we rescue her sister. By irritated, I mean she has already tried to get off planet twice without her mates knowing.”

	Nosa relaxed and held out his hand. He clasped the other man’s in the greeting used between friends. “An honor to meet you.”

	Cormac did the same, adding, “Lady Casey has made amazing progress as a Matriarch. You must be very proud.” 

	Before he could respond, Chel froze, his hazel eyes going wide. His jaw slowly fell open, a visible shudder ripping through is body, and his pupils pulsed slightly before a gasp tore from his lungs. As he closed his eyes, he whispered a prayer of thanks so fast Nosa almost missed it.

	“Are you okay?” Cormac reached across the table the same time as Nosa, steadying the other man.

	Animation returned to his shocked expression as he said, “We have a problem. Gwarnon is my blood brother, and he just met our mate.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 11

	Roxy

	 

	 

	Roxy stood as a door slid open out of nowhere from across the room. A stunningly handsome man in a very odd outfit strode into the room. They’d been awakened a few minutes ago with the announcement that the male who would fix their crystal implants arrived. He had long, flowing white hair and dressed like a stripper version of a pirate. His white jacket hung open, exposing a broad expanse of tanned skin, and his red pants were painted onto his muscular body. Over that, he’d slung a crimson red cape which contrasted nicely with his flowing white hair. All he needed to complete his pirate costume was an eyepatch and a dashing hat with a plume. 

	Even though she knew he was an alien, he looked human enough—especially in comparison to the NevShoos—which gave her an immense sense of relief.

	“What the hell…?” Lacey whispered.

	“I have no idea,” Roxy murmured back.

	He frowned at a wrought iron lamp post next to a popcorn maker in their strange room, then made his way through the maze of objects toward them. 

	As he grew closer, he began to slow, then he halted all together.

	His gaze had been focused on the cluttered floor, but now he stared right at them. Then his firm lips parted, and he took in a deep breath before releasing it with what could only be described as an animalistic growl. The fine hairs on her arms stood on end as the sound vibrated through her.

	Okay, so maybe he isn’t exactly human.

	Roxy gasped as his teeth freaking lengthened like a lion’s while he stared at them.

	No—while he stared at Lacey.

	“Dude,” Lacey whispered. “Is he a vampire?”

	A visible shudder ran down the man’s impressive body, then he threw his head back and roared.

	“Oh shit.”

	Together, they started to back away from him, but froze when he started moving towards them again with a determined stride.

	“Uh, NevShoos, we have a problem!” Roxy yelled.

	Right away, the mechanical voice responded, “We are aware of the issue, but you are not in danger.”

	“Really? Because it sure looks like we are.” Lacey grabbed a nearby baseball bat and held it defensively.

	“You are in no danger. A Kadothian male would sooner slit his own throat than harm his mate. We are in communications. Be calm, Earthlings.”

	They exchanged a puzzled look as Roxy said, “Did she say mate?”

	“My mate,” a throaty, almost growling male voice clarified from right next to them.

	Lacey yelled and kicked, but the man jumped back impossibly fast. His toothy smile gleamed as his dark blue eyes sparkled. “Impressive.”

	Roxy held out her hand as Lacey got ready to attack the alien guy. “What the hell is going on?”

	The strange man went to his knees before a very shocked Lacey. “I have searched for you for centuries, fearing that you were dead. Forgive me for ever doubting your existence, my bride.”

	Lacey’s blonde brows rose to her hairline as she stared down at the man in shock. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

	The man frowned and started to reply, then shook his head. Roxy watched in confusion as various expressions passed over his face, before his dark eyes became distant and unfocused. A couple of times he seemed to murmur something, but she couldn’t make it out.

	Lacey leaned closer to Roxy and whispered, “Is he okay?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Abruptly, the man’s gaze cleared. He stared intently at Lacey, all but ignoring Roxy. “Forgive me for my lack of manners. I am unused to being around someone without a crystal implant. I have been negotiating with the NevShoo.”

	“Okay…?” Lacey drawled out.

	“We were communicating telepathically.”

	“You can talk to them telepathically?”

	“Yes. My race, through both nature and technology, can communicate mind to mind. The vast majority of the sentient beings in the Bel’Tan Galaxy can. I was stating my case to the NevShoos.”

	“Stating what case?” Lacey asked, obvious distrust resonating in her every word.

	“I told them, in the quickest and clearest manner possible, that the crystal implants currently connected to your mind are dangerous to unbonded Earth females. How, if they are used too much, they can permanently damage your mind. I would rather die than have anything harm you, my bride.”

	“Excuse me,” Lacey said, “but who the hell are you?”

	He bowed his head. “My name is Gwarnon Felushi of House Tricell, Warrior of the Kadothian Empire.”

	Roxy exchanged a startled look with Lacey. “Uh, nice to meet you?”

	“Please…” He placed one hand to the floor in a closed fist. “Will you share your name with me?”

	Taking a step back, Lacey said, “I’m Lacey Tyler, Specialist with the United States Army.”

	“Lacey Tyler,” he repeated with obvious relish and a slight accent. “Your name is as beautiful as you are.”

	Instantly, Lacey’s shoulders jerked back before she moved even further away. 

	Roxy cleared her throat. “Roxy Westfall, Staff Sergeant with the United States Army.”

	 Gwarnon barely looked away from Lacey. “It is an honor to meet you, Lady Westfall.”

	Before she could respond, the NevShoo said, “We accept your proposition.”

	“What proposition?” Lacey crossed her arms. “We didn’t propose anything.”

	“I did,” Gwarnon said. “I have a plan to help you win the Baladium. With the crystal implants—”

	“Yeah, no thanks.” Roxy leaned against an empty bookshelf and crossed her arms. “I’m not big on my brain melting.”

	“I am not being clear,” Gwarnon said. “I have a way to enable your minds to be able to use a crystal implant without issue. All of the Earth Matriarchs have them and none have been harmed. It is only when you are purely human that there is a risk.”

	“Wait,” Lacey licked her lips then swallowed. “Earth Matriarchs? You’re going to make us not purely human?”

	He stood and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “If you give me permission, myself and my blood brother would be honored to initiate your transition.”

	“What about Roxy?”

	He finally tore his attention away from Lacey and turned his dark eyes on Roxy. “Her bondmates will attend to her needs.”

	“My bondmates?”

	“Cormac and Nosa…or as you call him, Rastar.”

	“Rastar? Wait…what?” Her stomach fell to her feet, and she shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

	Lacey came closer. Her gaze darted between Roxy and Gwarnon. “Wait, Cormac and Nosa—aren’t those the guys that you were dating back on Earth?”

	“Roxy,” a familiar voice said from behind her. 

	She felt like crying out with relief and screaming with fury. Spinning on her heel, Roxy came face to face with both Rastar and Cormac, both of whom looked way different than she remembered.

	Physically, they appeared almost the same, but they wore crazy black, form-fitting armor. It highlighted the muscled perfection of their bodies, but she noticed they each wore small bars of color on the shoulders. Rastar’s normally flat black skin gleamed with purple and blue highlights, and his eyes shined a golden yellow color normally only seen on cats.

	Also, he had pointed ears…like an elf.

	Cormac more resembled the man she’d come to know, but his hair also held different gleams of gold and amber, scattered through the light brown strands like tinsel. His eyes were a little different as well, more of a pale green than she remembered. All she wanted to do was throw herself at them, weird armor or not, but she forced herself to keep them at arm’s length.

	“What the fuck is going on?” she snarled.

	“We wish you the blessings of the Lord of Life,” the NevShoos said. “We will leave you in privacy for your courtship. You have five galactic days to make the transition, or we will be forced to seek alternative methods for their training.”

	“Understood.” Gwarnon bowed to Lacey. “If you will come with me, alyah, there is someone I want you to meet.”

	“Hell no.” Lacey shot Roxy a clearly freaked out look. “No way, I’m staying with Roxy.”

	Roxy wanted to reassure the other woman, but she grew angrier by the second. She’d began to piece together the situation with her rather limited understanding. “This whole time—this whole damn time—you’ve lied to me! You’re fucking aliens! I can’t believe you’re fucking aliens, and you didn’t tell me! God, I almost had a threesome with ET!”

	“On second thought,” Lacey said as she moved next to Gwarnon, “Let’s give them some privacy.”

	 


Chapter 12

	Roxy

	 

	 

	Rastar grabbed her arm and dragged her after him as they left the room. He led her down a long hallway toward a deep brownish black door.

	“Let go of me!”

	“Never,” Cormac growled from behind her. 

	“You lied to me! You’re freaking aliens!”

	“We had to.” Rastar looked over his shoulder, his lips tight with anger. “According to the Galactic Protocols, once a new sentient world is discovered, we cannot reveal the truth of our existence to them. Especially on a world like your own, which lies on the other side of a wormhole.”

	A flash of pain went through her mind, then the information on what a wormhole was, and how it functioned, became a part of her consciousness. “Fuck, that hurts.”

	Rastar scooped her up into his arms, even though she beat at his broad, armor-covered chest. “Put me down!”

	“We must remove the faulty implant before it does any more harm.”

	“I don’t want you touching me,” she nearly whimpered, but her mind still rang with the onslaught of new information.

	“Forgive me, alyah.”

	Alyah. The word resonated through her mind, and she flinched, knowing the pain was coming. 

	Sure enough, another lightning bolt of information struck her already sensitive mind, a download of information from her crystal implant to her brain. The word meant ‘eternal beloved’ in the Kadothian language. A Kadothian Warrior only called one person by that title—the woman who was the other half of his soul. More scattered information hit her, fragments she had a hard time understanding.

	“Her nose is bleeding,” Cormac hissed. “We have to get that thing out of her, now.” 

	Rastar began to run, so she clutched his shoulders as he sprinted with inhuman speed. The world actually blurred as they ran, and her stomach churned with motion sickness. Closing her eyes, she focused on not throwing up her alien breakfast all over Rastar. 

	When they finally stopped, she swallowed back bile while Rastar put her down in a smooth green chair with a high back. The seat instantly conformed to her body, but her stomach continued to churn. With a low groan, she leaned forward and placed her head between her legs.

	“What is wrong?” Cormac sked as he knelt next to her. He gave her lower back a gentle pat. “Are you injured?”

	“No, you guys just run really fast.”

	“Forgive me, alyah. I forget the limitations of your human body.”

	Rastar joined Cormac on his knees, both of them close enough to kiss.

	Wait, no. No kissing. Even if her hormones started to flare to life while her nipples were hard enough to cut glass. No kissing.

	“Want to fill me in on what the hell is going on?”

	“After we remove the implant.”

	“How—?”

	Cormac held up a small black disc as big as a quarter. “With this.”

	He slipped it behind her ear, rubbed for two seconds, then stood back. “Better?”

	“I have no idea.”

	“Can you tell me about the Malathion race?”

	“Uh—no.”

	“It is gone,” Rastar confirmed.

	“I swear, if you don’t start explaining shit to me, I’m going to beat the snot out of you both.”

	The corner of Rastar’s mouth twitched. “Understood. We are from a planet called Kadothia, which is in the Bel’Tan Galaxy.”

	She frowned and recalled the information about Kadothia without any pain. “I know what that is.”

	“Good. We hoped some of the information managed to assimilate into your mind. According to the NevShoo, your blood shows anomalies that indicate you have been exposed to Kadothian DNA. It allowed your implant to function better.”

	“I’m sorry, I’m don’t understand any of this.”

	Rastar held her gaze with his golden eyes. “When a Kadothian male finds his mate, his essence will alter the female on a genetic level, so she is able to mate with him. It allows her to become Kadothian herself.”

	Cormac used his thumb to smooth the puzzled frown lines from her face. “All those times we touched you? They started a chain reaction in your body. Not as much as a true transformation, but enough to alter you in subtle ways.”

	“You infected me?”

	“That is one way to look at it,” Rastar muttered. 

	“But why would you do that to me?”

	“Because you are our bondmate,” Cormac answered with so much emotion, she blinked. “You are the woman we were born to be with, the keeper of our hearts, our souls, and our sanity.”

	The word whispered through her mind, and she got a hint of information.

	She gasped. “There are no females born on your world. Only males…because of the Hive. Holy shit, the Hive are your women.”

	“They are not,” Cormac hissed. His was offense so strong, she felt it as if it were her own.

	“Sorry, sorry.” She caught Cormac’s hand in her own. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I’m, like…remembering stuff I never knew. All of the sudden, I remembered how your planet had a crazy civil war a long time ago. How someone fucked around with the DNA of your females to try and turn them into weapons. It worked all too well, and you kicked them out. Then they became the Hive, so now you have to find women you can bond with…but you can only bond with one special woman. Your bondmate…wait, you think I’m your bondmate?”

	“Without a doubt,” Rastar replied in a soft, sensual purr. 

	“How is that even possible?”

	“It’s the will of the Lord of Life.”

	More new memories bombarded her. She said in a faint voice, “He’s the Creator deity of your planet.”

	“Of all planets, but he goes by many different names and forms.”

	“Huh,” was the best she could manage as information about a galactic-wide religion filled her mind. “And you believe he made me for you?”

	“We know we were made to be together.”

	“How?”

	“Because the moment we stepped through the wormhole that links our worlds, we felt you.”

	“And, before that,” Cormac added. “We true dreamed of you.”

	“True dreams…” She stared into the distance for a minute as she absorbed the information. “Yeah. I think I had one about you as well. Right after the wormhole opened. I don’t remember much, but I remember you. And I remember Rastar’s pointy ears, and thinking he looked like an—”

	“Elf,” Rastar said with a grimace. “Though I prefer to believe you thought of the warrior elves from your stories, not the ones that serve Santa Claus, or make cookies in a treehouse.”

	Grinning, she rubbed her thumb gently over the silver hoops adorning his ears. “No, definitely not one of Santa’s little helpers.”

	Rastar reached out to caress her cheek, his touch so soft and gentle, her heart gave a hard thump. Emotions like she’d never felt teased at her mind, and she somehow mentally opened herself to them. Cormac and Rastar sighed in tandem, their happiness at connecting with her washed over her. She gave a sigh of her own and found herself leaning into them, wanting—no, craving—their touch.

	“I can feel your ache,” Cormac whispered as he kissed her neck. “How much you need us.”

	“It’s those crazy alien hormones you guys have.” She arched back, offering him better access. “I can’t help it.”

	“No, you cannot help yourself, because we are meant to be together. Your body recognizes its mates. It knows we were born to satisfy you.”

	Rastar began to gently thumb her nipple, and she nearly had an orgasm. “Shit!”

	Laughing softly, Cormac scraped his teeth along the column of her sensitive neck. “Don’t hold back, alyah. Let us give you pleasure.”

	“No,” she whimpered as Rastar began to play with both of her tight nipples. “We need to talk.”

	“We need to fuck,” Cormac growled, and her clit jumped in response.

	It took every bit of her willpower, but she managed to pull back enough to sit with the men still bracketing her.

	“No, seriously. As much as I’d love to jump your bones, we’ve got some heavy shit to deal with. We should be figuring out how to escape, not fucking.”

	“Escape is impossible,” Rastar replied, the frustration audible in his deep voice. “You have to fight, and you have to win. Not only for the sake of the NevShoo, who will face certain annihilation without the protection of a win, but for ours as well as every man on this ship. If you lose, I doubt we will make it out of here alive. I am sure the Hive has heard of our arrival. Finding a small contingent of Kadothian males, unprotected in what amounts to enemy Territory…well—we will not make it home if you do not win.” 

	“But with the protection of the Baladium behind you, even the Hive would find the risk too great.”

	Roxy couldn’t stop touching the men as she asked, “The NevShoo…their planet used to be allied with Kadothia. What happened?”

	“Do you know anything about the madness that afflicts all Kadothian males?”

	They pulled away from her slightly, but she could still feel an underlying sense of fear coming from them. “I—-not really. I don’t think my old implant gave me that information. I’m not getting any of those weird flashes.”

	“Kadothian males need the psychic bond of a mate, or they will slowly go mad,” Cormac explained in a toneless voice as a muscle twitched in his neck. “We will slowly lose our mind, lose ourselves, and become trapped in a body that is no longer our own. Everything that makes us who we are is lost, and we become an enraged beast. This is—unfortunately, was what happened on Eosho, one of the NevShoos major cities.”

	“We had a diplomatic group of Warriors stationed in one of the NevShoos major cities. One of the Warriors bond to his Matriarch broke when she died unexpectedly back on Kadothia. In the resulting madness he slaughtered tens of thousands of innocent NevShoos.”

	“That’s terrible. How did his Matriarch die?”

	“Transport accident. Just one of those random, tragic accidents that happen unexpectedly. The vast majority of Matriarchs die due to old age. In those cases, a Matriarch will pass the bonds she holds, except for her bondmates, onto other Matriarchs before her life cycle ends.”

	“Wait, what exactly is a Matriarch? I know they rule Kadothia, and that they’re all from different planets, but not much else.”

	“A Matriarch is a bonded Kadothian female we swear allegiance to. The moment she goes through the transition, she relinquishes all ties to her former home and becomes Kadothian. Once she is a Matriarch, she has not only her primary bond with her bondmates—”

	“Her husbands,” Cormac interrupted.

	“But,” Rastar continued as if Cormac had never spoken, “she also has secondary bonds with those Warriors she chooses to take on as members of her Court. The Warriors she shares her bond with gain the protection of her mind. It…inoculates us against the Hive. Gives us the ability to fight them without fearing their mental strength.”

	“And it holds the madness at bay.” Distress came through their bond, and she gave his shoulder a comforting rub. “Or. at least you hope the bond will be strong enough to protect you.”

	“I thought that once you were bonded you were safe.”

	“Yes and no. Most Matriarchs of the Bel’Tan Galaxy can hold fifty to sixty bonds at the most. Anything beyond that, and her power is stretched too thin. It tears like a wet tissue at the first blow. Because of this, Matriarchs must be very careful as to whom they bond. For Kadothian males, having a bond is literally a matter of life and death. Competition for such positions is fierce. Many unscrupulous Matriarchs use the promise of a bond to extort money and power from desperate Warriors.” 

	“That’s such bullshit. Why doesn’t someone do something? It seems so unfair.”

	Rastar released a low growl, and the sound reverberated through his chest, then he rubbed his cheek against her hand like a cat seeking affection. “The political situation on Kadothia is dangerous and complex. Even the worst Matriarchs have hundreds of Warriors petitioning them for a bond.”

	“But—?”

	Rastar gently placed his fingertips on her lips. “It would take me weeks to explain the intricacies of Kadothian society, and we do not have that kind of time. We need to complete your transformation. It has already started, but you need a higher dose of our DNA for it to be complete.”

	 “How can you be sure that I’m your bondmate?” Both men laughed, so she poked Rastar in his armor covered side. “I’m serious.”

	Rastar’s fingers continued to run along her arm, soothing her as he watched her with those pretty gold eyes of his. “When I stepped onto Earth and felt you for the first time, I dropped to my knees in gratitude. I could sense you…somewhere, for the first time in my existence. You were a light in my darkness, a promise of finally coming home. The first time I saw you, my soul rejoiced at finding its mate. We have waited for you for hundreds of years, surviving each day in the hopes of someday finding you.”

	Cormac scooted closer to her, making her aware of how big he was compared to her. “You will understand fully once we bond.”

	“How?”

	“Our minds, our hearts, they will be open to you. You will know the truth of our words without a doubt. Already we have a weak bond between us that grows stronger by the moment. Try to reach out to feel us.”

	She thought about it for a moment, and tried to ignore how much she wanted to touch them. How much they wanted to touch her. Closing her eyes, she laid back and wondered how the heck she was supposed to do what they asked. Then a brush of warmth stroked her soul and she sighed. Cormac. His gentle-edged spirit offered a quiet strength like that of a solid, old tree. His affection for her ran deep and strong, and it brought a smile to her lips. Rastar’s essence rubbed against her soul next, his spirit full of fire and passion. If Cormac reminded her of the sturdy shelter of the forest, Rastar was a flaming sword—ready to destroy and defend. He rested his head on her hip and nuzzled her as their souls danced together.

	“That is it,” Rastar said as he rubbed his lips along her hipbone. “Feel us. Feel how much we desire you, how much we worship you. Give us permission to transform you, my bride.”

	“How…?” She lost her breath when Cormac brushed his fingers over Rastar’s lips as he continued to nuzzle her hip. “How does it work?”

	“It all begins with a kiss,” Cormac murmured as he ran his hand down her waist.

	“A kiss?”

	“A very special one.” Rastar slowly licked his lips, and she squirmed.

	“Then kiss me. Make me yours.”

	Dual growls of pleasure vibrated over her skin, and she opened her eyes with a smile. Their happiness, pride, delight, and a thousand other positive emotions she had no name for flowed into her. Tears prickled her eyes as they exchanged a joyful smile, then they both looked at her with matching wicked grins. 

	“With pleasure,” Rastar murmured as he scooted closer.

	Her response melted away as Rastar leaned down and took one nipple in his mouth, suckling it lightly. 

	“That’s not a kiss,” she gasped. “Where did my clothes go?”

	“I had the computer dissolve them.”

	“How?” she whimpered as Rastar used the edge of his teeth on her sensitive nipple. 

	“Nanobots,” Cormac explained, but the rest of his response was lost to her as he began to nibble her other breast.

	That was all she needed to throw her over the edge. She released a moan of surprise as she began to climax. The men grunted, their pleasure mingling with hers as she shook in their arms, with Rastar at her back and Cormac at her front. Dimly, she was aware that they were guiding her towards what looked like a bed, but all she could focus on was their intense emotions wrapping around her soul.

	“That is it, alyah,” Cormac crooned as they laid her down before them. “Feel how much we want you.”

	Stretching out, she reveled in their obvious desire as she purred, “I want you naked.”

	Her pussy throbbed anew as the men quickly shed their armor. They revealed bodies that would make the gods weep with envy. Rastar was bulkier, thick and burly while Cormac was all lean, defined muscle. Neither had body hair, except for a neat thatch around their very, very big cocks. Their impressive erections were larger than any man she’d ever been with, and she sat up, wanting a better look.

	“Come here,” she whispered, her clit hard and sensitive between her thighs.

	They stepped closer, all arrogant masculine beauty, and growled at her.

	Shivers raced over her skin as she reached out to both of them. But, she hesitated. “May I?”

	“Please,” they both said at once, and she couldn’t hide her smile.

	“So eager,” she murmured, as she gripped both of them at the same time.

	The moment her hands grasped them, she let out a yelp at the blast of raw pleasure that zinged along her spine.

	“What the hell was that?”

	The sensations grew weaker, and Cormac groaned as he pumped his hips lightly into her palm. “Our growing bond. You can feel our pleasure.”

	She gave them each an experimental stroke then moaned. “Oh, fuck, that is so good. I had no idea it felt so good for men. No wonder you’re always trying to get laid. I wonder what it feels like when a woman does this…”

	Leaning forward, she captured Rastar in her mouth. The thick mushroom head of his dark cock spread her lips wide. He was a lot to try to take care of, and her thoughts further scattered by the exquisite waves of pleasure coming from Rastar. Not wanting Cormac to feel neglected, she began to pump his shaft. The sensations bombarding her doubled. Often, during sex she found herself distracted by daily life thoughts—right up to the point of orgasm. But with these men, her only thought was of the moment. Right here, right now was complete bliss, and she never wanted it to end.

	But…she did want to feel them cum.

	Rubbing her tongue along Rastar’s shaft, she made a happy noise in the back of her throat as he began to thrust gently into her mouth. She wanted him to do anything and everything he desired, because the better he felt, the better she felt. In fact, she was pretty sure she might cum again without any stimulation other than their feelings. Roxy took Rastar deeper, jerking back slightly as his dick began to vibrate in her mouth.

	“What the…?”

	Rastar threw his head back, his magnificent abdominal muscles clenching. “Our shafts are different from human males. They have pleasure ridges that fill with our seed when we are about to release. The ridges vibrate…”

	His words trailed off into a guttural, tortured moan as she began to jerk them both off at the same time. Her hands tingling as their pleasure ridges filled. She panted, her body overwhelmed by the sensations coming through their bond. The closer they got to their climax, the more she burned for it. Her body so tightly clenched that she hurt, and she practically cried in relief when Rastar grabbed her head and shoved his dick into her mouth.

	“Feast on my release,” he snarled. His teeth elongated and glistened white. “Suck out every drop. Cormac, pull back. You will feed her next.”

	Normally, she was the bossy one in bed, but she loved the way Rastar took charge. He palmed the back of her head, holding her close as she swallowed him down. Using her free hand, she began to caress the tight sac of his testicles until he jerked in her mouth. The male desire she felt lessened, and she somehow knew Cormac closed off his part of the bond. She had a moment to wonder why before Rastar blew his load into her mouth and robbed her of the ability to think. Vibrating against her tongue, he groaned and roared. Spurt after spurt of slightly sweet and somehow floral tasting seed flavored her mouth. It tasted so much better than any cum she’d ever had, and she eagerly drank him down.

	Her own orgasm flowed through her in tandem with his, a sweet release which left her feeling achy and hollow. 

	Before she could regain her senses, Cormac replaced Rastar in her mouth, and she moaned anew. Instead of feeling tired and uninterested in sex, she merely wanted more. Like an addict, she craved every bit of pleasure she could get from these men. Cormac’s cock was slightly thicker than Nosa’s, but the head wasn’t as big. In fact, the middle of his shaft seemed slightly bigger than the tip, and she enjoyed being able to take Cormac deeper. He was still more than she could handle, so she let her hands caress his exposed length.

	“Suck it,” he hissed. “Oh, sweet alyah, drain me dry.”

	His dirty talk made her squirm with need. She arched back when she felt Nosa stroke her ass.

	He was as turned on as before he’d cum in her mouth, but she could still feel a fuzzy happiness tinging his thoughts from his orgasm. Rastar knelt behind her and continued to caress her buttocks. He whispered how pretty she was, how he looked forward to taking her there. His scent filled the air, mixing with Cormac’s, and leaving her dizzy with desire. When Cormac came, he did it long and hard, giving her so much seed to swallow that some dribbled out of the corner of her mouth.

	To her shock and arousal, Cormac licked her lips clean.

	Cuddling her close, the men held her between them. They continued to caress her body and basically worshipped her.

	And she touched them in return, warm satisfaction filled her, alongside a sense of…belonging.

	Rastar sucked on her finger, while Cormac licked along the curve of her shoulder. Her eyes practically rolled back in her head as their warm breaths tortured her sensitive skin.

	Moving almost as one, their lips hovered over her pulse on opposite sides of her throat.

	“May we give you pleasure?” Rastar growled. The grumble of sound made her clit throb with the beat of her heart as her pussy grew flushed with heat.

	“Yes,” she moaned as their hot mouths made contact with her skin. “Oh, hell yes.”

	When their soft lips touched her, she thought she might die on the spot. Electricity zapped through her body, so intense it made the hairs on her arms stand up. A full-body shiver tore through her, and her pussy ached to be filled. As she clung to the two of them, she wondered if it could even real, or if she was having yet another erotic dream about the men. Rastar’s sharp teeth nipped at her earlobe, and she made a strangled sound of pleasure.

	She ran her fingers through their remarkably soft and tangle-free hair, enjoying the way the thick strands caressed her skin like satin. Both men groaned, and she swore she could feel an echo of what they felt, a whisper of unfamiliar masculine desire. Slowly, Cormac kissed his way down her shoulders, his hot breath trailing tingles across her skin. The ache in her center became more pronounced, and her breath hissed out when Cormac slid his thigh between her legs. 

	“There we go,” Rastar purred into her ear. “Let my brother ease your need, alyah. Use us for your pleasure.”

	Any words she might have used came out in a mangled groan as Cormac began to rock her against the solid muscle of his thigh. He must work out like a demon, because she’d never felt a man as cut and defined as him. The ridge of his muscles hit her just right, and she ground her clit against him. 

	Rastar cupped her face, turning her so their lips hovered inches apart. “Kiss me.”

	She happily obliged, right as the first soft waves of her orgasm tensed her body. 

	Their lips met, and her hunger for Rastar grew exponentially at the first taste. His was no shy, demure first kiss. Fire tore through her, and she eagerly opened to Rastar’s teasing licks, chasing his taste. When his tongue stroked along hers, she drank him in, along with the sweet hint of something delicious which tempted her to kiss him deeper. Pressing into her side, Rastar’s enormous, thick erection ground into her hip and she arched toward him, her body alight with need. 

	She wanted one of them, both of them, inside of her right then. As if reading her mind, Cormac slipped his fingers into her needy pussy. He growled a wicked groan as he stroked her slit. “She is soaked with desire.”

	A hard tremble shook her as he thumbed her clit, rubbing in a slow circle. The muscles of her stomach clenched, hard, and she arched into his touch. “Look at her,” Cormac murmured. “So hungry for pleasure. I cannot wait to sate her.”

	Rastar tore his lips from hers, and his amber eyes glowed with arousal. “Will you let me taste you?”

	Hell, I’d let you both fuck me twenty ways from Sunday at this point. 

	“Yes,” she answered in a breathy groan.

	The men wasted no time in switching places, and she found herself held by Cormac. He pressed his chest to her back, and his steel hard cock rubbed against her as she squirmed against him. Wrapping his arms beneath her breasts, he nudged away her hair so he could lick her ear.

	Instead of going right for the goods, Rastar sat back on his heels and studied her secret flesh with an approving growl.

	“Your sex is beautiful, like a flower with delicate layers of petals.”

	It was an odd compliment, but Cormac distracted her from the words by nuzzling her neck. To her surprise, Rastar used his thumbs to spread her pussy open and fully expose her clit. The little bud of nerves pulsed, and she whimpered as he leaned closer. The desire he had for her shimmered through her mind, as if she could feel how much he wanted her. The sensation doubled as she leaned back and met Cormac’s lips in a hungry kiss. 

	To her surprise, kissing Cormac was very similar to kissing Rastar. Both men tasted sweet, and they knew how to please a woman. While she sucked on Cormac’s tongue, he began to rub against her back, teasing her with the promise of his girth. It would feel so, so good to be stretched by his thick cock, to have all that hard flesh slide into her.

	Rastar lightly touched her clit with the tip of his tongue, and she moaned, fighting Cormac’s hold. He responded by cupping her breast with one big hand, rubbing her nipple as she shook against him. Her orgasm burned in her stomach, then detonated as Rastar began to lightly suckle her clit. The waves of pleasure grew stronger, sharper somehow, and she tore her mouth from Cormac’s so she could scream out her release. She thrust her hips forward, spreading her legs with an eager sigh.

	Taking advantage of her position, Rastar began to fuck her with his tongue while he growled. The vibrations caused by the deep sounds had her moaning, a wanton mess. As she rocked against his wet face, she reached behind to grab Cormac’s shaft. Her desire to have him inside of her mixed with the pleasure from Rastar’s agile tongue. Licking upwards, he focused again on her clit, lashing at it softly while she lost her mind. Dimly, in the back of her thoughts, she felt an odd, but very good sensation. A different kind of sexual need than anything she’d experienced before. 

	As much as she wanted the men inside of her, they wanted to fuck her so badly it hurt them. The more she focused on it, the more she could feel the strange sensation of craving for tight pussy. No, not just any tight pussy, her tight pussy. Both Rastar and Cormac wanted her in a way she could barely imagine—a fierce, primal, overwhelming desire to mate with her.

	The sensations were too much. As she began to come all over Rastar’s full lips, Cormac thrust into her hand then tensed, vibrating as he began to cum. His orgasm hit her like a tidal wave, and her body went limp as waves the of pleasure beat at her. Twisting, arching, moaning with complete abandon, she smiled as she enjoyed the absolutely best orgasm of her life. The pleasure went on and on, taking her higher each time she peaked, her euphoria growing stronger as her sensations seemed to multiply.

	Slowly, ever so slowly, the mind-numbing release left her limp and satisfied. She hung in their grip, and the men weren’t much better. Each man panted as if he’d just run a marathon, and her heart threatened to beat right out of her chest. If she didn’t feel so good, might wonder if she was having a heart attack. 

	 “Oh my God,” she gasped when she could finally draw a breath. “What the hell was that?”

	“That,” Cormac said with a rumbling purr in his voice, “was just the beginning. But now, we must go.”

	 

	 


Chapter 13

	Roxy

	 

	 

	Roxy stared in bewilderment as the men rose and began to put their armor back on.

	“Excuse me? You have to go? Now?”

	“We do not wish to leave your side.” As Rastar tugged his pants on, he avoided looking at her. “But we have no choice. You must go through the transition on your own. Our instincts will be triggered by your vulnerable state and we will be a danger to everyone on the ship.”

	Cormac slid his shirt on, the fabric conforming to his body in a mouthwatering way.

	Annoyed, and more than a little scared at the thought of being alone as her body changed, she snapped, “Typical fuck and run.”

	Before she could say anything else, Rastar pounced on her.

	And she did mean pounce.

	One moment, he was across the room. The next, she found herself pinned on her back s his hands held her shoulders down.

	“You are testing my control,” he snarled as his teeth began to elongate. 

	She should probably be afraid of the feral look twisting his face, but she knew he would never hurt her. “Why can’t you stay?”

	The hurt in her voice had Rastar retreating. His shoulders slumped as Cormac reached out to place a hand on his chest. “The transition may make you ill.”

	“How ill?”

	“Similar to the human flu, though the reaction varies. Hopefully, it will be a smooth transition for you. But, if it is not, you will need the care of a Healer. If we are here, we will kill anyone who attempts to get near you, even if they mean you no harm.”

	“Yeah, I can see how that might be problematic.” She rubbed her nose along his. “I’ll see you soon?”

	“Lord of Life willing, my beloved.”

	 

	Three galactic hours later, which was closer to eight Earth hours, Roxy was utterly miserable. Lucky her, she was one of the women who reacted strongly to the transition, and her whole body hurt. Every muscle, ligament, and bone felt beat up, and she felt like she’d run two triathlons back to back. Yet, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t find sleep.

	Gwarnon looked different with his black and blue hair in a tight braid, and he’d been hesitant to give her anything for her discomfort. According to the Healer who had been with Gwarnon when he visited, her body changed so fast that anything they gave her might kill her later. So she suffered through sweats, then chills, then waves of nausea that left her whimpering. Her poor stomach muscles were so sore it felt like she’d done a thousand sit-ups.

	Across the room, Gwarnon stared at the doors. His brooding expression was one of a man completely absorbed in his thoughts. Instead of the flamboyant pirate outfit from earlier, Gwarnon wore a less-armored version of the same Warrior uniform Rastar and Cormac had worn. In an effort to distract herself from the pain of her physical changes, she grilled Gwarnon on the Kadothian military and learned a lot about her future bondmates. He hadn’t really told her anything personal, but he had regaled her with stories about Rastar and Cormac’s heroics in battle.

	Abruptly, Gwarnon stood and kicked the chair he’d been sitting on across the room with a snarl.

	She jerked with surprise, then groaned as the room spun.

	Shame washed over Gwarnon’s features as he looked over at her. “Forgive me. I did not mean to lose my temper.”

	“What’s wrong?”

	“I do not understand Earth women,” he snarled, and his dark blue eyes flashed.

	Desperate to think about something other than feeling like crap, she said, “Do you want to talk about it? Maybe I can help.” 

	“Why did Lacey not believe me when I told her she was beautiful? Why does she react with such aggression when my blood brother told she is desirable? Is that considered an insult on your planet? Is my social programming incorrect in regard to what is considered a compliment among your people?”

	“Oh boy.” She lay back in the world’s most comfortable bed and tugged the silken, mint green sheet back up around herself. “I bet that didn’t go over well.”

	“I hurt her feelings.” He clenched his hands into fists and growled. “She is my alyah, my reason for existing, and she hates me.”

	Inwardly, Roxy wanted to laugh because Gwarnon sounded a lot like an emotional teenager, but she managed to keep it under control. “She doesn’t hate you.”

	“She does.”

	“She’s probably just confused and scared.”

	“I tried to explain things to her, but she did not believe me. If she would lower her shields she would know I am sincere, but her mental walls are impenetrable. How did Nosa and Cormac seduce you?” He took a seat in the chair next to her bed, his hands clasped as he pleaded with her. “I am begging you, please tell me what to do in order to win her heart. For many, many years I believed my alyah was dead, and that I would never know the love of my mate. Now I find out she is alive, but wants nothing to do with me.”

	“Why did you think your mate was dead?”

	“A long time ago, when I was barely a man, I had a blood brother. Do you know what that is?”

	“Kind of. Rastar and Cormac are blood brothers. It means that they’re like best friends, right?” 

	“More than that. A blood brother is more like a husband than a friend. We bond in a way similar to our bond with our future wife. As much as we are meant to be your mates, we are also destined to be the mate of our blood brothers. Often, blood brothers will find each other before they have a chance to find their bride. This is a good thing, because they help keep each other sane and stave off the madness.”

	“That’s the mental degeneration you guys get if you’re unbonded, right?”

	“Correct. My blood brother claimed to have found our Matriarch. Unfortunately, I was on the other side of the galaxy. They were both killed before I could reach them.” He gave her a grim smile as she patted his clasped hands in comfort. “I was despondent for a long time, ready to join them in death, but if I had, my people would suffer. My mother is a terrible woman, and without my protection the people that serve me would be tortured to death. I could not condemn them to such a fate, so I held on.”

	“Wait—I thought a Matriarch was a one and done thing. Like, she is the one being created to be yours. If you already found your Matriarch, then Lacey can’t be it.”

	“You are correct, and if my dead blood brother had actually found our Matriarch, that would be true. I recently discovered that my mother fabricated the whole thing. He never sent that message about finding our alyah. It was my mother. She did not approve of my bond with him, because he was from a poor family and would bring her house no prestige. So, she killed him. Then, because she is truly an evil—what is that Earth word? —bitch, yes. Because she is truly an evil bitch, she made me believe my Matriarch died so I would not look for her or find her. I never entered any of the bridal lotteries, or tried to reach Earth, because I believed there to be no point. My mother was willing to sacrifice my sanity in order to strengthen her House. She knew I had a Matriarch out there all this time, and she lied about it.”

	His anger built again, so she tried to diffuse the situation. “But in the end, the, uh, Lord of Life had his way, and you found her.”

	“I did…but she hates me.”

	“Oh, Gwarnon.” Roxy groaned softly as a cramp ran through her calves. “She doesn’t hate you. What you need to do is give her some time. It’s not my story to tell, but Lacey has a pretty shitty record with men. She’s been hurt pretty bad in the past and is weary of trusting anyone.”

	“Who hurt her?” he growled, and Roxy jerked back in alarm as his teeth elongated.

	“Gwarnon,” she said in a low voice, hoping to snap him out of his rage. “You’re freaking me out.”

	He closed his eyes, but his teeth remained sharp as he snarled, “Who hurt her?”

	“It is not my story to tell you,” she repeated. “If I did, Lacey would be pissed at me and you. It would not help your situation. All you need to know is that some men in her past lied to her. They told her she was beautiful and all those lovely things women want to hear, and they lied the whole time. They used her and broke her heart.”

	Letting out a soft sound of pain, he stood. “I must go to her and—”

	“Whoa, sit down. Just hold on a second. Rushing in there and professing your love, however true the sentiment, is not the way to handle this. Earth women are different. You need to give her some time and space. Let her get used to you and she’ll see how sincere you are.”

	“You mean I should court her.”

	“Yes.”

	“But we do not have time for that. If she does not accept our kiss and begin the transformation soon, she will die in the Baladium.”

	The nausea returned and Roxy had to swallow a few times before she said, “Shit.”

	“I am assuming this is a curse word? Lacey uses it often.”

	She gave a weak laugh, but the nausea receded enough for her to think. “You’re right. You need that kiss. She needs that kiss. Have you explained the situation to her?”

	“I tried, but she kicked me out of the room. I told her I had to kiss her, that it was my duty as her mate, or else she would die.”

	“And she kicked you out?”

	“Yes.” He slammed his fist into his palm hard enough that she winced. “One moment she was purring in my arms, the next she was shoving me out the door. I do not understand.”

	“You need a translator.” She scrunched up the muscles in her face and groaned as her lower back cramped up. “Bring Lacey here, so I can lay some truth bombs on her.”

	“Bombs?”

	“Slang. Just bring Lacey here, okay?”

	 

	After Gwarnon left with a pissy, but no longer hostile, Lacey, Roxy managed to eat and finally get some sleep. When she awoke, she felt so much better that she almost cried with relief. The nausea was gone, as was the feeling of being run over by a truck. She was still tired, but otherwise, feeling normal was amazing. 

	The lights in the small room grew brighter as she sat up, and the wall color changed from black to a soothing golden color. Holding out her arms, she marveled at the way the lighting made her skin appear more of a true gold rather than her usual sallow tone. The lighting on the ship mimicked the sun on Kadothia—different enough from Earth’s sun that she noticed. Her hair, normally a dark black, gleamed with hints of red in their light, like tiny sparks of fire. 

	Tossing back the covers, she placed her feet on the ground and wiggled her toes beneath the hem of her pajama pants. She wore a purple sleeveless smock type top and matching pants. The material reminded her of a finely woven sweater of the purest cashmere, and it was super comfortable. Despite sweating in it for hours, it didn’t smell bad, but she wanted to wash up.

	She’d barely begun to stand when the door to her room opened and Rastar and Cormac ran through.

	“Hey—”

	Her words cut off, along with her air, as they swooped her up between them and hugged her tight. Super tight. Like, she couldn’t breathe tight. 

	Thumping on their shoulders, she got them to release her enough to suck in a gasp of air. “Take it easy!”

	“Alyah,” Rastar breathed, his absolute delight flowing through her soul. 

	Cormac gently grasped her hair and pulled her head back before he kissed her until he stole her breath once again. 

	As soon as he released her, Rastar took over, his full lips pillow soft against her own as he licked at her mouth, devouring her.

	“I’m happy to see you, too,” she half-moaned, half-laughed.

	“It has been torture waiting for you to finish your transition.”

	“I’m done?” she asked as Rastar ground into her.

	“According to the readings, you are now officially a bride.”

	“What does that mean?”

	With a pained moan, Rastar pulled away. “We need to give you your implant.”

	“No,” she whined in a way that even she had to admit sounded rather pathetic. “I’ve wanted you for so long. We’re not delaying anymore. I want both of your dicks inside me, right now.”

	“Both?” Cormac rubbed against her ass, and his need poured through her. “You’d let me take your soft, tight little bottom?”

	The size of his erection made her hesitate. “Well, er…you’re big. Like, really big. Like, I think you might rip my poor ass in half kind of big.”

	“Roxy,” Cormac purred against her neck. He sucked lightly on her skin before he bit gently. “I would be gentle. Plus, we have lubricants to will keep you from being hurt. I promise, it will be nothing but pleasure.”

	“I don’t know. It always hurt before.”

	Rastar’s fingers flexed on her hips as he jerked her close. “That is because they were unworthy of you. We will never harm you, my alyah. We will do everything we can to make your life nothing but happiness.”

	She gave him a wry smile. “After I win the Baladium.”

	“After you win the Baladium.” Cormac abruptly pulled away. “We should really take care of the implant first. You will need time to adjust—”

	“Nope,” she growled. “No way. You’re going to point me to a shower so I can wash the dried sweat off. Then we’re all going to get squeaky clean together, and you’re going to fuck me. Hard. Understood?”

	Cormac’s gaze went heavy, and she felt how much it turned him on when she got bossy. “Yes, alyah. Whatever you wish. My only desire is to bring you pleasure.”

	Rastar gave a dark chuckle. “We are at your disposal, my bride.”

	“Well then, get to it. Take me to a shower, or bath, or whatever you use to get clean.”

	“I am afraid we do not have the luxury of a liquid bath on this ship. It is built for speed, not comfort.”

	“Well, what do you have?”

	“A dust bath of sorts,” Cormac grinned. “I would suggest that we do not attempt any sensual congress while taking one. It would burn your pretty little pussy.”

	He reached forward and caressed her aching sex through her pants with the tip of one finger. Up and down, he stroked her slit, pausing at the top to work her clit. Her heart began to race as Rastar moved behind her, clad now only in a pair of what kind of looked like small black boxer briefs. They felt silky against her backside as he braced her.

	Cormac stripped down to his underwear, then went to his knees and began to tug at her pants, she ran her hand through his long, loose hair. “What are you doing? I’m all sweaty and yucky.”

	“No, you are not.” Cormac let out a rumbling groan. “You smell delicious. The clothing you wear, along with the bedding you were in, cleans your skin for you. Your body is as fresh as if you just came out of the shower. Though, I will admit, someday I want to lick your skin while it is warm and pink from a hot bath.”

	Leaning back into his embrace, she smiled and closed her eyes. In the darkness behind her lids, she could sense them better, so as Cormac ran his cheek against her inner thigh, she reached out to the men. Feeling her way along the bond between them, she encountered a foreign, but somehow familiar, presence surrounding their minds. She sensed no animosity from it—not like the mental wall which tried to keep her from the men before, so she didn’t disturb the presence. She only sent it away, like blowing on an unresisting bubble and watching the wind take it.

	With the visitor gone, the sensations between them spiraled even higher. She soon lost the ability to think. All she could do immerse herself for one eternal moment in Cormac as he suckled on her pussy lips. His rough, masculine hunger for her had her spreading her legs wider, earning a pleased groan from Rastar. She didn’t see the appeal of eating pussy, so she’d always secretly wondered if guys really enjoyed it, or if it was just something they did because they had to.

	With Cormac and Rastar, she knew they not only loved to lick her, they craved her taste. It was like a drug hitting their system, a constant influx of pleasure. And Cormac really did think she was beautiful all over. His worship of her sex held an edge of carnal reverence. Licking up one side of her sensitive nub, then down the other, he made her arch and grind herself into his mouth.

	“Your pleasure is beautiful,” Rastar purred as he placed gentle kisses all over her cheek and neck. “The way you tremble and moan for us, it is amazing. I had heard Earth women made hurt noises when aroused, but the sounds you make are ones of deep pleasure. It makes my shaft throb.”

	She couldn’t reply, too caught up in the sensations of being surrounded by their love. Her heart seemed to surge in her chest as she floated in the endless sea of their affection. Cormac lapped from the entrance of her core to her clit, his tongue long and thick as he fluttered it over the tip. Her breath stuck in her throat, and her knees went weak at the speed of his clever tongue flicking that sensitive bundle of nerves. 

	“We can sense your desire, your pleasure, what makes you feel good,” Rastar whispered as he removed her top, baring her breasts to the air. “Can you feel our enjoyment? Our pleasure at knowing we serve our bride well?”

	Her reply came out in a grunt as he pinched her nipples, just hard enough to send sparks of arousal to her sensitized clit.

	Before she could climax on Cormac’s face, she found herself spun around to face Rastar. His golden eyes blazed with arousal, and his need to fuck and claim her crashed into her mind. It was as if she was driven crazy with desire, and the ache between her legs throbbed so hard it hurt. Or maybe the pain came from his straining arousal? A trace of lilac precum glistened on the tip of his dark shaft, and she wanted to taste it.

	“Open her for me,” Rastar growled. “Before she steals my self-control.”

	To her surprise, Cormac lifted her in his arms, her back to his front. His massive hands gripped her thighs easily. She didn’t sense an ounce of strain from him as he held her truly open, her pussy spread and revealing everything. Normally, she might be embarrassed by such a position in a well-lit room, but Rastar’s surge of desire the sight of her sex chased away any doubts. He thought she was the sexiest, most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She could almost hear his thoughts, like dirty psychic whispers about how much he wanted to mate with her.

	Holding her arms out to him, she closed her eyes and let Cormac embrace her as Rastar began to slowly press into her pussy. He stood tall, and as he pushed up, Cormac lowered her down onto the other man’s rock-hard shaft. The thick tip spread her open, and she moaned in exquisite pleasure as he filled her, inch by inch. 

	“So good.” Cormac’s hands flexed on her thighs as her sex clenched. “Lord of Life.”

	Rastar didn’t respond with words, but his hips did an involuntary flex that buried him completely inside of her. She couldn’t handle the intense sensations and began to climax with him filling her. Right away, the men began to pull back mentally, but she didn’t like being alone. Flinging out her mental hands, she grasped into the darkness, holding them close as her release roared through all of them.

	“Roxy,” Rastar shouted and Cormac growled as the tip of his vibrating cock poked at her ass, splashing her with his release.

	The vibration of Rastar’s orgasm sent another climax barreling through her and she barely noticed when Rastar and Cormac took her to the floor. She couldn’t think, could only feel the seemingly endless cycle of pleasure that left her twitching and writhing. A sharp bolt of pain cut through the pleasure, like a burning hot knife, and she flinched. Rastar’s consciousness faded from her mind, followed by Cormac’s, and she was finally alone in her own head.

	Forcing her eyes open, she panted out, “What the hell was that?”

	Rastar grunted and she turned her head to find him sprawled out next to her. His erection still twitched in the air, wet with their combined juices.

	“You forced us to join you in your orgasm. Because women experience multiple orgasms, you made us come until you drained our balls.” He gasped out. “When we have nothing left to give, it is painful to dry cum.”

	“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!”

	Cormac threw an arm over her and drew her close. “It is all right. You are exceptionally mentally powerful, but you have never been trained on how bonds work. Right now, you are operating on instinct, and your instinct demands you remain as close to your mates as possible. You wanted us to experience your pleasure with you. We know you meant us no harm.”

	“I really didn’t—”

	“Alyah.” Nosa quieted her with a soft kiss. “We know. We were deep inside of your mind. We know what you were feeling.”

	“That’s kind of weird,” she muttered. “But also kind of cool. I mean, I don’t have to worry about whether you really mean what you’re saying or whatever, because I’ll know how you feel about things.”

	“Yes and no,” Cormac replied as he cuddled her closer. “We can still keep our thoughts private. While you may feel our emotions, if we all have our bonds open, you will not be able to literally read our minds.”

	“At least, we do not think you will be able too,” Rastar added. “We do not know what your psychic abilities are yet, only that you are very mentally strong.”

	Some of his release leaked out of her as she moved, and she grimaced. “Is this going to happen every time we have sex? Am I going to hurt you?”

	Cormac chuckled, his dick still hard as well, despite his multiple orgasms. “No, you will learn how to adjust the strength of our bond depending on the situation. Soon, it will become second nature, and you will be able to keep your climax from draining us dry. While it is a wonderful feeling, I would much rather spend hours bringing you to your release over and over before I have mine.”

	Licking her suddenly dry lips, she cleared her throat. “Well, then, I better figure out how to work this bond thing, because I really like the sound of that.”

	“The crystal implant will help you learn control.” Rastar flipped his long hair over his shoulder as he sat up, and the muscles of his abdominal muscles clenching nicely. 

	“How does it work? Do I just, like…get all the information at once, like the old implant?”

	“No. The faulty implant you were fitted with works with a species of humanoids similar to Earthlings, but different. Earth minds do better absorbing information over time. Think of it like a library in your head that you can access whenever you want.”

	“Wow…I’m not even sure I understand how that works.”

	“It is easier to show you.” 

	He hauled her to her feet then opened a cabinet and got some new clothes for her. It was another pants and smock set, this time in a pale brown that reminded her of heavily creamed coffee. The top was tighter as well, and acted as a bra of sorts. She gave an experimental jump to check the jiggle factor and giggled when both men groaned. They quickly dressed, and she spent that time experimenting with the bond, going between their minds and exploring. Their psychic signatures were amused as she bumbled around, but they abruptly faded as they left the room, leaving her feeling strangely alone in her head. 

	“Where are we going?”

	“To the command deck. Chel awaits us with a new implant for you.”

	“How did things go with Lacey?”

	“I do not know.” Rastar nodded at a man with long, bright green hair in a ponytail that they passed.

	Startled by his hair color, she turned and watched him as they walked away. He kept his head bowed and his hand over his heart. He wore the same black armor she’d seen Cormac and Rastar in earlier. Cormac tugged her hand, forcing her attention back to the long, metal hallway they were walking through. 

	“Careful, I do not want you to trip. The floor is a little uneven here.”

	“Was that his natural hair color?”

	“Who?”

	“The guy we just passed with the bright green hair.”

	“Yes. Although I do not personally know him, his hair color probably came from his Matriarch. If I had to guess, I would say his mother was a Skonzin before she became a Kadothian Matriarch. Their planet is temperate and heavily forested, making that hair color blend in rather than stand out. Though our Kadothian genetics are dominant, every Kadothian male does take on some of the physical characteristics of the mother.”

	“Interesting,” she murmured, looking around as they came to a closed door.

	It opened with a soft whoosh and she followed Rastar and Nosa in then abruptly stopped.

	“Ho-leey shit,” she whispered as she took a hesitant step forward. “Is that a window into space?”

	“It is a representation of what we could see outside of the ship,” came a familiar, smooth voice. “But not an actual window.”

	She turned away from the sight of billions of stars to find Chel giving her a tired smile. He looked a little worse for the wear, his braid loose and he had scratch marks going down one side of his neck. They looked deep, and he had a slight limp as he made his way to their side.

	“What happened to you?” Roxy asked as she noticed bruises starting to form on his jaw.

	“I sparred with my alyah,” he gave a proud smile, his chest puffing up as he drew his shoulders back. “She is fierce.”

	“Okay…”

	Giving an amused grunt, Rastar said, “Congratulations on finding your bride, Healer.”

	“Thank you,” Chel held up a small red enameled box. “Are you ready?”

	“Will it hurt?”

	“Not at all. It is the same one your sister uses.”

	“You know my sister?”

	“Lady Casey of House Westfall does me the honor of holding my bond.”

	Tears burned her eyes, but she swallowed them back. “Is she okay?”

	“She is fine, safe on Kadothia and ruling a very prosperous Territory. She is well loved by both her mates and her people.”

	She couldn’t stop a few tears from escaping. “Good, that’s good.”

	“Lady Casey misses you very much.”

	“I miss her, too.”

	“She wanted to rescue you, but Matriarchs are not allowed to leave Kadothia.”

	“What?” She looked between the men. “You mean I’ll never get to go home to Earth?”

	Cormac ran a soothing hand down her back. “Once our bond is complete, and you bear the marks of a Kadothian Matriarch, you will have to get special permission to visit Earth.”

	Panic made her heart race as she saw and felt that they were serious. “I have to go home. My family—my friends. I have to—I have to be able to go home.”

	Chel cleared his throat. “Having had this conversation recently with Lacey, let me inform you of a few facts that may ease you. First, as a bride you can get special permission for one visit back to Earth to tell your family goodbye. You will not be allowed to bring anyone to Kadothia with you. In your case, you are lucky enough to have a Matriarch sister on Kadothia so you will not be alone.”

	She startled. “Wait—is that what Casey did? When she came home to visit, was she actually coming home to say goodbye?”

	“Correct,” Chel nodded. “Lady Casey left behind a knowledge crystal with your mother, one disguised as jewelry. When the wormhole shows signs of closing, and the time comes for the Kadothians to leave the Milky Way forever, those crystals will explain to the wearer where you are, who you are married to, and whatever non-restricted information you wish to include.”

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“Anything that will might alter the natural evolution of Earth. We are trying to disrupt your world as little as possible, so that Earthlings can advance at a natural pace. You cannot, for example, give them the information about how to make a neutrino bomb. In our long dealings with space exploration, we found that rapidly introducing new technology and information to a new sentient life tends to have negative consequences. The society will struggle to absorb the new way of thinking, or living, and often there are tragic results. It is better that a world evolves on its own, as the Lord of Life intended, rather than to…how did Lacey put it? ‘Blow people’s minds.’”

	She mulled over that for a moment before she nodded. “That makes sense. I can think of a few points in Earth’s history where civilizations came together, one primitive and one advanced, and the primitive world always lost out.”

	“Exactly. So you may inform your family of your new life, but it will be edited by the Scouts before being sent out.”

	“What are the Scouts?”

	Rastar tensed as Chel sighed, “Lady Roxy, if you please. It will be much easier to understand if I gave you the implant.”

	“Fine.”

	“Come with me.”

	She followed him out of the control room, but she gave the wide expanse of space showing on the screen one last long look. The men around them watched her go, their gazes curious and somehow reverent. They watched her as if she was someone famous or super important. Feeling weird, she ducked her head so her long hair slid forward and partially hid her face. 

	Every once in a while, the craziness of the whole situation caught up with her. She struggled with the idea that she was really there. That she was on a space ship in another galaxy. So very, very far away from home. Though their link was mostly closed, Rastar and Cormac must have sensed her distress because they both took hold of one of her hands and she instantly felt better.

	They followed Chel into a small room that consisted of a few chairs and a sofa. Artwork hung on the walls, and a variety of unfamiliar plants grew in the corner of the room. The flooring wasn’t that weird—rubbery black stuff that the rest of the ship had. Instead, the floors were made of what appeared to be some kind of creamy wood with iridescent streaks. It was all very pretty and soothing, and she let out a soft sigh. Unlike the rest of the ship, this place felt like it belonged it could be part of someone’s home.

	“Nice,” she said as she examined an abstract looking painting full of bright colors and bold shapes.

	“This is the captain’s quarters,” Chel explained as he gestured to the chair. His green armor gleamed beneath the lights. “Have a seat. I’m going to give you your implant, then we will go through a series of questions to make sure it works correctly. I have it on a low setting right now—a beginner’s level if you will.”

	Slightly nervous, she smoothed out her smock top then nodded. “Okay.”

	Rastar and Cormac both stood behind her, each of them almost close enough to touch. She could tell, through the faintest of echoes coming through their bond, they were not happy that Chel approached her. In fact, they were downright hostile. 

	Worried the Healer might harm her, she started to stand. “You know what? Maybe someone else should do this.”

	The melancholy look haunting Chel’s face vanished as his head tilted to the side. “May I ask why, bride of Rastar and Nosa?”

	When she looked at her men, they frowned at her. The emotions coming from them were tinged with embarrassment. Evidently, she’d misunderstood their emotions, or the source of them. Or something. Confused, and with her cheeks no doubt a hot red with her blush, she slowly sat back down.

	“On second thought, you’re fine. Just let me know what to do.”

	Chel, closed his eyes as if praying for patience. “You Earth women are beyond confusing. You change your mind so many times a male has no hope of keeping up.”

	“Lacey’s still giving you a hard time, huh?”

	“You have no idea,” he said in such a dramatic, tortured tone that she couldn’t help but grin. “One minute she says one thing, but then a moment later she does something totally different. She distrusts us so greatly her mind is completely closed off to us most of the time. If I did not get occasional glimpses of her beautiful-kind soul, I would never know she is my future wife. It is as if she is afraid to let us in, and I cannot convince her that I mean her no harm.”

	Recognizing the man was suffering, she reached out and patted his arm. “Hey, it’ll work out. You just…” she debated for a moment how much personal information to reveal about Lacey, “you just need to realize that the men in her past were terribly unkind to her. One took virginity her on a bet, and the other dated her in order to boost his own career in the military, then dumped her after her face as scarred by an IED. Both were very charming and no doubt used lots of flattery to convince her to give them a chance. Basically, her history with men is terrible and every male she has been with has used her.”

	“They did what?” Chel looked ready to kill someone.

	Rastar and Nosa moved between them, but she held her hand up to motion them back. “Look, it’s not my story to tell, but if you are her future bondmate—”

	“I am,” Chel growled.

	“Then I know that you’ll do what’s best for her, which means giving your relationship time to develop. You’re a very attractive and charming. I’m sure she won’t be able to resist you forever. Especially not if you’re bondmates.”

	Relief washed over his face. “I am considered attractive, by human standards?”

	“With all that gorgeous hair and killer body? Absolutely.” 

	“Then why does Lacey act as if I am unpleasant to look at? I have tried to show her my form, to assure her that I am strong and virile enough to protect her, yet she would not even look at me. In fact, as soon as I removed my armor, she hid her eyes as if I was hideous to behold.” He slumped in defeat, and she felt so bad for him. “How am I to convince her that I can bring her pleasure if she will not even look at me?”

	“Oh boy,” Roxy muttered before saying louder. “Our cultures have different…modesty standards. Jeeze, how do I explain this? Obviously, you guys have no problem being naked.”

	“It is natural,” Cormac explained with a shrug.

	“Right, well, in the country that Lacey and I grew up in, an emphasis is placed on modesty. We’re encouraged to only be naked in private with people that we love. We’re raised to believe we should be embarrassed about being naked in public, especially with the opposite sex.”

	Chel frowned. “Why?”

	“It’s complicated. I mean, not everyone thinks being nude is a big deal, but we for sure don’t get naked to show perspective mates our virility. I don’t think Lacey finds you unattractive. I think she was likely shocked you dropped trou in front of her.”

	“Dropped trou?” Chel asked.

	“It is Earth slang for removing your pants. Dropping trousers, if you will.” Cormac inclined his head in Roxy’s direction. “Healer, while I am sympathetic to your troubles in regard to wooing your bride, my bride is in need of her implant.”

	Chel jerked, then assumed a no-nonsense expression. “Of course. Thank you for your advice, Lady Roxy. It will help me greatly, and I will share it with my blood brother. Now, if you would please lift your hair?”

	She did as he asked then flinched when his finger pressed behind her ear. 

	When he moved away and watched her closely and she braced, waiting for a pain that never came.

	“Uh, I don’t think it works.”

	Chel sat across from her in one of the pale ginger chairs. “I have not turned it on yet. Implant C2918399M29KL988, register.”

	A feminine voice in her mind said, “C2918399M29KL988 is online and functional. Roxy Westfall is now part of the Kadothian neural network.”

	“What the hell?” she whispered. “Did you hear that?”

	Chel gave her a small smile, and a dimple popped out in his cheek. “Yes, I heard it. That was a message from the neural network broadcast to both our implants. Your implant is like having access to the Kadothian version of the internet telepathically. Right now, I have you blocked, so no one can contact you until I give them authorization. But, if everything goes well, we should be able to connect you with Lady Casey in a few days.”

	“Amazing.”

	“Now, let us make sure everything is functioning properly. Tell me about the rensuhi.”

	She thought about it for a moment, then she knew the answer. “A fish found in the northern region of Kadothia, they’re super big, similar in size to a skyscraper. And it has over eighty sets of fins along the span of its body. It’s a herbivore, but the plants it easts are sentient…which is really weird.”

	“Very good. Now, tell me about the Stylus region.”

	“A series of inhabited asteroids in the massive belt circling planet Moripal, they’re a vacation destination—sort of like an all-inclusive resort.”

	“Excellent. How do you feel?”

	“Fine? How am I doing this? I mean, how does this thing work? Do I know everything now?”

	“Yes and no. You have information readily accessible to you in a format that is easy for you to learn and remember, but you must still do the initial learning.”

	“It is like your cell phone,” Cormac said quickly. “It contains access to pretty much all of the collected information on Earth. But just because you own a phone, does not mean you know all the information contained within. You must still learn it. The crystal implant is merely a tool to help you learn faster.”

	“But the learning is greatly accelerated, especially compared to what you are used to,” Rastar added. 

	Chel tossed his long, braided brown hair over his wide shoulder. “I am advancing the level of your implant. Tell me, who is the man to your right? Look up at him and ask your implant for information on Nosa Sangriel.”

	She did as he requested, then gasped. Rastar wasn’t actually Rastar. He was Nosa, but as his wife, she was entitled to call him Rastar. Among his mother’s people, the title meant ‘wave mate’ or ‘star lover,’ the one he would spend the rest of his life traveling the ocean with. Sort of how on Earth only one person could call you husband or wife. She closed her eyes as she absorbed the information about his mother’s culture, her mind jumping from one topic to another. Just as she learned about the massive city sized ships Rastar’s mother’s people sailed on, she found herself being gently shaken.

	“Roxy, come back to us.”

	With her mind still ringing with the new information, she blinked. “Sorry. I was just…learning.”

	“About what?”

	She turned in the chair and placed her hand over Rastar’s. “Your mother’s people. They were amazing, like something out of a movie. They live in a world with very little land, but the seas are different than ones on Earth. They sustain the people, and they have these crazy floating cities on huge kinda kelp-ish beds. It’s hard to explain.”

	“I know exactly what you are talking about,” Rastar said with a smile. “We call them grass cities.”

	“Excellent,” Chel said, drawing her attention back to him. “No pain? No confusion?”

	“Nope, I’m good. Trust me, the Earth method of learning is way harder than this.”

	He gave her a small smile. “I am glad. Look over your right shoulder and tell me about Cormac.”

	Scooting over on her hip, she smiled at Cormac then closed her eyes as he stroked her cheek.

	She asked in her mind who Cormac was and information began to fly past her. He had lots of brother’s and was one of the youngest. His mother was a well-known Matriarch, but not very powerful. His military history filled her mind and she paused it here and there as she learned about his exploits. Then something caught her eye, a mention of a recent honor—of becoming one of an Earth Matriarch’s first bonded Warriors—aside from her husbands. When an image of Paige, wearing a crazy crystal crown and smiling, came across her mind, she sucked in a harsh breath of air.

	No. No way. They couldn’t possibly be bonded to Paige Grant. First off, Paige was back on Earth. Secondly, she kind of knew a little bit about bonding and Earth women. From what she’d pieced together so far, Earth women needed some kind of sexual connection with a man to bond him. It was only when an Earth woman’s body was hot with arousal that her mental shields could be breeched. Passionate sex was the easiest way to accomplish that and establish a bond. 

	A bond Rastar and Cormac held with Paige.

	Fuck.

	Roxy’s stomach sank as she absorbed the idea that Rastar and Cormac had sex with Paige. Damn it, she’d known Paige practically since she’d been born, and she viewed her as family. Information poured into her mind about Paige and her husbands, Commander Trenzent and Lord Rell. Her Court was small so far, with only nine Warriors—including Rastar and Cormac—but Paige was already building a reputation as a fair and honest ruler. 

	A mental image, like a video in her mind, played of Rastar and Cormac flanking Paige. She wore an elaborate black gown as she walked down a long hallway. They all smiled at each other, and Paige said something that made both the men laugh. The way the men walked behind her was protective and alert, despite their smiling faces. Cormac even offered his arm, so Paige could hold onto him as they strolled.

	Her heart broke as she watched the undeniable proof that they’d cheated on her with Paige.

	“No,” she whispered. “Please tell me you didn’t sleep with Paige.”

	They didn’t deny it, but they exchanged a panicked look while guilt and a harsh mixture of emotions scoured over her.

	“No,” Rastar said cautiously. “We did not sleep with her.”

	“But you did something with her, right? You can’t bond an Earth woman without seducing her so that you can mind fuck her.”

	Guilt and confusion surged through their bond from both men, so she slammed her side of the bond shut while yelling, “Get away from me! I can’t believe you cheated on me with Paige! How could you!”

	“We did not have sex with her.” Rastar held his hands out in a pleading gesture while Chel looked on with alarm. “We knew it would upset you, so we did as little as possible.”

	“Bullshit. You can’t form a bond without sex.” She choked on her words. Her heart broke as she said, “And you did it after you met me. You tried to get me to kiss you, so you could transform me, and you still went and cheated on me. What the fuck is wrong with you? I thought you were supposed to be faithful to me, that I was your alyah. I guess that was all a bunch of lies.”

	“We did not have sex with Paige,” Cormac shouted. “Why do you refuse to believe us? Open your side of the bond and you will know we are not lying.”

	“No way.” She stood and moved as far away from the men as possible. “My implant goes into great detail about the difficulties of bonding an Earth woman. How only sex will make us open to your minds. You have fucking guides on how to manipulate women to make them fall in love with you!”

	“That is not true.” Chel took a step closer but he stopped when she glared at him. “Your culture is foreign to us, completely unknown. We have no idea how you will react to anything. Those guides are to help us say what we mean in a way you can understand. Trust me when I tell you that Earth women are utterly baffling to a Kadothian male. You often make no sense, and you are confusing. Even your own males have no idea how to communicate effectively with you.”

	She put her hands on her hips. “Oh, so this is my fault?”

	“No,” Chel groaned and clutched his head. “Why are you being so difficult?”

	“Roxy.” Rastar licked his lips, and she tried to keep her mind from remembering to how soft those lips felt against her own. “Please let us explain.”

	“While I was overseas busting my ass saving people’s lives, you fucked around on me.” Her stomach churned as the old hurt from her ex-husband surged forward, mingling with her new pain and filling her with grief. “Why would you do that? Why wasn’t I enough for you? Why did you have to cheat on me—and with Paige, of all people?”

	“You are acting hysterical.” Chel gave her a weary look. “Perhaps you should come with me so we can test your implant.”

	Pissed, hurting, and worried she might be losing her mind, Roxy screamed, “Don’t fucking touch me.”

	Something inside of her lashed out, moving through the bond on instinct. It struck out at Chel like the flip of a mental whip.

	To her horror, Chel dropped to the floor. He clutched his head and moaned in agony.

	“Chel!” she yelled and crouched next to him. She hesitated to touch the man as he curled on his side and moaned. “What’s wrong with him?”

	Rastar took something that looked like an elongated credit card out of a hidden pocket in his armor. He passed the strip over Chel and frowned. Using what looked like a pen, he twisted it a few times, and stuck the tip in Chel’s neck. Instantly, the man quieted, only his harsh pants filling the air and mingling with her quiet sobs.

	“Chel!” She gave his hand a hesitant pat. “Are you okay?”

	He jerked back a little from her, his eyes wide as the pulse in the side of his neck raced. “You could have killed me.”

	“I don’t understand. What did I do?”

	“It’s called dreshentah.”

	As soon as he said the word, her crystal implant kicked in. Dreshentah was the ability to cause someone’s soul pain. It wouldn’t kill anyone, but the feeling was so horrible, there had been cases where people killed themselves to escape the agony. During the civil war that led to the loss of Kadothian females, the dreshentah was a favored weapon in battle as there were great tactical advantages to being able to subdue an entire army with merely a thought. 

	 She shuddered as graphic images of people writhing in pain raced through her mind. “I—I did that? To Chel?”

	“Yes,” Rastar said as his worry poured through their bond. “Not on purpose, but you used the dreshentah instinctively.”

	They all stared at her—Chel with obvious fear while Rastar and Cormac looked close to panicking. 

	The silence was broken by Gwarnon running into the room. He clutched a weapon her crystal implant identified as a type of sonic gun in his hand. “What is going on? Chel, are you all right? What happened? They ship did not detect any intruders, and the Baladium swears no one approached or boarded our vessel.”

	Rubbing his chest, Gwarnon helped Chel sit up and moved him to the couch. “I will be fine. Lady Roxy unintentionally used the dreshentah on me.”

	Gwarnon whipped around and stared at her in horror.

	“What? Someone tell me why you’re all freaking out right now, please.”

	Giving himself a slight shake, Rastar said, “There has not been a Kadothian Matriarch who can cause soul pain since the Great Sorrow took our females from us.”

	“And that’s bad?”

	He slowly nodded. “Until now, it has been a gift only the Hive possesses.”

	Her ears rang. She would’ve swayed if she hadn’t already been on her knees. “That’s bad.”

	Surprisingly, Gwarnon was the first to snap out of his shock with a calculating look on his handsome face. “This is also good.”

	Chel stared at his blood brother. “Meaning no offense to my Lady, but how can this be a good thing?”

	“You are viewing the situation the wrong way. The gift is not evil; it is the intent of the wielder which makes something bad or good. Before the Great Sorrow, it was celebrated when a Matriarch possessed the gift of soul pain. In the right hands, the gift is a great tool for order and justice. Roxy is an honorable woman, a Warrior who shed blood to protect the innocent. The Lord of Life was wise in giving her this gift. It will certainly enhance their odds of winning, and that is the only thing that matters right now.”

	“But others will fear her,” Rastar said. “It will give her enemies fuel to cause dissent.”

	Gwarnon shrugged. “They may, but having the dreshentah gives us a great tactical advantage. None of Roxy’s potential opponents have any idea about what she can do. We know that Lacey and Roxy will be pitted against humanoids of a similar size and physical prowess, but other than that, their abilities are a mystery.”

	Cormac knelt at her side, placing his hand against her thigh. “You should only use this gift as a last resort.”

	Watching her closely, Rastar said, “It would help if we were fully bonded. The bondmarks she will bear are visible proof that the Lord of Life blessed our union. It would make it harder for her enemies to use her abilities against her.”

	Gwarnon shook his head. “No, you cannot bond her until after the Baladium.”

	Rastar snapped. “You would dare try to forbid us from bonding? On what grounds?”

	Gwarnon held up his hands as he backed away to stand near the plants. “Easy, Warrior. I forbid you nothing. It is in Lady Roxy’s best interest to wait. If she fights in the Baladium as a Matriarch, she will be subjected to stiff fines and punishments by the Kadothian High Council. They could even try to ban her from her Territory. You know there are Council members itching to have a reason to make an example of an Earth Matriarch. Most will understand the circumstances, but some are threatened by the Earth Matriarchs and the power they possess. However, if Roxy is still a bride when she fights, then she is breaking no laws. The ruling by the High Congress to forbids Kadothian Warriors and Matriarchs from participating in the games. It says nothing about brides.”

	“Clever,” Chel said with a small smile before he gave Gwarnon a brief, but heated, kiss.

	Roxy stared at them, shocked and a little turned on by the sight of the two men making out.

	She snuck a glanced at Rastar and Cormac, only to find them both watching her with a heated gaze.

	“What?”

	The smile Cormac gave her made her already wet panties dampen further.

	Gwarnon cleared his throat. “If you will excuse us, Lacey is going into transition.”

	Chel’s chiseled jaw fell open. “You got our kiss?”

	“I did. It was so quick, I was unsure if she absorbed enough of my blood, but she did. Unfortunately, just as we began to kiss, Lady Roxy’s attacks came through our bond. As I thought you were in mortal danger, I left.”

	Feeling like a turd, Roxy dipped her head. “Sorry again about that.”

	Chel waved her off without even looking at her. His gaze remained totally focused on Gwarnon. The beautiful hope she saw on his face made her breath catch. In theory, she understood how much finding a Matriarch meant to a Kadothian male, but seeing Chel’s growing joy brought tears to her eyes. Rastar and Cormac each sent a wave of questioning through their bond, and she tried to let them know she was okay without using words. 

	Gripping Gwarnon’s shoulders tightly, Chel said, “Tell me what happened.”

	“We were training, and bickering as usual. Lacey managed to get me on my back. I used my new knowledge of the human female anatomy and made sure I worked her clit with my hips.”

	“She responded well?” Chel asked in a worried voice. 

	“Very well,” Gwarnon purred. “She allowed me to caress her. I took Lord Rell’s advice, and I waited until the moment of her orgasm to kiss her.”

	“Well done,” Chel said with a beaming smile. “Well done indeed.”

	Abruptly, both men stiffened. Turning as one, their moves so synchronized it was like watching professional dancers, they both crouched then lifted their noses. Still in unison, they each took a deep breath, their nostrils flaring. Then another.

	The blue streaks in Gwarnon’s dark hair glinted as he threw his head back and roared.

	Chel roared with him, both men’s bodies seeming to somehow…grow larger. His muscles bulged and his whole body seemed to flex. She would’ve been scared, but they smiled as the other men bellowed. It was rather odd, made all the weirder when Rastar and Nosa joined in. She clasped her hands over her ears and stared at them.

	Suddenly, they stopped, and she hesitantly lowered her hands away from her ears. “What was that all about?”

	“We were celebraiting with our fellow Warriors because they have found their Matriarch,” Cormac explained with a small smile.

	Chel abruptly stood, then he backed away from her with a bow. “Forgive me for being rude, Lady Roxy, but you must leave. My instincts will not allow another female near me until Lacey is done transitioning.”

	Blinking in surprise, she nodded quickly as the information about Kadothian males mating habits downloaded in her head. 

	“Of course. We’ll be off. I’m very happy for you—for all three of you. Congratulations on finding your Matriarch. Lacey is a good woman, and I know you’ll treat her right.”

	Rastar and Cormac hustled her out of the room and into the utilitarian hallway. Guards met them, and as soon as they came out, the door sealed behind them. The guards, both men with blond and deep red hair, bowed to her, their fist held over their hearts.

	Her implant supplied the appropriate response, and she tried to keep her tone serious as she said, “You honor me, Warriors.”

	They both beamed at her like kids who’d just won a gold star. They said in tandem, “Thank you, Matriarch.”

	Rastar and Nosa began to pull her down the hallway and she waited until they were alone before she turned on them with a snarl. “Don’t think I haven’t forgotten that you fucked around with Paige. I’m still super fucking pissed about that.”

	“Alyah-”

	“Don’t you alyah me.” She sucked in a deep breath, willing back the tears that threatened. “How am I supposed to face her knowing she’s been intimate with you?”

	“But she was not intimate with us. She was intimate with her husbands.”

	“So you didn’t touch her at all?”

	“Very little.” Cormac ignored her attempt to pull away as he cupped her face with his strong hands. “Feel the truth of my words, Roxy. We hold no romantic affection for your friend, and she certainly holds none for us. We bonded because of our mutual love for you. Lady Paige loves her husbands, and she has no desire to create a romantic relationship with us. The whole situation was very awkward, to be truthful.”

	Feeling a little better, she bit her lower lip as he released her face from his gentle hold. “Awkward, right.”

	“Truly,” Rastar added as he stroked her arm, “it was. Lady Paige is very innocent to the ways of our world, and she was extremely uncomfortable with the situation. We were uncomfortable as well. Lord Rell and Commander Trenzent are like…like your President and the head of your military. Imagine having to be intimate in front of them while they were with their mates, knowing if you upset their mate in any way they would destroy you.”

	It was such an odd mental image she couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, that would be weird. They weren’t jealous of you doing…whatever you did?”

	Rastar shook his head empathetically. “Absolutely not. They pleasured their mate while we pleasured each other.”

	“Wait, you mean you fucked each other while they fucked her?”

	“Yes.”

	Relief filled her. “Oh, that’s not so bad. Kinky, but not what I was thinking.”

	“We do not desire her,” Cormac lowered his voice, “You are the one we want, the only one. Feel the truth of my words, alyah. Please forgive us, we had no other choice. Unbonded males are not allowed through the wormhole, and it could have taken us years to find another Matriarch to carry our bond. Lord Rell and Commander Trenzent know we have no romantic feelings for their Matriarch, they know we are no threat to their bond so there is no reason for them to be jealous or view us as any kind of a threat.”

	Sincerity poured through their bond and it helped soothe her wounded feelings. “I know you didn’t do this to hurt me, I can accept that much, but I can’t change the fact that I am hurt. Paige is my friend, and I don’t like knowing she knows what your O face looks like.”

	“O face?” Rastar asked with a tilt of his head.

	“How we look when we orgasm,” Cormac said quickly.

	“Would it help if you were to see Lord Rell and Commander Trenzent’s O face?” Rastar asked with the utmost sincerity. “To make things even between us?”

	“God no.” She grimaced. “Paige is like a little sister to me and I so do not want to see that.”

	“Understood. What can we do to make you feel better?”

	Studying them both, she then closed her eyes and rested her head against Cormac’s shoulder. “I don’t know. This is something that I’m just going to have to deal with. I’m having a hard time wrapping my mind around the concept of like…functional sex. I know you’re telling the truth. My crystal implant backs up what you’re saying, but my Earth way of thinking is having a hard time coming to terms with everything.

	“I hate that you feel such doubt,” Rastar embraced both her and Cormac in a hug. “You are everything to us, Roxy. Everything. There is no one in the entire universe that could ever take your place in our lives. We were born to be yours.”

	As she sank into their embrace she let go of some of the poisonous hurt that was churning in her belly. They meant it, every word, and more importantly, she felt the same way about them. If their positions were reversed, she would do whatever it took to return to their side. And in her heart she knew that Paige would never do anything to harm her. While she wasn’t completely okay with what happened, she wasn’t going to let it destroy them. But she did feel a growing, territorial need to mark them as her own. 

	Turning in their embrace, she noted the way they held each other, how Rastar gently rubbed Cormac’s shoulder. Being sandwiched between them brought back all the fantasies she’d had about the men. Heat fluttered in her belly as she licked her lips, wondering what it would be like to see them kiss. They were both so incredibly sexy, and all kinds of naughty fantasies flared to life in her mind.

	“Alyah,” Rastar practically purred, his cock hardening against her side. “What are you thinking about?”

	“What it would be like to see you two kiss.”

	The men both blinked in shock, making her grin.

	“You want to see us kiss?” Cormac said with wide eyes.

	A little shiver of desire raced through her and she had to clear her throat before she said, “Oh yeah.”

	 

	 


Chapter 14

	Cormac

	 

	 

	He tried to hide his uncertainty, but he feared some of his insecurity leaked through as he said, “Are you sure?”

	“I wouldn’t ask you if I wasn’t.”

	Right then, their bond was closed pretty tight on her end, so he couldn’t sense if she really meant her words or not. His experience with Earth led him to believe that many humans found the idea of two men together to be repulsive. On some parts of Roxy’s planet two men being attracted to each other was considered a crime punishable by death. He worried that Roxy would be one of those people disgusted by the thought of two men together. Before he’d met her, he’d agonized over what he would do if she insisted that he keep his relationship with Nosa strictly platonic. 

	She certainly wouldn’t have been the first Earth bride to demand such a thing. 

	To hear her say that not only was she open to the idea, but she would enjoy it, led to a great relief on his part.

	Roxy tossed her head, her dark hair sliding back off her face. “Why does it surprise you that I’d find two hot guys kissing arousing?”

	He gave Nosa a pleading look, but his blood brother merely shrugged. “Well, without meaning offense, your planet does not always look favorably on men being lovers.”

	At the end of the hallway, the Warrior with bright green hair gave them a startled look as he left one of the rooms along the hallway.

	Nosa herded them forward. “This is not the place for such a discussion.”

	Once they were safely in their room, the two men turned to face their bride. The room was a rectangular space, with the hygiene facilities on one end, and a dark teal wall separated the facilities from the living space. Light gold wood flooring brightened the space, and a large bed—big enough to sleep six—sat against the far wall. The thick black fur bedding was neatly made and a variety of pillows cushioned the headboard. Roxy was standing by that bed, but her expression was far from inviting. Her eyes were narrowed, and her arms crossed over her full breasts. Yet despite her hostile stance, the scent of her arousal drifted toward him. 

	“Look, you’re right. I’m not going to lie and say that there are people who think being gay—or bisexual or whatever—is like the worst thing you could do. I don’t understand it, and I sure as fuck don’t feel that way. Who you love is who you love, and you guys love each other, right?”

	Exchanging a cautious look, Rastar said, “Yes, we do. He is my blood brother.”

	Her gaze went a little distant for a moment as she accessed her crystal implant before she blinked and returned her attention to them. “I’m glad you love each other, and I’m glad you had each other while you searched for me. Thanks to this handy device in my head, I know exactly how hard it was for you to be alone and I would never begrudge you your relationship together. And thanks to our bond I know that your love for me is equal to your love for each other. More like one in the same. It’s hard to explain, but you know what I mean, right?”

	Moving across the room to her side, Nosa gently stroked her cheek. Cormac immersed himself in his brother’s senses, feeling Roxy as if she were beneath his own hand. He let out a pleased hum as she softened beneath his blood brother’s tender touch.

	“We never doubted your generous heart,” he said as he stroked her cheek, the contrast of his dark skin to her golden tone incredibly hot to Cormac. “We only sought to protect it.”

	“Well, you don’t need to.” She gave Cormac a mischievous smile before looking back at Nosa. “I am totally, one hundred percent down with watching you guys go at it.”

	“Go at it?” Cormac teased as he sat on the edge of the bed and began to remove his boots.

	“You know what I mean. And no fake stuff. I want to see how you really fuck each other, not just putting on a show. I guess that’s why I like amateur porn better than professional. I like to watch people get off on what they’re doing, not pretend.”

	Palming his suddenly aching cock, Cormac growled, “You like watching videos of others having sex?”

	She shrugged. “Well, yeah. When I masturbate, I like to have a little viewing inspiration.”

	Nosa joined Cormac on the bed and began to remove his boots. “Will you touch your pretty pussy for us while we fuck, my beautiful Roxy? Will you lay back, naked, among the pillows and stroke yourself, petting that hard clit until you get it wet with your juices?”

	Her eyes slid halfway shut and she purred, “Oh yeah.”

	Going into the attached hygiene room, he quickly stripped then cleansed himself. 

	When he came back into the living space, Nosa bent over Roxy, whispering to her softly. Whatever he said aroused their beautiful bride. The wet evidence of her desire gleamed on the brown tipped pink petals of her sex. With her legs spread wide, he could see the secrets of her body, and it made him hungry to taste her. He loved licking her sweet cream, loved how good it made her feel. He liked it so much he almost enjoyed giving her oral affections rather than receiving it. 

	Watching her work her clit, he observed the way it swelled beneath her touch. He began to stroke himself, trying to alleviate the growing pressure in his shaft. Nosa knew he was there, but he continued to torment their bride. Dominant through and through, he owned their alyah’s passion and Roxy’s desire was stroked ever higher with his honeyed words. Her back arched and Cormac could tell she was close, so he quickly closed their bond, cutting himself off from her passion.

	Nosa did the same, and they watched as she writhed on the bed, her chest flushed and heaving with her rapid breaths. More nectar dripped between her legs, and he couldn’t stop himself. Crawling across the bed, he exchanged a smile with Nosa as his blood brother left them so he could cleanse himself. Cormac had a brief fantasy of licking Nosa’s cock with Roxy and he groaned, fisting himself faster.

	“Stop,” Roxy ordered. “Sit back on your heels. I want to look at you.”

	A hard throb went through his dick at her commanding tone, but he did as she’d instructed.

	His cock visibly pulsed with the beat of his heart, and he watched as a bit of purple precum leaked from the tip.

	“Rastar told me some of your secrets,” she said as she lazily caressed her nipples. “Do you like to be told what to do in bed?”

	“Sometimes. Other times, I like to take charge. It depends on my mood.”

	“Hmmmm. And what’s your mood right now? What do you want?”

	“I want to bring you pleasure. I want to serve my bride.”

	“Smear that delicious precum up and down your shaft, then stroke yourself how you like. Think about some of the things you wish to do with me, some of the ways you want to serve me. Also, open your side of the bond.”

	He did as she’d ordered, then gasped and closed his eyes as her pleasure poured into him. She was highly aroused, her body crying out for her mates. The warm throb of her arousal mixed with his own, and he struggled against the need to cum. Gritting his teeth, he took some deep breaths and willed the growing tingle in his balls away.

	“My alyah,” he rasped. “Dampen your side of the bond a bit, or I will spill myself before I want to.”

	Right away, her pleasure lessened, and his head sagged forward.

	“Sorry about that.”

	“No, I am proud because you feel such need for me. It is so strong, I could orgasm without even touching myself, which is unusual for a bride. Usually, the female must be a full Matriarch for that strong of a mental exchange.”

	“In fact,” Nosa said from behind him a moment before he slid his arms around Cormac’s shoulders. “All you have to do is immerse yourself in one of our bonds. You will be able to feel what we feel as if it was happening to you. It will be much stronger after we become bondmates, but I believe you will be able to sense an echo of our pleasure now.”

	“No way,” she said again in a high-pitched voice.

	“Yes way,” Cormac relied with a laugh. 

	“So, if I do it right, I’ll be able to feel what it’s like to be a guy?”

	“In a way, yes.”

	“That sounds awesome!” With a mischievous grin, Roxy snapped her fingers and pointed to Nosa’s erection. “Cormac, suck his cock. I’ve always been so curious as to what getting a blowjob feels like for a guy.”

	Laughing, Nosa nuzzled the side of Cormac’s neck. “Not yet. First you need to come deeper into one of our minds.”

	“How do I do that?” Her gaze went distant and a moment later she nodded. “Okay, I think I know what to do.”

	Taking in her serious expression, Cormac shared an amused glance with Nosa. “Relax, alyah. This isn’t a test. Just sit back and enjoy what we have to offer you.”

	Cormac reached behind, running his hands over Nosa’s muscled ribcage. “Let us bring you pleasure.”

	When Nosa gripped his shaft, Cormac couldn’t help but groan in pleasure. Their years together had given them each an expert touch with each other, and Nosa knew just how to work Cormac. On the bed, Roxy watched them through narrow, lust filled eyes. Her nipples stood at attention, begging for his mouth. Taking a deep breath, he drank in her growing arousal, grinning when he realized she was in Nosa’s mind. He wasn’t surprised. She was naturally more dominant and would be drawn to Nosa’s point of view.

	As soon as he had that thought, he felt a brush of her through his mind. Her soul wrapped around his and he groaned, thrusting his hips into Nosa’s grip. Leaning back into his blood brother, he gave himself over to his lust.

	“That feels so good,” Roxy moaned. Her hips shifted restlessly on the bed. “Squeeze him harder. Fuck yeah.”

	Cormac was very close to the point of no return as Rastar worked him harder at Roxy’s urging. Sweat slicked his body, and his groans turned into an almost constant growl. Behind him, Nosa ground his erection against Cormac’s ass. His blood brother’s precum slicked his back, and he arched into Nosa, rocking with him as they both shuddered.

	“She’s going to climax,” Nosa growled. 

	It took effort, but he managed to close off his link—only enough so that he could watch and enjoy their alyah finding her release, but not be taken over the edge with her. 

	When her visible contractions faded, he eased his bond open and sighed in absolute bliss. Her love for both of them poured through the bond, soothing and strengthening his soul. Nosa licked the side of Cormac’s neck, then he bit and Roxy made a soft noise.

	“It should be physically impossible to be as turned on as I am right now. I mean, I just had an orgasm, but one second in your mind, and I feel like I’m desperate to cum.” She rubbed her fingers between her legs, spreading the wetness of her release all over her flushed nether lips. “And look at how hard you both are, how much you want to fuck. Especially you, Cormac. When I’m in your mind, I know you need to cum so badly your cock hurts. But you like it.”

	“He does.” Nosa slowly fisted his hand in Cormac’s unbound hair. “But wait until you feel how aroused he becomes when he services me.”

	“Oh shit,” she whimpered. Cormac turned and slowly sank down until his mouth was level with the bulbous crest of Nosa’s shaft.

	Glimmering lilac precum coated the dark purple tip, and he paused before he licked. “Get in Nosa’s mind, beloved. You will want to feel this.”

	Her presence withdrew almost completely, but he didn’t feel alone. He’d never feel alone again. The thought filled him with joy, and he smiled as he began to swallow Nosa’s thick shaft down. Even though he’d had plenty of practice, the thick bulk of Nosa’s erection always made his jaw hurt just a little bit. It was worth the discomfort to know how good he made both of them feel. Roxy had begun to plunge her fingers into her wet sex, and the noise blended with the sucking sounds he was making as he swallowed down Nosa’s shaft.

	“There you go,” Nosa purred as the crest of his dick touched the back of Cormac’s throat. “Take me deep.”

	He barely managed to close himself all the way off as Roxy came with an unexpected scream on the bed. Nosa grunted and pulled all the way out of Cormac’s throat, his dick visibly throbbing. It jumped and pulsed as Roxy continued to come, and Cormac had to resist the urge to make Nosa spill in his mouth.

	Roxy threw her arms over her head, completely out of breath and flushed red. Her chest heaved, and her breasts quivered with her movements. Slowly turning her head, she smiled and gave them a weak wave.

	“I’m okay. I just need a second.” She curled her toes then said, “Blowjobs are the fucking best! I demand at least one blow job every day.”

	“Whatever you wish.” Cormac chuckled while Nosa grunted.

	“Get back in my mind, alyah.” He fisted his erection, making the tendons on his forearms stand out. “We are not done with you yet.”

	She whimpered, but obeyed, and he gave her mind a soothing caress as she lowered her mental barriers. This time, he was the one sending his love, and she eagerly received his affection. As Nosa pushed him forward onto his hands and knees, his arousal and anticipation grew. While he enjoyed giving and receiving blowjobs, he loved getting fucked by his blood brother even more. And having Roxy in his mind, feeling her approval and desire, made it all the better.

	Crawling to the edge of the bed, she reached out and held his hand, their gazes totally locked on each other.

	Rubbing his thumb over her hand, he visually devoured his bride. He couldn’t believe he’d been chosen as worthy of such an amazing woman. Bits of her dark hair stuck to her sweaty face, but she’d never looked more beautiful to him.

	They gasped in unison as Nosa’s lubricated shaft penetrated him, filling him until he clenched his teeth. 

	“That’s so good,” she whispered as she scooted a little closer, stroking his arm as she closed her eyes. “Mmmmm, nice.”

	Her cries became throatier as Nosa began to plunge in and out of Cormac’s ass, and the tight ring of muscle sparked with pleasure. His balls were tight as Nosa slowed down, then began to kiss Cormac’s back and shoulder. Roxy knelt up and she began to kiss Nosa while Cormac rested his face against her hip. Licking at her smooth skin, he groaned. She tasted so good, and he wanted to taste more.

	Stroking her hand through his hair, her presence in his mind drew back a bit. “I want you inside of me while he fucks you.”

	Both Nosa and Cormac stilled, fighting the need to release. 

	“Scoot beneath Cormac,” Nosa finally said, his voice so deep it seemed to vibrate through Cormac’s soul. “Then lift your legs and wrap them around his waist.”

	She eagerly did as ordered, the soft glide of her body moving beneath his was torture. His ass flexed and gripped Nosa’s thick shaft, making both men breathe heavy. When her long legs wrapped around him, he grit his teeth as Nosa lined the head of his cock up with her hot, silky opening. Pressing down, Nosa forced Cormac to sink into Roxy’s tight body, her slick fluid making it an easy glide. 

	They all stilled as Cormac groaned and arched, the feelings running through him too intense, too good. 

	Roxy didn’t have that problem. She pulled Cormac down further until her breasts touched his chest. With a soft moan she began to kiss him, gripping him with her sex like a wet fist. Nosa began to thrust into him again, and Cormac bucked between them, driven insane with the need to climax. He had no idea who went first, but as almost one all three of them cried out as the most amazing orgasm of his life destroyed him.

	His balls drew up so tight he couldn’t breathe, and Nosa’s dick vibrated in his ass. Roxy clawed at his back, her mind filled with nothing but her climax—a sweeping pleasure that was slow and deep like an ocean current. Nosa’s orgasm was more like his own, a blazing hot fire that incinerated everything in its path, leaving behind peace and silence.

	It took him a long, long time to finally move. When he did, he couldn’t help but chuckle. Nosa and Roxy sprawled on top of him, their long hair a wild mess around them both. Each had their eyes closed. As he watched, Roxy let out a little snore. Laughing to himself, he crawled next to his alyah, holding her close as he decided to join her sleep.

	They needed to get all the rest they could, because the challenge ahead of them was going to, as the humans liked to say, ‘suck.’

	 

	Nosa shot up from the table. His teeth elongated as he snarled, “It is too dangerous!”

	He closed himself off completely from his blood brother and Roxy, because their furious emotions became too much for him to deal with. Lord of Life, he was having a hard enough time maintaining his grip on his sanity without adding their strife to his own. The last three days had been trying, and he was both physically and mentally exhausted.

	In the small galley area, they finished up their final meal of the day before crawling off to bed. Roxy fought to stand up on shaking legs as she glared at Nosa. She’d put on some muscle over the last few days thanks to the accelerated healing serum she was on, but she’d also lost weight that she didn’t need to lose. Even with as much as she ate, they’d run Roxy and Lacey into the ground every day with training. 

	The NevShoo told them the Baladium had released the women’s challenge, and that they would be fighting in an underwater environment against a pair of Kiltum, an aquatic race of amphibious humanoids. They’d trained accordingly, and he swore it would be years before he found any desire to go swimming. In the mock training arena the Baladium provided all contestants, he’d practically drowned Roxy over and over as they did their best to make her invincible in aquatic combat.

	And right now it looked like all that training, all that pain, had been for nothing.

	Because Roxy and Lacey weren’t going to be fighting the Kiltum.

	They were going to be fighting the Hive.

	There was no other choice.

	The prize of this special match was a human female from Earth.

	A young one, no more than two years old.

	The NevShoo had shown them a video of the small, dark skinned girl crying for her mother. Before seeing that Cormac had been of the same mindset as Nosa. Even a fully trained Kadothian Warrior would have trouble defeating a Hive member. Roxy had never encountered their fighting style, and it would take time they didn’t have to train her in it. But they really had no choice. Even if Cormac had been able to let the little girl be given to the Hive, Roxy would never allow it.

	The door to the galley slid open before Lacey stormed through, closely followed by her stoic mates.

	Still dressed in her silver combat armor, sweat dripped from Lacey’s face as she limped across the room. Like Roxy, she’d gone through additional growth treatments, so her blonde hair was longer than when he’d seen her last. It hung to almost her shoulders in messy curls, instead of above her ears, and she’d gained muscle mass. The commanding woman was even more driven than Roxy to win, and she dedicated her every waking moment to honing her skills. Much to her men’s irritation. Chel had shared that Lacey had only mated with them twice, and she refused to do so again until she won her fight. 

	“Hey,” Lacey said as she took a seat next to Roxy. “You hear the news, Sarge?”

	Roxy nodded, her eyes locked on the other woman. “I did.”

	“Looks like we get to kick some psycho bitch ass.”

	Roxy smiled while all the men made negative grunts. “Sure does. It’s on like Donkey Kong.”

	Ignoring the women, Nosa said to Gwarnon, “How did this happen?”

	“Credits,” Gwarnon said with a low growl as he tossed his long braid over his armored shoulder. “The Baladium is going to make an insane amount of credits off this fight. It is a one of a kind, once in a lifetime chance for them. There were rumors this was going to happen.”

	“Why did you not share those whispers with us?” Cormac demanded.

	“They were just one of many stories being told. We suspected something was going to happen, but we never would have guessed this. The Hive are forbidden from entering the Baladium. Even as immoral as the council is, they have no desire to go to war on the behalf of the Hive.”

	“So how did they get entered?” Lacey placed her elbows on the table.

	Gwarnon moved to the chair next to hers. He sat and grabbed one of the remaining fruits from dessert. “The Hive members you will be fighting are not free. They are slaves like you and because they are slaves they can be entered into the tournament. Their owner is a member in high standing in the Baladium, and he entered them as his fighters.”

	“Why the bonus prize of the human girl?” Cormac asked.

	“The Baladium is smart,” Gwarnon gestured to the women. “They wanted to tempt them with a prize they could not resist. No doubt the Baladium is aware we would object to our females fighting Hive members, so they made the match irresistible.”

	“Do you think it’s a trap of some kind?” Roxy asked. “Are they setting us up to be crushed? Like, are the Hive going to be fully outfitted with weapons while we go with only dull spoons to defend ourselves?”

	“No,” Gwarnon quickly said as he handfed his bride some fruit, much to her embarrassment. “They want as fair of a fight as possible. While the council has little care for the morals and rules of other worlds, they stick to the rules of the Baladium closely. If they do not, the other members of the Baladium will destroy the council. One of the rules is to have fighters evenly matched. Their audience wants a fight, not a slaughter.”

	After chewing and swallowing, Lacey said, “That makes sense. It’s like boxing in Vegas. If you’re going to hype the shit out of an event, you better have a good fight to back it up. People get pissed when it’s a short match.”

	A chime rolled through the room, announcing that the NevShoo watched and listened to them. “Have you come to a decision, Roxy and Lacey?”

	The women exchanged a nod before Roxy said, “We’ll do it. We’ll take the match.”

	“Excellent. We will inform the Baladium of your decision.”

	“Thank you for asking us first,” Lacey said as she batted Gwarnon’s food laden hand away. “You could have just signed us up, but you gave us a choice. We appreciate that.”

	“We appreciate you,” the NevShoo replied. “You have given our people hope that their children will be able to grow up in peace and safety. The lives of billions of our people rest in your capable hands. We have great faith in your victory.”

	“No pressure or anything, right?” She closed her eyes, her expression strained. “How much time do we have left to train?”

	“The match will be in one days’ time.”

	“You must rest,” Nosa growled.

	“We agree,” the NevShoo added.

	Roxy frowned. “But I have to be ready.”

	“You are ready.” Cormac reached out and held her hand in his own. “Their fighting style is not that different than some of the others we have drilled. They rely on their psychic abilities to overpower their prey, if they can. Most of the time, that is all they need.” 

	“Has anyone from Earth fought the Hive before.”

	“Not that we know of. But, with your shields…I believe you will—how does that saying go? You will ‘kick some righteous ass.’”

	The side of Roxy’s mouth curled up in a grin. “You watched way too many 80s movies.”

	Gwarnon stood and plucked Lacey from her chair as if she weighed no more than a feather. Even after the growth hormones, the top of Lacey’s head came up only to Gwarnon’s chin. Despite her obvious stiffness, he cradled her close.

	“Our bride will need her rest as well. We wish you a good night, and will see you tomorrow morning. Lord of Life be with you.”

	 


Chapter 15

	Roxy

	 

	 

	In the holding room that would lead her into the arena, Roxy warmed up, even though she didn’t need to. 

	She wore a tight, black armored suit which covered her from neck to her toes. Her hair was restrained in a warclub-like braid. That morning, Nos had sat her down between his legs while he’d plaited her hair and Cormac ate her out.

	A flush rushed through her, threatening her focus.

	With ruthless determination, she pushed back all thoughts but those of the battle ahead. It wasn’t her first conflict, nor the first time she knew she walked into a life or death situation. However, it was the first time she’d done it without her squad at her back. And the first time she’d had to face death disguised as alien psychopaths.

	On the other side of the small room, Lacey bounced on her toes while she rolled her neck. Her body was tight with muscle, but her hair hung long enough that she also had it back in a tight, fishtail braid. The pale sage walls glowed with a soothing light, and it was completely silent. They had their privacy for now, but as soon as they stepped out into the arena their every move would be watched by billions, maybe trillions, of alien spectators.

	That thought started to freak her out, so she tried to distract herself.

	“Any luck with your gift?”

	Pausing in her movements, Lacey chewed her lip then slowly shook her head. “Nope.”

	“Don’t feel bad, I have no idea how to really use mine. It’s more instinct than action.”

	The first tone sounded, letting them know to get ready.

	They stood shoulder to shoulder. Their breathing escalated as they counted down together in their heads. From this point on, any and all communication would be done via their implants.

	The doors slid open, and Roxy gasped.

	Holy shit…lava.

	They stepped out into some kind of hell scape. That was the only way she could think of describing it. Volcanic ash drifted through the air, rising from a distant, active volcano. Pools of lava littered the landscape, along with gigantic black onyx pillars rising high into the sky. The ground was made up of black sand and boulders, along with the occasional splotches of red that her crystal implant identified as a type of moss. While she knew intellectually this was all fake, that the landscape was actually nanobots programed to mimic burning flames, it still felt and looked all too real.

	And artificial or not, that lava would kill them as surely as the real stuff.

	“Fields of Gidien,” Lacey said through the implant. “Watch out for lava bombs.”

	 She was about to respond when a green streak, moving fast, darted past a waterfall of lava.

	“Company,” she thought to the other woman.

	A light flashed, and they glanced over at the table full of weapons…. way on the other side of a lake of lava.

	“Fuck,” Lacey inwardly groaned. “This is like that role-playing game my mom played with her cousins. The one with dragons and dungeons and shit. We have to fight the beastie at our backs, but the weapons are on the other side of the fire pit. We’re on a quest.”

	Roxy didn’t respond, too busy searching the ground for a rock.

	She found what she was looking for seconds before a lizard-like creature with eight legs launched itself through the air with a scream. Thanks to her new and improved muscles, she was able to wing the rock with enough force and strength to take the lion sized creature down with her well-aimed shot to the eye. Despite the danger of the situation, she couldn’t help a thrill of excitement. Having this new body was like being handed her first real sniper’s rifle after working with shitty training weapons. It was magic.

	“That was too easy,” Lacey said as they made their way around the lake.

	“They’re probably testing our abilities, showing the audience what we can do.”

	A sudden whoomp came from their left and she stared as a flaming boulder the size of a house flew overhead. Lava dripped from it as it hurtled through the sky, expelled from the lake in a vicious burst of burning gas. While Roxy knew they really weren’t on the Fields of Gidien, and that they were in roughly a six mile by six-mile arena, it sure as fuck felt real. And getting hit by one of those rocks would kill her. 

	Lacey grimaced. “Fucking lava bombs.”

	“They couldn’t have picked the Fields of Santrozo, or the Fields of Loliana?”

	“Right?” Lacey thought back as they carefully made their way through the burning landscape. “Why couldn’t they have picked the Fields of Unio, with their cotton candy flowers?”

	“Or the Fields of Piquela, with their rainbow rivers?”

	“Though those rivers are stocked with man-eating river dragons.”

	“Good point.”

	Though they bantered, Roxy didn’t really pay attention to what Lacey was saying. She was busy scanning their surroundings, wishing they were moving faster than their current cautious walk. Though they were making good time, the landscape was treacherous. She already had a nice scratch going down the back of her hand from where she’d tripped and fell on some jagged rocks. 

	The nanobots in her body were doing their job and accelerating the healing, but the wound still stung like a bitch. Lacey bore similar, healing injuries from where she’d tripped. The ground shifted every once in a while as lava poured through the giant lake of lava underneath. Roxy wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but as they rounded a curve she froze.

	“Up ahead, two o’clock. Movement.”

	Lacey dropped down next to her. In the dim, glowing light, they both tracked the movements of what had to be the Hive members. From this far away, even with her enhanced vision, Roxy could make out little more than their pale white skin against the black armor they wore. All the gladiators were equipped with the same garb with the same benefits. The dark colors blended with the landscape and a small shiver snaked down her spine as she realized how quickly they were moving.

	As they got closer, Lacey thought, “I can feel them. They’re insane, but rational. Sociopaths.”

	Roxy reached out mentally, but only caught the faintest hint of their presence. “I can’t feel them yet.”

	Giving her an odd look, Lacey grimaced, “I think I can hear their thoughts.”

	“What?”

	She was so shocked, the word managed to slip past her lips out loud.

	The moment she spoke, both Hive members froze on the opposite side of the lake. Despite the distance, she could feel them looking at her. Something poked at her mind, something sharp and vile.

	As soon as it was there, it vanished, and so did the Hive.

	“Fuck,” Lacey thought. “They’re going for the weapons. We have to get there first.”

	Moving quickly, the women scrambled through the jagged landscape. They didn’t waste time on conversation, both of them focused only on getting to the devices before the Hive.

	Stumbling, Lacey cut her forearm open on the sharp edge of a boulder. “Fuck!”

	“Are you okay?”

	 “Yeah. I just…I think I picked up one of their minds. For a second, I heard someone else thinking. Like, I accessed a shitty crystal implant. They’re not just slaves, Sarge. They’re elite Hive fighters, sent here by the Hive to test us, to see how much of a threat Earth woman really are. They want to win this match and take that little girl back to the Hive home planet to experiment on her. They’re expert killers and plan to slaughter us before we even have a chance… if they can get to the projectiles first. Fuck.”

	“Shit.” Roxy put on an extra burst of speed. Another large whoomp thundered through the air. She cried out in pain as a drop of lava landed on her shoulder and made the fabric of her armor smolder, then melt. Biting back a scream, she groaned in agony.

	“Look!” Lacey yelled.

	The lava bomb fell right into the Hive’s path, forcing them to scale the wall of a nearby cliff. She grit her teeth as her nanobots began to repair the nasty burn on her shoulder. 

	Lacey screamed as a lizard darted out of a nearby hole in the ground then clamped its teeth on her leg. Moving quickly, Roxy delivered a hard kick in the stomach of the creature, dislodging it from Lacey’s bleeding limb.

	“Son of a bitch!” Lacey hissed. “Mother fucking shit fucking shit fuck that hurts!”

	Gingerly testing her shoulder, Roxy leaned down and helped Lacey to her feet. “Can you walk?”

	“Yeah, but not well, Sarge. I’ll need a few minutes until I’m healed enough to go on my own.”

	A quick glance across the lake showed the Hive crawling along the cliff with scary ease. “I’m sorry, honey, but we can’t let them get to the weapons. This is going to hurt. Ready?” 

	“Yeah. Help me and I’ll be able to move.”

	Supporting her friend with her good shoulder, Roxy and Lacey slowly made their way toward the weapons. Another lizard popped out at them, but Lacey was ready for it this time. She beaned it in the head with a rock and they kept going. Roxy gained another burn from lava splatter, the new injury to her stomach. With their breath coming out in harsh pants, Roxy and Lacey worked together to reach the weapons, but they were too late.

	Right as they climbed atop a large outcropping of rough boulders, they had a clear sight of the Hive making the final sprint.

	They dashed forward, but an ominous feeling of her own impending death fell over Roxy. Her heart cried out in despair, and her soul screamed for her mates. Faintly, their love and fear filled her, but she had to cut them off. If she was going to die, she didn’t want them to feel it. 

	Lacey began to shiver, and Roxy looked over in alarm, “I can feel them…their thoughts. I can…I can…”

	Abruptly, Lacey collapsed to her knees and screamed. “Get them out of my head!”

	Crouching next to Lacey, Roxy frantically tried to figure out what to do.  With her hand on her friend’s shoulder, she kept an eye on the Hive. Not that she needed to. They froze, mere steps away from the weapons. They both had black hair, shaved to stubble, and blacker than black eyes. As Roxy stared into their gaze, she compared the look of the calculating stare of a bloodthirsty shark. Their expressions were totally blank, but somehow Roxy could tell they focused on Lacey. 

	“Lacey,” she whispered, “Come on, girl. Fight them.”

	Groaning, Lacey curled into a fetal position. “They’re demons, driven to destroy. They revel in misery. Dear God, deliver me from their evil. Please. Sweet Mother Mary, help me.”

	Panicked, Roxy was torn between staying with Lacey and going after the weapons. She couldn’t guess how long the Hive would remain still, and in a hand to hand fight of two versus one she was toast. A lava bomb arched through the air in the distance, and it landed with a thud that vibrated the ground near the Hive. 

	They didn’t even flinch.

	Desperate, Roxy tried to lash out mentally as she screamed, “Stop hurting her!”

	The dark minds ignored her. She stumbled over their mental walls, each so strong they seemed impenetrable. Roxy closed her eyes, searching for weaknesses in the Hive’s mental armor like Nosa and Cormac had taught her. Touching their shielded souls was a disgusting, repulsive experience, like sinking her hands into buckets of hot vomit and snot to look for something buried deep within.

	Each mental pass revealed nothing but impenetrable walls, and she started to panic as Lacey screamed again.

	Wait. There, somewhere ahead, she sensed something other than the shield.

	Her mind vibrated as she approached something on the spiritual plane. It looked like a gigantic, glowing green, wispy tornado against the darkness of space. At first, it remained faint, but as she slowly drifted closer, she swore she could hear millions of voices speaking at once. A legion of malignant souls.

	The spiraling green sank into the shield, merging with it and passing through to the minds of the Hive members. The other end stretched so far into the darkness, she lost sight of it. Another mental rumble came from around her, and she had the oddest sensation of pressure pulsing within her spirit. Bright flashes of light shot out from beyond the Hive member’s mental shield, and she mentally jerked back.

	Lacey’s scream tore her attention away from the lights and back to the green whirl that only grew larger. It pulsed, sending off bursts of pain and terror that threatened to send her mentally fleeing. But she couldn’t. Lacey is here, somewhere. Roxy could feel her, and she wouldn’t leave her alone. Readying her mental whip, she threw an experimental flick of her energy against the whirlwind.

	At first, nothing happened.

	Then the whirlwind grew just a little dimmer.

	Hope flared through her, and she struck out again, and again. She kept hitting until she was so weak, she knew she had to return to her body before she got lost in the darkness.

	 “Never!” Lacey’s voice suddenly thundered through the spiritual plane. “I would never join you. Nothing is better than love.” She paused, then her voice, filled with the wrath of God, whispered, “This is love.”

	A sonic boom of light roared across the spiritual plane. It hurled Roxy back into her body like a giant hand slapping her into oblivion. A moment later, terrible screaming tore through the air. Roxy lifted herself from the ground on shaking arms. She watched in flat out astonishment as the Hive members both turned as one. They ran straight into the lake of lava. Without a pause, they dove into the fiery depths, and Lacey collapsed.

	“What the fuck?” Roxy breathed. 

	The chime signaling the end of the match rang out.

	The hellscape faded around her, and she could only stare in complete confusion as Nosa and Cormac, along with Gwarnon and Chel, sprinted toward them from a doorway that appeared out of nowhere. 

	Humanoids of various shapes and sizes exited after them, and she knew they must be the Baladium’s representatives. 

	Before the men could reach them, an alien with a distinct blue cast to his skin materialized out of thin air. A crest of bright red feathers grew down the center of his head like a mohawk, and his long fingers tipped by dangerous black claws. Dressed in a long white robe over a matching suit, something about the alien screamed power. Black eyes with bright blue pupils held her gaze as he lifted his chin twice.

	Her crystal implant supplied explanation for his gesture—a show of respect among his species—so she returned it.

	Lacey stirred at her side, and she helped her friend sit up. 

	“Are you okay?” she asked via crystal implant.

	“Yeah,” Lacey whispered. She pressed her fingertips to her forehead. “Shit, what happened?”

	“The Hive took a swan dive into the lake of lava.”

	The birdlike man watching them made a small trilling noise.

	“I, Azwell Laoulap, do hereby declare Roxy Westfall and Lacey Tyler of Earth winners by mental domination,” he intoned. “To the victors go the spoils.”

	The landscape abruptly vanished as the last of the illusion dropped, revealing the literally millions of aliens seated in the arena surrounding them.

	As one, the crowd thundered, “To the victors go the spoils.”

	Their men finally reached them. As Nosa and Cormac held her close, she clutched them tight and wondered what just happened. 

	 


Chapter 16

	Roxy

	 

	 

	Once they returned to the captain’s quarters of Gwarnon’s ship, Roxy’s head still spun as she examined her reflection in the mirror. Her long, dark hair was strewn with bits of glittering gold and pink gems, which matched the stunning pink and pale peach gown that floated around her. While she never would have picked out something so feminine and intricate as the gown for herself, she loved it. The bodice was low, almost to her nipples, but it gave everyone a clear view of the area where her bondmate marks would hopefully come to life.

	An elaborate cape made of some fluffy white fabric topped the gown. It shifted and moved like a mixture between fur and feathers. Evidently, it was made from some crazy beast called a Minali, which inhabited the Kadothian northern forests. Cormac and Rastar had hunted it together, armed only with primitive weapons, so they could make the cloak for their future Matriarch.

	Me.

	Or at least she would be their Matriarch, as soon as they completed the bonding ceremony.

	Lacey looked beautiful in a pretty A-line silver dress. Her hair was in an elaborate updo, and she looked lovely. She smoothed out Roxy’s cape with a distracted expression.

	“Are you okay?” Roxy asked again.

	“What?” She needlessly fiddled with Roxy’s perfectly styled hair. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just trying to process everything.”

	In the quiet of the room, she reached out and grabbed Lacey’s hand, squeezing it tight. “I just want you to know…whatever you did, it saved our lives. Thank you. I know you’re not ready to talk about it, but when you are, I’m here. Okay?”

	Blinking rapidly, Lacey nodded. “Thank you for taking the fall for me. The entire Galaxy thinks you singlehandedly slayed the Hive.”

	Worry pushed at Roxy, but she didn’t let it break free. If she thought about how much bullshit she’d have to deal with when she reached Kadothia, she would go bonkers. So much responsibility weighing down on her, the fates of literally millions of people. She still adjusted to the idea of her new role and, if she was being honest with herself, she was a little scared. Not only did she have the usual Matriarch growing pains to face, as Cormac liked to put it, but she also had an entire galaxy convinced she was the deadliest thing this side of the wormhole. In reality, she wasn’t the one who’d won the match. It was all Lacey.

	Somehow, the other woman accomplished the impossible. She made the Hive feel love.

	Lacey didn’t know how she’d done it. Her memory of the mental fight fragmented from the overall trauma. What Lacey could remember, from what she’d shared, was that she’d thought about her family. Somehow, she used those good memories to show the Hive what they were missing. When Lacey told them that, the men had gone pale with shock and fear, each and every one of them. Gwarnon had been especially worried, and Roxy wondered what he figured out that the rest of them hadn’t. They all agreed to keep the information to themselves.

	“It’s no big deal.”

	Lacey snorted, but Roxy could almost feel the guilt and anxiety pouring off of her. “Right, Sarge. I know I owe you, and I’ll make things even between us someday. I swear it.”

	Giving the other woman’s shoulder a squeeze, Roxy looked her in the eyes as she said, “Really, it’s okay. Nosa thinks the badass reputation will work in my favor in the long run. No one has any idea what really happened. Once my ability to break bonds becomes public, as it eventually will, they’ll all assume that’s what happened—that I broke their bond with the Hive. On the recording, you’re obviously fighting the Hive’s invasion of your mind while I’m just sitting there. That gained you a lot of sympathy from the Warriors. They know just how deadly mental combat with the Hive can be. For many of them, their ultimate nightmare is being mentally taken over by those vile bitches.”

	“They are so terrible,” Lacey whispered. “I didn’t delve deep into their thoughts, but what I saw…I don’t think I’ll ever sleep without nightmares again.”

	Unable to help herself, she swept Lacey into a tight hug. “You will. Someday, this too shall pass.”

	Releasing a watery chuckle, Lacey said, “How very Zen of you, Sarge.”

	She could feel the growing worry of her mates, and she tried to calm them both down before the men busted down the door. “No tears! I have no idea if this alien makeup is waterproof. I don’t want my first official image to be of me with a puffy face and raccoon eyes.”

	Lacey laughed, then let out a long breath. Her stiff shoulders softened a bit. “You’re right. I wouldn’t want to mess up the artwork. Those women were magicians with makeup.”

	Roxy smiled fondly as she recalled the sweet, excited alien women who’d been so thrilled to have the chance to meet her. They’d been almost childlike, full of questions and tiny like pixies. But their work on Roxy’s hair and makeup was phenomenal, and she’d enjoyed their chatter. 

	The door chimed, followed by Gwarnon entering. Dressed in his black Warrior formal uniform, he cut a dashing figure as he offered them a small bow.  “Roxy, it is time.”

	His gaze shot to Lacey. For a moment, Roxy thought she read hurt and sorrow in his expression, but he quickly masked it. Lacey blushed then once again busied herself with tweaking Roxy’s gown and cape. Roxy wondered what happened to put that desolate look on Gwarnon’s face.

	She found herself distracted when Chel appeared, holding a small box. “Roxy, I bring you a gift from Lady Casey. She wishes she could be here in person, but she wants you to know she’ll be ‘like, totally watching you.’”

	Laughing, Roxy gestured to the box in his hands. “What is it?”

	Lifting the lid, he revealed a gorgeous gold necklace set with brownish-gold stones. They sparkled with the brilliance of a diamond. “Lady Casey’s bezil necklace. She wore it at her bonding ceremony. It was a gift from her mother-in-law, Lady Elise.”

	She fanned her face as she tried to battle the burn of tears. “Thank you. It means a lot to me to have something from her with me right now.”

	He gave her an amused smile, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue flower and handed it to her. “She also said you would need something blue. Your dress was something new, the cape something old, and she gave you something borrowed and something blue. Is this a tradition of your religion?”

	Tears threatened again and she laughed along with Lacey. “No, it’s an old saying. That in order to have good luck on your wedding day, a bride needs to wear ‘Something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue.’”

	Chel gave her an amused smile. “Would you like me to put the necklace on for you?”

	She slipped the flower into her hair and smiled. “Yes, of course.”

	A few tears escaped as the cool metal touched her skin, and Lacey handed her a handkerchief with an understanding smile.

	Placing her fingers lightly on the faceted stones, she let out a deep breath. “Thank you so much. This means everything to me.”

	“Of course.” Chel bowed low. “Now, if you would? Your mates await you, and I believe they are getting impatient. I fear they will come looking for you soon.”

	She gave a brief mental caress to her mates, sending them her reassurance and love when she felt their distress. “You’re right. Let’s get this dog and pony show on the road.”

	Chel frowned. “Pardon me?”

	“Just Earth slang. Ignore me, I’m nervous.”

	“There is nothing to worry about. The ceremony you and your mates selected is a simple one,” Chel responded. Gwarnon and Lacey gazed at each other, obviously locked in a silent conversation. “I will escort you to your mates’ side, and the priestess will guide you from there.”

	“You will be fine,” Gwarnon tossed his blue and black braid over his shoulder as he offered his arm to a clearly reluctant Lacey. “The Lord of Life will bestow his blessings upon you.”

	She hadn’t actually been worried about that part of the ceremony, at least not until Gwarnon mentioned it. Shit. Her mind flooded with information from her crystal implant—stories of past brides rejected by the Lord of Life. No matter how many times the couple tried to bond, the bondmate marks wouldn’t appear on the woman’s chest. It was impossible to force a bonding if the Lord of Life did not approve. Shit, what if that happens to me?

	Pushing those thoughts from her mind, she came back to herself to find Gwarnon and Chel not so patiently waiting for her.

	“Sorry,” she cleared her throat. “I didn’t know the Lord of Life could reject bonds. I thought, once you found your bondmate, that was it. I didn’t know you could be so evil that the Lord of Life would then reject you.”

	Gwarnon and Chel gave Lacey a sharp look before the blue and black-haired man said, “It happens, but not always because the bride is a vile person. Sometimes whatever is needed for a bond is not there, or is so weak it can’t stand up to the Lord of Life’s scrutiny. But those cases are very, very rare. For the most part, if a bride can be transitioned by a Kadothian males DNA, she is his bondmate.”

	“Has a Kadothian Warrior ever made the mistake? Thought he was in love with someone he wasn’t really in love with? That it turned out she wasn’t really his bride?” Lacey whispered.

	“Never,” Gwarnon responded, and Lacey’s face fell.

	She was about to send a mental message to the other woman asking if she was all right, but before she could, Chel offered her his arm.

	“Come. Your mates have reached the end of their patience, and the priestess is about to beat them about the head.”

	Her attention shifted inward as the door appeared and Chel led her out. He wasn’t at the ceremony only as a friend, but also as her sister’s representative. Normally, the ceremony would take place back on Kadothia, or on a Reaping ship, but Nosa and Cormac wanted it done as soon as possible. Not that she objected. She couldn’t wait to complete the tie between them.

	The walkway to the galley, which had been converted for the wedding into a reception hall, stood open as they approached. Her world narrowed down to one point.

	My mates.

	They stood between a tall, willowy-pale woman with long, gleaming amethyst hair. Her features were elongated, and she wore a white and black robe—tight in the legs and poufy on top. Her large, doe-like eyes gave Nosa a look that bordered on exasperation.

	Gripping Chel’s arm tightly, Roxy lowered her shields a tad. Immediately, her mates love washed over her, and she faltered for a moment in her steps. She hadn’t realized how tightly she’d locked down her shields until their presence filled her again. Practically floating, she reached their side and grasped their hands. Nosa stood to her left, Cormac on her right. Together, they knelt before the priestess.

	“Greetings, child of Earth,” the woman intoned in a chime-like voice. 

	Roxy’s crystal implant supplied the appropriate response. “Greetings, Lady of the Light.”

	“You come before us today to seek the Lord of Life’s blessing on your union with these Warriors as your mates, correct?”

	“Yes, Lady.”

	Nosa’s pride, blended with Cormac’s relief, made her smile. She glanced out of the corner of her eye, drinking in Cormac’s strong profile, then Nosa’s firm jaw and full lips. She wanted to kiss them, to feel their skin against hers, to drown herself in their love.

	The priestess cleared her throat. 

	Realizing she was daydreaming about sex, and how the men’s bodies responded to her growing desire, Roxy flushed as pink as her gown.

	“Uh, yes, Lady, I enter this bond freely with an open heart and an open mind.”

	The men responded in turn, and the priestess smiled, revealing pointy teeth as she held her hands over them.

	“Then let the Lord of Life grant his boon upon this bonding, if he finds it worthy.”

	Roxy held her breath, staring at her chest, but a sudden explosion of white sparkles made her look up. The air surrounding the three of them filled with what almost resembled sparkler sparks, yet the dancing light held no heat. It was so beautiful, she couldn’t help but smile, then she closed her eyes as a divine presence touched her.

	She could give it no name. It didn’t need one. The immense power, filled with a love so pure it humbled and blessed her to catch even the smallest glimpse of it. Warmth filled her heart before it spread throughout her body with each beat of her heart. Nosa and Cormac’s souls twined around her own, weaving and blending, until they formed a bond so strong, even she couldn’t break it. 

	Lips met her own, then another pair. She found herself held up in two sets of strong arms. Returning their kisses, they lost themselves in each other, each stroke of the lips better than the last as their bond grew stronger with each beat of their hearts. Her skin became a million times more sensitive, and she moaned into Cormac’s mouth as Nosa began to kiss her neck.

	Her breasts tingled, and they all looked down as a series of swirling waves of black appeared low on her cleavage, edging outwards and upwards until they trailed off into tinier swirls.

	The priestess’ bell-like voice rang with happiness as she intoned, “May I present Lady Roxy Westfall and her bondmates, Lord Cormac and Lord Nosa Westfall.”

	Smiling against their lips, Roxy couldn’t help but laugh in delight as she lost herself in her husband’s love.

	 


Chapter 17

	Roxy

	 

	 

	“Lady Westfall,” came a voice through her crystal implant. “Lady Casey Westfall is waiting for you in the communications room.”

	“Thank you.” 

	She stood quickly from the bed, throwing on a long, black gown that was slit down the back almost to her ass.

	With a bounce in her step, she quickly crossed the room, the smooth black silk like fabric floating around her feet. Grabbing a pair of red shoes with glittery gold jewels for straps, she quickly slipped them on, a huge smile breaking free. From the doorway, both her husbands gave an amused chuckle as she dashed over to them.

	“Easy, my love,” Rastar soothed. “She will wait for you.”

	“It’s your fault I’m late,” she tried to glare at them as she swept her hair up into a bun, but failed to get a rise out either of them.

	Rastar snorted before he leaned over and placed a gentle kiss on her exposed bondmark. “I seem to recall it was you who ordered us to ‘fuck you or die’.”

	Unable to hold back her laugh, she shook her head as Cormac grinned at her. “Whatever. How do I look?”

	“Amazing,” Rastar said.

	“Edible,” Cormac purred as he licked his lips.

	Trying to ignore both her libido, and the feeling of their desire coming through their bond, she smoothed down the front of her dress. “Okay, let’s go.”

	Practically running, she led them through the ship to the communications room. They were no longer on Gwarnon’s personal craft, but a much larger, more luxurious vessel that was part of her winnings from the Baladium. So large, in fact, that it housed Gwarnon’s ship in the holding bay, along with a few other spacecrafts that had recently arrived from Kadothia.

	 It was designed more for comfort rather than speed and the lushly decorated hallway reflected that. Because most of the interior was made of nanobots, she could change the colors and designs of the ship at her whim, but right now she’d left it as it was. The pale blue walls were soothing, and she loved the soft cream carpet that evidently mimicked a type of grass found in her Territory.

	They paused before the communications room and the men situated themselves on either side of the door.

	“Let us know when you are ready for us,” Rastar said.

	They were giving her time to talk to her sister in private first, something she appreciated. “I will.”

	The door slid open and she entered a room that took her breath away. She was standing on some kind of big, wide balcony made of shimmering red streaked grey stone. Towering trees that her crystal implant identified as native Kadothian fruit trees stretched out before her, and a river glittered in the distance. The backdrop was a copy of the Territory that Casey ruled and Roxy couldn’t help but smile. Movement from her right caught her attention, followed by a happy shriek.

	“Roxy!”

	Spinning on her heel, she automatically braced herself as her sister Casey, dressed in a black Matriarch gown similar to her own, launched herself at Roxy with a happy squeal.

	But instead of her sister’s weight rocking her back on her heels, Casey passed through Roxy like a ghost.

	“Ugh,” Casey complained as she grimaced. “I keep forgetting we’re not really here.”

	Laughing, Roxy held out her arms and said, “Air hug.”

	But instead of giggling, Casey burst into tears. “I’ve missed you so much! I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it, but they wouldn’t let me leave Kadothia for the bonding ceremony.”

	“Oh, honey, I missed you too. And don’t worry about it, I totally understand.”

	“Well, we’re going to have a big ass party when you come home. When are you going to be here?”

	“I think it’ll be a couple more days. The High Council is still debating if I’m an evil menace to society or not.”

	Crossing her arms over her ample chest, and pushing up her breasts to display her bondmark, Casey huffed. “I can’t believe they’re being such assholes about this. It’s not your fault you were kidnapped and forced to fight in the Baladium.”

	“No, it’s not, but you know how politicians are.”

	“Unfortunately, I do.” Casey lead her to a grouping of chairs nearby that looked like they were carved out of ebony wood. “So tell me everything.”

	After Roxy gave her sister an abridged version of the last few days she sighed. “And after going through all that bullshit, now we have to deal with people thinking I’ve been corrupted by the Hive.”

	“Most people don’t really think that. They know it’s just political crap to try and paint the Earth Matriarchs in a bad light. Lots of power struggles are going on right now. Lady Elsin is fighting to get you and Lacey clearance to come to Kadothia. You’ve got lots of allies on your side.”

	Leaning back in the chair, Roxy rubbed her eyes. “And Lady Melissi is fighting equally hard to keep us banished.”

	“Bitch,” Casey growled. “I really do not like that woman. She’s so manipulative. I feel bad that Nosa and Cormac had to be bonded to such an evil cunt.”

	“Me too, but it’s not like they had much of a choice.”

	“Speaking of bonding, have you started to form your Court yet? That’ll help a ton with getting the people of Kadothia behind you.”

	“Not yet. A group of Warriors that my husbands want me to consider just arrived. I’ll be meeting with them after we’re done”

	Wiggling her dark eyebrows, Casey grinned. “Woo hoo! Orgy time!”

	Laughing, and blushing, Roxy shook her head. “Oh my God, shut up! I’m not having an orgy.”

	“I’m just teasing you.” Casey sobered as she looked away, her gaze unfocused as she gazed at the orchard spread out in the distance. “I know it’s hard to understand at first, but trust me when I say you are doing these guys a huge favor.”

	“I know. A few of them are bonded to Lady Melissi.”

	Casey gave a mock shudder. “Poor dudes.”

	“Yeah.”

	Turning her attention back to Roxy, Casey blinked back tears. “I’m so happy you’re here. I thought I’d never get to see you again.”

	Roxy automatically went to hug her sister, laughing as her arms passed through Casey’s holographic image again. “Ugh, I keep forgetting you’re not really here.”

	“Lorn and Nast want to meet you, can I invite them in?”

	“Of course!” 

	They spent the next hour chatting and Roxy was happy that Casey seemed to get along with Cormac and Rastar. While some of the talk was serious about the challenges Roxy would face ruling her Territory, there was also a lot of laughter. By the time they had to part ways, she was feeling much better about her future on Kadothia.

	If they ever let her on the planet.

	“Are you ready?” Cormac asked as they stood before another closed door on the ship.

	She was so nervous her palms were sweating, and her heart seemed to be beating a thousand miles a second. “Yes, no…I mean yes. Shit, sorry. I’m just…I’m so out of my element here. What if they don’t like me? What if they think I’m some crazy monster like Lady Melissi says?”

	Rastar cut off her ramblings with a kiss. “None of them think you are a monster, and they all wish to serve you of their own free will because they do like you. They are good men, alyah. We would never let them petition you for a bond if they were not worthy.”

	“I know this. I mean logically I know this, it’s just…this is still really weird for me, okay?”

	“We understand,” Cormac soothed. “But I promise you, there is nothing for you to fear.”

	Roxy held his hand in her own, guilt twisting in her stomach as she watched him carefully. “And you’re sure you’re okay with this?”

	“Feel us,” Rastar smoothed his fingertips over her cheek. “We are more than okay with you bonding as many or as few of the Warriors here today as you wish. Each of these men has been handpicked by us. But do not feel forced. If none of these Warriors appeal to you they will understand if you do not wish to bond them.”

	She opened her mouth to argue again, but Cormac shook his head. “Roxy, it really will be all right. You faced two of the Hive’s best fighters without this much stress. Let it go.”

	“Easy for you to say,” she grumbled as she faced the doors, trying to put some steel into her spine. “Let’s do this.”

	The doors slid open, revealing a large room with pale cinnamon walls and smooth grey floors. As soon as they entered, five Warriors dressed in black, blue, and green armor all dropped to one knee, their heads bowed and one of their fists pressed to the floor. Her anxiety built higher as she took in their bowed heads, their hair colors ranging from pure black to purple streaked white. Their skin tones ranged from gold to dark brown, and they were all massive.

	There was a moment of uncomfortable silence before Rastar reminded her through her crystal implant that she was supposed to speak first.

	“Greetings, Warriors,” she said in a slightly high-pitched voice. 

	“Greetings Matriarch,” they all said at once and stood.

	“My name is Roxy Westfall, but you can call me Roxy. I mean please feel free to call me familiar.”

	One by one they introduced themselves. Of the five, there were two sets of blood brothers. The two Healers formed one pairing, while the two Warriors and the Negotiator formed the other. Watching them, she could almost feel the bonds between them. The more she concentrated on them, they more hints of their emotions she got. 

	Looking down the row of five men, she swallowed hard as they all stared at her. There was so much hope in their faces that she couldn’t imagine turning down any of them for a bond. She knew what it meant to them, knew that they were all worthy, but knowing and doing were two different things. She wasn’t even sure how to begin. Did she just strip down and throw herself at them?

	The silence stretched out and Rastar must have sensed her conflict because he said through the crystal implant, “Roxy, are you all right?”

	“What do I do now?” she thought back.

	“Do any of them meet your approval?”

	Glancing over at the men who were looking at her like she was their salvation, she quickly thought back, “They all do.”

	Cormac entered the mental conversation, “Would you like us to guide you?”

	Relieved, she nodded and said aloud, “Yes, please.”

	They must have sent some kind of mental command to the assembled men because they all began to strip.

	Gaping, she stared as magnificent male bodies were revealed to her with no shame. In fact, the men’s solemn looks were soon replaced by smiles, and even some laughter. It was clear to see their relief as they bared their bodies to her, and they were all very…excited. She’d never seen so many erections at once, and to be honest she didn’t know where to look. Discomfort had her glancing away, looking at the wall behind the men instead of at their naked bodies.

	Smoothing his hands down her hips, Rastar murmured, “I know you like to watch. Relax and let us tend to your needs while you observe.”

	She whispered back, “Are you sure they don’t mind me watching?”

	One of the men, the one with the white and purple hair that her implant identified as Velil, smiled at her as he began to unbraid the long, black and brown braid of the man next to him called Junol. “Trust us, Matriarch, we do not mind.”

	Guilt added to her tension at her as she watched Velil and Junol exchange a slow, heated kiss. She found it sexy, very sexy, but felt embarrassed for admiring other men when the husbands she loved were right next to her. If there situations were reversed and she had to watch Nosa and Rastar ogling two hot women kissing she’d be homicidal. 

	“Roxy,” came Cormac’s voice through her crystal implant. “Relax. You have nothing to feel guilty over.”

	She tried, but the more she watched the men, the more aroused she became and the stronger her guilt. Without meaning to, she tried to block her arousal, not wanting to offend her husbands. The men must have picked up on her feelings, because they were no longer making out with each other, but rather giving her a puzzled look. Their worry was plain on their face and she tried to get into the mood, but it was next to impossible. All she could do was think about how much she didn’t want to hurt her husbands.

	The sight of the assembled Warriors’ erections deflating at once would have been humorous if she wasn’t the cause.

	 Velil pressed his lips together and swallowed hard as he said, “My Lady, it is obvious this is not working. Would you like us to leave?”

	Their disappointment and hurt rushed over her and she quickly shook her head, feeling like a complete bitch. These guys were depending on her, desperately needed the protection her bond could offer, and she couldn’t get out of her own fucking head enough to give it to them. She knew through her bond with her mates that they were more than fine with her doing whatever she needed to bond these Warriors. And logically she knew that she wasn’t doing anything wrong, but a lifetime of being raised to think that monogamy was the only way to have a real relationship kept picking at her.

	When the men began to get dressed she held out her hands. “No, no. Please stay. I’m sorry, I’ll try harder.”

	Ablinel, a Healer with pale skin and silver and black hair, shook his head. “We can sense and see your discomfort, my Lady. We would never force ourselves on a woman who does not want us or find us desirable.”

	“No, that’s not it at all. I’m…well this probably sounds stupid to you guys, but I was raised in a culture where this kind of thing was considered a sin.” She huffed out a frustrated breath. “Look, you’re the first guys I’ve tried to bond other than my husbands. It’s not that I don’t want to bond you, or that I don’t find you attractive, it’s just that I’m having a hard time wrapping my mind around this.”

	“There is no rush,” Cormac moved next to Rastar so they both held her. “We can try again later.”

	“No.” She glanced at first Rastar, then Cormac. “I want to do this, I need to do this, and I’m mad at myself that I’m allowing my own bullshit to block me.”

	“Bullshit?” one of the men murmured, but she ignored them.

	“I want to bond them, but I just don’t know how to let go of these negative thoughts.”

	“Then let us help you,” Rastar urged. “You do not have to do this alone. Lower your shields and let us guide you.”

	She hadn’t even realized that in her stress she’d raised her shields between herself and her husbands. As she lowered them, the men’s worry and concern made her feel even worse about herself. God, she was such a headcase. 

	She must have said the last part aloud because Cormac growled, “You are not a headcase. But you are too wrapped up in your own thoughts.”

	“I know,” she clenched her hands in frustration. “And I know they’re stupid thoughts, but I just can’t seem to stop them.”

	Rastar let out a considering hum. “I have an idea. Rather than dwell in your head, come into ours.”

	“What?”

	Cormac nodded. “You are worried about how we feel, what we think of you bonding these Warriors. If you were deeply in our minds you will know your worries are unfounded.”

	“Okay.” She tried to let go of her worries, to only focus on Rastar and Cormac, but she was all too aware of the Warriors watching them. “Shit, it’s not working.”

	Rastar surprised her by chuckling. “My love, you are too hard on yourself. Relax.”

	“That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one who failed at your duty because you’re a prude.”

	“You’re not a prude,” Rastar turned her so she was looking up at him, his love for her radiating through both his expression and their bond. “You are an amazing woman who is putting too much pressure on herself. Let go, let me take control of your pleasure. Trust us to take care of you, to give you what you need. Let us guide you.”

	She blew out a frustrated breath. “I’m not very good at giving up control.”

	Cormac nuzzled her neck as he said, “We noticed.”

	Rastar rolled his eyes as she gently elbowed Cormac. “Do you trust me?”

	Looking up at him, meeting his gaze, she slowly nodded. “Absolutely.”

	“Do you believe that I will always take care of you, that we will always love you? That we want you to bond these fine Warriors?”

	The truth of his words rang through her soul. “I do.”

	“Then allow us to show you how much we adore you. Let go, give me control of your pleasure and I promise you that you will not regret it.” He placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “I swear it.”

	Closing her eyes, sinking into their bond, she nodded. “I’ll try.”

	One of the men behind her chuckled. “You sound as if you are going into battle, my Lady. Do not fear us, we do not bite.”

	“I bite,” Ablinel said, “but only if you like it.”

	When she turned back to the men, she found them much more relaxed. While their erections hadn’t returned, the haunted and defeated look had left the faces. She still felt a little shy as she examined the male eye candy buffet before her, but the terrible guilt had lessened to nothing more than an annoying whisper. 

	Another man, this one with golden skin and shiny blond hair, gave her a randy grin. “We are more than happy to service you in any way.”

	Ablinel ran his hand slowly down his well-developed abdominal muscles, drawing her gaze to his slowly hardening shaft. “We are here for your pleasure, Matriarch. Use us as you wish.”

	Rastar led her over to a massive bed with amethyst purple covers that had appeared on the other side of the room. 

	Still nervous, she blushed as all the men watched her with hungry eyes. She’d never been the center of so much attention before, and she found she kind of liked it. Especially the lusty groans they gave as Cormac and Rastar began to remove her black gown. Bit by bit they revealed her body to the men, and with each inch of exposed skin she could sense their desire for her grow. Instead of being shy, or embarrassed at being exposed to so many strangers, she could only feel her husbands lust and hunger. They had absolutely no qualms about sharing her. No, they found the prospect…exciting.

	Hot.

	Erotic.

	Her breath came out in a shuddery sigh as she merged further with their minds, wrapping herself in their adoration and lust.

	“Close your eyes,” Cormac murmured as he kissed along her shoulder. “Let us love you.”

	Her eyelids fluttered shut as she sank back into the bed, bracketed by her husbands. Their arousal poured into her as she opened the bonds fully between them, and she let out a gasp of pleasure. They were aroused, seriously turned on by the idea of her bonding the men watching them so hungrily. And she could feel their hunger. It was faint, but as she reached out to them it grew stronger.

	Her pussy grew wet, swollen as their need pulsed into her. The raw, masculine desire was so different from her own and she groaned as their ache invaded her. Here, in the darkness of her mind she could sense the men so much better and she mentally pushed out, brushing her mental fingers over the minds reaching for her. Their strong, proud souls eagerly bridged the gap, straining to feel her physic touch.

	God, they all wanted her so much. 

	Feeling wanton, she raised her arms over her head and smiled as she said, “All of you.”

	Rastar placed a kiss along her jaw. “What was that, alyah?”

	“I want to feel all of you.”

	The blast of psychic desire from her husbands had her pussy throbbing to the beat of her heart.

	Her wish was granted as the bed shifted around her, unfamiliar bodies brushing, rubbing, caressing her own. Mouths closed on each of her nipples, suckling gently as hands roamed her body, caressing every inch of available skin. In the darkness of her mind their masculine want flared like fireworks, bringing her close to the edge of orgasm. More hands ran along her body, strong, calloused palms caressed every inch of her skin.

	Sensations like she’d never experienced tumbled through her, foreign thoughts and burning desires flooded her mind. They loved the feeling of her soft skin, her feminine curves. She caught fragments of different emotions and flitted from mind to mind like a humming bird sipping from a variety of delicious flowers. Each of the Warriors was different, and she went completely lax beneath their caresses, giving herself over to their worship.

	And worship her they did. Teeth scraped along her nipples, warm tongues tasted her skin. The more they touched her the deeper she fell into their minds until she didn’t know where they ended and she began. The pleasure built and her core began to tighten with the beginnings of what promised to be a spectacular orgasm.

	“Shield yourselves,” Rastar growled, “Or she will take you over with her.”

	Roxy wanted to protest, but Rastar’s mouth descended on her clit and she came with a rough shout. The men growled in appreciation. Flashes of their lives hit her, hints of the hardships and pleasures they’d endured filling her mind with their memories. Blindly she reached out, touching them in turn, losing herself in their hard warmth. With a cock in each hand, she began to stroke two of the men while Cormac’s erection brushed her lips.

	“Open for me, my love,” he groaned as she sucked him in. “Yes, that is it.”

	Dimly she was aware that the men were pleasuring each other as well, and she forced her eyes open. 

	Velil with the purple streaked hair and his blood brother were the ones feasting on her breasts, each absorbed with their task. The two guys she was jerking off were busy kissing each other, while Junol ground his cock into the crack of Ablinel’s ass. She concentrated on Junol and was swept into his pleasure as he began to slowly, ever so slowly breech Ablinel.

	Rastar pulled his mouth away from between her legs, then knelt up. Holding her gaze, he thrust himself inside of her with a smooth roll of his hips, forcing her to close her eyes once again. The pleasure was overwhelming and she panted as he began to fuck her, filling her aching flesh with his cock. The boundaries between their minds and souls began to blur, and she cried out in ecstasy as new bonds began to form. 

	One by one she brought the men into her heart, feeling their relief and joy as she accepted them. Their warmth spread through her soul, the love of friendship rather than romance and she finally understood the bond her men had held with Paige. They were right, these men didn’t want to be her husbands, they were meant for other women, but they would be her loyal companions.

	 Rastar fucked her pussy harder, while Cormac grabbed handfuls of her hair and plunged into her eager mouth. Another orgasm ripped through her, and this time she managed to take two of the men with her. Their cries of release only spurred her higher, and she lifted her hips as best she could, meeting Rastar’s thrusts. Cormac pulled free, and another cock filled her mouth.

	Sucking eagerly, she moaned as the new man’s sweet release coated her tongue. Slipping into his mind, she almost passed out at how damn good it felt for a man to cum down a woman’s throat. When she drained him, he slipped out and Cormac returned, his arousal off the charts. Rastar made a roaring sound and his orgasm trigged yet another of her own. All around her the men cried out, their souls melding firmly with her own as their orgasms hit so hard she passed out.

	 

	Hours later, Roxy was jerked out of a deep, exhausted sleep by a frantic summons pinging through her crystal implant. She opened her weary eyes, surprised to find herself alone once again with her husbands. A sense of relief filled her as she sensed the Warriors she’d recently bonded nearby. The summons rang out in her mind again, clearing her thoughts like a splash of cold water thrown in her face. Roxy and her mates threw on their clothes before answering the door.

	A disheveled and almost feral Gwarnon and Chel stumbled inside, their faces streaked with tears.

	“Oh my God.” Roxy gasped and reached out to touch Chel. “What’s wrong?”

	“Lacey is gone.” Gwarnon roared with such pain, she flinched at the sound. “We think she left on the speed craft bound for Earth. The one with the young Earth girl from the Baladium that was being returned to her family.”

	“What happened?” Nosa asked.

	“I do not know. We made love and fell asleep. When I woke, Lacey was gone! She left us a brief note apologizing and insisting she was not our true bride. Why would she do that! Why would she leave us!”

	The last word came out in something close to a roar, and Nosa and Cormac went nuts. One moment she stood in front of the other men, and the next instant she found herself physically shielded by Cormac’s body. Nosa launched himself at Gwarnon. Chel released a low moan of despair, but he helped Nosa subdue the blue and black-haired man. 

	“Do not give in to the madness!” Chel pleaded with his blood brother. “Hold on, please.”

	“Why? Why should I hold on? She rejected us. Our bride left us. I cannot even feel her anymore.” His strangled sound of grief made Roxy want to weep. “She does not love us.”

	“Yes, she does, do not give up.” Chel urged. “Please, my brother, my beloved, do not leave me.”

	“Then why would she abandon us! We were to be bonded today!”

	Desperate to help them, Roxy blurted out, “She does love you, but she is a mother. She loves her daughter more, and she knows she needs her.”

	The men stilled. Gwarnon no longer thrashed as he stared at her in shock. “What did you just say?”

	“Lacey—she has a daughter. I think Lacey probably returned to Earth to get her little girl.”

	Chel slumped against the wall, his eyes gone wide. “A daughter? Why would she keep this from us?”

	“Seriously?” She poked Cormac, making him move an inch so she could see them better. “You guys have repeatedly told us that no one from Earth can come to Kadothia with us. No one. She didn’t share her plans with me, but I think she didn’t tell you so you wouldn’t try to stop her.”

	“I would never separate a mother from her child.” Gwarnon took in a shuddering breath. “I knew she hid something from me, that something holding her back. I never expected…a daughter? Who is the sire? Why is he not caring for his offspring when her mother is away?”

	“The, uh, sire wanted nothing to do with the child, and Lacey hates him.”

	“Was it the soldier or the boy?”

	“The boy.”

	“I shall gut him myself,” Gwarnon muttered.

	“But, first, we must find our bride.”

	“It won’t be easy,” Roxy warned them as Cormac allowed her to move closer. He pulled her into his arms, so her back rested against his chest. “She believes you’ll try to take her daughter away from her. She’ll run, and hide, and do everything in her power to avoid you. I know she doesn’t hate you, and I know she wants to be with you, but her daughter will always come first.”

	“As it should be,” Chel said as all the men nodded. “I would expect nothing less from my alyah. But you should have told us. We could have assured you both that children are always allowed to come with their mothers, even from Earth. We are not monsters. We would not force you to leave your offspring behind.”

	“But you do force us to leave everyone else we love, so how could Lacey have guessed that?”

	All four men looked guilty as Nosa said, “You are right. Earth Matriarchs make an enormous sacrifice by agreeing to be our bondmates. Even acknowledging that, we cannot go against the galactic protocols. Imagine if we allowed brides to bring their families with them? How big of an impact would it have on your world, to have hundreds of millions of people suddenly vanish? It could devastate your planet.”

	“I know. Logically, I understand, but I won’t lie and pretend the thought of never seeing my family—of them never knowing our children—doesn’t make me terribly sad.”

	Cormac hugged her while Nosa joined them, adding his strong arms to their embrace.

	Chel looked up from his whispered conversation with Gwarnon. “We are going after her, and we beg you for your help.”

	 

	 

	Coming soon(ish) Lacey’s Warriors, Bondmates #5 
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