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Glossary of Terms
 
    
 
   Alyah- The affectionate name that Kadothian males called their women. 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 theirs 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.
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   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. 
 
    
 
   Pleasure Servant- A woman trained to provide sexual release to a Kadothian male while keeping the relationship strictly sexual with no romantic attachments.
 
    
 
   Primzit- A parasitic worm that eats fecal matter from decaying corpses
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   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)
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
   The Event – Earth
 
   Jaz Brooks
 
    
 
   With her hands pressed tight over her ears, Jaz Brooks crouched beneath her desk in her office in the thriving heart of Harlem, a silent scream escaping her as a horrible sound vibrated through her bones, making her brain ache in protest.
 
   The cacophony— three terrible blasts, like erupting flames—stopped as abruptly as it had come. For a moment she remained frozen in terror, her mind trying to identify what that noise had been. When she couldn’t come up with any logical answer, she forced herself to fight back the animalistic panic that made her want to hide beneath her desk forever. Every inch of her body still rang with the deep intonation while she crawled out and used the leather arm of her office chair to steady herself as looked for her patients, a young couple that was having issues due to differences in their upbringing. 
 
   Raul, the charismatic Puerto Rican husband, was as macho as could be, and very handsome in a hot Latino lover way that perfectly complemented his wife’s pale beauty. His bride was a beautiful wide-eyed model from Canada named Christie, who grew up in suburbia. Having never lived the harsh street life that Raul had experienced growing up in Brooklyn, she didn’t understand his constant need to protect her. A former gangbanger, Raul knew just how ruthless the world could be, and he took the job of shielding his wife from those who would harm her seriously. He loved Christie with a passion that not many women got to experience and Jaz knew his wife meant the world to him.
 
   True to form, Raul hunched over his wife, sheltering her body beneath his while he looked at Jaz. Their gazes met and Raul’s nostrils flared over his perfectly groomed thin mustache. She could easily see the terror beneath his bravado and instantly went into protective mode. 
 
   Yeah, ignoring her own fear in favor of helping another was a coping mechanism, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t effective.
 
   Christie clutched her husband’s white t-shirt, her breath coming out in harsh sobs. “What was that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jaz said as she cautiously let go of the arm of her chair, kicking off her heels and flexing her feet on the oak floors before fiddling with her carefully styled, curly black hair out of nervous habit. “Only one way to find out.”
 
   Giving her pristine, fitted grey slacks an unnecessary smoothing, as if her being neat and tidy would somehow fix things, she then crept toward the windows covered in decorative wrought iron security bars that looked down at the street a story below. 
 
   Her newly renovated three-story brownstone was sandwiched between her father’s church, where he lived, and another brownstone occupied by more of her huge but close extended family. People carrying the last name of Brooks had lived in this section of Harlem for well over one hundred and fifty years and during that time, they’d slowly taken over this particular section of the city. Situated on a normally busy street, she was worried when she realized the constant noise of horns honking and engines revving was silent. 
 
   Eerily silent. 
 
   The skin of her arms tingled as goosebumps broke out and the fine hairs on her arms stood on end as she took in the terribly surreal sight before her.
 
   The view between the green leaves of the old tree out front was an eerie one, like something out of a movie. Not a single car was moving, all of them at a standstill, frozen in place with most of their drivers outside of their vehicle. Everyone, every single person in the street, was looking up at the sky with dazed expressions. 
 
   Because the memory of the terrible black smoke from the Twin Towers burning still lived in her heart, Jaz’s gaze went to the sky, expecting vast clouds of smoke—and she let out a harsh gasp.
 
   The sky wasn’t dark with smoke. No, it was filled with long, winding ribbons of rainbow light that slowly undulated like a curtain blowing in a gentle breeze. Here and there, bits of the blue sky shown between the colors, letting her know it was still there, but for the most part the vibrant shades completely blotted out the pale blue of the spring sky. 
 
   A large boom came from somewhere to the north, followed by another some distance to the east, and she took a shaky breath as the high-pitched call of faraway sirens began to fill the unnatural quiet.
 
   Another explosion, this one strong enough to rattle the walls, hit not too far off and she let out a small scream, while Raul extracted himself from his wife and went to the window. He then let out a similar sound of shock and swayed before turning abruptly and sliding down the wall with his knees akimbo. Christie stared at them both, then with a strength that surprised Jaz, wiped her cheeks and strode over to the window, jerking the curtains back wide enough that Jaz could see a small slice of the rainbow sky.
 
   Instead of freaking out, Christie stayed still for about thirty seconds before saying, “Well, if it’s going to kill us it’s a very pretty way to die.”
 
   Raul and Jaz’s eyes met and they both burst into laughter.
 
   It only lasted for a few seconds, but it helped clear Jaz’s mind as some people out on the street started shouting and waving their arms around in an agitated manner. “You guys live in Brooklyn, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Raul said as he stood and moved behind Christie.
 
   Joining them, Jaz looked out into a chaotic street before pulling her curtains closed so only a sliver remained, blocking them from the increasingly disturbed crowd outside. “I think you guys should stay with me until things settle down out there.”
 
   Christie pulled out her cell phone, frowning when she saw she was getting no service. “I need to call my mom and dad.”
 
   Biting his lower lip, Raul stared at the nonmoving traffic as people poured out of the surrounding businesses and filled the sidewalks like ants swarming out of a disturbed hill. “Mi corazon, I think Ms. Brooks is right, we should stay here. You know, shelter in place and shit like they taught us in school.”
 
   A visibly agitated Christie shrugged out of his embrace and frowned at her cellphone. “Raul, I need to make sure my parents are okay, but I can’t get a signal.”
 
   Jaz picked up her desk phone and, like she suspected, got nothing but static. “I think all the lines are down, or jammed right now.”
 
   Christie shoved her cell phone in her purse, tears filling her eyes. “Shit, what am I supposed to do?”
 
   Raul grasped his wife’s hands in his and held her gaze. “They’re out in the middle of nowhere in Alberta, Canada, right? Nearest neighbor is miles away from them, and they have the generator for emergencies and your mom cans her own food. They’re gonna be okay, but we might not be if we go out in that shit.” He flung his hand in the direction of the street. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’m telling you right now, there is gonna be riots and shit, gonna be a lot of people trying to get the fuck out of New York City. Bad people are gonna be out on the streets, babe, taking advantage of the confusion, and we don’t need to be out there with them. Your mama and papa would want you to be safe, yeah?”
 
   The front-door buzzer activated and Jaz was startled to realize they still had power. Moving quickly to the wall where the intercom was, she pressed it and said, “Hello?”
 
   It was hard to hear over the noise of the beeping horns and shouting people, but her dad’s voice rang out over it all. “It’s me, baby girl, let me in.”
 
   She quickly buzzed him in and was already moving to the door that led out to the stairway. Glancing back over her shoulder, she pointed up. “Go upstairs, my door is on the left. Type 53593 into the keypad. I need you to start filling pots and pitchers with water. Fill up the tub as well. Also, get out the fresh chicken in the fridge and try and use up any perishables we have. Christie, can you cook?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Great, you take care of that. Raul, come with me.”
 
   “Why is he going with you?”
 
   “He’s going to be doing the same thing in my aunt’s apartment downstairs. She’s on vacation in Florida right now but I have a feeling we’re going to need all the supplies we can get our hands on.”
 
   “Oh, okay.”
 
   Not wasting any more time, Jaz practically flew down the steps in her bare feet with Raul following behind. When they reached the foyer with its new travertine tile floors and double security doors, she pointed at her aunt’s apartment with a shaky finger. “Code’s 74772, leave the door open so you can hear me if I yell.” 
 
   He nodded and threw open the door to her Aunt’s place while she let her father in.
 
   Terrence Brooks had always been a big man, and age hadn’t changed that. He’d played professional football in the ’90s before he badly injured his knee and returned to Harlem to become a preacher. Today he wore his usual dark jacket and button-down shirt, but his normally neatly knotted tie was askew and the lines on his face appeared deeper. Quickly embracing her, he glanced over at the open door of the apartment. “Who’s in there?”
 
   “One of my clients, Raul. His wife Christie is upstairs. They’re filling up the tubs and cooking any food we’ve got that might spoil. I’m going to have them stay with me because I don’t think it’s safe for them to try to travel anywhere on foot right now. Any idea what’s going on?”
 
   “None at all. Internet and phones are down but electricity is still working. Lots of people running their mouths and got opinions on what happened, but not much fact.”
 
   “Have you heard anything official about what this…this whatever this is?”
 
   “Saw a couple police officers, but they don’t got time to answer questions with people acting like animals out there.” Her dad gave her shoulders a squeeze. “All you need to worry about is keeping yourself and your guests safe, let the police do their job and we’ll help out as we can. We already got people coming into the church and seeking refuge. Your brothers are there right now with a couple of your cousins, guarding the flock from the wolves that are sure to come out tonight. I got a feeling it’s going to be bad, honey, but the Lord will keep us safe. We’ve been in dark places before and he’s always brought us back into his grace, but I won’t lie, I fear some evil times may be upon us so I’m gonna need you to be strong for me. You’re a candle in the darkness, always have been, and it’s time to let your light shine.”
 
   To hear her father say those words struck her deep inside, in that secret place deep in her heart that believed her dad could do anything. The fear lurking behind his words scared her more than the rainbow ribbons in the sky and she drew in a shaky breath. Okay, he needed her, Raul and Christie needed her, and she wouldn’t let them down.
 
   He rubbed her shoulders gently before moving towards her aunt’s place. “I’m taking Bee’s guns and ammo to the church with me. I want you to arm yourself and the young couple if they’re familiar with guns. Word is the National Guard is setting up around the city and they’re gonna institute martial law. You need to defend yourself against the thugs that will use the confusion as an excuse to hurt others. I want you to do it without a second thought. Understood? They threaten your life, you use your gun to take them out as you’ve been trained. Clear?”
 
   “Clear.”
 
   While some people may be shocked that a preacher would have no problem with guns, she knew her father had faced off with more than one drug dealer and gangbanger, refusing to let them deal around his church. After being shot in the hip one night by a pissed-off pimp trying to get to one of his girls seeking shelter in the church, her dad had gotten everyone guns and taught them how to use them. She had several stashed around her home and office in biometric gun safes, and had used her firearms more than once to warn off an angry spouse or an addict thinking she had drugs in her office just because she was a therapist. While she couldn’t imagine actually ever harming anyone, she wouldn’t lie that the fact that she had the ability to defend her home gave her peace of mind.
 
   She was still standing there trying to process what was going on when her dad returned, wearing what had to be his grandfather’s old raccoon-skin jacket while carrying a large purple crocodile purse bulging at the seams.
 
   “What in the world?”
 
   He grimaced. “I’ve got six handguns on me and a ton of heavy ammo, need to hide it somehow or I’ll get mobbed the second I walk out those doors.”
 
   While she knew better than to try to talk him into staying here, she couldn’t help the tears that escaped as he strode to the door leading back out into the chaos outside. “Daddy, please be safe.”
 
   “Don’t you worry ’bout me. I might be sending the boys over later for some food. We got women with kids, and while the church’s kitchen is set up for feeding the homeless, we’re gonna need help ’fore order gets restored. Here are the keys to the two empty apartments. Might not have any furniture in them, but they got bathrooms and they’re a safe place for people to wait this out until things calm down and people stop runnin’ around like chickens with their heads cut off.”
 
   “Do you think they’ll be able to? I mean, what if this is happening all over the world? There’s no way there are enough police to keep everyone safe.”
 
   His dark eyes softened and he said with utter conviction, “I know they will be, because good people are gonna step up and do the right thing. This ain’t judgement day and the good Lord isn’t done with us yet. We still got a lot of work to do before we earn our reward. Have faith, honey, ’cause God’s got faith in you.”
 
   “Gotta say,” Raul’s voice came from inside the apartment after her father left, “your dad ain’t like any preacher I’ve ever met.”
 
   Pride somehow helped ease her fear and she nodded before wiping away her no-doubt smeared mascara from beneath her eyes. “He’s one of a kind. Come on, you heard the man, we’ve got work to do.”
 
    
 
   Twenty-five hours later, Jaz crawled into her bed after a quick bath to wash the dried sweat from her tired body. The building she lived in was filled with people who had sought shelter from the random violence of the streets, and one of her brothers was here with his family as well. 
 
   Once the sun had gone down, and the rolling blackouts had begun, chaos had erupted in the city and Jaz had been seriously scared for a little while. Gangs of armed men had roamed the streets, setting cars on fire, breaking windows, and looting everything. They started to come near the church, but a few well-placed shots from her brother’s on the church’s roof sent the mob off in search of easier prey. 
 
   Candles burned in her windows, visible signs that her home was open to being used as a shelter. The National Guard had set up a command post around her father’s church and she was worn out from caring for the endless stream of terrified people who were drawn to the promise of safety the men and women in uniform provided.
 
   Outside her hallway, voices still murmured but she ignored them, content in the knowledge that her family would watch over things while she finally crashed.
 
   The faint scent of her lavender body lotion puffed up from her sheets as she pulled them around her, falling almost instantly to sleep.
 
    
 
   Standing before Jaz in the oddly ethereal desert landscape of her dream were three of the most beautiful men she’d ever seen, each striking in his own way. All three were built like professional athletes, thick and toned with cut muscles; utterly delicious in their loose black pants and lack of shirts. The first man had creamy golden skin, with slanted eyes and long dark hair that gave him a slightly Asian look. The second also had long black hair, but his skin was pale and his eyes a lovely light blue. The third had blond hair liberally streaked with mahogany brown that fell to just below his shoulders, along with a square jaw. With their gazes focused on her, they began to creep forward, stalking her with obvious sexual intent.
 
   A glance at their pants showed the fabric now tented by three very large erections and she swallowed hard and took a step back, only to find the earth crumbling beneath her feet.
 
   With a gasp, Jaz looked behind her, the fabric of the long emerald-green gown she wore whipped about in the suddenly harsh wind. She balanced on the edge of a dark cliff and far, far below her lay a huge caldera that appeared as if it was filled with black sand. Moving black sand. It swirled and writhed, making her dizzy before she managed to tear her eyes away and back on the men.
 
   They remained poised, fear obvious on their faces as they held their hands out to her and begged her in some language she couldn’t understand. The cliff disintegrated more and without thought, she reached out and grabbed the arm of the man in the middle, the other two quickly grasping her under the arms and hauling her away from the edge.
 
   In the odd way of dreams, the world shifted around them and she found herself kneeling in the center of a soft and elaborate carpet that reminded her of an Oriental rug, done in shades of green and gold. The rest of the room had a similar color theme, with curved ceilings and golden lights glowing as they floated in the air overhead. 
 
   Movement caught her attention and she found herself looking at the pussy-tightening sight of two hot guys kissing on a massive gold bed. Then the third, with the blond and brown-striped hair, joined them, their muscular bodies a sight to behold as they kissed and caressed. The pale man with the dark hair and light blue eyes held his hand out to her with a smile that made her nipples tighten with need.
 
   She slipped her soft brown fingers between his pale ones and let him draw her into their embrace with a sigh. Warmth, devotion, and happiness filled her soul as they caressed her body. The feel of their love for her soaked into her very essence, marking her and sealing her soul to theirs forever.
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   The Kadothian Reaping Ship
 
   Present Day
 
    
 
   With her hands slightly shaking, Jaz Brooks—no, make that Matriarch Jazmine Brooks—waited at one of the receiving bays for the molecular transports to the North American Continent on the Kadothian Reaping ship. Growing more anxious by the second, she hoped she wasn’t sweating through her dark green gown. Not that it was a real concern, Kadothian hygiene products were light years beyond what was available on Earth, but Jaz was nervous enough that she should be dripping in sweat. The crowd of Kadothian Warriors and the Earth brides ebbed and surged around her, but she barely noticed as she took in the terrified expression of an Earth woman arriving on the Kadothian ship for the first time. 
 
   Jaz could remember her complete freak out when she’d arrived months ago. She’d been one of the first Earth women bonded and had found herself in a world that shouldn’t exist, with a husband that was too good to be true-but was. One kiss with Mavet had sealed her fate and begun the biological transformation from a human woman into a Kadothian Matriarch. It hadn’t been an easy transition, but she’d been lucky enough to be able to utilize her skills as a therapist in helping new couples find their stride. To say there were some….cultural differences between the aliens and their earth wives was an understatement.
 
   Cultural differences like having more than one husband.
 
   Sometimes a lot more.
 
   She only had two, Mavet and Xentix, but she knew women who had as many as eight, and they all lived as a big, harmonious family because of the bond between them.
 
   It was that the ability to have that bond, to become a Kadothian Matriarch, that made the women of Earth the perfect soulmate to men from a distant galaxy.
 
   Her own soulmates lingered nearby, sending her soothing emotions through her bond that helped steady her.
 
   When the Event had happened all those months ago a wormhole had opened next to Jupiter, linking the Bel’Tan galaxy where the planet Kadothia was located with the Milky Way galaxy. To the delight of the Kadothian’s, they’d discovered Earth women could become bondmates with Kadothian males, a forming a psychic bond that would keep a Kadothian man from going insane and losing himself to his inner beast. Because no women had been born on Kadothia in 10,000 years, the men had to seek their brides off planet, and they’d exhausted their possible sources in the Bel’Tan galaxy for a bride for at least the next fifty years, which meant millions of Kadothian Warriors would go insane without the hope of finding their bondmate, the one woman in the Universe born to love them. 
 
   Because of the desperate nature of the situation, an accelerated courtship had been granted to the Kadothian Warriors, allowing them to try and seduce any Earth woman that was their potential bondmate. Jaz had been easily swept away by Mavet, her first husband. Yes, her first. The Kadothian’s were a polyamorous society where a Matriarch, the term they used for women who married a Kadothian male, could have as many husbands as she wished. Hell, that’s why she was here today, to meet her husband Mavet’s blood brother, Tandar, a man both he and Xentix wished Jaz would consider as a third husband.
 
   A third husband.
 
   Good Lord what had she gotten herself into.
 
   Her bondmates’ worry reached her through their psychic connection and she forced herself to focus on something other than the man they were waiting for. Instead she took in the mass of people filling the Transport Terminal. In a way, it was like a high-tech, minimalist version of Grand Central Station. While the room itself was huge, it was just one of eleven Transport Terminals and they were all this big, or bigger. The ship that housed them was a massive marvel of engineering over three hundred stories high and six city blocks long, but as big as it was, the vessel fairly burst at the seams with people. It was like being on a very luxurious and absolutely astounding cruise ship that was way overbooked.
 
   There had to be close to a million people onboard, and that made for long lines at the Terminals as a constant stream of Kadothian men, and some Earth women, made the journey back and forth between the Reaping ship and the planet. Jaz, along with Mavet and Xentix, were waiting for a very special visitor and she was having a hard time keeping still, constantly scanning the crowd for a man she’d only seen in pictures…and in her dreams.
 
   Her pleasant thoughts were interrupted when nearby a young, slender, blonde Earth Matriarch shouted, “I don’t want to wait, make them send us down next. If I miss watching the ball drop in Times Square, you’ll regret it! You promised me we’d be there! I don’t know what the problem is, you’re an Elder Congressman, we shouldn’t have to wait with the rest of the commoners.”
 
   Anger simmered through Jaz’s bond and she found her first husband, Mavet, staring blandly at the woman throwing a full-on temper tantrum. His long midnight-black hair was pulled back in a braid, and he wore his usual dark green Healer’s armor that accentuated his perfectly muscled body. God, he was hot; like, five-alarm-fire-in-her-panties hot. 
 
   Sensing her arousal through their bond, he turned his gaze to hers and the lovely light blue of his eyes deepened to an almost purple color. 
 
   The woman’s whining rant, loud enough to be heard even over the constant noise of the Terminal, interrupted their hot look and drew Jaz’s attention back to the spoiled brat. 
 
   The woman had an audience now, and she obviously loved the attention. Batting her eyes and giving a good pout, she flipped her hair over her shoulder then crossed her arms. “We’re going to miss it!”
 
   “Begging your forgiveness, Matriarch Taverty, but we must follow the transportation schedule,” a Teleporter manning the transportation dock said in a loud, irritated voice. “It will not be much longer.”
 
   “You don’t understand,” she wailed. “We’re going to miss the ball dropping. Why are you being so unfair to me?”
 
   An unusually strong urge to go over there and gag the bitch had Jaz twitching to move, but she held her composure. The woman causing the disruption wore a black robe with white trim and a ton of shimmering Kadothian jewelry. Jaz studied the man who was gazing down adoringly at the spoiled bitch and grit her teeth. Of course this woman would be his bondmate. They were perfect for each other. 
 
   Vungus, or as she liked to call him, Vungus the Fungus, was a world—no, galaxy-wide class-A dick.
 
   Having had a run-in with his arrogant ass before, she wasn’t surprised in the least when he made an imperious gesture with a bored look on his pinched face. “I am tired of waiting. We are going—now. Teleporter, clear the platform for us. That’s an order.”
 
   The Teleporter ignored Vungus and continued to work as a steady stream of people jumped between Earth and the Reaping ship, or from one of the big freighters filled with Kadothian men who arrived from the Bel’Tan galaxy through the wormhole looking for a bride. 
 
   She could always tell the Warriors fresh from Kadothia by their incredibly wary expressions and body language. Evidently, word was spreading back on their home planet about human women, and not all of it was good. In fact, most of it was downright terrible. There was a serious anti-Earth campaign going on in the Bel’Tan galaxy, painting humans in a most unflattering light. 
 
   Her husbands believed the anti-Earth sentiment came from those threatened by the new human Matriarchs’ unusually strong psychic powers. Something about bonding with a Kadothian male seemed to awaken a dormant portion of an Earth woman’s mind, and the results had stunned everyone. 
 
   Jaz’s own mental powers of psychokinesis had begun to awaken a few weeks ago. Once she’d learned to control them, she’d had a hell of a time tormenting her husbands with her new skills in the best ways. Having the ability to physically touch people and objects with her thoughts was cool, and once she got over freaking out about it, she’d enjoyed training her new skills with her husbands. 
 
   Skills she was going to put to good use right now in a way she never had before.
 
   Staring at the woman causing all the commotion, now actually stamping her feet in a petulant fit, Jaz focused on mentally reaching out and poking her ass just to shut her the hell up.
 
   Evidently she’d poked a little harder than needed, because the woman shrieked as if she’d been stabbed, Vungus bellowed with rage, and every male in the place went on instant alert.
 
   Her husbands were suddenly at her side and she sensed not only their shock and anger at her impetuous action, but their intense worry which had her heart racing. 
 
   Xentix, her faintly Asian-looking second husband, had emerged from hiding in the crowd. Though he was a Healer, she always thought he would have made a good Scout. He knew how to blend in anywhere, and that had come in handy when he’d had to go into enemy territory to heal fallen Warriors enough to get them back out. Apprehension twisted through her stomach when she realized he was deeply worried as he reached out and grabbed her hand.
 
   “Alyah,” Mavet murmured the Kadothian endearment for ‘eternal beloved’, “that was unwise.”
 
   Ashamed that her temper had gotten the better of her, she flinched when the angry couple across the room stared dead at her with furious expressions. 
 
   Evidently her lessons on shielding her psychic signature hadn’t gone as well as she’d thought.
 
   Crap.
 
   “You!” Vungus pointed at her with his lips pulled back in an ugly snarl, “You did this.”
 
   One of the reasons she called him Vungus the Fungus was that he was pasty, like a poisonous mushroom, and his body unusually soft for a Kadothian. Now, her husband Mavet’s skin was like pale, pure ivory, glowing with a hidden warmth that reflected his giving spirit. Vungus, on the other hand, had all the warmth of a corpse. In an odd way, that made his equally pale and chilly wife his perfect match. They were like the king and ice queen of the zombie prom.
 
   A snicker escaped her and she winced at the disapproval flowing through her bond. 
 
   Xentix, who hated Vungus even more than Jaz, lifted his chin in an imperious gesture. “You will address my Matriarch with respect.”
 
   “Your Matriarch,” the man sneered, “is a menace. She is too violent to be let loose on Kadothia and her malicious actions only prove that further. I will see that my complaint is escalated to reflect the severity of the situation. She is not the kind of woman who should be influencing the impressionable minds of new Matriarchs.”
 
   To Jaz’s relief, there were chuckles filling the crowd around her, and from across the room, a Warrior she was kind of familiar with spoke up. “Matriarch Brooks has shown unfailing empathy and compassion for the women of Earth in her role as an Ambassador. From the beginning, she was there to help guide them through the difficult adjustments and help bridge the communication gaps between Earth brides and their bondmates. Matriarch Brooks helped my wife get over her fears and become my bondmate. She is not a menace, and Kadothia is lucky to have her.”
 
   Flushing, she smiled her thanks to the Warrior defending her as the tall and regal Earth woman at his side, Bridget, gave Jaz a small wave.
 
   Vungus scoffed, the dark brown gem rings he wore on every finger flashing as he pointed at Jaz. “She has physically assaulted me as well, establishing a pattern of violence that worries me greatly. She should have been locked up then for everyone’s safety.”
 
   A snarl rose from both her husbands’ throats and the crowd eased away from them, with good reason. Bonded males were fiercely protective of their wives, and to have someone threaten to take her from them was like waving a red flag at a bull. Her own muscles tensed as their fierce desire to protect threatened to strip away her own self-control. 
 
   Not wanting to, but needing the emotional distance from these two ticking time bombs, she closed off her side of the bonds.
 
   A petite woman with long wavy brown hair shoved her way through the crowd, getting close enough to Jaz that her husbands crowded her further, but the other woman ignored them. Even if she hadn’t obviously been of Earth origin—that planet’s females were smaller than the majority of the women of the Bel’Tan galaxy—her disregard of two pissed-off Warriors confirmed it. 
 
   Mavet gave a low snarl, but Xentix sighed and put a restraining arm on Mavet’s shoulder, calming him.
 
   Despite her small stature, the woman’s voice was fierce as she said, “I was there, asshole, I saw the whole thing. You were pissed when she didn’t address you as ‘Elder Congressman’ and wouldn’t let you get on the lift first because she’d been waiting longer, then she told you to go fuck yourself when you acted like a dick. You proceeded to berate her for being an—and I quote—‘ignorant Earther prizmit’. You’re lucky she only kicked you in the balls because I would have cut your dick off if you tried talking to me like that.”
 
   As soon as Mavet and Xentix heard the word “prizmit” their rage was so strong it managed to push past her mental barriers that closed off her side of the bond. When she’d told them of the incident, she’d not gone into details, especially when she learned a prizmit was a disgusting creature on Kadothia that survived on the shit of others. 
 
   Evidently it was a huge insult, because everyone gasped as though Vungus had called her a cunt.
 
   Her husbands were beyond furious that she’d been insulted like that, to the point where their minds were unreachable to her, taken over by savage instinct. Xentix snarled and tensed as if to leap, only to be stopped by an extremely handsome man who bore a striking resemblance to the guy who played Lucius Malfoy in the Harry Potter movies. Same amazing long white-blond hair, currently held back in a low ponytail, same dreamy blue eyes, and the same super-arrogant asshole expression on his handsome face as he stared at Vungus. The stranger wore a cloak pinned to the shoulders of his navy-blue armor, a white one bordered in a thick band of cobalt blue.
 
   Shit, that meant he was one of the five elected leaders of the Negotiator class, and one of the three hundred members of the High Congress that ruled Kadothia, which made him a Lord.
 
   No wonder power seemed to roll off him in invisible waves.
 
   She said a quick prayer for God to have mercy on her husbands and not punish them for her sass.
 
   “Did I just hear,” the Lord said with a slightly purring accent to his words, “that you insulted a Matriarch? That you used one of our foulest words in her presence? That you broke one of our basic laws of protocol?”
 
   Mavet let out a loud warning growl that had her clasping his hand in her own. He shook with anger and she opened their bond enough to try to shove some calm at him. Sunshine, kittens, rainbows, Xentix’s spectacular golden-skinned ass, and all that shit. It must have worked, because he eased back slightly. Realizing she needed to do the same for Xentix, she opened her bond with him and tried to mentally shove happy thoughts at him. When he gave her a puzzled but calmer look, she ignored him and focused on the hottie with the long blond hair.
 
    Vungus glared at Jaz with pure hatred then spat out, “You saw what she did; she attacked my bondmate without provocation. Daniella wasn’t doing anything wrong and Matriarch Brooks chose to lash out and hurt her. I should not be surprised, Daniella tells me Matriarch Brooks probably grew up in what is known on Earth as ‘the ghetto’, and we all know how violent and unbalanced those women are. Thank the Lord of Life Daniella came from good breeding and had parents who are not gutter trash.”
 
   From across the room, Vungus’ Matriarch Daniella looked right at Jaz and mouthed the words “stupid nigger” with a sneer.
 
   Oh no she didn’t.
 
   Now it was her husbands’ turn to hold her back, to keep her from launching herself at Vungus and his twat of a wife. “You fucking bitch! How dare you—”
 
   She was cut off by Xentix’s hand over her mouth while both men tried to force her to relax through their bond, sending her soothing emotions that didn’t do shit to calm her down as she struggled uselessly in her husbands’ firm grips.
 
   The mysterious Lord met her gaze and seemed to be trying to tell her something that she didn’t understand. They’d gathered quite a crowd by now and she wouldn’t be surprised if more people were watching via the security cameras they had all over the ship. The fact that she was making a spectacle of herself by flipping out was not lost on her, and her face heated with an embarrassed blush. By the satisfied look on that blonde bitch Daniella’s face, Jaz’s angry reaction had been exactly what she wanted.
 
   “Look at her,” Daniella said with wide, fake-scared eyes. “She’s unstable, a danger to us all just like my husband said.”
 
   “And you,” the man with the cap whirled around to face Vungus’ wife, “your behavior is unbecoming of a Matriarch. Good men are dying as we speak to fight for the Kadothian people, and all you can think about is your own selfish needs to attend a party. Grow up.”
 
   “I am filing a complaint,” Vungus said as his pale face turned a light shade of purple, the Kadothian equivalent of having an angry red face.
 
   “That is your right.” The man who looked like Lucius Malfoy couldn’t have appeared more unimpressed if he’d tried. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have business to attend to.”
 
   With that, he gave Jaz a smile that held real warmth and a wink before sauntering off.
 
   For a moment, the entire bay was almost silent, then filled again with conversation as Mavet and Xentix rounded on her and the busy Terminal continued to buzz with activity. 
 
   They crowded her back until she pressed against a dark silver wall, trapped by both their bodies and their gazes as she nervously smoothed her hair back. “So, what does filing a complaint mean?”
 
   “It means, Matriarch,” Mavet growled out as his irritation mixed with fear sent prickles of unease down her back, “that if you are found to have acted in a dangerous manner, you could be banned from the Bel’Tan galaxy until you are deemed mentally healthy enough to rule over our people, who would be left vulnerable in the meantime without our protection.”
 
   Tears burned her nose as she realized just how big she’d messed up. “Oh no.”
 
   “Oh no indeed,” Xentix added, his titled eyes narrowing. “What were you thinking? Vungus has the authority on his own to isolate you in our chambers or in a med bay until you’ve gone through a full psychological evaluation, and that could take weeks. Not to mention the harm it would cause your reputation and the uncertainty it would bring the people of our village.”
 
   At the thought of the peaceful agrarian community back on Kadothia that she was in charge of protecting, she closed her eyes as she realized just how much she’s risked. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I know you are,” Mavet said in a soft tone as he brushed back her dark curls. “You were very, very lucky Lord Thantoh just happened to be here.”
 
   “Lord Thantoh, is that the guy with the cape?”  
 
   “Yes,” a deep male voice said from her left, “that was Lord Rell Thantoh, Warrior of the Negotiator class. He’s also the Lead Congressman of the Cliffs of Goeth to the High Congress.”
 
   Turning quickly, Jaz found herself staring at a tall, leanly muscled man in the black armor of a Warrior. He had a scar going across his well-sculpted chin and his eyes were an unusually soft blue, startling in his dark tan face. Unlike her husbands, who had hair hanging down practically to their waists, his blond hair with its deep brown streaks barely reached past his shoulders and was pulled back into a tight bun.
 
   If she hadn’t been nervous before, coming face-to-face with the man who’d featured in her dreams lately did the trick.
 
   “Tandar!” Mavet said in a loud, happy voice from behind her.
 
   With her heart pounding in her throat, she watched her husband embrace the familiar stranger. Shit, she should have known she would True Dream about the man her husbands wanted her to bond with, to bring in as her third husband. The very idea should have sent the good girl inside of her screaming away in horror, but she just wasn’t as opposed to the arrangement as she had been a few days ago.
 
   The sight of Mavet closing his eyes in pleasure as they embraced sent a little frisson of heat through her. When her husbands had first kissed, she’d been a little freaked out, but that quickly passed. Now she found the sight of two men flirting arousing. Especially when she could feel everything they were feeling, could actually orgasm without moving a muscle. That had happened a couple times while she’d slept. Mavet and Xentix would turn to each other for sex, wanting to let her get her rest, and she would wake up at the tail end of their lovemaking as a deliciously intense orgasm ripped her from her sleep.
 
   The memories made her nipples tight and Xentix let out a low purring sound behind her. “You are attracted to him.”
 
   Knowing he found nothing wrong with her desire for Tandar, welcomed it even as normal and healthy, gave her the strength to tell the truth. “I am.”
 
   “Excellent, because the thought of him making you orgasm has my cock hard enough…what is that Earth expression? Hard enough to punch nails.”
 
   She threw an elbow into his ribs and tried not to giggle at the rare smile he gave her. “Hard enough to pound nails, but I get your meaning. Keep your hammer in your pants, I’ve barely said two words to him.”
 
   Mavet and Tandar continued to talk in low voices as the crowd flowed around them, their love for each other obvious. Well, at least it was obvious to Jaz from Mavet. He loved his blood brother in a deep and true way that she could feel when she eased their psychic link open a little more. Instantly, she was swamped with the powerful emotions of reuniting with a long-lost friend, someone she cared deeply about and was so happy to see again. Her heart soared at having everyone she loved safe and in one place. But it was more…she could actually feel a faint hint of Tandar’s soul through her bond with Mavet. 
 
   It made sense; Mavet was her bondmate, so she’d feel someone else he’d bonded to, but she still worried about everything working out between them all.
 
   Having a relationship with one man was hard enough, let alone three dominant males.
 
   The cool hardness of Xentix’s armor pressed against her back while he wrapped his arms around her. “Do not think so much, just feel. Thinking confuses things.”
 
   “So says the man happy to just instinctively stumble through life.” She grinned up, way up, over her shoulder to her enormous husband as his earthy aroma of green plants filled her. 
 
   “My Matriarch,” Mavet’s voice broke through her admiration of Xentix, “I would like to introduce you to my blood brother, Tandar el’Alrianti of House Musoli, Commander of the 67th Royal Armada.”
 
   From Mavet’s tales about Tandar, she knew she was standing before a real honest-to-God hero, a man who served directly beneath Commander Trenzent, one of the five leaders of Kadothia’s Warrior class. Tandar was the kind of guy men aspired to be, and she could see why. He held himself with a confidence that made her all tingly inside and his aura of control belied the fierceness of his looks. 
 
   Tandar was responsible for the lives of millions of men, but he’d left the front lines to come meet her in the hopes of bonding with her. 
 
   He already had an in to her heart through Mavet; she would never deny someone her husband loved the protection that her bond could offer. However, that didn’t mean she was a sure thing. Becoming bondmates lasted forever—and not like an Earth-marriage forever, where either party could choose to walk away. No, once she bonded a man, their souls were fused together, joined until the day they died.
 
   Her voice came out breathy as she said, “Welcome to the Reaping ship, Commander. Please call me Jaz.”
 
   Tandar took a step closer. He was shorter than both Xentix and Mavet, but he moved like a powerful cat, all lean muscle and strength. To her surprise, he went to one knee before her then bowed his head. Even on his knees, he was still an enormous man compared to her curvy Earth frame, and she took in a deep breath as his spicy scent filled her. Yum.
 
   When he looked up, his gaze captured hers. “You honor me, Jaz.”
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   Tandar breathed deep and soaked in the essence of the woman before him, struggling to find his footing in this unexpected situation. He’d left what might be his final command post with a heavy heart, fear gnawing at him after listening to all the rumors about the women of Earth. According to multiple, if vague sources, the women of Earth were vain, vicious, manipulative creatures who had sadistic streaks that drove them to torment people for their own evil pleasure. 
 
   Not unlike the Hive.
 
   He’d almost not come, but his blood brother Mavet was the only person in the Universe Tandar loved and his blood brother had bonded an Earth woman. 
 
   And not just any female, but a heartbreakingly stunning one who stole his breath. 
 
   Gazing into her kind, gorgeous dark eyes, he studied her closely, enraptured by the smallest detail of her regal face. Jaz was a striking woman, small but heavily curved, with glowing dark skin. Her soft-looking, thick black curls fell to her shoulders and haloed her face, highlighting her strong cheekbones and lush mouth. She wore some kind of cosmetic on her eyelids that made them shimmer, as if they’d been painted in gold dust, and her lips were stained deep red, the same color as the sweet nectar of the montri flower over shaved ice, his favorite dessert. 
 
   He wondered if the intriguing petals of flesh between her legs tasted like that flower, sweet and tart.
 
   Clearing her throat, she bent and gave him a kiss on the forehead, the acceptable protocol for the first public meeting between a bride and a potential bondmate through blood brothers. 
 
   He wished she’d given him the trilogy kiss, one on each eyelid, then the final kiss on his waiting lips, but that was a much more intimate exchange done in private.
 
   The large mounds of her breasts, decorated with the black, swirling bondmarks from her husbands, brushed his face as she lingered a moment while holding him before stepping back.
 
   “We are so glad you came to visit us. I hope your journey was an easy one.”
 
   The shy way she peeked at him through her lashes made him smile. He was eager to talk to her, but he couldn’t until she gave him formal leave to address her. “May I have permission to speak familiar with you, Matriarch?”
 
   Her gaze went wide while her husbands chuckled. 
 
   “Oh, crap, I mean, please call me Jaz. Sorry, I’m still learning formal protocol. There are so many darn rules and they vary by region, along with how traditional someone is, and…” She scrunched her eyes closed, her expressive face revealing her embarrassment. “Forgive me; Tandar, you may address me as family.”
 
   He barely managed to hide his surprise. Having him address her as family would meant he had the right to speak his mind around her however he wished. There would be no rules of society forcing him to keep his distance or hide his opinion. It certainly wasn’t the icy distance he’d expected her to keep him at. No, she wasn’t the frigid bitch he thought he’d meet. 
 
   In fact, she was warm, deliciously so. Her psychic signature carried a heat that soothed his weary soul. 
 
   Standing, he rearranged his plans. Initially he was going to do whatever he could to avoid being alone with her—he’d heard Earth women would use their powers to seduce and trap Kadothian men. But looking at the woman blushing so prettily for him, he knew that wasn’t the case. Jaz was truly nervous around him, he didn’t need to sense Mavet’s worry in order to see that, but he wasn’t sure if she was attracted to him. Though he wanted to spend time with Mavet and talk about moving Jaz into the home they’d built together, even if she rejected him, he found himself craving time alone with her away from her bondmates.
 
   It wasn’t that he was jealous of her husbands, but rather he needed to see how she acted around him without the distraction of her bonds with Mavet and Xentix. 
 
   Taking a risk that he’d push too far too fast, he took a hesitant step forward, not sure how to convince her he was sincere when she couldn’t read him without a bond. All his life, he’d simply had to reveal his emotions to a Matriarch for her to know he was telling the truth. Jaz didn’t have that innate ability to read others’ emotions like the Matriarchs from the Bel’Tan galaxy, and he struggled with how to express himself properly. 
 
   “I wish to be alone with you.”
 
   Evidently, that was not the right thing to say, because Jaz’s eyes grew wide again and she squeaked out, “What?”
 
   “I wish to be alone with you so we can feel together.”
 
   She held up her hand and took a step back, her expressive face revealing her emotions. “Whoa, Buddy, you need to slow that shit down.”
 
   He looked to Mavet in a panic, but the other man was already soothing Jaz. “My alyah, be calm. There is something lost in the translation.”
 
   “No kidding.” She gave Tandar a suspicious look that he didn’t like. “Someone want to tell me what he’s trying to say?”
 
   He wanted to go to her and touch her, let her know he meant no harm, but he remained frozen in place. “I can speak for myself, Matriarch. Would you please tell me what you fear so I can ease it?”
 
   “Look, I know you guys are used to women falling on you the moment you smile at them, with all your blond godliness—”
 
   “My what?”
 
   “She means she finds you handsome,” Xentix said with a small smile. 
 
   He tried to keep from puffing up with pride like some smooth-skinned Recruit. “That is good, because I think she is very beautiful.”
 
   “Thanks.” Jaz’s stiffness with him eased a bit. “What I’m trying to say is that although you may be used to moving fast with a woman sexually, Earth women are different. We need to get to know our partners, need to understand who they are before we have sex. Not always, some people are fine with having sex right away and I don’t judge, but for myself, I can’t just do it with you.”
 
   “I understand. However, I was not suggesting we go have sex. Your bond with your husbands is very strong, as is my bond with Mavet. I was asking if perhaps we could spend some time alone getting to know each other without their influence, so we know our feelings are our own.”
 
   Jaz hesitated, but Xentix quickly spoke up. “Perhaps you could take Tandar to the food courtyard and bazaar, show him some of the Earth products that are there.”
 
   “They have a restaurant he would like, the Puffed Klackle. It serves food from the region he grew up in. After being on the battlefront for so long, it would be something he would enjoy,” Mavet added with a warm smile.
 
   Jaz blinked at her husbands, then at Tandar, as he tried to keep from huffing with annoyance. While he appreciated their enthusiasm, he really needed some time alone with Jaz because she wanted it. He needed to breathe in her scent, untainted by the presence of others. Her rich, dark skin looked so smooth and he longed to stroke her from the tips of her toes to her furrowed brow.
 
   Realizing she was frowning at him, he jerked his attention from her exposed cleavage to her narrowed gaze. “My eyes are up here.”
 
   Wanting her to know how attractive he found her, he decided to compliment her. Women loved compliments. “Your breasts are magnificent. Truly, I did not think you would have so much. I wonder how they will feel filling my hands.”
 
   “What?” she screeched, while alarm came through his bond with Mavet.
 
   Before he could say anything, Xentix stepped forward and gently grasped Jaz’s chin in his hand and turned her so she was forced to look at him. “Cultural difference. In his region of Kadothia, it is considered rude not to note something attractive about someone you are courting.”
 
   “Oh.” Abruptly she relaxed and studied Tandar closely before nodding once. “Okay, you didn’t mean it in a pervy way. I can feel you a tiny bit through our mutual bond with Mavet, and know you meant no offense.”
 
   Astonished that she’d just let it go—it was within her rights as a Matriarch to demand an apology from him for a slight—he offered her his hand. “Please, Jaz, I would like to speak with you. Is there somewhere we could go?”
 
   She licked her lips quickly, shooting Xentix and Mavet a scowl before turning to face him again. “Look, my always-horny husbands want me to take you back to our place and screw your brains out. As hot as you are, you’re right; we need to talk. I want to get to know you, Tandar. I want to have the opportunity to fall in love, to take our time and form a strong bond before we actually, you know, bond. What I don’t want to do is rush things between us.”
 
   “I also do not wish to rush, because you deserve to be savored.” Smiling down at her, he took a step forward and offered his hand, knowing if she was meant to be with him she’d be unable to resist the urge to mate and bond. “By your husbands’ leave, I swear I will lay down my life to keep you safe.”
 
   Mavet gave him a wink “Enjoy yourself. Remember what we discussed.”
 
   His cock tried to stiffen as he remembered his friend’s advice on how to pleasure Jaz, on what her sweet spots were and what she enjoyed. He couldn’t help but focus his gaze back on her full breasts with their very sensitive nipples. She loved to have them suckled while she fucked and he couldn’t wait to wrap his lips around one dusky tip. 
 
   “I will.”
 
   Jaz kissed both of her husbands goodbye before she slipped her hand into his. “You know, you’re the only person they’ve ever felt safe leaving me with.”
 
   “They know I am an honorable Warrior and that I will let no harm come to you while you are in my care.”
 
   Jaz led them easily through the crowd to one of the many lifts located on the perimeter walls of the Transport room. They took the comfortable lift up a couple decks and he didn’t break the relaxed silence between them for the short ride, instead slowly stroking his thumb over her small hand, loving how delicate she was compared to him. While she was well padded in every way a man could want, there was no doubt she needed someone to watch over her. 
 
   To protect her.
 
   To love her.
 
   His mind spun when they exited the lift and made their way down a long arched cream hallway. People smiled at Jaz everywhere they went, calling out affectionate greetings as they passed. She was obviously well known and liked. More than one Warrior had given him a warning look, which only made him snarl at them in return. Kadothian males were a territorial race, and while he knew the men weren’t expressing an interest in Jaz as a bondmate, she was a Matriarch known by them and they would naturally feel protective of her with an unfamiliar male.
 
   What he hadn’t expected was the Matriarchs, both Earth and from the Bel’Tan galaxy, who also gave him warning looks as they walked into a huge corridor lined with shops and restaurants. He tried to remember what it was Jaz did on the ship, he knew she had some official position that Mavet had tried to explain to him, but he’d been in the middle of a battle at the time with only a few moments of peace to open the message from his blood brother. The letter described Mavet’s bride, but he’d skipped over the words, his gaze going straight to the picture of a very young Matriarch with a brilliant white smile that contrasted nicely with her rich brown skin and exotic features that instantly made him hard.
 
   Right now he was having a difficult time fighting his arousal as they strolled down the corridor. She pointed out some of the shops and he enjoyed the soothing lilt of her voice as she talked about them. Every time he glanced down at Jaz out of the corner of his eye, he was treated to the mouthwatering sight of her full breasts bouncing with her every step, just like her dark curls. She fascinated him, and it was only his quick reflexes that saved him from walking into a doorway as she took an abrupt turn to the right. A soft giggle escaped her and he felt his cheeks flush for the first time in forever. 
 
   He’d been sure the ability to even feel embarrassment had been burned out of him long ago by a never-ending war. 
 
   Being around Jaz was turning out to be more complicated than he’d anticipated.
 
   “Where—”
 
   A loud squeal came from across the room, followed by a woman shouting, “Jaz!”
 
   His potential bondmate smiled so bright it made his heart thumped hard and his breath catch. She was so beautiful, her happiness radiating off her as she walked quickly to where an older Earth Matriarch with streaks of silver in her bright red hair ran to meet her. 
 
   Trailing the Matriarch were two men, the teal-haired male was of the Healer class, and a burly dark-skinned Scout that Tandar was unfamiliar with accompanied him. They studied Tandar closely as they made their way to where the two women stood embracing. Tandar stayed a few paces back, giving the women a semblance of privacy even though he could hear their every whispered word.
 
   The red-haired Matriarch with a circular bondmark pattern spanning her cleavage from shoulder to shoulder clasped Jaz’s hands. “Thank you so much. If you hadn’t talked me down after learning about the Gili Fertility Ritual, I’m afraid I’d have high-tailed it back to Earth.”
 
   “So you survived it?” Jaz asked with a warm smile.
 
   “Oh yeah. It wasn’t bad at all. I did what you said and trusted my husbands to get me through the ritual. I didn’t realize what an honor it was to be selected as the family that blesses our people with fertility.” She flushed and bit her lower lip before adding, “It was really hot.” 
 
   Laughing, Jaz whispered, “I told you so!”
 
   “Yeah, you did…but Jaz…you have no idea.”
 
   The women giggled and Tandar had to hide a smile, knowing exactly what the older Matriarch was referring to. The Gili Fertility Ritual was an ancient right during which the Lord and Lady of the land made love on a sacred alter before the Servants of the Lord of Life. While Tandar had never been to one—he’d grown up on the Southern Continent, while the ritual was native to the Western Continent—that didn’t mean he hadn’t heard erotic tales of the man becoming possessed by the Lord of Life himself as he took his bondmate.
 
   Jaz looked over her shoulder at him, then turned back to the woman with a smile. “I wish I could hang out and talk, but I have company.”
 
   The redhead looked over at Tandar, the faint lines around her blue eyes giving her face character and beauty. “Who is he?”
 
   “Mavet’s blood brother.”
 
   To Tandar’s shock, the woman grabbed Jaz by the hand and closed the distance between them and himself, the older woman’s gaze intent. 
 
   One of her bondmates tried to stop her, but she shook his hand off her arm. “Jane, don’t.”
 
   Before he knew what she was doing, she’d grabbed Tandar’s hand, shocking him with her forwardness. 
 
   Jane held his gaze and he froze, held trapped by her eyes. He literally couldn’t move, and he knew it was the older woman who had easily breeched his partial shields and slipped into his mind. Not only that, but he swore he could feel Jaz through this blue-eyed Earth Matriarch’s odd psychic hold on him. By the Lord of Life, what kind of powers did this woman have?
 
   He sensed irritation from Jaz right before she said, “What in the good Lord’s name are you doing, Jane?”
 
   “Trying something,” Jane replied with a mutter. “I’ve been training with a truth speaker.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A truth speaker. Except I don’t speak truths, I feel them.” She stared harder at Tandar, her gaze stripping him bare. “Hard to get a read on your man, he’s super-pissed right now, but I can tell that he’s a good one.”
 
   Abruptly he was free of Jane’s hold and she took a shaky step back, her face pale and dark circles rising up beneath her eyes. “Shit, he’s strong…so strong. Good. He’ll need to be, keeping you safe. His intentions are pure.”
 
   Growling, he placed himself physically between Jaz and the woman who’d insulted both of them, straining against the leash of protocol that demanded he not argue with the Earth Matriarch who was now being physically supported by her angry and apologetic bondmates.
 
   “Please forgive her,” the Healer with the teal hair said as he stroked the woman’s sweaty brow. “Jane’s sister was killed by her violent husband and she would rather risk your offense than not know if someone she cares for is with a man who won’t treat her as he should.”
 
   Tandar’s anger abruptly drained away and he nodded stiffly.
 
   The redhead took a deep breath and straightened. “Forgive my manners. I’ve only been aware of your world for two weeks and I’m still taking it all in. So, uh—permission to speak freely with me.”
 
   He held Jane’s worried gaze, needing to impress upon her the gravity of her actions. “Your gift is not a toy to be played with at whim, Matriarch. It is a responsibility and a talent that is never to be abused; a sacred trust between you and the Lord of Life. If we had been on Kadothia and you had done that in a public place, you would be feeding the fear of the Bel’Tan galaxy that you are a monster not to be trusted, not to mention breaking laws.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I am aware of your reasons, and they are valid, but you cannot invade a person’s mind without their permission. In my society, it is akin to what you call rape on Earth, but a psychic rape.”
 
   “I’d never—”
 
   He held up his hand. “I know that, which is why I am not filing a complaint against you. But not everyone is as forgiving as I am, some will be waiting to trip you up, to tear you down, and take everything from you that you value and love. Taking over someone’s mind and body uninvited would give them reason to do just that.”
 
   Jaz placed her hand on his arm. “Tandar, that’s a little harsh.”
 
   “No.” Jane pressed her lips together then released them with a sigh. “No, he’s right. I’m sorry, what I did was uncalled for. I cannot change my actions, I can only assure you that I won’t invade someone’s mind like that without permission again.”
 
   He gave Jane a formal bow. “There is nothing to forgive, Matriarch.”
 
   Tugging at his arm, Jaz said, “We need to get going. Let’s get together for lunch at my place soon, Jane. We’ll do some Earth home cooking for the bottomless pits we’re married to.”
 
   Not waiting to hear the woman’s reply, Jaz led him away from Jane and her husbands, taking him to one of the dozens of private rooms that lined the corridor. Each held a different example of a slice of life on Kadothia, everything from elegant cities to rough mountain passes covered in snow and ice. This room was styled to showcase a carefully constructed exhibit of the Blue Sea kelp gardens at the Palace of Oblivion back on Kadothia. They were in a small bubble with two viewing love seats, surrounded by the long fronds that glowed faintly in the blue- and purple-tinted waters. Fish and a few insects swam about, each luminescent in its own way. The soft rustle of slowly moving water filled the air and he calmed as Jaz studied him closely.
 
   “Did you really have to be so rough with her? You treated her like one of your troops.”
 
   Knowing his words could damn him, but refusing to be less than honest with her, he nodded. “Actually, if she were one of my troops, she would be doing a survival course clad only in a pair of shoes and running through a swamp filled with blood-thirsty insects until she passed out from exhaustion.”
 
   Gaping at him, Jaz took a step back and he feared he’d scared her away. The thought made him panic and he realized he already really liked this little Matriarch, and not just because she was his blood brother’s bondmate. Her dark curls framed her face perfectly and he longed to brush them aside so he could kiss along her slender neck. 
 
   “Wow, your troops must love you,” she said in a sarcastic voice with a dramatic roll of her eyes. “Listen up, we’re not your underlings. We’re human females and we don’t respond well to being scolded.”
 
   He laughed. “No female responds well to being scolded, but that does not mean you are never wrong.”
 
   She scrunched her nose at him. “I don’t think I like you very much.”
 
   “Oh, little Matriarch, do not say such untruths. We both know your body is ripening itself for me this very instant. You smell delicious.”
 
   That wasn’t a lie, even now the faint perfume of her arousal flavored the air between them, growing stronger as he began to close the distance. They were alone in the room and he sent a mental request to the ship’s computer to seal off this chamber temporarily. Then he sent a message to Mavet, letting him know that Jaz was fine, and requesting a little bit of assistance from Mavet and Xentix to help Jaz relax. 
 
   Tandar wanted Jaz with an obsession that was growing by the minute, and now that they were alone he fully intended to sample her exotic beauty. The more he was around her, the more he wanted to lick her, suck her, claim her as his. He wanted to explore the fascinating folds of her sex, to watch her surrender to her passion, to feel her orgasm. Her body was lush and perfect, rounded in the best way and designed to cushion a man between her shapely thighs.
 
   Mavet replied that they would do their best to seduce Jaz from their end while Tandar began the first stage of the courting ritual with her…the tasting. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 
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   Any second now, Jaz was going to push the dangerously handsome man away, was going to release her clutching grip on his firm biceps, was going to stop inhaling him like a drug addict, and was certainly not going to give in to the desire to suck on his full lips.
 
   His erection pressed into her as he pulled her closer, then slowly lowered his head to hers. “You are very beautiful, Jaz, so very sweet and filled with so much love for everyone. You are what the Lord of Life wishes us to be.”
 
   “Shush.” Blushing, she hid her face against his chest. “I’m also a brat, according to Mavet, and as stubborn as a mylexi, according to Xentix.” 
 
   “A mylexi?” Tandar smiled wide. “It takes almost a hundred years to tame one enough to ride. I do hope I get my chance sooner than that.”
 
   A startled laugh burst from her. “Me too.”
 
   His gaze grew distant and he said in a low voice, “Little Matriarch, are you blocking your bondmates’ links?”
 
   She had been, in an effort to only focus on Tandar. Worried that something was wrong, she opened each link all the way—and almost fainted as her husbands’ desire crashed over her. Every inch of her skin sensitized as she sucked in a huge gasp of air.
 
   “Those son of a bitches!” 
 
   “Jaz, are you unwell?”
 
   She grit her teeth and forced her legs to find the strength to support her. Now that the link was open between herself and her husbands, she couldn’t close it without a struggle. Since it took every inch of her concentration to keep from peeling Tandar out of his armor, she didn’t have any spare mental strength to try to push them both out. Her body began to throb with pleasure and she fought the urge to rub her hips against the handsome man staring down at her.
 
   “My husbands are feeling amorous.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   An involuntary shudder ran through her and she bit back a moan, her nipples hard and pressing against her bodice. “They’re having sex. Or they’re about to…and they’re both really enjoying it. Darn perverts.”
 
   “You find their actions offensive?”
 
   Groaning, she forced herself to focus on Tandar’s worried face. “Not, it’s a joke. I love how much they love each other and as I’m sure you can tell by my scent, I enjoy it. Shit, I can’t think.”
 
   Right now she could almost taste the other men’s desire on her tongue and she sent them a scolding thought that they ignored, their passions growing even hotter, knowing they had her attention. Her eyes drifted shut and she moaned when Tandar ran a thumb over one painfully hardened nipple trapped behind her gown. Pleasure held her captive while she gasped and panted.
 
   “Close the link with them a bit, alyah, I want your attention on me…and what I am about to do with your luscious body.”
 
   She did as he asked, a thread of guilt moving through her that she’d let herself get so distracted. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I should have been paying attention to you, not them. That’s bad manners.”
 
   “Jaz,” he whispered as he went to his knees before her. “It pleases me to see you sharing love with your bondmates. It is as it should be. Even though I am on the outside looking in, I can still feel the heat of that love like a warm fire, beckoning me closer from the cold emptiness of the night.”
 
   Mavet had mentioned that Tandar had a poetic side, but she was still surprised at just how lovely his words were. “Thank you.”
 
   His smile warmed her blood, and she took a moment to appreciate his unique good looks and gave in to her desire to touch him. She started with his face, tracing her tingling fingertips over his cheek and jawline, the skin hard and velvety. He stared at her lips and she leaned closer, pressing her mouth to his.
 
   The moment their mouths gently pressed together, a growl rumbled through Tandar and he held her closer, his teeth nipping at her lips before he licked along the seam.
 
   With a happy sigh, she parted for him and their tongues moved together, tasting each other and sending the most delicious sensations rolling through Jaz. Goodness, she felt sultry and desired which allowed her inner sex vixen to surface. Without a doubt, her new self-confidence in sex came from her husbands’ open adoration. Their affection allowed her to do things she never imagined anyone doing outside of some hardcore porn, and loving it. 
 
   Very, very slowly, Tandar brushed his lips over hers, a groan coming from deep inside of him that made the pulse beat hard between her legs. She was wet and ready for him, her body primed for his taking, even if her mind still had some reservations. While the explosive passion between them was amazing, she needed to know any man who was joining her family would be a good fit. She needed to know him on more than a physical level, but that would only come from their bond strengthening during sexual activities.
 
   Which meant she’d have to suffer through Tandar giving her a couple amazing orgasms before she gave him one in return.
 
   That certainly would be no hardship on her part; Tandar was absolutely delicious.
 
   Like a hot breeze, his passion began to filter into her mind, bringing with it hints of his soul. 
 
   Raw hunger mixed with longing and a hint of worry…and fear. Not an unusual reaction for a Kadothian male. Lucky for him, she’d not only bonded twice already herself, but counseled new couples on how to smooth over cultural differences on a galaxy-wide scale. She didn’t judge Tandar for his worry or fear. Instead, she focused on his passion, coaxing him closer, luring him into her mind. His spirit tasted like water fresh from an outdoor hand-pump well, crisp and cool with a mineral bite that perfectly soothed her soul. 
 
   She couldn’t help but sigh into his mouth, totally taken with how good he felt, how different he tasted from Mavet and Xentix, yet the same.
 
   All of a sudden, the image of all three of them pleasuring her filled her mind, thanks to her randy husband sending her the mental picture, and she shuddered with a harsh gasp. “That son of a bitch.”
 
   “Jaz? Is something wrong?” 
 
   With a low growl, Tandar’s incisors grew and descended as he instantly went into protector mode then almost dropped her when her knees gave out.
 
   “Matriarch, please, tell me where the threat is coming from.”
 
   “Not a threat…Xentix,” she hissed as her body electrified with pleasure. “Sneaky bugger always manages to get past my shields. He keeps sending me his fantasies about…”
 
   “About?”
 
   While she knew there was absolutely no reason to be ashamed or embarrassed, Kadothian culture had a very liberal view on sexuality compared to Earth, she still couldn’t bring herself to just blurt it out.
 
   Shutting down her shields tight between herself and her randy husbands, she said, “Um…future sleeping arrangements.”
 
   He studied her closely in the dim lighting, something resembling a jellyfish made of fire floating about the undulating blue kelp forest behind him. Sometime while they’d been kissing, the lights had lowered, leaving them in an enchanted underwater world.
 
   Licking his lips as if savoring her taste, he said, “I am confused.”
 
   Dang it, she was explaining this wrong. 
 
   And she was a hypocrite. 
 
   How many times had she urged the Earth women she mentored to leave behind the foolish things they’d learned about sex between anyone other than husband (singular) and wife being wrong? How many times had she sat down with a new Matriarch and her bondmates, explaining to the other woman how she shouldn’t be embarrassed to talk about sex with her men? How being honest was so important in all aspects of a marriage. And yet here she was, blushing and stuttering over talking about sex with a man she could see herself marrying.
 
   A good man, honest, brave and strong. 
 
   Not many women on Earth could claim to have one husband in her life that was utterly devoted to her, let alone three.
 
   So she just had to suck it up and put her big-girl panties on, and push past her embarrassment. “Xentix was sending me suggestions about sexual positions we could try. All of us. You know, like really together. It’s hot.”
 
   Her voice came out squeaky, her words hurried, but she was proud she’d managed to force herself to say that at all. 
 
   Tandar’s full lips curved into a sensual smile. “I have a few ideas of my own.”
 
   “I’m sure you do.” Gathering her thoughts, she tugged him over to one of the comfortable love seats in the center of the room. “Come, sit with me.”
 
   He did as she asked, his armor creaking softly as he pulled her onto his lap. “For such a small woman, you have a huge presence.”
 
   “Earth females may be small physically, but don’t let the little package fool you. We pack quite a punch.”
 
   She traced her fingertips over his cheek, feeling his need to be touched. 
 
   To be loved.
 
   Jaz already felt a hint of that deep affection for this mysterious man, a seed planted by her husband’s fondness for Tandar that was taking root on its own in her heart.
 
   “Tell me about yourself, Commander Tandar.” She sat up a little bit so her back rested against his arm and the side of the love seat, the soft fabric of her gown rustling as she rearranged herself to look more fully into his eyes. “Mavet has shared some of your story with me, but not much.”
 
   Tandar nuzzled her throat, “Did Mavet tell you how we became blood brothers?”
 
   Her gut clenched with the memory of the horrible origins of their relationship. “He has, but I’d like to hear how it was through your eyes, please.”
 
   “It is not a happy tale, well—until the end.” Taking a deep breath, Tandar held her close, obviously taking comfort from her welcoming embrace. “We were stranded together on a planet bordering the area of the Bel’Tan galaxy that the Hive controls. Our squadron was attacked by Hive Drones and the hospital ship we were stationed on was destroyed.”
 
   She fought her instinctive fear at the mental image of what the Hive Drones were. Massive machines built for killing, each housing a legion of Hive members and their mercenaries. They were death incarnate, and when Mavet and Tandar’s ship had encountered them, they knew they were doomed, yet they still fought. Through her mental bond with her husband, she had caught glimpses, emotional snapshots of the battle and the sheer terror and despair he’d felt as his ship had been destroyed, killing thousands of his Kadothian brothers in arms. Good men who he’d known and respected. Through her bond with Mavet, Jaz had experienced all the helpless feelings he’d had, and the guilt as he and Tandar had managed to make a last-ditch effort to escape in a small emergency pod after all hope had been lost and the abandon-ship order had gone out.
 
   He sucked in a deep breath, then let it out slowly, warming the side of her head where he had her tucked into him, a faint tremble shaking his hands. “It is only by the blessing of the Lord of Life that we escaped. We found ourselves in a damaged life pod, that we further had to destroy to keep the Hive from noticing that we’d gotten out before the ship blew up. The place we landed was thankfully hospitable enough to supply us with food and shelter, but it was filled with dangerous creatures of moderate intelligence. Our first few days were rough, but within a half cycle, we had a sturdy and comfortable shelter built from parts salvaged from our life pod. Since the pod was constructed to house and feed up to six Kadothian males for almost two cycles, we were well stocked between the foods we harvested and our reserves.”
 
   “Mavet said you were there for almost a full cycle before you were rescued?”
 
   “They thought we were dead, had no idea anyone had managed to escape our ship. The Drones…they’d destroyed every life pod that had deployed before ours. We…because we were the last ones off and managed to eject seconds before the ship blew up, we escaped. The blast shielded our pod from detection, but the others weren’t so lucky.” His voice came out rough as he said, “It took a long time for anyone to find us, the area of the galaxy that we were in was too close to the Hive-controlled planets and too inhospitable for anyone allied with Kadothia to live.”
 
   “Mavet told me you saved his life many times over.”
 
   Tandar actually flushed and she had to hide a smile over his embarrassment. The bond between them was strengthening by the second as her subconscious mind began to trust the handsome Warrior. It would be nice if she had some sort of control over who her body would let past her mental barriers, but like all the Earth women so far, she had no say over who she could and couldn’t form a bond with so she was glad Tandar was so easy to feel. 
 
   “He saved mine as well.” His gaze grew distant before he focused again on her. “I began to know Mavet and I fell in love with him. It was not because we were stranded together and I had no choice, it was because he is a good man, a man worthy of my future bondmate. I saw in him someone that I knew would make the other half of my soul happy, just as he made me happy.”
 
   “Tandar…” She stumbled for the right words, and went back to the Kadothian protocol she’d learned when her overwhelmed mind and heart could think of nothing else. “Thank you. I know you mean that as a great compliment to both myself and my husband, so thank you.” 
 
   “It is I who should be thanking you.” He placed a soft kiss on her forehead, then cuddled her close. “You cannot imagine what a joy it is to share this moment with you.”
 
   Actually, she could, thanks to their growing bond. And the bond wasn’t the only thing growing between them. Beneath her butt, his dick was getting harder by the second and she swore the room grew warmer as well. His gaze deepened while he examined her spread out across his lap, a feeling of deep satisfaction coming from him. With his free hand, he traced the upper curve of her bondmarks on her right breast, making her skin tingle.
 
   “May I have permission to give you pleasure, little Matriarch?”
 
   She couldn’t help the way her back arched into his touch. “Please.”
 
   He stroked his hand over her hair, his tone reverent. “You are so soft all over, beautifully curved and lush.”
 
   She wanted to tell him that he wasn’t so bad himself, but he chose that moment to dip his finger beneath the edge of her gown’s bodice and tease her hard nipple. Darts of pleasure zinged through her, landing straight in her clit as she gasped with pleasure. 
 
   A hard tremor went through his body and she melted into him, his lust devouring her whole. He needed her so badly, but his enormous sense of honor and obedience to protocol demanded he take his time with her when all he wanted to do was strip her bare and ravish her in every sense of the word. While she understood on an intellectual level how excited Kadothian Warriors were when they found their mates, she’d never expected his lust to be this raw. She was his dream girl, his ultimate fantasy, and she sure as hell loved the way he touched her.
 
   “I must taste you.” He moved her off his lap then went to the floor between her spread legs. “Please.”
 
   The throb of her clit had become a painful thing and she sucked in a harsh breath. “Taste me, Warrior. I trust you with my body and my pleasure. You are a worthy male.”
 
   Oh, he liked it when she used the ancient Kadothian words to the courting right with him. Xentix had said once that to a Warrior, those words were a sacred promise, the highest of compliments that she could bestow on him. Nearly every Kadothian man she met was starved for affection, praise, gentleness. All the things they were denied during their service in the military. She understood why they weren’t given creature comforts, they had to be strong to survive war, but it still made her heart ache to imagine the loneliness he’d experienced.
 
   So much sacrifice for just the promise of her in his life.
 
   He deserved a reward.
 
   Fuck it, she was going to break protocol and speed up their courtship, but she didn’t think he’d mind too much.
 
   “Warrior, I want you naked.”
 
   He rocked back on his heels as if she’d just struck him across the face, one of those fire jellyfish briefly illuminating his stark features in a bright burst of orange, gold, and red light. 
 
   With slow, deliberate movements, he removed his armor, revealing a bronze, smooth, heavily muscled body that reeked of strength and power. He was like some big, healthy, aroused predator, held only in check by her word. For a moment, she almost lost her nerve, but the room was private and no one would disturb them. Hell, these little alcoves had been made with seduction in mind, private slices of heaven where lovers could enjoy each other. The floor was a dark navy blue, clean enough to eat off of thanks to the Kadothian technology that allowed it to constantly sterilize itself.
 
   It was soft enough for her skin, which meant Tandar would be more than comfortable.
 
   Averting her eyes as he revealed his shaft, she said in a husky voice, “Lie down on the floor on your back.”
 
   She could feel his confusion through their bond and closed him out a little bit, wanting to focus on him like he deserved. If she took the full brunt of his lust when she gave him the pleasure she was about to, she’d be riding him like a horny cowgirl in a heartbeat. No, she knew it would mean a lot to Mavet and Xentix if they shared their first time with them. Not that her husbands would physically join, but they would watch and get almost drunk off witnessing Jaz and Tandar have sex.
 
   Her pussy clenched and she looked down at Tandar, his hot gaze burning into her. With a smile, she shimmied out of her gown, no longer self-conscious in the least about being chubby and nude. She was a goddess to this delicious man and reveled in the freedom his open admiration gave her. 
 
   She slowly strolled over to him, letting him look his fill of her body before she stood over him, her legs spread on either side of his head while she allowed herself to examine his body for the first time.
 
   Her hips gave a little thrust as her greedy gaze went right to his dick. Shaped mostly like a human penis, a Kadothian’s manhood had an added bonus that human men lacked. Not only were their dicks larger than the average guy, and had a mushroom-shaped head, they also had these incredible things called pleasure ridges on their dicks. When a Kadothian man was close to orgasm, those ridges would fill up and stand out from his shaft about an inch, then vibrate, filling with his seed, until he ejaculated a few minutes later. Having a big cock locked inside of her, vibrating her overstuffed pussy, was just about the best damn feeling in the world. Only better if there was another dick filling her from behind at the same time.
 
   A sigh left her as she sank to her knees over Tandar’s eager mouth then closed the distance between them, feeding him her pussy as he groaned and precum wet the tip of his cock.
 
   Instantly his mouth latched onto her, his tongue licking and exploring while he made deep, guttural noises that drove her crazy. 
 
   His cock leaked his precum onto his spectacular abs and she leaned…well, more like fell forward and grasped his shaft.
 
   With a groan, he grasped her hips in his large hands and squeezed, then pulled her closer, his body shivering beneath hers. Pleasure ripped through her while he probed her aching sheath with his agile tongue. Her back arched and she squeezed his shaft, riding his face with a low moan. He was close, she could feel it, but he was fighting his climax and she found that struggle so damn hot it made her clit throb to be touched.
 
   Sitting up so she was straddling his face, she lifted a little then moved so he had a good view of her wet sex. “See this part, right here? This is a human female pleasure center, the strongest one in our body. Give it extra love.”
 
   He didn’t bother to ask her any questions, instead jerking her back down to his mouth while his tongue lashed that little bundle of nerves. They both groaned when her sharp pleasure rebounded through them and she leaned forward again, this time holding his dick to her mouth. He gave a startled jump at the first stroke of her tongue, then filled her mouth with a spurt of precum when she closed around the swollen tip. Yummy, he tasted like sweet liquid candy.
 
   Bracing her hands on his thick thighs, she bobbed her head up and down as much as she could while he drove her ruthlessly to her orgasm. She let out a weak cry and pulled him from her mouth, jerking his cock while everything inside of her tightened. A tingling tension started in her feet and worked upwards, her whole body locking with pleasure as her climax finally broke. Beneath her, Tandar roared out and jerked with each hard pulse of cum she stroked from him. Their bodies twitched and shuddered, unable to handle the overwhelming pleasure of a mutual orgasm through their bond.
 
   Gasping, she slowly relearned how to breath and realized that not only was her hand covered with lilac seed, her pussy was resting on his chin as he panted against her quivering flesh.
 
   She rolled off him with a squeak, ignoring the way he laughed at her embarrassment. “What are you feeling shy about, bride?”
 
   “Nothing, silly human stuff.” She strode over to the service wall and ordered a cleansing towel while fighting a blush. 
 
   After rubbing the absorbent fluff over her hands, she took it to where Tandar still lay on the floor, his big chest lifting with his deep breaths, a relaxed smile on his face as he admired her. “I cannot believe I did not get your sweet dark nipples in my mouth.”
 
   The lust between them could easily flame back to life, but they needed to get out of this room and start making their way back to Mavet and Xentix. She could sense their approval and reassurance through their bond, but she still couldn’t help the guilt that she’d just shared a mind-blowing, soul-shaking sexual experience with another man. She was torturing herself over nothing, she knew she was torturing herself over nothing, but that didn’t change her unease.
 
   With a gentle touch, she cleaned Tandar, knowing he didn’t deserve to be neglected because of her issues.
 
   “There. Um—thanks, for that.” It sounded so bad, she winced and tried again, knowing he needed to hear that she’d enjoyed herself or he’d assumed he’d failed in his efforts to please her. “You really have an amazing mouth, so, well done.”
 
   Tandar quickly stood, unashamed of his nakedness as she drew her gown back on. “Have I done something to offend you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You closed the link between us, and became hesitant, and even though you professed your admiration for my skills, you do not sound like you mean it.”
 
   Letting her head drop, she sighed. “I’m sorry, Tandar. I’m trying, I really am, but I wasn’t raised on a world that accepts polyamory. I feel guilty for what happened between us and ashamed that I enjoyed it, but it’s not your fault, it’s me.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   For a moment, the hurt coming from him was so strong it burst past her shields, making her gasp with shock at the realization of how wrongly he’d taken her words, stunning her silent. He strode towards the exit, once again fully dressed in his armor, while she was still trying to get her dress on. 
 
   “Damnit,” she muttered as she slid her arms into the sleeves. “Tandar, that came out totally wrong, wait up.”
 
   Jaz tugged her gown into place and ran to catch up to Tandar, her small hands grasping at his arm in a vain effort to stop him. “Tandar, slow the heck down. I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “Like what? That you were ashamed to be with me?”
 
   “Yes! I mean no—I mean, just stop walking for one minute and let me explain. Good golly, you guys throw the biggest hissy fits when your feelings get hurt.”
 
   He stared down at her, pain shining in his cool blue eyes. “I will go say goodbye to Mavet and will no longer be a concern of yours, Matriarch.”
 
   “See!” she shouted, loud enough that a few Warriors lounging around a table in a small courtyard nearby looked their way before narrowing their eyes at Tandar’s glare. “You’re not even listening to me. I swear if I was taller I’d take you by your ear like my grandma used to do to us when we were being foolish.”
 
   “If you find me foolish, then—”
 
   Before he could finish his sentence, a woman’s voice rose in a shriek somewhere ahead of them. “Matriarch Brooks!”
 
   Seeing trouble heading her way, Jaz spoke quickly. “Ahhh shit. Look, Tandar, I like you, a lot. I can see myself bonded to you, I can see myself falling in love with you, and everything I was raised to believe says those feelings are wrong. I’m dealing with my issues and I swear they are no reflection on you, okay? Totally my mental issues from growing up in a sexually repressive patriarchal culture. Now this isn’t the time or place for this conversation, not with that crazy bitch headed our way, but I need you to trust me, just for a little bit, please?”
 
   His response was cut off by the arrival of a tall, honey-skinned Bel’Tan Matriarch dressed in the high-necked black robes of a Matriarch past her fertile years. “Oh, thank the Lord of Life. Matriarch Brooks, I have been looking everywhere for you. You must speak with my daughter-in-law! She has gone insane and is holding a knife to my son’s throat. I fear for his safety.”
 
   Barely concealed frustration colored Jaz’s voice as she struggled for patience. “Give me a moment, please, Matriarch Hilmini. I’ll be right with you.”
 
   Jaz moved him a few paces away then leaned up to whisper in his ear, “I’m sorry but I have to deal with this. Part of my job as an Ambassador and all that.”
 
   Unease radiated from Tandar. “Is his life in danger?”
 
   “Not at all. Bet you ten to one the intrusive mother-in-law walked in on Lisa and one of her husbands doing some of that BDSM shit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “They’re into freaky-naughty sex.”
 
   “Pardon me, I do not understand what that means.” 
 
   Flushing, she licked her lips then said in a low voice, “It means they enjoy being rough with each other in the bedroom. To use knives as foreplay, and spanking, along with mild bondage.”
 
   “What is unusual about that?”
 
   “To you, nothing. I know it’s actually rather common for Kadothian men to like things that most Earth women would think of as kinky; to you, it’s no biggie. You like to tie each other up, be tied up, sex toys and all that fun stuff. It’s just how Kadothian males are. I’m not judging you, just letting you know that if Matriarch Hilmini, otherwise known as the mother-in-law from hell, walked in on them having sex, Lisa would be extra humiliated and angry—and she has a temper. While I don’t think she’d ever hurt anyone, I need to go diffuse this situation even though it’s one of the last thing I want to do right now.”
 
   “Can you not contact someone else to intervene for you?”
 
   “No, Tandar. I mean I could, but I’m Lisa’s advocate and I want her to have her happily ever after with her husbands. Besides, it’s my job and if I don’t do it, no one will.”
 
   “You mean it is your duty.”
 
   “Yes, it’s my duty.” Before he could respond, she slid her hand into his and gave him a small smile that grew bigger when he returned it. “Ready to go experience the glamorous life of an Ambassador?”
 
   Warmth replaced the impersonal coldness of his gaze, his slight smile sending a curl of pleasure through her blood. His nostrils flared as he scented her, but his gaze flicked to the Matriarch watching them closely. Instead of kissing her like she knew he wanted to, Tandar bowed to her without releasing her hand. “I am ever at your service, my Matriarch.”
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   Lisa, her normally pale cheeks a blotchy red, waved her arms around in the air. “What kind of crazy woman just walks into her married son’s house using a stolen security code, then screams bloody murder when she sees him having sex with his wife?”
 
   One of Lisa’s husbands, Mastrint, opened his big fat mouth and dug himself into even deeper shit with his furious wife. He was hot, with his red hair and full lips, but even his good looks wouldn’t distract Lisa from her anger. Anyone with half a brain could see that now was not the time to defend his mother, Matriarch Hilmini, but Mastrint obviously missed the memo.  
 
   Giving his wife a pleading look, Mastrint said, “She just wanted to bring me some of my favorite wine from home for our date tonight. Really, she is just trying to be nice in her own way. She promised she would no longer interfere in our relationship and she was pleased to know we would be spending time together tonight.”
 
   Jaz winced as Lisa growled at Mastrint, red blotches standing out on her pale cheeks. “You told her we were having a date? After I begged you not to?” Her nostrils flared. “I knew she would do something to screw this up. I knew it, and I told you so, but you didn’t believe me. I also told you we shouldn’t have sex in here because she might walk in, and I told you to change our security code after she barged in last night! But did you do any of these things? Nooooo, you went and told Mommy.”
 
   For the first time, Mastrint looked slightly guilty as Lisa and her other husbands glared at him, the hint of a lilac hue tinting his face as he flushed. “I—it was not revealed to her on purpose.”
 
   “I told you not to tell her because I knew she’d pull a stunt like this. Mastrint, she hates me. I don’t care what you say, that woman loathes me and does everything she can to sabotage our relationship. It’s like she doesn’t believe we’re really bonded.” 
 
   Lisa’s lower lip quivered as sadness overwhelmed her and the mood in the room turned deadly enough that Jaz found herself clenching her hands into fists. Goodness, these men got riled up when a woman was unhappy. Especially when it was their bondmate. 
 
    Normally Jaz was very calm in these situations; hell, she had a Master’s degree in couple’s therapy, she just never knew she’d be using that knowledge to help out alien relationships. One of the things she prided herself on was maintaining her cool, being an impartial observer. But much like Vungus, Matriarch Hilmini drove Jaz crazy. She could easily remember what a complete bitch Mastrint’s mother had been to Lisa behind his back, when Jaz had been at Lisa’s bonding ceremony to help her get ready.
 
   At the time, Lisa had forbid Jaz from telling Mastrint; she didn’t want the old cow to ruin her wedding. But now Jaz was officially fed up with the meddling bitch’s tricks. 
 
   “You,” Jaz said in a stern voice, pointing at Matriarch Hilmini, “get out.”
 
   “What? You can’t—”
 
   “I just did.” 
 
   The older woman began to cry softly, big pretty tears, and Mastrint made a pained noise as his mother sent him a beseeching look. 
 
   “Uh-uh, do not try that manipulative crap on me. I’ve seen you turn those glittering tears on and off like magic. You think no one paid attention to the way you mistreated Lisa, but I did.”
 
   At once, the older woman lifted her chin, her gaze clear and hard. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
 
   “Maybe this will ring a bell: ‘You will never be a true Matriarch’. Or how about ‘Mastrint will find his true bondmate, and when he does, everyone will know your bond was fake’.”
 
   The woman’s mouth opened, then snapped shut as she stared at Jaz.
 
   “You didn’t,” Mastrint said in a tortured voice as he sagged against a dark green chair. “Please tell me you did not say those hurtful words; that such venom would not fall from the lips of the woman who gave birth to me. Tell me you did not insult my alyah like that…tell me!”
 
   His mother flinched, but said nothing.
 
   “You are dead to me. Until you right the wrongs you have committed against my wife, you are no longer alive in my heart and mind. I can only pray she forgives me for allowing my love for you to blind me to your malicious intent.”
 
   Lisa reached out and embraced Mastrint, and the rest of her husbands followed suit, surrounding the beaten-looking man in a wall of comfort and protection while Mastrint’s mother stood there alone, her mouth opening and closing as she blinked in disbelief over her son shunning her. 
 
   Letting out a low breath, Jaz watched the older woman begin to realize the consequences of her actions. “Tandar, would you please escort her out.”
 
   Without delay, he did as she asked, hustling the ashen-faced woman from the room and into the confused and waiting arms of some older men who had to be her husbands. Tandar said a few words to them and their expressions turned thunderous, making Matriarch Hilmini let out a despair-filled wail. 
 
   Jaz hesitated, not wanting to interrupt Lisa and her husbands as they came together to care for an obviously anguished Mastrint. “I’m sorry it had to end like that, but you did the right thing. Lisa, you know how to reach me if you need me, sweetheart.”
 
   Nodding her thanks, Lisa pressed her lips to Mastrint’s head as she held him close, her expression just as tormented as his.
 
   Jaz’s heart was heavy as they stood outside the suite. 
 
   To her surprise, Tandar pulled her into a supportive hug, allowing her to shift at least part of her physical burden to him. His large hands stroked her back and she pressed her cheek to his armor, wishing it was his velvety skin against hers instead. Just being around him relaxed her, and she smiled to herself, recognizing that as a sign of their bond deepening. There was something about bondmates that made their comfort more than just words; it was a physical sensation through their bond, which actually did help take away the stress.
 
   Moving out of his arms, she stood on her tippy toes so she could give him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, I needed that.”
 
   His happiness made her smile. “It is my pleasure to serve you, bride. I did not realize how difficult and consuming your role as Ambassador is. Whatever you need to help lighten your burden, I would be honored to provide.”
 
   Her heart lightened a little bit as she reached up and stroked his cheek softly. “Thank you. Come on, let’s head back before any more drama finds us.” 
 
   Motioning to Tandar to follow her, she sent her husbands a quick mental message that they would be arriving back home soon. Immediate happiness and anticipation rocketed from Mavet and Xentix, allowing her to relax further as they moved through the ship. They were nearing one of the training facilities now where the Warriors worked out to keep in battle-ready shape, but Jaz ignored the eye candy in the form of half-dressed men striding around in their silky black pants.
 
   Shutting down her bond with her husbands so she could think, Jaz tried to push away the constant worries that came from being an Ambassador. If she dwelled on all the couples she was responsible for, all the women who relied on her, she started to freak out. But she couldn’t quit. This was her calling, and she knew in her heart of hearts God had put her here for his own reasons, and she tried hard to honor his love by being the best Ambassador she could. 
 
   For a while, they walked in silence, or at least physical silence. She was pretty sure Tandar was talking with Mavet, because she kept getting this sense like they were whispering together just over her shoulder. She was curious about what they were discussing, but gave them their privacy. Yeah, she could probably force the bond open and listen to them, but not only would it be incredibly rude, it would also indicate that she didn’t trust her husbands, which couldn’t be further from the truth. 
 
   Tandar returned his complete attention to her as they waited for a lift in one of the viewing galleries. Artwork from across the Bel’Tan galaxy filled the room, along with representations of various plants and animals. Around the room stood experts from the galaxy, eager to explain their treasures to any curious Earth brides. While the majority of the ship was designed for pairing up bondmates as quickly as possible, the rest was devoted to educating the Earth Matriarchs before they left for their new homes on Kadothia. 
 
   She searched the faces of people from the Bel’Tan galaxy talking with Earth women, not seeing any open animosity or fear. Then again, no one wanted to offend a Kadothian Warrior by being openly afraid of his Matriarch. 
 
   “I don’t get it, why are people from the Bel’Tan galaxy so uneasy about Earth women?”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   She glanced over at the tall man with his lovely blond- and brown-striped hair, unable to believe she’d been blessed once more with a wonderful man to love. “One of the girl’s I helped during their acclimation period to the ship turned out to be an empath. No one can hide their emotions from her, and she told me nearly everyone she runs into from the Bel’Tan galaxy are super wary of Earth women at first. Most of them quickly get over it, but there are some who downright hate or fear us on sight. Lisa’s mother-in-law is afraid of her, I can see it in her eyes, but I don’t understand why. Lisa’s never hurt anyone, she’s a veterinarian who works with abused animals at a shelter, a kind and sweet woman. But because she’s from Earth, her mother-in-law is convinced she’s a monster that’s out to devour her son. Why, Tandar? What do you think is going on?”
 
   To her surprise, he didn’t try to dodge her questions. Her husbands did that, hating it when she got upset about things they couldn’t fix. They thought they were protecting her, through their bond she knew that was true, but that didn’t change the fact she hated information being withheld. She couldn’t protect the girls she was supposed to safely guide into their new lives if she didn’t know how to diffuse the instant tension between the mothers of the Warriors and their new bondmates.
 
   They entered the empty lift, the transparent walls giving them an amazing view of the ship as they went up two hundred and eighty-eight floors and over fifteen sectors to the area of the immense vessel that Jaz lived in. 
 
   Tandar looked down at her. “There are rumors on Kadothia that the Earth Matriarchs are everything from lazy and vapid creatures, to being no better than the Hive.”
 
   She clasped her hands to her mouth, totally appalled. “They—they think we’re like those monsters?”
 
   Panic filled his handsome face as he knelt before her. “Forgive me, Matriarch, I forgot myself. I would never compare you to one of them.”
 
    “Jeez, Tandar, get up. I’m glad you told me the truth. Just because I’m a little…shocked, doesn’t mean I’m mortally offended. Unless you believe that bullshit.”
 
   His head crooked to the side after he stood, giving her a puzzled look. “I do not understand.”
 
   “Do you believe Earth women are evil?”
 
   “No,” he said instantly—then looked away as he clenched his jaw. “That is not exactly the truth. I almost fell for the rumors, but it only took a few moments in your presence to know the gossip was untrue. Most Kadothians are thrilled to have new, and powerful, potential brides for the sons of Kadothia, but there is a subtle anti-Earth Matriarch campaign. It is nothing but mean-spirited gossip at this point, so do not be alarmed. At least not yet. The…what is the Earth word…yes, the xenophobia is slowly growing in strength.”
 
   “Crap,” she whispered, then sent reassurance through her bond to her husbands, who were becoming upset, before shutting it down completely. “I mean, yeah, there are some bad apples, but the vast majority of the Matriarchs I’ve met from Earth and the Bel’Tan galaxy have been nice, normal women.”
 
   “I do not think that you are lazy, or sadistic.” He took a step closer to her and raised his hand, pausing before he touched her cheek. “I will admit, I had my doubts before we met, but it relieves me more than you can imagine to say those doubts are gone. You are kind, honest, brave, and your spirit shines so bright it is like you have been blessed by the Lord of Life to share his divine love with the Universe.”
 
   People walked around them as they stood still, locked in each other’s gaze. Due to the rather carnal nature of the bond-forming, all kinds of PDA were constantly going on around them, so no one paid their heated stare any attention. Tandar studied her with an intensity she found highly erotic, and she knew he brought that same concentration to the bedroom. His nostrils flared and his low rumble of pleasure let her know he’d already caught the scent of her arousal. Damn Kadothian men were pussy hounds in every sense of the word when it came to their bondmates. Something about a Matriarch’s pheromones turned them on like crazy if they didn’t fight their reaction.
 
   Like Tandar was fighting his. Technically, he wasn’t allowed to do anything to her that she didn’t invite him to during their courtship. If he was her first husband, the one who transformed her from an ordinary human and into a Kadothian Matriarch, the social rules would be different and he’d have a lot more leeway to seduce her. But, because she was a twice-bonded Matriarch, he couldn’t even speak to her unless she initiated it, no matter how badly he wanted to.
 
   A hard pulse of desire came from Tandar as her nipples hardened into aching points. He wanted her, real bad. It was hard for her to describe the psychic link between them because it wasn’t just a feeling, but a scent and a taste to her. Every Earth woman was different in how her body reacted to the conversion, but for Jaz and a handful of others, psychic signatures sometimes had a smell and taste. He tasted like cinnamon and dark chocolate with a hint of coffee.
 
   In other words, delicious. 
 
   Knowing that he wouldn’t publically close the physical gap between them uninvited, she held his hand against her face and slowly nuzzled him, giving him the affection she knew he craved like a drug. 
 
   His gaze devoured her as he said, “You are amazingly beautiful, your eyes are so dark, so rich.”
 
   Flushing, she ducked out of his reach and motioned to him. “Come on, we need some privacy.”
 
   Her pace quickened as she tried to calm herself after a Bel’Tan Matriarch gave her a wary look. As if the women of Earth didn’t have enough to deal with, trying to assimilate into an alien culture, without adding the bonus stress of their new home being prejudiced against them. She couldn’t help but sigh at the fact that she’d found a culture where the color of her skin really didn’t matter in how people treated her. Instead, they hated her because of the freaking planet she’d been born on.
 
   They passed through an archway into an atrium of sorts, the ceiling a holographic display that mimicked the slightly different-colored sun that Kadothia revolved around. It wasn’t a huge change, but something a little subtler, like putting on a pair of sunglasses for the first time. Initially your eyes could detect a difference, but soon they adjusted and everything looked as it should to your brain. In the richer illumination of the fake sun, her dark skin had an odd but pretty sheen to it. An almost golden pearl-like glimmer.
 
   They paused to let a group of laughing people pass, and she looked over at Tandar, studying him in the new light. The difference in the colors of his brown and blond hair stood out more, and his cheekbones cast stronger shadows over his square jaw. His scar gleamed softly as well and she had to bite back the urge to kiss him where he’d been hurt. She took a step closer to him and inhaled deeply, her pulse quickening as they neared the hallway that contained her suite.
 
   “Jaz,” Xentix called out, and she whipped around to face her second husband, lowering the shielding on her mind that she’d put up so tightly after that drama with Lisa.
 
   Right away, his anger and worry pounded at her, making her gasp and throw her shields back up with a pained grunt, the mental slap of their strong emotions making her body shake in discomfort. The only way she could describe it was like being mildly electrocuted from the inside out. A very disconcerting and painful feeling. A harsh sweat broke out over her body as it tried to throw off her psychic jolt, the sensation fading while Tandar cradled her close, lifting her totally off the ground and into the safety of his arms.
 
   “Jaz,” Xentix said in a pained voice, “forgive me. I should have shielded myself better. We have been trying to contact you through our bond but we could not penetrate your shields.”
 
   “What has happened?” Tandar asked in a commanding voice, authority radiating from him despite the fact that he held her cradled like a doll.
 
   Xentix’s dark gaze went right to Tandar, and she felt her husband relax as the older man seemed to take charge. “Vungus has filed a petition for disciplinary action against Jaz for her trick back at the transport docks against Matriarch Taverty. It has been deemed a worthy complaint and has been forwarded to the High Congress. They await you in the ship’s High Congress Chambers.”
 
   A sick wave of nausea had Jaz pressing her hands to her stomach. “Oh God, what have I done?”
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   Mavet grasped one of her hands, Xentix the other, while Tandar massaged the nape of her neck. She would have normally been embarrassed to be seen in public with her men treating her as if she was some swooning southern belle, but right now their presence helped chase back the crippling panic of fear. Okay, so she was about to face the Kadothian equivalent of a meeting with the head of the United Nations—if the United Nations ruled Earth. True, it was only a virtual reality simulation of the real High Congress back on Kadothia, but it was so good that the only way to know it wasn’t real was by trying to touch one of the holograms.
 
   Giving her a gentle kiss on her temple, Xentix said, “Come, we do not want to keep the High Congress waiting.”
 
   This was bad, really bad. 
 
   “I do not understand why they escalated it to the High Congress, it was a small indiscretion, usually it would have been ruled on by the Regional Courts,” Mavet muttered, while the Warriors guarding the entrance to the room where they’d meet virtually with the High Congress watched them impassively. 
 
   Tandar gave a rough laugh, his long fingers stroking her skin while he glared at the guards as if they were a threat to her. “Dirty, cutthroat politics, that is what is occurring. They want to make an example of Jaz for some reason and have done so in a way they are assured a large audience.”
 
   “Agreed,” Xentix said as he slowly released her hand, assuming what she came to think of as his battle-ready stance.
 
   All three men wore what she’d learned was their formal dress uniforms. Instead of armor, they were clad in a material similar to leather, but much thicker and more pliable. It also had a slight sheen to it that added delicious hills and valleys to their bodies, highlighting how insanely fit and built for battle they were. Various military medals and decorations adorned the armor and she couldn’t help but feel a small burst of pride at how highly decorated her men were. Even though Mavet and Xentix were of the Healer class, they were Warriors first, and had been trained as much to kill as to save.
 
   In contrast to the deep green of her husbands’ dress uniforms, Tandar’s black made him look like he was covered in shiny oil. The urge to slide her hands along that slick surface, to feel the heat of his body beneath, made a pleasant tingle go through her sex. All three men instantly caught her sexual excitement, and she flushed when they growled as one and took a step closer to her, surrounding her on three sides with aroused male.
 
   Before the alien testosterone could overwhelm her, she threw her elbow into Mavet’s side and wiggled away. “Hey, we have business to attend to.”
 
   Both Xentix and Mavet looked at Tandar, then to her with an even more lustful expression. Damn, they were looking forward to watching Tandar take her, big time. If she wasn’t so worried about being banned from Kadothia forever, she’d be rolling her eyes at their open hunger. She made the mistake of looking down below the belt line, and the sight of their very clearly defined erections had her licking her lips.
 
   No, bad Jaz. 
 
   Focus.
 
   They started to stalk towards her again, but she held up her hand and they halted as though she’d put up an invisible barrier. “Stop right there. I mean it. I need to focus and I need my bondmates right now, not my lovers.”
 
   A hint of hurt came from Tandar, but he kept his voice calm as he said, “Do you wish me to remain here and wait for you?”
 
   “Of course not. Tandar, you must know by now that I want to bond with you and make you my husband. I would like you by our side while I face this, where you belong.”
 
   “One moment please,” the smooth, feminine voice of the ship’s computer broadcast from hidden speakers. A second later, the computer continued, “Congratulations, Matriarch Jazmine of House Brooks, the bonding has been approved.” 
 
   A piercing, howling roar came from all the Kadothian guards surrounding her little family, making her clasp her hands to her ears to try to muffle the primal cries.
 
   When they finally silenced, she lowered her hands and said, “What in the world?”
 
   Laughing at her surprised expression, Tandar lifted her by the waist so their gazes was level, her feet dangling off the ground. “You just announced in public that you wished to bond with me. I had already made my formal petition wishing to bond with you after our time together in the Blue Sea kelp gardens. I knew without a doubt you are my bondmate, and I asked your husbands for permission to seek a bond. That is what I was doing while we were walking to your home. Xentix and Mavet approved it and the computer was waiting for your response. My brothers in battle are happy for me that I have found my alyah, and let the Universe know their joy.”
 
   Xentix and Mavet moved to either side of Tandar and she found herself suddenly surrounded by handsome, aroused men. Their combined scent had her knees weakening and the pressure of their arousal beat at her mental shields. Fighting back a rush of warmth, Jaz forced herself to say, “Guys, give me some room. I need to mentally prepare for whatever we’re facing in there.”
 
   “It should only be a four-person court instead of a larger formal court,” Mavet said while placing his hand on Tandar’s shoulder, his joy at Tandar joining their family filling her heart. “While Vungus is petitioning for your Ambassador status to be revoked—”
 
   “What?” Jaz whispered. 
 
   Xentix and Mavet went stone-faced while Tandar sighed. “She needs to know what she is facing.”
 
   With a nod to Tandar, Mavet reached out and took her hand, the determination in his gaze giving her strength. “Vungus claims you are mentally unstable and need a full evaluation and empathy training.”
 
   “Empathy training?”
 
   Making a sour face, Tandar added, “Compassion and empathy are some of the greatest gifts from the Lord of Life that we have, but the Hive do not. If a Kadothian lacks those gifts, they are retrained to appreciate compassion and empathy.”
 
   She gaped at them. “Retrained?”
 
   “Yes. It is…unpleasant.”
 
   “Unpleasant? You mean they torture them?”
 
   “No,” Tandar said in a harsh voice. “Nothing like that. It is a complex process that has been used for over nine thousand years. I assure you, it is not torture, and it is effective.”
 
   Her heart raced as the doors to the High Congress swung open on their huge hinges and a tall, thin man with a long nose and deep-set grey eyes examined them with a hard look. He wore the dark blue armor of the Negotiator class and it gleamed beneath the bright lights of the foyer. Despite the fact that he was older, he’d have been a handsome man if he hadn’t been frowning at them.
 
   “Matriarch Brooks, we have been waiting for you.”
 
   Something about his expression said he wasn’t pleased to find her dallying around with her men instead of coming in.
 
   It took a lot to keep her shoulders straight and her chin lifted beneath his stern gaze, but she held his eyes as she said, “Forgive me for my lateness.”
 
   His thin lips softened a bit and he nodded, “I am afraid Congressman Vungus and his Representative have had a good deal of time to plead his case in your absence.”
 
   She could feel her men bristling with anger and shot them a warning look over her shoulder as she closed down the links between herself and them. It was hard enough to keep her own panic under control and maintain a professional persona without adding their angry drama. Taking a deep breath, she smoothed her gown then met the Negotiator’s gaze.
 
   “I see. Please, let us not keep them any longer.”
 
   With a small bow, the tall man turned then led them down the elaborate blue and gold stone hallway. She maintained her even pace and managed not to reach out and grasp for her husbands’ hands like a scared kid on her way to her first day of school. The room they were about to enter was in reality empty, but it would no doubt look as if it were filled to the brim with people watching from the gallery. Kadothians were fond of their virtual reality and every Reaping ship had an exact replica of the hall of the High Congress on the ship for official purposes. Xentix had once told her that other than private sessions, all meetings of the High Congress were open to the public and often packed with people.
 
   Without a doubt, she’d be the source of much interest, both good and bad, so she needed to do this right.
 
   It was all about the attitude at this point, and having grown up in Harlem, she had attitude to spare. Confidence filled her as she imagined having her strong aunts at her side, her feisty female cousins flanking them. Jaz was here to represent and protect the women of Earth, and she was not going to lose that position or her hard-earned respect because of some creepy asshole like Vungus. She had to walk in there like a queen, because if she acted like anything less they’d eat her alive.  
 
   Accessing the crystal implant in her head that linked to the ship’s computer, she readied herself mentally as they finally reached the room that housed the virtual High Congress.
 
   Like everything associated with politics in Kadothia, the chamber was grand yet simple. The cream walls swept upwards into an arc over the cavernous space and the view above was of the Kadothian night sky, with fourteen of its various-sized and colored moons illuminating the darkness. It was a stunning sky she’d seen briefly when they’d visited her new home on Kadothia for a few days before she was recalled to the Reaping ship for her job.
 
   Here and there, a few pieces of artwork were displayed, the paintings and sculptures changed out on a regular basis so new artists may have the honor of saying they were displayed at the High Congress. These bits of information floated through her mind as her crystal chip did its job, identifying objects to her in such a subtle way it felt almost as if she knew that the gigantic silvery table the three hundred members High Congress sat at had been hewn from a meteorite that was over a billion years old. 
 
   Even staring at the virtual copy of the table had her stomach clenching up a little bit. 
 
   Fourteen rows of benches made up the gallery surrounding the massive table that seated the High Congress. While only three of the chairs near the golden Petitioner’s Circle were filled, the gallery was packed. Many of the Kadothians sitting there looked at Jaz with a hint of fear or unease in their gazes. Yeah, she may not be able to read their minds, and vice versa, but evidently she was so scary that a few of the Kadothian women blanched and looked away when she met their curious gazes. Hell, she wasn’t even really in the same galaxy with them, so she had no idea how they thought her hologram could possibly harm them.
 
   Turning her attention fully to the High Congress, she examined the people who were pretty much judge, jury, and executioner at her trial. Lady Yanush, the Lead of the Southern Continent was there, her black braids gleaming with a faint sheen of coppery glitter that also dusted her coal-black skin. Jaz’s gaze skipped over to a thickset, tan Warrior with his lips pressed together in a tight line and a shock of blond hair. She could almost feel his dislike, and worried she was doomed from the start when she saw the Warrior’s Matriarch had the same look of thinly veiled distaste. After a moment, her crystal implants supplied a name to go with their sour faces. 
 
   Lady Drinzell and her husband, Lord Baldouri, Lead Congress of the Continent of Catacombs and staunch conservatives, who on more than one occasion had petitioned the women of Earth be kept out of the Bel’Tan galaxy until more studies on them were done for the safety of Kadothia.
 
   Whispers rose around Jaz as she continued to walk down the ridiculously long path to the Petitioner’s Circle. She felt like a damn dog being paraded at a show, displayed for everyone to gawk at and criticize. Good Lord, this was worse than walking into the cafeteria at a new high school for the first time with all the judging looks thrown her way. Yes, there were a lot of men who watched her with nothing but hunger and admiration, and a few Earth women here and there in the gallery that smiled at Jaz, but for the most part the atmosphere was tense. She could only imagine what it felt like to the psychically sensitive Kadothians. 
 
   Okay, you know what? She was done with this craziness. They needed to get over the fact that she was human and just deal with it. A faint sense of pride pushed through her bond from all three of her men and she took a deep breath as she strode forward, making sure she let Vungus see that he wasn’t going to intimidate her. 
 
   As expected, Vungus stood in the Petitioner’s Circle along with his Matriarch and a Warrior Jaz assumed was their bondmate. His hair was slicked back and held in place with a big, flashy brown jewel and he wore his pendant that proclaimed him as an Elder Member of the Northern Continental Congress. The slimy toad of a man had a rather smug look on his face that made her intentionally relax her muscles, refusing to let him get to her. His kind of nasty thrived on irritating people so she held herself in check.
 
   She was no novice in the world of psychology and she could tell a textbook narcissist when she saw one. This man thought he was special, knew he was better than everyone else, and felt as though people should defer to his greatness. The fact that she challenged him was unacceptable in his messed-up world, and she wondered how soon she could get him to snap.
 
   Holding his gaze, she let him know just how unworthy she thought he was and, as expected, his face flushed lilac.
 
   She knew just how to deal with a man like this. He’d come off as charming, rational, but as soon as she made him look foolish in front of what she assumed was a shit-ton of important Kadothians, he’d expose his true self. Men like him always did. 
 
   She stopped at the edge of the Petitioner’s Circle, a large, jagged sunburst painted gold at the center of the room and to the side of the High Congress’s elevated table. The sun was the symbol of the Lord of Light, and by standing here, she was putting herself under his scrutiny and lied at her own peril. At least, that’s what the Kadothian legends said. She had no idea if the Kadothian version of God would indeed curse her for fibbing in his sacred place, but she wasn’t going to tempt fate. Hell, stranger things have happened, including the magically appearing bondmarks on her breasts.
 
   Before she could announce her arrival, a bronze-skinned man wearing the dark blue armor of the Negotiator class narrowed his green eyes as his lip lifted in a faint sneer. “Commander Tandar el’Alrianti of House Musoli, you have no right to be in this circle. You insult the High Congress with your presence.”
 
   “Actually, it’s soon to be Tandar el’Alrianti of House Brooks,” Tandar said from behind her in a droll voice. “Matriarch Jazmine Brooks is my witnessed bride.”
 
   A loud murmur went through the audience and a familiar voice came from her left. To her surprise, the hot Lucius Malfoy look-alike, Lord Rell Thantoh, strode out of an archway, his cape flaring dramatically behind him. Even though Jaz was a happily married woman, Lord Rell was very nice to look at, especially when he was giving her a charming smile. 
 
   “Congratulations, Matriarch Brooks. Tandar is an esteemed Warrior and will make a worthy provider.”
 
   The Negotiator standing next to Vungus curled his lip. “Any and all bonding should wait until after Matriarch Brooks has been examined by our experts. Her behavior is a danger to us all. I can only imagine how many people she’s harmed in her role as Ambassador.”
 
   Lady Drinzell placed a hand to her ivory throat, her long nails gleaming as if they’d been dipped in blood, and Jaz bit back the urge to roll her eyes. 
 
   Everyone looked at Jaz, waiting for her to do something, but she merely pasted a pleasant, yet slightly bored look on her face and kept her mouth shut. The Negotiators were doing their version of opening arguments and until the High Congress addressed her, she was to say nothing.
 
   With an annoyed growl, Lord Rell inclined his head in the direction of the High Congress. “Forgive my late arrival, it seemed both my summons and Matriarch Brooks’ had somehow been delayed.”
 
   Lady Yanush raised a brow. “Is that true, Matriarch Brooks?”
 
   Feeling the focus of the crowd on her, Jaz gave the High Congress the Kadothian version of a curtsey, bending low from the waist while sweeping her gown out to the side. “High Congress, please forgive my tardiness. I was in the middle of my courtship with Tandar when I received the message. My husbands contacted me as soon as they could, but I’m afraid I was concentrating on other things. I’m unaware of when the message was sent, but I assure you, I came as soon as I received the summons.”
 
   “The charges against you are quite serious,” Lady Yanush said in a cool, crisp voice.  
 
   Before Jaz could speak, Lord Rell took a step forward, obviously assuming the role of her Representative, an almost unheard of thing for a Lord to do. She’d assumed he was the missing fourth member of the High Congress, not her version of a defense attorney. “They are, but I maintain that Matriarch Brooks was provoked into her reaction by Elder Congressman Vungus.”
 
   “Provoked?” Vungus snapped. “I was unaware she was even there, how could I provoke her.”
 
   Turning the full force of his rather intimidating glare on Vungus, Lord Rell gave him a nasty smile. “Ahhh, but today was not your first run-in with Matriarch Brooks, was it?”
 
   “No,” Vungus blustered for a moment before rallying, his narcissism not allowing him to even imagine he was wrong in any way, shape, or form. “She had attacked me previously. I forgave her prior attack, but this time she went too far and assaulted my Matriarch.”
 
   “Assaulted? Does your Matriarch have any marks from this supposed assault?”
 
   Vungus flushed a deeper lilac. “No, but that does not mean it did not happen. Matriarch Brooks has a history of violence that cannot be ignored.”
 
   “Yes, back to when Jaz first met… I mean attacked you. It was also unprovoked, correct?”
 
   To Jaz’s surprise, Vungus’ wife, Matriarch Taverty, seemed to be distancing herself from Vungus, pressing closer to the Warrior at her side. Instead of the usual smirk twisting her lips, she was wide-eyed and pale. Jaz looked between Vungus and his wife, wondering what Matriarch Taverty was reading from her bondmate right now that had her so scared.
 
   Licking his lips, Vungus swallowed hard. “Yes, Matriarch Brooks was completely out of her mind with rage.”
 
   To her surprise, Lord Rell gave the other man a small, almost pitying smile. “Shall we see what the High Congress thinks of your assessment of the first time you met Matriarch Brooks? Computer, display recording A897377.9n342z.”
 
   The crowd let out a small gasp as an image began to play on the smooth walls of the High Congress, a picture of Jaz three stories high as she listened to Vungus viciously attack her verbally after she didn’t address him by his proper title. Watching the video, she couldn’t help but realize how much danger she’d been in. Vungus, like all Kadothian males, was huge compared to her. He could have snapped her neck with one well-placed punch. 
 
   After reliving that scene, she couldn’t feel one ounce of remorse for kicking Vungus in the balls after he’d wrenched her arm.
 
   Silence filled the room as the video ended and Lady Drinzell appeared slightly ill, while her husband now glared at Vungus, along with the majority of the people in the room. 
 
   Gathering herself, Jaz broke protocol as she directly addressed the High Congress. “While my actions were rash, I was raised to not allow any man to hurt me or treat me as a lesser person because of how I look and who I am. I regret that I had to resort to violence, I always try to talk through a situation and deescalate it if possible. But the moment he grabbed me, my father and brother’s training kicked in on how to handle a man who puts his hands on me in anger.”
 
   “Very effectively, I might add,” Lord Rell said with a sparkle in his pale blue eyes.
 
   Meeting Lord Rell’s gaze squarely, she said, “Earth women may be smaller, we may not know all the secrets of the universe that you’ve already unmasked, and we may not be able to read your minds, but that doesn’t mean we’re easy prey. You back us into a corner and we’re going to come out swinging.”
 
   Tandar spoke up from behind Jaz. “It is an Earth expression that means if she is cornered in a trap, she would rather die attacking her hunters than on her belly.”
 
   Vungus made a strangled noise, as if he was trying to speak, but nothing came out as he glared at Jaz with pure hatred.
 
   Lady Yanush opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, Lady Elsin, Lead Congress of the Northern Continent and all-around intimidating icy-blonde bitch, chose that moment to walk into the room, and, on her way to the table, she paused to greet Jaz. “Matriarch Brooks, it is so good to see you again. The last time we met was when you were readying my son’s human bride Casey for her bonding ceremony.”
 
   Curtseying before the tall woman, Jaz said, “It was my honor, Lady Elsin.”
 
   Bowing slightly from the waist, Lord Rell said, “Thank you for joining us, Lady Elsin.”
 
   “I wish I had been here sooner,” she replied with a biting tone to her voice that practically frosted Jaz’s skin, “but the message about this meeting somehow got lost. Odd, how it seemed to happen to everyone except Vungus.”
 
   For a brief moment, Jaz almost felt sorry for Vungus, because he looked like he was going to simultaneously shit and piss himself. 
 
   “Regardless,” Lady Elsin said in a commanding tone, “I am here now, and I am appalled by the actions of the Elder Congressman from the Northern Continent and I can assure you, he will be relieved of his position.”
 
   “You can’t do that!” Vungus shouted.
 
   The almost sweet expression on Lady Elsin’s face didn’t match the killing glare of her neon-blue eyes in the least. “In case you somehow forgot, I am the Lead for the Northern Continent—your boss, as I believe the people of Earth would put it—and I very much assure you I can indeed do that.”
 
   A laughter, along with a few gasps, came from the gallery and Vungus snarled.
 
   “Foolish man, did you really think you would get away with your actions? You bring shame to your House.” Lady Elsin turned her disgusted gaze on Vungus’ Matriarch. “Both of you. Matriarch Taverty, it is obvious you have no concept of what is truly important and what is a childish whim. I believe you have lived a sheltered, spoiled life and have no appreciation for how blessed you are. Because of this, you will spend the next cycle with the Healer class, tending to the wounded. Perhaps if you spend enough time among death, you will appreciate the life you have been given.”
 
   Matriarch Taverty whispered out a hesitant, “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Vungus started to shout something but a moment later, his mouth was moving and no sound was coming out.
 
   “Thank you for silencing him, Lady Yanush.”
 
   The other woman lifted her chin, her thin braids sparkling. “I believe Vungus needs a mental evaluation.”
 
   “Sadly, I believe you are correct,” Lady Elsin said with a grim look before her gaze softened as she turned to face Jaz. 
 
    “Matriarch Brooks, you have been cleared of all charges brought against you. Please accept the apologies of the High Congress and know that Vungus’ feelings do not reflect those of the Kadothian people. Now, we have a busy schedule ahead of us, so I wish you good fortune with your bonding, and say good day.”
 
   Jaz was so stunned by the turn of events that she barely managed to mumble out, “Thank you, High Congress—uh, good day.”
 
   The walk back past the gallery was so different that she almost felt like the crowd had been switched out with a much friendlier one while she spoke with the High Congress. People actually smiled at her, and many of the Warriors looked ashamed. Interesting. Maybe she’d managed to do a little bit of good PR for the women of Earth.
 
   Once they were out of the chamber and away from the virtual crowd, Jaz let out a pent-up breath. “Holy fucking shit.”
 
   “Come,” Lord Rell said in an authoritative tone as he led them into a small, private room.
 
   As soon as the door shut, she flung her arms around him in a hug. “I don’t know how you did it, or why you helped me, but thank you.”
 
   He gave her a stiff hug back before placing her away with an uncomfortable look. Right, Matriarchs didn’t go around hugging people. She had to keep that in mind so she didn’t keep freaking out the Kadothian men by giving them the impression she was coming on to them.
 
   Her husbands and Tandar crowded around her, each pressing against her and each other as Lord Rell watched them with an envious smile. “I must admit, my actions are not entirely selfless. You see…my blood brother has found his bondmate, and she is an Earth female on this ship. In helping you, I also sought to make her future transition to life as a Kadothian Matriarch easier, to try to stem some of the prejudice developing against Earth women.”
 
   “You have a blood brother?” Tandar blurted out.
 
   Grimacing, Lord Rell nodded. “We had a bitter disagreement many, many years ago and have not spoken sense, but I dreamed of her, and know he has found the woman we are both meant to love.”
 
   Mavet gave a heavy sigh. “You have a hard road ahead of you if her first husband does not approve of you.”
 
   “They aren’t bonded yet,” Lord Rell said in a low voice.
 
   “You mean to steal her away?” Xentix asked in shock.
 
   Rubbing a hand over his face, Lord Rell shook his head. “No, I want them both. We belong together, all three of us. That is how our family should be.”
 
   “Uh,” Jaz said as she leaned back into Mavet’s arms, unable to resist the feel of him at her back, “how am I going to assist you with this? You know I’m not going to help you play games with her.”
 
   “Play games?”
 
   “She means she will not aid you in causing any strife between your estranged blood brother and his bride.”
 
   “I am not asking her to.” Lord Rell ducked his head a bit so he could meet her gaze. “I know you cannot read me, but hear the truth in my words when I tell you that all I want for my blood brother and our bondmate is the happiness we have sacrificed so much for. My blood brother especially, he deserves nothing but love and peace for the rest of his life. I took your case on personally because I fear for my alyah’s safety on Kadothia if this anti-Earther movement grows any stronger. By showing the people of Kadothia one of the best examples of an Earth woman I could find, I believe we did much to change the tide of public opinion.”
 
   Jaz thought that was a rather naïve hope, but she wasn’t going to fight with him over it. If her being paraded out there helped Kadothians get over their fear of the unknown, then she’d do it a hundred times over. Especially when she had the endless strength and love of her men at her back…and her side…and her front. 
 
   With a start, she realized her shields had lowered and she was picking up on her mens’ increasing arousal. A glance behind her showed them staring at her ass, all three of them, and she rolled her eyes with a huff.
 
   Laughing, Lord Rell gave her a formal bow. “I believe that is my cue to leave. It has been a pleasure, Matriarch Brooks. I hope we will meet again in the future under better circumstances.”
 
   She batted away Xentix’s hand off her hip and Mavet’s from her ass. “Come to the bonding ceremony.”
 
   “Send me an invitation and I will.”
 
   With that, he left her alone with three hungry men who were eyeing her like she was a big slice of peach cobbler. “Stop looking at me like that, we need to leave.”
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   Tandar’s heart raced as he entered the private residence belonging to Jaz, Mavet, and Xentix. 
 
   Cool, soothing green walls greeted him, embellished with the shimmering gold scrollwork common to the region of Kadothia that Mavet was from. Pale wood floors inlaid with darker woods were a reflection of Xentix’s home, and artwork from all over the Bel’Tan galaxy adorned the walls. A soft melody filled the air, remnants of a time before the Great Sorrow, when male and female Kadothians had lived together in peace.
 
   He caught Mavet’s blue-eyed gaze, his gut tightening at the desire he found there.
 
   It was an emotion echoed in all of the men in the room, but the strongest source of lust came from Jaz.
 
   She’d moved towards a hallway that Tandar hoped held the bedrooms with a seductive sway to her step.
 
   Pausing, she looked over her shoulder at where they stood, frozen in place by her smile. Holding his gaze, Jaz slowly lowered the gown from her softly rounded shoulders, the dark green fabric gradually falling to the curve of her waist, where it caught on her lush lips. His cock hardened further as he read the open invitation in her gaze and he fought to hold himself back.
 
   Mavet must have sensed his mood because he gave Tandar a gentle shove. “Go to her.”
 
   With a soft laugh, Xentix nodded. “Go pleasure our greedy little Matriarch. It will be nice having another cock to satisfy her.”
 
   Jaz glared at her husbands. “Greedy?”
 
   “Very,” Xentix purred as he moved behind Tandar, his erection pressing into Tandar’s buttocks. 
 
   Right away, Jaz’s arousal burst through the roof and Mavet’s voice filled his mind. “She loves to watch us together.”
 
   Tandar kept his gaze on Jaz even though his body was responding to Xentix gently biting the side of his throat. The need to claim his bondmate filled him, and he growled when Mavet grabbed his cock and squeezed. The responding whimper from Jaz had all the men focusing on her until she nervously licked her lips.
 
   “Go.” Tandar’s dick ached and he was quickly losing himself to the beast that lived inside of him. “I want you naked on the bed.”
 
   She flushed, but said, “On our bed.”
 
   Happiness filled him and he relaxed into Xentix and Mavet’s embrace. “Our bed.”
 
   She darted through the door and Tandar said quietly, “Join us.”
 
   “No,” Mavet said as he began to rub Tandar’s dick harder through his thin pants, “the first time is for you, the second time is for us.”
 
   Xentix’s hot breath on his ear made Tandar shift restlessly. “Will you allow me the privilege of taking our Matriarch from the back when you take her from the front? Will you let Mavet fill you from behind so we are all bound as one?”
 
   He swore his pleasure ridges were about to extend, but managed to keep from fucking Mavet’s fist. “Yes.”
 
   Both men shoved him so hard he stumbled and Mavet grinned. “Go, pleasure our Matriarch. We will join you in a moment.”
 
   Not needing any more urging, Tandar moved swiftly into the bedroom, then froze in the doorway while the need to claim Jaz reached a fevered pitch.
 
   She lay in the middle of the giant bed covered in soft red amba fur, naked, with her lush body on full display. 
 
   With a snarl rumbling in his throat, he stripped of his clothing, joining her on the bed and pulling her to him, their bare skin rubbing together in such a delicious way that a bit of precum wet the tip of his throbbing shaft. Their lips met in a hot kiss and Jaz moaned against his mouth, her small body fitting perfectly against his much larger frame. The fact that she was so vulnerable to him physically made him fiercely protective of her. She reached between them and began to play with his shaft, stroking up and down with her soft little hand. 
 
   A harsh moan escaped him as she opened the bond between them as fully as she could, the sensation of her pleasure filling him. He could feel an echo of her aching sex, of her tight nipples, and how ready she was for him. In return, she felt his pleasure, and he knew this when her grip on his dick tightened, giving him even more exquisite sensations. The bed dipped slightly as Mavet and Xentix had joined them, but at this moment, his focus was totally on Jaz.
 
   Their kiss turned hard and Jaz pushed him over until he lay flat on his back. Placing her hands on his chest, she straddled him in all of her dark glory, her skin glowing in the soft lights. The sight of her hard nipples caught his attention and he leaned up, palming her back with one hand to keep her close while he used the other to cradle her breast for his lips. Gently pulling the hard tip into his mouth, he played with the sensitive nub, her wordless cries of pleasure destroying him. 
 
   Both Mavet and Xentix groaned and Tandar glanced over to find them naked and stroking each other’s shafts, their glittering eyes focused on Tandar and Jaz.
 
   His attention was pulled back to his beautiful bride when she grasped him, before placing his swollen tip at the entrance to her body.
 
   Their eyes met and held as she slowly sank down on him, the wet heat of her body clasping around him in a ball-draining embrace. Every inch had him clenching his fists to maintain his sanity, to resist the need to thrust up into her and possibly injure her delicate body. Once he was fully seated, she leaned back in an arch, gripping his thighs as she slowly lifted off him, giving him a perfect view of his dick, covered in her cream, sliding out of her lush body.
 
   Mavet and Xentix both made low, hungry noises and Jaz’s body tightened on him. “Fuck me, Tandar. I can feel your need. Take me, you won’t hurt me.”
 
   His control snapped and he rolled them quickly so she was on her back, her legs up around his waist. He moved his arms beneath her back and gripped her shoulders, holding her body in place as he slammed into her. 
 
   True to her word, Jaz screamed in a mixture of pain and delight as he rode her hard, their bodies soon slick with sweat. The scent of their lust mixed with the other men’s until Tandar was panting in the delicious mixture of pheromones.
 
   Jaz cried out as her orgasm blazed through her and Tandar struggled to keep from joining her. The pleasure ridges on his cock flared to life and he let out an agonized moan, the hot cum filling his shaft while Jaz milked him with her sex. He’d never felt anything like it, and his roar filled the room as his climax finally exploded, making Jaz writhe and dance below him as she came again, their combined orgasms so strong he momentarily blacked out.
 
   When his dazed mind resurfaced, he found Jaz laying on her side with his still-hard erection inside of her wet heat. He gave a lazy stroke of her hip, earning a mewing purr from his bride. Their bond was wide open and strong now, so he felt her surprise when Mavet and Xentix joined them. 
 
   True to his word, Xentix spooned behind Jaz and squirted some lubricant and stretching balm onto his fingers before toying with their alyah’s rear entrance, her groans spurring Tandar into moving again inside of her.
 
   The flex of his hips was stopped by the familiar feel of his blood brother pressing up against his back, both men’s acceptance and love pouring into him. 
 
   Xentix leaned over and gave Tandar a gentle kiss before saying, “Welcome, husband.”
 
   Mavet captured his lips next. “Welcome, husband.”
 
   Groaning, Jaz wiggled between them. “Somebody fuck someone, now. I can feel how much you need to come, do it.”
 
   Tandar groaned as Mavet’s slick fingers played with the rim of his anus, awakening the nerve endings as Jaz’s tight sex kept contracting. Each squeeze had his arousal burning brighter, and by the time Mavet fitted his ridged cock against Tandar’s body, he was more than ready. 
 
   A brief burn stole his breath for a moment as his blood brother breeched him, the groan escaping him echoed by Jaz as Xentix pushed into her from behind. Tandar reached out and grasped Xentix’s hip as his cock rubbed against Tandar’s inside of Jaz. The feeling of their bodies stroking each other, of Mavet beginning to fuck him, of Jaz raking her nails down his back, had Tandar’s head rolling in helpless pleasure, his surrender to his new family complete.
 
   He let them take what they needed from him, gave them everything he’d been holding on to for so long in hopes of someday having this. 
 
   The burn of Mavet’s initial thrust had faded and now Tandar rocked with his movements, fucking Jaz in perfect rhythm with Xentix. His bride captured Tandar’s mouth in a hot kiss, her sweet body rubbing against his while she chased her orgasm. It took some effort, but he was able to pull himself away from his future husbands enough to mentally focus on her, to feed her pleasure and make her desperate for release.
 
   Soon enough, she was begging as all three men slowed down to almost a standstill, each submerging himself in the feelings their Matriarch was experiencing thanks to their combined efforts.
 
   With a final hip wiggle, Jaz ground her clit against Tandar’s lower abdominals, her body stuffed full as she began to come all over them. Tandar’s cock hardened further as his pleasure ridges vibrated to life, and he could feel an echo of that strong vibration from the cock in his ass and Xentix’s dick pressed against his inside of her shaking and twitching body.
 
   It only took a dozen more strokes before the men came hard, their bond wide open and dragging an almost unconscious Jaz into oblivion with them.
 
   Contentment flowed through Tandar and he let his future bondmates feel his happiness, let them know how relieved he was to have found them, how blessed he was to have such an amazing family. 
 
   Love poured into him from all of them, banishing every dark moment he’d lived through, destroying any lingering fear and desperation from the battlefield. The beast inside of his soul finally quieted, soothed by the touch of his bondmates.
 
   Giving his bride a kiss on her sweaty forehead, he held her close and prayed the Lord of Life would keep them all safe in the no doubt challenging times ahead. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading Jaz’s Warriors! I hope you enjoyed the book, and would love it if you would please consider leaving a review. Not only does a review spread the word to other readers, it also lets me know if you enjoyed your visit with the Warriors of Kadothia. I love to hear from readers and you can reach me through my website and through my Facebook and Twitter accounts. As always, thank you so much for giving me the chance to entertain you!
 
    
 
   Keep reading for a sneak peek at Casey’s Warriors, Bondmates #1 and look for Paige’s Warriors, Bondmates #2 coming May 6th, 2016
 
    
 
   Casey’s Warriors
 
   Lorn Adar has searched more than a lifetime to find his bondmate—the one woman he was born to love and the only woman who can save him from the approaching madness that threatens all unbonded males of his race. When a wormhole opens from his galaxy to Earth and the women who could hold their future, Lorn will do all in his power to not only find his mate, but show her a Universe she never knew existed.
 
   Casey Westfall’s normal life changed forever when she finds the sexy leather clad man on her doorstep. One innocent kiss leads to an adventure that will span worlds and Casey will have to choose between the man who is the other half of her soul and never seeing her family or her world again. To complicate matters Kadothians live in polyamorous family units and Lorn will have to convince his Earth bride to accept not only his love, but the love of his best friend and brothers in arms or risk the chance of losing them to either the madness or the Hive—the race of sociopathic women bent on destroying and enslaving everything in their path, but Casey can’t see loving more than one man as being anything other than a sin. Lorn will have to teach his bride that she was created for both of them just as they were created only for her.
 
   In a Universe where all is possible, the battle to protect not only his people, but his heart rests on the soul of a human woman who must face the unknown and take a leap of faith that could save or destroy them all.
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   Earth
 
    
 
   Deep in the clutches of the mid-nineteenth century poem she had to memorize for an English class, Casey absently scratched the back of her leg with her foot and tried to focus on the words before her. Unfortunately, the large quantities of spiced rum she’d consumed with her roommates last night had turned her brain into mush. It was finals week and tomorrow she’d take the last test she needed to before she went back home for the summer. She was mad at herself for getting drunk, but her roommates had all taken their last finals yesterday and celebrated the end of their sophomore year by getting wasted. In a way, it wasn’t even her fault. They had guys from the frat next door physically pick her up from her porch and carry her across the street to the party.
 
   If anything, she was a victim….ish.
 
   Sort of.
 
   The guys from the football team and swim team had been doing a wet sausage contest for charity. How in the world could she not want to watch a wet underwear contest? She’d been so good all semester, studying diligently instead of trying to date. She deserved a little sexy time, even if it was spent staring at drunk guys in their underwear doing the bump and grind. At the very least she’d gotten a good laugh out of it. Most of the guys were average, but there was one tall, skinny kid on the swim team who packed some serious dick. When the girls at the party saw him they went wild. Poor guy was blushing hard enough that she worried about him having a stroke.
 
   Not wanting to think about last night anymore, she sipped the triple espresso her awesome roommate, Kimber, grabbed for her during her morning run. Unlike Kimber, Casey couldn’t imagine doing anything more than stumbling around for a couple hours, in her pajamas, feeling like crap. The bitter taste of the rich coffee filled her mouth and reminded her she hadn’t even bothered to brush her teeth. When she realized she’d slept until nine o’clock that morning immediate panic set in, and she stumbled to the bathroom before diving into all the crap she had to try to memorize. Her eyes were still gummy with sleep, but she forced her wandering attention on the book. 
 
   She could do this. Life was going well, but she was really focused on her goal of someday managing a five-star resort in some exotic location. She sighed with longing at the thought of living somewhere other than Michigan, somewhere it didn’t snow. Someplace exotic, where she could do new things, taste new foods, and give other people the kind of vacation experience they deserved. If she did well on her tests, she’d have a better chance of earning a recommendation from one of her professors that would get her into a kick-ass internship in Bali. The image of her lying on the beach was so clear for a moment she swore she felt the sun on her back.
 
   No more shoveling snow nearly every day from December until April. No more freezing her ass off while digging her car out of the snow.
 
   No more fish-belly pale skin nine months of the year.
 
   Ahhhh, bliss.
 
   But all the wishing in the world wouldn’t help her pass this class, so she lightly smacked her cheeks in an effort to wake up. She was still in her pink jammies and an old sports bra, her long black hair up in a messy bun, downing the espresso as fast as she could while praying to the gods of caffeine to wake up her hung over brain. Finally, her gaze focused and stayed on the poem, her lips moving as she read it to herself.
 
   She closed her eyes and whispered the last stanzas of the poem while chewing on her pen, striving to give the words depth and meaning; according to her professor, ‘depth and meaning’ were forty percent of the grade.
 
   This is the way the world ends
 
   This is the way the world ends
 
   This is the way the world ends
 
   Not with a bang but a whimper.
 
   A chill raced down her spine; she wrinkled her nose at the odd sensation then groaned as a headache began to throb behind her eyes.
 
   Being hung over sucked and drinking coffee certainly wasn’t helping her dehydration.
 
   She barely heard the shrill ringing of the old-fashioned, rotary dial house phone and almost got up to answer it before Kimber’s voice came faintly from downstairs. Ignoring her friend, Casey tried to figure out how to put more feeling in the words and kept saying the last part over and over, unable to strike the right depth of tone she wanted. It was a rather eerie poem, and she sighed in desperation at ever getting the right tone; she thumped her head against her pillow and swore profusely.
 
   “This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but a fucking whimper.”
 
   “Casey, phone,” yelled Kimber. “It’s your sister.”
 
   Normally, she would have ignored the phone call—she had her cell phone turned off for a reason—but at the mention of her sister, Casey reluctantly stood with a sigh. She left her small room in the massive old home she shared with her three other roommates, deep in the student-dominated section of Ann Arbor. There were frat houses and sororities all around them, but Casey and her friends were just a group of girls who’d known each other since elementary school sharing a house. With a sigh she stretched, tugging at her top when it tried to dip down too low. While she knew she’d been blessed by the titty fairy, it still sucked that, even with a bra on, she had to cross her arms over her chest to run down the steps. The battered, sturdy stairs creaked beneath her weight as she raced through the small foyer, decorated with paintings by some of her roommate Dawn’s artistic friends, to the expansive kitchen area. Kimber stood holding the phone and chatting with Roxy, Casey’s sister who was home on a rare leave from the Army for the next two weeks. 
 
   Casey would start packing up the last of her stuff tomorrow, and she couldn’t wait to go spend time with Roxy. Her older sister was her hero in many ways, a woman who’d managed to fight her way up in the military ranks and not let anyone stop her. Where Casey was short and pudgy, Roxy was long and lean, taking after their father more than their petite mother. Unfortunately, her sister was going through a rough patch after her divorce. The cheating fuck her sister had married in a moment of weakness got another girl pregnant while Roxy was deployed overseas. Casey had always hated his douchebag ass anyway and was glad to see him go, but his betrayal really hurt Roxy.
 
   A sharp, almost terrified gasp pulled Casey from her dark thoughts and she looked up, surprised to see Kimber nervously pacing, holding the phone to her ear so hard her knuckles were turning white. The tall, slender half-Dominican half-Polish woman, who was on a track scholarship at the University of Michigan, always moved with a grace that reminded Casey of a cheetah. Bubbles from washing plates in the sink stood out on her honey brown skin, and one popped in the bright morning light coming in through the kitchen windows.
 
    Without relinquishing the phone Kimber turned to Casey. Her friend’s hazel eyes were wide in her pale face. “Okay, I’ll pack as quickly as possible. Here’s Casey.”
 
   Casey held the phone to her ear as she watched Kimber dashing for the stairs, her ponytailed corkscrew black curls bouncing with her movements, before she screamed for Paige and Dawn as she raced up the steps, her long legs taking them two, sometimes three at a time. 
 
   Shaken up by Kimber’s weird behavior, Casey said, “Hey, Roxy, it’s me. What’s going on? Are Mom and Dad okay?”
 
   “Listen up, kiddo,” her sister said in a tense voice. “You need to get home as soon as possible.”
 
   “Why? What…”
 
   “We don’t have time!” Roxy roared loud enough that Casey had to take the phone away from her ear. “Mom and Dad will explain, but you need to get yourself and your friends’ asses into your car ASAP. Don’t bother packing; just get in the fucking car and go! Once you’re back in Chelsea, stop and get some gasoline at the gas station closest to the house. Buy and fill up as many of those emergency gas cans as you can fit in your trunk. Dad has enough bottled water in the garage to last a month, he’s out at the gun shop right now getting bullets, and hopefully everything will be back to normal in a couple weeks. World’s about to go to hell, little sister.”
 
   Fear made sweat break out in a harsh sting over Casey’s skin as she fiddled with the long, curled cord of the old phone. “Roxy, what is going on?”
 
   Her parents’ voices rose in the background, but Roxy’s clear, controlled words blotted them out. “Shit’s hit the fan. I don’t know who, what, or why, but I’ve been called up. Something about martial law being instituted.”
 
   “Should you be telling us this?” Casey whispered. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”
 
   Roxy’s laugh made the hair stand up on Casey’s arms. “Fuck that, you’re my family and I have a feeling warning my family won’t even make anyone bat an eye in twenty-four hours. Look, I have more calls to make. Just get your ass home before martial law goes public and you’re stuck in Ann Arbor with a bunch of fucking hippies who suddenly can’t get their non-fat, half-caf, mocha java chino, made from beans dried in the sun on the thighs of beautiful young island women. They’re gonna be scared, and they’re gonna get stupid. Think Lord of the Flies with Deadheads and geeks. I don’t want you there when it happens. I want you home with Mom and Dad, now. I love you.”
 
   A loud click came from the line as Roxy hung up on her, and Casey stared at the wall, not really seeing the large dry-erase board filled with messages from her housemates, or the battered old fridge covered in cheesy magnets holding up pictures of friends and family. Her mind was going so fast that her body had stalled, only her autonomic nervous system keeping her breathing. 
 
   Roxy was scared—and that terrified Casey. 
 
   Her older sister was fearless, never showing any signs of stress even when under enemy gunfire, and she had a drawer full of medals to prove it. Ten years ago, when Casey was just turning nine, she had wiped out on her bike and scraped a layer of skin from her right side. It was a bloody, disgusting mess, really nasty, so Casey didn’t blame her mother for fainting when she opened the door and saw her daughter crying and looking like she’d had the skin on the side of her right arm and leg erased. Her sixteen-year-old sister had been the one who not only got Casey into the car after giving her basic first aid, but also revived their mother with smelling salts. Even when faced with an unconscious mother and a screaming, bloody little sister Roxy hadn’t appeared the least bit ruffled, more annoyed with their mom fainting than anything else.
 
   If Roxy was scared that meant shit was really, really bad.
 
   “Casey!” Kimber yelled from right next to her, startling Casey into dropping the phone, now buzzing with a busy signal.
 
   She turned and found Kimber, still in her silky pink running shorts and black tank top, standing with Dawn and Paige. Dawn, a slender, pretty redhead with a mass of freckles, stood there with her backpack and bag stuffed to overflowing with clothes and books, while Paige, a plump, cute, blue-eyed brunette, nervously chewed on her thumbnail, her bags stuffed full, but not overflowing.
 
   Paige and Dawn were still in their pajamas, and Kimber grabbed Casey’s purse off the counter then shoved it at her. “We gotta go, now.”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered. “We have to go.”
 
   Dawn strode over to her and lightly smacked the side of her face. “Wake up, Casey. We need you to drive us home. You’re the only one with a car.”
 
   “Right…home.”
 
   Her roommates dragged her out the front door, and as they got to the big porch with its old couch and tables still littered with the red cups from last night’s drinking, she tried to turn back. “Wait! My homework.”
 
   “Fuck your homework,” Kimber snarled in a low voice as she looked up and down the quiet street with its big old homes now used mostly by students. Lots of porches still bore the remains of a night spent drinking, showing that Casey wasn’t the only one stressed out about finals. How many of their friends were going to be trapped here? She should run up and down the street and try to warn them, but she couldn’t. She promised Roxy she would get herself and her friends out.
 
   Kimber said in a low voice, “Roxy said school was probably going to be canceled.”
 
   “What?”
 
   By this point, they’d reached Casey’s reliable old car, and her friends piled in while she went through the motions of getting in and starting the car more out of habit than rational thought. Trying to clear her head, Casey took a shuddering breath. “What did my sister tell you?”
 
   Kimber snapped on her seat belt and ran a shaky hand over her hair. “Just that shit had hit the fan and we needed to get home.”
 
   “Do you think it’s terrorists?” Paige asked in a low voice from the backseat.
 
   They all remembered 9/11, even if they were young when it happened. Terrorists had become the ultimate boogeyman of US culture, malevolent creatures seemingly bent on destroying the American way of life. Her heart sank as she tried to imagine what would happen if they went to war again. Shit, if that happened it might be a long time before she saw Roxy.
 
   Dawn leaned forward and growled out, “Drive.”
 
   Giving herself a mental shake, Casey returned her focus to the present. Okay, she needed to get her head on straight. She’d had her time to freak out, now she needed to get her shit in gear. She wasn’t just responsible for herself, but also for the friends she loved like family. 
 
   “Right, drive. Do me a favor and call a couple of our friends. Don’t waste time trying to win them over, just tell them to get the fuck out as quickly as they can and hope that someone listens. Same with your families though I’m sure my mom and dad have already contacted your parents. Maybe if they get a phone call from both of you they’ll take…whatever it is seriously.”
 
   It didn’t take them long to get out of Ann Arbor and head west, and they were soon on the freeway speeding past corn and soybean fields to the nearby small town of Chelsea where they’d all grown up. Thank goodness no cops were around, because Casey was doing ninety-five down the clear stretch of road in her junky old car. They all looked around as she drove, trying to find something unusual, something to tip them off to some imminent, terrible disaster. Casey had gotten over her shock, and she listened to her friends talking to their loved ones on the phone, each passing along the warning that something bad, really bad, either had happened or was about to happen. As soon as they mentioned Roxy’s name whoever they were talking to would stop arguing and they would move onto the next person on their list. Evidently Casey wasn’t the only one who thought Roxy was a badass.
 
   Paige didn’t have very many people to call; her only living family was her abusive, drunk father, but she’d called him anyway, for all the good it would do, then called their friends and the people she babysat for. 
 
   Casey glanced into her rearview mirror then looked over at Kimber. “Turn on the radio, see if they know anything.”
 
   While Kimber flipped through the stations with a shaking hand, finding only music, morning talk shows, or commercials, Casey took the turn into her small town and a little bit of her tension drained away. Surrounded by miles of farmland and fields, Chelsea was a very pretty place, the kind of small town that hadn’t changed much in the last hundred years. Outside of town the homes were spread out, and there was a good-sized state park with a lake where she swam when she was growing up. The main street was filled with quaint shops and well-maintained buildings that the Chelsea Historical Society kept watch over, making sure the current owners didn’t do anything to take away from the ‘character’ of the town.
 
   As she drove down the street, she once again searched for signs of trouble among the cute shops and bright pots of blooming crocuses, but everything looked normal. If anything, Casey and her friends driving down the street in their pajamas staring at everyone was the most abnormal part of this idyllic scene. Casey’s back itched, like someone was watching her, and she had to resist the urge to keep checking her rearview mirror, as though one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse was trotting behind her rear bumper. That long-buried fight-or-flight instinct was kicking in, and she swore her vision had somehow sharpened.
 
   She quickly pulled into the gas station and ran inside with her friends hot on her heels. 
 
   “Hey, Casey,” Merl, the old man behind the counter she’d known since birth, said with a smile. “What’s the rush?”
 
   For a moment, she debated telling him anything, but as she paid for the gas cans she leaned forward and said in a low voice, “Merl, something bad has happened. I don’t know what but Roxy told me that she’s been called off of leave because the government is about to declare martial law.”
 
   He gaped at her for a moment, then began to laugh, his wrinkles bunching together as he smiled. “Good one, you almost had me going for a minute there.”
 
   Grabbing the cans, she gave him one last look as she ran out the door. “Merl, I’m serious. Get your son here with your gun. If shit really has hit the fan, you’re going to be mobbed with people soon.”
 
   With his admonishments about a young lady not using that kind of language ringing in her ears, Casey hurried to her car and began to fill up the gas cans, leaving the other girls behind in the store while they bought up all the bottled water and non-perishable foods that the small store had. Casey was a little over halfway done when a high-pitched, deafening squall of static came from the station’s overhead speakers. The sound startled Casey so badly she almost sprayed herself with gasoline before she released the trigger on the nozzle. The fumes from the spilled fuel burned her eyes as she put the nozzle into the gas can with a shaking hand and nausea gripped her in a stomach-clenching cramp. 
 
   Dogs in the surrounding neighborhood began to bark and howl, and Casey watched in stunned horror as birds began to fall from the sky. A sparrow landed nearby, fluttering its wings weakly, tiny black eyes still focused on the sky that had just rejected it.
 
   Three loud bursts, like gigantic flamethrowers going off all around the world at once, rent the air, and Casey screamed.
 
   A moment later, an extremely deep, terrible noise vibrated through her forcing the breath from her body and almost knocking her to the ground. She had no idea that sound could have weight, but this did, and she would later swear the atoms in her body shook around like dry beans in a can. The sound was brief, no more than half a heartbeat, but it felt like a century. Her body rang with an echo of the tone and she dragged in first one harsh breath, then another.
 
   The digital readout on the gas pump went wonky, the numbers racing before it blanked out completely. 
 
   Off in the distance tires screeched and the unmistakable crunch of metal hitting metal echoed in the air followed by blaring horns. She took the now useless nozzle out of the can and hung it up, then fastened the cap onto the can while trying to keep her fear from turning into blind panic. She was overcome with the need to see her parents and feel the safety of their embrace. Her heart sank as she realized she’d only managed to get twenty gallons of gas, but the urge to get home immediately filled her. As she was putting the cans into her trunk her friends ran out, their arms loaded down with plastic bags.
 
   “What happened?” Dawn asked as she shoved the bags into the car. She was crying; her freckles stood out from her pale skin like blood on a snow bank.
 
   “I don’t know,” Casey said in a thick voice, fighting the urge to just break down into hysterics. “If that was a terrorist attack I have no idea what the fuck just happened.”
 
   Paige went to jump in the car, then paused and looked around. “Looks like the power is out everywhere.”
 
   “Holy fuck,” Kimber whispered and they all looked over to her, only to find her staring slack-jawed at the sky.
 
   Following Kimber’s line of sight, Casey looked out into the clear, sunny sky and gasped. Instead of the usual faultless blue, the sky was now filled with undulating waves of color. Ribbons of apple green, lemon yellow, crimson, and various shades of purple danced in the sky. It was the most eerily beautiful thing she’d ever seen.
 
   “It’s like the northern lights, during the daytime,” Paige whispered. “But that’s impossible.”
 
   Merl came out the front door of his store, the jingling bells drawing Casey’s attention away from the sky. It wasn’t like the northern lights she’d seen on TV. Those were wispy, almost ethereal-looking. These streaks of light were more like bright, sustained fireworks.
 
   “Solar flare,” Merl said in a choked voice while wiping his face with a faded blue handkerchief. “Must be a huge solar flare that knocked the power out.”
 
   From nearby came the sound of car alarms going off and she shook her head, trying to block out the background noises.
 
   “Get in the car,” Casey said in a low, choked voice. When none of her friends moved she screamed, “Get in the car!”
 
   The four-block drive back to her house, normally less than five minutes, took ten as she drove around people who had abandoned their cars in the middle of the street to stare at the sky, forcing her to drive up on lawns and sidewalks in places. Police sirens sounded from all around town and the noise was driving her crazy. An image of what must be happening in Ann Arbor filled her mind and she wondered how bad the streets were leading in and out of the city as desperate students and commuters tried to leave. Then her imagination took a dark turn, and her stomach clenched as she wondered what was happening in the major cities. She’d learned in her sociology class that humans were, at the best of times, one step away from reverting to their primitive self, that in times of crisis a herd mentality tended to kick in; if the herd freaked out, the world would go down the shitter real quick in a stampede of fear and stupidity.
 
   When they pulled onto her street she let Kimber off first, then Dawn, not stopping to talk to the frantic parents who cried tears of relief at the sight of their daughters. 
 
   Paige climbed into the front seat next to Casey and gripped her hand while still staring at the sky. “Do you think it’s a solar flare like Merl said?”
 
   “I don’t know, honey.” Some of her anxiety eased as she pulled into her driveway, the familiar flower beds and white painted porch with its terra-cotta pots filled with tulips soothing her heart. “Thank fuck we’re home.”
 
   As soon as Casey got out of her car her mother burst out of the front door of their two story Craftsman home, her dark brown eyes wide as she ran down the steps. Dressed in a pair of tan capris and a cute pale yellow sweater, she looked like she was on her way to a garden club meeting rather than experiencing some kind of crazy terrorist attack.
 
   The relief on her mother’s face made Casey’s nose burn. “Thank God you made it!”
 
   Letting her mother sweep her up into her arms, Casey hugged her back. “Mom, what’s happening?”
 
   Her father came out of the house a moment later carrying his rifle, wearing his grey business suit and no-nonsense brown tie. While her mother was short and round with dark hair and eyes, her father was tall and blond, kind of like a Viking, if Vikings had been rather nerdy accountants. “Satellites are down,” he said in a gruff voice. “Cable hasn’t been affected but all the news stations are chasing the holes in their asses. No one knows what’s going on.”
 
   “I thought the power was out?” Casey glanced up and down the still empty street.
 
   “It’s going in and out,” her mother replied. “But we’ve got the generator. The phone lines are down, or overwhelmed, and we can’t get a signal on our cell phones.”
 
   “I’ve got gas in my trunk,” she said quickly, and Paige added, “I have food and medicine.”
 
   Casey’s dad gave Paige a pleased smile that made the other girl light up. He looked at Casey. “Smart to stop for gas.”
 
   “Roxy told me to,” she said in a low voice, wincing when her mother made a pained sound while her father audibly swallowed.
 
   Gathering himself, he stood taller and lifted his chin in a defiant gesture that Casey could remember Roxy doing. “Well, we’re not doing any good standing out here, and I don’t know about you, but I’d feel better if we got off the street.”
 
   Neighbors were coming out of their homes here and there, yelling information to each other. More than one person yelled thanks to Casey’s parents for their warning, and her father gave them a quick pep talk about keeping their family safe and coming over if they needed a place to stay. 
 
   He gave Paige a hug. “You are staying with us, understood? You will always have a room at our home, whenever you need it.”
 
   Paige nodded, and for once, didn’t give any protests about not wanting to be a burden. “Okay.”
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   Sixteen hours later, Casey stared at the unsteady picture on the television, trying to absorb as much information as she could during one of the brief periods when they had power. A fire crackled in the marble-framed fireplace and her dad snored lightly on the couch. Her mother occasionally glared at his sleeping form when his snores drowned out the newscaster speaking with a never-ending parade of experts who didn’t have a fucking clue. Paige was beside Casey on the oriental rug next to the couch, both of them lying on their backs against huge floor pillows and covered up with blankets. Thank goodness it was springtime and not the dead of winter, or they would have been in some serious trouble with the cold. 
 
   The newscaster, a pretty middle-aged woman with unstyled light brown hair and nowhere near the usual amount of makeup, visibly gathered herself. Out of all the talking heads on TV right now Casey and Paige agreed that she was the only one who hadn’t given into hysterics. A few hours ago, they’d been watching one of the well-known night anchors until he’d taken a bottle of whisky from beneath his desk and began doing shots in between each clip. He’d apparently been hustled off camera during a commercial, and the weatherman took over as lead anchor.
 
    After swallowing hard, the female news anchor said, “Though we don’t have any confirmed data at the moment due to the nature of the event, it is estimated that over two thousand planes in the United States alone went down, with an unconfirmed death toll of approximately just under two hundred and ten thousand passengers and as yet unknown numbers of dead and injured on the ground at the crash sites when the burst of intense magnetic radiation came through the atmosphere and disrupted their electrical systems. Some of them crashed into populated cities, causing more havoc as the local fire departments struggled to get to the scene, blocked by people trying to flee the city.”
 
   Casey’s mother let out a soft sound of dismay. “God bless the innocent and keep them safe.”
 
   “With our satellite system down,” the anchor continued, “we are having to rely on old fashioned reporting. This video that we just got into the studio is graphic and unsuitable for children. I cannot emphasize enough that this is not for the eyes of our more sensitive viewers. Please have them leave the room now.”
 
   Both Casey and Paige sat up as the newscaster stared into the camera with tear-filled eyes. 
 
   A moment later the anchor was replaced by a scene that Casey had trouble understanding at first. It appeared to be the inside of a church with hundreds and hundreds of people slumped over in the pews—men, women, children, all dressed in their Sunday best. As the camera swept over the congregation Casey realized that she was looking at dead bodies, not people. Paige must have figured it out at the same time because she gasped and reached out blindly, gripping Casey’s hand as the anchor explained that this was the scene of a mass suicide among a fundamental sect of Christians who believed it was Armageddon. The anchor mentioned that scenes like this were playing out all over the world and she begged those watching to not let their fear overwhelm them, that while the situation was confusing and they were facing an unknown and unprecedented event, that there was absolutely no reason to believe that it was the end of the world.
 
   The screen abruptly went blank and Casey blinked, wondering if they’d lost power again during the rolling black outs that had been instituted to conserve energy. The government had been able to somewhat predict when the event was going to happen due to the disruption of their deep space exploratory satellites that detected the initial formation of the disturbance. Roughly two hours after the first small waves had been detected, a massive eruption of magnetic radiation had hurtled through space. Earth would have been fried, but by the grace of god her tiny little planet had been on the other side of the sun, which absorbed a great deal of the impact. Only minor damage was done to the electrical systems and soon things would be running like normal, or at least the government said it would.
 
   Noticing that the light beside the couch where her dad snored was still on, Casey looked over to find her mother setting down the remote control with a grim look. 
 
   “Why did you turn it off?” Casey said, her voice coming out rough with lack of use.
 
   “Because,” her mother said standing, “we’ve been sitting here watching the idiot box for far too long without learning much of anything. It’s four in the morning, Casey. The sun will be up soon and we’ll get a better grasp of what’s going on then. You two girls need to sleep and I’ll feel better knowing you’re in the same room just in case…well, just in case. I can set up beds down here for you, or you can both bunk down in Casey’s room if you like, but you are going to bed.”
 
   “But what if something happens while we’re sleeping?”
 
   “Then I’ll wake you up. I would prefer it if you slept together tonight like you did when you were little. It would do my heart good to know my girls are in the same place.” She gave a weary sigh and helped Casey and Paige stand up. Pins and needles prickled Casey’s feet and she shifted while watching her mother. “Girls, we can stand around for the next twenty years asking ‘what if’. While our imagination is one of our greatest gifts, it also gets us into trouble sometimes if we don’t reel it back in. I don’t know what the future holds, but I refuse to believe that this is the end. Now, the only thing I do know for sure is that if you don’t get some sleep you’ll get sick. So, off to bed with you.”
 
   Casey and Paige exchanged a look, then shrugged. Part of Casey wanted to protest that they were both almost twenty-one and they weren’t kids to be sent to bed, but her mother was right and she felt beat up from the inside out. Other than scrounging up food and using the bathroom neither of them had moved from the living room. While Paige yawned and stretched, Casey grabbed her mom’s hand.
 
   “You sure you don’t need me to stay up with you?”
 
   The lines around her mom’s eyes deepened as she smiled. “And do what?”
 
   “I don’t know. I mean there are all those riots going on and stuff.”
 
   “That’s happening in the big cities. You saw Mr. Hadley earlier with his posse, and Officer Jones and Officer Douglas, they’re patrolling our neighborhood. After 9/11 a lot of communities started taking their disaster preparation seriously and have plans in place for how to deal with situations like this. Well, maybe not exactly like this, but you get my point. Don’t worry, the National Guard is already restoring order in the big US cities where the real danger....” Her mother swallowed hard and looked away for a moment, no doubt thinking about Roxy in the middle of all that peril down in Detroit and its surrounding, heavily populated suburbs.
 
   “She’s fine, Mom,” Casey said.
 
   Paige nodded then said in her gentle voice, “Roxy is the toughest person I know, man or woman. All she has to do is glare at a looter and they would not only return what they stole, they’d clean up the mess they made as well.”
 
   “I know you girls are right, I just worry.” She briskly clapped her hands, startling Casey’s father mid-snore. “Now, enough dilly-dallying. Off to bed with you. The world is going to keep right on spinning through this, and no matter what tomorrow brings you’ll face it better after some shut-eye.”
 
   They said goodnight and Casey went up the stairs, pausing for a moment at the top step to look back into the living room; her father was now awake and talking quietly with her mom before placing a gentle kiss on her mother’s lips. She followed Paige into the bedroom where Paige had spent the night at least three times a week when they were kids, and took a moment to brush her teeth before flopping into bed. Paige appeared from her room across the hall a few minutes later, wearing a clean pair of pajamas. Casey wondered if she should do the same, but her bed felt so safe and comfortable. This house had been built by her great-great grandfather and she’d lived here her whole life. This was home.
 
   Paige slid beneath the covers of Casey’s queen sized bed then whispered, “Night, Casey.”
 
   Glad that her friend didn’t want to talk about ‘The Event’, as Casey was beginning to think of it, she turned on her side and pulled the covers up tight.
 
   As she drifted off to sleep the last part of T.S. Eliot’s poem kept repeating in her head.
 
   This is the way the world ends
 
   This is the way the world ends
 
   This is the way the world ends
 
   Not with a bang but a whimper.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Casey stood beneath a stormy sky at the edge of a massive cliff of dark stone, looking out over a gray desert. Her black dress fluttered around her in the faint breeze; the only spot of color surrounding her was her hair and skin. The air tasted dusty against her tongue, and as she looked down into the sand, it shifted to form words that she couldn’t quite read. A strange apathy filled her and she continued to stare at the sand, the words coming so fast they looked like meaningless squiggles all writhing together until it was as if she was looking into a pit filled with snakes squirming together in a big ball.
 
   The desolation of this place made her soul shrink and goose bumps rise up along her skin. This was an alien world, somewhere she had no place being, a land where nothing lived on the surface. But beneath, down deep in the sand, she sensed a malevolent presence. Her mind urged her body to step back from the ledge, but her feet remained stuck to the stone like she was merely an observer in her dream. The sand moved faster now, the obscene shapes that defied logic tearing at her mind, creating pain like being stabbed in the spine.
 
   A little whimper escaped her as tears fell down her cheeks and she prayed to God to rescue her from this horror.
 
   The sand below began to flow upwards like a bowl filling in reverse, and she knew if that sand touched her she would die. Before it reached her, a warm wind began to blow from behind her, pushing the sand away as if it had no more weight than talcum powder. The breeze brought the scent of green things, of life, joy, and happiness. Control of her body suddenly returned to her and she managed to turn around, to be greeted by the sight of two of the most amazing men she’d ever seen.
 
   Both wore a pair of black pants that reminded her of something a martial artist would wear, and their long, beautiful hair was loose around them.
 
   The man on the left had silver hair that had an almost metallic sheen, silky and falling to his mid back. The deep bronze tone of his skin also shone like burnished metal, and when she looked up into his bright blue eyes her heart swelled with a sense of…completion, of finally finding something she didn’t know she’d been looking for. His features were solid, almost aristocratic. There was an aura of control and power around him, an intangible sense of command combined with Alpha male dominance. In an effort to free herself from his intense gaze, she looked down, only to be distracted by the sectioned ridges of his abdominal muscles. He had the faintest trail of platinum blond hair leading down from below his naval, drawing her gaze down the sweet V-shape of his groin and ending on his very, very thick erection pressing against his pants.
 
   Casey drew in a startled gasp. Oh, fucking my.
 
   Movement came from the right and her attention turned to a man with amazing long, blood-red hair streaked with thick highlights of honey blond. It reached almost to his waist, and she bit her lower lip as she examined his stockier frame, her fingers twitching with the need to touch him, taste him, find out if his chest was really as firm as it looked, or if she would break her teeth biting the chorded side of his neck. There was a faint pelt of red hair on his chest and she had an overwhelming urge to lick him. He had fuller lips than the silver-haired man, but the rest of his features were rougher from his prominent nose to his heavy brow. Masculinity poured off of him and when she met his glowing green eyes, a full-body shiver raced over her as her nipples hardened so quickly the sensation almost stung.
 
   For a long moment, they all stood frozen, studying each other before the men took a step closer to her almost as one. Startled, because these guys looked like football players on dinosaur-strength steroids, she took a step back only to find her heel meeting empty air. A scream escaped her as she almost fell off the cliff, reaching out blindly to be grasped by two pairs of very large, rough hands that pulled her back to safety. Pressed between them, inhaling their combined scent, her mind turned off and her body turned on. Her skin abruptly sensitized, and when the red-haired man skimmed his hands over her throat, saying something in a language she didn’t understand, all she could do was sigh in delight. With the blond at her back she studied the other man, the look of arousal on his face as he stared down at her cleavage making her feel unexpectedly bold and powerful. This wasn’t some dumb college guy still figuring out how to be a man; this male specimen before her was in his prime and it showed.
 
   A rush of hormones filled her and she sighed when the man holding her against his hard chest began to run his fingers through her hair, whispering to her in a melodic language that was an aphrodisiac in itself. Tears stung her eyes as she relaxed into them, a feeling of anticipation and satisfaction tickling at her mind along with a raw, intense hunger. She tried to reach out to those feelings, to identify why they were so odd, but the more she concentrated on them the more insubstantial they became. Desperate for more, struggling to not lose this amazing connection with these unbelievably sexy men, she tried to reach out to touch them but everything was fading around her. 
 
   As the dream vanished along with her connection to the men she began to cry, screaming that they come back, that they not leave her, not now, not when she’d finally met the men she was supposed to be with. The unfairness of it caused her to break down in sobs that shook her from the inside out. Someone shook her and she tried to bat them away, wanting to be alone with her grief and the rapidly dissolving memory of her dream. It all melted away, leaving her with only a feeling of loss.
 
   “Casey, wake up!”
 
   With a groan, Casey opened her eyes, then touched her wet face. “Paige?”
 
   “Oh, thank God.”
 
   She looked over and found a sleep-rumpled Paige chewing her thumbnail in the bright morning light. “You were having a nightmare, and I couldn’t wake you up.”
 
   Rubbing at her face, Casey then stared at her wet hands. “Was I crying?”
 
   “Yeah. And you kept begging someone not to leave you.”
 
   Sitting up with a groan Casey rubbed her face dry on the edge of her t-shirt. “Wow, that’s weird. I don’t remember what I was dreaming about.”
 
   Giving a rough laugh, Paige got out of bed and began to sort through her backpack. “Well, with all the shit that went down yesterday I’m not surprised that we both had nightmares.”
 
   Casey took in Paige’s pale cheeks and the dark circles beneath her eyes. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I don’t really remember what I was dreaming about but when I woke up I was crying. You probably heard me in your sleep and that’s why you were crying as well.”
 
   The digital clock next to the bed showed that it was just after nine in the morning. Casey’s mind spun as she realized that at this time yesterday her biggest fear was reading a poem aloud with feeling. She stood and went over to her window, pulling back the curtain and cautiously looking up at the sky. The ribbons of light were still there, but they weren’t moving as fast and their color had faded a great deal. Among the dew-covered lawns and bushes, some of her neighbors were out on the street, drinking their morning coffee and talking in small groups. On her front concrete walkway, her mother was talking with Kimber’s mom and Dawn’s dad, their expressions subdued, but not as tense as yesterday.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and a moment later, her dad popped his head in. “You two awake?”
 
   Searching his face for some kind of indication as to what had happened while she slept she noticed that he seemed more relaxed. “Dad, is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah. The government has been on the news all morning. The Event was caused by something happening in the far outer reaches of space, out by Jupiter.”
 
   Paige gasped softly. “Do they have any idea what it is?”
 
   “Oh they’re spouting a lot of hot air, but what it boils down to is something happened out there, it slammed into earth and caused all kinds of trouble, and now the world is dealing with all the crazies this thing has stirred up.” He looked over at Casey. “We saw Roxy on the news somewhere in the outskirts of Detroit. She looked tired, but good.”
 
   A weight eased off of Casey’s mind and she let out a deep breath. “That’s great, dad.”
 
   He briskly clapped his hands together. “Okay, you two, get dressed. We need to head out with some folks to Main Street to help clean up the mess. Some assholes tried to loot the liquor store and they left broken glass all over the place. Then we need to head over to the high school. Some strangers got trapped on the freeway and we need to bring them clothes and food, and see what we can do to help them out. Remember, in times of need the best way to help yourself is to help others.”
 
   With that he left Casey and Paige alone, staring at each other. Finally, Page sighed and looked away before tugging one of her schoolbooks from her backpack. “Is it weird that I’m sad we’re going to miss finals?”
 
   “Yes, very weird. I think The Event might have given you brain damage.”
 
   Laughter bubbled up from deep inside Casey, pushing away the remnants of her fear as her friend started to snicker, then laugh until they were both wiping away tears. She felt much better after the laughing bout, and Paige was still snickering while she went across the hall to her room. As Casey began to get ready for the day she couldn’t help but wonder if the changes to her world were finally over, or if they had only just begun.
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   From a young age she's been fascinated by myths and fairytales, and the romance that was often the center of the story. As Ann grew older and her hormones kicked in, she discovered trashy romance novels. Great at first, but she soon grew tired of the endless stories with a big wonderful emotional buildup to really short and crappy sex. Never a big fan of purple prose, throbbing spears of fleshy pleasure and wet honey pots make her giggle, she sought out books that gave the sex scenes in the story just as much detail and plot as everything else-without using cringe worthy euphemisms. This led her to the wonderful world of Erotic Romance, and she's never looked back.
 
   Now Ann spends her days trying to tune out cartoons playing in the background to get into her 'sexy space' and has accepted that her Muse has a severe case of ADD.
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