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   Glossary of Terms
 
    
 
   Alyah- The affectionate name that Kadothian males call their bondmate. It means ‘eternal beloved’.
 
   Amba- A deadly Kadothian predator resembling a giant condor covered in soft red fur instead of feathers.
 
   Blood Brothers- Kadothian males with the genetic and spiritual makeup to share a Matriarch and have formed a romantic relationship together while waiting to find their wife. Most often the blood brothers both marry the same woman, but on very rare occasions they don’t and the bond between the blood brothers is broken.
 
   Challenge- The realms of Kadothia are split up among the Warriors, each seeking to build a home worthy of their future alyah. Some Warriors never find bondmate and as they begin to creep toward madness, they can be challenged by unbonded males for their territory. Everything from a verbal disagreement to a full-out minor war could result. 
 
   Gili Fertility Ritual- A tradition native to the Southern Continent where once a cycle the Lord(s) and Lady of the land make love before a gathering of Servants of the Lord of Life to bless the land and people with good crops and fertility.
 
   The Great Sorrow- Over ten thousand Kadothian years ago, during a massive civil war, a virus was engineered to boost the psychic killing abilities of the Kadothian women in an effort to win the war. Unfortunately, the virus changed the Kadothian women, destroying any senses of love, compassion or empathy, turning them into the perfect killing machines. No cure could be found and in an effort to save themselves and the Bel’Tan galaxy, all Kadothian men are altered at birth to only have male children. 
 
   The Hive- When the female Kadothians fled their home planet they bonded together to form their own society, the Hive. Unable to form emotional attachments with each other, the Hive works together for their own self-interest, knowing in a coldly logical manner they have a better chance of surviving together than apart. They rule a portion of the Bel’Tan galaxy with a ruthless army made up of mercenaries and Hive members that seek to enslave and destroy. Emotionally dead on the inside, the only way they can feel any pleasure is by inflicting suffering and pain on others and feeding on their torment. Kadothian males, with the help of their bonds, are the only beings in all of the Bel’Tan galaxy that can resist the Hive’s psychic powers and the only thing that stands between the galaxy and utter destruction. 
 
   Kackle- A Kadothian herd animal resembling a mix between a cow and a giraffe
 
   Kadothia- A matriarchal planet in the Bel’Tan galaxy close to twice the size of Earth’s sun. It is surrounded by fourteen moons, some of which have been terraformed to make them habitable. Once such moon is being used as a replica of Earth for the new Matriarchs. 
 
   Kadothian Continents- (in order from largest to smallest) North, South, West, Isle of Tranquility, Cliffs of Goeth, Plains of Pechana, Ice Fields of Ashon, Osymaya’s Delta, the Yason Mesa, the Fields of Swaycor, and the Felusa archipelago.
 
   Matriarch- A woman who has been soul bonded/married to a Kadothian male(s) and is the head of their family House. For example, Lady Elsin Adar is the head of the House Adar.
 
   Military classes- The Kadothian military is split into four distinct classes; Warriors, Healers, Scouts, and Negotiators. There is rumored to be a fifth class, a spy class, but no proof. Each class is headed by four men, elected by their class, to represent each group at the High Congress.
 
   Terra- The Kadothian moon that is being transformed into a replica of Earth complete with Earth plants, animals, and replicas of historic monuments like the Egyptian pyramids. Upon complete it will be open to newly bonded Matriarch to settle, along with people from the Bel’Tan galaxy seeking a new home. Experts from Earth and their families have been carefully selected by the High Congress to help oversee Terra’s development. 
 
   Pleasure Servant- A woman trained to provide sexual release to a Kadothian male while keeping the relationship strictly sexual with no romantic attachments. This is an honorable profession in the Bel’Tan galaxy and there is no stigma associated with being a prostitute. 
 
   Primzit- A parasitic worm that eats fecal matter from decaying corpses
 
   Ri ri- Indigenous to the Cliffs of Goeth, this plant produces a hollow gourde like vegetable that has a sweet and frothy nectar inside. The nectar can also be fermented into a potent alcoholic beverage. 
 
   Venan- A large, river dwelling creature with a thick hide like a rhino and tusks similar to a wart hog with a long, spiked tail used for swimming and combat. Notoriously ill-tempered, a venan will attempt to kill anything that enters its territory.
 
   Zendor- An animal native to North Continent on Kadothia that looks like a large dog sized fluffy ball of various colored fur with legs. Hidden within the fur are retractable bone spikes that the zendor will use to defend itself, similar to a puffer fish. Zendors live in packs of up to two hundred in the wild and even a small pack of Zendors can defend itself against the majority of Kadothia’s predator animals. The Zendors have been tamed and used as guard animals by the Kadothians for centuries.
 
    
 
   Kadothian Political Structure
 
   The High Congress- 300 members
 
   The Elder Congress- 3,000 members
 
   The Congress- 30,000 members
 
   The Territorial Congress- 300,000 members
 
   The Regional Congress- 3,000,000 members
 
   The Lord and Lady of the Land- 84,233,897 members (the number constantly shifts as Challenges are won and lost) 
 
   Village/City Elders – 754,328,756 members (the exact number is constantly in flux due to shifts in the political structure due to the results of a Challenge)
 
   


 
   
  
 

Prologue
 
    
 
   With a grimace, Paige Grant scanned the screen of her beat-up, secondhand tablet with a black spot in the corner of the screen. It had originally belonged to her best friend Casey’s older sister and all around bad ass of a woman, Roxie. Captain in the National Guard, decorated police officer, and amazing person to get drunk with, Roxie was not easy on her electronics. The edges of the tablet were dented, the screen a little scratched, and Roxie’s name was crudely carved into the back, but Paige wouldn’t trade it for a brand new one. Not that she could afford it. The modest inheritance she’d received from her mother’s life insurance went toward paying for school and housing. Besides, even if she had a million dollars in the bank she’d still hold onto the beat-up piece of technology.
 
   In Paige’s mind Roxie was the kind of brave, strong woman she’d always wanted to be.
 
   She could do anything.
 
   It was a teenage Roxie who’d gone into Paige’s house years ago and broken her dad’s leg with a baseball bat so he couldn’t get away before the police got there after he’d beaten Paige half to death.
 
   Roxie broke his feet as well, just to be sure he didn’t go anywhere.
 
   A rough chill raced down her spine, the little hairs on her arms standing up as she remembered his drunken roars of pain and rage.
 
   Memories of that night, of gasping her life out into the damp dirt and scraggly grass of her backyard, swamped her, and she remembered thinking drowning in her own blood was a terrible way to die.
 
   She survived, but part of her soul had been damaged that night and continued to bleed.
 
   For a moment her breathing sped, an anxiety attack nipping at her mind, but she forced herself to calm down, taking in deep breaths through her nose, holding it, then letting it out slowly.
 
   The familiar smells of the large room she shared with her childhood friend, Dawn, in Ann Arbor soothed her. It was an odd mixture of her vanilla body lotion, Dawn’s Pink Lemonade body lotion, incense, and no matter how much they tried to get it out, the smell of cigarette smoke soaked into the walls of the room. On hot days the smell would seep out and they both hated it. Dawn because it reminded her of the smell of the bar where she worked, and Paige because she’d never been a fan of cigarettes after her mom died of cancer. She sometimes worried she’d die of some weird cancer related to the decades old smoke wafting through the layers of paint. 
 
   It wasn’t that the big house she rented with her friends in the section of the city dominated by students from the University of Michigan was crappy. For student housing it was nice, but it was worn. 
 
   But to Paige, funky aroma and all, her room smelled like safety, friendship, and home.
 
   Calm descended over her as she went through her breathing techniques. It was actually an old Buddhist monk trick she’d read about on a website dealing with anxiety, and after some practice it worked like magic to force her body to relax. True, she had no way of knowing for sure that it was indeed some ancient technique. She’d found it on the Internet after all, but if it worked she wasn’t going to question it. Blowing out a harsh breath, she tried to refocus on her PSYC 232: Developmental Psychology homework. It was an elective class she’d taken to help with her eventual job as a teacher. 
 
   From the room next to hers, Casey yelled something that sounded like a curse word, and Paige giggled.
 
   “Quiet,” Dawn complained from her loft bed against the far wall, “my brain is melting.”
 
   “Sorry,” Paige whispered with a grin and a suppressed laugh that turned into a snort.
 
   Last night her friends had gone out to party with the guys at the frat across the street. Paige went along for about ten minutes, long enough to see all the shit-faced college boys lurching about and panic. Most of the college parties in town were packed with people, and at five feet even she easily became claustrophobic in a crowd. When some guy puked on the fire hydrant out front, then laughed until he puked again, that was enough for her, and she’d taken off. 
 
   Another shiver ran down her spine, but she focused on Dawn making zombie like noises as she slowly pulled the purple gingham covers from over her head.
 
   Dawn was a fine arts major and had a tendency to be dramatic, but Paige loved her always entertaining, if a little weird, friend.
 
   Yawning hugely, Dawn flipped onto her back and stretched one freckle covered arm over the side of her bed, her hair fluffing around her head in a coppery cloud of frizz. “Why are you up so early? Your finals are over.”
 
   Paige snickered. “Hey, cotton ball, do you remember brushing your hair before bed?”
 
   With a shriek, Dawn put her hand to her halo of hair and groaned. “Nooooo! Paige, why did you let me do it!”
 
   “I was asleep, thanks, not babysitting you. At least you didn’t try to flat iron it this time. The smell of burning hair was terrible last time you decided you wanted long, flowing locks instead of your curls. I don’t know what your obsession is with having ‘princess’ hair when you’re hammered, but you need to find a better drinking hobby.”
 
   Laughing, Dawn shook her fist at the popcorn ceiling in mock rage. “I blame Nicole Kidman! The first time I saw her with her crazy head of long spiral curls I thought I had finally found a hair sister, someone I could share tips with on how to tame the unruly beast that is my hair. But no! She, with her bazillions of dollars, got some kind of hair straightening that mere mortals like myself could never afford. So unfair. I want princess hair, the kind that flows like silk in the wind. You never see a Disney Princess with curly red hair.”
 
   “Uh, yeah you do. Merida in Brave.”
 
   “That’s the new Disney. I’m talking the old school chauvinist pig Disney movies.”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Paige gave Dawn a sarcastic nod. “Right, how silly of me.”
 
   Personally Paige thought Dawn’s hair was gorgeous, but her friend was on a tear and there was no reaching her.
 
   “And if I didn’t wax my pubes off, they’d be calling me fire crotch!”
 
   Holding up her hands, she laughed. “TMI.”
 
   “Oh, please, we go to the same waxer.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t go around announcing what my current genital hair pattern is.”
 
   “Genital hair pattern.” Dawn yawned, then grinned. “I love you, but you need to get some dick.”
 
   “Why are you so obsessed with me having sex?”
 
   With a snort, Dawn turned her head enough to look down on Paige sitting near the window in a beanbag chair. “Look, just do me one tiny little favor this summer. Get laid.”
 
   “Seriously? We’re having this conversation again?” Paige’s cheeks flushed hot. 
 
    “You heard me. I want you to have a torrid affair. One for the ages that I’ll tell my grandchildren about.”
 
   Grinning at her friend’s dramatic statement, she placed the tablet down and cocked her head to the side. “Are you telling me that someday you’ll be talking about my ‘torrid’ sex life with your grandchildren?”
 
   Wrinkling her pixie nose, Dawn rolled over to half hang off the edge of her mattress again. “Barf. I don’t want to think about talking about sex with my grandchildren. What is wrong with you? Honestly, Paige, sometimes I’m shocked at the filth that comes out of your mouth.”
 
   “I think I’m kind of proud that I managed to ick you out.”
 
   “My baby.” Dawn wiped away a fake tear. “Finally growing up.”
 
   Their laughter abruptly cut off as Kimber, one of her other roommates, slammed the door open. Tall, tanned, lean, and built like the long distance runner she was, Kimber had a sweet, dimpled face that was normally graced with a smile, but right now she looked like she was about to pass out. Her eyes were wide enough to show the white all the way around her dark hazel orbs, and she was biting her lower lip obsessively while she gripped her hands into fists. 
 
   Instantly on alert, Paige sprung from her chair. “Kimber?”
 
   Sucking in a tight breath, Kimber babbled out, “Get packed, right now. Only the essentials and what you can carry. Important things. If you leave it behind it might not be here when you get back.”
 
   Dawn and Paige exchanged a glance. “Honey, are you okay? Did something happen?”
 
   Kimber shook her head. “We don’t have time. Roxie said we had to leave right now. That there’s going to be riots. She said-she said the National Guard’s been called up, she’s been called up, bad things are going to happen, and we need to get home as fast as we can.”
 
   A sick lurch went through Paige’s belly, so hard she feared for a moment she might be sick. “Okay.”
 
   Dawn stumbled out of her bunk, her funky green and purple pajamas askew as she rammed her feet into a pair of black leather boots. “Wait, what’s going on?”
 
   “Get your shit,” Kimber yelled as she headed down the hall to her room at a run.
 
   “Dawn, don’t argue, just pack.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Dawn Marie.” Paige used her most commanding tone of voice, the one she often employed when watching over spirited kids during her job as a nanny. “Get packed this instant. If Roxie said we need to go, we need to go. Focus. Get your documentation, laptop, and any mementos. Forget clothes unless they have sentimental value.”
 
   Dawn blinked at Paige twice before whirling around and hauling her duffle bag out from beneath her dresser.
 
   Fear coursed through Paige as she grabbed the few personal possessions she had, neatly packing the framed pictures of her with her friends and family among her clothes. Her mind kept skittering to the word riots. They’d had some small protests on campus but nothing major, so she couldn’t figure out why there would be rioting. Sure Ann Arbor saw more than its fair share of people complaining about one thing or another, but nothing ever got violent. It was a college town, a prestigious one at that, and as far as she knew the only things they’d ever had that would be even close to a riot were all the result of sports games won or lost. 
 
   “Paige, honey!” Dawn gave her a gentle shove. “Time to go.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   She moved instantly to the precious photo album on her shelf that held the rest of the pictures of her with her mother and grabbed it. After packing in her tablet, a couple pairs of clothes, and some of her books, she met Dawn at the door. Kimber was already on her way down the stairs with her bags, and Paige had to run to catch up. Being short meant she usually took two steps for Kimber’s every one, but now it was more like three as her friend sprinted down the creaky wood stairs. 
 
   By the time they made it downstairs a slightly hysterical Casey was talking on the phone. She said her goodbyes then stared at them. It took her friend a minute to get her bearings, but once she did Casey broke all kinds of traffic laws in her beat up old sedan getting them out of Ann Arbor and to the sleepy little rural town of Chelsea. They’d all grown up there together, and Paige had never been more grateful for being close to home than she was on that tense ride. It was normally a twenty-minute drive, but Casey’s speeding and lack of traffic had them back in their hometown before they knew it.
 
   And thank God they made it, because by the time they got to Casey’s parents’ house the world had gone to shit in a huge way. She’d stayed with Casey, both of them cuddled up together like they used to do when they were little, and watched the news for hours, trying to figure out what had happened, why the sky was sudden filled with rainbows of light. At least, they’d watched the news when the electricity and cable were working in between blackouts. The pulses of energy that had ripped through the Earth had knocked planes out of the air, scorched the electrical infrastructure of less developed countries, and in general brought chaos on the world. All news was delivered through a network of curriers who physically ran tapes from the field to the broadcast stations and spread from there. 
 
   A tape reached a news station in Detroit, where Roxie’s National Guard Unit was, and Paige had frantically searched the screen, trying to spot her friend among the rioting people, the burning buildings, and the loud bangs of gunfire. Whoever took the video did it from a second floor window, and they watched in horror as a dozen National Guard and a few guys in police uniforms tried to hold off a mob of hundreds of enraged and scared people. Mr. Westfall had changed the channel, but the damage was done. That night when Paige fell asleep next to Casey, Mrs. Westfall insisted everyone sleep with a buddy, she did it praying for God to have mercy on her fragile little world.
 
   ***
 
   Four days later Paige wiped some sweat from her forehead with the back of her arm as she smiled at the woman standing across the table from her. She was volunteering at the local Lions Lodge handing out water and packages of baby wipes to the refugees her city had taken in. Big warming servers, the kind that she’d seen at wedding buffets, had been brought in from the local high school to help feed all the people who were displaced or out of food. With the rolling blackouts, most frozen food was already spoiled and there was a boil water advisory for everything. The only places that had constant power were the hospital and some government buildings like the police department and prison. Everyone else had to deal with two hours of the power being on, then three off. The Lodge was running on a combination of a diesel generator and some portable solar batteries so they were able to feed everyone who needed a hot meal and cold drink. 
 
   Because the government had put a ban on all non-essential travel, there were a lot of strangers stuck in town, and they tended to gather at the Lodge, watching television and often trying to find information on their family, home towns, or loved ones. People were having issues connecting to the Internet and real information was hard to come by. While she’d heard rumors of just about every kind of evil thing happening in the world outside of Chelsea, in her little corner of the globe things weren’t that bad, and the stranded travelers knew fate could have landed them in a much worse place.
 
   The government promised that in a few days they would lift the travel restrictions, but for right now people had to shelter in place. Ann Arbor had been overflowing with visitors and people who worked in the city, so the National Guard had been coming in and moving some of them out to the surrounding communities. Chelsea had gotten its share, and Paige had seen a girl earlier she recognized from school, Karen. She said Ann Arbor had become just what Roxie predicted, a crap hole full of pretentious, whiny assholes and entitled college students along with criminals who took advantage of the chaos. While Karen had holed up in her friend’s apartment with the door blocked and a gun, they’d watched the stores across the street from them get ransacked, and that was before the sun went down. Karen had shakily said she was pretty sure her friend had shot a guy who’d been dragging a screaming woman down the street past their apartment.
 
   Paige thanked her lucky stars again that Roxie had gotten them out in time.
 
   In true country strong fashion, the people of Chelsea had pulled together and treated the strangers in need like family. Everyone pitched in to help, and Paige went wherever she was needed. Normally she’d be hiding at Casey’s house where she was staying, fighting off anxiety attacks, but something had changed in her after the Event. Some remnants of her childhood trauma had burned away as she watched the world she thought she knew change forever. Again.
 
   The scientists at NASA, sudden celebrities thrust into the limelight by a public desperate for answers, theorized that a series of large magnetic waves had hit the Earth, ripping through the atmosphere and taking down every airplane in the sky and causing a host of problems.
 
   There had been riots, massive fires, looting, murders and there was even word that a political coup had happened somewhere in Africa. But she had to remind herself that there were also stories of great heroism, of people risking their own lives for others, of humanity coming together to help each other out. There was a sense of community here in her small town that had been dwindling, but was now back full force. Neighbors watched out for each other, banded together and formed watches that had deterred any further vandalism. A few stores had been hit during the terrible night after the Event, but for the most part people had stepped up and stopped the violence before it started.
 
   Karen said she was moving there, and Casey was pretty sure her friend was serious.
 
   “Paige.” Mrs. Westfall, Casey’s curvy and dark-haired mom, gave Paige an exasperated smile. “Can you give me a hand with this?”
 
   Seeing Mrs. Westfall struggling with opening an industrial sized can of creamed corn, Paige moved past another volunteer who was sorting produce donated by the local farmers. The scent of the fresh corn filled the room with an earthy smell she’d always associated with life and growing things. The backyard of her childhood home had butted up to vast cornfields, and she’d spent many afternoons with her friends playing in them. Happy memories filled her, and she welcomed them, momentarily seeing the world again through a child’s eyes.
 
   “Paige?” Mrs. Westfall smiled at her, then cocked a carefully arched brow. 
 
   “Sorry.” She flushed. “I was just thinking about how nice fresh corn smells.”
 
   “It does smell nice, doesn’t it?” Mrs. Westfall reached out and smoothed back a stray strand of Paige’s hair. “Did I tell you yet today that I love you?”
 
   Flushing with embarrassed pleasure, Paige focused on the can opener and muttered, “Only four times since breakfast.”
 
   “Well, I do, and I want you to know it.” Mrs. Westfall’s lower lip trembled when Paige looked up, her tired eyes welling with tears. “I promised myself I’d never let a day go by again where I didn’t let the people around me know how important they are to me. Paige, I know I’ve told you this before, but you are my daughter in every way that matters, and I adore you.”
 
   Now it was Paige’s turn to blink back tears, and as she was trying to wipe them away from the corner of her eye, she heard a familiar woman’s melodic but weary voice ring out.
 
   “Jesus, Ma, I told my troops you’d hook us up with some food, but if you cry in the chow it’s gonna be too salty.”
 
   Paige whirled around with a big smile, taking in the sight of a battered and dirty Roxie, still dressed in combat gear that had seen better days, giving everyone a tired smile. 
 
   While Mrs. Westfall and Casey were short and curvy, Roxie was tall with lean muscles and had the strong bone structure of her Norwegian father. Roxie wasn’t attractive in a beauty queen way, she had resting bitch face to the tenth degree, but she was stunning, and she had some invisible quality to her that made men take a second look. Even now, covered in what looked like soot, maybe some blood, a bright bandage on her hand, a good sized bruise on her neck along with various scrapes, and she still turned heads. Everyone in the dining and lounge area of the Lodge was looking at Roxie and her troops, not that Paige could blame them.
 
   It wasn’t every day you saw a dozen lethal female soldiers, dirty and obviously fresh from battle, standing in a Lion’s Lodge surrounded by soccer moms and retirees. 
 
   Roxie smiled at Paige then held one of her arms open. “Come here, little sister.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am, Captain Westfall.”
 
   “Just get over here, smartass.”
 
   Unable to maintain her cool, she barreled into Roxie and hugged her friend, careful not to touch any of her weapons, then grimaced. “Ugh, you smell terrible.”
 
   Laughing, Mrs. Westfall dabbed at her face then took a step back. “You really do.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the truck leaving Detroit headed for Ann Arbor was moving out, so it was either catch a ride or be stuck in that shit hole another day. You try going without a shower for four days and see if you feel fresh as a fuckin’ daisy.”
 
   “Language,” Mrs. Westfall said as more people gathered around, standing a respectful distance back, but all smiling at Roxie and trying to catch her eye.
 
   Here and there people were wiping away tears, and Roxie’s smile got uncomfortable. “Ma, do you have someplace we can eat and clean up, alone?”
 
   “Oh.” Mrs. Westfall looked around and cleared her throat. “Of course. Right. Yes, just follow—”
 
   “Roxanne? Captain Westfall,” an older man’s voice called out above the low hum of conversation.
 
   Paige saw her friend flinch, but she squared her shoulders and turned to Mr. Wychek, their friend Kimber’s grandfather. He was an old Polish man in his eighties who always proudly wore his Army hats and liked to talk about military stuff with Roxie. She usually indulged him, but right now her patience was clearly thin.
 
   “Hey, Mr. Wychek, can I talk with you later? I’m beat and need to get some food in me and my ladies.”
 
   Mr. Wychek slowly stood at attention, drawing his bent frame straight and adding two inches to his height. Holding her friend’s gaze, he saluted her as his eyes filled with tears. “Thank you, and your fellow soldiers, for your service. I’m proud to know you and call you my friend.”
 
   All around them more and more people said thank you until they were all clapping and cheering. The high ceiling of the Lodge rang with noise, and Paige found herself clinging to Mrs. Westfall and crying while the soldiers shuffled uncomfortably before the crowd. Their eyes were wide, weary and Paige could tell they were uneasy beneath all the attention.
 
   Through all the cheering she heard Roxie as she ducked down to Mrs. Westfall then said, “Ma, I can’t handle this.”
 
   Mrs. Westfall jumped into action and grabbed Roxie’s hand, dragging her away with a bright smile. “You must be starving. Thank you, everyone, but I need to feed my girls. Paige, can you show the rest of the ladies the way? Grab some baby wipes as well. You can use the big industrial sinks in back to wash up, and we have a huge pile of donated clothes you can look through. Thank you, everyone, but let’s just give them some privacy so they can eat in peace.”
 
   Moving to the overwhelmed women, a few of whom were scrubbing away clean tear marks on their sooty faces, she quickly ushered them through the back and into the industrial kitchen area. Mrs. Westfall was already herding people out of the big space in full territorial pit bull mode. Despite being sweet as candy, when it came to her children Mrs. Westfall was no joke. In less than five minutes she was distributing clothes and baggies full of travel size toiletries donated by the local grocery store while getting everyone settled in. 
 
   Roxie stood in the corner of the room, now wearing a bright lime green T-shirt that showed the cuts and bruises marring her tanned skin. Her shoulders were drawn up tight as she stared at the bottom of the stainless steel sink, her hands gripping it hard enough that her knuckles turned white. A visible tremor went through her, and Paige was pretty sure it wasn’t just from physical exhaustion. Despite her badass ways, Roxie had a kind heart, and she must have seen and experienced some terrible things while down in Detroit.
 
   Paige exchanged a worried look with Mrs. Westfall, but the older woman shook her head. “Okay, looks like we have some pot roast back here, and Mrs. Oplin made her special meat pasties. You must try one. There’s also pasta and spicy taco dip, as well as some vegetable casserole in case anyone’s a vegetarian. So grab your plates, ladies, and eat up. There’s plenty, so don’t feel shy about coming back for seconds or thirds.”
 
   Roxie rubbed her face with a paper towel before turning around, her eyes red-rimmed but her expression neutral.
 
   Everyone moved out back to the picnic tables to eat beneath the massive elm trees, the warm summer day perfect, except for those ribbons of light in the sky caused by the Event. The scientists also said those arcing ribbons of undulating colors would disappear in time, but right now they were visible reminders of a day that still made her chest ache with sorrow. So many people had died, or vanished, and some of her friends had lost loved ones during the lawless times after the Event. 
 
   The news had covered the riots that had burned most of the east side of the city of Detroit to the ground. It had been so bad that some of the fire had jumped the Detroit river and set parts of Windsor up in flames. Morons had shot at firefighters trying to control the blaze, and Paige had been furious that someone would try and kill a person already putting their life on the line to save the city. At one point they’d watched a gunfight between the National Guard and a bunch of guys with their faces covered, shooting it out over a pharmacy. The drugs inside had become more precious than gold with the supply chain as messed up as it was, and the National Guard wasn’t going to leave the store and the lifesaving medicine inside to a mob of rioting people. She also knew that the National Guard lost over two hundred troops that night in Detroit, and there was no way Roxie wouldn’t have personally experienced the loss of a friend or co-worker. 
 
   As they were clearing the plates away and Mrs. Westfall was arranging for places for Roxie’s troops to stay, Paige went over to where Roxie was stacking mismatched plates and bumped her shoulder.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hey,” Roxie muttered back, not meeting her eyes. “Look, I’ve got twenty-four hours of leave to rest up, and I want to see you while I’m here, but I don’t want to talk about what went on down in Detroit, okay?”
 
   “Okay.” Paige swallowed hard. “I’m glad you’re all right. I was really worried. We all were.”
 
   Roxie looked up sharply, appearing older than her twenty-nine years. “How are you holding up?”
 
   “Not bad.” She pulled herself together and gathered up the silverware while Roxie shuffled around to the other side of the table, wiping up spills. “I mean, this is crazy to the tenth degree, but…I guess when you’ve been through bad stuff, really bad stuff, you have to learn how to roll with the unexpected. How to cope with the punches life throws at you. That doesn’t mean I’m not scared out of my mind, and that I don’t have to fight back panic attacks, but there are worse things than being scared, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Roxie!” Mrs. Westfall called out from the backdoor. “Do you want some apple pie?”
 
   “Sure, Ma,” Roxie yelled back, then sighed. “Thanks for talking with me, kiddo. Even when I don’t want to.”
 
   Paige hugged her tight before Roxie could stop her, then released her blushing friend. “You know that night, at the hospital, when you promised me you’d be here for me if I ever needed to talk? That everything was going to be all right? Well, I’m making you the same offer to talk in confidence, but I’m hoping it doesn’t take you two years and a ton of therapy to get up the balls to do it like it did for me. So if you get in a dark place and you need someone to listen without judgment, I’m here. Understood?”
 
   Roxie looked at her, then grinned and saluted. “Understood, ma’am.”
 
   Throwing a half-eaten roll at her, Paige muttered, “Whatever. I’m going to tell your mom that you think Gordy Clintok is hot.”
 
   It was a long running joke between them, each threatening to tell Mrs. Westfall—who viewed herself as being a great matchmaker—that the other was in love with a totally icky guy. For example, Gordy Clintok, who was known to be seen driving around town in his tow truck casually eating his boogers. He’d gone to school with Roxie and still had a crush on her that was never reciprocated. 
 
   “You do that and I’m going to tell her you love that Hebbles d-bag with the Cheetos orange spray tan.”
 
   At the mention of the greasy sleaze that was Casey’s boss at the local supermarket, Paige shivered. “Ewww.”
 
   “Bet he shaves his balls. I also bet they’re all prickly like a cactus. Imagine those slapping off your chin.”
 
   Making a barfing noise, Paige flipped Roxie off. “Nasty.”
 
   Unfortunately, Mrs. Westfall saw Paige and yelled out, “A true lady wouldn’t make that type of crude gesture in public, Paige. Be nice to Roxie.”
 
   “Yeah, Paige.” Roxie smirked. “Don’t flip off the war hero. I’m a fuckin’ national treasure.”
 
   Laughing, Paige followed her friend back into the building. Roxie’s comrades sat sipping coffee out of Styrofoam cups, and they greeted their Captain with smiles and good-natured ribbing, the military form of bonding. Feeling like an outsider, Paige quietly moved past them to the side of the building and leaned against it as she looked up at the cloudless sky. As she watched the undulating colors and listened to the faint background hum of people talking, she wrapped her arms around herself and wished she had someone to hold her and tell her everything would be all right.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Lord Rell Thantoh
 
   Cliffs of Goeth, Kadothia
 
    
 
   Far above the brilliantly dressed and dancing crowd below, Rell lounged in his seat as the guest of honor to the San’Loas Tribe’s celebration of a successful harvest. This was the first year they’d managed to grow a flower sacred to their people on Kadothia, and it was considered an extremely good omen. The flower itself was beautiful, sparking with golden light as it slowly died after it was cut. That combined with the light floral smell would have made them a favorite on Kadothia, but the San’Loas Tribe would never sell the plant as trinkets. Their people had died to bring sacred treasures like these flowers to Kadothia, the last bits of a culture that had been decimated by the Hive.
 
   He still considered it a personal failure that he couldn’t save San’Doaun, the Tribe’s former planet, now ruled by the Hive’s cruel mercenaries. It had been a long battle, but the planet was located too far from any Kadothian strongholds, and too close to Hive territory, to save. Rell almost perished as the planet fell, but in a last ditch effort to protect what he could, he’d managed to get the dowager queen, nineteen of her grandchildren, and their personal guards along with five thousand civilians, all that remained free of a population that had numbered more than a billion, off of San’Doaun and away to safety. He’d given them refuge in his territory on the Cliffs of Goeth, setting aside a massive stretch of rainforest that was similar to their home world.
 
   The Kadothian Ambassadors had tried to get the Tribe to move to a more upscale territory, but Minerva, the dowager queen, had decided they would stay beneath Rell’s protection. At least until they could get their planet back. For the first few years he’d interacted a great deal with them, but over time he’d grown distant, unable to force himself to engage with Minerva on a social level. Nothing held much interest for him anymore, other than the adrenaline rush of risking his life in battle. While academically he knew that was a sign of the madness, he’d never connected the dreaded deterioration of an unbonded Kadothian male’s mind to his growing apathy.
 
   Then something had changed.
 
   A few nights ago he’d dreamed about a beautiful, tiny woman with hair as dark brown as the finest benali stone and eyes an odd shade of pale blue. 
 
   Below the San’Loas yelled as they danced to a wild song that got even his blood pumping. The Tribe’s solidly built women danced around a roaring purple and gold fire, while trying to entice the men to join them. By the end of the night each single woman would have slept with an unmated male and if a baby came of that union, then they were considered blessed and married. Some women drank fertility tea in order to make that happen, while others sipped a contraception brew. The men weren’t supposed to know this, but it wasn’t a closely guarded secret.
 
   As he watched them dance around the fire pit below from his balcony among the tree tops, his mind went back to his dream as he replayed it again, drawing comfort from the memory.
 
   When the true dream had started he’d been at some kind of social gathering he was unfamiliar with, one where the women wore enormous gowns with long, crystal embedded trains. The music had been unlike anything he’d heard before, but hauntingly lovely. All around him couples dressed in more odd garb moved in harmony with the melody and at the end of the room he spotted a group of men in black jackets and pants playing some instruments that looked familiar, and others that were completely exotic.
 
     A woman walked past him, and he turned, his body going on full alert as her smell hit him. Delicious. Her dress was similar to the other women’s, long and flowing, but the back of the dress was partially exposed, held together by a series of pearls. They were a few shades paler than her skin and highlighted the smooth expanse of her curvy frame. Her back wasn’t excessively slender or muscular, but instead a smooth expanse of creamy flesh that he wanted to lick.
 
   Her dark hair was piled atop her head and decorated with more pearls, exposing the slim column of her graceful neck. Some curls teased the edges of her heart-shaped face, which only added to the feeling of innocence he got from her. Then, through the fringe of her thick, dark lashes, she gave him a look that was anything but chaste. His cock had hardened in a painful rush, and he’d followed her out onto what appeared to be an enormous double staircase. 
 
   When she stopped and turned to face him, he’d closed the distance between them quickly, taking her into his arms and staring down at her.
 
   “You’re supposed to ask me to dance,” she said in a breathy voice.
 
   “I do not know this dance.”
 
   “Oh.” She frowned at him, her dark brows drawing down in disappointment.
 
   “But I do know how to do something that you will like even better.” 
 
   With a grin, he lifted her so their faces were level. Her eyes widened right before his mouth covered hers, and she struggled for a moment, then gave into his kiss with a low moan. He stroked his fingertips over the exposed skin of her back, the slight weight of her body feeling indescribably good in his arms as he easily held her weight. Then her mind had brushed his. He had wanted to roar his satisfaction to the Universe, the golden warmth that could only come from his bondmate seeping into his battered spirit as he true dreamed with her. Unlike regular dreams, true dreams were an actual touching of minds, a meeting arranged by the Lord of Life for the souls he made for each other.
 
   In short, his dream had been a miracle.
 
   Unfortunately, he’d woken before they could do more than kiss, but he knew he’d keep connecting to her in his sleep and vowed that next time he’d show her the kind of pleasure she had to look forward to when they finally met.
 
   And they would meet; it was just a matter of time.
 
   “Why are you always hiding by yourself?” came a woman’s rough voice, snapping him out of his wandering thoughts, and he turned to find Minerva staring at him from the doorway, flanked by two of his personal guard.
 
   She stood easily eight feet tall and had a flat face filled with wrinkles, along with what was once a muscular physique covered by an opaque golden gown. Her dark almond skin had grown thinner since he’d last seen her, exposing more of her body’s secret map of blood vessels, and he wondered how much longer she had in this life. At close to six hundred years, she was old for her race, but young by Kadothian standards. Rell was double her age, yet he felt nothing but respect for her when in her presence. There was something about Minerva that spoke of silent strength, and any man who didn’t take her seriously was a fool.
 
   Though her body was weakening, she was still strong enough to kill someone with her bare hands if the mood struck her.
 
   “I am not fit for company tonight, my Queen.”
 
   “You are never fit for company anymore,” Minerva muttered. “I remember when you used to have parties all the time at that big palace of yours by the sea. Now, either my invitation has been lost or you have not had a gathering of any size in almost twenty years. No more parties, no more festivals. What do you do with yourself all day besides work?”
 
   Rell shrugged, knowing her words were true. Before he could stop himself his hand strayed to his pocket where he kept a wide strip of blue ribbon. It held the mysterious woman from his dream’s scent, protected and sealed to always keep it fresh. He’d been inhaling the fabric like a drug addict all day, unable to resist the burst of almost forgotten happiness he got each time he smelled her. She was hope, she was life, and he had no idea who she was.
 
   “I hear congratulations are in order for Commander Trenzent.”
 
   He snapped his gaze from the dancers below to Minerva watching him closely. While her features were grim, the kindness in her gaze hurt his heart. She loved him like he was her family, and he knew his withdrawal had hurt her. He couldn’t help it, the gatherings of friends and family that had once been an essential part of his life seemed tedious, more trouble than they were worth. And seeing Minerva with her massive household only brought to mind the people he hadn’t saved.
 
   Dark thoughts tried to drag him down, but the ribbon in his pocket soothed him. “Congratulations for what?”
 
   “You did not hear? Rumor has it Commander Trenzent is getting close to finding, or has already found, his bondmate. Soon we will have a new Matriarch as a neighbor, one from an unexplored galaxy at that.”
 
   His dreams suddenly made sense. 
 
   Tren had found his-their bondmate and had unintentionally opened a link between Rell’s mind and the mysterious woman’s dreams. For over a thousand years Trenzent had been Rell’s blood brother, a psychic and emotional relationship that was as close to filling the role of a bondmate as a male Kadothian could get without a Matriarch in the mix. In a perfect world Tren would be contacting him right now, telling him to come to the Reaping ship, that he’d found their Matriarch, their heart, their future wife. Now, because of an irrational argument, he hadn’t spoken to Tren in thirty years. He’d tried, but his blood brother hated him, and Rell couldn’t stand the feeling of that loathing pouring through the bond. Deep down he knew the madness was nipping at Tren’s mind, and that the mental illness was the reason Tren acted so irrationally about their relationship, but it still hurt.
 
   He could only hope by not agitating Tren, by abiding by his rules of no contact, that Rell was helping his blood brother hold on as long as he could in hopes of finding their bondmate.
 
   Maybe that miracle had finally happened.
 
   Too bad it was almost too late for him as well.
 
   Trying to think past his sorrow, he said, “How do you know this?”
 
   “You really have been out of touch,” Minerva muttered while shifting in her seat, the fragrant perfume she wore wafting over him. “While you were off saving the Universe, do not frown at me, for you know it is true, Commander Trenzent has been the object of much speculation and gossip. He went to the Reaping ship and right away began his search for his bride, narrowing down her location with a few weeks. Right now he is at a command post on Earth and sources have said he is very close to where his future bondmate is. There are betting pools across the Bel’Tan galaxy set up on who she will be, when they will be bonded, and even bets on when they will have their first child and who the second husband will be. Such foolishness.”
 
   “I wish him…” Rell struggled against emotions so strong he could barely breathe. “I wish him the blessings of the Lord of Life.”
 
   “Rell.” Minerva scooted closer to him then laid her large hand on his shoulder before whispering, “You will find your bondmate.”
 
   Knowing she misinterpreted his distress, he closed his eyes. “If it is meant to be, it will happen.”
 
   “You are a good man, you deserve a family, you deserve a good woman at your side. I prayed for you to the Lord of Life, prayed that you will find your bondmate, and I refuse to believe he would ignore my prayers.” She gave his shoulder a squeeze then leaned back.
 
   With his eyes still closed, Rell listened to the music and tried to figure out how he was supposed to get a man who irrationally hated him to consider becoming husbands to the same Matriarch.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Earth
 
   Trenzent al’Doun, Supreme Commander of the Kadothian Empire
 
    
 
   Stepping out of the transport pad and into the warmth of an early summer morning on Earth was a surprisingly pleasurable experience, made all the more so by the knowledge that somewhere nearby his bondmate waited for him.
 
   “Commander.” Cormac, one of his Admirals who’d been on Earth for the past four weeks trying to find his bondmate, snapped to attention.
 
   He was dressed in an Earth disguise similar to Tren’s, with the blue material called jeans for his leggings and a soft black shirt with the image of a pyramid with a rainbow coming out of it on it, while Tren’s shirt was plain black. 
 
   “At ease, Admiral.” Tren moved further into the yard and out of the big red barn where they stored most of their equipment and the transport pad.
 
   To the untrained eye this place would appear to be a normal Earth home, large enough to house the Warriors who were searching for their bondmates in the area, but small enough to fit in. At least on the surface. They’d burrowed underground beneath the property to set up their real quarters, away from the prying eyes of humans. One of the rules of engagement for visiting a new planet was to not interfere with the natives’ growth as a species, which meant they had to hide all their advanced technologies. 
 
   Because of the unstable nature of the wormhole that had opened between the Milky Way galaxy and his own Bel’Tan galaxy, no one had any idea how much time the Kadothians had before the wormhole began to shut down and they’d be forced to return home or be stuck on Earth forever. As it was, their scientists were confident they would be able to give thirty-six hours notice before the wormhole closed, but that was still cutting it tight. 
 
   Not that this planet was a bad place to be. Earth had yet to encounter another species from their galaxy, or if any visitors had come they had only stopped at Earth before moving on. Their technology was primitive, and they were in danger of making their planet uninhabitable to human life due to pollution, but as a whole they weren’t doing too bad for a fledgling species warring with itself. While Kadothia was united beneath one governing body, the High Council, Earth still operated in independent countries, all battling for the same resources for their people. In many ways Earth reminded him of Kadothia before the Great Sorrow, when separate kingdoms had fought until they almost destroyed the Kadothian race.
 
   Well, they did manage to destroy half of it. The women. Not a single female had been born on Kadothia in ten thousand years, so the males of the race had to go off planet to find their brides. Every Matriarch on Kadothia was born off planet, but had been converted by a blood exchange via a kiss into a female capable of bonding and reproducing with a Kadothian male. His own mother had been from a seafaring race on a planet far from Kadothia and he’d inherited his dark skin tone from her.
 
   While brides came from every corner of the Bel’Tan galaxy to Kadothia, they’d never come from as far off as Earth.
 
   “If you will follow me, Commander,” Cormac said in a formal tone.
 
   They were good friends, but with the subordinates around them watching closely they would keep their conversation strictly professional, at least until they were in private.
 
   As Cormac led Tren through the kitchen area of the farmhouse and down into the basement, he acknowledged the men who stopped whatever they were doing to salute him as he passed.
 
   Tren lifted his chin in return, but right now his thoughts were focused on finding his bondmate. He felt her, a distant warmth that had grown stronger as he zeroed in on her position. It had only taken him a week of jumping around planet Earth to lock onto her. He hadn’t smelled her yet, hadn’t been lucky enough to get that close, but her soul called to him. The urge to go hunt her down was strong, but first he had to talk to Cormac about the proper way to court a bride from this region of Earth.
 
   It didn’t take them long to reach Tren’s temporary quarters beneath the home, and he took a moment to glance around the standard, cream and brown toned three-room suite before turning his attention to Cormac with a real smile.
 
   They crossed the room and met in a hearty, back slapping embrace. “It is good to see you again, Tren.”
 
   “You too, Cormac. It has been what, close to two hundred years?”
 
   “Seems like just yesterday we were taking back the Governor’s Mansion on Haldina from the Hive.”
 
   It had been a bloody battle, but with the help of the Haldina army the Kadothians had managed to break the Hive’s line and push them out of the city.
 
   “The older I get, the faster time seems to go.” He sat down on the edge of a smooth chocolate brown chair made up of millions of nanobots that instantly conformed to his body. “How is your bride hunt going?”
 
   “Frustrating. She was here, then gone, then back again, but always gone before I can get a lock on her. I cannot figure out where she is, or why she keeps leaving, and it is really beginning to piss me off.”
 
   “Piss you off?”
 
   “Earth slang. It means to make one angry.”
 
   “I am sure you will find her.”
 
   Despondent, Cormac shrugged, the long blond and brown streaked braid of his hair falling over his shoulder. “If the Lord of Life is willing. What of you? Do you know where your bride is?”
 
   “Somewhere nearby. I had to return to the ship once I was sure she was close, to begin the process of retirement from my position.”
 
   Cormac gave him an understanding look. “Will it be hard to give it up? You have been Supreme Commander for close to eight hundred years.”
 
   “Not when I have my Matriarch.”
 
   “Good point.” Cormac stretched out his long legs. “How can I help you?”
 
   “I need to know how to approach my bride. To be truthful, after ten failed Reapings I had given up hope of finding my bride and did not research Earth culture as much as I should.”
 
   “I understand.” Cormac flicked a wrist at the wall nearest them, which had become a viewing screen. “Human women love these things called ‘romantic comedies’. They are meant to be humorous, but they show different types of mating rituals that are native to the United States. I recommend you start off with Sleepless in Seattle then Coming to America. Both are very informative on what to do, and not do, with Earth women.” 
 
   A knock came from the door and Tren permitted entry after he saw the visitor’s ID displayed on his internal communicator like a picture in his mind. The door slid open and Nosa, a high ranking Warrior of the Scout class and Cormac’s blood brother, stepped through. Not many people knew the big, intimidating man with skin so black it had a blue tint and long midnight hair was blood brothers with Cormac, but Tren had known both of them for centuries and while they didn’t come right out and say it, they relaxed around him enough to show casual affection to each other. Like right now, Nosa was giving Cormac a warm kiss of greeting that made both men smile.
 
   Jealousy bit at him, but Tren pushed it down. Once he’d had a blood brother that had been the center of his world, but now he was alone. Yearning for Rell tried to fill him, but he’d learned to shut himself off from all thoughts of the man he used to love, anger easily replacing the hint of affection. As he closed himself down, he no longer cared that Nosa and Cormac had each other while he was alone. On some level he knew this wasn’t a good thing, that the disconnection from his emotions was a sign of the madness, but he couldn’t face the pain from the gaping hole in his soul that Rell used to occupy.
 
   “Trenzent?” Nosa asked in a loud voice.
 
   “Forgive me. I was attending to other matters on my com link.”
 
   Both men nodded, but Nosa watched him closely. “How long do you think it will take you to find her?”
 
   “Lord of Life willing, not long. I feel she is nearby, but I do not want to approach her until I am sure I understand her culture enough to keep from offending her and scaring her away. We are so much larger than they are, and I fear my appearance will intimidate her. I need to be able to seduce her with my words instead of looks.”
 
   He watched both Cormac and Nosa look at his scarred face and could almost hear their pitying thoughts.
 
   Two hundred years ago Tren had been briefly captured by the Hive and in that short time had been brutally tortured and mutilated. While he could have been healed good as new, he kept his deformities as a visible reminder, as proof of the Hive’s evil. Too many people living in safety on Kadothia had forgotten what an all too threat their ancient enemies posed, but Tren never would. Still, the sight of his metallic jaw and twisted features would have stood out among the people of Earth, so he’d allowed the Healers to graft skin over his jaw and to smooth some of the muscles in his face until his features were even again. He’d barely recognized himself afterward and had spent a long time looking in the mirror, remembering the man he’d used to be.
 
   His face was still damaged enough to serve as a reminder, but not so out of place that his bride would be disgusted or frightened.
 
   At least he hoped.
 
   Still unused to the skin along his chin, he ran his hands over the slightly raised surface.
 
   “So,” Cormac said in an overly loud voice as he stood. “We will leave you to your movie watching. Please, contact me if you have any questions. And good luck on your hunt, Commander.”
 
   “Thank you, Admiral, good luck to you as well.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Paige Grant
 
    
 
   From the diary of Paige Grant
 
   Today was ten weeks post the ‘Event’, as they’ve taken to calling it on the news, and the world let out a collective sigh of relief as we survived another day without some type of horrible disaster. Every minute there are new theories as to what happened, but so far nothing I find believable. There are very few real hard facts, mostly speculation. Of course those of us on this planet lucky enough to have an education and a basic understanding of the Universe knew the chances of us having some kind of galactic catastrophe were high. I mean, a ton of movies have been made about everything from asteroids to aliens attacking the fragile blue marble we live on. In a way, God had to be looking out for us because the odds that the human race had managed to survive this long without having something happen were astronomical. I guess our luck finally ran out on the day of the Event. 
 
   Then again, my friends and I are super lucky that Roxie got us out in time. Our guardian angels were working overtime that day, no doubt about it. Ann Arbor did not fare well, and there were stories of looting, raping, and just plain evil that rivaled the problems some of the major cities had. That’s not to say there weren’t safe places even in the ghettos of some of the most dangerous places in the world. 
 
   Remember this quote, future me, because it’s very important right now.
 
   All the darkness in the world cannot put out the light of a single candle.
 
   St. Francis of Assisi 
 
   I’m trying my best to be that light, and I guess you know how well I’ve fared. You know how hard it is for me to be around strangers, especially strange men, so I’ve forced myself to volunteer at the public daycare in the middle of town. The family I usually nanny for is stuck in their condo down in Florida. They were on vacation when the magnetic wave hit. Speaking of the wave, it’s affected the atmosphere of the Earth in some funky way, which has led to incredible rainbows of light flaring through the sky day and night. They’re fading, but that first night they took my breath away with their beauty. It was like God was telling me it would be okay.
 
   Some things I want to remember:
 
   Alan Denwich, despite being a big and burly man, is as gentle as a lamb. I never would have known this if I didn’t master my fear.
 
   Mo Temple’s children think he’s the best dad in the world, and they mean it. Their love for him shines true, so even though he’s a little bit of a sourpuss, he’s a good man. I never would have known this if I didn’t master my fear.
 
   Goodnight, Future Me, hope you’ve found your happily ever after.
 
   With a sigh, Paige set her diary down on the bed next to her, the pale purple cover smudged with an old chocolate fingerprint. She was a stress eater, and she was lucky she hadn’t put on fifty pounds over the last few weeks. Then again, with as much as she was cramming into every day, she wasn’t surprised she burned off all those calories from late night snacking binges. The Cinderella themed clock next to her bed read 11:48 pm, and she flicked off the light then flopped back into her full-size canopy bed. The pale pink walls of her room soothed her, and she grabbed her old, somewhat tattered black stuffed cat, the last birthday gift she’d gotten from her mother before she passed away from cancer.
 
   The soft fur of her stuffed animal brushed her cheek as she turned on her side and snuggled into her bed, cold blue illumination seeping in around the edges of her curtains from the security light below. Her modest one-bedroom apartment was above a jewelry store on Main Street in an old brick building from the late 1800s. It was cheap, and more importantly, because it was above a jewelry store with great security, it was safe. This had been a major requirement even before the Event, and now more than ever. The first two weeks had been scary, even here in her sleepy little farming community, and Casey’s father had been forced to shoot a man who’d been trying to kidnap a neighborhood girl. The worst elements of society took advantage of the blackouts and general confusion, and Paige was thankful for the elaborate black wrought iron security gates that guarded her windows and door. 
 
   Her home was her oasis, and as she drifted off on her princess bed in her fairytale themed room, she couldn’t help but hope she dreamed of him tonight, the cyborg of her wet dreams. Or maybe she’d dream about her other current subconscious obsession, a guy who looked a lot like the actor who played Lucious Malfoy in the Harry Potter movies, but even more arrogantly handsome. Both of her fantasy men were big, so large she barely reached their chests, and they had to lift her up to kiss her properly. She was sure a psychiatrist would have a field day with figuring out why she had sexy dreams about a giant cyborg and wizard pretty much every night, but she didn’t care. Amazingly hot dreams with sex gods won over nightmares about the Event any day of the week. With a smile on her face, she fell asleep and dreamed of them both.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day Paige frowned at her friend Dawn as she sped down the dirt road that led to the house Casey was renting from her uncle for the summer. “Slow down.”
 
   Dawn’s old hunter green Jeep bounced through a pothole hard enough that Paige’s teeth clicked together while her friend grinned manically at her. “Kimber said they’re all sweaty and shirtless, unbelievably hot, and they’re fighting. You know I have a thing for MMA guys. Plus, I haven’t been laid in months, so there is no way I’m missing this. We have to get to Casey’s house before they disappear.”
 
   “You won’t get laid if we’re dead, either.”
 
   Flapping her hand at Paige, Dawn pouted. “Whatever. You’re so dramatic. Have I ever gotten into an accident with you in the car?”
 
   “No, but you’ve gotten into four of them without me.”
 
   “Three of those were from dodging deer, so we both know those don’t count. Besides, you secretly like the way I drive. You just won’t admit it.”
 
   “And why in the hell would I like being plastered against your windshield like an unlucky bug?”
 
   “Because it reminds you that you’re alive.” She glanced over with a raised, coppery orange brow. “You don’t have sex, you don’t drink, you don’t smoke weed or even a vaporizer. Face it, love, if it wasn’t for my mad driving skills your heart rate would never rise above a bored thump.”
 
   Sighing, Paige gripped her seat as Dawn took a turn quick enough that the big back tires of the Jeep skidded a bit in the gravel. Her friend was right, in her own obnoxious way. After the nightmare with her father, Paige had built huge walls around herself and had withdrawn, needing peace and solitude. She used to like the silence, but now it reminded her of how empty the bed around her was, how much she’d love a firm body to cuddle into.
 
   She felt lonely, but had no clue on how to approach a guy. Sure, she’d had plenty of men hit on her over the years, and she knew she wasn’t so ugly men would run away in horror, but she hadn’t flirted in a long time. Just the thought of trying to chat up any guy made her go cold, but as Dawn’s Jeep slammed through another pothole, the jolt of pain snapped her out of her negative worries.
 
   Ahead on the right was Casey’s small one-story home, and farther beyond that stood a large, white farmhouse with a massive barn out back that was the reason Dawn was in a hurry. Evidently Casey was sick, and Kimber was staying with her to help her out. Only Kimber quickly discovered that, for God knows whatever reason, a couple dozen hot guys were working out at Casey’s neighbor’s house. According to her friend these guys were so hot Kimber thought she might be dreaming and that there were more six-packs out there than at the grocery store. That was all Dawn had needed to hear. One minute Paige had been enjoying a coffee at the local cute corner coffee house with her friend, the next she’d been slamming on her three-point harness in the Jeep while Dawn let out a war whoop.
 
   Paige thought Kimber must be exaggerating or playing a joke, but as they got closer her heart began to beat faster and the weirdest sense of anticipation came over her as the distant forms of moving men came into focus. What if there really was someone over there meant just for her? Prickles climbed up the base of her spine, and she craned her neck to see over the field of tall grass and wildflowers. Before she could get a good look Dawn swung into the gravel driveway leading to Casey’s place, then she slammed the Jeep into park hard enough that both the vehicle, and Paige, protested.
 
   “Dawn—”
 
   But it was too late to scold the redhead since she was already up the chipped cement steps and ringing the doorbell. With a sigh, Paige unbuckled, then slid out of the front seat and nervously smoothed her khaki shorts. They were tighter than she was used to wearing, but she was trying to wean herself off the need to hide her body beneath baggy, shapeless clothes. Even if she was a lot curvier than was fashionable, that didn’t mean she had to wear a tent’s worth of fabric. 
 
   After all, her mother had been curvy and everyone in town agreed that Tina Grant had been an astonishingly beautiful woman. She’d died when Paige was eleven, but she clearly remembered her mother’s elegant sense of style and tried to emulate it. Today her pale mint top also showed a little bit more of her generous cleavage than usual, and she had her silver hoop earrings in. With her long brown hair swept back into a half-up, half-down style she couldn’t hide behind it and that made her a little uneasy. A year ago she would’ve never dressed up in a way to attract a man’s attention, and while she still wasn’t comfortable with leering, she’d learned to appreciate having a nice looking man give her a flirty smile. It never went beyond that. She still ran the other way if they tried to approach, but it was a start.
 
   If the Event had taught her one thing it was that life was short and precious, and she could no longer afford to foolishly squander it on being scared.
 
   With this in mind, she made her way into the cool interior of Casey’s home, the faint smell of some kind of berry candle scenting the air.
 
   Trailing after Dawn, she went down the short hallway to Casey’s bedroom. By the time she walked in, Dawn and Kimber were over by the window facing the neighbor’s house with the sheer curtains drawn back, their noses pressed to the glass. From there Paige had a much better view of the men and what she saw stunned her for a moment. 
 
   They were beautiful. Each and every one of them a perfect specimen of manhood in their own way. It was like God had collected every type of man a woman could ever possibly desire and put them all in one place. The majority had long hair held back in tight braids that whirled around them as they punched and kicked at each other, all wearing what looked almost like black pajama pants. 
 
   The late afternoon sun kissed skin ranging in every color from the deepest black to pale cream, all of the men gorgeously muscled and strong.  
 
   They were all tall, all ripped, and all super yummy.
 
   On the bed, Casey made a little noise of discomfort, and Paige instantly felt guilty for ogling rather than checking on her friend. “How are you feeling, sweetie?”
 
   A weak smile curved Casey’s flushed lips. “Not as bad as that night we stole a bottle of your dad’s moonshine, but pretty close.”
 
   “Ugh, that’s awful.” Her gaze kept trying to wander over to the window, but she made herself focus on her sick friend. “Dawn, you could at least say hi to Casey.”
 
    “Hi, Casey,” Dawn said with a distracted mumble. “Oh. My. God. I have died and gone to washboard abs heaven.”
 
   Kimber, her dark honey skin shining against the pale pink of her T-shirt, fanned herself. “Look at the shoulders on that guy with the long brown hair wearing the dark blue pants.”
 
   “Niiiiice,” Dawn purred.
 
   She wanted to go over there and drool with her friends, but her good manners prevented her from doing it. Instead, she moved to Casey’s side and tucked the covers in around her like she would for the kids she nannied. Someone had to be the adult in the situation and make sure Casey was all right, and as usual it was her. It wasn’t that her friends didn’t care about each other. It was just that they seemed so young to her sometimes, so carefree. She was the practical one who kept them from doing stupid things and getting hurt, the one they turned to when they needed comfort. It was a role she was happy to fill because taking care of them fed a need in her soul, but just once she wanted to be the one staring at hunky guys instead of caring for a sweaty sick girl. 
 
   Forcing herself to turn her back on the now pressing need to look, she said, “Can I get you anything?”
 
   Casey rolled her dark eyes. “No, go ahead and join the peeping Thomasinas.”
 
   Unable to resist, Paige elbowed her way through Dawn and Kimber. They were both about a head taller than her, so they made room. It took her eyes a second to adjust from the dimness of Casey’s room to the golden sunlight, but when they did her breath caught in her throat. Holy crap. Kimber was right. There were around two dozen supremely drool worthy men, and Paige’s heart began to beat a little faster, that odd sense of anticipation hitting her hard.
 
   “You weren’t exaggerating. It’s like a farm that only breeds incredibly sexy guys over there.”
 
   They talked about the man candy for a little bit before Dawn said, “You know, they must be worn out and hungry after all that exercising. It would be the neighborly thing to bring them over some cookies or something.”
 
   Before Paige knew it, Casey, who was suddenly feeling better, was shoving them out of the room to go make cookies while she washed up. Once Casey was ready, they meandered down the gravel road in front of Casey’s house to her neighbors a field away. They’d made some treats, brownies and the like, and Dawn had an almost full case of beer. Their cover story was that it was the right thing to welcome the new neighbors, but Paige knew her friends well enough to know that all three of them were on the hunt, including Casey. Evidently one of those super hot guys had hit on her, and Casey was more than eager to talk with him again. 
 
   Paige’s anxiety increased the closer they got to the front of the neighboring farmhouse, and she stumbled a bit as her sandal kicked a big rock in the gravel. Back at Casey’s house, she’d had a mini freak-out about going over there, but her girls had pulled her through it and given her the strength to do something she found almost impossible. Go to a party where there would be men drinking alcohol. Her father was a terrifyingly mean drunk, and she’d been conditioned to associate alcohol with danger and fear. While her logical mind knew that was stupid and irrational, she couldn’t help her inbred fear. But that didn’t mean she had to give into it. She was strong, stronger than her base instincts, and she was going to enjoy meeting Casey’s new neighbors and maybe, if she was feeling very brave, she’d speak more than a word or two and stay longer than ten minutes.
 
   She was so busy giving herself a pep-talk that she didn’t realize they’d arrived at the men’s home until she abruptly walked into Kimber’s back. Flushing, she hoped no one had noticed, but that hope died a quick and miserable death when she realized there were a ton of men now watching them, all with intense looks on their attractive faces that triggered her fight or flight response. Her body froze, ready to bolt, then she got a good, up close look at Casey’s man, Lorn.
 
   Handsome, with tanned skin, light blond hair and bright blue eyes, he was a feast for the female senses, but that wasn’t what had caught her attention. It was the way he was looking at Casey—no, gazing at her. She’d heard the phrase ‘gazing with adoration’ before but had never seen it in real life until this moment. This Lorn, whoever he was, looked at her friend like she was the most amazing thing in the world. Paige was so focused on watching him that it took her a second to realize Casey was babbling, her nervous jumble of words barely making any sense. 
 
   When Lorn looked at her, Paige managed to spit out something stupid about making brownies while held by his bright blue gaze. Jeez, no wonder Casey was babbling. She was stunned stupid by him, and he wasn’t even unleashing that hot ‘do me’ stare he’d been giving Casey. Her friends weren’t much better, and by the time they’d managed to stammer out why they were there, they were making their way to the back of the house where the rest of the men were.
 
   While her attention had been focused on the unfolding drama of Casey and Lorn, she’d almost forgotten how many half naked men were standing around. That is until they reached the back of the house and a whole army of them froze and stared. Kimber let out a little squeak, and Dawn gasped, while Lorn led Casey over to one of the two picnic tables situated near the house in the backyard. Dawn fumbled with the case of beer she held, and Paige managed to steady her, the weight of what felt like a thousand stares dissecting her bit by bit. The men’s stillness was unnatural, reminding her of the way cats would freeze right before they pounced on a plump, tasty little treat.
 
   A shiver of fear ran through her, and the men closest to her took deep breaths, then frowned as if displeased by her.
 
   Confused and starting to get freaked out, she was mentally making up excuses for being a chicken and running away when Casey said, “Say hi.”
 
   Dawn went first, and then Kimber, but it took Paige a second to force her mouth open to speak, and even then her voice came out in a whisper as she said, “Paige, my name is Paige.”
 
   Throwing an elbow gently in Paige’s side, Kimber muttered, “Let’s unwrap this stuff and set it out before I drop it.”
 
   While they were doing this, Lorn said something to the men in a language Paige had never heard before. It was guttural, but smooth and totally foreign. Whatever he said made the man slowly stalking toward the table stop, give her a searching look, then relax. A few friendly smiles broke out here and there, and she marveled that they were able to go from predator to friendly guy in less than a heartbeat. A few started to head in her direction, each amazingly good-looking in their own unique way, but they quickly stopped and appeared almost alarmed for a moment before either returning to their training or going to talk to Dawn and Kimber.
 
   As she removed the cling wrap from the still warm brownies, she wondered why no one was coming near her. Did Casey share with Lorn about Paige’s fear of men? If so, that pissed her off. Yes, she appreciated that her friends were trying to protect her, but how was she ever going to talk with a guy if they knew she was damaged goods? She didn’t want a man’s pity, she wanted his love. 
 
   The breeze shifted and the most delicious smell of earth, coffee, and musk washed over her a moment before a deep, super gravely man’s voice said, “Hello, Paige. It is my greatest pleasure to meet you.”
 
   Everything, every tiny bit of her exploded into a million flares like someone had given her an electrical shock. Her whole body jolted, and even as her brain tried to process his odd and weirdly formal words, the entirety of her being swung in the direction of that remarkable voice. She’d never heard a man with a voice that deep—he put James Earl Jones to shame—and as she lifted her face way up to meet the owner of that voice, her senses heightened to the point that the sunset around her burned with colors brighter than anything she’d ever seen. Far above the rainbow ribbons of light from the Event undulated lazily in rippling displays of opalescent color. 
 
   This amazing sight illuminated a stunningly handsome man with a tortured face.
 
   She gasped, unable to help herself, as she gazed upon the ruin of scars that ran from his temple to his jaw on his far left side. The tissue was twisted and thick, evidence of great pain and suffering. She had scars like that beneath her clothes, where no one could see them. And if she was being honest with herself, those ugly pink slashes over her stomach and thighs, places where glass had cut her when her father kicked her through a window, were a big part of the reason she’d avoided getting intimate with a guy. Eventually he’d want to touch her, and even her lower left breast had a long strip of raised skin going across the underside. 
 
   Yes, she knew what suffering felt like and her heart twisted in instant sympathy for this man. Her reaction was so intense that she failed to notice her silence was disturbing the big man staring down at her. And by big she meant huge. He had to be close to seven feet tall, but he wasn’t lanky. No, he was solid slabs of muscle that leant to the feeling of strength and control that radiated from him. Returning her gaze from his impossibly broad chest to his face, she found he had the most beautiful eyes, a pale gray surrounded by a ring of pure ice blue. Unusual eyes that stared at her with a desperation she didn’t understand. He had thick, short black hair threaded with platinum. Not a dull gray that made him appear old, but rather a distinguished silver that she found utterly sexy.
 
   If her brain had been functioning at all, she would have also registered the way many of the men now openly watched them, something akin to awe filling their faces.
 
   But none of this made even a blip on her normally hyperactive internal radar. The only thing she could do was drink him in, to slowly stare him up and down in a bold way she’d never done with a man before. Thick shoulders blending into a beefy chest with a light dusting of dark fur, again with bits of pure silver here and there. His body was amazing, his skin a dark tan that glowed with health. Normally the sight of burly, intimidating men turned her completely off, but this man, this stranger now backing away slowly from her—
 
   Wait, why was he moving away with a crushed look on his face?
 
   “Hey, where are you going?”
 
   He paused, his chest now heaving as if he couldn’t catch his breath. “You fear me.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “You fear me.” He raised his hand to the damaged portion of his face, infinite sadness in his stormy gaze. “Forgive me.”
 
   Sudden realization slammed into her, and she strode across the lawn toward him. When she reached up to touch his face he flinched back, something she did whenever anyone came near her marks, but she persisted. To her annoyance, he was so tall she had to stand on her tiptoes to reach him, but he made a strangled sound then lowered his head to her touch. In many ways it reminded her of the way the Beast had lowered his head for Belle’s caress. Somehow she just knew this large, battered man with a deadly presence craved her touch. A distant part of her mind was freaking out that she was petting some strange guy, but that was exactly what she was doing.
 
   And he loved every minute of it. 
 
   Heat rose from his skin, and along with it more of that delicious earth and coffee scent. She traced her fingers over the scarring, noting the way he’d closed his eyes, how his breath had steadied. The pulse beating on his thick neck had slowed as well, and an almost drugging warmth flowed between them. 
 
   “I wasn’t scared by your face,” she said in a low voice. “You’re very handsome.”
 
   He slowly shook his head. “Please, do not lie to me. I seek truth between us, if nothing else.”
 
   Puzzled again by his formal speech, she let her fingers trail from his jaw, over another scar on his neck, before dropping to his chest. With her hand resting lightly on his heart, it was hard to do anything but feel him, lose herself in his presence. The faint scent of burning wood came to her, and the first stars began to appear on the horizon. Dimly she was aware of the sound of her friends laughing, but she couldn’t look away from the man staring down at her.
 
   “I’m not lying.”
 
   “I know females find them unpleasant to look at.”
 
   She frowned up at him, then took her hand off his chest and put it on her hip, secretly unable to believe she was being so brave with this scary stranger. “So you’re saying your scars make you ugly and unworthy of love?”
 
   “I…” He appeared to snap out of his melancholy, and a grin teased his lips that turned him from handsome to panty dropping hot. “No, little one, they do not.”
 
   “Darn right they don’t.” She looked up and noted a few guys watching them closely. “Give me your hand.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   Not waiting for him to act, she took his large hand in her own small one, a shiver of delight rasping through her at the feel of his hot skin. She should have known then what she planned to do was not a good idea, but she hated the thought of this obviously remarkable man feeling bad about himself. It must be hard for him, being surrounded by all these supermodel hot guys with his noticeable injuries. Without giving herself time to think, she slid his hand beneath the hem of her top, shivering at the feeling of his rough skin scraping over her soft belly with its hard lines of healed skin. 
 
   “I have scars. Does that mean I’m not worthy of love?”
 
   Her voice came out in a broken whisper, and the man made a low sound of pain. “No, alyah, you are unbelievably worthy.”
 
   She pressed her hand over his. “Then so are you.”
 
   His large fingers spread out, almost spanning her rounded waist. “How did this happen?”
 
   Abruptly her heart slammed in her chest as memories she kept at bay filled her. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   Honest to God, he growled at her. “You will tell me.”
 
   Jerking his hand from beneath her shirt, she stepped back from him. “Excuse me?”
 
   His whole body seemed to swell with anger, but she didn’t fear him. “Tell me who did this to you so I may avenge you.”
 
   Blinking at him, she took in a deep breath and held her hand out. “Okay, that was very sweet in a totally creepy way, but I don’t need anyone to avenge me.”
 
   “It would be my honor to slay—”
 
   “Stop. Just stop right there. You have an accent, so I’m guessing you’re not from around here, but in the United States we don’t do honor slayings, or whatever the heck you were talking about. Justice was served, I’m okay, and that’s all you need to know.”
 
   His nostrils flared, but to her surprise he didn’t argue with her. “As you wish, Paige.”
 
   She glanced toward the picnic table where Kimber was watching her with her mouth hanging open in shock. Flushing beneath her open disbelief, she rolled her eyes at them before turning back to the man…whose name she didn’t know. Her reaction to this delicious monster of a man was disturbingly strong, yet she couldn’t make herself care. Being in his presence invigorated her, but also soothed her at the same time. She felt almost like she had when she’d been on heavy pain medications, fuzzy and blissfully happy.
 
   “So, uh, what’s your name?”
 
   To her shock, he went to one knee before her, as gallant as any knight of old she’d ever read about. “My name is Trenzent al’Doun.”
 
   “Trenzent.” His exotic name rolled off her tongue like candy as she smiled at him. “What does it mean? What language is it?”
 
   “Touch me again, please.”
 
   “What?”
 
   His gaze bore into hers, and she found her clit tingling as blood rushed to her pussy. Hunger filled his gaze, so thick she could almost taste it like honey melting on her tongue. Another tingle had her nipples hardening, and she was sure he could see them pressing through the sheer silk of her top. When he licked his lower lip her pussy tightened, and a soft sound of need escaped her before she could stop it.
 
   “Kiss me.”
 
   “I—”
 
   “Please, one kiss.” His entire body strained toward hers, yet he didn’t touch her. “One taste of those beautiful lips. I have never seen any as perfect in all my years. Sweet and bowed like the delicate line of cura flower. Soft and pink like the froth of a dintar.”
 
   Jagged shards of need raced through her, and she almost sagged into him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   To her surprise, he burst out laughing and all around them men stared at Trenzent like they were seeing a ghost. He ignored them then stood with a feline grace, taking her hand gently in his own. Staring down at her, he rubbed his thumb lightly over her hand. “In all my years I never imagined I would be blessed with such sweet beauty. You exceed my every expectation, alyah.”
 
   “I…thank you?”
 
   He smiled again, but this one held a tinge of melancholy. “I am in desperate need of your light, Paige.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Frustration marred his face for a moment before he sighed. “I know, and I am sorry I cannot explain clearly. But I will as soon as I can.”
 
   “Ummm...okay?”
 
   Giving her a bemused smile, he started to reply, but Kimber’s loud voice cut him off. “Hey, Paige, come here a sec. I need to talk to you, please.”
 
   Removing her hand from his was almost physically painful, but she managed to extract herself from his gentle grip. “I have to go talk to my friend.”
 
   Frustration darkened his gaze, but he gave her a stiff nod. “Of course. It was a pleasure meeting you, Paige Grant.”
 
   “I’ll be back,” she blurted out quickly, even eagerly. God, she was practically drooling over this guy. It would be embarrassing, should be embarrassing, but she couldn’t find it in herself to care. “So, just wait for me, okay, Trenzent, ‘cause I’ll be back.”
 
   “Tren. My friends refer to me as Tren. It would honor me if you would use my familiar name.”
 
   “Okay, Tren.” 
 
   He beamed at her, and her cheeks heated. Yeah, the scar tissue on his jaw pulled his smile a little to the left and down, leaving his face slightly off balance when he full out grinned, but to her he was the handsomest man she’d ever seen. Firelight flickered over the unmarked side of his face, and she almost took a step closer to him before remembering Kimber.
 
   “My friend.”
 
   With amusement dancing in his silvery gaze, he took a step back. “She is waiting for you, alyah.”
 
   The husky purr in his voice sent a shiver through her that ended up in her hard nipples and gently pulsing clit. “What does that mean?”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Alyah, what does that mean?”
 
   “Paige,” Kimber’s voice cut through the tension building between Paige and Tren. “Hello?”
 
   With a heavy sigh that expanded his thickly muscled, bare chest nicely, he said, “Go. I will wait for you.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   He gently trailed his fingers over her cheek, the soft touch sending a cascade of tender emotions through her. “Believe me when I say that there is no place in the Universe I would rather be than with you.”
 
   With that, he turned her gently by the shoulders and gave her a little push toward a laughing Kimber. Dawn was standing near one of the fire pits, opening a beer while giggling at something a tanned guy with long black hair was saying. Behind her stood two more men, each watching her friend with amusement as Dawn gestured wildly with her now open beer, foam slipping down the sides while she laughed. The yard was still filled with men, but the crowd had thinned a bit, most huddling around large fire pits and…were they making s’mores? 
 
   Shaking her head at the very odd sight of what looked like a bunch of Viking marauders making a campfire treat, she made her way to Kimber’s side near the picnic table where their brownies and cookies used to be. All that remained were empty trays and plates. She wondered how the hell these guys maintained nine percent body fat while eating brownies and s’mores like they were going out of style.
 
   Trying to ignore the way some of the guys were outright staring at her, like she was a unicorn in a whore house, she made her way to Kimber’s side. “Hey, what’s up?”
 
   Snickering now, Kimber whispered, “Casey was making out, heavy, on the front porch with that Lorn guy. Like really hot and heavy. Dawn went looking for Casey to see if she wanted a beer, and I think she caught them almost doing the nasty. Casey freaked out and took off.”
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   “Oh yes.” Kimber giggled. “From what Dawn said she thinks she caught Casey having the big O.”
 
   Feeling embarrassed for her friend, Paige put her hands to her burning cheeks. “That’s terrible. Poor Casey. I should go see if she’s okay.”
 
   “She’s fine, just having a hissy. You know how dramatic she gets when she’s uncomfortable. Dawn and I talked to her already and let her know she was being dumb. Right now she’s just totally embarrassed that she freaked out on Lorn. She’ll get over it, but let her lick her wounds in private.”
 
   “Are you sure? Maybe I should just stop in for a second.”
 
   Kimber shook her head, then glanced behind Paige and back again. “No, stay here. You need to stay.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   For a moment Kimber examined her, the other woman’s glittering pink eye shadow sparkling in the firelight, then said, “I’ll be honest with you, Paige. I’m afraid if you go to Casey’s you’ll talk yourself out of coming back, and I think that would be a mistake.”
 
   “I…” She wanted to say she wouldn’t do that, but she’d done it in the past. Repeatedly. “I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   She thought about Tren and nodded firmly. “I am.”
 
   “Is it GI Joe meets Phantom of the Opera?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, come on, Paige. I’m not blind.”
 
   Stiffening, feeling unexpectedly defensive of Tren, she snapped, “Just because he has scars doesn’t mean you can call him names.”
 
   “Whoa, I didn’t mean anything negative. He’s sexy, in a tortured hero kind of way.”
 
   “He’s wonderful, and kind, and I like him,” Paige said in a hissing whisper. “So leave him alone.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Kimber whispered, her dark eyes searching Paige’s face. “Did you just say you like him?”
 
   “I-I…” Paige swallowed hard. “He’s…different.”
 
   With a sigh, Kimber pulled her over to the side of the house, away from the guys who were all watching them closely. “I always thought you’d end up with some wussy guy when you finally decided to start dating, not the big as in massively huge could be a professional wrestler hot older guy daddy type, but holy shit is he fine. If you don’t at least kiss him, you’re going to be letting the sisterhood down. I bet he has a big dick, too. You may not appreciate that now, being a virgin, but you will later.”
 
   “Kimber,” she hissed. “Keep it down.”
 
   “Please, I’m ecstatic for you. Hang out, talk to him a little more, let him continue to fawn all over you.” Kimber pulled her into a hug and leaned down to whisper in her ear, “Dawn and I will keep an eye on you. If this guy really likes you, in the way you deserve to be liked, he won’t push you. Has he tried anything yet?”
 
   “He wanted me to kiss him.”
 
   Kimber pulled back with a smile. “He asked you to kiss him? He didn’t just go for it?”
 
   At the thought of his firm, full lips touching hers Paige had a nice shiver. “No. You have way more experience with this kind of stuff. What should I do?”
 
   “I’ll ignore that ‘way more experience’ remark for now.” Kimber tapped her lower lip with one red nail. “Okay. Here’s how you need to play it…”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Trenzent al’Doun, Supreme Commander of the Kadothian Empire
 
    
 
   Tren locked his body in place as his future Matriarch talked with her friend, their whispers easily reaching his enhanced hearing. He blocked out the sounds of the rest of the compound and focused only on the soothing murmur of Paige’s voice. His cock twitched as she giggled, everything about her so light and innocent that it cleansed something in his soul. Never in all his years did he think he would be gifted with a Matriarch like this, a spirit so sweet and pure she shone like an exploding star.
 
   Her long, dark hair fell to the nip of her waist and the curve of her hips drove him wild. She was small, and he worried that she would have to have the growth regime before they could properly mate, but her abundant curves drove him wild. Pressing that soft, rounded body to his would be a pleasure unlike any other. The wind shifted and her faint scent of sweet and earthy spice inundated him, making his already stiff cock swell further. Thankfully he was wearing the tight underclothes that protected him during sparring, or he would have been embarrassingly erect in front of Paige. 
 
   She was a mystery, but from what he’d learned so far his Matriarch was a gentle creature who’d been hurt badly in the past. A jolt of anger breeched his careful shields, and he had to struggle for a moment to keep his temper in check. But only for a moment. To his immense relief, the killing rage, a mark of the madness, receded, and he thanked the Lord of Life for the miracle of finally meeting his bondmate. For a moment he wondered if he could keep the information locked down, but there were too many men here who’d witnessed his obvious reaction to finding his Matriarch. No doubt information was flowing to and from the Reaping ship about Paige right at this moment, the knowledge being traded for vast sums of money and political favors.
 
   The ramifications finally meeting Paige raced through him, and he suddenly feared for her. The news of the Supreme Commander of Kadothia’s army finding his Matriarch was no small political manner, and would attract a great deal of attention. He should be examining all sides of this situation, but he found it hard to think past his growing lust. Paige had full, rounded cheeks that scrunched up and turned pink when she laughed, and he wondered what she would look like when he pushed his erection into her for the first time. He’d hold her close, cradle her to him while he fucked them both to completion.
 
   Then something that Kimber said caught his attention. “Ask him to go on a date with you.”
 
   “What?” Paige squeaked, and he had to fight a smile, a miracle in itself.
 
   Before today, when was the last time he actually smiled?
 
   The loss of emotion was yet another sign of the madness, and he wondered how close he’d come to losing himself to his inner beast. 
 
   “Ask him on a date. You know, coffee or something. Get to know him. See how he is with you in public.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Kimber smiled at his alyah, and he drank in the sight of Paige grinning back as Kimber said, “In my experience, a guy can be super awesome at a dimly lit party when you’re drunk—”
 
   “I don’t drink.”
 
   “I know that. My point is you need to get to know him, and a day date is perfect for that.”
 
   “But I work tomorrow until four.”
 
   Kimber laughed and gave his future bride a squeeze on her shoulder. “So see him the day after that. Or do a late afternoon date.”
 
   “What if he says no?”
 
   Tren wanted to go over there and reassure his future bride he would never say no to her, but she didn’t know he was listening in on her conversation. 
 
   “Trust me, he won’t.”
 
   “I don’t know…” Paige glanced over her shoulder, and the moment her pale blue eyes—the color of the Earth sky at midday—met his, heat flashed through him before she quickly looked away. “He’s watching us.”
 
   Tren looked off to his left, not wanting to alarm Paige. He’d have to handle her delicately, like a newly hatched zendor cub. A mental ping came through his communication implants, letting him know he had a high security message waiting for him, but he ignored it. Nothing was more important than securing Paige’s affections. He’d like her kiss, but her friend was right. She deserved to be courted and even though she was unaware of her rights as a Kadothian bride, he would honor her by leading her slowly and gently into their bonding. 
 
   The beep in his head came again, but he ignored the increased security rating of whatever message needed his attention. He had to talk with Paige before he answered it, because he knew that once he received the message, he would have to leave her to deal with whatever the threat was. For a moment the peace inside of him waned as the reality of the overwhelming odds he fought every day to keep his people safe swamped him. It wasn’t just the Hive. It was space pirates, corrupt politicians, despots on distant planets, all of which threatened the Bel’Tan Galaxy. And that wasn’t even going into the deadly political games on Kadothia, a planet where territory was gained or lost by bloodshed. He’d won his land on the Cliffs of Goeth hundreds of years ago and had held it ever since, destroying any Warrior foolish enough to challenge his claim to the lush, mineral-rich land.
 
   And once, he’d shared that territory with a man he’d loved and trusted more than anyone.
 
   Only to be betrayed.
 
   “Um, Tren?”
 
   Paige’s shaking voice recalled him from his harsh memories, and he abruptly pulled himself together when he scented fear on her. “Forgive me, Paige, I was remembering unpleasant things.”
 
   The spiky fear scent faded, and he took in a deep breath of her sweetness, needing to rid himself of the primal urge to go on the offensive and slay whatever enemy was making her afraid. 
 
   “It’s okay. I, uh…I was wondering…”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She blinked up at him, coming a step closer, close enough that he could feel her heat. “What?”
 
   “Whatever you want from me, whatever you need, the answer will always be yes.”
 
   “Well, okay.” She looked down, and her embarrassment along with a good case of nervousness tickled at his senses. “So, would you like to drink coffee with me? I mean, go drink coffee, with me, at a place. That serves coffee.”
 
   Unable to stop himself despite knowing he didn’t have her official permission to touch her freely, he smoothed a strand of her long hair from her face, slipping his hand beneath the silky mass and groaning at the feel of it tickling his hand. What he wouldn’t give to feel all this softness spread out over his thighs as her lush mouth sucked on the head of his aching cock. He could picture her pink lips sealed over the deep purple tip, her blunt little teeth raking his shaft with each suck. 
 
   “Tren?”
 
   Realizing she was waiting for a response that didn’t include throwing her to the ground and claiming her right there and then, he struggled past his growing lust. “Yes. Where shall I meet you?”
 
   “Grind Me Gloria’s on Main Street.”
 
   He quickly pulled up the map of the area in his head and located it. Trying to recall his training on the mating rituals common to this part of Earth, he said, “Shall I provide transportation to you?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Hating the language barrier, he tried again. “Shall I transport you in my vehicle?”
 
   “Oh, you mean should you pick me up. No, I live right down the street, so I can walk.”
 
   “I would rather escort you so you are safe.”
 
   She laughed, the joyful sound awakening his soul and bringing an answering joy to his heart. “I think I’ll be okay. I grew up around here, I know everyone, and we keep an eye out for each other. I’ll be fine.”
 
   He’d have her followed every moment of the day by some of his most trusted men, but he didn’t need to let her know this. “I understand.”
 
   The beep that came in his head now was so strong it made him flinch. Lord of Life’s balls, it was from the High Council and marked Urgent. He could no longer ignore their summons. The last thing he wanted to do was leave Paige’s side, but they’d agreed to meeting again tomorrow, and he had to give her time to adjust and himself time to regain control of his newly reawakened emotions. 
 
   “Tren, are you okay?”
 
   Meeting Paige’s concerned gaze, he touched his temple and gave her the partial truth. “Headache.”
 
   Instantly her demeanor softened, and she stood on her tiptoes so she could reach his temple, brushing her fingers soothingly over his skin. “You should go lie down.”
 
   Leaving her made him want to shout and throw things, but he could not afford such childish displays of temper. “I shall. Will you give me a kiss goodnight?”
 
   He could see the indecision warring on her face, and mentally scolded himself for pushing her, but when she whispered ‘yes’ he wanted to roar with victory.
 
   “You’re too tall. Lean down a bit.”
 
   The feel of her small hands gripping his shoulders made him think of what it would be like to have her nails embedded in his skin as he rode her to orgasm after orgasm. The women of Earth were different from women born in the Bel’Tan galaxy. Their sheaths did not seal shut after a man orgasmed in order to keep the seed in. Earth women could have as many climaxes as she and her partner wanted during intercourse. The very idea had him eager to test out how much cock his bride would desire, but he forced himself to stay perfectly still as she slowly closed the distance between them. The first kiss, where he bit his tongue and shared his blood with her, had to come willingly from the bride. It was one of the absolute laws of the Reaping, and he could not break it.
 
   Especially with so many watching them, and no doubt recording this moment via their crystal implants.
 
   As much as he hated that, he wasn’t going to do anything to interrupt or scare off Paige. To his great dismay, she didn’t kiss his lips, instead trailing soft kisses down the scarred length of his jaw. The tenderness of her touch, the soft sounds of her breath on his skin, the perfume of her faint desire all sent him into a spiral of pleasure that went beyond himself, and into her. Ever so faintly he could sense Paige, his mind and body burning as the first strands of their bond snapped into existence, mentally linking them together. Sexual touch seemed to be the key to establishing the mental bond between mates for Earth women, but Tren had no idea it could be forged with so little contact between partners. 
 
   Ever so briefly her lips brushed over his, and she moaned softly against his tingling mouth before pulling away abruptly. 
 
   “I-I have to go.”
 
   She spun around and started to run off, but before she could get far he yelled out, “Tomorrow, Paige Grant.”
 
   Pausing, she looked back over her shoulder and gave him a huge smile that hit him like the kick of a reether. “Tomorrow, four o’clock. It was nice to meet you, Tren.”
 
   She gave him a little wave, then disappeared around the side of the house with her friends Kimber and Dawn trailing behind her.
 
   While he wished he could stay and gather information about Paige’s feelings for him, but duty called. He strode into the house to the transport room and stepped over to the side of the entryway before activating his mental shield then reading the message. When he did, he let out a roar of rage that made every man around him jump. “Slavers, here, on Earth!”
 
   The collective snarls of outrage that filled the room would have scared most grown men into fainting, let alone a woman, and Trenzent prayed his future bride was far enough away to have missed their fury.
 
   “Cormac,” he snapped at the blond and brown-haired man who’d rushed inside. “Follow Paige Grant. Do not let her out of your sight. I want her guarded at all times until I can return.”
 
   “Sir,” one of the men called out. “Did they manage to kidnap any humans?”
 
   “We do not know yet.” His skin crawled with the need for violence. “But I am personally going to find out how they got through the wormhole and who let them in.”
 
   ***
 
   Thirty-two hours later Trenzent lifted a weeping woman from her holding cage, the skin of her legs fused together by a sadistic medic to make sure no one took her virginity and damaged the merchandise. Once she’d arrived at a slaving planet she would have been literally cut open and rapidly healed, leaving no visible scare but no doubt mentally harming the woman for the rest of her life. The thought of Paige being taken by these bastards had his already stressed out system teetering on the brink of full rebellion. As it was he barely held onto his anger long enough to pass the woman off to a waiting Healer, who immediately began to treat her. 
 
   There, in the middle of the part of the country called Iceland on Earth, they’d found a sophisticated slaver’s shed equipped to handle the large scale smuggling of human cargo off Earth. They’d recently arrived and were still setting up the stasis holding cells they stored their living cargo in, but Trenzent knew documents had been found that indicated at least two shipments of humans had made it off Earth, through the wormhole, and back to the Bel’Tan galaxy where they disappeared. The thought of other men’s bondmates being on those ships made his blood run cold.
 
   “Commander,” Lady Elsin’s familiar voice came through his com link. “What is your status?”
 
   “Lady Elsin.” He tried to hide his surprise as the Lead Congress of the Northern Continent spoke to him from the Reaping ship. “I was unaware you were in the Milky Way Galaxy.”
 
   “Lorn has found his Matriarch.”
 
   He sucked in a quick breath. “Casey from the United States?”
 
   “Yes, you know of her?”
 
   He considered not telling Lady Elsin that Casey and Paige knew each other, but realized quickly it wouldn’t work with her. In addition to being Lead High Congress for the Northern Continent, the largest and most powerful Continent on Kadothia, her husbands secretly helped run the Kadothian spy network and made sure their wife was informed about everything—including Tren’s retirement. Once he was bonded, he would no longer be able to fulfill the role of Supreme Commander, and he would pass the title on to a worthy successor, voted on by the High Congress. Instead of going to the battle fronts, his priority would be keeping his Matriarch safe on Kadothia from any threats that may come her way and help her rule their territory.
 
   The military was all he’d ever known since he was a teenager. He felt some apprehension at stepping down, but the candidates to replace him were all good men.
 
   Or at least most of them were. 
 
   “I very briefly met Casey back on Earth when she came to visit Lorn at our command center,” Tren said as he watched another Earth woman brought out of a cage by a pair of grim faced healers. “She is friends with my potential bondmate.”
 
   Lady Elsin surprised him when she said, “I expect an invitation to your bonding ceremony. You would do well to accept my public show of support on your bride’s behalf. Trenzent, I know you avoid politics like the plague, but even you must be aware of the anti-Earth sentiment that’s building in the Bel’Tan galaxy.”
 
   He’d heard whispers, but hadn’t paid it much attention. “I have, but I was unaware of how serious it is.”
 
   “Nothing dire, but it would not hurt for your enemies to be aware that your Matriarch is well protected on all political fronts.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “There is another issue I must discuss with you. Security level Zupulon.”
 
   His heart was already beating hard from the rescue, but when she invoked one of the highest levels of secrecy Tren’s body surged with adrenaline. Security level Zupulon was reserved only for the most sensitive information that was a life or death matter. “What is the threat?”
 
   “We received information that there are slavers on the Reaping ship.”
 
   “Are you sure of this?”
 
   “No, but we intercepted a communication yesterday from someone on the ship regarding the price of an Earth woman of a specific type. It was astronomical. Earth men and women are the hottest commodity right now as an exotic species built for sex. If the slavers are using the Reaping ship to fulfill their orders we need to stop them, now.”
 
   Red filled his vision, and he almost choked on a howl of rage. Nearby a woman burst into hysterical tears while clutching at her healer, staring at Tren with a look of horror. Still wearing his helmet, he strode over to the other side of the holding room, to where additional stasis pods were being set up. 
 
   “Commander Trenzent,” Lady Elsin snapped with enough bite to her words to get through to him. “I know this is trying for you, but your bride will soon be on the Reaping ship, and I thought you should know.”
 
   “I will destroy them and feast on their hearts.”
 
   “I am sure you will, but first you must find them. I am sending my best Negotiators to help you try and find our enemies before they strike. A friend of yours whose loyalty you do not deserve, but have none the less.”
 
   His gut clenched, and he locked his emotions down as best he could, already suspecting he knew who she was sending. “Lord Rell.”
 
   “Yes. He is the best man for this job in many ways. I trust you two will be able to put aside any personal issues and work together to stop the slavers?”
 
   What he wanted to do was never see Rell again, but it seemed the Lord of Life, and Lady Elsin, had other plans. Part of him wanted to reject her offer, but what she said was true. If the slavers really were trying to find a foothold in the Milky Way galaxy, no one was better at finding them than Rell. 
 
   Too bad Tren didn’t know if he could be near the other man without fighting with him. Though his hatred seemed to be fading for some reason, he still couldn’t stand the thought of being near Rell. He considered bringing that up with Lady Elsin, but she would want to know the personal nature of their dispute, and he wasn’t sharing that information with anyone. The shame of his own actions that fateful day still haunted him with strong guilt. All those men, dead, because he wanted to spend more time with his secret blood brother.
 
   “Commander Trenzent?”
 
   “Are you sure Lord Rell is the best fit for this?”
 
   “I am absolutely certain.” Her voice softened. “Commander Trenzent, he needs you.”
 
   “I-I do not understand what you are saying.”
 
   “Lord Rell is even older than you are, Commander, and without the bond of a true blood brother he has been suffering.”
 
   “The madness?”
 
   “Not yet,” she said with a heavy emphasis on the word ‘yet’. “I must go, may the Lord of Life hold you in His grace, Supreme Commander.”
 
   “You as well, Lady Elsin.”
 
   After they disconnected, he forced himself to remain standing, not wanting the men carefully watching him to see even a moment of weakness. The threats to Paige from his enemies, the kidnappings, and the involvement of the slavers all tore at his self-control, but knowing Rell was on his way, that Tren would have to see his estranged blood brother, had Tren coming as close to breaking as he ever had. The feral part of him wanted to take his bride and flee, to hide her someplace where no one could hurt her, to keep her safe, but he knew that was the animalistic beast inside of him trying to take over his rational mind, so he fought it the only way he knew how, by thinking of Paige.
 
   Slowly the memory of her touch, taste, and scent calmed him enough that he fought the primal need inside of him back with the promise of seeing her. He craved her presence, the healing balm of her touch, and he needed to reassure himself that she was safe. Right now, on Earth, she was heavily guarded by Cormac and a half dozen Warriors that were keeping an eye on her while Tren dealt with the slavers. He used to believe she was safer on Earth than anywhere else, but as he watched more and more women, living cargo, being pulled from the stasis pods he knew Earth wasn’t as protected from the evils of the Bel’Tan galaxy as he’d hoped. Gathering himself, he opened his communication links with the officers around him and began to issue orders, wanting this mess cleaned up as quickly as he could so he could get back to Paige.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After he’d washed the filth of the last few days from his body, he took another energy booster and hoped it held him together long enough to get him through seeing Paige before his body shut down and he passed out.
 
   Cormac drove him to her home in the small shopping district of the town in his flashy red transport vehicle, a new Corvette that stood out and drew unnecessary attention.
 
   “You are sure she is there?”
 
   “Yes.” Cormac seemed irritated as his fingers grasped and squeezed the wheel of the vehicle. “She just returned from taking care of the children she watches over. Mylin has a visual on the only door in and out of her place. Other than her friends Dawn, Kimber…and Roxie coming over she’s had no visitors.”
 
   Tren’s tired mind grasped onto the change in Cormac’s voice when he said the name Roxie. “Roxie, Casey’s sister? Is she your potential bride?”
 
   Cormac didn’t even bother to deny it. “Yes.”
 
   “Congratulations. Have you had your first kiss?”
 
   “No,” Cormac growled. “She is an excessively difficult woman, especially with her sister Casey missing. They all believe she has been kidnapped and is in great danger. Roxie is on the warpath and she suspects me of the most absurd things, like being a Russian spy, and does not trust me enough to get near her. I wish I could tell her that her sister is alive and happy, but it is forbidden by the planetary regulations.”
 
   Letting out a low whistle, Tren shook his head. “I hate that the people of Earth do not know that their women are safe, loved, and cherished—and not in any kind of pain or danger.”
 
   “As do I, but we cannot expose them to our technology, especially when we will have to leave when the wormhole closes and not monitor them. We could inadvertently be giving them the one thing that destroys them.”
 
   Tren didn’t bother to argue, knowing the truth of the statement. “Is Paige worried about Casey?”
 
   Slowing the car, Cormac eased into the alley behind one of the old brick buildings that lined Main Street of this small town. “Very. She has been handing out fliers to people asking if they have seen her. And the last place public Casey was seen was at our bonfire with Lorn. Our disguises held, but the High Council was not happy with the attention drawn to our base.”
 
   “Wonderful.”
 
   Cormac gave him a sickly smile. “I hate to give you more bad news, but I overheard Paige talking about you. She was not happy that you ‘stood her up’.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “You made a date with her and did not arrive. She sat alone in the coffee shop waiting for you for two hours.” Cormac’s voice grew softer. “I could see her losing hope. It was painful and embarrassing to watch. And…I think there is a human male who may be attempting to court her. He works at the coffee shop and spent a great deal of time flirting with her before she left.”
 
   Dread tried to rule him, tried to send him running up the stairs to grasp at his only hope, slowly slipping through his fingers because of duty. If he’d just stayed a little while longer, he could have kept his promise to meet her. The darkness his soul had absorbed while rescuing those Earth women seemed to gnaw at him from the inside out. 
 
   Maybe she loved this human male. “Did she respond to his attentions?”
 
   “Not at all. His efforts to attract her made her uncomfortable, and she made it clear she did not return his attempts at flirtation. I do not believe he is a threat, merely a nuisance.”
 
   “And you know this from those absurd Earth movies you watch on human courtship? Their ways make no sense.”
 
   The dark blond in Cormac’s hair gleamed as he gave Tren a sharp look. “The movies I watch may be foolish, but they are not meant to be serious. They are idealized versions of their courting rituals, not guides on how to approach women. But just because humans cannot link on a psychic level does not mean they cannot experience true love for each other. There are happy Earth couples who are intensely bonded in a way we’ll never understand. Though they are different from us, do not look down on them. They are a young race, still growing, but they have great promise.”
 
   Tren wanted to pull out his hair with frustration as he stared at the backdoor to Paige’s building. “So my potential Matriarch is frantic over her missing friend, mad that I did not keep our promised meeting, and there is a man I should be eliminating for attempting to take what is mine, but I cannot because of the laws of engagement with this planet. Do you have any good news?”  
 
   Lips twitching, Cormac studied him in a slightly smug way that had Tren growling. “She dreams about you. I was watching over her last night, and she began to talk in her sleep, about you.”
 
   “She dreams of me?” Hope burned inside of him that she was having True Dreams of him, dreams sent from the Lord of Life to alert her to her bondmate. “How do you know? What did she say?”
 
   “Well, she said your name a great deal, but as for the rest…” Cormac eyed him in the small confines of the car. “I would rather not repeat it. You might take offense. And in my defense I stopped listening once I realized the nature of your future Matriarch’s dreams. Needless to say, your shy bride has some rather un-shy dreams about you.”
 
   A small ember of hope burned in his chest. “She is attracted to me?”
 
   “In her dreams, at least.”
 
   “Then there is hope.”
 
   Cormac put his hand on his shoulder and gave it a tight squeeze. “Commander, until you are dead there is always hope. I did some reconnaissance while I placed an emergency homing beacon in her living room. Nothing invasive, but I was curious as to how her home appeared.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Cormac’s normally teasing smile softened. “Paige Grant is a very young woman, who believes in fairy tales.”
 
   Frowning, Tren glared at him. “She is a fully grown, mature woman. If she was not, I would not be attracted to her or even be able to sense her as anything other than a female child. You understand how bondmates work.”
 
   “You misunderstood me. She has a young soul, sweet and pure despite the abuse she suffered.”
 
   The low rumble of Tren’s growl filled the small cab of the vehicle. Yes, thanks to his research into her past and the documents he’d read from the police reports he knew she’d suffered. Her bastard of a father had decided to escape the world with alcohol, one of the things humans had in common with Kadothians—the enjoyment of fermented beverages. Paige’s sire began to drink intoxicating beverages heavily after the loss of his wife to an illness called cancer. At the time Paige lost her mother to illness she’d been eleven years old. When she was twelve the beatings began, and by the time she was fifteen her father had kicked her through the plate glass window of their home.
 
   “Easy,” Cormac soothed. “He is in prison, and he will never get out. Too many fights while he was serving his time.”
 
   “He should be dead.”
 
   “It would hurt her.”
 
   “Are you sure? I believe she would sleep better knowing he was no longer able to harm her or anyone else.”
 
   “Commander, she believes in a happily ever after.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “From what I can tell, it means she has faith that her life will end in happiness. A happiness that does not include the man of her dreams vengeance killing her father. Happily ever after means she will meet the one man in the Universe she was meant to love, then they will live happily ever after together.”
 
   “Bondmates,” Tren whispered softly.
 
   “Different names, same concept.”
 
   Hanging his head, Tren rubbed the tense muscles of the back of his neck, his thighs twitching with the need to move because of the stimulant. “I need to go to her before I pass out.”
 
   “I will wait for you. If you wish me to leave you alone with your bride, send me a signal. With the transporter in her home I can beam you directly to the ship if there is an emergency.”
 
   “My thanks, Admiral.”
 
   Cormac’s hazel green eyes grew serious. “Anything for my Commander. We have fought together for centuries, and I am honored to be of assistance to you during your bonding.”
 
   He saluted, and Tren had to fight back the once familiar warmth of friendship filling him. At some point he’d stopped caring about his men like he used to, and he found himself remembering this feeling. Kinship. Pride. The love of the brotherhood. He took a moment to let it settle before giving Cormac a brief nod, acknowledging his words. 
 
   With a tired sigh, Tren exited the car and approached the thick, metal back door leading to Paige’s small apartment. He punched in the code Cormac had supplied him to release the locks, then moved up the stairs, his muscles protesting every move. The soft fabric of his gray cotton pants felt unusually light against his skin after so many hours being bound up in his battle armor. He’d led the hunt to find the slavers as a clear signal that there would be zero tolerance for anyone seeking to exploit the people of Earth. Now only this comforting fabric encased his body, and as he got closer to Paige’s apartment he realized he was reacting to her hormones saturating the air like a rutting beast. 
 
   Another deep breath confirmed this as he had to fight getting further aroused. It would not doubt scare her, and he didn’t need any more reasons for her to be weary of him. If she thought he had anything to do with Casey’s disappearance it would make it next to impossible for her to trust him. 
 
   Her door at the top of the stairs was painted a bright red and had an elegant black metal decoration that he soon realized was a peep hole. 
 
   This suspicion was confirmed when the hole darkened after he knocked.
 
   “What the…Trenzent?”
 
   Her voice didn’t sound very welcoming, but he pushed that thought aside. “Paige, I need to speak with you, please.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   The hostility in her tone threw him. “Please, let me talk with you.”
 
   “Do you know where Casey is?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I have nothing to say.”
 
   “Please, Paige, let me explain myself. I had no choice, I had to leave.”
 
   “Right, and where you went there were no phones or any way to let me know that you weren’t going to make it.”
 
   “You did not give me your phone number,” he said in a gentle tone, knowing he already had it memorized.
 
   “Oh, right. Well, you could have sent one of your buddies.”
 
   “I did not think you would want some strange man showing up in my place. Knowing the other men are single, there is no way I would send any of them to spend time with you. One moment in your presence and they would want you for their own.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” she muttered, hurt threading through her voice.
 
   “Paige, please, do not make me have this conversation through your door. I am exhausted, but I wish to speak with you before I can finally sleep. Give me a chance to explain.”
 
   For a long moment there was silence, then the sound of bolts sliding, along with the jingle of a chain, before she opened the door. 
 
   “Come in.”
 
   For a long moment he remained frozen, drinking in the sight of her when he really thought she might reject him. The bond between them was as fragile as the web of a funtur beetle, and just as beautiful. That faint connection between their souls allowed him to feel her surprise as she stared at him, the soft arousal fluttering through her nervous system. His own lust roared through him as he took in her rounded, pale legs exposed by the small scrap of her dark mahogany shorts. The curve of her delicate shoulder was also exposed, as was the rather impressive swell of her breasts behind the thin fabric of her pink shirt. She was wearing a covering over her mounds, but her rather large nipples were poking through both layers of fabric.
 
   Her hair was held back from her face in a sparkling band and the scent of something sweet and creamy came from her breath. He found the answer when he scanned the room behind her and found an opened container of butter pecan ice cream sitting on a small wood table before a modest sized television. Her furniture was a pale rose color that showed signs of use, but it was clean as was the rest of the place. While her scent was heavy there, it was still light enough for him to tell she hadn’t lived in the building long. This was a temporary home and it gave him hope that she would leave her world behind for him.
 
   That is, if he got her to forgive him for failing to show up. Her arms were crossed beneath her lush breasts and her little foot had begun to tap a quick tempo against the floor. When those Earth blue eyes of hers met his, they burned him with the heat of her anger. Those were universal signs of female displeasure, and he heeded that warning, stepping quickly into the room before she slammed the door shut. Unable to think of the appropriate Earth response to this situation—he had no idea what ritual they used to apologize to their women—he dropped to his knees before her as he’d been trained to do. All men on Kadothia were raised to be good mates to their Matriarchs, to be worthy of being their husband, to be aware of the sacrifice that led to the honor of having a wife. 
 
   Theirs was a hard life, but standing in the presence of his reward made every moment of suffering worth it. She eased him, soothed the open wounds still draining his soul. Parts of him that had become unstable began to settle and a profound peace came over him. The deep calm helped him rein himself in, aware he was starting to scare her. 
 
   Her breasts filled his vision, but he made himself look up at her. “Please, my alyah, forgive me. I ask for your leave to apologize properly for hurting you.”
 
   A bright flush now covered her neck in pink, a few shades lighter than her shirt, and he smiled in amusement as it crept up into her cheeks. His pale bride was going to be very easy to read, even without the psychic bond. Her delicate skin betrayed her, and he wondered if her whole body would flush with her orgasm. Already her lips were a deep pink, softening for his kiss. 
 
   The predator inside of him flexed and focused its sights on the woman who was born to be his. Time was of the essence, the Lord of Life had already reminded Tren of this with his earlier rescue. While he didn’t want to rush her, he had to lock her down, had to make the hormonal exchange that would change her into a Matriarch. The thought of licking her sweet lips, of forcing them open to accept his tongue had him so hard he hurt.
 
   Something about his thoughts must have reflected on her face because the fear in her scent was chased away by interest and light arousal. “What are you talking about? Get up.”
 
   “Please, I beg of you, let me make it up to you.”
 
   “Fine, whatever, just get off your knees.”
 
   “First, your hands, please.”
 
   Frowning down at him, she was so adorable in her confused anger he had to hold back a chuckle. “Are you drunk?”
 
   “No, please. This is a tradition in my country.” He’d never said please to anyone in his life, but he’d beg her for the privilege of seducing her.
 
   Could she not see that she already owned his soul?
 
   She blinked. “Oh, well, okay. I know it sounds weird, but despite your accent I forget you’re not from around here and things might be different in your culture. I didn’t mean to be rude.”
 
   “Alyah, you are the kindest woman I have ever had the honor of meeting.”
 
   “You hardly know me,” she whispered, her expression softening with pleasure.
 
   “We both know that is untrue. I know you in here,” he tapped his chest, “where it matters the most.”
 
   Her long, dark lashes fluttered, and he marveled again at the way everything about her softened to him when he showed her affection. It startled him to think that she was as starved for love as he was. Her mental shields had softened as well, and he wondered if she could feel his more extreme emotions yet. Just in case, he guarded his thoughts from her, at once yearning for a deeper connection and not wanting his own desperation to affect her decisions about him. Even with his strength fading by the second, everything he did was for her. It went beyond instinct to the core of what made him who he was. Paige Dana Grant, his bondmate, would always come first.
 
   He took both of her hands in his own then brought them to his lips. Her hands were so small, and he wondered again if she should go through a growth regime before they mated, then decided against it. Yes, Earth women produced more lubricant than women of the Bel’Tan galaxy, and Tren was more than eager to bring her to climax repeatedly until her nectar flowed freely, but she was at least a foot smaller than he was. They would deal with that issue later. First he had to make sure she made the Transition from human to Kadothian Matriarch with his blood.
 
   She trembled and asked in a shaky voice, “Tren, what are you doing?”
 
   “Shhhh,” he soothed her even as the scent of her arousal strengthened, tempting him. “I am replacing the pain with pleasure.”
 
   “I don’t—”
 
   He chose that moment to suck one of her fingers into his mouth, the taste of her skin drawing a groan from him that she answered. 
 
   The art of pleasuring a woman was more than just focusing on her erogenous zones, it meant learning every inch of her body, worshiping each one, in order to win the battle for her love. 
 
   Even something as simple as the palm of her hand could become a source of great pleasure.
 
   He licked the soft skin at the center of her right hand lightly, delighting in the way she moaned and staggered back a step. Without thought he looped an arm around her waist, still holding her hand as he licked at the delicate webbing between her fingers. He couldn’t wait to get his tongue into the heat of her sex, to play with the extra folds of skin Earth women had there instead of the smooth slit he was used to. Most of all he wanted to play with her clit. According to his studies it was a bundle of nerves that was a direct route to an Earth woman’s pleasure, something that would give him the ability to make her climax over and over. Just the idea of riding those waves of pleasure with her had his throbbing shaft leaking pre-cum.
 
   “That feels so good,” she whispered. “Why does it feel so good?”
 
   Teasing the delicate skin of her inner wrist with his lips, he drowned in her desire. “Because we were made for each other.”
 
   Her breast brushed the side of his face as she shifted, her hard nipple skimming over his cheek. Before he could stop himself he had her full mound grasped in his hand and his mouth locked on the thick bump of her nipple through her clothing, sucking hard. Her reaction was instant, her back hitting the wall as she slammed her palms against the surface then moaned. 
 
   He started to move to switch to the other breast, but her slender hands buried themselves in his short hair, making him wonder if he should grow it again so she had something to hold on to.
 
   The sharp pain of her little nails pricking his scalp as she held him tight to her soft breast had his hips thrusting on their own, his cock swollen and needing to mate.
 
   The kiss, his mind whispered, you must win her willing kiss.
 
   A trembling started in his thighs, but he ignored it, knowing his body had been pushed to the brink but needing to hold on just a little longer.
 
   Paige’s eyes were barely open, and she appeared dazed as she let out a sound that was an odd mixture of pleasure and pain. Her sweet scent filled him, coated his skin, and he gave her nipple one last nip before releasing it, despite her pressing hands. Bracing one arm on the wall behind her, praying she didn’t notice the tremors rippling his body, he said, “Please, kiss me.”
 
   The greatest moment in his life had to be the second her soft mouth pressed to his own.
 
   Too bad he was seconds away from passing out.
 
   With a groan, he sliced open his tongue and slid it between her pouting lips, pausing to trace their bow. He was met with a fleeting glance of her tongue, then a stronger one as he slipped his hand between them, pinching and pulling at her nipples. Instantly she became more aggressive, sucking on his tongue, kissing him back until he was growling his need. Her nipples were so responsive, and he opened the bond wide between them so she could hopefully feel his desire.
 
   It must have worked, because she threw her head back with a gasp, banging the wall lightly while grinding her pelvis against his abdominals. If he’d been strong enough to stand, he would have lifted her in his arms and pressed his erection into all that wriggling heat. A light red blush started to cover her chest when he leaned back, the dark purple of his blood gleaming in the corner of her kiss swollen mouth. She was magnificent in her lust, the glow of her life force so bright through the growing bond between them he felt dizzy.
 
   It took him a few seconds to realize that he was about to pass out, and his greatest regret was that he wouldn’t get to see Paige climax before it happened.
 
   But he got his kiss.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Paige Grant
 
    
 
   Arousal tightened her body, her thighs clenching as she rubbed her clit against Tren’s rock hard pelvis, grinding herself against him in an effort to find relief for the sensations blazing through her.
 
   She’d never, ever been aroused like this before, and she wondered at the hard need riding her. The throbbing between her legs demanded to be filled, and she could still taste Tren with every ragged breath she took. Sharp bolts of arousal shot from her nipples to her clit and back again, brought on by Tren’s skilled fingers. She hadn’t removed one piece of clothing, and she was about to come for him. Surely there had to be something wrong with that. Dawn always complained about how it took a guy forever to get her off, and this was when they were naked.
 
   Tingles unfurled in her belly, and she braced her hands on Tren’s impossibly broad shoulders, once again feeling like Belle with her Beast kneeling before her. 
 
   Then his hands dropped from her breasts, and he began to slump to the side.
 
   Before she could gather her arousal shattered mind, he hit the floor loud enough to shake her from her stupor.
 
   “Tren!”
 
   Dropping to her knees next to his prone body, she fluttered her hands helplessly over his massive frame, not knowing what to do. Panic shook her as she held her fingers before his mouth, relieved to feel the soft exhalation of his steady breath. Rolling him over onto his back took so much effort she had to brace her feet against the floor and push with her legs. Jesus, he was as heavy as a boulder and twice as hard. Part of her felt like a dirty pervert, but she couldn’t help admiring the bumps and curves of his muscles through the thin fabric of his clothes as she shoved.
 
   Speaking of thin fabric…
 
   Her gaze went lower, and she sat back on her ass abruptly enough to make her teeth click in a painful way.
 
   The man was huge. Like ‘Doctor, I think he broke my vagina’ huge. His aroused member strained against his pants, the head a distinct mushroom-shaped bump that had her yearning to give it a stroke. Then she reminded herself that a) she didn’t molest passed out people and b) Tren couldn’t be in that much medical distress if he had a hard-on of that healthy size going on. Then again, maybe it took so much blood to fill that beast that he’d passed out due to lack of circulation to his brain.
 
   Realizing she was still staring at his crotch, she forced her eyes away to her cell phone. 
 
   Should she call 911? He didn’t appear to be in any kind of distress, his breathing regular, and he wasn’t thrashing about. If anything, he looked almost…peaceful.
 
   A buzzing came from the intercom that connected with her front door security pad.
 
   Stumbling to her feet, she shuffled over to the wall, her gaze still on a passed out Tren. She’d noticed earlier that he looked tired, but now, even in his sleep, exhaustion painted every line of his scarred face. He gave a light snore, and she froze, then blinked as he did it again, clearly snoring softly in his sleep. The tension in his face had smoothed out and he seemed completely at peace.
 
   He’d fallen asleep in the middle of kissing her?
 
   During one of the most erotic, exciting moments of her life, he’d been so unmoved he’d fallen asleep.
 
   Wow, that did not help out in the self-confidence department.
 
   The buzzer rang again and when she answered it she snapped, “What?”
 
   There was a moment of silence, then a hesitant but deep male voice. “Forgive me, Matri—um, ma’am. My name is Cormac Altin and I am here to retrieve, I mean pick up my friend Trenzent.”
 
   Pressing the button to respond, she shook her head, trying to make sense of what a weird place her life had suddenly become. One minute she was home alone trying to eat away her sorrow over Tren standing her up by inhaling ice cream, the next he was passed out on her floor after making her dry hump him like a horny poodle. He shifted a bit in his sleep, the shirt he wore pulling up on its side as he stretched an arm overhead. The smooth, glorious expanse of tanned skin that was exposed gave her the burning desire to lick him all over. She bet he tasted delicious, every delicious inch. An intense fantasy of raking her hands down his abs while she took him in her mouth caught her by surprise and she tried to scold herself for being a pervert and look away.
 
   That lasted all of about a second and her gaze went right back to that sliver of skin.
 
   Sexy.
 
   From what she could see, his stomach was bare of hair, and she wondered if he had a happy trail that was still hidden by the smooth cloth.
 
   And damn, he smelled amazing.
 
   “Ms. Grant?”
 
   It almost hurt to look away from Tren, but she did and rubbed her hand over her mouth, wondering if her lips were as swollen as they felt. “Yes, sorry. You’re here to pick up Tren?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good, because he just passed out, and I don’t know what to do with him.”
 
   “He passed out?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m buzzing you in.”
 
   She swore it was less than five seconds before Tren’s ride was knocking on her door. When she opened it and revealed a very tall, very big man with long brown and blond streaked hair she blinked. Cut cheekbones, a narrow jaw, and lovely almond-shaped hazel eyes all came together to form a very attractive package. He wore a faded Led Zeppelin T-shirt and a pair of distressed jeans that clung to his thick thighs.
 
   When she looked back up from her head to toe perusal, she found him staring into her small apartment, Tren’s bulk clearly out of place on the floor by her couches. 
 
   “Come in,” she said quickly and moved out of the way, closing the door behind him. “We were just...um...talking, and he...well he went to sleep. Is he on drugs? What’s wrong with him?”
 
   Moving quickly, really quickly, to Tren’s side, Cormac knelt and pulled out what looked like a black pen, running it quickly over Tren’s body. “He is not on recreational substances.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   When Cormac glanced at her, he almost looked guilty, then he gave her a dazzling smile. “Nothing.”
 
   “Right. What’s wrong with him?” She took a step closer, weary of the stranger but worried about Tren.
 
   His gaze darted to her mouth, and he grinned. “He will be okay, Ms. Grant.”
 
   Resisting the urge to wipe at her lips, she frowned, trying to adopt a stern tone of voice. “He doesn’t look okay.”
 
   “That is because Trenzent is suffering from exhaustion. He should have rested before coming to see you, but he was too upset to sleep. He used the last of his strength to make it to your side. I volunteered to drive him because he should not be guiding any form of transport in this state. I assure you, his only desire was to see you as soon as possible. Even at the danger of his own health.”
 
   The helpless romantic in her loved that notion, but her practical nature wasn’t so easily swayed. Something was off here. “Where was he? And why the heck would he do something as stupid as risking his life to see me?”
 
   Cormac hesitated, then met her gaze directly. “Because he cares a great deal for you.”
 
   “Bu-but he hardly knows me.”
 
   “Were you worried about him?”
 
   Unsure where he was going with this surreal conversation, and not wanting to admit that yes, she had indeed worried about him, a lot, she tried to keep them off the subject of her confused and profound feelings for the strange man sleeping deeply on her floor.  “Where was he?”
 
   “That is for Trenzent to tell you.”
 
   She moved closer, feeling protective of Tren when he was obviously helpless. “Are you sure he doesn’t need a doctor.”
 
   “He is merely tired. A few hours rest and he’ll be as good as new. I suspect he has not slept in days.”
 
   “Why in the world would he do that? He is on drugs, isn’t he? I should have known. No one has that perfect of a body without chemical help. Is he on steroids? No—wait, it’s cocaine, isn’t it? I watched a documentary—”
 
   “Ms Grant,” Cormac practically shouted. “He is not a drug addict. We have…we have important duties that take precedence over our needs.”
 
   “Duties? What duties. You’re a bunch of male models doing a conditioning camp. Or at least that’s what you’ve told us. For all we know you could be a bunch of Russian spies sent to seduce us into being your sex slaves.”
 
   “Russian spies?” He sighed and sat back easily on his haunches while rubbing his face. “You have had a conversation with Roxie.”
 
   She shouldn’t be surprised that he knew who Casey’s sister was. As soon as Casey went missing Roxie came back on special leave from the National Guard to help find her. Paige had even gone with Roxie to the farmhouse in an effort to get some information on her sister and the guy she’d been seen with last, Lorn, who was ‘out of state and unavailable’. While she didn’t believe Roxie’s theory that they were a bunch of spies, there was certainly something suspicious going on over there. 
 
   Forcing back her worries, she gestured to Tren lying on her worn wood floor. “Should I get him a pillow? That doesn’t look very comfortable.”
 
   Cormac glanced at Tren, then back to her. “Yes, that would be wonderful. Can you also get me a towel and a wet washcloth?”
 
   “Uh, sure. I’ll be right back.” 
 
   She took one last look at Tren, willing his eyes to open so she could lose herself in their warm, silvery depths, then headed down the narrow hall to her bathroom where she grabbed a clean washcloth from beneath the sink. Her hands trembled and when she looked up into the mirror she winced. Her already sloppy ponytail had been mauled by Tren during the kiss—he seemed to enjoy touching her hair—and a light whisker burn reddened her chin. Something purple was smeared over the corner of her mouth, and when she licked it off to investigate it she discovered it wasn’t the grape jelly from a doughnut she’d eaten earlier. No, this tasted salty, but good in a savory way, and she was puzzled by what it could be. 
 
   The cool water of the sink gradually warmed, and soon she had the washcloth, along with a couple towels, a pillow, and a blanket all crammed in her arms. 
 
   Barely able to see over the top of her pile, she walked back to the living room. “Cormac, can you give me a hand?”
 
   Silence was the only answer, and when she dropped the load of stuff on the ground, the room was totally empty.
 
   ***
 
   In desperate need of an ice cream fix, but totally out of ice cream, Paige mentally added to the list of comfort foods she’d get at the gourmet grocery store two blocks down. The evening was still warm even though it was past eight o’clock at night, so she’d thrown on a pair of jean shorts and a pretty lemon yellow tank top that was tight around her breasts, but flowed out around her not so flat belly. Her black and yellow flip flops smacked the cement of the sidewalk as she strolled past the mostly closed stores of downtown Chelsea, Michigan. Inside them, all kinds of cute crafts, artwork, clothes, and decorations all tempted her into buying things she couldn’t afford.
 
   But she loved to window shop. It soothed her in an odd way to imagine some amazing life where she didn’t have to decide between having a bed that didn’t squeak when she turned over or food in her fridge. Then again, at least she had a fridge.
 
   And she had ice cream.
 
   After chatting with the clerk a little bit, a nice lady who was one of her high school friends’ moms, Paige said goodbye as the bell over the door rang. Her shadow painted the sidewalk now and again, her body illuminated by the lights of a car passing down the main road and the quaint streetlights. While this area was nowhere near as busy as Ann Arbor would be on a lovely night like this, there was still enough foot traffic that she never felt alone. That is, until she hit the alley leading to her door. 
 
   It wasn’t a dirty or icky alley, rather a well-kept drive flanked by neatly trimmed evergreen bushes and looked out into the backyards of some of the old Victorian homes in the area. They were beautifully landscaped with mounds of flowers and luxurious sitting areas that made her daydream of tea parties with her friends, all dressed like princesses. She daydreamed a lot, her fantasy world much more exciting than reality, so she couldn’t blame herself for missing the guys following her at first. It wasn’t until a rock got in her flip flop and she had to stop and bend over to get it out that she saw two men.
 
   The first wore an odd gold gown and had long gray hair and an oddly long forehead. He glared at her like she’d killed his dog, and she wet her lips, trying to get her body to move. They were at the end of alley, far enough away that she could dash to her apartment, but the menace coming from them had nausea filling her stomach. Every one of her senses screamed danger, but she couldn’t seem to make herself stop staring at them.
 
   The other man was big, not as big as Tren, but huge nonetheless compared to her five foot nothing height. He had long black hair and a craggy face, his brow very defined and his nose long and sharp. The clothing he wore reminded her of a sleeker version of police tactical gear. She’d seen plenty of that during the riots following the Event, but there were no markers that would indicate he was with any law enforcement agency.
 
   And he was watching her intently, staring at her actually, hatred burning in his gaze. She gasped in a breath, holding the grocery bag in front of her like a shield. Lifting her chin, she tried to appear confident. Unfortunately, the bag she was holding rattled loudly due to her nervous tremors.
 
   “Stay back.”
 
   The man with him smirked then disappeared around the corner of the building. That left her with the guy in the combat gear, and he did not look happy. He snarled, and she screamed at the sight of his enlarged canine teeth. Shit, a vampire. She was going to be killed by a vampire, and not a nice one either. There was a certain gleam in his eye that let her know he meant business, that he was looking forward to hurting her. It was the same gleam she’d seen in her father’s eye before he began kicking her.
 
   A small flash at the end of the alley distracted her for a moment and the huge man closed the distance between them with another snarl, a long black blade in his hand that surely meant bad things for her.
 
   Taking in a deep breath to scream again as she turned to run, her noise was suddenly cut off by the unexpected sight of Cormac stepping from the shadows. He snarled, his canine teeth also long and deadly, before he fired…something at the roaring man while he shouted in a growl loud enough to vibrate her bones. Whatever Cormac had hit the man with, a glowing green orb, it quickly ate through his body until there was nothing left but slime that was hardening as she watched.
 
   She probably would have fainted, but a nice man was there to catch her.
 
   “Be at ease, Paige Grant. My name is Nosa. I am a friend and you are safe.”
 
   She tilted her head back and found an unfamiliar man with the darkest skin she’d ever seen, muscles on top of muscles, and silky black hair that went down to the middle of his back in a tight braid. While he was big, Tren was bigger, and she didn’t get any type of negative vibe from him. If anything he had a very kind smile, dimple and all, but her mind was still trying to figure out what she’d seen.
 
   “Did he melt?” she asked in an unsteady voice.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   He had a nice accent, like Tren’s but thicker. “Melt, like the wicked witch.”
 
   Cormac slowly approached them. The thing he’d used to turn that guy into goo was gone. And so was the goo. Fear hit now that her shock was lessening some, a cold sweat stinging her skin as tears began to surface. Sometimes, when she was really afraid, like right now, her whole body would shake with adrenaline. She hated it, hated this visceral overreaction to fear because it made it hard for her to do anything but curl up into a ball.
 
   “Ms. Grant,” Cormac said in a soft voice. “It is all right. You are safe. I am your friend, and I am here to protect you.”
 
   “Protect me? What the hell was that about, Cormac? Did you just zap that guy into a puddle? Did you kill him?”
 
   “Yes, I did. He was a slaver seeking a bounty on you.”
 
   “A slaver? Like-like slavery?”
 
   “Yes, slavery.” He exchanged a look with the big guy still supporting her. “Though he should not be in this galaxy. Somehow he made it through the wormhole.”
 
   “Damned slavers,” Nosa snarled. “I must inform Lord Rell.”
 
   “And I will tell the Commander once he awakes from his healing sleep.” Cormac frowned, his body tensing when a car passed the alley. “I will deal with Ms. Grant. You take his remains back to the ship.”
 
   “As you wish, Admiral.”
 
   “Wait, deal with?” Utterly and completely confused, Paige looked up in alarm at Cormac. “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   “I am going to make everything better. The silver thorn of a nyval, a really nasty insect, erases memories without any harm. Do not worry. I will only take away this unpleasant encounter. You will have enough to deal with during your Transition already.” He took a deep inhalation, then nodded. “It has already begun. I knew the Commander had nothing to fear. You were meant to be.”
 
   Before she could stop him, he jabbed her in the arm with a tiny silver thorn and everything went dark. 
 
   ***
 
   Fourteen hours later she lay in her bed, sweating and shivering at the same time as she bemoaned her fate. 
 
   Gourmet ice cream her ass. That fancy-dancy ten-dollar ice cream had made her sicker than a dog. At least she thought it was the ice cream. The hospital said food poisoning could have come from a variety of sources she’d run into contact with, not just a half gallon of iced hot chocolate rocky road ice cream. Maybe if she hadn’t eaten almost the whole container she wouldn’t be feeling like such poop.
 
   Food poisoning, the fourth case this week according to her small local hospital. So far the origin was unknown, but case workers were trying to put together profiles of everyone suffering from food poisoning of an unknown origin. She knew all this because Mrs. Westfall, while frantically searching for Casey, still took the time to take Paige to the ER. Paige had protested at first, but after she’d barfed for what felt like six straight hours, she needed the anti-nausea meds the hospital gave her. 
 
   Casey’s mom was strung out, but hiding it well, and Paige did her best to hold it together. Thankfully Casey’s mom had gone straight into nurturer mode and seemed to have found strength in the role. She took care of Paige just like she always did and at times like this, Paige was so thankful to have Mrs. Westfall in her life. The woman had practically adopted her and was always there when Paige needed a mom. By the time she left, with the refrigerator stocked with food and the small apartment sparkling clean, Casey’s mom had a real smile on her face. Once Mrs. Westfall was gone, Paige had crashed for eight hours. She’d probably still be sleeping if her empty stomach hadn’t awoken her. 
 
   Thankfully, the nausea had eased and as she slowly turned onto her side the dizziness abated. A few deep breaths later she was shuffling across the room, her muscles unbelievably sore and her whole body aching. Especially her chest and pelvic region. With a frown, she cupped her breast and gave it a small squeeze, gasping at the pleasurable sensation.
 
   “What the hell?” she mumbled.
 
   After using the toilet, she jumped into the shower, needing to wash the smell of sickness off her body. She wrapped her hair into a bun on top of her head, not having the energy to deal with all the maintenance long hair required, and lifted her face to the spray. As the water washed over her body she let out a long sigh, the sensation almost like a lover’s fingertips skating over her skin. With a start, she realized she was rubbing her nipples instead of washing her breasts and shook her head briskly, trying to clear her mind and focus on getting clean, not getting off.
 
   It worked long enough for her to get out of the shower and dry off, but as she rubbed lotion into her legs she found herself pressing her thighs together. 
 
   Maybe now that she was feeling better her body chose to remind her of the orgasm it had been promised, then denied, by Tren.
 
   She hoped he was okay and wondered if she should try to contact him. Then again, maybe she’d wait a little bit before seeking him out. He hadn’t given her his cell phone number and the thought of going to his house, alone, and facing dozens of huge men was not something she would do. 
 
   Slipping on her lavender lounge pants, she had to grip the edge of her dresser to steady herself before she fell on her butt. Her pussy was swollen and already the gusset of the lacy cotton panties she wore was damp with her arousal. Images of Tren kept bombarding her, filling her with a wild craving for his touch. The memory of his taste, the feel of his large hands on her, his mouth seducing her, the way he’d suckled her nipples, all had her shifting restlessly. Maybe she could get Roxie to come with her to the house where Tren was staying. Then again, that might be a bad idea. Last thing she needed was Roxie going all crazy bitch on the man she intended to kiss until neither of them could breathe.
 
   A sharp pang darted between her legs, her arousal so sharp she was a breath away from grinding on the side of her dresser.
 
   No, seeing Tren right now wouldn’t be a good idea. No matter how much she wanted him, he was a stranger, and she had to be careful. Even as she thought this, she knew deep in her heart that he would never hurt her. In fact, she felt safer with him than she had with anyone in a long time. Her pussy tightened again, feeling incredibly empty, and she moaned.
 
   Okay, she’d go drink a gallon of water, eat a banana, then she could go back to bed and masturbate then go back to sleep. By the time she woke up this peculiar arousal will have faded, and she could seek Tren out without jumping him and licking every inch of his massive, hard body. Yes, she’d be clear-minded and would get some explanations from him as to where the heck he was, who he was, and why he was so interested in her. 
 
   With this goal in mind, she stumbled into her living room, only to scream her head off when Tren moved out of her small kitchen.
 
   He darted to her side, shielding her body with his. “Where is the danger?”
 
   His unexpected response, and the heat of his hard frame against hers, shut down any fear she’d had. “What the hell are you doing here? Did you break in?”
 
   Instead of answering her, he merely looked down at her and smiled wide, then took an audible sniff as she tried to push him away. “You smell like mine.”
 
   “Are you on drugs?” 
 
   Her skin buzzed pleasantly as he abruptly leaned down and rubbed his satiny lips against her throat. “Being in your presence is intoxicating, bride, but I am not on drugs.”
 
   “Bride?” She took a step back, her butt hitting the small divider between her living room and kitchen. “I think you need to leave.”
 
   His smile grew. “I like your breasts much better without those constraints Earth women like to wear.”
 
   She cupped her breasts, trying to ignore how sensitive they were, how Tren’s silver gaze focused on her fingers as she gave them a small squeeze to ease the ache. “That’s it, get out.”
 
   Instead of moving away, he stalked closer, the clean white T-shirt he wore clinging lovingly to his impossibly hard body. “I can taste your need in the air, bride.”
 
   “Why do you keep calling me a ‘bride’?” He ignored her again and swept her up into his arms. “Hey, what are you doing?”
 
   “I will ease you.”
 
   “Ease me?” She smacked his chest, trying to pretend she was hitting him instead of molesting him. “I said put me down. I mean it.”
 
   He stopped moving and frowned down at her. “You do not wish for me to feed your arousal?”
 
   “Feed my arousal? What the hell?”
 
   Her phone chose that moment to ring, and Tren tightened his grip on her. “It’s Casey’s mother calling to tell you Casey stopped by the house to let her family know she is alive and well.”
 
   “What?” She went slack in his arms. “What—how could you possibly know that? Tren, put me down, that’s an order.”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   She tried to avoid his body as she slid over him, but her awareness of his every move was off the charts. Snatching her phone from the old green tile counter that had seen better days, she turned her back on Tren and tried to pretend he wasn’t there, that some kind of crazy heat wasn’t radiating from his body, that she couldn’t feel how turned on he was. 
 
   Sure enough, Casey’s mom had called and as she listened to the woman in disbelief, she turned to stare at Tren.
 
   Once the message finished, her phone slid from her numb fingertips. “That was Casey’s mom. Casey’s…okay. And married. To two men. I think they’re friends of yours…odd names.”
 
   “Lorn and Nast,” he confirmed in a low voice, his features carefully blank. 
 
   “Yeah.” She swayed a little bit on her feet. “Casey’s okay.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “And married.”
 
   “We call it being bondmates.”
 
   “What?” Her voice came out breathy, and she shook her head quickly, trying to clear her head. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “What you call husbands, we call bondmates.”
 
   Leaning against the counter, Casey put her hand to her forehead, checking to see if her fever had come back. “She can’t be married to two guys. That’s not her. She’s not a hoochie like that.”
 
   Tren frowned, the look so dangerous she should have been quaking in her socks, but it only annoyed her. “What is a hoochie? It does not sound complimentary. I thought you were close friends.”
 
   Flushing, she tugged at the edge of her shirt. “Yeah, sorry, that was very judgmental of me. It’s just that…I can’t picture Casey with two men. It’s weir—err, odd to me.”
 
   “Would it help you to accept their union if you could see her together with her men?”
 
   She sucked in a deep breath of air. “You know where they are?”
 
   “Yes, they are near the base where I am staying. At Casey’s former home.”
 
   “I need to see her, now. Take me to her.”
 
   He hesitated, taking a step closer to her as she grabbed her purse and a deep brown leather jacket from the closet. Normally she’d take the time to get properly dressed, but after thinking that Casey was dead she had to see her friend. The whole two husband thing was just weird, and as she thundered down her steps with Tren in tow she had a hard time catching her breath. Not just because of the adrenaline racing through her, but because she was a curvy girl, her thighs brushed her sex with each step and it felt really nice.
 
   Too nice.
 
   The late afternoon sky was cloudy and gray, with the scent of a summer storm on the horizon. She normally loved weather like this, the promise of rain in the air and the crackle of thunder in the distance, but as her thin sandals smacked the asphalt of the rear parking lot she threw a look over her shoulder at Tren. Her whole body shuddered, and she found herself staggering a step.
 
   “Paige, are you all right?”
 
   Before Tren could touch her, she regained her balance and held her hand out. “Did you drive here?”
 
   “A friend gave me transport.”
 
   She tossed her keys at him, absently noting the way he snatched them out of the air with lighting speed. In the eerier pre-storm lighting of the sky she gestured to her late model, but well kept, pale blue Toyota sedan. “You need to drive. I’m sick.”
 
   Tren knelt before her. “Do you need medical help? You do not smell ill. You smell delicious.”
 
   When he audibly inhaled, she smacked his shoulder, hard, which he probably barely felt. “Get up. God, stop kneeling all the time.”
 
   “I do not wish to intimidate you. I am aware of our size difference, and I do not want you to think I would ever harm you. There is no one in the Universe that I would subject myself before other than you.”
 
   “I don’t want you subjecting yourself to me. I just want to go see Casey.”
 
   “As you command.”
 
   She decided to let that one slide and got into her car after he opened the locks. The interior smelled like coconut suntan lotion, and she relaxed back into the seat of her car, looking out the window. As soon as Tren got in and shut the door, the smell of his cologne filled the humid air, and she closed her eyes. “I’m so tired.”
 
   “You have been…ill. It is to be expected. Sleep.”
 
   She knew she wouldn’t sleep a wink on the ten-minute drive to Casey’s place on the outskirts of the town, so she took the opportunity to return all the texts pouring into her phone with the news that Casey was okay. Someone had even taken a picture of Casey out front of her house, hugging her mom while two incredibly gorgeous guys looked on with what could only be described as loving gazes. She recognized the tall blond man as Lorn, so the burly redhead must be Nast.
 
   “Two,” she whispered as she looked up while Tren took the turn leading to Casey’s gravel drive. “Two husbands.”
 
   Tren abruptly stiffened, then looked at Casey’s home. “We should wait.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He reached out and settled his hand on her thigh, making the most delightful—and annoying—shivers race through her. “We should wait.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “I promise you, it would be best if we wait.”
 
   A nervous tic was going through his jaw, and she swore she could feel his distress. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing—it is just best if we give them a minute.”
 
   “She’s not here, is she?”
 
   “What? Of course she is here, as are her husbands.”
 
   “Good, then I want to see her.”
 
   His hand clenched on her thigh as she got out of the car, but she jerked her leg away and marched up the steps. Her knocks weren’t answered, and with a sickening feeling in the pit of her belly she flung the door open, tearing through the living room as the sound of Casey’s voice came from her bedroom.
 
   Angry and relieved, Paige yelled, “Where the hell have you…”
 
   Her voice died a quick death as she tried to process what she was seeing. First, two amazingly hot, one blond and one redhead, totally naked and aroused guys. Second, her friend sandwiched between them, also naked. Third, both men were endowed like freaking horses. 
 
   She was sure her eyes were going to fall out of her head as Casey tried to pull up the covers over them. “Mind turning around so my husbands and I can get dressed?”
 
   “Husbands?” She blinked rapidly, but the sight of two naked, now smirking, men had her completely thrown for a loop.
 
   Tren’s voice came from behind her, “Paige? Where are you? Are you hurt? I feel so much distress from you.”
 
   The two men with Casey suddenly scrambled to their feet and said at once, “Commander Trenzent.”
 
   Commander?
 
   Despite her requests not to, Tren of course went to his knees and took her hands. “Alyah, I told you they needed privacy.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She looked back over at Casey, relief filling her at the sight of her friend looking alive and very well. “I was worried about you.”
 
   Finally able to reach the sheets, Casey jerked them up to her chin, her cheeks flaming red. “Well, as you can see, I’m okay. I already went to see my parents, and I didn’t think I needed to lock the door.”
 
   Guilt hit her hard, and she nodded. “I’m sorry, Casey.”
 
   All at once the anger left Casey, and she gave Paige an apologetic smile. “I’m so sorry for worrying you, sweetheart. But I promise you I’m extremely satisfied and happy.”
 
   Tren began to stroke her cheek, drawing her attention back to him. The caress of his thumb over her skin both soothed and aroused her. His scent was mixing with the obvious musk of sex filling the air, and she was embarrassed to admit she found the smell very sensual. While she found Casey’s husbands attractive, they had nothing on the scarred man kneeling before her. Wanting more of his touch, she cuddled into his caressing hand, her heart beating harder as he sucked in a slow breath.
 
   Knowing she owed Tren an apology, she said to Casey, “He said you were fine, and I wanted to trust him, but I had to know.” She looked back at Tren and wished she was bold enough to kiss him. “I’m so sorry, Tren, I had to know.”
 
   With his attention totally focused on her, Paige found herself trapped by his silver gaze. “You owe me for doubting me, Paige.”
 
   Biting her lower lip, she gave him what she hoped was a flirtatious look. Now that she knew her friend was safe, she could explore this insane thing happening between her and the older man. “I suppose you want to collect your prize now.”
 
   His response had her wide-eyed as he snarled out, “I do, but not here.”
 
   When he scooped her up into his arms in a bridal hold, she let out a little gasp, then frowned at him. “This doesn’t mean I’m going to kiss you.”
 
   “We will see about that.”
 
   Without another word, he spun around and walked out of Casey’s home with Paige held tight, his muscles flexing enticingly all around her, surrounding her with his strength. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Paige clung to Tren’s thick neck as he carried her through Casey’s house, her cheeks burning at the thought of the scene she’d just witnessed. 
 
   “Alyah”—Tren halted outside of Casey’s house, his body showing no signs of fatigue from carrying her around— “prepare yourself.”
 
   Puzzled, she looked up at him, liking how the full moon now hanging low in the sky picked up the silver threads in his short, dark hair. Even with his scarring he was an incredibly handsome man, and she traced his jaw, her fingers absorbing the texture of his rough, then smooth skin without a hint of stubble. The look on his face was serious, and the vibe coming from him was an odd mixture of nervousness and anticipation. Then again, that’s pretty much what she felt like. Nervous because of how fast and intense things were between them, but full of anticipation for more. 
 
   “Prepare myself? For what?”
 
   “Close your eyes.”
 
   She did as he asked, then lifted her head to him with her lips slightly puckered, anticipating another one of his delicious kisses.
 
   Instead she tried to scream as the most disconcerting sensation filled her, like her entire body was buzzing. 
 
   It only lasted a moment, but in those few seconds she had no control of herself, no awareness of it, and she had the horrifying thought that she might be trapped in this nothingness forever.
 
   Abruptly the darkness turned to bright lights and a cacophony of sound that had her burrowing her face into Tren’s wide chest.
 
   The sounds continued and as her hearing adjusted she realized there were hundreds of people around them, all speaking some weird language she didn’t understand.
 
   Tren started to walk with her in his arms, then paused. “Paige, open your eyes.”
 
   She did, and would have dropped to her knees if he hadn’t already been holding her.
 
   As it was she went limp in his grasp, her jaw hanging open as she took in the amazing, and terrifying sights around her.
 
   Hundreds of people filled an enormous metallic room that was big enough to house two Walmarts, filled with enormous men dressed in formfitting, armored bodysuits of different colors. A few women walked around here and there, dressed in either robes that matched the color of the men’s armor or amazing gowns like she’d never seen. The men had a variety of hair colors ranging from what looked like brass to bright blue and every shade in-between, while the women had hair colors Paige was used to.
 
   Unable to focus her thoughts, she blinked heavily as Tren firmly grasped her chin and made her look at him. “Welcome to the Reaping ship, my bride. Now cover your ears.”
 
   “What?” she whispered.
 
   He cupped his large hand over the side of her head, then pressed the other side to his chest. She struggled against him for a second before he let out this great, animalistic roar that vibrated through his entire body and into hers. Her scream was drowned out by the sound of hundreds of men roaring back at them in some language she didn’t understand. Tren said something in return then lifted his hand from her ear, the sudden silence making her look around in worry.
 
   To her shock, every man had turned in their direction and dropped to one knee, their heads bowed and one fist pressed to the floor.
 
   Pride filled Tren’s voice as he said, “They honor you, my bride.”
 
   Tears burned in her eyes as she looked from the kneeling men, back to Tren. “What is going on?”
 
   He frowned down at her as the men rose and conversation resumed in the enormous room. “You are upset?”
 
   “Why would she be upset?” a woman’s warm voice came from behind Tren’s broad back. “I mean, it’s not like you took her from her home planet then dropped her in the middle of something out of a science fiction movie. And if you’re anything like the other Warriors I know, you probably didn’t explain anything to her once you found out the conversion was successful, just swept her up and got her to the ship as quickly as you could.”
 
   Tren turned with her in his arms, and she stared in surprise at the sight of a lovely black woman with an enormous head of shinning dark curls and a brilliant smile. She wore a green gown with black piping that dipped low in the front, showing off her tattooed cleavage. Paige pushed at Tren’s chest, wanting to get down, but he was having none of it.
 
   “Matriarch,” Tren said in a low, but irritated voice. “I thank you for your wisdom.”
 
   “Sure you do.” The woman smiled at Paige. “My name is Jazmine Brooks, but you can call me Jaz. Your friend, Casey, asked me to help with your transition. This is one of my husbands.”
 
   “Greetings, bride of Commander Trenzent, and welcome to the Reaping ship. My name is Mavet and I am one of Jaz’s husbands.” A tall man with long dark hair and dressed in green armor moved up behind Jazmine then gave Tren and Paige a smooth bow. “Commander Trenzent, may I wish you eternal happiness with your bride. Congratulations.”
 
   An odd sensation of pride teased her as Tren rumbled out, “Thank you, Healer.”
 
   Paige didn’t want to admit it, but being in Tren’s arms helped her keep her panic at bay as she grasped onto the only thing anyone said that made sense. “Casey? You know Casey Westfall?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a friend of mine. I helped her adjust to Kadothian life after she bonded her first husband, Lorn, and we’ve stayed in touch.” Jaz smiled. “She contacted me about you and Commander Trenzent and asked that I give you a hand settling in. I’m also from Earth and my job is to help you become comfortable with your new home.”
 
   “New home? What do you mean, from Earth?”
 
   Jaz’s dark gaze grew serious, and she glanced up at Tren before returning her attention to Paige. “Honey, you’re not on Earth anymore. You’re on one of Jupiter’s moons, on an alien spaceship. They call it the Reaping ship.”
 
   “Alien…then you mean Tren is…”
 
   Jaz reached out to comfort her, but Tren swiftly moved back. “Do not touch her.”
 
   Instead of being offended, Jaz merely smiled gently. “Of course. Forgive me, Commander.”
 
   “She wasn’t going to hurt me,” Paige muttered and shifted in his arms, getting tired of looking at people sideways. 
 
   “No one touches you but me.” His hands gripped her possessively as he raised her to him for a kiss.
 
   She was going to protest, should have turned her head away before their lips met, but the moment his full, firm mouth brushed her own she was lost. The kiss quickly deepened and she cupped his face, drawing him closer, sucking on his tongue with a greed that surprised her. His groaning response only further inflamed her, and she pressed her suddenly aching nipples against his chest, turning in his arms until she was trying to straddle his waist. He must have sensed her intent, because soon his wide hands were beneath her less than small buttocks, squeezing her rhythmically there as he kissed her back.
 
   The sound of laughter broke their kiss, and she jerked away, embarrassment filling her as her mind began to cope with the shock of what had happened. 
 
   “Put me down.” She thumped his shoulder. “Tren, I mean it.”
 
   With a grumble of discontent, he lowered her slowly to her feet. “I wish to carry you.”
 
   “And I wish to know what in the heck is going on!”
 
   She fisted her hands and placed them on her hips, glaring up at him for all she was worth before taking a quick glance around.
 
   Without a doubt, it had to look hilarious to those watching them so closely. They were surrounded by a circle of privacy for about seven feet all around them, but people clustered close by, some openly watching while others pretended to just be loitering in the area. Curiosity tugged at her as she slowly scanned the area, staring right back at the exotic, and not so exotic, people around them. There were a few…beings that were humanoid looking, but had glaring differences. 
 
   Like a beak.
 
   She tried to control her expression as she glanced over a woman who appeared to have a glossy black beak instead of a mouth. Though her face was alien, there was an undeniable beauty about her flowing movements and lean body. Instead of fingernails she had talons, and they looked wicked sharp. She wore a black suit similar to the one the vast majority of the men wore, but hers had delicate silver scroll work on the arms and legs. When she strolled out of sight, Paige found her gaze drawn to an even more unusual sight. 
 
   Near the edge of the crowd stood a green woman with four arms, her surprisingly pretty long black hair up in a high ponytail. Her features were square, but well put together, and she wore the most interesting dress that appeared to be made of strips of light brown leather held together by stones that resembled fist sized rubies. Her long, muscular legs were bare, and she wore feminine sandals that matched her dress. The woman boldly met Paige’s no doubt shocked eyes, and she forced herself to give a small wave before wrenching her neck around the other way to scan the crowd to her right.
 
   More handsome, enormous men and a few women gathered around them, and she returned her attention to Tren. “Why are they watching us?”
 
   Letting out a loud growl, Tren looked around them and abruptly the crowd melted away. Paige easily read the look of fear on many people’s faces and wondered why they seemed honestly terrified of him. Yeah, he appeared scary as hell with his scars, enormous build, and deadly aura, but his heart was filled with so much warmth it practically radiated from him. He was a good man, who thought about protecting those weaker than him above all else. She knew that as surely as she knew her own birthday and she didn’t like him getting agitated as he growled louder at the crowd.
 
   That growl was more animal than human, as was the menace radiating off of him. His whole body seemed to grow slightly bigger and to her shock, when he bared his teeth his canines had grown longer. He was so angry that they had scared her, so worried about how she was feeling. The muscles of his neck corded, and he let out another low, warning growl. Sensing that things could get quickly out of hand, she took a deep breath and let go of her own fear and anger. 
 
    “Easy,” she whispered and laid both her hands on his chest, craning her neck to look up at him. “It’s okay. I understand why they’re looking. I mean, to them I’m the alien, right?”
 
   He studied her then shook his head. “You were scared.”
 
   “Well, a little bit, but not like a debilitating amount. Fear is a normal and healthy reaction in a situation like this.”
 
   A small smile curved the edges of Tren’s firm lips, then he gently traced the tips of his fingers over her neck. “You are correct, my bride.”
 
   “Right, that bride thing.” She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, reality beginning to sink in as she watched the woman with the beak she’d spotted earlier hold hands with a beaked man. Holy crap, she was on a spaceship with aliens. So many questions raced through her thoughts, but she was beginning to become uncomfortable with so many people listening to their every word. “Is there somewhere we could talk?”
 
   Abruptly a chagrined look came over him, twisting his scar as he grimaced. “Of course. Come with me.”
 
   The bright lights caught the scars on his arms, and she took his calloused hand, noting how small and pale her fingers looked clasped around his giant paw.
 
   She couldn’t help her grin as she followed behind him, resisting the urge to stop and stare every five seconds.
 
   A freaking spaceship!
 
   “Tren, Jaz said we’re on a moon off of Jupiter?”
 
   He ignored the men doing this odd salute that included their fist thumping over their heart as Tren passed. “Yes.”
 
   Quickening her step, she walked beside him as they neared an edge of the room where a bank of doorways interrupted the sleek metallic surface. “The space anomaly is by Jupiter. Did you have anything to do with the Event?”
 
   “No. That was a random, or not so random, action of the Universe. It is a wormhole that opened between my galaxy, the Bel’Tan galaxy, and your own.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   He tugged her after him as her mind spun. If he’d sprung this on her before she’d lived through the Event, she’d be having a different reaction right now—one that probably involved screaming and sobbing. But she’d been slapped in the face a couple months ago by the fact that the Universe was a big, huge, amazing, and scary place that affected the little blue ball she lived on. It certainly made her more accepting of the thought of aliens.
 
   Like Tren.
 
   They stepped into a small white pod like vehicle with two separate cabins. Taking a seat in one, Tren closed the panel behind them with a wave of his hand and something said in a language she didn’t understand. There was the slight feeling of movement, but she had no problem standing while he sat. It put them closer to being on eye level, and he smiled slowly up at her.
 
   “Hello, alyah.”
 
   Tucking a stray wisp of her dark hair behind her ears, she tilted her head and studied him. “What planet are you from?”
 
   “Kadothia.”
 
   “And you got here through the wormhole?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   The slight hum beneath her quieted then the door to their pod opened. “And we’re on a spaceship?”
 
   “Yes. It is called a Reaping ship. The interior of this particular vessel has been designed with Earth Matriarchs in mind.”
 
   Following him out of the transport, she easily slipped her hand into his and took a moment to look around, noting they were in a circular room with a high, domed ceiling. Tiles decorated the dome in some kind of abstract pattern that caught the light. It was quite beautiful, and she was still studying the patterns within patterns as Tren tugged her forward. 
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   The warmth in his voice tore her eyes away from overhead and back to his handsome face. “It is a replica of an artist colony in the Cliffs of Goeth.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   He glanced down at her as they took another turn, this time down an almost unpopulated corridor. They reached what appeared to be a smooth metal wall, guarded by two men in black armor wearing helmets that totally obscured their features. What she assumed were big guns were strapped to their backs, and they remained perfectly still, so still she might have thought they were statues. As Tren approached them, Paige hung back, hiding behind his bulk. She felt like a coward, but every instinct she had screamed that the men ahead of her were dangerous. 
 
   Tren abruptly stopped, then turned to her and knelt. 
 
   Behind him the two men startled, but he didn’t pay them any attention, his entire focus on her. “What are you afraid of?”
 
   She wanted to argue that she wasn’t, but the worry filling his gaze fueled her need to reassure him. “It’s okay. Those guys are just…big.”
 
   Tren said something over his shoulder in a commanding bark and both men dropped to their knees, their fists hitting the ground as they removed their helmets.
 
   Seeing two big blond guys, with their hair in now messy braids thanks to their helmets, eased her fear somewhat, and she tried to get ahold of herself. “I’m okay, really. I might be scared sometimes, but I don’t let my fear rule me, and I don’t want it to rule you either. If I need your protection or feel like it’s too much I’ll tell you, but you can’t freak out every time I get nervous.”
 
   “You were not nervous, you were afraid.”
 
   The men, still kneeling, watched them closely and Paige sighed. “Can we please go somewhere else and talk about this?”
 
   Abruptly he stood, then swept her up into his arms. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You are not afraid when I hold you.”
 
   Her response was cut short as they passed the two men with their fists to the ground. Tren paused, said something in that odd language again, then the metallic wall before them literally melted away into nothing. She gaped as they continued their walk down the hallway revealed by the melting wall before they stopped before a portion of the hallway that looked the same as the rest. Tren spoke and this time instead of melting away, a seamless door slid open along the side of the hallway.
 
   They walked inside, and Paige gasped as she got a good look at the room. They were in the middle of a freaking jungle. A jungle with a living room and what looked like maybe a kitchen along with a creamy white table for four. The table was curved, no sharp angles, and shimmered softly in the odd gold tinged lighting. She looked down at her skin, finding it almost looked like she had a tan and gasped. Her skin glimmered, like she’d been brushed with an ultra-fine layer of glitter. Her gaze went to Tren, and she sucked in a quick breath, her whole body going warm.
 
   Framed by the softly swaying greenish blue leaves of some giant plant, the silver in his short, dark hair gleamed and the shadows of his face were somehow deeper, giving his features a more pronounced structure. While her skin took on a golden hue, his already dark tan glowed with hints of bronze, but didn’t glimmer like hers did. Holding up her hand, she turned it slowly back and forth.
 
   “I sparkle.”
 
   “You do. It is the way the light reflects off your skin on the Cliffs of Goeth.”
 
   She stared again at the room around them that appeared to be without walls. “Is that where we are?”
 
   “In a way. Each Warrior’s room on the Reaping ship is designed to his specifications. I wanted you to know what my territory looks like.”
 
   “So this isn’t real?”
 
   “No, it is a hologram, but of a more advanced level than the technology available on Earth.” 
 
   “I’ll say,” she murmured as a small flying insect that kind of resembled a seahorse the size of her pinky flew among the red and purple flowers dripping from a pale skinned tree. “This is amazing. It’s so beautiful.”
 
   He visibly relaxed then smiled. “I am glad you like, for I am hoping it will be your new home.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   Pulling her over to a massive, gray couch, he sat down and gently urged her next to him. “Paige, you are my bondmate.”
 
   She removed her hand from his grasp. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “In my world we believe the Lord of Life creates one perfect woman for every Kadothian warrior, his bondmate. The only woman in all the Universe he could ever love.”
 
   “That’s…that’s crazy. Wait—you think we’re bondmates?”
 
   “I know we are.” His silver eyes flashed, somehow paler in the golden light. “From the moment I saw you at the command center in Michigan I knew you were my bride.”
 
   “Whoa.” She almost stumbled off the couch, her unsteady legs carrying her a few steps back from it. “What the hell are you talking about? We’re not bondmates.”
 
   “Yes. We are. Already you can feel my emotions, and I can feel yours. More importantly, I’ve true dreamed of you. Have you not had dreams of me? Intense visions that almost feel real?”
 
   The memories of all her hot dreams with her imaginary cyborg lover came to mind, but she dismissed it. Tren certainly wasn’t a machine, and he didn’t have a metallic jaw, he had scars. Yes, their hair was similar, and they both had amazingly built bodies, but Tren had scarred flesh not robot parts. 
 
   “No, no, I haven’t.”
 
   “It is unfortunate you do not remember the dreams I have shared with you, dreams of making love to you in the soft grass of your home world, or in our bed at the Matriarch’s Palace with the violet fires of Morash burning around us.”
 
   “Violet fire?” She pressed a hand to her stomach, memories of watching the purple flames inside of an enormous fireplace next to an equally huge bed teasing her. It couldn’t be. “What’s the Matriarch’s Palace? What does it look like?”
 
   “The Matriarch’s Palace is the seat of power in my territory on the Cliffs of Goeth. Think of Goeth as one of your Earth Continents, except it had more landmass than your entire planet.” He spoke slowly, carefully, as if afraid she might bolt at any moment. “The continent is split into territories, and each territory is ruled by a Warrior until he finds his Matriarch, then he helps her rule. Her Palace is the center of government and the home where she spends the majority of her time with her husbands. For example, your friend Casey is the Matriarch of one of the territories that make up the Northern Continent.”
 
   “Casey…Casey’s a Matriarch? She rules people?” She wrapped her arms around herself, overwhelmed. “That’s crazy. All of this is crazy.”
 
   Tren held out his hand. “Paige, come to me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   Giving into the need for comfort, she allowed him to draw her gently into his all-encompassing embrace, surrounding her with his heat and smell. An image of Belle and her Beast hugging went through Paige’s head, and she scolded her overly romantic imagination for getting all gooey the moment he touched her. Then his lips came to the top of her head, and he took an audible inhalation of her hair before rubbing his chin against her temple. One of his hands began to stroke her lower back, and she melted further into his embrace, allowing herself to fully immerse herself in the moment, to only think about how good his touch felt.
 
   When his thumb swept low on her back, closer to the swell of her butt, she found herself squirming, trying to get him to touch her more, to coax her growing arousal into that amazing burn that only he could give her.
 
   “Mmmmm,” Tren almost purred. “I can feel your need, alyah. Let me ease you. Give me permission to start the courting.”
 
   “The courting? What’s that?”
 
   He cupped her chin and studied her face as he murmured, “It is when I prove to you that I can bring you a pleasure unlike anything you have ever experienced. The ecstasy that can only come from being bondmates. I will prove to you that my body was made to pleasure yours, just as you were made to pleasure mine. But most of all, I have been dying to feel you climax while I slowly explore every inch of your tender little sex with my mouth.”
 
   A pulse of arousal beat through her, harder than she was used to, and she squeezed her thighs to alleviate the ache of her rapidly swelling sex, then said the only word she could think of, “Please.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Trenzent al’Doun, Supreme Commander of the Kadothian Empire
 
    
 
     The earthy musky of Paige’s clean, aroused scent filled his mind like a thunderstorm. Lust tightened his balls and a slight vibration ran the length of his cock before he pulled himself back, partially closing the growing bond between them. His putting up a mental shield wouldn’t stop the bond from forming if it was meant to be and her soul would continue to link with his regardless of his puny shields. No, he was keeping their emotions separated because just the slightest hint of her growing need would pull him under, and he wouldn’t stop until he had his dick in her.
 
     Other than when he was in rut and had no control over his sexual drive, he avoided any type of sexual relationship with anything other than his pleasure bots. Or really any relationship with another living being—period. A memory of Rell sprang into his mind, an unwanted glimpse into a past when he’d loved the other man in a way that had sustained him, helped keep his inner beast at bay. Tren’s former blood brother was a handsome man in a very regal and self-assured way. He had long pure blond hair that fell to the rise of his muscled buttocks and a lean yet powerful body. Where Tren was huge slabs of muscle, Rell was built for speed and endurance. He had blue eyes similar to Paige’s, but with more silver in them like Trenzent’s. 
 
   Over the hundreds of years that they’d been blood brothers they’d managed to keep their bond a secret from everyone. It helped that they were neighbors, each coincidentally managing to take over some of the best territories in the Cliffs of Goeth that just happened to be right next to each other, yet isolated from the rest of the continent. While Tren’s territory was mostly jungle, Rell’s was a long strip of land along the coast, on the Cliffs themselves, that chained together a series of beautiful, and profitable, seaside cities. In disguise Tren used to visit Rell in one of those small cove towns, a geographically isolated place occupied by artisans. In order to blend in, Tren learned how to shape firedrakes claws into amazing sculptures. This was, of course, a dangerous craft to peruse, firedrakes claws were unstable at best, apt to burst into flames if improperly handled. While they were in this unstable state, Tren would coax them into the shape of whatever sculpture he was making.
 
   Once they were done, they’d be cured in a special sand from stomach of a firedrake that would crystallize the outside and safely seal the heat within. 
 
   His cottage sat a distance from the village for legitimate safety reasons. No one wanted to live next to a potential bomb factory, and no one ever snuck up on him or arrived unannounced.
 
   It was the perfect place for Rell and Tren to meet as often as they could to spend a few weeks together before being torn apart again by duty and war. Weeks when they would simply enjoy each other’s presences, when they were two men waiting for their bondmate, two Warriors dedicated to building a life for her together. Then Rell had thrown it all away like it was nothing.
 
   “Tren? What are you thinking about?”
 
   Her soft, concerned voice healed some of the ragged wounds on his soul. “Do not worry about me, sweet female, it is only ghosts from the past trying to steal the joy of the moment.”
 
   She had a heart-shaped face, high cheek bones flowing down into a pointy little chin. Her pale cheeks were flushed pink, and he marveled at the subtle differences in her skin from his. The way she slightly glimmered if he looked close enough only added to her beauty. Truly, the Lord of Life had blessed him with a remarkably attractive bondmate. And so sweet, she had no malice in her heart and her arousal was as warm as the sun.
 
   The thought of a slaver coming so close to snatching her had his rage trying to batter at the confines of his soul, but he managed to hold onto her warm affection instead. There would be enough time for plotting death and revenge later. Right now he would be a fool not to savor the divine blessing of holding his tiny alien bride in his arms. 
 
   At the feel of her hard nipples scraping over his chest he let out a low groan that had her turning in his arms until she straddled him.
 
   “Tren, kiss me.”
 
   “I have waited so long for you,” he confessed before pressing his lips gently to hers, gripping her lush hips and stilling her seeking movements. “Let me savor you. Please, I will make you feel so good.”
 
   She ground down on him as much as she could, tearing at his determination to go slow. “I ache. Please, Tren, I need you.”
 
   Easing open the bond between them the slightest bit, he groaned as her lust slammed into him. Oh, she ached all right, a pulsing need to mate that pounded into him. His cock began to vibrate, and she shifted her hips, grinding her slit along his cloth covered shaft. More of her arousal surrounded him, and he began to shake as he slowly shut down the link between them, fighting her strength. Lord of Life, she was strong. He was barely able to shut himself off before passing out from the mental effort.
 
   His struggle must have gotten through to her because she paused in her grinding and rested her small hands on his shoulders. “Tren? Are you okay?”
 
   Taking in a deep breath, they both groaned when his chest brushed her nipples. “Lie down on your back, Paige. I should take you to our bedroom and pleasure you in comfort, but I must taste you now.”
 
   “Taste me?” Red bloomed in her cheeks even as she pushed off his lap and lay on her back like he’d requested. 
 
   Instead of answering her, he leaned over her body, the thin cloth covering her skin irritating him as he slowly kissed her delicate little mouth. Her soft hands stroked over his body, and as she began to pull his shirt over his back, he slipped his tongue into her mouth and tempted her to play with him. They licked and nipped at each other while she inched his shirt up, caressing every bit of his skin that she could touch. His dick wanted inside of her, now, but his mind reminded him that she’d never been with a man before, and this was all new to her. The sensations and powerful emotions he was experiencing were new to him as well, but forced himself to let her explore at her pace.
 
   He’d never been a woman’s first before. All of his encounters with females had been pleasure servants who were well trained in the sexual arts before taking their first contract.
 
   “Tren,” she whispered against his lips. “I want your shirt off, please.”
 
   “Only if you remove yours as well.”
 
   For a moment she stilled, then started to tug her shirt up.
 
   He quickly stripped his off and threw it across the room, his cock throbbing at the sight of her perfect, large, round breasts topped with dusky pink nipples. 
 
   “Outstanding,” he murmured as he cupped one in his weathered hand, the warm weight reminding him of how alive she was.
 
   Her giggle made them shake and move, drawing a groan from Tren. “Thank you.”
 
   Propping himself up on one hand above her, he took a moment to study his bride spread out so trustingly beneath him. Her gaze was bright, her eyes half-lidded, and he’d kissed her pink lips red. With a gentle touch, he shifted her long hair so it flared above her head in a silky brown curtain. All of her, every bit was so incredibly lush and feminine. Burying his face against her slender neck, he licked over her pulse point, delighting in her taste.
 
   Kissing a trail from the soft spot behind her ear, he leisurely made his way down her small, but giving, body. Deciding on tasting her right breast first, he slowly licked an ever shrinking circle around the generous mound to her peaked nipple. Her heart was throbbing so hard he could see a slight, reverberating shiver in her breasts and by the time he reached the bunched tip she was moaning. He’d heard that Earth women made pain sounds during their pleasure, so it made him proud to know he’d drawn such a response from her. The temptation to lower the shield between them tugged at him, but centuries of ridged self-discipline and denial had given him a willpower that was second to none.
 
   Instead of reading her mind, he immersed himself in her body. He thought she might be a little more hesitant to enjoy carnal pleasures with him, some of the Earth cultures considered women enjoying sex to be negative thing, but she welcomed his touch and did a great deal of touching of her own. Her foot slipped over his bare back, down to the waistband of his Earth pants called jeans. There her little toes rubbed against his upper buttocks, urging his hips down to meet hers. Every inch of her body cradled his, and he closed his eyes for a moment before drawing her nipple into his mouth.
 
   Her reaction was instant and intense. A pink flush warmed her chest, and her wandering hands fastened onto his head, holding him to her. He happily obliged, experimenting with how hard she liked her pleasure. His small alyah needed a firmer touch than he’d expected, a strong suction that had her panting his name. With a gasp, he tore himself from her hands, kissing and licking his way down her stomach while she encouraged him with breathy little pleas.
 
   “More, Tren. Touch me more. It feels so good, you can’t even begin to understand.”
 
   Oh, he could, but right now his mouth was occupied with licking her bellybutton while they both helped her out of her pants, leaving her clad only in a small scrap of fabric. 
 
   She suddenly stilled when he took a deep breath of her sex, her embarrassment obvious as she said in a squeaky voice, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Smelling you.”
 
   “You-you can’t do that.” She tried to close her legs.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s...personal.”
 
   Laughing, he pushed himself up on one arm while tracing the edges of her panties with his other hand, her stomach quivering as the muscles of her lower abdomen clenched and unclenched. “But you smell delicious. Like the jungle after a rainstorm when the water flowers are blooming.”
 
   She relaxed the slightest bit, her thighs falling open as he brushed his finger over her still cloth covered mound. “Really?”
 
   “I would not lie to you, Paige. You have no reason to fear my touch, or be embarrassed, because you are my perfect mate. This is not a saying, or an exaggeration, but the complete truth. Everything about you entices me in a way no other woman ever could, or would. I could come from tasting your pussy alone.”
 
   Her hips thrust up against his finger as he drew closer to tracing her slit through the now damp cloth. “Show me.”
 
   Looking up at her, he snarled when he saw the passion in her gaze. “Show you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Tell me exactly what you want me to do, alyah. Tell me and I’ll do anything you want. There is nothing that you could want that I would be afraid or ashamed to do. Just ask. Now what is it you wish me to show you?”
 
   “I want to watch you come while you go down on me.”
 
   “Go down on you?”
 
   “Sorry, I mean I want you to taste me, but I also want to see you cum.”
 
   She didn’t have to ask him twice. He quickly stood and removed his shoes, then his pants with an impatient speed that drew a giggle from her. That laughter promptly died when he stood nude before her with his arms loose at his sides, letting her inspect the body that was hers to play with however she wished. Her eyes grew big, and she crossed her arms over her chest, not the reaction he’d been hoping for.
 
   “You’re purple.”
 
   Looking down at his cock, flushed a deep purple from the blood surging beneath his tight skin, he nodded. “And you are dusky pink. Our blood is different colors. While yours is red, mine is purple.”
 
   Her arms dropped, and she scooted forward to the edge of the couch, her gaze fastened on his dick, which jerked beneath her admiration. “You’re very big.”
 
   “Do not worry, Paige, I will have you prepared for me before we mate. I will not hurt you.”
 
   “I don’t think there’s a way you can’t not hurt me with this thing, at least for the first time.” She looked up at him through her lashes, seduction incarnate mixed with curiosity. “May I touch you?”
 
   Yes! His libido screamed, but he managed to growl out, “Please, let me pleasure you first. I fear if you touch me now I won’t be able to resist taking you.”
 
   She licked her lips and stared back at his erection. “Your pre-cum is lilac.”
 
   “Yes—Paige, you must—”
 
   Making a soft humming noise, she rubbed her lips over the head of his pulsing erection then licked.
 
   A full body shiver raced through him and before he did something he’d regret, he picked Paige up beneath her arms, flipped over onto his back on the couch, and sat her on his face so her still panty clad sex rested against his mouth. She squealed and grabbed onto his hands for balance, but before she could shift her weight from his face, he hooked the center of her panties and pulled them aside. Thrusting his tongue between the folds of skin that made up her slit, he growled as the taste of her washed over him. The fluid was loaded with her hormones, and he became drunk on her taste.
 
   “God, Tren!” Paige gasped, then shuddered.
 
   He lifted her up a little to look at her sex up close, imagining what it would feel like to have the silk and wet petals of her flesh brushing over his cock as he thrust into her.
 
   Using his thumbs, he spread her apart and quickly identified her clitoris. The little, smooth bit of deep red skin poked from among her folds at the top of her slit. He knew from his studies all the anatomical names for an Earth woman’s sex, but he liked the guttural slang terms he’d learned as well. For example, the clitoris was referred to in her part of the world as a clit. When it was distended like this, swollen and poking out, she was ready for his mouth. 
 
   The merest flicker of his tongue over that little bud had Paige grinding against his mouth, muttering nonsense that he had no hope of understanding other than the words, ‘God, amazing, more’. She was so expressive with her movements and words, a result of living in a world where there were few psychic connections between people. Their communication had been limited to five senses instead of the Kadothians’ six. It was that sixth sense that his kiss would awaken in her body, the result of the chemicals in his blood working on her brain. 
 
   A fresh rush of her cream met his questing tongue as he began to lick the entrance to her body, and he tried to distract himself from his carnal need to claim her. Women of the Bel’Tan galaxy only had abundant liquid arousal like this when they were in heat, and his body reacted to it like Paige was in her fertile period, even though she wasn’t. That triggered his drive to put his scent all over her, and while licking her did accomplish that, he wanted more. Unfortunately, one thrust of his tongue inside of her small sheath reaffirmed the fact that she’d have to be stretched before taking him.
 
   As he thrust his tongue into her the slick muscles of her sheath grabbed at him, doing this ripple that he knew would feel amazing once he was inside of her.
 
   “Tren, I want to see you cum,” Paige said in an erotic whimper.
 
   Not bothering to answer her, he merely flipped her around so she faced his erection and nearly bit her when she leaned forward and began to lick him.
 
   “Lord of Life,” he growled against her folds. “Woman, have mercy.”
 
   “Come for me,” his little Matriarch purred. “I can feel how much you need to release.”
 
   With a start, he realized his shields had fallen a bit, allowing the very surface of their minds to brush together. As he reached out he thrust his hips slowly toward her waiting mouth, only able to fit a third of his length into her silken heat. She grasped the rest of his shaft with two hands and began to pump while licking him. Arching beneath her, he buried his face in her sex and began to suck on the small nub between her legs. They worked each other in perfect rhythm, Paige’s moans mixing with growls. Soon she was rubbing herself against his mouth and begging for his cock inside of her. 
 
   The temptation to slide into her hot, willing flesh was great, but instead he pressed a finger inside of her and was rewarded after three firm strokes with her climax.
 
   She screamed then stiffened above him, her legs locking over his face while her body twitched and shivered.
 
   He reached down and gripped his cock, jacking himself off as her pleasure scorched him. The vibrations shook his fist as his pleasure ridges engaged, and he roared as he emptied himself on the side of her face and shoulder. Paige still twitched, her open pussy resting on his chest, her small body resting gently atop him. The swollen state of her sex had him hardening in an instant and he lifted her in his arms, ignoring her groan of protest.
 
   “I’m tired. Let’s take a nap.”
 
   Smiling to himself, he clutched his sweaty, come covered bride to his chest. “Let me clean you, then we will sleep.”
 
   Her belly growled and he amended that plan. 
 
   After he explained how to use the various things in the bathroom she might be unfamiliar with, he led a very sleepy Paige into the dust shower. 
 
   “Close your eyes and hold your breath.”
 
   Leaning fully against him, with her arms around his waist, she lazily rubbed her breasts against his abdomen, not helping his body calm down in the least. “This is a dust shower, you will be sprayed with ultra-fine cleansing particles. If it gets in your eyes it will not damage them, but it will sting, and it does not taste good-at all. Stand with your legs spread and your arms held out.”
 
   “Got it.” She held her breath and scrunched her face up in an adorable manner that almost made Tren laugh as they were quickly cleaned.
 
   After a blast of hot hair from all sides dried them then he led his stumbling bride from the cubicle.
 
   “Wow, that was amazing,” Paige said as she looked in the mirror and finger combed her hair, lifting her breasts in the most pleasing manner. “It looks better than I’ve ever seen it. So shiny.”
 
   “Your hair is beautiful and your skin has a subtle glimmer like moonlight on the lighting mist.”
 
   “The lightning what?”
 
   “Computer, show me a sample of lightning mist. Visual, with muted audio.”
 
   At his command the mirror over the sink turned into a recording of the beautiful, but deadly, lighting mists of Mandahar Bay. They were golden, pink, and a pale orange that softly swirled together, but did not mix. Occasionally there was an electrical reaction between the different colors of mist that resulted in a faint shimmer of sparks, followed by an arching zap of electrostatic electricity. Sharp cracks came from the lighting arches, the sound distorted by distance. This part of the massive Bay that led into the ocean was completely devoid of life on the surface, but teeming with native animals beneath who fed on the electrical charge above.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, her gaze following the ocean rippling beneath the mist, reflecting it’s colors even as night fell above, nine moons in various stages on the horizon. “Oh, Tren, it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “We could go there, but it would have to be the old fashioned way, using currents and a protected craft. Electronics do not work anywhere near the lightning mist and because it roves, there is no sure way to avoid it.”
 
   “Sounds dangerous.”
 
   “It is, made all the more so by the men and women who make their homes there.”
 
   “They live in the mist?” She leaned forward over the sink, her gaze searching the image before her as if she could somehow make out a person among all the flash and glitter.
 
   “They survive there. People hide in the mist for two reasons, because society has shunned them, or they have shunned society. Either way, they do not look fondly on visitors.”
 
   “Yeah, I think I’m going to pass on that.”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “I mean I’d rather not take a vacation to a very pretty place where I’d get abducted by pirates or electrocuted by a fairy cloud.”
 
   Chuckling softly at her pensive and worried tone, he said, “Computer, return to reflect.”
 
   The image of them standing together filled the surface again and Paige lifted her gaze to meet his, then slowly smiled. “I look like a doll next to you.”
 
   Unable to help himself, he curved his body around hers and watched her in the mirror. She barely reached his nipples and as he put his arms around her, he again worried that she would be hurt by their mating. Truly, he was large for a Kadothian male and she appeared terribly fragile against his dark bulk. Yes, he would be able to use their growing bond to monitor her arousal, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t lose themselves in their passion and he’d accidentally hurt her.
 
   “Why are you frowning?” Paige asked with a yawn, snuggling into him with a little humming purr.
 
   “I worry that I will hurt you when we mate. You are so tiny. Perhaps it would be best to have you grow larger before we attempt it. The growth regime only takes one day and you will gain close to a foot in height. You will be very hungry and will need to eat special nutrients to sustain your growth, and you will sleep a great deal, but it would honor me to be able to care for you during that time. I promise you, it will not be painful, only tiring.”
 
   Abruptly the sleepy look left her face and she stared at him in the mirror. “Wait-growth regime? What are you talking about?”
 
   “Earth women are sometimes too small to bear Kadothian children, so they are put on a growth regime that turns on the parts of the brain that tell the body to keep growing. It is not harmful, it has been done with hundreds of thousands of Earth women, but it is taxing. I was going to wait until after we were mated to suggest you go through the procedure, but after having my tongue in you, I fear I will hurt you.”
 
   She tugged out of his grasp, abruptly crossing her arms over her breasts as if to hide them from him. “Hold on, let me make sure I understand what you’re saying. Because I’m smaller than you, I should go through some kind of crazy experiment where my body gains a foot in height? So I’ll be six feet tall instead of five-feet tall?”
 
   “Yes. You will also gain muscle mass accordingly.”
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Tren, you want to change me! I mean really change me.”
 
   “No, I do not wish to change anything about you. You are perfect to me, Paige.”
 
   “Then why do you want me to grow a foot?”
 
   Her agitation and unhappiness irritated him and he easily picked her up by her waist and set her on the counter, nude.
 
   Next he pushed her back so her upper shoulders were leaning against the mirror and moved between her legs. His cock, aroused and ready to service his alyah, stood hard and full. He stepped closer, holding her hip with one hand while he placed the length of his erection against her mound and lower belly. With his balls resting against her warm and damp slit, he shuddered and fought past the sensation.
 
   “Look.”
 
   She glared at him, trying to wiggle away. “Get off me.”
 
   “Paige, look down, look at us.”
 
   She did then blushed and returned her narrowed blue eyes to his. “So?”
 
   “So, your pussy is not an endless cave inside of your body.”
 
   “Did you just refer to my pussy as a cave?” she snarled even as her hips stopped fighting him and started pressing back.
 
   Thrown off by the way she was rubbing herself against him, he struggled to maintain his focus. “Paige, if I entered you all the way, I would tear you up. Look.”
 
   She did again, this time with a clearer gaze, then gasped. “You’d be screwing my esophagus.”
 
   He wasn’t sure what she meant, but the way she was now giving his cock a horrified look made him wish he’d never started this conversation. “Please, do not be scared. With the added size to your body you will be able to handle me without an issue.”
 
   “I think I need to grow two feet to handle this monster,” she sighed as she began to pet his cock. “I mean- I know I was up close and personal with him, I just didn’t really get how big you actually are compared to me. It doesn’t hurt? The growth thingy?”
 
   “The growth regime, no it does not. You may have some slight aches and growing pains, but you will be medicated and monitored the entire time so you do not feel discomfort. It will take you some time to adjust to your larger frame, you will be clumsy for a while, but soon you won’t feel any different than you ever have in your body.”
 
   “Wow,” Paige muttered. “How the hell am I going to explain my sudden growth spurt to my friends.”
 
   Lord of Life’s balls, he didn’t want to have this conversation in the bathroom. He’d been dreading this part, where she learned the price of being his bondmate. True, she didn’t have any living family that she was close to keeping her on Earth, but he was aware that it was her home planet, something she’d never even thought of leaving. And the fact that she couldn’t go home and visit because of the danger of the wormhole closing and trapping her there. Once Paige became his Matriarch and they had their bonding ceremony, she would become one of the greatest assets the Kadothian Empire had and they would not risk her by letting her stay on Earth.
 
   “Come, let us have this discussion in bed.”
 
   She started to argue, but her swept her into his arms and carried her into their sleep quarters across from the bathroom. This room was done in the style of her Matriarch’s palace, pale wood, clean cream stone floors, and curving, white walls decorated with elaborate glass mosaics. Paintings and statues of exquisite beauty adorned the room and one wall held a holograph of the balcony off her sleeping quarters. The artists living in his territory had worked hard to make her Palace something she could be proud of and as Paige let out a little gasp of pleasure he smiled.
 
   The room was only lit by the fake sunset streaming through the windows and large, embellished bronze bowls filled with orange and red flames burned in the corners of the room. The actual room on the Reaping ship was one fourth the size of the real room with the holographic walls providing a false sense of space. To their left an enormous blue wood bed pressed against the vast, empty wall above it. That space was reserved for Paige’s bonding cloaks, the symbols of adoration and protection every Kadothian warrior gave to his bride. The cloak Tren had waiting for Paige was made of mulong scales, the iridescent skin of the giant ocean predator that Tren had hunted in the old way, by hand. It had almost cost him his life, but looking at Paige he knew every second of the pain he’d endured during the battle was worth it.
 
   She smiled at him so bright it took his breath. “Wow, it’s a princess room.”
 
   “It is a smaller version of our bedroom on Kadothia.”
 
   “It’s so pretty!” She started towards the balcony, then stopped with a laugh, totally unashamed of her nudity before halting abruptly. “Crap, I forget it’s not real.”
 
   Moving over to the bed, he took a seat then held out his hand. “Paige, come here. There are some things we must discuss.”
 
   The smile dropped off of her face, but she took his hand and allowed him to pull her onto the bed. She shivered and he mentally scolded himself for forgetting that Earth women got colder easier than Kadothians. He gathered a pale blue frika fur blanket from the foot of the bed and wrapped her up in it. Right away she snuggled into the velvety soft blanket, smiling up at him again as he lay down next to her with his head propped up on his hand. 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He wished he could just gather her into his arms, cuddle her close and enjoy the moment, but he had to be honest with her. “You must know, if you choose to be enhanced, you will never be able to return to Earth, even if we do not become bondmates.”
 
   She sat up fast and stared at him. “Never return to Earth? Why?”
 
   “The wormhole between our worlds is unstable. Once it closes, which could be at any time, it will probably never open again. We cannot risk being on the Earth side when that happens.”
 
   “But-why can’t we just stay on Earth?”
 
   “Because I am needed on Kadothia.”
 
   “Yeah-well I’m needed on Earth.”
 
   “Paige, I am the Commander of the entire Kadothian military force and the knowledge I have about running an army is invaluable.”
 
   “All of it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So you’re like…the head of all the military for the whole planet of Kadothia.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She slumped back against the pillows, her hair a dark brown cloud around her face. “Holy crap. How many?”
 
   “How many what?”
 
   “How many men are in the military?”
 
   “Close to a billion, give or take.”
 
   For a long moment she was silent. “A billion?”
 
   “A billion. And that is not including our allies, mercenary guilds, and support operations.” He rubbed her hip, unable to fight the need to comfort her even as he forced himself to tell her the unpleasant truth of being his bondmate. “Alyah, I cannot abandon them. Every day I will have to take time away from you to do my duties for the Kadothian Empire. It tears me apart inside to even think of parting from you, but I have no choice. If these were anything but life and death situations I would not leave your side, but I cannot allow good men to die by my inactions. I will be officially retiring as Supreme Commander after we bond, but I will still be serving the Empire. It is my duty.”
 
   He’d failed to do his duty once, and that decision had led to the fight that had torn Rell and Tren apart.
 
   A shiver ripped up his spine as he thought of how Rell had begged him to stay an extra day at their hidden cottage on Kadothia. How he’d given into his lover’s pleadings, understanding his blood brother’s need to strengthen the bond between them so he could fight his inner beast. Rell was older than Tren by almost a hundred years and had more brushes with the madness than Tren. In order to help his brother, he’d stayed that day—and had missed a frantic distress call that resulted in over two hundred good men losing their lives.
 
   All because Trenzent had skipped out on his duties in favor of his own selfish needs.
 
   Never again.
 
   “Holy shit, you’re amazing,” Paige said as she covered her mouth with one hand, her eyes wide and unseeing
 
   Her reaction baffled him. “Pardon me?”
 
   Instead of being angry that he’d just announced he’d be leaving her home alone most of the day, she covered her face with her hands and moaned, “What are you doing with me?”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “I’m a college student who barely has her shit together! I rarely leave my house, avoid parties like they’re ground zero for the zombie apocalypse, and I’m afraid of everything.”
 
   Irritated, he grasped her chin in his hand and turned her to face him. “You are unbelievably strong.”
 
   She jerked her chin away from his grasp, an angry pout pursing out her swollen lips. “Don’t patronize me.”
 
   “I do not understand that word, patronize.”
 
   “It means don’t talk down to me because I’m just a dumb girl.”
 
   “You believe I would think less of you because of your gender?”
 
   “Uh-yeah.”
 
   “Paige, Kadothia is a Matriarchal society. We are ruled by our women.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes. A Matriarch’s husbands rule at her side, supporting her in every way.” 
 
   He leaned forward and brushed his lips over her forehead, breathing in the scent of her hair. Odd, humans seemed to carry more of their hormonal scent in their hair than Kadothians did. Taking another breath, he shivered when her small lips caressed his neck. When she licked him his cock twitched between them and when she bit him he growled.
 
   “Why am I so attracted to you?” She looked up at him with wide eyes, her pupils dilated with lust. “I mean, you’re amazingly handsome, but I lose myself around you and turn into this sex crazed maniac. You smell so good, taste so good, and when you touch me I soak my panties.”
 
   He couldn’t help the laugh that burst from him, a rich and deep sound he hadn’t heard from himself in years. Before he met Paige he thought the tales of bondmates healing their husbands’ psychic wounds was a myth, a pretty lie told by the servants of the Lord of Life to pacify the Warriors. But now he had proof of the Lord of Life’s healing in the form of his true laughter, something he thought he’d lost the endless day the Hive had held him captive and tortured him.
 
   A terrible memory of his jaw being ripped out by a machine while a Hive member stood nearby tore from his mind, leaving behind the burning pain of having an infection removed.
 
   “Tren?” Paige clung to him, the soft fur between them rubbing against his skin. “What’s wrong? Why are you in so much pain. Why am I able to feel your pain?”
 
   Sensing her great stress and confusion, her emotions were a volatile mix he had to isolate himself from, he stroked her arm. “You are my bondmate.”
 
   “What does that even mean!”
 
   He pulled her into his arms, holding her close. “It means I am nothing without you.”
 
   “Oh, thanks, that totally clears it up.” She thumped his shoulder. “Talk.”
 
   Frustrated, he tried to think of a way to explain this to someone who hadn’t been raised in his culture. “Many, many years ago there was a civil war on Kadothia.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I am trying to explain.” She settled in his arms, but turned so she was facing him with an expectant expression. “During the Kadothian civil war a biological virus was released that almost destroyed my entire race. The virus changed our women, attacked the emotional centers of their brains until they were no longer able to feel love, empathy, or compassion. Instead they were mindless killing machines that only took pleasure from causing pain in others. Imagine if you will every female you have ever known suddenly becoming a sadistic killer. Woman, child, crone-they all fell to the virus until there were no women left on Kadothia that were not a complete and total danger to everyone around them. If left alone, these women would torture infants to feed their need for others’ pain.”
 
   Paige had stilled and was watching him with big eyes. “That’s horrible.”
 
   “It was. My ancestors managed to defeat the women, who became known as the Hive, but some of them managed to make it off Kadothia and establish their own planet on the other side of the Bel’Tan galaxy. Left without Kadothian women, the remaining men soon found themselves falling to something we call ‘the madness’. If a Kadothian male does not find the woman he was meant to bond with he will eventually go insane, reverting to an animalistic form that has no rational thought. Once the madness is complete, they are lost to us and must be sent to a prison moon to live out the rest of their years as a beast.”
 
   “But if there were no women, what did you do?”
 
   “Our scientists managed to find a way for us to mate with women from other planets. With the right woman, our blood will change them, start a series of chemical and hormonal reactions that allows their minds to bond with ours. It will only work with the woman meant by the Lord of Life to be our bondmate, that one female in hundreds of billions. The sickness you experienced back at your home on Earth? That illness was a result of our blood exchange during our kiss, of your body changing.”
 
   “You gave me your blood?”
 
   “Yes.” He could feel her mind racing and tried to sooth her. “And you converted it.”
 
   “You said I’m changing? How?”
 
   “Your mind is changing enough to allow a psychic bond to form between us. No-changing is not the right word, your brain is waking up. Dormant parts that were asleep are now being awakened.” He smiled as she stared at him, her lush mouth rounded into a small o. “Earth women are unique in that you have very little psychic abilities on your own, but you have mental shields that are impossible for anyone to breech. You only let your bondmates form a full link, no one else can get through to your thoughts. This is unheard of in the Bel’Tan galaxy. In addition to your impenetrable natural shielding, you have powers that we have not seen on Kadothia since the ancient days before the civil war and the Great Sorrow took our women from us.”
 
   “Powers? What kind of powers?”
 
   “Different types of psychic abilities from teleportation, to foreseeing the future, to talking with animals and transforming things on a molecular basis. Every Earth woman so far is different in how she adapts to the awakening, and it takes a long time for some Matriarch’s powers to show themselves, while others happen almost instantly.”
 
   She held up her hand, staring at it as if waiting for something to happen. “How will I know what my powers are?”
 
   He grasped her hand in his own as he ordered the computer to slowly lower the lights, and begin a soothing aromatherapy. “Once we are bonded I can take you to a Reader on Kadothia. They specialize in recognizing psychic talents in others.”
 
   Paige looked at their joined hands, rubbing her small thumb on his darker skin. “Being bonded, is it like being married?”
 
   “Yes, but different. Unlike your Earth marriages we will never divorce. I will never cheat on you, hurt you, or abandon you and I will always honor your presence in my life.”
 
   “Do you love me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How? I mean, people don’t just fall in love like this, that only happens in fairy tales.”
 
   “Paige, I was born to love you.” He willed her to see the truth of his words. 
 
   “I want to believe that, but Tren, it sounds too good to be true.”
 
   “Feel my soul and you will know it is true.”
 
   “Feel your soul?”
 
   “Yes, as I said, the bond is growing between us. Eventually you will be able to read my emotions at will, to know that I am not lying to you.”
 
   She blinked at him. “That’s kind of scary.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, I kind of like having my private thoughts remain private.”
 
   “Just because we can read each other all the time does not mean we will. The bond between a man and his Matriarch is like a room with two doors. One door leads to your soul, one door leads to your mind, and we must both open our doors and enter the room in order to meet. Though I will admit, I have heard that once the bond is established we will spend a great deal of our time while we mate with the bond wide open so we can feel each other’s emotions.”
 
   “I think I already feel that.” She flushed. “When we’re…enjoying the moment I had this strangest sensation of a hard, driving lust teasing at my mind.”
 
   “A Kadothian male’s passion is different than a woman’s. We are more driven to conquer our mate with pleasure. To care for her needs in all things, in all ways. It is what makes us happy, what makes me happy.”
 
   “Once again, sounds too good to be true.”
 
   He cuddled her closer as she yawned, curving his body around hers. To his surprise she tugged his thigh over her hip so he was laying partially atop her, his body comfortable as he sank into her warmth. His aroused member pressed into her lush buttocks, but she merely wiggled, then yawned. He could feel the exhaustion nipping at her and knew she needed to rest more than he did, but he couldn’t resist the urge to forge their connection deeper before she slept. Her mind was in a relaxed state at the moment that would make it easier to touch her thoughts.
 
   “Paige, would you like me to open my side of the bond with you, and help you open yours?”
 
   “Sure,” she mumbled, rearranging his arm to her liking before snuggling into her pillow.
 
   “Close your eyes and just drift. Do not focus on anything other than my voice.”
 
   “I like your voice,” she murmured with a small smile. “It’s all growly like a bear.”
 
   He lowered his shields slowly and reached out through their strong bond, sending out a soft touch to her mind. Instantly emotions filled him, but no thoughts. Some bondmates could communicate in their heads, while others had to rely on crystal implants to speak mind to mind. He didn’t need words for what he was feeling from her. Peace, profound contentment, and a love so generous and all-encompassing that he could scarcely understand it. He thought he knew what love was before this moment, but he had no idea.
 
   “Happy thoughts,” she whispered and a wave of joyful calm surged from her side of the bond and bathed his soul in a golden light.
 
   Some of the darkness clinging to him melted away and he cradled her close, clinging to the wispy fragments of her thoughts as she fell into her dreams.
 
   Once she was slumbering he mentally relayed with the ships computer and checked his messages, pausing in a mixture of sorrow and fury when he found one from Rell.
 
   He would have ignored it, but the man had coded it with their own secret key that marked it as extremely urgent.
 
   In all their years apart, Rell had sent Tren thousands of unread messages, but this was the only time he’d opened a single one.
 
   The message was brief, but it sent a bolt of fear through Tren.
 
   Paige stirred beneath him and he forced himself to calm as he thought about the letter and retrieved it from his mental database before reading the words again in his mind.
 
   They were a coded jumble of phrases, developed in their own language. Rell, in addition to being a Negotiator, was a highly trained political spy. He knew codes better than anyone and Tren trusted that the other man had properly encoded the message, still, he double checked the security levels and read it again. 
 
   There are slavers on the ship who mean to do harm. We need to meet to discuss the situation.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   He gently moved a heavily sleeping Paige off of him, instructing the computer with how to care for her in case he wasn’t back before she awoke. Where Kadothians needed only four hours of sleep a night, humans needed eight to ten and he was thankful for the time to take care of the threat before she woke up. If he had his way she would remain ignorant of the dangers around her and live in happiness. He knew it was foolish wish, but he would do his best to protect her from the harsh realities of the dangers of the world she was entering for as long as he could.
 
   A quick message back to Rell had a response within seconds, along with directions of where to meet. 
 
   As he left his rooms he gave the guards specific instructions on Paige’s safety. He might have been a little harsh about it, both men had been sweating by the time he was done lecturing them, but his temper was on edge. For close to thirty years he’d managed to avoid Rell, determined to break their bond, but as he got closer to where he was meeting the other man, he could still feel him. True, Rell had his shields up so he couldn’t read much, but he felt the presence of his former blood brother in his soul and wanted to snarl.
 
   As he entered a special lift that took him directly to Rell’s quarters, he mentally prepared himself for the meeting ahead. Being around Rell agitated his inner beast and Tren had to try and push away his anger at the other man, something that was usually next to impossible to do. Yet, right now, that all-consuming rage and guilt that came alive around Rell had died down enough for Tren to get ahold of himself. He would go in, find out what the threat was, and take care of it. Normally he’d think this was just a lure by Rell to get Tren to talk with him, but even Rell wouldn’t claim the ship was in danger if it wasn’t.
 
   After all, she was potentially Rell’s bondmate as well.
 
   The one thought he’d been trying to keep buried burst into his mind on a sick wave of guilt and fear.
 
   How was he to share a Matriarch with a man he hated?
 
   As he was still grappling with that thought he came to the door to Rell’s room, the hallway around him deserted.
 
   The door opened and as he walked through he tried to pretend his heart wasn’t being torn in two at the mere hint of Rell’s scent.
 
   There, standing before him with an impassive expression, dressed in a pair of loose black pants and a long, open red brocade shirt that hung to his thighs, stood Lord Rell Thantoh. His straight blond hair flowed down his back unbound and Tren had a visceral memory of that hair smoothing over his thighs as Rell took him into his mouth. The other man had aristocratic features, his mother was of a royal bloodline from a neighboring planet, and he still carried himself with an arrogant pride.
 
   On the smooth, teal stone counter next to him sat Rell’s sheathed plasma sword, an ancient weapon that he was an expert at wielding.
 
   Tren had spent many mornings watching his blood brother go through the ancient forms, often nude while he did it. This had always led to sex afterwards and Tren fought his cock getting hard-well, harder. Already his body was primed to mate because of the constant temptation his little bride presented, a temptation he didn’t dare give into until she’d grown enough to handle his much larger body. But Rell could handle him, could deal with his raw lust and passion, but he tried to shove that unwelcome thought from his mind.
 
   The fact that he still found his former lover attractive irritated him like little knives slicing along his skin.
 
   “Commander,” Rell said in an even voice, nothing about his body or face giving away his mood. “Thank you for joining me.”
 
   If not for the still active blood brother bond between them, Tren would think Rell was unaffected, except traces of a desperate pain seeped through Tren’s shields from the other man. That only compounded his guilt and self-loathing, the only emotions he seemed capable of feeling around Rell now. He hated the way he felt about himself around the other man, but tonight was not as bad as usual. 
 
   In fact, he almost felt…normal. Like he used to with Rell, an ease with each other that came from being blood brothers, strengthened by their hundreds of years together. He paused, examining his emotions and tried to figure out why he wasn’t as angry as he used to be.
 
   Paige.
 
   She really had healed his soul, or somehow burned some of the darkness from his heart.
 
   His love for her grew even stronger, as did his protective instincts.
 
   “You said you had information about the slavers? Are they targeting my bride?”
 
   “No, she is not your bride,” Rell said in a low voice. “And she never will be if you do not remove your head from your ass.”
 
   Without thought Tren leaped across the room toward Rell, his fangs extended as he howled with rage at the thought of Rell trying to take Paige from him.
 
   Instead of looking alarmed, Rell appeared bored and Tren thought he might have made a mistake. Even with the hard chemical surge of his rage, enhanced by the minute crystals embedded in his brain, he recognized a deadly adversary when he saw one. Rell arched one platinum brow as he watched Tren sail through the air with sneer of disdain.
 
   Underestimating Rell was an easy mistake at first. The man seemed almost elegant, refined, and above such things as fighting. Everything about that carefully crafted image was bullshit. At his core Rell loved fighting, loved hand to hand combat, and spent his free time learning new moves as he traveled around the Bel’Tan Galaxy as a Negotiator for the Kadothian Empire. While they hadn’t sparred in almost a century, both men were just entering their prime years and even with his lighting quick reflexes Tren couldn’t avoid Rell’s counter attack.
 
   The blond man merely rolled his eyes as his foot came up and met Tren’s stomach, kicking him back hard enough that he knocked over a table and crashed into the wall.
 
   “Always so quick to attack. Have you learned nothing in our time apart? Though I must say I am surprised it took you as long as it did to lose your temper. You held on to your sanity for a surprisingly long time.”
 
   Holding his ribs, wondering if any of them had snapped, Tren got to his feet. “She is mine.”
 
   “No, she is ours.” Rell’s chest heaved with a deep breath as he said, “I true dream of her.”
 
   Tren almost leapt at him again, but his aching side told him to stay put. He could activate the healing nanobots in his body to repair the damage and numb the pain, but he was man enough to take his punishment when he’d done something stupid. Like attack Rell. But that didn’t mean he was allowing the bastard anywhere near Paige.
 
   Even though he knew the words were false, he couldn’t stop shouting, “Lies!”
 
   “Just because my words are not the ones you want to hear, does not make them lies.” He reached into an inner pocket of the shirt, then pulled out a long blue ribbon. “Smell it.”
 
   Tren stalked forward and snatched the smooth cloth from the other man. He didn’t even have to bring it to his nose to pick up Paige’s earthy and clean scent. Abruptly the strength went out of his legs and he sagged to his knees, clutching the damning piece of fabric. 
 
   True dreams were sent by the Lord of Life himself to bondmates before they met their match and if Rell had dreamed of Paige and touched her, her scent would have been on his hands. Saving the scent by wiping down their hands on a piece of cloth after a true dream was a common practice among Warriors. That scrap of cloth became their most treasured possession, proof that they had hope. It was the surest sign of potential bondmates—and Tren didn’t know what to do.
 
   While he knew this day would come if either of them ever found bondmates, he’d imagined that his hatred for the other man would have snapped their bond by now. At the very least he’d hoped the distance he’d established between them would have done the job, but it looked like his efforts had failed. Staring down at the blue ribbon, almost the exact color of Paige’s eyes, he sighed.
 
   “How do you expect this to work, Rell? She will know my feelings for you, she will know I have no wish to have you as a husband.” 
 
   Rell’s voice was cold, but he could feel the hurt coming from the other man and regretted his words. “This is not about you, Tren.”
 
   Getting to his feet, he righted the table he’d overturned after being kicked then gently set the cloth atop it. “If you want Paige as a bondmate, it is most certainly about me.”
 
   “Has she agreed to bond you?”
 
   “Not yet.” He gritted his teeth as Rell gave a slight smirk. “I do not want to rush her. She deserves to be courted properly.”
 
   In a rare display of nerves, Rell ran his hands through his hair, then strode over next to Tren and picked up the ribbon, winding it through his fingers before lifting it to his nose and taking in a deep inhalation. “You are correct; she deserves only the best. Her soul…it is so fragile, so beautiful. Innocent. There are those who will seek to destroy her.”
 
   Remembering the reason he was there, and it wasn’t to suck in deep inhalations of Rell’s spicy scent mixed with Paige’s feminine musk from the ribbon, he straightened as much as he could with his ribs still throbbing from the kick. “What is the threat?”
 
   “Word has spread far and wide that you have found your bondmate. You are the hottest gossip on Kadothia at the moment—hell, in most of the Universe. This has only brought more attention to Earth women, who have become the most sought after slaves anywhere for exotic collectors. After all, Earth women, and men, are only available for a limited time before the wormhole closes. And they are breeding compatible with many, many races.”
 
   Tren grimaced. “How bad is it?”
 
   “We have managed to stop most of the shipments, but a few have gotten through.” Rell gritted his teeth, then relaxed his jaw. “We are actively seeking the abducted Earth citizen and will do everything we can to both find them and help them heal. More slaver colonies have been found on Earth, and I fear we will need to deploy some surface crews to the planet to deal with the menace. It is hard enough as it is to keep our presence a secret, but with the slavers running amok on Earth it may be next to impossible.”
 
   “The High Council is aware?”
 
   “They are, but most of those fools are caught up in the political dramas of the Bel’Tan galaxy and are ignoring the real threats to our world in favor of petty shit.”
 
   “So things are going as well as they usually do with the High Council.”
 
   Rell’s lips twitched. “At least the fools voted down the amendment that would require Earth brides to be quarantined for two years on Kadothia before they were allowed to travel. Lady Yanush and Lady Elsin let it be known they would take it as a personal insult if the measure passed. You can imagine how eager everyone was to do a public vote on it after their announcement. Both have sons who have bonded with Earth females and from what I gather they are fond of their sons’ Matriarchs. Fond enough that they’ve been collecting new enemies among the ‘Earth Women are Evil’ crowd.” 
 
   Tren almost smiled as he imagined the trouble the two imposing Matriarchs, who held the highest political positions on Kadothia, could cause for those that offended them. 
 
   “You would do well to contact your Steward and have him double security around the Matriarch’s Palace. Also increase your foot patrols. The Tribes in my territory have already been alerted.”
 
   “Minerva still running them?”
 
   A spark of irritation came to Rell’s eye, along with a wry smile. “Yes. The Elder Battle Witch still heads up the Tribes.”
 
   “I take it she is still a constant source of annoyance?”
 
   Rell just glared at him, and Tren couldn’t help but grin. Minerva had petitioned Rell to occupy a portion of his territory as political refugees. Their planet had fallen to the Hive, and the Cliffs of Goeth were the closest thing to their home planet on Kadothia. Since the area they wanted was unoccupied, and the Tribes practiced ecological living that would protect the land, Rell agreed. Plus, Rell had fought at their side to save their home world, and his failure to do so weighed heavily on his friend. It wasn’t that he had let the Tribe settle there out of guilt, but because Rell felt he could protect them better than anyone else.
 
   Tren had been expecting a battle shocked group of people with their spirits broken. Instead, Rell had welcomed what remained of the royal family, mostly children, and their personal guards along with the feisty dowager Queen to his territory. A right nasty woman with a temper who guarded her grandchildren like an angry vole with her kits. She was borderline rude, certainly crass, and had a tendency to become homicidal if someone threatened her kin.
 
   “Irritation or not, Minerva does not like the idea of strangers on her land.” Rell arched a brow at Tren’s smirk. “Do not laugh. You know she includes your territory as being under her protection as well. After all, you saved three of her grandchildren’s lives from drowning in a tidal whirlpool. You are a hero in her eyes. Do not be a fool and deny her help due to pride.”
 
   Abruptly Tren realized they were falling into the same easy rhythm that had always existed between them in private, the friendly arguing back and forth. Being here in Rell’s presence, it was hard to remember why he’d been so enraged at the other man. Instead of rage, good memories that had long been buried beneath his resentment for Rell began to surface, memories of the kinship he’d felt for the other man, for the love they’d shared. 
 
   Clearing his throat Tren tried to get back on subject and away from this dangerous softening in his emotions.
 
   He couldn’t forget he was furious with Rell, that he hated the other man…didn’t he?
 
   “Your message mentioned a threat on the Reaping ship?”
 
   Anger passed through Rell’s silvery blue gaze before his expression cooled. “In addition to the slavers who are sure to be holding a grudge against you, there are those who will try and stop the bonding before it happens.”
 
   Tren growled, his muscles hardening and his beast clawing at his self-control, but he forced himself to think rationally. “Who do you suspect?”
 
   “Everyone.” Rell gave him a small, wry smile. “I find myself growing more paranoid in my old age, but you have as many enemies as you do friends, and they all know you will become more powerful as a bonded male with an Earth Matriarch. I believe they will seek to eliminate the threat before you return to Kadothia.”
 
   Tren began to pace. “I am assuming you have already started security procedures?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   He paused and avoided looking at Rell, focusing on a spot over his shoulder instead. “Does anyone know about your…situation with Paige?”
 
   “Do you mean do they know we are, no matter how much you deny it, blood brothers and that Paige is my future bondmate?”
 
   He wanted to argue that they weren’t blood brothers anymore, but he couldn’t lie about the psychic bond still between them. “Either.”
 
   “No. I think Lady Elsin knows, but she has been too busy fielding all the political assassinations of the Earth brides on Kadothia to bother me about it.”
 
   “What are you speaking of?”
 
   Brushing past Tren, Rell’s body burned his as they briefly touched, and Tren fought the surge of arousal that poured through him. The attraction between them had always been like this, instant and burning hot, even when they were going through the officers’ program at the Warrior Training Academy together. They’d been roommates and had fallen in love during the trials and tribulations of being molded into killing machines for the Kadothian Empire. During those long nights in their room, wrapped in each other’s arms, their young minds had filled with fantasies and daydreams of what it would be like when they finally found their bondmate. Despite the darkness they’d already seen in the world as seasoned Warriors, their dreams of someday having a family together had been filled with hope and love.
 
   He turned to watch Rell move about the small, pale green kitchen area of the undecorated room. 
 
   Rell’s red shirt molded to his broad back as he opened a hidden cabinet while saying, “The anti-Earth sentiment in the Bel’Tan galaxy is gaining strength. It is painfully obvious that the negativity stems from ignorant fear and jealousy among the Kadothian ruling class, but that does not mean there are not fools that will believe it. Some Earth Matriarchs are having a hard time settling into their homes because their people have been mentally poisoned against them. It is difficult enough for these women to leave their world behind, but it is even worse when their own people are hostile to them for no reason. And there are the trials.”
 
   “Trials?”
 
   “Yes, one sensational case after another brought against Earth Matriarchs. So far the Kadothian accusers have failed to win any of these cases, but they make the news and have attracted attention. I had to deal with an attempt here, on the Reaping ship, a few days ago with an Earth Matriarch who is also an Ambassador. She was put on trial by the High Council over a minor infraction that should not have risen beyond the Regional Council. The charges were entirely false and trumped up, but if Lady Elsin and myself had not been there, who knows how the vote might have gone. As you can guess, the majority of the High Council fears these powerful and strange women and what it means for their political careers.”
 
   Tren gave a frustrated sigh and leaned against the wall, unwilling to relax enough to sit, but knowing he needed this information. He would not let his pride get in the way of Paige’s safety and even though he hated politics, he needed to know his enemy. Cracking his neck, he tried to force his thoughts away from his relationship with Rell and back to the task at hand, something easier than done as he took another breath of the air saturated with Rell’s unique scent.
 
   Rell held up a glass of kander juice that he’d taken from the cupboard, but Tren shook his head. When they were together, Rell made sure there was always kander, Tren’s favorite native fruit, on hand. Rell even had trees planted in his territory so there would always be a supply available for Tren.
 
   The past tried to creep up on him, to remind him of the hundreds of years when things had been good between him and Rell, but the guilt and self-hatred over those men dying because of his selfish mistake still clung to him. 
 
   “What about my territory? Do I need to have a talk with my people?”
 
   “I already have, in a roundabout way.” Rell sipped his own drink, and Tren watched his smooth throat work as he swallowed.
 
   Rell truly was a handsome man, his body unmarked and pale velvet skin stretched tight over his muscles. While his skin didn’t have the subtle glimmer that Paige’s possessed, his gleamed with good health and vitality. A mental image of Paige and Rell curled up together, making love while he watched over them, protected them, flared through his mind in a burst of longing, but he refused to acknowledge his lust. Yes, that was all it was, lust—not love.
 
   In an effort to distract himself from admiring the other man’s physique, he allowed his anger to rise to the surface. “What have you said to my people?”
 
   “I have merely encouraged the right kind of rumors, the ones about how different territories have benefited from having an Earth Matriarch, and how powerful they are. Besides, your people love you and will be overjoyed you have found your bondmate. Even if you have avoided them of late.”
 
   Silence fell between them, and Tren pushed off the wall, not liking the judgmental look that was coming over Rell’s face. Trying to calm his temper and subdue his inner beast, he gazed around the room, seeking out something to look at other than the other man’s chiseled features. When his gaze came across nothing but bare walls and minimal furniture, he realized there was no hint of Rell anywhere. Just a standard Reaping Room waiting for its temporary owner to put their stamp on the place and display objects for their intended bride. 
 
   It suddenly dawned on Tren that Rell had not decorated his rooms for Paige. “Why are your walls bare? Where are your decorations? Your people’s art, their furniture and crafts?”
 
   Rell glanced over his shoulder and looked at the walls before turning back to his task in the kitchen. “Why would I bring all that with me?”
 
   Tren wanted to smack him on the back of the head. “So your bride can see what your home is like.”
 
   “My intent is to not see her while I am here.” Rell paused, then licked his lips. “It will be difficult, but I believe it is for the greater good.”
 
   He knew what it was like to yearn to be around his bride and didn’t understand why Rell would choose to endure the terrible craving for her presence instead of introducing himself to her. “Why?”
 
   “I want her safe on Kadothia more than anything else.” He met Tren’s gaze. “I want her to be comfortable in her home, relaxed, and I want to give her time to get to know me. And you know that being bonded with me, with both of us mated to the same Matriarch, there will be a political shit storm of epic proportions. No matter what you decide to do after you retire as Supreme Commander, if I were to bond her as well, Paige would in essence have a seat at the High Council. As my Matriarch she would be able to fill my spot in case of an emergency and vote on the future of Kadothia.”
 
   Tren ran his hands through his short hair in frustration. “There are those who will hate an Earth woman having that kind of power.” 
 
   “And our enemies will probably be able to guess that we’ve been blood brothers, and they will not be happy about being fooled—even if most blood brothers hide their bond from the world.”
 
   “Lord of Life’s balls.” Tren absently fingered one of the daggers attached to his armor. “I will have to tell her the truth about us so she is not caught unaware by gossip.”
 
   “I know. All I ask is for a little time. Whatever happens between us, good or bad, I will always do my best to protect her, love her, and treat her in the manner she deserves. You know this.”
 
   “I do.” With a sigh, Tren nodded. “I can give you time. It is my intent for Paige to start the growth regime today, if she will accept it.”
 
   Rell raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Already?”
 
   “She is very small, even for a human.”
 
   “But that means you will have to put off the bonding for a day. Is that wise?”
 
   “While I would like to wait until after the ceremony, she will not be allowed through the wormhole until she is a fully bonded Matriarch, and I fear her small body will not be able to mate with mine.”
 
   Rell’s gaze went distant, and hot, as he muttered, “In my dreams she can only take half of me.”
 
   Jealousy prickled at Tren, quickly followed by guilt. While he was not an overly religious man, he respected the Lord of Life, now more than ever. It was with the Lord’s blessing that he had found Paige. The odds of him ever meeting her without divine intervention were so astronomical he couldn’t even begin to calculate them. If the same divine intervention had led Rell to Paige as well, he could not and would not stand in the way. Unfortunately, his anger and guilt had not magically disappeared, and he hated the sick feeling of envy filling his stomach.
 
   “I need to return to her. She is waiting for me in our bed.” 
 
   “Of course,” Rell replied in a hollow voice, his body stiff.
 
   A petty part of him enjoyed the flash of jealousy coming from Rell’s side of the bond, and Tren had a sick need to hurt him more, but he stopped himself. A sign of the madness was selfishly lashing out and a lack of compassion, and the more Tren thought about it the more he wondered if his anger with Rell had been the insidious madness slowly taking him over, killing off the good and human parts of his soul and replacing it with mindless anger so slowly he didn’t even notice. The thought of losing himself terrified him, so instead of giving into the urge to emotionally maim Rell, he forced himself to offer kindness instead. 
 
   “I will be busy dealing with military issues throughout the day. While I am occupied, will you watch over my bride for me?”
 
   Rell blinked, then stood taller, recognizing the honor Tren bestowed on him even as he visibly tried to process Tren’s words. “It would be my privilege.”
 
   A brief mental image of Paige wandering around with a small army of bodyguards trying to remain invisible on a ship went through his mind. “Will you be able to be around her and remain undetected?”
 
   Rell did the condescending sneer he’d spent centuries perfecting, the one that said you were a complete fool who was totally wasting his time. “Of course.”
 
   Tren had almost forgotten how sensitive Rell could be about his skills as a spy, and he had to resist the urge to roll his eyes. “I meant your psychic signature and scent. I know you’ll be disguised well enough that even I would not recognize you. But Paige is different. You do not know what it is like to be in her presence.”
 
   “No,” Rell snapped, “I do not.”
 
   Real anger sparked in Rell’s normally placid eyes and the skin of his face pulled tight. When his pupils grew enough to almost swallow the blue of his eyes, Tren’s instincts went on full alert. Alarm shot through Tren as he recognized the signs of the beast within Rell surfacing. Striding forward, he slammed the man back into the wall and stared into his eyes. Rell didn’t struggle. He could have easily thrown Tren off, but he did snarl back in a challenging way.
 
   “How bad is it?” Tren said in a low voice.
 
   “I am fine.”
 
   Tightening his grip on the other man’s shoulders, he felt Rell’s muscles twitch. “You are close to losing yourself.”
 
   “I can hold on.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “Just like you—for as long as it takes.”
 
   Tren abruptly released Rell then watched his old friend battle against the greatest threat to a Kadothian male outside of the Hive. He’d been so focused on himself, on his wounded soul, that he’d ignored how his abandonment would hurt his blood brother. Yes, he’d wondered if their separation would give the madness a stronger foothold in Rell, but he’d always dismissed the notion. After all, Rell was the strong one, the man with a will of iron and a self-discipline second to none. 
 
   But, if he was being truthful with himself, he knew their separation would hurt Rell, and he’d enjoyed that, enjoyed knowing the other man was suffering, enjoyed knowing Tren wasn’t alone in his endless cycle of guilt, anger, and pain.
 
   Staggered by this realization, Tren had to lock his knees to keep standing, the history of his life rewriting itself before his eyes. 
 
   Once Rell was in full control of himself again, and the darkness had receded from his gaze, he wiped a hand over his sweaty brow, his chest heaving. 
 
   “How frequent are the attacks?”
 
   “Do not worry. I am not a threat to her.”
 
   Tren once again had to resist the urge to smack Rell in the back of the head like their old teachers did when they were being particularly dense. “I know that.”
 
   “I will never harm her.”
 
   Coming to an abrupt decision, but knowing it was the right thing to do, Tren held Rell’s gaze. “You need to see her, be around her, at least once before you meet her in public. And now is the perfect time.”
 
   His jaw dropped, and he stared at Tren. “You want me to come with you, right now, to meet Paige?”
 
   “Not to meet her, she is still sleeping deeply, but to be around her. To know if you can control yourself.”
 
   “I do not know if I possess the strength to see her and not touch her.”
 
   “You will, because she needs you right now as her shield, not her lover.”
 
   Rell searched his face, and Tren struggled to keep his features impassive even though his head was spinning. It had struck him to the core to see how close Rell was to the madness. If he lost his old friend to the beast, just when their salvation was in sight, he didn’t know if he would survive both the guilt and loss. He could only pray that the Lord of Life granted him the ability to forgive both Rell and himself.
 
    
 
   A little while later they entered Tren’s suite of rooms and a disguised Rell let out a groan as he surveyed the large space. “I can smell her everywhere. She smells so good, so fertile. I had no idea it would be this intense. Maybe I should avoid seeing her.”
 
   Tren didn’t have to check his bond with Rell to feel the other man’s desperation to do just the opposite, to go to Paige as quickly as possible. The urge also pulled at Tren, and he took a moment to center himself. Having recently been in the other man’s shoes, Tren motioned to Rell. “Follow me.”
 
   After checking with the computer that Paige was still asleep, he stepped into their bedroom and moved quickly out of the way so Rell could see her. 
 
   The moment Rell walked into the room he made a pained noise and sank to his knees.
 
   Tren didn’t blame him. Paige looked like a goddess stretched out on the massive bed, the pale cream sheets molding to her generous curves, one curvy leg and hip exposed from how she’d moved in her sleep. Lying on her back with one arm thrown over her head, she had pulled the sheet down enough in front to reveal part of her dusky pink nipple. The little bud was soft and relaxed, taunting Tren to suckle it into hardness. He almost went to do just that when he remembered Rell was there.
 
   He was still on his knees, staring at Paige as a light tremble went through him. Tren came up behind him, unable to read the other man’s emotions as he continued to gaze at Paige. Rell’s hair was unnaturally dark at the moment as part of his disguise, but the familiar musky smell of the other man’s arousal twirled with Paige’s scent, combining into an incredible aphrodisiac. Rell was shielding for all he was worth, but a hint of the shock and adoration he felt seeped into Tren’s mind, easing his worry. Without a doubt, the bondmate link existed between Rell and Paige, and Tren had done the right thing bringing him there.
 
   Rell whispered, “She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. Perfect.”
 
   Pride filled Tren instead of the jealousy, and he gave Rell’s shoulder a squeeze. 
 
   They remained like that for a long, stolen moment, each examining Paige as she slept. In the low lighting his enhanced vision could easily pick out every detail of her body, and he found himself mesmerized by the rounded curves of her form. She shifted on the bed, rolling over to her stomach and exposing one plump butt cheek as she wiggled into her pillow. Rell let out a soft, pained noise, and Tren had to choke on his return growl of agreement.
 
   Abruptly Rell stood and turned, striding out the door so fast he was almost running.
 
   Once he was clear of the bedroom, he stopped, turning to the wall and resting his forehead against it as he panted. “I almost lost control and went to her.”
 
   Beyond Rell the green nightscape of Tren’s home territory, their home territory, shifted with an imagined breeze. “But you didn’t.”
 
   “No.” Rell turned his gaze to Tren, his blue eyes glowing with emotion. “But it is a struggle. I must go.”
 
   Before he could stop himself, Tren said, “When can I see you again?”
 
   Closing his eyes, Rell hung his head for a moment, then looked back up with a carefully blank expression. “I will watch over her and guard her with my life. I swear it.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Hesitating, Rell said in a low voice, “You are different, less angry.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Is it because of Paige?”
 
   Tren nodded slowly. “It is.”
 
   “She must be protected at all costs.” Rell drew himself up then lifted his chin. “Use this time wisely, win her heart, and make her your bondmate. I will do what I can to keep her safe, but the sooner she is bonded with you and on Kadothia the better for all of us.”
 
   With the soothing presence of Paige sleeping safely in the next room to calm his irrational anger, Tren closed the distance between them and placed his hands on Rell’s shoulders, the feeling of the other man’s body achingly familiar. “Will you be all right?”
 
   Looking directly into Tren’s eyes, Rell said, “I have managed to survive this long without you, managed to spend endless nights alone when I would have given anything to have you at my side, times when I would have begged you to return to me if only you would see me. Years of despair over what I had lost, times when I thought my beast would consume me, and I still retained my sanity when I had no hope.”
 
   The enormity of his actions crashed down on Tren, and he closed his eyes, unable to face Rell. “Forgive me, please, forgive me.”
 
   “I already have.”
 
   Strong arms embraced him, snapping him from the memory, and he clung to Rell, holding him so tight his whole body ached. The remembered terror and fear were still there, but the combination of his bonds with Paige and Rell stabilized him in a way he’d never experienced before. It enabled him to regain control of himself, to allow himself a few stolen moments of pleasure in his blood brother’s arms. Here, now, with their bodies pressed close together, their hearts once again beating in rhythm, he found a forgiveness he thought he was incapable of.
 
   “I have missed you,” he whispered against Rell’s strong neck.
 
   Instead of responding, Rell pressed their foreheads together, breathing his air. “I missed you as well, but now is not the time for our reunion. Too much is at stake, and we need our enemy’s attention focused on you so I can do what I do best.
 
   “Once Paige and I arrive on Kadothia, I would like to formally introduce you.”
 
   Through their slowly strengthening bond came a surge of joy strong enough to make Tren smile. Rell’s happiness was always like that, a burst of bright sunlight coming through the open door of a dark room. Paige’s happiness was more like the constant, warm glow of a fire that chased back the shadows. The thought of spending the rest of his life surrounded by such light and warmth filled him with an optimism he’d thought long dead. Maybe the Universe wasn’t as doomed as he’d grown to believe, maybe there was hope for the Bel’Tan galaxy yet. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Paige Grant
 
    
 
   Soft, feathery kisses rained down over Paige’s face as she slowly arched her back and turned her lips to a man’s firm mouth. She momentarily worried about morning breath, but once their tongues touched the only thought that filled her mind was getting closer to him. He was so very big, and she had to tug herself up to his lips, wrapping her arms around his thick neck as he seduced her with each sucking nip. A low rumble vibrated through his chest and into her body, awakening every nerve ending in a fast rush of lust.
 
   The more they kissed, the more she was able to feel him, to somehow have an echo of his emotions through hers. Right now he was pure, unadulterated male hunger, and he smelled so good. The top of her head tingled as he slipped his hands between her thighs, and she finally released his lips with a low moan, her clit throbbing with need. If he would just touch her there…if she could just touch him there. For a moment she swore she knew exactly what Tren wanted. It wasn’t something she would have thought of on her own, but when she took his hand then helped him slip one of his big fingers inside of her, he hissed with pleasure. 
 
   Fascinated, she watched through heavy lids as his fangs grew. Not as much as they did when he was being protective of her, then he was downright scary, but enough for her to imagine feeling them pierce her nipple just enough to draw one small bead of blood that he would lick off, savor. This foreign thought had a very erotic, primal flavor to it and once again she wondered where these odd images were coming from. Could she really be reading his mind?
 
   Her thoughts shattered as he began to stroke inside of her, pausing when he found her G-spot. Though she’d never been with a man, she had very frank and sexually active roommates who talked about doing the dirty deed a great deal. She might not have had firsthand experience with a man finding that spot inside of her, but she’d explored it plenty when she was having a private moment with herself. Dawn had told her that before Paige had sex for the first time, she had to know what an orgasm felt like so she knew if the guy was doing her right. It made sense and that night a highly embarrassed Paige had looked at a softcore dirty movie online and figured her body out.
 
   When Tren discovered that spot, and how it made lightning zip through her, he let out a low moan. “Oh, alyah, your are going to be so much fun to play with. You have so many sensitive spots for me to torment, to tease.”
 
   As if to prove his point, he used his thumb on her clit while his thick finger moved inside of her, stretching her. She grasped at his large biceps, working herself against his hand with abandon. Everything about him urged her to take as much pleasure from him as she could, to climax until she passed out. Little black dots danced around the edges of her vision, and she became scared.
 
   “It’s too much.”
 
   “Shhh, my bride, I will not give you any more than you can take.”
 
   Moaning, she tried to get him to go faster, but he kept his pace slow, teasing at the entrance of her sheath with a second finger that she desperately wanted inside of her. She needed something bigger, much bigger, for her wet sex to grip on to. With a wiggle of her hips, she tried to scoot down his body, closer to his erection that pressed against her leg, but he wouldn’t let her.
 
   “No, not until you have gone through the growth regime.”
 
   With her body hovering on the edge of her orgasm, she snarled at him, “I want you inside of me.”
 
   A second finger joined the first, making her burn slightly, and he pulled back right away. “Paige, you cannot even take two of my fingers without hurting. I would damage you and would never forgive myself.”
 
   What he said was the truth, the thought of harming her made him ill. Compassion for him moved through Paige, and she stroked his face, trying to keep her hips from rubbing against him. Aside from her desire, her mind was clear and a good night’s sleep had helped her organize her thoughts a little. From the bottom of her heart she believed in fairy tales and when God was good enough to send a real life hero her way, she wasn’t going to let him go. Yes, she would miss the Earth, but the only family she cared about was dead. And Casey would be on Kadothia. The thought of never seeing Casey’s parents or her friends was a bitter pill to swallow, but everything inside of her told her she belonged with Tren.
 
   “I want the growth regime.”
 
   He froze. “You understand what that means, correct? That even if you choose not to bond me you will still have to go live on Kadothia. You will not be allowed back to Earth in your altered form.”
 
   Another soft pang of sorrow went through her, but she swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I understand. I’ll miss Earth, but I belong with you—my bondmate.”
 
   Abruptly all feeling shut down from him, and she flinched away as he stared at her, expressionless. “You wish to bond with me?”
 
   Blinking back tears at his cold response, she whispered, “Never mind.”
 
   Suddenly she found herself flat on her back on the bed, with an enraged Trenzent hovering over her. “Do you wish to bond with me?”
 
   “Yes,” she yelled in his face, not appreciating his attitude. “At least I did until you started acting like a jerk.”
 
   Softer now, he leaned down and rubbed his nose along her jaw, his lips caressing her neck. “You wish to bond with me?”
 
   “I swear, if you ask me that one more time…”
 
   He pressed himself up above her in an impressive plank, the scars of his jaw tightening as he growled out, “Do you, Paige Grant of Earth, agree to be my bondmate?”
 
   For a moment the blockage between them dissolved a bit, and she caught a hint of his desperation, his complete and total panic that she would deny him. He loved her, loved her so much she was having a hard time breathing, but she managed to whisper out, “Yes, I agree to be your bondmate.”
 
   A feminine voice rang out through the room. “It has been noted that on this day Supreme Commander Trenzent al’Doun and Paige Dana Grant of Earth have made a commitment to be mated. No ceremony date has been set.”
 
   “So noted,” Tren said in a clear voice that rang with happiness. 
 
   When he turned his shining gaze back at Paige, she couldn’t help but bask in the warmth of his affection even as she began to freak out. “Wow, it’s like…officially official.”
 
   “It is, my bride.”
 
   The pride in his voice when he said that made her tingle from head to toe. “So, what do we do now?”
 
   Abruptly he sobered, then kissed her gently on the lips. “I will take you to the medical bay where they will start your growth regime. You will stay in a heavily guarded apartment there where you will be provided with everything you need for the transition. Namely, food.”
 
   “How long will I be there?”
 
   “Around a day. I am afraid I cannot be with you at all times. There is business I must attend to.”
 
   A touch of fear dampened her happiness. “When will I see you? There isn’t some Kadothian tradition about keeping the future bondmates apart before the ceremony or anything, is there? I really don’t want to be alone.”
 
   A wave of calm washed over her and her apprehension disappeared. “I will be with you every moment I can. You will fall asleep in my arms and wake up with my tongue in your sweet pussy. Plus, Matriarch Brooks, the woman you met in the terminal yesterday from Earth, will—how did she put it—hang out with you. I have no idea what she means, but that is what she said.”
 
   Relief filled her as she thought about the curvy and beautiful woman with the most amazing dark curls. “She was nice.”
 
   “I have heard nothing but praise for her skills and her kindness.”
 
   Her body melted beneath him as she smiled. “You will always take care of me, won’t you?”
 
   Pressing his erection against her, he growled, “In all ways.”
 
   Flushing as a hard tingle shot from her nipples to her clit, she laughed and shoved at his arms. “Get off me.”
 
   He rolled to his side, but pulled her with him, snuggling his face into her hair. “Never.”
 
   They lay there, basking in each other’s presence when laughter suddenly rumbled in Tren’s wide chest. 
 
   Looking up, she studied his face and found his gaze distant as he smiled. “What’s so funny?”
 
   Still focusing vaguely on the far wall, he murmured, “Your friend, Matriarch Casey Westfall, has ordered that you see her at your earliest convenience. She is a bit…excited about the news of our bonding ceremony. I do not understand much of what she is saying. She talks very fast when she is enthused. Something about your bridal dress I think? Now she is crying and trying to talk at the same time. She is very confusing.”
 
   “Yes, she is, but how is she contacting you?”
 
   “I have crystal implants in my brain, tiny microscopic crystals that do things like enhance my strength, control my healing nanobots, and boost my psychic powers.”
 
   She stared at him. “Wow.”
 
   “If you wish, while you are going through your growth regime, they can implant your crystals as well. I would recommend it, that way you can access lessons on Kadothia, and be able to instantly translate and speak any language in the Bel’Tan galaxy like a native.”
 
   The implications of his words stunned her, and she could only stare at him. “How many languages are there?”
 
   “Millions.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   His gaze went distant again, and she noticed that his pupils enlarged then shrank a little bit. “Matriarch Westfall has sent me another message, which was relayed through the wormhole. She must have been waiting for word on our bonding, because she has gowns already in her possession that she believes you will love. Many…many gowns. She said to tell you these are Cinderella gowns?”
 
   Tears prickled Paige’s eyes as she cuddled into Tren, seeking comfort. “Can you please send her a message telling her thank you, and that I expect tiaras as well when I see her.”
 
   “Done.” He ran his big hands up and down her back in a light caress that had her aroused, yet completely languid. “It is good she will be there to help you with the bonding ceremony. Because of my status it will be a large event.”
 
   “How large?”
 
   He ran the back of his knuckles over her cheek. “You do not like the idea of a big ceremony.”
 
   “I just—it makes me nervous.”
 
   “I swear to you, Paige, when the ceremony begins you will know you have nothing to fear, because I will be there with you every step of the way.” His sincerity beat back her panic. “The only things I require are you and a servant of the Lord of Life. Everything else is unnecessary. I hate to cut our discussion short, but we must go. There are people waiting to speak with me and it is urgent.”
 
   She placed a kiss on his firm lips, then another, both soft and sweet. “Then let’s go. The sooner we get this over with the better.”
 
   ***
 
   Five hours later she wished she’d spent more time in bed with Tren. 
 
   After being poked, prodded, stared at, then poked some more she was ready to smack the next well-meaning Kadothian man who touched her.
 
   While she was clad in a short, loose topless dress that protected her modesty for the most part, she still felt like everyone was staring at her.
 
   Because they were.
 
   Not outright, or in a rude way, but out of the corner of her eye she noticed the four technicians and three Healers in the large, pale blue room seemed to be fascinated by her. All the men in this room were already bonded, so it wasn’t like they were checking her out in a sexual way. No, they seemed more curious…and slightly awed.
 
   It was weird, and by the time they were done she was glad to escape their silent scrutiny. They were polite with her, but didn’t engage in small talk. While they gave her detailed descriptions of every step and stage of the growth process—a bunch of stuff about turning on parts of her brain and hormones and other things she didn’t understand— they didn’t respond to her efforts to talk to them on a personal level so after a while she just gave up. 
 
   “Paige Grant, will you please come with me?” A tall, good-looking healer with almond-shaped dark eyes and long black hair gave her a small bow.
 
   She rose from the comfortable chair she’d been sitting in and gave the people who’d been working on her a small wave and thanks. 
 
   They stared after her, and she let out a sigh of relief once they were in the hallway.
 
   The man next to her chuckled. “Long day?”
 
   Relieved that he was talking to her like a normal person, she smiled. “Yes.”
 
   “My name is Xentix Brooks. My Matriarch and wife, Jaz, is waiting for you in your room with lunch. I will warn you now, she is curious about how the growth regime works and may ask you many questions.”
 
   “Is she thinking about doing it herself?”
 
   “Yes.” He gave her a blinding smile filled with happiness. “Once we return to Kadothia after her rotation as an Ambassador on the Reaping ship ends, Jaz wishes to start a family and have our child.”
 
   “Congratulations.” She licked her lips as a logistical question occurred to her, but she was too polite to ask if Xentix, or Jaz’s other husband Mavet would father the child.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   They arrived at a smooth, dark wood door that slid open to reveal an apartment a little smaller than the one she shared with Tren, but still nice.
 
   Light russet, furry furniture dominated the far side of the room, and Jaz, clad in her green robe with black edging, stood and smiled. Today her hair was styled in a multitude of braids held back from her face with jeweled pins, and lovely, almost glowing purple gems hung from her pierced ears. Her gaze went from Paige to Xentix, and she waved her hand.
 
   “Okay, you delivered her safely, now off you go. It’s time for girl talk.”
 
   Xentix rolled his eyes, a rather odd expression on such a big and intimidating man, but smiled at Jaz. “As you wish, my Matriarch.”
 
   Jaz laughed and put her hands on her ample hips. “I know you’re dying to go spar with Mavet and Tandar, go have fun.”
 
   Xentix strode across the room and pulled his wife into a kiss that had Paige blushing all the way to the roots of her hair by the time he was done.
 
   Giving her a smug smile, he left her with a silent Jaz, who was staring after her husband in open appreciation as he left. “That man…drives me crazy, but boy can he kiss.”
 
   Before Paige could respond, a chime came and Jaz said, “Receive.”
 
   A portion of the wall slid up and a table, loaded with food, slid out.
 
   The scents of so many delicious things at once had her stomach roaring to life and before she knew it she was chowing down on a barbeque covered rib, cooked to perfection. The meat fell off the bone, and she found herself licking her fingers loudly while Jaz watched in open amusement as she nibbled on a piece of pineapple. Another wall lowered across the room, this one filled with desserts. Among it, she spotted a giant apple pie and her mouth watered even as she grabbed a cob of perfectly buttered and salted corn.
 
   “Tren requested food from Earth for you that you would like, and I figured every American girl loves a good barbeque.”
 
   “Oh my God, this is so delicious. I mean, even if I weren’t starving because my body needs fuel, it would still be awesome. Thank you so much. Is this really from Earth?”
 
   “No, it’s replicated.”
 
   She stared down at the corn in her hand, then the heap on the plate. “Pardon me?”
 
   “It is a replicated food containing perfectly balanced nutrition for your body. We have fresh food from Earth here, but it is a rarity. The Kadothians have strict rules about interacting with previously unknown galaxies and races, including stealing their harvest. One of those rules it to keep from inadvertently hurting the planet by draining resources. Don’t worry, that piece of corn you’re eating is better than anything you’d get on Earth. It’s full of all kind of nutrition that regular corn doesn’t have. Does it taste any different?”
 
   “If I didn’t know it was, I’d just say it was absolutely authentic. And this is from a girl who grew up with fields of corn behind her house.”
 
   Jaz sat down on the nearby couch, pulling her legs up beneath her as she put one arm over the back. “Tell me about where you grew up. I’m from Harlem so small town life is something I find fascinating.”
 
   Smiling at Jaz, Paige wandered over to where a bowl of mashed potatoes with gravy sat and grabbed a nearby spoon. The rich, buttery, and creamy taste exploded on her tongue, and she hummed in happiness. Little tingles had settled into her feet and toes, but it was so faint she barely noticed. Instead, she had a mouth-gasm at the taste of the rich brown gravy combining with the mashed potatoes.
 
   “Oh my God, so good.”
 
   Jaz burst out laughing. “Damn, now I want some of that.”
 
   Flushing at her bad manners, Paige held out her spoon. “Would you like some?”
 
   “No, honey, but thank you.”
 
   Remembering the woman’s earlier question, she leaned against the table and looked up, trying to think of how to explain her home. “It is a small town, but we’re on the outskirts of Ann Arbor, Michigan.”
 
   “Home of the University of Michigan,” Jaz said with a smile. “My father lives, eats, and breathes football. All football.”
 
   Tears surfaced in Jaz’s dark eyes for a moment, and Paige abandoned her food, going to the other woman’s side. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes.” Jaz waved a hand at her face, blinking fast. “Some days I just have a harder time than others dealing with the fact that I’ll never see my Dad again.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Paige slumped back and rubbed her hand over her stomach before letting out a big burp. “Oh jeez, excuse me.”
 
   Laughing, Jaz took in a deep breath then let it out. “How are you dealing with leaving Earth, and all it contains, behind?”
 
   Standing, Paige wandered back to the table, the burp somehow creating even more room in her belly. She snagged what looked like a cornbread biscuit with honey and moaned as she bit into its melt-in-your-mouth sweetness. The flooring beneath her slipper-covered feet was slightly spongy, and as she watched a crumb from the cornbread hit the ground, she gasped. The piece of food melted right into the floor, as if the deep forest green flooring had turned to liquid.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   Jaz rose to her knees and looked over the back of the couch at the floor. “What happened?”
 
   “The floor ate my food.”
 
   “They’re made of some kind of biological stuff that absorb dirt and are always totally clean. Since we’re in the medical bay, they’re also formulated to take care of biological hazards.”
 
   “Neat.” Squishing her slippers against the ground, she gave an experimental bounce as she finished her biscuit, finally full. “Ugh, thank God I’m not wearing pants right now.”
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “No pain?”
 
   “Nope.” Stretching out, Paige sighed. “I actually feel pretty good now that my stomach’s happy.”
 
   “Good, good. So, do you have any questions about how the Kadothian polygamous relationships work?”
 
   Raising her eyebrows, Paige said, “Uh, what?”
 
   “Their practice of a woman having more than one husband.”
 
   Actually, she hadn’t. “I haven’t really thought about it much.”
 
   Jaz frowned. “The Commander didn’t discuss blood brothers with you?”
 
   “No. What is that?”
 
   “Oh dear.” Jaz started to play with one of her braids. “Maybe I should wait for him to talk with you about it.”
 
   “No, tell me. Whenever I get around Tren all I want to do is climb him like a tree. I swear my brain doesn’t operate all that well around him. I become dick drunk.”
 
   Jaz burst out laughing. “Dick drunk? Dare I ask?”
 
   The apple pie across the room was calling Paige’s name, but she smiled. “My friend Dawn said there are some guys that are so good in bed you feel like you’re drunk after you’re done. But with Tren all I have to do is be around him and I’m dick drunk.”
 
   Giggling again, Jaz nodded. “I know how that feels, times three.”
 
   Sitting up a little, Paige pulled up her knees and rested her chin on them. “What’s it like? Being married to more than one guy?”
 
   “Amazing.” Jaz’s dark eyes went dreamy and her face soft. “I have three men who love me beyond reason, and I wake up every day happy beyond belief.”
 
   “There’s no jealousy? I mean, what if you spend more time with one guy than the other?”
 
   “If we weren’t bonded I don’t see how it would work, but with the bond there is nothing to be jealous of. I feel my husbands’ love for me, and each other, like it was my own. I know without a doubt if one man is feeling like he needs a little more affection than usual, or when one of us needs our space.”
 
   “You still manage to have alone time with three men?”
 
   “Well, not a lot, but they know I need my girl time and my alone time. They know it’s not because I don’t want to be around them, but just because it’s something I need to be happy. They understand.”
 
   “But what about the bond? Can’t you always feel each other?”
 
   “Yes and no. I always feel their life force, but most of the time I’m busy in my own mind and can’t deal with the distraction of theirs. You’ll find that most bonded couples are like that, open in private where they can focus on each other, shielded from each other in public. Like right now I can feel that Mavet and Xentix are closed off from me, but Tandar is a little open to all of us. That’s not surprising since we’re the most recently bonded we’re still kind of in the honeymoon stage. He likes being able to feel us.”
 
   “How did you end up with three husbands?”
 
   Jaz told a condensed version of her story about meeting her men, and when she talked about blood brothers she got a funny look on her face again that alerted something in Paige.
 
   “So most Kadothian males have blood brothers?”
 
   “Yes, it helps them keep the madness at bay. You see, Kadothians live a very long time, around three thousand Earth years or more. During that time they have…well, they have a hole in their soul, an unfinished part of their mind that yearns for a psychic bond with their bondmate. As time goes on, if they don’t find something to fill that hole, the darkness, the crushing loneliness consumes them until their human mind breaks and the animal takes over.”
 
   “What happens when they go mad? Why do they have to go to a prison colony?”
 
   “Quite simply, they go rabid.” Jaz held Paige’s gaze, her expression deadly serious. “These wonderful, vibrant men become the thing they fear most, the nightmare that haunts their existence from the day they are born. Can you imagine, the older you get, knowing you are slowly losing yourself? Can you imagine looking into the mirror and having no idea who you are because you can no longer access your memories? Can you imagine killing those you love because you no longer see them as people, but prey?”
 
   “That’s terrible.” Paige dashed at a tear and sniffed. 
 
   “It is. The only thing that helps is partial bonding.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You know how a full bonding works, right? Tren explained it to you?”
 
   “I got the general idea. Once my crystal implants start working I plan on doing a lot of research.”
 
   “Okay, well, in a full bond, you trade bits of your soul—at least that’s my theory. Everyone has an opinion about how the bonding works, but here’s what I can tell you for sure: you will stabilize and heal your mates. Their mental scars, and there are a lot of them from the hard life they’ve had to lead, will slowly heal the more you’re together, and they’ll change—in a good way. So will you; the healing works both ways.” She smiled and stroked the black tattoo on her chest. “Have you been feeling any different? Maybe braver, stronger? Casey described you as a woman who didn’t like strangers or crowds, but from what I’ve seen you handle yourself just fine.”
 
   Now that Paige thought about it, she’d gone through the growth regime today without a single panic attack about being in such a vulnerable position around so many men. Alone. If Tren had been with her, she would have dismissed it as the result of being around him, but she’d been alone, and she’d handled herself gracefully. A sense of pride, not something she usually felt about herself, came through her, and she slowly smiled at Jaz.
 
   “I did—I mean, I am. I’m not automatically afraid anymore.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t go that far. It takes hundreds of years for some of those deep wounds to heal, so don’t go around thinking something won’t trigger you. But also don’t dismiss your bravery as only coming from your bond. You are a strong woman and as you shake off the shit from your past that’s clinging to you, I think you’re gonna surprise a lot of people.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” She clapped her hands. “We got a little off track, and you need this information, so pay attention. A partial bond can’t quite heal psychic wounds, at least they don’t in most cases, but they do stabilize them. A Kadothian male, before he meets his Matriarch, will often have two partial bonds. One partial bond to a Matriarch that is often either a good friend or a political ally, and one to a blood brother, which is a totally different type of bond.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “It’s sexual.”
 
   “Oh…oh!”
 
   Grinning, Jaz nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “But they don’t have a sexual relationship with their Matriarch?”
 
   “No. They’ll have a deep friendship and respect, sometimes an almost familial connection, but it’s not sexual. At least with Kadothian Matriarchs from the Bel’Tan galaxy, but the blood brother relationship is a romantic and sexual one.”
 
   “Does Tren have a blood brother?”
 
   Jaz opened and closed her mouth a few times before saying, “I’m not sure. They tend to keep their relationship a secret.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s not out of shame, but for protective reasons. The Kadothian Empire has an…interesting political structure. I won’t get into it now with you, but suffice to say a blood brother could be used against a Warrior as powerful as Commander Trenzent. He’d be foolish to expose the weakness of loving someone else enough to risk everything for them.”
 
   “But he’s pretty open about loving me.”
 
   “Yes, but you’re a Matriarch. On Kadothia, you’re revered and it is taboo to harm a Matriarch, not to mention being an instant death sentence.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Crazy, right? That’s not to say bad things don’t happen to Matriarchs, they do, but it’s a lot easier to harm a Warrior who regularly goes into dangerous battles than to take on a heavily guarded Matriarch on Kadothia.”
 
   “That makes sense. Do you think he has one?”
 
   “I think he’s an anomaly if he doesn’t have one. Think about it, Paige, a thousand years alone, unable to form a romantic connection with any female other than his bondmate, his soul slowly dying. He would grasp on to whatever chance he had in the hopes of someday finding you.”
 
   Paige ran her hands through her hair, her muscles suddenly twitching with the urge to move. Literally unable to sit still, she jumped up from the couch and began to pace around the room. Her whole body felt jittery, and she shook her arms out then bounced on the tips of her toes. “So he probably has a blood brother that he hasn’t mentioned yet. Why would he do that?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know, probably because most American brides freak out about polyamorous relationships.” Jaz raised her eyebrows as Paige glanced at her while pacing. “It’s true. They’ve been advised to let you get to know them first before they spring a second husband on you.”
 
   “A second husband?”
 
   “Shoot, I forgot to tell you about that. See, Trenzent would only become blood brothers with a man who can share the same Matriarch.”
 
   Taking in a deep breath, she tried to force her racing heart to calm down, but it was pounding away as the fuzzy feeling in her limbs intensified. “I’m not sure how I feel about this.”
 
   “Easy, Paige. No one is asking you to make any decisions about future husbands at the moment. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “And know that the Commander would never, ever introduce a man to you as a potential full or partial bondmate if he didn’t believe with all his heart the man was worthy of you. If he tells you he has a blood brother hiding somewhere in the Bel’Tan galaxy, hear him out. And if the thought of two men together disturbs you, let him know that as well. Be honest with each other, and I promise you good things will happen.”
 
   “Oh, polyamory doesn’t bother me.” Jaz pursed her lips, and Paige sighed as her muscles stopped trembling. “Seriously, it doesn’t. I’m a live-and-let-live kind of girl. Plus, who am I to judge how others live their lives?”
 
   “That’s a very enlightened attitude for someone from a small-town in the Midwest.”
 
   The way Jaz said that let Paige know the other woman wasn’t trying to be mean, but she still bristled a bit. “Yeah, well, small-town doesn’t mean ignorant. I go to school in a very liberal city where it’s not unusual to see poly relationships. In fact, the owners of the bar where Dawn works are silver-haired swingers. I bet they’ve see more action than a frat house.”
 
   “Oh my God.” Jaz shook her head. “Geriatric swingers?”
 
   Wrinkling her nose while she grinned, Paige nodded then took a seat again, her limbs loose like jelly. “Yeah. But they’re really nice people, and they’re happy, so more power to them. Besides, it’s not like I’m in the bedroom with them. Why would I care what they do in the privacy of their own home…or at swinger’s parties or whatever. Know what I mean?”
 
   Jaz tilted her head to the side with a smile. “I do.”
 
   A loud chime filled the room, music from some unknown but pretty instrument.
 
   “Casey’s here,” Jaz murmured, “along with her husbands, Warriors Lorn and Nast.”
 
   Standing up quickly, Paige was dizzy for a moment before sinking back down to her seat. “Whoa.”
 
   “I know the Healers told you to take it easy.” Jaz fussed over her right before she said, “Permission to enter.”
 
   The doors slid open and a loud squeal reverberated through Paige’s head. With a moan of pain, she clutched her hand over her ears and winced. The high-pitched noise echoed painfully, and she scrunched her eyes tighter, glad the ache went away quickly. Moments later her friend’s familiar body pressed into hers as Casey hugged her tight. 
 
   “Hi,” Paige said as she gave her friend a squeeze. “If you could not deafen me with your dolphin impressions that would be awesome.”
 
   “I am so happy to see you,” Casey cried as she buried her face against Paige’s neck. “You have no idea.”
 
   “Casey.” An insanely handsome man with long red and blond hair gently stroked her friend’s back. Paige recognized him, even if the last time she’d seen him he’d been naked in bed with Casey. “Breathe.”
 
   To Paige’s surprise, Casey began to calm down, then took in a deep, watery breath. “Thanks. Sorry, didn’t mean to lose it like that. I, um, I’m really, really happy to see her. She’s like my sister.”
 
   Now Paige was tearing up and that only started Casey crying again. When Paige noticed a familiar tall, broad silvery blond man watching them with a small smile, she wiped her face as best she could, embarrassed at her outburst. Normally she wasn’t a crier, but these past few days and all the surprises they held were catching up with her. Or it was the hormonal surges she was receiving as part of her regime. Great, she was formally meeting Casey’s husbands for the first time and she had the equivalent of super strong PMS.
 
   And she was hungry again.
 
   When her stomach audibly growled, Casey laughed, her black gown shimmering with a slight gleam that highlighted her friend’s hourglass figure. Across her ample breasts a series of elegant swirls formed an intricate black tattoo against her pale skin. Paige now knew that mark had formed, by freaking magic, on her friend’s body after her bonding ceremonies. If Casey took another husband in the future, the mark would be added to. 
 
   Though right now Casey looked perfectly happy as things were. Her friend practically glowed with good health and it was easy to see how in love she was. Her husbands certainly adored her as well. They watched her every move and communicated to each other without needing to say a word. It was kind of eerie how close they were. The men’s movements perfectly complimented each other, and as they both turned to look at Paige at once, she found herself flushing beneath their intense regard.
 
   “If I may be so bold, Paige,” the redhead named Nast said in a serious voice, “we owe you a great debt of thanks.”
 
   She glanced at Casey, who looked equally puzzled. “What are you guys talking about?”
 
   “Commander Trenzent,” Lorn, with his glowing blue eyes and braided blond hair, said, “is a man we both have a great amount of respect for, and consider not only a friend, but a brother. We fear he has been battling with the madness, so it brings us great relief to know he has found you, just in time.”
 
   Paige pressed her hand to her suddenly upset stomach. “He’s been battling the madness?”
 
   Nast gave Lorn an uncertain look, but continued, “His temper has been growing shorter, his patience and compassion waning, and he holds irrational grudges. All early indications of the madness. We feared we would be the ones who had the dubious honor of escorting him to the prison moon.”
 
   “Oh my God…” The thought of losing Tren had her clutching the couch in an effort to ground herself when she felt as if she were flying apart. “Why didn’t he tell me?”
 
   “I do not presume to know his reasons, but from everything we know about the madness, in the beginning you do not even notice the deadening of your emotions. As a Warrior battling the Hive in a never-ending war—”
 
   “Battling the Hive, what are you talking about?” Everyone in the room looked at each other, totally avoiding her gaze. “Hello? Has everyone suddenly gone deaf? What war?”
 
   Lorn was the one who went to one knee before her, but it wasn’t in a sexual way whatsoever. No, his gaze and demeanor were deadly serious as he gentled his voice. “Can you access your crystal implants yet?”
 
   “No, they’re still umm…growing or whatever.”
 
   “Are you aware of the Great Sorrow?”
 
   “When you lost all your women? Yeah.”
 
   “And you know the Hive escaped from Kadothia?”
 
   “Um, yeah, I think Tren told me about that.”
 
   “At first the ancient Kadothians were unaware that a large group of females managed to make it off planet. We were too busy trying to save our race from total extinction and by the time we seriously turned our attention back to the Hive, they’d had time to grow. They took a bunch of our men with them as…breeding stock and torture toys. And they’d managed to secure a planet far from Kadothia and reproduce, though their birth rate is still very low.”
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   Nast’s nostrils flared and his features tightened. “We have been trying to rid the galaxy of them ever sense, but they are a cunning enemy.”
 
   “No compassion, no love, and the only pleasure they get is from torturing a sentient being,” Lorn added. “We call them the Hive because they think as one, act as one. They do whatever is best for the collective whole because the collective whole is what helps them survive.”
 
   “Don’t forget the fact that they’re psychic assassins who can take over the mind of a poorly bonded Warrior,” Casey said in a subdued voice as she took a seat in the chair facing Paige. “My husband Nast almost died when a Warrior recruit he was training was taken over by a Hive member who infiltrated the safe zone and used to slaughter everyone around him.”
 
   Paige’s gaze swung to Nast, and she watched as Lorn put his hand on the other man’s shoulder, giving the red-haired man some much needed support. 
 
   Casey suddenly announced, “Girl talk time! Boys out. I know you two have stuff to do, so go do it.”
 
   After both of them gave Casey a long, lengthy kiss that involved a lot of groping, the men left them.
 
   With an exaggerated sigh, Casey flopped back into her chair, fanning herself. “Woo, someone get me a glass of lemonade because those two are hot.”
 
   Suddenly thirsty as all get out, Paige lurched out of her seat and almost fell. Thankfully Casey stood and steadied her, then gasped. “No fucking way, you’re taller than me!”
 
   “What?” Paige realized she was looking down on a friend she’d always looked up to. Literally and figuratively. “No way.”
 
   “Yes way,” Jaz said with amusement. “According to the ship’s computer, you’ve grown four inches.”
 
   Casey took a step back and stared at Paige. “Crazy. How tall are you going to get?”
 
   “The Healers said I need to be at least five foot ten to comfortably handle Tren’s—um, demands on my body.”
 
   “His demands?” Casey asked with a giggle. “You need to gain ten inches to handle his ten inches?”
 
   “More like fourteen.”
 
   “Holy…okay…yep, I can see why you would need to grow to handle that cockmonster.”
 
   Jaz threw her head back as she laughed hard. “Cockmonster? Dear Lord, Paige, I am so glad you decided to do the growth regime before trying to tame that beast.”
 
   “It wasn’t really my choice,” she muttered as she strolled over to the table and picked the olives out of the salad, loving their salty burst on her tongue as she munched them down. “Tren refused to have sex with me because he’s afraid he’d split me in two. He’s a freaking dick tease, that’s what he is. Shows me all that beautiful purple penis and lets me play with it, but not allow me to take it for a ride. I’ve been literally cockblocked by a big cock.”
 
   Moving around a snickering Casey, Paige considered the rest of the food. The picnic stuff was gone, and now Italian dishes like lasagna and garlic bread tempted her with their wonderful smells. Her stomach growled, and she filled a bowl with spaghetti before spearing a meatball and chowing down on it. A moan of pleasure hummed from her belly, and she wolfed down half the bowl before realizing Jaz and Casey were laughing at her again.
 
   “Easy,” Casey said while shaking her head. “You’re going to choke. Speaking of choking, have you tried to fit the cockmonster in your mouth yet?”
 
   “You’d be surprised at what you can fit in your mouth if properly motivated.” 
 
   That set both women into gales of laughter, and Paige grinned. If only Dawn and Kimber were here right now, they’d be so proud of her for coming out of her shell. Usually she’d be too shy to talk in front of Jaz, but now she found it easy to include the woman in her circle of friends. She knew what it was like to feel like she lived on the outskirts of life and didn’t want anyone else to feel that painful loneliness. No wonder the Kadothian men went mad if they didn’t find their bondmates, always being on the outside looking in. Everyone wanted to belong, wanted to love someone. 
 
   Her appetite receded, and she returned to her place on the couch, stretching out on her back with a yawn. “I wish I had a pillow.”
 
   “Hold on,” Jaz said before darting through a hidden door. A moment later she returned with a magenta pillow covered with sparkling gold embroidery and handed it to Paige. “Lucky girl, Tren has you sleeping on pillows stuffed with allas feathers. Very rare, very hard to make, and cost a fortune. Also very romantic on his part. A Kadothian male likes to spoil his woman and show her that he can provide for her every need. For Tren, this pillow is like a love note to you, something that shows you how much he cares.”
 
   Her head sank into the perfectly soft surface and the loveliest aroma filled her senses. It smelled like…sugar cookies dipped in chocolate and filled with strawberry jam. Delicious, but comforting with an edge of the incense of a wood fire and a faint scent of pine. Peace consumed her, and she sighed in delight. “Perfect.”
 
   “After you sleep on it, that pillow will continue to be perfect, but only for you.”
 
   “Huh?” Paige replied sleepily.
 
   “Never mind.” Jaz stroked her hair back in a motherly way that Paige found comforting. “You get some rest.”
 
   “But Casey’s here. I want to talk with her.” The words came out in a mumble as the pillow beneath her cheek fit itself even more perfectly to her head and neck.
 
   “I’m staying the night on the Reaping ship,” Casey said. “Nast has an old military buddy onboard whose time is almost up. He hasn’t been able to find his bondmate yet and is growing more agitated by the day. I’m going to partially bond him and hope it gives him the strength to get through the disappointment of not having found his Matriarch.”
 
   “You’re so sweet.” Paige sighed. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, and I’m so glad you’re here. Now go to sleep.”
 
   “Kay, night.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Trenzent al’Doun, Supreme Commander of the Kadothian Empire
 
    
 
   He found Paige sleeping on the furry brown sofa that someone had converted into a bed for her. The frame had been folded out into a flat surface big enough to sleep three, and when he saw her snuggled up to the dream pillow he couldn’t help but smile. She was beautiful, with her deep brown hair spread about her. 
 
   And she was bigger. 
 
   A quick calculation put her at five foot ten inches, and he took in all of her longer, but still curvy and delicate limbs. Standing next to her, he cupped her face, his massive hand no longer dwarfing her like it used to. Before he could stop himself his gaze went to her breasts, also larger than they used to be, and stared at the nipple beading behind the pliant fabric of the black sheath she wore. 
 
   It had ridden up in the back, and he yearned to caress the pale globes of her buttocks, but he wanted her awake while he did it.
 
   Some of his thoughts must have reached her in her sleep, and she moaned, arching her back and rubbing against some imagined lover. Her thighs squeezed together, and she reached out in his direction, a little frown marring her lovely face. When her eyes fluttered open and those pale blue orbs fixed on him, she sighed sweetly and said, “You’re back.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Well, all I’ve done since Casey and Jaz left was eat and sleep, so I’m feeling pretty good. How was your day?”
 
   “Long, so very long.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   He contemplated taking her into the bedroom, but decided she looked too comfortable to move her. “As I told you before, once I leave my position as Supreme Commander—”
 
   “Wait, you’re leaving?” She leaned up on her elbow, her pink lips tightened in a frown.
 
   “Yes, I had mentioned it earlier.” 
 
   “Sorry, I must have forgotten. Why are you leaving?”
 
   “I can no longer command if I am bonded.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Because I am of more value to my people staying on Kadothia, ruling my territory, and protecting my Matriarch. It is what I have looked forward to from the moment I left my mother’s house. Having a family of my own to love and protect. I have served the Empire well, I deserve peace.”
 
   Right away her expression softened, and she relaxed again. “Well, that’s okay then. Just as long as you want it. I don’t want you to change who you are for me—if that makes any sense. From what I’ve read about you and from what I’ve learned from other people, you’re awesome.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Seriously, Tren, you’re amazing. You’ve saved so many lives, done so many heroic things, and you are humble in a way that astounds me. It’s kind of intimidating.”
 
   “I intimidate you?”
 
   “What? No…I mean, yes. Gah, come down here, I’m going to get a crick in my neck looking up at you.” 
 
   Sitting on the edge of the bed, he began to remove his boots while she crawled up behind him, her warmth covering more of his back as she nibbled on his neck. “By the way, I think I like being bigger. I can touch more of you like this. And I don’t feel like I have to climb a ladder to reach your mouth.”
 
   “If you keep doing that, I am afraid I cannot continue to tell you about my day as you wished.” His fingers fumbled with the buckles for his boots when her teeth scraped his neck then she sucked on him, hard. “Are you feeling needy, my bride?”
 
   “I am, my mate,” Paige responded in perfect Kadothian while nibbling on his ear before pulling back.
 
   Smiling at her, he kicked his boot off and replied in a mixture of seven languages, “I take it your crystal implants are working?”
 
   “Yeah. I miss a few words here and there, but they are starting to work. The Healers said they activate slowly over time in order to keep from frying my brain. The language crystal is one of the first that turns on, along with bits and pieces of the Bel’Tan library. I have access in my brain to a collection of knowledge from the whole Universe. Oh, and I can interact with the ship now! Computer, lights to forty percent. Montana lodge view without scents and sounds.”
 
   The lights dimmed and the far wall transformed to a fireplace with wood burning orange, yellow, and red. The colors of fire on Earth. She tugged at him until he was lying on his back, her soft hands pulling at his armor. “How do I get this off?”
 
   He took a deep breath, scenting the chemicals in her system that were part of the growth regime, along with her earthy arousal. “Perhaps I should leave this on.”
 
   She stopped pawing at his gauntlets long enough to glare at him. “Excuse me?”
 
   The urge to tease her overcame him, and he couldn’t help himself from saying, “I cannot introduce any semen to your system before the growth regime is over. It will disrupt your hormone balances in a negative way.” At her horrified expression, he had to bite his inner cheek to keep from smiling. “A foot could grow out of your forehead.”
 
   Her gasp of shock made him burst out in laughter, holding his sides as they ached from mirth. Lord of Life, it had been a long time since he’d felt so happy. 
 
   Suddenly she jerked back. “You’re lying!”
 
   He only laughed harder as she launched herself at him, calling him names and hitting him with her ineffective fists. Afraid she’d hurt herself on his armor, he restrained her wrists, noting the way her body clenched in arousal. Hmmm, his alyah liked to be restrained. Considering he did as well, he knew just what to do to her to make it good. Her body softened beneath his as he placed gentle, apologetic kisses on her neck. “Forgive me, bride, but you should have seen your expression.”
 
   “Jerk,” she grumbled as she lifted her neck. “I know the Healers told me sex would be okay toward the end.”
 
   “I do not want you to feel pressured for anything you’re not ready for.”
 
   “Tren, you have no idea how ready I am. Or wait, maybe you do. Can you feel me through the bond?”
 
   “Yes. Can you feel me?”
 
   “Oh yeah.” Her breathing grew choppy as he lowered his shields fully, baring his emotions to her. “I can feel how much you want me…how your cock and balls ache. How do you function like this? It’s too much.”
 
   Raising his mental shield, Tren cuddled her close. “Easy. You will get used to it, I promise you, and you will learn how to protect your mind as well.”
 
   Licking her lower lip, she studied his mouth. “When you orgasm, I’ll be able to feel it?”
 
   “After we fully bond, if the passage between our minds is opened, you will orgasm when I orgasm.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “And I will feel your pleasure as well, though I may close down my side of the bond during your climaxes. The male body cannot provide as many orgasms as Earth females can, but I promise you when my cock is deep inside of you, filling you with my seed, you will come all over my dick.”
 
   “You, naked, now.”
 
   Trying to keep a smile off his lips, he pushed off of her. “As my bride wishes.”
 
   After showing her all the hidden catches, they both worked at getting him naked as quickly as they could. Once he was fully nude, Paige spread herself atop his body, her head now resting below his chin while her pelvis lined up with the hard press of his cock. Her legs were still nowhere near as long, but she felt better on him now, and he wasn’t as afraid of breaking her.
 
   As if sensing his thoughts, she seductively began to run her feet up his legs, making his blood heat. “I love your body.”
 
   Her hand passed over his scar and his thoughts turned back to the curious looks and outright stares he’d received today. They’d all grown used to seeing his metallic jaw, and he wondered if he should return to the way he was. Then again, he didn’t relish how he scared civilians with his appearance. While he wanted the scars to remain as a visible reminder of the terrible things the Hive did, how no one was safe, he no longer felt the need to keep his face ravaged looking. A peace came over him as she touched his cheek again, nothing but acceptance and love coming through their bond.
 
   And lust.
 
   She tilted her hips and rubbed against him with a throaty little moan. He took the hint and when his hand skimmed over her rounded buttocks, he paused to give them a hard squeeze, loving the way she filled his hands. He slowly raised the shift over her buttocks, caressing every inch of her exposed skin. The more he touched her, the stronger their bond grew until their pleasure began to merge.
 
   At least it did before Paige startled and withdrew a bit from their bond. “What was that?”
 
   “My shields are down. You are feeling an echo of what I feel.”
 
   “Oh…” Her pupils dilated as she accessed her crystal implants. “Sharing pleasure. Got it.”
 
   Laughing at the serious look on her face, he buried his hands in her hair then brought her lips to his in a lush, decadent kiss that had his body thrumming with the need to enter her, now. “You taste divine, my alyah.”
 
   “Eternal beloved.” She smiled against his lips as she said it. 
 
   “Yes, my eternal beloved. Now bare your pussy for my mouth. I need to taste you.”
 
   He flipped her over on her back then spread her longer legs wide. With a watering mouth he inspected her flushed, dusky pink sex, now denuded of the dark hair he’d seen there earlier. This allowed him to see more of her folds and he gently traced one delicate piece of arousal slicked skin.
 
   “You groomed?”
 
   With a shy smile, she nodded. “They had all kinds of grooming products in the bathroom. I thought of dying the hair blue instead, but decided to go with the fully nude look. Casey mentioned that Kadothian men are fascinated by…an Earth woman’s body down there.”
 
   He smiled and ran his thumb over the smooth surface of her mound. “Indeed we are. How could you not be fascinated with a thing of such beauty?”
 
   A shot of embarrassment went through her, and he chased it away by rubbing his thumb on her clit, which was nice and hard beneath his thumb. 
 
   “You think,” she gasped then her back arched, “I’m pretty?”
 
   “You are the most beautiful woman in the Universe to me, Paige.” He circled her clit harder, the soft rush of her pleasure pushing through the bond and making his dick pulse. “And your sex, with the soft folds of skin and how wet you are…feel how much I enjoy it.”
 
   He lowered his shields and poured his need into her. Paige screamed then thrust her hips toward his hand, her climax almost catching him in its grasp before he hastily retreated from her mentally. When he spilled himself it would be in her willing body, not on a pallet. The simulated fire painted interesting shadows on her body as he ordered the lights be lowered until they were barely a dim glow. Sweat sparkled on her skin as she gave another hard twitch, her abdominal muscles clenching.
 
   If he was inside of her right now, he’d been feeling those muscles milking his cock.
 
   The lips of her sex were wet with her desire, and he could see just how swollen her labia became after she’d had her climax. Her whole body flushed with it, the skin of her chest red, her cheeks pink, and her nipples softened before his eyes. In fact, her whole body grew loose and limp. When he sampled her emotions the satisfaction coming through her made him want to roar with pride. He’d done this, he’d pleased her greatly, and she adored him for it.
 
   “Come here,” she murmured before reaching for his sex.
 
   He couldn’t help the way he thrust into her touch, but his hips stilled when she laughed.
 
   “My cock amuses you?”
 
   “What? No, no, that’s not why I’m laughing. I was just noticing for the first time that I’ve grown apparently a lot during my sleep. Now I can properly grip your cock, even if I can’t get my hand all the way around it. You’re a thick boy.” She leaned down and licked the pre-cum that had gathered on the head. “Bet I can take more of you in my mouth now.”
 
   He practically bucked her off the flattened couch when she swallowed his shaft down right to the back of her throat. She gripped his hips with a surprising strength and began to suck hard on his length, her soft tongue lashing him. He almost stopped her, but then he realized she really enjoyed this. Giving pleasure, making him feel good, brought her a deep satisfaction as well. Just as much as he enjoyed pleasing her, she enjoyed pleasing him. 
 
   Rell would love her.
 
   At the thought of his blood brother, a strange yearning filled him. A sadness. Rell should be there with him, pleasuring their alyah. It was the way it was meant to be. At that moment he had a hard time recalling why he’d been so furious at Rell. Yes, he remembered having thoughts that the other man didn’t care about the men who’d died, but that wasn’t true. Rell had suffered just as much guilt as Tren. The difference was Rell had been strong enough to fight off the irrational anger that Tren had experienced.
 
   Then Paige scraped her teeth along his length, and he shuddered. “Lord of Life, do it again.”
 
   Licking him once, she looked up at Tren with such a seductive expression on her innocent face that he almost painted her lips with his seed that very second. “I’ll use my teeth on you any way and anywhere you want, but first I need you inside of me. Please, Tren. Take me. Make me yours.”
 
   She let out a squeak of fear as he tackled her, gripping her hair in his fist and pulling her mouth to his as he pressed himself between her legs, his careful self-control snapping. Instead of being put off by his violent actions, she wound her legs around his hips, her wet core rubbing against him in a way that drove him mad. When she reached between them and positioned the blunt mushroom head of his cock against her slick entrance, he bit her lower lip hard enough to draw blood.
 
   That sting of pain only inflamed his bride further, and she was the one who pressed her hips forward, who held him still with her legs and hands while she thrust herself onto him. 
 
   He’d had her hymen taken care of during her time with the Healers earlier so she would not feel pain right now. Her internal muscles squeezed around him, only the first five inches of his cock inside of her. She was tight, so very tight, but he didn’t appear to be damaging her in any way. No, she was becoming accustomed to him and working her hips again, pushing more of him into her.
 
   “Tren,” she moaned, “move.”
 
   The desperate pleading in her voice had the pleasure ridges of his cock filling, the vibrations startling a gasp out of her. With a smooth thrust, he pushed into her all the way, until his tight balls rested against her upturned bottom. He took each of her legs and placed her feet on his shoulders, opening her to his stroke. Pulling out, the sight of her pale internal cream on his dark purple shaft had him thrusting back into her, the gripping of her sex luring him into taking her harder, faster. She dug her nails into his back, and he hissed.
 
   “Please, fuck me.”
 
   That dirty word on her sweet tongue had a fireball of desire roaring through him. He shoved all that feeling at her bond and snarled when she screamed, consumed by his lust. Her body met his, thrust for thrust, as he pounded into her wet softness, the scent of their sex filling the air. Again and again she came beneath him, until her voice was hoarse, and she tossed her head from side to side, begging him to climax.
 
   With two slow, devastating strokes, he did as she commanded, opening the bond wide as he filled her with his seed. Her moans became broken screams, and she arched and twisted on his dick, squeezing him in a way he’d never experienced. Nothing felt as good as sharing his love with this female and his sweat slicked body slid over hers as he partially collapsed on her, rolling to the side at the last second to avoid crushing her. Paige wrapped herself around him as much as she could, her love for Tren radiating from her like a sunburst in the middle of winter.
 
   After a while, their breathing calmed, and her rumbling stomach alerted him to the fact that she was hungry. They cleaned up and soon Tren was presenting her with a tray filled with food from his territory on Kadothia. Wearing a clean pale red sheath, Paige selected a round, purple object and examined it closely.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “Infused ri ri squash. Shake it up, then use your thumbnail to pierce the skin of the vegetable and drink the contents.”
 
   She gave him a dubious look, but followed his instructions. After her fist sip, she gasped. “Delicious!”
 
   After she’d drained three more fruits, she moved onto a slice of veron steak coated with honey flowers and roasted nuri fruit. Tren watched her the whole time, content to just sit and feel her enjoy the experiences of trying new things. The front of his black sleep pants was tented from his erection as he watched her puffy lips savoring each bite. He wanted to lick those lips. And the ones between her legs.
 
   “So, Tren,” she said after she’d drained a glass of water. “Do you have a blood brother?”
 
   He sat up abruptly, all erotic daydreams gone in a flash. “I…why do you wish to know?”
 
   “Is this room secure?” 
 
   He ran a quick check then nodded. “It is.”
 
   “Then tell me who your blood brother is.”
 
   Stalling for time, praying to the Lord of Life for a hint on how to deal with this delicate situation, he studied Paige’s open face and tried to get as good of a read on her as he could without exposing his own conflicted feelings. “What makes you think I have one?”
 
   “You’re old. I mean, you’re not that old, but you’re old for a male to have survived the madness without a Matriarch.”
 
   The muscles in his thighs tensed and flexed. “It is not unheard of.”
 
   “No…but as much as you try to hide it, the second I mentioned a blood brother your emotions blew up like a nuclear bomb.” 
 
   He winced, surprised that she’d been able to detect that brief emotional flare before he’d shut the bond between them. “I have a blood brother, but it is…complicated.”
 
   She sighed and sat her food down, her muscles jumping slightly as she wobbled over to the couch. “Come here and tell me about it. I’m getting tired again, but I have to know more about your blood brother. He’s important to you, which means he’s important to me. And I want to meet him. The sooner the better.”
 
   “What?” He knelt next to the couch that she’d returned to a more upright shape to cuddle on. “Why do you want to meet him?”
 
   “Tren, really?” She rolled her eyes at him even as she yawned. “I’ve spent most of my time between dreaming and waking, accessing the historical records of the Kadothian Empire and learning about your culture. I know what this man means to you. So please, tell me about him.”
 
   “His name…” Tren searched her expression, shielding so hard right now it made his head ache. All he found in her pale blue eyes was acceptance. “His name is Lord Rell Thantoh, and we have, in the utmost secrecy, been blood brothers for over a thousand years. Though for almost the last thirty I have not been speaking to him.”
 
   “What? Did you guys break up?”
 
   “I will assume you mean did we break our bond as blood brothers. If you had asked me last week I would have said yes, there was nothing between us. But that is a lie. The bond is as strong as ever despite my rage. I wished him dead.”
 
   He said the last part in a shamed whisper, ready for Paige’s judgment, but she only crooned softly and caressed his face with her light touch. “Why? What did he do?”
 
   Pain settled in his gut as he went over the events that day on the Cliffs by the sea, in their cottage where he’d finally found peace and love. Through it all Paige listened without comment while absently running her fingers through his hair, down his neck, and over his shoulder. Once again the feeling of growing stronger, of being centered washed over him, and he found himself really thinking about that day from an objective standpoint. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became that he was in the wrong, not Rell.
 
   That day he’d lost control of himself, given into his inner beast, and destroyed one of the few people in the Universe he truly loved. Deep in his heart he knew neither of them was to blame for those men’s deaths, nothing he could have done would have saved them, but why could he not see that at the time? Why was he so quick to not only pile the blame on Rell, but to hate him with a savage intensity like nothing he’d experienced before? None of it made sense. His actions were those of a rational man. They…
 
   “Tren? You stopped breathing. Are you okay?”
 
   “It was my fault.” Self-loathing washed over him. “Dear Lord of Life, it was all my fault. I…the madness. It had to be the madness.”
 
   “You’re really scaring me, honey. Please tell me what’s going on. I don’t understand.”
 
   Realizing her voice quivered with fear, Tren forced himself to get a grip and push past this revelation that changed everything. “I think…I think Rell wanted to stay the extra day not for himself, to help keep his madness at bay, but for me.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Over the past fifty or so years I have been more aggressive in my campaigns against the Hive. And I have been quicker to anger, to go on killing rampages. Luckily my troops have survived my thirst for vengeance…but I was not who I used to be. You brought me back, Paige. You saved me from the madness. It should not be possible. I am certain now that it had already begun to take me, but my mind is clearer now. And I feel at peace.” He kissed her slightly parted lips, his heart beat slowing as he calmed further. “The Lord of Life has blessed you with the ability to soothe the beast. This is a great power.”
 
   “You’ve healed me as well, in a different way; you’ve restored a part of my soul that was damaged. Without you I’d still be scared and hiding in my apartment, wishing I had the courage to go explore the world. When I was little all I ever wanted to do was get out of Chelsea and live in some exotic location. Then that…stuff with my dad happened, and I found myself clinging to the security of my hometown, afraid of what was out there. But I’m not afraid anymore because I have you. I love you.”
 
   He sat against the back of the couch and hauled her onto his lap so she was cradled in his arms. The fact that she actually filled his arms now made him smile down at her, taking a slow look at her larger frame and appreciating the rich curves that rounded her body so nicely. When his gaze returned to her chest, he found himself tracing the bare, pale skin of her cleavage. He wanted his mark there, and if he was being honest, he wanted Rell’s there as well.
 
   “Can I meet him?” Paige asked in a low voice, her gaze sleepy.
 
   “Rell?”
 
   “No, Santa Clause. Of course Rell. Does he want to meet me?”
 
   “I—things are complicated at the moment. It would be detrimental for all of our safety for you to publically meet Rell at this point.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “After our bonding ceremony, I will be officially retired and a new Supreme Commander will be chosen. Rell and I are known political adversaries, an image we have carefully cultivated over the years, and people whisper important things into his ear about who my successor will be. The High Council will vote on who gets to hold the position, but I have veto power.”
 
   “Wow.” She blinked then opened her eyes wide, obviously trying to stay awake. “So you have to keep your relationship on the down low so people continue to gossip with Rell. Got it.”
 
   “Something like that. If you choose to bond him, even if he begins to publically court you, people will know of our deception.”
 
   “And that’s bad, right?”
 
   “There are those who seek to destroy the Kadothian Empire, and they will bribe or coerce anyone they can in order to do that.”
 
   “The Hive?”
 
   “Not just the Hive. There are hundreds of thousands of sentient races in the Bel’Tan galaxy who wish they had Kadothia’s prosperity. Jealousy, hatred, and greed are all emotions that everyone possesses, not just the Hive.”
 
   Stretching out, Paige curled into him with a grumble. “Why can’t everyone just get along? I want to meet him.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Rell.”
 
   “I just explained why you cannot.”
 
   “No, you explained why I couldn’t meet him in public. I want to meet him in private. Please, Tren, it’s important.”
 
   A little tingle of jealousy moved through him, but it quickly fizzled out. “Please tell me why, Paige. It will be hard to accomplish and I will need to convince Rell to risk breaking his cover.”
 
   “I think I know him.” Almost asleep, she yawned. “Long blond hair, crisp blue eyes, and an amazing smile with two dimples above his incredible ass. I’ve been dreaming about him, I think…and I believe he’s starting to lose his battle with the madness.”
 
   She fell asleep after that statement, and Tren gathered her into his arms and stared at the dancing shadows on the ceiling, praying for Rell to hold on just a little while longer. He vowed to the Lord of Life he’d do whatever was needed to make them the family they were supposed to be, prayed that the man he still loved could find his way out of the dark prison his mind was becoming. 
 
   Tren could now see the signs in Rell of his own previous deterioration into madness, and as he held Paige in his arms, he buried his face into her hair and tried to find peace.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
   Lord Rell Thantoh
 
    
 
   Leaning back in his chair, Rell gave a contented sigh, appearing every inch the relaxed Lord as he smiled across the table at Matriarch Sallas and her husbands. Lifting his hand slowly to pick up his black glass goblet filled with expensive Kadothian wine, he looked for all the world like a bored man enduring a woman’s chattering. She was a beautiful female with her dark brown skin and pale gold hair, but she had a flighty way about her—at least in public. Two of her husbands were with her, and they also appeared as bored as Rell, but that was nowhere near the truth.
 
   Matriarch Sallas was one of the best informants in his vast personal network of spies, and frighteningly good at appearing to be nothing more than a gossip hungry, self-indulgent woman who was too stupid to be a threat. Older than Rell, Matriarch Sallas had been good friends with his mother, which gave Rell the excuse of spending time in her company without raising suspicion. He could still remember being a young man and watching her giggle and simper her way through a discussion with some political figure and come away knowing all his secrets. No, behind that simple minded mask lay a mind as sharp as any.
 
   She played the Kadothian political scene like a pro, placing choice pieces of gossip with the right people, always getting invited to the right parties and being in the best place to listen. They were dining in a public place together, which wasn’t unusual for the person Matriarch Sallas pretended to be. For some Matriarchs life was nothing but an endless series of parties, dinners, and vacations. They lived a vapid life, insulated from the Universe by the might of the Kadothian Empire. And these spoiled, pampered women with no real grasp of how the world worked had nothing better to do all day than gossip with smart and cunning women like Matriarch Sallas.
 
   Each table at this particular restaurant on the Reaping ship was equipped with its own state of the art privacy bubble, a rippling layer of energy that kept anyone from hearing them, or reading their lips. The view of the tables around them, and their own circular booth, was wavy and blurry, as if one were looking at the tables through massive heat shimmers. While some diners wanted to be seen and didn’t use the bubble, most did not, so Rell’s table didn’t stand out. 
 
   “Rell”—she leaned forward, the bondmarks on her cleavage gleaming like fresh black ink—“I have heard whispers that there is a Kingmaker among the Kadothian aristocracy, one who is working with slavers.”
 
   Through training that was akin to torture, Rell had learned how to ruthlessly suppress any and all emotions—even the rage trying to boil up in him. Kingmakers were fools who sought to return Kadothia to its pre-Great Sorrow state where the planet was divided up into kingdoms ruled by different monarchies instead of the Council system that was in place, which ruled all of Kadothia. Or- even more dangerous- a man or woman who sought to rule over the whole planet like an Emperor or Empress of old. More than anyone else, Kingmakers had been a political thorn in Rell’s side over the years, idiots who believed they could rule and manage all of Kadothia and take it into a new golden age.
 
   Most had no idea how to actually go about doing this, but they lusted after the imagined power they would have as absolute ruler of the Kadothian Empire.
 
   Mistress Sallas leaned closer, the light catching the pale gold chains woven into her hair. “I have heard there are some rather…high-ranking members who would like to slice up Kadothia like a cake. Ones who have no qualms about promising the slavers protection in order to win their support.”
 
   “Idiots.” Latinur, a Warrior and one of Matriarch Sallas’ husbands, gave Rell a hard look. “Like we do not have enough to deal with already. They want another Great Sorrow? The Lord of Life will finally get sick of our garbage and end us once and for all if we go to war with each other again.” 
 
   Matriarch Sallas nodded. “Do they really believe everyone will divide the territories without a single complaint? Continental Kings or Grand Emperors indeed. I want to see someone try and take over the Southern Continent.”
 
   “War is too much work,” another husband muttered as he shoveled dessert into his mouth. “Things are good, peaceful.”
 
   The look Matriarch Sallas gave Rell was a little too clear, a little too knowing for his taste as she toyed with her benali gem necklace. “The Kingmaker would need some type of advantage no one else has, say, human women. If they have potential bondmates, the Warriors will do anything to keep them safe, do anything to secure their release. Or if no bondmate presents himself for the Earth woman, they are still a priceless rarity in the Bel’Tan galaxy. Flesh collectors would pay obscene amounts of money for one, or trade excessive political favors.”
 
   Latinur grunted. “Only there’s an unexpected thorn in the slavers’ side, a Supreme Commander who has made it his mission to eradicate slavery on Kadothia. He blocks them at every turn, wipes out their valuable holding pens, and in general is enemy number one among the slavers. But they know that Supreme Commander Trenzent has found a bondmate and will be focused on winning her heart, that his guard, his legendary ability to sniff out danger, will be compromised. Now would be the perfect time to strike, because once the Commander and his Matriarch return to Kadothia it will be much, much harder to get near him. Hundreds of thousands of Kadothia’s best Warriors are vying for the chance to be one of the Commander’s personal guard and they would die to protect him in an instant.”
 
   “Even so,” Latinur said after he took a long drink, “There will be those who will test the Commanders security, who will try and find a way to his Matriarch. I have seen videos of her, she has a very kind way about her, a sweetness that I did not expect the Commander’s bondmate to possess. She will need protection from everyone that will see her tender nature as a weakness to exploit.”
 
   Carefully placing his wine glass on the table, Rell closed his eyes, struggling to keep his instincts at bay, the ones that demanded he eliminate any danger to Paige, that he go on a rampage and destroy the threat. Unfortunately, he had no idea who the threat really was yet and would be snarling at shadows. It took some effort, but he managed to leash the darkness enough to regain his logical mind.
 
   Matriarch Sallas was watching him closely, and he wondered if she suspected the true nature of Rell and Tren’s relationship. 
 
   “We will do everything we can to help protect her.” Matriarch Sallas sighed. “As you know, my youngest son Cormac is on Earth seeking his bondmate and the last thing I want is an attempted assassination while he tries to woo his rather stubborn bride. Knowing my son, he would go on the war path in order to avenge the Commander and get his foolish self killed.”
 
   Meeting Matriarch Sallas’s wise gaze, Rell said, “I thank you for this information, but I urge you to be careful. If what you say is true, and there is a Kingmaker who is hording Earth women, then he, or she, presents a danger to us all. Do nothing to attract attention to yourself.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him, then nodded. “Yes, Lord Rell. You act as if I was serving the Kadothian Empire before you were even born.”
 
   “Yes, Matriarch.”
 
   Giving him a small smile, she stood then took a deep breath and let it out. A moment later her entire posture changed as a vacant smile curved her lips and a vapid sparkle entered her gaze. Her husband Latinur went through a similar subtle transformation. The intelligence faded from his face, replaced instead by a bored and dull expression. As Rell looked from Matriarch Sallas to her husbands, he marveled again at how damn good they were at playing their parts.
 
   With one last meaningful look at Rell, Matriarch Sallas swept back her brown robe bordered with black and let out a trilling laugh as the force field lowered around them. “Oh, Lord Rell, you are such a darling boy. You simply must come visit when you return to Kadothia. I shall throw a Dark of the Night party, and we will dance until the moons set. It will be such fun!”
 
   Putting on a long suffering expression, Rell stood and gave her a bow. “I shall contact my social secretary and see if I have any time available.”
 
   “It was so lovely seeing you again, Lord Rell. Do take care of yourself, darling boy.”
 
   “And you, Matriarch Sallas. May the Lord of Life shelter you in his hand.”
 
   Rell stood, sweeping his cape out behind him as she passed. He’d dressed with more official formality than usual, knowing the woman Matriarch Sallas pretended to be would demand he treat the occasion like a royal diplomatic dinner. As she swept past she nodded with a simpering smile, tittering and clucking her way through the restaurant as she said hello to a variety of different people. Her presence was like a whirlwind of energy and more people paid attention to her departure than her dining companion, just the way she wanted it.
 
   Taking one more drink, he lingered for a moment as if appreciating the wine, while in reality he was making note of those who’d been watching his table.
 
   Paranoia came with the territory of being a spy, but he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been more paranoid than usual lately. Over the past few days his anxiety steadily increased until he had to stop himself from checking his back every five minutes. A faint part of him worried that it was the madness, but he easily dismissed the notion. He’d know if he was losing himself to the beast, wouldn’t he?
 
   After placing his napkin on the table, Rell stood and gave a weary sigh as if the dinner had been a trying one. Matriarch Sallas wasn’t the only one with a role to play. He made his way past the crowd, lifting his chin to those who called out his name but not stopping, embracing the cold, arrogant Lord persona he did so well. Any uneasy feeling crept along his skin, his instincts telling him something was wrong. The urge to jump up on a nearby sculpture so he could scan the room filled him, but he pushed the thought away with some effort. His animalistic side insisted higher ground was better for hunting, but the man knew that would only attract attention.
 
   The crowd, the noise, everything suddenly became too much, and he noted his adrenaline was spiking for no reason. The skin along his back twitched as if someone were plucking at it with sharp nails, and he forced himself not to run. With his heart pounding, he walked through the crowd to the nearest transport, making himself step inside like it was no big deal and sealing the door. His chest heaved like he’d run a great distance, and as the computer asked him where he would like to go, he could barely answer.
 
   It’s just the stress, he tried to tell himself. He was merely reacting to the pressure of trying to discover who the Kingmaker was, protecting Trenzent from his enemies who wanted revenge, and resisting the lure of his bondmate. Being near Paige, but not going to her, seemed to be driving his inner beast crazy, and he’d found himself dangerously distracted with thoughts of her. And to have seen her, in the flesh, sleeping peacefully…just the memory helped him get ahold of himself.
 
   After ordering the transport to take him back to his apartment, he focused on the memory of Paige stretched out on the bed with the holographic image of her Matriarch’s Palace spread out around her. How smooth her skin had looked, how much he adored the way her nose tipped up at the end. It gave her a mischievous appearance, and he knew from his dreams that her blue eyes were as soft and pale as the ice clouds that dominated the Northern Continent in the winter. Powder blue streaked with hints of silver, stunning eyes that were even prettier when they were glazed with passion.
 
   An uncomfortable erection made itself known, and as he entered his apartment, he gave an irritated sigh. The last thing he wanted to do right then was sleep, but he needed to. The only times he felt rejuvenated were when he True Dreamed with Paige, but they didn’t happen every night. He could take sleeping aids, but they sometimes interfered with psychic abilities, and he didn’t want to risk missing one moment with her, however he could get it.
 
   His fangs lengthened as he snarled. 
 
   Trenzent was keeping her from him. 
 
   His mind argued that he needed to stay away to keep her safe, that his presence would endanger her, but his instincts insisted she needed him at her side. Logically, Rell knew all the good reasons he had to stay away, but he was losing the battle with his primal side that demanded he claim her, now, even if he had to tear through Tren to get to her. 
 
   A hard tremor went through him, and he fell to his knees, clutching his head and trying to hold on to his humanity.
 
   With a shaking hand, he drew out the ribbon that held Paige’s scent and crushed it to his face like an addict seeking a fix. On his first deep inhalation his body calmed, and by his fifth he was no longer shaking like he was going to shatter into pieces. In an effort to quiet his fearful rage, he contacted one of his men standing watch over Paige. It took longer than usual to get through, and when he did all of his senses went on alert.
 
   “How may I help you, Lord Rell?” The words spoken by his old friend Jarkin were perfectly innocent, but his experience told him something was off with the other man’s voice.
 
   As his highly trained mind ran through different scenarios, he asked, “Anything to report?”
 
   “No, my Lord.”
 
   There it was, an odd pronunciation on the “d” when he said the word lord, an intonation he’d never heard from Jarkin before. “Good. Nothing out of place to report?”
 
   Alarm went off in his mind as Jarkin didn’t use the coding Rell insisted all his men learn, instead saying, “Nothing out of the ordinary, my Lord.”
 
   “Good. Keep an eye out. I will be out of contact for a few hours while I sleep. Wake me if you run into any issues.”
 
   “As you wish, my Lord.”
 
   The moment their feed disconnected, Rell’s mind flew into action, contacting Tren first. That fearful paranoia was back, crushing him and raising his inner beast. After a few moments of bombarding the other man’s shields, Tren’s com link opened. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Get Paige out of there, right now. My security has been compromised outside of the medical bay. Get out of there and go to Ambassador Brooks’ quarters. Look behind you.” He sent the computer a mental command to reveal the entrance to a service passage at the back of the room. “Grab her, now and take her through that service tunnel. It goes to a series of maintenance elevators. You have the protocols to operate them all. I’ll erase your presence as you go. Now.”
 
   Tren didn’t bother to argue with Rell, and he followed his friend as he made his way through the ship with Paige, eliminating away any documentation of their movements in order to keep them safe. 
 
   They were just reaching Ambassador Brooks’ quarters on the other side of the ship when the first of two explosions ripped through the medical bay, incinerating everyone inside and tearing through the floors above and below it.
 
   ***
 
   Ten hours later Rell dragged himself into one of the many temples dedicated to the Lord of Life scattered about the ship. Because of his rank he had access to a small, private temple located in a part of the ship that had been untouched by the carefully planned explosions. Without a doubt, Tren and Paige had been the targets, the bombs detonated in the empty rooms beside the one where Paige and Tren were staying, and news that they’d escaped had been withheld from everyone but a select few. The blast was so intense it vaporized everyone inside so there was no way of knowing exactly who had perished yet. That is, until their broken bondmates lost their minds as their bond vanished.
 
   Unfortunately, many had died, and the fact that someone had been able to manage this kind of destruction on a Reaping ship, what should be one of the safest places in the Universe, was a blow to morale. 
 
   His heart ached as the screams of the women who’d lost their mates tore at him. There was a reason bonded couples stayed together and were heavily protected. If one of them were to die, there was a good chance everyone in the bond would die from broken hearts. Rell was pretty sure he’d seen some Matriarchs and their Warrior husbands who wouldn’t survive the night.
 
   It was hours later when he finally left the solitude of the temple and darkness pulled at him, dulling his senses. The world seemed to lose a little bit of color and everything grew dimmer. He fought the depression, the urge to just give up and quit fighting his inner beast, but he was so damn tired. Exhausted by the pain he’d witnessed over the years, the lives he’d taken and the lives he’d seen end all too early. As he moved into his apartment, it took him a moment to realize he wasn’t alone in the living area.
 
   Warmth, flickers of color, and heat all bathed his weary soul as he looked up and found Tren, along with an obviously nervous Paige dressed in a flowing blue gown that exposed her deep cleavage, smiling at him.
 
   “Hi,” Paige said in a squeaky voice as she gave a little wave. “Um, I’m Paige. You must be Rell, Tren’s blood brother. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   Utterly thrown off his game, he looked at Tren for help and found his friend giving him an amused, but understanding smile. “You told her?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “All of it?”
 
   “Most of it. The important parts.”
 
   He turned back to Paige as she spoke, devouring her as she met his gaze squarely. “I know you must be tired, and we’ll leave so you can go to bed, but I thought it was important that we thank you for saving us. Tren told me that if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be here right now.”
 
   “I-I would never let anything harm either of you.”
 
   More warmth flooded him, slowly filling the ragged, empty wounds tearing him apart. She had such a lovely face with a small, pointed jaw, beautiful lips. He was aware of Tren watching them, but didn’t sense any malice from the other man. No, Tren seemed…aroused and happy. 
 
   Lord of Life, when was the last time he’d felt this amount of happiness coming through his bond with Tren?
 
   Ducking her head, she looked up at him through her lashes. “I know you wouldn’t.”
 
   Tren stepped behind Paige, and Rell realized for the first time that she’d grown since he’d seen her last. By close to a foot. It put her within easy kissing distance of his six foot five frame, but he would bet his six foot eleven blood brother would still have to duck to reach her lips. Or perhaps he’d pick her up instead and feast on her mouth. They presented such a tempting picture together, and he needed to get them out of there before he did something foolish.
 
   If she touched him, he wouldn’t be able to let her go.
 
   “Thank you for coming, Paige Grant. I am glad you escaped. Now if you will excuse me, I have had a long night.”
 
   Trying to keep from launching himself at her like an animal, he crossed the room to his kitchen, taking out a ceremonial ri ri cup before taking out his private bottle of fermented ri ri nectar. It was a potent drink, and Tren raised an amused eyebrow as Rell threw back a large mouthful. The drink froze his throat in a painful manner going down before it hit his stomach hot as lava. He gasped in a huge breath of air, then slowly let it out.
 
   Page watched him with a worried look as she whispered to Tren, “Is he okay?”
 
   Shaking his head, he toyed with the round cup before him rather than meeting her eyes. “Please, Matriarch, I am very tired and my self-control is not good.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Tren replied in a low rumble, “He is having a hard time keeping himself from touching you, tasting you, and burying his cock deep inside of your wet heat.”
 
   “Oh.” That little breathy sound went right to his cock, and Rell wanted to reach down and squeeze himself in a vain effort to relieve the ache. “Really?”
 
   Her disbelief had Rell giving a rough laugh. “You have no idea how much I want to do all those things and more to you, little bride, but you do not know me, and I understand it takes time for Earth brides to adjust to the Kadothian way of life.”
 
   “Rell, look at me.” 
 
   He could no more ignore her gentle command than order his heart not to beat, so he raised his head and lost himself in her warmth. 
 
   “Not all Earth brides need time. Some of us know what we want right away and aren’t afraid to take it.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What I mean,” she said as she closed the distance between them in slow, measured steps, “is that we belong together, and both of us know it. Now, please kiss me, Rell, and prove I’m right.”
 
   Reaching out, he none too gently yanked her to his body, all finesse and grace gone in the face of his roaring hunger. She’d given him permission to taste her, and that was all the encouragement he needed to take what he so desperately wanted. He couldn’t help but snarl as he lowered his mouth to hers and desperately hoped he was not scaring her. As the warm and musky smell of her arousal reached him, he managed to check himself enough to gentle his kiss right before their lips touched.
 
   One simple press of their lips and bliss filled him as he wrapped her in his arms, pressing her body to his while her lips opened for him on a sigh.
 
   The crush of her breasts to his chest, her soft belly to his rock hard cock, and her ample bottom filling his hands as he caressed her drove him wild with need. Paige responded to his lust like only a bondmate would, feeding on his desire and giving him back her own, the somehow soft but intense heat of her feminine passion surprising him with how different it felt. Experimenting, he changed their kiss, seducing her mouth with his, licking at her and taking in her flavor. He nibbled her lips and growled in approval as she laced her fingers into his hair.
 
   “Take it out,” she whispered.
 
   Rell thought she was talking to him until he felt Tren’s presence at his back. A hard shiver raced from his scalp to his toes as Tren slowly undid his braid, the other man’s long fingers familiar with the task. Paige continued to kiss him, moving her sweet mouth from his lips and down along his jaw before reaching his throat. With a low moan, she raked her teeth over his neck and he sucked in a deep breath, her essence light on his tongue.
 
   Tren threaded his fingers through Rell’s hair and pulled, sending tingles through his scalp. “Take us to your bedroom.”
 
   “But”—he struggled to think past the pounding in his cock—“we have to protect Paige.”
 
   She laced her hands behind his neck and leaned back, looking up at him with a serious set to her mouth. “Bonding with me is the best way of protecting me.”
 
   Rell started to argue, but Tren moved back around so he was standing behind Paige. “Hear us out. Out of respect for what happened today, we are canceling our large bonding ceremony. There will be mourning tomorrow for those lost in today’s attack, and I do not want to taint the day with the media and gossip spectacle our bonding ceremony will become. Instead, it will be a private ritual—and we want you there.”
 
   Though he was proud to be there as a witness to their bonding ceremony, it still hurt. “I would be honored to witness for you.”
 
   “Actually,” Paige said with a soft, nervous laugh to her voice that drew his gaze back to her. “I was hoping maybe you’d like to bond with me as well. Tren said we can all get married…er, bonded at the same time.”
 
   He tried to think of some reason why they couldn’t, unable to believe this was even happening. 
 
   Trying to buy himself some time to think, he said to Tren, “You will have to file your formal bond with the High Council two weeks after you arrive on Kadothia, as will I, and everyone will know.”
 
   “Yes,” Tren agreed while slowly tracing his fingertips up and down the side of Paige’s creamy pale neck. “But the threat against me is already very real and deadly. I would rather have you out in the open at my side, rather than hidden away like a dirty secret. You deserve better.”
 
   Rell looked down at Paige, then cupped her chin in his hand, tipping her face up to him. “And what of you, little bride? Are you willing to take the risk of openly bonding me?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Paige said with a small smile that revealed a dimple in her cheek.
 
   She had lovely, dark lashes that framed her eyes like lace and her skin was so smooth beneath his touch. Tren pulled her hair back into one hand and held it tight, making Paige’s breath catch and her hips press into Rell’s. He looked up at Tren and found the other man grinning at Rell’s questioning expression. When he gripped even harder, adding a real sting, she let out a mewing sound that he didn’t know whether it meant pain or pleasure.
 
   Loosening his grip on her a bit, Rell licked at the smooth line of her neck, tasting her desire in her sweat.
 
   With the pleasure of her heavy on his tongue, he growled out, “Does she like spice?”
 
   Tren smiled wide. “Yes, she likes the spice of pain with her pleasure. She is completely unaware in the ways of a man and a woman.”
 
   “Hey,” Paige panted as Rell continued to slowly caress her neck with his lips and teeth. “I’m not ignorant. I read. I watch movies, kinky movies at that. Just because I was messed up about men doesn’t mean I didn’t have normal cravings just like any other girl. Just because I was a virgin before Tren doesn’t mean I’ve no idea what to do with a dick.”
 
   Unable to help himself, Rell burst into laughter as he held her close, ignoring her threatening little growls as she tried to wiggle out of his arms. As if she had any chance against a trained Warrior. He could hold her to him, keep her still, as he forced her struggling, wet, and aroused body down onto his cock. 
 
   After so many years without Tren’s thoughts, it startled him to realize the other man had sent him a mental fantasy that he’d received clear as day. Tren had always been able to send psychic images, but the detail of this one was so good it was almost three dimensional, immersive. 
 
   His laughter left him as he stared in wonder at his blood brother. “Your ability to send mental images has greatly improved.”
 
   Tren jerked back, his eyes wide. “You think I have gained psychic strength?”
 
   “I do.” He looked down at Paige, her pupils still dilated with desire. “But we will discuss that later. First I need to find out just how much spice my bride likes in her bed play.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Paige Grant
 
    
 
   The tone of Rell’s voice had turned almost menacing as he stared down at her, his blue with faint hints of green eyes faintly glowing with arousal. According to what she’d read, that distinct glow was one of the trademarks of Northern Kadothians, those pale and glowing eyes, and she found them fascinating. Actually, she found everything about him fascinating.
 
   While she’d been trapped in Jaz’s quarters along with Casey, the women had fed her information about Lord Rell Thantoh. Paige couldn’t access the ship’s computer directly because she was dead, or pretending to be dead or something. Basically she was on lockdown at the moment, so her friends played videos for her about the arrogant and handsome Lord Rell Thantoh. He was honorable, kind, brave, fiercely protective of the Negotiator class, and a vengeful dick. It was well known throughout the galaxy that Lord Rell would make your life very, very miserable for a very long time if you annoyed his Negotiators during their assigned duties. It made the Warriors who specialized in the Negotiator class’s jobs a lot easier. After all, they had to run around the galaxy and keep the hundreds of thousands of treaties and other political bullshit running smoothly between the Kadothian Empire and the rest of the Bel’Tan Galaxy.
 
   And Lord Rell, Lead High Council for the Cliffs of Goeth, had an enormous amount of power. In addition to his political clout, he was also a feared Warrior who was unbelievably deadly during combat. She’d seen recordings of some of the battles he’d been in, and her heart had stopped a couple times when he’d had close calls. 
 
   There were thousands of stories about Lord Rell, but none of them ever linked Tren and Rell as potential bondmates. It was quite impressive when she thought about it. They were together for over a thousand years, but not once did they get exposed. Other than a brief note that Tren and Rell had been roommates at the military school, there was no mention of Tren as anything other than a political adversary. When the men did interact in public with each other, it was often during heated debates before the High Council on opposing sides. It made her wonder if they’d been truly arguing, or if they’d both been secretly working on the same side and fooling everyone.
 
   It was possible. After all, they were neighbors and no one suspected that they were anything more than two men who happened to share property. People had initially wondered why Rell had chosen the Cliffs of Goeth for his territory, but he got such a prime piece of land that anyone would have wanted it. The fact that it was adjacent to Tren’s territory, which was equally sought after, was easily dismissed. 
 
   It was like owning a Hawaiian Island; your neighboring islands might be owned by assholes, but the surroundings more than made up for it. But in Tren and Rell’s case they’d secretly worked together for the day when they’d find their bondmate and combine their territories. That was why Tren’s territory had a Matriarch’s Palace ready to go, while Rell claimed he wanted to wait until he met his bondmate so he could build her a place she’d like. In reality, Rell had spent years finding the perfect spot on Tren’s land and designed an amazingly beautiful palace for her to live in even though he couldn’t openly be a part of the construction. 
 
   She smiled up at him. “You designed the Matriarch’s Palace.”
 
   He flushed, his high cheekbones burning with an oddly dark color. “I did.”
 
   “It’s amazingly beautiful. Like a palace out of a fairy tale.”
 
   “A fairy tale,” Tren supplied from behind her, “is a type of story her people tell about magic, romance, and living happily ever after.”
 
   “Ahhh, a bonding tale.”
 
   She laughed and leaned back in his strong arms, taking in his finely formed features, the air of maturity and control that radiated from him. Yes, here was a man who liked to be in charge. It was part of who he was, and she smiled as she realized she was starting to get a feel for his soul. Rell’s essence was entirely different from Tren’s, yet still alluring. Where Tren was strength and raw muscle mixed with anger and rage, Rell was ice cold control and a deadly intelligence that almost intimidated her. However, their feelings for her were nearly the same. Like vanilla ice cream and French vanilla ice cream. Deliciously the same, but different.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Rell murmured as he cupped her bottom and squeezed. “Tren, can you read her?”
 
   “Not yet. I am unsure if we will be able to communicate with words or images. She gets some that I send her, but it is mainly emotions. Strong emotions.” 
 
   Paige tipped her head back to smile at him, and Tren dipped down, kissing her gently. When he pulled back his mouth was replaced right away with Rell’s soft lips. A tiny bit of unease went through her that she’d gone so quickly from one man to the other. Then Rell stroked his tongue along hers, and she groaned deep in her throat. Tren stepped up behind her, his erection poking at her back and his lust roaring through their bond.
 
   She managed to close down her side of the connection a bit, using techniques she’d learned from Casey and Jaz. It allowed her to pull back enough to function instead of just becoming limp with need. Having two men’s arousal scorching her mind was just too much. She couldn’t appreciate what she was feeling, and that was unacceptable. This was a moment she wanted to cherish forever.
 
   “Touch me,” she pleaded.
 
   “Take her to your bed, Rell. Show her the kind of pleasure you can give her. Make our bride ride your cock so I can watch her sweet sex swallow you.”
 
   Paige turned in Rell’s arms to face Tren. “You aren’t going to join us?”
 
   “No, for the first time between you and Rell, I will watch. Believe me, it is no hardship. Remember how I made you orgasm without touching you from my own release?”
 
   Biting her bottom lip, she nodded and tried to keep from wiggling. That had been hot. Super hot.
 
   “I will feel the same with you and Rell, but even better because I will be feeling both your pleasure. If I was a lazy lover, I could spend the rest of my days lying back and watching you, having the most amazing sensations without moving a muscle. When we get to Kadothia, I will do that for you one day, fuck Rell over and over while you lie on our bed, watching us, climaxing until the sheets are wet beneath your body.”
 
   “Or perhaps I’ll be fucking him,” Rell sneered with a territorial growl that had the hair on her arms standing up.
 
   Jaz had told her about this, how Kadothian men did a constant game of Dominance and submission with each other. It was in their nature to fight, and while they would battle with each other for dominance, sometimes physically, they wouldn’t really hurt each other. Casey said it was sexy as hell when her husbands wrestled, and Paige’s mind was suddenly filled with images of an oil slicked Rell and Tren grappling together—naked.
 
   “But first,” Tren said with a wicked smile that pulled at his scarred jaw, “I want to watch him fuck you, Paige. Are you willing to give me that?”
 
   She couldn’t help the giggles that escaped. “Seriously? You say that like having sex with Rell is some chore.”
 
   Rell’s deep laughter soothed her, and she smiled up at him as he said, “I can assure you, I do not find the idea of mating with you to be a chore at all, beautiful Paige. Come with me.”
 
   Another little bout of anxiety hit her as she followed him into the room she knew would be his sleeping quarters. Tren followed her, and when she looked over her shoulder at him, he smiled at her and her unease melted away. The change in lighting made her pay attention to her surroundings, and she couldn’t help but stop and admire the room. While the living room and kitchen area was plain and unadorned, the bedroom was another story.
 
   It was the private pavilion of the Matriarch’s Palace, a vast outdoor space that suspended over the valley below, protected from prying eyes by technology and architecture. The floor was made up of a myriad of radiant shells that glowed pale blue, purple, pink, and green at night. Above them an invisible dome kept away the night insects and creatures, leaving them an outdoor paradise to enjoy together. A valley dotted with the twinkling lights of homes and buildings spread out before them, and in the not too far distance, an ocean gleamed, reflecting the light of the eleven moons shining in the sky. 
 
   It was amazing, maybe one of the most beautiful views in the Universe.
 
   The bed in the center of the room was a huge circular bowl shape filled with furs and pillows in pastel colors. Elaborate carvings with elegant and flowing forms covered the bowl, and as she got closer she ran her hand over the image of a feminine form dancing. The wood was smooth beneath her palm, but had odd streaks of copper that gleamed in the warm moonlight. Instead of Earth’s more silver glow, these moons gleamed gold.
 
   “This bed is gorgeous. What is it made out of?”
 
   “It’s the shell of a giant chamblin nut. It takes forever to soften it enough to carve into and it is very difficult to obtain.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Because giant crabs eat chamblin nuts, and they are territorial.”
 
   She couldn’t help but laugh. “Good point.”
 
   Rell stood before her and held out his hand while Tren vaulted onto the huge bed and got comfortable, quickly removing his clothing until he was nude.
 
   “He is beautiful, is he not?” Rell murmured. 
 
   Blushing, she looked back at him, loving how his hair was as pale as starlight. Surrounded by the image of an unfamiliar cosmos, he seemed completely unreal. Surely this was a dream and she would awaken at any moment, then spend the rest of her life trying to recapture this fantasy. 
 
   “Easy, alyah,” Rell whispered. “We will go slowly. Your spirit is so young, and taking on the weight of two battered Warriors’ souls is bound to be taxing. This is all about you, Paige. Your needs come first.”
 
   “But I want you to be happy as well. I want you.”
 
   “Oh, you will have me, little bride, but on my terms. I am a man who likes control, and I promise you, if you allow us to care for you as we see fit, you will reap rewards like nothing an Earth male could ever give to you.”
 
   With that, he began to strip out of his dark blue armor and a wave of lust came from Tren, filtering through Paige’s shields and heating her blood further. She couldn’t blame the other man. Rell was a work of art. Where Tren was huge slabs of muscle, Rell was cut strength, long and lean. When his pale cock with its lilac tint bobbed into view, she made a small, hungry sound that would have been embarrassing if Tren hadn’t growled as well. But his gaze wasn’t on Rell, he was watching her.
 
   Their eyes met, and Rell stepped behind her, the tip of his erection wet with pre-cum against her back. “How attached are you to this garment?”
 
   “Um, not at all?”
 
   His pleased hum was quickly followed by the snarl of tearing fabric as he shredded the dress from her body. Once she was nude, he knelt before her, not touching her, only examining her slowly with a pleased smile. She could feel his desire for her and it gave her the confidence to hold still before his admiring gaze, turning her body when he motioned to her, with a sassy swish of her hips. To her surprise, he gave her butt a hard slap that had her going to her toes.
 
   “Look at that,” he said reverently before he grabbed her hips and hauled her back to where he was kneeling. “So pink after my tap.”
 
   When he licked over that warmed skin on her body, she cried out, gripping the edge of the bed to steady herself. His tongue was long, firm, and magical. She almost fell again when he slid that wonderful tongue over her labia in a long swipe that had her seeing stars. Firm hands grasped her arms and before she knew it she was up and over the edge of the bowl, falling among the blankets, furs, and pillows. It was like a super comfy, intimate nest with a stunning view of the night sky. 
 
   Rell landed next to her in an elegant leap and smiled. “Do you like it?”
 
   “It’s absolutely amazing. Is this a real place on Kadothia?”
 
   “Yes. Tren did the interior of your Matriarch’s palace, but I added the bed. A local artisan made it.”
 
   She lifted her head to smile over at the dark-haired man idly stroking his erection as he watched them with heavy eyes. “It’s lovely.”
 
   “Paige, come here.”
 
   The sexual purr in Rell’s voice had her turning quickly back to him. He sat back on his haunches and ran something through his hands. It took her a moment to realize it was a long, pale blue ribbon of cloth that held a faint shimmer. As he slid the fabric between his fingers, his thick shaft pulsed. She could just imagine what it would feel like to have him inside of her, to grip him tight with her body as she filled with that delicious tension right before her body released.
 
   “Put your hands together, over your head.” She did as he asked, her breath coming a little faster as he looped the cloth around both wrists, binding them together. “Beautiful. I want you to keep your hands there. If you don’t, Tren will hold you down.”
 
   She licked her lips, unable to decide if that was a good or a bad thing.
 
   From nearby, Tren made a low tsking sound. “I think she likes that idea.”
 
   “I know she does,” Rell murmured. “Spread your legs, Paige.”
 
   She did as he asked, her belly quivering as he stared between her legs, the tip of his tongue coming out and wetting his lips. Her body ached for him, and when he ran his finger through her juices, she couldn’t help but arch her hips into his touch. With an evil, but teasing smile, he looked up and played with her folds, spreading her moisture up to her clit. Once he tapped that bundle of nerves, she stiffened then undulated, needing more. She could feel how much he wanted her, how badly his dick throbbed with the need to release. Beyond the physical desires she found his emotional cravings were even more powerful. 
 
   “Take me,” she pleaded. “I need you, Rell. Please.”
 
   His fangs elongated slightly, and he growled, “You will not deprive me of a taste.”
 
   Before she could process his words, his long, wet tongue began exploring her pussy, and she moaned in appreciation. He loved her taste, licked up every drop of nectar he could, and growled the whole time doing it. That rumbling vibration through his mouth and onto her clit had her gasping as her toes curled and her climax washed through her. Though his mouth softened slightly, he continued to lick and suck her swollen sex until it almost hurt. She reached for Rell’s head, trying to tear him away from her sensitive body, but Tren was there in an instant, pinning her hands.
 
   “He told you not to move,” Tren purred as she struggled against him.
 
   “You look so good restrained like that, little bride,” Rell purred. “Spread out for me. Tren, play with her nipples.”
 
   Rell’s long hair tickled her side as he pushed himself up over her with one arm, his rock hard erection probing between her legs. With a sigh of relief, she wrapped her legs around his hips, rubbing herself against his length. Her nipples stood at attention, and as Tren pinched them lightly, she twitched her hips. 
 
   “Paige,” Rell whispered as he began to push into her. “My alyah.”
 
   Keeping her eyes open was an impossible task, so she surrendered herself to the dark, to the feelings and sensations coursing through her bond with both men.
 
   Her body burned as Rell moved in further, but she canted her pelvis to take him deeper, writhing beneath him once he was fully seated and pinning her to the bed with his cock. 
 
   “I love to see his dick splitting you wide open,” Tren murmured as he toyed with her breasts, “watching your petals embrace him as he takes you.”
 
   She could only arch her neck and groan as Rell put one large hand beneath her buttocks, his superior strength easily lifting her to meet each thrust. Bursts of pleasure radiated from her sex and out into her body with each thrust, the fact that Tren was holding her down only adding to her arousal. Rell was letting out an almost constant growl, and she could feel him fighting the need to come, the burning torment of holding back his orgasm. But she didn’t want him to hold back, she wanted to come with him, now.
 
   With this in mind, she tried to send her desire through the bond and into Rell.
 
   She must have succeeded because his hips jerked harshly, and he let out a pained howl as his cock began to vibrate. 
 
   That was all she needed, and she tore free of Tren’s hold as she wrapped her arms around Rell’s neck, holding him as physically close as possible while her orgasm tore through her. It took her a long, long time to come back to Earth, and she found herself cuddled close to Rell, completely wrapped up in him. As she closed her eyes and breathed in his scent with their bodies still connected, she explored the link between them, surprised by how strong it was now. 
 
   She could feel his soul, and the amount of damage it had sustained from the destructive madness astonished her. 
 
   There was a hint of bleakness to his spirit, and she tried to follow it, to figure out the root.
 
   He feared she would reject him. He’d almost given up hope, had almost given in to the madness, and she could still taste taint on his psychic signature. 
 
   Without thought, she sent him her love, her acceptance, and tried to fill those jagged cracks in his soul with her affection. It was hard, they were so wide that sometimes she felt like she was trying to fill the Grand Canyon with a coffee cup, but she managed to smooth over at least a few of the million fissures deep in his spirit. Eventually she’d just drifted in the warmth of his spirit, wore out but happy with her progress.
 
   “Paige,” Tren murmured some time later. “You need to wake up.”
 
   Snuggling deeper between the two men, she grunted, “No.”
 
   Laughter came at her from both sides, luring her from the peaceful sleep she’d fallen into. 
 
   “Come on, lazy female, you must wake up.”
 
   Pulling one of their arms over her face, she said, “No.”
 
   “The Servant of the Lord of Life will be here soon. I am sorry to do this now, but it is important.”
 
   That woke her up, and she bolted upright. “Wait, why did you contact a Servant?”
 
   A chime sounded, and Rell launched himself from the bed. “He has arrived.”
 
   “Put some pants on,” Paige hollered as he strode across the room.
 
   Shaking his head, Rell did as she asked while Tren helped her out of the bed. Unfortunately, her clothing was shredded, but Tren found a large, kimono-like shirt made of glittering black and blue thread. It must have been Rell’s because the fabric smelled like him. The bottom of the shirt fell nearly to her feet, and when she wrapped the shirt around her and belted it, the outfit almost looked like a dress. There was nothing she could do for the rest of her no doubt freshly fucked appearance, but that wasn’t really a concern. 
 
   When she came out into the living room area, she was startled by the sight of a very old man with deep red skin and a white furry tail sticking out of the back of his gold robes along with tiny, golden horns growing out of his forehead.
 
   “Well,” he said with a small smile as me met Paige’s gaze, “at least this one did not start screaming that I was the devil when she saw me.”
 
   Blushing, Paige cleared her throat. “Forgive me. It’s nice to meet you, uh…what’s your name?”
 
   “Please, call me Ommy.”
 
   “Nice to meet you. My name is Paige.”
 
   “I am aware.” He nodded to Tren. “Commander Trenzent, an honor as always.”
 
   Tren gave an odd bow that included placing his right fist to his left palm. “Servant. It is good to see you again.”
 
   “And you.” Ommy moved gracefully over to one of the couches, his tail flicking out before he sat. “Please, we have much to discuss and not much time to do it in.”
 
   Apprehensive, Paige sat on the opposite couch, then squeaked in surprise as Tren sat next to her and lifted her onto his lap then draped her legs over Rell when he sat next to them.
 
   Worried that she was offending Ommy, he was a religious man after all, she only found him smiling happily at them. “Do not be worried, Earth bride, I am not offended by their public displays of affection.”
 
   “I wasn’t—how did you know?”
 
   He gave her a considering look, his tail swishing like a cat’s when it was contemplating leaping on something. “I have been a part of the Lord of Life’s representation on the Reaping ship since we first arrived on your planet. It is part of my duty as a recorder of history to see and understand both Earth culture and Earth brides. On your world I would be considered a sociologist, but that is not all that I am. I am also a man who has bonded tens of thousands of Kadothian couples, and I recognize a shy bride when I see one. We do not believe sexuality between loving adults is a sin or anything to be ashamed of. Rejoice in your love for these good Warriors, because they rejoice in your love for them.”
 
   Knowing Ommy spoke the truth, she relaxed against Tren as Rell said, “Thank you for taking the time to see us.”
 
   To her surprise, Ommy laughed, revealing sharp teeth. “As if I would miss the chance to do the bonding ceremony for either of you. It may have been over a thousand years ago, but I will never forget the night you two managed to kidnap me from my quarters, sneak me out of the military academy, and have me officiate your blood brother ceremony on the shores of a lake infested with skagalions.”
 
   Tren and Rell both laughed, while the blond man gave Ommy a wink. “I do not remember it happening quite like that.”
 
   “And we had already removed the skagalions earlier in the week,” Tren added.
 
   Ommy smiled, but tilted his head and looked at Paige as he said in a quieter voice, “Do you know why I am here?”
 
   “Um, no.”
 
   “I thought not. Trenzent contacted me, asking if I would do your bonding ceremony—now.”
 
   “Now, like right now?”
 
   Rell added, “You will still have a public ceremony to mark your mating, but it will be a feast instead of your bonding ceremony. This is the tradition in the Cliffs of Goeth region for those who wish to have a private bonding. If we bond—”
 
   She sat up in Tren’s lap, alarm going through her. “If? What do you mean if? I thought we agreed we were going to bond? We talked about it…didn’t we?”
 
   Rell stared at her, then slowly smiled. “We did, but I was not sure if you were certain about your decision, and I did not want you to feel pressured.”
 
   Wondering why the computer didn’t respond to say the bonding was noted like it had when she’d agreed to bond Tren, Paige said, “Computer, I, Paige Grant, agree to bond with Lord Rell Thantoh.”
 
   When nothing happened, she frowned then glared at a laughing Tren. “Forgive me, alyah, but the computer will not respond to you right now. We have turned it off after the attack for privacy and security reasons.”
 
   “Oh, right. I remember.”
 
   Rell leaned over and kissed her gently on the lips. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” Tren stroked her hair, and she smiled up at him after Rell leaned back. “And you already know you own my heart as well.”
 
   “As you own mine.”
 
   “And you’re sure you want to bond with me right now?”
 
   “I am positive. You are obviously healed enough to mate, and the need to complete our bond tears at me. You and Tren are my future, Paige, and I am ready to live it.”
 
   She blinked back tears and said in a watery voice, “Okay.”
 
   The men exchanged a smile that could only be described as amused before turning back to look at Paige. 
 
   They helped her to her feet then Tren held out one hand, Rell the other, and she took both so Rell was on her left, Tren her right. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Fear not, little bride,” Ommy said with a smile as the walls around them changed to the image of a gigantic waterfall with a large silvery blue pool surrounded by plants in colors both odd and familiar. “Your bondmates are very sure.”
 
   Two enormous female statues, nude but not defined, supported bowls as large as two football fields that appeared to be constantly pouring water into the pink lake below. Birds with enormous wingspans flew overhead, their feathers catching the golden sun with a metallic glint. Peach clouds laced with silver tumbled slowly overhead and when she took a deep breath, she found the air heavy with the scent of rich earth and flowers.
 
   “Wow,” she whispered as Tren and Rell smiled down at her. “Where is this?”
 
   “It is an ancient bonding site from a civilization long gone on Kadothia, in my territory,” Rell replied. “Tren and I decided not long after I won the territory to have our ceremony here if possible. I hope it meets with your approval.”
 
   Finding herself overwhelmed, she had to blink back her tears. “I love it. I love you, both of you.”
 
   Ommy had fallen silent, his fist pressed to his heart with his head titled back as he took deep, even breaths.
 
   Energy seemed to gather around him, and she gasped as he appeared to faintly glow. Jaz and Casey had told her this would happen, that real magic was part of the bonding ceremony, but she’d thought they were exaggerating. They weren’t. There was no explanation in Paige’s mind for the sudden…presence that filled the room when Ommy opened his dark eyes and gazed at them with infinite love.
 
   “Warriors, present your bride.”
 
   According to Casey there were thousands of different ways to have a bonding ceremony, and Paige wasn’t sure which protocol they were going to follow. Probably not a very ridged one, considering she was wearing Rell’s shirt as her wedding dress. A giggle tried to bubble out of her, but she managed to suppress it. No matter what the culture, she was pretty sure brides weren’t supposed to hysterically laugh their way through their own wedding. Having no clue what to do, Paige followed Tren and Rell’s lead when they stepped forward, then went to their knees with their heads bowed. 
 
   She almost knelt as well, but Ommy’s gentle voice stopped her. “Bride of Rell and Trenzent, do you willingly take these men as your bondmates?”
 
   “I—yes?”
 
   “Is that a question?” Ommy asked in an amused voice, his wrinkles scrunching tight as he smiled. “Be at ease, bride. Do you love them?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you wish to spend the rest of your life with them?”
 
   “I want to spend forever with them.”
 
   “Are they worthy of you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you worthy of them?”
 
   “I try to be.”
 
   At that, Ommy nodded. “That is all we mere mortals can do. Rise, Warriors, you are worthy of your bride.”
 
   Tren and Rell each took one of her hands, then each other’s, so they formed a triangle. Her gaze went between them, all their shields down and bonds wide open as she reveled in the addicting pleasure of their love for her, for each other. She smiled so hard her cheeks hurt as the ceremony began, and Ommy chanted in a language her translator didn’t understand.
 
   It was lovely, and she gasped when Ommy held his hand over the center of the triangle they’d made with their bodies, tingles racing through her blood.
 
   Those energizing flashes of power seemed to race up through her hands where they were joined to her men, and when she looked she found her hands throwing off sparks like a live electrical wire. It didn’t hurt, but those sparks crept up her arms, flowing over her shoulders and down to her heart. She braced for some kind of pain as the bright light settled into her chest, but instead all it did was tickle, making her once again fight against laughing.
 
   Then the flare burned so bright she had to close her eyes, but she could hear Tren’s and Rell’s pleased growls, feel their satisfaction and love.
 
   Falling into their souls deeper than ever before, she threw her light into the darkness of the madness, chasing it back like a clean wind blowing away the lingering smoke from a smoldering fire. The burn in her chest intensified, and she caught hints of panic from her husbands, but she didn’t stop loving them, healing them, until the seemingly endless ocean of energy invading her finally slowed to a trickle.
 
   Panting, she realized that at some point they’d all collapsed to the ground and remained in a heap, their limbs all tangled together as her men…her husband’s…sheltered her.
 
   “Well,” came Ommy’s slightly shaken voice. “That was unexpected.”
 
   Paige ignored him, focused on looking down at her bondmate marks. Between her breasts, furling out on either side and dipping slightly into her cleavage, were a series of black swirling lines and circles that made up a scrolling pattern that spanned her chest from breast to breast halfway to her shoulders. Tracing her finger over it, she was surprised that it just felt like her normal skin, no soreness like one would expect from a tattoo. And the black color was a pure black, not faded against her pale skin in any way. 
 
   “Paige,” Ommy said, “I need your attention please.”
 
   “Hmmm,” she said absently as she tilted her head to look at her mark from another angle. 
 
   “Paige.” This time Ommy’s voice had a bite to it that had her looking up. “We need to speak about your powers.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Tren put his hand beneath her chin and when she met his eyes, she realized he had the shields between them shut down tight, but he was fearful. “Paige, you’re an Enhancer.”
 
   “What did I do?”
 
   Rell shifted beneath her, sitting up so he could face her. “You healed our souls.”
 
   She looked between her husbands and Ommy. “So? That’s how bonds work, right? I mean, they healed my psychic wounds as well. Before I met Tren and Rell, I was afraid…of everything. They took away that fear, helped me find my inner strength, and healed me. The woman I was before I met them would be sobbing at your feet right now in terror, but I fear nothing with them at my back.”
 
   Ommy clicked his fingers. “Pay attention, Matriarch Grant.” 
 
   Feeling scolded, she kept her mouth shut as he laced his hands together, his tail swiping the floor in lazy sweeps. 
 
   “Soul healing, true soul healing, is a very rare talent. So rare, I only know of a hundred or so Matriarchs alive who possess this power. It is a gift from the Lord of Life that can be used for good, or selfish gain. But that is not the sum of your gifts, but a significant part of it. You are an Enhancer.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Bonding with you enhances their mental powers. Men that link with you will find their natural psychic gifts growing stronger over time. Tren is now able to send detailed mental images with a clarity he never possessed before he met you.”
 
   She turned to her dark haired husband. “Really?”
 
   “Yes. It has been gradual, but since we met I have grown stronger.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “It is a powerful gift,” Ommy said in a solemn voice. “One you must use wisely, and not for personal gain.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “There are Matriarchs who use their psychic abilities as currency, something they trade for goods or services rather than using their gifts freely. It gives them a great deal of power, and they often times abuse it.” His stern features softened and his voice lowered. “The Lord of Life gave me a glimpse of your future, he does that from time to time, and while I cannot reveal it to you, I can say that you should follow your heart. Heal those that you can, offer partial bonds to those who you deem worthy, but do not shut yourself away. You have been given an enormous amount of both power and love from the Lord of Life. He trusts you to use his gifts wisely.”
 
   “I—okay.”
 
   Tren and Rell stood behind her, shoulder to shoulder, each of them wrapping one big arm around her. Right away peace settled into her soul, that warm spark of love filling her with confidence. As Ommy had spoken she’d imagined being able to take away someone’s pain and suffering, to do for them what no one had been able to do for her until she met Tren and Rell. As far as being able to enhance their powers, that was cool, but she kind of wished she had Casey’s newly discovered psychic ability to talk with animals.
 
   Ommy smoothed the sleeves his golden robes with a slow hand. “With that said, I would also encourage you to keep quiet about your gift, and that you only share it with men you plan on partially bonding.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “With the bond,” Rell explained as he stroked her neck, “they will be loyal to you before anyone else. You will quite literally hold their lives in your hands and they would do nothing to expose you to danger, like exposing your secret. As long as you are alive and well, your bond will protect them as they fight the Hive. In fact, you will protect them better than most Matriarchs. Earth women can hold hundreds of partial bonds without any major weakening of their own powers. And the partial shields you give are extremely strong, strong enough that they might help us turn the tide against the Hive.”
 
   “But that is a discussion for another day,” Ommy said with a yawn. “I must return before my wife awakes and finds me gone. She will instantly assume foul play and have half the ship searching for me.”
 
   After saying goodbye to Ommy, Paige found herself standing in the middle of the room, absorbing the feeling of her bondmates.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Trenzent al’Doun, Supreme Commander of the Kadothian Empire
 
    
 
   Staring down at his Matriarch, Tren studied her bondmarks that spread across her lush breasts and up to her smooth shoulders, delicate black lines that gleamed faintly. 
 
   Paige looked down at her chest, her voice coming out slightly distracted as she tugged at the bodice of her low cut gown. “I need to find a mirror.”
 
   “Look at the wall,” Rell said as he caressed the side of her neck.
 
   A mirrored surface reflected back their image, and her breath caught at the sight of her husbands and how handsome they were. Sure, Tren’s scars might disqualify him from being traditionally good-looking, but to her they only accented his masculine appeal. Rell met her eyes in the mirrored surface, and his love poured into her. She had a hard time thinking of anything other than the emotions surging into her through their full bond. All she wanted to do was float in the feeling of their love like a drug addict lazing in an opium den. Mixed with their affection was a hard undercurrent of male lust that was building strength by the second. Their need stroked her own, and she pressed her thighs together, giving herself a secret squeeze that made both men’s eyes widen.
 
   Tren moved next to Rell, and she sighed in delight at the sight of her husbands together. The silver of Tren’s eyes gleamed as they slowly examined her body, lingering on her bondmarks with a sense of satisfaction before moving down to her hips. Rell remained still next to Tren, his body tensed as if he was going to leap at her at any second. The urge to take her roared through him, and she gasped as she focused on it, brought it to the front of her mind, and moaned.
 
   “I can’t control it, too much.”
 
   Instantly their feelings pulled back, and she found herself gasping as if she’d dashed up two flights of stairs. Her mind was her own again, and she braced herself against them, allowing Rell to cradle her in his arms while Tren stroked her hair and body. She could still sense them, but they were like stars on the distant horizon instead of direct, searing sunlight. Rell’s hair fell forward, brushing over her face and bringing the scent of his clean musk to her. Allowing that delicious smell to wash over her, she stroked Tren’s chest with her other hand, tracing the slabs of muscles that were oh so warm to the touch.
 
   “Take me back to the nest. I need you.”
 
   “The nest?” Tren asked with a soft chuckle, while Rell grunted something about it not being a nest.
 
   “Fine, the bed, the whatever-it-is nut thing. I’m pretty sure it’s one of the most perfect beds in the Universe to make love in.”
 
   “Why were you distressed?” Rell asked as he began to stroke his thumb over her hip. 
 
   “I was just overwhelmed. The bond is so strong. I feel so much of you that I can’t focus. How do bondmates function?”
 
   Rell winced, his body moving against hers in a way that made her wish they were naked. “Forgive us, alyah, we have more practice with handling a bond than you do. We should have known better than to leave our sides of the bond fully open.”
 
   Tren began walking back to the bedroom, and Rell followed. Eternal night still reigned in this room, and Paige found herself falling into the illusion that they were really on Kadothia. It helped that the air held the faint and familiar scent of the sea mixed with a slight floral and citrus perfume. Rell tossed her playfully onto the bed, and she laughed as she landed among the pillows, the material that they were stuffed with perfectly conforming to her body. A naked Tren leaped in next, followed by an equally nude Rell. Their cocks stood out from their bodies, but Rell’s had a slight upward curve to the tip, while Tren’s pointed straight at her. 
 
   “Wait,” she said and held her hand out before sitting up. “I’d like you to do something for me.”
 
   “Anything,” Tren growled, his thick shaft twitching.
 
   He meant that, she could feel it through their bond, and certainty allowed her to be completely bold in a way she’d never imagined she could be. “I want to watch.”
 
   Rell’s firm lips quirked, an arrogant cast coming to his aristocratic face that turned her on. “Watch what?”
 
   He knew exactly what she was talking about, because he began to stroke his hand along Tren’s arm with just the backs of his fingers in a light touch that Paige knew via their bond drove the scarred man wild.
 
   Smiling at her husbands, she sighed, “You love me.”
 
   “We do,” Rell replied as he continued to lightly touch Tren.
 
   “And you love each other.”
 
   This time it was Tren who growled out, “We do.”
 
   “And I love you both, so very much.”
 
   Rell paused in his touching, his hand now at Tren’s shoulder. “Lie back, Paige. Trust us to show you the pleasures a full bond can offer.”
 
   The cool, silky feel of the pillows at her back had her relaxing even as her nipples drew up to hard points. Her breasts felt swollen and achy, so she grasped them and squeezed lightly, her pussy wet and ready for her men to take her. She started to doubt the wisdom of watching them touch each other first—until they kissed.
 
   The moment Tren reached out and grasped Rell by the back of his head, dragging the other man in for a kiss, she fell into a storm of hard and ruthless male lust. 
 
   Propping a pillow under her head, she watched with heavily lidded eyes as Tren and Rell began to somehow battle each other as they kissed. They grappled together, a fight for dominance that wasn’t alarming. Oh no, it was hot. As they kissed and sucked at each other’s lips they went to their knees, thickly muscled legs braced wide as they rubbed their cocks together. 
 
   Her clit throbbed with the need to be touched, but before she could reach for herself, Tren was there, holding her raised hand in his.
 
   “Do not. You will relax and accept the pleasure we give you. Do not move.”
 
   “But I want to come,” she whimpered. 
 
   Rell made a tsking sound as he moved next to them, his erection shiny with pre-cum. “So young, so impatient.”
 
   Watching the play of Rell’s muscles, she licked her lips, wanting to taste him all over.
 
   Placing her hand back down onto a soft, velvety blanket among the pillows, Tren gave her a look that made her arch her hips to him. “Have you ever wondered what it would feel like to have a cock? To know the pleasure of another man taking you down his throat?”
 
   She hadn’t up until that moment, but she was rabidly curious and horny. “I do now.”
 
   Smiling, Rell reached over and ran his thumb over Tren’s lower lip, but his attention was on Paige. “Open your bond a little more. I promise we will not overwhelm you this time.”
 
   Slowly she did as he asked, easing it open in little bits at a time. Instead of a raging storm of emotions, she found herself floating in gentle bliss. Her muscles relaxed and she smiled.
 
   “Oh, that’s nice.”
 
   “It is,” Rell agreed. “Now close your eyes and just feel while I pleasure my husband.”
 
   Close her eyes while Rell gave Tren a blowjob? 
 
   No way.
 
   She opened her eyes wide and ignored Tren as he laughed at her eager expression, right before Rell took him into his mouth with a growl. The sight of Rell’s firm lips sliding up and down the deep purple length of Tren’s erection was so erotic her thighs trembled as she almost climaxed. Against her will, her eyes closed, and she found herself rocking her hips like she was the one being orally pleasured.
 
   A moan tore out of her as she swore it felt like someone was sucking on her clit, only different. Not as intense, but satisfying in a way she’d never been able to imagine. The wet sounds of Rell sucking Tren off only added to her need, and she forced her eyes open. Rell’s cock tempted her, standing straight up as he knelt between Tren’s spread legs and serviced the dark-haired man. Tren had his arms behind his head and was looking between Paige and Rell, his eyes hot and possessive.
 
   “Please, Rell, fuck me,” she pleaded and shuddered as a razor-sharp whip of lust sent ripples of need through her. “Keep sucking him, but fuck me.”
 
   With a low growl, Rell gave Tren’s throbbing erection one more lick before grabbing her as he lay on his back. He was so strong, and he easily lifted her to his hips, holding her suspended while he ordered her to put him in her body in a very filthy way. Looking down at him, she did as he ordered and positioned the thick crest of his erection at the aching entrance to her sex. She liked it when he was rough and almost unhinged like this, his desire a fierce thing that stoked her arousal higher. As turned on as she was, he slipped easily into her body, but he held her so she was only part of the way down, squirming to be fully filled even as she worked the part of his dick she did have inside of her.
 
   It was only after Tren knelt by Rell’s head and leaned in, feeding the other man his cock, that Paige got lowered all the way down.
 
   Her cry of satisfaction was swallowed by Tren as he gripped her by the back of her head and kissed her hard as Rell rocked into her below. Even though she was on top, she made no effort to ride on her own, letting him use her body as he saw fit while Tren plundered her mouth. 
 
   The arousal built so hard and fast in her that she could barely breathe, could only delight in the combined sensations of being fucked and sucked at the same time. When Rell raked his teeth along Tren’s cock, the spark of pain, then intense pleasure pushed her closer to the edge. Below, Rell’s shaft began to vibrate as his pleasure ridges were filled and the feeling of his impending orgasm triggered her own.
 
   Slamming down all the way on his body, she arched her back and screamed as Tren took one of her nipples into his mouth and bit down, triggering his orgasm. The moment Tren’s come hit Rell’s tongue he ground his hips into hers, drawing her orgasm out even as he filled her up with his hot seed. It was all too much for Paige, and she found herself growing lightheaded as her orgasm subsided.
 
   Tren collapsed next to her in a heap, his musky scent filling her with peace and comfort. She snuggled up to him as Rell curled around her back. Being smooshed between the two men should have been uncomfortable, but she’d never felt so tranquil in her life. At this moment everything was perfect, and before she knew it, she fell asleep.
 
   ***
 
   A frantic chiming came from the door, and Tren leapt out of their huge nest, fully erect as he said, “Paige, wake up. Casey is here, along with Lorn and Nast. She is frantic. Something is wrong.”
 
   “Shit.” Scrambling out of the bed with far less grace than either man, and helped along with a hand to her butt by Rell, she managed to grab a thick brocade blanket and drape it over her body before the sound of Casey’s voice came from the living room area.
 
   Rell was fully dressed in a pair of wide-legged black pants and a white shirt that lovingly clung to every muscled inch of his torso. When his gaze landed on her wrapped in the blanket, lust blasted through his system. She had to pull her attention away from Rell, and it helped when he closed the connection between them. The quiet of her mind seemed abnormal for a moment, and she didn’t like the feeling of being alone, but then she realized she wasn’t. They were still there, just dim points of light on the horizon that let her know she wasn’t alone in the darkness. While she was trying to reorient herself to the bond, Casey ran through the door.
 
   Her friend’s face was blotchy, tear-streaked, and she looked like hell as she drew in a choppy breath.
 
   Paige flew across the room as fast as she could, double wrapped in a blanket and wearing it like a toga, but she managed to make it to the crying woman.
 
   Holding Casey close, knowing she wouldn’t get any kind of real answer from her friend, she asked Lorn, “What is going on?”
 
   “You have to help us,” Casey cried.
 
   “Shhhh,” Paige whispered against her friend’s silky dark hair. “Let me talk to your husbands.”
 
   Tren and Rell both cursed and growled, then stepped up behind her and braced her both mentally and physically. Whatever was about to happen, whatever bad news they had, she didn’t have to face it alone. They would always be there for her.
 
   Lorn looked behind Paige at Tren, then nodded. “We have a situation.”
 
   “Okay, stop beating around the bush and tell me,” Paige replied.
 
   Nast frowned at her. “I do not understand what you are saying.”
 
   Casey lifted her head and glared at her husband. “Seriously?”
 
   “Of course I am serious. This is a serious situation.”
 
   It would have been funny to watch the cultural clash if Paige wasn’t so worried. “Will someone tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “Okay.” Casey took a step back and lifted her chin. “Big-girl panties time. We’re both big girls. We have two husbands, we’re open to change and new things, right?”
 
   Completely confused by her friend and her friend’s husbands, she turned to Rell and Tren. “Do you have any idea what they’re talking about?”
 
   “Nosa and Cormac,” Casey blurted out in a high squeak. “You need to partially bond them.”
 
   Surprised, she tugged the blanket tighter around her, suddenly uncomfortable. “I don’t know if I’m ready for that. We just bonded and—”
 
   “Their former Kadothian Matriarch released them from their bond.” Casey rolled her lips and anxiety came off her in waves as she tugged at the long sleeves of her black gown. “It was some kind of political move on her part to move up the ranks of Kadothian society. Evidently Cormac pissed someone off, and they decided to take revenge at the worst time. See, the guys have found their bondmate and are trying to convince her to kiss them, but she’s a stupid, stubborn bitch who wouldn’t know a good thing if it hit her in her face with its ten-inch cock. The madness is super hard for them to fight off without at least a partial bond to a Matriarch. They hide it really well, but Lorn and Nast said they’ve seen some of the signs and they’re worried.”
 
   “Why don’t you do it?”
 
   “I can’t.” 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because they’re Roxie’s future bondmates. I can’t do a partial-bond without an orgasm and I can’t have sex with my sister’s husbands!” Casey waved her hands around in the air. “That is so totally wrong on so many levels, I can’t even begin to tell you!”
 
   “Oh, shit,” Paige whispered.
 
   “Oh shit is right. Please, you’re the only Matriarch I trust with them. You won’t use them for political ambition, and I know you’ll be a good Matriarch. Plus, it’ll only be for a short time. My sister may be stubborn, but there is no way she can resist Cormac and Nosa.”
 
   Tren pulled her back into a hug. “I can feel your worry that we will not approve and it is unfounded. Both Cormac and Nosa are good and honorable men.”
 
   Paige grimaced. “I don’t know if I can have sex with Roxie’s husbands. It will break her heart.”
 
   “You don’t have to have sex,” her friend clarified. “All you need is a connection with them. It can be anything from a kiss to a full blown orgy. For me there has to be an orgasm involved, but it doesn’t have to come from actual penetrative sex. Heck, he can come in his pants and as long as I get off with him, even if it’s making out super heavy with lots of grinding, I can partially bond with him.”
 
   “Jesus,” Paige rubbed her temples. “TMI.”
 
   Casey flushed a little, but waved her hands in a dismissive gesture. “But do you see why I can’t partially bond them? I mean, can you imagine sitting across the dinner table from your sister and her husbands when you know what their ‘O’ face looks like?”
 
   “Okay, okay, I get it. Enough already.” She turned to Tren and Rell. “What do you think? I mean, you get a say in this as well.”
 
   Rell joined Tren and began to stroke her arm in that soothing way of his. “Please, my Matriarch, give them hope.”
 
   “What if no bond happens? What if we can’t connect or whatever?”
 
   “Then I’ll figure something else out. Just try,” Casey pleaded. 
 
   After searching her bondmates’ feelings and her own, she nodded. “I’ll try. But if Roxie hates me forever, I’m blaming you.”
 
   “She will not,” Lorn said in his smooth as caramel voice. “When she is bonded to her men, she will know their minds and will see that she is the only woman they ever have loved, or ever will love.”
 
   Casey piped up as she approached the big nest bed with a curious expression. “I bet you could have a lot of orgies in a bed like this. Where did you get it?”
 
   “Alyah,” Nast said in a chiding tone as he smiled indulgently at her friend. 
 
   “What? It’s true.” 
 
   “I am not sure your friend is comfortable with the idea of an orgy.”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Casey ran her fingers over the side of the bed. “Please. I’ve known Paige since we were both in diapers. She’s a secret freak.”
 
   “What?” Paige glared at her friend while hiking up her makeshift toga. 
 
   “I saw your search history!” Casey smirked, and Paige wanted to both laugh and throttle her. “That night you decided to take a couple hits off of a joint with Dawn and her artsy fartsy friends. You wanted to show me a cow you were thinking of buying, I have no idea why you wanted a cow—you just did.”
 
   “Stop,” Paige groaned, knowing Casey wouldn’t.
 
   “So we’re looking through her web history together and to my astonishment there are a bunch of listings for videos on free porn sights.”
 
   “Porn sights?” Rell asked while watching Paige with a small smile. “What is that?”
 
   “Pornography,” Nast said as he also began to inspect the giant nest bed, “is recorded images of people having sex.”
 
   “Right,” Casey went on as she smiled up at Nast before turning to watch Paige squirm. “And she had a really wide variety of stuff. Including orgy movies.”
 
   “Seriously, Casey, if you don’t shut up, I’m going to tell them about your tampon debacle.”
 
   “Oh, come on. It’s funny! Plus, I have no room to talk about being kinky. Can you guess what I did last night? All night?”
 
   “I’m scared to even ask.”
 
   She gave Paige a wicked grin that had her dark eyes sparkling. “Last night I partially bonded six men, with my husbands present and…active the whole time.”
 
   “Six…so you had sex with eight men last night?”
 
   “Not full-on sex. I don’t need intercourse in order to bond with these guys, just mutual orgasm. They’re good men. Their souls like…attract mine or something. It’s hard to explain, but it’s different from the all-consuming need I have for my husbands. So we just did oral and hand jobs, that kind of thing.”
 
   The matter-of-fact way Casey said that, all while giving her husband flirty looks, had Paige gaping at her friend. “Wow.”
 
   “Look, sweetheart, let me put it like this. If having mind-blowing sex with my husbands gives these men immunity from the Hive, and they’re good guys, I’ll do it. Not only because the experience is something amazing to share with my bondmates, but because I’m saving the life of someone else’s future bondmate. In this case, you’re saving Roxie’s husbands’ lives. And you know she deserves some Kadothian men of her own.”
 
   “Can I talk with my bondmates alone, please?”
 
   “Sure, of course,” Casey said before being escorted out by her men.
 
   “We will make breakfast for you,” Lorn added. “Foods native to your territory.”
 
   The door slid shut behind them, and she turned to face her husbands. Tren took her into his arms and peppered kisses on her face, while Rell stroked Tren’s back. She lowered her shields and let their adoration soothe her. The freedom of being able to allow herself to love someone, or in this case two someones, with all her heart washed through her, and she kissed first Tren, then Rell, their combined taste sparking her arousal.
 
   Before she could get carried away, she licked her lips and pushed back a step. “Just to make sure we’re perfectly clear, you are both okay with me partial bonding Cormac and Nosa.”
 
   They exchanged a look, then both focused on her, silver and blue eyes so beautiful it made her belly flutter.
 
   Tren spoke first, and while his tone was deadly serious, his gaze sparked with humor. “When you are ready, I have a list of five hundred worthy Warriors who we’d like you to consider partially bonding with.”
 
   “And once we are through with Tren’s list,” Rell added, “there are many, many, many men I would wish you to share a partial bond with. A regiment worth.”
 
   “How…how big is a regiment?”
 
   Tren couldn’t stop his laughter, deep and delicious, at the hesitation in her voice. “Over a hundred and fifty thousand men. I think that might be a bit much for you to handle, my Matriarch.”
 
   “Jerk.” She swatted weakly at them as they moved her between them again, her softness pressed tight between their rock hard physiques. “Get off me. I want to help them. I’ve only met Cormac a couple times, and Nosa once, but I can’t chance Roxie losing either of them if they really are her bondmates.”
 
   Grinning, Rell released her and took a few steps back with Tren joining him. She knew they were communicating with each other telepathically, but she didn’t know what they were saying. All she could feel was a building lust, tinged with the need to dominate, to possess. Jaz had warned her Kadothian men liked to play Dominance and submission games in bed, but Paige hadn’t realized how much she’d like giving in to these two glorious men. How much she enjoyed letting them run the show.
 
   It was…freeing to not have to orchestrate every moment of her life. 
 
   “Do you trust us, little Matriarch?” Tren asked in a low voice while he casually shifted behind Rell and moved his long hair aside to kiss his neck. “Do you?”
 
   “Absolutely,” she breathed, anticipation coiling through her.
 
   “One of our jobs”—he paused to run a fang over Rell’s pulse, making the other man buck and snarl—“as your bondmates is to assist you with partial bonding. We have been trained in how to make it a pleasurable experience for you. Allow us to guide you through it, trust our judgment, and I promise you will not regret it.”
 
   He could have asked her to jump off a bridge in that seductive tone, and she would have gladly done it.
 
   “I trust you. Whatever you think is best, that’s what we’ll do.”
 
   Rell pressed his ass back against Tren’s pelvis and smiled at her. “Oh, alyah, we are going to have so much fun.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Paige stood in the middle of the living room, dressed in an almost transparent black robe as thin as spider silk. It had black jewels that sparkled like diamonds sewn into the bodice and was cut wide enough over her chest to show the entirety of her bondmark. The fabric almost fell off her shoulders, should have fallen down, but technology that was alien to her kept it in place. If she had access to selling this stuff on Earth she’d make a fortune. 
 
   Fiddling with the sleeve, she darted another glance at Nosa and Cormac sitting on the sofa, their expressions grim.
 
   They were both in their true Kadothian forms, no longer dying their hair and wearing contacts to blend in. While Cormac looked much the same but with more of a metallic glint to his long brown and blond hair, Nosa looked different. Way different. His dark skin gleamed with purple highlights, and he had beautiful golden eyes with little flecks of brown and black. And his ears were pointed. Like she imagined an elf’s would look. 
 
   Once again she found herself staring in fascination at those ears, decorated with a series of silver hoops that went all the way up the curve.
 
   “Paige?” Tren said from next to her, amusement heavy in his voice. “Is there a particular reason you like Nosa’s ears so much?”
 
   Realizing she was making the other man uncomfortable, she flushed. “I’m sorry! You just look like an elf.”
 
   “A what?” Nosa asked in his low voice, the barest smile curving his lips and changing him from a statue back into a man.
 
   “An elf. It’s uh…a mythical being who has magic and does all kinds of cool stuff.” He raised his heavily arched brows, and she babbled on. “It’s a compliment really, and I’m not staring because I’m rude, I’m staring because elves are hot. Oh God, did I just say that? I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t say that to Roxie’s future husbands. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You love her, don’t you?” Cormac asked in a gentle voice.
 
   “I do. She’s so amazing, and if you’re her bondmates, I’ll do whatever I can to help you. It’s just…in my culture, having sexual relations with me might make Roxie angry, and I really don’t want that, but I know that for Earth women forming a partial bond is best done through the intimacy of sex type stuff.”
 
   “Sex type stuff?” Nosa asked as he arched a dark brow.
 
   “You know what I mean,” she huffed, glaring at a snickering Cormac. “Shut up.”
 
   “Forgive me, Matriarch, we do not wish to do anything that might jeopardize our bond with Roxie,” Cormac said as he exchanged a look with Nosa then turned his attention back to her. “Are you a voyeur?”
 
   “What?” she asked in an unbecoming cough as she choked on her spit.
 
   Tren patted her gently on the back while laughing, then pulled her down onto the couch with him. “She certainly enjoyed watching myself and Rell. In fact, she demanded it.”
 
   “Then perhaps, little Matriarch,” Nosa purred as he sat forward, a heavy look in his gaze sending tingles down to her clit, “you would like to watch me take my blood brother while you are stuffed full of your bondmates’ cocks.”
 
   She wheezed again, then managed to get herself under control as her husbands’ surging lust let her know they were totally onboard with this plan.
 
   “We haven’t—um, I don’t know if they’ll both fit.”
 
   The men laughed at her, and Rell pulled her into his arms while Tren sat next to her on the couch then stroked her thigh with one big hand, explaining, “We have special creams that will allow you to expand without tearing in order to take us both. There will be no pain, and we will both fit.”
 
   Tren’s fingers crept up her thigh and slid beneath the fabric, clearly visible against her pale skin beneath the robe. She was vaguely aware that Cormac, Nosa, and Rell were all following the path of Tren’s questing fingers. When he reached the apex of her thighs, she sighed as Rell grabbed her leg and swung it over his, holding her open to Tren’s touch.
 
   All around them, the virtual forest slowly darkened toward sunset, the three full moons and eight partial ones all supplying an ample amount of light for her to see by, but still setting a more romantic mood. 
 
   Tren stroked her clit once, twice, then gave it a little tap.
 
   Her moan echoed through the room, and Cormac growled, “Matriarch, watch.”
 
   She forced her eyes back open and gasped with pleasure at the sight of the two men on the other wide sofa sitting back and stroking each other’s cocks. The contrast of Cormac’s light bronze to Nosa’s deep purple and ebony tones was erotic art come to life, and she shivered when Rell began to place little stinging nips on her neck. Tren’s hand moved between her legs, but she kept her focus on what Cormac and Nosa were doing.
 
   “She likes it,” Tren murmured as her pussy clenched around his fingers. “She’s drenched.”
 
   Licking his palm in an obscene manner, Nosa then grabbed Cormac’s deep brown cock and gave it a rough jerk that had her hips bucking. “Do you like watching us, Paige? Answer me.”
 
   “Yes, oh yes.”
 
   “I am going to put my cock into Cormac’s ass while one of your husbands does the same with your tight little bottom. This will be the first time you have had a man in that tiny entrance, correct?”
 
   “Yes.” Her breathy voice hitched as Tren began to rub her G-spot.
 
   “So responsive,” Cormac said with a lazy, lust-filled smile. “She must be fun to play with. What does she look like when she climaxes?”
 
   “Like this.”
 
   Tren abruptly began finger fucking her, hard, while Rell pinched her nipples and bombarded her with his lust. He pulled back right before she went over, grinding herself against Tren’s thick fingers, moaning as the wet, sucking sounds of her pussy being played with mixed with their heavy breathing. Rell pulled the gown down enough to expose her nipple then leaned over and sucked, making spasms of pleasurable shock race from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.
 
   As she lay there, panting, Tren and Rell stripped her naked and soon followed, their nude bodies stretching out beside her as the couch flattened out. A thread of humor went through her as she thought about how often they used the couch for something other than lounging. The thought of a life spent being overcome by passion at any moment sounded like heaven, and as she cuddled up with Tren and Rell, she thought she was about to burst with happiness.
 
   “I can feel her,” Cormac said in a low voice. “She is so bright. Joyous.”
 
   “It has been many years since I have felt joy,” Nosa replied. “Gentlemen, if you will please bring your Matriarch over here, I would appreciate it. I want her looking into Cormac’s eyes as I penetrate him, and you penetrate her.”
 
   Thank goodness she had strong men, because her desire was so intense she wouldn’t have been able to walk the few steps to the other couch. To her surprise, it had been laid flat and had more than tripled in size, big enough for all five of them to fit comfortably. The smooth fabric slid over her skin in a sensual caress as Tren lay back, his erection bobbing in the air, while Rell picked her up and placed her over Tren’s waist. 
 
   Nosa positioned Cormac so he was on all fours, his face over Tren’s and close to hers. She found herself captured by his hazel eyes, falling into their brown and green depths, sparks of emerald among chocolate. The fat head of Tren’s cock nudged at her entrance, and she arched her hips, her clit swollen and distended as he slowly pushed into her. Cormac held her gaze the whole time, his expression letting her know the pleasure he found in watching her.
 
   Then his eyes almost closed, and she looked over his shoulder to find Nosa rubbing some kind of lotion into his anus. 
 
   Long fingers slid between her buttocks, and she startled, her internal muscles squeezing Tren as she sank all the way down. The sensation of Rell’s fingers in her bottom while she was filled with Tren’s cock was amazing, and she wondered what it felt like to the men, but didn’t dare lower her shields all the way yet. If she did, she’d come on the spot so hard she’d be useless. No, she wanted to enjoy this sea of sexual tension she suddenly found herself thrust into, the only woman among a bunch of testosterone driven Alpha males.
 
   Rell slid his fingers in and out, stretching and teasing her rear entrance while stroking Tren’s cock. Tren hadn’t moved, just occasionally twitching beneath her with a pained expression. Rocking her hips in time with Rell’s thrusting fingers, she soon found herself tensing, the muscles of her body tightening up in anticipation of her release. Before she could go over, Rell removed his fingers and gave her bottom a slap.
 
   “Tilt your hips and open for me.” He caressed the globes of her bottom. “Beautiful.”
 
   Cormac made a soft grunt, and she turned her attention back to him just as Rell fit the big head of his erection against her rear entrance.
 
   Fear raced through her, and she met Cormac’s gaze in a panic, anticipating burning pain as Rell began to push.
 
   Closing the short distance between them, Cormac kissed her gently as Rell pushed in, the initial pop of his mushroom head pushing past her muscles burning slightly.
 
   In response to her flinch of pain, Cormac sucked on her lower lip, playing with her mouth in a skillful way she was helpless to resist. 
 
   As her mind shut down and centered on her body, her shields eased, and she kissed Cormac back. He tasted like a rich mixture of bourbon and mint, along with a hint of pipe smoke and leather. A very masculine taste that let her know even though he was the one taking Nosa’s cock at the moment, that didn’t mean he was submissive in any way. No, he took it because he enjoyed it, and Paige moaned as she caught a hint of his soul. 
 
   Eager for more, to experience what he was feeling as he was being fucked hard by Nosa, she chased after that link, grabbing it and holding on as Rell moved in and out of her, each stroke rubbing against Tren’s rock hard shaft inside her pussy, their cocks separated by a thin barrier of overstretched skin. She kept waiting for pain, but there was only lust and the soft pleasure of Cormac’s mouth.
 
   While he was amazingly talented with his tongue and she found him attractive, she knew what Casey meant about the connection being different. The link was lighter, less invasive, and she only got the faintest hints of the other man’s emotions. Right now he was happy, relieved that the bond was forming, and doing everything he could on his end to strengthen it. She brushed his soul and rested her forehead against his broad shoulder, Tren and Rell working her body hard now.
 
   Her first orgasm came fast, tightening her body in a dizzying rush that had her crying out. The men pulled out of her mind, leaving her to experience her release fully without being distracted by theirs. 
 
   Nosa reached around and began to jerk Cormac off as he thrust into him, and Cormac snarled, his body bucking in Nosa’s grip as the man used his superior strength to hold him down and make him come in long spurts of lilac liquid.
 
   Paige came again as she watched Cormac climax, her body shivering enough that Rell and Tren had to hold her in place, pinned on their vibrating cocks as she came hard, but they wouldn’t give her their orgasms, even though they were close.
 
   Abruptly, Nosa smeared Cormac’s cum on his thick black cock and grabbed the other man by his long hair. “Clean me and swallow my seed.”
 
   Paige gasped as Nosa leaned over and captured her mouth in a hard, demanding kiss that showed no mercy. She bit at his tongue then sucked it to soothe the sting, the dark spice of his kiss surging through her. He tasted like the night, cool and dark, filled with mystery and the promise of hidden delights. Rell sank his teeth into the back of her shoulder, and Tren leaned up to suck on her nipple. The combination of their touch, kiss, and the link quickly forming between her and Nosa was too much, and she screamed as she drank in their pleasure, opened her shields wide, and thrust out her climax at them. 
 
   All four men shouted and growled, then began to climax, one after the other, each orgasm triggering one from her exhausted body until she flopped, limp like a broken doll, atop Tren.
 
   “Thank you, Matriarch,” Nosa panted from where he’d collapsed with Cormac sprawled over him. 
 
   Too wiped out and buzzing in bliss to do much, she merely waved her hand in return, panting and trying to think.
 
   “I believe she said ‘you’re welcome’,” Rell said in a shaky voice as he began to wipe her body down with some kind of cloth that left her feeling clean and fresh.
 
   “Thank you,” Cormac said as he dragged himself across Nosa to kiss her cheek, then frowned. “I feel different.”
 
   “You just bonded,” Tren grunted. “Of course you feel different.”
 
   “No, he is correct,” Nosa murmured. “I too feel different. Better…more alive.”
 
   “Yes,” Cormac said as he sat up, unashamed of his nudity. “More alive, less dead inside. How is this possible?”
 
   Rell smoothed back Paige’s hair from her back, stroking her skin with contentment. “She can heal the madness.”
 
   “And she is an Enhancer,” Tren added in a low voice.
 
   Both men stared at her incredulously, and she twitched, uncomfortable, suddenly wishing she was clothed. 
 
   “You are upsetting her,” Tren growled, and the other men looked away quickly.
 
   Rell tossed his shirt from earlier over her back, and she snuggled into the fabric, still filled with an overload of hormones. “It’s okay. I understand it must be a shock, and I’m sorry we didn’t tell you beforehand, but Ommy said it wasn’t safe to tell anyone I wasn’t bonded with.”
 
   “He is correct,” Nosa said as he pulled his pants back on, his semi-hard cock bobbing before it disappeared from sight. “There are those who would slay their mothers for a chance at being healed, at increasing their psychic powers. And they are not good and honorable men who would take no for an answer.”
 
   “I have never heard of anyone healing the madness before,” Cormac said with something akin to awe in his voice. “What is it like?”
 
   “Well, it’s hard to explain. The best way I can describe it is, I can see your soul, like…like a vase with cracks in it. I just kinda…fill those cracks up.”
 
   All the men stared at her, and she rolled off of Tren’s chest. “Would you stop looking at me like I’m a freak?”
 
   “No, beloved, you are amazing,” Rell whispered as he took her hand in his and kissed it.
 
   Nosa knelt at the edge of the couch, his dark face serious. “For however brief my service is to you, I am honored to carry your partial bond, Matriarch Grant.”
 
   Embarrassed by his thanks, she looked away. “It was my privilege. And not exactly a hardship.”
 
   This broke the tension and Nosa rose to his feet, Cormac at his side. The men looked better, less tense than when she’d first seen them, and their faces were more…animated somehow. As if they’d gone from being robots to men. 
 
   A sense of pride filled her, and she realized it was coming from her husbands, and it felt wonderful.
 
   Later that night, after her men had fed and fucked her once again, Paige cuddled between her amazing husbands in their unusual bed, beneath a simulated sky on an alien ship, and couldn’t imagine being any happier. Both men had fallen asleep, and before she dozed, she sent up a prayer to God, or the Lord of Life or whoever was listening, saying thanks for all of her blessings. 
 
   As she was about to slip into her dreams, she sent up one more prayer, asking God to help Roxie get over her hurt, and accept Nosa and Cormac into her heart.
 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Paige resisted the nervous urge to pat her hair, adjust her dress, and hide behind her men. They were big enough. Surely if she had Tren in front and Rell behind her, walking close, no one would even see her. But that would defeat the purpose of making their ‘grand statement’, and Paige knew they needed to do this. Too bad she had no idea how extreme the reaction would be.
 
   Tren, looking like royalty in his shiny black dress armor, held her right hand in the crook of his arm. A crimson red cape was attached to his armor at the shoulders and flowed out behind him, sometimes overlapping the long train of her black gown. It fit her perfectly and swept down low over the shoulders before flowing into full sleeves. The dress had to dip in order to show off the entirety of her bondmark, and she wanted everyone to get a good look at it. 
 
   The eyes of everyone who saw them grew comically wide, at least from what she saw. They were surrounded by black armored Warriors that had a small, silver handprint on each shoulder, her handprint. This morning, after a quick breakfast where they strategized their next move, she’d dipped her hand into some kind of silver paint that felt like sticky sand, then placed her hands on the broad shoulders of each Warrior who swore himself to the service of House Grant. They all wore helmets now, and were indistinguishable from each other—at least to her untrained eye, but she remembered each of their faces.
 
   After all, it wasn’t every day a man pledged his life to you, and meant it.
 
   On her left Rell stared out at the world from a mask of pure ice, his reaction a little warier than Tren’s. While her Warrior husband was sure he could destroy any threat that came their way, her beloved spy trusted no one other than his bondmates. They’d have to work on his paranoia, and hopefully it would get better once they were on Kadothia, but for right now she was glad he was at her side. 
 
   Their progress was slow, hindered by the growing crowd, but not even the most zealous gossip dared to get in her guards’ way.  
 
   Rell murmured, “Be sure to not pick your nose right now, you are being recorded for posterity.”
 
   Despite her nerves, she couldn’t help but give her blond husband a small smile.
 
   Right, just what she needed, a reminder that pretty much everyone who saw them were recording a live feed and sending it back to Kadothia via relay bots at the wormhole. Their only job was to travel in and out of the wormhole, delivering messages from one galaxy to another and constantly monitoring the distortion in space. If Kadothia had a trending topic counter of any kind, it was no doubt ‘Lord Rell, Commander Trenzent, and Matriarch Grant’ was among the top five interests of the Bel’Tan galaxy at the moment. The journey from the Reaping ship to Kadothia took six hours, so they were hoping that would give Kadothia time to digest the news and calm down. 
 
   Paige could have searched the Kadothian version of the Internet for information, but she couldn’t use her crystal implants and multitask yet. If she tried, she’d end up walking into a wall, which had happened more than once, or tripping over something, which had also happened more than once. Tren and Rell assured her she’d get better at it, but right then she was afraid to read the mean things being said about her. Oh, she knew there were people who would be nice, and people who would be mean, but for a small-town girl who’d avoided…well, life over the past few years it was a lot to take in.
 
   By the time they reached the terminal the guards were grouped tight around them, an outer perimeter group of Negotiators in their navy blue armor moving the crowd back.
 
   As they neared the sleek, deep black ship that would take them through the wormhole, her unease faded a bit. The slavers were still out there, somewhere on either Earth or on the Reaping ship, and they would still use any chance they could to strike out at Trenzent. Her husbands assured her that no one would dare try something right then. It would make them into martyrs if the Kadothian Empire spun the story right—which they would. Still, when the door dropped down, sealing Paige into the bay with her husbands, the crew, and her guards, she let out a low sigh.
 
   “That was terrifying.”
 
   Tren and Rell laughed while her guards checked her ship over. 
 
   “Alyah,” Tren said with a smile, “you were very brave.”
 
   “Oh, shut up.” She put her hands on her hips and glared up at him, ignoring the fact that they had an audience. “I’m shy, okay? And all those people looking at me…if it wasn’t for the bond, I would have made you hide me in a suitcase and wheel me through the ship.”
 
   A man behind her cleared his throat in a manner that sounded suspiciously like a chuckle, and she whirled around, glaring at one of the guards who had his helmet off. He had long, deep eggplant purple hair streaked with robin’s egg blue, and she struggled to recall his name, but was coming up blank. His eyes were a pretty teal blue and his skin a golden tan, overall a good-looking man in a rather exotic way. As he stared at her, and she stared back at him, she started to get nervous.
 
   “Matriarch,” Rell whispered, “you must greet him before he can speak with you. His name is Captain Holt.”
 
   Crap, there were so many rules of engagement for dealing with Kadothians, all based on political structure, region, and how traditional or modern they were. She had a file on it somewhere, but after another few seconds of silence on her part, she gave up and went with her gut. Holding out her hand, she smiled.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Captain Holt. Feel free to call me Paige.”
 
   He jerked back as if startled, and her smile wilted as her hand hung in the air.
 
   “She did not invite you to court her by giving her first name. On Earth it is considered a sign of respect, not an indication that she wishes to consider you as a husband.”
 
   “No, absolutely not,” Paige squeaked out, then blushed hard at Captain Holt’s raised brow. “Not that you’re not good-looking or anything. I mean, you’re really hot and you have killer hair and you look like the kind of guy who can show a girl a good time in bed, but…shit…I’m not making this better, am I? I’m sorry, I’m so nervous. I don’t know what to do, and I’m just, you know, winging it.”
 
   She trailed off as everyone around them tried to hide their amusement at her babble.
 
   “I understand, Matriarch,” Captain Holt said while giving her a devilish smile. “My good looks often cause women to lose their minds.”
 
   That was totally the last thing she expected him to say, and she gaped at him as he winked, and her husbands burst out laughing. 
 
   “You’re trouble,” she decided as she peered at the tall man.
 
   Captain Holt took a step closer and lowered his voice. “In truth, Matriarch, I am honored to meet you and proud to serve you. Your husbands and I have known each other for hundreds of years and it makes me delighted, and gives me hope, to see them rewarded with such a beautiful and kind Matriarch.”
 
   “I-I, thank you. I feel weird saying thank you because I feel like they’re my gift, like they’re my reward. You know what I mean?”
 
   His gaze softened, and he nodded. “I do, and someday I hope to find the woman who will feel the same for me.”
 
   Before she could respond, they boarded the transport, Paige and her husbands up front in a really nice, small suite, and the rest of the men in the back.
 
   The cabin was decorated in pink and silver hues, with a large bed, bathroom, and a four-person dining table along with a small kitchen. The silence of the room made her ears ring and for a moment all she did was stand there with her eyes closed, absorbing the moment. Warmth soaked into her, and she relaxed back into Rell’s arms, his clean scent comforting her as she tried to get over her growing nerves. A brief mental scan of the news channels on Kadothia showed that they were the number one topic of conversation, and everyone had an opinion on their mating.
 
   Especially the fact that Tren and Rell were obviously blood brothers before Tren met Paige.
 
   A lot of people were happy for them, and a lot felt betrayed.
 
   “Where’s Tren?”
 
   “In a meeting with our guards,” Rell murmured against her hair. “You need to relax. You are too tense and need to sleep during the journey since we did not allow you much sleep last night.”
 
   “I’m trying to relax.”
 
   “I know how to help you.”
 
   She caught his mood right away and pushed at his arms. “I am not going to meet my people stinking like sex.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What about letting me lick your sweet pussy? Does it count if I come all over the bed while I feast on you? Your sex with all its extra pieces of skin is the most arousing.”
 
   She laughed. “Okay, don’t ever refer to my pussy as having ‘extra pieces of skin’. It’s not sexy.”
 
   “Oh, I disagree. It is very sexy. Let me prove it to you.”
 
   He did, repeatedly, and when Tren returned from his meeting he insisted on ‘wearing the perfume of her delicious cunt’ on his face as well.
 
   And afterward, exhausted by a series of fantastic orgasms, she slept well.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Grasping Rell’s hand on one side and Tren’s hand in her other, she stood before the huge deck of the small transport ship that had just landed on Kadothia at her new home.
 
   Her heart raced, and she squeezed their hands harder, grateful when they sent a sense of calm to her through their bonds. In an effort to center herself and not babble like an idiot when she met the people she was supposed to freaking rule—her brain couldn’t even get a handle on that one—she’d cut herself off from her husbands, but now she opened her side of the bond more with both of them and took solace in their strength. Right away her mood lifted as their happiness at bringing her home flooded her with positive vibes. 
 
   The hatch opened and a small walkway slid down to the soft bluish green grass. It was a partly cloudy morning on Kadothia and as the sunlight hit her skin she tried to ignore the fact that she glittered even more now. She wore a traditional Matriarch’s robe, in her case black for Tren since he converted her from human to a Kadothian, and blue piping around the edges for Rell’s Negotiator class. The sleeves were long and flowy with tiny black crystals had been sewn into the bodice and hem of the light gown, little bits of darkness that caught the light. The gown was shoulder less and fully exposed the extent of her rather large bondmark.
 
   Casey had been surprised at the size of the mark, but Jaz had just grinned then said Paige’s husbands had wanted to be extra sure she was their Matriarch.
 
   On either side of the walkway stood over five thousand Kadothian Warriors, all lined up straight and in three perfect rows. These men were hand selected by her husbands to be part of her personal guard, a high honor that had been fiercely sought after. Not only did they have the prestige of guarding the Matriarch of a Lead High Council member, they also got to guard a woman who was a representation of all they fought and sacrificed for, a visible and living reward for the former Supreme Commander, a promise of their future—if they could live long enough to fulfill their destiny.
 
   With her hair swept up and held back in a pearl headband of sorts, Paige followed her husbands’ lead as they led her out into the light, her eyes burning a bit as they adjusted.
 
   The Matriarch’s Palace towered above them, a beautiful series of spires and odd, elevated buildings that were round in nature with massive patios. Plants dripped down from a variety of windows and balconies, a profusion of color that took her breath away. The grass gave off a faint scent of crushed spices as they walked, and she smiled when she saw the two men waiting for them at the bottom of the ramp. Cormac and Nosa were in full military regalia, wearing cloaks similar to the ones her husbands had pinned to their armors. Because they were the only men she’d partially bonded, they got to escort her around. This was a very formal, big deal event and if her husbands weren’t pumping her full of calming mental waves she’d be freaking out that she was going to mess up somehow, like trip on her gown and bust her face open on the pretty teal-ish grass.
 
   “Matriarch,” Cormac said in a loud, commanding voice, which was very different from his usual carefree tone. “On behalf of your new people, welcome to Kadothia.”
 
   Tren and Rell had tried to prepare her for the noise level of a thousand Warriors roaring in welcome, but she still jerked at their hands as she tried to instinctively cover her ears.
 
   Her eyes were probably huge as she took in the sight of all these massive men snarling and roaring like proud lions, her whole body reverberating with their cries.
 
   Beside her Tren and Rell stood with their faces almost grim, but their chests puffed out with so much pride it practically radiated off of them.
 
   She couldn’t help but smile then lean up and give first Rell, and then Tren a brief kiss on the lips.
 
   This led to more roaring from the men, making her blush and turn to her husbands, hiding her face in their bulk as they laughed.
 
   “My Matriarch.” Nosa’s amused and deep voice cut through her attempts to burrow into Tren’s chest. “If you will follow us, we would like to show you your new home.”
 
   With Rell and Tren holding her hands once again, she tried to listen to Cormac and Nosa’s running commentary on the different places and people they passed, but she could barely do more than breathe and walk at the same time as her senses drowned in over stimulation. Kadothia, at least the Cliffs of Goeth region, was astonishingly beautiful. Her emotions trembled close to the surface as they paused at a wide, cream stone balcony big enough to hold a house, and looked over the edge. Far, far below spread a colorful forest that narrowed to a point before it reached the sea. Cliffs rose on all sides of the valley below and several rivers glinted an odd, golden purple as they wound through the land. 
 
   She’d managed a little bit of downtime to learn about her territory and knew there were several villages in the sheltered cove below, as well as communities within the cliffs themselves on the sides facing the ocean. 
 
   The railing she leaned on was made of a soft white stone with tints of peach, the same stone that made up the majority of her palace.
 
   While she was aware of the crowd following them, her personal guards made sure she had plenty of privacy and kept them at a distance. 
 
   Turning, she leaned back on the railing and found Tren and Rell studying her with identical expressions of lust.
 
   She hadn’t realized she’d closed her bond with them, but it was becoming automatic for her now when she was in situations that required her full attention. Now that she eased it open a bit, she knew her ever randy husbands wanted to get their hands on her in a way not appropriate for public. Behind the thin fabric of her gown her nipples tightened and grew, plainly visible bumps that had her flushing.
 
   Trying to give them a scolding look before closing the link again, she walked up to them and crossed her arms, the soft rush of a waterfall in the distance providing a soothing backdrop to the voices in the distance. 
 
   “Would you two stop it? We just did it on the transport.”
 
   “We did not do ‘it’,” Tren complained in a low growl. 
 
   “I want to do ‘it’ again.” Rell slowly licked his lower lip, his desire pushing at her shields.
 
   “Many times—properly,” Tren added while rubbing his thumb over her cheek, then her mouth.
 
   “Stop that.” She took a step back, glancing over her shoulder at the crowd then at her unrepentant husbands. “People are watching.”
 
   “Of course they are.” Rell grinned. “Do not worry, physical affection is accepted.”
 
   “There are children present!”
 
   Laughing, Tren scooped her up into his arms, ignoring her squeal of protest. “Then let us take you where there are no young eyes.”
 
   She glanced over at Rell, who was also smiling wide as he slid his arm over Tren’s shoulder in an easy, affectionate gesture. “Are you encouraging this kind of behavior? Shouldn’t you be protesting that I should meet people first, do my duty?”
 
   “Your number one duty,” Rell informed her with a heated look, “is to let us love you.”
 
   Unable to hide her smile, she huffed and looked away from her super hot blue-eyed husband and glanced around. They’d entered the main part of the building and into a three-story high open foyer that reminded her of Grand Central Station. Two balconies encircled the main open space and every inch was occupied by men and women of just about every skin and hair tone in the rainbow standing at attention. Feeling like a fool, she tried to discreetly get Tren to put her down, even sending a blast of scolding emotions at them both through their bond. They merely pushed their desire back at her and by the time they entered the silvery transport with its comfortable seating against the walls, she was trying to pretend her panties weren’t soaked and she wasn’t rubbing her hard nipples with her arms.
 
   With Cormac and Nosa in the lead, she was taken through the palace to her personal floors, which consisted of the entire Western tower. 
 
   When Tren placed her down onto the polished gray and black stone mosaic floor, she had to steady herself against his arm. “Oh, Tren, Rell…it’s beautiful.”
 
   Suddenly a piercing chime went through her head, super loud, and she dropped to her knees with a yell.
 
   Instantly Tren and Rell were at her side, and she yelled, “What is that noise?”
 
   “Describe it,” Rell said loud enough for her to hear him.
 
   “Four high-pitched beeps followed by a whistle.”
 
   “We are linking up with your com link,” Tren said in a grim voice.
 
   A moment later her vision faded and became replaced with an image of a crying Casey almost hysterical as she told Paige that Roxie was missing. She was deployed on an emergency mission then her unit was ambushed. The Kadothian Warriors watching her back on Earth were dead and no one knew where she, or her troops, were. Casey begged Paige to contact her as soon as she could.
 
   Staggering back, Paige caught herself against a large table holding a vase full of gleaming orange flowers near the door. “Oh no, Roxie?”
 
   Cormac made an enraged growling noise that tore at their bond, his pain overwhelming.
 
   She cried out, and Rell caught her as she fell, while Tren tried to console Cormac and Nosa as they literally howled with grief. Their heartache tore through her, and she struggled to close the partial bond, the effort seeming to take years even if it was only less than a few minutes. In that time, she’d absorbed their piercing despair and overwhelming fear for their bondmate, along with a deep and savage anger that made her want to cut out the throat of anyone who dared to harm Roxie.
 
   Panting, she gazed up at Rell through watery eyes. “Roxie. Is she dead?”
 
   “Shhhh, alyah, we do not know yet. Cormac and Nosa could tell us if they were there, but here in the Bel’Tan galaxy they cannot sense her.”
 
   Steadying herself, she managed to stand on her own two feet and looked at Cormac and Nosa, her heart breaking for them. “We’ll do whatever it takes, but we’ll find her. I promise.”
 
   Desolate, Cormac faced her with dead eyes. “Matriarch—”
 
   Nosa grunted and grabbed on to Cormac’s armored shoulder, his nostrils flaring as he stared into his blood brother’s eyes.
 
   A maelstrom of emotions hit her as Cormac whispered, “Roxie, she is here, in the Bel’Tan galaxy.”
 
   Nosa added, “Far away, but she is here.”
 
   “What?” Paige looked from Rell to Tren. “How can she be here? She has to be bonded to come through the wormhole, but Cormac and Nosa are here. How did she get through?”
 
   Cormac closed his eyes, and Nosa threw an arm around his blood brother, holding him close as he said, “Slavers have her.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Beloved Reader,
 
   I hope you’ve enjoyed this trip to Kadothia and are already looking forward to the next one-which will be Roxie’s book. When? Soon-ish? Unless you’re in the future and Roxie’s Warriors is already out. You can find out more info by visiting http://www.annmayburn.com 
 
   Thank you, once again, for giving me the chance to entertain you. If you enjoyed the book please consider leaving a review!
 
   Ann 
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   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.
 
   Ann loves to talk with her fans, as long as they realize she's weird and that sarcasm doesn't translate well via text.
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