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Chapter One


Port Chase, Earth 2112


 


“Oh for God’s sake,” Tara Drake sputtered as she stared
across the way into the neighboring yard. “That’s every night this week! Jonah
Trotter, you have to be the horniest man alive.”


She stared through her open window outside, through the
oppressive heat, into the setting glare of Port Chase’s surprisingly beautiful
sunset over a run-down, dirty section of the city. Once the reigning queen
among southern Florida’s great communities, Port Chase had steadily declined as
age, drugs and vice crept through its people like a wasting disease.


Fanning the collar of her thin cotton t-shirt against her
sweaty chest, Tara couldn’t help staring at Jonah Trotter as he stood outside
one of the large warehouses. An Otra—a species of alien who’d landed on the
planet hundreds of years ago—Trotter had the trademark black hair, olive-toned
skin and dark eyes that flared to silver on occasion. Rumor had it the Otra
were psychic, that they had differing abilities, which she found intriguing.


She’d never seen an ugly Otra, and Trotter was no exception.
Yet the contrast of the handsome man in his designer clothes, backed against a
scum-laden wall in the shipyard while Sheila, a local prostitute he routinely
bullied, went down on him both fascinated and repulsed her. How could a man so
beautiful be so vile inside?


She couldn’t help hearing his animalistic groans and grunts
of encouragement, despite the fact so much distance lay between her house and
the shipyard. She had a feeling Trotter somehow enhanced the sound, so she
couldn’t help but hear him.


“That’s it, Sheila, suck it harder. Yeah, baby, that’s a
good whore. Take me balls-deep. Shit, yeah,” he gasped and began instructing
all over again.


You’d think he’d just shut up and enjoy it. She
snorted with laughter, wondering when Trotter would stop these evening
amusements. From what she’d noted, he had the stamina to go several times a
night, seven days a week, and he showed no signs of slowing.


It promised to be a long, long summer.


Jonah Trotter ran Port Chase’s shipyard, and since the
Talsons had taken over the dilapidated shipping service nearly six months ago,
the area had only seemed to grow worse. More crime, more drugs, less order.
Talson Shipping sat far enough from her home that she had some semblance of
privacy. But lately, Tara could hear more and more commotion from her noisy
neighbors. And when she peeked out her windows, she’d actually seen men moving
furtively in the dark, exchanges of money and drugs right before her startled
eyes.


The woman on her knees between Trotter’s feet moaned loudly
and brought Tara’s attention back to the amorous couple. She watched, curious
to see how tonight would end.


“Ah, the pull out,” she murmured, as he whipped his cock from
the woman’s mouth and came over her face.


Disgusting, but Trotter seemed to get off on it. The
prostitute acted as if she loved it, no doubt earning her another gram of
Majesty, Port Chase’s latest drug du jour.


Glancing around at her meager belongings, Tara wondered why
she just couldn’t make herself leave and join her brother uptown. No matter how
many times she’d tried boarding up the place and moving out, something within
her wouldn’t allow her to go.


Too much hurt, probably. A magnet for pain, Tara had never
been able to avoid it. The negative energy seemed to attract her, stirring the
psychic power within her to heal. For years she’d been secretly curing lesser
ills, making excuses to prolong physical contact until she could heal her
unsuspecting patients. Lately, she’d been experimenting on plants and small
animals. Lo and behold, she now had the greenest grass in lower Port Chase, as
well as the healthiest tomcat in town.


Chuckling at the thought, she met the nearby meow
with a bowl of buttermilk.


“Come on, Romec. It’s time to drink your dinner. Payment for
that third rat you brought down today.”


The black cat stared at her with gray-green eyes, an almost
human expression of arrogance on his face. He purred under her hand and rubbed
against her palm, then sauntered to his bowl and lapped at the milk.


Romec, like the rest of the block, had adopted Tara the
first day she’d moved into the neighborhood. The area hadn’t always been so
rundown. Before Talson Shipping had moved next door, the prior tenant, the
Barkins, had kept the area fairly busy in trade. Cargo from the alien planets
Werfal 7 and Werfal 6 arrived daily, and the shipping company had needed help
transporting, crating and even selling their goods.


Old Man Rodriguez would sit on his porch sipping rum and
Coke, telling stories about his great-great grandfather growing up in Mexico
when the Otra had first been spotted.


Otra—Spanish for other. She scoffed.


“So what that they’re pretty?” she asked Romec, who ignored
her in favor of the milk. “Not everyone likes tall, dark and handsome. And
what’s with that glowing eye trick, anyway?” She’d noticed that on the
occasions when Trotter was getting his rocks off, his eyes glowed as if lit
from within. Silver beacons of greed.


In her entire life, Tara had never seen an Otra until she
moved here. They looked human enough, if extraordinarily attractive. Most
seemed taller on average. She’d never seen an Otra with anything other than
black hair or black eyes, not that she’d seen that many. The Barkins had had a
few working the docs. And though it was unusual to find Otra so far from the
North, where most Otra were accepted and even welcomed, many found success in
the not-so-friendly South.


“And let’s face it, Florida acts like its own little country
anyway.”


Romec’s tail twitched in agreement. She stared at him,
wishing she had as much joy living in the slums. If only she could heal this
sorry little section of town and leave. Lord knew, Mannie had been all over her
to move in with him.


Her foster brother since the time she could walk,
eight-year-old Manuel “Killer” Drake had adopted two-year-old Tara as his
sister as soon as he’d spotted her. An unnamed connection she still felt to
this day tied them. They’d moved together from home to home, from center to center,
until he’d reached an age of independence and took Tara with him. Within two
years he’d made a fortune boxing. Hell, he held the heavyweight championship
three years running.


Just yesterday he’d been pestering her to move in with him.
After healing his hands and his jaw, she’d calmly, irrationally said no. Again.


Tara sighed. “I must be crazy.” The loneliness gnawed at
her, but she didn’t want to infringe on Mannie’s social life. She wanted
someone to love and someone to love her. A man with morals, standards and
physical appeal. For all that men seemed to like Tara, she’d rarely felt a
reciprocal attraction. The few she’d slept with had been duds in bed, and her
failed relationships and subsequent loss of arousal made her feel worse.


A loud banging noise from outside startled her and she
looked out the front window.


The woman who’d been servicing Trotter stumbled across the
porch, waving a gun like it was the Fourth of July. “This shit is so good.” She
cackled, her fading beauty as washed out as the look in her dull, blue eyes.
“Okay, Tara. Come here and die, and maybe he’ll give me another two grams.”


Tara rolled her eyes. “Give me the gun, Sheila.”


“No.” Sheila Farel, once a lovely young seamstress who lived
several doors down, and now Jonah’s newest whore, staggered and aimed an
unsteady hand at her. “Tonight I get the statue. I told Jonah about it, and he
told me to bring it to him. It’s Otra shit, girlie. I told you so.”


Anger spiked through Tara’s normal calm. “That statue healed
you. I thought we’d agreed to keep it between us.” The ungrateful witch. Tara
seethed, realizing she’d made a poor decision to let Sheila see her most prized
possession, a small carved stone she’d had since she could remember. The last
time Sheila and she had met, the woman had been out of her mind in pain,
detoxing and nearly dying because of it. Needing to heal the woman before Tara
went crazy from the psychic itch under her skin, Tara had distracted Sheila
with the alien stone.


Sheila had the grace to look uncomfortable before she
glanced at the baggie sticking out of her pocket. Her eyes hardened as she
looked back at Tara. “Sorry, but I need my stuff. I have to have it.”
She teared up. “This Majesty is evil, I know. But it’s so good, too. Like the
devil himself.” She laughed again, buzzing on her high.


“If the devil were Jonah Trotter,” Tara muttered.


Romec meowed again, then hissed when Sheila tripped and fell
near him.


Smart cat.


“Fuck. Just gimme some credits and I’ll leave you alone.
I’ll tell Jonah I couldn’t find you and the statue was missing or something.”


Tara sighed. “Sheila, he knows where I live. My light’s on.
He probably knows I’m here right now.” She paused. “How on earth can you have
sex with him every night?”


Sheila blinked and smiled. “That’s the easy part. That man
is pure sugar, sweet and hitting as my Majesty.” She giggled. “A royal cock,
yeah. He tastes so good. I just love it when he lets me swallow him.”


Tara grimaced. “You need me more than you think.” The sour
stench emanating from the woman, in addition to the ailing aura surrounding
her, sickened Tara. The need to soothe, to fix what was broken, crawled over
her skin. Without listening to Sheila another minute, she grabbed the older
woman’s arms and held tight, ignoring the gun now pointed at the floor.


Sheila struggled at first but grew weaker as Tara’s hold
tightened. “That hurts,” she whined.


“I know. But soon the pain will go away. And this time
you’re leaving for good.” Her voice echoed as she focused her energy on Sheila
and on the black, sparkling statue sitting by itself on a shelf in the living
room. Made of black OQ, Otra Quartz, the palm-sized statue had been carved to
resemble a woman, her hands spread out and uplifted, her eyes closed, a smile
of peace on her lips. The object helped her concentrate, and she sifted more
power through Sheila’s infected cells.


Unfortunately, Tara started to feel the aftereffects of
healing too quickly and too intensely. Crap. That Majesty really screwed
with her ability.


“Seriously, Sheila.” Tara had to clear her throat to
continue. “No more Majesty. You need to leave here, to never come back. Never.”


She hoped the push would stick. Ordering Sheila to stop
taking Majesty hadn’t worked before. But this time, Tara felt an odd boost in
her power, a spike of energy that felt uncomfortably foreign. Sexual.


Oh hell. I hope it’s not a residual from Trotter. Her
skin crawled.


Trotter was hot. Hell, he was Otra. But evil clung to him
like a second skin. The way he looked at her left Tara feeling raw and dirty.
Weakness filled her limbs and she faltered to her knees just as Sheila
straightened and blinked.


“Go home,” Tara rasped. “And pack.”


Sheila nodded and left without looking back. The door
slammed shut in her wake.


Unable to take much more, Tara toppled to the floor. In the
distance she heard Romec meow, heard Sheila trip and curse in the front yard,
and then her vision grayed before it lit up again in a nova of energy. Two
male, piercing black eyes surrounded by a forest of lashes stared at her in
astonishment, and then she blacked out.


* * * * *


Romec Talson ’Or Fal swayed on his feet and would have
passed out had his brother not caught him.


“Romy? Oh no. Roarke?” Jamie, his sister-in-law, asked with
an urgency he could feel. “What can I do?”


A small sneaker nearly unmanned him, and Romy groaned. “Keep
Michael from castrating me. You sure that kid’s only two? He’s got huge feet.”


Michael giggled. Jamie huffed and dragged his nephew away
before he could do more damage. Romy blinked and looked closely at the controls
of his brother’s personal shuttlecraft, trying to focus.


Roarke growled, “That’s the third time this week. What the
hell’s wrong with you?”


Romy accepted the chair his younger brother threw him into
and tried to regain control of the situation. “You might be bigger than me, but
I’m older than you.” His vision and faculties gradually came back and he
grinned. “You’re not the boss of me.”


“Not the boss of me,” Michael dutifully repeated.


Romy glanced over his shoulder to see his nephew waving at
him.


“Don’t start that again,” Jamie warned and gave him and his
brother a hard look.


“Jamie, I’m handling him.” Roarke coughed to cover a laugh,
his brown eyes twinkling. They waited until Jamie left with Michael for the
back berthing quarters. Then Roarke spoke, “So okay. I’m not the boss of you.
But I’m worried. What’s wrong? I’ve never seen you as off-kilter as you’ve been
lately.”


Romy shrugged, playing off the odd vision of a woman’s dark,
lovely eyes. What the hell had that been all about? One second he’d been standing
at the controls, enjoying the sight of deep space with the sound of his nephew
giggling in the background. And then, pow. “Who knows? Weird stuff is
always happening to me. I have a lot of power bouncing around in my genius
brain.”


“Genius? You wish.” Roarke snorted. “Most Otra have one or
two abilities. Since mating Jamie, I’ve been able to share my emotions with her
without even thinking about it.” Jamie was full human, a rare woman with a hint
of psychei in her make-up. She’d fallen in love with Roarke—a half Otra,
half human who’d possessed a muted sense of psychic energy. Or at least, he had
been muted, until he’d found his other half. “Funny thing. Michael already
shows signs of a power.” He sounded proud of the fact.


Romy nodded. “He’s a strong little guy. Probably stronger
than you are already, weakling.”


“Smartass,” Roarke muttered. “So how many abilities are you
up to now, super freak?”


Romy shrugged.


Roarke glared. “Spill. Last I heard, it was six.”


“Yeah, around that.” It was more like eight, but he didn’t
like counting. Every time Romy tried something new, he found to his amazement a
capacity to handle more and more psychei—that universal energy inherent
in all things, but especially in Otra. The humans called it extrasensory
perception. Not a bad definition, but it couldn’t encompass that whole mass of
seething energy that tingled in the air.


Roarke stared. “Does Dad know?”


“Some. I had to bribe Z to keep him quiet.” His older
brother gleefully threatened to tell their father about Romy’s abilities.
Apparently his siblings thought he’d gotten away with too much in his younger
years and now needed to be babysat by their father. “And before you ask, Val’s
so caught up in Rowe and his little Iris that he hasn’t had time to bother with
me in a few months.” Romy eyed the hallway through which Jamie had passed. “You
ought to pay more attention to your wife. Another child would give me a nice
break.” He glanced back at his brother and stared hard at the aura dancing
around Roarke’s head. A vision of a sweet baby boy greeted him. “Ah. Yeah,
that’s a stellar idea. Name this one after me, why don’t you?”


Roarke blinked. “What the hell are you talking about?”


“Go bug your wife and you’ll find out in another nine
months. She’s fertile and you’re reflecting her need.”


“Not that I understood a lot you just said, but hot damn.”
Roarke’s smile grew and stayed. “Another boy, huh? Guess that means I’ll just
have to keep at the poor woman until I get a girl.”


Romy laughed. “Go play with Jamie and leave me be. I need
some rest before I dig into Port Chase and our self-proclaimed savior, Jonah
Trotter.”


“‘Savior’. Yeah, right. I’m telling you, Trotter stinks. The
Barkins weren’t doing too badly in Port Chase. But Trotter’s numbers are too
high for such a depressed area in Florida, and for only being there six months.
No way he could have that kind of turnaround. Something’s wrong. I don’t
understand why Dad still won’t look into it.”


“Me either, so keep this between us, okay? Just let me do
what I’m meant to and everything will turn out fine.”


“Quit with the predictions and meant-to crap. You’re
freaking me out.”


“Doesn’t take much,” Romy muttered.


“I heard that.” Roarke tried to smother another grin. “Go
lay down. You look like death warmed over. Another three hours and we’ll dock
in Waverly.”


Waverly, a nice town a few hours from Port Chase. “Good
call. But make use of the time you have on board. Jamie’s looking pretty good,
bro.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “You know, it’s not too late to try making a
gifted Otra. I’m game.” His brother had mated a human, and being half human,
Roarke didn’t need another Otra to help impregnate his wife. Still, a guy could
hope.


Roarke growled. “I’m human enough to enjoy my wife by
myself, thanks.”


“You know where I’ll be if you change your mind…” He agilely
avoided a blow to the stomach and laughed his way down the narrow hall to his
berth. It really was too bad Roarke and Jamie adhered to the more mundane human
customs of mating. One man, one woman.


His half brother had inherited more of his human mother’s
genes than their Otra father’s. Though Shea had only given birth to Roarke, all
of the Talson men loved her beyond reason. The fact she’d produced Roarke, a
son with psychei, which wasn’t at all common among those with mixed Otra
blood, spoke of her own powerful energy. His father had found a true mate after
the loss of his beloved first wife. Blessed in love and life.


Once in his room, Romy lay down on his narrow bed and closed
his eyes, contemplating his own future. Like his older brothers Val and Z, he’d
always figured to find an Otra female when he entered The Testing—the time in a
male Otra’s life when he readied to mate. Then another male, his eda,
would join him. The pair would bond psychically and make love with the woman,
clearing the path for Romy’s psychei and his seed so a true joining with
his new mate could occur.


Z had been lucky to have Val as his eda. Val had
found Quinn, another capable male to protect and facilitate the growth of his
family. His brothers had been gifted with love and luck with their edas
and their destined mates—their irius. Would that Romy could be so
fortunate.


He’d had no dreams, no prognostications of his future. His
powers often chased themselves inside him, making living normally a real
stretch. He used so much of his energy controlling his odd gifts that at times
just breathing felt like a trial. Pyrokinesis, telepathy, telekinesis, the
power of command, preternatural strength and sensing, not to mention the rest…
Wondrous abilities if taken separately, a nightmare if taken together.


Closing his eyes, he forced his talent to subside and
eventually relaxed into a light slumber.


His hands slid over silky skin, the glide of water both
cooling and welcoming. The extreme heat made him catch his breath, and he
realized the outside temperature meant summer neared. Had he reached Port Chase
already?


“No,” a husky female voice answered. His fingers again
slid over her stomach, the bar of rose-scented soap in his hand trailing
bubbles over a flat belly and lower, toward a smooth triangle of flesh devoid
of hair.


Interested and aroused, he reached for the surprising
treasure and heard the woman sigh when his fingers sought and found her warm
sex. Her clitoris was plump, and as he fingered her, it grew fuller, harder.
The moisture between her thighs mixed with the cool water, making her nipples
bead. He realized he could see everything from her neck down.


The sight of her pebbled nipples and creamy breasts made
them both groan.


“You like this?” he asked, thrusting a finger inside her
while he toyed with her breasts. But as he worked her, he realized his hands
were smaller, cleaner, with short pink nails and two silver rings on his
forefinger.


A woman’s hand?


“More,” she murmured.


He sensed she felt drugged on her lust and as pleasantly
confused as he was. But when a gloriously naked woman requested more, an Otra
didn’t disappoint.


He returned to her nipples and caressed the buds while he
delved inside her warm, welcoming pussy with faster and deeper thrusts. Another
finger added firmer pressure on her clit. He wanted very badly to kiss her, to
taste her exotic seduction and feel the silk of her parted lips.


The scent of need mingled with the tightening of
his—her—body. She cried out and the waves splashed over the side of the tub.
Her sex gripped his fingers—no, her fingers—and flooded him with bone-deep
contentment as he pulsed… He blinked awake and groaned as he finished
coming inside his trousers, making an absolute mess of himself.


Breathing hard, Romy stared at the sterile ceiling,
wondering what the hell his spontaneous ejaculation meant. He’d come hard after
touching a female, after watching her—or was that him?—touch herself.


Confused and out of breath, he tried to reason out this
particular circumstance and found he had neither the energy nor the desire to
make sense of a thrilling, extremely pleasurable wet dream.


After cleaning himself, he fell back asleep with the name Tara
echoing through his mind.









Chapter Two


 


Tara splashed water all over the floor, panting and staring
unseeingly at the open shutters before her. A shadow obscured the sunlight
filtering through the bathroom window then disappeared. Moments later, a knock
sounded at her front door.


Her senses cleared, and with a rush of embarrassment Tara
realized she’d just brought herself to orgasm in front of an open window
through which anyone might have seen her. Her face felt on fire and she wanted
to disappear. God, she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d even wanted
sex. What just happened? But the banging on her door wouldn’t let her ignore
her visitor. Hastily rising, she slapped the shutters over the window, threw on
her robe and dripped across the floor to the front door.


“Hold on a minute!” She tightened the belt of her robe,
prayed nothing but clouds had blotted out the sunlight a few moments ago, and
opened the door. The minute she looked through and saw Jonah Trotter, she knew
she’d hoped in vain. What a mistake not to ignore all that banging.


“Good morning,” he murmured with appreciation, his black
eyes skimming her frame with appreciation. His full lips curled invitingly, and
she couldn’t help noting the muscle and strength in his bearing. Today he wore
blue slacks, a tailored yellow shirt and platinum cuff links. Not a strand of
his shiny, professionally cut, thick black hair looked out of place.


Whereas she must have looked like a drowned rat. Life wasn’t
fair.


The way he stared at her told her he’d been the one watching
her through the bathroom window. Her face grew hotter. Oh God, just let me
burst into spontaneous flame right now. This is so embarrassing.


“Can I help you?” She sounded rude, but she didn’t care.
She’d never liked Trotter, and his stare felt like bugs creeping all over her.
Despite his obvious appeal, she reacted to him on a primitive, deeper level.
The malicious nature at his core bothered the hell out of her. She wanted
nothing more than to put distance between them.


“Invite me in and we’ll…talk.” His deep voice echoed between
them. The cadence and pitch sounded off, and she didn’t like the sly look on
his face.


She frowned. “Tell me what you want or get the hell off my
property.”


He stared at her in bemusement, but when he spoke again, it
was in a decidedly softer voice. “I’m sorry. I was wondering if you’d seen a
friend of mine. Sheila Farel?”


Good for you, Sheila. You finally listened. “You mean
the woman who used to sew a few doors down? The one your wonder drugs
thoroughly screwed over?”


Trotter’s easy expression darkened, and his handsome face
grew sinister as he stepped closer to her. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about. I run Talson Shipping in Port Chase. A completely legitimate enterprise,
nothing more. What’s this about drugs?”


She huffed. “Yeah, right. Look, Trotter. I’m not stupid. I
may look it for living here, but that’s my business. I want you and the bozos
working for you to keep away from me and my property. Or the next time you step
on my front door, I’ll use the Norton 57 my brother gave me for Christmas last
year.” A very illegal gun, just mention of it was usually enough to scare away
most intruders.


Trotter narrowed his gaze and took a prudent step back,
whether at mention of the gun or her brother, she wasn’t sure. “Do tell Killer
I send my regards.”


As if I’ll mention this bastard to my brother.


He tucked his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry to have
upset you.” His gaze lingered on her breasts outlined by her now-sodden robe,
then slid down her legs. “I’d like nothing but to become better friends.”


“I have all the friends I need. Take off, or the next time I
won’t be so nice.”


He maintained a grin though his jaw tightened. “I’m leaving
now. But I’ll be back. And one of these days, we’ll talk about your lack of
social graces. I’d be more than happy to help you polish them.”


She waited for it. He never left without pushing his agenda.


“And remember, if you’re ever in the market to sell, please
consider Talson Shipping first. I’ll leave my card in your box.” Along with the
other twenty he’d sent or dropped off.


She watched Trotter deposit the card then go, glad to see
the back end of the jerk. Around sick and injured people, she felt centered,
calm, controlled. She felt…nice. But around Trotter and his ilk, her inner
bitch always had her way. Nothing pleasant or complimentary managed to pass her
lips when in his presence.


Despite her nonsensical, self-appointed role as neighborhood
savior, when not healing, she had no problem with thoughts of causing harm. I’m
definitely no doctor. A small breeze lifted the hem of her robe and she
shivered despite the humidity. After closing the door and locking it, she
headed back to the bathroom for a towel to finish drying off. She still
couldn’t believe she’d masturbated in full view of her open window, and she
hadn’t realized she’d been doing it.


Romec appeared with a mouse in his mouth and grinned at her
as he jumped onto the window ledge. He pawed the shutters apart then leapt
outside with his prize. At least she had one less rodent to bother her.


She closed and locked the window and drew the shutters once
more, bathing the room in darkness. Her gaze shifted to the tub still full of
water. What on earth had happened to her in that tub? She hadn’t felt horny or
tense this morning. So why had she played with herself like a pleasure toy? And
why the hell did she feel as though a man had been running his hands over her
body?


Shivering again, she unstopped the tub, dressed in her
bedroom in shorts and a tank top, and began working.


By lunchtime, her stomach rumbled enough to start a small
war. She left the half-painted canvas where it stood in her studio—the small
second bedroom too small to house a bed—and fixed a sandwich with a promise to
herself not to skip breakfast tomorrow.


While eating, her thoughts again strayed to the strange
incident from this morning. The bathtub notwithstanding, she had to think about
what Trotter’s visit to her house really meant. Last night he’d purposefully
exposed himself to Tara with Sheila. He’d also wanted Sheila to grab her
statue.


That piece of black OQ art meant the world to Tara. It had
been left with her twenty-six years ago, when she’d been found abandoned in a
deserted boat floating in Port Chase’s inner harbor.


For all that Sheila, Mannie and Old Man Rodriguez speculated
on the statue’s origins as alien, Tara knew it couldn’t be. She liked to think
of it as a family heirloom. Otra or not, the piece made her think of her mother
whenever she saw it. A human woman who had probably given Tara height and a
slim yet athletic build. She admitted she had Otra coloring—black hair
and eyes so dark brown they looked black. But she didn’t think she had the true
beauty the Otra possessed. Her psychic ability to heal had made her question
her origins a time or two, but her eyes had never turned silver, she’d never
had bursts of energy the aliens supposedly had, nor the incredible beauty of
their kind.


She supposed her lips were full and maybe kissable. If she
hadn’t had overprotective Mannie for a brother, she might have experienced more
than a few flings from the all-too-brief men in her life.


As if thoughts of Mannie conjured him, he strode through the
back door she normally kept unlocked during the day without knocking.


“Hey, Tara, put that down. I brought you a real lunch.” He
stalked over to her kitchen counter, curiously graceful for being so damn big.
At six-three, her brother was anything but small. His broad shoulders, muscular
chest and monster fists encouraged those who didn’t know him to be wary. Though
not related by blood, they looked enough alike to be brother and sister. Both
possessed dark hair and eyes, and a similar caramel skin tone. Women flocked to
Mannie like bees to honey. It was no surprise when he started in about his
latest failed relationship.


“I’m telling you, the woman’s been stalking me.” He looked
hunted.


She couldn’t help laughing. “I told you this one was
unstable. She asked you to marry her on your first date.”


Mannie frowned. “I thought she was joking. Come on, Tara.
Put down that crap you’re eating. This salad’s much better for you. I brought
steamed shrimp to go with it.”


“Shrimp? Quit flaunting your money.”


“Our money.” He shook his head. “Honey, you’ve got to
leave this place. I have nightmares about you being robbed and attacked. At
least use the security I installed for you.”


She groaned at the old argument that never stopped. “One,
you’ve made it clear that anyone stupid enough to mess with me will answer to
you. Two, I do use the security system. But when the walls are as paper
thin as these, I don’t know what good it’ll do. Three, what’s there to steal?”


“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the next fifteen-thousand-dollar
painting you’re working on, T.A. Drake?”


She flushed with pleasure. “Can you believe the last one
sold for as much?”


“Yes, I can. You’re incredible. But you’re wasting it in
this dump.”


Tossing a leaf of red lettuce at him, she scowled. “I told
you before. I can’t leave, not yet. I have something to do here. I can’t
explain it.”


He sighed. “You don’t have to.” He’d been the recipient of
her incredible healing too many times to count. And Mannie had his own sense of
intuition to guide him. “I worry about you, Tara. I can’t help it. You’re such
an incredible woman. You heal by touch, paint crap that people are finally
paying big money to buy, and you’re my little sister.” Mannie shook his head.
“You’re the touchy-feely psychic. So why do I have a bad feeling something’s
going to happen to you?” He paused and his voice deepened. “In my dreams—”


Someone knocked on the door and Mannie’s eyes flashed, a
disturbing hint of silver in his pupils. She’d never seen that before. What the
hell was going on with her brother? Was it in any way tied to what had happened
to her earlier?


The silver eyes, his prophetic dreams… Her suspicions Mannie
might not be fully human resurfaced, and she quickly buried them. She knew herself
and her brother. Orphans and psychic freaks they might be, but they were human.


“Mannie?”


“I’ll get it.” He rushed to the door and ripped it open.


From her position in the kitchen, she couldn’t see the
person in front of Mannie, who blocked her view. But heat flashed through her
body from head to toe. An odd flush, an awareness, told her to pay strict
attention. As if her entire future hinged on this one man. Uneasy, she tried to
see him but couldn’t because of Mannie. To her surprise, the visitor stood at
eye level with her brother. Not a small man then.


“Hi. Can you tell me where to find Talson Shipping?” The
deep, soothing voice of the stranger intrigued her, and Tara left her stool.


She stepped closer to see who’d knocked. Standing next to
Mannie, she couldn’t help staring, enthralled at the man meeting her brother’s
glare. As tall and broad as Mannie, if not as heavily muscled, this stranger
looked even better than Trotter.


Cropped, jet-black hair so dark it looked blue surrounded an
arresting face. His eyes reminded her of Romec’s, both almond-shaped and with
an arrogant expression in them. Unlike her cat’s beautiful gray-green color,
this man had dark eyes, black eyes. Otra eyes. Again the similarities to
Trotter grabbed her. But this man also had laugh lines and smooth lips that
quirked easily. His nose was patrician straight, his chin strong, as defined as
his angular cheekbones.


To her shock, she felt a familiar tingle. The need to heal,
yet nothing in the man seemed unhealthy. Just the opposite, he fairly glowed
with health, and something more. An odd power that gave him a sense of
infallibility.


He looked human enough. But she knew he was Otra. He seemed
almost magnetic. She took a small step forward, but Mannie cleared his throat
and deliberately moved to block her way.


“Talson Shipping is next door,” Mannie said brusquely,
apparently not liking the way the stranger’s eyes had gravitated to her face.


He had yet to blink. “Hello,” he drawled. “I’m new to the
area, just transferred into Port Chase for Talson Shipping.”


Hearing him mention the Talsons a second time made her want
to groan. He was so handsome, so big and strong. He radiated sex in waves,
enough to awaken even her slumbering libido. And he worked for the jerks next
door. Life was so unfair.


The more he stared at her, the faster her heart raced. An
almost drugging sexual hunger seemed to fill her, and she had to work to shake
off the erotic sensation. First the bathroom, now this? What the hell was wrong
with her?


She took a hasty step back and fought the desire turning her
nipples into visible beads of arousal. She crossed her arms with a belligerence
the stranger couldn’t miss, while inwardly she sighed. What a waste.


Time to set the stage for Mr. Friendly. “Look, buddy,
Talsons’ folks aren’t welcome here, so move along to the thugs you work for and
stay off my property. My brother is Killer Drake, the heavyweight boxing
champion of the BCF Southeast. So if I’m not scary enough to listen to, he is.”


The stranger’s eyes widened and he grinned at her brother.
“No kidding? Yeah, I thought you looked familiar. Great bout against Murmo last
year. You have a helluva right hook. I won a bunch of money on the outcome.
Thanks.”


Mannie shifted on his feet, fisting his hands. He seemed
unsure about the compliment. “Whatever.”


“Hey, I’m sorry for intruding. I’ll get out of here and out
of your hair. Don’t worry. I have no intention of bothering you. I’m just here
to do my job for the Talsons.” He stepped back and waved, as polite and
charming as Trotter was lecherous and slimy.


“Hope you like Majesty,” Tara muttered as Mannie closed the
door behind him.


“What did you say?”


Crap. Mannie heard everything. If he knew the Talsons
were moving drugs right next door, he’d pick her up over his shoulder and haul
ass out of town.


“I said I hope you like His Majesty, as in Trotter.”


Her brother stared with suspicion but eventually moved back
to his lunch and continued to nag her about leaving. After half an hour of
refusing to budge, she pushed him out the door with a promise to visit next
week. As if a trip uptown, and to one of the nicest penthouse apartments in
Port Chase, was a hardship.


Sighing at the amount of time and great lighting she’d lost,
she hurried back into her studio and applied paint to canvas. But as she
worked, a dreamy lassitude seemed to fill her, and her heart directed her
strokes as a face slowly took life in her painting.


* * * * *


Romy dragged his feet back to his rental hovercraft, a
sporty little three-door, and sat in the driver’s seat in silence, pondering
the day’s significance.


A strange, sexual dream, a visit to Earth after so many
months of being away, and a misdirection that may have just sent him hurtling
into his destiny.


He’d never in his life felt such incredible hunger for a woman
before. He’d barely focused on the large man—her brother, thank God—by
her side. The minute the bruiser had opened the door, he’d sensed her there
behind him. Willing her to step forward, he’d done his best not to stare
openmouthed in shock.


A pure-blooded Otra female, one with a noble face, powerful psychei,
and a body that clearly sang to anyone with a heartbeat. Tall but slender, she
still possessed curves in all the right places. Damn, but he’d been
hard-pressed not to reach for those luscious nipples hardening while he stared
at her. Her inky eyes and full, pouty lips brought to mind midnight secrets and
fertility rites. Her long hair lay like silk around her neck, bound in a blue
band that let more strands fall than it held.


Which was to say nothing of the effect she had on his psychei.
Standing there, staring at her, he’d felt at peace as he hadn’t in years. His
energy no longer seethed and warred within him. Instead, he’d felt both excited
and in control, his power growing in her presence.


She was almost too perfect. A siren’s face, a sinful body,
an inner power that called to him…and a mouth that had unfortunately brought
his libido to a regrettable halt. Her attitude toward Talson Shipping annoyed
and worried him. But her last comment that he’d easily heard through her closed
door jarred him. Majesty? Trotter was running Majesty through the
shipyard?


Anger burned. With deliberate movements, Romy started the
vehicle and drove several hundred yards down the road, through the chain link
fence and onto the dilapidated property. Hell, he’d thought the place
abandoned. It had no sign for Talson Shipping and looked deserted from what he
could see.


Though he’d never been to Port Chase prior to today, he’d
studied the initial reports his father had made on the Barkins shipping center.
Whereas before the place had been somewhat busy, it now looked like a
graveyard.


As he drove farther onto the property he noted a few cargo
boxes being loaded from the large space freighters, while two tankers refilled
the water haulers. But where was all the bustle and noise he heard when
visiting Werfal 6’s ports of call, or his younger brother’s docks in Port
Watch? Nonexistent. A few humans patrolled the fence, looking more like bums
than security, and the small contingent of workers by the docks made him wonder
if he’d arrived on a holiday. Sure, it was hotter than hell, but this was a
working, money-making shipyard, wasn’t it?


He’d yet to see one of his kind working, which was odd
considering the employment report he’d read on the shuttle. According to Talson
records, Trotter had hired nearly thirty Otra from the ’Or Fal and ’Or Ryi
clans. Yet the dozen Otra Romy psychically sensed on the compound remained
inside one of the complex’s buildings. Unease slithered through him. Trotter
had been in charge of the Port Chase facility for the past six months. What the
hell had he been doing in all that time? And why hadn’t Romy’s father caught
wind of the wrongness of this place before now?


Romy parked the craft and strode toward the nearest
building. He’d been planning to arrive for an inspection of the property, but
now he thought the better of it. His mind raced to come up with something he
could use to slip in undetected as a Talson. Spreading his psychei, he
picked up several thoughts and concocted a hasty plan that might work.


Most people knew Roarke, Val, Z and Rhenec—their father.
Talson Shipping’s heavy hitters. But very few knew or had ever seen Romy, and
he liked it that way. He’d spent much of his growing years in academia, and
lately, trying to get a handle on his emerging abilities. Normally his brothers
and father handled the family business.


“Hold it, friend,” a growling Otra declared the minute Romy
stepped into the large warehouse. “Who sent you?” He latched onto Romy’s arm
when suddenly another Otra appeared out of nowhere. The pair effectively caged
him between their brawn. The names Min and Daket Yal ’Or Ryi settled over them.
“Never mind. The boss will talk to you himself. And you’ll tell him everything
he wants to know.”


The two men chuckled, their eyes flat, their hands hard, as
if used to manual labor. They looked enough alike to be kin, both dark eyed and
dark haired, with narrow faces and thin, bloodless lips. A cunning intelligence
mirrored the hardness in their gazes. Yet their thoughts were loud and
surprisingly unguarded as they talked to one another.


Think he’s a spy? Trotter said the Talsons were starting
to grow suspicious about the arms shipments.


I don’t know. Either that or he’s Fromer’s favor paid in full.
You know Trotter’s been wanting a pyrotech to protect us from the Threader
gangs across town. They aren’t very happy about Trotter’s recent success in the
Majesty trade.


Brother, you know we need to leave. This Majesty shit is
wrong on too many levels.


Tell that to Trotter. I tried to get out when he started
pushing it and he threatened to kill you faster than I could blink. We can’t
leave now, not yet, Daket.


Shit. Bastard’s onto us, eh?


I’m not sure how much he knows, but we have to time this
just right. Patience.


The larger bruiser on Romy’s left glared at him. Fine. So
we keep our eyes and ears open until we find a way out of here. But we need to
watch this guy. There’s something about him that’s off. He feels like a
tight-fisted drum, Min. I can’t make out his psychei, though I can feel
his power. Weird for a pyro, you know?


Keep on your guard and let’s bring him to the boss.


Romy did his best to remain expressionless, but fuck.
Majesty? Arms? Trotter and a stranglehold on his employees? What the hell?


They kept him tightly between them as they walked up several
flights of stairs. At the very top, the level branched out to encompass the
entire floor, unlike the open space below. They reached a steel door and pushed
through without knocking. Apparently Trotter expected them.


Romy studied the tall Otra with regal bearing who stood
behind an expensive desk. Jonah Trotter, the son of Itan and Gera ’Or Fal, old
friends of Romy’s father. Romy gave him a deferential nod as he studied the
darkened aura blanketing Trotter. Not normal, and not healthy at all. He
inwardly cringed while keeping his internal shields taut. Jonah Trotter was
much worse than the spoiled son of his father’s close friends. Murder had
bloodied his hands. Now Romy had to prove it.






Chapter Three


 


“So, you’re Fromer’s pyro, hmm?” Trotter asked, his stare
commanding.


“Yep.” From what Romy had gathered from several of Trotter’s
employees, Fromer was a thug and major supplier of Majesty, as well as a man
who owed Trotter several favors.


“What’s your name?”


He easily picked information out of the Yal brothers’ minds.
Trotter’s was a bit harder to see, but Romy searched just the same. “Luke
Drowe.”


Trotter studied him with intensity and a flare of energy
that bespoke power. To counter his scrutiny, Romy focused on thinking about
nothing but his supposed boss, Fromer. From the men around him, details
emerged.


“Describe Fromer to me,” Trotter ordered.


“Short, fat and angry.” He grinned when Min and Daket Yal
snickered. Apparently they weren’t fond of the obnoxious bastard. From the
memories both had of Fromer, Romy could only hope he’d never have to meet the
lowlife. A pimp, a drug dealer and an arsonist. What a guy.


“Funny, but you don’t strike me as the type to associate
with Fromer. And you’re not ’San Fal.”


Romy shrugged and let flame light his fingertips, proving
his ability to create fire out of nothing, something normally only Otra from
the ’San Fal clan could do. “I’m special I guess.” The fire didn’t lie. “I owed
Fromer a favor. He owes you a favor. One big, happy family.”


“Hmm. So you know what I need from you?”


“Some security around here to keep the Threaders off your
stuff, your Majesty,” he joked, to which the Yals chuckled. He continued
to wonder at his initial impression of the pair. They didn’t feel evil or bad,
but they’d made some poor decisions. Maybe he could use them to his advantage
if Trotter put his back against the wall.


An odd burst of sexual heat filled him, a feeling of
feminine need that didn’t belong in this place at this time. Memories of the
woman in the tub returned, and he had to shake his head to rid himself of the
desire filling him. Talk about poor timing.


“Majesty, yes.” A grin curled Trotter’s thin lips. A haze of
familiar psychei flared around the powerful Otra, and Romy blinked. No
wonder his father had been fooled by this creep. Trotter wielded persuasion
with true skill.


Conscious he needed to stick to his script, Romy smiled and
projected himself warming up to the man. “I appreciate the opportunity to
return Fromer’s favor. Work on the other side of the harbor has grown dull.
Everyone’s afraid of Fromer and his network. But the Threaders always prove
entertaining.” Romy wondered if he should, then pushed the question. “Not to
mention your centerfold next door. Woman’s got a temper to match her looks,
hotter than flame.”


“You got that right,” Daket murmured. He glanced at his
brother, and they both looked away from Trotter as the sudden silence grew
oppressive.


“Min, Daket, leave me with our new hire.”


“Sure thing, boss,” they said as one and vacated the office.


“Have a seat, Luke.”


Romy sat, curious to see Trotter’s reaction to mention of
his neighbor. Just thinking about her made Romy hard again, and he was
irritated to find Trotter’s aura glowing a bright red with angry passion.


“Tara Drake is off limits to you and everyone else here.
She’s trouble, but trouble I’m handling. I don’t want you spooking her or
pissing her off. God knows the woman takes affront to everything to do with
Talson Shipping as it is.”


“Why? You’re a charming guy, and Talson Shipping brings
revenue to this shitty little port. What’s her problem?” Romy pushed feelings
of empathy for his new boss.


Trotter sighed. “I wish I knew.”


You’re selling illegal Majesty, asshole, and she knows
it. Worse, she’s blaming Talson Shipping for your crimes. And if you haven’t
handled her by now, it’s because she’s as immune to your persuasion as she was
to my mind-reading. He’d done his best to probe her and her brother about
Talson Shipping and what she knew about the area, but she and her brother had
remained closed to him. A rarity in itself.


Tara grew more and more intriguing.


Trotter explained, “Her brother is Killer Drake, a
champion boxer with a poor temper. Killer’s a good person to have on your side.
He’s popular with the press, the mayor and this town. And his fists are lethal.
The last man to screw with his sister wound up in the hospital with a broken
jaw.”


“So you’re afraid of him?”


Not a smart thing to say, but Romy needed to see just what
Trotter was made of.


“No.” You idiot hung on the tip of Trotter’s tongue,
though he didn’t say it. Romy felt his razor-sharp disapproval almost like a
physical blow. Again, that impressive persuasion. “I’m not afraid, I’m smart.
In time, Tara will come to me on her own.” He smiled and Romy saw the onset of
violence pooling in Trotter’s aura. “I’ll straighten her out. You do what
you’re told, and we’ll all get along.”


“Right-O.” Romy stood, recalling one vital piece of
information he needed to share on the off chance Fromer’s real pyro showed up.
“Mr. Trotter? One more thing. Fromer didn’t want me to mention it, but there
were rumors of the police trying to infiltrate the organization by using a man
undercover. I wouldn’t be surprised if trouble heads this way. Majesty has a
way of making the cops look twice. You know?”


Trotter nodded sharply and looked to the exit. Romy left,
sliding the door closed behind him. He found the Yals waiting for him.


“Lucky for you, you passed inspection.” Daket’s vision of
Romy’s throat slashed, his body dragged under the harbor’s water by a concrete
ball felt all too real. Apparently, the Yals had seen a lot of bad in the time
they’d been on the yard. But to Romy’s surprise, it didn’t seem as if the
brothers had participated in anything worse than security services and the
occasional beat-down of Otra who deserved it. He wondered at their psychic
talents. Best to know everyone’s scorecard at the beginning.


“I’m a pyro. What are you two?” he asked even as he began to
make sense of their different energies. Yet something made it hard to see
exactly what should have been obvious about the pair. Did Trotter’s influence
exist this far, that he could shield his personnel from invasion?


“I’m a telekinetic,” Daket said.


“And I’m a telepath.” Min gave him a curious once-over.
“Can’t read you, though. Like a closed book.”


“Hey, I work around Fromer and his friends. You want to stay
alive, you keep thoughts tight, your secrets even tighter.”


They nodded at his reasoning and showed him around the yard.
As they walked, they made conversation, asking where he was staying, what he
thought of Port Chase as a whole, and settled on his new favorite topic of
conversation.


“Hell, yeah, I’ve been wanting to hit that piece of ass next
door ever since we got here,” Min admitted quietly as they sat in one of the
security stations. Several monitors viewed the southern end of the yard,
showing nothing and nobody currently working at this end. “But you even look at
Tara the wrong way and her brother’s breathing down your throat.”


“Not to mention Trotter going off the deep end,” Daket
added. “Man has it bad.”


“Why doesn’t he just work his mojo on her?” Romy wanted to
hear them confirm what he thought he knew.


A moment of silence passed, and he had the uneasy suspicion
he was missing something. But if the brothers had communicated telepathically,
he should have sensed it. He could have pried for answers, but he had to keep a
lid on his energy. As it was, the damn stuff continually seethed inside him,
seeking an outlet.


Daket answered, “Doesn’t work on her. Hell, nothing seems
to. I can’t move a thing near her place, and Min can’t read her. It’s like her
place is a neutral zone. Trotter thinks it has something to do with that OQ
statue in her place. His whore was supposed to grab it from her last night.”


“But?”


“But after she blew Trotter and left, she disappeared. Min
and I weren’t working last night, but rumor has it Tara Drake killed her.”


Romy blinked and accepted the bottle of Otra Fine Ale that
suggested the Yals weren’t as common as they appeared. Daket grabbed one for
himself using his telekinesis.


Romy shrugged. “I don’t know. I met her, looking for this
place. I didn’t mention it to Trotter because he almost lost it ordering me to
leave her alone. But she seemed pleasant until she heard the name Talson.”


“Pleasant.” Min snorted. “Made you hard, right? It’s like
she’s in Selection, but you can sense she’s not. It’s weird.”


Selection, of course. Romy now understood what had
been so appealing about the female, aside from her looks. Selection worked like
a female’s heat. When a female Otra entered that special time, she sought
either a mate or readied to produce offspring. Her pheromones went crazy,
attracting any and every Otra male in sight if she wasn’t mated. Yet he hadn’t
sensed that when he’d seen her this morning. He’d been attracted as hell, but
there’d been nothing hormonal about it but his own overeager glands.


“Oh look, wait. There she is.” Daket pointed at the screen
in the upper corner.


Romy leaned closer to the monitors and stared, absorbing her
every detail and committing it to memory. Long, wavy hair hung in a ponytail
down her back. Her skin seemed almost incandescent, glowing with a sweaty sheen
under the harsh summer sun…where it wasn’t blue from her knees to her ankles.
Hmm. Another piece of the puzzle. The woman was either a house painter or an
artist.


“Fuck me, she’s hot.” Daket spread his legs on his chair,
sporting an erection impossible to miss, to which his brother rolled his eyes.


“Hell, Daket. Have a little dignity. She’s walking across
her yard, not naked and panting. I swear, you need to get laid.”


“Yeah, well so do you. Or is that a nightstick in your
pants?”


Min chuckled and the two bantered back and forth. Unlike
humans, Otra had very few hang-ups when it came to sexuality, though many Otra
didn’t look favorably on human-Otra interaction when it came to mating. Fucking
a human was fine, but nothing more permanent than that. Romy didn’t care. He
had a human second-mother, a human sister-in-law and a half human
sister-in-law. Love trumped genetics any day.


“I think it’s time I found a woman or two myself,” Romy
added and eased into their camaraderie. Before he knew it, he’d made plans for
a night on the town with the Yals and readied himself to go deeper undercover.


* * * * *


Tara mumbled to herself between swear words, “It’s not as if
he’s anything special. So what? Another Otra who just happened to be nicer and
classier than the other knobs Trotter has working for him. But if he’s working
for Trotter, the man can’t be a saint. Far from it.”


She grunted and hosed down her legs covered in cerulean
blue. The sun had begun to set, and she’d finally finished washing the paint
off her body.


“Last time I let Susie’s kids play in the house while I’m
painting,” she muttered. But she knew she lied. The next time Susie had to work
overtime to feed her kids, Tara would agree to watch the little hellions.


Romec appeared out of nowhere and followed her inside with a
soft meow, and she realized dinnertime had come and gone.


“Oh wow. I’m starving, and I’m sure you are too.” The cat
meowed again. “I have nothing left. Time for the grocery store.”


Half an hour later, she arrived at a fairly decent grocery
on the other side of the harbor. Port Chase had its share of beauty and the
high life on the north side of the city. Uptown. Where Mannie lived in luxury,
she reminded herself as she grabbed a cart and entered the store. Uptown,
where I should be living. The minute she thought about leaving, her mind
focused on the spiral of pain peeling through the south side of the harbor and
fixed her with a hell of a headache.


She still had much to mend. The Majesty addicts lying across
the street and in the abandoned buildings so close. The medically hopeless
begging the have-nots in the neighborhood for food and money for medicine. She
grimaced, feeling overwhelmed.


Mannie, for all his bluster and menace, provided anonymously
every month for those in need. A large portion of his charities benefited the
homeless in her section of town. And with her help, they were slowly, steadily,
cleaning up the neighborhood. But it wasn’t enough, not when the Talsons
continued to flood the area with Majesty.


A cart banged into hers and she started.


“Oh, I’m sorry. I…well, hello again.” Her visitor from
earlier in the day stood behind a grocery cart filled with meats, fruits and
veggies. And a ton of junk food. “Fancy running into you here. I’m Luke Drowe,
by the way.”


For all that he worked for the Talsons, this man had so much
charm, so much joy sparkling in his dark eyes, that she was hard-pressed to
remain cold toward him.


“Interesting menu you have there.”


He shrugged and pushed his cart next to hers, as if they
were old friends. “Some manly food for the guys. That’d be the meat and the
processed stuff. The fruit and veggies are for me.”


She felt a slow pull toward his smile and deliberately moved
her cart an inch to her right.


“What?” he asked, as if wounded. “You don’t like bananas?”


She chuckled, unable to help herself. “You’re full of
yourself, aren’t you?”


“Not me. I’m all for laughs and having fun.” His expression
suddenly turned serious. “Now you, I wouldn’t mind being so full of you.”


The shift in attitude threw her, as did the sudden flare of
heat inside her. Her womb clenched and her heart raced. What the hell?


She stared up into his eyes and watched the silver overtake
the whites, obliterating the irises and pupils until the orbs glowed. “Your
eyes,” she rasped, having seen the same look in Trotter’s gaze while Sheila
pleasured him.


“You are so damn hot,” he whispered and blinked several
times until his eyes returned to normal.


A sudden image of him binding her to a bed with velvet
scarves before he stripped her naked and kissed her, everywhere, flashed
into her mind’s eye. She blinked at him in surprise.


He shuttered his gaze. “Reading my mind without an
invitation, hmm? Did you like the velvet straps? Or would you prefer something
in silk?” He grinned, a smile of pure, unadulterated lust that shook her to the
core.


She stammered, not sure how he knew what she’d seen. She
normally had a dampening effect on those with psychic talents. “I—I— What are
you talking about?”


“Nothing. Maybe I’ll show you sometime instead.”


She couldn’t help looking down his frame when he stepped
around his cart, closer to her. The sight of a good-sized bulge straining his
trousers made her mouth water. He chuckled, and she fought her embarrassment as
she focused on her milk in the cart.


“Oh, Tara, we’re definitely going to be spending some
quality time together, I just know it.”


Scowling for having succumbed to his charms when she knew
better, she stiffened. “Keep to the Talsons and stay away from me. I don’t need
your kind of trouble.”


Except she did want his kind of trouble. There was
more to Luke Drowe than it seemed. Charming, handsome and funny. Yet he worked
for the bad guys.


She steered her cart away and tried to calm her breathing.
When a man looked as good as that one did and projected that kind of heat, any
woman would be hell-bent on finding a way closer to that mess. As much as she
wished it were different, she knew if she hadn’t walked away just then, she
might have offered him a drink at her place.


A drink that would spiral down a dark path toward sex,
fulfillment and more orgasms than she could handle. Tara had grown up sheltered
thanks to Mannie. The few lovers she’d had had been nice but dull, not very
adventurous or satisfying. What she knew of the seedier side of life she could
attribute to what she’d seen of Trotter in the shipyard, and the vids she’d
snuck from Mannie’s place that he didn’t know she had. The games, the bondage,
the forbidden sex, oral and anal, had contributed to her randy dreams for
years. But fantasies could only take a girl so far.


She glanced back and saw Drowe staring at her as if he’d
like to eat her. She recalled a few of those magazines and flushed, turning
away, knowing her definition of eating and his were more than likely completely
different. Yet she couldn’t suppress a shiver, wondering what it would feel
like. With him. His smooth cheeks between her thighs, his soft lips tasting the
heat of her…


Oh, sweet, we’ll definitely get to that.


She felt him chuckle in her mind but couldn’t get over the
fact he was talking to her—telepathically.


My name’s Luke, but you can call me Romec.
Then he waved at her and left her staring after him, her mouth wide open.


Halfway home, she realized she’d forgotten to buy herself
any dinner and returned to the store, angry she’d allowed one of Talson’s thugs
to distract her.


“Romec,” she sneered. “Who the hell names a man after a
cat?”






Chapter Four


 


A week later, Romy still couldn’t manage to get any closer
to Tara Drake. Since running into her at the grocery, he’d managed to
“accidentally” meet her at the local fuel depot, a restaurant downtown where
she dined with her hulking brother, and outside the shipyard, where she just
happened to be checking on her property.


In each instance, she’d given him the cold shoulder. He
could sense her interest vying with her need for self-preservation. She wanted
nothing to do with the Majesty trade, and he couldn’t blame her.


During his brief stay, he’d had fun ridding Port Chase of
the Majesty distributed by Trotter’s rival human gang, the Threaders, in an
equally seedy district across town. What little he accomplished kept more
Majesty off the street, and if he happened to help Trotter while doing so, so
be it. Soon enough, he’d have that asshole up on charges and fired from Talson
Shipping.


The one good thing going for Romy was his new friends. He’d
finagled his way into the Yals’ trust after several harrowing entanglements
with law enforcement and the local pleasure girls. The nights around Daket and
Min had shown him that the brothers weren’t bad men, they just worked
for a bad man. The Yals needed direction. But not, apparently, around women.


He broke out in a sweat just thinking about what the pair
had done last night. The Yals had a thing for exhibitionism. In their opinion,
the more the merrier. He’d seen enough to turn him permanently hard. Daket and Min
had shared women and taken turns. Cock-sucking, ass-fucking, the Yals
experienced that and everything in between. Their endurance and never-ending
appetite made Romy’s nights sheer hell, because to his annoyance, he hadn’t
been able to relieve his sexual hunger.


Anytime he even thought of letting any of the Yals’
enthusiastic friends satisfy him, he’d imagine Tara Drake. The woman wouldn’t
leave his mind, and he had an awful feeling he knew why.


She consumed him, to such an extent he couldn’t hide his interest
anymore from the Yals. They thought it hilarious he wanted to make a move on
Ms. Unattainable. They’d even put down bets on how long Romy would survive once
Trotter found out about his secret crush.


Crush. He snorted. As if he were a youngster. He had a
hard-on the size of Werfal 6 for the woman.


Tonight, Romy stood in the dark shipyard and watched her
house. His need to see her through the thin walls of that shack she called a
home enabled a new and unwelcome ability. By the stars, he could see through
the brick and mortar construction right to the woman herself.


Romy groaned. Tara Drake in a skimpy tee-shirt, without a
bra, wearing barely there panties only made matters worse. His dick ached. His psychei
desperately wanted to reach out and touch hers. And the thought of Trotter
getting his rocks off anytime Tara passed by one of her windows, showing all
and sundry those fine breasts, made Romy want to set the man on fire and watch
him burn.


No two ways about it, Romy had entered The Testing.


His psychei encouraged him to mate. Now. With her.


Christ. Could his life get any more complicated?


A low moan from nearby distracted him, and he noted Trotter
having a hard time paying attention to his latest girl while he stared at
Tara’s home.


The girl worked him over, her mouth and hands pulling at
Trotter’s cock with enthusiasm. Yet Trotter refused to look away from Tara’s
direction, as if willing her to look at him. The bastard obviously sensed her
Otra nature. From such a distance, and in the near-dark, a human shouldn’t have
been able to see Trotter fucking the girl’s mouth.


But Romy knew, as did Trotter, that should Tara look out her
window, she’d catch an eyeful. Otra senses could see and hear what normal
humans could not.


Not wanting to witness any more of his supposed boss, Romy
leaned back into the shadows to let the building block his view of the man.
Except Trotter wouldn’t stand still. The asshole swore and moved, once again in
Romy’s view. Romy might have thought it intentional if he hadn’t sensed Trotter’s
desperation.


He turned the prostitute around, bent her over a barrel, and
yanked the skirt off her to expose a tight little ass. Then Trotter parted her
cheeks and plunged home on a groan. Romy winced for her.


No lube couldn’t be comfortable. But the girl moaned his
name and sighed her pleasure as Trotter took her. The notion that Romy could be
doing the same thing to Tara right now inflamed him. He’d been trying like hell
to hold back and let her make the first move, but the time had come to take control
of the situation.


Using the moonlight to his advantage, Romy called on his psychei
and bent the ambient light around him. He raced toward Tara’s house, knowing
the others would only see a slight blur as he moved. And since he’d been tasked
to man the view-cams watching her place tonight, he didn’t need to worry about
security capturing his ass on vid.


He skirted the side of the house facing the shipyard, out of
sight of Trotter, and reached up to knock on an outside window. Tara, let me
in, he pushed, forcing her to hear him.


After a short moment, the window opened over his head.


“I’ve got a gun,” came a strong reply.


“It’s me, Luke,” he whispered and grimaced at the use of his
false name. “You know, Romec?”


She paused and then stuck her head out the window. She
blinked at him. “What the hell are you doing out here?”


He could almost smell the soft rose soap she used. A floral
perfume taunting him to taste and touch that smooth flesh just begging for his
kiss. He growled, “Turn off your lights. Trotter’s over there getting his rocks
off staring at you through your bedroom window.”


She disappeared and the house went dark. Then her head
popped out the window again. “How do you know what Trotter saw? Are you spying
on me too?”


She didn’t know the half of it. If he concentrated, he could
see—through the wall—her shirt riding up, the swell of her breasts visible if
she moved just so. “I’m just looking out for you. Come on, Tara, let me in.”


“This sounds familiar. Is this the part where I say, ‘Not by
the hair on my chinnie chin chin’?”


“What?”


“Forget it. It’s an old nursery rhyme.” Silence. “So are you
going to stand out here all night whispering warnings? I’m trying to get ready
for bed.”


He groaned. Bed. “I won’t keep you long. Just let me
in so we can talk. It’s important. You have no reason to trust me, but I’m
risking a lot just by being here. Trotter wants no one around you but him. And
he’s not a man you want to displease.”


She said nothing. He could almost hear her mind buzzing.


“Please. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t important.”


More than she could know. Between what the Yal brothers had
told him and what he’d seen and heard this past week, he had enough to nail
Trotter to the wall. The Yals didn’t know it, but he’d stashed an incriminating
data chip at their place, where no one would think to look. Just as soon as he
took Tara to safety, he’d retrieve the chip and turn it in to the authorities.


They stared at one another, and Romy felt his energy graze
hers. The sensation of union was nearly orgasmic, and he strangled on a silent
groan as her dark eyes held him fast.


Then she sighed. “Come in, but be quiet about it. Can you
pull yourself up and inside? My house is elevated.”


He glanced up. The window sat in an odd place in her rickety
house, but he easily scaled the seven feet and pulled himself through. After
dropping to the floor, he righted himself and stared in bemusement at a picture
of Tara ready for bed.


The blood rushed from his head and pooled between his legs. Fuck
me. Up close, he could see the details he’d missed before. She’d thrown on
a pair of white high-cut shorts over her panties that matched her thin tank.
Without even trying, he used his psychei to see the soft rosy areolas
gracing breasts that would be more than a handful. So incredibly beautiful.


He had a sudden flashback of the woman in the tub and
instinctively merged the two women together. Fuck, could his luck get any
worse? His control hung by a thread as it was.


“What are you looking at?” she growled and crossed slim arms
over her chest, pulling him from his lust-induced stupor.


“N-Nothing.” He coughed, willing his mind to wake the hell
up and his dick to calm down. Much as he would have liked nothing better than
to crawl into bed with Tara, he needed to fix her situation with Trotter. Every
instinct told him the man intended to move tonight. “Can we talk?”


She narrowed her eyes, nodded and turned. “Follow me.” And
showed him her delectable ass.


He clenched his fists and fought for control as he followed
her into her living room. He noticed a music amplifier and turned it on.


“What are you doing?”


“Masking our sound. Otra can hear pretty far, especially
when it’s dark.” He paused. “You can still see me, can’t you?”


In the darkness, he saw her blink in astonishment, then nod.
“Yeah. I’ve always had pretty good night vision.”


“Me too.” Was she hiding her nature, or did she honestly not
know she was Otra?


“So why are you here, Romec?”


“Romy.”


“What?”


“My friends call me Romy.”


She snorted. “I didn’t know we were friends.”


We’re going to be. Oh, baby, are we ever. He cleared
his throat. “I wanted you to know Trotter’s got something on your brother.”


“What?”


“Shh, keep it down.” He looked over her shoulder through the
kitchen window, able to see Trotter still pounding into the woman. No doubt the
bastard had come and was planning to again. Sometimes being Otra had its
drawbacks. “Good, he’s still busy.”


She made a sound of disgust. “Does that man ever take his
business indoors? What I don’t understand is how the women don’t seem to mind. I
get the prostitutes being paid, but he’s with a lot of women. And hell,
it’s too hot outside to be doing…what he’s doing.” She glanced out the window
and quickly looked away. “Good Lord,” she choked.


“He’s giving you a show, trying to turn you on,” Romy said
dryly, aware of a flush of pink in her aura. “Apparently it’s not working.” Good.


“Oh man. All that action out there is for me?” She ended in
a high note.


“Yeah. Trotter’s got it bad for you. He’s not going to take
no for an answer anymore. He’s coming here tonight to—” A sudden whiff of the
most incredible perfume froze him in place. An alluring, sexual, feminine scent
that called out to everything Otra in him.


“Are you okay?” Her eyes gleamed silver in the dark, and she
took several steps closer.


By the stars, the woman had entered Selection. His Testing,
compounded with her Selection, had just sealed her fate.


Tara blinked and her eyes turned dark again. She stopped and
took a deep breath, then stepped back. “What were you saying about my brother?”


Romy shook his head and tried to ignore his throbbing cock.
“Killer Drake is the BCF southeastern heavyweight champ, right?”


“Yeah.”


“A human who fought other humans.”


She looked puzzled. “What of it?”


“Trotter has some kind of evidence that your brother is
Otra, like you.”


She gaped. “Like me? That’s crazy. I’d never even
seen an Otra before moving here a few years ago. Mannie and I have been
together since I was two. I think I’d remember if he were an alien.”


“Since you were two?” He tried to piece together this puzzle
that kept growing. Normally when he sought answers, he found them on the
psychic plane. But Tara seemed to have a dampening effect on his abilities. One
he liked, because it gave him a measure of peace. “So you’re what, not really
brother and sister? He’s your half brother?”


“He took care of me at the centers, at the foster homes and
orphanages. And when he made it big, he took me with him. He’s my brother and I
love him. And if you think for one minute I’ll let you hurt him, I’ll—”


The scent of her lust once more grew as she raged. He
groaned as her carnal energy wrapped around both of them. He couldn’t help it
when he cupped himself, giving in to the need to soothe the rampant lust
between them.


Her gaze caught and held on his hand between his legs, at
the same time her eyes shifted once more to silver. “What’s going on?” She put
a hand to her chest, and the clothing might as well have not been there for all
Romy could see.


He wanted to offer comfort, but he couldn’t. Despite the
uncertainty and even fear he could see in her eyes, Romy couldn’t resist such a
prime piece of woman. “Tara, fuck. Sweetheart, you’re entering Selection.” And
if she had any windows open, her scent would drift out and over the idiots at
the shipyard. Or any Otra wandering closer. “We have to get you out of here. Do
you have a hovercraft?”


“A hovercraft? No. I normally walk to the bus station down
the street. But…” She paused and blinked those molten silver eyes at him.
“Selection? Isn’t that an Otra thing? When the women go into heat, right?” She
shook her head. “I treated a woman once who knew a few things about your kind.
But I didn’t know humans went through it. Oh wow, I’m feeling really strange.”


Romy did his best to ignore his needs. He let go of his cock
before he came in his pants. “I told you, you’re Otra. I knew it the minute I
saw you. And I think Mannie may be Otra too, or at least part. Trotter’s going
to blackmail you into sleeping with him to keep the news quiet. Because if the
world finds out Killer Drake had Otra abilities in the ring, the fights were
unfair, and he’s a dead man walking. Fortunes are made and lost on the gambling
circuit all the time, and your brother is a huge draw.”


He could see that even as her body became a stranger to her,
she recognized the danger in what he said.


“Mannie never knew, I swear. But if Trotter makes it public,
then all his fights, his wins, will be in question.”


“Yeah,” he rasped, wanting to sink inside her. Just a taste,
a quick touch of her pussy around his cock. He groaned. “Tara, you can think
about it on the move. That strange feeling you’re getting? It’s called lust.
And it’ll broadcast to every able-bodied Otra out there. Hell, you’re so
potent, your energy is going to call to them more than your scent. We have to take
you someplace safe.”


A harder wave caught her, and she hugged her stomach and
looked up at him with sexual hunger in her eyes. “I-I just need to pack a few
things.”


“No time.”


But she was already moving. She grabbed something from a
nearby shelf and rejoined him. “Okay. I’m ready. I think.”


He nodded and moved at the same time she did. Their hands
touched, and the contact set his every nerve on fire. Without meaning to, his psychei
latched onto hers, and the ache became both physical and mental.


“I need.” She stared into his eyes, and he knew she saw her
own hunger reflected there. “I want so much. But I’ve never felt this kind of…”


“Never?”


She blushed and put a hand on his chest. “I’ve known a few
men. But Mannie was really protective of me when I was younger. And as I grew
older, I just didn’t seem to attract the right kind of man. They never lasted.
And then I just kind of lost interest.” She moaned. “I can’t be Otra, can I?”


“Tara.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “There’s no
doubt in my mind you’re like me. But honey, you’re so much more.” Mine. My
mate. Suddenly mindful that to cement ties to this woman he’d need an eda,
he wondered what would happen if he refused to take one. He wanted no one and
nothing between him and Tara their first time. Or any other time. He
growled low in his throat.


Instead of stepping back, Tara put her arms around his
waist.


He tried to do the right thing, to push her away, but could
only hold her tighter as he drew close to her mouth. Something dropped to the
ground, and he realized she’d let go of whatever she’d grabbed earlier.


No longer able to wait, Romy leaned down and met her
halfway. The touch of her lips started his downfall. Pressing harder into her
mouth, he deepened the contact and hugged her back, groaning at the feel of her
breasts against his chest.


“Luke,” she groaned.


“Romy,” he corrected, and for a moment she stilled, then
laughed.


“You said that before. But that’s his name.”


He turned, prepared to seriously harm whoever stepped closer
to his prize—his woman—and stared uncomprehendingly at the black cat
watching him with unblinking eyes.


“I named him that too, isn’t that strange?” She looped her
arms around Romy’s neck and swallowed his next breath. Her tongue dueled with
his, her lips tasted and urged him to claim her, her flavor bursting on his
tongue. He hardened more, if that were even possible, and took her hands from
his neck to mold them over his cock.


“Tara,” he breathed. “Touch me. Just one little touch before
I lose my fucking mind.” Of their own accord, his pants and underwear slid down
his thighs. The magic of need and his psychei.


She found the heat of him without any more urging. The
moment her hands clasped him, he groaned and rubbed the wet head of his shaft
into her palms.


“So good,” she breathed. “So big and hard.” Her fingers
brushed him and set his libido on fire. She stroked him, pumping as he panted
and plastered his mouth to hers. He stabbed her mouth with his tongue,
thrusting the way he longed to with his cock. And as he imagined her finishing
him, she closed her hands tighter around his shaft and broke the kiss. She
caressed his balls with one hand while the fingers of the other slid against
the sensitive spot under his crown.


“Come in my hands, Romy,” she whispered. “You know you want
to.” She nipped his earlobe and thrust her tongue in his ear, causing him to
seriously lose it. Her touch, their danger…


“Damn, honey. That’s so good.” He tilted his head back, lost
for the first time in his life. “I’m gonna come. So hard. But I want it all
inside you. To fuck that sweet pussy. Tara.” He gripped her shoulders
hard as she pumped him, and then another waft of her need surged between them.
The scent of her overwhelmed him, as did her grip, and he exploded in her
hands, drenching her with his seed. He cried out as he came, his orgasm both a
relief and a disappointment, because he should have been inside her their first
time.


“Oh wow. So much. And you’re still hard.” She sounded
amazed, drugged on the same lust he felt.


He wanted her to suck him off, to take him down her slender
throat. And then she started to go down to her knees.


Romy lifted her up so her breasts were level with his mouth.
Her breasts tantalized, sweat making the shirt stick to her in places. He
stared hard at her nipples, wanting to bite, to suckle and to slide his cock
between those mounds.


He sucked her nipple through the cloth, loving the hard tip.
She gasped, and he said to hell with it. He pulled the shirt off her and sucked
on her tits, reveling in the sultry essence just under her skin. The taste of
her made him hunger for more.


Her fingers clenched in his hair but didn’t pull. She held
him fast, groaning her pleasure.


“So good. So pretty pink. I need to fuck these later,” he
murmured, not sure what he said. He devoured her breasts, sucking and pinching
while she squirmed in his arms.


Romy tore his mouth away and lifted her in his arms. He
carried her to the closest wall and propped her against it, enthralled by the
sight of her, half naked, her tits full and flushed, his cum staining her
shorts.


“You’re mine.” He didn’t recognize his voice, but he could
hear the possession. Tara Drake belonged with him. He had to prove it to her.


Dropping to his knees, he stared hard at the wet crotch of
her shorts and seconds later it vanished. She was bare, her skin smooth,
hairless like the Otra. And the sight of that silky, wet pussy pushed him past
reason. He nudged her legs apart and latched onto her clit, licking up her
sweet cream.


“Romy,” she cried out and gripped his shoulders for support.
“Oh yeah. Oh please. Don’t stop.” She moaned and clutched him tighter, her clit
so hard and full. “Suck it.”


He did and shoved a finger up her tight cunt, and she
shattered.


Waves of energy pushed through him, catching his psychei
and melding with him. Her scent, her taste, forced him to take more. He shoved
a second finger inside her, stretching her, preparing her for his entrance.


His cock felt too thick, too heavy. He needed to release
inside his mate, to bond them together forever.


“Tara, I need you.”


“Yes. Yes, inside me,” she moaned, still coming. Her orgasm
was long and unwavering, and unusual even for an Otra.


He rose and lifted her, palming her ass as he lined up his
cock with her wet pussy. She felt so hot, so damn good against his cock head as
he eased inside her.


“One thrust and you’re mine.” Always.


“Yours,” she agreed, her eyes so bright they looked like
diamonds.


And then outside noise penetrated.


“Fuck.” Trotter’s men.


She squirmed and tried to lower herself onto him, lost in their
embrace.


But Romy knew if he took her now, he wouldn’t stop. And they
had to escape. As lost as he was, he’d never be able to control his abilities.
And he had to protect Tara. Noting else mattered right now but his mate.


Romy used all his strength to leave her heat. He set her on
her feet and moved back to quickly dress. Trying to cover up a massive hard-on
wasn’t comfortable, but he managed. Tara didn’t move.


She stood, naked and dazed, her gaze fixed to him with
unnatural hunger.


“I know it hurts. But not here.” He shook his head, wishing
for calm, but was unable to relax his racing heartbeat, or his maddening cock.
“I need time to give you what you need, honey.”


“I want you now.” The strength of her psychei
threatened to drag him back to her.


To his shock, the woman had more power than he’d suspected.
Hell, more than he’d felt in anyone in a long, long time. He took a step closer
and shook his head.


“Tara, I—” She cupped her breast and held it out to him. Her
other hand sought her pussy. She started fucking herself with her fingers, and
he nearly lost it.


“Damn.” Romy blew out a breath. “Please. Those men
out there want to take you. Trotter wants to be here, fucking you. And he’s a
monster. I’m the man for you, Tara. Look at me.”


He met her blazing gaze and reached her on the psychic
plane. Tara, we have to go. I swear we’ll finish this as soon as it’s safe.
I have to keep you safe.


R-Romy? She sounded dazed. I—Oh God. What am I
doing? She took her hands from her body. Embarrassment pulsed in her aura. I’m
just so out of control. I can’t think. I want you so much. And I barely
know you!


You will soon enough. Come on.


I’m not dressed.


He grabbed a blanket from her couch and wrapped it around
her, then bent down to grab her tiny statue and put it in her hands.


Footsteps sounded on the porch. A lot of them. Romy
concentrated and sensed a dozen Otra surrounding the house. Jonah Trotter was
one of them.


“Drowe, I know you’re in there,” Trotter yelled. “Open the
fucking door. Tara!”


“Hell. Hold on,” Romy warned. He called on his psychei
and hers and mentally reached out to the location of his vehicle outside. Then
he did something he’d never done before. He teleported them both, together. With
any luck, we won’t die in the temporal stream, were his last thoughts
before he saw black.






Chapter Five


 


Sitting in his hovercraft, her body on fire, Tara could
barely make sense of anything. Somehow, they’d moved from her house to this
vehicle. She wore nothing but a blanket, her body vibrated with sexual need,
and she could still smell Romy all over her. Could feel his seed on her belly,
now dried and a bit sticky, but there all the same, marking her. Changing
her. Remembering the feel of him in her hands, the smooth silk of his cum, the
iron-hard erection she wanted thrust inside her pussy, her mouth, her ass…


“Shit, Tara.” Romec was breathing hard, his gaze a burning
silver as he glared at her before focusing again on the road. “You’ve got to
think of something else. Trotter’s men aren’t far behind, and I’m having trouble
concentrating as it is without your needs running through my mind.”


“Hmm.” She cradled her breasts, imagining his fingers
pinching her, fondling her. She opened the blanket and ran her hands down her
body, pushing past her wet folds into her pussy. A glance next to her showed
sweat glistening on his forehead as he clenched his jaw. He refused to look at
her. “Romec.”


“Romy,” he growled, his voice echoing oddly in the small
confines of the vehicle.


“Romy,” she purred. “You concentrate on the road, and I’ll
concentrate on what I want, what I need.”


“Tara—”


A stranger had taken possession of her body, a woman with
erotic thoughts and desires, and one who fully intended to break the stubborn
will of the male next to her. Desire didn’t fully describe her feelings for
Romy. The physical hunger she understood. He was handsome, muscular, and he
knew exactly what to do with his hands and mouth. But underneath the physical
attraction she sensed a kindred spirit, a man who didn’t quite fit anywhere
else, but he’d fit her. She couldn’t explain how she knew, but she did. Healing
things was her specialty. And she had a feeling only she could heal the holes
in Romy’s heart.


Then that all-consuming hunger flared once more. Until she
felt his huge cock inside her, she wouldn’t be satisfied.


“My breasts are full. My nipples hard and sensitive,” she
whispered and heard him groan. He shifted in his seat, and she stared at the
erection straining his jeans. “I’m so wet, so slick between my thighs. I’m
dripping on the seat.”


“Fuck.”


“I want to feel you inside me. I want your cock pounding me,
taking me to places I’ve never been. Your energy is pulsing all around me, and
I can still smell your cum, feel you as you erupt over my hands.” In trying to
arouse him, she pitched herself past the point of no return.


“Enough, veyou.” His voice sounded anything but calm.


“I can’t help it.” She fingered her swollen clit, plucking
the taut flesh with desperation. She moaned and tilted her head back, needing
to come so badly she could taste it. “Romy, what’s happening to me?”


He remained quiet, and she heard nothing but the sound of
their mingled breathing, heavy and erratic.


“You’re in Selection,” he rasped, turning the wheel a hard
right. “And I’m in The Testing, a male’s equivalent to Selection. We need each
other, Tara. More than you can know.” He muttered in an alien tongue, what
sounded like cursing, before he continued, “I don’t think you’re going to last
much longer. Hell, I doubt I’m going to make it.”


She rubbed harder, feeling empty. She needed him inside her
with a force that shook her. “Romy, please. I have to feel you inside me. Can’t
you pull over?”


He glanced at the dash display and shook his head. “Not yet,
baby. Look, just follow my lead and lay back.”


Held in sway by his husky voice, she leaned back.


“Now touch your breasts with my hands.”


Not sure what he meant, she gasped to feel his touch through
her palms. Caressing, cupping and fondling her breasts, she moaned as she felt
his mouth over her nipple, teasing it with lips that weren’t there.


“I’m in your head, Tara. I’m with you, while I’m next to
you. Remember the bathtub,” he rasped and continued to torment her. His hands,
his mouth, stimulating her anew.


“That was you?”


“Even then, yeah.” He palmed his cock through his pants. “Now
slide those hands down, over your tight belly. Hmm, yes. Right over where I
marked you. You’re mine, Tara. My iriu.” Before she could ask, he
explained, “My mate.”


She should have rejected the notion, but the blissful
feelings evoked by his acknowledgement brought her perilously close to orgasm.


“That’s it, veyou,” he crooned and turned the car
down a dark road, leaving them blind to normal sight, at least until Tara’s
eyesight shifted and she could see using alien senses. With what Romy had told
her, she now understood how she’d been able to see Trotter’s amusements for so
long. He hadn’t used his psychic abilities to make her see or hear from such a
distance. She’d done it all on her own.


He parked between some trees off a side road. “To hell with
Trotter. I can’t wait any longer.”


Not able to think much beyond what she hungered for, she
watched him disappear out the door before he pulled her door open and dragged
her out as well. In seconds he had his mouth over hers, his jeans and underwear
down around his knees. Primal excitement burst deep in her womb.


Now. Yes. This is what I need.


“I tried, but I can’t wait any longer.” He backed her
against the hovercraft, and she felt the apology radiating from his soul, along
with a desire so deep she couldn’t believe it to be real.


“What does veyou mean?” she breathed, trying to hold
onto thought, to anything that would keep her grounded.


“It means sweetheart, beloved,” he growled and slid his
fingers through her folds. “You are so wet.” He closed his eyes and took a deep
breath, and when he opened them, she saw her future staring down at her. “This
is just the beginning,” he promised and lifted her higher. He pressed the head
of his cock into her and surged deep.


“Yes, yes,” she hissed as Romy pushed past her tight walls.
He was so big, so hard, and all hers.


“Veyou.” He filled her, inch by inch, until
there was nothing left of her, only pieces of them needing fulfillment.
She felt no pain, only growing anticipation and a wonderful fullness she’d been
missing for too long.


Her energy lit, and the excitement, the satisfaction of
having this man, Romy, inside her turned her focus inward. Now nothing existed
for her but the two of them. He cursed and rocked against her, fucking her with
brutal strokes as he claimed her for his own.


Everything he felt, she felt as well. And the depth of his
feeling for her broke through the cautionary wall she’d wanted to keep between
them.


His thick cock stroked that spot deep inside her that made
her body tingle, while his pelvis brushed her clit with every thrust. The
pleasure she’d given herself had nothing on this, and she knew she’d never be
the same again.


“When we have time, I’ll lay you down and show you how much
you mean to me.” He groaned and pumped faster. “I want to taste you, to feel
you come over my tongue. To fill you with my seed, everywhere.” As he spoke,
his breathing quickened, and his shaft felt like iron inside her.


“Romy, I can’t take any more. It’s too much.” Nearly
overwhelmed with the physical and mental stimulation of his psychei
merging with hers, she suddenly felt adrift from her body, at one with the
energy around her. There, to her surprise, she sensed a splintering of energies
within Romy—and a need only she could fill.


Before she could wrap her mind around that anomaly, ecstasy
rocked her world. She slammed back into her conscious being to feel Romy
shuddering as he jetted inside her while her pussy clamped down on him. She
convulsed around him and felt his orgasm as if it were her own. It slammed
through her like a freight train, and in that instant, something between them
clicked.


Before Romy she’d always felt adrift and unsure about
herself. But now she knew confidence, at peace with the world around her. The
aching need to always heal faded, as did the notion she didn’t belong, had
never belonged. The baby no one wanted had become a woman desired by a most
special man. With Romy the universe seemed right. She’d finally found a man who
fit her.


She slowly grew aware of the fact she was naked against his
hovercraft, her lover still buried inside her, and that anyone passing by might
see them going at it. Her embarrassment was slow to surface, but surface it
did.


“Romy,” she moaned. “I’m naked to the world. What if someone
sees?”


He kissed her cheeks, her forehead, her nose. Anywhere he
could reach, and he started fucking her all over again. The notion she’d driven
him wild empowered her, and she held him tighter even as she felt the need for
cover.


“Veyou,” he whispered and kissed her hard on the
mouth. “Let me…” He pushed inside her hard and stilled, groaning as he came
once more. “Fuck. This is going to take a while. You have an amazing effect on
me.”


Her body revved as well, when she should have been too tired
to stand.


“At least that should hold us until we get where we’re
going.” He withdrew and pulled up his jeans but stopped to stare at her,
lingering over her pussy. “You are without a doubt the sexiest thing I’ve ever
seen in my life. My cum dripping down your legs makes me so hard I want to fuck
you again, Trotter be damned.”


She shivered under his stare, bemused at how much she wanted
him too. “Is this normal?” She couldn’t help asking.


He grinned, his smile sincere, his eyes so bright they made
her blink. “Oh, baby, I have a feeling we’re so outside of normal it’s not
funny. But since I’ve never had an iriu before, I couldn’t tell you
what’s what.” He moved around her and retrieved the blanket from the front seat
of the car. He wrapped it around her. “To preserve your modesty.”


“And hide the mess,” she said with a blush.


“I like that mess. My cum all over you. Inside you,” he said
in a deeper voice. “I can’t wait to own every bit of you.”


The possessive words should have alarmed her, and uttered by
anyone else, probably would have. But when Romy said them, she wanted to
believe in them. “Oh?”


He chuckled. “I can’t wait to shove myself in your ass. To
watch you suck me down, see you take the head of my cock to the back of your
throat and swallow my cum.” The crudity shocked her, and aroused her anew.


“Stars, you’re lethal.”


He groaned. “You know, all this heat is making us both
sweat.” His voice was thick as he parted the blanket to stare down at her
chest. “Your nipples are hard, large and pink. And I have the sudden urge to
bite them, to suck on you until you come again.”


Her clit pulsed and she rubbed her thighs. A glance down at
him showed a bulge between his legs once more.


“I should be too tired to be hard again, but I swear, if we
had more time, I’d—”


Headlights flared, and she held up a hand to shield her
eyes.


“Shit. Get in the craft, veyou.” He gently tucked her
back into the vehicle and wrapped the blanket around her, and as Tara sat there
in silence while the other vehicle approached, she realized she hadn’t
protested a single thing he’d done since leaving her house. When the hell had
she lost all sense or reason? She’d never in her life let a man call all the
shots, not even Mannie. Yet with Romy she’d been so meek and accommodating. And
slutty. Hell, she’d seduced the man by playing with herself naked in the
hovercraft. Tara didn’t do exhibitionism. Yet right now she’d drop everything
and let Romy fuck her in front of the others if he asked.


Had he somehow messed with her mind, as well as her body?


He stepped around the car to wait by the hood while the
occupants of the other craft got out. Four men stood staring at him.


“Oh good,” one of them said. “We didn’t miss you after all, Luke.”


Romy waved a hand back at her, and suddenly the doors locked
and cool air filtered through the vents as the engine started. Stunned, she
stared at Romy’s back, comprehending her lover had more than one psychic gift.
He was Otra, she reminded herself.


Just like me.


Being Otra certainly accounted for her ability to heal, to
at times push others into doing what she suggested. No psychic human
with an odd burst of power, but a full-fledged Otra, by Romy’s accounting. She
glanced at the Otra looming near him and wondered if she could help him deal
with these troublemakers.


Romy? she sent him, not sure if he would hear her or
not.


Sit tight and don’t leave the hovercraft. Don’t worry, veyou.
This will be over soon.


Both pleased and a little astonished at his thoughts in her
mind, she nodded, then replied so he could hear her, Be careful. Focused
on Romy, she saw the odd bands of energy that before had been splintered within
him. Now the energy intertwined, creating a bright, thick shield that encased
him from head to toe.


“Trotter’s pissed. You might as well just give her to us.”
The largest of the Otra approaching sniffed, and his eyes widened. He mumbled
something to the others, and they all angled to look at her. “Fuck Trotter.
She’s in Selection. Tell you what. You give us the female, and we’ll make it
sporting.” The malicious grin on his face made her want to pound him into
tomorrow. He looked at the male nearest him. “Fifty creds says he makes it
around the bend before I blow his ass up.”


“You’re on, Pachi.”


The others laughed, but Romy shook his head. “Fellas, I
don’t want to hurt you. But I will. Tara Drake is no longer Trotter’s concern,
or yours. Back off and you’ll live longer.”


“You’ve got to be shitting me.” Pachi’s eyes narrowed.
“She’s in Selection. Just how the hell do you think you’re going to leave with
her against four tougher, stronger men?”


Pachi thrust out his hands and energy lit his fingertips.
None of her friends had ever seen the energy she often saw in the Otra. She
could only hope Romy saw it.


Romy, look out. As soon as she spoke, she saw that
the warning hadn’t been necessary.


Romy put up a hand at the same time Pachi shot a second wave
at him. Deflecting both bursts, Romy forced the rebounds at two of the silent
muscle in the group, knocking them unconscious.


Pachi fumed, as did the remaining Otra on his feet. “You
fucking freak. Fica, toast his ass.”


Fica grinned and his eyes turned white. Startled, she
watched in awe and fear as lightning met his outstretched hand.


Romy sighed. “Seriously, is this the best you can do?” He
stared hard and the Otras’ hovercraft exploded. Fire shot high into the sky and
metal flew everywhere, except for the small shield around her and Romy’s
vehicle. Romy then turned the lightning bolt sent his way into the ground and
mentally lifted Fica several feet in the air before throwing him into a nearby
tree. A loud snap indicated he’d probably broken a bone, if not several.


“I’m giving you a last opportunity to leave.” Romy’s voice
did that odd echo thing again.


Pachi looked alarmed. “What the hell are you?” He
backpedaled. “I’m leaving.”


“Go.”


“And I’m not coming back. If you’re smart, you’ll get out of
here while you can. Trotter’s got it hard for the female. And he won’t stop
pushing the Majesty while he’s making so much currency.”


“I know.” Romy pointed to the woods. “Now get the hell out
of here before I remember how you looked at my iriu.” His fingertips
sizzled, and a tree next to Pachi crackled as lightning hit a low-hanging
branch from out of nowhere.


Pachi took off, running hard.


Romy waited until they could no longer see Pachi, then he
settled back into the hovercraft as if nothing had happened.


Tara stared at him in shock. The man had set fire to trees,
blown up a car, and deflected energy blasts he too could apparently see. And
he’d completely melted her resistance to boot. How the hell had he done all
that? Was he controlling her now? And would she know if he were?


“Don’t be afraid of me, Tara,” he said quietly, driving the
vehicle back onto the main road. “I’m not like other Otra. But then, neither
are you.”


She shivered, more due to his nearness than the power he’d exerted
to protect her. She didn’t want him to have control over her. He’d called her
his iriu, and she knew enough about the Otra that they took their mating
very seriously. How could she belong to someone she knew so little about, and
that seemed to have more power than any one man had a right to? She didn’t want
a partner who could read her mind or force her will. But could he read her?


I’m going to jump out of this vehicle as soon as you slow
it down. She let the thought linger in her mind but didn’t broadcast it.


Romy slowed at an intersection without a worry and didn’t
speak. If he’d thought to prevent her from leaving the vehicle, slowing down
hadn’t been wise.


“You can’t read my thoughts, can you?” she asked.


“Not yours, no. Not unless you want me to. For some reason,
around you, I’m both stronger and weaker than I normally am.”


“Explain.” Damn, a glance at him had her aching to feel him
inside her once more.


His eyes flashed with heat before he concentrated on the
road. “Most Otra have one or two psychic abilities.”


“Your psychei.”


“Right. It’s an ability that shows itself early in
Otra. Most of our kind can manipulate energy in small amounts and share
thoughts if both parties willingly agree. Otra clans typically communicate
without words, a closeness of familial and affectionate ties.” He let go of the
controls to squeeze her knee. “But there’s usually one particular ability that
stands out. For instance, my oldest brother forecasts the future. My other
brother moves things with his mind.”


“Telekinesis.”


“And I…”


“You?” she prodded, feeling oddly protective of him. She
sensed his hesitance, his concern that she wouldn’t like what he had to tell
her.


“I can do a lot of things. Scary things.” His mouth turned
down. Trotter would have been bragging about his power, but Romy didn’t seem to
like it.


“Like what? Setting fire to hovercrafts? Calling on
lightning? Lifting men up without a finger and throwing them into trees?”


“Yeah, that. I’m not sure exactly what I can do. Every time
I think I’ve reached my limit, a new doorway opens. It’s hard to keep my energy
suppressed. It’s draining. I know it makes my family uncomfortable, and I hate
that fear I can sense but can’t see. If my family, who loves me, can’t handle
my power, think how others will see me.” He looked at her again. “I don’t want
to be a monster.”


“You’re not. You’re odd and annoyingly persistent, but
you’re no monster.”


His wide grin made her feel worlds better. “It pleases me to
hear you say that. Especially because I think you’re much of the reason for my
recent control. From what I’ve seen, you have a dampening effect on other Otra.
Trotter couldn’t compel you to sleep with him, Min couldn’t read your thoughts,
and Daket couldn’t work his telekinetic energy around your place at all.”


She blinked. “Then how did you just do all that to those
guys?”


He drove into the northern section of town, well away from
the shipyard. “I don’t know. The first time I met you I felt at peace, able to
command my energies easily. The more I’m around you, the stronger I feel. It’s
as if you’ve cast a spell on me, veyou,” he said thickly, his emotions
buzzing around the vehicle. “I feel so much around you.”


Her stomach dropped. “So the attraction, the connection
between us, it’s because my energy levels yours?” Nothing more?


“It’s more than that.”


Yet she felt foolish wanting anything else. Love? Affection?
From a man she’d just met? One who worked for Trotter? She groaned. Her
taste in men had not improved.


He pulled into the parking lot of a grand hotel, one of the
more expensive uptown, and turned off the vehicle. Then he turned to face her,
and she tried to equate the patient, charming man in front of her with a
murderous drug dealer.


Romy caressed her cheek with a finger. “Energy is a fact of
life in the universe. Humans treat it as if it’s not there, but our kind knows
it is. We feel it, live it, embrace it. It’s in all things. When a man and
woman resonate with harmonized power, we call to one another. Call it fate,
destiny, chemistry, but our energies are fine tuned to each other, Tara. You
can sense that, can’t you?”


She nodded. “But what does that mean?”


“It means you and I have been matched by the universe. We’re
joined now. Mostly.”


“Wait. What?”


His gaze shifted from her face to her throat, and to the
part of the blanket shielding her chest from his sight. “Veyou, I don’t
want to scare you, but I’m feeling such a wave of heat it’s all I can do not to
fuck you in here, in this miserable little conveyance. The Testing, the
Selection, all of it is a natural progression to a permanent joining.” He
swallowed hard and glanced away. “I realize this is sudden. That it’s all too
much, too soon.” He took a deep breath. “I would give you time to think this
through, but the universe doesn’t make mistakes. You’re ready to bond, as am I.
And I want you.”


“How convenient.”


“Not at all.” He huffed. “I’m here on important business
that I—”


She saw her opening and took it. “Yeah, let’s talk about
that. Your boss, Jonah Trotter, a man running Majesty and corrupting half the
city. So your important business is selling drugs?”


“Shit.” Romy wiped his face with a large hand. “It’s not
what you think. I’m not who you think I am.”


“Oh?”


He swore again. “Dammit. Look, I’ll tell you the truth. All
of it. We can talk about this upstairs, or I can fuck you in here. You might
not like me right now, but your body wants me all the same.” His voice lowered.
“I can feel how much you need me. Your Selection would make it easy to control
you, Tara. But I want you of your own free will.”


“I thought you said it was fate?”


His grin caught her off guard. “Fate’s a bitch, but in this
case, she and I agree. I couldn’t have picked a better mate than you if I’d
tried. Look deep inside you, veyou. You’ve seen the real me. Hear the
truth.”


A force pushed against her mind.


Read me. See what and who I am. Romy opened himself
to her, and she saw an energy that was clean of malice and decay. She didn’t
need to heal an addiction or a battered heart. In him was the same loneliness
she felt, the same love and devotion to family, to right wrongs and protect the
innocent. But could he lie about these things? After all he’d done to the other
Otra, knowing how much power he wielded, could she trust him?


Only you know what you should do. I offer myself to you,
without regret, without falsehood. I would have you for my own, Tara Drake. I
am Romec Talson ’Or Fal, and I am your mate.


Talson?


Yes. And if you want to know the whole of it, say yes to
me. To the Romy you know as no other ever has.


She stared at him, could feel and see his frustration as he
waited for her next move. The thought of what he would do to her in his room
should have spooked her. Hell, she didn’t know you could make love in some of
the ways on his mind. But she couldn’t help feeling intrigued, hungry, drawn—to
him. To Trotter’s drug pusher who wasn’t a drug pusher, if she could
believe him. A Talson?


He’d said she was in heat, so shouldn’t she have wanted one
of those other Otra sniffing around her? And what about Trotter? He was
certainly good looking, powerful and near her all the time. Yet she hadn’t
wanted him or any of the others. No male, human or otherwise, but Romy. And the
fact that’d put his life on the line to defend her eased much of her wariness
about him. Not once had he threatened or tried to hurt her. Not like the other
Otra in the shipyard.


She still wanted him. Her psychei, as he called it,
felt so in tune with his. She wanted to feel that connection between them and
to study it, to see if it was real. But more, her intuition told her he was it.
The One. The reason she’d been waiting in Port Chase so long.


“Tara?” he asked again, his voice a low growl.


His desire increased her own. “Oh what the hell. Let’s go
upstairs and you can tell me what you’ve really been up to next door. But how
we’re going to manage it with me wrapped in a blanket I don’t—”


One minute she sat in the hovercraft, the next she wavered,
blinking at a shift in color and space, caught in Romy’s strong arms within a
strange hotel room.


“Oh right.” She let out a gasp. “You can teleport.” She drew
in a deep breath and inhaled power and male. A spicy perfume that reminded her
body she needed more from Romy than his psychei.


He grinned. “We’re here, veyou. And now, you’re all
mine.”






Chapter Six


 


Tara barely had a chance to note the dimness of the room,
the plush carpet and expensive drapes in scarlet and gold before her gaze
caught and held on Romy stripping to nothing. Golden skin drew taut over muscle
that bunched and flexed when he moved. His cock was huge, thick and long. And by
the moisture beading at his tip, he wanted her just as much.


He pulled off her blanket and backed her to the bed. She
fell into it and stared as he moved to join her.


“Hold on one second. I want to know the truth.” It killed
her to stop his advance, but she had to know. “Romy Talson?” She knew
about the shipping family. Hell, everyone in or near a port town knew about
them. The Talsons were an Otra family, part of the ’Or Fal clan that had
founded a shipping dynasty. For over a hundred years, they’d ruled the skies.


It had taken them longer than anticipated to buy out the
Barkins, but many had seen their arrival as a blessing. Until Trotter had shown
up and proved to be a cancer to the city.


Romy sighed. “You can’t tell anyone about me.”


“Who am I going to tell? Trotter?”


He narrowed his eyes. “Your brother. I mean it, Tara. I
trust you with the truth, but this has to stay between us, at least for now.
Trotter has eyes and ears everywhere.”


“Fine, whatever. Tell me.” So we can get back to
business. Her breasts felt heavy, her pussy empty. But she couldn’t live
with herself without knowing she’d made the right decision about him.


“I’m one of the Talsons. Z and Val are my older brothers,
Roarke is my younger brother. We hired Trotter months ago to see to this shipping
lane. But something’s not right. My father, who rules the company with an iron
fist, can’t see it. And that in itself is cause for alarm.”


“Is he sick?”


Romy joined her on the bed and leaned on his elbow on his
side to face her. “No. But Trotter’s using some kind of psychei to fool
my father. My brothers have their own responsibilities, so I’m overseeing this
one. I was planning to run a routine inspection until I met you.”


“Oh.”


“When you mentioned Majesty, I had to see what the hell that
bastard was up to. So I disguised my identity. Trotter thinks I’m working for
some drug buddy who owed him a favor. So far, I’ve managed to clean up a bunch
of Threader gangs.”


“Well, I guess that’s good news.” She really looked
at him and knew he told the truth. It fit. His goodness, her attraction to a
man of his supposed ilk.


“I swear I’ll keep you safe. We’ll figure out a way to get
your brother out from under Trotter’s sights and put the man away for good. But
do you think we could maybe wait to plan all that?” Romy ran his finger down
her throat to her breasts and teased her nipples. “I’m kind of preoccupied with
you.”


“Oh man. Me too, with you, I mean.” She sighed and closed
her eyes when he leaned forward to kiss her. “Romy, I’m scared. This is so
sudden. I don’t—”


He smiled. “I know, honey. I’ve seen the real you, just as
you’ve seen me. You’re a powerful Otra, a woman strong enough to more than keep
me in my place. Getting to know each other, convincing you that love can and
does grow in an instant, all that will come in time.”


Holy crap. Was he saying the L word already? And could she
believe him?


“But right now, we need to complete our mating. Will you
accept me?”


Instinct forced her to say yes. Caution held her tongue.


“Maybe you need some convincing?”


“Maybe.”


He laughed. That he wasn’t put off by her wariness eased her
worries.


“Oh, veyou, I’ve waited for this,” he said thickly.
“You, me, a bed and nothing but time.” He captured her mouth with a
thoroughness that left her breathless. He used his tongue, teeth and lips to
invade and possess. She’d never before been kissed so passionately and with so
much devotion.


The warmth of his mouth spread throughout her body, and
before long he pushed her to her back and blanketed her with his body. His hard
cock prodded her belly while his hands roamed, lingering over her breasts.


“I love your nipples. Like ripe, warm berries,” he murmured,
licking his way down her chest. His teeth captured one nipple, worrying it into
a tight little bead. The echo of desire added to her own lust. Images and
feelings that weren’t her own spurred her to want more. A hard cock up her
cunt, a warm mouth over her clit, hands and lips touching her, caressing her,
stirring her to orgasm again and again…


She arched into his mouth, rubbing against him, needing
him inside her. “Please, Romy.”


“Please, iriu,” he corrected. “What we call each
other, husband and wife. Please, iriu.”


She paused, in lust and shockingly, in love. She felt the
odd emotion and knew it because she’d been longing for it forever. Yet she also
sensed the resonance of deep affection and longing in Romy.


“You said you’d give me time.”


He bit her nipple and licked the sting away, leaving her
desperate to feel him inside her. “I did. It’s been a minute or so, maybe two.”
He chuckled. “You know what’s right. Listen with your heart. Accept mine. It’s
yours to keep, or yours to crush.”


Dear Lord, could she say no to that? “Please, iriu,”
she repeated, heeding her instincts. Though it was only a word, it meant much
more to him. She didn’t know where their future might go, but she wasn’t a
coward. She’d follow where this led.


“That’s right. Mine. My mate, my wife. Good girl,” he
purred.


She waited for him to reward her, to put an end to this
unbearable hunger. But he refused to be rushed. No matter how she tried, she
couldn’t force him to enter her.


He kissed a trail from her breasts to her belly and lower,
to between her thighs. His heated breath hovered over her sex and he parted her
folds to study her. “I love how wet you get for me.” He kissed her clit and she
shivered all over. When he paused, she looked down at him, caught by the
swirling silver gaze turning her inside out.


“In Otra culture, when a male enters The Testing, his eda,
his companion in the mating, eases the way for his future with his iriu.”


“Another man?” she breathed, stunned to think of sex with
anyone other than Romy. It had been so long since she’d desired anyone, and now
she could only see Romy in her role as lover.


He kissed her clit again, and she moaned. “Yes. But you and
I are different. Because of who I am and what I can do, we won’t need an eda
to bond. Already I feel tied to you, and once I’m buried deep within you, we’ll
be a part of each other—body, mind and soul.”


“I want that,” she said, aware of how much she meant it.
Every time she thought of a future with him, she wanted it to succeed.


“So do I. But this taking won’t be easy. I was selfish when
I had you earlier in your house and by the hovercraft. I had to taste you, to
inhale your sweet, sultry scent. I might have made your Selection worse.”


“It can’t be much worse than this. I’m dying for you, you
tease.”


He eased a finger inside her. “Now listen to me. You can’t
come until I tell you. You have to wait until you’re ready.”


Ready? Hell, she was more than ready now.


“When will that be?” she asked, squirming under his touch.
“I want you inside me.”


“So do I, love. So do I.” He sighed, reluctantly leaving her
with one last kiss, his tongue dipping into her channel, lapping up her cream.
“But first you must take me as an iriu should.”


He didn’t look as disappointed as she felt. In fact, his
eyes gleamed with a wicked humor.


“Why do I have the feeling you’re going to enjoy this?”


“Oh, I am. But so will you. When I come, we come. But
my physical release must precede yours.”


“I don’t understand. Back at the hovercraft—”


“At the craft I held back my psychei. Now I won’t.”
His eyes glowed silver. “This time I need you to suck me and swallow my cum.”
His voice deepened and he moved up her body to straddle her neck. His cock
looked huge, his sac tight against his shaft.


“I don’t think this will take all that long,” she said with
a raised brow, surprised at how much she wanted him in her mouth.


“Not long at all,” he rasped, pressing forward. “Take me, veyou.
Take me deep.”


Opening her mouth, she accepted his offering and closed her
eyes as bliss enveloped her. She heard him groan her name, could feel him
shaking as he pressed inch by inch deeper. Then a warm energy filled her,
easing her when the tip of him met the back of her throat. She didn’t gag or
flinch but accepted him without a problem. When he was fully seated, she opened
her eyes and saw the ravenous hunger reflected in his blazoning psychei.


She sucked him, stroking with her tongue. Then she pushed
his hips back and forth, forcing him out and pulling him back in again with her
suction. The images he sent her gelled with what she instinctively wanted to
do, and she knew he felt as much pleasure as she in the taking. He groaned and
threaded his fingers in her hair, and the sensations he experienced bled
through into her. She felt herself sucking him, as if she herself were being
suckled.


“Oh yes,” he hissed. “That’s so good, Tara. So fucking
good.” He took control, no longer letting her steer his movements. He pumped
into her mouth, his hips thrusting in a rhythm that mesmerized Tara with need.


And then he shocked her. As she felt Romy approach orgasm,
he shimmered, his body becoming transparent at odd moments.


Tara stared, dumbfounded, and tried to ease away from him.


“No,” he said, his voice as thready as his wavering form.
“Not yet.” It’s okay, Tara. It’s my way of compensating for an eda.


Bemused but not able to fight their combined hunger pressing
for more, she continued to deep-throat him. He rocked harder, and then
she felt warm hands running over her thighs and through her wet cleft. He
groaned her name and stroked her hair.


Don’t worry, veyou, it’s just more of me.
Invisible hands tilted her hips and held her while hard thighs slid under hers.
A cock lingered at her pussy, and calloused fingers gripped her hips.


She slid her mouth off him to angle her head for a look only
to see an equally naked and aroused Romy readying to thrust inside her. She
blinked up in surprise at the one straddling her neck.


He winked. “Trust me.”


“I want inside you,” the other Romy said from between her
legs. “And you want it too,” he murmured. He plunged his fingers deep into her
pussy. “So wet, so warm.” His thumb grazed her clit while he pumped,
while the Romy in front of her brought her mouth back to his cock.


“Suck me. Take my cock between those ripe lips. Yes, that’s
it.” He groaned as he slid back into her mouth. “Oh fuck. I’m not going to last
long at all.”


She liked pushing him to the edge. She took him, stroking
and sucking. The fingers between her legs retreated and hard flesh plunged
deep. The dual sensation of fullness, between her lips and her labia, amped her
desire into the stratosphere. She tightened her mouth around Romy with a moan
while the fullness plundering her womb rode her without mercy.


“Yes, yes,” both of Romy urged as they took her harder,
faster, deeper.


Tara couldn’t understand how he could be in two places at
once, but she didn’t care. She had two men, one man in two bodies,
loving her to distraction. When Romy climaxed in her mouth, she eagerly
swallowed his smooth, salty seed. The bliss shaking his body flowed into hers.
An orgasm, the likes of which she’d never before felt, slammed into her. Colors
and feelings wove together to create a blanket of sheer joy. She wanted to
scream but could only suck harder on Romy’s shaft, stimulating him anew.


As she swallowed more cum, she trembled, falling gladly over
ecstasy’s edge. Then the Romy between her thighs yelled her name and came, hot
seed washing into her body.


The three of them remained locked together as energy flooded
the room. Masculine feelings intruded on her sexual high, and soon Romy’s
thoughts spliced into hers. The incredible pleasure, the need to do it all over
again until he well and truly bound her to him promised a rapture she could
only imagine. He wanted to drown in her, to mark her as his and his alone. Romy
needed the peace of her touch, the excitement of her heart beating in time with
his. But more, he wanted her in his life, to belong where she’d always been
meant to be, by his side.


God, he really wanted the forever. Tara worked to catch her
breath. She started when the Romy in front of her vanished as if he’d never
been. Hadn’t he been the real one? But the man between her legs withdrew and
hugged her tight.


“Baby,” he gasped and rained kisses all over her. “My cum is
deep inside you now. In your mouth and your soft cunt.” She liked him talking
dirty to her, lost in his desire. “All of me inside you. Did you like it?”


She nodded, enthralled by the sexuality surrounding her
lover. Her mate.


“My iriu,” she said aloud.


His smile was so bright and happy she laughed with him.
“Yes, that’s exactly right. You’re mine, and I’m yours.” Your iriu, he
sent her. He lowered his mouth to her nipples.


The small nips surprised a cry out of her.


“Too hard?” Where before Romy had been sexual yet tender,
this man, this Romy, had a harder, carnal edge to him. And she liked it.


“No. Just surprising. That’s a lot of stamina. And two of
you. Oh wow. That’s something I’ve never done before.”


“I had to do it that way for us to have a future.”


“I don’t understand.” She didn’t, but that didn’t mean she
hadn’t enjoyed every second of it.


He chuckled. Our psychei had to bond, and to fully
allow myself to join with you, I had to have another to pave the way. It’s the
Otra way, to ease the rejection of the initial joining. The eda’s seed
washes away the protective layer in the female’s psychei, and in her
sex. Then her mate, the iriu, comes inside her. And it’s his seed and
energy that bathes her womb. It takes two to jump start the path to
procreation. To a true mating.


She blinked. Procreation?


He paused. Sometimes a female enters Selection for more
than a mate—to create a child. When the female’s time is right, she’ll seek a
male. Mated females of course seek their mates. You, I think, recognized in me
a perfect partner. And more, a father for your child.


What?


I think you want children as well. Children I am only too
happy to help create.


Tara froze. “Children? Isn’t this a little soon? I still
barely know you. I’m living in the projects and dealing with Trotter on a daily
basis. I’m not ready for kids yet.”


“Veyou, you’re Otra.” Romy stroked her hair, her
neck, her breasts. He sucked at her throbbing pulse before gently biting to
leave a mark. “Deep inside, you know what you need. I’m what you need.”


“But Romy—”


He spread her thighs and pinned her down, holding her in
place so she couldn’t move, and the aggressiveness of the action stunned and
excited her to silence.


“I don’t think you understand.” He positioned himself at her
entrance and speared her. His lips moved over hers without finesse, only raw
need. Any and all resistance faded as desire overwhelmed everything. As he
fucked her, he seemed almost two different people. This one domineering and
rough, the other tender and gentle. But both were loving. Dual facets of her
mate that fueled her heart and body to accept him.


He continued to press a spot inside her that felt so good
she couldn’t stop reaching for another climax. She shrieked, unable to help
herself, as he pushed her into an orgasm. His quickly followed but lasted
longer than she might have thought possible. He shuddered and held her tight as
he poured himself into her.


“Tara,” he groaned, an echo of voices as he pressed harder
against her. “I can’t stop.”


He jetted again, his cock continuing to release with pulses
that vibrated through her body, prolonging and enhancing her own pleasure.
Energy spilled, holding them both in its wake before the power slowly faded and
returned them to normal.


Or what was normal for them.


Gasping for breath, Tara clung to Romy, needing the contact
as much as she needed to make sense of all this.


“Stars and sun above.” Romy slowly withdrew and eased onto
his back, pulling her into his arms. “I don’t think I can move again, not for a
while.”


Tara glanced at his drawn face and couldn’t help the smile
that escaped. I’ve never heard of a man screwing so much he knocked himself
out.


Very funny. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.” His eyes
widened as if the thought had just occurred.


“You didn’t. I may be a little sore later, but I can barely
think beyond the pleasure you’ve given me.”


“Pleasure, yes. Extreme, intense pleasure I will never, ever
be able to forget. Tara, you are so perfect. And you’re mine.” He closed his
eyes. Admit it.


A bit of defiance she wouldn’t have thought capable reared
its head. “As much as you’re mine.”


“I am. Yours.” His voice slurred as exhaustion settled. “My iriu.
I love you so much.”


Love. Her heart fluttered while hope and
confusion grew. Tara turned on her side to watch him sleep, still not sure what
the hell had happened between them. She sighed, unable to keep from touching
Romy. His skin felt soft yet hot, and he turned his cheek toward her as she
stroked him. Her fingers itched to touch his muscular chest, and she followed
the impulse, content for the first time in forever.


Tara sighed and closed her eyes. The warmth from Romy’s body
and his steady breathing lulled her into a deep and dreamless sleep.


* * * * *


Jonah Trotter swore as Pachi delivered bad news. “So she’s
in Selection, and Drowe has her?”


“Yeah.” Pachi swallowed. “I, ah, got the feeling they’d been
going at it too.”


“Going at it?” Jonah asked icily. “You mean fucking? He took
her before you could find them?”


“Mr. Trotter, sir, I—”


Jonah stared hard at Pachi. “You feel pressure, don’t you?”
His voice softened, vibrating along Pachi’s nerves. “Your heart feels like it’s
going to burst, and you’re drowning in the air we breathe. It’s thick, like
water almost, and you can’t seem to inhale.”


Pachi turned blue and choked, reaching for his neck. His
eyes watered and he fell to his knees, clutching his heart.


“You’ve disappointed me for the last time. But I know how
sorry you are, how much you long to please me.”


Pachi nodded, desperate to breathe.


“So die quickly and make me a happy man.”


Pachi dropped to the floor, no longer moving.


Min and Daket Yal appeared in the doorway when called. Jonah
liked the worry in their eyes as they stared down at Pachi.


“I’m told Drowe has Tara Drake.” He saw the surprised looks
on their faces, glad at least he wouldn’t have to kill them for conspiracy.
He’d seen how friendly they’d grown with the man. “Tell me what you know about
him.”


Min spoke first, and without hesitation. Another good sign.
“He’s definitely a pyro, because we saw him light the Threaders’ asses on fire
all week long. Seems like a decent enough guy. Kept the law off our asses a few
times and made a solid rep for you.”


“And Tara Drake? What does he think about her?”


Daket and Min exchanged glances.


“Well?” Trotter narrowed his gaze.


“Hell.” Daket sighed. “Like the rest of his, he noticed her
right off. We told him she’s off limits. Besides talking about how incredibly
hot she is, he hadn’t gone near her, at least not when we were around.”


Trotter tapped his chin, thinking. “We have an Otra who
wields fire, lightning and enhanced persuasion skills. He’s stolen a female, my
female, newly entered into Selection.” A cell phone rang and Trotter waved
at Min to take the call. Min stepped aside to answer it. “One more thing. I
just found out the mole we presumed guilty and disposed of was actually
Fromer’s pyro.”


Daket looked stunned. “But if that slug was actually
Fromer’s pyro, then who the hell is Luke Drowe?”


Min returned, his frown pronounced. “We’ve got another
problem boss. A big one.”


“Do tell.” Jonah felt ready to explode. Fromer wouldn’t be
pleased that Jonah had terminated one of his men. Drowe had been among
Trotter’s people and place of business for an entire week, where he might have
learned any manner of things. Despite the headway he’d made on eliminating the
Threader gangs for good, Jonah had been played for a fool. The dickhead had
been fucking the one woman Jonah had been dying to conquer since he’d first set
eyes on her.


He could too easily imagine Drowe sinking into her heat,
could envision Tara’s delectable neck exposed, her head thrown back as she came
around him. The passion that belonged to Jonah had instead gone to another
Otra. An Otra who, by all accounts, was a traitor.


Min pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. Then
he opened them, his tone apologetic. “Sorry, boss, but it seems Rhenec and
Zaret Talson ’Or Fal are due to arrive any day now. They’re making the rounds
and wanted a surprise visit and sit-down with you. Only reason we know now is
we have a contact at Port Watch who filled us in before Roarke Talson found him
out and fired his ass.”


“Shit.” Jonah couldn’t understand how everything had
gone to hell in one night. “We need Drowe here, ASAP. He’s hot for the woman,
so we’ll use her as bait,” Jonah sneered. “Daket and Min, you two bring me
Killer Drake, with his head on a fucking platter if need be. Let me know as
soon as you have him.”


The two left without a word. Jonah mused on the plan
frothing in his mind. With Killer under his thumb, not to mention the threat of
exposing his Otra heritage, Jonah had no doubt he could convince Tara to throw
Drowe over and commit herself to Jonah as his iriu. Once his mate, he’d
own her property and that priceless OQ statue. Then he’d have no need of Talson
Shipping. He could finally ditch the company and truly become the entrepreneur
he’d always meant to be.


And Tara…she’d be so appreciative of his mercy. He grew hard
thinking about her on her knees before him, pleading with him to let Killer
free. The thought of those red, ripe lips wrapped around his cock had him
wishing he hadn’t let the new girl go just yet. Damn, but thoughts of Tara
constantly had him hard, and he couldn’t understand it. Sure she was Otra and
now going through Selection. But from the first he’d been intrigued. Watching
her touch herself the other day had caused a major meltdown in his pants.
Embarrassing to say the least.


Stifling the strange hold the woman had on his libido, he
wondered how Luke Drowe, or whatever the fuck his name was, might try to save
Tara from Jonah’s clutches. He had no doubt Drowe would do everything in his
power to keep Tara to himself. If the bastard had licked one bit of her sweet
cunt, he’d never give it up. Jonah prayed the asshole would do his level best
to save her. Chuckling, Jonah couldn’t help his amusement at the thought. Drowe
would die a slow, painful death. And once Jonah had Tara and her famous brother
under his control, he didn’t intend to let either of them go. At least, not
alive.






Chapter Seven


 


Romy groaned and rolled over, his body pleasantly sore, his
dick well used. His arm brushed against soft skin and he inhaled the sweet
smell of his iriu lying next to him. Satisfaction welled, and his psychei
surged with power, leaving him revitalized and in control of his psychic skills
once more.


Damn, she makes me strong. And so hard. Even
though they’d both loved each other to distraction last night, he wanted her
all over again. He glanced at the bedside clock and noted the late morning
hour. Hell, it was nearly noon.


“Romy?” she murmured and stroked his chest. Electricity
raced over him, pinpricks of sensation arousing him further. “Was yesterday
real?”


“Very,” he answered in a throaty voice, aware the woman had
no idea what she did to him. He felt her dwell on everything that had occurred,
as well as her responsiveness to her iriu. Pleased she at least thought
of him as her husband even if she didn’t fully accept it yet, he remained quiet,
content to lay under her touch.


“So we’re married?”


“Yes.” Damn. If she kept petting him, he’d come with or
without wanting to. Ah, that lovely Selection. He could smell her need on her
as if she wore it like a perfume. The desire for her mate, for a child,
overwhelmed him. It was with great restraint that he held himself still in bed.


She sucked in a breath, and her nipples hardened as she
rolled toward him. “I think I’m in, ah, heat again,” she said, her face on
fire. “The Selection isn’t over.”


Thank the heavens. Romy bit back a wide grin. “I know
you are. Yesterday should have cured some of this intense need. But I want you
so badly I can taste it.” He closed his eyes to get a hold of his control. And
then he saw her stroke his nipples. A source of second sight that
disconcerted him. Blind vision? A new talent he’d never before
experienced. Now, with his eyes closed, he could see in terms of touch—the
phantom touch of his iriu’s body.


“Romy,” she breathed. “Would you mind if—”


He took the words from her mouth by pulling her on top him
and easing her over his erection. They both sighed as she took him inside her.
As she began riding him, he couldn’t help falling in love with her all over
again.


“I love your body.” Romy had no problem admitting his feelings.
“And your mind and your soul. Everything about you calls to me, veyou.”
He fitted his hands to her waist to increase the pace and swore he felt a spike
in power as she neared orgasm. “This pretty little pussy, for example.” He
pressed circles into her clit, gratified by the harsh slamming of her body over
his. “It tastes so sweet. And your plump clit is just begging to be eaten.”


“Romy,” she gasped. “I’m going to come.”


“Do it. All over me before I shoot inside you. Can you feel
how hard you make me?”


She groaned and writhed, her body falling over his in a
rhythm that made his blood boil. He played with her clit with one hand and
reached for her breast with the other. The soft feel of her tits and the sight
of such ripe nipples had him expanding inside her. He pinched her clit hard in
response and she climaxed, rippling around him in a release that drew his own.


He surrendered to the clenching walls of her pussy. His
climax felt so good, especially knowing his cum sought the warm haven of his iriu’s
womb. A flutter of psychei found its way, and within seconds Romy saw
the bright-blue energy of new life burrowing into Tara’s soul. Joy infused him
and he worked hard to hold his emotions in check, not wanting to startle his
new mate.


In that moment, he saw, too, her every attempt at healing,
her overwhelming need to help, and her unquenchable desire for him.


“Oh, Romy, yes, yes.” She bore down hard, squeezing him
inside her. “You feel so good in me.”


“Hell, yes,” he agreed, stroking her belly, warmly welcoming
his future child. Little one, come to us with love and know you are
treasured even now.


Tara smiled down at him, but her grin faded as she noted the
placement of his hands. “Oh my God. Did you just put a baby in there?”


He didn’t know what she wanted him to say. Though she paled,
a larger part of her was jumping for joy. He could sense her conflicted
emotions and remained silent.


“But—But how did you do that? How do you know that? No, no.
I know. It’s an Otra thing.” She attempted to leave him but he held her tight,
his hands around her waist.


“Tara. Honey, it’s okay. It’ll all be okay. You just need
time to process all this.”


“And you don’t?” she snapped. “One minute you’re running
drugs for the Talsons, and the next I’m Otra and you’re fucking me senseless.
Then we’re mated and I’m pregnant. But then what do I know? I was only
human.”


Romy scowled. The woman should have been basking in bliss,
at the least pleased about their child. “First of all, I never worked for
Trotter. Second, you’ve always been Otra. My fucking you—making love to you—had
everything to do with you being who you are. It’s not about you being Otra or
human or some of each. I don’t care what you are, it’s who you are that I
love.” She settled a bit at that, and he continued. “Tara, I’m sorry. I didn’t
intend for you to get pregnant so soon. I can’t control conception. It happens
when it happens, but I won’t say I’m not overjoyed at the thought of our
child.”


She slumped over him. “So you didn’t do it on purpose?”


“No. We could have prevented it if we’d been smarter and
used contraception. But like I said, your Selection was for more than a mating.
This child is meant for us, love.”


She blinked a tear away. “A child.”


“Yes. A spark of light resting in you.”


She stroked her belly. “I’m going to have to get used to all
this.”


He took one of her hands in his and kissed the back of it.
“I know. I’m sorry this is all so sudden for you.”


“My whole life is changing fast,” she agreed. “But I finally
sense I’m where I need to be.” The smile lit her from the inside out, and Romy
didn’t think he’d ever seen her look so beautiful. And then it faded. “My
family is you and me, but it’s also Mannie, my brother. I need to know he’s all
right. I have to talk to him.”


Romy blinked at the change of subject but nodded. “Call
him.” He pointed to the vidphone by the bed. “Actually, why don’t you cover up
first, then call him.”


She flushed. “Good point.”


After a shower with Tara, whom he couldn’t leave alone, Romy
dressed in his trousers and double-checked Tara’s Otra statuette. It remained
safe in the room’s vault, and if Romy were right, the thing had to be worth a
small fortune. It felt old and powerful. Probably another draw to a man like
Trotter.


His mate drew on a robe and dialed her brother. The phone
rang several times before the screen cleared and a man with blond hair and blue
eyes answered. He seemed familiar. Then Romy recognized the badge around his
neck on a chain.


“Who the hell is this?” the guy growled.


“I’m Tara Drake. Why are the police picking up my brother’s
phone?”


His aggression vanished. “Tara?” He peered closer, his eyes
widening when Romy stepped close to Tara to get a better look at the vid.
“Talson?”


“Sean?” Romy stared in surprise. “I thought you worked at
Port Townsend.”


“I transferred to Port Chase six months ago. Nicer weather
here.” His obvious interest in them told Romy her brother would no doubt hear
about this call soon. “So I see you two are friendly. I’m glad you called.
Tara, where’s Mannie?”


“How do you know my brother?”


“He’s a good friend of mine. And apparently he’s missing.”
Sean stepped back from the vidphone, giving them a view of a messed apartment.
“Someone trashed his place, and when he didn’t show at the bar last night, I
figured he’d had a change of plans. When he didn’t call me today, I popped by.”
His eyes hardened, and Romy was glad to have at least one member of the law on
their side. Who knew how many officers Trotter had on the payroll?


“Can you meet us here in an hour?” Romy gave Sean the
address.


Sean nodded and disconnected.


“This isn’t good.” Her brother missing? This had Jonah
Trotter written all over it. “I’ll look into it.” Using his psychei,
Romy saw the Yal brothers knock Mannie unconscious with a stunner before
hauling him away in a nondescript craft. “Definitely Trotter.”


She bit her lip, and he hugged her tight, wanting to offer
what comfort he could. “Tell me what all you know about him, Romy. Please.”


“Hell. None of it’s good. Trotter is the son of my parents’
friends. That’s the reason they hired him, that and he supposedly knew what the
hell to do in a shipyard. But after a few months, my brothers and I noticed the
numbers not adding up. But when we checked with my father, he refused to hear
anything bad about Trotter. So Val, Roarke and I decided to look into things.


“Consider yourself lucky Trotter thinks he’s in love with
you. Otherwise he’d have raped and killed you like he’s done so many others.”


She swallowed hard, and he hated to see the fear in her
eyes. “He’s killed others?”


“Yeah. Apparently Trotter’s girls never do repeat
performances for more than a few weeks. He either kills them or sells them. And
that Majesty he’s pushing? He’s trafficking the stuff throughout the
southeastern states. He’s a major player, and my family has unwittingly given him
more leeway to do it.”


“Maybe I’ve been a little harsh on the Talsons.” Her eyes
softened as she studied him. “It’s not your fault, Romy.”


“We should have looked into his background before we hired
him, but my father has a weak spot when it comes to family and friends. That
and I think Trotter has a very strong ability to persuade.”


“A big pusher, hmm?”


Romy grimaced. “He has tremendous power. I’m just glad you
were immune. You have no idea how badly he wants you, veyou.” He
gathered her to him, ignoring her tension. “I really am sorry I misled you
about my identity. But I had no idea I’d walk into a situation as bad as this.”


“We’ll fix this.”


“You’re damn right we will. I have hard evidence on Trotter.
I just need to get it and turn it in. But I have a feeling my cover’s been
blown.”


She gave him a sly grin. “That’s not the only thing that’s
been blown recently.”


Pleased his iriu could make light when she had plenty
to worry about, Romy treated her to a nice massage and regaled her with stories
about his annoying brothers.


It was enough to take her mind off her brother, at least
until Sean arrived.


* * * * *


An hour later, Romy and Tara enjoyed a luxurious lunch in
their room. Romy had purchased Tara clothing from a boutique, and now several
hundred dollars poorer, he couldn’t help the pleasure he felt from taking in
her beauty.


She flushed. “Would you stop staring? What? Do I have food
in my teeth?”


He chuckled. “I just can’t get over how beautiful you are.
The Selection only enhances your attractiveness.”


“Great. So I’m going to be attracting Otra left and right
for what, the next week?”


He shook his head. “I’m shielding most of it, taking your
essence into mine. Truth be told, most of your need has passed. What remains
now is the desire for your iriu. And to enhance your energy to protect
our child.” His eyes gleamed. He couldn’t begin to explain how much in love he
was with thoughts of their child.


She patted her belly, her gaze introspective.


Iriu? Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you or
the baby.


I can’t help worrying. We both know Trotter has Mannie.


He’ll be all right. Like you, your brother has Otra in
him.


I can’t believe I never knew. I grew up with him, for
God’s sake.


I sensed it the moment I met him. He’s not as strong in psychei
as you are, but he’s part if not pure Otra.


She shook her head. “You know, Mannie does have this strange
intuition. And his dreams, sometimes he senses things. But I’ve never seen his
eyes turn silver. Well, except just once, recently. It’s weird. I was never
very strong in other gifts, but since meeting you and bonding with you, I think
my psychei has grown.”


“As has mine. A true bonding enhances partners.”


“So my healing had nothing to do with my little statue?”


“Not at all. But I’d venture to say that tiny statue is
worth a lot of currency.” Just another reason for Trotter to want Tara.


A chime at the door gave them pause. When Romy saw Sean
hovering at the doorway on the security screen, he unlocked the door and
stepped back. Sean entered, looking frustrated.


“Romy, Tara.” He nodded to both of them, walked past them,
then sat down and started eating the extra sandwich Romy had intended to
devour. The Testing and Selection wore at his energy.


“Help yourself,” Romy said wryly and closed the door, not
surprised when Sean wolfed down his sandwich.


“I can’t find the jerk anywhere,” Sean said around a
mouthful. He balled up a napkin. “He’s real good about keeping in touch. I
can’t help worrying.”


Romy had a feeling Sean and Mannie were more than just good
friends. The cop seemed more than uneasy about Mannie’s disappearance. Under
the cool front, his aura pulsed in a frenzy of worry. Tara took Sean’s hand,
easing his anxiety with her strong energy.


Romy still felt in her that need to heal, but it wasn’t so
all-consuming now that she’d mated. As if her psychei knew it had more
to do and worry about, her energies fell under her control instead of driving
her.


At the rate she’d been heading, especially living in her
neighborhood, she’d been close to pushing herself past her limits. A strong
healer, Tara nevertheless needed to regroup. The battered souls living around
her constantly drained her energy. He liked knowing he helped her psychei
as much as she helped him control his.


“Trotter has him,” Romy said quietly.


“You’re kidding.”


“Wish I was.” He stared at Sean, wondering how much to tell
the man. A glance at Tara’s subtle nod had him wavering.


Tell him the truth, Romy. He needs to know so he can help
us. I think it’ll take more than just you and your suspicions to bring Trotter
to justice and to save Mannie. Maybe with Sean you can find that evidence you
stashed. He could file it for you.


Satisfaction filled him every time she used their mental
bridge to communicate.


Romy described in detail his suspicions and evidence against
Trotter, to include his undercover roll as Fromer’s pyro.


Sean shook his head. “We found the real Drowe dead this
morning. It was all over the news, so I’m guessing Trotter knows for sure
you’re not working for Fromer. What about this collection of evidence you
personally gathered? Can we get to that?”


Romy nodded. “I buried it in the Yals’ apartment across
town. I figured they’d never look there.”


“Good call.” Sean stood and finished off Romy’s sandwich.
“Nice meal. I’ll have to stay here some time. Now let’s head to the Yals’.”


Tara moved with them, and both Romy and Sean stared from her
to one another.


“You’re not coming,” Romy said bluntly. “I won’t let him
touch you.”


She crossed her arms over her chest. “Mannie’s my brother.”


“You’re my wife, and that’s my baby.”


Sean stared at the byplay, his mouth open. “Baby? Marriage?
Mannie never mentioned you were married.”


“It’s a new situation.” Tara growled. “One that can easily
be rectified.”


Romy took a step forward. “Wait for me in the hall, would you,
Sean?”


His friend grinned. “Hell no. I want to see how you convince
an Otra woman to follow your lead.”


“Who said I’m Otra?” Tara asked.


Sean snorted. “I knew it when I saw you on the vid screen.
And the moment I met Mannie, I knew. Come on, honey. Black hair, golden skin,
eyes that turn silver when you’re, ah, excited about something?” He stared from
Tara to Romy.


“So Mannie knows he’s Otra?” That put a new spin on his
abduction. Perhaps Mannie had psychic skills that would come in handy.


Sean shrugged. “I assumed. We never talked about it. But
when his eyes turn, it’s kind of hard to miss.”


“He doesn’t know.” Tara stood firm. “His eyes have just
recently started to flicker.”


“True. I thought it was maybe…” Sean coughed. “Never mind. I
don’t care what he is. With those fists, he’s a good man to have on our side.”


“Great. Then when we all go in to rescue him, we’ll
have a better shot at leaving alive.” Tara dared him to argue with her.


The green silk of her blouse and skirt clung to her figure,
and Romy wanted her nowhere near Trotter wearing that clothing. “Tara—”


“Romy,” she mimicked.


So intent on her, Romy didn’t sense the danger until it was
too late. The door behind them burst open. In the time it took him to place
himself between Tara and danger, half a dozen armed police stood in the doorway
of the room, their guns aimed at Romy and Sean. Then behind the cops, Romy
spied the Yals.


“Shit.”


Min shook his head at Romy. “Stupid asshole.”


“So, you two obviously know each other,” Sean murmured.


One of the policemen narrowed his gaze on Sean. “Officer
Lindor. Seems we can take care of several messes at once.” The others laughed,
but Min and Daket remained stoic. “Cuff them. Don’t even think about fighting
it, Talson, or Killer Drake is a dead man.” He glanced at Tara. “You don’t want
to see your brother dead, do you, sweetheart?”


“No, I don’t.” Please, Romy. Don’t do anything. They’ll
kill Mannie. You know they will.


But the baby, you—


We exchanged energy, iriu. I’m stronger than I
look.


She invited Romy to truly see her, and Romy called on his psychei,
stunned at the power arcing through his wife. Before Tara had been strong, her
healing ability the majority of her psychei. But now…she looked like a
mirror image of him. And an idea formed, one he shared with her.


She blinked and curled a smile but said nothing.


“Okay,” he said quietly, drawing everyone’s attention.
“We’ll come quietly. But don’t hurt Tara. One mark on her and you’ll all wish
you were dead.”


The look in his eyes convinced the police. But Daket and Min
remained unreadable.


Daket nodded to Tara. “We’ll take care of her.” The brothers
urged her between them. But when Romy looked at their auras, he saw worry
mingled with a sense of protection and bone-deep anger. They, at least, had no
intention of hurting her.


The group left the hotel and in no time returned to the
shipyard. And there stood Jonah Trotter, rage pouring through him in waves.


Just go with it, Talson, Min sent. We’ll protect
your iriu with our lives.


Talson. They definitely knew he who he was. Terrific. Touch
her and I’ll—


We know. Just remember to shield yourself from Trotter.
He’s royally pissed, and he wants your blood.


Why are you doing this?


The brothers exchanged a glance and more communication Romy
couldn’t read. Then Min said, Remember this favor when it’s all over.


Ah, that he understood. Romy gave him a mental nod, one Min
shared with Daket. The Yal brothers seemed to relax. Then the dirty cops
and the Yals marched Sean, Romy and Tara into the enemy’s stronghold.






Chapter Eight


 


“Tara Drake, what a pleasant surprise,” Trotter drawled, his
eyes hard as he stared at them. “Apparently you’re hard up for a good cock,
hmm? Drowe wasn’t enough? An Otra and a cop?”


Tara couldn’t care less what he thought, but she felt the
anticipation in Romy.


Her iriu played into it. “Fuck you, Trotter,” he
snarled and stepped between her and Trotter. The Yals did nothing to dissuade
him and closed in on Tara, caging her protectively between them, when one of
them said, We’re going to protect you, Tara. Don’t worry. We’ll get your
idiot iriu out of this if he’ll shut the hell up.


Oddly enough, Min Yal made her feel better. She’d seen him
and his brother many times, but she’d never caught a bad vibe from the pair.
Even now she felt safer with him and Daket than any of the others.


The police circled Romy and aimed a pair of pistols at his
head.


Trotter walked up into his face and backhanded him hard
enough that Tara cringed for him. Jesus, that had to hurt. “One more word out
of you, Drowe, and it’ll be the last one you ever utter.”


Romy, shut up, she mentally screamed. Adrenaline and
fear pumped through her. Though confident in her skills, she’d never before
healed anyone with a bullet to the brain.


Romy glared but remained silent, and Tara couldn’t help a sigh
of relief. Unfortunately, that brought Trotter’s attention again. He stepped
close and yanked her away from the Yals.


Sean cleared his throat. “Jonah Trotter? I’m sure you’re
aware one of your boys was just busted downtown this morning. It’s only a matter
of time before the rest of the force arrives.”


“Good point.” Trotter smiled, his teeth too white, too even
and too straight. Tara had an unsettling urge to break his jaw and watch those
teeth fall to the floor in a bloody mess. Startled, she realized she’d picked
up on Romy’s thoughts. Despite her fear of the situation, she couldn’t help a
sense of pride that nothing seemed to cow her iriu. Not being
outnumbered by the enemy or matching wits with a murderer.


“So tell me, Officer Lindor,” Trotter began. “What interest
is any of this to you? I know you and Killer Drake are friends, but I hadn’t
realized you knew his sister.”


Sean paused, and Tara felt Romy’s psychei reach out
to him, telling him what to say. “No, I just met her today.” Sean nodded at
Romy. “I’ve known Romy Talson for years, though.”


The room grew still. Trotter swung large eyes toward Romy.
“Talson, you say?” He grew ominously quiet. He let go of Tara, who moved back
between the Yals. Then Trotter attacked Romy.


He swung a hard right then a left into Romy’s midsection.
The violence made her want to retch.


Romy sank to his knees without a sound, but Tara could feel
his pain and instinctively reached out with her power.


No, veyou. Save your energy. Let me distract
Trotter. We need to get rid of these cops, too. Daket and Min won’t hurt you,
but I’m not sure how much they’ll help either. Just keep your mind open to the
link between us. Remember how I became two people last night? Like we talked
about. That’s what you should—


Their connection ceased when Trotter knocked him unconscious
with a kick to the face. Blood burst from Romy’s nose, and his head struck the
ground hard. As Tara watched in horror, blood pooled around his skull.


“Shit, boss.” Min held her arm tight. Say nothing, Tara.
Not a word. He shook his head. “Killing a Talson is only going to infuriate
his family. I’ve heard stories about his dad, Rhenec, and they weren’t pretty.”


“Rhenec Talson is an imbecile. He does what he’s told. I’ve
met his older sons, Zaret and Valis. They’re the important ’Or Fal when it
comes to business. His youngest I never cared to meet. But from what little I’d
heard about Romec, he’s a nothing and no one and never will be.” Trotter
snorted and kicked him again. “I’m not impressed.”


Tara felt her iriu’s life pulsing though his energy,
and it was spotty. She had an almost irrepressible urge to heal him, despite
knowing it would do little good if Trotter just beat him up again. She let a
touch of her energy seep into his psychei, healing the worst of his
injuries. No longer on death’s door, Romy still had a ways to go before he’d be
a hundred percent. If she could just get rid of their audience, get Trotter to
herself… She didn’t want to be a hero. She had her baby to protect. But to save
Romy, she’d do anything.


“Look, Jonah,” she said in a soft voice. “This is between
you and me. Get rid of the rest of them and we can talk.”


Trotter’s eyes flashed to silver, but from rage or passion?
She could literally see the fury of insanity sparking about his energy like an
insidious swarm of evil.


Sean stepped in. “I want to see Manuel Drake, now.”


Tara feigned surprise. “Mannie? He’s here?”


Trotter smiled, Romy apparently forgotten. Thank God.


“Killer decided on a short visit. I tell you what, Tara.
Behave nicely, and I’ll let you see him. We’ll bring along Officer Lindor as
well. Min, Daket, come with me. The rest of you guard Talson,” he
sneered.


He held out his hand and waited for Tara to take it. She
did, and he squeezed her hand hard. She couldn’t help wincing.


Trotter’s breath quickened. “Do you like that? A little bite
of pain makes it sweeter, doesn’t it?” he asked, licking his lips. Out of the
corner of her eye, she saw Min and Daket exchange a look.


They stopped Sean when he tried to interfere.


“You’re squeezing too hard,” she whispered. The ache in her
hand was nothing next to what Romy suffered though. She took another subtle
look at her iriu lying so still on the ground. Screw it. She
wouldn’t feel right leaving him less than able to stand on his own two feet. She
sent him a jolt of healing, along with a warning to remain pliant upon the
ground.


She felt him slowly regain consciousness, as well as the
full function of his body, and took a deep breath. Trotter mistook her
inhalation for excitement. As if she would ever get off on being beaten and
abused. He murmured depravities as he dragged her through the compound with
Sean and the Yals in his wake.


They walked through a maze of buildings. Tara caught
glimpses of several Otras and rough-looking men moving crates and boxes into
large shipping containers.


Trotter noticed her attention. “That, my dear, is our
future.”


“You mean your prison sentence,” Sean said with disgust.
“How much Majesty do you think you can transport before being caught? Honestly,
Trotter, you’re living on borrowed time. If the feds don’t nail you, the
Threaders or some other gang banger will.”


Trotter smiled. “I’m sorry, Officer. Did you say something?
I can barely hear you at all.”


Sean frowned, as did Tara. She sensed a burst of psychei.
Was Trotter trying to push Sean into something? She hurried to thrust a
large wave of energy to Sean and imagined throwing a shield up to protect him.


It must have worked, because nothing happened.


“Did I say something?” Sean sneered. “Yeah. Fuck you.”


Trotter looked confused. They continued to walk into another
worn-down warehouse. Inside, her brother sat unconscious, bound to a chair.


“Mannie!” She tried to run to him but Trotter held her
tight.


Sean knocked Min and Daket aside and raced to Mannie. He put
his fingers to her brother’s neck and bowed his head in relief. He stared up at
Trotter with death in his eyes. “Consider yourself lucky, asshole. If he’d been
dead, you’d be wishing you were.”


“Such melodrama. I’ve had enough of this.” Trotter suddenly
shoved Tara to the ground. She hadn’t been expecting it, and she hit her
kneecap with a solid thwack that hurt like hell. Then Trotter pulled out
a gun from behind his back. He shot Sean twice, once in the gut and once
between his eyes. Then he turned and shot Daket, one of his own men.


Min stared in shock.


“I’m taking my iriu upstairs for a while. You’d do
best to stanch your brother’s blood, Min. Don’t even think of helping Killer
Drake to escape. If you’re lucky, Tara will sate my hungers, and I’ll send her
back to heal Daket.”


Min growled low in his throat, his eyes brilliant with
anger. “If he dies, I’ll fucking kill you.”


Trotter didn’t look so confident anymore.


“Jonah, let me ease him past the fatality point. Not enough
to fully heal him, but enough that he won’t die,” she offered.


“Fine. Hurry up.” Jonah tried to act as if he didn’t care,
but he didn’t like Min’s wrath.


Hell, neither did she.


While she and Min hovered over Daket, Min managed to shove a
knife into her pocket without Trotter seeing. Use it when he’s in close. I’m
sorry I didn’t do a better job than this. Do what you can for Daket, but
conserve your strength for that dickhead. He glared at Trotter. Don’t
worry, help is on the way.


Not sure what help he meant, she healed Daket more than
enough to save his life, but not enough to make Trotter suspicious. When she
rose, she pretended to be weaker than she was. Normally the healing would have
sapped her strength, but having mated Romy, she felt worlds stronger.


She stumbled and Trotter caught her. To Min, she sent, I’m
good. Just acting woozy.


Keep the fucker off balance, but don’t piss him off.
Talson wants you safe and sound.


She glanced at her brother again, and at Sean. She wasn’t
faking the tears that slid down her cheeks. “Why did you have to do that?”


Sean’s lifeless body bled out at Mannie’s feet. Neither of
them moved, and her worry magnified. What if Mannie neared death as well? But
her senses told her that her brother suffered nothing more than some bruises
and scratches.


“I’ll be back, Mannie,” she yelled before Trotter pulled her
away. “Just hold on.”


Mannie said nothing, nor did he stir.


She limped behind Trotter, her knee really hurting. She
didn’t mute the pain, conserving her energy for what was to come. Romy?
He didn’t respond, and she could only pray he remained okay. She felt as if her
psychei blazed with righteous fury—with Romy’s fury—and tried to
tamp her energy lest Trotter catch wind of it.


But the jerk had other appetites on his mind. She’d seen his
arousal that had yet to abate. His erection sickened her, because she knew he’d
gotten off more on hurting others than thinking about anything sexual with her.
The perverted murderer. Tara actually looked forward to catching him by
himself.


They finally reached the lone, small office at the top of a
long flight of stairs. Once inside, Trotter turned to her with a smirk on his
face.


He waved his gun in her direction. “I tried being nice. I
tried being patient. And instead, you wasted yourself with a Talson. As if
those pricks didn’t have enough already.” His handsome face scrunched with
jealousy, and his features blurred into a menacing mask. “But you know what?
That makes it all the sweeter. Because I’m going to fuck what a Talson
considers his.”


He crossed to her and slapped her across the face. Damn, she
really had to start anticipating his violence better. Then Trotter nuzzled the
gun into her belly, and cold fear hit her. The notion that he might harm her
child before she could fight back was uppermost in her mind.


“Take off your clothes, whore.” He unzipped his trousers and
stroked himself. “If you please me, I’ll let you have some of this.” He panted
as he touched himself, running the muzzle of his gun over her breasts and up
her throat. “Swallow my cum, or swallow a bullet. Your choice.”


She glared at Trotter, seeing the evil within him that was
so foreign to the man she’d come to love. Romy Talson would never harm a woman
and would never hurt so many the way Jonah Trotter had. She stared at the
hardening flesh in Trotter’s hands and prayed for it to wither and fall off so
he couldn’t hurt anyone else.


As she thought it, his erection began to fade.


“Take off your clothes,” he said in another attempt at
persuasion.


Like all the other times before, his words had little
effect. “No. In fact, I think you should put down that gun before you shoot
yourself.” She gave him her own push and watched with satisfaction as
the gun wavered in his hands before he steadied it. But the sign of uncertainty
told her what she needed to know.


Trotter’s reign had finally come to an end. Now she needed
to close the chapter for good.


* * * * *


“I know this is supposed to be a surprise, but where is
everyone?” Rhenec Talson ’Or Fal said to his son, Z, as they touched down at
Port Chase’s docks in the Talson shipyard. “I sense several Otra beyond those
buildings, but no one here, where the loading and offloading should be
happening.”


“Shit. Roarke and Romy were right. Trotter’s off. I can feel
the negative vibes in the air.” Z swore again, his giant frame and dark frown
enough to send their ship’s officers heading in another direction. “Dad, I
think—”


“Wait. Look down there, son. There are some police officers
over there carrying… By the stars, that’s Romy!”


Rhenec didn’t wait. He jumped out of the ship before the
stairwell emerged, and landed some thirty feet down. He heard Z cursing behind
him but could only focus on his younger son, groaning, bloody and beaten as he
was carried by half a dozen humans. The closer Rhenec drew, the louder Romy
groaned.


Stay back, Dad.


Rhenec froze too far away to be of any help. Romy?


I’m really angry and not myself just now. Just keep out
of my range.


What? Rhenec waited behind a cluster of containers
while Z joined him. They watched in astonishment as a nearby building burst into
flames. Lightning fell around the policemen, two of whom were struck by the
bolts and began to seize.


Z grinned in delight. That little shit. I didn’t
know he could do that too.


Too? Rhenec murmured, equally appreciative of his
younger son’s vast power. Apparently my boys are keeping secrets from dear
old Dad.


Z squirmed.


Good to know he still intimidated his young.


Ah, I’m not really keeping anything from you, exactly. Z
never could come up with a decent excuse on the fly. It’s just, well…


Romy cut in. Chastise him later, Dad. I’m a little busy
now, so could you do me a favor and find my iriu? Trotter’s got her.


Rhenec didn’t feel any fear or worry from his youngest, just
firm conviction that Romy’s iriu needed to be found.


No shit? Zaret laughed out loud. You’re married?
Who’s your eda?


Romy grinned through a split lip. Before one of the
policemen punched him.


Only Z kept Rhenec from attacking the lot of them.


I am. Romy sent two of the rogue officers flying
through the air into the water some fifty feet away, leaving two left to deal
with. And I’m saying that if you don’t want Trotter dead, you’ll want to
find him before I do.


A strange glint in Romy’s eyes told Rhenec his son had those
two well in hand. Come on, Z. Let’s find that dickhead, Jonah. I’m looking
forward to having some words with him. Rhenec pulled Zaret with him toward
what looked like an empty warehouse on the far side of the lot. But inside they
found several people.


A gunshot sounded from above them, and a man tied to a chair
groaned and rolled his neck. “Sean?” he said groggily, blinking eyes that
turned a deep, shining gray.


Rhenec noted two other Otra lying some distance away. One
bleeding from his belly while the other looked after him. And a dead man lay at
the feet of the Otra in the chair.


“Oh fuck. Sean.” Glaring up at Rhenec and Z with
murder in his eyes, the Otra growled, “I’m going to fucking rip the both of you
into pieces.” It was then Rhenec recognized him as Killer Drake, a boxer of
some renown.


Rhenec smelled burning rope, a telling sign Drake would soon
be free.


Zaret held up his hands in peace. “Buddy, we’re friends. We
just got here. I’m Zaret Talson, and this is Rhenec, my father. We came to
clean up the mess Trotter’s made.” Dad, find Trotter and Romy’s wife, and
hurry. I’ve got these guys.


Rhenec took the stairs three at a time, glad he kept in good
enough shape that he’d be able to tear Jonah limb from limb as soon as he found
him. What he saw when he burst through the door at the top of the stairs left
him dumbfounded.


Two identical women stood on either side of the room. They
both held guns. Jonah Trotter lay on the floor cupping his crotch, trying to
stop the blood flowing freely.


Rhenec stepped farther into the room and stopped. One of
these creatures, these beautiful Otra, had to be his son’s iriu. His new
daughter. Pride and pleasure combined as he focused on her—on them.


Seeing him, they cocked their heads but didn’t lower their
guns. To his amazement, the one closest to him vanished.


“I know you, don’t I? Who are you?” the woman asked from the
opposite corner. She stood tall and straight, her voice even. Rhenec didn’t
know what to think.


Trotter glanced at him and groaned, closing his eyes. “Fuck
me.”


“You’re damn straight.” Rhenec wanted nothing more than to
kill the piece of trash lying on the floor. To think this man had once held his
trust… He turned back to the female. “I’m Rhenec Talson ’Or Fal. Your new
father-in-law by Earth custom, yes?”


That ruffled her composure. “Oh.” She cleared her throat and
pulled at the collar of her shirt, then gifted him with the sweetest of smiles,
her eyes a crystalline gray and shining with power. “I’m Tara Dra—Talson, I
guess. I’m new at being an iriu.”


Rhenec beamed. Looking at her with his psychei had
him taking a second look. She glowed with Romy’s energy, and something more
precious as well. “And new at being a mother. Congratulations.” He blinked
rapidly to clear his suddenly blurring vision. Hot damn. Two new
additions to the family, and both vibrating with love for his son.


“A mother?” Trotter cursed. “You were never worthy of me,
you whore.”


Romy appeared right next to Tara. After looking her up and
down, he returned his attention to Trotter. “Nice work, veyou.”


Hell. His son could teleport as well? What next? “Romy—”


“It’s okay, Dad. I know what I’m doing.”


Lighting struck Trotter several times from out of nowhere.
Like a mini storm in the center of a small room. Rhenec’s hair stood on end
while Trotter spasmed in what appeared to be painful jolts.


When he’d finally calmed, Romy lifted a hand and motioned to
the overlarge window overlooking the warehouse. Trotter flew through the glass
shrieking in fear, but Rhenec didn’t hear a thud of impact.


“I’m not going to heal him,” his son’s iriu said.


“I left him hovering over the floor just as he pissed
himself.” Who knew his son could look that dangerous when he smiled?


Tara gasped as she took a good look at Romy’s face. “Oh,
sweetie.” She kissed him over the myriad bruises and welts on his cheeks, which
faded with every caress.


Romy threw an arm around her shoulder. “She’s a healer.” He
cupped her belly tenderly. “My healer.”


Rhenec could only stare, seeing his son at peace as he
hadn’t been in a very long time. “It would seem so.”


“With her I’m one.”


“Well, it’s about time,” Z said from the doorway. “You made
my life and Val’s a living hell about finding a mate. Now you have your own.”
Zaret whistled. “What a looker.”


Romy chuckled and hugged Tara tight before she pulled away.
“Mannie.”


Z nodded. “If you’re talking about the bruiser downstairs,
he’s fine. Nearly took my head off for stepping too close, but he’s good. Can’t
say the same about the guy at his feet though. Not a good scene.”


Rhenec saw a look pass between Romy and Tara before they
vanished.


“Holy shit. Where’d they go?” Z stared in astonishment.


Rhenec moved to the window. Down below them, he spotted Tara
tending to her brother, who continued to try to wake his deceased friend on the
ground. The other two men had vanished. “Telekinesis, pyrokinesis, the ability
to call lightning, persuasion, and now teleportation? All that and a mate. I
think your brother’s been holding out on us, Z.” Rhenec felt a sense of
completion. His sons had found women to love, lives to lead. All was right with
the world.


“That little jerk.” Z chuckled and slapped him on the back.
“Come on, Dad, let’s go help them. As powerful as Romy might think he is, his iriu
has a giant of a brother who’s apparently been kept in the dark about their
mating. I think Romy’s going to need all the help he can get.”






Chapter Nine


 


Tara sat with Romy across from his family on Werfal 7 as
they enjoyed the evening meal. For the past several weeks, she and Romy had
spent time trying to clean up the mess Trotter had left in Port Chase. The
authorities had been through the warehouse from top to bottom, and every
individual linked to Trotter and his illegal smuggling and drug dealing had
been arrested. Min and Daket Yal, curiously enough, had vanished. Romy couldn’t
see them in any of his visions, and she knew he was dying to know what had
happened to the pair.


But after so much time working to make things right, they’d
agreed to return to his homeworld. Tara loved being back. Her brief
introduction to his family after the Trotter incident hadn’t given her nearly
enough time with the loving Otra. And now she was back and enjoying her stay.


The trip through space had been exciting as well as
aggravating, dealing with her stubborn brother who refused to let her go alone.
Even two months after the incident with Trotter, Mannie continued to frown at
Romy, as if not fully convinced he’d been as innocent in Trotter’s wrongdoings
as he’d said. She worried for her brother. Since Sean’s death, he’d been
withdrawn and sad. She had a feeling he and Sean had been much more than friends.


Adri, Z’s wife, smiled at Romy as she stopped one of her
children from climbing all over him. “Well, I for one am glad you’re back.
Tessa and Gaela have been dying for their Uncle Romy.”


Romy grinned, and to Tara’s relief, Mannie eased his frown
at the sight of the twin girls full of smiles for their uncle. Then they turned
their attention on him and stared hard.


“See, girls?” Tara smiled, excited at the thought of a baby.
“That’s my big brother. He may look mean, but he’s really a teddy bear
inside.”


“Sure, that’s why they call him Killer Drake,” Romy
muttered, earning an elbow to the stomach.


The girls nodded, Romy now ignored in favor of the large
stranger looking uncomfortable under their twin stares.


“Pitty,” Tessa said, her lips pursed. Pretty.


“Mine,” Gaela said with a nod, and the family burst out
laughing. Even Mannie crooked a grin and didn’t jump when the toddlers settled
in his lap clutching his large arms.


“Oh hell, Mannie, you might as well admit your sister’s
locked into this family.” Romy sighed. “Apparently, now you are as well.”


Mannie glanced from the girls to Romy. “I suppose. But I
still don’t like it that my sister didn’t have a proper wedding. I promised her
that when she was little.”


Tara blushed when all eyes centered on her. Rhenec and his
wife Shea, Z and Adri, Roarke and Jamie. Val and his wife Rowe were due in a
few hours. To have come from so few, just her and Mannie, to such a huge,
loving family made Tara want to cry.


She sniffed and smiled, and Romy hugged her, patting her
belly again.


“I don’t need a wedding to tell me I married the man of my
dreams,” she said with love in her heart.


Mannie’s eyes softened. “As long as he treats you right, I
won’t have to keep him in line.”


“Don’t worry, Mannie.” Rhenec chuckled. “Any woman that can
split in two and take Jonah Trotter out of the picture needs little help from
the rest of us.” Rhenec had taken great pride in regaling everyone with what
Tara had done to Trotter.


She still couldn’t believe how easy it had been to duplicate
herself. Using Romy’s guidance, she’d made herself a copy. And with his help,
she’d pushed him into shooting himself between the legs. With any luck,
he’d never procreate or sexually assault anyone again, not from a life sentence
in the worst prison imaginable.


“Yeah. Anyone can see Tara is in charge. She has my little
brother wrapped around her finger,” Z added with a chuckle.


“Oh?” Romy raised his brows. “And you don’t do whatever Adri
tells you to?”


“That’s different. She, ah…” Zaret floundered, and Tara
laughed at such a giant of a man kowtowing to his wife.


“Exactly.” Shea grinned, her humanity bubbling around her,
her aura pulsing with affection for her family. “But Mannie mentioned a
wedding, and that’s what we’ll have. With Tara’s input, of course, we can whip
one into shape in a few weeks. That’s the soonest we can get to it, I’m afraid.
So you’re going to have to stick around, Mannie.”


“I guess I could swing that.” Mannie’s aura grew bleak, even
though he tried to hide it behind a smile. “I’ve officially retired from the
fight circuit. I’m looking into some security work offplanet. Might as well
start looking here.”


Rhenec brightened. “Hell, why didn’t you say so? I know of
at least four different companies who are hiring. Not to mention we could use
you on board.”


Shea and Adri exchanged glances. Shea smiled. “And maybe we
can introduce you to some of our friends.”


She’s matchmaking. Should we tell Mannie? Romy sent
Tara.


No way. After Sean, he won’t commit to anyone or
anything. I don’t know what to do for him.


Give him time. He’ll find his way. I like him, but don’t
tell him that. It’ll ruin our relationship, Romy teased.


Very funny, iriu. She looked at her brother
with concern.


“What?” he asked as he tickled Gaela and Tessa.


“I’m just glad you’re here.” To Romy, she sent, Fine. But
if he doesn’t shake out of this depression soon, I’m interfering.


Romy answered. We all will. My family has already adopted
him. Her mate cleared his throat. “If I could say a few words? I just
wanted to thank my family for so much. For driving me crazy and out of this
house with talk of wives and babies.” Shea, Jamie and Adri grinned. “Thanks to
Roarke for dropping me near Port Chase and for not ratting me out to Dad for my
odd behavior.”


Roarke grinned, and Rhenec frowned at him.


“We’ll talk later,” Rhenec growled.


“And to Jonah Trotter,” Romy continued. “For giving me the
excuse to find my iriu, and my son as well. Without that fu—ah, idiot,”
he corrected, staring at the children around the table. “Tara and I might never
have come together.”


Rhenec cleared his throat. “And to thank you for
saving Talson Shipping from a huge mistake, I’m giving you what you asked for.
Control over Port Chase.”


Everyone began talking at once, and Tara felt so happy she
wanted to burst.


She and Romy had discussed the future, and she loved their
decision to fix what was broken. With his help, she could finally clean up the
run-down part of town as she’d wanted. The place would be home again, but this
time, one she lovingly wanted to keep.


Mannie smiled. “I’m glad for you, sis. You deserve every
happiness. You always did.”


She leaned closer to her brother and whispered, “You’ll
always be my family, Mannie. I love you.” Pleased to have caused a sheen in his
eyes that hinted at silver before reverting to black, she added, “Someday
you’ll be happy again too. I promise.”


He didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. She had a feeling
he’d find his future soon enough. Just as she’d found hers.


* * * * *


Later that night, Romy and Tara lay in bed, their bodies
intertwined.


“I take it your family likes me?”


Romy chuckled and buried himself deeper into her. “They love
you. And I think Mannie’s warming up to me.”


“A little,” she breathed when he began to move.


“You’re my everything, you know that? My perfect match.”


Tara groaned, her blood humming with pleasure. “And you’re
mine. But you talk too much when you should be working.”


He grinned and withdrew. After rolling them over, he lay on
his back and pulled her over him. She eased over his cock and loved the
fullness. And then he shimmered, and another Romy leaned over her from behind.


“Working, hmm?” the Romy behind her said. “We haven’t tried
everything yet, iriu.” He sent her an image of himself entering her ass
while the rest of him fucked her pussy. “Good thing we have lube.”


“Only with you, Romy. But I’m telling you right now,” she
panted. “I’m not saying obey in my wedding vows.”


Both of Romy chuckled. “You have no need. I understand the
art of compromise, veyou. The woman is always right.” And as they took
her to bliss, they said again, “Always.”
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