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Prologue

In 2015, something nasty found our world. They called themselves the Tai-Kok. I still remember my first psychic contact with them. Their hunger slapped me in the face. It was sharp, visceral, and constant. The Tai-Kok are malevolent, depraved ghouls who literally live to eat. Their image is forever burned into my mind. The skeletal freaks are tall, hairless, and have mouths full of sharp metal teeth. To complete this total gross-out, three bloodred eyes glare out of skin so transparent you can see their bones and innards.

No one knows how they found our world or why they consider us good eating. It’s my job to stop them. My name is Kaylee Jones. I’m a cop and a Siren. I’m part of the psychic early-warning system that keeps Earth from becoming an all-you-can-eat buffet.

The bad thing is, I’m also what you’d call a trouble magnet. Just ask my brothers or my mate, Talree. Chaos and disaster dog me wherever I go. Sometimes it sucks being me. My psychic abilities are the only reason I’m still breathing.

How did I meet my Coletti Warlord? Part of my job description as a Siren was mentally scanning our solar system for any signs of the Tai-Kok or the ratlike Rodan. The monsters had joined forces and turned Earth into their version of a fast-food joint.

I was searching the asteroid belt for their ships when I sensed an alien presence. It was male and definitely not human. His utter aloneness, his grief for those taken from him, and his burning need for vengeance resonated so deeply within me that I instinctively reached out.

Big mistake. He latched on and dug in tighter than a tick on a hunting dog. No matter how hard I tried to dislodge the little shit from my mind, he wouldn’t leave. Just my luck, his hold on me kept getting stronger.

For a while, my uninvited guest seemed to be content to quietly observe. Until I went on a date. Not only did my brothers show up at the bar to interrogate Joe, but my alien visitor went into attack mode, growling like a rabid pit bull. A second later, my date leaped to his feet, screaming hysterically about monsters, and ran from the bar. My wonderful brothers thought it was the funniest thing they had seen all year.

The pit bull finally decided to talk to me. He said his name was Talree and proudly announced he was Coletti. Like I was supposed to be impressed? Then he delivered his little bombshell. He needed me. He said I kept the beast at bay. Beast? Like Jekyll and Hyde? Oh God, no.

But I had nothing to worry about. Talree was trapped on a Rodan battle cruiser. What was the worst he could do? Growl? Hoo-boy, did I underestimate the Warlord’s determination. Using his psychic powers, Talree tricked the Rodan into capturing me and tossing my reluctant ass in his cell. It seemed he had left out one tiny fact. He needed my blood to survive. Fuck. I had attracted an alien vampire. What were the odds?

That was when he informed me I was his mate. Big honor, he said. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t willing and this mate thing meant he owned me mind, body, and soul.

Ever tried telling a Coletti Warlord no? Doesn’t go over very well. Unless you’re armed to the teeth, and even then, it’s pretty iffy. They’re damned good at mind control. Add in their ability to teleport, and you’re toast.

Okay, I’ll admit that the sex is hot. Melt-your-panties hot. The first time I saw his man parts, I was a teensy bit freaked out. Tentacles? C’mon, pretty damn weird, right? But I’ve got to say they get the job done. If you’re into the multiple orgasm thing.

The bossy jerk did agree to stop the Tai-Kok and Rodan from raiding our world. But the bad news was, Warlords aren’t benevolent do-gooder types, and there was a price for them helping us. Our women.

What the hell had happened to all of their women? Big shocker, the Colettis’ tendency to take things that didn’t belong to them had consequences.

Six hundred years ago, the Coletti race had almost been wiped out in the Great Galactic War. Unfortunately for the females of the universe, chemicals used in the war created a genetic anomaly, and only one female baby was born for every one thousand males. The Coletti women were going the way of the dodo.

Facing extinction, the Coletti Warlords started raiding other planets and species for their prized psychic women. Once Zarek, the Overlord of the Coletti clans, discovered the Jones family’s unique psychic powers and our blood’s ability to heal cellular damage, he promptly seized control of Earth. Any woman who displayed psychic capability was immediately taken to the Colettis’ home world to be converted.

There is an upside to being converted. I will live a very long time, heal quickly, and can do neat stuff like teleporting and mind control. The downside is I grew a pair of fangs.

Don’t get me started on my father-in-law, Zarek. He’s one scary dude who makes Darth Vader look like Little Orphan Annie. Did I ever mention that I’ve got a big mouth and don’t take orders well? Yeah, that kind of attitude is suicidal when dealing with Warlords. The mate bond with Talree and my abilities as a Siren were the only things keeping Zarek from mind-wiping me.

Flash forward a year. I was nine months pregnant, insanely hormonal, and cranky as hell. If the pregnancy weren’t enough to drive me crazy, Talree’s enemies were tap dancing on my last nerve. The Shani Queen Mother, a psycho alien with a bone to grind against Talree, decided she wanted the planet Tartum. This barren piece of shit is loaded with Ditrum crystals and is part of the Coletti Empire. The Queen Mother’s master plan? Kidnap me and hold me for ransom. If the Overlord refused to give her Tartum, the Queen Mother would feed me and my son to the Tai-Kok.

She thought I would beg for mercy. Boy, was the alien bitch in for a surprise. She's about to meet a woman suffering from hormone overload and a serious lack of chocolate. The only one begging for mercy will be her.




Chapter One

So help me, God, the next person who rubbed my stomach was going to get my boot up their ass. I also didn’t appreciate all the warriors ogling my boobs. Sure, they were bigger. Everything on me had grown, except my bladder. Which was now the size of a pea. The seams on my black dress tunic were stretched to the limit, and I waddled like a duck. A fucking duck.

Detja’s cool mental voice broke into my rant. “The room is properly prepared?”

“I’m checking on it now.”

“Do not disappoint the Overlord,” my mother-in-law warned.

“Wouldn’t dream of it, ma’am.”

“Good.” Detja vanished from my mind.

Sucking in a deep breath, I carefully surveyed the large candlelit room. If everything wasn’t perfect for Bree’s bonding ceremony, there would be hell to pay. No one in their right mind pissed off the Overlord. I tapped the display on my communications bracelet and studied the screen. The low tables were properly decorated with bloodred Tar flowers. The symbol of unity.

There were gold-tasseled pillows scattered about for the Askole guests. They were too big to sit at the tables, and when drunk they had a tendency to let their Medusa-like tentacles grope the nearest female. Detja wanted the pillows far enough away to keep the bloodshed to a minimum.

I turned and winced at the god-awful tapestries hanging on the walls. The Warlords considered them romantic. To me, the bloody battle scenes and the graphic pictures of women being fucked by warriors belonged in a brothel.

Zarek, the Overlord of the Coletti clans and my wonderful father-in-law, thought the graphic sex scenes would show the nervous “brides” what masterful lovers the Coletti Warlords were. Yeah, right. The captured alien women usually took one look at the tentacles on the Warlords’ enormous dicks and started screaming.

Earth girls, not so much. After the hell the Tai-Kok had put us through, we’d be doing our best to cut off the Warlords’ squiggly bits. Unfortunately, the Colettis liked feisty women.

The doors swished opened, and a horde of big, golden tarantulas swarmed across the ceiling. My very own SWAT team of Tabors. Their web balls and venom were equally deadly. My eight-legged warriors had taken a Tai-Kok battle cruiser in less than five minutes. Not an easy feat. The Tabors were also experts at handling drunken Askole warriors.

Tears welled in my eyes. I missed Tae, my Tabor BFF, so much. We had gotten pregnant about the same time, and we were going to have our babies together. Until Datlow, her jerk of a mate, put his foot down. She wasn’t allowed to travel until she delivered. The bastard.

Two little feet kicked the crap out of my kidneys. I gasped and grabbed my enormous belly. “Jeezus, Thor, I know you want out, but, honey, that hurts.”

My little Warlord settled on my bladder, and a small hand patted my innards. “Haki?”

Pride filled me. Thor could communicate psychically already. How cool was that?

“Haki?”

Haki was a two-year-old baby Tabor. I had woken up from a nap two weeks ago and found him sitting on my stomach. Somehow he and my son had become fast friends. “He’s with his daddy.”

I felt his disappointment. “Find?”

“Not now. Bree’s bonding ceremony is about to start.”

“Find Haki,” Thor demanded.

Talree, the love of my life, slid into my mind and stated firmly, “No, and you will not kick your mother again.”

“Find later?”

“If you behave,” I added, rubbing my aching back.

“’Kay.” He moved off my bladder.

I let out a sigh of relief.

Talree teleported into the room. He took my arm, escorted me over to the tables, and eased me down on a low chair. “You are not to move from here. My mother and Zoey are quite capable of handling the ceremony.”

“They are, but—”

“Kaylee, in this, I will be obeyed.”

“As you command, my lord,” I snapped. My temper had been a bit iffy lately, and even seasoned warriors ran when they saw me coming. It wasn’t like I had killed anyone. Okay, it had been close a couple of times. I didn’t have red hair for nothing.

A piece of chocolate appeared like magic.

“Eat,” Talree ordered.

“I love you.” I stuffed the candy in my mouth and groaned as the chocolaty goodness hit my taste buds. My mate was a very smart man and one of the fiercest warriors in the galaxy. He had never been defeated in battle. A trait he shared with his father. He was also a stud muffin. His massive frame was loaded with luscious muscles and one tight ass.

My Warlord raised an amused brow. “Stud muffin?”

I patted Talree’s butt. “Yep, and all mine.”

He placed a possessive hand on my stomach. “As you are mine.”

Zarek popped in on the raised platform at the front of the room. He wore an etched gold headband that denoted his rank of Overlord. Golden strands were woven into his gray warrior’s braids. His black dress tunic displayed the bulging muscles of a much younger man. His gaze scanned the room before settling on me. “Your time grows near.”

“Can’t be soon enough.”

“Me want out,” Thor said. A tiny fist distended my belly.

“Thor.” Talree’s mental voice was a low rumble of warning.

My son’s fist quickly disappeared.

Hank Benson, Bree’s stepfather, escorted Detja into the room. Hank was a big, good-looking man who bore a startling resemblance to the actor Kevin Costner.

I did a double take. Rami, the Shani that Bree had adopted, was draped around Detja’s neck like a rather expensive necklace. I was kind of surprised the Overlord would allow it. The Shani Queen Mother was a sworn enemy of the Colettis. I’d be a bit leery of having those sharp crocodile teeth anywhere near my neck.

My mother-in-law didn’t seem to be worried as she took the chair at the head of the table. In fact, everything about her was perfect. She had skin to die for and long, beautiful silver hair that emphasized her high, exotic cheekbones. The silky green material of her tunic accented her great figure. I’ll bet she didn’t even have any stretch marks either.

Trailing obediently behind Detja was another new addition to the Overlord’s collection. A Pantos. Tiko was the spitting image of a saber-toothed tiger from Earth’s distant past. With two big differences. She was extremely intelligent and psychic to boot. She sat by Detja, proudly showing off her glittering collar.

Hank took the seat next to me. He inclined his head at Talree. “I will guard your mate with my life.”

“Hey, I can take care of myself,” I protested.

Hank patted my hand. “I have no doubt of that.”

Was he patronizing me? “And who would be stupid enough to attack this ship?”

“The Colettis have many enemies,” Hank answered calmly and handed me a piece of chocolate.

“Bribery?”

“Peace offering,” Hank countered.

Unwrapping the candy, I took a bite. Yum. “I think I like you.”

“Good. I need to retrieve my battle-ax,” Talree said. He planted a hot one on my mouth and vanished.

Talree already wore enough weapons to start a war, but custom dictated he carry the stupid ax. I looked around. Where the heck were Bree and Jaylan? I turned my attention to Hank. “Your daughter is late.”

Hank shrugged. “Any chance they get, they go at it like rabbits.”

“Detja will put the kibosh on that. Nobody messes with her schedule.”

Hank laughed. “Not unless you have a death wish.” His gaze settled on my right hand. A black snake stretched from below my fingers to the top of my forearm. An intricate green design curled up its tail. “The artwork on your tattoo is quite unique.”

I stroked the cobra-like head. “It’s one of a kind.” Something fell on my head, and furry legs scurried down the side of my face. “Hey!”

“Haki.” Thor chortled.

Scooping the baby Tabor up, I placed him on my stomach. “You know you’re not supposed to be here.”

His emerald eyes blinked innocently. “Me have permission.”

“Uh-huh.”

Hank ran a gentle finger over Haki. “Who is this little fella?”

“This is Haki. My son’s special friend.”

The baby Tabor stared up at him. “You belong to Bree?”

“I do.”

Sariel, the Askole High Commander, strode into the room with his bodyguards hot on his heels. He gave me a regal bow. “Little mother, Tihar sends his regrets.”

Tihar, the commander’s son and the one who had given me my swell tattoo, was busy blowing the hell out of a rebel base. “We are honored by your presence. The war goes well?”

“It does.” He settled his massive form on one of the pillows.

I let out a sigh of relief when Jaylan and Bree finally made their appearance. Another five minutes and Zarek would have been on the warpath.

“Zarek sure has a lot of muscles for an old guy,” Bree mused nervously.

Oh my God, did Bree realize she was broadcasting her thoughts?

The Overlord’s amused voice repeated, “Old guy?”

“No insult intended, sir.” Bree added hurriedly, “I’m sure you can still kick butt with the best of them.”

Jaylan extolled, “The Overlord has never been defeated in battle.”

“Oh, how proud you must be,” Bree responded politely.

Talree reappeared with a bloody battle-ax clasped in his left hand. He bared his fangs at Bree.

With a yelp of alarm, Bree glued herself to Jaylan’s side.

Talree did have menacing down to an art form.

Immense power rippled around the room. The next instant, Voss teleported in. The Battle Commander gave Zarek a run for his money in the scary department. He handed Bree a piece of chocolate. “Eat it, before I have to lop off your head.”

Bree took one look at his huge, bloodstained battle-ax and quickly popped the candy in her mouth.

Jaylan urged her toward the platform.

“Wait! Something’s wrong!” Bree cried.

The sensation of sudden overwhelming danger screamed through me like an electric shock. I jumped to my feet. “We’re under attack.”

The ship shuddered violently, knocking me against the table.

A mechanical voice declared, “Warning! Hull breach in cargo bay two.”

“Guard our females,” Zarek commanded Talree. And then poof. He was gone.

Her eyes hot with rage, Detja dropped Rami on the table and popped out.

“Madal!” Tiko yowled, bounding out the door to find her son.

A scant second later, a ghostly curtain of roiling yellow energy erupted around my table.

“Scared!” Haki cried and buried himself in my hair.

I studied the energy field in horror. I had never seen anything like it. It almost felt alive.

Bellowing in fury, Talree teleported. Crack! He instantly reappeared encased in a ball of pulsating energy. Zap! It flung him across the room.

Sariel grabbed Talree before he could slam into the wall.

Voss hurled his battle-ax at the energy barrier. It bounced off harmlessly.

Shit! We were trapped. A boiling gray vortex suddenly engulfed me. What in the hell?

“It’s the Queen Mother,” Rami cried.

“Daddy help us,” Thor called urgently.

“That evil bitch is not getting you or the kid.” Hank wrapped his arms around my chest and tried valiantly to pull me free of the churning funnel of energy. With a thunderous cracking boom, the room disappeared.




Chapter Two

Dim voices called to me. Pleaded with me to answer. Who? I struggled to open my eyes. My thoughts spun chaotically. Something bad had happened, but what? Where was Talree? He had been… Where? The ceremony! Hot. Why was it so freakin’ hot?

A baby Tabor chittered in alarm, and a sticky little tongue poked my eyelid. “We scared. You not die.”

“Momma! Momma!” a voice wailed in my head.

“Thor!” Everything came crashing back, and I bolted upright with Haki clinging to my face. A shackle bit into my wrist, yanking me back down on a narrow metal bunk. Shit, we were in a cell, but where? The Queen Mother’s damn vortex could have taken us anywhere in the galaxy. I reached out mentally for Talree, but there was only a horrible, empty black void.

My heart skipped a beat. “Talree?”

“They shot us up with Drakash,” Hank said from the opposite bunk. He had picked the lock on his cuff.

Relief flooded me. Right. The bad guys didn’t want me using my Siren abilities. One dose turned me into a normal human. Dammit. “Wait a minute. They?”

“The Tai-Kok are in cahoots with the Queen Bitch.”

“Big surprise. The bastards are still mad I captured one of their ships.”

Hank laughed grimly. “They do hold a grudge, but they made a fatal mistake in taking you.”

“Yep. Hell will soon be raining down on their asses.”

Little furry legs tickled my nose.

“I know you’re scared, Haki, but it’s kinda hard to breathe with you on my face.”

Haki reluctantly climbed into my hair.

Thor kicked wildly. “Daddy gone!”

I stroked my belly soothingly. “We’ve been drugged, honey. Until it wears off, we can’t talk with your father.”

“Want my daddy.”

“So do I, honey.”

A three-dimensional image of the bridge of a Tai-Kok ship appeared in midair. A Tai-Kok warrior with a metal Mohawk and red, spike-covered battle suit stepped into view. He quacked a string of gibberish. A long minute later, a harsh mechanical voice said, “Warlord, your mate and unborn child are our prisoners. You have three of your days to surrender the planet Tartum. If you refuse, we will feast on them, and you can watch every agonizing second of their deaths.”

“You fucking moron, the only ones dying are you!” I shouted, beyond pissed.

The Tai-Kok honked furiously, and the mechanical voice responded, “I will keep you alive long enough to watch your baby being eaten piece by piece.”

The long-range communications link distorted Talree’s voice. “Harm my mate or child, and I will destroy your worlds.”

When Talree got that malevolent tone in his voice, most sane folks would plead for mercy, but the Tai-Kok weren’t exactly the brightest bulbs in the universe.

Mohawk spat a series of weird honking quacks.

The translator said, “You are in no position to make threats, Warlord. Surrender Tartum, or they die.”

Point made. I called to Talree, “It’s okay, sweetie. We’ll find a way to escape.”

Clank. The metal wall slowly rolled back to reveal a hellish landscape. My eyes widened in shock. Black rocks were cut by jagged cracks of boiling vermilion lava. Thick white plumes of deadly gas turned the sky an angry red. I flinched as flying blobs of molten rock splattered against the energy field. That explained the heat.

“There is no escape, human.”

“I will come for you, Kaylee,” Talree promised.

“I know.”

The Tai-Kok quacked again.

The mechanical translator stated, “You have your proof of life. Meet our demands, or they die.”

The image vanished.

Every inch a little warrior, Thor stated, “Daddy kill them.”

“Yes, he will.” I eyed the thick, oozing magma. “No way a ship can land in that.”

Hank stood. “The Queen Bitch ’ported us onto the Tai-Kok ship, and they used a transporter to bring us down here.”

“Great.” For the first time, I noticed the bruises decorating Hank’s face. “Looks like you gave them a fight.”

“They stunned you,” he snarled.

A tendril of horror crawled in my gut. “Those bastards could have killed my baby.”

Hank’s voice was low, bitter, and crackling with rage. “I tried to stop them from drugging you, but—”

I cut him off. “It’s not your fault. The Tai-Kok know what I’m capable of, and they wouldn’t take any chances.”

“Those fucking monsters plan on eating us, one way or another,” Hank said, picking the lock on my shackle.

The cuff popped off. Rubbing my aching wrist, I smiled my thanks. “Yep, we’re definitely on the dinner menu. We need to find a way out of this hellhole.”

“I managed to get a brief look at their long-range scanners, and we’re somewhere in the Aleutian star system.”

“You rock.” I plucked Haki from my hair. “I need you to contact your mother.”

“Me try.”

“Tell Tae I’m pretty sure we’re on the planet Drago in the Aleutian system.”

“’Kay.”

The walls shook violently, and the floor buckled under our feet. I turned, and a jolt of raw fear froze me. Electric-orange geysers of magma shot into the air. Pinnacles of black rocks shifted, wobbling like loose teeth.

“Shit! The volcano is erupting.”

“That shield isn’t going to hold.” Hank quickly opened his belt, pulled out a blue ball of explosives, and placed small wads on the cell door.

God, did I need some chocolate.

“Me want to go home!” Haki cried.

“Me too.” I shrank back as lava blasted the fluctuating shield. If it fell, we’d be crispy critters. “Did you tell your mother where we are?”

Haki hid in my hair and shivered. “She says Talree comes.”

I glanced at the fountains of molten rocks flowing out of the crater. Not in time.

“Daddy save us,” Thor stated proudly.

“Of course he will, sweetie.”

“Come here,” Hank commanded from the corner of the room.

Rolling my eyes, I obediently waddled over to him. Yep, he definitely had the Warlord’s bossy gene.

Covering my body with his, Hank detonated the explosives.

Boom! The door blew off and crashed against the far wall with a loud bang.

“Let’s get out of here,” Hank said, ushering me out into the hallway.

The building groaned and creaked ominously. The temperature increased dramatically until it felt like we were being cooked alive.

Hank shot a worried look at the orange glow radiating from our cell and increased his pace, practically dragging me down the corridor.

“These research outposts usually have some sort of armored hovercraft for collecting samples,” I said, trying to ignore a sharp contraction. My baby wasn’t being born now. No way. No how. And not here.

The stench of death grew stronger and stronger.

“No like it here!” Haki cried.

“I know, honey.”

Thor asked anxiously, “Daddy come soon?”

“Yes.” I glanced into a lab and grimaced. Dried blood covered the walls. A chewed-up hand, bloody boot, and shattered skull decorated the floor.

Hank’s lips drew back in a feral snarl. “Those scientists never had a chance.”

“No, but paybacks are a bitch.”

“I like the way you think,” Hank said.

I felt a tingling sensation, and a glittering blue light blossomed around us. “I guess the Tai-Kok don’t want us crispy fried.”

One second we were in the research station’s hallway, and the next we were standing on an icy-cold transporter platform. I blinked in disbelief. The alien version of a Frankenstein monster stood at the command console.

The funky-looking critter wore the tattered remains of a red battle suit. Could it be a cyborg? Or something else? Pitted, badly rusted metal covered half its skull. Two of the creature’s eyes had been replaced with telephoto lens that continually zoomed in and out. The right arm was metal with a clawed hand, and a stump made from some kind of wood replaced his lower left leg.

“Mog,” Hank said.

Duh. I gave myself a mental head-smack. “The Tai-Kok commander Jaylan fed to the sand sharks.”

“The one and only.”

“I’m kinda surprised the Tai-Kok took him back.”

“They didn’t,” Hank answered, pushing me behind him.

Haki chittered. “He silly.”

Thor asked curiously, “Why he has claw?”

“Shhhh. Be very quiet until your father comes.”

“’Kay,” both kids said in unison.

Mog started quacking like a rabid duck on meth.

A mechanical voice translated his gobbledygook. “You are my prisoners. The Warlord will surrender to me, or I will eat you, piece by piece.”

“Get in line,” I muttered, rubbing my aching back.

Hank queried, “Which Warlord are you talking about? Zarek? Talree or Jaylan?”

The Tai-Kok looked confused for a moment, then quacked, “Jaylan. He fed me to the sharks. I will have my vengeance.”

I whispered, “I bet the boob forgot to tell anyone he has us.”

With a snort of amusement, Hank asked, “Have you contacted Jaylan with your demands?”

Mog’s eyes spun wildly. With a flustered squawk, he quickly tapped on the console. Nothing happened. Honking angrily, Mog punched the communication icon again, again, again, and yet again.

Guess the rumors of him being a bit brain damaged were true. I peered around Hank’s back. “Do you need Jaylan’s communicator code?” Please say yes. Please say yes.

His eyes zoomed in on me, and he quacked.

A second later, the translator said, “Yes.”

“89123021CZJK,” I supplied, smiling evilly as Mog typed the code in.

“Gotcha, you dumb bastard,” Hank murmured.

Yes, we did. The special code embedded in the signal would paint a big bull’s-eye on his ship.

Jaylan’s image formed in midair. His back toward us, he studied a busy battle board.

Mog honked, and the translator said, “Warlord.”

Jaylan spun around and bared his fangs menacingly. “Mog, this time you will die.”

“I have your mate.”

Jaylan’s eyebrows rose incredulously. “Do you?”

The cyborg touched the control panel, and a yellow light scanned us. “Surrender to me or they die.”

Stepping out from behind Hank, I threw Jaylan a kiss. “Hey, sweetie, Mog just transported us away from our previous hosts.”

Relief flared in Jaylan’s eyes, and he quickly tapped a communications icon. “Do your previous hosts know you’re missing?”

“An eruption just took out the research center, so I imagine they’re freaking out about now.”

A low, raise-the-hair-on-the-back-of-your-neck kind of growl sounded off-screen.

I smiled. That was Talree’s someone-is-going-to-die-horribly growl.

A thin stream of drool ran down Mog’s chin as he bared his two pitiful metal teeth in a snarl. “Warlord, you will come in an unarmed shuttle to the coordinates I just transmitted. You have eight of your hours to comply, or I will eat your mate.”

Jaylan’s mouth tightened. “We agree to your terms.”

Mog broke the transmission and honked triumphantly. “I will bathe in his blood.”

Hank nodded in agreement. “You’re right. There will be a bloodbath.”

A shimmering blue light suddenly engulfed us.

Mog squawked in disbelief.

An instant later, we were standing on another transporter platform. Swell, it was the asshole with the Mohawk.

The Tai-Kok warrior let out a series of cackling honks.

A mechanical voice said, “There is no escape, humans.”

A sparkling blue energy field surrounded us. I waved at the monster. “Bye-bye.”

Mohawk quacked in fury. “I will find you.”

Hank and I appeared on the bridge of an unknown ship. A sigh of relief escaped me when I saw the female Askole sitting at the command console. Tihar must have sent his sister, Soulet, to rescue us.

Her attention focused on the battle screens, she said, “Strap in, little mother. The Tai-Kok have their weapons system locked on.”

“Shit.” I hurried over to weapons control, dropped into the seat, and fastened the harness over my bulging belly.

Hank took the chair next to me and brought up the tracking screens. “Who is she?”

“Soulet, the Askole High Commander’s daughter.”

A fierce salvo rocked the ship.

“They just launched a squadron of marauders,” Hank advised.

The Tai-Kok’s two-man fighters were deadly, but they had picked the wrong person to mess with. “Cranky” didn’t even begin to describe me.

Soulet’s tentacles squirmed wildly about her head. “Tihar said you have the Overlord’s skill at killing.”

“I’m very, very good at killing monsters.” Bringing up my targeting screen, I wrapped my right hand around the firing control and started shooting.

The view screens lit up like the Fourth of July.

Hank whistled. “Nice shootin’.”

“A little side effect of my merge with Zarek.”

A marauder materialized on the aft view screen, firing its laser cannons.

Soulet rolled the starship over. G-forces slammed me back against the chair as the ship accelerated sharply and went into a nauseating series of twists, banks, and dives.  Ugh. The pressure made my contractions worse.

“Whee! Fun,” Haki cried.

“Fun” wasn’t quite the word. Bend over and kiss your ass good-bye was more like it. I unleashed a barrage of laser fire, and the marauder vanished in a geyser of metal and crimson flames.

Our ship bobbed wildly as we took hit after hit.

Warning lights appeared on Hank’s console. He tapped an icon and warned,  “Shields are overloading.”

I noticed a decrepit freighter closing fast on the Tai-Kok’s battle cruiser. A little too fast. “Is that Mog’s ship?”

Hank looked at his screens. “Oh, yeah, it’s him. His life readings are one of a kind.”

To my utter astonishment, a missile launched from the freighter and scored a direct hit on the battle cruiser’s engines.

The Tai-Kok ship disintegrated into a cloud of vaporized metal.

“Holy shit! What were the odds of that happening?”

Soulet let out a crackling laugh. “Mog had the codes to the battle cruiser’s computers and shields.”

“I guess the Tai-Kok high command never thought Mog would use his knowledge against them,” Hank added.

“My question is, did Mog know we were no longer on the battle cruiser before he blew it to kingdom come?”

Hank laughed. “Probably not.”

The remaining marauders turned their wrath on the freighter.

“Mog better pull another rabbit out of his hat, or he’s a dead man,” I commented.

Soulet frowned. “Rabbit?”

“It’s like a petka,” I explained, wincing as another contraction hit.

A very confused Soulet asked, “How would a petka help him, and what is it doing in a hat?”

“It’s an old Earth saying,” Hank told her.

“It makes no sense.”

Rubbing my belly in an attempt to ease the pain, I snapped, “Never mind. It’s not important. Let’s just get the hell out of here before more Tai-Kok show up.”

Hank eyed me warily. “Are you in labor?”

“Maybe.”

“Cross your legs, dammit. You can’t have that baby now!” Hank bellowed.

If I’d had a gun, I would have shot him. “Cross my legs? Are you kidding me?”

“I’ve never delivered a baby before.”

“I have,” Soulet advised calmly.

I asked hopefully, “A human baby?”

“No, but popping a soft skin from the birthing canal can’t be that difficult.”

A hysterical laugh escaped me. “Right. What possibly could go wrong?”

An engine warning light appeared on the console.

“Oh fuck! This ship is not crashing. Do you hear me?”

Hank winced and held up a placating hand. “Yes, we do.”

Soulet grinned. “We will not crash, little mother. The planet Centra is a good place to hide. Even soft skins can survive there.”

“Be still, my beating heart. But if it’s nothing but jungle or swamp, you’re turning this ship around. Been there. Done that.”

Hank patted my knee. “It’s a water world.”

I bared my fangs at him. “Don’t patronize me.”

He hastily withdrew his hand. “Wouldn’t think of it, ma’am. There are a bunch of islands we can take refuge on. We’ll be safe.”

“Safe? Hello, shit magnet here.” A gasp broke from me as a painful spasm contorted my belly. “I can’t have Thor now. Not with the Tai-Kok horde on our asses.”

Soulet pointed a medical scanner at me. “The baby comes, little mother.”

“Shit.” I sucked in a deep breath and rode out the tearing agony.

“Scared!” Thor cried.

Haki scurried down to my stomach. “You hatching. Eat through egg.”

“NO! Human babies aren’t hatched. No eating.” What happened to my easy delivery in sick bay?

Little emerald eyes peered up at me. “How Thor come out?”

I so did not want to have the birds-and-the-bees talk with him.

Hank petted Haki. “That’s a lesson for another time. You need to keep Thor calm. Can you do that?”

“Me can.” Haki hopped up and down on my belly. “We play.”

“Oh, God.” My abdomen tightened into a contorted ball. I hissed in pain.

“Breathe through it,” Hank coached.

I glared at him. “Don’t talk to me.”

Atmospheric turbulence buffeted the ship. The view screen showed scummy black water whipped into a frenzy by what had to be a class-four typhoon.

“Don’t tell me. It’s hurricane season?”

“It is,” Soulet answered cheerfully.

“Fuck.”




Chapter Three

Steep white cliffs rose out of the crashing onyx waves. With some slick maneuvering, Soulet managed to squeeze her fighter into a massive cavern on the east side of the island.

She gave me a rather frightening smile. “This planet has several million islands. The chances of the Tai-Kok finding us before the Coletti and Askole battle fleet arrive is very slight.”

“Gosh, I feel so much better now.” I took a deep breath and fought down my growing fear. It was never that easy. I knew I was behaving badly, but dammit, I needed Talree. Here. Now. Not a zillion miles away.

Haki scampered wildly from one side of my stomach to the other.

Thor swatted playfully at Haki.

Wonderful. The kids were playing “Tag! You’re it.”

Hank chuckled at Haki’s antics.

The sensation of impending doom was growing stronger and stronger. I knew we were in danger. Fighting back a scream as a nauseating wave of agony twisted my innards, I turned to Soulet. “I want you to cleanse the Drakash from my body.”

Soulet shook her head. “I cannot.”

My temper flared to life, and I shouted, “I need my Siren abilities back. Now!”

“The risk to your little warrior is too great.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks. “God, I’m totally helpless. I can’t protect myself. I can’t protect Thor or Haki.”

“I’ll protect you,” Hank stated firmly.

“I am her protector,” Soulet growled.

Hank narrowed his eyes. “I made a promise to Talree. One I intend to keep.”

Soulet snapped, “I also took an oath.”

Great, the last thing I needed was a brawl breaking out. I screamed bloody blue murder and clutched my stomach. Just like that, I had both my bodyguards’ undivided attention.

A startled Haki scooted up to my nose. “Why scream?”

“An elephant is trying to squeeze its way out of my uterus,” I hissed.

“What elephant?”

Hank plucked Haki off my nose and put him on my head. “Aunt Kaylee is joking.”

“Like hell I am.”

Soulet quickly ran the medical scanner over me. “The baby is positioned correctly in the birth canal.”

A worried frown creasing Hank’s forehead, he asked, “Can we give her anything for the pain?”

I shook my head. “That’s not a good idea yet. Soulet, can you cleanse the Drakash from Hank? We’ll need his ability to teleport.”

Hank perked up. “She can fix me?”

“Yes, but it hurts. A lot,” I answered him.

Hank walked over to Soulet and ordered arrogantly, “Do it.”

Her lips curled in a feral smile. “As you command.”

What a dumb ass. Pissing off an Askole female was never a good idea. Her claws could turn you into sushi within thirty seconds flat.

Soulet stood. She towered over Hank by a good foot. Her tentacles latched on to Hank’s head and neck.

Hank’s face paled dramatically, and he sucked in a shuddering breath. “Sonovabitch.”

Without an ounce of sympathy, I snipped, “Now you know what childbirth feels like.”

Clamping his hands on Soulet’s shoulders, Hank looked her dead in the eye and snapped, “Give it your best shot.”

Oh my God. He did not just say that. “Uh, Hank, this is not really a good time to prove how big your balls are.”

“I can handle it,” Hank insisted.

“The male issued a challenge,” Soulet retorted sweetly.

“Don’t hurt him too badly. We need him.”

“Do we?”

“Yes, we do, unless you suddenly have the ability to teleport,” I added firmly.

“A valid point.” Soulet’s tentacles flexed.

A guttural cry broke from Hank, his eyes glazed over, and he crumpled to the floor.

Haki cried, “Hank killed?”

“No. Soulet, uh, fixed Uncle Hank.”

The baby Tabor shivered. “She fix me?”

“No, you don’t need fixing.” I winced as yet another contraction hit.

Thor announced, “Me want out. Protect you.”

I stroked my bulging stomach. “You are such a brave warrior, but it’s my job to protect you now.”

“Need out.”

“I know, honey, but it’s not time yet.”

A perimeter warning flashed across the tracking screen. Shit! I punched an icon. Well, wasn’t that just dandy. A Tai-Kok battle cruiser hung over Centra like a malevolent spider. Its red hull bristled with weapons. As I watched, a squadron of marauders launched from the ship and spread out. “Houston, we have a problem.”

Soulet stepped over Hank’s body and examined the screen. “Today is a good day to die.”

“Say what?”

“That is the Donkal, the Tai-Kok high commander’s battle cruiser. It is equipped with the new Zenti tracking system. It will not take them long to find us. I will give my life—”

I abruptly cut her off. “No one is dying today. Got it? We run and we hide until Talree comes.”

“They will detect my ship.”

“We leave your ship here and rig it to blow. When the Tai-Kok show up, they get the surprise of their lives.”

Soulet gave a cackling laugh. “You think like an Askole.”

I rubbed my tattoo. “Tihar didn’t give me this because I’m pretty.”

Hank bolted upright. “What happened?”

I quickly gave him the 411. “Are you able to teleport now?”

My Coletti bodyguard vanished and reappeared a few feet away. “Yes.”

With one tap, I brought up the navigation computer. There were a slew of islands we could hide on. “Will our bio-jammers keep the Tai-Kok from tracking us, Soulet?”

“Unknown.” She pointed to an island several hundred miles to the west. “That one has enough iridium to completely block their scanners.”

“Can you teleport that far with a passenger, Hank?”

“If there’s a problem, I can island hop,” he answered.

The cramp from hell seized my uterus. I doubled over. “Shit, I’m gonna have this baby without Talree.”

I gasped as my mate’s immense psychic power flooded the fighter.

Hank staggered back a step. His stance changed, and a fierce light filled his eyes. Talree’s voice sounded from Hank’s mouth. “No, you will not have the baby alone.”

Soulet pulled her laser pistol and jumped in front of me. “Who are you, and what have you done to the male?”

“I am Talree, Warlord of the Coletti clans. Put your weapon down.”

Dear God, I wasn’t hallucinating. “Talree?”

“Yes, my beloved Teka.”

I threw my arms around him. “It’s about time you got here.”

Talree hugged me gently. “I told you I would come for you.”

“Hijacking Hank’s body wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

“There are two auras,” Soulet said incredulously and lowered her laser pistol.

“Talree’s one of a kind,” I replied.

“I am Coletti,” Talree pronounced proudly.

I patted his chest. “Yes, you are. Did you hijack Hank with or without his permission?”

He cocked an imperious eyebrow.

“I was afraid of that. Will your body snatching leave any permanent damage?”

“If I stay in his mind too long, yes.” Talree’s gaze scanned the command console.

“How long is too long?”

“Two hours.”

“Me come out,” Thor declared.

I heard a pop, and a huge amount of fluid gushed from between my legs. “Fuck.”

The love of my life grabbed the medical scanner off the pilot’s chair and pointed it at me. “You’re in labor.”

The granddaddy of all charley horses grabbed my guts. “Gee, ya think?”

Talree mucked about in my head, and the pain vanished.

I let out a sigh of utter relief. “You’re definitely a keeper, my love, but fair warning; with the next baby, I’m chaining you to my side.”

Talree kissed my forehead. “You have my word that the Queen Bitch will suffer for what she has done.”

That was what I liked about the Colettis. When they made a promise, they kept it. “Dying is too easy for her. I want you to fry her powers. I want her demoted from Queen Bitch to a lowly breeder. You know, like the poor souls she forces to lay eggs over and over and over again?”

An evil smile curved Talree’s mouth. “A fitting punishment.”

“You bet your ass it is.”

Thor let out an excited cry. “Daddy!”

Talree joined minds with Thor. “My son, even now your abilities grow. Be strong for your mother. Our enemies are tracking us, and she will need your help to survive.”

“Me protect Momma.”

Over my dead body. Kicking off my boots, I tried to wiggle out of my wet leggings and toppled over backward.

Talree caught me. “I’ve got you.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I really want to kiss you, but you’re seriously freaking me out with this body-snatching thing.”

My Warlord carefully placed me on a chair. “I do what is necessary to keep you and Thor safe.” He knelt and pulled off my leggings. “You are my life.”

“And you are mine.”

A warning flashed across the command console.

Soulet touched an icon. “The marauders are heading our way.”

“Then it’s a good thing we have a plan.” I quickly filled Talree in and pointed to the island.

Talree scooped me up. Poof. There was a fleeting moment of blackness, and we appeared in a small cavern. An eerie green glow came from a phosphorescent canopy of fungus. Translucent yellow leaves fluttered around the entrance. Other than a few soupy pools of water, the cave was empty.

My guy was awesome. Only the most powerful Warlords could pop into a place they had never been to before. A handy talent when it came to raiding your neighbors. I had tried to figure out how he did it, but the best I could come up with was that it was some kind of internal radar. “You’ve got to teach me that little trick.”

“I tried. Once. Never again.” Talree put me on a raised platform of white stone.

“But—”

Talree rudely cut me off. “If I hadn’t taken control of your mind, you would have materialized inside a wall.”

“With a little more practice, I know I could do it.”

“No. Stay put. I’ll be back.” He vanished.

I hated when he did the “me Warlord, you Jane” shit.

The desperate howling of the winds created a mournful melody. Oh yay. The typhoon seemed to be growing in strength.

“Me no like it here!” Haki wailed.

“Me either.”

“We leave now?”

“No, we can’t leave until the battle fleet gets here.”

Talree reappeared, loaded down with a survival kit, a med unit, and weapons. He handed me the laser pistol and placed the rifle within easy reach. Opening the survival kit, Talree pulled out an inflatable mattress and quickly inflated it. Once it was covered with a survival blanket, he sat me on it.

“I need to retrieve Soulet.” Talree teleported out.

“Wait! You forgot my boots.” With my crappy luck, I’d be running around this rocky island barefoot, trying to escape the Tai-Kok. I sagged back against the mattress. I so needed my powers back.

Ten minutes passed. Where were Talree and Soulet? I wanted some damned help delivering Thor. My muscles slowly twisted harder and harder until it became difficult to breathe. Shit! This was not good.

Thor kicked restlessly. “Where Daddy?”

“Good question.” Huffing and puffing, I managed to get off the mattress and staggered over to the entrance.

Hurricane-strength winds battered me as I stepped out of the cavern.

“Wind bad,” Haki said anxiously.

I tucked him under the neck of my tunic. “I won’t let anything hurt you, sweetie. Promise.”

To the east, sheets of flames set the thick purple clouds aglow. Fear skittered up my spine. That wasn’t lightning. It was laser-cannon fire. If the Tai-Kok hurt a hair on Talree’s head, I’d kill every one of those fuckers.

Thor’s little hand anxiously patted my uterus. “Monsters here?”

“Not yet.” But they were too damn close.

Haki peeked out of my shirt. “Monsters where?”

I stroked his head. “It’s okay. Uncle Talree will take care of them.” I hoped.

“Me coming out,” Thor stated.

A burning pressure suddenly built in my vagina. “Yes, you certainly are.”

Haki asked, “We play now?”

“No! Not quite yet.” Sucking in a deep, calming breath, I went back inside. Guess I was doing this alone.

Haki scampered up to my shoulder. “Why you walk funny?”

“’Cause I’ve got a giant bowling ball stuck between my legs.”

Zipping under my tunic, Haki asked, “Where ball?”

I rubbed my aching forehead. Could this day get any worse? Wait! I really didn’t want to know. The burning sensation grew stronger. Climbing back up on the air mattress, I grabbed the med unit and turned it on. Oh yay. My mucous plug was gone, and I had dilated to five centimeters.

When I was a teenager, Mom told me I had great hips for childbirth. Which was the last thing I wanted to hear. So I told her kids were not on my to-do list. The only thing I wanted back then was to become a cop.

Mom just rolled her eyes and said I should count my blessings that I had inherited Grandma Helen’s hips and not hers. She had been in labor with me for forty-three hours. My grandmother had popped out my father in four. I could only hope I would be so lucky.

“Man, do I miss being a cop. Life was so much simpler.”

Haki settled on my belly. “What cop?”

I frowned. Haki could understand me when I spoke English too?

“What cop?”

“A cop enforces the laws and arrests people who break them.”

“Warlords enforce laws too?”

I laughed. “No, Warlords break laws and take things that don’t belong to them.”

Haki squeaked in surprise. “You arrest Talree?”

“Uh, no. I wanted to, but he wasn’t in my jurisdiction.”

“What that mean?”

What was up with the twenty questions? “It means I only arrested people on Earth.”

“Earth?”

“My home world.”

Thor joined in. “How Daddy find you?”

“That’s a long story.”

“Tell us story,” Haki and Thor said in unison.

I rechecked the med scanner. I still had two centimeters to go, so what the hell? It would also help take my mind off the battle.




Chapter Four

“Once upon a time, on a world far, far away, there was a cop.”

“You, Momma?”

Telling bedtime stories was gonna be a bitch. “Yes, I was the cop. It was my duty to scan our solar system for the Tai-Kok and Rodan.”

“’Cause you Siren,” Haki exclaimed.

“That’s right, but instead of the Tai-Kok, I found Talree. Your father was so alone, so sad, and so very angry, I had to comfort him.”

“And Daddy grabbed you!” Thor yelled.

I winced. “Yes, he did. He latched on, and no matter how hard I tried to kick your father out of my head, he wouldn’t leave.”

Thor giggled. “You his mate.”

“He thought so, but I didn’t want anything to do with him.”

The always-curious Haki asked, “Why?”

“He was an alien. I was afraid he wanted to eat me like the Tai-Kok and Rodan.”

“Daddy no eat you.”

“No, but your father needed my blood.”

Haki struck again. “Why?”

“The Rodan had starved Talree, and he was really close to becoming a feral.”

“What feral?”

How did Tae deal with all the questions? “A Coletti warrior needs his mental link to his clan. If you take that away, keep him chained up and starved, he will become a monster like the Tai-Kok.”

“That mean.”

“Yes, Haki, it was very mean.”

“What Daddy do?”

“You father was very sneaky, and he tricked the Rodan into bringing me to their ship.”

“How, Momma?”

“He sent a big, bad, ratlike Rodan bounty hunter to catch me.”

Haki bounced on my head. “What monster say?”

I couldn’t help myself. “‘Fee-fi-fo-fum, I smell the blood of an Earth woman.’”

Thor chortled. “Silly Momma. No beanstalk here.”

“Liked that story, did ya?” I rubbed my tight stomach. It felt like it was going to pop.

An overexcited Haki asked, “You go ship?”

“I did.” My stomach roiled as memories of that day flooded my mind. The landing bay was crowded with people. Hundreds of people. Crying. Screaming. Begging not to die. The coppery smell of blood was overpowering. Gutted corpses hung from the ceiling. It was a slaughterhouse.

“Daddy there?”

Locking those terrible images away, I nodded. “Yes, he was, but the first time I saw your father, I thought he was a big, scary vampire.”

Haki giggled. “He got fangs.”

“And glowing red eyes. Talree wanted me for his mate. I said no. He said I was his princess, and he had waited a very long time for me.”

“Daddy Prince Charming?”

“Yes, he was. I accepted his claim because I wanted to make the Rodan pay for what they had done to my people.” And I thought I could ditch him later. Destiny, the fickle bitch, had laughed her ass off. I soon learned there was no escape or do over.




Chapter Five

Holy cow! Some evil gremlins had suddenly grabbed my abdomen and were squeezing with all their might. One quick look at the med scanner, and I knew I had entered the deepest circle of hell. Childbirth.

Detja had given birth to Talree in the middle of a vicious battle with the Alliance, and so she had insisted I learn how to deliver Thor. Who knew history would repeat itself?

I scooted down to the end of the air mattress and positioned myself over a shallow basin of eroded stone. My makeshift birthing bed. Color me happy.

Water dripped on my head. I glanced up. Fuck. The cavern’s roof had sprung a leak. The Queen Bitch was so paying for this.

“Too tight,” Thor complained.

Tell me about it. Thor was pressing painfully on my nether regions in his urgent bid to be born. My hoo-ha was never going to be the same. The need to push became overwhelming. Wrapping my hands around my knees, I pushed. And pushed. And pushed.

Twenty minutes of sweaty grunting, and finally I could see the top of Thor’s head on the med scanner view screen. About fucking time.

Haki started up with the questions again, “What that?”

“That’s Thor.”

“Why his fur funny?”

“’Cause he’s Coletti, not an eight-legged Tabor.”

Thor literally popped out. Catching him, I tilted his head to side, letting the fluids drain out, and rubbed his back.

My baby’s lusty cry was the most beautiful sound in the world.

“Why he make that noise? He hurt?” Haki practically vibrated with worry.

“No, he’s perfect.” Tears of joy streamed down my cheeks as I counted Thor’s little fingers and toes. Cradling my son, I sagged back against the air mattress, stunned at the emotions rolling over me. Euphoria, relief, and an intense love. I wished Mom and Dad could have been here. I wanted so much to see the smiles on my parents’ faces as they held Thor in their arms for the first time. God, I missed them.

A metallic voice sounded from the med scanner. “Clamp the umbilical cord in two places and cut it.”

Crap! Jerking upright, I rummaged through the kit until I found the clamps and surgical knife.

“Clamp the umbilical cord in two places and cut it.”

“Yeah, yeah, give me a sec.” I did as instructed.

The computerized med tech continued. “Run scanner over the infant.”

Picking up the scanner, I moved it over Thor, watching the readout carefully.

Thor gurgled adorably.

“Infant is healthy. He will need blood in two hours.”

“Okay.” I kissed Thor’s cheek. “I love you so much. Yes, I do.”

The metallic voice advised, “You are slightly dehydrated. Please consume twenty ounces of fluid.”

“Will do.”

Grabbing the survival kit, I emptied it—a bunch of survival bars that tasted like poop, three bottles of water, another insulated blanket, an emergency com-link, and a flashlight. I unfastened the side pocket and found it contained the Colettis’ version of wet wipes. My Warlord was definitely a keeper.

Tearing open the package, I took out a wipe and carefully cleaned the muck off my beautiful baby boy. He was the spitting image of his daddy. Thick black hair, golden eyes, and yeow!

Baby fangs. Nursing was going to be a bitch. “You hungry already, sweetie?”

“Get strong. Protect you.”

Yup, he was definitely his father’s son. “Until you’re older, it’s my job to protect you.”

“Me hungry too,” Haki whined.

As if on cue, a critter with a zillion legs scurried up the wall.

I pointed at it. “Can you eat that?”

Haki scampered after it.

“Guess that’s a yes.” Since my tunic was trashed, I needed something to wear. I unfastened the other side pocket on the survival kit and grinned. My wonderful Warlord had included a battle suit and diapers for Thor.

I quickly put a diaper on Thor and changed into the battle suit. Ouch! Until my super healing kicked in, walking was going to be so much fun. My hoo-ha hadn’t hurt like this since Talree took my virginity.

A snort broke from me when I remembered my first time. I was so pissed off at the big lug for refusing to return me to Earth. I had rescued his ungrateful ass. Okay, we sort of rescued each other, but that didn’t mean I was going to spread my legs for him. I wasn’t that kind of girl. I mean, c’mon, I had never been with a man before, and Talree was one step away from becoming a feral beast with really sharp teeth.

I let the events of that day flow into my mind.

There I was, stuck on an itty-bitty spaceship with no place to run and a huge alien intent on doing me. Not to mention the whole psychic-sex thing. Talk about a learning curve. What was the first thing Talree said? “Take off your clothes.”

Yep, the soul of a romantic. I knew he was barely hanging on to his sanity, but I wanted to get to know him better before we did the nasty. I thought if I could get him to listen to reason, maybe he wouldn’t jump me.

I took a deep breath and gave him my spiel. “Why pick me? There have to be hundreds of females on your worlds pleading for the chance to be your mate.”

Something carnal flared to life in his amber gaze. “I desire only you.”

Well, shit. “Here’s the thing. I don’t desire you. I know it’s a big disappointment, but you’ll get over it.” I jumped as invisible psychic fangs nipped my throat. “Don’t touch me.”

“I will touch you when and where I wish.”

“Like hell.” My body clenched as phantom hands shaped, kneaded, and claimed my breasts with a sensuous urgency.

“Come to me,” Talree commanded in my head.

I took an involuntary step forward as a surge of blistering need hit me. No! This had to be some kind of mental voodoo. There was no way I suddenly craved his touch. Talree had been in my head for weeks, and I had never wanted to lick him all over. Until now. Crap, it had to be the blood exchange he had forced on me when I was tossed into his cell on the Rodan ship. That was when the horrible truth hit me.

If he took me, I would be his forever. “Listen, you’ve made a really big mistake. Being locked up for so long has messed with your head. You’re not my mate.”

Talree’s tone was adamant. “I am your mate.”

“Jeezus. Just because you believe it, doesn’t make it true.” I hissed as mental fingers slid down my stomach and glided between my legs. My pussy clenched as his fingers penetrated me. “Stop it! We’re not even the same species. Our parts won’t fit.”

“They will fit.” He moved toward me, a predator stalking his prey. “Take off your clothes.”

This guy had a one-track mind. “No.”

An implacable resolve filled Talree’s eyes. “You accepted my claim. Does your word mean nothing?”

He had a point but… “I would have said just about anything to keep you from eating me.”

“I will bind you to me.”

“You can try, fang boy.” Those damned ghostly fingers moved deeper inside me, inflaming every nerve ending until my body shook with raw want and all logic fled.

A hot tongue licked my clit. I clenched my fists as lightning arced through me. Another lick, and my knees buckled. Helpless with desire, I hit the floor and rode out a crest of ecstasy so intense, I thought I would die. “God. I’m totally screwed.”

“You will be.” Talree tilted my head up, and his lips covered mine with a passionate desperation. Whoa! Who knew kissing was universal?

Talree’s tongue invaded, tasted, possessed. He began thrusting into my mouth, the rhythm matching the movement deep inside me. I was dimly aware of him unbuttoning my shirt. A part of me was screaming in protest. Another part of me welcomed his invasion, embraced it.

My dead mother’s admonishing voice suddenly sounded in my head. Kaylee, a lady doesn’t allow a guy to fuck her on the first date. Shit! What was I doing? I fought off Talree’s sensual web and jabbed my thumb into the hollow in his neck.

Talree gagged nicely, grabbed his throat, and struggled to breathe.

Hot dang. It had worked. I scrambled to my feet and ran toward the weapons locker. Gun. I needed a really big gun.

With a furious croak, Talree lunged after me and grabbed my left arm. I twisted, used his forward momentum against him, and hurled him over my shoulder.

Bam! He slammed into a wall.

Before I could do a happy dance, Talree was on his feet. A mocking laugh filled my mind. “Nice move, little one, but you cannot defeat me.”

“Wanna bet?”

He vanished.

Oh crap! I dived for the weapons locker. A massive arm wrapped around my waist, lifting me off the floor. “That’s cheating. At least give me a fighting chance.”

“No.”

I fought like a crazy person as he shucked off my boots and pants. “Let go of me. Taking a woman against her will is called rape.”

“I take what is mine.” Twisting me around, Talree’s nimble fingers made short work of my shirt and bra. His hands roved over me with a wild hunger.

“Can’t we talk about this?” His sharp teeth scored my nipples, and I fought to squelch a whimper as he created an exquisite torment almost too much to bear.

In a low, guttural voice, Talree said, “Talk later.”

The fog of arousal intensified. Later? “But—”

Talree dropped his shields, and I felt his beast. Its horrific rage beat at me. It was so hungry. Its need to kill was overwhelming. There would be no mercy. The beast would eat anything in its path. Including me.

“You are my anchor. Deny me, and I become an unstoppable monster.”

A cold fear lodged in my stomach. Talree was very close to breaking. The beast had to be defeated now, or it would travel back to Earth and do what the Tai-Kok hadn’t yet accomplished. Kill every living soul. I couldn’t let that happen. I was a Siren, and it was my job to protect Earth no matter what the cost. Talree was already embedded in my head, and I wasn’t sure I could live without him. Talk about a rock and a hard place.

I took a deep breath and sealed my fate. “I accept your claim.”

A triumphant roar echoed around the cabin. Talree pushed me to the floor and ravished my mouth with hot kisses.

My brain turned to mush, and my body caught fire. I couldn’t get enough of the way he felt. His muscles rippled and bunched beneath my touch. The brush of his lips was dangerously erotic as he branded every inch of my skin.

“I will kill anyone who tries to take you from me,” Talree rumbled in my head.

Yikes. “Easy, big guy. I’m not going anywhere.” Hopefully, it was the beast talking. Time to get the show on the road before it broke loose. Since my only sexual experience was some heavy petting in the backseat of a car, I went with what I had read in romance novels.

I trailed my fingers down his stomach and felt a slit in his abdomen. Well, that was kind of freaky. I twisted around for a better look, and my eyes bugged when I saw his man-part slide out. That gargantuan monster was never going to fit, and holy hell! “Ah, excuse me, but are those tentacles?”

“Yes.”

I won’t freak out. I won’t freak out. Running suddenly seemed like a really good idea, if I weren’t pinned down by three hundred pounds of pure muscle. “You, um, come equipped with your own sex toy?”

Talree released my nipple with a wet pop. “Toy?”

Oh, hell. I had forgotten the cardinal rule my brothers had drilled into my head. Never, ever make fun of a guy’s penis. “I’m just a bit overwhelmed at the size of your…um, equipment and surprised at the…ah, differences between a human male’s penis and yours.”

The tentacles waved merrily at me.

I politely waved back.

Talree tilted my head up, and his dangerously predatory eyes locked on mine. “Why were you looking at another male’s penis?”

“What? A girl can’t be curious?”

“Your brothers allowed this?”

“Not exactly.”

“The males in your life have not properly trained you,” Talree grumbled.

“Trained? I’m not a fucking dog. I make my own decisions.” I poked him in the chest with my finger. “Got it?”

“You will obey me in all things.” Talree tightened his grip on my chin. “Got it?”

One look at his glowing red eyes, and I knew the beast was gaining control. I petted his chest. “Okay, sure, not a problem. We good now?”

An evil smile touched Talree’s mouth. “My sex toy is eager to taste you.”

“It wants to eat me?” I squeaked when the inch-long, copper-colored tentacles undulated against my clit. Each sinuous flick created a firestorm of pleasure. “Wowzers.”

“Like how that feels?”

My body quivered as they slid against my sex. “Yep. Yep. Right there. Oh my God! Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

Talree pushed my knees apart. “The bond we forge is unbreakable.”

“You mean…till death do us part kinda thing?”

“Yes.” He thrust inside me.

My breath caught at the alien invasion. Okay, that hurt. A lot.

Talree’s mind ruthlessly seized control of me, branding me, claiming me body and soul. The pain was replaced by the exquisite pleasure of his touch. His hard, muscled frame felt like home. His body had been made for mine. We belonged together. Forever.

I squirmed as the tentacles flexed, electrifying my womb. My eyes rolled back in my head. God, that felt so good. Was it possible to die from sex? I think I wanted to find out.

Talree’s incredibly long dick moved aggressively inside me, filling me, stretching me. His mouth was hot and dominant as he drove me mad with pleasure. The world shattered and spun away.

A scant second later, Talree came deep inside me with a shout of pure triumph. “My mate!”

Spasm after spasm shook me as I fought to get my breath back and my swirling senses under control. “Please tell me the beast has been defeated.”

He nibbled on my neck. “I have it under control.”

A thunderous explosion shook the cavern, shocking me back to the present. I curled protectively around Thor as bits of rocks rained down on us. Shit! Had the Tai-Kok had found us?

Haki scurried up my leg. “Big boom.”

“It’s okay. I won’t let the monsters hurt you.” I slid my laser pistol into its holster. Sending up a silent prayer, I opened my Siren senses. I still couldn’t link with Talree, but to my utter relief, I could sense the Tai-Kok. Two of them. I gingerly probed their minds. They had crash-landed and were working on repairing their ship. Nice of them to provide us a way off the island.

Thor, my budding predator, asked, “We kill?”

“I kill.”

Thor’s face grew red, and he waved his fists. “Me protect Momma.”

Detja had warned me this would happen. Protecting their womenfolk was hardwired into a Warlord’s DNA. “I have a very important job for you. You need to watch my back and make sure none of those nasty Tai-Kok sneak up on me. Okay?”

“’Kay.”

I quickly turned the survival kit into a makeshift baby carrier, tucked Thor inside, and strapped it on. “Haki, I need you to contact your mom and have her tell Talree the Tai-Kok crashed on our island.”

“Me tell.”




Chapter Six

Wild winds whipped around me as I climbed up the narrow ledge, cursing silently at the rocks cutting into my bare feet. If the Tai-Kok got their ship repaired before I made it to the top of the island, I was going to be pissed.

I slipped on a loose stone. “Whoa!” Arms spinning wildly, I desperately tried to regain my balance and began skidding dangerously close to edge of the eight-hundred-foot drop-off.

“Momma! No fall!” Thor yelled, tugging on my braid.

At the last instant, I managed to grab an exposed root and stop my slide to certain death. My horrified gaze followed the laser rifle as it rolled over the edge and fell into the swirling black water below. Crap. I so needed my powers back.

Haki announced abruptly, “Momma says Talree knows about Tai-Kok.”

“That’s it? Did she say when they were coming for us?”

“No.”

“Wonderful. No ‘How’s the baby? Are you all right?’”

“Me no tell Momma Thor hatched.”

“Could ya?”

“’Kay.” Haki broke our mental link.

Easing my body around a large boulder, I let out a relieved breath. “Yippee-ki-yay. We made it.”

Thor giggled in my head. “You funny.”

I took a step and grimaced at the pain in my crotch. I felt like a bowlegged cowboy who had ridden one too many bulls.

A high-pitched, bloodcurdling cry jerked my head up.

“Fan-fucking-tastic!” A friggin’ purple gargoyle with a twenty-five foot wingspan swooped toward us.

“Birdie hungry,” Thor warned.

Pride swelled within me. My baby could sense it. “Watch what I do.” I reached out and seized the gargoyle’s mind. “No eat!” I put the image of the Tai-Kok in its head. “Eat that.”

The gargoyle shrieked, shook its head, circled around, and came at us again.

Dang. My critter control was definitely on the fritz. I drew my laser pistol and watched as the gargoyle got closer and closer.

Thor queried anxiously, “Momma shoot now?”

“Not yet. It’s still out of range. C’mon, you ugly-ass buzzard. Come and get us.”

The gargoyle’s huge wings flared out, and its talons stretched toward me.

I fired.

A sizzling red bolt sliced through the creature’s chest. It tumbled backward, hit the edge of the cliff, and plummeted down, down, down.

A satisfied smile curved my mouth when its huge body slammed into the ocean with a loud splat. I holstered my gun. “Critter control comes in real handy when it works, Thor. Dogs, cats, snakes, bugs—you name it, I can call them, wind them up, and sic them on the enemy.”

Thor asked, “When me do?”

“In a couple of years.”

“Want do now.”

“It take lots of practice, and you’re not strong enough yet to manipulate other beings’ minds.”

“Get stronger.”

“Yes, you will. Just like your daddy.”

The wind suddenly died down.

Unease trickled down my spine. We were being hunted, but by what? The Tai-Kok or something else?

I stopped and carefully surveyed the area. Silver grass rippled in the breeze like a shimmering cloth of silk. At the edge of the plateau, shattered pillars of stone covered the mangled remains of the Tai-Kok’s black, bullet-shaped marauder. Damn, getting that to fly again would require a miracle.

But where were the monsters? Under my breath, I called, “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

Thor tugged on my mind. “Monster dead, Momma.”

I turned.

The bloody carcass of a Tai-Kok was draped over a small boulder. Its heart had been ripped out.

What had killed it? The gargoyle or something else?

A large shadow passed over me.

I looked up, and the breath froze in my lungs.

The granddaddy of all gargoyles circled overhead. Its chilling cry seemed to go on forever.

I darted under an overhang of rock.

“He mad.”

“He certainly is.”

Haki burst excitedly into my mind. “Help comes.”

“About time.” The ground shook beneath my feet. Fuck. Grandpa Gargoyle had landed.

The gargoyle threw his head back and let out an ear-shattering screech.

Just my luck. I had killed his mate.

Thor wiggled in his carrier and projected a mental picture of a Tai-Kok climbing up the ledge behind us. “Tai-Kok, Momma.”

“Yep.” And the sneaky bastard was about to save our asses. I picked up a rock and hurled it.

Smack! It hit the Tai-Kok dead center in the forehead as he climbed onto the plateau. He squawked angrily.

Grandpa’s head swiveled around.

A horrified honk broke from the Tai-Kok as the gargoyle pounced.

Chomp! Grandpa ate him whole.

Whoa! For such a big critter, the gargoyle moved incredibly fast. I’d never be able to outrun him. Summoning every ounce of energy I had, I tried to teleport. Nothing happened. I tried again. Zip. Nada.

The gargoyle shrieked and dug at a leg bone jammed between his front teeth.

Aw. The poor thing couldn’t close his mouth.

Haki gave a yelp as Zarek’s terrifying power cascaded through him and crashed into my mind.

The world spun dizzily for a moment. Shit! Shit! Shit! I hated having the big scary in my head.

“Daughter, you continue to amaze me at the trouble you get yourself into,” the Overlord stated grimly as he made himself at home in my brain.

“It wasn’t my fault.” God, what was I, twelve?

“It never is.”

Thor cried in delight, “Papa come to take us home?”

Papa? How did he know that was the name I used to call my grandfather? I had never told Thor about him.

“Soon.” Zarek examined every inch of my son. “Thor is the mirror image of his father at this age.”

His obvious pride and joy in his grandson was expected, but the bastard was already plotting Thor’s training. Come hell or high water, my kid was going to have a normal childhood. “Thor’s not going into warrior training until he’s six.”

The Overlord had the gall to laugh. “The choice is not yours to make.”

“I’m his mother,” I growled.

Zarek pointed out coldly, “He is Talree’s heir and one day will become Overlord. Many will want him dead. Do you wish Thor to be unprepared?”

“No, sir, but he’s just a baby.”

“A very powerful baby who must learn to control his abilities.”

“Me want learn,” Thor exclaimed.

Of course he did. Time to change the subject. “Are Hank and Soulet safe?”

“They will join you shortly,” Zarek answered.

Snap!

My Siren Spidey sense shouted a warning.

The gargoyle loped toward us.

Shit! Grandpa had dislodged the leg bone.

“You’ve angered the Demic.”

I rolled my eyes. Duh. “Ya think?”

A sharp pain zapped me in the butt, and Zarek growled, “Lose the attitude.”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. It’s been a tough day.” Which was about to get a whole lot worse. Grandpa Gargoyle’s glowing green eyes were locked on me. “Could you please teleport us back to the cavern? I’m pretty sure me and the kid are on the gargoyle’s dinner menu.”

Zarek deadpanned, “Ya think?”

The gargoyle’s gigantic mouth opened, displaying rows of needle-sharp teeth.

I aimed my laser pistol at Grandpa Gargoyle. “Save my son, dammit.”

Projecting an aura of sheer menace, Zarek queried, “Are you telling me what to do?”

“Yes,” I shot back testily.

Poof. We were standing in the cave. I heaved a sigh of relief. My knees threatening to buckle, I wobbled over to the rocky platform and muttered, “Sadistic prick.”

The Overlord inquired pleasantly, “What did you call me, daughter?”

Fuck. “I called you a sadistic prick, sir.” I squeezed my eyes shut and waited to die.

“An apt description,” Zarek said mildly.

Huh? I opened my eyes. Why wasn’t I dead?

“I’ve become quite fond of you,” Zarek answered.

Fond? I could live with that. “I, uh, care for you too.”

Zarek laughed uproariously.

Aw, c’mon. My big fat lie wasn’t that funny. I tried again. “You have my utmost respect. Sir.”

My father-in-law chuckled. “At last, the truth.”

Whatever. I removed the backpack and pulled Thor out. “You okay, little guy?”

“Fun. Do again?”

“Maybe later.” Gathering my courage, I asked Zarek politely, “Any chance you can cleanse the Drakash from me? I hate being helpless.”

“You have never been helpless.”

Was that a compliment? Who knew? I shivered at the fluttering sensations in my head. Zarek was working his magic.

“You are once again a threat to the galaxy.”

Hank and Soulet suddenly fell into the cavern and hit the ground with a loud thud. Arms and legs entangled, they lay there for a long moment, breathing hard.

I eyed the blood and shredded bits of flesh covering them. They looked like refugees from one of those slasher movies. Soulet must have done her Tasmanian Devil routine. “You guys okay?”

“Do I look okay? I’m stuck with this lunatic who doesn’t have the sense God gave a goose,” Hank snapped and shoved Soulet off him.

Soulet erupted to her feet. “You are a coward.”

Hank got in her face. “And you’re fucking nuts.”

“Ah, guys, we’re on the same side. Remember?”

Waving an enormous claw in my face, Soulet spat, “This son of a Vera worm has no battle skills.”

“My battle skills are the only reason you’re still breathing, kitten,” Hank snarled.

Kitten?

“I did not need your help. I am Askole. We do not run from a fight.”

Hank threw up his hands in disgust. “See? Not one lick of common sense. We were outnumbered fifty-to-one, and instead of retreating, she attacks.”

“Askoles do have hyperspeed,” I pointed out.

Soulet hissed at Hank. “The Tai-Kok are dead, are they not?”

“Only because of my expert sniper skills.” Hank brushed a mangled Tai-Kok finger off his shoulder.

“Hiding in the rocks and shooting the enemy is not the act of a warrior.”

“It is where I come from, kitten,” Hank retorted.

My gaze bounced from Hank to Soulet. Her tentacles were turning an odd red color. What was up with that?

“Lust,” Zarek supplied.

“Get out of here. There’s no way.”

A touch of amusement in his voice, Zarek added, “It seems Soulet’s breeding cycle has started.”

Holy moly. An Askole female lost in a mating frenzy could seriously damage her partner. “Should I stun her?”

“No. She’s already marked him.” Zarek tugged on my mind. “You need to step back.”

“Why?”

“In case she goes into hyperspeed.”

“They can have sex while whirling around like an angry tornado?”

“Yes, but in some cases, it doesn’t end well,” Zarek answered.

Ugh. I could only imagine.

Soulet’s tentacles abruptly wrapped around Hank’s skull.

With a low moan, Hank thrust a hand between Soulet’s legs and fondled her through the battle suit.

“Oh my God. He’s…he’s totally into it. Is it even possible?”

Zarek answered, “Hank is now Coletti and a suitable partner.”

“You sneaky bastard. You planned this.”

“The Queen Mother’s actions created this situation, not mine, but the High Commander’s daughter would make a suitable addition to our family.”

Hank’s penis snaked out of his unsealed battle suit.

“Aw, shit. Hank, put it away. You don’t want to do this.”

Haki and Thor queried in unison, “What they doing?”

“They’re, uh, playing.”

Haki squealed. “Want play too.”

“Absolutely not! This play isn’t for babies, only adults.”

“Momma plays with Daddy like that?”

“Maybe. Sometimes. I’ll explain later.” Like when you’re twenty.

Soulet peeled off her battle suit.

Yikes. I turned my back. “Time for a nap, kids.”

“Wanna watch,” Haki whined.

“Children, you will sleep now,” Zarek commanded.

And just like that, the kids were in slumberland. Neat trick.

Soulet roared.

I glanced over my shoulder.

Gripping Soulet’s ass, Hank pounded into her and sucked greedily at her right breast. The Askole’s tentacles wildly caressed his face and neck.

God, it was like watching a really hot porn movie. I wanted to turn away, but Zarek wouldn’t let me.

A throaty mewl escaped from Soulet as her body shivered and shook. She spun violently. When the spinning stopped, Hank had his cock rammed up Soulet’s butt while he finger fucked her weeping pussy.

Good God Almighty, I was getting turned on. “Aren’t we kinda violating their privacy, sir?”

Zarek shot back, “Do you wish Hank to die?”

“No.”

“Then we watch,” the Overlord growled.

Soulet went into hyperspeed again. I caught fleeting glimpses of Hank’s bare ass, his tentacles disappearing down Soulet’s throat, and his face buried in her crotch.

“I’m surprised as hell he can still get it up.”

“He is Coletti,” Zarek huffed.

“Right. What was I thinking?”

Soulet came to an abrupt stop on top of Hank, riding him as his hips pistoned madly, their bodies meeting in the sweaty slap of skin against skin.

Suckers sprouted at the end of Soulet’s tentacles.

My eyes widened. “What are those?”

“They’re used to create a mate bond.” Was there a note of concern in Zarek’s voice?

The suckers attached to Hank’s forehead.

I gasped. “She’s claiming him?”

“It would seem so.”

“Will her Askole DNA override the Coletti?”

Every inch the Overlord of the Coletti clans, Zarek stated, “That I will not allow.”

“He is newly made,” I countered.

“Hank is blood of my blood. I have the ability to influence or correct any change to his DNA.”

“Will the High Commander be okay with them mating?”

“No, he has promised Soulet to Kall.”

A memory of an elderly Askole with dozens of medals adorning his uniform flashed across my mind. “He’s a diplomat, right?”

“A very good one. He settled the dispute between Sariel and myself.”

“Isn’t he kind of old for Soulet?”

“Yes, but he’s wanted her since she was a child.”

Creepy old pervert. “Soulet actually agreed to mate with him?”

“She had no choice. A mating agreement was signed.”

Hank groaned, a deep, shattered sound, and shuddered in release.

Soulet threw her head back and howled. “Mine.”

“That agreement isn’t worth the paper it’s written on now.”

“A valid point,” Zarek drawled grimly.

“Mine!” Soulet cried again and collapsed on Hank.

Thank God they were finally done. “How upset will Kall be?”

“He will demand Soulet’s death.”

Outrage shot through me. “He can do that?”

“It’s within his rights, but she’s mine now. I will not allow Kall to harm her,” Zarek responded.

“You know, sometimes I really like you.”

“I’m speechless at the honor,” Zarek said drily.

Hank rudely dumped Soulet on the ground. “What the hell just happened?”

“We are mated,” Soulet exclaimed in obvious satisfaction.

“The hell we are.”

I handed Hank his battle suit. “I’m afraid it’s true.”

Hank squawked, “What? I didn’t agree to it.”

“Welcome to my world,” I said sarcastically.

Baring her teeth in a snarl, Soulet growled, “Being my mate is a great honor.”

“One I didn’t want or ask for,” Hank retorted.

Zarek interrupted, his voice soft and menacing, “Enough! Have you forgotten your mission? Keeping Kaylee and her son safe?”

Hank paled and dropped to one knee. “My apologies, my lord.”

Soulet flinched and scrambled into her battle suit.

“Kaylee gave birth alone and unguarded,” Zarek said, his tone lethal.

“But, the Tai-Kok attacked us,” Soulet protested.

“A fight you could have simply avoided by teleporting away,” Zarek answered coldly.

Hank shot Soulet an “I told you so” look.

“Everything turned out okay, sir,” I inserted quickly.

With a steely authority, the Overlord snapped, “Did I ask for your input?”

“No, sir.” I gulped.

Zarek turned his attention back to my bodyguards. “I’m needed back at the battle zone. If you let anything happen to Kaylee or my grandson, you will not like the consequences. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, my lord,” Soulet and Hank said in unison.

“Good.”

I let out a breath of relief when Zarek vanished from my mind. “He’s gone. You’re safe.”

Hank snorted. “Safe? Hardly.” He grabbed his laser rifle. “I’m going on patrol.”

Soulet scowled crossly. “We need to talk.”

“No. We don’t.” Buck naked, he started for the entrance.

I held up his battle suit. “Uh, Hank, you might need this.”

He turned, sighed, and marched back to me. “Thanks.”

Flashing him a mental picture of Grandpa Gargoyle, I added, “Be careful. He’s very fast and a tad bit pissed off.”

“Good. I need something to kill.” He vanished.

Soulet calmed herself with a visible effort and blurted out, “Are all Coletti penises like his?”

“Say what?”

“Are all Coletti penises like his?”

Oh my God, she did want to discuss Hank’s man-parts. “Pretty much.”

“They are small but surprisingly effective.”

Huh? I guess since her brother, Tihar, was hung like a bull elephant, that was what she was used to seeing. “Whatever you do, never ever tell Hank he’s too small.”

Soulet’s shoulders sagged. “Hank is very angry with me.”

“You did spring the whole ‘you’re my mate’ thing on him. Coletti warriors don’t like surprises.”

“He will adjust to being Askole.”

Oh, crap. “Have you thought that it might be the other way around? The Coletti DNA would overcome the Askole DNA, and presto pop. You’re Coletti, like me.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “I would become puny?”

A laugh broke from me. “No. You will never be pint-size, but look on the bright side. You’d be able to teleport. Plus, that old creep, Kall, will never be able to lay a finger on you.”

Soulet shuddered. “His touch made me want to slit my own throat.”

I caught fleeting memories of sagging gray skin and oozing open sores on his private parts. Ugh. Kall was downright puke worthy. I’d slit my own throat before I let him touch me too. “You planned this, didn’t you?”

Her tentacles danced madly around her head. “When I transported you onto my ship, I knew instantly Hank was my mate. I could not let him go.”

I nodded. “If he is the other half of your soul, then it was meant to be. Now all you have to do is convince Hank.”

“A difficult task.”

“But not an impossible one.”

“Kall will demand my death.”

“Don’t worry about him. You’re under the Overlord’s protection now.”

Soulet’s eyes lit up with an unholy glow. “I wish I could see my father’s and Kall’s faces when they find out.”

“Me too.”




Chapter Seven

I put Thor on my shoulder and patted his back. He burped loudly. “That was a good one, little man.”

“Love Momma.” He snuggled into my neck and closed his eyes.

“Love you too.” I pressed a kiss on his head.

Haki was suddenly perched on my nose. “Love me?”

“Yes, very much. Now, get off my face.”

“’Kay.” He crawled down and cuddled with Thor.

Soulet gestured to Haki. “It’s hard to believe such small creatures are deadly warriors.”

“Haki is just a baby.” I stroked his silky fur. “The adults are as big as one of your dinner platters. They’re the best SWAT team in the galaxy. It took them less than five minutes to capture a Tai-Kok ship.”

“Impressive. How did this alliance come about?”

“Well, it’s a quite story.”

“One that I’m eager to hear.” Soulet settled back against the rock wall.

“Okay. You know Talree and I were captured by the Rodan?”

“Yes, and you escaped.”

“We did, but our fighter was damaged, and we crash-landed on Jabal, the armpit of the galaxy.”

“It is said the insects can penetrate even our armor.”

“They’re utterly merciless. A biting, stinging horde intent on draining you dry.” I rubbed my arms at the sudden itching sensation. “But that wasn’t the worst of it. The heat and humidity smothered me, making it difficult to breathe.”

“You hadn’t converted yet?”

“No. I was still very human.” I opened my mind and allowed Soulet to see and feel what I had. “Welcome to hell.”

Thick clouds hung over the swamp. Rackety croaks and echoes of alien birdsong filled the air. The stench of rotting vegetation was nauseating. Glimmering white trunks of sausage-like trees poked out of the gray water.

Soulet cut in. “A most unpleasant planet.”

“It was purgatory. Here we were, stuck in the middle of nowhere without a boat or any other mode of transportation. The Rodan had doused Talree with Drakash, and he could only teleport two clicks at a time.”

“How far was it to the nearest spaceport?”

“A little over two hundred clicks.”

Soulet shook her head in disbelief. “It’s a miracle you survived.”

“‘Defeat’ isn’t in Talree’s vocabulary.”

“Where did you meet the Tabors?”

“It’s easier if I show you. Is it okay if I do my version of a mind meld with you?”

There was a brief hesitation before Soulet answered, “Yes.”

I linked minds with Soulet and focused on my memories of the swamp. Images flashed through my head. There. Our story started here…

Talree teleported us. Poof. We were knee-deep in sluggish gray water. Well, I was, anyway. The big guy not so much. What was up with the weird clumps of splotchy red slime clotting the surface? Larvae? Or something else?

The stench of death was overwhelming. “Ugh, what stinks?”

“Impossible to know.”

My gaze caught on the carcass of a dead whatever protruding from the muck. “Shit! Look at the size of that thing.”

Talree carefully surveyed the area. “Jaykals are hard to kill.”

My Siren senses had been on overload since we crashed. Every living creature in the quagmire wanted to eat us. “You think whatever did that is coming back?”

A horrible hissing rattle sounded from a nearby pile of rotting trees.

My radar shrieked a warning. “Get us out of here. Now!”

I caught a fleeting glimpse of a monstrous, toothy face a second before we teleported.

Right into a lake of stagnant green ooze. The nasty stuff clung to my jeans and leaked into my combat boots. Sweat stung my eyes and rolled down my face.

The heat and humidity didn’t seem to affect Talree. The lucky bastard. All I wanted was a cold beer and some serious time in a freezer.

Poof. Off we went again and again and again. Daylight and blackness flared like a malfunctioning strobe light. Slightly dizzy from being teleported a zillion times, I hung on to Talree for dear life.

“It gets better with time,” Talree reassured me.

“Remember that when I puke on your boots.” I looked around. We had landed on a small island of stone. “Yay. No slime.”

Talree frowned. “It’s too quiet.”

I chewed on my lower lip. The eerie silence was unnerving. What had happened to all the critters? And what the hell was hanging from the trees? It almost looked like strands of white silk. “Something nasty lives here.”

Talree raised his laser rifle. “I agree.”

My skin itched. The sensation of being watched was getting stronger, and whatever it was, it wasn’t friendly.

I took a closer look at the trees. Oh, hell no. That couldn’t be webbing, could it? I stepped closer, and a sticky substance caught at my face. I jerked away, and an exotic mortuary of the dead fell on me.

I freaked.

Talree watched in astonishment as I screamed blue bloody murder and fought to get the carcasses off me. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Get ’em off. Get ’em off.”

My pushy mate surged into my mind, stopped my frantic attempt to brush the remains off me. “Enough! They can’t hurt you.”

I glared at Talree. He had missed the point entirely. “Maybe, but it’s a fucking web. How big do you think the fucking spiders are?”

Right on cue, down came a spider. It was the spittin’ image of a black widow on steroids.

With a shriek that would have done a banshee proud, I pulled my laser pistol and fried it.

Its relatives descended from the trees, intent on turning us into dinner.

“Die, you bastards. Die. Die. Die. Die. Die.” I was dimly aware of Talree at my back, effortlessly killing the horde of spiders swarming toward us.

Talree commanded, “Kaylee. You can stop. All the Kotsors are dead.”

They were? I blinked in amazement and scanned the area. Whew! No more humongous, eight-legged freaks. I let out a shaky breath and rubbed at my twitching skin. God, it still felt like I had critters on me.

Talree grabbed my arms and shook me. “Predators are drawn to cries of distress. You cannot lose control again. It’ll get both of us killed.”

He was 100 percent right. I wearily wiped the sweat out of my eyes. “You need to understand how much I hate spiders. Why I hate them.”

“It makes no sense. You pursue the Rodan and Tai-Kok without fear.”

I shrugged. “The Rodan and Tai-Kok don’t have eight legs.”

A muscle ticking in his jaw, Talree instructed, “Tell me what happened.”

“Well, about a year ago, I killed a few Tai-Kok without backup. That didn’t make my brother Caleb very happy.”

Talree bared his fangs in a snarl. “You attacked six of them. Alone?”

Was he snooping around in my head? “Ah, yeah. I did. Now, can I continue with my story, or do you want to yell?”

“Continue.”

“Anyhoo, as punishment, Caleb gave me the warrant detail. That’s where I get to pick up idiots who have failed to pay their tickets. Which is the pits, because the bad guys always rabbit on you. Bet you didn’t know this, but an officer wears about forty pounds of gear. Running is not fun even when it’s not a hundred and ten degrees in the shade.” Shit, was I having one of those blonde moments? Was I babbling? Nah.

“You’re babbling.” Talree rubbed his forehead like he had the migraine from hell.

“Sorry. You kinda make me nervous.”

“Do I?”

“Ah…yeah. Moving on. The first warrant was for fishing without a license. C’mon, how stupid is that? What an utter waste of my time. Caleb knew that Mister I-don’t-have-a-fishing-license was an unstable ass who collected spiders for the university. But, did he tell me? Hell, no. He thought I needed to be taught a lesson.”

Talree stomped on a still-moving Kotsor.

“They’re all dead, huh?”

“Continue with your story,” Talree instructed.

Someone was getting pissy. “The jerk was unloading his catch of the day when I arrived. He took one look at my uniform and dumped a container of wolf spiders on my head. On my fucking head. You ever seen one?”

Talree just stared at me.

“They’re big. They’re hairy, and momma spider has about a zillion babies riding on her back. I stomped on one, and those little suckers went running in every direction. I did the Mexican hat dance on their asses. Which pissed off the jerk. He said I was ruining his business. Me? Ruin his business? He was lucky I hadn’t shot him. In an effort to keep from going to jail, the creep shoved me into the back of his van and locked me in.”

I shuddered. “God, the spiders were everywhere. In my bra, crawling up my pants legs, and scurrying about in my hair. Ugh!”

“You shot the door lock off?”

“I did.”

“And you hunted him down?”

“Yep, but the Tai-Kok got to him before I could slap the cuffs on.”

I felt Talree moving about in my mind, and the need to run screaming into the swamp faded away.

Talree asked, “Better?”

“Yeah. I think I love you.”

A smile pulled at his mouth. “Good.”

The sounds of children sobbing suddenly filled my mind. “Help us.”

“What the hell?” I looked around. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes.”

I reached out mentally, searching for the source. They were close. Very close. “Hey, guys, where are you?”

“Mother dead. Scared,” they wailed.

“I know, sweeties, and we’re going to help you. Do you know where you are?”

“Lost.”

Talree pointed to an octopus tree covered in webbing. “There.”

H wrapped an arm around my waist and teleported us to the tree.

I peered through the silken strands. Glowing emerald eyes stared back at me. “Hello there.”

“Want go home,” the babies cried in unison.

Talree carefully burned away the webbing with his laser pistol.

I held out my hand. “C’mon. You’re safe now. We won’t let those nasty Kotsors hurt you. C’mon out, and we’ll take you home.”

To my utter horror, six little golden tarantula-like spiders crawled up my arm. “Oh God. You knew they were spiders, didn’t you?”

Talree chided me. “The universe is filled with thousands of intelligent life-forms.”

My skin crawled as they swarmed up my neck. “Do they bite?”

“What do your Siren senses tell you?”

The vibes they gave off were innocent, childlike. “Harmless, but—”

“We can leave them here,” Talree said nonchalantly.

Prick. He knew damn well I wouldn’t leave children behind. I was a cop. It was my job to protect them.

One of the babies crawled across my chin and peered up at me. “Scared.”

I very carefully stroked its silky fur with my finger. “I know, sweetie. Talree and I will keep you safe. Okay?”

“Promise?”

I shot Talree a glare. The bastard was laughing. “I promise.”

A thousand biting fire ants tromped across my mind. Kotsors. I could sense dozens of them skittering toward us. “More of those freaks are heading our way.”

“They’re trying to surround us,” Talree added grimly.

How utterly wonderful. I had always wanted my innards sucked out.

The frightened babies quickly covered my face. “No. No. No! Get off my face. Get off my face!”

Wouldn’t you know it, they scurried to the top of my head. My scalp twitched.  Ignoring Talree’s amused snort, I linked with the kids again. “We need to teleport to safety.” I gave them a mental picture of what they should expect. “You ready?”

They wrapped their legs in my hair. “Ready.”

Talree’s arms tightened around me, and poof. Another disorienting moment of total darkness, and we appeared on an enormous pile of bones covered in a spongy, fibrous mass.

A mob of armored insects bombarded us. I batted frantically at them as they stung me. “I hate bugs. I hate bugs. I hate bugs.”

The babies chirped happily, and their tiny tongues busily snapped up the insects.

Talree clutched me in a viselike grip and teleported again. We were abruptly standing on the branch of an enormous sausage tree.

Sharp, stabbing pains erupted in my chest. I could actually feel the insects munching on my boobs. I slapped wildly at my chest. “Get ’em off. Get ’em off!”

The babies swarmed over me. I watched in amazement as they effortlessly snagged the flying predators. I’ll be damned. Who needed bug spray?

I stripped down and dislodged more of the pests from my clothing. The little guys pounced on them. Tremors shook me as I warily surveyed the area for more hostile critters.

Without warning, torrential rain hit in a claustrophobic wave, washing away the slime coating my body and bringing out hundreds of hungry red leeches.

The planet gave hell a run for its money.

Soulet’s rough voice jarred me from my memories. “Which one of the babies is Tae?”

“None of them. I found Tae, my very best friend, at the trading post.”

“I thought you were heading for the spaceport?”

“We were, but first we needed credits to buy passage off the planet. The only way to do that was to kill a bunch of Afulas for their skins.”

“I have never heard of these Afulas.”

I flashed her a picture of a twenty-foot-long, crocodile-like creature. “We killed twenty of those nasty things.”

“An invigorating task.”

“Try terrifying and messy. Once we had skinned the wormy carcasses, we headed for the nearest trading post.”

“Wormy?”

I didn’t even want to discuss the lice-like parasites riddling the Afulas. “Do you need a break? Some find mind melding tiring.”

“I am Askole. We do not tire easily. Please continue,” Soulet growled.

I focused, allowing more images to flow across my mind…

The trading post was a huge, dilapidated platform on stilts. It creaked ominously in the wind. A variety of watercraft was tied to pillars. The rusted structures were covered with globs of fungus that hung like ragged curtains.

A diverse mixture of alien traders crowded the marketplace. Scaly lizard creatures, a few birdmen, some human-looking guys, and a collection of big bug thingies.

Ewww. I felt a bit like Alice in Wonderland after she fell down the rabbit hole.

The kids’ sudden hunger caught my attention. “We eat bugs,” they chortled eagerly.

Talree warned them, “Only the little ones.”

A cockroach with way too many legs crawled by. It took everything I had not to give a girly scream and stomp the hell out of it. Someone could make a fortune selling bug zappers here.

I blinked. There was a friggin’ whorehouse in the middle of hell. I guess some things were universal. Females of assorted species strutted under a rusty awning. They wore nothing but metal bands around their necks. Some had one breast while others had four.

My mouth dropped open when one very limber woman leaned down and licked her own pussy. Oh yuck. “Don’t look, kids.”

Jumping over a frog critter, I quickly followed Talree into a large tent. The interior was stuffed with clothing, colorful vegetables, yellow fruit, jewelry, medical kits, weapons, and snakes in jars. Their cold, dead eyes seemed to follow me.

Damn. The man at the counter was a hillbilly straight out of the Ozarks. His orange hair and beard had some kind of wildlife crawling about in the greasy, matted mess. Ick. He wore a filthy red overall, and his arms were covered in tattoos.

Ah. Wait. Those weren’t tattoos but some kind of mold. Double ick.

The hillbilly’s beady black eyes wandered over me with lecherous intent. He was probably those poor girls’ pimp.

“He tries to touch me, I’ll gut him.”

“I’ll deal with the master trader. You get the supplies we need,” Talree instructed.

“Yes, sir.” Normally, I loved to shop, but all I wanted to do was get the hell away from the pervert.

Talree put the still-bleeding skins on the counter. The hillbilly picked one up and licked the blood off.

My stomach roiled. That was just nasty.

Talree broke into some kind of lingo that sounded like a bunch of clucks, chirps, and whistles. I linked with him, and the clucks, chirps, and whistles became words.

“Master Trader, these are from freshly killed Afula. The texture of the leather has not yet changed.”

I headed for the racks of clothing. My uniform shirt and jeans were covered in Afula blood and slime and reeked of sweat. I’d kill for something clean to wear.

My busy kids kept the area clear of wildlife while I sorted through the overalls, looking for anything not dripping with slime. I found one that looked like it would fit me and held it up. It was an ugly mildew green. I scraped the fabric with my nail. Oh, gross. It was covered in alien fungus.

I hung it back up and found another pair. Mustard yellow wasn’t really my color, but at least it wasn’t growing anything toxic. I rooted around until I found an overall that would fit a six-foot-eight, three-hundred-pound predator.

A bunch of jars caught my attention. I wandered over and concentrated. The symbols became words. I did a happy dance. Shampoo! Soap! Insect repellant and a comb. I snagged them and noticed the knives. Hot dang.

My arms piled high with goodies, I staggered toward the fruit section. I picked up what looked like a banana but smelled more like a peach. I added some to the pile. Damn, where was a shopping cart when you needed one?

“Females. Put them in a shop, and they buy everything in sight.”

I peered up at Talree. “If the trader skunked you, I can put some back.”

“Skunked?”

“Cheated you.”

Talree scowled. “Coletti warriors are never cheated.”

I swallow a laugh. “Imagine that. So, I take it you did good?”

“I am Coletti.”

“And not a humble bone in your body.”

He sorted through my pile. “Excellent choices.” He grabbed a knife and slid it into his boot.

“Whoa there. The knives are mine.”

Talree cocked an amused eyebrow. “Are they?”

“Yeah, get your own.”

“Three aren’t enough?”

A cricket critter skittered by. I eyed it warily. “Lots of stuff to kill here.”

“Indeed there is.” He scooped up my shopping and handed me a bottle. “Datol. Nectar of the Goddess.”

I pressed the ice-cold bottle against my face. I had died and gone to heaven. Quickly popping the top off, I took a swallow and groaned. Beer. Cold beer. Or what passed for beer in this neck of the woods. “You’re a keeper.”

“The Master Trader is waiting to show me his boats, and one of his females has prepared a meal for you.”

My stomach rumbled. “Food! Where?”

He grinned and pointed to a rust-covered table under the awning. “It’s not a steak, but I think you will be pleased.” He tilted my chin up with one hand, and his eyes bored into mine. “Do not talk to any of the traders or wander off.”

Did he think I was stupid or what? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a cockroach thingy crawling across the porch and twitched. “You really think I want to go sightseeing here? Or talk to that?”

“The Romi are intelligent beings.”

“I don’t care if that bug is a Mensa candidate. It gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

“You must learn not to judge life-forms by their appearance. I am a Warlord, and as my mate, you will meet many species.”

Warlord? How utterly wonderful. “So, it’s your job to run around the galaxy conquering worlds?”

A wolfish smile curved Talree’s mouth. “We take what we want.”

“Now there’s a newsflash. Got your eye on Earth?”

“We can stop the Rodan and Tai-Kok from slaughtering your people,” Talree said confidently.

There had to be a catch. “You and your band of marauding Warlords are going to help us out of the goodness of your hearts?”

Talree roared with laughter.

Yeah, didn’t think so. “The Rodan and Tai-Kok are your enemies too.”

“True, but pushing them out of your solar system will take resources away from other battlefronts.

“And?”

“My father, the Overlord of the Coletti clans, will want to be compensated for our services,” Talree replied.

Oh, yippee. His daddy was the boss man. “Compensated how?”

An implacable expression settled on Talree’s face. “The men of your clan are unable to protect their psychic females. We won’t make the same mistake.”

“Ever hear of equality, buster? Earth women can take care of themselves.”

Talree shot me an angry look. “You’re a Siren, a valuable asset to your people, and yet the Rodan took you.”

“I’m a cop. I was doing my job, and things sort of went south.”

“Your family put you at risk,” my Warlord answered with withering scorn.

“We protect mankind from the monsters.” Then it hit me. “You want our women.”

“Not all of them. Just females like you.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m one of a kind.”

He smiled, showing lots of fang. “I’ve been in your head, and I know the females of your clan are psychic too.”

Shit! “You can’t swoop in and take them.”

“I can and I will.” Talree dropped a hard, possessive kiss on my mouth. “Go eat.”

“Wait! My family is off-limits to you friggin’ pirates.”

“No, they are not.” He teleported away.

“You fucking coward, we’re not done talking yet!” I yelled after him. This was beyond bad. Even knowing they would lose all future Sirens, Central Command would turn us over in a heartbeat. I had to warn my cousins.

My stomach growled loudly. Right after I ate. I hurried over to the table and sat down. God, I was starving. A naked rodent female with six breasts scurried out and placed several dishes of food on the table. What was up with only the men wearing clothing? I gave her a friendly smile, and she bolted with a squeak. What? So I stank a bit. No one on this cesspool smelled good. Maybe the kids had freaked her out. Nah, not my sweeties.

I dug in. Yum! Some kinda beef stew. Or not. I didn’t even want to know what critter it came from. I sampled the other dishes. A mixture of fruit and what tasted like spinach. I shoveled it in my mouth. God, it was so damned good.

The kids scampered down my arms and snagged the blue ant thingies swarming the table.

I glanced over my shoulder. Where in the hell had the mousy waitress gone? I caught her peeping around the doorway and held up my empty bottle. She jumped in fright and disappeared inside. What had put the fear of God in her?

The stench of long-dead bodies hit me. Jeezus. Had the wind shifted? I looked around and saw two grimy lizard men carrying blood-soaked bags. Their feral gazes were locked on my kids.

Oh, hell no. I touched the lizard men’s minds. The fatter one ran a forked tongue over his lips. “It’s been months since I feasted on Tabors.”

The other one eyed me. “No owner’s band on the female. We can sell her to Bardell.”

They were dead men walking. “Stay here, kids.”

They chittered in alarm.

Pulling the knife from my boot, I stepped in front of my babies and snarled, “Leave now or die.”

The lizards kept coming. Not the brightest bulbs in the pack.

The fat lizard’s tongue shot out, wrapped around my hand, and squeezed. “Drop the knife.”

I grabbed the bottle off the table with my left hand and cracked him upside the head.

He dropped to his knees with a grunt. I hit him again and yanked my hand free just as the second lizard lunged at me.

I sank the knife deep into his chest. The lizard staggered backward and toppled down the stairs.

The fat lizard jumped to his feet and lashed out viciously with his fist.

I ducked and drove my foot into his knee.

He went down.

I rammed my knee into his face. “Here I am, minding my own business, and you guys decide to pick a fight. Big mistake.”

Talree appeared. His face a mask of rage, he grabbed both lizards and hurled them into the swamp below.

“Guess we aren’t waiting for the cops?”

Talree’s furious gaze met mine. “No one attacks my mate and lives.”

“Is this the beast talking or you?”

Talree’s eyes hardened with deadly resolve. “I will not lose you.”

“I wasn’t in any danger. On my world, this is a normal day at work.”

“This is not your world.” He wrapped a possessive hand around my neck. “Is it?”

“No, but—”

“Look around you.”

I did as he commanded. The ragtag assortment of trappers and traders watched the Warlord warily. Even the freakin’ bug thingy looked worried.

“They fear me.”

“Well, yeah, you’re a pretty scary guy, but I’m a trained police officer. I arrest guys like that all the time.”

“I protect what is mine.” Talree leaned down until we were eyeball to eyeball. “Now they know you belong to me, and none of them will be foolish enough to touch you.”

My temper erupted. “You don’t own me.”

Every inch a Warlord, Talree snapped, “Have I not claimed you? Have I not made you mine?”

It was like talking to a rock. “Yes, we had sex, but on my world when a guy wants to claim a girl, he proposes. If the girl accepts his proposal, they get married. Is that too hard for your tiny brain to comprehend?”

Talree gave an indulgent shrug. “If it eases your mind, my father will gladly perform the bonding ceremony.”

Good God Almighty. Could Talree make it any harder? It was time for a more direct approach. “I did not accept your proposal. I want you to let me go.”

Menace filled Talree’s eyes. “Do you? You simply want me to abandon you? Leave you unprotected on this planet? With no way of getting home? Knowing that your people will continue to die?”

I hated when he made sense. “Why is it so hard for you to understand? I want to go home and be with my family.”

“I am your family.”

A groan of frustration broke from me. “You can’t bully me into doing what you want.”

Talree didn’t say a word. He stared down at me, giving me his big bad scary face.

I twitched. Damn. He had terrifying down pat. It definitely threatened my bladder control. When had I turned into such a wuss? “You win. I know I need you to survive this hellhole.”

“Is that all?”

I guess he wanted his pound of flesh. “You’re really handy to have around.”

“And?”

Rolling my eyes in exasperation, I added, “You’re a good kisser.”

“Anything else?”

“The sex was adequate,” I mumbled.

Phantom fingers stroked my body, sending a shock wave of need up my spine.  “Adequate?”

I sucked in a shuddering breath. “Does ‘fucking awesome’ work for you?”

Talree grinned. “I think a shower will cure your bad temper.”

My anger evaporated. “A shower? For real?”

“Yes.”

“Let me get the babies.” God, I was so easy.

The shower was the size of an old-fashioned phone booth. Talree and I barely fit. I stood under the pitiful stream of lukewarm water, letting it wash away the stink of the swamp and relishing the feeling of being clean again.

The kids chittered their displeasure from the door frame.

Holding out a hand, I called to them. “C’mon, don’t ya wanna be clean?”

They fled.

“Tabors don’t like getting wet.” Talree poured shampoo on my scalp and massaged it in.

I sighed with pleasure. The man’s touch was pure magic. “What about the rain?”

“Their webbing is waterproof.” Talree’s soapy hands slid down my body as he gently cleansed the grime away.

A delicious warmth danced over me as he washed between my thighs. “Oh, yeah, I’m really dirty there.”

“Here?” He rolled my clit between two fingers.

My voice was a squeak. “Yes!”

Dropping to his knees, Talree nibbled and sucked my nub until I was wild with want.

I tugged on his hair. “Inside me now.”

“Not yet.” Talree’s clever mouth moved over my skin, and I shivered as he sucked my breasts. Our mate bond had made me so hypersensitive that even a single touch drove me mad.

He gave my nipples a rasping lick.

I climbed his muscular frame and wrapped my legs around his waist. “Enough already. I want some hot monkey sex. Now.”

“Do you?” Talree’s tentacles stroked my throbbing clit and teased my inner walls.

“Oh God.” My entire body shook. He had turned me into a slut.

The tentacles did the cha-cha to my womb.

A moan tore from my throat. Being a slut was good, and boy, did I love his little fuck buddies. Tracing the seam of his lips with my tongue, I whispered, “I want all of you.”

The friction of his penis sliding into my wet flesh had me clinging blindly to Talree’s shoulders. His hips pumped faster and faster. The tentacles vibrated wildly until my mind splintered from an overload of bliss.

Soulet’s groan blasted me back to reality. Shit! I hadn’t intended to share that moment with her. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I enjoyed it immensely,” Soulet panted. “Coletti warriors are masters at sex.”

“Hank and you certainly got it on.” The image of them doing it was forever burned into my mind.

“I want to feel Hank’s penis inside me again. Many times,” Soulet admitted with a girlish sigh.

Ugh, way too much info. Time to change the subject. “Hey, I wasn’t happy about the mate bond either, but I got twisted up with lust every time Talree touched me. Hank will be the same way.”

“Will he?”

My heart broke at the intense longing in Soulet’s voice. Her father had a lot to answer for. “He won’t be able to ignore you for long, and the bond grows stronger each day. I didn’t have the strength to break it, and neither will Hank.”

“I’m indebted to you.”

“Nah, us girls gotta stick together.”

“I’ve never had a friend before.”

How sad was that? “You’ve got one now, girlfriend.”




Chapter Eight

Tucking the survival blanket around Thor, I stroked his fuzzy hair. Talree would be so proud of him.

Out of the blue, Soulet asked, “Are all Coletti infants born with red and wrinkled skin?”

Huh? I wanted to smack Soulet. Thor was perfect. To the Askole? Probably not. “Most of the time they are.”

“Our child will be the same?”

Good question. “I’m not sure. Has an Askole ever mated with a Coletti before?”

“No.”

A sudden thought struck me. Holy hell. Her breeding cycle! “You’re not, like, pregnant, are you?”

Soulet broke into a grin. “It is likely.”

Hank was going to freak.

“Will Hank be angry?”

Once he got over the shock, I knew he’d want the kid. Hank had been a good father to Bree and taught her to be one kickass warrior.

I snorted. Zarek, on the other hand, would be doing a happy dance. I noticed Soulet’s anxious expression. “Colettis cherish their children.”

“My father wasn’t pleased my mother bore him a female.”

“His loss.”

Her tentacles stilled suddenly. “Yes, it is his loss.”

“You betcha. Want me to finish my story?” Please say yes. I was so done with discussing Hank’s penis.

“I do.”

Where to start? Oh yeah. I woke in the middle of the night, and the baby Tabors were gone. I linked with Soulet.

Where were my kids? Panic knotted my stomach. What if something had eaten them? In my best mother’s voice, I yelled, “Where are you?”

“Bad man caught us,” the kids wailed.

The image of a humongous fat humanoid dumping my babies into a huge glass terrarium flashed into my mind.

That bastard! “I’m coming.” I untangled myself from Talree’s arms.

Talree asked sleepily, “What’s wrong?”

“Gotta pee.” Hey, the big guy needed his rest. Right? I was being thoughtful. Quickly pulling on my overalls and boots, I jumped about a foot when Talree’s hand suddenly clamped around my wrist.

“Be careful. The Tamirrn come out at night.”

“Good to know.” Yay. More monster critters to look out for. I let out a breath of relief when Talree released my arm and went back to sleep.

The kids whimpered. “You come now?”

“I’ll be right there.” I strapped on my laser pistol and shoved my knives into my boots. Fatso was about to get a “come to Jesus” lesson.

Talree shifted restlessly in the hammock. I froze. Shit, what was wrong with me? I didn’t need his permission. I was a cop. I could deal with this all by my lonesome.

So why was I sneaking out? I sighed. The truth was he scared the living hell out of me. I knew deep down he would never harm me, but dammit, I needed to set some boundaries. He wasn’t my keeper. I slipped out the door and hurried down the stairs.

Following the kids’ psychic vibes, I stopped in front of a dilapidated building. A rusted-out sign proudly proclaimed KOTSOR BAR. Bet the owner was a sicko pervert who thought Kotsors were cute and cuddly. Ugh. More eight-legged freaks running amok.

I opened the swinging doors and surveyed the interior. Clumps of orange mold decorated the walls. The tables and chairs were so rickety, I was surprised they didn’t collapse under the weight of the hulking humanoids and other bug species sitting on them.

“Hurry. Hurry. It want eat Grandma,” the kids shouted.

One look at the terrarium, and my stomach clenched. Holy hell. The Kotsor was the size of Godzilla.

Godzilla crawled toward an enormous golden tarantula. Why couldn’t it be itty-bitty spiders that I could squash under my boot? Was that too much to hope for?

My poor kids cowered behind Big Momma. “Help us.”

Sucking in a calming breath, I hurried over to the battered counter. What do you know? Fatso was the bartender. Oh, gag me. His pants were hanging around his chubby ankles. His back to me, Fatso was energetically banging a three-breasted prostitute. Every time he slammed the poor thing against the bar, his ass quivered and jiggled like gelatin. It was enough to put you off sex permanently.

I crept in behind him, climbed up the short ladder, lifted the lid on the terrarium, and fried Godzilla with my laser pistol. “C’mon, kids. Let’s blow this joint.”

“Grandma stuck,” they blubbered.

Godzilla had done a dandy job of webbing her to the floor. Which meant I had to go inside to free her. My skin crawled at the thought, but I couldn’t leave Grandma here. I took a quick look at Mister Wonderful. He was still going at it. Someone needed to neuter him.

A tremor shook me as I climbed inside. Thick webbing clung to every surface. Good thing Talree had mucked about in my head, or I’d be freaking big-time. Pulling my knife, I hacked my way through the sticky stuff and cut Grandma free. She wiggled her legs happily.

I bent down and held out my hand to the babies. “Let’s get out of here.”

Chittering happily, the kids scurried up my arm. I grinned as they snuggled against my neck, their little tongues raining kisses on my chin. I stroked them. “Love you too.”

“Saved us.”

“You do have a knack for getting into trouble.”

“Like you.”

“True.” I eyed Grandma warily. I sure hoped she was friendly. Otherwise, it was going to get nasty fast. I plastered a smile on my face. “I’m Kaylee, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Intelligent emerald eyes surveyed me from head to toe, and a loud buzzing filled my head. Everything spun dizzily for a moment; then I heard her say, “I am Tae. I owe you my life and those of Woo’s children.”

“You don’t owe me anything. Blasting the hell out of the Kotsors is very satisfying.” Shit, that came out wrong. “Uh, no offense meant, but I’m having a bit of a problem coping with all the wildlife.”

Tae crawled up the webbing. “We frighten you?”

“Kinda. Sorta. I’m not real fond of eight-legged critters. Except for the kids. They’re adorable, and they’ve been such a big help. We have a bargain. I keep the Kotsors from eating them, and they keep the insects from eating me. A win-win situation.” I tickled one of them. “Huh, cutie?” The little guy giggled. Spiders were ticklish? Who knew?

“You are a strange humanoid.”

“I am one of a kind. How did you end up as Fatso’s guest?”

“I was searching for Woo and her children when the fat one caught me. A most unpleasant encounter.”

“I bet it was.”

The bartender grunted as he shot his wad. His milky yellow semen ran down the prostitute’s legs.

My stomach rolled. “Time to leave.”

Tae dropped on my shoulder. I stiffened. I could do this. I really could. If only Talree could see me now, he would be so proud. Nah, he be pissed. Real pissed. I climbed out of the terrarium.

Fatso pulled his pants up and turned. His gaze zeroed in on me.

I waved all friendly like.

The kids did too.

Fatso’s eyes bulged.

I guess it wasn’t every day he saw a human female with spiders hanging all over her. Oh yeah, and he probably wasn’t happy with the Kotsor bits decorating his terrarium.

“You fucking bitch! You killed Buddy.”

Buddy? Really? “So?”

“Now you die,” he screamed, reaching for a rifle.

“Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.” I did a fast draw and vaporized his weapon with my laser pistol. I guess Fatso was too drunk to notice I was armed.

The furious bartender lumbered toward me. “I’m going to give you a beating you will never forget.”

Seriously? The guy could barely walk. “Give it up. You’d never catch me.”

Gasping for breath, Fatso stopped and smirked. “I will give a hundred credits to anyone who kills the female.”

Did I have a big mouth or what?

A squat, smashed-nosed humanoid stepped in front of the doorway and grinned. “Deal.”

Yikes. He seriously needed some dental work and a boatload of floss to get the whatever out of his front teeth.

Three lizard men pushed away from their table. The larger one snarled, “Your mate killed our brothers. Now we kill you.”

“Anyone else want a piece of me?” I cracked my knuckles and looked around the bar. “No? You are aware the odds are in my favor?”

The men burst into laughter.

I stroked the trembling baby Tabors. “Do you kids know how to find our room again?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I want you to go there as fast as you can. Talree will protect you and your grandmother.”

Tae’s horrified astonishment was obvious. “You want to fight them?”

“You betcha. I need to vent, and there’s nothing like a good fight to get rid of all that built-up hostility.”

The idiots started toward me.

I held out my right arm. “Go.”

Tae and the kids scurried down my arm and up the wall.

The smashed-nosed humanoid charged me. I stepped to the side and rammed my fist into his stomach. As he doubled over, I hooked my left foot behind his heel and in a fast sweep maneuver, knocked him flat. Before dumbass could get up, I kicked him in the face.

I grabbed a metal pole off the wall and twirled it around my head. “You guys ever heard of Nin-po?”

Fatso yelled, “Kill the bitch!”

The lizards rushed me.

“Guess not.” I swung the pole, catching the first one square in the face. His head snapped back, and he went down hard.

I swung again and nailed the second one in the balls. He doubled over with a gagging squeal. A follow-up blow to the base of the skull sent him crashing to the sticky floor.

The third yanked out his laser pistol.

“Shit.” I raised my hands. “Easy there.”

A web ball engulfed his head. Making frantic grunting noises, the lizard tried to free himself.

“Thanks, Tae.”

“My pleasure.”

I put the scaly punk out of his misery with a hard blow to the back of the head.

“Anyone else think they can take me?”

Fatso gasped in terror and fled out the back door.

“Guess not.” My Spidey sense shrieked a warning. I spun around and froze. Oh, crap.

Talree stood in the doorway, arms folded across his chest and wearing his best scary face. “Enjoying yourself?”

“Yep. Best fun I’ve had in ages.”

He stalked me like a predatory beast. “You are never to leave my side without permission.”

“Not even to go to the bathroom? That seems a little harsh.”

Menace radiated from Talree as he enunciated clearly, “You are never to leave my side without permission. Do you understand me?”

For a moment, I considered whacking him with the pole. I could get in a few good licks before he took me down.

Talree’s eyes narrowed, his arms dropped to his sides, and his stance shifted.

Ha. I had him worried.

Tae added her two cents. “Attacking a Warlord is never a good idea.”

“Not unless you’re incredibly stupid and suicidal.” I placed the pole on the bar. “Let’s get something straight, buster. I don’t take orders from you. I make my own decisions.”

“Explain this decision.”

He was starting to get on my last nerve. “Fine. The bartender captured my kids and was going to feed them and their grandmother to the biggest friggin’ Kotsor I’ve ever seen. I rescued them and fried the eight-legged freak. That pissed off Fatso. He offered a hundred credits to anyone who killed me.” I gestured to the groaning trappers. “And I kicked their asses. End of story.”

Talree’s gaze scanned the room before settling on Tae. “Introduce me.”

“Tae, this is Talree, the marauding Warlord. Talree this is Tae, the kids’ grandmother.”

Talree clotheslined a fourth lizard as he rushed into the room, dropping him like a rock. “It is an honor to meet a Tabor. Much has been said about your males’ battle skills.”

I muttered under my breath, "Just kill me now."

“The honor is mine,” Tae responded politely.

The smashed-nosed humanoid tried to crawl away. Talree grabbed him and tossed him right through the friggin’ wall and into the swamp below.

My jaw dropped.

There was a loud splash.

The Afulas roared, and the smashed-nosed humanoid began to scream.

Color me impressed. Okay, the metal was corroded, but still. Wow!

One by one, Talree picked up the lizards and chucked them out the hole.

Okeydokey, someone was a bit worked up.

The babies chittered in alarm, and I could sense Tae’s growing fear that we were next.

“Calm down, big guy.”

Talree roared. “Calm down? You want me to calm down?”

“Yeah, I had the situation handled.”

“You could have been killed.”

“But I wasn’t.”

“In the future, I deal with all problems. Not you.”

My temper flared to life. “Listen, fang boy, if there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s fight.”

“I forbid it.”

I literally saw red. “Forbid?” I climbed up on a nearby chair and looked him dead in the eye. “I won’t be treated like some fluff-brained twit.” I punched him in the chest. “I’m a cop. A very good cop. I put my life on the line every fucking day to protect men, women, and children from the monsters. What part of that don’t you get?”

With a growl, Talree snatched me off the chair. “You will obey me.”

Oh shit! His eyes were doing the glowy thing. I kissed him.

His tongue delved into my mouth, possessing me, tasting me.

That was it. I stroked his hair. Make the nasty beast go away.

Talree stiffened and pulled away. “You’re trying to manipulate me.”

“Who, me?”

“You will obey me.”

Fat chance. “You know what you need?”

Talree’s mouth tightened. “No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“You need one of those blow-up dolls you can fuck. It’ll never talk back, and it’ll stay where you put it.” I tried to wiggle out of his grip. “I’m nothing to you but a walking blood bank and whore.”

The red glow faded from his eyes. “I now understand your brothers’ continual bad tempers. Keeping you alive is a full-time job.”

I shoved against his chest. “Not funny. So I attract trouble. Big deal.”

“It’s a very big deal.”

“If you had returned me to Earth like I asked, you wouldn’t have to deal with me. Now would you?”

“Leaving you behind was never an option.”

I felt him rummaging around in my head. “Hey, that tickles.”

A satisfied smile curled Talree’s mouth. “On Earth before approaching an armed suspect, a police officer calls for backup. Correct?”

Busted. “Yeah. So?”

“You will tell me when you sense trouble. I am your backup and partner.” He shook me. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.” God, he was worse than my family.

“You are never to call yourself a whore again. You are my life. My mate. If anything happened to you, the beast would be unleashed. I must keep you safe.” Talree nuzzled my neck. “Blood bank you’ll have to live with.”

I nipped his ear. “You do know life doesn’t come with any guarantees? I mean, you can get killed at any time. Life is dangerous, and it’s only a matter of time before the Rodan find us.”

My Siren senses went on red alert. I reached out mentally, searching for the source of the danger. Oh, crap. “Honey, we’ve got a big problem heading our way.”

Glaring like death himself, Talree nodded. “It seems the trappers did not heed my warning.”

“Yeah, all fifty of them. Running is good.”

“Is it?” Talree held out his arm to Tae and the kids. “We must leave.”

The kids scooted up his arm and, dang it, settled on my head. To my relief, Tae perched on his shoulder.

The trappers stormed in.

We popped out.




Chapter Nine

An instant later, we appeared on the deck of a small, rusty barge. The string of running lights strung along the hull had attracted a cloud of flying insects.

Chittering in excitement, the kids and Tae jumped off and started chowing down.

“They’re worth their weight in gold.”

Talree dumped me on my feet and thrust a key into my hand. “Do not leave the barge.”

Crap. His eyes were glowing again. The trappers’ actions gave him the perfect excuse to vent all his pent-up rage. “You can’t take on fifty men by yourself.”

“I am Coletti.”

“Which is synonymous with brain-dead?”

“I’ll be back.” He teleported.

“You’re not the fucking Terminator either!” I shouted after him. God, he was going to do something stupid. I just knew it. The thought of him being hurt or killed made me go cold with fear. If I lost him… My stomach knotted. I would die too. He was the other half of my soul. Oh, yay. I was mated for life to that bossy, suicidal jerk.

I headed for the dock. I had to stop him before he got himself killed.

“Stay on the barge,” Talree snarled in my head.

“I’m your partner. I’m not going to stand idly by while you take on that horde of murdering bandits by yourself.”

His mind ensnared mine. “Go inside the cabin, and wait for me.”

To my utter horror, I had to follow his commands. “This is unforgivable.”

“It is necessary to keep you safe.”

“There isn’t anyplace safe on this mud ball. Something could crawl out of the swamp and eat me while you’re off playing Master of the Universe.”

Talree’s growl echoed in my head. “This is not a game.”

“And you’re not bulletproof.”

“Enough! You will do as I say.”

Once I had unlocked the cabin and gone inside, Talree snapped, “Stay.”

I fought against his control. “I’m not a fucking dog.”

“Do not push me now. You will not like the consequences.”

“Let go of me.” I tried to break free. Intense pain drove me to my knees. “Stop! You’re hurting me.”

“This battle is mine, and you will stay out of it. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.” The pain vanished. A tremor shook me. “If you think I’m going to live like this, think again. I’m a cop. I was trained to kill the bogeyman, not stand in the corner and scream hysterically. So go ahead and do your Lone Ranger act, but don’t you ever chew my ass again for doing the same thing.”

“A Warlord does not let an attack go unanswered.” Talree broke the link.

“Yippee-ki-yay.” I kicked the wall. Why did men always have to prove who had the biggest balls?

I surveyed my new living space. On one wall was a tiny galley complete with a refrigerator and stove. The other wall held an itty-bitty bathroom and storage unit. At the back of the cabin was a bed. Which my oh-so-lovable mate would not be sharing.

The door opened.

My hand dropped to my laser pistol.

Tae and the kids came in.

Huh? How in the hell had they managed to open the door? Maybe their legs were more nimble than I thought. “You get enough to eat?”

“Yes, thank you.” Tae used a string of webbing to close the door behind them.

God, did I need a drink. I opened the refrigerator. It was full of beer, fruit, and vegetables. Imagine that. Talree had filled it with everything I liked. I grabbed a beer and plopped down on the bed. Little red tick things scurried toward me.

With a shriek, I jumped back up. “Sic ’em, kids!”

My precious babies quickly sucked the ticks up.

I carefully surveyed the bed before sitting back down. “So, girlfriend, are your males bossy pricks like mine?”

“They can be, but if they make us angry, we just eat them,” Tae answered.

I gaped at her. “Really?”

“Yes.”

The babies giggled.

“That’s what I keep telling Datlow, my bossy prick of a mate.”

I laughed. Who knew spiders had a sense of humor?

Tae snagged a glow bug and quickly drained it. “Why did you come to our world?”

“It wasn’t by choice, believe me. I’ll give you the short version. Our ship was damaged in a firefight with the Rodan, and we crash-landed here.”

“Start at the beginning,” Tae instructed.

It would keep my mind off Talree’s suicidal tendencies. “I’m from Earth, a planet in the Milky Way galaxy. Five years ago, the Tai-Kok found our world.” I shot her mental images of their savage attacks.

“They have much in common with the Kotsors.”

“Both are relentless monsters.”

Tae’s tongue shot out and snatched a bug out of midair. “Your military was able to stop the Tai-Kok?”

“Oh, hell no. They slaughtered millions of us. Even then, some of our leaders thought we could negotiate a truce with them. All we needed to do was sit down and talk about our differences. What a joke. The Tai-Kok ate the peace delegates on live television.

“That’s when truth sank in. We fought or we died. The first couple of years, a lot of us were butchered. Things changed when we managed to bring down one of the Tai-Kok ships. We salvaged their technology and have been using it against them ever since.”

Tae crawled onto the bed. “You lost kinsmen?”

A single tear rolled down my cheek as I remembered that horrible day. “My parents.”

“I grieve with you.”

The kids snuggled on my lap. I stroked them. “I miss them so much.”

“The dead are never forgotten. Is that where you met your Warlord?”

“No. I met him on a Rodan ship where he was being held prisoner. I had gotten myself captured, and they threw me in his cell as dinner.”

A thunderous explosion shook the barge.

I looked out the tiny window. A rippling fireball engulfed the Kotsor Bar.

Warlords did like blowing stuff up. I linked with my murderous mate. Through his eyes I could see the trading post deck littered with bodies. The prostitutes were cowering in a corner. Shit! Shit! Shit! The beast was in control. Its need to kill drove Talree.

He had to be stopped. But how? Sex? It had worked pretty well so far. But I couldn’t get anywhere close to my mate. Or could I? Talree was an expert at mental sex. All I had to do was borrow some of his expertise. Scrolling through his memories, I found one of him in a whorehouse. Seemed he was a regular there. Go figure. Talree’s favorite was a skanky, blue-skinned female with a long, lizard-like tongue. If the bastard touched her again, he was a dead man. Lizard girl had a very talented tongue, and her specialty was blowjobs. Yeow! She got Talree off in record time.

I mentally duplicated her actions.

Poof! Talree appeared in front of me, his body shaking with need.

I grinned. Hot dang, it had worked. I gave his penis another mental lick. “Liked that, did ya?”

Talree’s voice was a purr of menace. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Duh? “Giving you a blowjob.”

“In the middle of a battle?”

“Yep. It was the only thing I could think of to stop the beast.”

My Warlord stiffened in outrage. “The beast was not in control.”

I snorted. “In denial much? You were ten seconds away from killing the females too.”

The rage drained from Talree’s eyes, and he nodded stiffly. “Your techniques are quite effective.”

“Yep. Sex puts the beast back in his cage. So, partner, from now on, I’m your backup. If Mister Hyde makes another appearance, I’ll stop him no matter what I have to lick or suck. Got it?”

A reluctant smile touched Talree’s mouth. “Yes, my lady.”

“Good. Let’s get the hell out of here. I promised Tae we would take her home.”

Soulet’s crackle of laughter shattered my concentration and the memory. “Using sex to obtain your mate’s obedience is very creative. Do you think it would work on Hank?”

She definitely didn’t get it. “I did it to save Talree, not to control him. Hank needs to be able to trust you. Your father took away your choice when he signed the mating agreement with Kall. Do you remember how you felt? How betrayed? How hurt?”

Her tentacles wilted. “A valid point. I wish Hank to be happy with our joining.”

“He will be, but you need to give him time.”

“Showing me how you and Talree overcame your differences gives me hope. Please continue with your story.”

“Okay, back to the swamp.”




Chapter Ten

Fog shrouded a shattered forest of trees. Vivid red cabbage-like flowers dotted the icky green water. Studded spikes sprouted from the center of the flowers and stank of rotted flesh. A horde of bee-type insects flitted from flower to flower.

Talree skillfully guided the barge around the floating garden. From my perch behind him, I kept watch for any threats. My radar had been twitching for the last hour. I knew without a doubt we were being watched, but so far our watchers hadn’t made any hostile moves.

Tae wiggled impatiently in my lap. “Why did you stop?”

I started petting her again. “I thought I saw something.”

“Few enter this place.”

A purple dragonfly the size of a Great Dane hovered over the ship. My hand tightened on the laser rifle. Shit, look at the claws on that thing. “I can see why.”

Something whooped in the swamp, and it darted away.

Tae continued as if nothing had happened. “My home, Taborlin, lies beyond the forest of the dead.”

I surveyed the tangled network of raised roots that spread from the charred trees. “Spooky-lookin’ place.”

“It is haunted by the Old Ones.”

I scratched under Tae’s chin, and one of her legs twitched rapidly. Guess I had hit her G-spot. “You mean there are real ghosts here?”

“Yes, the dead are trapped forever in this place.”

A cold chill skittered up my spine. “How? What happened?”

“Their enemy, the Musa, ambushed the Old Ones here.”

Using my Siren’s inner eye, I carefully searched for spirits. No scary ghouls to be seen. “None of them survived the attack?”

“Only one. Quanah. He set off a weapon of such great power, it destroyed the Musa and every living creature within a hundred clicks. Even now, nothing lives in this land.”

“Shit! We need to turn around.”

“As long as we stay on the water, we are safe,” Tae advised.

“Uh-huh. Maybe for you Tabors, but what about humans and Colettis?”

Tae patted my hand. “Many humanoids have traveled through the forest and survived.”

I linked with Talree. “Did you hear what she said? Can we get any more speed out of this rust bucket?”

“It’s too risky.” I felt Talree’s alarmed surprise and followed his gaze.

“Holy fucking shit!” Dozens of web-shrouded bodies hung from the trees. “What’s up with the corpses, Tae?”

“They are a warning to anyone foolish enough to enter our lands.”

“That’s one hell of a KEEP OUT sign. Enter, and you get sucked dry.”

Tae spat, “The trappers have killed many of our people.”

“Then they deserve to die, but are you sure your sentries won’t decide to turn us into tree ornaments?”

“You are under my protection,” Tae reassured me.

I stared up at the shriveled husks swinging in the wind. Every one of their faces was frozen in a grotesque mask of agony. “Yeah, but do they know it?”

Talree brushed a hand across my cheek. “I’ll keep you safe.”

“Not to be a pessimist or anything, but I am a shit magnet.”

Right on cue, the engine made a loud grinding noise, and thick black smoke boiled out.

“Great. A fire.” I was batting a thousand.

The kids screeched and bolted to my head.

Tae wrapped herself around my neck, trembling violently.

Spitting fur out of my mouth, I yelled, “Is there a fire extinguisher on this piece of crap?”

Talree calmly grabbed a long metal tube, flipped the hatch open, and sprayed the contents on the fire.

I stroked Tae soothingly. “You okay?”

A tremor shook Tae. “When I was a child, the trappers set our city on fire. The flames killed everything in its path. I lost my parents.”

“I grieve with you.”

“The engine was sabotaged,” Talree announced. Soot covered his face.

To my relief, Tae crawled back to my lap. “Gee, you think someone wants us dead?”

“It’s more likely they want to collect the bounty on us,” Talree said; his eyes simmered with a killing rage.

“Fuck. The Rodan know where we crashed.”

“They do.” Talree carefully scanned the trees.

“Can the engine be fixed?”

“I am Coletti.”

“And so very modest.” Good thing my dad had taught me how to repair anything mechanical. “We got tools?”

Three hot, sweaty hours later, we had the motor fixed. If Tae and the kids hadn’t kept the marauding horde of insects at bay, I’d have been the perfect tree ornament along with all the other corpses.

The setting sun turned the fog from pink to cinnamon-colored to scarlet. It gave Arizona’s sunsets a run for their money. A pang of loneliness hit me. I missed my family and our crazy Sunday dinners. Over platters of fajitas, we’d bitch about our jobs, discuss new ways to kill the monsters, and moan over our love lives or lack thereof.

A flash of movement drew my attention. I turned, and for a brief moment, it was as if the trees were moving. Nah, the heat had fried my brains. The trees moved again. I grabbed the laser rifle and sighted in.

Holy Mary, Mother of God! The trees were full of Tabors. Big fucking Tabors. “Ah, Tae, I think the sentries are getting ready to attack.”

She scurried out of the cabin with the babies trailing behind her. “Where?”

I pointed.

Talree wiped his hands on a rag and reached for the laser rifle.

Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Web balls exploded, gluing his chest, arms, and legs to the ship’s cabin wall. He roared in fury and struggled to break free.

Ducking and dodging the sticky flying balls, I shouted, “Dammit, stop it! This is not an invasion. All we’re doing is bringing Tae and Woo’s kids home. Take them, and we’ll leave.”

A web ball missed me by inches. “Or I can kick your furry butts.”

Tae hopped in front of me. “Stop! They are under my protection.”

A growly voice decreed, “You know the law. Any humanoid who enters our lands dies.”

Six gigantic spiders dropped onto the deck. I gulped. “Which one is your bossy prick of a mate?”

“The one with the black stripes,” Tae answered.

He just had to be the biggest, meanest-looking one. “Before you do anything stupid, Your Royal Stickiness, you should know we rescued Woo’s kids from a Kotsor nest and kept Tae from being eaten by Buddy, Fatso’s pet Kotsor.”

Tae hissed, “Shut up.”

I flinched as Datlow’s telepathic rage at Tae slammed into my mind. “You’re a month away from giving birth, and you allowed yourself to be captured by the fat one? Have you lost all sense?”

I gave myself a mental head smack. That did explain Tae’s bulging tummy. “Why didn’t you tell me you are pregnant?”

“It wasn’t necessary,” Tae snapped.

That hurt. I thought we were friends.

Datlow advanced on Tae. “Do you not remember the first law?”

“I had no choice. You refused to send warriors to look for Woo and her children.”

“The first law states that all pregnant females must remain in their nests until the babies are hatched. Punishment is mandatory and must be carried out immediately.”

Oh, hell no. I shoved the laser rifle in his face. “You lay a finger…uh…fang on Tae, and I will kill you.”

Splat! Webbing yanked the rifle out of my hand. Before I could react, forty pounds of pissed-off Tabor slammed into my chest, knocking me flat. “Hey!”

Black fangs erupted from Datlow’s mouth as he went for my neck. I quickly jabbed him in the belly with my knife. “Bite me, and I’ll gut you.”

“You dare to threaten me, female?”

Shit. He was as bad as Talree. “Yeah, I do.” I poked him with the knife. “I won’t let you hurt Tae or my kids. Got it?”

“You think you can stop me?” Goo splattered my right hand, gluing it to my left breast and effectively disabling me.

“Let her go,” Tae shouted angrily.

“The female needs to be taught a lesson.”

A growl rumbled in Talree’s chest as he strained to free himself. “Use your fucking critter control.”

“Sorry. Wasn’t thinking.” And where was that language coming from?

“Obviously,” Talree snipped.

I reached out with my mind and commanded Datlow. “Get off me.”

“No.” Datlow scraped his fangs across my neck. “I’m not feebleminded like your male.”

“Be careful who you insult. Talree’s a Coletti Warlord, and his dad’s the Overlord of the clan.”

“I do not fear them,” Datlow countered.

I really hated alpha males. “Talree can kill you with a thought.”

“If he could, I’d already be dead.”

Good point. “Why haven’t you killed him?”

“The beast is gaining control.” Stress lined Talree’s face.

Crap. “Do you want Tae and the kids to die along with all your warriors?”

“That will not happen.”

Two of Datlow’s warriors crawled up Talree’s legs.

“Not hurt friends,” the kids cried, attacking Datlow.

Datlow reared back in surprise and webbed them to the deck.

Tae jumped on my Talree’s head. “Stop! This male killed fifty trappers.”

“You saw this?” Datlow’s disbelief was obvious.

“You calling her a liar?” I shoved the images of the bodies into his head.

Reluctantly, Datlow admitted, “We did see the explosion.”

“Well, call me Skippy. Did you just admit you were wrong?”

Datlow ignored me. “I will allow you to live.”

“You have our most humble gratitude, but if you hurt Tae, you’re one dead eight-legged freak.”

Talree surged into my mind. “Stop antagonizing him, Kaylee. She’s his mate.”

“And I’m a cop. It’s my job to protect Tae from an abusive asshole.”

“Your mate needs to be taught the proper respect for males,” Datlow stated.

“I have found that human females do not respond well to threats,” Talree commented.

“Tabor females are the same. She is stubborn like my Tae.” There was a touch of humor in Datlow’s voice.

“Very stubborn,” Talree added with a long-suffering sigh. “And she’s a warrior.”

“As is Tae. We should discuss training techniques.”

Tae hissed at Datlow, exposing her fangs. “Try it.”

“Bring it on, buster, and you’ll be eating through a straw.”

Datlow creeped toward me. “A temper too.”

That was when it hit me. He was laughing his ass off.

“What’s so damned funny?”

“I did not believe there could be another female like Tae.”

Talree nodded. “The odds of them meeting are slim.”

“It’s fate,” Tae and I said in unison.

I grunted when Datlow jumped on my chest. “You’re making it kinda hard to breathe here.”

His emerald eyes stared down at me. “If you ever point a weapon at me again, I will put you in the trees with the others. Do you understand?”

“Yes, and do you promise you won’t hurt Tae?”

“She broke our law.”

“For a good reason.”

Tae scurried over to us. “Stop, Kaylee. I accept my punishment.”

“But—”

Datlow pounced on her, and they rolled around the deck.

I frowned. "If I didn’t know better, I would think they were having sex."

Talree’s amused voice sounded in my head. “They are.”

“Oh, and in public no less.”

“Their customs are not ours.”

“Thank God.”

Something long and shiny protruded from Datlow’s fur. Tae squealed a second later.

“Shot his wad kinda fast.”

Talree groused, “Does that mouth ever stop?”

“Nope.” I smiled at the kids as they busily nibbled at the webbing imprisoning me.

Datlow crawled off Tae, and I swear to God, he strutted across the deck.

I asked hopefully, “Are you going to cut us free?”

His fur bristled. “Your mate, yes. You? No.”

“God, you’re such a prick.”

“Kaylee,” Talree snapped.

“What? It’s the truth.”

“Some time in the trees will correct your attitude,” Datlow said pleasantly.

Crap. Was I the master at pissing people, critters, and monsters off, or what? “Kids. In my hair. Now.” They obediently skittered up my body and hid.

Splat! A web ball nailed me. Before I could react, Datlow rolled me across the deck, and the next instant, I was hanging in a tree. Well, hell. That sucker was fast.

“You were warned,” Talree said, not an ounce of sympathy in his voice. “You must learn to respect other species’ customs.”

“Like you do when you conquer a world? Or take things that don’t belong to you?”

“We do what we must to ensure our survival.”

“What a load of crap.”

Datlow interjected, “If you want a little peace and quiet, I can inject her with venom.”

“Har. Har.” I broke the link with Talree and Datlow. Men were such jerks.

“We save you,” the kids crowed, chewing through the webbing.

“What? Wait!” I was suddenly falling. The kids chittered in alarm and leaped on a tree ornament.

“Help her!” Tae shouted as her web missed me by inches.

I hit the water with a loud splash and sank into the muddy depths, still wrapped up in webbing

Down.

Down.

Down. I went.

The dark shape of a twenty-foot-long alien crocodile rose from the sludge. Great. I was Afula bait.

Talree roared in my head, “What did you do, Kaylee?”

“Do? Like I purposely wrapped myself in webbing and decided to go for a swim? I need help, not a lecture!” I shrieked mentally.

The damned Afula was closing fast. I reached out and grabbed its mind. “Stop!” I could sense its confusion and tightened my grip as the massive body slammed into me. The webbing stuck to its scaly hide, and I was abruptly riding it. “Giddy up, Silver! C’mon, up! Up, we go.”

The croc obeyed, and we moved toward the surface.

My lungs began to burn, and I knew I couldn’t hold my breath much longer. “Faster,” I commanded. If I got out of this alive, I was kicking Datlow’s butt.

We erupted from the water, and I sucked in a lungful of air. Violent tremors shook me as I fought to keep from losing it. “Talree?”

Grunting roars echoed around the swamp.

I gulped. It was like feeding time at the zoo. At least a dozen Afulas were zeroing in on me. “Talree,” I hollered, my panic growing.

“I’m here.”

My gaze darted around frantically. “I don’t see you.”

Something hairy dropped down beside me, and I screamed like a little girl.

“You frighten easily, female,” Datlow commented rudely and began gnawing through the webbing.

“Gee, I wonder why? I was only ten seconds away from drowning. Not to mention, I’m riding a fucking Afula who wants to gobble me up. And the croc’s friends think I’d make a tasty snack too. So excuse the hell out of me if I’m a bit upset!”

A red, incandescent laser beam sizzled by my right leg. It struck a huge crocodile, vaporizing its head.

I watched in horror as the other Afulas started tearing huge chunks out of it. “Can’t you chew any faster?”

“Be quiet,” Datlow snarled.

“If you hadn’t put me in the tree, we wouldn’t be seconds away from dying horribly.”

The monster beneath me thrashed wildly, trying to dislodge me. I tightened my grip on his mind. “Stop.”

It quivered but obeyed.

The webbing gave way, and I slid to the left, still wrapped up like a Christmas present. A ball of webbing zapped me. Up I flew.

“A little warning would be nice,” I shouted. A second later, another web struck me and swung me through the air.

Splat! Webbing caught my dangling feet, and I bobbed over the swamp. Massive jaws shot from the water.

Why did I feel like a piñata? “For God’s sake, get me out of here.”

A laser bolt struck the gator. The Afula fell back with a tremendous splash, and its buddies attacked like a school of hungry piranhas.

Datlow crawled over me. “You’re one noisy female.”

“And you’re one dead freak.”

“Am I?” He cut through the webbing, and I fell. Again.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I waited to die. Instead of landing in the water, a familiar pair of arms caught me.

Talree wiped the muck off my face. “How can one small female cause so much trouble?”

“Shit magnet.” I sniffed, fighting back tears. I had reached my limit. I wanted, needed my family. “Please, take me home.”

“Not an option,” Talree retorted and carried me inside the barge.




Chapter Eleven

God, it was hot. And why was I covered with a blanket? I tried to kick it off.

The furry blanket chittered in irritation.

Huh? I opened my eyes and bolted upright. “Holy shit!” There were spiders everywhere. The bed, the barge walls, and a couple were even clinging to my naked body. I smacked frantically at them. “Get off. Get off! Oh my God, get the hell off me. And what happened to my clothes?”

“Relax, they’re our guards, and you couldn’t sleep in your filthy overall,” Tae said sleepily. The kids were snuggled on her back.

“Guards? Why do we need guards?”

“Our bossy pricks decided it wasn’t safe to leave us alone while they scout the area.”

I drew an angry breath. Talree just took off and left me here? If the Master of the Universe pulled this crap again, he’d be singing soprano. “I’m surprised they didn’t try to kill each other.”

“They found they had much in common.”

“Killing the trappers probably didn’t hurt either.”

“Datlow was quite impressed with Talree’s ability to kill.”

What could I say? “He’s a Warlord”? That was when I noticed our guards were giving me the evil eye. “What? Is a naked human female too much for your delicate senses? If so, leave!”

The freaks continued to stare at me.

“Get the hell out!”

They didn’t move an inch.

I pushed at the spiders crouched on my thighs. They wouldn’t budge. “Look, you hairy little creeps, I’m hungry and I need to pee. Get the hell off me.”

“Let her up,” Tae ordered.

The Tabors reluctantly crawled up the walls.

All those eyes on me made my skin itch. I rushed into the tiny bathroom. The sooner I got off this hellhole, the happier I would be.

Rubbing my gritty eyes, I perched on the edge of the funky square toilet and hissed when something scurried across my foot. Wonderful. Every one of the freaks had followed me. “Aw, c’mon. Can’t a girl have some privacy?”

A warrior with streaks of gray in his fur crawled up the wall until he could look me in the eye. “If we leave you alone and unguarded, your mate will kill us. If he does not, Datlow will.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Another bossy prick to deal with. My bladder was about to burst. I would pretend like they weren’t there. A Tabor sat on my foot. Yeah, that so wasn't going to work.

I hurriedly finished and went to wash my hands. My eyes widened in horror when I saw myself in the cracked mirror. My hair was matted to my skull, and pieces of swamp scum decorated my face. I looked down and winced. Dried mud coated my body. My loving mate hadn’t even attempted to clean me up.

I sniffed my armpits. Yeow! Maybe the smell had run him off.

Rain suddenly pounded against the hull. I quickly grabbed the shampoo, soap, and my overalls. “I’m going to take a shower.”

The bossy prick grumbled, “You’ll just get dirty again.”

“Probably.” I stomped outside and started scrubbing. Once I was clean, I went to work on my overalls.

The Tabors crowded around me, chittering their displeasure at getting wet.

I threw my hands up in disgust. “Give me a friggin’ break. A little water isn’t going to hurt you.”

“Our nests are waterproof,” the bossy old guy responded grumpily.

“Go. I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

“Silly female, you are as helpless as a newborn.”

“Bite me,” I snarled.

They all charged me.

I jumped back. “Hey! Are you crazy?” In my mind, I could hear them snickering at scaring the little humanoid. “Not funny.”

“But you frighten so easily.” The old guy chortled.

Okay, I’d be the first to admit this planet had made me a bit skittish. But, dammit, I was a Siren, and they owed me some respect. “Listen, you little bug. I have killed hundreds of monsters.”

The not so little bug brushed his hairy leg across my foot.

A girlish yelp broke from me. God, what was wrong with me? Even Talree’s mental woo-woo to fix my spider heebie-jeebies wasn’t working.

The Tabors’ hoots of laughter reverberated in my head.

Where was a can of bug spray when you needed it? “Nothing personal, but eight-legged critters give me the willies.” I shot them mental images of my run-in with the wolf spiders.

The old guy sidled over to me. “A few tiny cousins crawl on you, and you become a scared little petka?”

Fuck. Petka was their version of a bunny rabbit. Enough was enough. Linking with them, I showed them my battles with the Tai-Kok. “Still think I’m a petka?”

“Pardon our disrespect. You are a killer petka.”

“How’d you like to get drop-kicked off this boat, old man?”

The old man shot straight up and landed on my shoulder. I froze as his fangs nibbled on my neck. “Try it.”

“Nice trick. What’s your name?”

“Bey.”

“Okay, Bey, how about we declare a truce? I’ll go back to doing my laundry, and you can do whatever it is you do.”

“An excellent idea, petka.” He slowly inched his way down my body.

“For God’s sake, give it a rest. You’ve made your point.” I tried to shake Bey off my leg.

He clung to me. “There is a term polite humanoids use. What is it? Ah, now I remember. The word is ‘please.’”

I drew back my left leg to kick him to hell and gone.

Bey’s fangs clamped down on my right calf.

Exhaling a long breath, I gave the prick a bright smile. “Please get the fuck off my leg.”

He hopped off, and the other warriors gave him the Tabor version of a high-five.

The kids giggled. “Uncle Bey says he taught squealing female a lesson.”

Tae’s laughter filled my head. “My brother is one… What do you say on Earth? Oh, yes, one tough cookie?”

“Your brother, huh? Lucky him. Now I can’t fry him.” My foot was suddenly webbed to the deck.

“Go ahead and try, petka.”

Testosterone should be outlawed. “We have something called bug spray on my world, and you need a healthy dose.”

“And you need to respect your superiors.”

“Superior. You? Fat chance.”

“Kaylee,” Talree growled in my mind. “Behave yourself.”

“Me? But—”

“You will do as I command.”

“Sure. Why don’t I slit my throat while I’m at it? That way, you don’t have to deal with me anymore.”

Talree’s gruff voice had a menacing edge to it. “Kaylee.”

“Okay, fine. Your wish is my command.” I tugged on my foot. “Where are you?”

“Doing recon. Stop irritating the warriors and stay on the barge.” He broke the link.

“Love you too.” I yanked, and yanked and yanked. Shit. I was stuck. The next time I took a shower, I would be armed to the teeth. “Could you please free my foot?”

“It would be my honor.” Bey nipped at my toes and rubbed himself against my leg.

If he started humping me, I was gonna— Agony seared every nerve ending, and a scream tore from me. My legs buckled, and I crumpled to the deck as violent muscle spasms contorted my body.

“Petka? Petka? Where are you injured?”

I struggled to breathe. “I… I…”

The babies scurried over me, wailing loudly. “Don’t die. Don’t die.”

Tae stroked my face. “Can you tell us what happened?”

“Don’t… Don’t know. It just hit me.”

The warriors hovered protectively around me. Horror flared to life as I realized it was Talree’s pain I had felt. He had been shot with a stun gun, and since we were linked, I took the hit too. I reached out frantically. “Talree?”

“I’m not dead yet.” His rage was a living thing.

“Did the Rodan attack you?” I grunted when a booted foot kicked us in the stomach. Damn, that hurt.

“Rogue Colettis.” Talree tried to rise, only to be knocked back down by a vicious blow to his head.

Everything went black for a time.

“Petka? Petka,” Bey prodded insistently.

My thoughts spun chaotically. Why did my head hurt? Had someone hit me?

“Petka?”

“Why did you hit me?”

“Open your eyes, Kaylee,” Tae ordered.

“’Kay.” I obediently opened my eyes, but everything was a blur. Blinking rapidly, I finally managed to clear my vision. Fuck. Just what I wanted to see. Spiders. Big, hairy spiders. Everywhere. If this didn’t cure my bug phobia, nothing would.

Tae asked, “Can you sit up?”

“Oh my God! Talree.” I shot to my feet, and a jolt of raw fear shook me. “I can’t feel him. He can’t be dead. He just can’t.”

“He’s alive,” Datlow reassured me.

I took a shuddering breath. “How badly is he hurt?”

“The rogue beat him, but his injuries appear survivable.”

The rogue was a dead man. “What happened?”

Datlow projected the image of a huge, scar-faced Coletti warrior into my mind. “The ugly one said the Overlord had sent him. When Talree went to meet him, he ambushed.”

A rusty metal warehouse took form in my head. “They took Talree inside.”

“How many warriors does Ugly have?”

“Many.”

“Are they all Coletti?”

“No. There are rat creatures too.” Datlow strengthened our link and showed me a shitload of Rodan swarming around the warehouse.

Dammit. I was outnumbered twenty to one. Despair sank its teeth into me, and my shoulders slumped. The bastards held the winning hand.

Then I got mad. Was I a quitter? Hell, no. Those bastards had just made the biggest mistake of their lives. A feral grin curved my mouth. They were about to meet a woman suffering from PMS and a serious lack of chocolate. From now on, when a rogue heard my name, he would run screaming. Ditto for the Rodan.

Surprise, surprise, Bey had freed my foot. I pulled on my wet overalls and quickly braided my hair. If I had my own army…

“You have an army, petka,” Bey said.

“Are you reading my mind?”

“Once you linked with me and our minds connected, a bond was formed. My family can share the link,” Tae announced with a touch of unease in her voice. “I hope you consider us friends.”

“I do.” Me, BFFs with a spider. Fate had a weird sense of humor. “I do have a question for Datlow. Why are you helping us? You usually kill humanoids.”

“You saved Tae and the children. Tabors always pay their debts,” Datlow answered.

Wow. Color me surprised. “Let’s go kick some butt.”

The kids bounced up and down on my head. “We help. We help.”

“Aw, thanks, sweeties.” I went inside the cabin, pulled on my boots, and grabbed my laser pistol and rifle. “How far away are you, Datlow?”

“Ten of your clicks.”

The barge only managed five miles an hour. Talree could be dead before we reached him. There was just one person with enough power to save him. Zarek. Our last meeting hadn’t been pretty. I had helped Talree reestablish his link with his dad and relay the joyous news that Zarek's own son, Malik, was plotting to kill him. Needless to say, Zarek had been beyond pissed.

Gathering my courage, I reached out and politely knocked on Zarek’s mind. “Uh, sir, I need your help.”

A terrifying power engulfed my mind. “What’s wrong?”

“Talree has been captured by rogue Colettis and the Rodan.”

Zarek’s rage knocked me to my knees. Shit. Should have seen that one coming. Breathe. Just keep breathing. He won’t kill you. He won’t kill you.

“How did this happen?”

I quickly showed him the image of the scar-faced rogue and told him what Datlow had seen.

“Balldar.” Zarek’s voice was laced with menace. He turned his attention to Datlow. “You have no doubt Balldar betrayed my son?”

Datlow calmly replied, “None.”

Zarek seized Datlow’s mind.

“Whoa! What are you doing? He’s on our side.” I felt Datlow’s shields shatter and instinctively threw up another one to protect him. Oh man, when had I become suicidal? “Stop! We need him.”

“You dare to defy me?”

A low moan tore from me. It felt like he was squashing my brain. “If it saves Talree, yes.”

The fierce pressure stopped, and I could feel Zarek’s approval. “My son chose well.”

My right eye twitched, and I babbled nervously, “Wow. I don’t know what to say. Thank you? I’m honored. Really honored. Can you… I mean, could you teleport me to where they’re holding Talree prisoner? Is that doable?”

“I am Coletti.”

I guessed that was a yes.

“Show me where my son is being held.”

“Datlow?”

The image of an island formed in my mind. A rusty metal warehouse squatted in the middle of a muddy clearing. Dead trees clustered around the building. The fragile branches swayed in the breeze, and a shimmering veil of silk sparkled in the sun. The bones of long-dead creatures hung in the webbing.

“Oh my God, they put their base by a Kotsor’s nest?”

“The fools will soon realize their mistake,” Datlow replied.

I did a little happy dance. All I had to do was rile up the eight-legged freaks and sic ’em on the idiot rogues. “Where’s a good place for me to teleport in?”

A huge sausage tree appeared in my mind. “The third branch beneath the lightning damage.”

“Zarek?” He seized control of my mind, and it took everything I had not to scream blue bloody murder. “Petrifying” didn’t even begin to describe it, but I could do this. I had to do this, or Talree died.

“You ready, female?”

“Kaylee. My name is Kaylee. Not ‘female.’”

Datlow hastily added, “She means no disrespect, my lord. All she wants is to save her mate.”

“My son will have his hands full with this one.”

“That he will,” Datlow answered, every ounce the diplomat.

“We’re wasting time we don’t have, sir.”

Zarek laughed. “I like your tenacity, daughter.”

“I’m a cop. Tenacity is my middle name. Do I need to do anything?”

“No.”

Datlow, Bey, Tae, and a bunch of warriors suddenly jumped on me.

“What the fuck?” There was a flash of black, and I was standing on the third branch.




Chapter Twelve

I teetered wildly, struggling to keep my balance. “There’re too many of you. We’re gonna fall!”

The Tabor shifted their weight.

“Not helping.” Arms flailing, I staggered like a drunken sailor. My muddy boots slipped off the branch, and down I went.

Tae, my BFF, bailed, and the others quickly followed.

Branches whizzed by, whacking me in the face. “Help!”

Splat! Something smacked into my back. Whoosh! Up I flew.

“Grab the branch!” Bey hollered.

“Gee, ya think?” I managed to latch on to a handful of leaves and tried to pull myself up. They slipped through my fingers. Whoosh! Back down I went.

It was like being stuck on a damn bungee cord.

Up.

Down.

Up.

Down.

My stomach roiled. Just when I thought I would lose my lunch, we slowed.

“Wheee. Fun!” the kids yelled. “Do again.”

“Not a chance.”

“You no fun.”

“Yeah, I’m a regular party pooper.” I looked down and gasped. I bobbed wildly above a Coletti warrior, and he definitely wasn’t one of the good guys.

Zarek spat something nasty in Coletti.

“I take it you know him?”

“Haas sits on the high council.”

“Guess there will be a vacancy soon.”

“Very soon.”

Haas stiffened and looked up.

Talk about mean looking. I pasted a friendly smile on my face and waved. “Hello, there. Could you help me? I seem to be stuck.”

“You’re the Siren the Rodan hunt.”

Rats. “Boy, you’re a smart one. I bet there’s a big reward for me too.”

“There is.” He drew his laser pistol.

“Wait! No body. No reward.”

He fired.

The webbing vanished, and I slammed face-first into the ground. Well, that felt good. I spat out a mouthful of mud. Yuck. With my luck, it probably had the alien version of Ebola in it.

Haas planted a massive knee in my back and took my pistol. “Malik wants you badly.”

“Oh goodie. Malik and the Rodan get to fight over me? To the victor goes the spoils and all that shit?”

“The Rodan follow Malik.”

On a private link, I asked Zarek, “Did you know that?”

“No.”

“You stink of Talree,” Haas growled. He rose, lifting me straight up by my neck.

“Well, buddy, you smell like something that’s been dead for a year.” I jammed my thumb into his throat.

Haas shook me like a rag doll.

“Do not provoke him, petka.”

“He’s choking the life out of me, and all you got is, ‘don’t provoke him’? Help me or shut the fuck up.” I thrust my palm into the rogue’s nose. Crap. He never even blinked. I hit him again.

Blood trickling from his nose, Haas snarled, “I will drain you dry.”

“That’s his line,” I said, a second before Datlow struck.

“You still die.” The rogue tightened his grip.

I pried desperately at his fingers as my vision dimmed. “A little help here, Zarek!”

Tremendous power roiled through me and struck Haas. His hand fell away and down he went, taking me with him to the ground.

Haas’s huge body crushed me into the goo. I heaved, pushed, shoved, wiggled, and squirmed. Fuck. I couldn’t move him. “Could someone please get this mountain off me?”

Splat! Splat! Splat! Haas shot up into the tree.

Zarek vanished from my mind. I sagged in relief. I was still alive. How amazing was that?

A horrific, guttural cry sounded above me. I opened my senses and took a cautious peek. The Overlord was sifting through Haas’s memories, and he didn’t give a rat’s ass about the pain he inflicted or the damage he did.

Thank God that Zarek had hijacked Datlow’s mind to help with his interrogation. He probably thought my feeble brain wasn’t up for it.

My Siren senses went on red alert. Just my luck, a Rodan was headed for my tree.

Crap. The lowest branch was a good ten feet above my head.

“Hey. Guys. I could use a boost.”

Giggles sounded in my head. Splat! A web smacked my shoulder and jerked me up on the branch. I tottered unsteadily.

“How you have survived this long is a mystery, petka.” Splat! Another web hit my chest. Suddenly, I was flying like Superman. A branch loomed up. I grabbed it and swung my legs over. Yay. I had made it.

Bey snorted in disgust. “You need a keeper.”

Assuming my best intimidating-cop demeanor, I snapped, “I’m a highly trained combat officer.”

He sniggered.

I stuck my tongue out at him.

“Your mate is doomed,” Bey sniped.

The little prick was right. I needed to get my act together, or Talree was a dead man. I turned my attention to the Kotsors’ nest.

Dozens of the eight-legged freaks crawled around the enormous web. One large female wrapped her still-struggling prey in sticky silken strands.

I had never encountered such sick, twisted brain patterns. I didn’t know what to make of the weird blue spikes in their brain waves. For my rescue plan to work, I needed a way into their minds. Time to call for backup.

My oldest brother, Quinn, was the head of the Sirens’ program and my go-to guy. If he didn’t have an answer, Aunt Tess would. I linked with him. “Hey, big brother, miss me?”

“Kaylee!” He engulfed me in a mental bear hug. “Thank God. We’ve been so worried. Has he hurt you?”

Before I could answer, my head was full of family. Brothers, uncles, and cousins all crowded in. Every one of them vied for my attention. Their love and joy enveloped me. How had I gotten so lucky? “Okay. Okay. One question at a time.”

My older brother Caleb demanded, “How in the hell did you hook up with a vampire?”

“Talree isn’t a vampire; he’s Coletti.”

“He’s got fangs. Doesn’t—”

Cousin Tess cut Caleb off. “Hon, you’ve been broadcasting some hot, and I do mean hot images.”

Say what? I went to a private link. “Please, oh God, please tell me you’re not talking about sex?”

“I am.”

“Between Talree and me?”

Tess sighed. “He can warm my bed anytime.”

“Did the guys…ah…see me…ah…”

“Gettin’ it on? Oh yeah.”

My face burned with embarrassment. I’d never live it down.

Bey nipped my fingers. “Are you going to introduce me?”

“Oh, hell no. They don’t like bugs.”

“If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t fucking believe it.” My youngest brother, Jake, gasped. “You’re talking to a spider and not shrieking like a crazy person.”

What did you know? I had the perfect way to get their attention off my sex life. “Everyone, listen up. This is Bey. He’s a Tabor and my bodyguard. Bey, this is my family.”

“It is an honor to meet petka’s family.”

There was a long silence, then Sarah had to ask, “What the heck is a petka?”

“Don’t you dare,” I warned Bey.

A smirking Bey projected the image of a petka. “Kaylee is easily frightened, and it seemed a proper name for her.”

Laughter filled my mind.

“Yuk it up. You’d freak out too, if you saw all the creepy crawlies on this hellhole. Believe it or not, my best friend, Tae, is a Tabor.”

Tae joined the link. “Kaylee is an honored friend.”

The babies chimed in, “We family.”

I tickled them. “Yes, you are. These little cuties are the best bug zappers on the planet.”

“I bet they are,” Tess agreed cautiously.

It was obvious she thought I was a few bricks short of a full load. “A lot has happened since I left Earth. Some good. Some not so good. I’ve met different life-forms and found out we really aren’t that different. The perfect example is the Tabors. Family is the most important thing to them as it is to us.” I quickly filled them in on Tae’s and the kids’ rescue. “Could you leave them to be eaten by the Kotsors? I couldn’t.”

“You did the right thing,” Jake said.

My cousin Ethan gave me a mental pat on the head. “Good work, runt. I’ve got those enlistment papers waiting for you when you get back.”

I could imagine Talree’s response if I told him I wanted to be a marine.

“I’ve got myself into a bit of a jam, and I need your help.”

Everyone groaned.

Caleb griped, “Calamity Jane strikes again.”

Ignoring him, I gave my family the 411 on the situation. “I need to rile the Kotsors up, but their brain patterns are funky, and I can’t find a way in.”

“Jesus.” Uncle Derek gasped as he joined our conference. “They’ll definitely get the Rodan’s attention.”

“If I can control them. Got any ideas, Tess?” My aunt was the family’s expert at critter control.

“There. See those spikes in their brain waves? That’s how we get in.”

I gave myself a head smack. It was so damned obvious. “Yep, don’t know how I missed it.”

Uncle Saul broke in. “What’s your battle plan?”

I could always rely on Uncle Saul for strategy. His masterful defeat of the Tai-Kok squadron in 2020 got him promoted to four-star general. “I’m going to use the Kotsors to kill as many of the bad guys as possible. While they’re distracted—and believe me, having those eight-legged freaks coming at you is a real hair-raiser—Datlow and his crew will sneak into the warehouse for some recon.”

Caleb prompted, “And then…?”

“Once Datlow reports in, we herd the survivors toward the swamp, and I sic the Afulas on them.” I flashed them pictures of the big gators.

Ethan hooted. “They don’t stand a chance.”

“Then, while the monsters are eating each other, we go in and get Talree. Simple. Easy,” I finished.

“Simple? There’s nothing simple or easy about any of this. If you lose control for an instant, the Kotsors and Afulas could turn on you,” Jake interjected.

“Have a little faith,” I retorted.

“It’s a good plan, if you can pull it off,” Uncle Saul said.

“How can I fail with you as my backup?” I could suck up with the best of them.

Quinn added his two cents. “I’m in.”

Haas’s agonized cries grabbed my attention.

Holy fucking shit. Datlow and another warrior had their fangs buried in his neck. As I watched, Haas’s skin collapsed until there was nothing left but a desiccated corpse.

Tess cried, “Get away from those creatures. Now!”

“You don’t understand. Haas is a traitor. He sold his people out to Malik, who makes Hitler look like a pussycat. This axis of evil includes the Tai-Kok and Rodan. He deserves his punishment.”

“I agree with Kaylee. It’s a fitting death,” Uncle Derek responded coldly.

Thank God. If my family bailed…

Uncle Saul demanded, “Tell us the truth about these Colettis.”

I would if I could.

Zarek was abruptly in our minds. “Introduce me, daughter.”

I froze. “Pissed” didn’t even begin to describe the Overlord’s mood. His need to kill was overwhelming. Talree’s beast and he had way too much in common. “I’d like you to meet Zarek, Overlord of the Coletti clans. He’s Talree’s father.”

I badly wanted to yell, Run as far and fast as you can. Zarek’s a Warlord bent on conquering the universe, and he’ll soon be paying Earth a visit to take all our psychic females. But if I did that, Talree would die.

Zarek dropped a bomb. “I’m honored to meet my daughter-in-law’s family.”

My entire family blew a gasket. Their protests were a confusing jumble as they shouted over each other.

“Married?”

“Are you nuts?”

“Fucking vampire.”

“…hot sex…”

“After a week?”

Just kill me now. I let out an ear-shattering mental whistle. “Enough! I’m an adult. It was my decision. Deal with it.”

“We can get the marriage annulled,” Uncle Derek said, his concern evident.

The Overlord’s voice was lethal. “Only death can sever the bond.”

That shut them up for about ten seconds.

Caleb literally growled. “I can live with that.”

I had to stop my overprotective family from getting us all killed. But how? Duh. “I love him. We’re soul mates.”

The tension level dropped.

Tess gushed, “I can see why. He’s very talented.”

I dropped my face into my hands. She just had to go there.

Cousin Sarah popped in with, “His equipment is certainly interesting.”

Jake snorted. “If you’re into doing it with a squid.”

My temper flared. “Do you remember that girl in Mexico, Jake? Who wasn’t entirely a girl?”

Jake cringed. “Fuck. I was drunk.”

“Yeah, you were, and who rescued you?”

“You did. I apologize. My remark was uncalled-for.”

“Good. We’ve strayed off the subject. Is there anything you’d like to add, sir?”

“Yes,” Zarek responded. “Once my son and Kaylee return to Tanith, there will be a proper ceremony. I want all of you to attend.”

I cried, “No! You can’t—”

Zarek severed the link with my family. “Do not.”

“If you do anything to hurt my family, I will kill you.”

Genuinely amused, the Overlord laughed. “Such loyalty. You have a warrior’s spirit. Do not worry, daughter. Your family will not be harmed.”

“Or turned into broodmares?”

“That, I cannot promise.”

Uncle Saul reestablished the link. “Did that bastard hurt you?”

Horror knotted my stomach. No one called Zarek names and lived. “No! We were…ah…”

Zarek interjected calmly, “She’s worried about her dowry.”

Tess butted in. “You folks have dowries? How medieval.”

“We are proud of our customs, and I will provide Kaylee’s dowry.”

The always-suspicious Quinn asked, “Why?”

“She saved Talree’s sanity,” Zarek answered.

I jumped in. “Which will be for naught if we don’t get our act together. You guys ready to kick some alien butt?”

Two seconds later, their power poured into me.

“Most impressive, daughter,” Zarek said, a touch of glee in his voice.

Shit. My powerful family had been added to his list of things to acquire. I’d figure a way out later. Now I needed to concentrate on the Kotsors.

With Tessa’s skillful help, I shoved images of the rogues and Rodan into the Kotsors’ psychotic brains. “Invaders. Kill. Protect the nest.”

Chittering like crazed crickets, hundreds of arachnids swarmed from the trees.

“Those buggers can move,” Tess commented, concentrating on increasing the Kotsors’ rage.

“They’re death on eight legs,” I replied, watching the rogues and Rodan jerk their weapons out five seconds too late.

Web balls flew rapidly in every direction. Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat!

The rogues’ battle cries swiftly turned into screams. The Rodan fell under the onslaught, their shouts of agony echoed through the swamp.

Damn, the Kotsors were hard to control. I gritted my teeth and fought to hold them, while riling up the Afulas.

Zarek added his strength to ours. Holy cow! The surge of power was off the chart.

More rogue warriors stepped out of the warehouse and started firing at the spiders.

Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat!

To my disgust, most of the webbing missed. The rogues quickly teleported out of the way and efficiently decimated the Kotsors charging them.

“We’re in position,” Datlow announced.

“Roger that. You got ’em, Tess?”

“I think so,” she answered.

“Go. We have them,” Zarek instructed.

I released my hold on the Kotsors.

Zarek used his deadly psychic abilities to cloud the rogues’ minds. Suddenly, they couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn. The Rodan were equally bad shots. The Kotsors’ ferocity drove them toward the swamp.

Raising my laser rifle, I put the warehouse in my crosshairs and fired three times, punching big holes in the rusty metal. “You’re a go, Datlow.”

“We’re in,” he replied a few minutes later.

Time to get the party going. I focused all my attention on the Afulas. “Sic ’em, boys.” They obediently charged out of the water and started chomping rogues and Rodan. Blood and body parts flew in every direction. What the Kotsors didn’t kill, the gators did.

The sudden silence was jarring.

“Good going, runt. You achieved your goals in less than fifteen minutes,” Ethan said with praise in his voice.

“One for the record book,” Jake added proudly.

Uncle Saul asked, “How many hostiles survived?”

Uncle Derek interjected, “A better question is do they realize the attack was deliberately provoked?”

Zarek responded, “Five rogues still live, and yes, they know.”

“We are in position, and your mate is aware of us,” Datlow advised.

“I think it’s time for me to go down and say howdy.”

“Kaylee?” Talree’s shock was apparent.

“I’m here, big guy, and we’re busting you out.”

“No! It’s too dangerous.”

“Not with your dad on our side.”

“Father?” I could sense Talree’s relief at Zarek’s presence. “My mate takes too many risks. She must be protected.”

“Hey, helpless I’m not.”

“Trouble follows wherever you go, petka.”

“Not all the time,” I protested.

“Your mate is well guarded,” Zarek assured Talree. “What have you learned?”

“Balldar, Haas, and Hotan have joined with Malik. They plan to attack your warbird at Tigre.”

“Haas is no longer a threat, and the hunters are now the hunted.” The pure malice in Zarek’s voice was the stuff of nightmares. A shudder shook me.

The Overlord linked privately with me. “Free my son.”

“Yes, sir.” I hurriedly broke my link with Talree. He’d freak big-time if he knew I was planning on confronting Balldar. “You ready, Bey?”

“To go into battle with you? No.”

Flipping him the bird, I climbed down to the next branch.

“Be careful,” Tae called.

“I’m always careful.”

Bey huffed in disbelief. “Always?”

The kids scampered after me. “We come too.”

“I need you to stay and protect Tae and her babies. Can you do that for me? It’s a very important job.”

Their fur puffed out. “We keep Grandma safe.”

“Enough of this endless chatter. A warrior attacks in silence,” Bey said irritably.

“Then why don’t you shut the hell up?” A web hit my shoulder, and Bey swung me through the trees like I was Tarzan. “I’m gonna fucking kill you.”

“Poor little petka. Your battle skills are not up to the task.”

The web snapped without warning, hurtling me straight at the warehouse. “Bastard.” The ground rose up to meet me, and I turned my forward momentum into a roll. I somersaulted to my feet.

“That is how a warrior travels into battle,” Bey said from the safety of the roof.

I stroked the butt of my gun. I really wanted to fry his ass, but duty called. I banged on the warehouse door. “Hello? Anybody home? I’m selling Girl Scout cookies. I’ve even got Thin Mints. They’re so yummy.” I hammered on the door. “Hey! I’ve got a quota to meet.”

“Calamity Jane strikes again,” Caleb complained.

Talree growled. “Girl Scout cookies?”

“It’s an Earth thing.”

Dangling on a web, Bey dropped down, grabbed my pistol, and shot back up to the roof.

“Hey! Give it back.”

“No.”

The door swung open. An old Coletti warrior stared down at me. His badly wrinkled skin was covered in a multitude of icky scars.

“Balldar,” Zarek snapped angrily.

“He looks like a good wind would blow him over.”

“Looks are deceiving,” Talree snarled.

In perfect High Coletti, I said, “Greetings, old one. I lied. I really don’t have any Thin Mints. Nasty trick, I know. Ready to surrender?”

Everyone groaned.

“What? Is my High Coletti that bad?”

“Balldar has never been defeated in battle,” Talree said.

“Until now.”

Grinning madly, Balldar grabbed the front of my overalls and pulled me inside. “You stink of Talree.”

“So I’ve been told. Release Talree or die. Your choice. You’ve got two minutes to decide. Ticktock.”

Balldar yanked me off the floor and shook me until my teeth rattled. “Shut your mouth, female.”

“That’s the best you’ve got? One minute. Ticktock.”

The old coot shook me again. “Do you know who I am?”

My gaze froze on Talree. He was hanging from a chain in the ceiling. His nude body was covered in cuts and bruises. “Balldar, the dead guy?”

“You, a tiny female, think you are capable of killing me,” he bellowed in astonished fury.

“Yep. Time’s up.” I punched the old creep hard in the throat.

Balldar gagged, and his grip tightened.

I hit him again.

Fighting for air, Balldar dropped me and staggered back.

Hot dang, it finally worked. “Word of advice, asshole. Never, ever take on a female suffering from PMS and a lack of chocolate. You’ll lose every time.”

Balldar’s face turned an interesting shade of blue.

“Run!” Talree shouted.

“I’m not leaving without you.”

The old guy gave a funny rasping gasp, and down he went.

The rogues stared at me in stunned disbelief.

“Surrender or die,” I barked in my best cop’s voice.

Growling like rabid wolves, the rogues drew their swords and surrounded me.

Shit. I eyed them warily. They wanted to turn me into a shish kebab.

“Remember, Kaylee, we just practiced this scenario in your tactical training,” Caleb called.

Boy, did I remember. I got my ass handed to me.

“If Kaylee dies, the beast wins,” Talree warned his father.

“The only ones in danger are the traitors,” Zarek reassured him.

“Keep their attention on you, petka.”

“Not gonna be a problem.” I dodged a sword thrust and another and another.

“Your little female seems to be in a bit of trouble,” a harsh voice announced in High Coletti.

I glanced over my shoulder.

A holographic image of Malik floated in midair. His flat, dead eyes and blunt features had a brutal quality to them. The aura of menace was enhanced by a horrific scar across his right cheek.

“Nah, I’m good, but I could use some chocolate.” I ducked a whizzing blade.

“Gut her, and Talree becomes my beast,” Malik cried.

“Now, Datlow,” Zarek commanded.

Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Web balls slammed into the rogues, enveloping them in thick webbing.

Their faces contorted with rage as they struggled to free themselves.

“Bey, my pistol.” As soon as it dropped into my hand, I turned and fired at the chain holding Talree.

It disintegrated. Talree dropped to the floor.

The link with my family shattered unexpectedly, and Zarek burst into my head. His fury was terrifying. I threw up a shield and retreated.

Talree cautioned urgently, “Don’t fight him. He needs to use you.”

Fuck. “Why me? Why not one of the rogues?”

“Be quiet,” Zarek commanded.

I trembled violently as I felt him take control.

My voice was deep, harsh, full of authority, and simmering with a barely controlled rage. “Malik, you are dead to me. You have been branded a traitor. You will be hunted down and face the rite.”

A nasty smile curled Malik’s mouth. “I’m hard to kill, old man. Know this; your precious Talree is a dead man. I’ve instructed my second in command, Commander Hotan, to destroy the entire planet of Jabal.”

Holy moly. “Can he do that?”

“Yes,” Talree answered.

Zarek linked with someone and commanded, “Now!”

Boom! Malik’s image wavered.

Yay! The Overlord’s warriors were attacking Malik’s ship.

Electric-blue flames danced over the metal walls. Snap. Crack. Smoke billowed from the ceiling. A multitude of alarms blared.

“We will see who dies first,” Zarek snapped.

Poof! He vanished from my mind. My knees wobbled badly. I never, ever wanted to do that again.

Malik gloated. “Die, brother.”

Talree bared his fangs in a snarl. “I challenge you to Ditkar.”

Malik’s maniacal laugh echoed around the warehouse. “The dead cannot fight, brother. Your warriors are now my beasts, and soon I will have my army of ferals.”

Another blast sent a geyser of sparks spraying across Malik’s control console.

Five Coletti warriors popped in.

Malik pulled his sword and, bellowing a war cry, charged them.

The holographic image abruptly disappeared. Hopefully, that meant Malik was dead.

“Search for the warbird,” Zarek instructed me.

“Yes, sir.” I opened my Siren senses and scanned the heavens. Shit. Malik hadn’t been lying. There was a Rodan ship heading our way. “Does a Rodan battle cruiser have the capability to turn Jabal into space rubble?”

“It does,” Talree answered.

“Unless we can come up with a spaceship, like now, we’ll be space debris in about an hour.”

“There are two marauder fighters a click away. Take one and join me at Tigre,” Zarek said.

“Wait! We can’t leave the Tabors to die,” I cried.

Talree snatched a ship’s command key off Balldar’s belt. “Will you come with us, Datlow?”

“To save my people from extermination? Yes.”




Chapter Thirteen

I broke my mind meld with Soulet. Boy, did I have a headache. I opened my eyes and noticed Soulet was sprawled comfortably on the cavern floor. No sign of Hank. I guessed he was still patrolling. “And that’s how I met the Tabors and formed the best SWAT team in the galaxy.”

“Your ability to create partnerships is unique.”

“The bottom line is survival. Mine and theirs. You do what you gotta do to keep your families safe, and if friendship grows out of it, you’re very, very lucky.”

Hank teleported into the cavern, beat all to hell.

Soulet’s tentacles stood straight out from her head. “You appear to have been dropped from a great height.”

He scowled. “I was.”

Smothering a laugh, I picked up the med kit and ran the scanner over him. “Landing didn’t go as planned?”

“Hit a tree,” Hank admitted, more than a bit embarrassed.

“Emergency teleporting can be tricky.” I sprayed his already healing cuts with an antibiotic sealant. “Grandpa Gargoyle get the drop on you?”

He glared at Soulet. “I was distracted.”

“Maybe you two should talk,” I said cautiously.

Hank spat, “About what? How she tricked me?”

“There was no trickery involved,” Soulet protested.

I quickly interjected, “When an Askole finds their mate, a whole shitload of pheromones are released and…uh…things get a little heated.”

“Heated? It feels like I have been dosed with Spanish fly.”

Her confusion evident, Soulet asked, “What is this Spanish fly?”

“It’s an aphrodisiac that gives men the hard-on from hell. Your pheromones created the same effect.”

“I am responsible for his shrinkage?” There was a touch of horror in Soulet’s voice.

Hank growled. “Shrinkage?”

Time to change the subject. “Did you see any sign of the Tai-Kok on your patrol, Hank? You had a bird’s-eye view of the island.”

He gave me a look of withering scorn. “Nice try.” He turned his attention back to Soulet. “Let me get this straight. You think I have a small dick?”

Instead of explaining, Soulet shoved the image of her brother’s huge penis into his mind. “Am I wrong?”

“Maybe you should date your own kind, kitten.”

“Whoa! Enough already. Like it or not, you two are bound together. Forever!” I shouted.

Hank retorted grimly, “Not if I kill her first.”

There was a slight snick as Soulet’s talons extended. “You can try.”

“No! No fighting! Have you lost your friggin’ minds? You’re mated, Hank. Get over it. You’re acting like a fucking teenager. Soulet, your remark was uncalled-for. Apologize to Hank.”

A hint of red crept up her squirming tentacles. “I misspoke. Your penis has brought me some pleasure.”

“Some pleasure?” Hank snorted. “I gave you the best sex you’ve ever had.”

I rolled my eyes in disgust. This guy had been the commander of Earth First, the organization dedicated to stopping the Colettis from taking over our world?

“My memory is a little hazy,” Soulet said, fluttering her eyelashes.

Oh my God, was she flirting?

“Maybe this will refresh it.” Hank grabbed the back of Soulet’s head and crushed her lips with urgent, greedy kisses.

Soulet spun violently. Seconds later, clothes went flying in every direction.

Hoo-boy. It was like they were in heat.

Hank shoved Soulet up against the wall and thrust into her over and over again.

Yikes. I quickly turned my back. I did not need to see that. Ever. Again.

Their hoarse, throaty noises were driving me nuts. Covering my ears, I chanted, “La, la, la, la, la.”

Soulet howled as she came.

Were they finally done? I peeked over my shoulder. Of course not.

Skin slapped against skin. “You like that, kitten?”

“Yes!” Soulet shrieked.

“How about this?”

Her ragged, desperate cries filled the cavern.

Hank demanded, “Do you want me to stop?”

“Noooo!”

I yelled in English, “Yes! Stop. Now! You’re supposed to be guarding us, not fucking your brains out. Do you want to piss off Zarek? Well, do ya?”

They both ignored me.

“Arrgh!” Maybe I should stun them. It might put them off sex for a while. I pulled my laser pistol and aimed. Shit! I couldn’t do it. I’d probably fry something important.

A guttural moan tore from Hank.

Damn. I fanned myself. Was it getting hot in here? I’d love a little horizontal mambo with my Warlord. Who was I kidding? I just wanted to feel his arms around me.

The grunting got louder and louder.

Ugh. How did Thor and Haki sleep through that? Picking my kids up from the makeshift bed, I walked to the cavern entrance, wincing at the sounds of Hank’s penis going deep into Soulet.

After carefully surveying the island, I plopped down on an outcropping of rock. Grandpa had fled the area.

The need to touch Talree was overwhelming. I reached out mentally. My Warlord was in the middle of a vicious dogfight with a Tai-Kok marauder. A fierce salvo rocked his ship.

He returned fire. Ribbons of dazzling energy flashed from Talree’s Talon fighter. The blackness of space was abruptly filled with the brilliant yellow flames of a disintegrating spacecraft.

“Good shootin’, sweetie.” I soaked up his mental essence. It reminded me of his scent. Spicy with a touch of mint.

Talree’s mental fingers brushed my mind in an intimate caress. “I did not mean for you to deliver our son alone.”

“Shit happens.”

“Your ability to attract chaos never ceases to amaze me.”

“Yep, it certainly makes life interesting,” I responded with a laugh.

“Our son is well?”

I flashed him a picture of Thor. “He’s perfect. Your father said he’s a mirror image of you at that age.”

“You are my heart, Teka.”

“I love you too.”

A huge explosion filled the Talon’s view screens. The ship pitched radically.

“Aft shield is failing,” a computerized voice warned.

Cold fear knotted my stomach. “How bad is the damage?”

“My father blew up the Donkal, the Tai-Kok high commander’s prized battle cruiser. A piece of the debris hit my ship.”

My Warlord was definitely gloating. Losing the Donkal was a major blow to the Tai-Kok. “The only damage is to your aft shield?”

“Yes.”

Phantom hands massaged my stiff neck. I groaned in pleasure. “Thanks, sweetie, but shouldn’t you be concentrating on the battle?”

“The battle is won.”

“The Queen Mother has finally paid for killing millions of innocent species? For kidnapping Hank, Thor, and me?”

Talree’s tone was one of extreme annoyance. “No. She escaped.”

I looked around nervously. With her ability to open wormholes, she could be anywhere. “She’ll try to grab us again.”

“The fleet will be in orbit shortly, and Commander Zan brought a UR generator.”

“Which does what?”

“It generates a magnetic field that blocks wormholes from forming.” Talree stroked my back soothingly.

“Best news I’ve had all day.”

Soulet screamed in ecstasy.

“Who is making that noise?”

“Believe it or not, Hank and Soulet have mated. They’re either trying to kill each other, or they’re fornicating. Loudly. Continuously,” I grumbled.

Talree let out a low whistle. Something he had picked up from my brothers. “The mating frenzy can go on for weeks. My father is aware of this?”

“Oh yeah. He was doing a happy dance over adding Soulet to the family.”

“It does strengthen our ties to the Askole,” Talree said thoughtfully.

“Kall, Soulet’s intended, might not feel that way.”

“He’d be a fool to contest the mating.”

I snorted. “Ha. The sick old pervert has been lusting after her for years. He’ll do something stupid.”

“Then he dies,” my Warlord promised.

“I like the way you think.” I pressed a kiss to his sinful, hot mouth.

Talree’s magic fingers moved south, his caresses delicate and unhurried. A delicious warmth danced over my body. “Shouldn’t you be looking for the Queen Mother?”

He gave my right nipple a rasping kiss. “Commander Zan and my father are overseeing the search.”

“Good. That’s good.” I squeaked as Talree’s teeth scored my left breast.

“I told him I needed time with my mate.” He nibbled on my neck.

My core pulsed with a sudden moist hunger. “Wise decision.”

“I even brought chocolate.” Talree’s hands skimmed my ass in a blatantly possessive move.

“Cerreta’s French Mint?”

“Yes.” He licked his way down my stomach.

“Smart man.”

“I am.” Talree’s hot mouth closed over my throbbing clit, and his ghostly tongue lapped and savored me. With one lightning-fast move, he spread my legs and thrust into me, the tip of his cock hitting deep inside my womb, creating a delicious friction.

The mind-melting cataclysm of bliss had me writhing wildly. “Oh God. Oh God.”

“Ack. Ack.” It sounded like someone was trying to hack up a hairball.

My eyes popped open. “Bey?”

The eight-legged freak was perched next to me. “This is not the time or place to engage in sex. The snake queen is still free.”

“I know that. How’d you get here?”

“The Askole transported him from one of their fighters,” Talree answered, kissing me like a starving man.

“Ack. Ack.”

“Give it a rest, Bey.”

“I should not be subjected to your peculiar sexual appetites.”

“Then you better stay out of the cavern.”

Talree chuckled. “They’re still going at it?”

“Is the pope Catholic?”

Right on cue, Soulet screeched loudly.

Bey’s fur stood on end. “What kind of alien creature makes that horrible noise?”

“An Askole in heat.”

“I do not understand,” Bey responded.

“Go ahead and take a look.”

Bey scurried into the cavern. Splat! Splat! Splat!

“What the fuck?” Hank roared.

I burst out laughing.

Talree joined in.

Soulet hissed furiously, “Release us.”

“All humanoids will cease sex acts,” Bey rumbled in disgust.

“You have no authority over us!” Hank bellowed.

Splat! Splat! Splat!

It got quiet. Too quiet.

Exhaling a long breath, I asked, “You think he killed them?”

“No, but they might be in danger of suffocating,” Talree answered.

“Guess I’d better go check on them.” I wanted to cling to Talree, but duty called.

Talree tightened his grip and kissed me hungrily.

“Ack. Ack.”

Yippee. Bey was back. I gave him the one-finger salute.

A web ball splattered my boot. “Not funny.”

“Uncle Bey,” Haki and Thor cried in unison.

He had to wake the kids.

“Hatchlings.” Bey ran his leg over them in greeting.

Haki wiggled in excitement. “We go home?”

“Soon, little ones,” Talree reassured them.

Thor crowed proudly, “Daddy, me hatched.”

Talree mentally stroked Thor’s head. “Yes, you did, and I’m very proud of the way you helped your mother.”

“Me did good.”

“Want go home,” Haki whined.

I sighed. “We all do, Haki.”

“Me wet,” Thor complained, squirming in my arms.

“If you’re finished with the family reunion, it’s getting a little hard to breathe,” Hank groused.

Sometimes families could be a real pain in the ass. Drawing my knife, I cut my boot free of the webbing and checked Thor’s diaper. The poor kid was soaking wet. “Bey, could you please free Hank and Soulet?”

“Only if they stop poking each other.”

“Bey,” Talree growled in warning.

“I will release them immediately.” Bey skittered off.

The second the pesky Tabor disappeared inside the cavern, I turned my attention to the love of my life. “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.”

“Other than my ability to keep you in chocolate?” Talree’s firm lips closed over mine in a deep, drugging kiss.

“You’re a very talented man.”

Zarek announced abruptly, “A wormhole just opened on the island.”

Talree and I asked at the same time, “Where?”

“One click from the cavern,” Zarek responded tersely.

“We protect Momma,” Thor promised.

“That won’t be necessary, sweetie. Daddy’s here,” I said a second before Talree abruptly severed our link.

“Someone activated the transporter on Sariel’s ship,” Zarek warned.

Not good. Did we have a traitor aboard the Askole’s battle cruiser too?

A hoarse, abrasive voice demanded, “Where is she?”

Spinning around, I gaped in horror at Kall. The old fart was armed to the teeth and had two hulking brutes with him. Talk about bad timing. “Where’s who?”

Kall’s expression twisted into something nasty. “Soulet. You will bring her to me immediately.”

My hand automatically dropped to the butt of my laser pistol. Like hell. “Sorry, no can do.”

“Insolent female, do you know who I am?”

A thousand fire ants tromped across my mind. The Queen Bitch was close. “Look, buddy, I’ve got more important things to deal with right now. Go away before I hurt you.”

“You dare to threaten me?”

Jeez Louise. I didn’t have time for this. “Soulet is no longer yours. Deal with it.”

“So it is true.” Kall’s eyes burned with hatred.

“Yes, she’s mated to a Coletti warrior.” I turned to leave, and Kall grabbed my right arm. “Let go of me.”

“The whore must die. Where is she?”

Fuck. I couldn’t draw my weapon without dropping Thor. “I don’t know.”

He bared his rotting fangs. “Liar. Take me to her, or you will be punished.” Kall yanked out a stun stick and triggered it. An electric-blue current flared brightly.

“Daddy, help!” Thor called urgently.

Talree’s mind blast of rage struck Kall. “You dare threaten my mate and child.”

Shrieking in agony, Kall fell to his knees and gasped, “I came for Soulet. As is my right.”

A surge of tremendous power flared around us. Yikes! The boss was making his presence known too.

“Return to your ship, Kall. The Queen Mother is on the island, and this is not the time or place to discuss your grievances.” Zarek’s lethal fury would have had most rational people running for the hills.

“Take her to the ship,” Kall ordered his thugs defiantly.

They grabbed my arms and tried to wrestle Thor away from me.

“No! You’re not taking my baby.”

Energy crackled wildly. Ten seconds later, the thugs and Kall toppled over, deader than doornails. Brain matter leaked from their ears.

Hank shouted, “Run, Kaylee!”

A loud hiss came from the cavern.

I tightened my grip on Thor and pulled my laser pistol. That bitch was so going down.

There was a flash of black, and poof, I was standing on top of a small mesa.

“I will deal with the Queen Mother,” Talree stated firmly in my head.

“But—”

“Your job is to keep our son safe.”

I hated when he was right. “Kill the bitch.”

“With pleasure.” Talree broke the link.

The noisy cries of baby birds floated on the breeze.

What the hell? Opening up my Siren senses, I scanned the area and quickly ducked under a nearby tree. Shit! Less than a click away, the gargoyles had a rookery in a towering monolith of stunning white. Hundreds of black stocking nests hung from the rock walls.

“Babies, Momma.” Thor gurgled happily.

Lots of babies and way too close.

Haki bounced up and down on my shoulder. “Can I eat them?”

“No. We don’t eat babies.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause it’s not right.”

The always-curious Haki asked, “Why?”

“Because I say so.” My radar went on red alert. Crap, now what?

A boiling gray vortex popped into existence below me. Out of it marched several hundred Tai-Kok warriors.

Voss’s gravelly voice alerted me. “Kaylee, our sensors show a wormhole opening by you. Do have a visual on it?”

The Overlord’s battle commander must have been a tad bit worried. Couldn’t have me and the kid getting kidnapped again. “I do. A shitload of Tai-Kok are coming through it.”

“Define ‘shitload,’” the Battle Commander instructed.

“Around two hundred monsters, but don’t worry. The sneaky bitch made a fatal mistake.”

“What’s that?”

“She forgot about my critter control.” I reached out to the mother gargoyles, projecting images of the Tai-Kok with their razor-sharp teeth. “Enemies. Want to eat your babies. Protect. Kill.”

The sky darkened as thousands took flight.

Whoa! “Am I good or what?”

“You good, Momma,” Thor chortled.

Haki hid in my hair. “No like birdies.”

I petted his fur. “It’s okay. They won’t hurt us.” I hoped.

The gargoyles swirled in formation, and uttering high-pitched cries, they swooped down on the unsuspecting warriors.

The Tai-Kok never stood a chance. It was a bloody slaughter. Within minutes the fight was over. The gargoyles picked over the shredded remains.

Zarek, Talree, Voss, and Wulf appeared around me in full battle armor.

“Hey, guys. Relax, I’ve got it handled.”

“So it seems,” Talree agreed. His helmet slid back.

“Daddy!” Thor howled and held out his arms.

Talree took him from me. Cradling his son against his chest, he counted Thor’s fingers and toes. “My little warrior.”

Zarek’s helmet retracted. “Your son is fearless.”

“Me brave.” Thor wrapped his hand around Talree’s finger.

Why did they seem to forget he was a newborn, not a full-fledged warrior? Time to move on to more pressing matters. “Please tell me the Queen Bitch is dead.”

Unbridled savagery tightened Zarek’s features. “No. The UR generator was disabled, and she escaped.”

I eased back a step. Okeydokey, someone was going to die horribly. “You figured out who the traitor is?”

“We will,” Voss promised darkly.

“Can you scan me for a tracker? The bitch is finding me a little too easily.”

Wulf obediently took a scanner off his belt and ran it over me.

When he reached my left thigh, the thing went nuts. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.

Fuck. I gave Wulf a hopeful smile. “Can you get it out?”

Wulf shot Talree a questioning look. “My lord?”

“I will attend to my mate.” Talree handed Thor to Zarek and took the scanner from Wulf.

Zarek scowled. “His diaper is soaked.”

I scowled back. “Yes, sir, it is, and I’m fresh out of clean ones.”

“I will attend to my grandson’s needs.” Poof. He was gone.

“Sonovabitch. Grandfather or not, he can’t just take off with my son. We are going to set some—” A sharp, stabbing pain stopped my tirade. “That hurt.”

Talree showed the chip to Voss. “It’s the DC3 model.”

Death flared in Voss’s eyes. “Valdez.”

My jaw dropped. “Mike Valdez? Uncle Saul’s aide?”

There was a nasty edge to Talree’s voice. “He took the bait like we hoped he would.”

That nice old man was a traitor? Wait a minute. Bait? “I was bait? You knew I would get kidnapped?” My voice had risen to a shriek.

Talree hugged me tightly. “I would never put you or Thor in danger.”

“Really?” I pushed against his chest. “Was getting sucked into the vortex from hell a figment of my imagination? Damn you, I went through childbirth alone and—”

My Warlord stuffed a piece of chocolate in my mouth. “Eat.”

Ha. Like that was going to work. One look at Talree’s scary face, and I chewed obediently.

Voss removed his helmet. “We knew someone was selling information to the Tai-Kok. Only two men had access to the data. Uncle Saul and Valdez.”

“Uncle Saul is not a traitor,” I intoned coldly. Another piece of chocolate appeared magically. I grabbed it. Yum. French Mint.

The Battle Commander continued. “We gave Valdez access to the armory. A week later, several of the DC3 trackers and a crate of the new Asus laser rifles disappeared.”

“Why didn’t you arrest him then?” I held out my hand.

Talree quickly gave me a nut-filled chocolate. “There was a glitch in the security system, and we couldn’t prove Valdez had taken them.”

“Wow, how convenient.”

“It was,” Voss agreed tersely. “Uncle Saul’s communicator was stolen while he was meeting with the Alliance on Fatsa. It had information on the Shivet warheads being transported to the eastern front. Wulf was the pilot, and we were sure Valdez would plant the tracker on him.”

“But he didn’t,” I added nastily.

“True.” Talree popped a chewy caramel in my mouth. “We were unaware of his involvement with the Queen Mother until you were taken.”

Clever man. My jaw was practically glued shut. I switched to mind speak. “Where is our traitor now?”

“We don’t know. A wormhole opened on Sariel’s ship after the UR generator was sabotaged,” Talree admitted, more than a bit pissed.

I chewed rapidly. How in the hell had Valdez eluded Zarek? The man was a master tracker. Once he had your brainwave pattern, he could find you anywhere. Had Valdez doused himself with Drakash? Nah, he was too proud of his psychic abilities. “None of you could pick up his psychic signature?”

Voss’s mouth tightened into a hard line. “No.”

With a touch of asperity, Talree growled, “Why?”

“Valdez suffers from obsessive-compulsive disorder or, as we humans like to call it, OCD. Uncle Saul was forever complaining about Valdez’s need for hand sanitizer. I don’t think the Tai-Kok or the Queen Mother will put up with his fussiness. I’d say he pissed them off about an hour ago, and they ate him,” I answered.

The guys stared at me in astonishment.

“Just saying.” I swallowed the last of the caramel.

Talree threw his head back and roared with laughter. “I knew there was a reason I picked you for my mate.”

I gave him a cheeky grin. “It wasn’t my big boobs?”

Wulf choked back a laugh.

“The Jones females are definitely unique,” Voss said drily.

“And I want to apologize for being such a bitch. My hormones are a bit out of whack.”

Voss raised an incredulous brow.

“Don’t even,” I warned him.

The Battle Commander bowed slightly. “Your wish is my command.”

“Uh-huh.” I winced as fire ants danced in my head. Grandpa Gargoyle was back. “As much as I’ve enjoyed my little vacation, I think it’s time to leave.”

The Warlords eyed Grandpa as he circled overhead.

“He would make a great trophy,” Wulf commented.

“Not a chance, he’s got about a thousand kids. Let’s go home. Please.”




Chapter Fourteen

Snakes. Hundreds and hundreds of angry, hissing snakes slithered across a wailing Thor. “Momma. Momma. Help me.”

Screaming in fury and terror, I fought desperately to get to him, but I couldn’t break through the squirming mass of reptiles.

The Queen Bitch’s taunting voice echoed in my head. “Your baby will die. Your baby will die.”

With a cry of horror, I jerked awake and fought wildly against the arms binding me to a rock-hard body. “Nooo! I’ll kill you first. I’ll kill you.”

“Shh. You’re safe. Thor’s safe. It’s only a dream. Shh. I’ve got you.”

Talree’s calming voice penetrated my blind panic. I clung to him in utter relief. “That nasty snake’s gotta go.”

His hands stroked and soothed. “She will. They all will.”

“You promise?”

My Warlord rained gentle kisses over my face. “Yes. I promise.”

“Did you get the UR generator fixed, and does it protect this battle cruiser too?”

“We did, and yes, the ship is protected.”

Thank God. A huge weight was lifted off my shoulders. My baby was safe. Wait a minute. I looked around our current bedroom. “Where’s Thor?”

“He’s with his grandfather.”

“Showing him off, huh?”

“Proudly.”

“And Haki?”

“He’s with Bey.”

I slowly ran the tip of my finger across Talree’s stomach. “So, we have some alone time.”

“We do.” He thoroughly ravished my mouth.

Talree’s hard torso flexed under my touch. All those luscious muscles had me rubbing against him like a cat in heat. His warm, silken skin slid against my body, sending jolts of pleasure cascading over me.

His tongue probed my ear. “Sweet yet spicy.”

I nipped his nose. “I’ve never been sweet.”

“True.” Talree’s fingers caressed my ass. “But I do enjoy fucking my feisty little warrior.”

“Your sense of romance is underwhelming.”

His lips curled in a sensual smile. “How many orgasms have I given you?”

“A couple,” I teased before burying my fangs in his chest. Hot, rich blood flowed down my throat. Through our link, I could feel Talree’s voracious sexual hunger building. I mentally licked and sucked his penis.

Talree bucked beneath me.

I drew another mouthful of blood, and shazam! Talree’s body arched and shook as he came violently.

If you wanted to drive a Warlord mad, you took his blood. I scraped my teeth over his left nipple. “Wanna come again?”

He let out a low, husky groan. “Witch.”

“Is that a yes?” I slid my fangs into his skin and sighed. He tasted so damned good. I scraped a fingernail along his slit.

A guttural groan erupted from Talree. He flipped me over. “My turn.”

I lay beneath him, reveling in his merciless strength. An aching need blossomed in my belly as Talree nibbled at my breasts. “They’ve gotten bigger.”

Duh? “Because I’m nursing.”

“I never thought I would be jealous of my own son.” Talree sucked me.

My hips bucked. That felt…incredible.

His tentacles flicked my clit, enflaming every nerve ending. Dozens of phantom hands caressed every inch of my body until I was wild with need. “Like that?”

“Yes. Don’t stop.” I wrapped my legs around his waist.

With one thrust, Talree buried himself inside me. His tentacles did the Mambo in my womb, sending jolts of delight throughout my body.

I dug my fingernails into his bulging biceps, reveling in the sensation of his penis hammering deep in my womb. He drove into me, faster and faster. “Yee-flippin-haw! Ride ’em cowboy!” It felt like a rocket had gone off between my legs. A scream broke from me as my senses exploded.

Talree’s hoarse shout of release followed.

“Ack. Ack.”

“Knock it off, Bey. You’re turning into a friggin’ peeping Tom.”

Aunt Tess panted. “Hon, I think my panties melted.”

“What?”

Caleb bellowed, “I thought you had a handle on this. I almost crashed my shuttle.”

Horror iced my body. It couldn’t be happening again. The last time, the entire galaxy got a front-seat view of my sexual escapades.

“Dammit, Kaylee, I’ve got a Texas-sized boner!” Jake yelled.

Talree howled with laughter.

I smacked him. “It’s not funny. You were supposed to stop my tendency to broadcast.”

“You’re right. It’s not a bit funny,” my brother Quinn snapped. “An Alliance lieutenant thinks I’m coming on to her.”

“Lucky you. My date threw a glass of wine in my face and called me a freak,” Cousin Ethan said in annoyance.

“I told you not to date the preacher’s daughter.” Aunt Tess giggled.

“God Almighty, my ticker can’t handle this much excitement.” Uncle Saul gasped.

“I am so sorry,” I cried, burying my face in the pillow.

Talree petted my back. “It won’t happen again.”

“Good. The entire command staff are now demanding access to human females,” Voss rumbled.

My face heated with embarrassment. It’d be a good month before I could look any of them in the eye again.

Tihar added, “Several of my warriors have offered three times the bride price for one of your females.”

Fuck! Even the Askoles had gotten in on the action. “I’m never leaving this room again.”

From the foot of our bed, a highly amused Zarek asked, “Did you forget the birthing ritual?”

Shit. I had. The birthing ceremony was along the lines of a Catholic christening. I pulled the sheet over my head. “Okay, I’m a bad mom. Get. Out.”

“Kaylee, apologize,” Talree scolded.

When hell froze over. “Where’s Thor?”

“Voss is showing him the command center,” Zarek answered.

And my miniature Warlord was probably loving every minute of it. “Why are you in our bedroom, sir?”

“I brought you a gift.”

Pulling the sheet down an inch, I eyed the small silver box in Zarek’s hand. “Why?”

Zarek laughed. “Most females like receiving gifts.”

“I’m not most females,” I retorted.

“A fact we are all very much aware of,” Talree quipped.

The Overlord placed the box on the bed. “Please wear it to the ceremony.”

“Okay.” I’d agree to just about anything to get him to leave.

Talree slapped my butt. “Kaylee.”

“Thank you for the gift, sir, but it wasn’t necessary.”

“It was very necessary.” The Overlord teleported away.

I sat up. “What’s in the box?”

“Open it,” Talree commanded.

With a sigh, I did. Inside was an intricately carved silver ring with a glowing amber stone. “Wow, it’s gorgeous.”

“It’s a motherhood ring.”

“So, every kid I have, I get another one?”

“You get another stone.” Talree gave me a toe-curling kiss. “It’s a great honor to have my father give it to your personally.”

“I get that, but does he have to keep popping into our bedroom?”

Talree grinned. “You’ve got an hour to get ready.” He ruffled my hair. “And you’re going to need it.”

“You’re such a sweet-talker.” I teleported into the bathroom, took one look in the mirror, and shrieked. Holy hell. “Bed head” didn’t even begin to describe my hair. I needed more time, but Zarek had insisted the ceremony be performed immediately. Not only did it establish Thor’s bloodlines, it bound him mentally to the Overlord and Talree. If the Queen Mother tried to kidnap my baby again, they would know immediately.

Fifty minutes later, I had my hair somewhat tamed, makeup on, and was wearing a ceremonial battle suit that fit like a glove. Damn. I still looked pregnant.

“Kaylee! Help…us,” Soulet cried.

Throwing open my Siren senses, I searched Zarek’s battle cruiser, and the second I located her, I teleported.

A fleeting second of black, and I stood in Hank and Soulet’s living quarters.

Agonized cries came from the bedroom.

I drew my weapon and rushed into the room.

Violent muscle spasms contorted Soulet’s body. Her arms and legs slammed repeatedly against the floor.

“Who stunned you?”

“My brother, Tihar. He…he…took Hank,” Soulet moaned, tears leaking down her face.

“Why?”

“Broke…marriage…contract. I’m…now…Yunnan. Shunned. Tihar blames…Hank. He…will…kill.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll get Hank back.” Should I let Talree know what was going on? Nah. He’d shoot Tihar, which would piss off Sariel big-time.

“Tihar is so…angry,” Soulet gasped.

“Men have a tendency to get that way, but don’t worry.” I rubbed the tattoo Tihar had given me. “Your brother and I have a special relationship.” I hit the medical alert button. “Shrek, I need you.”

“Coming,” he answered.

“Shrek will give you a shot that’ll fix you right up, Soulet.”

“Please. I…I…can’t…lose…him.”

“You won’t.” I focused on finding her bad-tempered brother. “Gotcha.”

Poof. I was suddenly standing in the Askole’s version of a jail. One wall was covered with truly scary torture instruments. The other held the control center with monitors showing all the cells. My gaze zeroed in on the third screen. Tihar had a massive hand wrapped around Hank’s throat and was squeezing the life out of him.

My communication bracelet chirped urgently. I ignored it and popped into the cell.

Hank’s face was an ominous purple color as he pried frantically at the fingers choking him.

“Let him go, Tihar.”

“He dishonored my sister, soft skin.”

“No, you did when you sold her off to that old pervert.” I grabbed Tihar’s balls and squeezed. “Let him go. Now.”

Tihar’s yellow-green eyes darkened with pain. “Kall is an honored member of my father’s council.”

“Was. He’s very dead now.”

“This one killed him?”

“Talree and Zarek fried his brains when he attacked me.”

Tihar dropped Hank. “He attacked you?”

Hank shuddered and sucked in great gulps of air.

“And my son. His mind was as rotted as his body.” I flashed Tihar his sister’s memories of Kall’s sagging gray skin and the oozing, open sores on his private parts.

“Does my father know this?”

“I don’t know.” I released Tihar’s balls.

He cupped himself gingerly. “You have a grip like an Afula.”

“Gee, thanks.” Being compared to an alien alligator was so flattering.

Tihar’s long tentacles squirmed about his head. “How did Soulet and the human end up mated?”

I kept a wary eye on his tentacles. “Hank’s Coletti, and Soulet’s breeding cycle started after she rescued us from the Tai-Kok ship.”

“A mating frenzy?”

“Big-time.”

Talree’s furious voice reverberated around my skull. “Kaylee, what are you doing?”

“Having a ‘come to Jesus’ talk with Tihar.”

Twenty seconds later, Zarek and Talree appeared beside me.

“Guys, I have it under control.”

Zarek’s cold eyes surveyed Hank. “Do you?”

Hank struggled to his feet and croaked, “Soulet?”

“Shrek is treating her in sick bay,” Talree responded, tossing me an angry glare.

Hank vanished.

“Maybe I should go check on her too.” I winced when Talree clamped a hard hand around my neck. “Or not.”

Tihar met Talree’s and Zarek’s menacing gazes calmly. “I would never harm Kaylee.”

Talree bared his fangs. “That is the only reason you still live.”

I let out a long sigh. Testosterone at its finest.

“Soulet belongs to my clan now, and you will treat her with respect,” Zarek growled.

“Kall told us the human had forcibly taken Soulet. I was honor bound to kill him.”

“Honor? Are you kidding me? You stunned Soulet and told her she was Yunnan. What’s up with that?”

“They had sex,” Tihar rumbled.

I cocked an incredulous brow. “Really? How many females have you had sex with?”

Tihar stared at me for a moment in blank disbelief. “I’m a warrior.”

“So is Soulet.”

“In our culture, females cannot obtain warrior status.”

He walked right into that one. I tapped my tattoo. “Gosh, I’m considered an Askole warrior. Soulet’s a fighter pilot, expert shot, and damned good in combat.” I shrugged. “I don’t know about you, but that fits my definition of a warrior.”

“But, our customs—”

I cut him off. “Suck. Soulet will make a great Coletti.”

Tihar’s bloodcurdling roar shook the cell. “Never. My father will never allow it.”

Whoa! Tihar certainly had a healthy pair of lungs. “You gave up all your rights to Soulet when you shunned her.”

His tentacles flared out around his head. “Our DNA is stronger.”

I replied sweetly, “Is it?”

Laughter dancing in his eyes, Zarek raised his hand. “Enough, Kaylee. Go check on Hank. We’ll follow shortly.”

“Yes, sir.” I looked up at Talree.

He released his grip on my neck. “We’ll talk later.”

“Yippee.” I teleported to sick bay.




Chapter Fifteen

Shrek, our medic, had green skin, Asian features, and tubular ears. His name always made me want to giggle insanely, but he was a truly gifted healer and definitely not an ogre.

“How’s Soulet doing?”

He jumped about a foot. “Must you sneak up on me?”

I grinned. “You’re on a ship loaded with teleporting Colettis. You should be used to it by now.”

“I’m not.” Shrek huffed.

“Sorry. My bad. Was Soulet’s baby injured by the stun beam?”

“No, but her mate is not taking the news of her pregnancy well.”

The doors to the care unit swished open, and Hank stormed out.

Soulet shouted, “I have never lied to you! The baby is yours.”

Men were such idiots. I ran after him. “Hank! Dammit, stop.”

He whirled around. “Did you know she’s pregnant?”

“Yeah, what’s the big deal?”

Hank’s brows came together in a fierce line. “How can I be sure it’s mine?”

“The fact you’ve been humping like rabbits?”

The muscles in his jaw knotted. “It could also be Kall’s.”

“Nah, his junk’s so rotted his little swimmers are dead. Plus, Soulet would slit her own throat before she allowed that pervert to touch her.”

“Slit her own throat, huh?” Hank rubbed a hand over his battered face. “I’ve always wanted a child of my own, but…”

“Something wrong with your swimmers?”

A look of acute discomfort crossed Hank’s face. “No, it’s just… We’re not even the same species.”

“Are you a bigot?” I kept my expression bland.

“I was the commander of Earth First.”

“Yet you asked Zarek to convert you,” I countered.

“I couldn’t lose Bree.”

“Because you loved her, you made the ultimate sacrifice?”

Hank gave me a weary smile. “She’s my daughter. I would do anything to make her happy.”

“And you knew she was a half-breed, right?” I hid a grin at his aggravated frown.

“Yes.”

I hammered my point home. “Did that make you love her any less?”

“God, no.”

“So what’s the problem? Even if the little guy turns out to be a half-breed, you’re gonna love him.”

“I’ve always wanted a son,” Hank admitted.

A dazzling blue light filled the corridor. When it faded, Tihar stood there.

This was so not good. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come for Soulet.”

“She’s not going anywhere with you.” Hank’s eyes were cold with menace.

Tihar’s tentacles writhed furiously about his head. “You think you can stop me, human?”

“Yes.”

They squared off like gunslingers out of the old Wild West.

I was quicker on the draw. Zap. Zap.

A crackling red energy storm engulfed both warriors. They collapsed to the deck as violent muscle spasms contorted their bodies.

“I’ve had it with your macho bullshit. You are going to learn to play nice, or I’m gonna—”A wave of dizziness rolled over me. I braced myself against the wall. “Whoa. The head rush from hell.” And what was that smell? Some kind of gas?

A mechanical voice declared, “Intruder alert. Intruder alert. All warriors to battle stations.”

“Fuck. We’re under attack again.”

Hank gasped, “Queen…Mother?”

“I’m not sure. Something is screwing with my Siren senses. Kinda feels like Drakash.” Thor! I tried to link with Talree, but I was locked in a weird kind of limbo where nothing seemed to work. I fell to the floor.

Step. Thump. Step. Thump.

What the hell? Frowning, I managed to turn my head slightly and watched a lumpy form in a biohazard suit limp toward us.

Step. Thump. Step. Thump.

It stood over me and honked triumphantly.

Mog. Fuck. Everything faded away.




Chapter Sixteen

“Momma! Wake up!” Thor cried. “Daddy yelling.”

My eyes popped open. God, why did my skull hurt? Every bone in my body protested as I struggled to rise. Ugh, it felt like I had been dropped. Several times. On my head.

Thor’s voice went up an octave. “Momma!”

“I’m awake. Stop yelling.” I groaned.

“Where you are?”

“Good question.” I surveyed the rock walls surrounding me, then looked up. Wonderful. “I’m in a pit.”

Haki asked, “What pit?”

I rubbed my throbbing forehead. “It’s a hole in the ground.”

“How get there?”

The kid never stopped. “Mog. I think. Everything’s kinda fuzzy.”

“Grandpa want know where Hank?”

“I don’t know. Why isn’t your father asking these questions?”

“Daddy can’t link. Me and Haki only talk with Momma.”

“Whoopee.”

Thor’s voice quivered. “Momma mad?”

“With Mog, sweetie. Not you.”

“’Kay. You get out?”

“I’m gonna try.” I opened my mind and reached out. My link with Talree was definitely not working, but I could sense Hank. “Tell your daddy Hank’s nearby.”

“Me tell.”

Concentrating fiercely, I focused on teleporting out of the pit and poof. A flash of black, and I was free. Yippee! I still had most of my Siren powers. The big question was, how was Mog blocking me from contacting Talree?

A moan had me spinning around. Hank and a badly beaten Tihar hung limply from chains embedded in the rocky wall.

Talk about déjà vu. I hurried over to them. The Askole was out cold.

Turning my attention to Hank, I snapped my fingers in front of his face. “You in there?”

His eyelids fluttered.

I slapped him. “Hey! Rise and shine.”

Hank jerked to his feet and eyed me groggily. “What?”

I enunciated slowly. “Are. You. Okay.”

He scowled. “You. Stunned. Me.”

Without a smidgen of remorse, I nodded. “I did, and if you don’t stop acting like a hormonal teenager, I’m gonna zap you again.”

“You had no right to interfere in my business.”

“See? That’s what I mean. You were the legendary commander of Earth First. A great tactician who ran circles around the Colettis for years. Your battle plans even impressed my uncle, a four-star general. What happened to that guy?”

“Soulet happened,” Hank retorted.

What a crybaby. I reined in my temper and said calmly, “A valid point, but I really need that tactical genius now.”

There was a note of embarrassment in Hank’s voice, as if he realized he was acting like a wuss. “Yes, ma’am. I won’t let you down, ma’am.”

“Good. Can you link with Zarek or Talree?”

“Not since that fucking Askole stung me.”

I threw up my hands. Why did I even try? “When did Tihar do that?”

“Just before he started his beat down,” Hank snarled.

“Momma out?”

“I am. Tell your father I found Uncle Hank and Uncle Tihar.”

“’Kay.”

Hank inquired, “They’re communicating with you through the kid?”

“The link between a mother and her child is pretty much unbreakable.”

“Smart move.”

My Siren senses tingled wildly. “We need to get out of here before that crazy cyborg comes back.”

“Mog’s behind this?”

“Yep, but he had to have some inside help.”

“The traitor Valdez?”

“That would be my guess. I’m kinda surprised he’s still breathing.”

“We need to end him.” Hank yanked at his chains.

“Oh, he’s a dead man walking.” Pulling a lockpick out of my bra, I stared up at Hank and sighed. His hands were chained over his head. “See a ladder anywhere?”

“No, I don’t, runt.”

“I’m open to ideas, old man.”

Hank raised his left knee. “I’ll give you a boost.”

I climbed on, wobbling a bit as I stood upright.

“Don’t fall,” Hank barked.

“Yes, sir.” I grabbed a handful of his hair to steady myself.

He grunted. “Damn, woman. You tryin’ to snatch me bald?”

“Quit being such a baby.” I quickly unlocked the shackles and jumped down.

“Momma! I help Daddy find you,” Thor shouted excitedly.

Hank rubbed his head gingerly. “You’re a regular homing pigeon.”

“That’s good, sweetie. Where are we?”

“Heurist. We come.”

“Isn’t Heurist in the middle of the Queen Mother’s territory?”

“It is.” Fire ants danced in my head. “Someone is coming.”

Hank smacked Tihar’s face. “Snap out of it.”

Yeah, like that was going to work. “Lift me up.”

Hank held out an impatient hand. “I can pick a lock, ma’am.”

The bossy jerk was going to drive Soulet nuts. I gave him the pick. Within thirty seconds, he had efficiently unlocked the shackles. Tihar slumped to the ground.

“If you think I’m carrying the Askole, think again.”

I shot him a frosty look. “Gee, I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“He stunned Soulet,” Hank snapped.

“What Tihar did was inexcusable.”

“Damn right it was.”

The sensation of danger was growing stronger. Crap. Our kidnappers were coming back. Wait. It wasn’t Mog. It was his henchmen. A lot of them “Move aside, old man. I’ve teleported Tihar before, and I can do it again.”

Hank snorted. “You teleported that Askole?”

My hands curled into fists. “You calling me a liar?”

“He’s gotta weigh four hundred pounds.”

“And your point is?”

“There’s no way an itty-bitty female could pull it off.”

God, save me from chest-thumping alpha males. “You’d be amazed at what you can do when you’re looking death in the eye.” I poked him in the shoulder. “And I never, ever leave a man behind. Even you.”

A red flush stained Hank’s cheeks.

A hairy, ten-foot-tall teddy bear lumbered into the cavern. It stopped dead and stared at us.

“Fuck.” Hank pushed me behind him. “I’ll handle it.”

“Uh. It’s a Hus Ping.”

“If it bleeds, I can kill it.”

“Who do you think kicked Tihar’s ass?”

Hank arched a brow. “The teddy bear?”

“The Hus Pings travel in packs, and they’re dumb as—”

Letting out a thunderous roar, the Hus Ping charged Hank. He dodged the slashing claws and drove his boot into its knee, knocking the bear down. Before it could get up, Hank slammed his forearm into the base of the Hus Ping’s neck.

The teddy bear shook its head, then swung a massive arm back, catching Hank across the chest.

I flinched as he slammed into the wall. That had to hurt.

With a furious bellow, the Hus Ping grabbed Hank and shook him violently.

I teleported to the pit and whistled loudly. “Hey. Cuddles. Over here.”

The bear dropped Hank and rushed toward me. Thirty seconds before the Hus Ping could grab me, I teleported to the other side of pit.

The look in the Hus Ping’s eyes as it fell? Priceless.

Hank limped over. “You were saying?”

“The Hus Pings are scavengers, usually harmless and dumb as a rock.”

“Harmless?” He wiped the blood off his mouth.

“They were until Mog came along.”

A faraway look in his eyes, Hank said, “More of them are coming.”

“Momma. Daddy know ’bout Pings.”

“You’re such a smart baby.”

Haki asked, “Me too?”

“You too.” I hurried over to Tihar and lay on top of him.

“What are you doing?”

“Duh.” I teleported us a hundred yards down the tunnel.

Hank appeared next to us. “I humbly apologize, ma’am.”

“Never judge someone by their size. You’re liable to get your ass handed to you.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m mighty impressed by your abilities.”

Sarcastic ass. “We need to find a place to hide.”

“I’ll do a little recon.” Hank vanished.

“How many Pings, Momma?”

I scanned the cavern. “Tell Daddy forty.”

“’Kay.”

Angry growls echoed down the tunnel.

Time to put a little more distance between the bears and us. Lucky for me, the Hus Pings weren’t the best trackers in the galaxy. Gathering my power, I teleported us another five hundred yards and collapsed against Tihar’s scaly chest. “You need to cut down on the Bir worms, buddy.”

Hank popped in. “I found us a way off this rock.”

“Great. How far?”

“Not far.” He flashed me the image of a landing bay.

I whimpered. It was over a thousand yards away.

“We help, Momma.”

To my utter surprise, Zarek’s, Talree’s, Haki’s, and Thor’s power poured into me. I focused on the image and teleported. There was fleeting second of blackness, and poof. I was in the landing bay.

“Momma did it,” Thor chortled.

“Love you, baby boy.” The landing bay was empty except for a pitiful excuse for a shuttle. It looked like it was held together by chewing gum. “That’s it?”

Hank shrugged. “I did a systems check. It’ll fly.”

“Yeah, but for how long?”

“Long enough, ma’am.”

“Right. I guess we can teleport if it catches fire.”

He looked at me like I was nuts. “Teleport from a moving shuttle?”

“I’ve done it before.”

“And you didn’t lose any body parts?”

“Nope, not a one. Can you put Tihar in the shuttle?”

“Me?”

“You’re a former marine. It should be a walk in the park for you to carry Tihar a measly hundred feet.”

Anger flashed in Hank’s eyes. “I was an Army Ranger, ma’am.”

“There’s a difference?” I waited for the explosion.

“Marines are pussies. They send the Rangers in when the job needs to be done right,” he retorted.

I saluted him. “Mess with the best, die like the rest. Hoo-yah.”

Hank shot me a nasty look. With a grunt, he heaved Tihar over his shoulder and stood.

This should get interesting.

The Askole’s tentacles slid down Hank’s neck. Letting out a startled yell, the big wuss dumped Tihar on the floor and smacked wildly at his neck. “Sonovabitch.”

Stifling a gurgle of laughter, I assumed a concerned demeanor and asked, “Bug get ya?”

He muttered something under his breath.

I cocked my head. “What was that?”

His eyes narrowed in pure exasperation, Hank replied, “It wasn’t a bug, ma’am. Oh, yeah. I found Valdez.”

“What? When? And you decided to withhold that information until now?” I mimicked Talree’s scary face.

A laugh broke from him. “You couldn’t frighten a fly with that look, ma’am.”

Dang. I thought I had it down pat.

Hank stalked over to a control panel and hit a button. The wall slid back to reveal a bloody holding cell. “I discovered our traitor’s location five minutes ago.”

My stomach roiled. Valdez was missing most of his face, an arm, and part of one leg. “He’s still alive?”

“He is.”

“Sucks to be him. He thinks he’s hurting now, wait until Zarek gets finished with him.”

“Grandpa wants bad man.” Thor quickly added, “Alive.”

“We’ll try.”

“Try hard, Momma.”

“Tell Grandpa Valdez is missing pieces.”

“Find med kit,” Thor parroted.

Hank called, “I’ll look for one, ma’am.”

“If you call me ‘ma’am’ one more time, I’m gonna kick your ass.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

An evil-looking grasshopper landed on Hank’s shoulder.

Should I warn him or not? It jumped on his head. Its mandibles chomped on his hair. “You’ve got a critter on your head.”

He rolled his eyes.

Its antennae quivering, the grasshopper crawled down Hank’s face. He froze. “Get it off. Get it off. Please.”

Well, if he was going to use the P word. “Off,” I commanded mentally.

The alien grasshopper obediently hopped down.

Hank stomped the shit out of it.

“Snake come, Momma,” Thor said urgently.

Terrific. “Did you hear that, Hank?”

“I did.” He ran to the cell area, retrieved a med kit, and brought it to me.

“Hot dang.” Grabbing it, I hurried to Tihar and ran the scanner over him. Not as bad as I was expecting.

A metallic voice sounded from the med kit. “Inject Askole with 10cc of Vishna.”

I did as instructed.

Tihar twitched.

The metallic voice directed, “Scan Askole again.”

I complied.

“Inject Askole with 20cc of Sushila,” the voice commanded.

“Sushila?” I rummaged through the kit. Crap. There wasn’t any.

“Inject Askole with 20cc of Sushila.”

“Would if I could.”

Hank opened another med kit and handed me a vial. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” I quickly injected Tihar.

“Stand back,” the metallic voice ordered.

I exchanged a puzzled look with Hank, and we took several steps back.

Tihar shuddered and shook. His eyes rolled wildly in his head.

“That can’t be good.”

“Maybe we should make a run for it,” Hank said.

With a terrifying howl of fury, Tihar shot to his feet. “Kill. Kill. Kill.”

Yikes. “Don’t move a muscle,” I whispered to Hank.

A bunch of Hus Pings burst into the landing bay.

One second Tihar was in front of us, and the next he wasn’t. Moving too fast for the eye to follow, he literally tore the Hus Pings to pieces. Body parts and blood flew in every direction.

Hank dodged a flying leg. “Damn. He’s fast.”

More teddy bears joined the fight.

Scooping up the pressure injectors, I filled them with a heavy-duty anesthesia and handed one to Hank. “How about we even the odds?”

“Sounds like a plan.” He popped out.

I teleported. Jabbed a bear in the butt. Teleported. Jabbed. Teleported. Jabbed.

A massive paw rocketed toward my face. I ducked. The bear bellowed in frustration and lunged for me.

I somersaulted backward. Eight-inch claws missed me by inches.

A black blur zoomed by. Tihar was in his hyperspeed mode.

Whack. Hot blood sprayed over me. Oh gross. I wiped it out of my eyes.

The Hus Ping’s headless corpse lay at my feet.

Another teddy bear grabbed me, squeezing the air out of my lungs. I stabbed him in the thigh with the injector.

The bear staggered around like a drunk on a three-day bender before toppling to the floor.

At least I was on top this time. I pushed the hairy arms off me, took several wheezing breaths, and waited for the funny black spots in my vision to go away.

Tihar turned the last Hus Ping into sushi.

I sagged against the cold metal in utter relief.

A small boiling gray cloud formed.

Perfect. A goddamned vortex. Had the Queen Bitch found us?




Chapter Seventeen

A Shani wearing a gold collar crawled out of the vortex.

That sure looked like Bree’s little friend, and was that a com-link on her collar? “Rami?”

She quickly slithered over to me. “The Overlord sent me. You are to call him immediately.”

I released the com-link and flipped it open. “Hello?”

“Status,” Zarek barked.

“Mog is behind our kidnappings. Tihar took out the majority of the Hus Pings. We’ve located a piece-of-crap shuttle we hope will fly and—”

Tihar suddenly crumpled to the ground.

“Oh no.” Scrambling to my feet, I ran over to Tihar and knelt beside him. He had picked up some rather nasty cuts.

Zarek demanded, “What’s happening?”

“Tihar collapsed. I think the drugs we gave him wore off.”

There was a long sigh, and the Overlord asked wearily, “What did you inject him with?”

“Vishna and Sushila.”

“Those drugs are used only in emergency situations.”

“It was an emergency, sir. We needed Tihar on his feet and able to fight.”

Hank hurried over and handed me a med kit.

I quickly scanned Tihar.

The med kit’s mechanical voice stated, “The Askole’s vital signs are stable. He will not be combat ready until 2300 hours.”

Could this day get any worse?

“Rami will assist you until we arrive,” Zarek said.

I massaged my throbbing temples. “Great, and what’s your ETA, sir?”

“One hour.”

“You better be taking good care of my son.”

Talree’s grim voice sounded from the com-link. “Thor is with me. How badly are you injured, Kaylee?”

“I’m fine.”

“Kaylee.”

When Talree got that steely note in his voice, there was no reasoning with him. “Some bruises and a couple of cracked ribs.”

“Have Hank scan you.”

My Siren senses flared to life. Great. More Hus Pings, and was that Mog? “Later.  We have incoming hostiles.”

The landing bay doors opened with a loud squeal.

Hank hurriedly dragged Tihar next to the wall.

A decrepit shuttle zigzagged wildly before swooping into the landing bay. It bounced off our ride and crashed into a wall.

“What a piss-poor pilot,” Hank commented.

“No kidding.” I jerked in alarm when Rami wound herself around my leg. “What are you doing?”

“The Askole moved.”

“He won’t hurt you.” I petted her head. “He’s my friend.”

Rami eyed him warily. “An Askole tried to kill Momma Bree.”

“That Askole was a rogue. Tihar hunts rogues and kills them.”

Her grip on my leg loosened.

The shuttle door slid back. Three drunk-as-skunks Hus Pings stumbled out and walked right past us, totally ignoring the bloody remains of their buddies.

“If Mog plans on being Master of the Universe, he needs better help,” I said as the bears disappeared down the corridor.

Honking like a demented duck, Mog lurched down the ramp, his funky eyes zooming in and out.

Hank asked quietly, “You think he sees us?”

Mog went for his laser pistol.

“That would be a yes.” I teleported behind Mog and snatched the pistol away.

The cyborg lunged for me, lost his balance, and fell flat on his face.

I stunned him. His metal parts clanged against the floor as he convulsed violently.

“You should have fried his ass,” Hank grumbled.

“Zarek will want to talk with him.”

“True.”

Rami’s forked tongue flicked my hand urgently. “The Queen Mother is sending her army here.”

A boiling funnel cloud formed outside the landing bay doors.

“Guess the hidden base isn’t a secret anymore.”

“The Queen Mother won’t stop until she has captured you,” Rami warned.

I glanced down at my boots. “I think we should blow this joint.”

Hank grinned. “Between us we should have enough explosives to turn this mountain into a pile of rubble.”

“And take out what’s left of her army.”

Opening the heel of my right boot, I took out the explosives and a timer.

Rami wiggled excitedly. “I like your plan.”

“I need you to ’port Tihar inside the shuttle.”

“I would have to touch him.”

“You heard what the med kit’s doc said. He’s unconscious and can’t hurt you.”

“I will try.” Rami crawled on top of the Askole. A few seconds later, a vortex consumed them.

I handed my explosives to Hank. “What about Valdez?”

“I couldn’t find the keys to his cell, and there’s an energy barrier to keep him from teleporting out.” Hank planted our bomb and set the timer.

“Zarek won’t be happy, but we don’t have time to bust him out.” I popped into the pilot’s chair and did a quick systems check. All systems were functional. I glanced over my shoulder. Tihar was sprawled on the floor. “Good work, Rami.”

“He is very heavy.” She crawled into my lap.

“Yes, he is.”

Hank dumped Mog in a chair. “Go.”

Engaging the hover mode, I turned the shuttle around and punched it. We shot out of the landing bay, barely avoiding the Queen Mother’s boiling gray vortex.

A laser beam flashed out, missing us by a mile.

“Bad shots too,” Hank muttered, strapping himself into the copilot’s chair.

Kaboom! The entire mountain blew.

The shock wave slammed into the shuttle, shaking it violently. I fought to control the wildly bucking craft. Pieces of debris hammered the hull. “Think we overdid the explosives just a bit?”

“Not at all,” Hank responded drily.

I looked at the view screen. Holy shit! Flames and smoke shot hundreds of feet into the air. I watched in total amazement as the ground around the base buckled and collapsed into a gaping crater. Good-bye, Shani army.

The ship pitched radically, and warning lights flared to life on the control console. “Find us a place to land, Hank.”

“Tryin’, ma’am.” He tapped the tracking scanner.

The com-link chirped. I ignored it.

“Momma. Daddy wants talk,” Thor said.

Systems shorted and blew out, spraying us with sparks. “Tell Daddy I’m trying not to crash.”

“Me tell.”

“Found you a spot one click ahead,” Hank advised.

Metal shrieked loudly. The shuttle bucked and did a one-eighty. Rami flew off my lap. Tihar tumbled wildly around the cabin; his size-twenty boot barely missed my head.

“Fuck! The stabilizers are gone. It’s gonna be a rough landing.”

Hank grabbed Rami as she fell from the ceiling. “Try the emergency backup system.”

The Askole slammed into the deck.

“Yes, sir.” The ship pitched radically and plunged toward the surface at terminal velocity. G-forces slammed me against my seat. I brought the braking thrusters online, trying to slow our descent.

The ground rushed up to meet us. I repeatedly hit the icon for the backup system. “C’mon. C’mon, kick in.” A green light finally flared to life on the console. I blew out a relieved breath as the shuttle slowed dramatically.

Branches clawed against the bottom of the shuttle as we skimmed the treetops. I adjusted our course and put the ship down in a narrow, barren flat. It bounced several times, coming to an abrupt halt against a boulder.

Smoke billowed from the console.

I unfastened the harness. “Rami, can you ’port Tihar outside?”

“Yes.” She crawled over to Tihar.

“I’ll grab the cyborg,” Hank called.

Coughing up a lung, I teleported outside the shuttle and sighed in relief when I saw Tihar and Rami were a safe distance away.

Hank popped in and dropped Mog on the ground. “I’m surprised the ship didn’t blow.”

“Me too.” I flinched as flames shot from the crumpled metal. “Think we should move back a bit?”

Boom. The shuttle exploded, sending a starburst of metal fragments flying in every direction.

“Shit!” we yelled in unison and ducked under an overhang of rock. Metal shards thudded down around us.

Mog squawked and flopped around. Pieces of metal were embedded in his mechanical eyes, cheek, and chin.

Hank shook his head. “I’m not pulling those out.”

“Me either. He bites.”

Zarek, Talree, Wulf, and a dozen warriors suddenly surrounded us.

“Better late than never,” I quipped as Talree’s arms enfolded me.

He held me for a long moment, then whispered in my ear, “I’m going to dip you in chocolate, and after I’ve licked every inch of your body, I’m going to fuck you until you scream.”

I nibbled on his lower lip. “Dark or milk chocolate?”

Zarek coughed into his hand and motioned to a warrior. “Take Mog to the ship and lock him up.”

The warrior grabbed the cyborg by the neck and disappeared.

The Overlord ran a disbelieving eye over my blood-splattered form. “Did you have to bathe in it?”

“You try staying clean with an Askole on the warpath, sir.”

A faint smile touched Zarek’s hard mouth. “A difficult task. You have an hour to prepare for the birthing ceremony.”

My mouth dropped open in disbelief. He had to be kidding. Right?

Talree laughed. “Let’s get you back to the ship.”




Chapter Eighteen

The birthing ceremony was along the lines of a Catholic christening, but instead of dunking Thor in water, it was blood. The source of a warrior’s power. Zarek chanted some gibberish in a language I didn’t understand and had my son drink from him.

Talree took our baby from Zarek and spouted more mumbo jumbo before Thor latched on to his wrist and drank.

Power flared in the room as Talree and my father-in-law linked minds with my son. The bond they forged could never be broken.

I understood the necessity of the bond, but I didn’t like it. They had taken my son’s choice away. Thor could never be an artist or musician. He would follow in his father’s footsteps and become a Warlord.

Talree placed a jeweled dagger on Thor’s chest. “With this blade, I claim you as my heir.”

Voss stepped forward “I swear my allegiance to the heir.”

“I swear my allegiance to the heir,” Wulf proclaimed.

Hank appeared next to Wulf. “I swear my allegiance to the heir.”

And on it went until every warrior had sworn his allegiance to our son.

Haki threw himself on Thor. “Me swear.”

Datlow, Bey, and their team of warriors dropped from the ceiling. Each swore their allegiance.

Zarek looked at me and raised an expectant brow. He had to be kidding.

“Kaylee,” Talree prodded.

“I swear to protect Thor from all harm.”

Talree sighed and handed me the ceremonial towel.

“Momma. Me be Warlord,” Thor called, waving his arms and legs happily.

“Not quite yet.” I plucked a blood-soaked Haki from Thor’s stomach and rubbed his matted fur with the ceremonial towel. “Both of you are in serious need of a bath.”

Haki skittered off.

“Me stay with Daddy,” Thor protested.

“You’ve had way too much excitement, young man. It’s time for a bath and a nap.”

“Noooo,” my son wailed.

“Enough,” Talree snapped. “Warlords do not cry.”

“For God’s sake, he’s a newborn, not a Warlord.”

Zarek butted in. “One day he will be Overlord.”

“But not today.” I wrapped my son in the towel and teleported to our quarters. Zarek. What an ass.

Talree popped into the room. “I’ll bathe Thor.”

I studied my mate warily. His jaw was a little too tight. “Don’t you have more important Warlord duties to attend to?”

He kissed me gently. “Nothing is more important than you and Thor.”

“I knew there was a reason I hadn’t killed you in your sleep.” I handed him our child.

“I thought it was the chocolate,” Talree quipped.

I waggled my eyebrows. “The sex ain’t half bad either.”

Talree shook his head sadly. “My mate is dissatisfied?”

Mentally, I stroked his penis, smiling as he trembled. “You know what they say? Practice makes perfect.”

“It does.”

“Me hungry,” Thor whined.

“Of course you are.”

Talree’s head snapped up. “They’ve found the Queen Mother.”

“Go. Kill the bitch.”

“Happily.” Talree placed Thor in my arms.

“I wish I could come with you. I’ve got a nasty feeling you’re going to need my special talents.”

“Your place is with our son,” Talree stated firmly and teleported.

I scowled. He did not just say that. When the Warlord got back, we were having a talk.

Once Thor had been bathed and fed, I put him in his cradle and rocked him to sleep. Unease fluttered through me. Something was wrong.

I linked with Talree.

Kaboom! The earth shook. Chunks of dirt pelted Talree’s helmet. A volley of laser bolts spat from at least a half dozen locations. They zinged wildly around him.

Something that resembled a monstrous snake erupted from the ground, and slashes of incandescent silver flashed brightly from wormy growths.

Talree’s pain slammed into me. My brain swirled in shock as I felt him lose consciousness. It took everything I had to fight off the blackness threatening to consume me.

Thor thrashed fretfully. “Momma?”

“Shh. Everything is okay, sweetie.” I gave him a mental push to sleep.

His eyelids closed, and he popped a thumb in his mouth.

I pushed away the fear clawing at me. Talree wasn’t dead. And he wasn’t dying any time soon. But the Queen Mother would be taking her last breath.

I tried to link with Zarek. Shit! He was out cold too. So were Voss, Sariel, Tihar, and Wulf. This was bad on so many levels. Who or what had the power to take out the most powerful Warlords in the galaxy? I guess I was about to find out.

Lothel’s gruff voice broke into my thoughts. “Please stay in your quarters. We have the situation under control.” Lothel was one of Voss’s most trusted warriors and big on following orders.

“Liar.” I grabbed my weapons belt and fastened it on.

“You will obey me as you would Talree,” Lothel stated firmly.

This guy obviously didn’t know me. “I’m going to rescue my family. You get in my way, and I will put you down.”

“My lady, please. I promised Talree I would keep you safe.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I growled.

Lothel growled back. “I will lock you in the brig.”

“You can try.” Scooping Thor out of his cradle, I teleported to sick bay and handed him to Shrek. “Guard him with your life.”

“Yes, my lady,” he answered with a concerned frown.

Thor awoke with a jerk and wailed loudly. “Daddy hurt.”

“I know, sweetie. Momma’s going to kick some alien butt and get him back.”

“Grandpa too?”

“I’m going to bring them all home,” I reassured him.

“Me help.”

“I need you to stay here and protect Shrek. Can you do that?”

“Me will.”

“Prepare for casualties. A lot of them,” I told Shrek, struggling to remain calm.

Hank stepped out of Soulet’s room. “What’s wrong?”

“The Queen Mother sprang a nasty little trap, and our guys are in trouble. You in for a recon and rescue mission?”

“Hell, yeah.”

“So am I,” Soulet added.

I looked at Shrek. “Is she cleared to fight?”

He nodded. “Her armor will protect the fetus.”

Lothel appeared in sick bay. A pair of handcuffs dangled from his left hand. “My lady, you are forbidden from leaving this ship. Go back to your quarters or I will—”

One of Soulet’s tentacles reached out and stung Lothel’s neck.

His eyes rolled back, and down he went.

“Please tell me you didn’t kill him.”

Soulet gave an unconcerned shrug and toed Lothel with her boot.

He groaned.

“He lives.”

Yay. Now I didn’t have to worry about Voss killing her. “Could you lock him in the brig before he regains his senses?”

“It would be my pleasure.” Soulet grabbed Lothel, dumped him over her shoulder, and zoomed off.

“Askoles are fun in a bucket,” Hank observed drily.

“That’s one way to describe them.” I reached out mentally to Datlow. Thankfully, he and his warriors were uninjured. “What happened?”

“The Warlords and Askoles were rendered unconscious by this creature.” He flashed me the image of a long, white, tubular body with wormy growths around its neck. Two eyestalks with yellow orbs surveyed the bodies scattered about it.

I rubbed my suddenly aching head. “Dammit. How in the hell did that bitch recruit a Gorum?”

“A silly question, petka. The Colettis have many enemies, and the Queen Mother uses their rage to her benefit,” Bey commented.

“Fuck. The Gorum has to be one of the renegades Bebo, their king, hunts.” I took a deep breath and asked, “Were you able to rescue my Warlords?” Please, please say yes.

“The Tai-Kok got to them before we could,” Datlow snapped, mad as hell.

A surge of overwhelming panic threatened my fragile control. Oh God. The Tai-Kok would take great pleasure in eating my guys piece by piece.

Hank patted my shoulder. “They’re gonna be okay. We’ll get them back. Our best bet is to contact this Bebo and let him know what’s going on. Maybe he can tell us how to kill the renegade.”

“I’ll get his communicator code.”

“That won’t be necessary,” a tinny voice hissed in my head.

A golden vortex erupted in the hallway.

My heart leaped into my throat. Was it the Queen Mother? Why hadn’t my Spidey sense warned me?

A long, white tentacle whipped out, wrapped around my waist, and yanked me inside the energy field.

“Kaylee!” Hank shouted in horror, instinctively linking with me.

I fell down the eye of a tornado. Faster and faster I flew, until everything was a dizzying blur. A scream tore from me.

An eternity later, I was on the ground, staring up at a Gorum. His tentacles had me wrapped up like a Christmas present.

“We are coming for you, petka,” Bey reassured me.

“Hopefully, before he eats me.” I stared the Gorum dead in the orb eyestalk thingy. Was this Bebo, the king, or someone else? “Let me go, or I will kill you.”

His laughter was like a donkey braying in my head. “Doubtful. Not even the Overlord or his minions have that power.”

Shit. The jackass was laughing at me. “Overconfident much?”

“I am Bebo. You are much like Zoey.” A wormy growth stroked my face.

“Nah, I’m meaner than Zoey. Is there a reason for the snatch and grab?”

Hank’s relief flooded me. “What does he want?”

Right on cue, the tentacles released me. “I have need of your talents.”

“Why didn’t you just ask?” I sat up and looked around. We were high on a rocky ledge. In the valley below, the melted bodies of the Tai-Kok littered the battlefield. Bree’s skunk bombs were lethal.

My gaze froze on the bloody remains of eight Coletti warriors. An icy chill of terror slithered up my spine, and I jumped to my feet. “Talree!”

“The Warlords still live.”

The tight, sick feeling in my gut eased. “What do you want me to do?”

The mental picture of a winged green centipede formed in my mind. “I need you to get the Hothots inside the base and command them to search for Desh.”

“Desh, as in the traitor who fed your mate and children to the Tai-Kok? The treacherous worm that took down my guys?”

Bebo’s rage was overwhelming. “Yes. He has done all of that and more.”

“I’m more than willing to help you bring him down. What happens when I sic the green centipede thingies on his traitorous ass?”

“Hothots are deadly to our kind. They will either kill Desh or force him to flee.”

There was a major flaw with Bebo’s plan. “If he decides to run for it, what’s stopping him from ’porting to another planet?”

“My warriors have constructed an energy barrier which prevents Desh from doing so.”

I quickly scanned the area. Yep, there were fourteen more Gorums lurking about. “Does this barrier keep the Queen Mother from creating wormholes?”

“It does.”

Yes! I did a mental happy dance. The bitch was trapped. “The second Desh is captured or killed, I want your word you’ll help me free my Warlords and the Askoles.”

“I am agreeable to those terms.”

“You got yourself a deal.” I held out my right hand.

Bebo’s orbs examined my hand curiously. “Is there some significance to this gesture?”

“On my world, a handshake is how we seal a partnership.”

A wormy growth lengthened and took my hand. “We are now allies.”

“You betcha, but I do have a few questions.”

He released my hand. “Ask.”

“Is the Hothots’ bite harmful to Colettis or Askoles?”

“Their bite is unpleasant, but not fatal,” Bebo replied.

If he was lying to me, God help him.

Hank and Soulet appeared on the ledge with their weapons leveled at Bebo.

I held up my hand. “Stand down.”

Bebo’s eyestalks swiveled around to stare at them. “These are your reinforcements?”

“Not all of them.”

Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! A thick layer of webbing encased Bebo.

“Stop! He’s on our side.”

Datlow dropped down in front of me. “Perhaps.”

“Ah. I have heard much about the Tabors. But this will not hold me.” Snap. A sparkling, crackling curtain of energy danced around Bebo. It glowed brighter and brighter until the webbing simply melted away. “Do you still doubt my power or allegiance?”

“Nope. Not at all.” I prodded Datlow. “We good?”

“We will fight at his side.”

“Great. Where are these Hothots?”

“In a container on my ship.”

His eyes cold with menace, Hank drawled, “Let’s git her done.”




Chapter Nineteen

The image of a badly scarred Desh fixed in my mind, I unleashed the Hothots. The small, winged centipedes obediently entered the ventilation shaft for the underground bunker and began their hunt.

I used my connection with them to count our enemies. So far, all that remained of the Queen Bitch’s once-mighty army were fourteen Tai-Kok, six Rodan, and about twenty Shani, or snakes, as I liked to call them. Unless she had some warriors hidden away, things were looking up.

The Hothots emitted a loud buzzing noise, indicating they had located our prey. They flew around a corner, and the breath left my lungs in an involuntary gasp of shock.

A pair of kicking feet disappeared down Desh’s gaping maw. A man’s head suddenly bulged out from the Gorum’s hide, his mouth frozen in an endless scream.

Horror roared through me. There were other body parts moving inside the thick mass. I knew the Gorum’s stomach secreted a corrosive acid that turned all living matter into a fuel source.

Oh God. There was nothing I could do to save the Alliance soldiers.

Desh dragged an unconscious Wulf out of a cell and started to shove him down his maw.

A black rage exploded inside me. “Kill him. Kill him. Kill him.”

The Hothots swarmed Desh, stinging him repeatedly. In a desperate attempt to protect himself, he swung Wulf at the horde.

“Free the Coletti,” I commanded the Hothots.

The flying centipedes concentrated their wrath on the tentacles wrapped around Wulf. A strange, rasping hiss sounded from Desh. He dropped Wulf and vanished.

“He’s making a run for it,” I informed Bebo.

“We sense him.”

A Tai-Kok stepped into the hallway, munching on a hand.

Shrieking like a demented banshee, I teleported into the corridor and hurled a skunk bomb I had liberated from the ship at the Tai-Kok.

Bang! A cloud of skunk spray enveloped him. Violent seizures immediately shook the monster, and a thick white fluid spewed from his mouth. He fell to the floor and melted into a puddle of goo.

Hank popped in beside me. “Dammit, Kaylee, are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“How many of our people have the fucking Tai-Kok eaten?”

“Too many,” Hank answered.

“You’re right. Too damn many. I’m going to put them down like the rabid beasts they are.”

Grabbing my shoulders, Hank gave me a hard shake. “Bury that rage. It’ll only get you killed. We stick to the plan. Got it?”

My hands balled into fists. “Yes.”

Wulf moaned.

I pulled the med kit off my belt and knelt beside him. He was badly injured. I ran the scanner over him. His life signs were in the toilet. “We need to get him to sick bay.”

“I’ll take him.” Hank hefted Wulf over his shoulder. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Go,” I urged him.

He vanished.

I stared down at the bloody hand and reluctantly stepped into the cell. A surrealistic nightmare of death greeted me. Blood coated the walls. Tattered pieces of Alliance uniforms were scattered among the remains. A finger here, an eyeball there, and a pile of gnawed-on skulls stacked on a metal table.

Nausea rose in my throat, and I swallowed hard. I had to find Talree before the Tai-Kok ate him.

Soulet zoomed up with Datlow and Bey clinging to her back. She studied the carnage. “No Askole or Coletti died here.”

“I know. Just a lot of brave Alliance soldiers.” Tears rolled down my cheeks. I quickly wiped them away. I would grieve later.

One of Datlow’s legs touched my shoulder. “We will avenge them.”

“You bet your ass we will.” Unleashing my Siren abilities, I searched the base for any sign of my Warlords or the Askoles. There. Zarek’s mental signature burned brightly with fury. A Tai-Kok had bitten off one of his fingers.

Hank teleported into the room and froze. His eyes were those of a man staring straight into hell. “Those fucking bastards.”

“Did you bring the antidote for the Drakash?”

He patted his med kit. “Enough for everyone.”

“I found our warriors. Can you sense them too?”

“Got ’em.” Hank let out a low whistle. “The Overlord is ready to blow.”

“We do not have time to waste with this idle chitchat,” Bey groused.

“You’re right. Let’s go kill some monsters.” I pulled my laser pistol.

“To attack the Queen Mother without our assistance is suicide,” Bebo hissed.

I bared my fangs. “The Tai-Kok are eating them. If we wait, they die.”

A harsh voice butted in. “We have Desh, my king.”

A blinding golden vortex spun violently in the corridor. When it faded, Bebo filled the doorway. His attention was firmly fixed on us. “All of you will come with me.”

Oh, hell no. I wasn’t Dorothy, and this definitely wasn’t Kansas. I eased back a step. “Thanks, but no thanks. We can teleport ourselves.”

“It wasn’t a request.”

In a startling fast move, tentacles shot out, and the next thing I knew, I was straddling the Gorum. Hank and Soulet were thrown on behind me.

Datlow and Bey quickly jumped on Bebo’s back.

“Do not fall off,” Bebo instructed, and the vortex consumed us.

“Shit-t-t-t-t!” Around and around we flew. I squinted. Was that Toto? Or a Tabor?

The tornado abruptly spat us out in large holding cell.

My battered Warlords and the Askoles were chained to a gore-covered wall. Their expressions varied from astonishment to relief to fury.

“Yippee-ki-yay, motherfuckers.” I tossed a skunk bomb at the five Tai-Kok torturing my guys.

As they melted, Bebo quickly crammed three Rodan down his gullet.

At the same time, Datlow and Bey leaped on the two remaining Rodan, injecting them with venom. They were dead before they hit the floor.

Hank and Soulet fired rapidly at the snakes, incinerating them.

I slid off Bebo and hit the Release button for the shackles.

The freed prisoners quickly grabbed their weapons off a table.

Talree wrapped me in a fierce hug. “You shouldn’t have come.”

“I don’t want to be a single mom. Besides, who else is gonna save your sorry ass? Lothel?”

“Heads up,” Hank called.

I caught the med kit he tossed.

My Warlord’s eyes narrowed in pure exasperation. “Where is Lothel? He would never have allowed you to leave the ship.”

“Yet, here I am.” I handed him the pressure injector.

He pushed it against his neck and triggered it. “What did you do to him?”

“Me? Nothing.”

“Go back to the ship. Now.” Talree tossed the pressure injector to Voss.

More Tai-Kok charged into the room.

The next sixty seconds were a mad blur of violence, noise, and death.

When it was over, I wiped the blood off my face and surveyed the carnage. You’d think I’d learn. Never. Ever. Stand too close to Coletti Warlords or Askoles in battle mode.

A door swished open behind me, and I was abruptly jerked off my feet. My head slammed against the floor. Pain exploded in my skull, and my vision blurred. Blinking rapidly, I looked down at my leg. Fuck. A tail was wrapped around my right boot.

Sounding like a tire rapidly losing air, the Queen Mother yanked me through the doorway.

Damn. Talk about a freak of nature. Who would have thought a crocodile could mate with a python?

“Petka,” Bey drawled.

“Yes?” My mind had gone into slow-mo.

“I know you hit your head, but stop admiring the snake and kill it!” he yelled.

“Oh. Right.” I fired at the freak of nature. Every one of the bolts missed. Huh? What was up with that?

“Use your knife, petka. The Queen Mother is generating a gravitational field, which affects your laser.”

“Gotcha.”

The door slid shut behind me.

“Kaylee!” Talree’s roar echoed in my head.

The Queen Bitch gloated. “Your Warlord can’t save you.”

“I can save myself.” Pulling my knife, I sat up and hacked off her tail. It flopped around on the floor like a dying fish.

Her high-pitched cry of pain reverberated around the room. A vortex formed briefly, then fizzled out.

“Newsflash. You ain’t going anywhere, bitch.”

The Queen Mother whirled around. “You think you have the power to stop me?”

“Without a doubt. I’m allied with Bebo, the Gorum king, and you teamed up with Desh, the dead worm. Game over.”

“I have never been defeated,” she bellowed.

A pile of rags moved behind the Queen Mother.

“Your battle fleet is space debris, and all that’s left of your army is you. So yeah, I think you have been defeated.”

The Queen Mother bared her rather awesome set of crocodile teeth. “You I can kill.”

Fuck. My grip tightened on the knife.

A badly rusted skull popped up from the rags, and two telephoto lenses zoomed in on the Queen Mother.

Holy shit. It was Mog. How in the hell had he escaped from the brig?

His clawed hand seized the evil bitch’s still-flopping tail and stuffed it in his mouth.

“You might want to look behind you,” I said politely.

The freak of nature did a good imitation of a spitting feral cat. “Do you think me a fool?”

“Yeah, I kinda do.” I watched as Mog grabbed her and started chowing down.

The Queen Mother let out an ear-piercing cry and repeatedly bit his metal arm. “I am the Queen. I am the Queen. No one is allowed to touch me. You cannot eat me.” Her cries turned into gurgles.

Mog kept chomping away until only her head remained. Crunch.

I winced at the bone-shattering sounds. Oh, ick. Who knew his two pitiful teeth were capable of that much damage?

Mog belched.

Keeping my laser pistol on him, I got carefully to my feet. “I’m not dessert.”

He licked the blood off his mouth and stepped toward me.

Zarek, Voss, and Talree appeared in the room and fired simultaneously, incinerating Mog.

“Aw, I wanted to kill him.”

Talree ran his hands over me. “Where are you injured?”

“It’s not my blood.” I patted his face. “You’re awfully cute. Can I keep you?”

A worried frown creased Talree’s forehead. “Did she drug you?”

“She hit her head,” Bey informed Talree as he crawled into the room.

Zarek snapped in aggravation, “Where’s the Queen Mother?”

“Mog ate her.” I burst out laughing. “You…you should have seen the look on her scaly face when she realized she was gonna die. It was awesome.”

The Warlords stared at me in disbelief.

I looked at my father-in-law’s bloody hand. “You should get your boo-boo fixed.”

“I’m taking her to sick bay.” Talree scooped me up and teleported.




Chapter Twenty

God, I hated diplomatic affairs. This shindig was to honor the fallen warriors and celebrate the Queen Mother’s defeat. Ding-dong, the wicked bitch was dead, but we had lost too many in her quest to rule the galaxy.

Fighting back tears, I made a beeline for the chocolate. I opened a box of French Mint and popped one in my mouth. I sighed as the chocolaty goodness hit my taste buds. Utter perfection.

“What is this?” A tentacle reached over my shoulder and plucked one from the box.

Gorums had a sweet tooth? I turned and gave Bebo a toothy smile. “That’s Earth’s finest chocolate. Do you like it?”

“It tastes very much like Kodels.” The Gorum King grabbed the entire box and dumped it down his maw.

Curiosity had me asking, “What are Kodels?” The image of a squirming mass of pus formed in my mind. “Oh. Yum.”

Bebo seized the other two boxes and stuffed them in his mouth.

My eyes widened in alarm. The king’s skin had turned a funny green color. That couldn’t be good. “Are you feeling okay?”

He burped loudly and listed to one side. “Verrry gooood.”

Fuck. Could a Gorum get drunk on chocolate?

The Alliance musicians broke into a rousing number as dancers took to the floor.

“Like.” Bebo slid this way then that, his tentacles bobbing along with the music. He suddenly grabbed me and spun me around the room.

The dancers fled.

“Life with you is never boring,” Talree commented.

“It’s not my fault.”

“It never is, petka,” Bey snipped.

Zarek demanded, “What did Bebo eat?”

“Three boxes of chocolate.” I gasped as we twirled faster and faster.

“According to Raj, if we feed Bebo a Rodan, it should counteract the effects of the chocolate,” Voss stated.

“Do it,” Zarek commanded.

A bright yellow vortex materialized and spat out a Rodan. The monster took one look around and bolted.

Braying with delight, Bebo dumped me on the floor and gave chase.

The room spun dizzily around me. “Whoa. Talk about a head rush.”

Talree hugged me. “What am I to do with you?”

I kneaded his fine ass. “How about you punish me with some hot monkey sex?”

Poof. We were in our quarters. Talree tossed me on the bed. “You are my heart, Teka.”

“And you are mine.” I opened my arms.

He fell on top of me, and our mouths mated.

Talree’s hands skimmed over me, exploring my curves and igniting a fire in my belly.

I squeaked in surprise when he suddenly drove two phantom fingers deep inside me.

“You have such a hot pussy,” my Warlord whispered, his fingers fucking me.

Harder. Faster. Twisting the coil of arousal tighter and tighter until I ignited. Ecstasy roared through me. “Bow-chicka-wow-wow. That was awesome.”

“I aim to please.”

I framed Talree’s face with my hands. “Time for me to rock your world.”

“I can’t wait.” His kiss was hard, commanding, and very thorough.

“Momma, me wet,” Thor wailed.

I broke the kiss. “Parenthood is going to put a crimp in our sex life.”

Talree grinned. “It will, but—”

Zarek interrupted, “I need you both on the bridge.”

“Yes, Father.”

“I’ll join you as soon as I change Thor.”

He brushed his lips over mine. “Rain check?”

“Definitely.”

He vanished.

“Momma.”

“Coming.” I let out a contented sigh. My life might not be perfect, but I had a loving mate, a perfect little Warlord, the best friends in the universe, and a family who had never let me down. Throw in some chocolate, and I had everything I needed.
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