
  
    [image: Beauty and the Beast]
  

  
    
      Beauty and the Beast

      Interstellar Brides® Program: The Beasts - 3

    

    
      
        Grace Goodwin

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Beauty and the Beast

        Copyright © 2021 by Grace Goodwin

      

      

      
        
        Interstellar Brides® is a registered trademark

        of KSA Publishing Consultants Inc.

      

        

      
        All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electrical, digital or mechanical including but not limited to photocopying, recording, scanning or by any type of data storage and retrieval system without express, written permission from the author.

      

        

      
        Published by KSA Publishers

        Goodwin, Grace

        Cover design copyright 2021 by Grace Goodwin

        Images/Photo Credit: Deposit Photos: mppriv, alexannabuts

      

        

      
        Publisher’s Note:

        This book was written for an adult audience. The book may contain explicit sexual content. Sexual activities included in this book are strictly fantasies intended for adults and any activities or risks taken by fictional characters within the story are neither endorsed nor encouraged by the author or publisher.

      

      

    

  

  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Get A Free Book!

      

      
        Find YOUR Interstellar Match!

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        A special THANK YOU to my readers...

      

      
        Find YOUR Interstellar Match!

      

      
        Do you love audiobooks?

      

      
        Let’s Talk!

      

      
        Get A Free Book!

      

      
        Also by Grace Goodwin

      

      
        About Grace

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get A Free Book!

          

          Join my mailing list to be the first to know of new releases, free books, special prices and other author giveaways.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        http://freescifiromance.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: http://freescifiromance.com]
          
        

      
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Find YOUR Interstellar Match!

          

        

      

    

    
      YOUR mate is out there. Take the test today and discover your perfect match. Are you ready for a sexy alien mate (or two)?

      
        
        VOLUNTEER NOW!

        interstellarbridesprogram.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: IBP logo]
          
        

      
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn McCaffrey, 9 News Headquarters

      

      “I heard he’s almost eight feet tall.” Ellen used her soft brush to dab a last bit of powder onto my nose and cheeks, but her gaze kept slipping to a poster propped against the mirror on the makeup station next to us.

      “They’re all eight feet tall,” I said. And muscled. And too damn gorgeous.

      And aliens. I had to try harder to remember that. We weren’t talking about guys from the beach or even a team of hockey players. This group wasn’t even human.

      “I like this one.” Susan pointed to the Atlan warlord standing on the far right of the poster. She had to have taken it off the wall two floors below us. They were setting up to film the Bachelor Beast television show down there, or at least trying to, for the third time. This high-rise housed many TV productions, but the hot reality show was the only one we’d ever been interested in. The first season, Wulf had been the bachelor. He’d found his mate, but not among the contestants. She’d been an on-set makeup artist, and that was perhaps why Ellen and Susan both had that wistful look on their faces when they stared at the group of hotties.

      The second bachelor, Braun, had found his mate in one of the hotel maids. They hadn’t even started recording the show before he’d whisked her back to space. From the grumblings within the building, the producers weren’t thrilled about how things were going. It was one thing to have a human guy not connect with a woman, but these Atlans had beasts in them that knew exactly what they wanted. When they found it. Which they had, although not in the way the show wanted.

      Although Wulf and Olivia had gotten ridiculous ratings and we’d talked about their relationship—if that was what it was even called—day after day. It had been, hands down, H.O.T.

      “He’s got that dark, dark hair,” Susan continued, staring at the poster with dreamy eyes. “Do you see that smile? I swear my panties would catch fire if he looked at me like that.”

      “That poster come from downstairs?” I sat in the makeup chair as I tried to study the latest weather data printouts, doing my best to ignore the chatter between the two hair and makeup experts—and the glorious poster filled with not one but five very attractive alien warlords. Because of the first two show’s issues, the producers decided—after two failed attempts to control the alien Atlans after their arrival on Earth—that their beasts were called beasts for a reason.

      One look at the female they wanted and it was game over. Or TV show over, since the filming had to stop. Again. And again. Apparently these beasts didn’t believe in negotiation once they’d chosen a mate. It had been one look and done for both Wulf and Braun.

      Sigh. Lucky ladies, as long as the attraction was mutual. It had been for Olivia and Angela. But if not? Well, that was a can of worms I didn’t feel like thinking about right now.

      The television producers had grown wiser. This time around, they had five Atlans on lockdown in this very building. No more hotels for them. They weren’t even being allowed off the set until the show actually started. I’d heard the show’s insurance company, as well as their advertisers, were threatening to pull the plug if they didn’t produce an on-screen romance this time around. The key word was on-screen.

      It hadn’t been announced which of the five would be the latest bachelor beast, but between them, one had to work out.

      “Well, they left this stunning piece of art in the hallway, didn’t they?” Susan had just finished with the anchorman’s hair and makeup. He never chatted, never lingered, and left as quickly as he came in. He was a nice guy but wasn’t up for girl talk. It wasn’t like we could gab like this with him around. Susan cleaned up her station as she spoke. “If they didn’t want someone to have it, they shouldn’t have left it out like that.”

      I bit back a smile because I really couldn’t argue. I was enjoying the poster much more while here in hair and makeup than I would if the poster were still two floors down.

      “Those aliens are nice to look at,” Ellen agreed, staring dreamily.

      Susan sighed like a middle-school girl with a crush, which was twice as funny because she had to be in her sixth decade and had been married for four of them. “Hell, honey, if I didn’t have my husband waiting at home for me, I’d go down there right now and find out if I could stir one of those beasts into a mating fever all by myself.”

      “Well, I’m single, so maybe I’ll get a little lost after work.” Ellen giggled as she put the final touches on my makeup. I couldn’t help but smile. If I hadn’t sworn off all men—human or alien made no difference to me if they had a penis—I might have thought about doing the same. Because she wasn’t wrong. The particular Atlan she’d picked from the poster with the dark, dark hair was named Bahre, and there was just something about him that made my entire body ache. Which was a very unwelcome development. I had left Chicago—and the national news scene—behind for a reason. That reason had not changed in the year I’d been in Florida. I frowned at the thought. Males of any species were not an option at the moment. No, thank you.

      I’d worked for the station—and with Ellen—since I joined the local news team, and she knew what I liked. I always took this time while she worked on my face and hair to go over the weather data one more time. I hated to fumble on camera, especially since my part of the broadcast was live. The talk about the latest bachelor beast had me thinking about the hot Atlan—yup, Bahre—I’d seen in the lobby earlier instead of the cold front that had stalled out south of the city. And by cold front, I meant in the seventies.

      My previous station had been in Chicago, where the weather was constantly changing, so the consistent temps of south Florida weren’t all that complicated. It seemed that in Florida it was either eighty and sunny or raining like the clouds wanted to drown us.

      I glanced up and looked at Ellen in the mirror. She had sassy purple streaks in her blonde hair that matched her personality. I was trying to imagine her with one of the oversize Atlans.

      Nope. Couldn’t do it.

      But me with that huge, scarred beast? The one I’d gotten an actual look at earlier as I’d come in to work? God. My breasts grew heavy, and I knew my brand-new pink lace panties would be soaked. He hadn’t seen me, of course, since he’d been swarmed with fans and security—not that an alien that large needed someone to protect him. Ellen misunderstood my stare completely. Thank goodness.

      “What?” she asked me with a grin. “You want to come downstairs with me later? You’re single, too, young lady. And gorgeous.”

      “No, thank you.” I’d seen Bahre in the flesh and nearly tripped on the stairs. I preferred to take them instead of the elevator because I liked the way my calves looked in high heels, and that five-story trek every day was about as excited as I got about exercise. Today the small glass window looking out into the lobby had saved me from making an idiot of myself over that alien sex god. I was not going anywhere near him again or I’d look the fool.

      “Come on, Quinn,” Ellen prodded, using a large brush to go over my face one last time. “There’s five gorgeous Atlans. Don’t tell me one of them doesn’t melt your butter.”

      Her southern sayings matched her thick Georgia accent. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Bahre?”

      Ellen and Susan nodded together like bobbleheads on a dashboard.

      “So it’s Bahre, is it?” Susan raised her brows and gave me that motherly I-know-what-you’re-thinking look.

      “Bahre, huh?” Ellen asked, then shrugged. “Okay. You can have Bahre, and I’ll take one of the others.”

      As if we were going to divvy up the hot aliens like selecting golf partners.

      I opened my mouth to protest, because this was just silly talk, but she proceeded to shut me up by coming over with the gloss brush in hand and painting another coat over my lips. “Oh no you don’t. You’re coming with me to ogle. We’ve got our passes to get in the building. We owe it to women everywhere to go down there and drool. And don’t give me any of that I-can’t-mess-up-my-hair talk, either,” Ellen added. “Everyone gets mussed and sweaty during sexy times, even the ‘ice and snow queen, Quinn McCaffrey.’”

      I pursed my lips that she’d just shellacked and glared. The unflattering nickname had come from my time in Chicago. Not because I did the weather spot for the national news station, but because a few years ago an ex-boyfriend had made our breakup and poor performance in bed—solely due to his selfishness and lack of skill—very public. Very, very public. The arrogant actor, Jeff Randall, had actually dubbed me the ‘ice and snow queen’ in a live promotional interview at the very television station where I worked. He had about as much class as the business end of a donkey.

      And then he’d had the nerve to demand I marry him. Said I was his property. As. If. Been there, done that. Gotten the horrible T-shirt. I walked away, but he followed me.

      Was still following me, despite the restraining order.

      Susan and Ellen were staring, so I cleared my throat and tried to remember what the heck we’d been talking about. “What?”

      “You heard me. If your hair gets one strand out of place, it’s a national emergency.”

      “I am not that particular about my hair.”

      Both women rolled their eyes.

      I huffed. “So I don’t like it when my hair is messed up. I mean, I’m just trying to protect all your hard work,” I added, laying the sweetness on a little thick. Ellen did manage to make me look great every single day on the job, no matter how tired I was. I appreciated her talent. The fact was, I did like to look as good as possible. Hair. Makeup. Shoes. They were my armor against the world. The better I looked, the more confident I felt.

      Ellen laughed, not buying it. “Good try, girlfriend.”

      “Besides, you said ogle. We’re not going down there to have sex with any of them,” I countered. “And I’m appalled you think I’m so high maintenance that I wouldn’t like a wild romp.”

      “You are high maintenance, but you’re no virgin,” Susan said, eyeing me up and down.

      I wondered if all their primping made me look more like a man-eater than a meteorologist just doing her job on local TV.

      I huffed. It didn’t matter. I was off the market. No men. No lovers. No. Sex. I did not need that kind of trouble in my life. My vibrator didn’t try to control me. I controlled it.

      They were both still watching me, so I rolled my eyes. “No virgin here. I like sex as much as any other woman.”

      “You are so going with me, Quinn. This is happening.” Ellen clapped with remarkable glee considering the topic was my sex life. My nonexistent sex life. There had been one in the past, but it hadn’t been worthy of any kind of news report, that was for sure. I could see now that when Don and I had been dating, I’d needed to stand in front of a green screen and give him a map to my clit. The only guy I’d dated since hadn’t been much better. So much worse, actually. He’d been obsessed. Crazy. Take-him-to-court-and-get-a-restraining-order dangerous. Jeff Randall was a legit stalker. I sure knew how to pick them, I mentally grumbled. No thanks.

      “Like the weather, I’m in a little bit of a dry spell,” I admitted.

      “Honey, you’re the Sahara Desert.” Susan’s quiet murmur had me biting my lip.

      “Well, a stalker can certainly put a woman off dating.”

      Both women didn’t have a response to that because they knew I was right. Guys were either insecure assholes who hadn’t been able to handle the meteoric rise of my career, or a stalker. The latter had been too much, and I’d chosen to quit my job and move halfway across the country to get the hell away from him.

      “Well, we aren’t talking about Earth men. We’re talking about Bahre. I mean, he’s in a league of his own,” Ellen said, redirecting the talk back to the hot alien.

      “He’s out of this world!” Susan added, and I couldn’t help but laugh with them at her stupid pun.

      “If that guy wants in my pants, I’ll take them off for him,” Ellen admitted.

      Yeah, I probably would, too. The Atlans who’d been sent for the show were admittedly handsome. Rugged. Huge. Strong. Serious. Intense.

      “If I wasn’t married…” Susan said, shaking her head as if it was a shame she was in love with her high school sweetheart.

      A set intern stuck his head in the room. “Ten minutes!”

      His prompt had me glancing at the clock on the wall. The evening news had already started, but my weather segment was halfway through the program.

      Ellen spritzed a little more spray on my hair, then tugged off the cape from around my neck.

      I did a final check in the mirror to make sure everything looked as it should. Of course I looked better than good. Ellen was very good at her job. A fact I adored and had brought up to our manager when they’d asked my opinion during her review. She’d gotten a raise, and I’d made a good friend happy. She set a hand on my shoulder, leaned down, and looked at me in the mirror.

      “Come on, admit it. Just between us girls. A scarred bad boy like Bahre? You’re fixin’ to climb that tall drink of water.”

      I rolled my eyes. Again. I stood and turned to face them. In my sky-high heels, I felt empowered and ready for my segment. “Ever notice you pull out all the southern metaphors when you get excited about something?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her toe. Waited.

      I tossed up my arms, the papers in my hand flapping. “Fine! He’s… incredible. I thought Wulf and Braun were hot, but you’re right, those battle scars make Bahre look dangerous, but the kind of guy who’d beat the shit out of anyone who might hurt you. Manly, although he’s not a man. He’s—”

      “An alien,” both women said at the same time.

      “Exactly.” I went to the door, pulled it open, but glanced at them over my shoulder. “And yes, my panties would probably burst into flames if I ever met him in person. Not the best thing for live TV.”

      Susan laughed. “I’d pay to see that, so I’m thinking you're wrong.”

      I laughed, too. I couldn’t help it. “Both of you are troublemakers.”

      “You can say that again.” Ellen agreed with me, but she was grinning and not the least bit repentant. “I’ll see you after work. You are going down there with me. There are five of them. I need a wingman.”

      “No way.”

      She winked and I knew I was in trouble. She was only a couple years younger than me, and I did not want her going down there alone. Too dangerous. She would do it. She was single and funny and cute, and she deserved to find happiness, even if it was with an alien.

      I couldn’t say no.

      “I’ll give you five minutes and we’re out of there,” I offered. “I mean it. Five.”

      She clapped with glee. I took off, cutting through the labyrinth of back hallways to the main stage to wait in the wings for my cue. All thoughts of a hot alien had to be pushed away. It was showtime.
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      Warlord Bahre, Bachelor Beast set, two floors below 9 News

      

      “I asked the odd male, Chet, to bring us an item of clothing from each of the twenty-four females.” Tane sat on the edge of the very stage I’d seen Wulf leap from to claim his female. The rest stood or paced in the open space, as I did. We all understood what was at stake for the others back on The Colony. One of us had to participate in this human mate-finding mockery of a television program. One of us had to choose a female from among those they offered. “We should each try to scent the females before we meet them tomorrow. Perhaps one of us will find our mate.”

      It would not be me. My enhanced cyborg sense of smell had already cataloged and dismissed every single female participant, and I hadn’t even met them yet. Still, the others did not have the unusual integrations Dr. Helion reserved for those in his service with the Coalition Fleet’s Intelligence Core. I was not a typical Atlan warlord. Hadn’t been for a long time.

      “Agreed.” Iven ran his hand over his head in agitation. He’d lived on The Colony for more than a year, and Maxim had added him to this Bachelor Beast group when he still had not heard of a match from the Brides Program. “Where are the items that carry the females’ scents?”

      “I have them here.” Tane reached into a small case and withdrew clear sealed bags of some type, colored pieces of cloth in each of them. Tane and I had worked together in the past, although he was not part of the IC. He and I were the closest among the five. A friend.

      “Bahre?” Tane held out one of the sealed bags to me, but I shook my head.

      “My mate is not among them,” I replied.

      “How do you know?” Kai asked. He was the youngest of us and the latest to have escaped the Hive.

      “I have already caught their scents, and my beast is not interested.” I wasn’t sure if my words sounded bitter because I was disappointed or bored.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry.” Tane shook his head and offered the colorful red item to one of the others as I paced the small space between cameras and other equipment, feeling more and more trapped with each passing second.

      “How the fuck did you manage that? They’ve been keeping us separated from the females. You sneak out of here and not tell us?” Iven asked. The corner of his mouth tipped up in what would be considered a smile on a warlord.

      “No.” My neck ached, so I leaned my head to the side and stretched the scarred tissue there. “The female scents have lingered on the set from Wulf’s time here.”

      Iven stared at me in surprise. “That was weeks ago. How the hell are you picking up their scents now?”

      Tane shoved Iven in the shoulder. “He was IC. Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to.”

      Iven tipped his head. No one questioned what happened within the IC. “Apologies, Bahre.”

      I nodded so he would know I held no grudge. All the others here had been captured by the Hive, integrated, and banished to The Colony. I had not. My integrations had been done deliberately by Dr. Helion to help me track, hunt, and kill Hive as well as other dangerous criminals and killers that tried to prey upon the Coalition worlds. They knew everyone who had cyborg parts held different extra abilities. None of them knew what the IC was capable of. I did. All too well.

      We all had scars, but mine were extensive and had never been healed. Most who’d been captured by the Hive had integrations, many of them visible on their body. Head, neck, hands, eyes. Silver all over. Mine were not on the surface, but the poorly healed wounds were. I’d been trapped with the Prillon ambassador, Lord Niklas Lorvar and his second, Sambor Treval, on an asteroid for days, fighting off Hive attackers before the ReCon teams found us. The scars had been set by then. Too late to repair with a ReGen pod unless I chose to have reconstructive surgery. I did not. The scars reminded me of those we’d lost that day, of how close we’d come to losing the Prillon ambassador, a very important male in Prime Nial’s service. The scars reminded me to be vigilant. To never relax my guard. I was a protector and a killer, in that order, and I welcomed the reminder of my failure on that cargo ship. It would not happen again.

      My beast did not operate on emotion or fear. Most of the time I felt nothing. But right now I felt… restless. Anxious. I did not have mating fever like Wulf and Braun had when they arrived on Earth, yet my heart beat too fast. The pressure in my veins was too high. My beast prowled within as he did before a battle, but there were no enemies before us. Chet, the male with the human ailment of pink eye, had been like a spoiled child every time we saw him, which was more than once a day.

      There was no threat here. No danger. Florida was safer than the Prime’s palace.

      And yet—

      “Bahre. What’s with you?” Tane set aside the female item he’d been holding and walked to me, slapped me on the shoulder. “Are you well?”

      “I do not know.” I curled my hands into fists and fought to control my breathing. Slow. Steady. I did not have this type of reaction. Ever. And yet here I was. Something was affecting me.

      “Is it mating fever coming upon you?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No.” This was not a fire in my blood. There was no rampaging beast clawing to break free and kill anything and everything we encountered. I was mentally calm. As always. But my body was behaving strangely, like it had a mind of its own. “Something is… off. I can feel it.”

      Tane and the others reacted at once, putting the silly female garments aside. We might not be in a Hive-controlled sector of space, but we were warlords first and foremost. They fanned out around the room and searched for threats.

      I did the same, heading for a doorway not already covered by the others.

      Inhaling, I caught a scent. The smallest hint of sweetness I had not experienced before.

      Delicate.

      Mysterious.

      Female.

      Mine.

      I groaned low and deep.

      My female—my mate—was in this building, or had been a few hours ago.

      The knowledge settled over me and my beast like a cold mist over water. Everything within me settled as my body’s reactions began to make sense.

      Somehow my body had responded to her presence even before I realized she was here. She was close. I glanced about, trying to find her, as if she’d just miraculously appear. Yet the five of us were alone on the set.

      I shoved open the door and walked out into the plain, cold stairwell. I’d been told this was for emergencies, which this was quickly becoming. A frantic need to find her. The scent was stronger here, and I breathed deeply, pulling her into my lungs, my soul.

      My mate. Perhaps she could melt the ice around my emotions. Perhaps, with her, I could feel something other than cold and empty.

      “Bahre?” Tane joined me in the stairwell as I looked up and down, deciding which direction to begin my hunt. The building was tall, multiple floors, and she was on one of them. “What is it?”

      “My mate is here.” I never thought I’d say those words aloud.

      Tane stilled, then smiled. I saw the beast rise in him with excitement. “Here? Where?”

      I gave him a negligible shrug as I scanned the vacant staircase. “I don’t know. Somewhere in the building.”

      “Her scent?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Let’s go get her.”

      His words made me smile, the first time in what seemed like years. I took a deep breath and decided to go up. Her scent was hours old, and logic indicated she had come into the building to begin her work and not yet exited.

      Unless she had taken the lift system the humans called an elevator. I would deal with that challenge if and when a true hunt became necessary. I turned to Tane. “Tell the others, but they must remain here. I detect no threat to her, so I do not wish to frighten my female.”

      “Understood.” Tane left me for a moment to inform the others where we would be going, but I did not wait for him. My beast was suddenly eager, and I moved up the steps like I imagined an Everian Elite Hunter would. There was no room for error in this, the most important mission of my life. I would find my mate.

      Mentally I prayed to the gods she could accept me. I was not typical, even for an Atlan. Scars like mine were rare as most who survived their wounds were immediately taken to a ReGen pod to heal. I had not been so lucky. Nor did I wish to undergo the surgical procedures required to make me pretty. I’d never cared what I looked like before. But now? I worried she would be afraid of me. Repulsed.

      I was a warlord. Being scarred and frightening helped me do my job for Dr. Helion and the Intelligence Core. However, my appearance would not help me woo a female. My female.

      After climbing two sets of stairs, the delicate scent disappeared. I looked to the exit door for this floor and knew she’d gone through it. She was here, on this level.

      When I opened the door, a dark room appeared on the other side, and I recognized the scene from one of the human news comms that broadcast local items of interest. Screens in the lobby showed the program as I assumed advertisement of some kind, although the machines provided no sound.

      Around the large space, there were many humans standing in dark areas, behind cameras, monitoring microphones and moving behind computer screens.

      We’d come directly onto the set of this program. As I leaned against the open door, I took a deep breath. Yes, she was here. I scanned the dark area, but a male voice had me turning my head.

      The human was behind a desk and staring at one of the cameras. He spoke of something about the weather. The lights shifted and brightened the right section of the set. And there, in front of an odd green wall, was her.

      “Fuck,” I whispered.

      Tane set his hand on my shoulder, and I pointed at the human female.

      At my mate.

      I scanned her from head to toe. Red hair, the color of The Colony’s barren land at sunset. Her skin was pale and smooth, almost glowing under the program’s intense lighting. She wore a cream colored dress that hugged her lithe shape and made her hair even more vibrant. However, the color of it clashed with the harsh green background. She was looking at the camera and speaking, her hands pointing to the blank wall. She spoke about clouds and temperatures, moving her arms around and pointing as if something were actually behind her.

      I had no idea why humans wanted information from a green wall, but if it was on a television program, it had to be important. When she pointed toward the ground, my eyes followed, took in her long legs that might actually wrap around my waist when I claimed her, holding her hands over her head, my cuffs about her wrists and affixed to the wall.

      I growled and Tane squeezed my shoulder. No one was speaking but my mate.

      She took a step and pointed once more. Those strange Earth shoes on her feet had heels that raised her height by four inches. They looked impossible to walk in but, I admitted, were sexy as fuck. Having those sharp points press into my ass as I fucked her would be a painful and pleasurable reminder that she was mine.

      “There’s a brief chance for rain later, but other than that, a perfect, if somewhat cooler, Florida weekend. Now on to my daily local photos. I’ve got one shared by a local woman, Michelle Kaur. This picture is of her father-in-law with his neighborhood friend, Howard, enjoying the famous Florida sunshine. If I’m correct, it looks like the alligator likes beef jerky.”

      Her voice was deep for a female’s. Melodic. Smooth. Mesmerizing. When she smiled, it lit up the room brighter than any of the spotlights on her. Every inch of her was perfect. I took a breath, absorbed her scent even deeper, into my DNA. My cock hardened, eager to make her mine.

      Mine.

      “I love seeing your photos, so keep sending them in and good luck to the Kaur family with Howard. As always, don’t forget the sunscreen. Back to you, Mike.” She smiled, not at the male she addressed—who I guessed was the male behind the desk—but straight at the lens of one of the cameras.

      She was the most beautiful, perfect creature I had ever seen. And I was one of the most hideous. Fuck. This was going to be a disaster. Gods be damned, I had to speak to her regardless. And if she rejected me on sight, I would persist. I would be gentle. Patient. I would do whatever I had to do because she was mine.

      I could wait no longer and walked toward her. I sensed Tane behind me. The door closed behind us with a loud bang, and she reacted by the smallest narrowing of her eyelids, as if annoyed but unwilling to break her form. I doubted she could see me or anyone else with the lights shining directly into her eyes.

      I paced closer, ignoring the gasps of the small humans as I let the beast within rise to inspect our mate. He was not out of control, as Braun’s and Wulf’s had been. We were one in mind and body. I had made peace with my beast, tamed him, and learned complete control when I was young, before Dr. Helion had recruited me to the Intelligence Core. I prided myself on that icy calm and had no idea it had all been practice for this moment. I would not lose control now, not in front of the one living being in the universe I desperately needed to impress.

      I stood in the dark as my female chatted with the male, then pointed once again to the green wall about wind and air pressure.

      Perhaps I should have stayed back, but I couldn’t. It was impossible. She wasn’t in danger, but she was mine and I wanted everyone on the set and viewing through their screen elsewhere to know this female was under my protection. That she was mine to claim, to protect and seduce.

      “Mine.” The beast spoke, the deep timbre of his voice reverberating through the studio space like a cannon blast had fired.

      My mate stopped speaking mid-sentence, and while she continued to smile, it slipped slightly. “What’s going on out there? Mike?” She looked to the male who had introduced her but received no response. He was staring, slack-jawed, at me.

      I had just stepped forward into the lighted area in front of the camera nearest my female and ignored the scramble of people moving to point their large recording devices in my direction.

      When a bright light shone down on me from above, I growled but stepped up onto the raised set, closer to my mate and her green screen.

      “My lady, I am Warlord Bahre.”

      Her gaze finally met mine, and I nearly forgot to breathe. Her eyes were vibrant green, nearly as bright as the screen behind her, and for the first time ever, my mate looked upon me. I felt as if I’d been struck by three ion pistols set to stun.

      This was the moment I’d been waiting for my entire life, to present myself and my beast to my mate. I’d fought the Hive. Survived some of the most dangerous and hellish places that existed in the universe. I’d fought Hive and criminals. Assassins and killers. Hell, survived missions Dr. Helion had warned me I would not. I’d lived to be in this moment, my job now to see to her every need and happiness.

      I sank down onto one knee before her. She was even more beautiful up close. Perfect from the pale pink of her fingernails to her full lips. Her sweet scent settled into my flesh, and I knew I was forever changed. My mate. My queen. My life.

      I knelt, in beast form, and bowed my head in respect. I had worked many years to perfect my speech as my beast and was now grateful the discipline had paid off. I spoke as a male of honor, not an animal, as I made my vow.

      “I am Warlord Bahre, my lady, and I am yours.”
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      Quinn

      

      Oh. My. God. There was an Atlan kneeling before me. A beast. I glanced up at the camera, saw the red light on top of it still glowing, which meant he was kneeling before me on live TV.

      Not just any Atlan, but Bahre, the one Ellen, Susan, and I had been talking about just a little while ago. Up close… very up close, he was bigger than ever. More handsome. Dark hair fell over his forehead. His shoulders were so broad I wondered if he could fit through a doorframe without turning sideways. He was all muscle, corded and thick. His dark shirt hugged his torso. He exuded testosterone or pheromones or some kind of invisible scent that had my nipples going hard.

      On live TV.

      While my panties didn’t actually go up in flames, they were certainly wet. On camera. In front of every TV in Miami. I thought of the first bachelor beast and how he’d tossed his mate, Olivia, over his shoulder and carried her off the set. This was embarrassing enough. I didn’t need that happening to me—not that this alien could actually be my mate or anything—so I pasted on the biggest, fakest smile and tried to slow my racing heart as I reached out and grabbed his biceps to tug him back to his feet.

      The muscle in his arm was like a small boulder, but he stood immediately. I had to tilt my chin back to meet his eyes, way back, even in my four-inch stilettos. I licked my lips and swallowed, took in his face. Strong cheekbones. Deep brow. Chiseled jaw. A scar that ran along his forehead. It was the eyes though, dark and piercing, that had my mind going blank.

      “Quinn,” Mike called, pulling me from my stare-fest.

      I blinked, then looked at the camera. I was a professional. I’d worked my way up to national news. I was well trained to work through any technical issues while the program was live. But not once had anyone ever been approached by an Atlan while doing a segment. Clearing my throat, I winged it. “Well, folks, looks like we’ve got a visitor from the Bachelor Beast set. Aren’t I lucky to have him come down to join us? I’m all done with the weather segment, Mike, so I’ll let you move on to sports.”

      “I think, Quinn, that he said you were his.”

      I laughed, tried to remain calm with the cameras on me. Even when I wanted to strangle Mike for throwing me under the Atlan bus instead of getting the newscast back on track.

      “Mine,” Bahre said, validating Mike’s words. The way he spoke, I was surprised he wasn’t beating his chest.

      “See?” Mike laughed. “Careful, he might just carry you out of here.”

      I hoped my voice didn’t quaver too much as I spoke to the camera. “That’s it for the weather. Have a great night, everyone!”

      I cleared my throat, took Bahre’s hand, and tugged him offstage. I had a feeling if he hadn’t wanted to follow, I wouldn’t have been able to move him. He was like a freaking redwood in the middle of the set.

      People moved out of our way as I led Bahre away from the set, down the hall, and back to the hair and makeup room. I had a desk, but it was in the main newsroom, not a place for privacy. I glanced back to see if any cameras were following, but couldn’t catch a glimpse of anything around Bahre’s huge body.

      Thankfully the room was empty, and I shut the door behind us. Locked it. I was sure Susan had left for the day and I had no idea where Ellen had gone, but the room would be unused until the early hours before the morning news. I leaned against the only barrier between me and the nosy outside world. I wasn’t trying to keep us in. I was trying to keep any curious cameraman out, but the lock would do that. No, I was using it for support because my heart was beating out of my chest because of the way he was looking at me.

      “You are my mate,” Bahre said, his gaze raking over every inch of my body from head to toe. His dark eyes continued to move as if he were memorizing every inch. I’d never been looked at with such intensity. It was heated, focused, intense.

      “You don’t even know my name,” I replied.

      He looked me in the eye. “Tell me.”

      “Quinn McCaffrey.”

      “You share a Hunter’s name,” he commented, although the way he was eyeing me meant it was probably a good thing.

      I frowned, not completely sure. “How… how can you even know that I am your mate?”

      The scar I’d seen on his forehead was even more pronounced now, as if he’d been sliced by a lion’s claw. There was another on the side of his neck that went beneath the collar of his shirt. He was handsome but scarred. He’d lived a hard life so far. Dangerous. Painful. Somehow it made him more attractive to me because he’d survived.

      “Did you see the Bachelor Beast program with Wulf?” He took a step closer.

      I swallowed hard. He was even taller in this room, the ceiling much lower than the set. “Yes.”

      “It is the same with me. I noticed your scent near the stairs.”

      “The stairs?” I turned my head and sniffed. I didn’t want to lift my arm to see if I had BO, but how else could he have smelled me? I’d have known if I smelled that bad. Ellen and Susan would have told me.

      “Do not fear,” he began, reaching out slowly to run his fingers over my hair. I stilled at the motion. “Atlans have a strong sense of smell. Your scent is floral. Light. Like a gentle breeze. I knew it instantly as belonging to my mate.”

      “How?” I asked, practically holding my breath. I wasn’t afraid of him, but he was… new. A stranger. A stranger who was looking at me as if I was everything to him. I’d seen that look before, and the guy had been a fucking stalker.

      He shrugged his big shoulders. “It is not known exactly, but my beast recognized you without even seeing you.”

      “Then… then why aren’t you going all beast and tossing me over your shoulder?”

      Not that I wanted him to. That would have freaked me out. To say I was skittish around men was an understatement. Bahre wasn’t even a man. He was an Atlan who had a beast inside. He could hurt me in ways the stalker couldn’t.

      “Wulf and Braun had mating fever,” he explained. “Their beasts were just beneath the surface, and when they found their mates, they were unable to control them. What you saw with Wulf will not happen with me. I do not have the fever. I am in control.”

      I had a feeling his words meant more than just with his beast. He was so collected. While he was intense, I didn’t sense the same coiled tightness that I’d seen on TV with Wulf. There hadn’t really been any footage of Braun with his mate, only recorded interviews with him before he’d found her.

      “So what now? I’m supposed to just say okay and we go back to The Colony to live happily ever after?”

      My sarcasm turned up the corner of his mouth. “You can’t leave Earth without my cuffs about your wrists.” He glanced down at them as if imagining the wide metal there. “You must be claimed first. Then we can go to The Colony and live this… happily ever after.”

      “Just like that?”

      He frowned, cocked his head to the side. “That is not how it is on Earth?”

      “No. We date. Get to know each other. It could take months or even years before a formal commitment is agreed to.”

      He grunted, set his hand on the door above my head, leaned in so he was even closer now.

      This close I could see the fathomless darkness of his eyes. The scar on his face, the whiskers on his strong jaw. I could breathe in his scent.

      “I shall be patient with you, but I will not wait months or years to make you mine.”

      “Um… yeah.” I sounded like an idiot, but what did one say to an Atlan who wanted to claim you? “Wait.” I set my hand on his chest. The heat of him seeped through the fabric of his shirt. He was hard against my palm, and I felt his steady heartbeat. “What about the show? I mean, you’ve got to pick one of the contestants.”

      His free hand touched my hair again, as if he’d never seen it that color before. Maybe he hadn’t.

      “The bachelor has yet to be chosen. I am one of five Atlans here. Obviously the male chosen will not be me.”

      I exhaled, pleased to know that he wasn’t telling me I belonged to him while planning to go back upstairs and have twenty-four gorgeous women flirt and try to get in his pants.

      “I’m not having sex with you.” The words fell from my mouth without thinking.

      He took a deep breath, closed his eyes. “While I know you are wet for me, I will not take what is not freely given.”

      Oh. My. God. I could feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment. And desire.

      “It is my job to make you see we are perfect for each other. It is my job to make you beg for my cock.”

      My panties had just gone up in flames. His deep voice, those words, they were hard to fight.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said, ducking under his arm.

      “Where?” He turned to face me. Now he blocked the door, and I became nervous.

      “Home. I’ve had a long day.”

      “I will come with you.”

      I wanted to say yes, because he seemed nice. He was hot. Attentive. But I was not having sex with an Atlan within ten minutes of laying eyes on him. I remembered what had happened with Wulf and Olivia. He’d claimed her in a dressing room, up against the door. While the cameras had been on the other side of it and captured nothing, it had been obvious to everyone in the world what they were up to. On live TV.

      I wasn’t into a quickie pickup. I wasn’t into a one-night stand. While I believed him, I’d been burned and put into danger in the past.

      I had to be smart. He had to prove himself to me.

      “No. I need time. As I said, get to know each other. If you want me as you say, then we’ll… date.”

      I couldn’t see taking an eight-foot Atlan to dinner at my favorite restaurant. There was no way he could be anything but conspicuous.

      He studied me, then nodded. “Very well. I shall ensure you arrive at your quarters safely.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “You are mine, Quinn McCaffrey. I protect what is mine.”

      He stepped to the side, allowing me to leave the room. I didn’t say anything more, just nodded my head and left, although I knew he followed.
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      “You walked away? Are you insane?” Ellen asked. I pulled my cell away from my ear. I’d made it home, showered, and changed into my new silk pajamas, cute ones with the embroidered flower detail on the lapels that were perfect for the hot Florida nights. Then I’d grabbed a glass of wine before she called.

      “Of course I walked away. I know nothing about the guy. What was I supposed to do?” I countered, sticking the bottle back into the fridge. I padded barefoot across the tile floor into the living room and looked out at twinkling lights that were blurry through the rain. I’d been right in my on-air report, and if the data was correct, the storm would blow over in an hour or so.

      When I’d been a national meteorologist, I’d been well compensated. Here in Miami, I’d chosen a small but well-appointed home in a quiet neighborhood that backed to the water. One side of the house had floor-to-ceiling windows to take in the view, which could be opened to let in the warm air and gentle breeze. I often did so during the day, but at night I was still paranoid and afraid of someone getting to me. I always felt exposed, even through the glass, so I went to the button on the wall and the blinds lowered all around the room.

      “Like I said,” she replied. “Climb that tall drink of water.”

      I laughed. “I don’t pick up strange men.”

      “He’s not strange, nor is he a man.”

      I rolled my eyes at her reminder. “Whatever.”

      “We were supposed to go down to the Bachelor Beast floor together.”

      “I didn’t summon the guy,” I reminded her. “He interrupted the live broadcast.”

      “I know! It was so romantic!”

      “You’re insane,” I countered. “Where were you? The makeup room was empty.”

      “In the coffee shop in the lobby waiting for your segment to finish. So now what?”

      I dropped onto my sectional, grabbed a chenille blanket, and tossed it over my feet. “What do you mean?”

      “He said on TV that you were his mate. He’s not going away. What are you going to do about him?”

      I sighed. “You know very well I don’t like guys chasing after me.” I shivered, pulled the blanket up a little higher.

      “Bahre’s not a stalker, he’s an alien.” She softened her voice, all teasing gone. “Not all guys are bad, girlfriend.”

      “I know, but I have a horrible track record. I collect lunatics like others collect glass figurines or shot glasses.” I frowned. “I’m trying to get past it. I am.”

      “He’s a good guy. A warlord, for Pete’s sake. He wouldn’t have gotten to where he is today, and I don’t mean Earth, by being an asshole. He’s going to be on you like white on rice. Mmm mmm, that sounds good to me.”

      “He said he protects what’s his.”

      A whimper came through the phone. “I think I just came.”

      I laughed, rolled my eyes. “Ellen!”

      “That’s so hot. You have to admit that’s really, really sexy. A guy to protect you? He’s like a hot alpha out of a romance book. Gimme!”

      I pursed my lips. “Yeah, that is hot. I mean, if I’d had a guy like Bahre around in Chicago, Jeff Randall wouldn’t have gotten near me.”

      “Bahre would have squashed him like a bug.”

      That made me feel good, because I had a sense that’s exactly what Bahre would do. Based on the scars I’d seen on his face and disappearing beneath the collar of his shirt, he’d been in a lot of fights. And survived. Which meant he wasn’t just a warrior, he was strong. Tough. His scars made him look scary as hell, but I remembered the way his beast had looked up at me when he’d knelt before me on set.

      The beast worshipped the ground I walked on. How I knew that, I wasn’t sure, but I did. And if that beast so much as thought I was in danger, I had no doubt he would kill to protect me. Bahre wasn’t human. He didn’t live by human rules. Knowing that made my entire body hum with excitement like I had a thousand bees under my skin. Jeff Randall was an asshole who got off on my fear. But now maybe I had a big, mean, deadly beast to protect me. Maybe, if Bahre worked out, I would never have to worry about carrying Mace while I walked to my car. Or buying specialty locking window guards, not to keep me in but to keep Jeff out. He hadn’t tried anything like that, but I was sure he knew I would take those precautions. That effort was what drove him.

      “You still there?” Ellen asked.

      “Yes. Bahre said he would make sure I got home safe,” I added. “But I didn’t see him.”

      “You think he followed you?” she scoffed.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, if he followed you home, he wouldn’t leave. Would he?”

      “I don’t know,” I said again. I hadn’t thought about that. I assumed he would promise to see me safely home, escort me to my door and then leave, like a normal human. But he wasn’t human.

      She was quiet for a few seconds. “He wouldn’t leave you. Those Atlans are very protective. I bet he did follow you home. He’s probably outside right now.”

      I sat upright, never imagining Bahre would be out there still. After I’d walked out of the makeup room, I’d tried to push him from my mind. When I’d gone to my car in the parking garage, I hadn’t seen him. Nor driving home or when I pulled into the garage. I doubted he had a car or even knew how to drive one. I wasn’t even sure if he’d fit in one.

      I set my wineglass on the coffee table and padded to a front-facing window, pulled the blind to the side.

      “Oh my God. He is.” He was standing on the sidewalk, staring at the house. At me. In the rain. All he needed was a trench coat and a boom box for it to be like an edgy teenager’s eighties movie.

      “He is?” she squealed. “Don’t lose your shit. He’s not a stalker. He’s an alien. If he said he was making sure you got home safe, that’s what he did. Is doing. Don’t knee him in the balls or Taser him.”

      As if I would do that to him. Well, come to think of it, I had resorted to those tactics in the past. When I had to. Instinct said I wouldn’t need to worry about my safety with Bahre.

      “I gotta go,” I said. Before I hung up, I heard Ellen’s voice calling my name.

      She could deal. I had an Atlan to figure out.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Bahre

      

      Skin soaked as if I’d walked into a warm river, I stood at attention outside my mate’s home and wondered if I would see the stars this night, or if I were destined to stand beneath clouds and rain until morning. She was not yet ready to welcome me inside. With my size and scarred features, I did not doubt I would need to work twice as hard as any other Atlan male to win her heart and claim her body.

      Quinn McCaffrey was hypnotically beautiful. The fact that such a perfect female would be unlucky enough to attract my beast was in irony only the gods themselves could ever comprehend. Tall, lithe, and stunning, she made my cock constantly hard. I was not familiar with what she did professionally, but it appeared she was well respected and shared her knowledge through the television with the entire community. Her intelligence was just as attractive as her fiery red hair.

      Her perfection would only enhance my imperfections, and I had to hope she would not be repulsed. Yet no matter how mismatched our pairing, she was mine and I would not give her up. Yes, I was scarred. I was a warlord, an assassin, and a hunter. I had killed many, many enemies with Dr. Helion as my commander. I regretted none of those deaths. Evil needed to be destroyed. Who better than a beast to see it done?

      Today was the first day my sensitive hearing and acute sense of smell had brought me pleasure. Content to listen to the muffled sound of my mate’s voice through the rain, my face split into a grin when I heard her laughter coming from inside the house. Not for the first time I was grateful to Dr. Helion for the secret integrations he’d given me to help me do my job. I knew he was a selfish leader. The enhancements I’d been given had been for his benefit and the advancement of the Coalition in the fight against the Hive. They were not a gift. He’d made me into a weapon.

      So completely unlike my feminine, delicate mate.

      Quinn.

      Her name rolled around in my mind, and I knew I would proudly and gladly stand guard at her door all night.

      I saw her peek out the window, and my cock went rock-hard at the sight of her. Then she opened the door and came out onto the stoop. “Bahre? What are you doing out there?”

      I heard her exasperated voice, but my gaze was fixed on the way her pale blue clothing became instantly soaked from the rain. The fabric caught the soft glow from the lights on either side of her front door. A sleeveless shirt and pants—that were so short they must have another name—that stopped mid-thigh. Her arms and legs were bare. I could discern decorative elements on the top that made her even more delicate, contrasting our differences even greater. She was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen the way the skimpy outfit clung to her lithe frame. My gaze followed the water’s path, and I fought not to step forward and trace that same path with my tongue. I wanted to explore and touch and taste every inch of her body. Everywhere. Skin. Lips. Hard nipples. Pussy.

      Soon, I would. For now I bowed slightly at the waist and responded to my female’s question with every cell in my body devoted to her. “I am protecting your home, and you.”

      Her lips opened. Closed. She crossed her arms, and I noticed her bare feet were firmly planted in a small puddle. A glossy pale pink color coated her toenails as well as the tips of her fingers, a shimmering glitter of some sort making them sparkle like tiny stars were embedded there. She was so beautifully adorned, so perfect. Unblemished.

      “Bahre. You shouldn’t be out here. Go back to the studio.”

      I rose to my full height and watched as she squinted in the rain, her gaze taking in more of me this time, as if she’d been afraid to see me in the light but welcomed the cover of darkness to hide her interest. I both welcomed and feared her inspection. I was hideously scarred and thankfully most were covered by my clothing, but I was a male of honor. Worthy. A strong protector. I would win her heart with my devotion and strength, not my pretty looks.

      I was not Braun.

      “Bahre?”

      “Yes, my lady?”

      “Are you going to answer me?”

      “I did.” I crossed my arms and resumed my former stance. Resolute. I was not leaving her unprotected. No discussion was necessary.

      A perfectly arched brow curved up. “Seriously? That’s your response?” She shoved her wet hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ears as if stalling for time. It was not pristine and perfect as it had been when I’d first seen her on the news program, but it did not mean she appeared unkempt. Watching her touch her hair had me wonder if the gesture was what she did when she was uncomfortable. I had much to learn about her.

      I nodded. “Yes. I made a vow. I am yours. I will protect you. I will provide for you. I will care for you and see to your pleasure.” Even in the dim lighting I could see her cheeks turn a deep shade of pink.

      “Why?”

      Her question was spoken in earnest, and I answered in kind. It seemed she truly didn’t understand our connection.

      “Because you are mine,” I replied. It was simple to me, but I elaborated for her. “My beast has chosen you over every other female we have ever encountered.”

      Her eyes flared wide as her mouth dropped open. She had perfect, straight teeth. “Oh my God. You’re serious. This can’t be happening.” She was soaked now, but the rain was not cold. If she were chilled, I’d insist she go inside, but I was enjoying the view.

      “This has happened, Quinn. It is a fact. A given. I am Warlord Bahre of Atlan, and I am yours.”

      “I don’t want kids.” She blurted the information out as if that would sway my intentions toward her. Perhaps others might find this a problem, but not me.

      “Your happiness is my only priority. Children are irrelevant.” I spoke the truth. If my mate wanted a dozen offspring, I would fuck her into oblivion and bounce the resulting babies on my knee. See them grown. If she wanted none, I would cherish her alone and be content.

      Very content.

      I would still fuck her into mindless oblivion, as soon as she allowed me to do so. First, I had to earn her trust. She was a wary one. Once she was comfortable with me, knew I would not harm her, she’d have to overcome my appearance. My mate was not extremely small, as some of the human women I’d seen were. However, I was an Atlan, and I feared my size might frighten her because standing here on her stoop, I loomed over her. Dwarfed her delicate frame.

      “This is crazy,” she said, flinging her arms up. Drops of water went flying. She shivered. “You can’t just choose me. You don’t know anything about me. Like, nothing.”

      “A problem easily remedied. I will learn. You are cold, mate. Go inside and put on warm, dry clothes.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have endured much worse than this warm rain.”

      Quinn tilted her head to the side and looked at me. Studied me as if deciding something. Something important. When she bit her lip, my beast could barely hold back a growl. “You’re going to stay out here in the rain all night?”

      I nodded.

      “Even if I told you to go back to the studio so you can sleep?”

      I nodded once more. “It is my honor to protect you.”

      She sighed. “This is ridiculous. Come inside. But you’re sleeping on the couch. And tomorrow you’re going back to the Bachelor Beast program. Got it?”

      “Agreed.” I did not care where I slept as long as she was near. Tomorrow she would return to her work at the station, so naturally I would accompany her there. As for the program, I was not returning to the show.

      “Come on then.” She turned around and led the way into her house. I had to duck under the doorframe but was pleased to discover I could stand within without danger of banging my head as long as I stayed away from the fan moving in slow circles on the ceiling.

      Quinn closed and locked the door, then pushed some buttons on a small panel on the wall, which I assumed was part of her locking process. I noted this with approval. She was not careless about her safety.

      Her home had white walls with striking paintings of nature scenes. I didn’t know what part of Earth they depicted, but they were colorful and bold, just like their owner. There was no clutter, which I appreciated since my large frame could easily break anything extraneous. Her quarters were large for one person, so different from life on The Colony, but even more so on a battleship. Along the entire back wall of her sitting room was an array of windows, each shielded with white coverings. She could not see out. I had no idea if her house was unusual in any way for a human, so I held my tongue.

      “Well, don’t just stand there. Follow me.”

      I walked behind her as she led me to a small bathing room. She bent down, her curved ass before me a nearly irresistible temptation, and pulled two towels from one of the shelves. She tossed one at my chest and lifted the other to wipe gently at her hair. “Here. You’re soaked, and I do not have anything in this house that would fit you.”

      “I will dry.”

      That made her laugh, and I delighted at the sparkle that came to her eyes. “Not here, you won’t. It’s one hundred percent humidity right now. You’ll be soaked all night.”

      “I will endure.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Enough with this tough-guy act, okay? Just take off your shirt at least. I’ll get you a blanket.”

      Was my mate asking me to disrobe because she was concerned that my clothing was wet? Or was this a female plot to inspect her potential mate before making a decision about whether or not to accept him? I did not know, but my body was covered in scars. If she could not accept me, perhaps it would be best to discover it now.

      She lifted her hand and waved her slender fingers at me. “Come on. I’ll throw your shirt in the dryer. Off.”

      Reaching behind the back of my neck, I tugged the shirt over my head. She grabbed for it without looking, her gaze locked on the worst of my scars, a jagged diagonal one that reached from shoulder to mid-abdomen.

      She stared and stared some more. Frozen. “Did the Hive do that?” she asked, her voice nothing more than a whisper. “I mean, is that why you were sent from The Colony?”

      “No. I am scarred from the shrapnel from a cargo ship that crashed,” I explained. “I was transported from The Colony, but that was not my home. I was never captured by the Hive like Wulf or Braun. Integrated, yes, but not by our enemy.”

      “I thought you alien guys had magic healing pods or something.” She was shaking now, so I took the towel she had given me and leaned closer, raised the soft rectangle of fabric to her cheek. Stroked her skin with the drying cloth and wished I were touching her with my fingertips. She wasn’t pushing me away, so I began to dry her pale skin. An excellent start.

      “We do. The ship I was on was shot down, and I was injured on impact. I was on the asteroid for too long after I was injured without medical intervention, even a fully functioning ReGen wand. The scars became permanent. The doctors offered to surgically reopen my wounds and strip me of my scars, but I did not feel the need. A decision I now regret.”

      “Why” She looked truly confused. “That sounds terrible. Having them cut you up all over.”

      “Had I agreed to the procedure, I would not be so scarred. I have a beast within me, but to you, I must look like a monster as well.” When she still did not stop me, I dried her opposite cheek, her forehead. Her lips. My beast was pleased I could take care of our mate with the simplest of actions. “I have scars all over my body. Do they frighten you? Do I scare you?”

      “What?” She blinked, slowly, as if coming out of a daze, and I was shocked to find the small bathing room flooded with the scent of feminine arousal. “No. God no. I have known guys who are total assholes, Bahre. You are not one of them.”

      “You are safe with me. I am a warlord and honorable. I would die before I hurt you in any way. I would die before I let anyone else harm you as well. As I said, you are mine to protect.”

      Quinn blushed once again and wouldn’t meet my eyes. She took my wet shirt and ducked away from the towel I’d been using to touch her, taking a step back, putting too much distance between us. “I’ll… I’ll get this in the dryer. Go ahead and sit on the couch. I’ll grab a blanket out of the closet.”

      I obeyed her order, turning to walk back the way I had come. The scent of her wet heat was a balm to my warlord’s soul. Proof that her words were not a lie. She was not disgusted by my scars, but she had not accepted my claim either. I was a fighter and very familiar with a mission. This was one I would win, but I had much work ahead of me in seducing my beautiful mate.
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      Quinn

      

      If I didn’t move, like right now, I was going to run after him and jump on his broad back.

      He was scarred. Everywhere. Or at least everywhere I could see, which was his enormous, muscled torso. I wanted to lick and kiss and trace each and every mark on his body, even the ones I had yet to see.

      I should have been terrified or shocked or something. Anything but this gut-deep reaction to seeing the evidence of the horrors he’d survived. Knowing he was brutally strong, massive, a warrior, a fighter, a merciless enemy to anyone who would dare oppose him made me so hot I was having trouble getting air into my lungs. I was shaking so hard I could barely breathe. This alien soldier made me feel safe and cherished and protected.

      It was his words, the ruthless vehemence of them that had me believing him even though he was well over a foot taller and at least one hundred fifty pounds heavier. He wasn’t Jeff Randall. He wasn’t even human. He’d said he was honorable. Sure, there were honorable Earth guys, but what man would outright state he was honorable unless he was a duke from Regency England? No one did that.

      He wasn’t being prideful. He wasn’t even joking. He was dead serious. His word was everything to him, and that meant my gut and my mind were in agreement. I was safe with Warlord Bahre.

      That was reassuring because Jeff was out there somewhere. Even with a restraining order and proof of his actions, there wasn’t much the police could do about him. He hadn’t approached me since I’d left Chicago, but I’d seen him once or twice. Across the grocery store parking lot. At the library. Public places where there were witnesses that he wasn’t doing anything to me.

      Except intimidation. Except reminding me he’d followed me to Florida and could get to me anywhere, anytime he wanted. It was just a matter of when.

      He was playing a game of cat and mouse, and I was slowly being toyed with. Continually feeling vulnerable and afraid.

      I hadn’t felt truly safe in so long I’d nearly forgotten what it was like to simply want. But my body hadn’t forgotten. No. The traitorous bitch was turned on and wanted a nice big helping of the alien beast. Over me. Under me. Behind me. That would be round one. Then we could start again.

      I was losing my damn mind. Wouldn’t Ellen be proud? I’d just met him. He’d done every single stalker-y thing. Professing I belonged to him. Following me home. Watching me.

      Yet I felt… cherished. Especially after I saw all his scars. I was vulnerable to him, but the look in his eyes, the way he asked if I was afraid of his old wounds made me realize I wasn’t the only vulnerable one here.

      It wasn’t like he had a choice. He hadn’t chosen me. His beast had. Well, maybe he hadn’t had much of a choice either. Based on what I’d seen of Wulf and Olivia from the reality show, it was biological. Something the Atlan had zero control over.

      It was intense but hot as hell. I was just stunned Bahre wanted me.

      Me.

      He looked at me like he wanted to hug me close and gobble me up, despite the fact that I was a disaster. My hair was already mussed from my shower and then the rain. In fact, I was an absolute mess. Wet silk made me cold. God, my hard nipples were puckered and on display.

      No wonder Bahre looked at me like he wanted to pounce. And yet he hadn’t. Not one hint of inappropriate activity was going on in this house—if I didn’t count the Atlan cock thoughts that had set up permanent residence in my imagination since the second I’d seen him. I tried to be good, but everything I was thinking was bad, bad, bad.

      I threw Bahre’s shirt in the dryer and turned it on. That done, I went to my walk-in closet and put on dry pajamas and my silky turquoise kimono. I finished tying the sash; then I pulled a thin blanket from the linen closet and took it to him on the couch. Bahre had done exactly as I had requested and taken a seat in the center of the sectional. If I’d been any thicker in the hips, there wouldn’t have been enough room for me to squeeze beside him. I stood before him, and he realized his error and moved over… about four inches. I raised an eyebrow and tried not to grin at his behavior. I had a chair by the window where I could sit, but it was completely decorative and terribly uncomfortable. Taking that spot would have been a direct insult to Bahre, proving I had been untruthful when I’d said I wasn’t afraid of him.

      Maybe I should just give him the blanket and go to bed. That was what a good girl would do. A sensible woman. Perhaps Ellen was feeding me telepathic thoughts of jumping the guy. Maybe my pussy was lonely. Hell, maybe all of me was lonely. And tired of being afraid. Looking at Bahre made me remember I was afraid of Jeff Randall, and Bahre was definitely not Jeff.

      Making up my mind—or maybe my libido had done it for me—I sat on the couch next to Bahre, our legs touching. I handed the blanket to him, expecting him to wrap it around his bare torso. Instead he opened the blanket and made sure I was completely covered first.

      “You are nervous because of me,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied. I was. I wasn’t skittish because I was being mean. It was instinctive, like his beast wanting me.

      “It is better than you being afraid.”

      I turned my head and looked up at him. “I told you, I’m not afraid of you. I’m… I’m wary of men.”

      He frowned, then glared. “You have a man? A human?”

      Was he… jealous? “Me? No. I mean, not now. I’m single.”

      “I wish to know why you are wary. I will know the name of the one who hurt you, and I shall kill him.”

      My mouth fell open at his words. “You’re serious.”

      He turned slightly so he faced me on the couch. Our knees bumped, and he lifted my legs up over his tree-trunk thighs so we fit. I was half sitting on his lap. I was surprised the heat from him didn’t have steam coming off his pants.

      “Of course. Who has hurt you?”

      I picked at the blanket, not meeting his dark eyes. “You just met me and you wish to talk about this?”

      “I wish to know everything about you, but you must be happy and I can tell you are not. Tell me this human’s name.”

      I sighed, seeing that he was a very determined alien.

      “Jeff Randall. But you can’t kill him.”

      His jaw clenched. “Yes, I am aware. I do not wish for the relations between Earth and the Coalition to become an issue like last time.”

      “Last time?”

      I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Things became complicated when Warlord Braun found his mate. Things are settled now, but killing a human will most likely dissolve any gains the ambassador made in the past month.”

      “Um… okay.” He spoke perfect English, but he made no sense.

      He raised a hand and stroked my cheek. The barest of touches with his fingertips.

      I tilted my head, leaning into the gesture.

      “Tell me about this Jeff Randall.”

      As I told him of Jeff stalking me, Bahre’s hand continued to stroke over my skin. My hair. My shoulder.

      His head whipped around, suddenly on full alert, like a guard dog hearing an unfamiliar sound. “You believe he may be outside your house now?” As he pushed up to stand, I set my hand on his biceps to stop him.

      “I don’t know. It’s possible. I’ve seen him here in town, but he hasn’t done anything.”

      “Your mind is troubled. You are afraid.”

      “Well, yes. But do not think of him. As you said, you don’t want any issues between Earth and the Coalition. You are here with me, and you said you will keep me safe.”

      I tossed his own words back at him. I was using them to prove to him now that no one would get to me with him nearby.

      He gave a funny grunt. More like a growl. Was that his beast? And why did that sound make me wet? No… wetter.

      “Mate,” he said, his voice deep. His dark gaze was on my lips now. He set his hands upon my shoulders. Gently. Reverently. “You are so beautiful.”

      He was so big, and I felt small and feminine. Protected. His scars proved that he was powerful. A survivor.

      I didn’t have to be strong for him. All he wanted was me. I could not resist any longer. When he was so close, when I felt like I was in a cocoon of safety that seemed only he could provide me, I let go. Pulled down all my defenses. All my walls. At least for the moment.

      “Kiss me,” I whispered.

      His hands slid up to cup my cheeks. He lowered his head and did just that.

      How could such a big Atlan be so gentle? So… sweet? I wouldn’t tell him that. Never.

      I just enjoyed the gentle sweep of his lips over mine. I sighed into the caress, relaxed, and fell back onto the couch, letting him come over me, one of his knees beside my hip, a hand on the arm of the couch to keep his weight off me. I let his tongue sweep in and take.

      “Mate,” he growled against my lips.

      I wasn’t going to argue when the hard press of him made me moan. God, he was virile. Manly, or whatever the alien word was for that. Dominant.

      I felt the hard press of his cock against my leg, and while he was so much bigger than me, I felt powerful. I was the one he was drawn to. I was the one he’d stood out in the rain and watched over. I was the one who had made him hard.

      Me.

      I tangled my fingers in his silky hair and kissed the ever-loving daylights out of him.

      His hand slid up and down my side, parting my robe. I felt the cool air against my skin and knew he’d pushed my top up.

      We were both still clothed—minus his shirt—and making out like teenagers. When his huge hand cupped my breast, I broke the kiss and cried out.

      These weren’t gentle man hands. I felt callouses, rough skin that scraped across mine. This was a palm that had held a weapon. Fingers that had pulled a trigger. A grip that had killed.

      And yet he was plucking at my nipple with a gentle skill that made my clit pulse, my pussy soaked for him.

      “Bahre,” I said, whispering his name against his ear.

      “Fuck, you’re so soft. I could hurt you so easily.”

      I could barely catch my breath, could barely think with what his hand was doing. No below-the-waist action, nothing beyond second base. And I was close to coming.

      “You won’t hurt me.” I flicked my tongue out, licked his neck. Kissed the small scar there.

      “Never,” he vowed, then growled. Lifting his head, he stared down at me, taking his time to look over every feature of my face. “I must stop.”

      I tightened my grip on his hair. “Stop?” I might have been wary of him to start, but now that I was close to coming, I’d completely changed my mind. I was ready to rip off my clothes so he could get that big cock inside me. To fill me up. I wasn’t even sure he would fit, and that had me whimpering.

      His jaw clenched, the muscles in his neck cording. “Yes, stop. As you said, we just met and I will be patient.”

      “Patient.”

      He nodded, but his gaze was on my lips. His hand still cupped my breast.

      “We must become familiar with each other.”

      I frowned. “You want to… you want to take it slow?”

      Was he insane? His hand was… on… my… breast. My nipple was so hard it was probably cutting a hole in his palm.

      “Yes.”

      What guy spoke like this? Was he insane? “And what… date?”

      “Become better acquainted before I claim you.”

      “This claiming. What does it involve?”

      He growled, then tugged at my nipple. While he was saying he wanted to take things slow, his body had other ideas. Maybe it was his beast. In this moment I was liking his beast quite a bit.

      “You would be mine. Permanently. There would be no going back. There is none of this Earth divorce. We would wear my mating cuffs as an outward sign of our union. I would put them on your wrists and fuck you per Atlan custom. Up against a wall, your arms over your head, wrists restrained.”

      “Holy shit,” I whispered. I’d seen up-against-the-wall sex in movies but never done it myself. I hadn’t done a whole heck of a lot besides missionary. The idea that this was an actual thing that he wanted to do with me had me squirming, which had his cock pressing more insistently into my thigh.

      “Bahre. I’m not ready to be claimed. As you said, we just met and that’s a big step, even if you know I’m the one for you and your beast. But I don’t want to stop either. Can we do something in the middle? It’s definitely a way to get to know each other.”

      His eyes brightened as if he were a little kid and I’d told him Santa was coming. “Yes, that is an excellent idea. I can fill you with my cock and give you pleasure without claiming you.” He glanced down between us to look at his hand as it cupped me. “I do not wish to stop touching you. I wish to hear your throaty moans. The gasps. The way you feel beneath my hands.” He gave my breast a gentle squeeze. “I wish to taste more of you than your mouth.”

      Oh yes. I wished for that too.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      I thought his gaze had been heated before, but now… now I could be scorched by that dark look.

      “I am big,” he said.

      I wanted to say duh because… yeah. Seven feet tall? As broad as a barn?

      “I do not wish to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” I said immediately. I hadn’t known him long, but this I was sure of. Why I was reassuring him now was ironic. I’d been fearful of men for long enough that I jumped at shadows, steered clear of any type of date or pickup. And yet with Bahre, he really could snap me like a twig. So why was I the one telling him I was safe?

      It made no sense.

      While Atlans were raised from birth to hopefully find their one perfect mate, they didn’t know who she was. Even though Bahre had come to Earth for the Bachelor Beast program, I doubted he’d expected to find her here. Yet he had. So he’d only had a mate for the same amount of time as I’d known him.

      It had to be a little overwhelming for him too.

      He lowered his head and kissed me again but didn’t linger, moving to slide his lips along my jaw, to the spot behind my ear, down my neck.

      Goose bumps rose on my skin, and not because I was cold.

      Lower still did he go, kissing my collarbone, then the deep V of my top.

      “You wear too many clothes,” he said, glancing down between us.

      I had to agree.

      He tugged at the sash on my robe, and it came undone. He pushed the silky fabric off my shoulders, and I helped him work it down my arms. Even with the robe on, he’d gotten my top pushed up and over my left breast.

      He worked the little buttons open down the front, but his fingers were too big. He growled in frustration as he sat back on his heels and straddled my legs.

      I pushed up to sitting and yanked the top over my head and dropped it to the tile floor.

      He stared. And stared. I wasn’t even sure if he was breathing.

      Then he pounced—if a huge alien could do that. I was on my back once again, the soft couch behind me. His mouth latched on to my nipple and—

      “Holy shit,” I said, staring up at the ceiling.

      Arching my back, I pushed more of my breast into his face. His tongue. The suction. My God, he was good.

      There was a direct line between my nipple and my clit, and he was tugging and pulling and… I was going to come from this. Shit.

      Only when I was so close that I tugged at his hair mercilessly did he lift his head, barely, and switch sides.

      My fingers relaxed slightly and held him in place.

      He growled as he feasted on my breasts, then moved lower still, licking a circle around my navel before his fingers curled into the waistband of my pajama bottoms.

      He looked up at me, his chin brushing my belly. “I wish to taste all of you.”

      “Yes,” I breathed, shimmying my hips to help him slide my little shorts off.

      He moved off the couch and onto the floor so he knelt beside me. Grabbing an ankle, he lifted one of my legs up onto the back of the couch, the other he pulled toward him so my knee was bent and my foot barely touched the floor.

      I was spread wide. Open for him.

      There he was, looking again. I didn’t wax myself bare like some of my girlfriends did, but I groomed. I’d gotten a few crude guys to ask if my cuffs and collars matched, which they did.

      Bahre ran a finger to my copper curls, then slid it along my slit, parting me.

      “Your beauty, it’s… blinding,” he groaned, then got busy.

      My knees came up at the first brush of his tongue against my clit, but his big hands settled on the inside of my thighs and held me open.

      He was voracious. Thorough. Generous. When he got his fingers involved, combining some magical swirls with his tongue and some expert curls with his fingers that he’d slipped inside me, I came. I’d never had a guy get me off before. Usually my fingers would have to get into the game to come, but this? Holy shit.

      There was no stopping it. It was sudden. Intense and I bucked beneath him, crying out his name as everything went white with the most intense orgasm of my life.

      It went on and on until finally I lay, slumped and replete, on my couch—which I would never be able to sit on again without remembering this moment—as he gently kissed my thighs.

      “No map needed for you,” I said finally.

      “Hmm?” he asked.

      He picked me up as if I were a doll so I was on his lap, straddling him. Naked. I couldn’t help the sappy, oral sex-induced smile on my face. He stroked my damp hair back from my face. I was surprised it wasn’t completely dry for how hot that had been.

      “You are well satisfied, mate?” he asked.

      I blinked slowly and looked at him. He had that same tension about him, but his lips were slick with my arousal and he had that satisfied male gleam in his eyes that showed how pleased he was that he’d gotten me off.

      “Satisfied? God, that was… amazing.” I looked down between our bodies, checked out the thick bulge that was stretching the fabric of his pants to maximum resiliency. “What about you?”

      “I am satisfied if you are.”

      I laughed and unbuttoned his pants. His cock sprang free. Yeah, he was big everywhere. I couldn’t get my grip to wrap around him.

      He growled and I smiled. Yeah, I felt the power over him.

      That orgasm had been insane, but I wasn’t done. I had an unselfish, gorgeous alien lover, and we were far from done.

      I lifted up onto my knees so I hovered over him. “Guys are all the same. Liars. You might be pleased with yourself that you got me off, and you totally get a gold star for that, but your cock looks like it could chop down a tree.”

      He set a hand on my hip. “Mate.”

      I stilled and met his eyes.

      “I’m big.”

      “Yes, you’ve already said that. I can see it.”

      “I do not want to hurt you.”

      “Um, based on the way your chin is glistening, I’d say I’m more than ready.”

      Heat flared in his eyes, and his tongue darted out to lick his lips. “You do taste sweet.”

      “You don’t think you’ll fit.” I stroked him as we spoke, and his eyes slid closed, his head falling back on the couch.

      “Mate,” he said once more, but this was a mixture of growl and plea. His hands gripped the seat cushions, and it looked like he might rip the fabric, his knuckles white.

      Lowering down, I notched the crown of his cock at my entrance, then settled him inside me an inch or so.

      His jaw clenched, and I had to wonder how his back teeth didn’t crack.

      “You’ll fit.”

      His eyes popped open, and now both hands were on my hips. He took over then. Yeah, I hadn’t thought of him as a passive lover, just a cautious male.

      He was big. Everywhere. He could hurt me, including my vagina.

      But he wouldn’t. I knew he wouldn’t.

      I wanted to satisfy him. Show him that my pussy was as magical as his tongue.

      He worked me up and down, my wetness easing my descent.

      I settled my hands on his shoulders, and I let him fuck himself up and into me. Inch by inch until I was sitting upon his thighs. He still had his pants on, and I felt the soft rasp of the material against my thighs.

      “See, you fit.” I even clenched down on him, and if there was a limit to his patience and caution, that little squeeze of my inner walls was it.

      He fucked me hard then, lifting me up and down as he thrust his hips to pound into me. My breasts bounced, and my clit rubbed against his pants.

      He was crammed into me, hitting places that I didn’t even know I had.

      “Yes!” I cried.

      “Mate,” he groaned.

      Neither of us lasted long. I came again, dripping all over him and without any help from my hands. He lasted three more deep pumps of his hips, and he growled so deep I thought the windows shook. I would have bruises on my hips from his fingers, but it wasn’t painful. It was possessive.

      “Mine,” I said.

      His dark gaze met mine. His face was flushed, sweat dripped from his brow. “Quinn,” he uttered. “We’re not done.”

      I shook my head, and I shivered, my nipples pebbling.

      “No, we’re not.”

      “Bed. Now.”

      He stood, remaining deep inside me. I pointed in the direction of my bedroom. He took over then, taking me again and again all night long. He was insatiable. So was I. Because a beast in my bed was… perfect.
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      Quinn, Makeup Room, 9 News, Late Afternoon

      

      Numbers. Graphs. Temperature readings. All the data I usually loved to sink my mind into blurred on the page until all I saw was Bahre. The way he looked when he held himself over my body and filled me up. The scars on his chest and arms. His lips. God, those kissable, sexy, hot-as-hell lips.

      “Earth to Quinn.” Ellen smiled like she knew every secret I wasn’t sharing. She didn’t, but no doubt she could guess. Everyone had seen the live broadcast and knew about Bahre. And me. Me and Bahre.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re practically glowing. Tell me everything.” She winked.

      I actually giggled like a girl for the first time in years, then put my fingers to my lips, but careful not to smudge the lipstick she’d so artfully applied. “I don’t kiss and tell. You know that.”

      “But you did kiss, hmmm?” She cocked her head to the side to study me as if I had Just Fucked written on my forehead. “Maybe he kissed you? Maybe he kissed you all over?”

      “Maybe…” I looked away.

      Ellen laughed but I didn’t care. My cheeks were hot, and I was sure she didn’t need to apply any blush this morning. My entire body was humming like I’d been asleep for ten years and was just now waking up. Just thinking about Bahre had me squirming and wet, my breasts heavy and aching with want.

      The best part? I hadn’t thought about the Jerk Who Stalks Me or my ex for almost twelve hours straight. That was a miracle if ever there was one.

      All I could think about was Bahre. I wanted more. I knew he did, too.

      A lot more. More kissing. More touching. I loved the way he ran his massive hands up and down my spine. His gentle touch made me feel cherished and loved. I also loved the way he pounded his hard body into me. It made me feel wild and wanton and desirable. Feminine. I felt perfect when I was with him. Perfect. That seemed completely impossible, but it was the truth. I could be hard for people to deal with. Men especially. I was prickly and defensive. Cautious. Wary. I knew that was a fact. I could talk myself into or out of just about anything with logic and cold, hard analysis. I’d been gun-shy about getting into another relationship with any man after my previous bad experiences.

      Bahre wasn’t a man though. He was an alien. A beast. When he looked at me, I felt like maybe I could be someone else. Someone perfect. Someone who didn’t have to be scared all the time. Watch every window. Carry Mace in my hand every time I walked outside. Because Bahre would protect me. I knew that. He’d said so. My body knew that. Every cell in my body trusted him not to hurt me. And he was big enough to scare anyone away.

      Even Jeff Randall.

      My beast was downstairs right now, gathering his things and telling the others about me. Telling the producers of the Bachelor Beast program that he wasn’t their next star. I had a feeling that wasn’t going to go well, but who was going to argue with a seven-foot Atlan? At least there were other Atlans who’d come to Earth with him who could be chosen instead. Although, if they found their mate like Wulf, Braun, and Bahre had, the show was doomed.

      That wasn’t my problem. My smile returned. He would be coming to me soon. I’d agreed to have him stay for a few days, see how things went. Find out if we were really as compatible as it seemed. Compatible sexually? Definitely. This wasn’t the typical does-he-leave-the-toothpaste-cap-off situation. He was an Atlan.

      When we’d talked—in bed and naked—he hadn’t gone all beastly and made demands. If he had, I would have told him to get the hell out of my life. I’d had enough of arrogant assholes who thought they owned me. I wanted a partner in life, not a boss.

      Yet maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to belong to a beast. At least, one particular beast. If last night was every night… God.

      I was still smiling when Ellen gathered her things. I realized she hadn’t asked anything else because I’d been off in la-la land in my head.

      “I’m going to go clean my brushes. You’ll do great tonight.” She patted my shoulder and gave me another wink in the mirror.

      “Thanks.” I felt great. I’d taken extra care with my appearance today. I wanted to look as beautiful on the outside as I was feeling on the inside. I had on my sexiest, pure silk panties and bra. No one would see them but me—and Bahre—but I felt feminine and alluring with them beneath my work clothes. I’d picked a pink silk blouse with a plunging neckline and one of my favorite jewelry sets, the amethysts a brilliant shade of purple that complimented the blouse just right, a black pencil skirt, and my absolute favorite pair of shoes. They were black, they sparkled, and the heels were steel tipped and at least four inches high. It was an outfit I’d worn on camera before, and I felt like a princess in the killer heels. The blouse clung to my breasts, the skirt was snug, and I was hoping Bahre wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off me after work.

      Ellen left me alone, and I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let myself have one more moment with nothing but Bahre filling my head.

      “Okay, woman. Enough. Focus.” I talked to myself, which wasn’t unusual. The knock was expected and right on time.

      “Ten minutes, Quinn.” The intern wouldn’t be late with his only task.

      “Thanks!” I yelled.

      When the door opened, I didn’t look up from the papers in my lap. Ellen always came back in and puttered around a bit cleaning up.

      “Greetings, Quinn McCaffrey. Mate of Warlord Bahre.”

      The deep voice shocked my system like a jolt of electricity, and I whipped my gaze around to see the very large man closing and locking the door behind him.

      I froze.

      For a second I thought it was Jeff Randall, but no. This guy was too big. The voice too deep.

      When he turned around, he was no man I recognized. His skin was dark but not the rich mocha of a human, more copper in color, like he had a really bad spray tan. His eyes were covered with sunglasses, but he took them off and placed them in his pocket so he could smile at me.

      His eyes were oddly shaped, the golden color almost passing for brown. Almost. The bones of his cheeks too prominent. He just looked weird. And huge. He was well over six foot tall and bulky enough he could probably lift a small car with his bare hands.

      He almost could have passed for a Prillon warrior wearing a suit.

      When he flashed his fangs—holy shit. He wasn’t Prillon. Prillons didn’t have fangs, as far as I knew—and I’d read up on all the alien races. And he definitely wasn’t human.

      “Who… who are you? Get out of my dressing room.”

      “Who I am is unimportant. You, however…” He paused and walked slowly toward me. He lifted a hand to pet me, slide his fingers through my hair. I cringed back, but I could only go so far in the makeup chair. My hands clenched the arms. I tried not to throw up, keep him in my line of sight, and reach for my cell phone on the counter at the same time. I had 9-1-1 on speed dial. If I could just reach—

      “None of that. Your communicators may be primitive, but you will not seek help.” The huge alien grabbed my cell from the makeup station and put it in his pocket. Shit.

      “Who are you?” I asked again. “What the hell do you want?”

      His gaze roved over my hair, my neck, my body. “Revenge. Your mate has done some very bad things. Hurt people. It is time for him to hurt in return.”

      Oh God. He was here because of Bahre. I might attract stalkers but not alien ones.

      “I don’t have a mate,” I snapped. I wasn’t sure that was strictly true, at least in Bahre’s opinion, but I wasn’t above lying to this freak to get him to leave me alone. I could scream. Someone would—

      The alien moved faster than I could track, his hand covering my mouth when barely a squeak had escaped.

      His hand was warm and big, covering me from ear to ear.

      “No. I’m here because you and Bahre, how do you say, went viral? Not just on Earth. They are playing your adorable little meeting over every planet’s comms. You’re the hit of the entire universe. Warlord Bahre, hero of the Coalition Fleet, assassin and top-level operative for the Intelligence Core, has found himself a little human female to mate.” He glanced at my hands. “No cuffs. Bahre isn’t as smart as I thought.”

      I tried to shake my head in denial, but he leaned over me, hand covering my mouth, so close I could see the odd striations inside his eyes. I’d never seen anything like them, not even in lizards. This close I realized the golden color was actually black and yellow striping so thin the colors blended.

      The plain black suit and blue tie made him appear all too human, until one looked into his eyes. Or he smiled and showed his fangs. God… fangs! Was he a vampire? Seriously. A few years ago I hadn’t believed in aliens either. Was he going to bite me? Shit.

      Pressing his nose to my hair, he inhaled. I flinched. “Were there not such a high price on your head, human, I’d keep you for myself.”

      Price on my head?

      What was he talking about?

      Still holding me in place, he reached into his pocket and took out a small metallic device about the size of a large coin. Placing it on my thigh, he covered the object until I felt a sharp little bite of pain, as if the device had attached to my skirt and dug just a bit too deep.

      “You’re going to enjoy your new life with Cerberus, human.”

      He stepped back, and my mouth was finally free. I tried to scream, but the air was torn from my lips before the sound registered as everything around me twisted and distorted. Ice-cold claws dug into my flesh, and my world went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bahre

      

      My fellow warlords, my brothers from Atlan, gathered around me with smiles on each and every face the moment I walked in. They had cleared a large area in the center of the room for the sport. Keeping Atlan warlords penned up inside such a small space was not a wise idea.

      My mate was upstairs preparing for her evening in front of the strange green screen speaking about Earth’s weather. She had to stay here long enough to repeat the performance later in the night, and I was restless because of it. I wanted to take her home. Now. Strip her naked and claim her over and over. My beast agreed. Only two floors separated us in the tall building, but that was too much. I tried to remain calm, but it was difficult. I’d touched her. Tasted her. Filled her. Being apart was a struggle.

      While she did her job telling the humans about their daily weather, I had come here to collect the few things I had and tell the others of my good fortune without being too far from my female. I choked down a growl from my beast. If he wasn’t touching her, he believed we were too far away.

      “Well?” Tane asked.

      “She is mine.”

      The Atlans rose and slammed their meaty fists onto my back and shoulders, some harder than strictly necessary, in a show of support. “Gods be damned, Bahre. That is good news.”

      “I need to get the fuck out of here. I scented every single female from the program and not one of them interested my beast,” Kai said.

      “I suffer the same fate, friend,” Tane added. “However Bahre has found his mate. As did Wulf and Braun. There is hope.”

      “There isn’t much hope for the Bachelor Beast program,” I shared. “They have yet to understand we know immediately that the contestants are not our mate. There is no show.”

      They grunted in agreement.

      “I do not wish for my match to be broadcast on the television like Wulf’s was, and live on the news program as you were last night,” Iven added.

      I shrugged, not caring at all. I’d found my mate. I’d protected her, satisfied her. More than once. My beast was content, for now. She was not wearing my mating cuffs, but as I told her last night, I was patient.

      The five of us spoke for some time, and I truly enjoyed being among a group of warlords for the first time in many years. I was not on a mission, preparing to go into battle. There was no Hive here on Earth. Dr. Helion didn’t have power here. I doubted he could pull me back from this Bachelor Beast program if he tried. Ambassador Lorvar had become involved when Braun and his mate had been in an altercation with a thieving man. That meant this was more than just a human amusement. We were diplomatic liaisons whether we wanted to be or not.

      That role allowed me to be here among friends, my beautiful female nearby. Safe. Waiting for me to come to her after her work was completed.

      Then the real discussion would begin, for I could not remain on Earth. It was not allowed. She would need to accompany me to The Colony. Live there. Leave her life on Earth behind.

      What if she refused to give up everything she had for a broken, scarred beast?

      What if last night meant something different to her than it did to me and my beast?

      I’d heard of females seeking short-term sexual relationships with men. It was done all the time on Earth and even elsewhere in the universe. The idea of Quinn participating in that with others made my beast angry, but I was no innocent either.

      There would be no other for me. I had to ensure there would be no other for Quinn as well. It was my job to sway her if she had any doubts.

      Even the possibility that she had any made me panic. My cuffs were affixed to my belt, not to our wrists.

      “That is a serious countenance, Bahre.” Tane sat beside me and watched the others return to wrestling.

      “I have not told my mate that she will need to leave Earth. I do not know what her response will be. Surely she knows it is coming.”

      Tane chuckled. “Simply put your mouth on her pussy and make her come until she agrees.”

      What a pleasure that would be. I grinned at the thought, but my female was most likely stubborn. I’d met other Earth women who’d been matched, and they tested the patience of their mates. Each and every one. I expected nothing less from Quinn. “I do not know if that will be enough.”

      “Then you aren’t doing it right.”

      I shoved him so hard he fell off the chair he’d been sitting in and landed on his ass on the floor. But he was laughing. “A little sensitive?”

      “I assure you, my mate is well satisfied.” I thought of the sound of her pleasure as I’d filled her, the look on her face as I did so. The tremble and quiver of her body.

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      I shook my head but remained silent, not wanting to go into the details of the night before spent with Quinn. She was mine. Our time together was mine as well. I did not want to share her.

      “You’re irresistible, Bahre. One night and she let you into her bed.” He grinned again, happy for me, which was a gift from a true friend. “She’ll love you. And once she does, she’ll follow you anywhere.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but I didn’t have time to argue before a knock came on the door.

      One of the others pushed off the floor and went to open it. I was surprised to see a small, older female standing on the other side. She was wringing her hands and looked upset.

      “Is… is Bahre here?” She had to tip her chin back to look at Warlord Iven.

      I stood at once, every instinct screaming at me that something was wrong and it wasn’t that she was fearful of Iven and his size.

      “I am here.” I strode to the door. She stood in the stairwell, not coming inside.

      She beckoned me with her hand. “You need to come. I mean, I’m Ellen. I know Quinn. You need to come now.” The alarm in her voice had my beast rising in an instant.

      “Is Quinn well?”

      She looked to me, then away. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know? Where is she?” My voice had risen, and I was shouting.

      She cringed. “I don’t know.”

      My beast roared, and the little female jumped like she was terrified. Iven reached out a hand to steady her, his voice kinder and gentle, as if she were a frightened child. “It’s all right, Ellen. Bahre would never harm a female.”

      “Okay.” She allowed Iven to lead her into the room, barely. The door would not close and rested against her foot. She looked up at me. “You are with Quinn, right?”

      “She is mine.”

      Ellen nodded. “Good. That’s what I thought. Your video went viral, you know? When you interrupted her segment. The network is thrilled. Forty million views in the first twelve hours. And she was so happy when she came in…” The woman’s rambling voice trailed off, and Tane held out a hand to warn me off as Iven urged her to continue.

      “Where is Quinn now?” Iven asked, his voice deliberately gentle, completely opposite of mine.

      “I don’t know. I finished her makeup, left to get some cleaner for my brushes, and when I came back, I heard her scream, but when I opened the door, she was gone.”

      My hands clenched into fists.

      “When?” Tane asked.

      “About twenty minutes ago. I’m sorry. I forgot you were downstairs until the police asked if she was dating anyone. And since Quinn’s seen Jeff Randall—the guy who’s been stalking her—here in Miami, I thought maybe it was him at first. You know? I just wasn’t sure what to do.”

      I processed everything she said. Quinn screamed twenty minutes ago, and I was just learning about it now. The police were here. And the mention of her stalker, again, had my beast wanting to rip heads from bodies. One in particular since local law enforcement wasn’t able to do so.

      “Show me,” I said, on the balls of my feet and ready to knock the woman out of the way to dash up the two flights of steps.

      Ellen pivoted on her heel as if relieved to be able to move and began to climb the stairs. I followed with Tane right behind me. The others stayed behind at my command. I did not need a group of Atlans tearing up this station or frightening my mate or her friends. Two would be plenty.

      When we reached the upper floor, Ellen opened the door to chaos.

      Human police officers were everywhere, four immediately within view. They were dressed in identical dark uniforms, their chests puffed with what I assumed was human armor. The security guard assigned to her workplace spoke in an animated tone with one of the human officers, who took notes. Another officer was on his radio even as one of the females in charge of the cameras was walking around waving her arms in the air, telling everyone to be quiet that they were going to be “on the air” in five minutes.

      “Warlord Bahre?” A young female officer approached. The petite human stared up at me, hands on her hips.

      I nodded, although I had no doubt she knew who I was. My image was in the lobby, and as Ellen had said, I was all over the television. “Yes. I am Bahre.”

      “I’m Officer Daniels. Come with me please. We’d like to ask you some questions.”

      No. She wasn’t asking questions. I was. “Where is my mate? Where is Quinn McCaffrey?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

      As the young female did not offer valid information, I turned to Ellen. “Where was she when she was taken?”

      “Wait a minute. How do you know she was taken against her will?” The officer followed Ellen through ugly, barren back hallways to a door that looked like any other.

      Ellen stopped and turned to me. “In here.”

      I reached for the door handle.

      “Don't touch that!” Officer Daniels placed her body between me and the door. My beast was not pleased. “There might be fingerprints on that door handle.”

      I did not give a fuck about fingerprints. “Move or I will move you, female.”

      “Bahre.” Tane’s hand came to rest on my shoulder, and he stepped around me to address the young woman. I hadn’t even known he’d remained behind me. I was too focused. Too intent on finding Quinn. “Please open the door, Officer.”

      She glared at me, showing either a disturbing lack of self-preservation or a foolish amount of courage. I wasn’t sure which.

      Reaching into her pocket, she produced a thin, floppy glove and put it on. Careful not to touch anything more than necessary, she turned the handle and pushed the door open. I knew of fingerprints and their use in identification, but it was so primitive. The Coalition’s technology was far beyond that basic task of investigation, and it was extremely frustrating that the person who seemed to be in charge thought they were so important.

      It made me doubt the humans’ abilities to find my mate.

      I inhaled deeply. Immediately the scent of my mate flooded my senses. Yes, this was Quinn’s space. She spent a lot of time here.

      I walked into the room and closed my eyes, allowed my enhanced senses to bring other information to me.

      The scent of a male. Fresh. Aggressive.

      “There has been a male in this room.”

      Ellen walked to stand beside me. “Oh, no. It was just me and Quinn today. Mike Rampart has the day off.”

      “Not him. I scented him last night. Another male was here.” I glared at Ellen, who had gone pale.

      “Oh, no.”

      Tane, the officer, and I all looked at Ellen expectantly.

      “Speak. Now,” I commanded.

      “I know she’s been having trouble with Jeff Randall. She told me she’s seen him around town. He’s never approached her, only, like, across a parking lot. He’s kept to the rules of his restraining order, but maybe he’s finally gone after her. I mean, everyone in Miami saw you claim her as your mate on live TV. Maybe he wasn’t thrilled with that.”

      “He took my mate from me?” My beast was not amused. She’d spoken of the threat, told me about the guy, but she’d been with me the night before. She’d been safe.

      I looked to Tane. “She was not safe, and I left her.”

      “Focus,” he whispered.

      “I should have found this… Jeff Randall. Crushed the male and ended her concern.”

      “No crushing,” Officer Daniels said to me, then spoke into her radio. She listened, then turned to Ellen. “Ms. McCaffrey had a restraining order against Jeff Randall. Is that correct?”

      Ellen nodded. “Yes. He followed it by staying the exact distance away. But he came here from Chicago. For her. Harassed her. Followed her around.”

      My beast took over, and I grew even more, towering over Tane.

      “Oh, shit.” Officer Daniels took a step back. Tane looked up at me, and I knew he was thinking the same thing I was. His next question confirmed it.

      “Where can we find Jeff Randall? Not for crushing, but to find Warlord Bahre’s mate.”

      Yes. Where was this male who tormented my mate? I would find him. And unlike what Tane just said, I would crush him. And if he had hurt Quinn, I would make him suffer before I killed him.
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      Bahre

      

      There had been a Hunter on Earth watching over Angela, Braun’s mate, for the two weeks he’d been separated from her. The Hunter had been sent by the Prime himself to protect the warlord’s mate while the negotiations between Lorvar and Earth’s diplomatic team proceeded. Braun had been expelled from the planet and not been allowed to return. Gods, no one had been able to come to Earth besides the ambassador, all because a human had killed himself by falling down a flight of stairs while stealing a television.

      Stupid, primitive humans.

      Over the past few hours, watching the law enforcement efforts in trying to find Quinn, along with what Braun had experienced, made me completely lacking in trust that they would find my mate. They swarmed and talked. Made plans. Asked questions. No human could scent her or the male as I had. Their skills were simple and modest, and that made my beast irate. I wanted my usual group from the IC here. Now. They’d find her, and the fucker who took her, within the hour.

      I had no idea how Braun had kept his beast in check when he’d been kept from Angela, especially when he’d had mating fever. I was losing my mind. My beast was pushing to get to the surface, and I’d had to will him back again and again. The last thing I wanted to do was be expelled to The Colony and not be able to find Quinn. To leave her rescue in the hands of these… simpletons.

      That Hunter would have been able to track her if he were still here. Which he was not. Only the contingent of other warlords with me had kept me from going insane. Or turning into my beast. We’d gone immediately to Quinn’s home, but there had been no sign of her. No sign of the male scent I’d picked up in the makeup room. Her car was in the parking lot where she’d parked this morning. With me.

      There were no recording devices on the television station’s floor. There was no way to know who had walked into the makeup room. Who had walked out. Where they’d gone. While there were cameras in the parking garage and lobby, Quinn had not been on the recordings. Law enforcement confirmed that Jeff Randall also wasn’t on any of them.

      “It’s like she just disappeared,” Tane said as we paced the hallway outside the makeup room.

      “I should have remained with Quinn,” I told him. “Stayed at her side. Fuck, had my cuffs on her wrists; then I’d have known the second she’d been taken.” The cuffs caused pain when claimed mates were too far apart. The pain I felt now was within and close to unendurable. Helpless.

      I’d rescued. Saved. Killed. Maimed. Ambushed. Destroyed. Protected. I’d done so many things in the IC that made me the perfect weapon for Quinn. The perfect shield from harm.

      I’d failed. In the most important mission of all.

      “Where the fuck is she?” I snarled.

      Someone cleared her throat. I spun on my heel. Ellen. She was wringing her hands again, and her eyes were puffy and red. “There’s a phone call for you, Warlord.”

      My eyebrows winged up. I’d never used the human communication tool and knew no one on Earth but—

      “Quinn?” I asked, stalking over to her. I loomed over her, which made me realize how small she was.

      She shook her head. “No… no. It’s a woman from the Brides Program. A warden, I think she said.”

      I looked to Tane. “There’s no fucking way she was matched.” It wasn’t a question, and Tane didn’t reply. What could he say?

      “Where is this phone call?” I asked.

      Ellen pointed to the makeup room, and she led us within—the door was propped open and the knob had been tested for fingerprints—and handed me a plastic device attached to a cord.

      I put it to my ear, and Ellen nodded, giving me a weak smile. I could tell she was a close friend of Quinn’s, afraid for my mate’s life.

      “Warlord Bahre,” I said, not sure how to communicate properly, so I introduced myself. Tane stood at my side, hands on hips.

      “Warlord, this is Warden Egara from the Interstellar Brides Program.”

      I didn’t respond.

      “I have information about your mate.”

      My beast perked up. “Tell me.”

      Tane stilled, having recognized this was data we needed to find Quinn.

      “This is not something to be shared with human law enforcement nor given over the phone. I am sending one of the center’s Atlan guards to retrieve you and bring you to me.”

      “Yes.”

      “I will end this call now. Please proceed to the lobby and wait for him.” Her instructions were clear and succinct. I had to assume because she knew I was unfamiliar with their communications system.

      “I must know,” I replied.

      “I will tell you. Just get here. Goodbye.”

      After I heard a click, I pulled the device away from my ear and stared at it. Then I howled and ripped the cord from the communication device and flung the handset against the wall.

      Ellen started to cry.

      I took a deep breath, exhaled out my mouth. Clenching my hands into fists, I attempted to even my voice. Humans were easily fearful, and Ellen was not the enemy. “I will find your friend. I will find my mate,” I vowed.

      She nodded, tears sliding down her cheeks. I practically ran out the room, taking the stairwell to the lobby. My footsteps, along with Tane’s, echoed off the concrete.

      “The warden has news,” I said, updating him although he followed me regardless of what the call had been about. He would see me through this. This was a battle I had to fight. And win. There was no other option.

      When I burst out the building’s front doors, a white vehicle honked a horn, drawing my attention. It was the one that had brought the five of us from the transport room to the program’s building when we first arrived. Behind the wheel was an Atlan, and he waved us over. I took the front seat, Tane settling into the back. The Atlan drove off before we even had our doors closed. I was pleased with his haste.

      “I am Velik. I will take you to the warden.” His eyes were focused on the road in front of us. I didn’t pay attention to the bright blue sky or the intense sunshine. Humans were driving vehicles without roofs. Things called bicycles. Even stranger, wheels on their feet. They were happy. Carefree. Their mate hadn’t disappeared.

      “Can this thing go faster?” I asked.

      Immediately, the vehicle sped up, and the Atlan weaved through the Florida traffic.

      Not ten minutes later, the guard at the gate to the testing center hastily raised the gate, and the Atlan didn’t slow. Not until we were directly in front of the entrance to the building, and then he slammed on the brakes, the vehicle squealing to a stop.

      “Many thanks,” I said, climbing from the vehicle.

      “I shall assist in any way I can to find your mate. Good—” I didn’t hear the rest of his words as I was already yanking open the door. The planet’s heat had sweat dripping from my brow.

      There, within the lobby, waited a small woman in the Brides Program uniform. She looked efficient and tidy. And not happy.

      “Warlord Bahre. Follow me.”

      I followed her down several hallways, Tane behind me. She walked quickly but seemed slow since my legs had to be twice the length of hers.

      “I am Warden Egara.” She took us directly to the transport room, and I stopped, Tane bumping into me.

      “I will not leave Earth without my mate,” I said, my beast emerging. There was no fucking way I was being expelled from the planet.

      Three other humans were in the room, and they stopped what they were doing to stare at me in wide-eyed surprise.

      “No, Warlord,” the warden said, holding up a hand as if to stop me. “That is not my intention in bringing you here. Please, calm your beast, and I will tell you what I know.”

      Tane set his hand on my shoulder. “Listen,” he murmured.

      I nodded, willed my beast back.

      “I have heard of the disappearance of your mate. I understand the police are focusing their search on a human named Jeff Randall.”

      “That is correct, Warden,” Tane said for me.

      I was trying to remain calm and I wasn’t sure how my voice would sound so I just gave a stifled growl in agreement.

      “I believe the search is inaccurate.” She looked to a transport tech and nodded. The screen on the wall went black, and then data appeared. “So far today we have transported two females to their mates. One to Viken, the other to Atlan. You can see on the screen that those transports were scheduled.” She pointed to the display. “We have not sent anyone else since. There have been no incoming or outgoing transports, to the Brides Program or through the Coalition Fleet’s military processing center.”

      I knew what she was saying. My beast understood. Processed. It was what she wasn’t saying that had me troubled. “Go on.”

      “At three twenty-seven this afternoon, there was an unscheduled transport into Earth’s atmosphere.”

      “I assume from your tone that the transport did not arrive here or at one of the other transport centers around the world?”

      She glanced at Tane as he asked the question. She shook her head but said, “Negative.”

      There was only one other possibility.

      “A transport beacon,” I replied. I felt like I had just graduated from the Academy and was on my first mission. The feeling of fear. Dread. Panic.

      “Correct. I believe someone transported to Earth using one. It has never been allowed, but after the latest diplomatic issues, using one is especially forbidden.”

      “You didn’t bring me here because you believe something, Warden.”

      She tipped up her chin. “The coordinates for the transport were the exact location of the building where you have been residing. It could have been seen as any one of the Atlans who were in your group. Perhaps someone joining you.”

      Both Tane and I said, “No,” at the same time.

      She crossed her arms and nodded. “As I thought. It does not indicate where in the building the transport ultimately arrived, but I believe it was on your mate’s floor.” She cleared her throat. “There was a record of a second transport, leaving Earth, seven minutes later.”

      I looked to Tane, whose jaw was clenched. He was thinking the same thing. “Someone came to Earth and kidnapped my mate.”

      Tane’s eyes narrowed. This wasn’t some meddling human we had to find and destroy. This wasn’t a human problem. This was my problem. My enemy, not Quinn’s.

      There was a long list of them. Working for the IC, the Hive wasn’t the only enemy I had killed.

      “Yes.”

      “Is there a record of where the transport originated?”

      “Transport Station Zenith.”

      “Did they return to the same location?”

      “Yes.”

      Gods, Zenith was a gathering place for every kind of criminal imaginable. Rogue 5 factions had a shaky agreement with the Coalition that allowed everyone to pass through the station most of the time. The only enforced rule was no killing while on the station. However, shoving someone out an airlock technically did not count, as the body was in space.

      If Quinn had been transported there, she could have been taken by Cerberus or one of the other legions, by gun runners, smugglers. The list was long, and none of the possibilities were good.

      I tugged at my hair, paced the small space; then I spun and faced the warden.

      “Open a comms call to IC. I want to speak with Helion directly. Now.”

      She nodded, then waved a hand in one of the tech’s direction.

      Behind her, the Prillon warrior and Intelligence Core Commander, Dr. Helion, appeared on the screen.

      “What can I do for you, Warden?” He wasn’t even looking up as he spoke, instead shuffling data files on the large tablet in his hands.

      “You can get your fucking ass out of that chair and help me.” My voice was deep, the beast speaking to the commander.

      Helion lifted his head to actually look at his comm screen. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he squinted to see me, I assumed, on another screen behind Warden Egara. “Well, this is unusual.” He lifted a brow as if he were not amused. I had rarely seen him wear any other expression.

      “I found my mate,” I told him. “She is human. She has been abducted and taken to Transport Station Zenith.”

      “I see.” Helion set the tablet aside and leaned forward. “Is Cerberus behind the abduction?”

      I gritted my teeth. “I don’t know, and I don’t fucking care. Call in the Hunters and meet me on Zenith. You have ten minutes or I’m going to tear that fucking station apart.”

      Dr. Helion actually sighed. “Very well. Do not engage before we arrive. Understood?”

      Fuck that. If he was one minute late, I was not waiting. “Ten minutes. Starting now.”

      I nodded at Warden Egara to end the comm call, which she did immediately. Her quick action made me think she approved of my handling of the doctor. He was difficult to deal with on a good day, and today was not a good day.

      “I am ready.” I stepped up onto the transport pad. “Send me—”

      “Us,” Tane corrected, moving to stand on the raised platform beside me. I nodded in thanks. He was a fine fighter, a cyborg. A warlord. I would not dishonor him by refusing his offer of help.

      “To Transport Station Zenith.”

      She nodded and went to stand beside the transport tech. “The transport codes have already been entered for that location. I’ve kept the transport clear for you.”

      She was swift, efficient, and helpful. Thank fuck.

      Warlord Velik came into the room, stopped at the base of the transport platform’s steps. He held up an ion rifle, then tossed it to me. An ion pistol followed, which he tossed to Tane. “You will need these.” I wasn’t sure why they had Coalition weapons on Earth, but I wasn’t going to ask.

      “Many thanks,” Tane said.

      I checked my rifle, then looked to the transport tech. I did not need the rifle, but I would not refuse the weapon. I fully intended to tear Quinn’s abductor apart with my bare hands. Maybe, once she was safe, I would shoot anyone else involved with this puny rifle, for sport. “Transport now.”

      “Goodbye, Warlords. Good lu—”

      The warden’s words were cut off by the sizzle and pull of the transport. We were gone from Earth, headed to Transport Station Zenith. My mate was there. I would find her, and then I would never let her go. This was one mission I would not fail.
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      Bahre, Transport Room, Transport Station Zenith, Sector 437

      

      The second we arrived, I stormed down the steps, only to be blocked by Dr. Helion and two Elite Hunters from Everis. One I recognized. He was well-known in the IC, one of Helion’s most trusted and skilled operatives. He was mated, however, and only answered the call when Helion was in a hurry or the stakes were very high.

      The other Elite Hunter was new to Helion’s service. I didn't care who they were. They were in my way.

      “You’re early.”

      “You were insistent.” Dr. Helion knew his presence would prevent me from tearing down every closed door on the station to find my mate. She was here. I didn’t scent her, but the warden’s transport data was accurate.

      I had enemies. Plenty of them. I hadn’t been subtle about the discovery of my mate. According to the human police officers who had questioned me, the comm of me kneeling before my female during her news program had been viewed by millions within just a few hours. I had to assume every Rogue 5 legion, criminal faction, and black-market trader had spies on Earth. Dr. Helion did. My actions, looking back, had been stupid. I’d made Quinn McCaffrey from Earth an immediate target for any and all who wished to harm me. They would torture and torment her to get to me. I’d remain whole and unharmed while unspeakable horrors happened to her. My mate.

      I would not survive if she was not rescued.

      “Out of my way,” I snarled.

      We were all the best at what we did. The Elite Hunters were ruthless. Cunning. Fast. Tane was a warlord with deadly fighting skills and Hive integrations. And then there was me, integrated by Helion to be his most dangerous weapon.

      “We are your friends, Bahre. I am Elite Hunter Rett. This is Elite Hunter Quinn.” The Everian Hunter I did not recognize spoke to me. “We are here to help you find your mate, but we have our orders. We have a plan—”

      The hair-raising sizzle of an incoming transport had us turning. The leader of Styx Legion and his second in command appeared, gave one assessing sweep of the room, and came down the steps.

      “Helion,” Styx said. The Rogue 5 leader was covered in tattoos and was mean as fuck. His second was no better. I had dealt with the duo more than once in the past.

      “Why are they here?” I had no problem with Styx Legion. Last I’d known, Styx himself supplied information to the Intelligence Core—when it suited him.

      Dr. Helion was in full battle armor, which pleased me. However, he did not respond to my question, instead speaking to the transport tech. “Erase all records of transports from the past ten minutes. We are not here. Do you understand?”

      The Viken transport tech stared at Helion with a look that said the request was not a new one. “It’ll cost you.”

      Helion scoffed, walked to the tech, and showed him a figure on his small data pad. “Will this suffice?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you betray me, we will find you.”

      The Viken transport tech looked at the two Elite Hunters standing behind Helion and nodded. “I understand. You were never here.”

      “Good.” Helion was pleased with himself. He always seemed to be pleased with himself. It was fucking annoying.

      The tech went busily to work, then nodded. “Done, sir.”

      Helion paid the tech no more attention, shifting his gaze to me. “Stand down, Warlord,” he said, coming my way.

      Helion was not friendly. He was not nice. Anyone who’d met the Prillon would say he was seven feet of asshole. I hadn’t cared before because he was my commander, nothing more. I didn’t have to like him.

      Now? He was the only one keeping me from my mate.

      “No.”

      “Warlord,” he warned. “Don’t make me stun you.”

      “They took my mate.”

      Helion looked down at my wrists, and his eyebrows rose. “Really? Then where are your mating cuffs, Warlord?”

      My roar would have terrified any normal living creature. Helion was far from normal. “I was simply asking a question, Bahre. No need to get upset. She is not being harmed. Not yet.”

      Not yet? How the fuck did he know? “Where. Is. She?”

      He shrugged, an action I was familiar with; however, it hadn’t irritated me until now. “I will not discuss the plan out in the open. This station is literally crawling with surveillance tech. All of you, shut the fuck up and follow me.”

      We followed in silence. I was directly behind Helion. Tane behind me. The two Hunters, Quinn and Rett, were followed by Styx and his second, bringing up the rear. Using my advanced implants, I scanned the walls as we walked. The doctor had not been diminishing the facts. Within the walls, insect-sized devices crawled and jostled for position. Some attacked others. None were biological in origin. They were all broadcasting to someone. Somewhere. Data on everything seen, heard. Everyone who passed.

      “We’re too fucking close to Rogue 5,” Tane complained. “This place is disgusting. No offense.” He looked over his shoulder at Styx.

      “I agree. This station is a fucking cesspool.” Helion’s words held a bit too much excitement for my tastes. He loved the chase. The hunt. He thrived on tracing the untraceable. Bringing down the most powerful killers and criminals. An assassin who hunted other assassins. He was bored if he wasn’t knocking on death’s door. I’d followed right behind him for years. Now I was done. Done with that life. Done guarding his back. Done killing. Done fighting. Done.

      I had a beautiful, soft mate. A mate to protect and care for. I had a new purpose. If I never saw Dr. Helion after this day, that would be fine with me.
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      Quinn, Transport Station Zenith

      

      The fanged asshole who had walked into my dressing room on Earth now paced the small space like he was the prisoner instead of me.

      I had no idea how long I’d been asleep or how I’d gotten to this strange room or on this uncomfortable bed. The last thing I remembered was being in the makeup room and him slapping something onto my skirt. I must have passed out during transport and only woke up in this room. I had my clothes on, but my blouse was wrinkled as if I’d been wearing it all day while wrestling alligators. Clean alligators. My heels were on the strange, metallic floor beside me. I was tired even though I’d obviously been out for a while. My head hurt like I had the mother of all hangovers, and I had a sore spot behind my ear. I touched it and winced. Since I was still dressed and hadn’t been beaten or worse, I was going to count this one a win as far as kidnappings went. So far.

      I licked my dry lips. “Who are you, and where am I?”

      He jerked to his full height at my questions and turned on me with a snarl, fangs now in full view. They were all I could see. It was like coming face-to-face with a bad guy vampire in a movie. Who kidnapped the innocent—and obviously—clueless human. I didn’t know tons about different space races, but fangs? What planet had vampires?

      “If you were going to bite me with those canines from hell, or kill me, you would have done so already. So, please, tell me where I am and why.” I kept my voice soft and nonthreatening, because the truth was, I was no threat. He was well over a foot taller than me. Not as tall as Bahre but still huge. Not human. A serious threat. He could kill me with his bare hands. Or those fangs. I didn’t know where I was or why I’d been taken.

      He tilted his head when I didn’t look away from him or his fangs, as if considering what to tell me. Eventually he shrugged, closed his mouth, and put those stupid fangs away. If he was going for scary, he had a long way to go before he could make me worry.

      Fine, I was scared, but I wasn’t going to show it. He seemed to feed off that.

      I had to hold out hope. Bahre would come for me. I knew he would in my gut, at a bone-deep level. This jerk was obviously an alien, too. He’d said as much in my dressing room. If he thought he could take on my warlord, he was going to be dead wrong.

      As in both dead and wrong.

      The alien bowed like a gentleman at court. “My name is Lukabo. I am a member of Siren Legion of Rogue 5.” His words sounded strange, but somehow I understood him. He must have seen my confusion because he tapped the back of his ear, exactly where I hurt. “I implanted an NPU while you were unconscious. The translation device will allow you to speak to all known races.”

      I had a universal translator in my head now? No wonder I had a headache. He’d spoken English in the makeup room but was speaking something else now. Whatever they spoke on Rogue 5 was far from my high school’s foreign language offerings.

      Intrigued, I tried to process what I was hearing. “Rogue 5? That’s a moon, right?”

      He nodded once. Decisively. “Yes. Rogue 5 is the moon that orbits Hyperion. My ancestors bred with the natives on that planet.” He lifted his hand to his lips. “Hence, the fangs.”

      So he was Hyperion, or at least half, so not a vampire.

      Fascinating. His words were an odd mixture of growling and guttural words. The newscaster in me wanted to ask a million questions; however, I really only needed one answer at the moment. “So, are we on Rogue 5?”

      He gave a quick smile. “Not yet. We are on Transport Station Zenith. A space station near Rogue 5.”

      I was on a space station? Like a huge moving ship with lots and lots of people? Holy shit. I turned and slipped my feet into my high heels and stood, walking to what looked like might be a window. No luck. It was dark and gray. Blank. Some kind of screen. I turned to face Lukabo, feeling better with my heels on. Stupid? Maybe, but I wasn’t going to question the smallest ounce of courage I could muster. “Why am I here? I don’t know you. You don’t know me. You obviously don’t intend to harm me, so what’s going on?”

      He chuckled, although he didn’t seem to find me ha-ha funny. “You are not my target, that is true. Warlord Bahre murdered my father and my brother. I have been tracking him for nearly a year.”

      I felt as if he’d punched me in the stomach. His words couldn’t be true. “What?” Murdered? As in, killed in cold blood? I shook my head. My hair, which Ellen had finished styling for my on-air segment right before his appearance, fell now about my shoulders. “No way.”

      If Bahre had harmed this man’s family, then they had to have been doing something terrible. I had to believe that. Bahre looked like a beast, was scarred and marked from battle, but he was a good man. Or alien. “What did they do?”

      Lukabo advanced on me with a true snarl and a speed that surprised me. I jerked backward, my head hitting the cold, hard surface behind me. “They were conducting Siren business.”

      I frowned. I understood his words but not what they meant.

      “What kind of business? The illegal kind?”

      His gaze narrowed as if using the word illegal had hurt his feelings. “The kind that keeps my people safe and fed.” Seeming to have gained some control, he crossed his arms and simply stared. “You are a very interesting female. No wonder there is so much talk of human mates.”

      Human mates to a guy like him? Um… were they advertised in the Interstellar Brides marketing? “There is?” Curious again, I crossed my own arms, mimicking his stance. “What do they say about human women?”

      “That you are fearless, adaptable, passionate, loyal, and very hard to acquire.”

      Well, that didn’t sound so bad. He’d acquired me too darn easily, but I wasn’t going to mention that. “So if I’m not your enemy, what am I doing here?”

      “You, female, are bait. I will lure Warlord Bahre to this station. You are his mate. He will come. Then I will kill him and avenge my family. After, I will deliver you to Cerberus. He has promised a very high price.”

      Who was Cerberus? He wanted to buy me?

      “If I don’t agree to cooperate?”

      Lukabo actually threw back his head and laughed, the sound pure evil. Light glinted off his fangs. For the first time since I woke up on this space station, I was afraid. Not so much for me—I was used to crazy assholes threatening me. It was strange, but I was almost numb. I seemed to attract lunatics, and the fact that I was getting used to it was pretty sad.

      My fear was for Bahre. Because this crazy alien stalker—and he just admitted he’d been stalking Bahre for the last year—was right about one thing. Bahre would come for me. That was a fact.

      We were in this room because we had to wait. Lukabo was more patient than me. I was eager for Bahre, craved him. But seeing him could mean his death. I dropped onto the bed and stared at Lukabo for several minutes, sizing him up. He was huge compared to humans, but not an Atlan. His fangs were interesting but not really going to help him in a fight. I had to have faith that Bahre would know what he was doing when he got here. Still, I was worried. I wasn’t going to underestimate Lukabo.

      When Bahre did show, I knew he wouldn’t come alone. He wasn’t stupid. And he had friends. Big freaking Atlan friends who would tear this stupid space station apart to find me.

      I folded my hands in my lap, took some deep cleansing breaths I’d learned in yoga. All I could do now was wait for my guy to come bust me out of this joint. And tear this alien vampire creep into pieces.
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      Bahre, Transport Station Zenith, Private Apartment

      

      “Wait just a moment, Bahre.” Dr. Helion stood, focused inwardly on his thoughts, which I’d seen him do often. The only being in the Intelligence Core who had more voluntary implants than I did was the good doctor himself, so he could be using some sense, some integration I didn’t even know about, as a basis for his plan. He was here now and could make plans accordingly. It annoyed the shit out of me, but had made him what he was. An asshole but good at his job. I had no idea what he was truly capable of. I didn’t want to know.

      “I’m finding my mate, and I’m done,” I said. I didn’t break the chain of command. Never had. Not until now. Always followed orders. Day after day I was one of Helion’s weapons. No longer.

      “We’ll discuss your status after we retrieve your female,” he countered.

      I shook my head. “No. I’m done. I’m taking her to Atlan where I can protect her properly. No more missions.”

      “You have not been released from active duty, Warlord. You were sent to Earth to lay low for a while, not broadcast your mating on every comm on every planet in the galaxy.”

      Lay low for a while? That’s what he called the Bachelor Beast program and the intention to use Atlan beasts to increase human volunteers to the Interstellar Brides Program?

      The roar my beast released at the doctor made the Hunters step back, hands on their weapons. Dr. Helion didn’t even flinch. “She is unharmed. We have time. I have her coordinates.”

      Time? Every second my mate was in the hands of my enemies was pushing me closer to losing control. My shoulders snapped back. I’d been ready to tear apart the ship to find her, but he was luring me into following his orders by sharing this. It worked. “Tell me.”

      He held up his hand. “No. First, you will listen to me.”

      “Tell me!” I grabbed the Prillon doctor by the neck and picked him up off the floor. My beast and I were in agreement. This fucking asshole had exceeded our patience.

      Helion didn’t even kick his feet. Didn’t struggle. Only looked me in the eye. “Calm down, Bahre.”

      “I am calm. You, of all people, know that.” I spoke true. My beast was my beast. I never lost control. That fact made me dangerous, even more dangerous than my warlord brothers. Their beasts, when riled, could lose control. If I ripped an enemy’s head off, it was because I wanted to.

      “We both know you aren’t going to kill me,” he replied. “You are only delaying saving your mate. Put me down.”

      Fuck.

      I set the Prillon doctor on his feet, and the Hunters visibly relaxed. Tane, however, was battling his own beast at my show of aggression. I looked him in the eye and nodded that I was calm. There was no sense triggering Tane to go into battle frenzy when Dr. Helion was correct. I would not kill him. At least, not yet. “If you do not tell me where my mate is, Doctor, I might become unreasonable.”

      

      After our arrival, Dr. Helion had led us to a small, private apartment that I had been in too many times before. He kept this place mission ready and free of surveillance equipment. We’d used it before as our base of operations in this far reach of the galaxy. I’d never expected to come here for a mission to rescue my mate. Never.

      When we walked inside, the two massive Hyperion hybrids walked around us and took the nearest available chairs. Instinctively my hand tightened on the ion rifle. I knew from experience it would only slow them down, but it would sting like fuck. Piss them off. If they moved one foot in the wrong direction, I’d make them suffer for it.

      “Styx. Blade. Thank you for answering my call,” Helion said.

      By the gods, Helion had invited them? Called in a favor, or would owe one? What kind of game was he playing with my mate’s life?

      I had heard of the legendary leader of Styx Legion on Rogue 5 and his second. They shared a human female mate, as Prillons would. How that had happened, I did not know nor did I care. Their female was not here. Was not in danger. Which meant they were in a far better position than I.

      Styx leaned back in his chair, arms crossed like he was king of the station. “Helion. After this, you owe me.” His voice was deep. Serious. This wasn’t a friendly visit.

      Helion tipped his chin. “Agreed.”

      I didn’t ask. Apparently Dr. Helion was willing to owe these two a favor. They weren’t the only ones. Helion made deals all over the universe. Some with kings. Some with criminals. I had no idea how he kept track of it all.

      “Where is the female?” Styx asked.

      The female? My beast grumbled low. “My mate’s name is Quinn.”

      The other fanged male, Blade, I assumed, inclined his chin just enough to show respect—barely. “Apologies, Warlord. We, too, are mated to a human female. She insisted we help you on this mission. We are on your side.”

      “Else she will kick us out of her bed.” Styx’s voice held no humor.

      Behind me, Tane laughed, as did one of the Hunters. I glanced behind me at the Hunter, Quinn, who tilted his chin down. “My mate, Vice Admiral Niobe, is part human.” He smiled. “And my name is also Quinn.”

      “I know who you are.” I snorted. “You have a female’s name.”

      Wisely he did not argue. I turned to face Helion and the two Hyperion males from Styx Legion. “We are wasting time. You said you have Quinn’s coordinates.”

      Helion ignored me. “Styx, have your spies confirmed the details of Lukabo’s arrangement with Cerberus?”

      Styx nodded. “Yes. The female”—he cleared his throat and started over—“Quinn is worth a fortune. We cannot allow Lukabo to take her off the station. We will have to lure Cerberus to us.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I moved to grab Helion again, fucking done with his games. This time he must have recognized the look in my eyes because he stepped back and held out his hands in front of him.

      “Bahre, listen to me. We can’t barge in there and take Lukabo. He took her because of his hatred for you, but there’s more going on here. This is bigger than you and Quinn. Cerberus has tried to kidnap multiple human women. He murdered a matched Trion male and had that male’s human Interstellar Bride kidnapped and taken to the Planet Occeron in Sector Zero.”

      “The Omega Dome?” I asked. The shudder that moved through my body was real. The remnants of civilization on the planet Occeron were a scourge. Nothing good happened at Omega Dome. They fought one another for food, weapons, females, and medicine like half-dead animals fighting over rotting scraps.

      “Yes. She was not the first human female he has tried to acquire. Cerberus must be stopped. If he does not get Quinn, he will wait for another human female. It must end now.”

      Styx nodded in agreement. “When the former leader of Cerberus was eliminated, we expected his second, Jillela, to take over. Instead a Xeriman hybrid challenged and won. The new Cerberus leader is obsessed with finding a human mate. As Helion said, he will not stop. We will have to kill him.”

      Fuck. I did not want my mate to be in danger, but Cerberus had kidnapped an Interstellar Bride? The poor female had been taken to Omega Dome? I couldn’t not fathom Quinn in such a place. They were correct, Cerberus must die.

      The idea of a human female made a slave was not something we stood for. No male of worth in the Coalition harmed our females, no matter the planet. We may have all been from different planets and races, but it was in our DNA to protect.

      But Cerberus? The worst of the worst who safely went about his evil from Rogue 5. The planet no one went to. Even the Intelligence Core steered clear most of the time.

      “His attempt to purchase the human at Omega Dome failed, but he has redoubled his efforts. Lukabo took Quinn for Cerberus.”

      “Lukabo took Quinn because he seeks revenge against me,” I said. “His family deals in drugs and weapons, not slaves.”

      “True. But what better way to hurt you while making a friend in Cerberus?”

      What better way, indeed? He would get the vengeance he desired as well as credits and an alliance with Cerberus. I would rip Lukabo’s head from his shoulders for what he has done to my mate.

      “We need to get to her before this happens,” I countered.

      “I agree. It will be almost impossible to save her once she is on that moon base.”

      I clenched my hands into fists, trying to keep my beast from coming out and knocking my friends out of the way.

      “Then we find her. Now. I will finish Lukabo.”

      “I will allow it, but we want Cerberus as well.”

      “First, we free Quinn. I don’t give a fuck about anything but my mate.”

      “That is why I am here,” Helion said. “We will find your mate. Rescue her. But we need Cerberus to believe Lukabo is alive, has your mate, and is considering giving her to Styx and Blade instead of him.”

      “As long as it’s clear. I don’t care what you make Cerberus believe. You believe this; Lukabo will die. I will see his head separated from his body.”

      Helion’s chin tipped up. “He kidnapped your mate. He will die for it. You may have him. But I want Cerberus.”

      “Do whatever you want once Quinn is safe. I don’t fucking care.”

      Helion stared at me, considering. “I would like to speak to your mate once she is safe and settled.”

      “No.”

      “She may have some insight into Lukabo’s plans.”

      “No.”

      “We may need her.”

      And there it was, the truth. Helion wanted Cerberus so badly he would risk my life, Quinn’s life, the lives of every male in this room to see Cerberus dead.

      “Doctor, I will remove your head from your body if you so much as ask Quinn to crush an insect beneath her shoe without consulting me. Do. You. Understand?”

      His shoulders actually slumped. “Gods be damned, Bahre. You’re supposed to be the reasonable Atlan.”

      Tane chuckled. “He has a mate now, Doctor. There is nothing more important to an Atlan. Nothing.” Tane moved to stand next to me, his shoulder touching mine. He wasn’t as thick, nor quite as tall, but he was an Atlan warlord and we towered over every other male in the room. “If he decides to kill every single one of you, I’ll help him do it.” Tane glared at Dr. Helion. “Just so we’re clear.”

      Helion ignored the threat, as usual, but I knew better. He was not a stupid Prillon. He was a fucking genius. Which meant he had figured out I was deadly serious about protecting Quinn. “If you don’t tell me where she is in the next two minutes, I will tear the data chip out of your head and find her myself.”

      “Yes, yes.” Helion walked to a screen mounted on one wall and pulled up a schematic of the station. Every room. Every corridor. Every tube, tunnel, and storage space. “She is here.” He pointed. “On level six. She is alone with Lukabo.” He adjusted the settings, and two heat signatures appeared inside the room. One large and pacing. The other petite and still.

      Quinn.

      My beast growled, ready to go, but Helion held up his hand. “Wait, Bahre. There is more.” He adjusted the settings on his data pad again, and another image appeared. This was of a large blue Xeriman female—with fangs. She was larger than most Viken males. The video showed her stepping off a transport pad on the opposite side of the station.

      “This is an Elder in Cerberus Legion, a female Xeriman hybrid. Her name is Ulza, and she arrived at the station about an hour ago. She is the cousin of the current Cerberus leader. She is his most trusted ally and has been sent to inspect and acquire the human female—” He glanced at me. “Quinn. To acquire Quinn from Lukabo and return with her to Rogue 5 for the mating ceremony.”

      “Mating ceremony?” My beast’s voice was so low I could barely understand the words, and they’d come from my own throat.

      “Yes. As we said, Cerberus is very serious about taking a human female for his mate.” Helion nodded in the two Hunters’ direction. “Those two are going to make sure Ulza misses her meeting with Lukabo. Meanwhile, we—” Helion indicated himself, Tane and me. “We are going to go take out Lukabo and make sure Quinn is safe.”

      Styx stood up and stepped forward. “At the same time I am going to make it known that I am interested in purchasing the female from Lukabo. We will make sure Cerberus must come to the station himself. With his goal in reach, he will not be able to tolerate the thought that I might steal his prize. We are mated, but he knows we would do it out of spite alone. He will come.”

      Blade’s lip curled in disgust. “He believes he is invincible.” His snarl turned frightening, and I reassessed the threat posed by the two hybrid males. “He is mistaken. He is our enemy, and we will see him finished.”

      “I am out of patience, Helion.”

      The other Quinn, the Elite Everian Hunter, slapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. You go get your mate. We’ll take care of Ulza. Redirect her temporarily until the first part of the mission is complete. Helion?”

      Dr. Helion nodded. “You all know the plan.”

      I was going to kill him, slowly, if he made me wait one more minute.

      He looked at me. “We will have Quinn safely in our custody and Lukabo will be dead. Cerberus will think Styx is trying to steal his prize. Your only job will be to take care of your mate and keep her out of sight until Cerberus arrives on the station and we can kill him. Think you can handle that?”

      Me and Quinn? Alone? Out of sight?

      Fuck yes. I needed her safe and naked and in my bed where I knew nothing would hurt her. “Yes. Agreed.”

      “I thought so. And then I will speak with her.” Fuck, Helion was a smug bastard.

      He was walking, moving toward the door. Finally. Thank the gods. I didn't bother arguing with the Prillon. He would not get near Quinn unless I allowed it, and I had no intention of subjecting my soft, beautiful female to him or his schemes.

      “Let’s go,” he said. He walked past me and handed me a key for one of the most expensive suites on the station. “Consider it a mating gift. And stay out of sight.”

      I tucked the key into my pocket and said nothing. All I could think about was ripping Lukabo’s head off his body… and holding my mate.
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      Quinn

      

      Lukabo paced. And paced. And paced some more. He checked an alien gadget on his wrist every few seconds like he was waiting for a call. Or message. Whatever these aliens called it.

      My head didn’t hurt quite so much now, which was nice. My captor hadn’t said anything else since our initial conversation, which had been—I checked the delicate gold watch on my wrist—almost three hours ago.

      I was tired of sitting and staring at the wall. Or him. Or my feet. Or the weird, bolted metallic ceiling. The room was smaller than my bedroom, which meant Lukabo had to turn around every three steps.

      If the whole situation hadn’t been so damn scary, his long legs moving back and forth in the tiny space would have been funny.

      Unfortunately the longer I sat here, the more I’d realized exactly how horrible a situation I was in.

      First, I’d been kidnapped by an alien criminal who wanted vengeance for the deaths of his family members. Like some kind of mafia king.

      Second, I was on a space station. In outer space. Outer. Space. Even if I got away, how was I going to get home? It wasn’t like I could catch a rideshare or hitchhike. How was Bahre going to find me?

      Third, I was hungry, thirsty, and if I didn’t get out of here soon, I was going to embarrass myself because as far as I could tell, they didn’t have toilets on this station. At least, not in here.

      Lukabo ran his hand through his hair. It was a shame he was so evil. He wasn’t bad to look at. Too pretty, actually. Like Jeff Randall. Gorgeous on the outside, rotten on the inside.

      “How long are we going to be here?” I asked.

      “Be quiet, female.”

      No. Not going to happen. “I’m hungry. I’m thirsty. And if you don’t want a mess in here, I need to use the facilities.”

      “Facilities?” He turned to face me. Frowned.

      “You know. Bodily waste.”

      He winced. “Fucking primitive. Gods be damned. Why the fuck does Cerberus want you?”

      Was he actually expecting me to answer? I wasn’t sure. And Cerberus? Like the mythological dog with three heads? I knew my Greek mythology, and not once did any book or teacher mention aliens or outer space. Not. Once.

      Lukabo stepped forward and grabbed my chin with rough fingers, forcing me to look up at him. “Doesn’t matter, does it? Cerberus himself is paying for you, enough to set me up on a new world.”

      Before I could decide what to do next, the thing he’d been checking on his wrist made a pinging noise. He looked down at once, released me, then cursed.

      “Fuck. He’s coming. I knew he would come for you.”

      My heart skipped double time. “Bahre? He’s here? He’s coming? How do you know?”

      Lukabo laughed and the sound made my skin crawl. “Helion is not the only one with spies.”

      Who the hell was Helion?

      Lukabo grabbed me by the back of the neck and shoved me into the corner of the small room behind him. I couldn’t see over the brute’s back, but I held my breath when he pushed a button and a large, thick wall slid forward like a shield. Attached to the back of the divider was a very large space gun of some kind. As big as my leg from hip to thigh.

      “Fucking Atlan,” he snarled. “He won’t be able to dodge this.”

      “Hey!” I tried to push around him. “What are you doing?”

      Lukabo shoved me back, and my head hit the wall. My headache, a dull throb, came roaring back to life as I stumbled and lost my footing. Asshole.

      The alien lifted the space gun to the top of the movable wall and hunkered down like we were in a bunker. He ignored me, which wasn’t hard to imagine. I was half his size, unarmed and…

      No, not unarmed. Reaching down slowly, I slipped the shoe off my right foot. Gripping the shoe tightly, sharp heel facing out, I kept quiet, just like he wanted.

      The door to the small room opened.

      Lukabo’s shoulders tensed, and I figured he was getting ready to blow Bahre away with the monster gun.

      Lifting my shoe, I swung the spiky end of my high heel as hard as I could.

      Bahre roared as he leaped into the room. Lukabo screamed, my heel buried in his shoulder. The huge space gun fired, blasting a hole in the wall next to the door, clean through. I could see the outer corridor through the newly created space. He’d tried to vaporize Bahre.

      Jerk.

      I was reaching for my left shoe when Lukabo’s body was lifted over the wall and thrown across the room.

      “Shield her.” Bahre’s voice was distinct, but I’d never heard that tone before. I didn’t question when Tane came to stand before me, his big chest blocking my view of whatever Bahre was doing to the creep who’d kidnapped me.

      I hoped it was nasty. Deadly. I was so tired of men trying to bully me, intimidate me, threaten me. Manipulate me. I was done.

      I wished I’d had a chance to stab that jerk with my other shoe and give him a matching hole on the other side.

      “I should have gone for his balls.” I muttered the realization to myself, but Tane heard me and chuckled.

      “You did well, my lady. Let me escort you out of this room.” I resisted, wanting to stay with Bahre. He must have sensed this because he said, “Your mate will join us in the hallway momentarily. I will not take you from him.”

      At his words, I relaxed. I knew him from Earth. He was a good guy. “Okay.”

      He took my arm, gently, and led me toward the door. I had to pass a stern-looking Prillon—I knew he was a Prillon only because I’d read up on the various alien races, although it hadn’t included anything about Hyperion hybrids—and past two other males who looked like large human men but moved faster than I could track. One second they were out in the corridor; the next they were standing between me and the room I’d been in.

      Whatever my mate was doing, they really didn’t want me to see it.

      I discovered that I didn’t want to see it either. Bahre was going to take care of that creep, and that was good enough for me.

      The Prillon handed Tane a wand that had a blue glowing light. Tane held it before me. “A ReGen wand, which I move in front of you to ensure you are healed from any harm.”

      “I’m uninjured,” I told him.

      “May I?” he asked, either not believing me or wanting to ensure for himself I was well.

      I nodded.

      Tane waved the wand in front of me with slow precision. A couple minutes later Bahre emerged.

      “She is unharmed,” Tane said. He pushed his thumb on the wand, and the glow ceased. “There was a minor wound behind her ear where an NPU was inserted. The wand has healed the insertion spot.”

      Bahre nodded and took his place. My Atlan crushed me to his chest, and I clung, the shock and calm deserting me now that he was here, holding me. Now that I was safe.

      “Bahre.” I breathed him in. Felt the heat of him, the hard muscles of his huge body.

      “I will not leave your side again, mate.” He lifted me into his arms and held me against his chest.

      “I can walk.”

      “One of your feet is bare. I will not have any part of you touch this filthy corridor.”

      “Okay.” I agreed. I was shocked to discover I meant it. All of it. Not leaving his side. Allowing him to carry me like I was a damsel in distress. My beast had come for me and killed the terrifyingly beautiful monster who had intended to sell me like a piece of property.

      Bahre leaned down and placed a kiss on my head. I cried the second his lips touched me. I’d known he’d come for me. Deep down, having him rescue me was the hope I’d clung to, to hold myself together. That vampire alien creep had been scary. Despite the fact that he hadn’t touched me other than to put that weird dot on my clothes and then to shove me into the corner. His intentions, his cold-blooded disregard for life, that’s what had frightened me to my core.

      My beast carried me, and we took an elevator up—I felt the movement—then exited, then followed another corridor before Bahre led me into an area that could only be described as a penthouse in space. He set me gently on my feet, and I made quick use of the facilities, washed the alien vampire’s blood off my hands, and splashed water on my face. I had stabbed an alien with my spiked, high-heeled shoe.

      For some reason the absurdity of the entire situation made me want to either lay on the floor and sob or burst into hysterical laughter. I refused to do either. And Bahre was waiting for me.

      I left the small bathing room, and Bahre entered behind me. Perhaps washing the same creep’s blood from his own skin. I was a bit shocked to discover I did not care that Bahre had killed that alien. In fact, I was relieved. If someone had taken out Jeff Randall about three years ago, I would have had a different life. But then I wouldn’t have been in Florida or met Bahre.

      Not wanting to poke too much into the psychology of my past, I walked to stare, with wonder, at the view. There were windows, actual windows—maybe screens, I wasn’t sure—but there were stars outside. Planets. Swirling galaxies and ships moving to and from what I could see of the massive space station. I could see them all, like some kind of sci-fi movie.

      I. Was. In. Outer. Space.

      The jerk who would not be named had told me we were on a space station. However, being told while sitting in a tiny, shed-sized room with metal walls, and seeing stars and moving spaceships outside the window were two very different things.

      “Where are we?” I asked, glancing around when I heard Bahre move behind me. The walls were coated in soft fabric, and I assumed the metal of the ship was underneath. There was lush carpet under my feet and a large, gorgeous bed made up with bedding that, when I leaned over to touch, was soft as the finest silk. The other furnishings, a small sofa and chair and several small tables scattered around the area, looked to be of high quality. I had an eye for details, and this place reeked of money.

      “Safe.”
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      Quinn

      

      Bahre’s gaze raked over me as he leaned down and took off my remaining shoe and dropped it, forgotten, to the floor.

      “This is Transport Station Zenith. We are in Sector 436 of Coalition space. We are in designated quarters while here. We will not be disturbed.”

      I couldn’t help the shiver of excitement and fear that raced up and down my spine. It was one thing to meet an alien and have a wild night of uninhibited sex with him, it was another to be kidnapped by some kind of space bandit and transported to the far reaches of the galaxy. People didn’t just go to space. And get luxury hotel rooms on space stations. And float around on a metal thing held together with what? Bolts? Welding? Was this place made of steel or some kind of alien material? How many people had been breathing this air? For how long? Decades? And were there aliens on this station? Like green ones and furry ones and cute ones that didn’t have fangs? Did I even want to know?

      I looked at Bahre. No. Right now, I did not want to know. I just wanted to feel safe.

      “This is real, right?” An insane question after everything I’d just been through.

      He’d looked so serious, until now. The corner of his mouth tipped up, all the reaction I thought I was going to get from him. “This is real.”

      Settling one knee on the bed, he reached for the side zipper on my skirt and slid it down, then worked it down my legs. It joined my shoes.

      His fingers moved down the delicate buttons of my blouse as he spoke. “It is my fault you were taken. I proclaimed that you were my mate too vehemently, and my enemies took notice.” When the delicate fabric parted, he stilled, his gaze lifting to meet mine.

      I saw anguish there. Torture.

      Sure, I hadn’t wanted to be taken. God, I’d probably have nightmares for a long time. But I knew people—even aliens—were crazy. Jeff Randall wasn’t right in the head. His obsession kept him following me. This space guy, he had an obsession with Bahre. Acted on it.

      I pushed up and onto my knees so we were eye level. I clasped his cheeks, felt the soft rasp of his whiskers against my palms. “This isn’t your fault.”

      “It is,” he countered. “You would be safe on Earth if not for me.”

      “Do you wish we had never met? Would it be better if you had not found your mate?”

      His jaw clenched and he growled. “No. You are mine.”

      I sighed and gave him a soft smile. “I love that you are all growly and possessive.”

      “You are mine. I protect what is mine, but I didn’t protect you.”

      I stroked a hand over his hair, down his shoulder. “You saved me. You came all the way across the universe to rescue me.”

      “Of course.” He sounded offended.

      “I know Lukabo is gone, but… will they come after you again? Someone in his family? Or friends of his?” I was smart enough to know that while the guy had kidnapped me, he’d actually wanted to hurt Bahre. I was collateral damage, or profit, as far as Lukabo was concerned.

      Bahre’s eyes narrowed, and he captured my hand in his, kissing the palm. “No one will harm you again.” He closed his eyes as if in pain. “He was the only surviving son. I should have killed him when I eliminated the rest of his family.”

      “Why didn’t you?” The question was brutal, but I wanted to know.

      “He was not of age. I hoped he would find a new path.” He looked into my eyes, and I knew he expected me to judge him for killing so many people. “His family was powerful. They sold weapons and Quell all over the outer regions. They owned half of Omega Dome.”

      I had no idea what any of that was, but I didn’t care. “You gave him a chance. He made his own choice.”

      “But he put you in danger.”

      “And you came for me.” I leaned forward and kissed my beast on the lips. My big, monstrous, soft-hearted beast who had given a child a chance to choose a better life.

      Gently he lowered my hands to my sides, then slid my blouse from my shoulders. “I will see that you are never in danger again.”

      “I’m not hurt,” I breathed. The way Bahre looked at me, his gaze filled with such reverence, it touched my heart. Last night he’d held himself back because he’d been a gentleman, or whatever an alien gentleman was called. Only when I’d consented, coaxed him into more, did he let himself go. Become wild.

      Now he looked at me again, cautious.

      “I am not hurt,” I told him again.

      He didn’t look me in the eye, only stared at my body. He growled again. “Mate, what is this?”

      His large finger traced the edge of my lacy bra. Back and forth he caressed, and I arched my back for more of his touch.

      “My… my bra and panties,” I whispered. I’d put them on with the intention of seducing Bahre, but I was the one all hot and bothered. If he slid that finger along my panties instead of my bra, he’d find them drenched.

      “I have never seen anything like them.” He raised his finger to one of the thin bra straps and slid it off my shoulder. It dangled down my arm, the right cup falling away from my breast.

      Bahre growled.

      “Do you like them?”

      His head whipped up so he looked at me. Pierced me with his stare. “Like? Mate, I can barely hold myself back.”

      I frowned. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “After what just happened—”

      “After what just happened, I need to know you’re with me. I feel the safest when I can feel the hard press of your body.”

      “I will always shield you. While you are with me, no harm will ever come to you.” He looked away. “You were taken because I didn’t remain at your side. We can remedy that by being together always.”

      I had to laugh at his intent. He was being serious.

      “When you have my cuffs about your wrists, being apart will be impossible.”

      He was becoming upset, angry at himself for what had happened. I needed to distract him once more. While I was definitely not the aggressor when it came to sex, Bahre seemed to crave validation, my consent that I wanted his touch as much as he probably needed to offer it.

      I slid the other bra strap from my shoulder. My breasts were bare now, only the band around my torso keeping the bra on me.

      “Do you like it better on or off?” I sounded coy, and my question probably would have been laughable except Bahre wasn’t human.

      His response wasn’t in words but in action. He lifted me up and dropped me onto my back. His knees nudged mine apart, and he settled between my ankles so that when he leaned forward, he took my nipple into his mouth.

      I arched my back again, my fingers tangling in his hair. I called out his name. He growled. Sucked. Licked.

      “Yes!” I cried when he moved to the other. Only after I was all but squirming beneath him did he lift his head and kiss me.

      His scent, the feel of him, his taste settled around me. This was what I’d longed for. Needed.

      I was desired. Craved. Protected. I’d never felt safer. More whole.

      This was a kiss. Lips and tongue, teeth and… perfection.

      “Bahre,” I breathed against his lips.

      “I will explore every inch of your body with my hands and mouth to ensure you are unharmed.”

      Oh God.

      I squirmed beneath him, close to coming from nipple play and kissing alone. Perhaps it was the crazy events that had gotten us here, the fact that only Bahre could have saved me. That he was the one I craved. Needed.

      “Can you… can you start here?” I slid my hand down over my belly and between my parted legs.

      He sat back on his heels and studied at me. I could only imagine what I looked like. My breasts bare; my fingers in my wet panties; my legs splayed wide.

      The silk didn’t stand a chance. One yank and the dainty material shredded in Bahre’s hand. He met my gaze, then glanced at my pussy before dropping to the floor and onto his knees. After grabbing my ankles, he tugged me down so my butt was at the edge. He placed my knees over his shoulders, and his mouth and tongue were exactly… where… I… wanted… him.

      “Here?” he asked before licking up my center, flicking my clit.

      “Yes!”

      “Whatever my mate needs, I will give.”

      Give me an orgasm! I thought.

      Maybe I said it aloud, because he settled in to his task. Like the night before, he was voracious, thorough, and when he slipped a finger inside me, ruthlessly talented. He built me up so quickly I was stunned. I came on a harsh gasp, my fingers yanking on his hair.

      When he lifted his head, I was a sweaty heap, naked except for my bra about my middle. I undid the front clasp to get it off.

      Bahre gave a grunt as he watched. I had to assume this was the first Earth bra that he’d encountered. I wasn’t going to question if he’d ever been with another human female before. I did not care. He was mine now.

      “As I said, I will not be far from you again. Wear my cuffs. I want to claim you as my own. I… I will not be able to endure if my mating cuffs are not about our wrists for all to see, to know you belong to me.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, belonging to him. That was how Jeff Randall thought of me. As his property. His possession. But then Bahre continued.

      “Because I already belong to you. I have since the first moment I saw you. When you were on your broadcast in front of the green wall and I knelt at your feet. I am yours, Quinn, if you will accept me. And perhaps you will someday explain to me what you were doing.”

      I couldn’t help but smile knowing my job must have seemed odd for him.

      “I was honored then to kneel before you before everyone on Earth, all of your people. I was proud to offer myself to you, mate. Pleased with the knowledge that I had found you. When I learned the comm of my pledge had been shown throughout the Coalition planets, I was honored once more, proud that such a worthy female would honor me by accepting my claim before the entire Interplanetary Coalition. Everyone who might see us here on Zenith will know that I am yours. You own me, Quinn. I am yours, and I am honored to care for you, protect you, and love you.” His serious gaze turned playful. Needy. “I am honored now to have your taste on my tongue.”

      When he put it that way…

      I cupped his cheek. He was who I wanted. He’d saved me from a fate I couldn’t even imagine, in a strange place I barely knew anything about. With an alien who would have kept me as his slave. He’d saved me, but I was free now. I could go down to one of those transport things and demand they send me home.

      But I had no desire to leave the alien kneeling at my feet. These feelings I had for Bahre weren’t out of thanks. They were out of love.

      I’d fallen for him almost as fast as he had for me.

      “I didn’t even know you existed. Was it yesterday?” So much had happened. We were in space. “I knew you’d come for me. It was what kept me calm. Kept me sane. I knew.”

      His jaw clenched beneath my palm.

      “I don’t know much about the claiming thing, but I know I want you. I want to be yours. More importantly, I want you to be mine. But…”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t like outer space. Seriously, it sucks out here. Can we live on Earth?”

      He smiled then, brilliantly. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen anything like it. This scarred warlord, who’d seen so much, was happy. I’d made him that way, and I would ensure he remained so the rest of his life. “You are my home, Quinn. I do not care where we live as long as I am at your side. I am sure Warden Egara will find a role for me at the Brides Program center.”

      “Okay, then. Yes. I accept your mating cuffs.”

      While I was bare, he was fully clothed. Leaning his weight on one hand, he reached back and unclipped something from his belt. He pushed back and knelt above me and held up two sets of metallic cuffs.

      The Atlan mating cuffs. He’d brought them with him. No, he’d always had them with him. He’d gone to Earth on order, but the cuffs had shown he’d hoped there would be a mate for him.

      I watched as he unhooked them, set the small ones on the bed beside my hip. He fastened one of the large ones about one wrist, then the other. When done, he held his bent arms up between us so that we could both admire the cuffs. No, he wasn’t showing me the beautiful scrollwork. He was showing me that they were on him. That he belonged to me.

      Fierce pride flared in my chest. I wasn’t sure how most Atlan couples did this, if I was supposed to be naked during such a ritual, but I didn’t care. I didn’t ask. I would remember this moment forever.

      With his eyes on me, he picked up one of the cuffs meant for his mate.

      For me.

      I raised my arm, held it out so he could affix the one cuff about my right wrist. The cuff opened like a regular bracelet, but when he closed the two ends together, it bonded somehow, sealed closed. Narrowed so it fit me perfectly. The metal was cool at first but quickly warmed to my skin. I’d thought the wide band would be heavy, but it was light as air. When the second one was on, I looked at them both. They felt like Wonder Woman bracelets. I doubted they could deflect bullets, but I felt… invincible. With Bahre by my side, I would be. Always.

      I glanced from the cuffs to Bahre. The look on his face was amazement. Joy. Pride. Love. I saw everything there. Everything I wanted but never knew I needed.

      He climbed from the bed and I frowned, wondering why he was leaving me, but he began to take off his clothes. His gaze remained on me as he stripped himself bare. He didn’t say a word. When he was done, he stood before me, naked but for the gleaming cuffs on his wrists and a cock that was rock-hard, huge, and all for me.

      He crawled back up and between my thighs—I’d never brought them back together—and settled one hand on the bed near my head, then the other. His huge frame loomed over me, his fierce face right there.

      I felt like growling up at him, like a beast myself. I wanted him inside me. Now.

      He was all mine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bahre

      

      “Forever, mate,” I said, then slid into my mate with one deep, hard thrust. Fuck, this was it. This was everything. She was safe. Beneath me. Mine. I felt the cuffs about my wrists, and my cock swelled deep within her wet pussy.

      I’d ensured she was soft and pliant, dripping wet and ready for the solid length of my cock when I claimed her for the first time with my mating cuffs on our wrists.

      There was no turning back, no chance I might lose her. The mating cuffs were recognized by every legal entity, every law on every planet in the Coalition. If anyone touched her, hurt her, tried to take her from me now, I could legally challenge and eliminate the threat.

      And I would. Even on Earth, laws or no laws. Quinn was mine now, mine to love and fuck and protect.

      My cock pulsed, buried deep in her hot core. I didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to leave this moment. She felt so fucking good. Her pussy was my home. My heaven. I never wanted to leave.

      The glint of the cuffs on her wrists made me growl, reminded me we were not done.

      “Put your legs about my waist.”

      She did so immediately but couldn’t cross her ankles. I was too big. I slipped a hand behind her back, cupped her ass, and lifted her with me as I climbed from the bed.

      Quinn laughed as I walked across the room and pressed her against the nearest wall.

      “What are you—”

      I pulled back, thrust deep.

      “Bahre,” she breathed as I began to fuck her. It was easy to hold her up. My cock was buried deep. She wasn’t to come off it until the claiming was done. Until my seed filled her. With my hips pinning hers to the wall, I could easily grab her hands and raise them over her head. I secured them there, my grip holding her cuffs in place.

      “I claimed you, mate,” I said, meeting her green eyes. “It is my beast’s turn.”

      We’d never spoken of how a traditional Atlan claiming occurred. There hadn’t been time before, and now I didn’t want to waste any time to explain.

      She didn’t need it. She was right here with me.

      Licking her lips, she nodded, only shifted her legs so her knees squeezed me higher on my torso.

      Yes. Fuck, yes. For the first time ever, I let my beast completely free. I’d killed before, let my beast rule me so that I was a killing machine. I’d plucked Lukabo’s head from his shoulders as if he were a Hive Nexus Unit. Lukabo would not be a danger to Quinn or anyone again.

      But now? This? My beast was out. Taking. Giving. Fucking.

      I felt my bones shift, my muscles stretch. I knew I grew to full beast size. My cock swelled and grew, buried deep in Quinn.

      Burying my face in her lithe neck, I held her and took her. Thrust deep and made her mine as well as my beast’s.

      She rolled her hips, although she couldn’t move much with my cock filling her and my beast pinning her to the wall.

      Sweat bloomed on her skin, and I licked the salty essence from her neck. Her breaths were ragged, came in pants, in moans in sync with my thrusts.

      Her breasts swayed. Her heels dug into my back.

      “You. Mine,” I growled, unable to form a complete sentence. There was no need.

      “Yes,” she cried.

      She felt so good, my balls ached to fill her. My cock was drenched in her arousal, the sensations elicited by her pussy, the tight squeeze, the slide, pushed me to the edge swiftly.

      She was mine. That had me gripping her ass with my free hand, and I rolled her hips into me, ensuring her clit rubbed against me. She would come before me. It was my job to see her satisfied. I would only finally claim her when she screamed my name. I held back until she did, sweat dripping down my brow, my muscles tense. My hips driving up and into her.

      Within seconds I felt her walls begin to milk me. Her body clenched around me. Her muscles tightened, and her head fell back against the wall with a thud. She didn’t scream, but a low, rolling moan came from her lips. From deep in her body.

      It was the sound my beast recognized. Knew. Reveled in. He was finally satisfied. Finally connected to our mate.

      My pleasure burst forth, overwhelming me. Blinding me as my seed spurted deeply. Hotly. Filled my mate. Made her mine. Ours.

      We were one. My beast was finally soothed. I was finally worthy, accepted, claimed.

      The female in my hold, the one who had taken me into her body and, I believed, her heart, was permanently mine.

      Nothing… nothing would tear us apart.
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      Bahre

      

      I claimed my female again. Bathed her. Fed her. Held her as she slept. When my beast demanded his freedom, she would laugh, open her arms, and squeal with joy as my beast pushed her up against the wall and fucked her over and over.

      We were well pleased. I had used the S-Gen machine in the corner of the room to request a vibrant green Atlan-style gown for Quinn. Once I’d shown her how to scan her body proportions and use the controls, she had quickly figured out how to order anything and everything imaginable. Items for her hair. Strange brushes and other lotions and colorants to put on her face. She had created a pair of green shoes, with the sexy-as-fuck high heels, to go with the dress. I would never look at those sharp points as anything but weapons again. Fierce pride coursed through me as I remembered how she’d attacked Lukabo with them.

      Dressed and adorned, she looked like a beautiful, ethereal goddess. My goddess. The mating cuffs on her wrists gave me no small amount of satisfaction. I had never been so content. Not when I destroyed Hive outposts or took down entire criminal factions. Once I’d torn apart a shuttle with my bare hands to reach the scum inside. That had been satisfying in the extreme.

      But this? Quinn? This was my heart and soul and life no longer empty. She had filled a chasm within me that I had not been aware of until she stepped into the space.

      If anything ever happened to her, I would wreak havoc on man and beast, and then I would follow her into the next life. I knew how close I’d come to losing her, how time had been on my side to keep her from Cerberus. I owed much to Warden Egara. I hadn’t even considered my past and the enemy list that had grown long when Quinn had disappeared. I’d been an idiot, and I would somehow get past that weakness.

      There was no life for me without her in it. Not anymore.

      My beast agreed. We’d been fighting and alone for long enough. Become too hardened and focused on the wrong things.

      “What are you staring at? You’re supposed to be eating.” Quinn was on my lap. I sat on the couch with her body tucked snuggly into mine. She held an oddly shaped oval fruit against my lips.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s called a grape,” she replied. “They’re good.”

      “You taste better.” I leaned down and kissed her, my cock hardening again when she wrapped her hands around my neck, stemmed grapes and all, and kissed me back like I was her air.

      She was mine.

      “Bahre. Seriously?” She gasped, squirming and feeling my thick length. “It’s only been an hour. I just finished getting dressed. You made me this pretty dress.”

      “You look exquisite, mate. However I like you bare best.” I stroked a finger down her soft cheek. “How can you blame me for wanting you again?”

      My words pleased her. I knew by the soft pink flush of her cheeks. “Behave. For five minutes.”

      I smiled but my beast was enjoying being able to play. He took over, growing large, muscles expanding as Quinn’s eyes widened. Her scent was different now. Just as sweet as the first whiff I’d followed down to her news program. She was aroused, but the musk of our claiming only enhanced her smell. My beast recognized it. Craved it. “Bahre. I said, behave.”

      “Mine.” The deep voice that answered her belonged to my beast.

      “You are so naughty.” She chastised me, but she set the grapes aside. Turning, she settled herself facing me, knees at my hips. “Okay, but this time, I’m leaving my shoes on.”

      “Fuck.” My beast agreed, the idea of her naked except for those delicate weapons eliciting a deep growl. She lifted her lips to mine and claimed me for her own. This was heaven, pure and simple.

      Until a loud pounding noise came from the door.

      Quinn froze and I felt her tense in my arms. It would take time to ease her of her fear. To get her to know that when she was with me, in my arms, no harm would come to her.

      “You. Safe.” My beast reassured her at once, and she kissed me lightly on the lips before removing herself from my lap. She took a seat on the chair across from me, which I did not like one bit. Thankfully I had yet to rip the dress from her body. No one would see her bare but me.

      I clenched my jaw, eyed the closed door. I would open it, find out who was foolish enough to interrupt us, and resume our much more pleasant activities.

      Irritation building, I ditched the lounging pants and donned my armor with years of practiced speed.

      The comm buzzed as I put the last piece in place.

      “Bahre. Open the fucking door.”

      Helion. That fucking bastard. What was he doing here? He’d offered me the suite. Made the deal that I would be able to keep her safe and away from the plan to capture Cerberus. I took a deep breath, willed my beast back.

      I glanced to Quinn. The knuckles of her hands were white on the chair, and I realized she was actually afraid. “That voice belongs to my commander, a Prillon. Dr. Helion. He is head of the IC.” I cocked my head toward the door. “He will not hurt you. He is a friend.”

      I used the term friend loosely at the moment because I wanted to bash the doctor’s head in for interrupting that kiss, for denying us the pleasure that was to follow. Quinn, however, appeared to be relieved that I knew our visitor. She rose and came to my side. “Well, I guess you’d better see what he wants.”

      “Indeed.” I didn’t bother to hide my irritation from her. She grinned up at me as if the situation were amusing. Out of instinct, I placed her safely behind me and entered the security codes I’d programmed into the lock before sleeping. The door slid open to reveal not only Helion, but Tane and the Elite Hunters Quinn and Rett. I focused on Helion. “Why are you here?”

      “May we come in?” Dr. Helion was using his most charming, official-business, convince-everyone-he-was-harmless voice. No doubt for my mate’s benefit. I wasn’t falling for his false act. He hadn’t shown up with the others to be denied. The question wasn’t a question. It was a courtesy at best.

      “No.”

      “Bahre!” Behind me, Quinn protested. Dr. Helion grinned as my mate’s delicate hand wrapped around my elbow and nudged me out of the way so she could see our visitors. In the years I’d known the head of IC, I’d never once seen him smile.

      Never. Why now? Why for my mate? She’d captured me, but had she also ensnared the likes of Helion?

      “Of course you may enter,” she continued, looking up at me under her long red lashes while I seethed. “These are your friends. They helped rescue me.” She turned to Dr. Helion. “Thank you, by the way. And yes. Come in. Please.”

      I was going to fucking beat Helion until he cried. Rip his balls from his body and listen to him scream for interrupting us. Gods be damned. I couldn’t refuse her. Worse, when I looked into the hallway, I found Tane watching the two of us with a longing so strong it hurt to witness.

      He wanted a mate. I knew how he felt. I’d watched Braun and Wulf with their mates with the same ache in my soul. Unfortunately there was nothing to do to help.

      “Fuck,” I all but snarled. “Make it fast.” I stepped back, and the males entered our private haven, the door sliding closed behind them. I entered the security code that locked the door, which Helion noted, giving me a slight nod of approval. Old habits died hard. “I already scanned the space for listening devices,” I told him, knowing what he would ask first. “We’re clear.”

      There was no fucking way I would claim my mate in quarters that were being monitored. Clearing the room of spying devices was day one Intelligence Core Training.

      “Excellent.” He settled himself in a chair. The two Elite Hunters stood behind him like sentries. Tane, however, moved to Quinn, bowed low, and offered her his hand.

      “My lady. I am Warlord Tane. It is an honor to officially meet you.”

      Quinn looked up to me and waited for my nod before grasping Tane’s hand gently with her own. Her one small act of deference, looking to me for protection, pleased my beast greatly. She was learning to lean on me, to trust me. To accept that I would care for her.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” she said, offering him a small smile. “Thank you, for yesterday.”

      “It is my honor to serve you.” He stepped back before I had a chance to become irritated with his skin touching my mate’s. Smart. Tane walked to the seating area and sat at the far end of the couch, leaving the place closest to Helion open for me.

      I escorted Quinn to settle between myself and Tane. Intentionally I positioned my bulk between Helion and Quinn. The doctor had to lean quite far to catch the smallest glimpse of her. If he wanted anything from her, he’d have to go through me first. I’d told him that the day before and meant it.

      “What do you want, Helion? You shouldn’t be here. You should be finishing your mission and capturing Cerberus.”

      He gave a slight nod. “I agree. But we have run into a small obstacle in luring him to the station.”

      The name caused Quinn to tense beside me. Before I realized what she intended, she stood and faced the Prillon. I put my arm out in front of her. A shield of sorts, but I would not have her getting near Helion. It wasn’t that I thought he would hurt her, but I didn’t want her getting close to anyone. “Lukabo mentioned Cerberus. Said he was going to sell me to the someone named Cerberus and was going to be paid enough to set himself up on a new planet. I don’t know how much that is, but it must be a lot.”

      My beast raged to break free but I shoved him down without mercy. I did not have an enemy before me to tear into pieces. But I would. By the gods, I would.

      Quinn ignored me and watched Helion. “I remember the name because I took Greek mythology in high school. Why are you trying to lure him to the station?” Her voice wobbled, and I wished, for the first time in my life, to be a Prillon warrior with a mating collar so I would know what she was feeling. Terror? Rage? Pain? I didn’t know beyond simple fear.

      I reached for her hand and ran my thumb along her skin to soothe her. Her shoulders relaxed, and she squeezed my fingers. My touch calmed her, and my beast preened. She was mine. Completely mine. “You are safe, Quinn.”

      She looked down at me with a smile that was not bright. It was… sad. “I know. I am safe. Now. But who is Cerberus? Is he some kind of human trafficker?”

      Dr. Helion answered. “Upon occasion. They—his legion—prefer to deal in weapons and drugs.”

      She swallowed hard, then licked her lips. “Good Lord. It’s just like home. You people are no different. Fancy spaceships and you’re still dealing with drug lords and gun dealers?”

      I didn’t like the opinion she was forming of the Coalition. “Cerberus and the legions of Rogue 5 operate outside of the Coalition. Their influence is small compared to the power of Prillon Prime and the Coalition Fleet.”

      Dr. Helion nodded, his most charming smile in place. Which, on a Prillon’s face, was not reassuring at all. He looked like he was about to attack her. “Think of Cerberus as—what is a good human phrase—a fly in the ointment? A single bad apple?”

      She rolled her eyes at those terms. “So what did he want with me?”

      “It’s not you, my lady. It’s human females. Any one of you would do.”

      I didn’t like the idea that Quinn was replaceable with any other human, but this was Cerberus. He wasn’t particular.

      “What?” Quinn’s jaw dropped in shock. “Why?”

      Helion flicked a glance at me. He was careful not to move too much. My beast was riding the edge, and neither my beast nor I liked the direction this conversation was going.

      “Intel and past action have proven that Cerberus has become fascinated with females from Earth. Compared to the other populations, the number of human brides is quite insignificant. However, you Earth females have had a significant impact on just about every planet once you arrive. Jessica mated to Prime Nial of Prillon Prime and opened The Colony to brides. Gwendolyn was integrated by the Hive and has become excellent at tracking and killing Hive Nexus units. Rachel is mated to Maxim, the governor of the most powerful base on The Colony. Chloe is one of my best fighter pilots and can sense and communicate with Hive technology. Ivy mated a Forsian hybrid from Astra Legion of Rogue 5. The leader of Styx Legion also mated a human. Fighters from Earth are small, fierce, and fast. They have been instrumental in countless ReCon missions, saving thousands of Coalition fighters from Hive Integration Units. Even coming from such a primitive planet, humans, as a whole, have developed quite a reputation.”

      Elite Hunter Quinn interrupted. “My mate, Niobe, is half-human. She is Vice Admiral of the Coalition Fleet and in charge of the Coalition Academy where all new fighters are trained.”

      Helion was watching my mate’s face for her reaction.

      “So you see, Cerberus has decided that he must have a human female of his own. It is not as if he can be tested and matched. He wants one at any cost. He has already committed murder and kidnapping to that end.”

      “Why me?” She set her hand on her chest.

      I could remain silent no longer. Cerberus’s interest in her was completely my fault. “Because of me. The comm video where I declared my intentions to you didn’t just circulate on Earth. The comm was widely seen all over the Coalition worlds. Taking a Warlord’s bride, especially mine, would make him appear very powerful.” I sighed. “I am so sorry. I failed you.”

      She looked down at me and actually scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not your fault some random creep is obsessed with human women.”

      What?

      Quinn crossed her arms, and she no longer looked afraid. She looked… furious. “This isn’t my first rodeo with assholes.” I was still trying to process the translation of a rodeo when she continued. “So I assume you have some kind of plan to lure this Cerberus guy to this space station so you can take him out. Take him down. Whatever.”

      “Yes,” Helion confirmed. “However, he is not cooperating. So far. You have disappeared, you see. Despite Styx’s and Blade’s attempts to convince him you are still on Zenith, my spies tell me he is not going to risk the trip.”

      Styx and Blade. I had completely forgotten about the two hybrids. “Where are they?”

      “At this very moment they are in the canteen complaining about the high price Lukabo is demanding for Quinn.”

      “But I thought Lukabo was dead.” Quinn frowned and looked to me for confirmation.

      Satisfaction coursed through me as I remembered how I’d ripped his head from his body. “He is, mate. I could not allow him to live after what he did to you.”

      Quinn squeezed my hand. “Good. I’m glad he’s dead.” She turned to Helion. “So, you thought rumors of me being around would be enough to get him here if he thought this Styx guy was interested in buying me?”

      “Yes.”

      “But it’s not working, because Lukabo hasn’t been directly in touch with him to demand more money?”

      “I assume so,” Helion confirmed. “Cerberus is smart.”

      She shrugged her slim shoulders. “Yeah? Well fuck him.” Quinn’s fierce declaration made me proud, until she continued.

      “I’m in. If he won’t show up because he can’t reach Lukabo, then maybe he’ll come if he sees me, knows I’m still here. I’ll be what humans call bait. Whatever you need. Let’s get him.”

      “No!” My beast bellowed for both of us, but my mate, my brave, courageous, stubborn female didn’t even flinch despite the volume.

      Fucking Helion, the bastard, smiled like he’d just been given a prize.

      “No,” I said again. “I forbid it. You will not place yourself in danger.”

      Quinn held onto my hand but didn’t back down. If anything she stiffened her spine and stood even taller on those fucking high-heeled shoes she loved so much. She looked like what she was, a beautiful, fierce female. “For those of you who didn’t know, I had a stalker on Earth. He’s been obsessed with me for several years. He got away with it because the law couldn’t arrest him. He’s kept me scared and jumping at shadows. I allowed Randall to make my life a living hell. It didn’t stop, except now I’m in space and I doubt he’s following me here. He’ll probably move on to someone else, which is unfortunate. I’m so done. Finished. No more. I know stalkers. This Cerberus guy totally fits the profile. Randall may have been scary, but Cerberus sounds downright dangerous. If he doesn’t get his hands on me, is he going to stop?” She glanced at Helion although she already knew the answer. So did I.

      “No.”

      “He’ll never stop,” Quinn confirmed. “He’ll keep going. He’ll hurt people. Kill. All because he thinks he should own a woman who wants nothing to do with him. It’s wrong. If I can stop him, I’m going to. I’m tired of being afraid all the time. You’ll keep me safe.” She turned from me to Tane, then looked at Helion and the two Hunters. “You will all keep me safe. I can’t let this guy get away with it. He’ll never stop until we finish him.”

      Fuck. She was right. I knew she was right. And I fucking hated the idea of using her as bait, but my female had a mind of her own, and I loved that about her. She would do what she had to do, and I would make sure she was safe.

      I looked at Helion. “What’s the plan?”
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      Bahre, Cargo Hold, Sub-Level Four

      

      I scented her. My mate was here. It soothed my beast and riled it in equal measure. How dare someone use her as a pawn? As bait? She was innocent. She was perfect.

      We stood inside a large cargo chamber on the lower level of the transport station. Helion’s plan was, as usual, multilayered and complex. He had so many plans in motion I had stopped listening to him once my part with Quinn was outlined.

      I didn’t fucking care who ruled Cerberus Legion. I didn’t care about politics, informants, payoffs, who owed whom a favor, or anything other than keeping my mate safe and happy.

      Unfortunately for me, happy meant Quinn wanted to help take Cerberus down. I understood her need to reclaim her power over the males who had hurt her in the past. I was proud of her for fighting for herself and for fighting to protect other females, women from her planet she did not know and would never meet. However, getting validation for ending Cerberus didn’t bring justice to the human, Jeff Randall, on Earth. He would still be out there, and as she’d said, most likely move on to another female. Seeing Cerberus dead would empower her, but not completely.

      I could see it, but she couldn’t. Not yet. But I could deny her nothing. Grudgingly I had to admit she was right. Cerberus would come for her. I couldn’t deny the success of a solid plan just because I was mated to the bait. I would ensure she was safe and remained that way.

      Quinn was beautiful and fragile and fucking fearless. Watching Elite Hunter Rett secure her to a chair made my beast want to rip him to pieces. Her wrists were bound, her ankles restrained. She was helpless. She couldn’t even use those ruthless heels on her shoes as weapons.

      Rett wasn’t even the enemy we were after.

      “Are you sure about this, mate?” I asked again, looming over her. And Rett.

      Her green eyes were bright with fierce determination. Like a warrior going into battle. “Yes. I need to do this.”

      I swallowed hard, knowing I’d have to walk away from her side. “Very well.” I leaned down and kissed the top of her head, breathed her in. “No harm will come to you. You have my word.”

      “I know.” She smiled up at me. “I love you, my beast. I want you to know that.”

      Fuck. My heart literally skipped a beat in my chest. Now? She chose to tell me now? Here?

      My beast fought to break free, to rip her from the chair and fuck her against the wall. Right fucking now. She was mine.

      I roared. She kept smiling. In fact, she perhaps smiled even bigger.

      Everyone else froze, waiting to see what my beast was going to do. It wasn’t every day a mate was included in a mission. It wasn’t every day a mate professed her love for you. During a mission. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t sure I could control my beast.

      Fuck that. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      She loved me. Me. Beast. Scars. I’d killed Lukabo with my bare hands, and while she hadn’t witnessed the act, she knew it. Wasn’t afraid. In fact I believed she was actually pleased I’d done so. She trusted me to protect her, even now, after I’d failed her on Earth.

      She loved me. All of me.

      I dropped to my knees before her so we were eye level, even though she was sitting. “Quinn. Mine.” My beast’s rumbling voice was loud in the echoing chamber. I cupped her small face and looked into those fathomless eyes. The look on in her eyes screamed love. All for me.

      “Gods be damned, female. Are you trying to ruin the op?” Dr. Helion took me by the arm, tugged me to my feet, and dragged me away from my mate. My mate, who loved me enough to declare her feelings in a roomful of other males. Everian Hunters. Prillons. Warlords. Killers.

      I moved with him instead of ripping his head off, enough in control to realize Helion was right. If I allowed my beast to take over, toss her and the chair she was tied to over my shoulder, and took her back to our suite, the operation would be ruined. Cerberus would escape. In the end that would make my female unhappy.

      Unacceptable. I’d be disappointed as well. I was a warrior and fought for peace. This I could do beside my mate.

      Still, she was grinning like she was inordinately pleased with herself. I wasn’t sure why.

      Behind me, Elite Hunter Quinn chuckled. “You’ve got your hands full, Warlord. My mate is human. I know that look.”

      “Indeed.” Quinn was unpredictable. And mine. So very, very mine.

      “Hearing those words… fuck. It is the sweetest sound,” he continued. “Besides her cries of pleasure.”

      I grunted a reply, trying to will back my beast. Thinking of what Quinn sounded like as I fucked her to her completion wasn’t helping.

      “Focus, Warlord. Use the need for your mate to complete this mission,” Helion advised.

      Helion had wisely given me the sole task of guarding my mate, then getting to her and ensuring her safety while the others took care of everything else. One small part of a huge operation. To me, the most important job of all.

      The hallway had been cleared. The other doors to all the cargo hold on this level had been locked so no one would get in the way of our mission. Or shout, or do anything to give away our presence before it was time. Only a single door remained unsealed. There was only one way into this room. And one way out.

      Cerberus would arrive. He would not leave.

      I focused on Helion as he went over planning and positions one last time. Cerberus would arrive soon. And we would end him.
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      Quinn

      

      Twisting my wrists to test the bindings the alien called Rett had placed there, I was careful not to look concerned. I had not expected them to actually be confining. Catching Rett’s attention, I made a face at him, trying to get him to understand the bindings were too fucking snug. He shook his head and leaned over so Bahre would not hear him.

      “They have to look real, Quinn. Be real. Cerberus is not stupid. Do not worry. Bahre will not allow anything to happen to you. Neither will I.”

      Well, I’d signed on for this shitshow, so I was along for the ride now. I’d volunteered to be bait. The ankle bindings were snug as well, but nothing hurt. I took a deep breath, nodded at Rett, and waited while the others did their thing, whatever it was, to prepare. They were setting a trap in this large cargo area, and I was the cheese right in the middle of it.

      The group of aliens who’d just earlier been serious and attentive were now the scariest bunch of aliens I had ever seen. Their demeanors shifted into some kind of battle mode. They were dressed in various uniforms; however, they were all heavily armed. The saying about a guy in uniform being hot was true. These guys were all handsome. Virile. Powerful. And their focus now was single-minded. They moved silently around the room, getting ready to ambush and kill another scary alien on a space station.

      In outer space.

      It was like I was in a movie. The bait always lived, right? The bait never had a huge Atlan mate with cuffs about his wrists that matched her own.

      How the hell had my life turned into this?

      Bahre. That’s how. And as much as this was not fun, I wouldn’t change a thing.

      Once everyone agreed to the plan, most specifically Bahre, I had deliberately manufactured a nearly identical outfit to the one I’d been wearing when Lukabo kidnapped me. The pink silk blouse was the same, except I’d replaced the half sleeves with full length ones to hide the mating cuffs I had no interest in removing. Helion had mentioned it and Bahre had immediately gone beast. That had been enough for me to refuse the idea. I hadn’t wanted to take them off either. My black skirt wasn’t quite as tight as the pencil skirts I normally wore on the air, just in case I had to run. But my shoes? Oh yes. I’d given myself a bit of extra height and made sure the heels themselves were made of stainless steel. If I had to jab someone this time, I was going to make sure I did some serious damage.

      I fought a smile thinking about how I’d gotten Lukabo with the sharp tip. Twice.

      The S-Gen machines, or Spontaneous Matter Generators, as Bahre had informed me they were called, were absolutely amazing. I could start a fashion design empire with one of those things. Shoes. Clothes. Jewelry. The only limit was the imagination, and when it came to making beautiful things, I could dream up new designs forever.

      Bahre wore some kind of battle armor that made him look terrifying. Black. Snug. Thigh holster for a big space gun. All of which made me feel totally safe. He was magnificent and mine, and he wasn’t going to let anything happen to me. I truly believed that.

      He’d killed Lukabo. He’d only said Lukabo wouldn’t bother me ever again, but I knew. I was fine with that. Lukabo had been evil to the core and would have committed some other crime if he hadn’t been stopped.

      As for Cerberus? I wasn’t going to let some space alien stalker/sex trafficker ruin an innocent woman’s life, not when I could stop him. If it wasn’t me, it would be someone else. I was doing this for Jeff Randall, and all the Jeff Randalls out there who felt like women were things and not people. I was over it. Over being afraid. Over looking the other way and reorganizing my life because of their obsessions. I’d moved to fucking Florida because of him. I’d slowed my career. I was finally ready to fight back, and I had one hell of an army helping me.

      Some of them even had fangs, which reminded me that while Lukabo’d had them and been an asshole, Styx and Blade were not evil. I had much to learn about the various races in space, although my time off Earth hadn’t been all that great. Yes, I’d had a wild night of fucking and being claimed, but we could do that on Earth.

      My home. I wanted to get this done and get home. With Bahre. Together.

      I stared at Styx, trying to read his tattoos because I was sure they actually said something, when he noticed my interest.

      “They are the names of all the people under my protection. The people of my legion.”

      My eyes widened at the intricacy, the detail. “How many are there?” I asked, intrigued.

      “Thousands.”

      That was a lot of ink. Looking at Blade, I couldn’t resist asking. “What about you? Why aren’t you covered like he is?”

      Blade shrugged. “I am marked with the names of those under my command and their families. I am not responsible for the entire legion. I do not carry that weight upon my shoulders, and so I do not ink their names on my flesh.”

      These guys were intense. However, I was nosy and used to being around journalists. So I asked what I wanted to ask. “What’s with the fangs? Do you guys drink blood?”

      Styx laughed. “You and my mate, Harper, would be fast friends. She is human like you.”

      I arched a brow. “Well?”

      He looked down at me. “We are not vampires. Harper has told me about your stories on Earth. About an ancient named Dracula and his need to drink blood to survive.”

      I blanched, thinking of Lukabo. “You… you don’t drink blood?”

      He grinned. “On the contrary, our bite gives life. Heals illness. Binds us to our mates.”

      The idea of these two with someone like me, a human woman, between them, fucking them, biting her with some kind of super bonding juice? Whoa. And I thought Bahre was intense with how he took me up against the wall. “I’d like to meet Harper.”

      Styx bowed at the waist. “Of course. You and your warlord are welcome in Styx Legion’s territory at any time.”

      “I heard that.” The Prillon in charge, Dr. Helion, walked over and joined us. “I heard that, Styx. I will hold you to it.”

      “I said Bahre and his mate were welcome, Helion. No one else. And do not forget, you will owe me a favor after this is done.”

      “Yes. I am well aware of your demands.” Helion looked at me. “Are you ready? I have word from my people in the landing bay that Cerberus has arrived. He will be here in a few minutes.”

      “Landing bay? He didn’t transport?” I asked.

      “Never.” That was all Dr. Helion said in answer.

      “Then I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” I looked at Bahre, who held my gaze just long enough to make me feel truly seen. He knew I needed to do this. He also seemed to be the only one who realized just how scared I was, how making small talk calmed me.

      Helion looked to Rett. “Demand double Lukabo’s price.”

      “I know the plan.”

      Helion nodded; then to Styx and Blade he said, “Protest his arrival, but don’t drive him away. This is a business transaction. Nothing more.”

      Styx crossed his arms over his chest, clearly annoyed, but said nothing.

      Helion looked me over, inspecting everything from how I was secured to how I was dressed. “Perfect. You, Quinn of Earth, look perfect.”

      “Helion.” Bahre’s warning fell on deaf ears as the wrist gadget on Helion’s black uniform pinged. He glanced down. “Five minutes. Everyone move. Now.”

      The cargo room had been chosen specifically because of the large number of stacked crates, boxes, containers, and other goods. The aliens around me disappeared like shadows until only Rett and I remained out in the open, speaking to Styx and Blade as they negotiated my price.

      My job was to look frightened and weak. Easy. Not one ounce of acting required knowing that Cerberus was coming. For me. I knew my Greek mythology. Knew that Cerberus was the three-headed dog that guarded the gates of the underworld to keep the dead from leaving.

      Oh shit, did this alien have three heads? That had me scared out of my wits and holding myself together only because I knew Bahre was watching. Right now. This very second. Watching over me. Protecting me.

      Rett, Styx, and Blade were on my side as well. Still… three heads? No.

      I glanced up and found Blade watching me. He winked and flashed his fangs.

      Despite myself, I had to hide a grin. It helped. These were the good guys. These were the good guys. I had to put the words on repeat in my mind as those five minutes felt like five hours.

      At last the door slid open just as Styx spoke. “I will kill you before I give you that many credits.”

      I was on the news and knew when we were live. Styx had hit his mark perfectly.

      Rett, who had appeared very kind, if a bit scary this whole time, was now a full-on monster. He moved so fast I couldn’t keep track, as if he were the vampire. Hunters were obviously fast. Like a blur. He had Styx by the throat, and it made me cry out in surprise. “That is the price if you want the female.”

      “Hunter. Hunter.” A huge blue alien walked into the room with four others behind him. Four. Two were female. None had three heads. But blue. B.L.U.E. Was Cerberus blue? Holy shit, I had not been expecting that.

      “Put Styx down,” the blue guy said. “He may not be willing to pay your price, but I am.” He looked me over, just as Helion had, and I felt… exposed. Violated. Dirty. He made Jeff Randall seem like a simple bully on the elementary school playground. I didn’t need to act afraid any longer. I was scared of this guy.

      Rett’s smile looked like pure evil. How? How was he pulling this off? I had to assume it was pure hatred for the legion leader that was driving him. “Cerberus. I am glad to see you received my message.” He dropped Styx as if he were garbage.

      “Oh, I received it loud and clear when you left Lukabo’s body where you knew we would find it,” Cerberus said.

      “In my private quarters.” One of the females accompanying Ceberus spoke. She was huge, six feet tall at least, older than Cerberus, but she looked mean. Just nasty. I knew how to spot a bitch of the first order, and she qualified. “You need to learn some manners, Hunter.”

      Now I knew what had happened to Lukabo.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” Rett denied. “But I am glad you are here. I was just discussing the future of my guest.”

      Cue the acting job. I looked from one blue alien to the next, then to Rett. “I’m not your guest. Take me home. You have to take me home.” I struggled against the bonds as Helion had instructed. He’d told me the motion would distract Cerberus, turn him on.

      It had been only talk before, but now it was disgusting because he’d been right. I didn’t have to feign revulsion and he was taking the bait. Cerberus stepped forward and ignored everyone but me, just as Helion had wanted. He took in every inch of me, from my red hair to my shoes in a way that screamed desire and evil intent. “You are magnificent.” He glanced from me to Rett. “I agree to your price and will give you an additional ten thousand for your trouble.”

      “Not so fast, Cerberus. I was here first.” Styx stepped in front of me, blocking Cerberus from my body. Thank God. I did not want that alien touching me, and Cerberus had been raising his hand to caress my face. Or worse. I refused to think about the worse, so I doubled down on my determination that this was the right thing. If he managed to buy himself a human female, the poor woman would be doomed.

      It was Styx who was to move first. He did. Then Blade shifted as well, moving slightly to my right and behind two of Cerberus’s goons.

      Rett moved slowly to my left so he, Blade, and Styx formed a semicircle in front of me with Styx as the center. Styx took a step forward, pushing the entire complement back, farther from me.

      Fangs or no fangs, I decided I liked him. And Blade. A lot.

      Intel had Cerberus accompanied by two aliens. Not four. I knew for a fact, five bad guys hadn’t been part of the plan.

      What if those extra two could get to me? What if they slapped one of those transport dots on me and took me away, just as Lukabo had from the makeup room? My nerves were fried, waiting for the killing to start. Waiting for someone to get to me and take me away.

      I was going to throw up all over my new shiny black heels. Damn it.

      The tears were coming. I was shaking. My body and my nerves had taken all I was going to be able to take. Why had I volunteered for this? Why had I said I’d be bait? I wasn’t a warrior. I didn’t fight bad guys. I was a meteorologist from Chicago.

      “Bahre.” I said his name, whispered it like a prayer. I needed him. Now.

      Everything happened at once.

      Bahre’s roar shook the room.

      Someone—I assumed it was the Elite Hunter Quinn—slit the throat of the alien on Cerberus’s right side, and Rett had taken down the scary alien female on his left.

      Woman or not, she was dead. So apparently their super-protective alpha male code of protecting females didn’t apply to the blue ones. She’d looked like she could break me in two and pick the meat off my bones, so I was okay with that.

      And Cerberus? Bahre had him by the throat. He was in full beast mode. Huge, angry, fierce. God, it was like he had an Incredible Hulk in him. His beast loomed over the fanged alien’s face.

      “Mine!” The word was more than a roar, it was a promise of death.

      “Warlord Bahre, I need him alive.” The command came from Helion as he approached.

      I struggled against the ropes, a small roar of my own coming from my throat in frustration when I could not break Rett’s bonds. I couldn’t see what was happening to Bahre. The stupid Hunter was in my way.

      “Rett, if you don’t move out of my way, I will have Bahre beat you to a pulp,” I said, my voice ragged as I continued to tug and pull at the restraints.

      Rett, the jerk, turned around, looked down, way down at me, and laughed. But he did take one step, one very small step to the side so I could see Bahre. And Cerberus, the blue dude with fangs. And the space gun he had pointed in Bahre’s ribs.

      Oh God.

      Why was Rett smiling and looking at me when Bahre had a gun in his gut? I tugged some more, groaned in frustration. Sweat dotted my brow from my efforts.

      “Do you think that will stop me?” Bahre still held the massive alien up with just one hand, and he wasn’t even breathing hard. Holy shit. I knew Atlan beasts were supposed to be strong, but this was another level. That blue fanged creep was almost as big as Bahre.

      “Warlord, put him down,” Helion ordered. “Do not rip his head off.”

      Bahre growled. “That was not part of our deal.”

      Helion walked right up to Cerberus, grabbed the gun out of his hand, and threw it to one of Cerberus’s blue sidekicks who were still standing right behind him.

      What the hell?

      Bahre noticed. “Why are they not dead as well?” He looked from Cerberus to Helion to the other large, fanged female standing behind her leader. She wasn’t old like the one who was now dead on the floor, but she was scary as hell. The Hunter, Quinn, had a pistol pointed at her, but he was not firing. He was not acting at all concerned that Helion had just handed Cerberus’s weapon to her either.

      The female stepped forward, and I noticed, shocked, that she was the same size as the Prillon.

      No wonder these Rogue 5 people were such a problem. They were all huge.

      “I am Jillela,” she told Bahre, although it seemed the others knew her. “I am from Cerberus Legion. This Xeriman piece of shit currently known as Cerberus killed three of my top people before he bothered to challenge me for leadership. Four on one is not an honorable challenge.” She hit Cerberus in the side with the weapon Helion had just given her. “Nor is it part of our code. Cerberus Legion is mine.”

      “Everyone, this is Jillela,” Helion offered as introduction. “But after today she’ll be known simply as Cerberus.”

      Cerberus growled as best he could in Bahre’s hold.

      Bahre looked irritated. I was just confused.

      Helion waited to make sure Bahre wasn’t going to do anything else, like maybe rip the blue bad guy’s head off, then looked to the new, soon-to-be leader of Cerberus. “He’s yours, Jillela. Our deal is complete. I will honor my promise to give Cerberus to you to deal with. You owe me, and you’d better make damn sure I never see or hear from him again.”

      The female smiled, and the sight was one of the worst things I’d ever seen in my life. That smile was pure death, plain and simple. Brutality she didn’t even try to hide. These aliens were seriously messed up. Cunning. Ruthless. “No problem, Doctor. I shall take care of that right now.”

      His title sounded more like a taunt than a show of respect, but my head was still reeling. What the hell was going on? I stopped fighting the bonds and watched.

      Helion turned to Bahre, who still held Cerberus off the ground by his neck. “Put him down, Bahre. Jillela will take it from here.”

      “He must die.” Bahre’s deep voice filled the room like thunder.

      “Agreed.” Jillela’s single word was like a vow. “Give him to me, Warlord. He’s mine.”

      Bahre didn’t move for long seconds and I wondered how hard it was for him to follow Doctor Helion’s order.

      I watched the lines of Bahre’s neck tense, his shoulders shake with rage. Cerberus squeaked in pain, as if Bahre had tightened his grip. He was fighting his beast and I had a feeling the beast was winning. “He didn’t touch me, Bahre. You killed Lukabo. It’s okay. Let her have him. I’m safe but I don’t like this. Put him down and get me out of here.”

      Helion looked pointedly at the Cerberus female. Okay, so Cerberus was the name of the guy Bahre held, but also the name of the legion. He was in charge so he’d taken on that name. Like Styx had with the Styx Legion. And now this crazy lady with fangs wanted to kill Cerberus so she could be the new Cerberus.

      Aliens were devious and insane. That was all I had. I wanted Bahre to crush the guy’s skull, too, on behalf of all women in the universe. But then, it appeared the female Jillela wanted to kill him to. Which was fine with me.

      “Let her have him. She hates him, too.” Jillela looked from Cerberus to me. When our gazes locked, I knew I was right. She was big and scary, but she was a woman who had been mistreated and was ready to take back her power. “She really hates him.”

      Jillela smiled at me and this time I smiled back. “Yes, I do.”

      “And Jillela,” Dr. Helion continued. “You will owe me a favor. Do not forget.”

      She scoffed. “I am not Coalition. We follow the code.”

      “Witnessed and respected,” Styx and Blade said at the same time as they came out of nowhere. Jillela nodded at the leader of one of the other legions. It must have been a Rogue 5 thing. God, so confusing!

      “I should have known you would be here,” she said to them, slowly shaking her head.

      Styx gave her a casual shrug, as if they were friends instead of what seemed like enemies. “Perhaps with this scum gone, Styx Legion can once again conduct business with Cerberus.”

      “Of course.” Jillela looked at Bahre. “Well, Warlord? I give you my word I will kill him myself.”

      Bahre growled, clearly fighting himself. I didn’t know Helion, but his plan all along had been to get Cerberus and see him dead. He wouldn’t go through all this and let him go free. There was a reason Jillela was going to do the killing. I just didn’t know why.

      It was over though. Cerberus was caught. He would no longer go after women. He’d be dead. Bahre had done his job. I was safe.

      “Bahre, it’s okay,” I said. “Let Jillela have this one. Just get me out of here.” My voice sounded small and soft and very female after all the growling and posturing and grumbling that had been going on. The dead bodies on the floor were still bleeding, pools of blood forming and congealing around the edges, the smell not what I was expecting. There was blood, and then there was alien blood. The room reeked of it, but it didn’t have a metallic tang. It was too sweet and almost herbal. Like ginger or basil flavored blood. It was making me sick.

      “Bahre.” He must have heard the distress in my voice. He turned, took one look at me, and threw Cerberus across the room. The alien’s back hit the wall at shoulder level before he slumped to the ground.

      “Gods be damned, Bahre,” Helion protested.

      Bahre shrugged. “I put him down.”

      Jillela laughed. The other fanged Hyperion—the one who hadn’t been sliced dead with a sharp blade—stepped into my view for the first time as he leaned over Cerberus and checked him. He looked to Jillela. “He’s alive.”

      “Not for long,” she vowed. She walked over to the fallen leader of her legion, then looked at her friend. Ally? Whatever he was. He pulled out a comm device and held it up. Jillela looked into the comm and spoke clearly and slowly. “Cerberus is dead by my hand. I am now Cerberus. Anyone who wishes to challenge me as legion leader is welcome to die.”

      She pointed her weapon at Cerberus—the blue one barely conscious on the floor—and killed him with a head shot between the eyes. I gasped at the action. She looked back up into the camera. “I am Cerberus.”

      She nodded at her friend, and he lowered the comm.

      Holy shit. Brutal didn’t even come close. And she’d recorded it?

      “Bahre.” I was so done with these people. I was going to have nightmares forever. “Bahre. Get me out of here. Please. Get me out of here now.”

      Jillela had killed Cerberus to take his place. So now she was Cerberus. She stepped over the corpse, looked at the other two dead on the floor, and glanced up at Helion. “You’ll take care of the bodies?”

      He inclined his head. “Of course. And do not forget, Jillela—”

      She cut him off. “I am Cerberus.”

      Helion nodded. “Apologies, Cerberus.”

      “I pay my debts, Helion.” With that, she opened the door and she and her friend walked out of the room.

      Four dead aliens in less than a day. The smell of their blood was growing stronger. The complete nonchalance of Helion’s team at what we’d just done was making it worse. Rett and Quinn had been called Elite Hunters. Bahre was a warlord. Helion was a doctor and some kind of commander in their intelligence branch. Styx and Blade were making deals with the brutal female who had just put a bullet or whatever it was space guns used in a guy’s head in cold blood, and she hadn’t reacted at all. These people were brutal. Crazy. Killers, even if they were the good guys. I was not cut out for this.

      Outer space was not for me.

      “Bahre.” I closed my eyes. I couldn’t look at any of them right now. “Get me out of here. I can’t—”

      He knelt before me, his large frame blocking out everything and everyone. “Just look at me, mate. It’s over. We got him. I am going to get you out of here. Stay with me.”
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      Bahre

      

      My mate opened her eyes, and I held her gaze. Willed her to trust me. Focus on me. I had not wanted her to be here, but she had insisted. I knew with certainty that this was more than she had been prepared to face. She knew Cerberus would die, but had no idea what it would be like. She was not a fighter. But she was brave. Strong. Looking at me as I’d asked her to do, trusting me to care for her.

      We’d traveled halfway across the galaxy, and yet it had only been less than a day since I’d been in bed on Earth with her. Since we’d been happy. Replete.

      I stayed on my knees before her, surveyed every inch of her petite body. Her green eyes glistened with tears. They slid down her cheeks uncontrolled. Her lip trembled.

      “Bahre,” she whispered.

      “Mate,” I replied. Behind me, I heard voices. Thumps. I didn’t care what was happening. It was my job to see her safe. It had not ended when Cerberus’s heart stopped. The former Cerberus. The others would deal with the situation now. I only had to focus on Quinn. They had my back. Tane was a warlord and worthy male. Helion was an ass, but he respected only one thing in the universe, the sacred bond of a mate. They would protect both of us from any unexpected attack while I cared for my brave, stubborn female.

      She held up her hands, her wrists bound. I glanced down her body, saw that her ankles were tied to the front legs of the chair. I growled even as Rett, the Elite Hunter who had acted as her captor in Helion’s plan, shrugged at me. “Had to make it look real.”

      My beast rose and growled at Rett.

      “Bahre, it’s okay,” she said. “They don’t hurt.”

      Irrelevant. I hated seeing them on her body, the physical proof of the danger she had willingly placed herself in.

      “Knife,” I called. In seconds one appeared to my right. I took it, not acknowledging who’d provided it before I carefully slit her bonds. She then fell into me, her arms going around my neck, clinging to me as if she would never let go.

      That was fine by me. I breathed her in, felt her warmth, her softness.

      “Why did Jillela do that?” she murmured. “Why did she record it? That’s sick.”

      Styx heard her question and answered. “This one was not good for his legion. Jillela is respected among the legion and will bring order to chaos. But to take command of Cerberus Legion, one must defeat the current leader, and that defeat must be witnessed.”

      “Defeat or kill?” she asked.

      “Is there a difference?” he countered.

      “That’s barbaric.” Her hands were now free, and she rubbed her wrists. The moment her fingers came into contact with the mating cuffs, she calmed, took a deep breath, and smiled at me. “Thank you, mate.”

      “He will threaten no more females,” I assured her as I removed the bindings from her ankles. She had been brave and accomplished her goal. She had defeated the leader of Cerberus Legion. And now she was free from that danger.

      “Thank God.” Quinn moved off the chair and melted into my arms, content to allow me to hold her.

      I pulled back enough so our eyes met. “Are you harmed?”

      She shook her head, her hair sliding over her shoulders. “No. I’m fine. But do they all have to have fangs? I mean, I’ve seen movies but this is insane. There aren’t supposed to be vampires in space.” She buried her face in my chest. “And the smell of their blood. I can’t, Bahre. I just can’t.”

      Her words came out in a ramble, completely unlike her usual cool composure. This was my mate at her most vulnerable. She was not harmed, but she was in shock. I stood, keeping her in my arms as I did so. She was so light, so easy to carry. I turned her head into my neck so she wouldn’t have to look at any of the bodies as I walked past Helion.

      “I resign, Commander Helion. Effective immediately.”

      “I’ll comm you if I need you, Bahre.”

      The fucking ass. I was not going to argue with the asshole while my mate was in my arms. He would discover just how serious I was about devoting myself to caring for my female if he did contact me in the future.

      I didn’t bother saying goodbye to the others. The Hunters hunted. Cerberus Legion had a new leader. Styx Legion had a new ally and business partner. Helion had what he wanted as well.

      “What happened to the blue lady?” Quinn mumbled the question. “The one who was going to meet Lukabo before?”

      Rett answered. Damn Hunter hearing. “She is one of the dead, my lady.” Rett pointed to one of the bodies on the floor.

      “That is a very large female,” Quinn replied. I understood her confusion. Ulza had been large, muscled, and rumored to be a merciless fighter.

      “Yes. Mother of five sons.” Styx looked at Blade. “We are free to hunt Ulza’s sons without repercussions. I have made my own deal with Jillela.”

      Blade looked pleased. “Her eldest attempted to purchase the human female from Trion? At Omega Dome?”

      “Yes.”

      Blade scowled. “Our mate will not like that.”

      Styx chuckled. “No, she will demand his head on a platter.”

      “Then we shall deliver.”

      “Always underestimate you two, do I not?” Helion asked.

      I ignored them all and carried my mate out into the corridor and back to our suite. I was done with all of them. The only one who mattered to me now was in my arms. And I was never going to let her go.
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      Bahre, Three Weeks Later, Earth

      

      My mate looked around our new home with huge, round eyes.

      “Bahre? Is this a joke?”

      “Do you disapprove? I was told by Ellen and Linda that you would like these quarters.”

      She walked around the large house I had purchased as a gift for her, and tears came to her eyes. “This is too much.”

      Gods be damned. I’d made her cry. This was not the reaction I had been hoping for. I’d asked my Atlan brothers to find quarters worthy of my mate and near her work. Tane, Iven, and Egon had enlisted the aid of Quinn’s friends, two females she worked with, Ellen and Linda. I had contacted the ruling council on Atlan, asked Dr. Helion to make things happen, and within days my wealth had been transferred to Earth and converted to human money. I would give it all to her. Every credit.

      “This house is huge. How can you afford this?” She turned to look at me, her high-heeled shoes a dark blue, her dress soft and clingy and the same color with almost imperceptible white stripes. She looked like a queen with her hair piled high on her head and the new Atlan choker I’d ordered delivered. The choker was thick and matched the mating cuffs exactly. I had requested dangling items for her ears as well, as she seemed to like those. She loved to be adorned, and I would see to it she remained that way. I liked the adornments upon her, especially when she wore nothing else.

      She looked regal. Beautiful. And confused.

      “I am sorry, mate. We can choose another home. Whatever you want is yours.” Was my voice shaking? Fuck.

      Fear. I was afraid, terrified that this beautiful, perfect female would wake up, come to her senses, and now that she was back on Earth, run. I was no young, innocent male. I was a killer. A warrior. She’d seen what my missions had been like. Endured one. She’d witnessed the execution of a Rogue 5 leader. Met Elite Hunters in the thick of a conquest. She even knew the leader of the Coalition’s IC personally.

      My body bore the scars of battle, as did my soul. She knew I was marked by death inside and out. And Quinn? She was beauty and compassion. Acceptance and light, the laughter and hope my broken soul thirsted for.

      She was perfect. Brave. Intelligent. Perhaps my lovely mate did not need me at all. She may wear my cuffs, but what if she wished to remove them?

      She had not wanted to remain in space. I didn’t blame her for wanting to be away from Transport Station Zenith, but she did not want to go to Atlan or The Colony either. Her time on the transport station had seen to that. The knowledge that Rogue 5 factions existed, that the Intelligence Core existed, that evil like the now-dead leader of Cerberus existed? She had wanted to feel safe and be on familiar ground.

      She’d wanted to go home. And where my mate wanted to be, I would go as well. She was my home.

      Warden Egara had contacted the Interstellar Brides Processing Center administration, and they had approved my transfer to the security team here in Miami within the hour. I was going to live on Earth. Permanently.

      Unless this stupid house I’d bought for my female drove her away from me.

      “Bahre?”

      I blinked down at her, lost in my worry. “Yes, love?”

      “You’re a soldier. How can you afford this house? I don’t understand.”

      I shook my head. “I am not a soldier. I am a warlord with over a decade of Coalition service. I was a commander in the Intelligence Core.”

      She walked to me and took my hands in hers. I lifted them to my lips, kissed her knuckles.

      “Our soldiers don’t make this kind of money.”

      I was not familiar with the value of human credits. The house was what she deserved, but clearly expensive.

      “Are you telling me, this is all from serving in the war?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Many Atlans do not return from the front lines. We are always first on the ground, first to fight. Those the Hive doesn’t kill on the battlefield are usually lost to mating fever. I survived. Those who survive are rewarded by their people.”

      She frowned, her smooth forehead marred with her confusion. “You didn’t die, so now you’re rich?”

      When she put it that way, it did sound odd. I shrugged. “Yes. The human bank Ellen took me to see was ecstatic when the transfers came through. The manager said I was a billionaire.”

      Her mouth fell open as if I’d shocked her. “What?”

      It was my turn to frown. “Is that bad? I can give the credits away or send the funds back to Atlan.”

      She was laughing now, her head thrown back and the sound coming from her throat pure joy. “Oh, no you don’t! We can give some away to those in need, of course, but after you come to understand your value.” She leaped into my arms and kissed me, hard, on the mouth. “I cannot believe this house. I can’t believe you. This is crazy.”

      My arms were around her now, and I tightened my grip. “Crazy is good?”

      She kissed me softly this time, and my beast settled, as did I. She could tame me with a touch, my mate. I thanked the gods for her every second of every day. “Crazy is definitely good.”

      Pleased with myself now, my beast strutted around in my chest, wanting out to play. Which meant, he wanted to take our mate up against the wall and make her scream with pleasure, but I was enjoying her reaction too much to let him have his way.

      At least, not yet.

      I had her in my hold, and that was what mattered. She had not been out of my sight since the incident on Transport Station Zenith. Not because of the cuffs, but because we were both still wary. It was not a hardship to be beside her constantly. Far from it.

      Quinn took my hand and pulled me along behind her as she explored the house. The entire place was decorated and furnished in what Ellen had insisted my mate would like. She had hired an entire team of people to decorate and giggled like a small child when I gave her the small piece of plastic the banking man had given me after I opened my Earth accounts.

      A credit card, it was called. I didn’t understand it, which meant Quinn was right. I needed to learn Earth’s monetary system.

      “Ellen hired a team of people to decorate, but you may change anything you wish.”

      She sighed as she spun in a circle. “Bahre, this is beautiful. I can’t believe this. I just can’t.” We ended our tour in the largest bedroom, and my mate gasped with delight when she peeked into the connecting bathing room and saw the Atlan-sized tub. She glanced over her shoulder at me and kicked off her shoes.

      My beast, and my cock, came to immediate attention.

      “Should we break in the bathtub?” she asked. “You do take baths on Atlan, don’t you?”

      The tub in her current home was too small for me so I’d used only her shower tube.

      My cock pulsed at the idea of her lush, curved body sinking into a warm bath, of licking the moisture from her breasts, her pussy. I wanted to run my soap-slicked hands over every curve and hollow.

      I could barely speak, and I had to clear my throat. “Yes. We have baths.”

      Her smile was pure invitation as she turned her back to me. She glanced at me over her shoulder through those red lashes. “Can you get my zipper?”

      I bungled and grasped at the tiny metal thing with my huge fingers, but I would see her naked. That determination saved me from failure as I carefully slid the zipper down her back and over the curve of her ass.

      Gods. Fuck. She was wearing the lace underthings she preferred. Which I loved. Today they were dark blue to match her dress, the G-string—an Earth term I’d quickly learned and had a fond appreciation for—gave me the perfect view of her ass as she stepped out of the dress and bent over to start the warm water flowing into the tub.

      I practically swallowed my tongue at the sight.

      I had no doubt now that my mate was inviting me to claim her, to bury my hard cock in her soft body, to lick the water from her skin.

      She looked over her shoulder once more, the fingers of one hand under the running water, testing the temperature. An auburn brow winged up, the corner of her mouth tipping up into an alluring smile. “You going to take your clothes off?”

      Fuck. Maybe she was claiming me.

      My mate. “Mine.” The beast spoke the word, and she knew it, wiggling her bottom a little to tease me into hurrying.

      The extra temptation was not necessary. I was barely holding on to control.

      Pale gray marble surrounded her, the floor and tub, the stone embedded with swirls of black and silver. The bathing tub was large enough to fit both of us easily, which was one of my requests.

      Her eyes tracked my every movement as I dropped my pants and human shirt and stepped out of my boots. Completely naked now, I stood before her wearing nothing but the mating cuffs, nothing but the symbol of her claim over me, and allowed her to look her fill. My cock was erect, curving up toward my belly, and her gaze finally focused there. I was always hard for her. Always ready. I would always desire her. Give her the satisfaction she needed from my body.

      I took a deep breath, picked up the scent of her arousal.

      She stared far too long. When her gaze finally reached my eyes, I saw what I needed to see. Lust. Love. Trust.

      Need.

      “You are perfect, Bahre.”

      I was not. I was scarred and broken and ugly, but I was not going to talk her out of her delusion. Instead I would fuck her into oblivion, make sure she was sated, pleasured, replete. Touch every inch of her and make sure she knew exactly how devoted I was to her care and protection. I was going to fucking love her so thoroughly the skewed view she had of me would never fade.

      And if it began to? I would make sure to fuck and care for her and make her pussy pulse on my cock until she thought I was perfect once again.

      Walking toward her, I removed the small bits of lace from her body with quick tugs until the scraps drifted to the floor. I lifted her into the water. Smiling, she dropped down into the quickly filling tub and moved to the back edge, farthest from me, and placed her arms out to her sides, her breasts floating at the top of the water. Her cuffs shone brightly in the light, wet from the bath, and I could not stop the surge of satisfaction at seeing them on her body. Her nipples peeked at me in enchanting invitation, a shade darker in the warm bath.

      “Get in, mate,” she ordered. “Don’t make me beg.”

      My smile, I knew, was feral. I wanted her to beg. I took my cock in hand and squeezed the base to stave off the need to lift her out of the water and take her right against the wall. “Mine.”

      “Come and get me, beast.” She beckoned me forward with one twitch of her finger.

      My beast growled. Perhaps we weren’t quite so different in our thinking as I’d believed. “You want to ride my cock, mate?”

      “Yes.”

      That one word snapped my control, and I stepped into the water. She didn’t move away, instead she rose to greet me, her wet breasts pressed to my chest, her lips on mine.

      Starving for the taste of her. I lifted her in my arms and carried her so her bottom rested on the edge of the large tub, her back leaned against the wall just a few inches behind her. Holding her gaze, I lifted one of her feet, placed it on the side of the tub. I reached for the opposite, opened her legs as I settled her other foot on the edge, and groaned as her wet pussy beckoned me, her glistening arousal a sight I had no desire to resist.

      She was spread wide, completely open to me. Yet not vulnerable. She knew she held the power here. I might be bigger, but she always brought me to my knees.

      I held her in place and moved between her legs, my shoulders pressing against her wet thighs, pressing them to her sides. Wide.

      Mine.

      Before I lowered my mouth to her pussy, I glanced up at her.

      Her fingers tangled in my hair, and she gave me a soft smile.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      “Yes, my lady.” I thrust my tongue deep, claiming her in the most elemental way I could. Her gasps of pleasure, the wetness coating my tongue were all the encouragement I needed as I feasted on her feminine core. I used fingers and tongue, lips and teeth, tugging and sucking until I learned what made her gasp, hold her breath, shiver.

      I slid two fingers into her pussy, fucking her as I sucked her clit, eager to push her to orgasm. I needed her to lose control. To cry. To scream. To surrender. I would save the taunting and teasing for another time.

      “Mine,” I whispered when she whimpered.

      “Bahre!” Her fingers twisted in my hair, not to push me away but to pull me closer. I feasted, doubled my assault on her clit, fucking her harder and faster with my fingers as I increased the pressure and rhythm of my tongue. Massaging the inner walls of her pussy, found the sensitive place inside her, and stroked her over and over until she screamed, the walls of her pussy fluttering in helpless spasms around my fingers.

      I growled at the sight of her, the sound of her satisfaction.

      Before she had time to recover, I rose from the water and settled my cock at the entrance of her swollen pussy, then plunged deep, buried myself in the still-pulsing heat of her.

      My beast took over, growling with primal satisfaction at her whimpers and clawing fingers, the heavy heat of her swollen folds squeezing me. I didn’t hold back, knowing she was already on the edge, ready for another orgasm. Needing me to fuck her hard. Fast. Deep.

      “Yes!” she cried.

      I fucked her like the beast I was, and she met each thrust with a surge of her hips, a soft cry on her lips. She demanded more, and I gave her everything.

      Faster.

      Deeper.

      I fucking loved the way her skin flushed, the way her breathing sounded when she begged, loved the way her cream coated my cock, the way her body shifted with each solid lunge of my hips. I loved that her perfectly styled hair was now a mess of wet tendrils and loose strands falling down around her breasts. I loved the way I could make my calm, perfectly collected female into a screaming, writhing mess riding my cock.

      She loved to be put together, to look perfect. But like this, bare, sweaty, and lost to everything but my cock driving into her, she was perfect.

      When she came again, her pussy tightening on me like a fist, I finally let myself come, coating her with my scent, my seed.

      We bathed each other after, laughing and playing like I had never done in my life. The water grew cold, so I lifted her from the tub, dried her off, and carried her to our new bed. I kissed her softly. Held her. Listened to her talk of plans for the house as we took in our huge new bedroom, for our life together.

      Atlan had not been my home for many years. Earth. Atlan. The Colony. I did not care where I slept so long as my mate was in my arms.

      Thank the gods. She was my mate. My home.

      Mine. Forever.
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      Quinn, 9 News Headquarters, Miami, Florida

      

      Ellen and Susan hovered like two proud mother hens. I was going live on the anchor desk in fifteen minutes, and they made sure I looked like a movie star for my first day back after my huge promotion.

      I loved them. God, how I’d missed them. And Earth. And sanity.

      The papers in my lap were still full of information, but now it was local events, politics, and crime, not just meteorological data. I had finally made it to the anchor desk, thanks to my Atlan hottie and one little viral video of Bahre on his knees, pledging himself to me.

      “Ten minutes.” The voice coming through the door was familiar. I was back where I wanted to be. Bahre, though, was with me. He had transferred to guard duty at the Interstellar Brides Processing Center here in Miami and worked a few hours a day just to keep busy.

      It had taken some time for either of us to be ready to be apart. Weeks before he’d made the technical adjustments to the mating cuffs that allowed me to be away from him without pain.

      His beast refused the change to his cuffs. Bahre’s mating cuffs hurt him every second he was away from me, but Bahre said it was necessary for him to maintain control of his beast. I wasn’t going to argue. Life on Earth wasn’t meant for that kind of attachment. And I wanted to work. Yes, we were rich now. Really, ridiculously wealthy. I didn’t have to work. But I wanted to. I enjoyed my job and I was good at it. Bahre would go crazy if he were stuck in our mansion all day, every day. So we made some changes.

      Unfortunately, Doctor Helion and Bahre both insisted that there were more enemies out there. More bad guys who might try to hurt Bahre through me. So security was an issue.

      We’d come to a resolution where one of his other Atlan friends was always—literally always—nearby when Bahre was working. It put me at ease. Bahre as well. I had personal Atlan security, which was just fine with me. It also worked out great for the big guys because where I went, they went. It gave them access to a lot more human females. Shopping. The salon. My favorite deli. It might have been overkill, but Bahre insisted.

      When my beast insisted, I was pretty much helpless to resist him. Or his hands. His mouth. His cock.

      Oh no, I was blushing. Again.

      Ellen giggled like a teenager as she dusted a bit of extra powder on my cheeks. “You are beautiful, dear. I’m so happy you’re back.”

      I’d been nervous to return to this room, but I knew Lukabo was gone. Dead. I was safe.

      “Me, too.” I smiled as Ellen kissed me on the cheek. Susan followed right behind her before they gave me some space to clear my head and get ready to go on live television. That wasn’t anything new, but the role was and… I took a deep breath. I was fine.

      Lifting my hands, I inspected the intricate designs that covered the mating cuffs I never wanted to take off. The idea that Bahre wanted to endure pain when he was away from me was strange.

      So romantic, in a really brutal, alien way. But after what I’d seen on that space station, Bahre wearing something that hurt him a little bit seemed pretty minor. Plus, they made him happy, so I wasn’t going to argue. Bahre happy was my favorite thing in the universe.

      “Thank you, my lady.” Tane stood at attention near the door, so silent I’d forgotten he was there. He seemed to be my primary guardian when Bahre was away. After all we’d been through together, I considered him a friend.

      “For what?” I frowned.

      “For finding Bahre,” he replied. “For accepting him. For everything you did to help bring down Cerberus. You give us all hope.”

      I was not used to such praise, but I knew the words were not easy to say, so I accepted them. “Thank you.” But I was confused. “Hope for what, Tane?”

      He bowed low, lower than I had seen any Atlan go. “That we might find such an extraordinary female for ourselves.”

      Oh my. He was so… sweet. “You know what we need?”

      “What would that be?”

      “To find you a mate.” I flicked the papers in my hand against my makeup table. “Bahre and I have a new house.” It was a freaking mega-mansion if I was honest. He’d had a lot of help with converting his Atlan riches to dollars, and once I’d seen the bank account statements, I’d realized billionaire was the tip of the iceberg. Bahre was one of the richest people on the planet. Some of Bahre’s wealth came from his home world, for being Atlan and surviving the war. And even more from that jerk Prillon, Dr. Helion, for being a spy. Or assassin. Or whatever he had been.

      I didn’t care about Bahre’s past. I only cared about what he was now.

      Mine. I didn’t even care about the money.

      Tane gaped. “How would you assist with finding me a mate?”

      I laughed, a full, happy laugh from my belly. They had so much life experience, and yet they were so clueless, these Atlans. “I have a mansion now. I know a lot of people. You aren’t going to be the one on the Bachelor Beast show, right?”

      He shook his head. “No. At this point, none of us will.”

      “The four of you who came with Bahre? Why not?”

      “We have all scented the females chosen, and our beasts have not responded.”

      My eyes widened. “To any of them?”

      “No.”

      “That stinks.”

      Tane grinned at me. “Tell me about it.” He’d been picking up on Earth slang, it was kind of adorable. He was like Bahre’s little brother, that was how I thought of him.

      “I’m going to talk to Bahre,” I told him.

      The door to my dressing room opened, and Bahre walked in without preamble.

      “Mate. I love you. You are well?” Always, always his very first words.

      I smiled. “I love you, too. And of course.” I stood and threw myself into his arms. He held me close and kissed me until I couldn’t breathe. “Now I’ll need Ellen to fix my lipstick.”

      “Your lips are perfect.”

      Tane cleared his throat. Bahre looked over his shoulder at his friend. “Thank you for watching over her.”

      He tipped his head. “I am honored.”

      I wiggled and Bahre put me down. “You two are so cute.” I grabbed my papers as the tech came to the door, looked inside at the two huge aliens, and stopped dead in his tracks. “Two minutes. You better hurry.”

      “Coming!” I dashed down the hallway in my bright red high heels—I would never be caught without my number one self-defense weapon ever again—chocolate-brown sweater dress, and bright red belt. Tane and Bahre followed directly behind me, and I talked over my shoulder as I walked, my heels clicking on the floor. “We’re going to have a party, Bahre. With all your friends. I’m going to invite everyone I know. It’ll be like Cinderella’s ball.”

      “Who is Cinderella?” Tane asked.

      “Why would we need another ball?” Bahre asked. “There are plenty at our new home, mate. I made sure to include every possible type. One for baskets and a football and one for soccer. Tennis. I forget all the Earthen games, but we are well equipped for any occasion.”

      I slipped behind the anchor desk and smiled at my man, who stood beside the nearest camera. My mate. My alien. He really was adorable. Like huge teddy bear, squeeze-him-to-death adorable.

      Basketballs and soccer balls? Well equipped for any occasion? Hah. That was a good one.

      When those Atlans got a look at a roomful of human women dressed to kill, that confused look on Tane’s face was going to fade into something totally different.

      I glanced at Bahre again.

      Yes, there it was. That was the look.

      Hunger. Need. Devotion. Love.

      I was going to find Tane a woman who would make him look like that.

      We started the newscast, and everything was going well. Until my co-anchor read something off the teleprompter that made me freeze in shock.

      “The thirty-six-year-old man who died by suicide yesterday has been identified as Jeffrey Randall of Chicago. He was an actor working in Chicago before moving to Florida less than two years ago.” My co-anchor droned on about the details, and I stared at the camera with a smile plastered on my face. Apparently Jeff had thrown himself off a bridge?

      Not likely.

      I looked off camera at Bahre, who stood in the shadow, the question in my eyes. I willed him to answer me.

      He did, but without words. His gaze was direct and unflinching. Next to him, Tane crossed his arms and inclined his head to me as well.

      Shit. The guys had killed Jeff?

      I looked away and tried to keep my expression neutral as the co-anchor moved on to talk about a drug ring that had been broken up by the local police earlier in the day.

      “Quinn?” My co-anchor said my name, and I realized I was supposed to be talking.

      Great.

      I turned my most professional smile on him, then finished the newscast. The moment we were off-air, I unclipped my mic and walked directly to Bahre.

      “Did you do it?” I whispered.

      He set his hand on my elbow and leaned down. “He was a threat to you. Was he not?”

      I couldn’t lie. “Yes.”

      “Unacceptable,” he replied. “I protect what’s mine.”

      Years of conditioning faded as I realized I didn’t care that Jeff was dead. He had not been a good person. He was cruel, obsessive, and dangerous, not just to me but to whatever female he would have targeted next. Jeff was no different than Cerberus, except in space Bahre took out bad guys like him. It had been his job. Here, it wasn’t. Well, not professionally, but as my mate he’d seen it as his duty.

      “Okay.”

      “You are not angry with us?” Tane asked.

      I looked at him. “No. He was just another Cerberus.”

      “Exactly.” Bahre lifted his hand to my cheek, and I leaned into the caress. “I want to take you home, mate.”

      I glanced at my watch. “Not yet. I have another live broadcast in an hour, as you well know.”

      His growl made my heart skip a beat.

      Tane got the message. “I’m going to go check on the others.” He stepped back on his way to the stairs. “Let me know about Cinderella and your balls.”

      I burst out laughing the moment he was gone.

      “We amuse you, mate?”

      “Yes.” I looked up at him and knew exactly what he was thinking. My mind was on the same thing. “There is a very heavy lock on my dressing room door. I do have one now, you know.”

      “Is there?” He lifted me into his arms and carried me off the set. No one paid us any attention, as if having the news anchor carried off set by an Atlan was anything out of the norm.

      “And Ellen is very, very good at fixing my hair and makeup.”

      Bahre was grinning as he kicked the door of my dressing room closed behind us and pushed me against the wall, his beast’s face already making an appearance.

      My entire body went hot and tight for him. My beast.

      “We should make sure she has something to do.”

      I unbuckled my belt. Bahre lifted the dress over my head and dropped it to the floor.

      His cock was inside me seconds later, and I clung to him. So hot. So wet. So ready.

      “I love you, Quinn. Mine.” He repeated the last word with every thrust, his hands gripping my wrists and holding them above my head as his beast took control, mimicking the claiming on the transport station. “Mine. Mine. Mine.”

      I dug my high heels into his ass, and he growled, pumping harder.

      “Mine,” I said. “My beast.”

      We spent forty-five minutes locked away in my dressing room. Ellen gasped when she saw me after. Bahre looked smug and well pleased seated on the special couch I had ordered just for him and the other Atlans who watched over me in the makeup room. I laughed at Ellen’s shocked face. “Can you make me beautiful in ten minutes?” I asked her.

      Bahre leaned forward, and our gazes locked in the mirror. “You are already beautiful.”

      Ellen clucked at me and shooed him away. “He’s right. You are beautiful. But honey, you’re a mess.”

      “And happy,” I said.

      She smiled at me, smiled at Bahre in the mirror, and got to work.
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