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  To Kresley Cole and Lauren McKenna—a true dream team. Kresley, I met you years ago, drooled all over you (which is an ongoing problem), now send you way too many pictures of myself, and won’t let you get off the phone until I’ve talked so much your ears are practically bleeding. You’re welcome, my sweet! And of course, no dedication would be complete without saying thank you to the incomparable Jill Monroe, a very difficult person to be interviewed by.
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ONE

THEY WERE COMING.

Warriors unlike any other. Monsters of unimaginable power. Otherworlders. Fierce creatures with the ability to look inside your soul, glimpse your greatest fear, and present it to you with an unrepentant smile.

Should’ve stayed home, Aleaha Love thought. ‘Cause we’re gonna get spanked. Hard. And not in a good way. Instead, she’d answered her cell and her captain’s call to action, and now found herself crouched in the middle of a gnarled forest, staring into a snow-laden clearing, moonlight shooting bright amber rays in every direction as flakes wafted in the breeze like fairy dust.

Though she wore white from head to toe, had a pyre-gun stretched forward, and was burrowed in a drift as cover, she felt exposed. Vulnerable. And yeah, damn cold.

What in the hell did I get myself into?

“Everyone in position?” a voice whispered from her headset.

A whisper, yeah, but it startled her. She managed to cut off a yelp, but couldn’t stop tremors from sweeping through her. Steady.
She’d never hear the end of it if she accidentally fired her weapon before the fight had even begun.

“Premature weapon ejaculation,” they’d say with a chuckle, and she wouldn’t be able to deny it.

One by one, twenty teammates uttered their assent. They had wicked cool nicknames like Hawk Eye and Ghost. Her turn, she said, “Lollipop, in place.”

As in, so tasty you could lick her. She rolled her eyes. “Dress her up and watch her play bad alien, delicious cop,” the boyz had laughed before giving her the stupid moniker her first day on the job. “Naughty lawbreakers will want to taste her, not outrun her.”

That had been, what? Five weeks ago, she realized with a jolt. Oh, how life had changed since then. From hiding in the shadows, afraid of what she was, to working cases with New Chicago’s elite team of smart-asses, content with her somewhat pampered existence. A pampered existence she didn’t deserve and hadn’t earned, but whatever. No guilt for her. Really.

“Need someone to snuggle against, Lolli?” a quiet, amused male voice asked. Devyn, supposedly a king of some sort and a self-proclaimed collector of women. He wasn’t really a member of Alien Investigation and Removal but was a special contractor, as well as the man who’d once wired her gun to blow bubbles rather than fire at target practice.

Word on the street, he was more powerful than God and deadlier than the devil, though no one would tell her outright what he could do. He was an otherworlder, that much she knew. That, and most of AIR’s flunkies kept their distance from him. They feared him, which only heightened Aleaha’s need to keep her own secrets.

She, too, was different.

She didn’t know whether she was human or alien. Or both. She didn’t know whether there were others like her or not. She didn’t know who her parents were or why they’d abandoned her on the dirty streets of the Southern District—a.k.a Whore’s Corner—of New Chicago, and she didn’t care. Not anymore. All she knew was that she could assume anyone’s identity with only a touch. That person’s face became hers; their height became hers; their body became hers.

For years, she’d lived in fear of being found out, of being hunted and tortured for her unnatural ability, afraid that everyone who looked at her saw the truth and knew she wasn’t who she claimed to be. But she couldn’t drop the mask. As herself, she was wanted for theft, assault against a police officer, and more theft. And then maybe kinda sorta murder. Not that she was culpable. He’d deserved it.

She’d rather lose a limb than spend any more time in jail.

Her fear of discovery was waning, though, and she was settling comfortably into her newest life as Macy Briggs. Maybe one day I’ll even be worthy of it. Again, not that she felt guilty. Really.

But with Christmas only a few weeks away . . . ugh. Worst. Holiday. Ever. Her “friends” would bake Macy’s favorite foods, not Aleaha’s. They would give her gifts meant for Macy, and reminisce fondly about good ole days she knew nothing about, and she would have to smile through every minute of it. And yeah, okay. Fine. Then she would feel guilty.

“What, ignoring me?” Devyn said with another of those snarky laughs. “Wasn’t like I was going to ask to feel you up or anything. I mean, I was just gonna surprise you with my handsiness.”

God, she was on the job, yet she’d lost track of her thoughts. Mortifying. “Can you take nothing seriously?”

“Hello, have you met me? I take making out very seriously.”

All the men on the line snorted in their attempts to muffle their laughter. They might be wary of him, but they couldn’t help but enjoy his perverted sense of humor.

“Fuck you, Chuckles,” she said, trying not to reveal her amusement. Irreverent bastard.

“Excellent. We’re on the same page, because that’s exactly what I’m trying to do to you.”

Give herself to Devyn? Not in this lifetime, and not because he wasn’t attractive. If anything, he was too attractive. Hell, he was total screw-like-an-animal perfection. Tall, with dark hair, wide amber eyes, and skin that glittered like a jewel; there was no one else like him. There was a recipe for his smile, though: wicked desire dipped in acid, wrapped in steel and sprinkled with candy. The recipe for his laughter? Well, that was wicked desire tossed in the gutter, wrung out in a whorehouse, and slathered with scented body lotion. Women threw themselves at him constantly, and he ate it up like they were his own personal smorgasbord.

They probably were. Thank God she wasn’t in the market for a boyfriend. Or, rather, a lover, since that’s all someone as fickle as Devyn could ever amount to. Macy—the real Macy—had been dating a piece of scum Aleaha was still trying to lose and she didn’t have the time or patience to throw anyone else into the mix.

“Temper, temper,” Jaxon Tremain chided. He was one of two agents who hung out with the sexy otherworlder, and the resident smoother. There was something unnaturally calming about his presence, as if he could slink inside a person’s psyche and wash away her fears. “Would you kiss me with that mouth?”

Not “would you kiss your mom with that mouth,” but “would you kiss me.” “Funny,” she said dryly.

She could hear the others chortling and snorting with more surprised amusement. Someone said, “Soliciting kisses from women, Jaxon? Mishka will kill you for that.”

“If by kill you mean seduce, then yeah,” Jaxon replied. “You’re right.”

Mishka was Jaxon’s wife and a hired killer who possessed a robotic arm. Aleaha had only seen her once, but that had been enough to scare ten years off her life. Never had she seen eyes so cold or heard a voice so uncaring. Of course, the moment Mishka spied Jaxon, her entire demeanor had changed. So had Jaxon’s, for that matter. Usually he was as conservative as a priest. One glance at Mishka, though, and he’d morphed into gutter man.

Aleaha had marveled at the change in him, a change she was witnessing once again. Empathetic as he was, perhaps he was veering onto the perverted track now to get her mind off the bloody massacre sure to begin. Apparently, though, she didn’t need help today. She couldn’t concentrate worth a damn. What was wrong with her?

“Well,” Devyn said, drawing the spotlight back to him. As always. “Be a good lollipop and answer the man. Will you kiss him or not?”

“I could give you a list of all the things I’ll never do to you with my mouth,” she muttered. “How ‘bout that?”

Devyn laughed, and, yep. It was wicked desire. “She reminds me of Mia when she talks like that. Tell us, Lolli, is that list for everyone or just Jaxon?”

“All right, team,” Mia Snow herself interjected before Aleaha could reply. “Save it. You know I only want you to stun these men. Do not burn them. I repeat, do not burn them. An open wound will bleed and that will spread their infection. And believe me, I will kill every single one of you myself if that happens.”

There was a moment of frightening silence. Infection. What a delightful reminder. Not only were the warriors coming here vicious, there was a possibility that they were bringing the plague with them.

“Good,” Mia continued. “I’ve got your attention. Solar flare approaching in ten.” She was inside a van about a mile away, watching the action on a night-vision monitor with a handful of backup agents. “Nine.”

Aleaha tensed. A few months ago, a big case had busted wide open and AIR had learned that otherworlders were traveling to Earth through interworld wormholes that initiated with solar flares. Then, a few weeks after that, another case had come to light. Members of a race of aliens known as the Schön had descended, their bodies carriers of a virus that passed to humans through their blood and ejaculate. This virus turned men and women into cannibals. Their queen—or living host of this sickness—was on her way here, due to arrive in the near future.

Tonight, ten members of her horde were supposed to utilize one of those wormholes. Their purpose: to smooth the way for her. Which meant, destroying AIR.

“Six.”

Shit. The countdown. Despite the frigid temperatures, sweat beaded on Aleaha’s brow, dripping from the brim of the white cap she wore. Stay calm. You have to stay calm.

“Five.”

Though her résumé claimed she’d worked as a cop for more than two years, this was actually Aleaha’s first mission.

What seemed forever ago but had only been a few months, she’d stumbled upon the body of a woman who’d been raped and killed in a back alley—a woman she’d recognized as Miss New Chicago’s Finest in Uniform calendar girl, Macy Briggs.

She’d almost walked away. The higher the public profile, the more scrutiny she received. But . . .

Already tired of the adult-toy-store clerk identity she’d previously stolen, Aleaha had seized the chance to better herself, hiding the body and shifting so that she was an exact match to Macy’s appearance, thereby claiming the woman’s life as her own.

Only later had she learned that Macy had applied to AIR and been accepted. To back out would have looked suspicious and changing identities yet again hadn’t appealed. So she’d done it. She’d attended that first day, then the next. And the next. They’d watched her suspiciously, as if they knew the truth, but they had never accused her and she’d realized she was probably paranoid. Soon they’d even relaxed, accepting her as one of their own. Now, here she was, done with trials and on mission one.

“—must have been off, so I’ll try this again,” Mia said, cutting into her thoughts. “Ten. Nine.”

Shit. She’d missed the end of the first countdown? She was practically begging to be killed tonight.

“Seven. Six.”

Oh, God. What if she did, in fact, die out here? What if she lost everything she’d worked so hard to gain? Her gun hand shook. You have to stay calm, damn it.

With bouts of extreme emotion, she shifted from one identity to another without any control.

“Four. Remember, guns set to stun and only stun.”

Her pyre-gun was already dialed to the proper setting, so she curled her index finger around the trigger and swallowed the hard lump in her throat. Breathe in, breathe out. You do know how to fire a weapon, at least. A skill she’d learned from her only true friend, Bride McKells. A vampire, and her champion. They’d been separated more than a decade ago, chased apart by cops who’d caught them breaking into homes for food, and Aleaha hadn’t been able to find her since. She’d never stop looking, though.

“One.”

All the air in Aleaha’s lungs escaped on a sudden rush, hot and blistering, burning her throat and mouth. She tensed, waiting. Waiting. And then it happened. Overhead, the gloomy darkness gave way to sparkling orange-pink flickers. The wind picked up, swirling leaves and beating limbs against each other. Snow danced in every direction.

Then . . . nothing. It was almost disappointing. Almost.

The flickers died, leaving only the haze of stars. The wind quieted, leaving only the rasp of human breathing. Gradually, she relaxed. Maybe the Schön had decided to stay home. Maybe there’d be a party tonight rather than a war, and she wouldn’t have to worry about—

“Commander?” someone asked.

“Hold,” Mia replied. “Hold steady. We’ll stay here all night if we have to.”

Easy for her to say. She was nestled inside that warm van.

Several minutes ticked by in silence. Shudders of cold began rocking through Aleaha, causing her teeth to chatter. This sucked. Much longer, and her gloved fingers would be frozen to her gun. If that happened, growing a penis would be easier than shooting. ‘Cause, yeah, she could even become a man. And had, on several occasions. Hadn’t been as fun as she’d assumed. Penises were weird. They were also—

One second the circular clearing was empty, the next it was bursting with hulking, black-clad warriors. And there were far more than the expected ten.

“What the hell?” someone barked.

Aleaha jolted in surprise, sizing the visitors up in one panicked flash: living weapons. They were tall, well-muscled and radiated absolute power and authority. In the traitorous moonlight and snow, she could see that their features were humanoid—if you didn’t count their glowing, golden eyes, like twin suns crashing through daybreak.

“Fuck!” another of her teammates shouted. “They aren’t Schön, they’re Rakans! What do we do?”

Rakans? The peace-lovers? Couldn’t be. There was no damn way these ready-for-combat warriors would be waving a white flag.

“Do not kill,” Mia commanded. “I repeat, do not kill them. Continue with stun. I want to know why they’re here. Now go, go, go.”

Just as she was about to squeeze her gun’s trigger, a honey-scented breeze wafted through the air, taunting, beckoning her to lassitude and . . . How odd. Her nipples were beading, but not from the cold. Moisture was dampening her panties, her skin tightening over her bones, and drugging heat pouring into her veins.

Surely not. Surely the scent was not arousing her. Yet . . .

Why shoot them when she could kiss them? Kiss them . . . yes . . . Naughty images saturated her mind. Images of naked, writhing bodies—one of them golden. Seeking, hungry mouths—one of them golden. Wandering, teasing hands—again, a pair was golden. Satisfaction was only a heartbeat away, the anticipation of pleasure a consuming ache. All she had to do was drop her weapon, stand, and strip.

Strip? Seriously? What the hell was wrong with her? Was she the only one feeling this way? Like her, no one else had moved.

“Beautiful,” an agent said.

“Want,” another moaned.

Apparently not.

The warriors remained unmoving, silent, as if they were disoriented and needed to sober.

“Why are you just lying there, lusting after them? Did you not hear me? I said stun them, damn it,” the commander growled.

Forcing her mind to blank, one of the toughest things Aleaha had ever done, she hammered at the trigger with her index finger. Other agents followed suit, and multiple blue stun-beams erupted in the night, blending with hers and charting a direct course to the aliens.

Hit. Hit. Hit.

As the beams made contact, the Rakans were rendered immobile, aware of their surroundings but now unable to move. But most remained untouched, their comrades having acted as their shields.

As though realizing what was happening, those men quickly gained their bearings and charged forward, successfully dodging the next round of rays.

Aleaha blinked in shock. Never in all her twenty-six years had she seen anyone move so swiftly. They moved so swiftly, in fact, that they left some kind of ethereal, ghostly outline of themselves behind. Their spirits? Those outlines then had to play catch-up with the tangible bodies, which created a dizzying blur of movement, light, and shadow.

“I’m down! I’m down!” someone cried. “Had the shit knocked out of me.”

“I can’t fucking freeze them,” Devyn said. Odd. He had refused to bring a gun to this fight, the cocky bastard, so he wouldn’t have been able to freeze them anyway.

After that, absolute chaos erupted. There were screams of pain, frantic footfalls, and humans collapsing. Aleaha pinched off a few more rounds. And, goddamn it, she missed every time.

She never missed. People who lived on the streets often depended on their aim for survival. She’d taught herself to hit whatever she aimed at—no matter what she was doing or what was going on around her. This was unacceptable.

Calm. Focus. She concentrated on the blurs as best she could, narrowing her eyes until she saw—

Squeeze.

This time, she hit a target dead-center. No, she realized a baffled moment later. She’d hit his spirit, that ghostly animation or whatever it was. Damn it! Unaffected, his body continued moving, darting from one place to another, felling one agent after another. And then, before her horrified gaze, the Rakans scattered in precise, measured increments. They weren’t running away, but were encircling the entire AIR team and lethally closing in.

Caged, she thought. We’re being caged. Despite the direness of their circumstances, the agents continued to fight, and Aleaha was utterly proud of them. Blue stun-beams glowed throughout the enclosure, lighting up the snowy night with majestic fury.

“Shit,” someone said. “What the hell should we do? I can’t see them anymore. I can’t fucking see them!”

An agent ran over her, mowing right over her legs. No longer quite so proud, she popped to her feet, abandoning her cover in favor of protecting her limbs. Her knees knocked, but she managed to remain upright.

“Keep firing,” Devyn commanded one and all. “Stay together, and for God’s sake, stay calm.”

He sounded so close that she turned her head—and found him standing right beside her.

“You okay, Lolli? You staying calm like I said?”

If her emotions wouldn’t listen to her, perhaps they’d listen to him and calm. “Yeah.” At the moment, she wasn’t capable of saying more. Okay, so no. Her emotions wouldn’t be listening to him, either. Fear still held her in a tight clasp, growing as another agent fell just in front of her. Much more, and she might lose her hold on Macy’s image.

Jaxon sidled up to her other side, firing two guns at once, each pointed in a different direction. His green eyes were eerie in the darkness. Eerie but calming. Just being near him was like finding shelter in the midst of a raging storm. Finally, blessedly.

“Aim just ahead of the bodies,” he instructed. “Or rather, ahead of the lights. It’s the best way to lock on them.”

Grunts, groans and screams filled her ears, louder by the second, distracting her. She pivoted and fired, pivoted and fired, trying to direct her beams in front of the blurs, just as Jaxon had said.

To her consternation, she only managed to nail one of the warriors. How many were out there, damn it? They seemed to be multiplying like flies.

“Help me!” an agent sobbed. “Please, help me.”

Automatically, her gaze searched the night, the frenzied crowd. Before she found the beseeching male, one of the Rakans bypassed Aleaha’s protective wall of testosterone and slammed into her, shoving her to the ground. She landed flat on her back, suddenly breathless and experiencing a moment of terror and anger, helplessness and courage.

As she raised her weapon to defend herself, she could feel her face and body beginning to change, the bones adjusting to accommodate a new form. No. No, no, no. When she changed involuntarily, she never knew who she would end up looking like.

The alien with glowing golden eyes leaned down, not to strike her but to . . . kiss her? She struggled against him, and, yep, he opened his mouth to fit it over hers.

“Woman,” he said, voice slightly slurred. “Mine.” Just before contact, an azure shower of sparks exploded around him, framing his large body and freezing him in place. Panting, instantly comforted, Aleaha crawled backward, forcing her image to conform once again to Macy’s.

Jaxon held out a hand to help her up, and Aleaha prayed he hadn’t seen her mini-transformation.

“Thanks,” she rasped, somehow finding her balance. She ripped off her headset and tossed it on the ground. No more distractions.

“These guys are Rakan,” he said. “Don’t worry if you were dripped on.”

Until that moment, she’d forgotten about possible contamination. Shit. Rakan or Schön, she was going to be more careful. The few times she’d been sick, she’d unknowingly transformed into an ailing identity. Each experience had taught her that it’s more fun to be stabbed than ill.

“On my signal,” Jaxon told her, shooting around her, “I want you to run and lock yourself in one of the vans.”

The vans, hidden as they were, would offer a reprieve from danger, injury and death.

“No,” she said, surprising herself. She’d stay and she’d fight, even though the prospect terrified her. How could she live with herself if these men died and she’d done nothing to help? “I’m staying.”

“Don’t argue,” Devyn snapped. “Women are always prettier when they agree.”

Pig. “I need to stay.” She wouldn’t defile everything Macy had built with her own cowardice. “I have to sta— Ohmygod!” One of the aliens had just stepped into an agent. Stepped into. Like a demon intent on possession, the otherworlder’s body had entered the human’s, fusing them until only the human was visible.

There was a tormented scream. The agent spasmed, shaking and quaking as he raised his own gun to his temple and fired. Brain tissue sprayed, obscene against the snow, and Aleaha gaped in horror.

“Fuck,” snarled Dallas Gutierrez, Mia’s second in command, as he joined them. “They’re motherfucking soul jumpers.”

Soul jumpers. She didn’t know what that meant exactly, and she didn’t want to find out. Her hands shook as she increased the speed of her shots.

“I’ve controlled the energy of a Rakan before,” Devyn said, his voice strained. “But I can’t grasp on to a single energy molecule to control these guys.”

“Unlike Eden, they weren’t raised on Earth. Maybe that’s the problem. But it doesn’t matter. Surely they’ll tire soon,” Jaxon replied. “That kind of speed has to drain them.”

Aleaha lost the thread of the conversation. Energy molecule? Eden? All she knew was that a few more minutes passed and the aliens didn’t slow. Their unparalleled swiftness only seemed to increase, so much so that she had trouble fixing another target in her sights.

“Shit.” Devyn slid a knife from his boot. “You were wrong, my friend, and we’re out of time. They’re coming for us next.” He slapped the hilt of the knife into Aleaha’s free hand, the silver tip gleaming in the moonlight. “Be ready, Lolli. Go for the jugular.”

She gulped. The blade weighed less than her gun, but somehow felt all the more menacing. “O-okay.”

Jaxon turned those eerie green eyes on her. “There’s still time to run.”

Sixteen Rakans remained standing and they continued to close their circle, hopping over fallen agents. There might as well have been a thousand. Not long before she, Devyn, Dallas, and Jaxon— who held the center of that circle—would be reached. But Jaxon was right. There was still time to escape. Not much, but enough.

“No.” Determined, she shook her head. “I’m staying. We can win this.” If not, if AIR fell, she’d fall, too. For Macy. Aleaha owed the woman that much.

She kept firing with one hand while gripping the hilt of the serrated knife with the other, trying to prepare herself for what she might have to do. She’d never used a knife on anyone but herself, and the thought of slicing into someone else’s flesh . . . You can do it. A cornered animal did anything necessary to ensure survival.

Another agent placed a gun to his own temple and fired.

Yeah, she could do it.

“For all that’s holy, Lolli,” Devyn snapped. His hard tone of voice made her blink. Especially since he’d used it twice in one night and that was twice more than ever before. Where was his dry sense of humor? Where were his dirty jokes? “The knife was supposed to scare you, not empower you. Hit the vans so we don’t have to worry about you!”

“Stop worrying and do your job!”

“Go.” This from Dallas. “Run.”

“No!” Even as she spoke, strong fingers of compulsion and agreement stabbed their way into her mind. Do what he says. Don’t argue with him. Run.

Aleaha was almost into the woods, sidestepping the Rakans as Dallas distracted them, before she realized what she was doing. She stopped short and frowned. What . . . why?

The answer hit her with the force of pyre-fire. Mind control.

Which agent was responsible? Devyn, Jaxon or Dallas? Didn’t matter, she supposed, because they were all bastards. Somehow, someway, one of them had controlled her with a thought.

Scowling, she whipped around. Trees stretched on both sides, so close she had only to reach out to hug their trunks. Their twisted, snow-heavy limbs shuttered her line of vision, so she brushed them aside.

The sight she next drank in would haunt her for years to come.

Most of the agents were lying on the ground, some writhing and groaning sounds of impending death. Others were motionless in the blood splattered snow. Dallas, Devyn, and Jaxon were slashes of white in that violent nighttime canvas, the tallest of the Rakans stalking the outer edge of the circle. Other Rakans took turns taunting them with punches and kicks, each expertly evading the pyre-fire launched at them.

What can I do? What the hell can I do? “Stop,” she called, hoping the distraction would give her friends some kind of opening to . . . what? Take off? Attack? “Stop!”

The stalking alien obeyed, stopping in a ray of moonlight, his gaze quickly finding her. Jolting her.

Aleaha trembled in shock, another honey-scented breeze suddenly enveloping her. Arousing her. Kiss, she thought again. The man was utterly and absolutely breathtaking. A hedonistic god fallen straight to Earth. Sensual, exotic, with kohl-rimmed eyes of gold, a strong nose, a square chin, and chiseled . . . everything.

He put Devyn to shame.

What little of his skin was visible glowed like liquid rays of sunlight poured over hot steel. His hair hung to his jawline, the same golden shade as his skin. He was mesmerizing, unimaginable power and dark savagery blanketing his expression. And God, he was a predator, the knowledge banked in every line of his big body. Yet he was also a being so beautiful, he lured with only a look. Probably snared women before they could snap out of his spell.

“Female,” he said, his voice as mesmerizing as his face. How did he know English? In fact, how had the other, the one who’d tried to molest her?

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Dallas said, breaking through the circle and punching him in the jaw.

The Rakan’s head whipped to the side. Quickly finding Aleaha’s gaze again, he reached out, grabbed Dallas by the neck, and tossed him against a nearby tree. “Mine.”

The force he used—amazing. The speed and agility—dumb-founding. Dallas slumped to the ground, unconscious. Jaxon roared, a wild sound, and attacked. The beast reached out yet again. This time, he slammed a ghostly hand inside the agent’s chest cavity and twisted.

Jaxon crumpled and like Dallas, he didn’t get up. Devyn watched it all, a hard smile on his face. A smile that promised death. But he didn’t strike. No, he held up his hands in surrender.

Aleaha could barely believe her eyes. That wasn’t like him. He’d rather be stabbed than lose a fight. Dear God. The situation must be grimmer than even she had realized.

Instinctively, she backed up, halting only when she considered a new possibility. Maybe, hopefully, he had a plan. Maybe he was pretending to surrender while giving Mia and crew time to get here. Yes, of course. But why hadn’t help already arrived? They were supposed to swoop in if something like this happened, and close as they were, they should have been here by now.

The tall golden alien strode toward her, shoving his own men aside. With every step, he appeared more indomitable. Deadly. Her heart drummed erratically in her chest as he came closer . . . closer.

Do something! He was almost upon her. “Stop,” she shouted again. Good going. I’m sure he’ll obey. “Stay where you are.” If Mia needed more time, it was up to Aleaha to stall this man.

Surprisingly, he stilled at the sound of her voice. Except for his eyes. Those trekked over her, hot and blistering, as if she were his property, already naked and begging for his touch. Goose bumps broke out over her skin; her mouth dried.

“One more step, and I’ll shoot.” Trembling, she raised her gun until she had a direct shot at his groin. Men tended to agree to anything when their dicks were threatened. “Let’s talk about this. Maybe we can work something out. Why are you here? What do you want?” Come on, Mia.

Slowly he grinned, silently promising that he’d do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted. Clearly there would be no chatting. Bastard. She squeezed the trigger. Just like the others had done, he darted away from the azure beam as if it were nothing more than a pesky insect.

A second later, he was in front of her, appearing in the blink of an eye and towering over her. She gasped in surprise as heat radiated off him and enveloped her. Heat and that honey smell. Her nipples beaded again, reaching for him, and her stomach fluttered. The need for him to strip her, to slide inside of her, was potent, heady, part of her wanting to drop to her knees and beg him for it.

Who are you? she wondered, dazed. In fact, the urges were so unlike her, common sense easily fought its way to the surface. Kill him. Now. End this! Mia had told them not to kill, yes, but Mia wasn’t here. At this rate, Aleaha would be dead before backup arrived.

“I told you I’d shoot you, and I never lie.” Of course, that was a lie. Her entire life was a lie. This, however, she would do. “I mean it! Back away or I start firing.”

He remained in place. “Shooting has not been favorable for you so far, has it?”

“There’s a first time for everything.”

“I agree. Like the first time I disarm you.”

Before she could act, he knocked the gun from her hand. It clattered to the ground, out of reach, and he purred silkily, all kinds of erotic in the undertones. “What do you plan to shoot me with, my female?”
  



TWO

INSTANT, SEARING AROUSAL. That’s what Breean Nu, now leader of the Rakan army, had experienced when he first heard the woman’s raspy voice drift through his fight-craze. When his gaze had landed on her, bathed in moonlight as she’d been, that arousal had only intensified and, foolishly, he’d lost sight of everything but her. Understandable, considering his past.

He’d seen, and he’d wanted. Desperately.

He’d whisked himself to her with every intention of claiming her as his own, for every warlord deserved a prize after a victory. He was a warlord, he had won, so she would be his prize. Even now, especially now, blood roared through him, hot, hungry. And not for more fighting. For every inch of her.

“Mine,” he said again. The females of Raka had been decimated by plague after aliens began sneaking onto their planet several years ago. Those females had then begun to eat the men. Eat, as in meals. Having never encountered disease before, the Rakans had been at a loss, not knowing what to do or how to help. And then it had been too late. So many had died, hardly anyone had been left.

Trembling, his prize jerked her wrist from his hold and backed away from him. One step, two. Oh, there would be none of that. Too much did he enjoy being near her.

“Stop,” he said, as she’d said to him a moment ago.

She raised her chin, stubborn, and kept moving. “Don’t think so.”

A refusal? From a war prize? He’d never owned one before, only knew that other soldiers on other planets often kept them as slaves. And slaves were to do as they were told. He would just have to instruct her.

Although, to be honest, Breean had never thought to find himself in this type of situation. He’d been a simple fisherman and Raka, as peaceful as the planet had been, had never had to utilize its royal army. Most citizens had obeyed the king without question, and otherworlders had never been allowed to enter their land. Until the Schön came in secret. Until the Schön destroyed them, infecting the women who then took out the soldiers and everyone else.

At the time, Breean had been living on the seas that cover most of Raka, the sole provider for his mother and sisters. He’d returned one day to find them dying, and thousands of others already dead, for once the females had lost their food supply, they’d turned on each other. So he’d gathered what uninfected survivors he could and they’d started fighting back, driving the Schön away.

The experience had changed them. They were not the innocent, naive men they’d once been. They were harder, meaner, utterly unforgiving. And that’s the way they had to stay.

“I told you to stop, female.” There was no room for compromise in his tone. “You will obey. I am your master.”

“How cute. The big boy thinks he’s in charge.” She whipped out another pyre-gun from the holster at her side. He’d never actually seen one until tonight, but he’d seen pictures and knew what to expect from them. In the other hand, she held a knife. With knives, he was already intimately acquainted. “Now back off.”

War prize or not, she should have responded to his scent by now. “Come to me,” he said, just to see what she’d do. “Touch me.” Since building his own army, he was used to having his every command obeyed.

She shook her head, continuing her slow backward journey. Her eyes were large, luminous, and crystalline, swirling with flecks of silver and cerulean. Underneath her cap, her hair was pale. Her nose was dainty, her cheeks rounded. But something about her was . . . wrong. The more he studied her, the more it seemed as if another face lurked underneath the first. A face with wider-set green eyes. A more aristocratic nose. Slimmer cheeks. Dark hair.

All together, that packaging was not as pretty. And yet it was more erotic, more sensual. The lips were more lush, redder, and made for sucking. The hair was silkier, and he could easily imagine the dark strands fisted in his hand while he pumped in and out of that delectable body.

She wasn’t the reason for such strong, instantaneous fantasies, though. Any female would have triggered the same response. It had just been so long since he’d known pleasure, so damned long. He missed sex more than he would have missed an arm.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she snarled. She glanced behind her as if searching for someone else. Her shoulders slouched in confusion when she spied no one. When she faced him, she must have realized he’d inched closer because she yelped. “Get back!”

Breean didn’t know what to make of this woman. Not the dual faces, and certainly not the fact that she seemed to be immune to him in every way. Granted, he hadn’t been around a woman in two years, but surely he was still capable of seducing one. And what had happened to his determination to force a slave to his will?

Drop the weapons and touch me, little human. Or was she alien? He frowned, not liking that he didn’t know. Actually, there was a lot he didn’t know and the answers were far more important than his hunger. “How did AIR know we were coming?” He’d visited several times in secret, hadn’t talked to anyone, and had remained in the shadows. Still. They could have seen him, he supposed. But why not attack before now?

“They were good people,” she said angrily, ignoring him, once again backing away. “You shouldn’t have hurt them.”

“We are good people.” He stepped toward her just as slowly. “Those agents should not have tried to hurt us.”

She swallowed. “Our guns were set on stun, not kill. You and yours, however, killed, so excuse me for not agreeing that you are good. And how many times do I have to say this? Don’t you dare come any closer!”

“The warrior who killed those agents will be punished, believe me.” In a movement so quick no eye could see it, Breean swooped in and slapped the second gun out of her hand. “Now, there will be no more shooting from you.”

Shock settled over her lovely dual-features. He didn’t give her time to threaten him with the knife. He simply snatched the blade out of her hand, studied its serrated tip in the moonlight, and sheathed it at his back. Could be useful.

Her mouth hung open in furious disbelief, revealing perfect white teeth that were a little sharper than those he’d seen from the other humans he’d encountered. Her kiss would have bite.

His cock twitched in reaction to the thought, and he frowned again. Biting was no longer allowed among his people. A rule he’d instigated and a rule he would keep. Always. Anything that drew blood, the liquid poison that could very well carry thousands upon thousands of diseases, was now forbidden. Disobeying meant death.

He watched as she tossed another glance over her shoulder.

“Are there more agents out there?” he asked.

“Of course not.”

Which meant, yes, there were. With a tilt of his chin, he motioned for several of his soldiers to scour the area. Instantly they headed into the trees. Though they were dressed in black and clashed against the snowy backdrop, they moved liked midnight apparitions, barely noticeable.

“What is your name, female?”

Silent, she slid her gaze to the gun that lay several feet away on the ground. His remaining men stood in a semicircle around it, he noticed, arms crossed over their chests, waiting for his next order. The living agents sprawled behind them, already cuffed and gathered in an unconscious heap.

“I won’t let you win,” she said, ignoring him. Again.

“But I already have. Your brethren are defeated. You are the last one standing.”

“That just means it’s up to me to kick your ass.”

“I’ll let you do many things to my ass, female, but kicking it isn’t one of them.” He leaned into her, eating up the rest of the distance, in her face before she could blink. The fragrance of newly fallen snow and dark, mystic nights drifted from her, and he inhaled deeply, savoring. “I’ll let you massage it. Caress it. Grip it while I pound inside of you.”

Her cheeks colored prettily, and she growled, “What about rip it to shreds?”

If she was half as passionate in bed as she was now in the face of danger, she would burn him alive. And, oh, he wanted to be burned. “If you ask nicely, yes,” he said honestly. “As long as you draw no blood.”

“Fuck you.”

“I hope so,” he replied as his men returned, shaking their heads. No one was out there, and there was no sign of anyone having been there. He relaxed.

His female was still choking out a breath. “Never,” she finally managed.

“Never is a long time. Perhaps we should negotiate.”

No reply. Instead, a look of intense concentration claimed her features. Her eyes narrowed, the blue somehow darkening, becoming . . . golden? Impossible. Yet as he watched, her body seemed to grow taller and more muscled, her clothing ripping to accommodate the new bulk. Within moments she was his exact height, her features realigned to match his.

He was gazing at his own face, he realized, mouth falling open in shock. The green-eyed temptress was still underneath, still barely visible, but that didn’t dampen the shock of seeing himself in place of the sweet-faced blond.

“How did you do that? What did you do?”

She peered down at her hands. No— his hands. Turning them over, studying them. Big, golden, calloused. Reeling, he considered the rest of her. She no longer had breasts but was solid from head to toe. She even had a bulge between her—his—legs. A nice sized one, if he did say so himself.

“Will I be able to move like you, do you think?” she asked, more of herself than of him.

His voice. She did not merely look like him, she now spoke with his voice. How was any of this possible?

Breean reached out to touch that familiar visage. What would he feel? Warmth? Cold? Surely this was an illusion. But just as his hand was about to make contact, the . . . whatever she was disappeared and his hand swiped only air.

He blinked. Confusion, anger, and more of that shock pounded through him. He glanced left, then right, but saw only the sway of trees and the swirl of snowflakes.

Brow furrowed, he wheeled and confronted his men. “Where did she—I—go?” More to the point, how had she gone? If she had always been able to move as swiftly as him, why had she not done so before now? If she hadn’t, and this was as new a development as her appearance . . . damn. She might posses all of his strengths now. “Did you see her?”

Expressions as baffled as his must be, they searched the clearing for some sign of her.

From the corner of his eye, Breean caught a blur of movement, a flash of white and gold. That blur paused directly in front of the first pyre-gun he’d liberated from the woman. A second later, her— damn it, his—image solidified. She wobbled on her feet as though dizzy, weariness glinting over her still-masculine features. A frown pulled at her brow while she rubbed her temple with one hand and snatched up the weapon with the other.

He pounded toward her, intent. Sensing him, she looked up. Their gazes locked, gold against gold—and, thankfully, that hint of ethereal green. Sweat beaded her forehead, and she was panting. With fright? Fatigue? Or with the thrill of the chase?

A moment later, she grinned. Thrill of the chase, definitely, for that grin did not belong to a frightened female but to a taunting agent. Surprisingly, that aroused him all the more, this new challenge of her.

He didn’t whisk to her, but stopped, continuing to watch her, curious about what this human—alien—would do next. What race could assume another’s appearance, as well as another’s abilities?

She threw an I’m-the-boss look at his men and barked, “Stay where you are. This is between the woman and me.”

They had been inching toward her with determined expressions, but now they froze in place.

“Which one is which?” one of the men asked, glancing between the two of them.

“Look at the clothing,” someone said. “Hers is a different material and ripped.”

“But what if even that is a trick?”

“Stay where you are,” Breean told them, parroting the female. “I will handle her.”

“I will handle her and the prisoners,” she said as if she truly were him. That intense glaze of concentration fell over her, and once more she disappeared.

His eyes narrowed as he searched the field, trying to zero in on a blur . . . seeing nothing . . . nothing . . . there! She materialized in front of the sleeping agents and crouched.

Her back was to him, and she seemed to shrink before his eyes. Her short golden hair lengthened and paled, appearing exactly as before. One of her hands shot out, slapping a human across the face. Pause. Another slap. Pause. She leaned to the side, muttered something, and slapped a second agent.

Who was she hitting? Slight as her body now was, it still managed to block Breean’s gaze. He was afraid to move, however. Afraid she’d change personas or leap into motion again. Afraid he’d lose her.

A second later, she shoved to her feet and faced him. Leveling two guns, she edged to the center of the clearing, her left shoulder toward him, her right shoulder toward his men.

When had she picked up the second gun?

“Why won’t they wake up?” she demanded angrily.

As he soaked in her blue eyes and womanly form, relief was like a living entity inside him. Much as he liked himself, he didn’t want to seduce himself. Well, not anymore. There’d been enough of that over the past two years to last a lifetime. “They are merely sleeping.”

“You had better wake them up. Or, to answer your earlier question, I’ll shoot you with this.”

Fierce, passionate, and now protective. His admiration spiked, and yes, so did his desire, damn his hot-blooded nature. And damn his abstinence. Yet he couldn’t deny that he was glad the first woman he’d stumbled upon was this one. Even though he could not control her, she was delectable. To have her the way he wanted her, he would have to calm her, something else he had no experience with.

“Be easy,” he said. Surely that would work.

“Don’t just stand there,” she snapped. “Wake them.”

Or not. “Your commands will continue to go unheeded.” That is not how you calm a female, I don’t think. It was just, Rakan females had striven to do all they could to satisfy those around them—before the disease, that is. They’d rarely argued and had never disobeyed. They’d accepted and they’d agreed, as though the need to please had been ingrained in them at birth.

This woman obviously bowed to no one. That should have angered him, or at the very least deterred him. Yet he could suddenly imagine being tied up, dominated, helpless to this female’s pleasure as she ground herself on his cock.

Interesting, but not something he could allow. There was just too much risk. To give up control was to invite bloodshed.

He stood there, unsure how to proceed. How did you calm a female you could not bend to your will, if silken commands failed? His men shifted uncomfortably, as if, like him, they were trying to decide what to do. They meant well, but he didn’t want one of them to take her down or touch her in any way.

“Hold,” he told them.

The woman’s hand shook—what was her name? He found that he wanted to know as intently as he wanted to know what species she was. Which also happened to be as intently as he wanted to lick her until she came, starting with her breasts and working his way down.

“Didn’t I tell you once before to get that look off your face?” she said breathlessly, then fired both guns simultaneously.

He easily leapt out of the way, the blue stun-beam sailing past him. As fast as he could move, the gun’s rays were slow motion to him. But one of his men, Eton, did not see the approaching beam and was nailed, instantly freezing in place. The other warriors glanced to Breean, clearly angry that another of their brethren was immobilized and would have to be carried. They wanted to act.

“No,” he said. “Mine.” To her, he added, “What look?”

“Like you’re going to eat me. I don’t like it.”

“The look will disappear, I’m sure, after I have eaten you.” The good kind of eating, too. Not the kind his people had enjoyed, there at the end. He shuddered. “Do not worry, though. I promise not to use my teeth.”

Scowling, she fired again, but once more he easily dodged. “Will you just be still already?” Her gaze circled the clearing and she pushed out a frustrated breath. “Come on,” she muttered, though he didn’t think she realized she’d said anything aloud.

There’d been no sign of anyone out there, but she obviously expected someone to show up and didn’t like that they hadn’t yet. Better they came here to fight amid nature than to fight amongst the innocents living in the city. He, too, would wait for them. Silver lining: another fight might help dull his arousal.

“What is your name, female?” he repeated, remaining on alert.

“Why did you come here?” she demanded, pretending yet again that he had not spoken. “What do you want from us?”

There had to be a way around her reluctance to share. “Why should I answer your questions when you refuse to answer mine?” Excellent. Soliciting her sense of fair play.

A heavy pause. A grind of her teeth. “My name is . . . Macy.”

Macy. It was a lovely name, as stunning as the woman herself— whichever face she happened to don (even his)—but it didn’t fit her. Still, it was worthy of shouting while pumping inside of her. Over and over again. “I am Breean, and I’m here to make a new home for myself and my men.” He’d been searching forever, it seemed, but he’d finally found the perfect place to relocate.

They’d spent the last several months coming and going, preparing. Earth had everything they needed: water, technology beyond their comprehension, medical supplies, and warm female bodies. More than that, the people here knew how to survive. If plague struck, they most likely had a cure. If not, they could create one.

Never again did he want to watch those he loved die of debilitating sickness, helpless as a craving for living flesh bloomed inside them. Never again did he want to feel powerless as others died and he remained strong.

“Earth might play host to all manner of alien races, but its people are in no way welcoming,” she said, and she sounded bitter about it.

Did she have firsthand knowledge of that lack of welcome? “Humans will have no choice but to accept us.”

“Oh, really? Just like that?”

“Just like that.” He hoped. “And now, this standoff is becoming tiresome, Macy.” Waiting, he decided, could be done in a more pleasurable way. He approached her, his yearning intensifying—soon, he would be touching her—the scent of honey drifting from him with increasing potency.

Her nose crinkled as though she smelled something distasteful, but her nipples were already pearled for him, pretty and perfect against her clothing. “What is that smell?”

“Arousal,” he said, seeing no reason to deny it. He hadn’t smelled the lust-craze, which was far more pungent than his fight-craze, in so long he’d despaired of ever smelling it again. Right now, he reveled in it. “Do not try to pretend it displeases you.” Not while he could see the rosy flush of her cheeks.

Macy’s lush mouth floundered open and closed, and her hands shook. “Arousal makes a man burn, yes? Well, I’ll show you something else that burns.” Using her thumb, she changed the setting of the pyre-gun and fired at him. Just as before, he grinned and sidestepped the beam—a yellow beam this time, which meant she was through trying to stun him and now wanted to fry him.

Swiftly he closed the distance, stopping mere inches from the barrel. “I believe I mentioned that I’m growing tired of this.”

She almost fell backward with the force of her gasp. “And I grow tired of telling you to stay back!” Another shot.

This time, close as he was, he wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge. The yellow-gold flame singed his upper arm. “That hurt.”

“Really? I thought you liked to burn.”

The scent of honey should have dissipated as that small patch of skin blistered and sizzled. It didn’t. In fact, it only seemed to increase. That he desired her enough to emit the telltale perfume despite being injured was baffling. Even with his two-year abstinence, which blew his “I’m just desperate” theory.

How was she drawing more desire from him than any other female ever had?

She wasn’t (naturally) golden, as he would have preferred. She wasn’t biddable, as he was used to. Being perplexed by her, even enchanted, he understood. She was a novelty. But this much desire? Just then Breean suspected he would have wanted her even if he were sated.

Quite simply, she tempted him on every level.

In theory—he was full of those today—he could have disarmed her, and had her on the ground, penetrated, before she even realized what was happening, the lust-scent making her want it despite everything around her. While some part of him would have enjoyed that, because God knew, he was a man, the rest of him knew that her willing, wholehearted participation would be a thousand times sweeter. The hardest battles, he’d come to learn, elicited the most gratifying victories.

“You’re surrounded, Macy. Drop the weapons and admit defeat. No one is going to hurt you.”

“I’ll admit defeat when I’m dead. How’s that?”

“I’m afraid I cannot grant your request. Your death would disrupt my plans for you.”

Her cheeks drained of color, and she lost some of her bravado. “W-what plans?”

Rather than answer her, he tilted his head to the side and regarded her intently, drinking in her sparkling blue eyes with that hint of green and remembering the way she’d moved only a few minutes before. “What planet do you hail from?”

Undiluted panic flooded her expression. Breath rasped from her, so loud in the ensuing silence that the sound of it scratched at his ears.

“I’m from here.” She fired. “I’m from Earth.”

He ducked. The ocher stream glided straight through the top outline of his essence, which had been left behind by his swiftness. “Liar.”

“I am!”

“You say that after everything I’ve witnessed?”

“Yes.” Fire.

Duck. Finally he cut through the rest of her personal space, nothing between them but a whisper. He might not want to force her, but he would have to subdue her before she ran or injured him further. “A human could not change faces and bodies as you do.”

“What I am doesn’t matter.” Just as before, she backed away. Her bottom lip quivered, and tears suddenly glinted in her eyes, crystalline pools of pain, sorrow, and intensified fear. “Now, let the agents go and leave this planet! Please.”

Were those tears real or fake? Either way, he actually experienced a desire to wrap his arms around her and . . . comfort her? Comfort a woman shooting at him? Strangely enough, yes. Desire truly did screw with a man’s common sense.

There had to be a way to stop those tears, disarm her, and get that sweet body under him as quickly as possible, all without using physical brawn. He’d mentioned negotiating earlier. She hadn’t seemed interested, but then, they hadn’t been discussing her friends.

“Do you wish to bargain for the lives of your fellow agents?”

She stilled, though she didn’t lower the weapons. The tears dried, at least. “B-bargain? What is it you want from me? What do I have that you could want?”

“I thought I had made that clear. I want you.”

For several drags of time, she did nothing. Gave no reaction to his words. No matter her response, he had no plans to kill the agents. They were to be tickets allowing his men to freely roam Earth. He would trade a life for a life. An agent for a Rakan. And if AIR proved dishonorable, attacking after agreeing to such a trade, well, they alone would be responsible for the war that erupted. All he desired was peace for his men. Peace and a new, disease-free life.

Macy couldn’t know that, and he didn’t mind letting her think she was the cause of his benevolence. If mercy was what she found attractive, merciful he would seem to be.

Too eager, though, he would not be. That would lessen his power. His years negotiating fair prices for his fish had taught him that. “My offer will end in three seconds,” he said. “One. Two.”

“Three. My answer is no. I’ll free them myself.”

That intense look of concentration descended over her features again. He tensed, knowing what was coming this time. As her appearance changed from woman to Breean, from humanoid to Rakan, he kicked into hyperdrive. But she quickly gained her bearings and raced to the far edge of the clearing before he could catch her.

Their eyes met in a moment of charged electricity. In challenge. Then, she disappeared again. He was standing in the exact spot she’d vacated a split second later. As his spirit caught up to his body, he looked for her. Spotted her just ahead. Cursed and leapt forward. She might actually be better at this than he was.

She was rushing around the group of agents, trying to uncuff and wake them, and when that didn’t work, drag them away. He was there in the next instant, right beside her and gripping her arm, doing his best to contain her without bruising her. Gasping, she jerked from his hold and disappeared.

When he next spotted her, she was darting through the trees, racing away. “Take the prisoners to the dungeon,” he flung over his shoulder to his men, then gave chase. He still didn’t understand how the AIR agents had known they would be arriving this night, but it didn’t really matter. He’d planned to hunt down a few after he settled in, and now he wouldn’t have to. Now he could simply begin the negotiations. After he caught Macy, that is.

A few times she actually slammed into the thick trunks. She’d humph, shake her head, and jump back into motion. Once he clasped her jacket; rather than slowing her down, his grip merely ripped the torn material farther, revealing a shirt that was equally torn, as well as the planes and hollows of his back.

The second time he grabbed her, he encountered only hair. Hating himself, he yanked. She screamed, but continued to surge forward, leaving several strands in his fist.

“Stop,” he commanded, moving the knife he’d confiscated from her to his boot. When he caught her, and he would, he did not want her having access to it.

“Do you really have to think about my answer?”

“You’re not going to escape me. You might as well give up before I’m forced to hurt you.”

“Says the man who’s losing.” She maneuvered around another tree.

Several vehicles loomed ahead. Was anyone inside them? If so, and they hustled away with Macy, he could lose her for good. He knew it, didn’t like it, and wouldn’t allow it to happen. He was tiring from the day’s excess of speed, but he ground his teeth and forced his arms and legs to work faster.

Air beat against him, chilled and biting. His blood ran hot, though, hotter than ever before. He could hear the woman’s hoarse pants and imagined her breath floating over his naked chest, then dipping lower, until her mouth encircled his cock in damp heat. Oh, yes.

Arousal spread and gave him strength. Again he quickened his steps, his gaze raking over her body. Or rather, his body. Which was weird, but didn’t cool his ardor. As if sensing the fervor of his stare, Macy flicked a wild glance behind her. Whatever she saw in his expression panicked her and in less than a blink, she was average height with short red hair and dark brown eyes. Aged skin, a little too tanned.

She slowed abruptly, as if losing her ability to sustain the swift pace right along with her grip of his image, and lost her balance. Down, she tumbled. Breean was on top of her in the next instant, flipping her over and pinning her to a bed of leaves. Allowing his weight to settle atop her, he locked her arms over her head.

“You should have stopped,” he panted.

“Calm down, calm down,” she chanted, squeezing her eyes tightly shut. She dragged in a deep breath, released it, and was golden, muscled, and tall in seconds.

He scowled down at her. “Change back.”

“No.” Her eyelids popped open, and his own golden eyes glared up at him.

“Change!” No way would he kiss himself. And oh, yes, he was going to kiss her. Nothing could prevent him from doing so, not even the voice in his head demanding he be gentle with this woman.

“No!”

He ran his tongue over his teeth. If she possessed his appearance and his abilities, surely she possessed his vulnerabilities as well. Once, during a battle with a crowd of infected Rakan females, he’d been bitten in the side. The area had never healed properly and was a liability, for any type of contact would send him to his knees. Even now, there was a twinge beneath the scarred skin.

Knowing exactly where to touch, he reached under the torn shirt she wore and pinched. She screamed in pain.

“Change.”

“No,” she said, but it was a whimper this time.

He could not back down. He increased the strength of his grip. “The agony will stop the moment you change.”

“Fine, okay, yes, but I have to calm down first. Okay? Calm, calm.” While she chanted, her eyelids closed again, and she pushed out a shaky breath. Her body slackened. Slowly, so slowly, her face began to rearrange itself, the length of her nose shortening, her lashes becoming longer, paler, her cheeks rounding. Her hair altered from golden to pale.

Disappointed, he shook his head. “I want to see the black-haired wench.”

She blinked up at him in horror. “W-what?”

“The black-haired wench with the green eyes. I want to see her.”

“How do you— No. Never mind,” she snarled, suddenly struggling to gain her freedom. One of her arms succeeded, and she drilled three quick jabs into his nose before he could stop her.

He howled as he snagged her wrist. The little witch. This was going to end. Now. “The time for pain is over, Macy. Now you’re going to kiss me and make me better.”
  



THREE

CALM DOWN, CALM DOWN, CALM DOWN, ALEAHA SANG IN HER MIND. Hard thing to do, though. Nearly impossible. A man was on top of her, pinning her down, and he somehow knew what she looked like. Not Macy. Not another identity. But Aleaha. How did he know which face truly belonged to her when she hadn’t shown it to him? How?

And how could she like this position so much? I am your master, he had said, as if he owned her. Rather than enjoying his weight, she should be clawing his eyes out and feeding them to him, then later allowing herself a case of wine and a good cry.

A cry with dry heaves and a runny nose, because the fact that she enjoyed this man in any way scared her. Even the first time she’d accidentally become someone else—when an overweight, balding man had jerked little Aleaha into an abandoned warehouse, touching her in ways no man should touch a child, and she’d felt herself expand, lengthen, and transform, she hadn’t been this scared.

That man had let her go; this man wouldn’t release her until she’d given him what he wanted. She sensed it with everything inside her. That’s just how warriors were, and he was every inch the warrior. She should know—she’d inhabited that hard body. But she couldn’t relent. He was a killer and her enemy, and he wasn’t frightened of AIR. Maybe because he’d defeated the agents so easily.

Guaranteed he wouldn’t defeat Mia, who was probably on her way right now. Something she’d assured herself a thousand times already. So where the hell was the commander?

Didn’t matter, really, she told herself now. In the end, AIR would catch him. They always caught their targets. And when they caught this one, he would tell them what he’d seen her do, tell them what she truly looked like.

Oh. God. She would be ruined. Why wait until after scratching Breean’s eyes to have her cry? AIR would then turn their sights on her. She would be on the run, hunted like an animal, just as she feared. And what if they found a way to prevent her from changing faces? She would never again be able to hide.

Would that be so bad? her mind suddenly piped up. You can’t take over yet another person’s life.

She’d found a sense of contentment as Macy, yes, but the guilt she’d denied, well, it was easier to deny than to admit. In truth, she battled guilt every damn day. Hell, she lost more and more of herself every day, causing despair to blend with that guilt. She hated that she was living a life that had been cut short for someone else. Hated that she’d done nothing to earn the blessings bestowed upon her. Hated that her friend Bride, if she still lived, couldn’t find her because she didn’t have the courage to live as Aleaha.

Don’t think about that now. Escape!

She bucked and strained under her captor’s hold, unintentionally meshing their bodies and fusing heat, breasts against chest, thigh against thigh. Sweet heaven, it felt good, which increased her need for freedom. If he could make her crave him, despite her fear and dislike of him, he would destroy her life.

“Get off me!”

His eyes closed and his lips curled in a slow, satisfied smile. “You’re trying to push me off, yet you’re also gripping my shoulders, holding on. Which do you really want, female? For me to get off? Or for me to get you off?”

Damn it, she was holding on. How long since she’d allowed herself such close contact? Such warm, delicious contact? There you go again, becoming distracted, wanting what you can’t have. Scowling, she pried her fingers from him, all the while continuing to flail. “Off. I want you off.”

“Keep moving. Don’t stop fighting.” His penis was hard and thick and every time she arched, it pressed deep between her legs. “I’ll get off, I promise.”

If they’d been naked, he would have been inside her. And she would have liked it.

Okay. She was only making things worse—for both of them. She stilled, panting, and he moaned in disappointment. That strange honey fragrance wafted all around them, as if they lounged in a summer meadow of wild honeysuckle rather than a gloomy forest of ice.

She inhaled deeply to catch her breath, and her mind fuzzed just a bit. So good. Smelled so good. Why fight him when she could kiss him, as she’d craved earlier? She could delight in those muscles, enjoy every naughty inch of him.

Argh! “Just . . . let me go.” Clearly, she couldn’t win physically. “Please. I’ve let you go. Do the same for me.”

His eyelids opened, revealing the golden glow of his irises. They were bright with hungry desire. A reflection of hers? “You should not have run.” His voice was husky, rich. “The warrior in me liked it.”

Liked was growled, layered with challenge and savagery.

For several seconds, her heart ceased beating. And when it finally kicked back into gear, her flailing and bucking renewed with more force, but did little to dislodge him. She didn’t care that her actions rubbed them together. Didn’t care that they aroused her as much as they did him. She had to escape before he tried to take things further—and she was tempted to let him.

Tempted? Ha! Willing to beg, more like.

Already her blood sang and her body ached from the delicious friction. When his erection stabbed at her clitoris, she had to clench her jaw to keep from moaning in ecstasy. “Let me go!”

“Your fate was sealed the moment I spotted you.” Droplets of sweat beaded on his forehead, making the skin appear like liquid gold. “Actually, it was sealed the moment you stepped into this forest.”

Damn him. What would Macy do in this situation? What would a real AIR agent do?

An AIR agent would already have cut off his balls, used them as earrings, and danced around his lifeless form. She could do no less. Maybe. Fine, she wouldn’t be going near his balls, but she could definitely fight harder.

“I guess your fate was sealed, too.” Aleaha lifted her head and bit him, using the only weapon she had at the moment: her teeth. They sank into his chin. The taste of sugar teased her tongue just as she remembered she feared contamination. Sugar? Mmm, as good as his scent. Heady, like aged wine. Clearly addictive, because she already craved another helping. Who cared about possible contamination, really? After all, Jaxon didn’t think the Rakans were infected. So . . . Dinner, come to mama.

Breean ripped free with a howl. Golden blood trickled from the tiny punctures and onto her collarbone as he glared down at her. Angry as he was, the moonlight paid him nothing but tribute, washing over him with loving strokes. Had she truly just tried to eat him? Did that mean she was a cannibal like . . . no, no. Absolutely not. She didn’t want to feast on anyone else.

“You bit me,” he snarled. “Are you infected?”

“With what?”

“A disease. Any disease.”

“No. Are you?” Please say no.

That soothed him, but only somewhat. “No. But what if you are, and you don’t know it?”

“I’m telling you I’m healthy.”

“Still. You should not have bitten me. Bloodshed is forbidden.” Forbidden?

“But you made the agents bleed.”

“Not me.”

“If those responsible were under your charge, it might as well have been you.”

A muscle ticked below his left eye.

“Just let me go, okay,” she said, doing her best to sound strong and assured this time rather than frantic. She (might have) sounded breathless. “Otherwise, I will bite you again.” A lie, but he couldn’t know that. No way did she want to lose herself to that chomping urge again.

“Do not ever, ever draw my blood. Do you understand? You’ll not like the consequences, I swear it.”

Don’t apologize. Don’t weaken. “Well, get off me and save us both. I can’t breathe.”

He rolled his eyes. “Now you are just being silly. You’re talking. Therefore, you can breathe.”

Smart bastard. “You have no right to hold me like this.”

“As the victor of this battle, I have every right.” Another of those slow, wicked grins tugged at the corners of his beautiful golden lips, and her heart skipped another beat. “Oh, the things I’m going to do to you. And I know what you’re thinking. Is he open to suggestions? The answer is yes.”

Gorgeous and a mind reader. But she said, “Liar. I’ve suggested you get off me about a thousand times.” How she’d love to cut that grin off him. And maybe his clothes. Stop thinking like that, you slut!

“No. You commanded.” He anchored her wrists to the ground with one hand and sifted the length of her still-pale hair through his fingers with the other. “I think I will like the dark strands better. Why do you hide them?”

No way she’d answer that and incriminate herself further. Think, Aleaha. To escape him, she needed a weapon. Besides her teeth. She’d tried to sheathe her pyre-guns at her waist while running through the trees, but the unusual velocity of her motions had made her clumsy, and she’d dropped them. But she’d also had a knife, a knife Breean had taken and secured to his back . . .

Her eyes widened. Yes. Yes! Keeping it had been very stupid of him because now she could steal it back.

“My guess?” he continued, oblivious to her plans. “You don’t want anyone to know your true identity.”

“Wow, detective. I’m so glad you’re on the case.” She hoped her sarcasm hid both her chagrin that he’d already figured her out and her excitement that this battle between them could very well be over in minutes. All she had to do was convince him to free her hands. “For the record, this is my identity.”

“Once again, you lie. Alien.”

“I’m human, damn it!” Macy was human, so Aleaha was, too. That’s how it had to be.

“You want to be, are trying to act like it, but you’re not. AIR had to know.”

A fear she harbored, no matter how much she relaxed. “Go to hell.”

“Perhaps I’m already there.” His gaze lowered to her mouth. “Soft,” he said. “What’s your real name, alien? Something that fits your real face, I’m sure.”

“I am human. And I already told you my name.” Shivering, trying to ignore the white-hot pulses hammering at every point of contact, she said, “Release my hands. Please.”

“So you can hit me again? I think not.”

“So I can feeeel you.” She didn’t have to force the words out; they wisped out of her mouth of their own accord.

He didn’t pause to ask what had changed her mind; she was instantly freed. Her hands slid to his back, as if she meant to grab him and pull him closer. His nostrils flared at that first tentative, seemingly willing touch, and he braced himself on his elbows, pressing deeper into her body.

Automatically her knees fell open, welcoming him. She couldn’t stop them. That honey scent . . . His hips surged forward, his erection sliding over her clothed but already moist folds. She gasped, unable to stifle the satisfied sound. And in that suspended moment, she almost forgot her true purpose.

“That’s the way, Macy.”

“Don’t call me that. Call me—” The moment the words hit her ears, she sucked in a breath. Why would she want him to call her by her real name, especially when she’d refused to tell him what it was? She was Macy now, and she had to remain Macy, even with lovers. Not that she would become this guy’s lover.

“Call you what, then?”

“Ale— Macy.” Damn it! She’d almost told him. Again. What kind of moron was she?

A perverted moron at that, since she found the man responsible for the fall of her friends so damned sensual, erotic, and wholly masculine. A drug that overshadowed any hint of inhibition. Just looking at him, she wanted to drown in sensation. For the sake of the others, don’t lose focus.

“Do you like it soft or do you like it rough, Ale— Macy?” he purred.

Why not both? Knife. Get the knife. “I—I don’t know. Why don’t you find out?” Inch by inch, she trekked her trembling fingers down his sides, not stopping until she reached the coarse material of the holster. Almost there . . . almost . . . Her palm found smooth material and hard muscle, but no weaponlike bulge.

“What’s your real name? Tell me. Please.”

Would he never give up?

“I promise not to tell,” he murmured. “You have my word. But how can I kiss you properly if I don’t know what to call you? Please.”

She didn’t want him to leave her yet. Not until she had the knife. And she feared he would indeed walk away if she refused yet again. That was the only reason she was giving in, damn it! “Aleaha,” she found herself saying. She didn’t trust him, but part of her did want him to know, which was why she didn’t simply lie. “Happy now?” Where the hell was the knife?

“Aleaha.” He closed his eyes for a moment, as though he savored the reverberation. “Much better. And now that we’ve got that settled . . . are you looking for this, Aleaha?” In a movement so swift she saw only the remnants of his spirit, he palmed a blade from his boot and waved the gleaming silver tip over her nose. “I moved it during our chase. Just in case. Over the past two years, I have learned to plan ahead.”

With a yelp, she shrank deeper into the cold ground. Ice-covered rocks stabbed into her bared back where her jacket and T-shirt were torn. “If you cut me, I’ll . . .” She’d what? Bleed all over him and ruin his clean clothes. Like he didn’t know that already. She was screwed.

“I told you, there will be no bloodletting. Besides, I like the passion and concern you’ve shown for your friends,” he said, tossing the blade out of reach. Then he baffled her by bending and sniffing her neck, his nose brushing the sensitive skin there, the thundering pulse. “I won’t punish you for that.”

Another shiver rushed her. Concentrate. Without the knife, there was no reason to remain in this position. No intelligent reason. “Let me up and I’ll negotiate for the agents’ freedom,” she said, recalling his earlier attempt at bartering. “Just like you wanted.”

“The time for that is over.” The inflection in his voice was dark, carnal, and animalistic. His gaze lowered to her lips. “Now I believe I promised you a kiss.”

“Don’t you dare kiss me.” The words were automatic, but there was no heat behind them. Passion, like fear, was not a good thing for her. Yet a part of her wanted him to take her mouth anyway. Take everything she had to give and demand more, forcing her to feel, to need, to crave. Finally. As she’d dreamed of for so long.

“Don’t cut you, don’t kiss you. Anything else I shouldn’t do?” She started to tick off an entire list, but he added, “Never mind. I’m through with this conversation.” And then his lips were meshed with hers, his hot tongue probing for entrance.

She flattened her palms against his chest and shoved. He didn’t budge. In fact, he grabbed hold of her wrists and repinned them over her head, smashing her breasts into his chest—mmm, good, so good—at the same time cupping her nape and forcing her jaw up, preventing her lips from moving away.

“Open,” he commanded against her mouth.

She shook her head, even though denying him was one of the most difficult things she’d ever done.

“Open.” He applied a hard pressure with his chin, creating the smallest of gaps.

Still she resisted. She’d lose control, and he’d find himself kissing a stranger, maybe even another man. He’d become enraged, disgusted, and she wouldn’t be able to blame him.

Determined, he changed tactics. The pressure gentled, and he pulled back slightly. Soft, so softly, he traced his tongue over the seam of her lips. “Open. Please. You’ll like what I do. I swear.”

Don’t give in, her mind beseeched, even as she recalled all the nights she’d lain in bed, aching so badly she’d wanted to die, wishing intimacy weren’t so dangerous for her. Wishing a lover could please her without discovering her secrets. She’d been down that road a few times, and she couldn’t allow herself to take it ever again.

The first time, she’d been regarded as a freak. The second attempt had ended in a fight for her life. The third—and final—attempt had started rocky but had ended successfully. Or so she’d thought, until she was chased down and nearly locked up.

Breean has seen you in action, so he already knows what you can do.

But he’s a monster.

So are you.

I am not!

The internal debate ended with an, Mmm, he smells better with every second that passes, like cinnamon and honey, wildflowers and sex. Down-and-dirty, nothing-held-back sex. The kind she’d always fantasized about having while she touched herself, alone, always alone, finger dancing over her clitoris.

She must have unintentionally obeyed him and opened her mouth because suddenly his tongue was pushing past her teeth, stroking, thrusting, twining. Every nerve ending in her body leapt to instant life. Liquid heat flooded the apex of her thighs, and she trembled.

“Sweet,” he praised. “So sweet.”

Make him stop, she thought, dazed, even as she wound her legs around his waist and locked her ankles, arching her back. His erection rubbed the new center of her world, and she gasped, lost to sensation. As feared, she felt her appearance change, expanding from average height to a bit taller, a little more rounded.

Shockingly, he didn’t seem to mind. Seemed to like it, actually, as he hissed in a breath. “Again.”

She did, unable to help herself. She arched, appearance changing to someone shorter, rounder. They moaned simultaneously, then his tongue was back inside her mouth, hotter now, harder, and he was sucking her the way he might suck on a woman’s clit, laving and savoring every drop of moisture. Their teeth banged together as he drew her closer. Her still-hard nipples pressed into his chest, abrading deliciously.

“M-my shirt.” She wanted to tell him to rip it the rest of the way off her, but was having trouble forming the words. She ached, oh, she ached, and that ache demanded all of her attention. A touch, a glide. Something. Except, she felt the hair on her head shorten, her legs lengthen, and something harden between her legs—and it wasn’t Breean.

There wasn’t time even to gasp in horror. Because of her sudden spike of fear, the male form was quickly replaced. This time her hair grew and the color of her skin went from tanned to pale, her body from lean to lush. In a snap, however, she changed yet again. Female, still, but longer, slimmer. She clutched at Breean, relieved, needy. He hadn’t erupted when she’d sprouted a penis. He hadn’t even stopped kissing her.

“I knew I’d like the dark hair.” His tight clamp eased on her nape and his fingers slid to the front, stopping at her voice box, fanning over her pulse, then dipping to her breast. He kneaded the soft curve.

With his acceptance came a flood of uncontrollable, undiluted desire. And holy hell, did she have pent-up desire. That touch, so tender, so innocent, wasn’t enough.

More, she thought. “I need . . . I need . . .”

“Me.” He jerked the material up, revealing her navel, her bra— which he moved, too—and then her breasts. Her stomach quivered as he studied her. Cold air beat around them, but she felt only heat. Only need. “Pretty,” he said, sounding as if he were in some sort of trance. “Like berries. Pink, ripe. Mine.”

He palmed her, skin to skin this time. Yes! When he thumbed a nipple, plucked it, she lost hold on reality, arching, writhing, ready to beg. There was only amazement, wonder, pleasure. So hot, blistering, singeing all the way to the bone. “Yes, yes!”

“I could touch you forever, I think.”

“Lick,” she commanded. Something was flowing through her veins, so potent she was almost drunk with it. That desire, yes, but also . . . what? His scent? It was strong, heady, dizzying, but could it have caused this sweet urgency? This sizzling desperation? No longer did she care where she was, who she was with, or how many times she shifted. Satisfaction was the only thing that mattered.

Her body was not her own. In that moment, it was his. Breean’s. His to do with whatever he pleased. She had no shame, truly no goal save climax.

“Give me,” she said, only then realizing he hadn’t obeyed her. He was still staring down at her, tension bracketing his eyes. “Lick.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever tire of looking at you.”

“That’s great. But look and touch at the same time,” she said.

He chuckled.

Finally his lips settled over one of her nipples, tongue flicking against it.

Raspy gasps escaped her, and she rode his cock up and down, sliding, sliding, still desperate, so desperate. He sucked, hard. She cried out, closer to heaven in that moment than she’d been in her entire life. Happily, willingly swimming in pleasure, the need for release a constant ache between her legs.

“More,” she demanded. “Harder.”

This time he obeyed quickly, giving her what she wanted. She chewed on her bottom lip, tasting blood, wishing it were his lip she nibbled. His mouth, his tongue. Perhaps his cock, thrusting in and out, filling her, stretching her jaw. Her tongue would lave the thick head, sucking, sucking, until he was wrung dry, until—

Who are you? drifted through her mind. Who is this sensual creature you’ve become?

His fingers abandoned her breast, only to slip lower to the waist of her pants. In a few seconds, he was going to delve past her panties and sink straight to the heart of her. He’d feel her wetness. He’d work those naughty fingers into her one by one. He’d pump them in and out, driving her to the brink.

Yes, yes. That’s what she wanted; there was no fighting this desire. This fog. Yes, fog. That’s what it was. That’s what was swimming through her veins, clouding her judgment and lighting her on fire. Blazing, delicious. And wrong.

Wrong?

“S-stop,” she managed to gasp out. The madness had to stop. And if she just paused a moment, she could figure out why this was wrong.

Instantly, he stilled. He was panting as their gazes clashed. “You want it,” he growled low in his throat. “You want me.”

“No,” she said, then more loudly, “No!” It wasn’t her writhing, but someone else. Someone he’d created.

Nailed it again, she thought. Somehow he was changing her, making pleasure her only concern. And okay, yeah. Some part of her suspected this was her fault. That she simply wanted him more than she had ever wanted another. But that was wrong for different reasons, so she would still stop him.

“I can feel the desire inside you. You need a man.”

“Not you.” You, only you. Damn it. Stay strong.

“I need a woman.”

Pick me! Strong, remember? “Not me.”

Desire was blended with irritation and anger, all three fiercely directed at her. He looked frightening just then, reminding her of the warrior who’d attacked and defeated AIR’s best in a matter of minutes.

Now she felt shame. Now she felt guilt she would never be able to deny. What kind of woman tongued her enemy, no matter the reason, while her teammates languished?

“You deny us both, Aleaha.”

Her stomach clenched, but she forced herself to say, “I don’t know you, I don’t like you. Of course I deny us both.”

“Very well.” He popped to his feet, dragging her with him. He was scowling. “In time you will learn about me, and you will like me. That’s a command.”

“I haven’t obeyed you once.” Or maybe she had. The details were as foggy as her mind. “What makes you think I’ll start now?”

He peered down at her, one golden brow arched. “I’m halfway there already. Your nipples are still hard.”

“So?” Cheeks flushing, she fought the urge to cover herself. “It’s still cold out here.”

“You begged for me.”

That was not something she needed to be reminded of; she remembered, both hating and loving herself for it. Hating because of all the baggage that came with the pleasure, and loving because, well, it had felt so damn good. But just as soon as she’d spent a few minutes alone, she’d love herself to earth-shattering completion and could hate him without this pesky need being in the way.

“Temporary insanity. I also told you to stop.”

Clearly frustrated, he tangled a hand through his hair. “Do you have an answer for everything?”

“Yes.”

His tongue swiped over his teeth. She’d tasted that tongue, almost bitten that tongue.

Never again, she told herself. Enough stalling. It was time to act. She pictured Macy in her mind and felt her body respond accordingly. Her hair shortened, as did her legs. Her boobs grew—a lot. Much better. This was her shield. Her armor against the world. And now against Breean.

He scowled at her but didn’t comment. “Come. There is much to do and I’ve wasted enough time chasing you.”

Yes, she’d made sure of that. But still the backup agents hadn’t shown. Aleaha prayed nothing had happened to them. With the bleak turn this night had already taken, however, she doubted the prayer would be heeded.
  



FOUR

BREEAN’S WARRIORS HAD GATHERED THE AIR AGENTS, as ordered, and started for the underground holding cell they’d hurriedly constructed on one of their trips here. It had taken him fifteen minutes to catch up with them and their human cargo, Aleaha tossed over his shoulder, and then another five to reach the dilapidated house they’d confiscated on the outskirts of the city; it was the perfect hideout, since the area was seemingly forgotten by Earth’s inhabitants. Maybe because there was no vegetation or animals, the air drier than dirt, stinging the nostrils as though acid were being inhaled. It was still cold here, but there was none of that beautiful white snow.

Breean left Aleaha locked up in one of the bedrooms, comfortable and fed, yet separated from her people, for an entire Earth week. She tried to escape at least twice a day, but he caught her each time, attuned to her in a way he didn’t understand.

He’d hoped to develop a resistance to her while he saw to the defenses of his true home in the city. He’d hoped to develop a resistance to her while the days passed.

Despite his best efforts, Aleaha never left his mind. His only hope now was that time had softened her dislike of him, that she craved another of his kisses. The first had nearly burned him alive. No woman had ever tasted so sweet or felt so perfect against him. And, yes, others had clutched him with utter abandon, moaning their pleasure, desperate for more, but none had ever affected him like this. Why, he didn’t know.

No longer could he delude himself, even slightly, into thinking that any other woman would have done. It was her he wanted. Her specifically. Aleaha. The fierce glow in her eyes, the sharpness of her wit. The challenge of winning so strong a prize. What would she look like when she smiled? How carefree would her laughter sound?

He had to know.

Finally, it was time to move everyone into the permanent home. It had better security and was in a livable location. Yes, they would be more easily spotted by AIR, which had, thank the blessed sea, failed to find his hideaway on the outskirts, but it was worth the risk. He planned to contact them soon anyway, and start the bargaining process at last.

By the time the prisoners were taken care of, night had fallen. Breean returned to the wasteland with half of his forces. He couldn’t contain his eagerness as he entered the house and walked down the crumbling hallway to gather Aleaha. What would he find? The blond goddess or the dark-haired vixen? Eagerness to match his own or anger?

He was actually shaking with anticipation as he unlocked Aleaha’s door. I won’t bed her until she begs for it, he vowed. After what she’d already given him, nothing else would be acceptable. The hinges creaked open, and he stepped inside. She stood in front of the bed, watching him warily, pale hair dancing around her shoulders.

His heart thundered in his chest. In arousal, yes, but also in disappointment. He’d wanted the vixen.

She wore the T-shirt and jeans he’d brought her, and the material hugged her body nicely.

“Nothing to say?” he asked, feeling tongue-tied himself. Never had he wanted something so badly. Never had he had to tread so carefully.

She arched a brow, as stubborn as ever. “What about, and stop me if you’ve heard this one, let me go. Let my friends go.”

So. She still meant to resist him. He revealed no hint of his frustration. “You will stay with me. Your friends . . . maybe.”

“Why keep us? You’re going to destroy us anyway. That’s why you’re here, right?”

He frowned. “What do you mean, I plan to destroy you?”

“Why else would you be here?” Every word was layered with disgust. “I’ve been thinking about it, since that’s the only thing to do here, and I’ve decided you’re here to prepare the way for that stupid queen.”

“What are you talking about? I have no queen.” Not anymore. Apparently, the Rakan queen had been one of the first females to succumb to the disease. She had killed her own husband. Her own children.

Aleaha studied him, her expression pensive. “I know you’re not ill since I bit you and haven’t exhibited any symptoms, and I know you’re Rakan rather than Schön, but why else would you have come to Earth if not to help the Schön queen? An alien was interrogated recently and revealed that warriors would be arriving that night in the forest with the sole desire of clearing a path for the Schön queen. Then boom, you arrive. You take out AIR. What’s that if not clearing a path?”

Everything inside him locked down. First in panic—not again, he couldn’t put his men through that again—and then in rage. “Schön? You expected those vile Schön?”

“Yes. We’d already killed a few of them, and you and yours won’t be any different.”

“We would never help them. We hate them.” Mouth suddenly dry, he pivoted on his heel, exited the room, and locked the door behind him. He was trembling again, but this time it had nothing to do with desire.

“Hey,” he heard her call. “If we were mistaken about your race, it’s possible we were mistaken about you following the Schön queen. Come back! I’m not saying I believe you, I’m just saying we can talk about this.”

Breean quickly called together all of the men who had accompanied him. They filled the living room, spilling out into the hallway. As he told them what he had just learned, they reacted first with panic, as he had. And then the rage set in.

“Bastards.”

“Murderers!”

A couple jumped up to pace, bumping into everyone around them.

“I will leave the decision up to you,” he said. “If you want to leave, we will leave. If you want to stay, we will stay.” Either way, Breean wasn’t letting Aleaha go. He wouldn’t leave her here to face the deadly Schön on her own. Because she was female, she would be one of the first to fall. But knowing her as he thought he did, she would not go easily.

The debate began.

“We’ve worked so hard, finally found a home. We can’t just abandon it now.”

“Yes, we can. We deserve peace.”

“Will we ever truly know peace? We are outsiders wherever we go. Here, at least, otherworlders aren’t killed on sight.”

“I can’t watch another home be destroyed.”

“And what happens when the Schön ruin this planet?” Talon, his second in command, scrubbed a hand down his tired face. “They will move on to another, perhaps the next one we have chosen. We need to destroy them. Now. Finally.”

Breean agreed. “At least here we know there are medications and technology to combat such a loathsome enemy. That’s why we chose it. Besides, my female told me that AIR defeated the first diseased warriors who came here.”

“Think of it. We can kill the Schön, as we’ve dreamed for so long,” Talon added. “For what they did to us. For what they did to our loved ones.”

“How are we to kill them? They can make themselves invisible. As we well know, it’s impossible to fight an unseen enemy.”

That cast a gloomy shadow over the men, memories consuming them.

“AIR obviously knows how to fight them, and there are ways to get the information from them. So tell me.” Breean eyed them one by one. “Leave? Or stay?”

In the end, it was unanimous. They would stay. They would fight. Or try to. If they died in the process, at least they would die as the soldiers they’d become.

“I am proud of you,” he told them. “Surrender is unacceptable. Once we are established in our new home, we will figure out a plan of action. As for tonight, we have much to do. Go about your duties. I will meet you outside.”

As they strode off, Breean returned to Aleaha’s room. This time, she was seated at the edge of the bed. Still blond. But, damn, if she didn’t make his heart stop. “Come.” He waved her over.

“Don’t you want to talk?”

“No.”

She stood on shaky legs. “Well. Are you sure you’re not going to take off again, leaving me here?”

“I’m sure.”

“Why did you rush off like that?”

“You mentioned my greatest enemy.” He saw no reason to lie. Not when he might gain information. “My men needed to know what they will soon be up against.”

“Oh. So you really do hate the Schön?”

“Yes.” Guess they would talk, after all. “Does AIR have any idea what those bastards can do? I know you told me some were killed, but I just want to make sure you understand the danger.”

“Yes. They are infected with a disease that turns people into cannibals.”

“That disease destroyed my planet. That disease is the reason we are here.”

“Oh,” she said again. “I’m—I’m sorry. You aren’t . . . infected, are you? I mean, I know we’ve had this conversation and I know I bit you and tasted your blood and I haven’t experienced any unusual symptoms, but you’ve got me worried.”

“No, I’m not infected. You would be able to tell if I were. The skin turns gray, the eyes sink into the skull. I would have been the one to bite you that night in the forest.”

She gulped, but that was her only response.

“How did your people defeat them?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t working for them at the time.”

He was glad. Though he wanted the information, badly, he didn’t like the thought of Aleaha engaging such fierce creatures. At least there was hope, a way to win. He would like to work with AIR and increase the chance for victory, but he didn’t think they’d welcome him.

“All I know,” she continued, “is what I’ve already told you. Several warriors came here. They were crushed, and now their queen, the most powerful of them, is on her way.”

Oh, yes. The queen was indeed the most powerful. She was also heartless, selfish, determined, and irresistible.

“Come,” he said again. For the moment, there was nothing else to say on the subject.

“Are you taking me to my friends?”

Rather than start a debate—because no, he wasn’t taking her to her friends—he remained silent as he escorted her out of the home and into the backyard, keeping her beside him with an arm draped around the feminine dip of her waist. She didn’t try to escape. Perhaps she’d realized there was no place to go, nothing around them. Perhaps, as concerned as she was about her fellow agents, she didn’t want to leave without them.

Or perhaps he wasn’t giving her enough credit. Maybe she meant to bide her time and kill him while he slept. If he was lucky, she stayed because she wanted another kiss. Had she thought of him at all while inside that room? Dreamed of him the way he’d dreamed of her?

“The air,” she said, nose wrinkling in distaste as her eyes scanned the darkness.

“Cold?” He removed his jacket and placed it around her shoulders.

“Yes, but also pungent.”

“You become used to it.” He peered down at her, hungry. “Change for me. Please. No one will see.” There were no trees offering solace, but there was a tall iron fence surrounding the barren yard. Plus, there were no other homes nearby. They’d all collapsed.

She didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I will if you’ll tell me where the agents are. I never heard them, and I’m trying not to go crazy, imagining them d-dead.” There at the end, her voice shook.

“They were underground, in a cell not far from where we are standing.” Truth. He didn’t mind telling her since they had already been moved to the new home. “I swear to you, they are alive and well and will remain so. They are also angry as hell that you are not with them.”

“I-I believe you. That sounds like them. Thank you.” Her relief was palpable. “And now for my part of the bargain.” Again, she glanced around. When she saw that they were alone, she began to grow several inches, becoming leaner. Her long dark hair fell over his wrist, and he basked in the silkiness of it. Her eyes were so deep a green he would have sworn he was standing in a lush, dewy meadow every time he peered into them. Her skin was translucent, smooth, and, as easily as she’d responded to him, probably sensitive. She might be able to come with only a caress.

A man could hope, anyway.

Actually, a man could hope for a lot more. Even now, he could taste her in his mouth, rainstorms and passion. So much passion he’d nearly drowned in it. Had wanted to drown in it. No matter which guise she’d worn, even as the male—surprising, but something he wasn’t going to question—she’d tasted the same. And he’d loved it. She could have eaten him alive with those sharp little teeth, and he would have died with a smile on his face.

“Beautiful,” he said. The clothes were a bit too short for her now, though they bagged over her smaller chest and leaner waist, but, oh, did the sight of her like this please him.

A tremor slid the length of her spine, brushing her shoulder against his chest. “Thank you.”

Renewed desire pounded through him, hot, readying his body for her. If he wasn’t careful, his resolve to wait until she begged would snap and he’d try to seduce her. Here and now. No matter who watched. Even now that honey scent was wafting from him. . . .

“What are you going to do to me?” she asked, her voice raspy. Did she smell it? Yearn for him? “What are you going to do to the other agents?”

The doorway to the underground tunnel was thrown open, Talon climbing the makeshift steps, a metal box in his hands, barking orders in the Rakan language to the others, who were carrying large boxes of their own.

Aleaha gasped at the wide, dark pit now revealed. “Is the cell down there?” she asked, her previous questions forgotten. Then, she must have realized that someone else was seeing her true form, because the black locks began to lighten.

“Don’t change. Please. I did not expect him to appear so soon, but hiding now will do no good. Besides, he will not betray you.”

A moment passed, but then her hair returned to its full, dark glory. He offered her a grateful smile and was rewarded with a hesitant twitch of her lips. One day he would make her laugh. One day he would—

Forget his purpose if he didn’t look away. “Do you need more men?” he asked Talon in Rakan. There was no reason for Aleaha to have this information, and every reason for her not to have it. “I want us out of here as quickly as possible.”

Talon’s golden braids slapped his temples as he faced Breean. “No,” he said. “Cain and Syler just arrived. Said they couldn’t listen to the AIR agents any longer. I’ve got them carrying the last of the weapons.”

“Were the agents still demanding their release?”

“Yes. But they also want to know what we did with their dead.” Disgust dripped from Talon’s voice when he uttered the word dead.

“When Cain and Syler return, they may explain that we buried them.” It was the truth. But Breean was as disgusted as his friend that humans had died. Killing the agents so viciously and so violently had been unnecessary. They’d had things under control—a few of their own men had been stunned, yes, but no one had been injured— so there’d been no need to resort to bloodshed.

Because of that bloodshed, he’d had to command everyone to burn their clothes and bathe the moment they’d reached this dilapidated, forgotten house. No exceptions. Not even for the prisoners.

“Speaking of AIR,” Talon said, “neither Cain nor Syler saw any sign of them, here or there, during their journey. You were right. There is no better time to finish our switch.”

“Good.”

“What shall I do with Marleon? Leave him,” which meant, kill him here, “or take him with me?” Which meant, kill him there. “I didn’t know what to do with him, so I kept him locked up here.”

Marleon was the warrior, the traitor, who’d whisked inside several of the agents, taking over their bodies and forcing them to shoot themselves. He’d been sequestered this entire week while Breean considered his punishment. A punishment he didn’t want to deliver, for he loved Marleon like a brother. But there was no way around this. He’d merely been putting off the inevitable.

“Take him. It’s past time I made an example of him.”

“Consider it done.” Talon’s gaze shifted momentarily to Aleaha. “I know that you wanted no reminder of her while she was locked away, so I didn’t ask what I’ve been dying to ask. Now that you have her . . . did you learn how she was able to become you?”

He sighed. “Not yet, but I will find out.”

“The change was amazing. You are keeping her for yourself, I gather.” Talon switched to the Earth language on the last sentence, a hungry gleam in his golden eyes.

“Yes,” Breean answered, a little stiff.

“No sharing?”

His hands clenched at the thought, dark possessiveness clamoring through him. Aleaha stiffened as well. “No.”

“She—”

“Is mine.”

A nod and a grin from Talon; a growl from Aleaha.

“I thought as much. Very well,” Talon said. “We have been monitoring the headsets from the agents as you told us to do, but the female voice has stopped talking in them. And this morning, Torrence found and destroyed the cameras they used to watch.”

“Oh, God.” Aleaha groaned, paling. “The cameras. I had forgotten about them. They must have seen me . . . what I . . . oh, God.”

“Excellent,” he told his second, ignoring her outburst for the moment. Otherwise he would have drawn her into his embrace and forgotten his purpose yet again. “How much do you lack before the tunnel is empty?”

“We’re down to the last.”

“Finish up, then. I’ll stop bothering you.”

Talon returned to directing the men, and Breean’s attention returned to the woman as if pulled by an unbreakable cord. Finally. Her lips were puffy, as if she’d been chewing them, and a bright, vivid red. Like blood. He should have been repulsed.

He wasn’t.

Moonlight bathed her, and he would have sworn stars twinkled around her, as drawn to her loveliness as he was. Her eyes sparkled like emeralds, and strands of dark hair whipped around her face.

Obviously, her agent’s mind had flipped on. She was studying the surrounding area with sharp precision, taking in every detail. He could not wait to have all that concentration directed at him.

As if sensing his perusal, she faced him. His desire must have been evident because she shivered, gulped, even inched backward, sinking deeper into night’s shadows. But when she realized what she’d done, she straightened and reclaimed her position in the moon’s amber rays. A true warrior, she was.

“What’s inside the chests?” she asked, only the slightest catch in her voice.

He liked that voice, layered as it was with equal measures of fear, courage, and sexuality. “Weapons.”

Her attention whipped back to the boxes, as if she could burn a hole through the metal with her gaze. “What kind?”

“Does it matter? They all do the same thing.” Kill.

“We’ve got everything,” Talon called.

Good. Breean didn’t remove his focus from Aleaha. “Close the pit and head out.” He wanted the girl to himself for a while longer. “We’ll be along shortly.”

“As you wish.”

He couldn’t stay long; in a few hours, the sun would rise. Only once had he made the mistake of coming to Earth during daybreak. The sun was simply too hot for a Rakan’s golden skin, too blistering, something they weren’t used to since Raka had three alternating moons and a small, sun-like orb that produced only the barest hint of light.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Talon and a few others secure the tunnel doorway, then gather their supplies and stride away. He should be helping them—he never asked his men to do something he wouldn’t do himself—but again, he couldn’t force himself to walk away from this moment with Aleaha.

“I thought the agents were in there. Where are you moving them?” she demanded. “When are you moving them? What if they’re injured and need medical attention. And why did you leave me in that room so long?”

He didn’t have to answer, but he found that he wanted to alleviate her concerns. “They’ve already been moved to a house in the city. I moved them for safety reasons. They are uninjured.”

“Take me there.”

Soon. “Kiss me first.”

For a moment, only a moment, stark desire played over her delicate features. But it quickly disappeared, obliterated by fear. He sighed. Why did she continue to fear him? He had not hurt her, even though he’d had every opportunity.

Then that same intense look of concentration darkened her features, the one he’d seen that first night. She meant either to run or to challenge him. Sadly, there was no time to indulge her. “I would not do that, were I you. It . . . excites me.” Truth. “And I will catch you, you know I will.”

She scowled. But slowly, bit by bit, her body slackened. “What I know is that you’re a bastard.”

“How so? I did not force you to my bed. Did not starve you. Kept the others away from you.”

“Just . . . shut up. You’re so annoying.”

His lips twitched in amusement and his scrutiny intensified, as if he could discern everything about her simply by looking. What did she like, what did she dislike? What foods did she favor? How many men had she had?

The last had him ready to commit murder. Didn’t take much these days.

Relax. She’s with you. That’s all that matters. Up close like this, he could see a scattering of freckles across her nose. Pretty. Unlike Rakan freckles, which were clear and sparkling like diamonds, these were tiny and brown, adorable. He reached out, intending to sift her hair through his fingers and trace the strands over those freckles.

She grabbed hold of his wrist to stop him. Where their skin met, he sizzled.

“No touching,” she rasped.

“Silly girl.” He increased the pressure, her strength no match for his, and tunneled his fingers to her scalp as he’d wished. The strands were thick and possessed a bit of curl. They were silky, like polished ebony. He reveled in the beauty, the luxury. “I can do anything I want.”

“If that’s your mind-set, I feel sorry for the women in your life.”

“No reason for you to do so. They are all dead. And, no, I didn’t kill them. Not with pleasure or menace. As I told you, they died of the Schön disease.”

“Oh. I’m sorry,” she said softly. Her expression turned pensive. “Your mother, too?”

He nodded. “And sisters.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I wouldn’t wish that kind of pain on anyone. Even you.”

A sweet proclamation. One that disarmed him. For it proved that she was more than a soldier, more than a captive. She cared. She felt. Even for a man she deemed her enemy. While every part of his body already seemed to recognize her on a level he didn’t understand, craving her, needing her, his mind now followed suit.

“You have lost someone yourself, I take it?”

She nodded sadly. “My friend, Bride. She was like my mother and sister rolled into one.”

“How did she die?”

“I don’t know.” She chewed her bottom lip. “She could still be alive. Is alive. She has to be. I’ve been searching for her for years, but haven’t found a trace of her.”

“She could have traveled to another planet.”

“No. She wouldn’t have left me. Not willingly.”

Perhaps he would find this Bride for her. Give her the woman as a present. As for now, he just wanted to continue basking in her. “Hiding your true hair should be a crime,” he said. Soon that hair of hers would be splayed over his pillow. Her body would be draped over his bed, open and eager, spread completely. For him. Only him. She’d be wet, soaking him.

He might even watch her touch herself before he joined her. Might watch her sink her fingers between her legs, slipping inside that tight little sheath, arching into every glide, moaning, begging him to finish it. He nearly moaned himself. Stop thinking like that.

“People do whatever they have to do to survive.” There was a trace of guilt in her words.

One of the clues to the mystery of her slipped into place. “And you would have been killed if your true identity was known? Sweet, to do whatever is needed to protect yourself is admirable, not shameful.”

Her eyes narrowed, and he wasn’t sure who her anger was directed at. Him. Or her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m—”

“No more lies, Aleaha. Please.”

Her jaw clenched, the grind of her teeth loud in the surrounding silence. “You’re not going to get away with this. AIR will catch you. They always do. And you’ll be executed on sight as a predatory alien.”

“Clearly your AIR team couldn’t find their asses if I handed them over in paper bags.”

A mix of fury and affront claimed her features, lending them a fiery edge. This time he had no trouble telling who had earned the bulk of her emotion. “You had the advantage that night. Somehow you knew we were there waiting.”

“Not true. We knew nothing of the sort. You, however, knew we were coming. Therefore, you had the advantage. Yet I still consider that a fair fight.”

“I doubt you know the meaning of fair.”

“Of course I know the meaning. I just prefer to fight dirty. Fairness is an idea most often touted by the defeated. I’ll use any advantage I have, on anyone, at any time. That’s how battles are won.”

“Oh, you mean like this?” Her knee jerked up and she nailed him in the balls.

He hunched over, wishing he could vomit his intestines. Anything to stop the excruciating pain. At this point, he might even have been willing to cut off his cock. The burn was agonizing, like someone had set fire to his pants. Worse, she would have darted off if he hadn’t grabbed her wrist and held on tight.

“Well?” There was satisfaction in her tone, even though there would be no escaping.

“Yes,” he gasped out. “Like that.” After an endless, strangled minute, he was able to drag air into his lungs, cooling that searing fire. Finally, he straightened and released her—but he was still panting. He couldn’t fault her, however. She’d certainly fought dirty.

“Before you say anything,” she said in that smug tone, “I refuse to kiss you there and make you feel better.”

That had been an option? Hold everything. He might endure the pain again for such a kiss. “Shall I fight dirty with you now?”

Her lips twitched in amusement. “You can if you want, but I don’t think a knee to my groin would have the same effect.”

“I didn’t say I’d knee you there, now, did I?”

At last her smugness drained away. He hated to see that growing smile disappear, though, and cursed himself. Should have stayed silent. For her smile, he could endure anything.

“Why did you do that?” he asked, hoping to remind her of the reasons and thereby witness the return of her enjoyment.

Her chin lifted stubbornly. “Talking about the fight between AIR and your men reminded me of the agents who died. You didn’t have to kill them.”

Plan failed, he thought. And really, how many times would she chastise him for that? “Once again, I didn’t kill them. But do you, as an agent, not kill aliens for a living?”

“I’ve never killed any . . . Well, I’ve never killed anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

Another lie? Her outrage seemed real. “How long have you worked for AIR?”

She licked her lips nervously, seeming to realize she’d admitted to something she shouldn’t have. “A little over a month.”

A month? She was a lethal baby, practically an innocent. “You are an alien in an organization that usually hires only humans. Are you an informant for your race, then?” That made sense.

“No! I’m not an informant.”

There was enough disgust dripping from her high-pitched tone to legitimize her denial. The more she spoke, however, the more of a mystery she became, the single puzzle piece he’d slid into place seemingly insignificant.

What race was she? He still couldn’t place her. Why did she work for AIR, hunting those like herself?

“A predator is a predator,” she said, as though reading his mind. “They need to be put down.”

Like him?

A muted ray of light suddenly broke free of the sky and glowed around them. He glanced up, saw the purples and pinks forming, and realized he’d been standing out here far longer than he’d meant to. He needed to escort her to her new home, like, now, but found he still wasn’t ready to interrupt their conversation. No matter the risk to his skin.

“How do you and your men know English?” she asked, drawing his attention back to her. “And before you ignore me, remember that I’ve answered plenty of your questions. It’s only fair that you answer one of mine.”

Her curiosity pleased him, even if it wasn’t for him specifically. “We’ve studied the people, their words, their everything. Plus, we’ve been here before. Many times.”

“That’s impossible. We would have known.”

He shrugged. “Even if I lied, languages are easy for my people. We have only to hear one to know its nuances.” As he spoke, he traced a finger down the curve of her cheek. So smooth, so warm. So sensitive. Goose bumps broke out over her flesh.

Frowning, she stepped away from him, and he bit the inside of his cheek as his finger trembled for more. “AIR doesn’t know where to find us,” he added. “So if you are resisting me because you hope to be rescued . . .” She’d seemed scared of them, now that she knew they’d most likely seen her change forms.

“They’ll learn your location soon enough,” she said, looking anywhere but at him. “They’ve probably been scouring the area, closing in minute by minute.”

“They can search, but it doesn’t mean they’ll succeed.” Besides, his men had seen no sign of them.

“Maybe they’re hiding, watching for the perfect opportunity, even now.”

He frowned, scanning the area with a sharper eye. Those thick iron bars surrounded them, the gaps closed with boards. Pyre-fire could quickly and easily burn wood, allowing agents to slip inside undetected in seconds. “We had best go. We have a thirty-mile hike ahead of us. Now, do you prefer to walk or be carried like before?”

“Wa—” She stopped and pressed her lips together. “Carried,” she said, and there was enough satisfaction in her tone to make him suspicious.

Did she hope to tire him so that AIR would more easily catch him? He was tired, for he hadn’t yet fully recovered from the first night’s fighting. Moving at such a speed always did that. Plus, the pain in his side still bothered him—and now the pain in his balls. But outshining the fatigue and the pain, was exhilaration. He’d finally crossed the galaxies, finally made a home for his men . . . finally had a woman to warm his bed. Kind of. Soon. He’d die before he allowed himself to be captured now.

“Carried it shall be,” he said, bending down and pressing his shoulder into her stomach.

“Wait. What are you doing?” she gasped out.

“I’m doing as you suggested.” He hefted her up, her body curling over his shoulder. He locked her legs against his chest with one hand and splayed his fingers over her ass with the other. Perfection. She hissed out a breath. He wanted that breath on his bare skin, not his shirt, heating, teasing, taunting. A wave of longing crashed through him with such potency, his muscles tightened their grip on his bones.

“Put me down, Breean! I was joking, okay? I didn’t mean for you to carry me like this.”

His name on her lips was paradise. “How did you mean for me to carry you, then?” On alert, he crossed the yard and pushed through the gate. Mile after mile of dirt stretched ahead. That didn’t comfort him as it should have. The more he thought about it, the more he realized she was right. Fierce soldiers that they were, AIR’s agents should have caught his scent by now.

Why hadn’t they attacked?

“Carry me in your arms, idiot!” Her arms and legs flailed. “Don’t carry me like a sack of potatoes. You’ll hurt me. And we’re almost friends now. Right? You should treat me better.”

Friends. He wished. He also wished he could go slowly, be gentle with her, but he needed to reach the new house as quickly as possible. He’d waited too long to head out, enjoying her a little too much. Cursed ballsy woman. He could have stayed here another day, he supposed, and that way, he would have been able to take his time when night next fell. But the weapons were gone, his men were gone, and he wouldn’t be able to enjoy and protect her.

“This didn’t hurt you last time. I’ll be just as careful with you this time. Any injury I can take upon myself, rather than inflict upon you, I will, I swear it.”

She stopped wiggling. Her hands even settled on his back. “That’s . . . sweet. Damn it! You shouldn’t be so sweet. I don’t like it.”

Or perhaps she liked it too much. “I plan to win a kiss from you. Get used to it.”

Starting forward, smiling, he said, “I had a guard at your door, and he told me that when the lights flickered out each night, you spent the time talking to yourself.” Breean had been furious that he hadn’t been notified until this morning. He would have gone to her, comforted her as he was learning to do. “Are you afraid of the dark, Aleaha?”

“No. I was afraid of someone sneaking up on me.”

Far worse. That was not a fear she would let him cuddle all better. “I would have kept you safe.”

“Hardly. To me, you were the monster in the closet.”

Monster indeed. But at least she’d said were. Maybe they were indeed almost friends. With every mile he traveled, he increased his speed, the world streaking past him. He knew he left a glow behind, but no one would know what that glow was. Well, no one except AIR’s agents, but as he’d already proven, they wouldn’t be able to catch him.

Finally they reached the city. That lovely snow. Cars, homes, and shops, people carrying bags whizzed past him, wind rustling his hair. He stepped carefully, precisely, keeping his motions as smooth as possible for Aleaha’s sake.

The shop windows, he noticed, were lit with multihued bulbs—red and green were the most prevalent colors—and there were fake trees in every corner, decorated with bows, ribbons, and dangling ornaments. Those things had not been present the other times he’d visited. He’d often wondered why they were here now.

MERRY CHRISTMAS, a sign said. “What is Christmas?” he asked.

“God’s birthday. We celebrate by giving each other gifts. And do you know what I want most of all? For you to put me the hell down!”

A celebration of birth. They had done something similar on Raka. Some of his best memories were of the nights he’d spent in front of his mother’s fireplace, his four sisters all around him, passing out the trinkets he’d purchased for them. That would have been his father’s right, except that his father had died at sea soon after his birth.

A pang of homesickness pierced him. How he missed them. If only he’d come home sooner on that last trip out, he might have been able to save his mother and sisters. They might be with him now. But then, he would not have met Aleaha and he found that he could not regret that, which filled him with guilt. In a perfect world, he would have them all.

“No holiday spirit, I see,” Aleaha grumbled.

“Do you have a man waiting for you to return home?” A man waiting to win her heart with the perfect Christmas gift.

“Does it matter?” she snapped, giving him the same words he’d given her about the weapons.

“Answer me.” He wanted to kill any man who might be waiting for her, wanting to strip her and taste her and fill her. This faceless man would do all of that as his “gift,” he was sure. Well, that was Breean’s gift to give!

“No. I won’t answer.”

He’d begun to relax—no, she’d said—only to tense again. “Woman, I am not someone to taunt.”

“Neither am I. So if you want the info that badly, you’ll bargain for it.”

And he’d thought her smart before. She was a genius. His lips curled into a smile as he dodged a building, his shoulder catching on a jagged stone and snow cascading onto his chest and her legs. She yelped; his grin widened.

“Very well,” he said. “What would you like from me? A gift? Say yes, and I’ll even unwrap it for you.”

“If you dare tell me your penis is the gift, I’ll scream.”

“In pleasure?”

“Have I told you yet that you’re annoying? I want the agents released.”

He snorted. “Nothing you have is worth that.”

He could hear her teeth grinding. He’d lied, though. He thought he might give anything and everything to have her writhing in his arms again. Willingly and without reservation.

Stupid cock. Perhaps one day he would be commander of it rather than the other way around. He just, well, he liked her spirit, her courage, her tenacity . . . and, yes, her body. He wasn’t going to lie to himself and claim that the attraction was completely mental.

“Let one of them go, at least.”

“No. That one could lead your precious AIR army to my doorstep.” Those he’d captured and moved, he’d blindfolded, so that wasn’t truly a risk, but she didn’t need to know that, because really, his bargain, the trade-off, was the only viable option.

“What will you do for the information, then?” she asked, clearly frustrated.

“I’ll give you a vow that they will not be killed by my hand. Or by anyone in my army,” he added before she could mention Marleon again. Of course, he would see to it anyway, but still he would not tell her that.

“And how do I know you’ll keep your word? You’ve already admitted that you fight dirty.”

“As do you.” He patted her bottom, strangely proud of her wit and the fact that she remembered what he’d told her. As if it meant something. Sure, he was undoubtedly deluding himself, and she’d remembered what he’d said simply because she’d smashed his balls into his throat immediately after, but that was neither here nor there. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

“Oh, really?” She sank her teeth into his back, past his clothing and straight into skin. He winced. Damn, but her teeth were sharp. Rather than scold her as he should have, however, he said, “I’ll take this to mean you refuse to trust me.”

“That’s right.” The words were moaned as if he were thrusting between her legs. She licked him through his shirt, sucked, murmured, “God, you taste good,” then groaned in embarrassment and stopped. “There’ll be no trusting,” she choked out. She began kicking and slamming her fists into his back. “I won’t stand for this kind of treatment. Do you hear me?”

“I believe everyone can hear you, Aleaha.”

She bit him again, but her teeth quickly gentled and she released another of those moans.

His grin widened as he picked up speed.
  



FIVE

THE DIABOLICAL BASTARD CARRIED HER INTO A DREAM.

From her perch on his shoulder, she scribbled mental notes, trying to memorize the path they raced and the surrounding neighborhood. But he moved in that superspeed of his, one snow-covered building blending into another, so she had trouble garnering more than a few tidbits.

The neighborhood itself was meant for New Chicago’s elite. That much she knew without looking. The air just smelled cleaner, wealthier, as if everyone scrubbed their windows with pine-scented hundred-dollar bills rather than cloth.

She remembered how Bride used to drag her to neighborhoods like this. They had stared at the homes, pretending they belonged inside. Once she’d even assumed the features of someone’s little boy and entered. It had been dinnertime, and a mouthwatering spread of ham and dressing had been laid out before her.

Bride was a vampire and only drank blood, so she’d waited outside. Aleaha had barely begun to eat—and to stuff morsels into her pockets for later—when she’d lost her hold on the boy’s image, the ecstasy of the food too much. The parents had screamed at her, cornered her, and demanded to know what she’d done with their son. Thank God Bride had rushed in, gathered her up, voice-voodooed the couple into forgetting them, and helped her escape.

After that harrowing experience, she’d stopped visiting neighborhoods like this one. The desire to belong, however, had never faded. Even though she’d known how impossible such a dream was.

How could Breean, a Rakan and new Earth resident, afford something in an area like this? Didn’t matter, she supposed. However he’d done it, he was now the kind of guy she’d wanted to date as a teen.

We’re going to marry rich husbands, Bride had told her one day. We’ll never have to worry about anything ever again.

They’ll be handsome, she’d replied.

Of course. We’re gorgeous, so we deserve gorgeous men. And they’ll be so in love with us they’ll drool every time they look at us.

They’ll think we’re the smartest girls ever.

And they won’t care about our origins, Bride had added. They’ll just keep giving us money.

That had been Aleaha’s main concern. Not the money but her origins. Breean met that demand. Breean met all the demands. He was rich, handsome and ready to drool. Not that she was thinking of him in terms of a husband. But wow, he was rich. She just couldn’t get over that fact. Did she like him more because of it? Um, yeah. How shallow was she?

When he reached the wraparound porch of a house on the far end of a perfectly paved street, he slowed. As if sensing his presence, one of his men opened the door and Breean sailed inside.

She gasped at her first glimpse of marble floors veined in gold. From somewhere, water trickled into several bathing pools, and mist circled through the damp air. Satin pillows in every shade of gold, from the palest yellow to the darkest amber, lined the walls. The windows were stained black, allowing no light inside. Her gaze lifted to the ceiling, and she saw crystal chandeliers flickering with hazy luminosity.

This totally wasn’t the den of iniquity she’d expected. As rundown as the other home had been, she’d placed Breean in the poor and desperate category.

Breean stopped and spoke to one of the warriors, keeping her draped over his shoulder. She didn’t mind—the better to eavesdrop. But what was he saying, damn it? She thought she heard the word tree but she couldn’t be sure.

She drew in a frustrated breath, catching more of that honeysuckle scent. And smoke. Ugh. She coughed, inhaling the odor of burning material. The warriors she’d fought only a week ago bustled in every direction, bare except for underwear, and not quite meeting her gaze.

All that golden skin . . . She tried not to stare, but they were huge. Everywhere. Merry Christmas to me.

Idiot.

“Do you like?” Breean asked, squeezing her legs to let her know the question was directed at her.

Did she like the men? The mansion? “No,” she lied. “How did you get so much water in here?” After the human-alien war, its use for bathing and swimming had been restricted, the supply scarce and expensive. In fact, the water had probably cost more than the house. Most people were forced to clean themselves with a dry enzyme spray.

“We brought it with us, bucket by bucket. Water abounds on Raka,” he explained. “There is nothing better than hearing the rush and feeling the warmth, the decadence.”

“So why do you want to make a new home for yourself here? There’s not a lot of water left.”

“As I told you, our planet was in ruins. We needed a fresh start in a place where the female population thrives.”

So he hadn’t just lost the women he loved. He’d lost everything and everyone. She felt a wave of pity for him, but quickly tamped it down. Don’t feel sorry for him. He’s the enemy—and obviously prowling for sex!

Still. His people had died of the Schön disease. AIR would find that interesting. Might even want to question him to find out how he’d survived, as well as what he knew about the race and their queen. Perhaps that information would save his life. Although, AIR wasn’t known for its forgiving spirit. His people had killed several agents, and someone would have to pay for that.

“You can put me down now,” she said. The position was uncomfortable, but it was being so close to him that disturbed her most.

“Not yet.”

“Why? Payback?” She would deserve it. She’d given his dangly bits hell, after all. All’s fair to him when fighting, remember?

“I told you how I would return that . . . favor,” he said, and she couldn’t tell if he was fighting amusement or anger.

Actually, no, he hadn’t told her anything. He’d alluded to touching her, but nothing else. Diabolical bastard. It would have been so much easier to hate him—as well she should have, damn it!—if he’d flat out threatened her with violence. Instead, he’d practically threatened to kiss her better.

He rounded a corner, the hallways wide and spacious and leading to a multitude of rooms. There was even a staircase that wound to the second floor. He didn’t take it, though he paused and stared up it for a long while. Finally, he sighed, then meandered down another hall before carting her down stairs, into a cold, dank basement.

Not a basement, she realized a moment later, but a dungeon. “Another prison?” In a home like this, she would not have expected a torture chamber to be a purchase option.

“Yes. You’ll stay here only long enough for me to prepare your room.”

That was a lie, she knew it was. He’d had all week to prepare a room for her. What was his purpose, then?

“Besides,” he added, “the other agents are here, and I know you’ve been wanting to see them.”

The other agents were here? Happy but panicked, Aleaha quickly pictured Macy. The blond hair, the shorter body, the bigger boobs. Her appearance changed in a blink, and she expelled a sigh of relief.

There were multiple cells, each with a barred front and dirt sides, and inside each of those cells was an agent. Finally. Her eyes collided with Devyn’s; he was now wearing a loose black shirt and pants. He didn’t speak, but his grip tightened around the metal, his already pale knuckles bleaching of color.

Despite his stressed expression, he blew her a kiss.

She spied Dallas next, and he winked. Then she saw Hector Dean, tattooed and muscular, who always left a room when she entered. The guys he joked and laughed with, but he’d never warmed toward her. Today, he nodded in acknowledgment. Where was Jaxon?

“I’m fine,” she told them all. “Nothing’s been done to me.”

Each of them relaxed.

“We’re fine, too,” Hector said in that deep voice of his.

“Enough,” Breean said.

“Suck it,” she told him, and several of the agents laughed.

He didn’t set her down until he reached a small, empty cell. Inside, he slid her down his body, the action igniting heat between them. Heat she couldn’t afford. The moment her feet touched solid ground, she scampered backward, unsure what he meant to do— and unsure of her reaction. Would she have the strength to stop him again if he kissed her?

To her relief, he didn’t comment about the change in her appearance. That, too, would have weakened her. And destroyed her.

Please don’t let him call me Aleaha. Please, God, don’t let him call me Aleaha. She should never have told him her real name.

Eyes on her, he shouted something in his own language. She wished she knew what he was saying. A few seconds later, a Rakan warrior stalked into the cell. He was holding a bundle of clothing, and he didn’t look at her. Breean took the garments and said something else. The man nodded before racing out.

One heartbeat passed in silence, two.

Breean met her glare. He seemed taller and more like total, in-your-face carnality than ever before. What would he say to her next, now that they were seemingly alone and she was at his mercy? What would he demand of her? Take my cock into your mouth, she could almost hear him say. You’re welcome. Merry Christmas.

Her heart galloped—but not in abhorrence and oh, she was disgusted with herself. She’d failed to escape, to get help, to free the agents. She’d failed to resist Breean when he’d kissed her, and had even begged for more.

In that one night, hell, one hour, one minute, he’d stripped her of all common sense and inhibitions. Would have stripped her of her clothing, too, if she hadn’t fought her way out of that crazy lust-fog. The week had not dulled her desires. And here she was, still freaking desiring him, after he’d set her inside a cage next to her coworkers. It was insanity.

Remember how it was with the other three men you allowed in your life. How, after she’d spontaneously changed during sex, one had slapped her. How two had called her names. How one had thought to use her ability to his advantage. What would she do if superstrong Breean hit her? Hit him back, of course. What would she do if he called her vile names? Cry like a dumb baby, most likely. What would she do if he tried to use her? To hurt AIR, even? Curse at him, surely, before crying some more.

Did she seriously want him to like her?

Yep, insanity.

“They aren’t the best of quarters,” he finally said to her, guilt in the undertones of his voice, “but as I told you, they’ll do for now.”

The warrior who’d brought the clothing returned with blankets, a pillow, and some type of bag. He placed the items in the corner and left. The sweet scent of fruit and chicken wafted through the air, causing her mouth to water.

Dinner, she thought, her stomach growling. The tastes she’d had earlier of Breean’s sugar-laced blood had left her hungry, for each drop had been better than, like, anything she’d ever prepared.

She was a decent cook, but Macy had apparently been a genius in the kitchen. First night her “mom” and “stepdad” had come over, they’d expected four-star treatment. As rich as they were and as superior as their expectations had been, the mac-and-cheese she’d thrown together hadn’t pleased them. They hadn’t liked the changes in her personality, either. Where the old Macy had been a champagne kind of girl, the new Macy’s beer-loving ways had not been acceptable.

They’d accused her of being on drugs again, then yelled at her for throwing away her life as a cop when she could have gone back to modeling. And Aleaha had had to listen, try to answer. But the truth was, she didn’t know why Macy had chosen such a life for herself.

At least dealing with the parents had been easier than the boyfriend. He’d had a key to her apartment—she’d since changed the locks—and had let himself in one night. He’d been high on Onadyn, the drug of choice for the wealthy, and ready for a game of “ride the pony.”

On his way to the bedroom, he’d knocked down several of her— well, Macy’s—things, breaking them. Thinking he was an intruder, she’d first tried to stun him, then, when that hadn’t worked, to kill him. But just before pulling the trigger, she’d seen his face. She’d already studied the pictures hanging on the walls and those in Macy’s holobook, so she’d recognized him.

He hadn’t been happy with her refusal to play. As with Breean, she’d had to introduce him to her knee. Funny that Breean, who was supposed to hate her, had treated her better afterward.

“You must change,” Breean said, drowning her musings of the past. Now his voice was husky with want.

“Uh, not just no, but hell, no.” She would not reveal her true self while being this close to the AIR agents. But what a sweet man, not uttering the words “your appearance” while agents could hear.

He gave her a pointed glance. Aw. He meant her clothing.

“Why?” she asked.

“There’s blood on your shirt.”

Yeah, but it was his blood, from when she’d bitten him. “There’s just a speck.” A golden speck, at that, tasty and soul-shattering and maybe she could lick it off. . . Stop, you idiot. She’d actually been reaching for the hem of her shirt to bring it to her mouth.

Okay, time to regroup. He wouldn’t rest until she’d changed out of her dirty clothes. He’d made her change that first night, too, she recalled, after she’d bitten him. She’d been happy to do so—when he’d left her alone. But why the anal need for spotless garments? She almost snickered. Anal.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you going to be stubborn about this?”

“No. As before, I’ll change when you leave.”

“I need to take your clothes with me, so that they can be burned. We walked through the city, and I’m unsure what we came into contact with. More than that, I believe I mentioned that the sight of the blood offends me.”

She’d been scanning for blood on his clothing; now her gaze snapped back up to him and she tried to read his expression. Surely he was joking. “You’re a warrior.”

“Yes. You know that I am.”

“You deal in blood. How can the mere sight of it offend you?”

“Blood carries disease and death, diseases that are more painful than a knife through the gut. Now, I need the clothes you are wearing so that I may dispose of them.”

The Schön disease, she realized. He feared it, and that made sense. But strangely, she didn’t like that so strong a man, even her enemy, had been brought to such a point. “Sure you don’t just want to watch me strip?” She’d meant the words as a taunt, hoping to soften the tenseness of the situation; they emerged as an invitation.

He gulped, every muscle in his body hardening. “To protect your modesty, I will wait outside. Toss your old clothing through the bars when you are done.” He turned on his heel, his posture stiff.

She liked him better when he was trying to charm her.

And he wanted to charm her, right? To win another kiss, right? So, why was he leaving her? Why wasn’t he forcing her to do what he wished? Did he no longer desire her?

Unacceptable. Make him want you again. He’ll relax his guard. You can free the agents. Yep, that’s the only reason she was filled with such a need. “Wait,” she called just as he was opening the cell door. Oh, God. Was she really going to do this?

Slowly he faced her, the most beautiful creature she’d ever seen. A man who’d had plenty of opportunity, yet hadn’t hurt her. A man who’d taken pretty good care of her, all things considered.

Yes, she was going to do this. “You can watch.”

“No,” he said, though the word was soft, as if he didn’t actually want to say it.

“Don’t you want me to be happy?”

His brow furrowed, but there was hope in his eyes. “Why would my presence make you happy?”

“Just because.”

“Then you know what you must first do,” Breean croaked out.

Show her true appearance. He’d demanded this time and time again, yet it still managed to shock her. How could he prefer the real her? In no way did she compare to Macy. She was flatter, leaner, with more patrician features. She was way less . . . stirring.

Still, she shifted back to her own image and nervously fidgeted with the ends of her hair.

“Better?”

“Much. Begin.”

That had sounded like a plea, and spurred her on. Hands shaky, she bent and unhooked her scuffed boots. She kicked them off, launching them at Breean one at a time. A girl had to preserve hints of her this-isn’t-what-I-really-want facade. To his credit, he didn’t cringe or move out of the way. He let them slam into him without a word. Because he was entranced? She hoped so.

This is for his benefit, remember?

She reached behind her head and pulled her shirt up and off. The shirt, too, she tossed at him. The material swooshed into his chest and floated to the cold, hard ground. Her too-large bra was next—it had been made for Macy’s ample chest and was one of two things she’d kept when she’d handed over her AIR bodysuit—which left her small breasts bared. Her nipples immediately puckered against the cold. Or maybe from the heat of his stare.

Breean sucked in a—reverent?—breath. He even reached out, then caught himself and dropped his arm to his side. All the while, his gaze bored into her, white lightning slamming against all of her pulse points.

Why had he stopped himself?

“The rest,” he said, his voice deep and husky with arousal.

Her trembling intensifying, she jerked her too-loose pants and underwear down her legs. Underwear—the second thing she’d kept. Her other prison had had an enzyme shower stall, so she and the garments had managed to remain clean.

When she stepped out of them, she stilled the urge to cover herself. She just stood there, daring him to say something about her concave stomach or the thickly puckered scars on her inner thighs.

He tore his gaze from her breasts, from her quivering navel, lingering for a few seconds on the fine tuft of hair between her legs before staring at the scars. He frowned. “What type of injury rendered those?”

Silent, she raised her chin. That was information she’d never offer, not even under torture.

“Ale— Macy,” he said, catching himself. Thank God. There was a warning in his tone.

“I’m cold,” she said, chattering her teeth for effect. “I’m going to dress now?” A question when it should have been a statement. “And please don’t ever . . . you know.” Call me by that name in front of others. “Okay?” It was a gamble, asking him such a thing. He could threaten to do so if she didn’t obey him in all things. That would be fighting dirty, after all. But as hesitant as she’d been about revealing the truth, he had to know already that it was important to her.

For a long while, he didn’t reply. Then he sighed and tossed the clothes at her. “You have my word. Now get dressed. Sleep. Eat. Tomorrow we will have a long talk.” He turned and exited the cell, locking her inside.

As he stood outside Aleaha’s chamber, Breean’s blood was on fire.

Before, he’d thought he wanted her. Now that he’d seen her naked, stubborn determination in her eyes, he knew better. He needed her. She was exquisite, breathtaking, a fighter to her core, and it had taken all of his self-control not to launch himself at her, nipping and kissing all that white flesh. Sucking those ripe little nipples into his mouth and feasting for days. Fingering the moist heat between her legs, then licking away every drop.

He tried to calm the riotous beat of his heart and the raging inferno blooming with his every breath. No luck. Push her from your mind. For now, at least. Until you are stronger than your desire for her, for a prisoner, an AIR agent, you can’t have her.

That’s why he’d placed her in the cell, after all, when that had never been his intent. He’d meant to keep her in his room. Where she was concerned, however, he still didn’t have any defenses. And he needed defenses or she would always have the upper hand.

“Breean,” Talon called.

His attention veered to the right. He found Talon standing beside Marleon at the far end of the tunnel. Fury flooded him, and he welcomed it. The warrior’s actions had nearly ruined him in Aleaha’s eyes.

“Marleon,” he snarled.

The soldier paled, the fine swell of veins under his golden skin visible. He was dirty from his time in the dungeon, and clearly worried. “My lord?” The words trembled.

He closed the distance between them with a purposeful stride. “As you know, you are charged with causing bloodshed without permission.” He deliberately spoke in the Earth language, knowing Aleaha would be listening.

“Yes, but—”

“I have spent the last week pondering your case.” Not a sound did any of the agents make. “There are not many of us left, and I did not wish to destroy another of us. But you know the punishment for your crime, do you not?”

Blanching, Marleon backed into the wall. “My lord, they ambushed us. They meant to torture us.”

Talon gripped his shoulder, keeping him from bolting.

“There is no excuse great enough for what you did, for you have endangered all of us. What if they had been disease carriers?”

“I . . . I . . . didn’t think. I’m sorry. So sorry.”

“No. You will die. As is our law. I have waited long enough to render your sentence. Know that I hate to do this, but it is necessary. Were I to be lenient, others would think such actions acceptable.” Without another word, Breean walked straight into Marleon’s body, melding them into one being. He could have eased into the man so there would be no pain, but didn’t. He allowed his subject to feel every ounce of his possession.

Marleon screamed.

In control of the man’s every movement, every breath, Breean forced his organs to shut down one by one. Marleon jerked and spasmed, still screaming, still begging, until finally growing quiet and collapsing to the ground.

Dead. Just like that. Quick, but not easy.

This would weigh Breean down for months to come.

He exited with only a thought, once more standing in front of Talon, the body at his feet. “He knew better,” Breean said with disgust. Disgust for himself as much as for the dead soldier. But as leader, it was up to him to mete out justice. He had not lied; if he’d shown Marleon mercy, others would not have thought twice about spilling blood during the next battle.

“He knew,” Talon agreed. “You did what you had to do.”

Would Aleaha think so, or view this as more proof of his black nature? “Burn him.” As was their custom. They’d only buried the AIR agents because that’s what they knew earthlings preferred. Handling the dead was abhorrent to them, but they’d done it to show their respect.

Talon nodded. “Everyone has disposed of their clothing and most are in the pools, even as we speak.”

“Good.” His gaze swung over his shoulder, zeroing in on Aleaha’s door. Switching to Rakan, he said, “The two men she slapped in the forest, do you know which ones they are?” It was past time Breean spoke to them. Now that he was done readying this place, traveling back and forth between it and the other home, he had the time.

Again Talon nodded.

“Bring them to my office within the hour.”

After bathing and changing into clean clothes, his tainted ones burning with the others’, Breean left his room and sat at the desk, outlining the best defense against the Schön. He’d only seen a handful of the vile race before they’d disappeared and all but the queen had been male.

She had been . . . strange. Dainty, deceptively innocent, with a lilting voice he and the others had found themselves obeying without question. Her followers had managed to capture him and the others, and they’d been forced to watch as she seduced one after another. But Breean and those with him now, she’d sent away with a disgusted snarl. He’d never understood why. He would have welcomed her into his bed—and not just because he’d been without sex for so long. Whatever she’d spoken, he had wanted to do.

He’d thought her powers over men similar to a Rakan male’s power over a Rakan female, his lust-scent like a drug. Only, they used their power for pleasure. She used hers to hurt. And hurt they had. Almost immediately the disease struck them, ravaging their bodies.

Once she’d mated with the men, they had then been given prisoners of their own. And once they’d mated with someone previously uninfected, the grayish tint had left their skin. Their hollowed cheeks had rounded out.

He’d wondered, why hadn’t they worsened, weakened as the women had done? Why hadn’t they become cannibals? Why had they gotten better?

The only answer he’d been able to come up with was that sex healed them. Would the women have remained strong if they, in turn, had had sex with their men rather than eating them?

If not, would those that were infected heal the moment the queen was killed?

Perhaps he could capture and destroy the queen, as AIR had done to her brethren. Locked up, she would not be able to have sex— if he could do something about that magical voice of hers. Wouldn’t be very productive if she ordered him to release her and he obeyed. This way, he could learn if she weakened without sex. And if so, he could leave her in there to rot to death, all without having to spill a single drop of blood.

So easy, he thought dryly, pinching the bridge of his nose. She kept guards around her at all times, and those guards could vanish and kill you before you had time to blink. But somehow, someway, there had to be a way to catch a warrior you couldn’t see. AIR had done it.

He could always steal AIR’s weapons, he supposed. Then they’d be even less inclined to trade with him, however. What to do, what to do. He sighed.

When he next glanced up, the two agents Aleaha had tried to awaken were stomping into the room, Talon behind them, keeping them docile by pressing their own pyre-guns into the bases of their necks.

He studied them. Both males were tall and muscled, one with the tanned skin the humans seemed to love so much, the other with pale, glittery skin. Breean preferred Aleaha’s, a white rose flushed with pink. Lovely. And irrelevant. Both men had dark hair, and both could be considered handsome, he supposed, hands fisting on his notes and crinkling the precious paper.

Were they the girl’s family? he wondered, jealousy easing. He did not want Aleaha seeking aid from a lover. A brother, however, was allowed.

Breean searched for similarities. One had eyes the color of an ocean. One had eyes the color of a sunset. They weren’t related to each other, and they weren’t related to Aleaha. Her eyes were piercing green, her features more aristocratic. Unless they could change their appearances as she did? But no. There was no mask under either man’s face. More than that, she wouldn’t have minded if they saw her true self.

Breean’s teeth ground together as he leaned back in his seat and scrubbed two fingers over his jaw.

“Are you human?” he asked them. Both pulsed with a strange sort of energy not inherent to the human race.

Blue Eyes nodded, features strained as if he were in deep concentration. “Yes. Now what’s your plan for the girl? You will tell me. You want to tell me.”

“No, I don’t.” Strangely, Breean felt a sudden urge to tell the agent anything and everything he wanted to know.

“Your plan,” Blue Eyes insisted. “You were just about to tell me.”

Yes, he thought, dazed. He wanted to tell, but he only allowed himself to say, “What is any man’s plan?”

“Indeed,” Glitter said with an appreciative laugh.

How odd. Amusement was not the reaction Breean would have expected.

Blue Eyes tensed to launch himself at Breean. Now, there was the reaction he’d expected. Fury. Talon cocked one of the guns and pushed the cool barrel into the agent’s skull, and the man froze.

“Will she remain alive?” Blue Eyes gritted out. “Tell me.”

That voice . . . nearly irresistible. Utterly powerful. He had to answer. And yet, as quickly as the feeling had hit him, it abandoned him. “Of course she will remain alive.” What was going on? Mind control? Some races exhibited such a power, but he hadn’t thought earthlings among their number. “I am not a monster.”

Glitter popped his jaw, all traces of humor suddenly gone. “Have you hurt her? Forced her?”

“Believe me, I have forced her to do nothing.”

Both men relaxed, but only slightly. “Let her stay with us,” Blue Eyes said in that persuasive voice. “In one of our cells.”

The thrum of jealousy returned but the urge to obey did not. Either the agent was not very good or Breean was building an immunity. “Are you related to her?”

“Do you want us to be?” Glitter asked.

Breean ran his tongue over his teeth. “Is she your woman?” The question burst from him before he could stop it.

A pause, heavy, tight.

“What if she is?” Blue Eyes flashed an evil smile.

Breean could have entered the bastard’s body right then and punished him. Something, anything to hurt him. But he recalled the disgust on Aleaha’s face when she’d spoken of Marleon doing it—and his own disgust at the punishment he’d carried out only an hour earlier.

“Are. You. Her. Man? That is a simple question.”

“Hurt her, and I’ll fucking murder you while you sleep,” Glitter said without any inflection of anger. He would enjoy it, too. That much was obvious. “How’s that for an answer?”

“She’s innocent. She’s not like us. Let her go.”

The thought of releasing her without knowing the full depth of her passion was abhorrent to him, and he shook his head. “She stays,” he said, then arched a brow in curiosity. “Have you no care about my plans for you?”

“Not really.”

“Nope. Can’t say that I do.”

“Is this conversation over? Because I like the view from my cell better.”

Obviously, the irreverent men weren’t going to tell him what he wanted to know. He wasn’t going to beg, nor was he going to torture them. That would smack of desperation.

“No. This conversation is not over.” He did, however, switch topics. “We have a common enemy, it seems. The Schön.”

That got their attention. They straightened, glanced at each other, frowned.

“The Schön destroyed my home, my family. My planet. That is why we are here. We’d hoped for peace. We’d hoped to live among people who knew how to combat such an enemy. Yet we arrive only to learn that our enemy beat us here and they even plan to send their queen.”

No response.

“We have decided to stay and fight them. Fierce as they are, we could use your help.”

Again, no response.

Damn them, making him work for every scrap. “You could use our help. Unless, of course, you want to see your own planet destroyed, your women eyeing you like a tasty meal just before trying to gut you with their teeth.”

Nothing.

“I’ve seen their queen. I’ve dealt with her.”

Blue Eyes gulped.

Nearly imperceptible, but a show of interest. Finally.

“She came after the males had taken out our royal family and their guard. She’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen, with a powerful voice very much like yours.” He motioned to Blue Eyes with a tilt of his chin. “She kept a harem. They all did. But they only slept with each of their victims once. After that, the ones who weren’t warriors were discarded out on the streets to fend for themselves, even as the disease began to consume them.”

“How did you survive?” Glitter asked. There was no hint of mockery in his tone. Not any longer.

Sweet progress. “We aren’t sure. None of us were chosen by the queen. Nearly all of us were bitten at some point as we were forced to fight our own people and loved ones, but we never sickened.”

Blue Eyes and Glitter shared another of those dark looks.

“I’m willing to aid AIR against them in exchange for our freedom to roam this planet.”

“To be honest, I don’t think anyone will trust you,” Blue Eyes said. No hesitation. Which meant, he didn’t have to think about it. He simply knew. “You came on the night the Schön were due. You killed several of our men.”

That damn Marleon.

“And, let’s face it, this could be a trap,” Glitter said.

Blue Eyes spread his arms, an I’m-here-to-help gesture. “Let us go, and we might, might, be able to convince our captain that your intentions are good.”

Rather than answer, he said to Talon, “Take them away.” He needed to think some more, weigh the pros and cons of each avenue. Then, in his own language, he added, “I want at least one spirit walker in town at all hours of the night. Everyone else is to take shifts. Guards are to be posted here, of course, enough for every exit, but others can head into town and find females.” How could he deny his men while he luxuriated in Aleaha? “Those who spirit-walk are to find out what they can about AIR and the Schön. They probably won’t hear anything, but it’s worth a try.”

Spirit walking. Propelling your conscious mind from your body, roaming without being seen or heard or sensed in any way. It was how he had learned so much about Earth before anyone had discovered his presence.

The only problem was, when your mind left your body, your body was completely vulnerable. If someone attacked, you couldn’t defend yourself. In fact, you wouldn’t know you were being attacked until it was too late. Until you were dead.

Not all Rakans possessed the ability, unfortunately. Both Breean and Talon did, along with five others.

“Consider it done,” Talon said with a nod.

“Those who are hunting sex know they are to hide their skin as best as they are able and be careful, I’m sure.”

“Of course, but I will remind them anyway.”

“Thank you.”

Neither agent said a word during the exchange or even as they were led from the room.

Alone again, Breean ran a hand down his face, trying to scrub away his questions, his dark emotions, even his desires. He wanted Aleaha here, wanted to discuss all of this with her. But if he had her brought here, they wouldn’t talk. She might deny it, but she wanted him. She’d stripped for him, after all. But the simple fact was, his desire for her was wild, fierce, while she seemed to have no trouble resisting him.

Perhaps he should join his men in New Chicago and find a woman to warm his bed. A woman who was meek and docile, who would delight in his every gesture. A woman who would fill the aching void that had grown each time one of his people had died. Once he’d had sex, he could do what he was supposed to do: plan.

But he could not work up a single shred of passion for anyone save Aleaha.

His body wanted her. Only she, with that dark hair, those piercing green eyes, that lean body, would do.

Just picturing her caused him to harden, to ready.

Damn this. He needed some relief so that he could better deal with her and his problems.

To prevent himself from changing his mind and going to her tonight, Breean pushed to his feet and stalked to his bedroom. When he was shut inside, he stripped and stepped into the waterfall he’d erected in place of the enzyme shower stall. Scowling, he slapped a hand against the cool title to brace himself. With his other, he gripped his cock. He used the moisture beaded at the tip as lubricant and began slow, measured strokes.

He imagined Aleaha’s mouth in place of his hand, her hot tongue swirling, her teeth lightly scraping. His testicles drew up tight; his strokes quickened. She’d kiss those testicles, of course, making them feel better after her earlier mistreatment of them. Her hands would grip his ass, perhaps delving where none had been before, her nails scoring deep. She might suck one of his balls into her mouth, might then lick her way up the shaft before sucking the head again. Sucking until he was dry. Until he couldn’t take any more.

Breean’s entire body jerked in ecstasy. With a roar, he came, hot seed spurting from him. “Aleaha,” he shouted. Sweet, challenging Aleaha.

He stood there for a long while, panting, hand still circling his cock, Aleaha still in his mind. Jacking off, as the humans said, had helped, but it hadn’t alleviated his need completely. He still wanted her with a hunger that surprised him. Still couldn’t think of anything but being with her.

Damn this! he thought again. And damn her. He strode to the bed and fell onto the cold, empty sheets. He wished Aleaha were here. He yearned to hold her, to smell her delightful scent, feel her soft skin.

There had to be some way to win her. Some way to tear down her defenses against him. She wanted him; more than stripping a little while ago, the way she’d kissed him that first night was proof. She was just stubborn and probably scared.

What could he do? What could—

His eyes widened as an idea began to take root in his mind, growing. He grinned slowly. Oh, yes. He’d never done such a thing before, but he had fantasized. Now, he would experience.

Tomorrow, he would summon her. He would do that which he’d never allowed himself to do to another. And he would show her no mercy.
  



SIX

“COME WITH ME.”

Ignoring the unfamiliar Rakan’s command, Aleaha remained seated at the far end of the cell. She wasn’t sure exactly how long she’d been inside it. At least eight hours. Probably twelve. Maybe an eternity. She’d heard the other “guests” clanging against their bars, heard the whisper of their conversations, but when she’d called out in Macy’s voice—where’s backup, these warriors hate the Schön as much as we do, tell me what you want me to do—no one had answered her.

“Come,” the warrior said again.

He wasn’t her warrior, Breean, so she didn’t feel any urge to comply. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Surely Breean hadn’t tired of her already. Surely he wasn’t palming her off on one of his men. Oh, God. What if he was? She hadn’t exactly been the nicest of captives.

Captives aren’t supposed to be nice, idiot. He’d seen her naked. Maybe he’d disliked what he’d seen. Oh, God, she thought again.

The warrior looked like him: golden skin, golden hair, big, lovely features better suited for a woman yet somehow completely masculine. But his golden eyes didn’t mesmerize her. He didn’t smell of honey and cinnamon, and she had no desire to try to seduce him to kindness. She had no idea how to deal with him, actually.

“Are those . . .” His eyes widened as he spotted the trail of blood she’d accidentally created along the floor.

“Diamonds?” she finished for him, pretending to misunderstand. “Fat stacks of cash?”

Panic consumed his expression when that gaze reached the blood dried on her wrists. He backed away, probably not even aware that he did so. These men hadn’t blinked at facing down the lethal members of AIR, but show them a little blood and they wanted to hide.

“Did you cut yourself?”

She saw no reason to lie. “Yes.”

“What did you use? You’re wearing our clothing, which means Breean checked you for weapons when you changed. And,” he gazed around, “there is nothing sharp inside this cell.”

She just shrugged.

“Tell me how—” He jumped away from her as if she were poison.

Jeez. She was just stretching out her legs to get more comfortable. She was all for precaution, but really, these men took their hatred and fear a little too far. What would he do if she bit her arm and dripped on his shoe?

Hey. That might actually be a good escape plan. She’d hold out her bloody arm, and the guys would beat feet, too afraid to grab her. She could walk right out of the house. But what about the rest of the agents? She could come back with help—if she could find it.

So much time had passed without an AIR assault, part of her now thought something nefarious had happened to Mia and her backup squad. They were good at their jobs, after all, and knew how to track and find the unfindable. The other part of her wondered whether Mia and her squad had stayed away on purpose. But why would they do that?

“Doesn’t matter, I guess,” the warrior before her said, reclaiming her attention. “You are not mine to deal with.” Trying to hide his disgust but not quite managing it, he motioned her over with a wave of his fingers. “Come. Breean has requested your presence. But, please, maintain your distance from me.”

The magic word: Breean. Aleaha popped to her feet, anticipation slithering through her. He hadn’t tired of her, then. She ignored a sudden, intense rush of relief working through her. Him, she could deal with. Kind of.

Before, in the forest, Breean had craved her desire. If she hinted that she would ultimately fall into his bed, she could buy time. Time to “get to know each other” without being kissed, touched, or caressed—which she shouldn’t want but couldn’t stop thinking about. Time to figure this out.

“I was told not to hurt you or even to grab you. If you run, I am to alert Breean. He wants you to know that if he is forced to chase you, he will catch you. And he won’t stop what was begun last week.” The warrior’s head tilted to the side. “What was begun last week? Sex?”

Her cheeks heated, and she told herself it was in embarrassment. Not arousal. “Just lead the way. I’m not going to run.”

With a disappointed nod, the warrior ushered her past the other cells. As she walked, her gaze clashed with that of Dallas, whose hard expression and fierce blue eyes told her nothing. Beside him, Devyn grinned at her, eyebrows wagging. They remained silent, just as they had last night.

Upstairs, down a long hall, and around two corners, the Rakan stopped. “Here we are.” He placed his palm over the ID box on the door. Azure lights scanned between his fingers and all the way to his wrist. A moment later, the entrance slid open.

She sailed past, changing her appearance as she walked. Gone were the blond hair and blue eyes. Gone were those magnificent breasts. She was herself again, just as Breean seemed to like.

The guard, who was gaping at her now, didn’t enter behind her. He merely said something in that language she didn’t understand and shut the door between them, locking her inside. Her heart began to hammer wildly as the scent of honey filled her nose.

Breean was here.

She gulped, trying to concentrate on something un exciting. The room was spacious, lovely and . . . her brow wrinkled in confusion— looked like Christmas had exploded inside it. There was a tree in the corner. A fir. A real fir. She could smell the dew on the lush green bristles.

Cutting down a tree was illegal, for every species belonged to the government. Since he was already known as a murdering outlaw, Breean probably didn’t care. Red and green bows were tied to the branches. White lights dripped from the ceiling like stars.

There was no sign of Breean, but there was a large bed draped in soft-looking white sheets, rumpled from a night of tossing and turning. Or hard-core, sweaty sex. Her stomach quivered. Don’t think like that. There was a lounge, a marble vanity that boasted a decanter of whiskey and a plastic mini-tree. There was a faux-bearskin rug on the floor with a green bow tied around one of its ears.

What drew her eye most, however, was the sunken tub in the center, filled with hot, steamy water. At least it was clear and not emerald or ruby.

“B-Breean?”

“I’m here.” He stepped from the closet, and he was as beautiful and mesmerizing as she remembered: tall, thickly muscled, with golden angel-features and an innate animalism that couldn’t be denied. Her heart picked up speed, slamming against her ribs with so much force she thought they might crack.

He wasn’t wearing a shirt. His nipples glistened as if they’d been dipped in glitter and were beaded into hard little points. Rope after rope of muscle tapered to his navel . . . then deliciously lower. Black pants hung low on his waist and hugged his thighs.

“I knew it!” she said, doing her best to sound outraged. “This room is a mock Christmas party and your cock is supposed to be a present, isn’t it?” Okay, yeah, maybe she preferred that to any of the presents Macy’s family would have given her. That didn’t mean she could accept it. “Or am I supposed to be your present?”

His gaze raked over her, his nostrils flaring in anger. “Were you hurt?” His eyes went black, opaque completely overshadowing amber. In that moment, he looked like the cold-blooded murderer she’d accused him of being. “Did someone touch you?”

“No, not at all. I’m fine. Swear. But back to the present thing . . .”

Gradually, the dark haze abandoned his eyes and he met her stare. “How, then, did you get blood on your new clothes? And under your nails?” he added, frowning. “Syler thinks you cut yourself. Did you?”

Or not. She swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. Convincing him to give her time to get to know him and grow to like him wasn’t going to be as simple as she’d hoped. Obviously, the thought of her being hurt upset him, and that affected her, deeply and inexorably. Only Bride had cared enough about her to kiss her boo-boos and make them better. That someone else now seemed to want to do so was irresistible.

“Why would anyone in her right mind cut herself?” she asked. That way, she wasn’t lying to him but wasn’t admitting to the truth, either.

Of course, he didn’t allow the subject to drop. “That does not answer my question.”

“Well, it’s all the answer you’re going to get from me.”

“You scratched or bit your wrists until they bled. After I told you of the dangers of contamination. Why? Why would you place my men at risk?”

“One, I’m not infected with anything, so they’re safe. And two, why I cut myself is none of your damn business.” There. She’d given him a partial answer. Yes, she’d done this to herself. But tell him why? Not going to happen. She would not say the words aloud. They could be used against her in the most painful, horrifying way.

“Did you hope I would command you to strip if your clothing was tainted?” He ran his tongue over his teeth, his anger seeming to swell despite his sensual suspicions. “Well, guess what? You get your wish. Take off the clothes. They offend me.”

She’d half expected the demand, but that didn’t lessen its impact. Her stomach tightened and her hands quivered. “No.” Naked, she would lose all control of the situation. There would be no getting to know him, no buying time.

“We went over this yesterday, Aleaha. Take them off or I’ll do it for you. You are going to wash.”

She squared her shoulders. She wouldn’t be cowed, not in this. She’d fight him if she had to, but she was staying dressed—and staying sane.

But if you fight him to stay dressed, he’ll put his hands on you. And if he puts his hands on you, you’ll cave. Damn it. Either way, they would have sex. She just couldn’t win. Still she said, “You stay on that side of the room, and I’ll stay on this side, and we’ll chat.” Curse his good looks. And his money. And his concern. And his smell. Okay, you can stop now.

He surprised her by grinning. “As you are fond of saying, no. We will not chat.”

That smile . . . She lost every whiff of breath in her lungs. Maybe that was a good thing. Her every inhalation was filled with him, branding her every cell. “I don’t want you,” she said, more for her benefit than his.

“We shall see.” Still grinning, he tugged at the waist of his pants. They immediately loosened and floated to the ground in a pool at his feet. Leaving him completely bare.

His penis was golden and hard, long and thick, and seeing it caused the moisture in her mouth to dry. Her hand fluttered over her lips to hold back her gasp of need. “I’m telling you now,” she croaked, “I want this.” Wait. What? “I mean, I want to talk to you, to get to know you.”

Pleasure infused his eyes, but he shook his head. “That will come after,” he said huskily. “But don’t worry. I’m not going to take you. Yet.”

He was in front of her in the next instant, moving so quickly she barely had time to register the fact that nothing was going as planned. He was supposed to bow to her desire to chat. He was supposed to give her time to accept him—so that she could then betray him.

The smell of honey wrapped around her, filled her, more intense than before, instantly clouding her thoughts. Sex with him wouldn’t be so bad. It did take time, and time was all she wanted. Right? Seriously, screwing him blind should have been her plan all along.

“Don’t move,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

She forced out a sigh, even as a tremor of pleasure slid the length of her spine. “I thought men liked for women to move, but whatever. I’m your captive and you’re in charge, so if you want to do this, we’ll do this. For the record, I’m completely unwilling.”

His smile fell away.

She almost cursed. Had she overplayed her hand? “What I meant to say was that, uh, I’m willing. But only because you’re—”

“I believe I mentioned that chatting was for later.” And then he was stepping inside her—oh, God, oh, God—just as she’d seen that soldier do in the forest.

Her skin tingled and burned, but it wasn’t unpleasant. “Breean?” His name trembled from her. Her bones gave a sharp ache, but quickly settled into a pleasurable hum.

Shhh, she heard in her mind. Almost done.

Her body seemed to expand to accommodate him, but as she stared down at her hands, she couldn’t see an outline of him. Couldn’t see any hint of him, for that matter. Yet he was inside her. They were joined.

“Get out of me,” she demanded. Another tremor hit her, and this time it had nothing to do with pleasure. Did he plan to kill her? Make her put a gun to her head?

Take off your clothes.

Her arms obeyed without hesitation. And there was nothing she could do to stop them, no matter how hard she tried. She watched, wide-eyed, as her hands pulled and jerked at her clothing until she was completely naked.

“How did you do that?”

I control your actions. Not your thoughts, not the sensations you feel, but your actions.

“Get out of me,” she repeated, harsher this time. “If I spontaneously change shapes, you could—” What? Become trapped inside the new body? She didn’t know. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before.

You won’t change. I’m in control. Now, I know you wanted my cock as your Christmas present—

“I did not!”

He continued as if she hadn’t interrupted him. —since you mentioned it more than once, but I’m giving you something else.

“What?” And was that . . . disappointment slithering through her?

You’ll see. Walk to the tub.

Her feet were moving in the next instant, and she yelped in frustration and fury because she couldn’t stop them. “Damn you! You can’t know for sure what will happen if— Ah!” She stepped into the water and sat on the bench, the wet heat lapping and licking at her bare skin. She moaned in ecstasy as the water rippled, laving and caressing.

“Why are you doing this?” Her gaze locked on the scabs on her inner thighs, and she heard Breean give a soft sigh.

Tell me why you did that to yourself and perhaps I will answer your question.

“Unequal exchange. No deal.”

Another sigh. No more pain, sweet. Not for you. Only pleasure. Now, take the soap and cleanse yourself from head to toe. Be careful not to rub the sores.

She didn’t see the soap, but her hand somehow knew where it was and reached. Her fingers curled around the honey-scented bar and brought it to her body, where she massaged herself from head to toe as ordered. She even dunked under the water and came up sputtering.

“That’s enough.” I want more. The contradiction belonged to her, not him. “I’m clean.” Dirty. “Let me out of the tub.” In an hour.

Could he hear her naughty thoughts?

Not just yet. Nope. He couldn’t. Otherwise he would have said something. I want to make you come.

Make her— Oh no. No, no, no. It was one thing to enjoy him. One thing to sleep with him. Maybe. One thing to come together. Again, maybe. But it was quite another to allow her enemy to give her an orgasm, while he felt nothing. No maybe about it.

“And I want you to. Get. Out.”

Let’s see if I can change your mind. Knead your breasts.

A heartbeat later, she was cupping her own breasts, plumping them up and moaning at the scandalous decadence. “Stop. Don’t . . . stop.”

Do not worry. Stopping isn’t an option. Now thumb your nipples.

She didn’t even try to resist this time. It was futile, her body obeying before she even realized what he’d said. Her thumbs slid over her wet nipples as commanded, stroking and circling. Felt . . . so . . . good . . . Her mind was darkening, concentrating only on the pleasure.

“Oh, God, Breean.”

I like when you say my name. I can’t wait to hear you shout it.

“I won’t.” He forced her to pinch, then caress away the sting. “Won’t, won’t, wont.” Breean, Breean, Breean.

You will. Because it’s good. So, so good. Too good.

Yes, too good. Her skin was burning, tingling, her stomach quivering. The ache between her legs was growing, spreading. As he’d promised, however, she remained Aleaha, slave to Breean, not once changing into another person.

Pretend it’s my tongue flicking over those pretty peaks.

That was not a command he could enforce because it wasn’t physical but she found herself obeying anyway. As her fingers played with those hard, sensitive tips, she pictured him in her mind, golden head bent over her, hot tongue flicking.

Another moan slipped from her. “Breean. I don’t . . . I don’t understand how this is possible.” Her hips were writhing in sync with her efforts, and water was pumping over the sides of the tub.

Are you aroused?

“You know I am.” As if she could really deny it.

Do you want to touch yourself between your legs?

And finally assuage the ache? She could have sobbed, the anticipation was so consuming. Her knees were already open and spreading, waiting for that first heated touch.

Do you?“

“Yes,” she whispered. Just then she was beyond caring about the circumstances, what she’d come here for, what she’d hoped to avoid. About the shame she’d probably feel afterward. I’m so weak, she thought, but she needed to touch herself. Would die if she didn’t. Since the moment their eyes had first met, they’d been building to this point. Her body had been ready, desperate, and she’d resisted. That had only made it worse. She realized that now.

There could be no more resisting.

She tried to slip one of her hands down her stomach, but it wouldn’t move away from her breast. “Breean. Please.”

Please what?

“Let me touch myself there.”

What will you give me in return?

“Presents are—presents . . .” She was panting, having trouble getting the words out. “You aren’t supposed . . . to expect anything . . . in return. Now please.”

What will you give me in return? he insisted. I can give you pleasure, and I can prevent you from changing. Isn’t that what you want?

Argh! “Yes. Fine. Fine, but what do you want in return?”

You. As my lover. My lover in truth.

“Okay. Yes. Deal. Whatever you want?” She’d meant it as a statement, but it emerged as a question. God, she was about to explode. The more she fondled her breasts, the more the ache between her legs increased with dizzying frenzy. If she didn’t do something soon, her heart really was going to burst from her chest.

I want you now and, your god knows, maybe forever.

“No,” she said automatically. “Not that.” Her head fell against the rim of the tub, dark hair floating around her shoulders. Steam curled through the air, a sensual haze. A dream. “Breean. I’m dying. Please.”

A growl. Why won’t you have me?

“Lover, yes. Forever, no. We’re enemies.”

We don’t have to be.

“Breean!”

We will discuss this again. Understand?

“Yes, you sadistic bastard.” Anything for relief. “Yes.”

Touch your clitoris.

Her hips arched upward to meet her hand, and she cried out as her finger circled the drenched bud once, twice. “Yes. Yes!”

That’s enough. Touch your breast again.

“Motherfucker!” She was once again massaging her breasts, her nipples so hard they abraded her palms. “Tell me to touch between my legs again.”

So you want more?

“Yes, damn you. Yes!”

Am I a sadistic bastard?

“No. You’re a sweetie pie. Honest!”

Good, that’s good. Because this sweetie pie wants you over and over. Hard the first time, slow the second. Who knows what will happen the third time.

“Oh, God.” In her mind, she could see his naked body straining for release on top of hers, pumping, gliding, sliding. His weight would be delicious. His eyes would blaze down at her with passion. He’d shout her name the way he wanted her to shout his, her real name, not someone else’s, as his shaft delved deep.

I want it to be my cock inside you, not your fingers. I want you to come because of me.

She wanted that, too. “Breean,” she panted. She was still massaging her breasts, and her clitoris was still throbbing. “One more touch between my legs. Let me touch myself one more time. Then you can have me. Then you can take me.”

Pump your fingers inside yourself.

She braced her feet on the sides of the tub, spreading herself wider. She sank a finger deep inside, cried out again, pumped. Pumped. So good. She was hurtling toward release. So close. Just one more and she’d—

Stop.

Her finger froze. She screamed in frustration.

Do you have a man? The question was barked. Give me that much, at least.

“No. No man. And I’m not going to have you if you do this to me again, you sick fu— sweetie pie.”

The two agents in the forest, the ones you slapped?

“Friends only. Swear.”

He gave a satisfied purr. I’m glad.

She couldn’t imagine doing this with Devyn or Dallas. She liked them, she did, and she even admired them, but she’d never felt as if she’d been set on fire in their presence. She’d never wanted to rip off their clothes and attack, licking and biting her way down until she’d tasted every inch.

“Command me to come, Breean. I’m begging you.”

Finger yourself. Use two, then three.

Moaning as she obeyed, she filled herself with two fingers and pumped them in and out. When that wasn’t enough, she added the third, stretching herself for a fuller sensation. Oh, oh. Yes. Yes! Just like that.

Next time, you’ll feel my tongue there.

“Yes.” She pictured Breean licking her clit, and she blessedly hurtled over the edge of completion, flying out of control, spinning toward the sky, a scream ripping from her throat.

Gradually, the sensations faded, her body relaxed, and she came back to her senses. She slumped over the side of the tub, panting. “I didn’t change,” she managed to get out. “I didn’t change.”

And you won’t. I’m in control, remember? A second later, he added, But, darling. I’m not sure why you stopped. You’re not done. Come again.

“W-what?” Even as she spoke, her fingers started working between her legs again, her core immediately readying itself for round two. So long she’d denied herself, she was unprepared for another onslaught. “No. No more.”

You’ll take it all.

“Yes, okay,” she found herself groaning. Oh, God. The pleasure truly was building again. Steadily. Mercilessly. Her legs were falling farther and farther apart, giving her fingers more room to work.

Soon you’ll take me.

“Yes.” She couldn’t deny that, either. She wanted him in a way she’d never wanted anything else. Even a life of her own. A life as Aleaha, without being hunted, without being different. And clearly, her body was already addicted to the pleasure he could give.

So lovely, he purred.

As her hips pumped, water sloshed back and forth, stroking her like a lover. Aleaha was very close to asking Breean to join her, to step out of her and assume control like he’d promised, like she’d told him she would accept. How much more powerful would the sensations be then? But somehow she held the words back, not yet ready to make that leap anywhere but in her mind. Soon, though. If she wasn’t careful, soon.

Come.

Release hit her in the next instant. She bowed her back, pushing her fingers as deep as they would go, shuddering, rocking, shouting because this was more than an orgasm; this was a possession that lasted for eternity.

Finally she sagged, completely sated—and still shuddering. “Dear God.”

I could feel it, Breean said, awed. The vibrations were so strong I could feel them. There was unabashed arousal in his tone. Come for me. One more time. I want to feel it again.

“I can’t.” Her limbs were like rocks.

Yes.

“Breean, I really can’t.”

You can.

“Too much,” she panted. “It’s too much.”

Never enough.

“Let me . . . let me . . . catch my breath.”

Come, sweet. Please, come for me.

The newest orgasm hadn’t yet dissipated before another one sneaked up on her. Her clit was swollen, the water making her skin all the more sensitive, so every sensation was intensified. With one hand still at her breasts, she pinched her nipples and rode the waves of the third orgasm, shaking and quaking all over again.

Inside her head, she could hear Breean roaring, as if he, too, were coming. Somehow, that only increased her pleasure. “I . . . I . . .”

Breean was shouting her name, just as she’d craved, and then, suddenly, she was shivering, experiencing a fourth eruption— his pleasure becoming hers as well. Her blood sizzled and blistered through her veins, just like in the forest, and the scent of honey drifted from her, filling the entire room, branding her soul-deep.

Utterly replete, Aleaha slumped over the rim of the tub once more. She might never be able to move again, was more exhausted than she’d ever been in her life. She was breathless, her heartbeat racing, her bones like jelly. Yet she’d never felt better.

She hadn’t slept in the cell, too keyed up, wondering what the future held. Now her eyelids closed of their own accord and stayed closed as if they’d been glued.

“I guess you liked your gift,” she managed to say.

He chuckled. I did indeed. Sleep now.

And she did.

Breean had never, in all his years, experienced anything like that.

He exited Aleaha’s body, reforming into a solid mass, then carried her to the bed and gently splayed her over the mattress. The ends of her dark hair were wet, dripping. Moisture danced along every inch of her flushed skin, her nipples were still hard, and her limbs were boneless.

She was the most erotic sight he’d ever beheld.

Naked, he crawled in beside her and pulled her into his side. He’d come inside her. His spirit had somehow experienced absolute release while inhabiting her. He’d never heard of such a thing happening, much less being possible, but it had happened. They’d been fused, one being.

Several times, he’d felt her body try to change images. Felt the bones trying to lengthen or shorten, even felt the pigment in her skin trying to lighten or darken. But he’d maintained a firm grip on her, on Aleaha, and she’d remained the same, just as he’d promised her. Just as she’d hoped. Surely that was a sign they were meant to be together.

Together. Yes. He wasn’t going to let her go, he decided. Not ever. She was his, from this moment on. She didn’t have a man, and she desired him. She might still be fighting it, but she did desire him.

His next mission: making her admit it.
  



SEVEN

IN THE WEE HOURS OF THE MORNING, Breean left Aleaha in bed. With her cozied up to him, he’d been too keyed up and hadn’t been able to sleep, and now he needed to meet with Talon. Though he desperately wanted to take her with him, she was still lost in slumber, at peace, and he was loath to wake her. He really had worn her out, he thought, grinning. He’d satisfied his woman into a stupor.

Even as grateful as she would surely be—in his dreams—he didn’t trust her, and made sure to lock the door. And smart boy that he was, he’d nailed the window permanently shut before ever inviting her into his bedroom.

He nodded to the men striding through the halls, keeping guard. Nodded to those cleaning and sharpening their weapons, getting ready to stand watch. Seeing them work so diligently, a wave of guilt hit him. He’d have to take a shift soon. His army worked hard; the men deserved a break, and god knew he’d already had his. But damn if he was ready to leave Aleaha for an extended period, now that he had her where he wanted her.

Finally he reached his office, where Talon was waiting for him. As Breean claimed his chair at the desk, his friend, seated in front of him, glanced up from the book he’d been perusing.

“Who spirit-walked?” he asked, jumping right into business.

“I took the first shift,” Talon said, “and Cain the second.”

Breean studied the warrior. The tension that had shadowed his face for the past two years was gone. “After your shift, you found a woman, I take it.”

Talon grinned slowly, revealing perfect white teeth. “Two, actually.”

“And you kept your skin covered?”

“Completely. My scent drew them in, and after that I had only to unfasten my pants. They couldn’t get to my cock fast enough. You know,” Talon added thoughtfully, “I really like this planet. I’m glad we decided to stay.”

If only Aleaha were as easy as Talon’s females. Her resistance was her biggest flaw. Silly him for ever thinking the harder he had to work for a victory, the more he’d appreciate it. He would have given anything to have all of her now. “Did either of you learn anything?”

“I admit my attention wasn’t where it should have been, and I was easily distracted. But Cain, well, you know he is a force to be reckoned with, more determined than most. He found AIR headquarters.”

“How?” In all their visits here, they’d failed to locate the building that housed AIR’s elite. Apparently, they’d been overrun by reporters one night and had since moved their headquarters to somewhere secret.

“He watched as an otherworlder was arrested, then slid unnoticed into the car that drove the blindfolded creature in.”

Of course. So simple, so easy. Breean leaned forward, eager. This was better than he had hoped. “What did he learn?”

“AIR is run by a woman named Mia Snow. Her man is an Arcadian, a king, and he can move as swiftly as we can. He was with her that night, the night we arrived. They were waiting a mile or so away, ready to swoop in if a second line of defense was needed. But we weren’t the Schön, as they’d expected.”

Aleaha had told him that. Which meant, Aleaha had told him the truth. Darling girl. He should reward her with another orgasm.

“Still, they were coming after us when another solar flare erupted around them, as if it had purposefully been directed at them, and they disappeared.”

Breean had learned that every planet had a way of utilizing those solar flares. Some used stones as a guide—if they carried a stone from a certain planet, that was the planet the solar flare would take them to. Some, like him, used visualization. Breean had imagined a planet with a thriving metropolis, and this was one of the places he’d ended up. Some simply knew the celestial gate those flares opened and which doors to enter.

Could some actually control the flares?

“Have the agents returned? Where did they go?”

“They have returned, yes, so Cain said. Where they went . . . I’m not sure this can be true. They claim to have traveled into the past. Into another plane or dimension, they weren’t sure. A state called New Orleans, where females with pointed ears and unnatural strength reside alongside men who suck the blood from your body. The females called themselves the Nïxies. Nïxies house of pain. Nïxies house of pleasure, Nïxies house of crazy—something like that. Cain was confused, and could have gotten some of the details wrong.”

How . . . odd.

Talon continued, “They didn’t stay long. Just long enough for us to have left the forest.”

Again, had someone controlled the flare, keeping them away? If so, that being would have been aiding Breean. But who would want to aid him?

The Schön queen? Most likely. After all, a group of her men had been destroyed by AIR. Perhaps she had thought Breean would take care of the problem for her. How had she known Breean was coming here, though? Since leaving Raka, he’d had no contact with her.

“Anything else?” he asked on a sigh.

“Yes, but you will not like it.” Shifting in his seat, Talon massaged the back of his neck. “One of the agents escaped during the move here. Syler chased him but lost him.”

Breean’s hands fisted. “Why did no one tell me?”

“Syler told no one.”

First Marleon’s betrayal, and now this. He was losing control of his army! “By keeping this a secret, he has placed us all in danger.”

“Yes.”

“I will not kill him for the offense, but he must be punished. Ten lashes should teach him to use his tongue when necessary.”

Talon nodded. “Fortunately, the agent doesn’t seem to know where we are now located.”

One small favor, at least. “Was nothing learned about the Schön?”

“No. AIR still has no idea when the queen will arrive. The one Schön they have in lockup refuses to speak about her.”

He straightened. “They have a Schön in lockup?”

“Yes.”

A killing rage sprang to life inside of him. That bastard might very well be the one who had seduced his mother and sisters. And if not, that bastard still needed to die, for surely he had seduced someone else’s mother and sisters.

“Cain did well,” he said, forcing himself to calm. “Give him the day off and tell him to do as he pleases.”

“He will be overjoyed.”

“I will take his shift tonight, so he does not have to worry about that, either.”

Talon’s eyes widened, and there was a spark of delight. Breean knew the two men had spent time together throughout the years, even a few lonely nights. What they’d done, he didn’t know but could guess. They might both crave females, as Talon had proven with his excess, but they must have enjoyed each other. Now that women were in plentiful supply, he’d expected their association to end. Looked like he’d been wrong.

He pushed to his feet. “As for now, I have something to attend to.” Or rather, someone.

Aleaha came awake instantly, deeply asleep one moment, fully cognizant the next. Her entire body ached—and not in pleasure this time. Her blood was rushing too quickly, and there was too much of it, filling her veins at an unnatural rate.

She moaned, trying to fight the pain. Trying to stop the unfolding of events that always followed this sensation. Not now. Not after everything she’d just experienced with Breean.

Oh, God. Breean. Was he still here? Please let him be somewhere else.

She searched the bed with swollen eyes. She was splayed on the mattress, still naked and covered by soft white sheets. Breean was beside her—and he was awake, watching her every move. No. No! She’d fought so hard to keep this part of her life to herself. To be forced to reveal her secret now . . .

More than anyone, she didn’t want him to witness what she was about to do. What she had to do. He’d no longer be caring or kind. He’d no longer seek pleasure from her.

She chewed on her bottom lip to cut off a groan. This shouldn’t be happening, not for another few days.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, frowning. “Did I hurt you?”

“I need some time alone, okay?” she told him, voice a ragged mix of faux light-heartedness, pain, and desperation.

“What’s going on, Aleaha? You’re swelling.”

“Leave. Please.” Only the desperation emerged this time.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

She could see the determination in his golden eyes. “Please.”

“No. You will tell me what’s happening to you and I will help you. That’s your only option.”

Seeing no other choice, the agony intensifying, she said, “I—I need a knife.”

He snorted, losing all hint of concern. “There are only two things I’ll give you right now, and a knife isn’t one of them.”

“Please. A knife.” Wildly she glanced around the chamber, looking for something, anything with a sharp tip. If she had to crawl to it, she would. Last night she’d used her nails, but that hadn’t released enough blood. Obviously.

Her line of vision was shrinking, and she saw nothing she could use. No. Wait. In the corner by the door was a bowl filled with fruit. She could dump the food and break the bowl. Surely one of the pieces would be jagged enough to slice through skin and veins.

“I’m not letting you out of this bed,” he told her, “so don’t even think about getting up.”

Ignoring him, she threw her leg over the side. The action nearly felled her. Sharp torment exploded through her every curve and hollow, and she whimpered. Don’t cry. Don’t you dare cry.

“Aleaha?” he said, concern returning. “Is this a game?”

“No game. Please. A knife.”

“But why? Help me understand what’s happening.”

“I have to cut myself.” Soon. Oh, God. Soon.

His eyes narrowed. “Bloodshed is forbidden, Aleaha. You know that. I will not let you spill mine.”

“I don’t want to spill yours,” she admitted weakly. “I want to spill mine.”

He blinked in surprise. “Again, why?”

“I just need a fucking knife! I won’t use it on you, I swear.” The last word left her mouth on a groan. She tried to sit up, to slap him, to force him to understand, but couldn’t. Hurt. So badly. She’d waited too long.

“Aleaha?” His voice was devoid of emotion, his eyes flat.

“Breean. Please. I must.”

“You’re in pain, I can see that, but I can’t aid you until you’ve told me what’s wrong.”

She wasn’t given a chance to respond. He hissed in a breath and jerked away from her, as if he finally understood. “Are you sick? You told me you weren’t infected. Did you lie? Did biting me—”

“No. Not sick. Breean, the knife.” A tear slid down her cheek, followed quickly by another, until there was an unstoppable flood of them. With every second that passed, her pain and swelling increased.

“Tell me why you wish to do something so barbaric as cut yourself. Now!”

The words exploded from her on a desperate breath. If the truth was what he needed to propel him into aiding her, God help them both, she’d give him the truth. “I produce too much blood. I think it has something to do with the way I change forms. And I’ve changed a lot these past few days. Every week or so, I have to cut myself to drain the excess. I tried to drain some last night, but when we . . . in the tub . . .”

“You didn’t change in the tub. I made sure of it.”

“The pleasure, maybe . . . I don’t know. Help me. Please, just help me.” She was babbling, but couldn’t stop. She expected him to leap away from her with revulsion. He continued to stare down at her, something hard in his eyes.

“What happens if you fail to cut yourself?” he asked raggedly.

“I swell. My organs will burst. Knife,” she cried, doubling over. She must have squeezed her eyes shut because the next thing she knew, Breean was hovering over her, teeth bared.

Finally, though, he held a knife, hilt out. “I am giving you this because I would rather deal with the possibility of contaminated blood than watch you suffer. If you are lying . . .”

There would be hell to pay. “Not . . . lying.” She tried to reach out, but her elbow locked in place, too swollen to move. Even her fingers had become unbendable. No. No! “Can’t move. You . . . must do it.”

His eyes widened, and there was the revulsion she’d expected.

That didn’t stop her from continuing; it couldn’t, not if she wanted to survive. “St-stab me. In the thigh. Biggest artery, will drain the most.”

He shook his head violently. “Surely you are jesting. I have killed men for shedding blood, and you want me to stab you?”

“If you don’t, I’ll die.” The more the blood built up, the faster she would destruct. “Hurry. Cut and leave the knife inside. Otherwise, heal too quickly.”

“No.”

“Bree-an. Need to bleed,” she whispered. Then her eyes swelled completely shut, blocking his image. Maybe that was for the best. Now she wouldn’t have to see that revulsion intensify in his golden eyes when he did what was necessary. Or watch when he finally abandoned her.

“There has to be another way.”

If there were another way, she would have found it by now. “No, there’s—” Her jaw clamped and her throat closed, jamming up her airway, her words. Her lungs began to burn and burn and she jerked, every muscle she possessed clenching on bone. Her stomach knotted, rolled. Her nose stung, desperate for air, and the stinging only increased when warm blood began to pour from her nostrils.

“Damn this!” In the next instant, the sheet was whipped away from her, a cool breeze was drifting over her, and a sharp, agonizing pain ripping through her thigh.

Almost immediately her jaw eased and her throat opened and a scream pushed its way free. Breean dug the knife in deep and twisted. He left the tip inside as she’d asked, allowing more and more blood to flow out. With that flow came sweet relief as the pressure inside her lessened, the swelling faded.

Suddenly she could move. Could see Breean hovering over her, his hand curled over the knife hilt. His gaze was fastened on her face, his expression unreadable. Much as he hated blood, she was kind of surprised he hadn’t killed her outright. Instead, he truly had aided her.

As if he sensed her thoughts, he said, “Is this all you need?” No hint of his emotions in his voice, either.

“Yes,” she rasped.

For a long while, he didn’t speak, just watched that crimson liquid trickle onto the sheet. Then he nodded, as if he’d just made a very important decision. She was too afraid to ask what that decision was.

“How long do I bleed you?” he asked.

“Until I pass out.” Even as she spoke, she could feel the darkness slinking into her mind. Sweet oblivion, she thought with relief and then knew nothing else.

Breean pulled the blade from Aleaha’s leg and watched as the wound slowly healed itself, muscle and then flesh weaving back together. Why she still scarred when she healed so swiftly, he could only guess. The front runner: the number of times she’d been forced to do this. A close second: her curative process wasn’t as thorough as it appeared. Either way, this precious female suffered.

Reeling, he cleaned up the blood then burned the rags and sheets before making the bed with Aleaha still in it. She slept through it all, a testament to the brutality of the entire ordeal.

The thought that this woman—or anyone—had to bleed to survive should have been abhorrent to Breean. Was abhorrent. Half of him feared causing another plague, killing the only survivors of his race, because of his actions this day. She could be a carrier for some disease he’d never heard of, never dealt with. But the other half of him didn’t care about the consequences.

He would do whatever was needed to keep this woman alive.

She was his, connected to him on a level he still didn’t understand. When he looked at her, he wanted only to please her. Well, and himself. Hurting her had ripped him up inside, but that had been better than watching her writhe in pain.

“My poor baby,” he cooed, stroking her soft cheek. She hated what she was required to do to live. He’d realized it the moment she confessed, for there had been shame in her voice. She’d also expected him to be disgusted by her, for there had been grim acceptance in her eyes. But he hadn’t been able and still couldn’t work up a single spark of the emotion. Not when his actions had saved her.

From now on, he would help her. Be with her through it all. For there was no going back now. They would be together.

While she slept, he remained at her side. Even when Talon came to inform him that darkness would soon fall and his shift would begin.

“I need a few more minutes,” he said.

“Very well.” Rather than departing, the warrior transfered his weight from one foot to the other. “The others begged me to ask if they might have a turn in town.”

“Of course,” he replied. “They may go in pairs, each returning in an hour.”

Talon was careful to keep his gaze away from Aleaha. “They will be very happy to hear this. Oh, and we have finally properly installed the security system around the property. If AIR invades, you’ll know.”

“Excellent.” When Talon pivoted to leave, he called, “Tell the men to be careful when choosing their women. They might end up with a wildcat.”

His second in command laughed before disappearing into the hall.

Breean stared down at Aleaha for the rest of his remaining minutes, then stood. Her features were relaxed, the swelling completely gone. He never wanted to see her like that again, hurting so badly. You’re mine. I’ll take care of you now.

Once again, he left her sleeping. Fortunately, his shift proved uneventful and he was able to check on Aleaha multiple times. She never moved from that supine position, and that began to worry him.

When he returned to the room once and for all, he found her sitting up in bed. His relief was palpable. And so was his sudden desire. Her breasts were bare, the sheet around her waist, and her hair tumbled down her back, dark ribbons he wanted to wrap around his fists. Yawning, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Had she only now awakened?

“Feeling better?”

“Breean,” she said on a trembling breath. “Yes. Much. Thank you.”

“I’m glad and you’re welcome,” he told her, rushing to her side, dropping his weapons along the way. Much as he wanted her, he would be a fool to give her such easy access to his knives and guns while near—and intoxicated by—her. He also removed his shirt before caressing her arm, marveling at the smoothness. See? Intoxicated. “Now, there’s something we need to finish.”

Her gaze flicked to him, widened, then moved to her legs. “The blood—”

“Is gone,” he assured her.

Shock curtained her entire face. “Why did you clean me instead of kill me?”

“I do not want to kill you.” He crawled in beside her, then rolled on top of her. She gasped but didn’t try to push him away. “I want to make love to you.”
  



EIGHT

THE FEEL OF BREEAN’S MUSCLED WEIGHT PINNING HER into the mattress was amazing, Aleaha thought, dazed. More amazing? He still desired her. After everything he’d witnessed, after everything he’d had to do, he still desired her. She could feel the length of his erection, thick and hot against her thigh.

“But I’m an abomination to you,” she whispered, afraid to place her hope in this enemy who wasn’t really an enemy. “Aren’t you disgusted by me?”

“You make me feel many things, sweetie pie, but disgust isn’t one of them.”

She felt herself melting, falling under his spell. Already he’d satisfied her in ways she’d never thought possible. But she couldn’t let herself forget that AIR agents were locked in his dungeon. How selfish would she be to luxuriate in his arms while they merely endured? Well, to luxuriate again.

She’d been a little too selfish lately, taking Macy’s identity, living a life she hadn’t been meant to live. Yes, Macy had died before she’d taken over, and probably wouldn’t care about the changes she’d made—or perhaps Macy was even now looking down (up?) at her and wishing her to everlasting hell—but those agents had become her friends.

“Breean,” she said, pushing at his chest. She could have cried at the distance she gained.

“Aleaha,” he said, not allowing the distance to last. He grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head. A favorite position of his, obviously. Her back immediately arched, mashing her breasts into his chest. Her nipples were already hard and rubbed against him.

“This is wrong,” she breathed. “We have to stop.”

“You cannot stop a fire once it has been ignited.” He rotated his pelvis, and she hissed in a breath when his cock slid across her clit, then anchored her legs to the mattress with his own.

Her hiss blended with his. “Actually, you can. With water.”

“Then we’ll stay away from the water. Now, do you want to talk or finish this?”

As she looked up at him, desire swirled in his golden eyes, almost a living entity, beckoning her to give in. Just one time. But one time wouldn’t be enough, not for an addict like her. And, oh, was she an addict. She’d had a taste and now craved more.

“T-talk,” she forced herself to say.

“Liar. But that’s all right.” His tongue swiped over his lips. Was he imagining tasting her? “I will talk with you, too.”

“From opposite sides of the room.”

He shook his head. “Just like this.”

Thank God for stubborn men. If he’d left her, she might have stabbed him. “What about the agents?”

“I won’t release them,” he said darkly. “I told you. That would put my own men at risk.”

“Well, you can’t keep them locked away forever.”

“I can, however, use them as bargaining tools. A life for a life.”

They must do things differently on Raka, because she doubted “bargaining” would work out for him. Not favorably, at least. “You might want to rethink that. You’ll go to trade and receive a death sentence.”

“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not. Until something can be arranged, however, I want you to know that I will not hurt them. That was never my intention.”

“Until something can be arranged could take forever. They should be home with their families.”

“And they will be. Soon.”

“Now.”

“First, I must ensure AIR will keep its end of the bargain.” He didn’t give her time to respond, but quickly changed the subject. “No matter what happens in this room, no matter what we say or do to each other, I want you to know that you will never have to cut yourself again. I will take care of you from now on, and I will tell no one your secrets.”

She opened her mouth to return them to the agents, but his words sank in and he won a little piece of her heart. No more hiding? No more being afraid someone would find out who and what she was? Amazing. And that this man would be the one responsible for her liberation . . . “I can’t ask that of you.”

“You aren’t asking. I’m simply doing.” One of his hands moved from her wrists and curled around her nape, forcing her head to lift slightly. He bowed his back, placing her gaze on his chest, just above his nipple, all the while pulling her mouth closer. “And now we have talked,” he said, voice husky, rich. “Ready for the loving to begin?”

He planned to release the agents “soon,” which meant she had two choices. She could wait until he did so to be with him. Or she could be with him now, knowing she could lose him during the exchange if AIR decided not to work with him.

Actually, as she’d warned, that seemed most likely. They could very well agree to his demands, then start firing the moment the agents were free. Honor was for those who wanted to lose their loved ones, she’d heard Mia Snow say more than once.

Should she do everything in her power to convince Breean of the truth of her claim? No, she thought next. If she did, he might decide to keep the agents forever, and that she couldn’t allow.

“Aleaha,” he said, claiming her attention. He was watching her expectantly, desire still swirling in those golden eyes. “Decide.”

He was a good man. An honorable man despite his assurances to the contrary, and his plans, if successful, would provide a happily-ever-after for everyone. Aleaha was not like Mia Snow. She respected honor. I want to be with him now, she thought. She would be selfish one more time. Otherwise, she might not ever know what it was like to be his woman, truly be his woman, and she had to know.

“I don’t know.” She flicked out her tongue, meeting his skin and trailing it over his thundering heartbeat. “What if I change? You’re not inside me this time.” Wait. That hadn’t sounded right. “I mean, you’re not—”

“I know what you meant. I won’t mind if you change.”

“Even if I become a man? Or you? I know it didn’t bother you in the forest, but that was only for a second and it could surprise you, feeling dangly bits, and you could toss me—”

“Aleaha.” Dark desperation rang from his tone. He rolled them over, placing her on top. “Give me a chance to prove myself before you condemn me.” He smiled slowly, sheepishly as she settled against him. “Right now, I need you. You, no matter who you are or what you look like.”

There went another little piece of her heart. His words were a mix of soothing balm and white-hot embers of arousal. Being with him was no longer a need. It was a necessity. “I’ve decided,” she said.

“And?”

“And I don’t know why you’re still talking.” Trembling, she inched down his chest, not stopping until his navel came into view. She licked again, and his muscles clenched.

“Thank you. Yes. More.” He was babbling. She liked that.

Lower . . . lower . . . she continued to move. His cock strained high and proud, drawing her full attention. Mine. His golden balls were drawn up tight. She tilted her head and allowed her teeth to graze his inner thigh. The cool press of his skin was an electrifying contradiction to her hot tongue.

“Shall I kiss you here?”

“Anywhere,” he croaked.

“Free rein. I like that.” Unable to stop herself, she curled her hand around his testicles and sank her mouth on his shaft, taking him deep, all the way to the back of her throat. Her jaw stretched wide, burned.

“Yes,” Breean roared. “Yes.”

She moaned, somehow feeling as if he were sinking his fingers deep inside her. Then her eyes widened as she realized that yes, she was feeling his fingers, phantom fingers, pumping in and out of her. Closing her eyes at the bliss, she sucked him up and down, writhing her hips all the while. Don’t switch bodies, don’t switch bodies.

“Don’t stop.” He grabbed her and swiveled her around, keeping her mouth on his dick while placing her moist clit right over his face. With barely a pause, he licked her, first the outer shell, then inside, probing.

“Breean!” The sensations were too much, not enough, and her physical form began to lengthen. She forced herself to still, forced her mind to blank. Breath singed her lungs. “I’m changing. I—”

“Just let yourself go, sweet. You taste so good, and I know the woman underneath. I told you. I don’t care who you are or what form you have.”

As she gave him yet another piece of her heart, something broke inside her. Tension, guilt, fear. She simply allowed herself to fly, relaxing into whatever form her body happened to take. At first, she changed into one person after another, never maintaining a certain image for more than a few seconds. Through it all, Breean continued to kiss and caress her, not once pulling away in disgust.

Then, panting and sweating, she realized the changing had stopped. For several minutes, she simply lay there, Aleaha, only Aleaha. Perhaps she’d run out of identities, or perhaps Breean had left pieces of himself inside her, maintaining a grip on her image.

Breean . . . inside her . . . the first tremors of an approaching orgasm rocked her. Either way, she was truly free, her fear vanquished, leaving amazement, gratitude, and awe, each adding to her enjoyment.

“Yes, yes,” she cried.

Breean gave one more lick and another tremor crashed through her, propelling her closer to the edge. Just a bit more and she’d—he spun her around until they were eye to eye. He grabbed her wrists and locked them behind her back with one of his hands, the action arching her forward, reading her. But he didn’t enter her.

“More,” she said, willing to beg. He’d given her so much already, but she had to have more.

“Remember how you felt in the tub, touching yourself, pumping yourself to orgasm? Do you want that again or do you want me?”

Her heart sped up, hammering at her ribs. “You.”

“Perfect answer,” he said, gently rubbing his cock against her.

Moaning, she closed her eyes again. “But I . . . we have to . . . I want to make you feel good, too.”

“You do. More than any other, you do. And do you know what will make me feel as if I’ve reached the gates of heaven? Caressing you. Starting with your breasts, rolling the nipples between my fingers this time, making you writhe. Then I want to dip lower, sink my fingers between your legs. I want you to feel me. Only me, not a spirit version of me.”

Her breathing became erratic, uneven. “Yes. I want that, too.”

“You’ll be hotter and wetter than you are now. I know you will be. Just like I know you’ll be tight. Tighter than a fist.”

She bit her bottom lip, drawing a single bead of blood. “I’m ready. Do it.”

But he didn’t. He didn’t move. “And when you’ve drenched my hand, when you’re practically screaming for release, I’ll replace my fingers with my mouth. I’ll lick, taste, and suck you again.”

“Yes. Please, yes.” She gasped in need, the sound of it like a little catch of wonder. Her hips moved toward him, seeking deeper contact, but, damn him, he twisted out of reach.

“I won’t be able to help myself,” he said. “I’ll bite you, as you did me in the forest. Just a little sting, though, then I’ll lick it away.”

She moaned. Caught herself. Pressed her lips together. He was holding back, so she would, too. Only, her hips were moving consistently now and she wasn’t able to hide the action. The scent of his arousal was so thick, it was almost a honey cloud enveloping her.

“You’re all talk,” she gritted out.

“No, I’m so hard for you.” He released her hands to cup her cheeks. “I’ve never wanted a woman the way I want you.”

“Then take me.” Take me in a way that they’ll be no holding back for either of us.

An animalistic sound escaped him, and he tangled his hands in her hair, jerking her head toward him for a bruising kiss. His tongue thrust inside her mouth, feverish, desperate. Finally. Sweetly. He was putting his mouth where his money was. Wait. That wasn’t how the expression went. Oh, who cared. Delectable!

“You make me so crazy.”

Brain fogging, she arched into him. “More,” she breathed.

More? “All,” Breean said, and deepened the kiss. They were both so wild, their teeth scraped together. Didn’t help that her flavor was pure decadence. Not the honey he’d once been used to, but better. Sweeter. A rose blooming amid a tempest, he would have said if he were a poet. Caveman that his brain currently was, all he could think was mine.

He licked his way down her neck as his fingers explored her body. There was a fine, silky tuft of hair between her legs where he dabbled, tickling, exciting, before sinking his fingers into her already soaking folds.

She nearly shot off the bed. “That . . . that . . . right there. Yes!” Her clitoris was swollen, eager. He circled it, and her hips followed the motion. Beautiful.

“Breean,” she groaned.

“So wet,” he praised.

“Hurt.”

He’d already vowed to take care of all her hurts. This one would be his pleasure. “I’ll kiss it and make it better.” And he did. He pinned her to her back and inched down her body, licking along the way. She was delicious curves and sweet angles, and he hadn’t gotten nearly enough of her. Would he ever?

He wanted her to come with his cock buried deep, but he had to have another sampling. Was already addicted to her feminine flavor. Besides, what kind of lover would he be if he couldn’t make her come more than once?

She arched into him, writhing, head thrashing from side to side. Her hands found her breasts, and she squeezed. The sight was erotic, as foreign as she was. He hadn’t seen her in the tub, but he’d wanted to. Oh, he’d wanted to. He liked that Aleaha was pushed so close to the edge right now that she was willing to do anything to find release.

“Want my tongue on you again?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Licking you?”

“Yes.”

“Sucking you off?”

“Yes. God, yes.”

His tongue was flicking out in the next instant. She was still hot and wet and she still tasted of passion. He thought he might fight a thousand wars if it meant being with this woman. He thought he might kill violently and without mercy for the privilege.

“I can’t get enough.” He moved his tongue back and forth, then tunneled it inside her, mimicking sex.

“Breean, Breean,” she chanted.

His cock was so hard it could explode at any moment. Already he could feel the hot glide of seed on the tip. “Spread yourself for me.”

Instantly she obeyed, reaching between her legs and opening herself for him. Pink, wet. His. He gently clamped her center between his teeth, sucking as he’d promised.

Didn’t take long. In seconds, she was screaming her release. Still he didn’t stop. He reached up and palmed one of her breasts just as she had done. Trembling, she arched into his touch, riding the waves of bliss. Then, as she calmed, she grabbed his wrist and brought his fingers into her mouth, sucking two inside, deep, so deep.

At that, his blood reached the searing point, burning through his veins, blistering his organs. He pumped his free hand up and down his cock, thinking to find a little ease. That only made it worse.

“Ready?” he asked her. He was too desperate, couldn’t wait any longer.

“Give me.”

“Everything?”

“And more.”

Beautiful female. He climbed up her body, nipping along the way. She was simply irresistible. When he was in position, just about to sink home, she gave a strong shove to his shoulders. Taken by surprise, he fell to his back, and for a moment, he thought she meant to leave him. He wanted to curse . . . until she straddled him.

Grinning, she curled her fingers around his swollen length. “Hard,” she praised. “Big.”

“Like?”

Her head fell back, all that dark hair tickling his chest, and she breathed a sweet, “Oh, yes.”

Aleaha more than liked. She loved. Temporary insanity, she was sure, because right now she was drowning in bliss, on fire, achy, so much more so than in the tub—something she wouldn’t have thought possible.

She was fascinated by Breean’s body, by the grunts of delight he’d emitted as he tasted between her legs. Actually, everything about him fascinated her. Maybe because he’d done nothing she’d expected. They were captor and prisoner. Master and slave, he’d once said, and she was everything he should hate. Yet he’d freely given of himself, ensuring she found satisfaction, all the while acting as if she were important to him, as if her needs mattered.

The knowledge was as heady and intoxicating as his honey scent.

When she’d lain in bed at home alone, touching herself, this was what she’d dreamed of. Craved. And now, finally, she was getting it. With her enemy. As doomed as they surely were, this might be her only chance to enjoy him and that saddened her.

“You look ready to cry,” Breean said with more tension than she’d ever heard him use before. “Do you plan to stop?”

“Not even if your home is invaded.”

“Then let me have you. Please.”

Hearing him beg sent a shiver down her spine. Yes, oh, yes. She rose on her knees, placing her wet core over his cock. He gripped her hips, squeezed, and the round head pressed for entrance, stretching her, tantalizing her.

“Deeper,” he rasped.

Another inch.

It had been so long for her, she felt a slight burn, but the rapture exploding through her soon made her forget any discomfort.

“More,” he urged, the vessels in his neck bulging.

“Yes.” Another inch.

“That’s the way. Take it all, sweet. Take it all.”

Yet another inch, and another, though he still wasn’t all the way seated. The few other men she’d been with had not been as large as Breean. Was anyone? Well, she had been, she thought with a small smile. That amusement relaxed her and she fell another inch. The stretch was more noticeable now, shoving through that rapturous haze.

“Big,” she told him again.

“You can take me.”

Yes, she could. Aleaha Love, wanton sex goddess, could do anything. She stopped resisting and slammed all the way down. Breean roared in approval, the sound blending with her own needy moan.

“Move for me, sweet.” The words were barely audible.

Slowly, she rose; slowly, she lowered. Her head fell back, and she gazed up at the ceiling, lost, flying. A powerful warrior was under her, hers to do with as she pleased. He was enjoying her, delighted by her. Dream come true.

“Faster,” he beseeched.

Yes, faster. She moved again, increasing her pace. Up, down. Perfect. So perfect.

“Faster,” he repeated. His fingers, wrapped as they were around her waist, dug into muscle. There’d be a bruise, but it would be worth it. “It’s been so long for me, and you feel so good. I don’t know how long I can last for you.”

She wouldn’t last, either, was already hurtling through the stars. Faster and faster she allowed herself to go.

“That’s the way,” he praised.

“Give me everything,” she said. “I want it. Want you.”

He cupped her ass, spreading her even wider, making her take him all the deeper. Faster still they slammed together. She could actually see the outline of his spirit, glowing as if it wanted to burst free of his body and into hers.

“Aleaha,” he growled.

Something was thrumming through her. Tenderness and caring, perhaps, making the climax she’d experienced before seem like a pale imitation. It consumed her with honey and cinnamon and glimmered as it washed through her. This was her man; his ecstasy was hers.

“Breean, Breean,” she chanted. Just then, his name was the only word she knew.

He rolled her over, drilling into her, and her entire body erupted in a cascade of sparks and light, spasming, arching. Must have another taste. Lost again, forever, she gripped his hair and jerked him down for another kiss.

As his tongue plundered her mouth, he, too, erupted, spurting hot seed inside her and sending her on another tailspin.

He shuddered over and over before finally collapsing on top of her. She closed her eyes, basking, more alive than she’d ever been before because, in that moment, she was a woman. Not an agent. Not an alien. But a woman. She was Aleaha.
  



NINE

THE NEXT SEVERAL DAYS PASSED IN A WONDROUS DAZE for Aleaha, dulled only by her arguments with Breean about the AIR agents. Her thought to be selfish just one more time? Completely obliterated. Breean kept her with him and they rarely left his room. The few times they had, he’d taken her to his office where he’d spoken with his second in command, Talon.

The two had used their own language, which Breean had yet to teach her and she hadn’t yet figured out, so she had no idea what was said. Afterward, they would return to the bedroom and she would pester him for information—which would in turn lead to another argument. Somehow, someway, he always managed to distract her. Maybe it was the way he savored her body, praising her wit, her sweetness, even her determination to save her friends.

He made her feel special, cherished, something she’d never experienced before. But, damn it. She would have to do a better job of resisting him to get the kind of results she wanted. Like, her friends’ happiness. Like, Breean’s happiness. And continued good health. Surely there was a way to meet all three objectives.

Right now, she was naked (again) and snuggled into Breean’s side (again), his fingers tracing her arm. And she let him gentle her. Luxuriated in him, actually. You are in so much trouble, girl. From enemy to lover. From hated to adored. What are you going to do now? She’d wondered a million times.

Macy probably wouldn’t have gotten herself into this situation.

Aleaha frowned at the thought. I’m not Macy; I never was. Still, she was a friend to those agents locked below—if she needed to remind herself a thousand times, she would—and she couldn’t leave them helpless. More than you already have, her mind supplied.

“Can we talk about the agents now?”

“We discuss them every day,” he said, fingers stilling. “Just because they are prisoners doesn’t mean they are miserable. They are well fed, given blankets. They aren’t tortured.”

“What if I said I wouldn’t sleep with you again until they were free?”

“I’d call you a liar and kiss my way to your sweet spot.”

She gritted her teeth. Clearly, resisting him wasn’t going to get the job done. She was going to have to start fighting him. Truly fighting him. She might even have to hurt him. “Why haven’t you tried to bargain with AIR?”

“They aren’t yet ready to deal with me.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”

Frustrating! “Let me talk to them. I’ll explain that you’re willing to help them fight the Schön queen. Because of your skills and their desperation to defeat that woman, they might overlook your past behavior.”

“No. I don’t want you leaving.”

“I’ll call them, then.”

“Calls can be traced. You know that.”

Argh! “You can’t hide out forever.”

“I know.”

Not just frustrating, but stubborn. He was making her rehash, and she hated to rehash. “If I had your men locked away, I suspect you wouldn’t care how they were being treated. You would want them freed.”

“You’re right, but I can’t simply let the agents go. I can’t place my people in even more danger. And let me respond to the other objections I’m sure you’re about to raise. They were blindfolded when brought here, yes, so I could blindfold them again and drop them off somewhere and they would not be able to find me. If I do that, however, I’ll be without my backup plan if AIR decides not to risk working with me.”

“Breean—”

“It has to be this way. I’m sorry. I wish it were otherwise, but . . .”

He felt guilty, she could tell from the tattered emotion in his tone, but she also realized there really would be no convincing him to rethink his strategy, no matter what she did or how hard she tried. His determination was as solid as hers.

That depressed and angered her, because it meant their time together was over.

Still. If she’d learned anything about him these last few days, it was that he truly wanted to make a home here and would never purposely hurt the innocent. So she tried one more time to make him see the light. “You want to destroy the Schön, yes? Well, if they were to appear today, AIR would be divided, trying to find you and fight the Schön. What if this planet falls because you are too stubborn to try to make something work? Please, just let the men go and—”

“Enough. I’ve spent the last two years fighting, searching for a new home, and making preparations for that home. Finally I’m here. Finally I have a moment’s respite with a beautiful woman I—a beautiful woman I like. Why can I not enjoy that for a bit?”

“Because time is our enemy. AIR will find you. And knowing them as I do, I know that if you have failed to initiate a gesture of goodwill, they will show you no mercy.”

He sighed. “I’m monitoring things, Aleaha. I promise you that. I’ll know when the Schön queen arrives. I’ll know when AIR has softened toward me.”

She laughed bitterly. How many times had she told him that AIR was not known for softening? You have to act now. No more stalling, waiting, hoping.

Despite her resolve, she knew it was only a matter of time before he attempted to seduce her again and she caved. His scent was in her nose, his touch branded on her cells, and she would soon find herself begging for more. She always did.

“I hate to disappoint you, Aleaha. I do. But this is for the best, I promise you.”

“Of course.” Hating herself—and him—she rolled from his side, facing away from him. She would free the agents, no matter what needed to be done, and then she would . . . what? Come back for Breean? Would he even want her after that?

Probably not, but it was worth the risk. To save his life, to save her friends, it was worth the risk.

His fingers traced the line of her spine. She shivered, even as her blood heated. How could she still desire him? How could she still crave him so potently, knowing what was about to happen?

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m hungry,” she said, rising and walking to the bowl of fruit he had refilled every morning. Her legs shook. Stop, her heart shouted. Or rather, what remained of it. Don’t do this.

This is the only way, her mind replied. As if clumsy, she knocked the bowl from the vanity, and it shattered on the floor. Pieces of fruit spilled in every direction. “I’m sorry,” she said, trembling as she bent to pick them up.

Don’t. Stupid heart. First, she palmed the longest, sharpest, shard. No other way.

Breean was by her side in the next instant, helping her.

Do you really want to do this?

No, she didn’t. But she would.

“Go lie down,” he said, clearly concerned for her. “I don’t want you to cut yourself.” Yep. Concerned.

If you do this, you are the monster you always considered yourself.

Not true. And damn it, why couldn’t her heart and mind play nice? Keeping the shard hidden, she did as Breean had requested. For Devyn and Dallas and even Macy, for Breean, she would do this. She gulped back the lump forming in her throat. When the smoke cleared—and by smoke cleared she meant blood dried—she would speak to Mia and tell her what Breean had not. His purpose, how his planet had fallen, what he wanted, what he needed, how wonderful he was, and how she herself planned to aid him.

And if that got her fired, fine. If that got her imprisoned for aiding an alien, fine again. She’d find a way to escape. She’d find another way to save Breean and his people.

After he’d cleaned up the mess, Breean settled beside her, an orange in hand. He tossed it in the air, caught it. “Still hungry, sweet?” By the sensual bent of his tone, she knew he was thinking about her licking the juice off him.

Now or never. Do it, just do it. It’s for his own good, after all. Aleaha rolled into him. Before he could figure out her intent, she pressed the shard into his jugular, deep enough to draw blood but not deep enough to kill. Blood trickled down his neck, thick and gold. Her hand was wobbling.

He stiffened, and the orange hit the mattress. “What are you doing?” The words were strained.

She shifted as close to him as possible, making it tougher for him to shove her away. “I’m doing what I have to do.” Yet she couldn’t deny a sense of wrongness. Damn it! He didn’t give me any other choice.

“Threatening me is a have to?”

Her gaze swung guiltily away and landed on the Christmas tree. Only a few more days until Christmas Eve. Maybe she should have waited to do this. They could have exchanged gifts—not that she had one for him—and then—

No. No! With the holiday approaching, the agents needed to be home with their families more than ever. She’d made the right decision. “Apparently it is,” she said.

Breean’s tongue traced his teeth. “I thought we were past this.”

“You thought wrong. As long as you’re in danger, as long as my friends are captives, we will never be past it.”

A pause. A slight transfer of his weight. “You do realize I could move to the door in the blink of an eye, do you not, taking the weapon with me, leaving you helpless against my fury? All you’ve done is proven I cannot trust you.”

“You can trust me more than any other. And just so you know, I could sever your head before you moved an inch. I can move quickly, too. Don’t forget.”

Eyes slitting, he pushed out a shuddering breath. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

“If you won’t see to your future, I will do so. Afterward, I want to be with you. I want to make this thing work between us.”

“You plan to make it work by cutting my throat? Funny. To Rakans, that’s the fastest way to end something.” The fragrance of honey began to thicken the air. “Put the shard down.” Even his voice was like honey now. “I want you to be with me, too. You must trust me in this.”

She hissed as her nipples hardened and her mind fogged with desire. “Stop that!” She pressed the shard deeper, and more of that golden blood trickled. Knowing how it tasted, like sugarplums plucked from a freaking rainbow, caused her mouth to water. Was no part of her safe from his appeal?

“Remove your breasts from my side if the smell offends you.”

Offends? Had the situation been any different, she would have snorted. “I’m not moving.” Yet. She had to make him understand why she was seemingly choosing AIR over him. “Someone has to make you and AIR see reason. Working together will benefit you both.”

He reached up and grabbed her wrist, though he didn’t try to shove her away. “I do see reason. I want to work with them, but your boss wants my head. Which you now seem perfectly willing to give her.”

That touch . . . Her skin flushed, her blood pumping wildly for him. Only him. Aleaha held her breath and tried to figure out what to do next. She’d hoped he wouldn’t force her to take this all the way.

“Drop your weapon and we’ll pretend this never happened,” he coaxed. There was a dark glint in his eye, and she knew there would be no forgetting. Not for a long while.

Still she surged ahead. “Promise to release the agents. Today.”

“You would believe me?”

Would she? More than anything, she wanted to. Then she could curl back into his arms and give him time to heal from the wound in his neck, and they could make love again. “Yes.”

“Even knowing I always fight dirty.”

“Even knowing.” With her, he’d always been honorable.

“Damn you, Aleaha. As I’ve told you multiple times, I would be putting everyone in this house at risk.”

“As I’ve told you multiple times, they’re already at risk.”

His expression hardened. Had he expected her to say something else? “Either kill me or drop it.” Obviously, he’d reached the end of his patience. He squeezed her wrist, and it was enough to make her bones ache, but not enough to make her release the shard.

You know what you have to do. There wasn’t going to be another opportunity like this, he would make sure of it.

His grip tightened, his anger clearly overriding his promise never to hurt her. “I’m done waiting, Aleaha.” Tighter . . . tighter . . .

Do it. Now! “If there’d been any other way . . .” she whispered with a sob. “I’m sorry. So sorry.” Then she slashed. Hard.

He jerked in shock, and instantly blood poured, thick like syrup. His eyes were wide and accusing as they stared at her, but he was unable to speak. His hands flew to the injury, knocking her to the side.

Tears filling and burning her eyes, she next cut her own wrist. She had to push his hands away to hold it over his wound, dripping her blood into the center, mixing red with gold. “You’ll heal faster this way. I know because I’ve done this before. Not slit someone’s throat, but shared my blood. You won’t die. I won’t let you die.” Babble, babble. “And I promise you, you will not catch a disease because of this.” But he would be too weak to come after her. “I’m sorry.”

All he could do was gurgle. He’d bled her that day to save her, as well as a few times afterward, all of which he’d considered dangerous. Her actions now were a thousand times more so, and they were against him. He might not be able to get past them.

Wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand, she shoved to her feet. As fast as her feet would carry her, she rushed around the room, grabbing his garments. She quickly dressed, unable to stop her shaking. Constantly her gaze roved back to Breean. He, too, was shaking.

I really am a monster. How could I have done that to him? “I’m so sorry,” she choked out. He’d only given her joy, and this was how she’d repaid him. You had to do it. There was no other way. Except . . .

What if she freed the agents and they really did bring AIR to his doorstep as he feared, her recommendation to make peace disregarded? What if he was killed or imprisoned? What if he was tortured for information? She’d never seen an interrogation firsthand, but she’d heard the screams.

Maybe she could blindfold the agents, as he’d suggested, and lead them out. Maybe— She snorted bitterly. Yeah, right. Like they’d really wear blindfolds. Free them, talk to Mia, and if she won’t cooperate, help Breean hide.

If he’d let her. Stomach rolling, she bent and pressed a soft kiss on his lips. They were still warm, yet stiff from the pain. “I’ll come back for you. I’ll help keep you and your people safe.”

He glared up at her. He’d probably rather kill her than spend another moment in her presence.

A sob congealed in her throat. “Good-bye for now, Breean.”

She strode to the door, forcing her body to grow, to develop muscles. Her skin became that lovely shade of gold, the power inside her humming. When the switch was complete, she pictured the house, mentally navigating her way toward the cells. Now all she had to do was walk there. Without incident.

Twice she was stopped and questioned in the Rakan language; both times she merely nodded and shooed the men away with a wave of her fingers, as if she couldn’t be bothered. They regarded her strangely, but allowed her to pass. God knows what she would have done if they hadn’t. She couldn’t get her heartbeat under control and was sweating profusely.

Finally she reached her destination. The air was stuffier here, laden with dust, and she could hear an urgent murmur of voices. Poor guys, stuck in this dank, ugly place while she’d enjoyed the royal treatment.

In the corner were two Rakan guards. They straightened when they spotted her.

“I’m taking over tonight,” she told them, praying they found nothing odd about her use of English. “You’re free to do whatever you wish.”

Grins split both their faces. “Even go into town?” one asked.

“Absolutely. Tell everyone else they’ve got permission to go as well.”

Waiting only until they rushed off, she kicked back into gear. Just before she reached Devyn’s cell, she summoned Macy’s image. Her body shortened, the bones shrinking, and her facial features rounded. She didn’t have to see herself to know her skin was now tanned and her hair pale.

I’m not this person, she wanted to scream.

The clothes might be hard to explain, since they suddenly bagged on her, but oh, well. Curling her fingers around the bars, she saw that Devyn was seated against the far wall, his knees upraised and his head in his hands. “Devyn,” she said, her voice no longer her own, either. She’d just gotten used to being herself, damn it.

His head whipped up, and when he saw her, he grinned and stood. In no way did he look like a man who’d spent several weeks in captivity. He looked ready for a party.

“Lolli, darling.” His eyes were like amber fire in the murky darkness, raking over her. Other agents had been moved to his cell; a couple tried to approach the bars, but he waved them back and they obeyed. “How’d you escape the big guy?”

Nausea churned in her stomach. Oh, I slit his throat and left him bleeding in his own bed. “I made myself look like him and walked out.” It was the truth.

“Cool.” He didn’t sound surprised.

Her knuckles squeezed the bars, losing their color. “You know what I can do?” Had he seen her that night in the forest? He’d been unconscious, and she’d thought she had been so careful.

Slowly he approached her. “I’m not a trained AIR agent, just their hired help, but I know drug addicts, and Macy was an Onadyn user. AIR hired her only to use her to find out who was dealing to her. I got to be the one to seduce her for info, not that she told me much. Which is why I planned to continue seeing her. But even though she and I had already had sex, you didn’t recognize me the first time we met, and I didn’t recognize your smell.”

All this time . . . she’d lived in fear, but they’d known. They’d already freaking known.

“Anyway, AIR figured out you were different, though no one knew how or why you were there. So we all observed you instead, trying to discover if you were someone’s plant.” He shrugged. “But you never saw anyone outside of work and never told anyone the false stories we fed you. And then, not too long after your arrival, someone found Macy’s body. We interviewed a few witnesses and figured out that her dealer went loco and killed her, that you saw an opp and took it.”

“There was never a story in the news about her death.” Aleaha knew. She had watched and waited for the day, knowing she’d have to switch identities yet again.

“AIR made sure of that.”

Warmth drained from her, leaving only a cold shell. She’d had no idea. She’d been in danger, constantly scrutinized, and had been utterly clueless. “W-why didn’t they kill me?” She wanted to release Macy’s image, but didn’t. Even though these agents knew what she could do, she didn’t want them seeing the real her. That was for Breean. Only Breean.

“As far as I know, you’re the only one of your kind. Human or alien, they still don’t know. You’ll be a great asset.”

An asset. That’s all she was good for, which wasn’t comforting. But even more upsetting? They didn’t know what she was either. She’d hoped someone had that information. Even her parents hadn’t known.

Stay hidden, Aleaha love, her mom had said the last time Aleaha had seen her. She couldn’t see the woman’s face, for shadows surrounded them. If anyone finds out what you are, they’ll hurt you.

We’ll come back for you, her dad had said, taking her mother’s hand.

But they never had. The two had walked off while she sobbed. They hadn’t run as if they were being chased. They’d walked. They hadn’t looked back.

She supposed they could have been killed, and that’s why they’d failed to return for her, but deep down she suspected they were still out there, glad to be without the stigma of her origins. Whatever they were.

She would have died had it not been for Bride McKells, vampire extraordinaire, who had found her and taken over her care. Bride hadn’t cared what she was. Bride had loved her.

What would Bride think of Breean? She would approve, surely.

Breean. Oh, God. Breean. Was he okay? You gave him your blood. He’s fine.

“—listening to me?” Devyn asked with a chuckle. “I was saying how it’s better to keep your enemies closer than your friends, so AIR kept you close. Just in case. Besides, I wanted a go at you so I cast my vote to keep you around.”

He’d wanted her?

He must have read the question in her eyes, because he added, “I collect women. You know that. And I’ve never had a woman who can change personas. So if you’re interested . . .”

“No,” she said quickly.

He shrugged as if it was of no consequence. “As I said, AIR planned to use you if you proved trustworthy. The things you’ll be able to do, the places you’ll be able to get them, the information you’ll be able to glean, will be invaluable.”

“Why are you telling me this? Why now, of all times?”

His fingers curled around hers, warm, comforting. “I like you. I can’t have you. Not right now,” he added with an amused tilt of his chin, “but I do like you and I didn’t want you to fear anyone’s reaction to the truth, since you’ve clearly gone to a lot of trouble to help us escape.”

Hello, reminder. Escape, the reason she was here. The chitchat needed to end. She leaned down and studied the ID box. “I don’t know how to open your cell,” she said. “I’ve never rewired anything.”

“I’ll tell you what to do just as soon as you tell me where the Rakan is.”

“And I’ll tell you just as soon as you tell me that you won’t hurt him.”

“Done. I vow it.”

That easily? Why? And could she trust him? She would have to, she supposed.

“Breean is in bed, unable to move.” She squeezed her eyelids closed, trying to block that last, heartbreaking image of him. “I didn’t see a lot of his men on my way down here, and I hopefully sent the remaining ones on their way. Whoever stayed, I’ll convince I’m Breean and lead you guys outside.” She hoped.

“Macy?” she heard Dallas call from down the hall. Had they played musical cells?

“You’re next,” she told him. “Hold tight.”

“So you escaped Stud Muffin.”

Stud Muffin? “Looks like it.” And all I had to do was shred his neck. “Now, how do I get through the ID box?”

Dallas laughed that razor-sharp laugh of his. “We shoulda known she’d do it,” he said to Devyn. To Aleaha, he added, “You shouldn’t be down here. If you’re caught, I’m sure you’ll be punished.”

“I won’t be caught. Now how do I open this?”

“Don’t look at me,” Devyn said, splaying his arms. “I don’t know how to disable them.”

“But you said—” She gritted her teeth. Bastard. He’d manipulated her for information.

There was a pause, then a sigh from Dallas. Why so reluctant? Were the situation reversed, she would be shouting orders until the bars were out of the way. Finally, he said, “Remove the lid.” He reached a dark arm through the bars and pointed at the black case.

She had to pound at it to loosen it, but ultimately it slipped free, revealing a multitude of wires. “Which do I cut?”

“Only the red one.”

“You sure?” Devyn asked. “I’d go with blue myself.”

“They’re all red!” she snapped. “There’s not a single blue one.”

With another sigh, Dallas rested his forehead against the bars. “I hoped they had the cheaper model. All right. Sort through them and try to find the thread that’s woven through all of them.”

Thread? She began sifting through the sea of red. “You guys ignored me that first night of captivity. Why?”

“There was a guard pacing the halls,” Devyn said. “We couldn’t risk him overhearing.”

Wasn’t like she’d asked for detailed escape plans. “You guys know Mia better than I do.” She didn’t remove her attention from the wires. All of them seemed to be connected to the rest, no common thread holding them together. “If Breean agrees to help her fight the Schön, will she let him do so?”

Dallas laughed.

Devyn snorted.

“What?” she demanded, finally glancing up. The wires had begun to blur together, anyway. Dallas, she noticed, was peering off to his left and mouthing something. Who was he talking to? She followed the direction of his gaze but didn’t see anyone. Perhaps captivity had driven him insane.

He must have sensed her gaze, because he faced her and grinned. “Mia forgives no one, and the Rakans killed several of her men. Men she was charged with protecting.”

“He’s not exaggerating. Even I wouldn’t bed her, and believe me,” Devyn said, “I’ve slept with some real bad-asses.”

“Hey, man,” Dallas interrupted with a laugh. “She’s like my sister. No talk of bedding her.”

Aleaha suddenly felt like she was back in the forest, the night the Rakans had come. For the most part, Dallas and Devyn hadn’t taken that seriously either, overflowing with jokes. “Well, Mia will lose even more men if she refuses this golden opportunity. And, yes, pun intended. Breean can help us defeat the Schön queen. You saw how quickly he can move. You saw how his men can step into bodies and force them to do what they want.” She turned back to the box. Ugh. Red was now her least favorite color. “But what you probably didn’t notice was the scent these men produce. It . . . lures women. Fogs their minds. What if a Rakan could lure the queen into a trap? AIR could be there to pounce, and her blood would never have to be spilled.”

Devyn regarded her intently; she could feel his amber gaze probing the depths of her soul. “Was this Breean’s idea? You coming here and talking to us?”

“No. It’s mine,” she said, hoping Breean would agree to such a plan. Not that she wanted him to be the one doing the luring. One of his warriors could do it. That Talon guy, maybe. He was kind of cute in a boy scout slash psycho killer way.

“I don’t know, Mace. That would involve trusting the Rakans, and well—”

“AIR trusts no one,” she finished for him. Exasperated, she shook her head. “One of his men killed the agents, and that was against Breean’s rules. Breean punished him. You remember the guy we heard him castigating that night in the cell, right?” She paused, bit her lip. “I don’t want him hurt. He’s not predatory. Tell the commander to leave him alone, okay? Please. All Breean wants is a peaceful life for his men, and he is willing to aid AIR to find that peace.”

“Tell the commander yourself,” Dallas said.

“I . . . can’t.” Right then and there, Aleaha realized she loved Breean. She hadn’t just given him pieces of her heart; she’d given him the whole thing. And temporary insanity couldn’t be blamed this time. She wasn’t lost in a passion-haze. She did. She loved him. He was gentle and kind, attentive and hard, passionate and determined. He was wild and savage and tender and protective. He was . . . everything.

She didn’t want to live Macy’s life anymore. She wanted to live her own. Now, always. She would free these agents as planned, but she wouldn’t leave and come back. She’d simply stay here and do whatever it took to win Breean’s forgiveness. And his heart. She would follow him to the ends of the Earth, whether he wanted her or not.

They would be together.

“I’m not going with you,” she said. “And, damn it, I can’t find a thread. Should I just start jerking wires out?”

Dallas sputtered, and her gaze lifted. He’d disappeared into his cell.

Devyn, she noticed, was frowning at her. “Little girl, that’s not a decision you get to make.”

What? Jerking the wires? “What does that mean?” As she spoke, something brushed her shoulder, and a honey-scented breeze quickly followed. Her blood heated—then chilled. No. Not possible. Not freaking possible.

Heart once again slamming against her ribs, she backed away from the cell.

“What are you doing?” Devyn demanded.

“He’s here.”

“The leader?” His gaze slid the length of the hallway. “I don’t see anyone.”

“He’s—” Her entire mind went black as Breean’s essence slipped into her body, utterly consuming her.
  



TEN

HOW COULD SHE HAVE DONE THAT TO HIM? Breean wondered. How could she have cut his throat like that? Not a paltry wound, either, but a death wound. Delivered mere hours after he’d sated her.

Fury seethed through him. When he’d realized his body was indeed healing as swiftly as hers had the times he’d sliced into her thigh, he’d decided to spirit-walk, even though he’d left his physical being without a personal guard, something he hated to do. Anyone could stroll into his room right now and cut him—as Aleaha had done— and he would not be able to defend himself. But he had to stop her from escaping, and had been too weak to go after her physically.

So he’d allowed his spirit to rise from his body, detaching one from the other, and had stalked the home, unseen, unsensed, searching for her. Of course, he’d found her with the prisoners.

He shouldn’t have been surprised that she’d chosen to injure him and save them. They were her friends, her coworkers, and he probably would have done the same. To anyone but her. He’d thought . . . what? That she’d come to like him? That she wanted a future with him? Damn this!

“Macy,” the agent in front of her said. Glitter. He was reaching through the bars, trying to grasp her arm and hold her in place.

In control of her movements, Breean made her step farther away. Unlike when he’d entered her for the bath, she was not aware of him or her surroundings. That time, he’d wanted her responsive. This time, he wanted only her obedience, so he’d overtaken her completely. Her actions were his. Her thoughts were his. Even her voice was his.

“Macy?” Glitter said again.

“Do not worry for her. I will not hurt her,” Breean said. A lie? He wasn’t sure. Never had he been in such a murderous mood.

Without another word, he walked her up the stairs and back to his bedroom. The agents called for Macy’s return, not understanding what was happening, but he paid them no heed.

She’d chosen the perfect time to escape, for many of his warriors were once again in the city. No one would have known of her—or the agents—release until morning. By then, the agents would have been safely ensconced in AIR headquarters, he was sure, and the hunt for him and his people would have begun.

What made it worse was that she’d used her ability against him, an ability she had feared but one he had accepted. Not once had he condemned her for what she could do. Yet she’d used it against him, becoming him. The remaining warriors would have let her do whatever she wanted, no questions asked.

Was she at all sorry? She’d claimed to be but . . . He released his hold on her thoughts and her voice filled their head. What are you doing? Breean, stop this! Let me explain.

No, not sorry for her actions. Only sorry she’d been caught.

Still inside her, he gathered four ties and anchored them to the bedposts. His physical self was still lying on the mattress, a slight rise and fall of his chest the only sign that he lived. Amber blood was dried to his throat, but the wound was weaving itself together and had healed considerably. He thought perhaps he would be completely normal in a few hours.

That didn’t lessen his rage.

He had Aleaha strip before encasing her own ankles in the ties, spreading her naked thighs and anchoring them in place before making her lie on her stomach beside him.

Breean, let’s talk about this. I wasn’t going to leave. I had decided—

“Silence.” He had her bind one of her wrists to a post, then had to use her teeth to secure the other.

Finally, she was tethered to the bed.

Breean.

He ignored her, tendrils of satisfaction blending with the heat of his anger.

Breean, please. I—I love you.

She—no! How dare she say that now. Now, when he couldn’t be sure whether she meant it or merely wanted to soothe him. Love. It was what he’d come to want from her. To go to bed with her every night and awaken with her snuggled in his arms every morning. To talk with her, learn all that he could about her, to simply enjoy all that she was. But really. How could she love him after what she’d done?

Don’t soften, he told himself. You gave her more than you’ve ever given another and she tried to kill you.

Well, she did heal you.

Silence. He didn’t want to converse with himself either.

Sleep, he commanded Aleaha’s mind, and she did, fading to quiet, to black.

Grim, Breean pushed his spirit from her, rising like a wave in the ocean, once against detaching from a solid form, before falling back into his own. Conscious mind and body connected, weaving back together like the wound in his neck until he once again had control over his own self.

Then, he waited.

As Aleaha drifted slowly into awareness, she realized four things at once. One, her face was smashed into a white silk pillow. Two, she couldn’t move her arms or her legs, and cool air was stroking the wet heat of her core. Three and four, the most significant, she was naked and Breean was straddled over her hips, his knees at her sides.

How had she gotten here? She recalled being in the dungeon, trying to disable the ID box, then nothing. No, wait. That wasn’t true. Breean had taken control of her and forced her to walk to his bedroom. He’d forced her to tie herself up.

The ties . . . that’s why she couldn’t move. Her stomach rolled and twisted, dread filling her veins. She tried to raise her head, tried to turn and face him, but each action was limited and gained her nothing. “Breean, let me explain. Let me—”

“Silence.” There was no emotion in his tone.

“I did what I had to do. I didn’t want to hurt you. I swear I didn’t. Let me go and we’ll—”

“I said, silence!” This time, his voice boomed through the room, echoing menacingly from the walls.

He was angry and hurt, and he had every right to be. But she didn’t hold her tongue. “Let the agents go, and I’ll run with you. Anywhere you want to go.”

“I’m not running, Aleaha. This is my home. One home of mine was already destroyed. I will not allow the same to happen to this one.”

“But—”

He moved so quickly she had no time even to blink before he was leaning down, in her face. “Not another word from you. What you did to me—” He banged a fist into the mattress beside her head.

She gulped. She didn’t like this side of him, not when she knew how tender he could be. But she was aroused by his nearness. She couldn’t deny it. “Breean,” she said, then pressed her lips together.

His chest meshed into her back, hot, always a brand. “You tried to kill me, Aleaha. You have no defense.”

“God, you’re so unforgiving! I made sure you survived, didn’t I? And hello, you would have done the same thing in my situation, and you know it.” Struggling, she arched her back so that her ass was in the air. His cock glided between the two mounds, a stroke as sure as the ones from his hand. “Free me.”

As furious as he was with her, he was still hard. “You don’t get to make demands. I do. Do that again.”

She stilled, panting. She’d liked it, yes. But . . . “No. I want it to be like before.” When his every touch had been like a prayer.

“Too late.” He ran his finger over the path his swollen cock had just taken, and she sucked in a breath. “I like you like this, helpless to anything but the passion. Mine to do with as I please.”

“You won’t hurt me.” The words trembled from her.

“So sure of that, are you?” Breean asked, and, damn, she was right.

“Physically, yes, but I know you could tear me apart emotionally,” she whispered, and that nearly broke his already shredded heart.

He moved his hands over her spine, riding the ridges. “Such soft skin. Perfect and pale.” Even after what she’d done, he still desired her more than he’d ever desired another. It was shameful.

“Hate me if you want, but look at what you’ve done to free your people from disease. How can you blame me for trying to save my own?”

Don’t soften. Don’t you dare soften. “I would not have tried to kill you to do it. That is the difference.”

“How many ways do I have to say it? If I’d wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t have given you my blood,” she gritted out.

“Blood that was forbidden for me to accept. Your actions could have damned us all.”

“You’ve dealt with my blood before.”

“That was different. That was to save you.” His gaze slid over her curves, the elegant slope of her shoulders, the dip of her back, the flare of her hips. His mouth watered.

“No, it wasn’t different. You’re just being stubborn.”

Flicking her hair out of the way, he bent and licked the base of her neck. She gasped, shivered. His hands tunneled their way to the mattress directly under her. He let one dabble with a ripe little nipple and the other drift down. He should hurt her in some way, but he couldn’t seem to make himself do it. As she’d said, she trusted him with her physical well-being.

He strummed her hot center once, twice, never ceasing his play with her nipple. All the while she gasped. But when she began writhing for more, he severed contact, and her gasps became moans.

“Don’t worry. I’m not done.” He licked and nipped his way down her back before gripping her ass and giving it the same attention he’d given her breasts. Soon she was arching into his touch, again seeking more. Seeking something deeper.

Again, he severed the contact. “Are you wet for me?”

“Yes,” she breathed, not even trying to pretend disinterest.

“Going to change bodies?”

“N-no. I’ve got that under control.”

He knew that. The more they’d made love, the more control she’d gained, until she’d stopped changing unintentionally altogether. “Lift your hips, and I’ll kiss you right”—he sank a finger inside her wet sheath—”there.” But he wouldn’t let her come. Would he? This had started as revenge. To get her worked up so that he could walk away as she had done, proving to them both that he could. That she meant nothing to him. The more he touched her, however, the more he needed her.

Moaning, she did as commanded.

He didn’t move. Not yet, not yet. “Ask me nicely.” Want me the way I want you.

“Breean,” she groaned, waving that perfect little ass in front of his face. “Kiss.”

“Ask.”

A pause, a suspended heartbeat. “Will you please kiss me? Please.”

He’d expected her to protest. Then he could have walked away as planned, leaving her like this. That she hadn’t . . . With such a sweet surrender ringing in his ears, he licked his way right into the heart of her, savoring her decadent flavor. Two of his fingers joined the play, sliding in and out of her, just as his cock yearned to do.

“Stop. I need to touch you, too,” she breathed. “Let me suck you.”

His blood heated another degree. Already she was close to coming, her sex swelling under his tongue. He had to stop. He lifted his head, delighting in her aroused flesh. She groaned in frustration and began pumping against the sheets, trying to find release without him.

“Oh, no, you don’t.” He crawled up and settled beside her head. He didn’t have to say a word. She turned and fitted her mouth over his straining erection. “Don’t you dare bite me.”

“Only want you to feel good.”

He gripped the back of her neck, fisting her hair. Just in case. Up and down she glided, her hot, wet tongue nearly undoing him. Those silky strands of hair pulled, and, fearing he was hurting her, he released them, reaching up, gripping the headboard and surging as deep into her throat as he could go. She took him, took all of him, and was still greedy for more, her tongue circling the head of his penis with every upward thrust.

She worked him mercilessly. Within minutes, his muscles were so strained and bunched, so desperate for release that he was transported to a torturous heaven-hell. Too much pleasure, yet not enough. And when he could take it no more, she sucked as hard as she could and he exploded into her mouth, hot seed shuddering from him.

How long passed before he fell back to Earth, he didn’t know. Aleaha was still on the bed, still tied, still licking at him. Her hips were moving swiftly against the sheets, seeking the same release he’d just experienced.

Now was the time to walk away, leaving her in pain, needy. But he found that he couldn’t do it.

“Breean,” she practically sobbed.

He moved behind her again. Instantly she raised herself in the air.

“Take me,” she said. “Please. I’ll beg if you want.”

“No begging,” he said, the words choked. He didn’t want her humbled, he realized. He just wanted her to crave him more than she craved air to breathe. He wanted to brand himself on her every cell, make her live only for him. See nothing but him, the agents forgotten the way he sometimes shamefully forgot his own people.

“Tell me. I’ll do anything you want. Just please, love me.”

Love her. He feared that he would, now and always. He sank two fingers into her, and she screamed. Not with release, he knew, but with the sheer relief of having something buried inside her heat.

“Like that,” she panted. “More. More.”

“Are you ever going to leave me again?” The question slipped from him before he could stop them.

“No. No!”

He skimmed his thumb over her slickness. Again, she screamed, and the sound of her desire brought him back to full life, his penis filling and swelling, hardening. “Spread your knees as far as they’ll go.”

The ties offered enough slack to allow her to bend her knees and widen them several more inches. She was completely helpless like that, completely at his mercy. He plundered inside without preamble. But then, she was so ready she didn’t need more preparation. She arched her hips to meet him, coming the moment he was in to the hilt. She spasmed and spasmed and spasmed, her climax going on forever.

He pounded in and out of her, lost in the pleasure. She was as hot and tight as he remembered, a perfect fit, he thought as he leaned down to kiss her. She turned her head, eager for it, as lost as he was, and their tongues clashed. Kittenish purrs sprang from her throat, her orgasm still rocking her. Their teeth banged, and he tasted the sweetness of her flavor. Like rain and magic, slightly different than usual, but then, her taste and scent were always changing, becoming more central to her.

“Mine,” he said, repeating the word he’d uttered the first time he’d seen her. Last time, it had been a mark, a warning for all others to stay away from her. This time he meant it as a promise. He hated himself for it, but there it was. He loved her, had to have her in his life.

“Yours,” she replied. “Good. So good.”

He reached in front of her and circled a fingertip over her clitoris. She came again—or rather, her climax reached another degree of satisfaction. She cried out, and he circled again.

“Breean!”

When he heard his name on her lips, he came. Loud, long, the most intense orgasm of his life. As he spurted inside her, they rocked together, locked in a bliss so intense they should have died from it.

For a long while afterward, he didn’t move. He just remained in place, inside her, sated, not wanting to ponder what had happened and what he was feeling. Eventually, though, he did have to move. He was probably crushing her.

He unlaced the ties. As she rolled to her back, her hand fluttered over his throat, tracing the still-healing scab. He wanted to lean into her touch, but didn’t allow himself the luxury. Already he’d done too much this night.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “For what I did.”

“Perhaps you are merely sorry you were caught.” He hadn’t meant to voice his fear; it slipped free of its own volition.

Her gaze clashed with his. “No, that’s—”

“Stop. Please.” He couldn’t deal with this. Not now. Not after what they’d just done. He needed time. When had he become such a needy female? “I am not going to hold you tonight.” He had on every other night, and it had only made him fall harder for her. Yes. Definitely female. Which was fitting. Aleaha could grow a penis, after all.

For a split second, he saw true hurt in her emerald eyes. But she nodded and inched to the other side of the bed, away from him. His chest ached, seeing her like that. Don’t soften any more. How many times would he have to issue the command? He gripped the sheet and tossed it over her lower body.

“Breean—” she began again.

“Go to sleep,” he told her, more harshly than he’d intended. At the very least, he should lock her up with the other agents, but he couldn’t force himself to part with her, even now. He wanted her in the room with him, in his sight every moment. To prevent her from causing any more trouble, he rationalized.

So why did he want to apologize for taking her like he had, facing away from him as if she meant nothing? Why did he want to beg for forgiveness for not tucking her in beside him, warm and safe?

He stared up at the vaulted ceiling, trying to block her image. That didn’t help. From the corner of his eye, he saw her curl into a ball. Another sharp lance shot through his chest.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” he said, more for his benefit than hers.

“You could forgive me,” she said softly. “I had decided to stay, you know.”

Oh, but she was killing him. “Just . . . go to sleep,” he repeated. They’d finish this in the morning, when they had regained their strength.

“And if I don’t?” she said, some of her bravado returning. “The big, bad alien will kill me?”

No. The big bad alien might do whatever she wished. She had the courage and audacity of a warrior. She would never stand behind him, but would always fight beside him.

A man could ask for nothing more.

“Your men,” she said with a sigh. She rolled to her back and, like him, stared up at the ceiling. Trying to block his image? “I noticed that a lot of them are gone, and I maybe kinda sorta sent the others into town.”

He didn’t tell her to be quiet this time; he couldn’t summon the will. “The house is wired to an alarm, so their absence won’t cause too much of a problem.”

“Well, you should know that there are microphones throughout the entire city. They record constantly and somehow only pick up alien voices. It’s the frequency or something, which is different from that of humans. Anyway, when aliens are taken in for questioning, AIR records their voices and plugs them into the system. From that point on, those aliens can be found the moment they speak.”

“Were there microphones in the forest?”

“I honestly don’t know. But most likely, yes. That’s not public domain, but government, as most forest areas are. Trees are precious because they were nearly wiped out during the human-alien war. Anyway, I’m thinking your voices were recorded that night in the forest. I’m thinking your men can be traced if they talk while in the city.”

Would he ever understand all of the nuances of this world?

Breean sighed. He could go into the city, hunt down his men, and tell them to be quiet, but they’d been making this trip for days now. AIR hadn’t found them yet. That he knew of. Damn.

“Why are you telling me this?” Now, of all times.

“Because I just now thought of it. I haven’t been an agent for long, you know. Just . . . tell them to be careful.”

Trying to save him now. Would he ever understand her? He didn’t think so. “Go to sleep, Aleaha. As I said, we’ll talk later.”
  



ELEVEN

A LOUD, PIERCING SCREECH WOKE HER.

Aleaha jolted upright, her muscles protesting at the abruptness of the movement. She grimaced. Breean sat up, too.

“What is that?” she asked.

Scowling, he burst from the bed in a lightning bolt of speed. “Get dressed,” he demanded, moving through the room so quickly she couldn’t see him. Not even the glowing outline of his spirit.

“What should I—” A bundle of clothing was tossed at her so abruptly she wasn’t able to catch them, and they floated to the mattress around her. Heart pounding, she gathered them up and jackknifed to her feet. Her hands shook as she dressed. “Thank you. Now what’s going on?” she asked over the alarm.

“What do you think?” was the grim reply.

Either agents were escaping, or AIR had finally arrived. Fear poured straight into her bloodstream. Fear for Breean. She didn’t want him hurt or captured.

“Wait here,” he said, his eyes fierce and golden. He’d already dressed, and even held a pyre-gun. His swiftness amazed her anew. He’d gotten that gun right in front of her, yet she hadn’t seen a thing. “Do not even think about disobeying me.”

“I can help you.”

“Me?” One brow arched. “Or the agents?”

Okay, fine. She’d deserved that. “You.”

He scrubbed a hand down his face. “I’m going to find out what I’m up against,” he said, then lifted the gun. “Is this set to stun?” The question was growled, as if he despised himself for having to ask.

She gave it a quick glance. “Yes, but stun doesn’t work on humans. Only aliens.”

“Then let’s just hope some of the other agents are like you, hiding who and what they are.” Tension crackled between them. “If you leave this room, Aleaha—”

Before he could finish the sentence, she rose on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. He immediately took over, plundering his tongue into her mouth. It was a hot, wild kiss, and it was over all too soon.

Without another word, he pivoted away from her and disappeared out the door.

That quickly, she felt cold and bereft, scared. What should she do, what the hell should she do? She hadn’t felt this helpless, even in the forest. Then, at least, she hadn’t really had anything to live for. Now . . . Racing through the room, she searched for a weapon. Anything to help her man.

Breean returned a short while later, and he was scowling. Bleeding. “There’s a swarm of them. They must have been here awhile, because they’re already spread out and your friends are free. What few of my men are here are already frozen.”

Frozen was good; frozen was alive. But she heard his unspoken worry. He’d never be able to defeat AIR and save his people. Not on his own.

“Don’t hurt the agents,” she said, pulling Macy’s image into her mind and forcing her body to realign, to change shape and color. “Please.”

“I had no plans to do so.”

“Good. Then I’ve got your back,” she told him, raising her chin. “I need a pyre-gun of my own.” As dedicated as he was to protecting his people from her, he’d clearly made sure the room was weapon-free before leaving her. She’d found nothing during her search.

He snorted, shook his head. “You, help me? Sure. Because I’m a fool. Now, I want you to hide under the bed. When the fight is over, you can come out. Until then, stay put. I don’t want you caught in the crossfire.”

He didn’t believe her, yet he still sought to defend her. Was it any wonder she loved him? “I’d rather leave with you before they reach us, but I know you won’t abandon your troops.” Something else she admired about him. “Since it’s too late for that anyway, I’ll help. I won’t harm them, but I’ll do what I can to distract them so that you can escape. If you’re free, you can spring your guys from prison. And just so you know, I realize I shouldn’t have hurt you like I did, and I’m sorry for it. But I’m not sorry I was trying to take care of my people.”

It was as if she hadn’t spoken. His urgency was too great, she supposed. “You’re hiding, and that’s that.” He grabbed hold of her and was dragging her to the bed before she could blink. “I can’t risk losing you.”

He couldn’t risk . . . did that mean . . . surely it did. “Breean,” she said, struggling against him while melting inside. He had to love her. Had to—

The door burst open, black-clad agents flooding into the room. Breean immediately released her and kicked into superspeed. He was firing his weapon, blue beams jetting from it, while maneuvering through the agents and somehow knocking them unconscious.

Even though they must have recognized her, the agents began firing at her the moment they spied her. As she dodged, she swiftly morphed into Breean’s image, using his superspeed to avoid being stunned herself. She was still awkward at it, but she managed to swipe a fallen gun and fire back.

The stun ray only affected one, leaving the others, the humans, free to battle.

As many as Breean was knocking out, more were running in, closing in on them. She couldn’t allow him to be taken. Tossing the gun aside, she circled through the agents. Most were wearing black masks, so she didn’t know whom she was combating. Didn’t matter. She was on Breean’s side.

She put her self-defense lessons to use, chop-blocking throats and sending gasping agents to their knees. She even kneed a few in the balls. Always, though, she was careful to hurt them only enough to stall them, not to incapacitate them completely.

“Woman,” she heard Breean shout. Even then, he was careful not to reveal her true name. “Macy!”

“Not now.” She whipped behind a man and kicked the back of his legs. He stumbled forward and she doubled her fists, slamming them into his temple as he went down. “I’m busy. You should be running.”

“Duck,” he said, and she did.

He zipped to her side and punched the agent who had been closing in behind her. The man toppled out of the room, along the hall, and down the stairs like a plane from the sky. “I want you to leave.”

“No.”

“Things are about to get bloody,” he growled.

He was going to cause bloodshed? Or he was about to be pulverized?

“No!” she shouted, just as Devyn stepped into her path. She jammed to a halt, fist in midair. He wasn’t wearing a mask, his amber eyes were pulsing eerily, and it felt as if he were reaching phantom hands inside her, holding her hostage.

Dallas was suddenly beside him, and both wore expressions of grim resolve.

Someone knocked into her back, and she stumbled forward, losing her hold on Breean’s image. Dark hair tried to sprout, but she anchored on to Macy’s appearance with all her strength, her body forming into the beautiful agent’s.

“I don’t want to fight you two,” she said as she righted, “but I won’t let him be taken.”

“We don’t always get what we want,” Devyn replied. “Do we?”

She backed away, meaning to latch onto someone and use him as a shield. But neither Devyn nor Dallas fired a weapon. Devyn simply tilted his head, and the next thing she knew, those phantom hands were once again holding her hostage.

What the hell? He hadn’t stunned her, but she couldn’t freaking move. She was frozen in place, her mind still active but her body unable to obey the simplest command.

She had lost, she realized, and could have sobbed.

“Noooo,” Breean shouted, absolute panic filling him as Blue Eyes and Glitter lifted an unmoving Aleaha and carried her from the room. A red haze blanketed his mind. All the rage he’d experienced throughout his life combined could not compare to what he felt just then. Mine, she’s mine.

He would kill every one of these bastards. They would know nothing but pain and suffering. Agony that lasted . . . and lasted. And if Aleaha did not awaken unharmed from whatever had immobilized her, that agony would be the least of their worries.

She’d fought with him, choosing him over AIR, and he could do nothing less than get her to safety. If he had to take her and run, just as she’d wanted, he would. He couldn’t be without her; he wasn’t giving her up. Even in death.

“Ale— Macy,” he growled, fighting his way to the door. He kicked and elbowed and tossed men out of his way. Blood splattered over him, but he didn’t care. Any man in his path, he took down mercilessly.

Only one thing mattered.

The agents who had her were standing at the end of the hall. Clearly, they’d expected him to follow, for they were smiling, waiting for him. Glitter was on one side of her and Blue Eyes on the other. Both were leaning against the wall as if they hadn’t a care, their arms crossed over their chests.

Breean was huffing for breath, each drag into his lungs like inhaling fire. He forced himself to grind to a halt. He didn’t think they’d hurt her, one of their own, but he couldn’t know for sure. They didn’t love her as Breean did and might be willing to sacrifice her life to defeat him.

“She’s mine,” he spat.

“I don’t think so,” Glitter said.

Hands clenched, he stalked forward.

“Stay where you are,” Blue Eyes commanded. “My fingers are feeling twitchy.” He stepped behind the still frozen Aleaha and reached around, dangling a knife in front of her throat.

Breean stilled, his heart pounding like a war drum. “Damage her in any way, and I will kill you slowly.” He was afraid to use his speed to close the distance between them. If he spooked the agent and Aleaha was cut, he would never forgive himself.

“You can’t kill me if you’re already dead.”

“What do you want from me? My head? Fine. It’s yours.”

Glitter’s eyes widened. “Really? It would look nice as a centerpiece for my kitchen table. But can I have your skin, too? I think a golden rug is just what my bedroom needs.”

Bastard. “If you will set her free, unharmed, yes.”

Blue Eyes remained in place, that knife poised precariously. “A few things you should know, Rakan. The agent who escaped you, Jaxon, came back today with all of AIR. There are hundreds of us here right now. We could have slain you and yours at any time today, but we didn’t.”

Glitter laughed. “We were almost busted, though. When Macy showed up in the dungeon to free us, I almost had a heart attack.” Another laugh.

“She almost succeeded, and would have, if I’d actually told her which ID wires to cut,” Blue Eyes added.

“Why didn’t you attack right away?” The knowledge that he’d been surrounded all day burned. He’d had no idea, had been too lost in his fury with Aleaha. Fury he couldn’t summon now. Her friends had been in danger, and she’d wanted to save them. Now that his men were in equal danger, he realized exactly how his refusal to discuss them must have torn her in half.

Yet still she’d tried to save him this day.

“You offered to help us defeat the Schön queen,” Blue Eyes said. “Right now, you’re a link to her. A link we need. We’ve never seen her, you have. You know how she operates, and you even survived her plague.”

“I’ve had men watching AIR, listening. Even last night, your boss threatened to decapitate me if she saw me. She wanted me and mine dead.”

Blue Eyes shrugged. “Yes, and she calmed down when told you’d punished the guy who killed our men. That, and the moment she saw that we were all safe. Well, that I was safe. I’m all that really matters to the woman.”

Glitter snorted. “That would be me, and everyone knows it.”

Breean could barely believe this was happening. Everything he’d hoped for was being offered to him. “You would trust me help you?”

Now both men snorted. “No,” Blue Eyes said. “But you could have tried to kill us, and didn’t. You could have tortured us, and didn’t. Agents have been watching your men in town, and they haven’t caused any trouble. They’ve only been interested in the women they can bed. Or rather, they were. Now we’ve got them herded into our cells. But my point is, you’re not as much of a risk as was assumed.”

“So, if I’m not to be trusted, how am I to help?”

“You’ll be monitored, of course.”

Monitored, as in guarded. Controlled. His hands balled into fists.

“Listen, if you aren’t with us, you’re against us,” Blue Eyes said flatly. “The world is changing, and things get more dangerous every day. More and more aliens are coming here, their abilities unknown. A predator is a predator, and if this is to be your new home, I’d think you’d be happy to protect it.”

Breean’s eyes narrowed at the blatant attempt at manipulation. “How do I know I won’t be shot in the back for my efforts, once the queen is dead?”

“I guess you don’t.” A slow grin spread over Glitter’s face. “You’ll have to trust us.”

The way they planned to “trust” him? “If I decide to help you, I want only two things in return. Freedom for my people”—it was what he’d planned to bargain for all along, and one bargain was as good as any other—”and possession of the girl.”

“I’m afraid she isn’t on the table,” Blue Eyes said.

“Of course she isn’t on the table,” he said, confused. “She’s right in front of you.”

Glitter flicked Blue Eyes a strange glance. “Was I ever that clueless?” With a shake of his head, he turned back to Breean. “She’s not up for grabs, Goldie. You don’t get her unless she wants you. But who knows? Maybe she’ll be assigned as your guard.”

She’d fought for him, but did that mean she wanted him? he suddenly wondered. Now and always? After the way he’d treated her? He just didn’t know. He needed to talk to her, he thought with a scowl. “You’re not taking her out of this house.”

“Like you can stop me. You want her, you’re going to have to win her.” Glitter grinned, pointed a gun Breean hadn’t known he’d been holding, and fired. “Oh, and come out of stun.”

Before Breean could sidestep, a blue beam hit him directly in the chest, and he found himself locked in a body that refused to obey him. Fury seethed through him as the AIR agents gathered Aleaha and their fallen, as well as him and his remaining men, whistling all the while.

He could have spirit-walked—he was already helpless, after all—but he didn’t want to leave Aleaha’s side. So he endured. And he waited. AIR he could deal with. They wanted to monitor him, fine. They could monitor him. He’d help them since they both wanted the same thing. But if they wanted to post a guard at his side, they had damn well better chose Aleaha, as Glitter had suggested. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have to worry about the Schön queen.

Breean would tear their planet apart.

When Aleaha was next able to move, she was inside AIR headquarters. She hadn’t been incarcerated for aiding Breean, as she’d feared. She’d simply been placed in an empty office. Alone. To think. To agonize. To fume. Her legs were shaky, as if they’d fallen asleep, and didn’t want to hold her weight, but she forced herself to lumber into the hall.

She had to reach Breean. Where had they placed him? What were they doing to him? To his men?

They’d stunned him, that much she knew. She’d heard his conversation with Devyn and Dallas, understood they now wanted his help, but had watched Devyn raise that gun and fire. Never had she felt so afraid. Or guilty. If she hadn’t injured Breean earlier, he would have been at top strength and might have been able to win. Now, he was trapped.

She couldn’t go back and change the past, but she could do something about the present. And the future.

Following the sound of chatter, she skirted a corner and entered the pit, where desks and agents abounded. It seemed like she’d been away forever, but the room was just as she remembered it. People meandered in every direction, while others sat in front of computer consoles, poking at their keyboards. Christmas was only a day away, so decorations were still up. A few agents had small plastic trees on their desks. Someone had even placed mistletoe over her desk.

“Where are they?” she demanded of the first agent she reached.

Hector Dean looked up from a file and eyed her with curiosity. Though he’d been among those imprisoned in Breean’s house, he appeared no worse for wear. Well rested, well fed. “Who?”

As if he didn’t know. “Devyn and Dallas. Where are they?”

He pointed to the break room before returning to his file, and she stomped forward, strength returning with every second that passed. Maybe because her determination was growing.

The door was closed, but she shouldered her way in. And there they were: Mia, Dallas, Devyn, and even Jaxon. The boys were discussing someone’s boob size and Mia was sipping coffee, her black hair hanging down her back the same way Aleaha’s did—when she was herself. God, she already missed being herself.

“Where is he?”

“Well, well, well.” Dallas’s brows rose and he grinned. “Look who Devyn freed from body-lock.”

“’Cause I told him to.” Mia waved her over, a sharp glint in her eyes. “There’s some things we need to discuss, little girl.”

Ignoring her boss, Aleaha walked right up to Devyn, morphing into Breean’s image for added strength as she did so, and slammed her fist into his nose. As his head whipped to the side, she turned to Dallas and did the same before reshaping into Macy.

Though they were bleeding, both men laughed.

Mia clapped her hands, a smile of her own twitching at the corners of her lips. “Knew she had spirit.”

“I need popcorn,” Jaxon said.

“I told you not to hurt him,” Aleaha growled to the agents.

“We didn’t. We stunned him.” Devyn rubbed his bleeding nose. “That doesn’t even sting.”

“You stunned him after you’d hired him! Why couldn’t you have told me that Jaxon had already sneaked inside and you guys were going to take Breean up on his offer to help? Why did you leave me in the dark? I sliced his goddamn throat to set you free.”

“What?” everyone asked in unison.

Mia’s mouth fell open in shock. “Yeah. What? He didn’t mention you had done anything to him.”

So they’d tried to talk to him. Had they interrogated him the usual way? She’d heard agents liked to stick pins under the suspect’s nails, dunk their heads in water, and break their bones.

Breean was now their ace, and they had to realize that, Aleaha thought, calming slightly. Surely they wouldn’t have done anything like that to him.

“You heard me. To escape, I sliced his throat.” Her cheeks burned bright with shame. She might never forgive herself for that.

“Lolli doesn’t fit as a nickname anymore,” Devyn said. “Maybe now we should call you Slash.”

Her hands fisted. “I did it for you, each of you, but you didn’t need me.”

“If you wanted in on the plan,” Mia said, crossing her arms over her chest, “you should have trusted us with the truth about yourself and not picked your boyfriend over your coworkers.”

“And I still pick him over my coworkers! Like you did your boyfriend, as I hear it. But you know why I kept silent about my own abilities? You’re the freaking AIR. Lethal enemies of all things different. I did what I had to—”

“Macy!” a hard voice shouted from the pit.

Her breath caught in her throat. He was here. Breean was here! And he didn’t sound as if he were in pain.

Dallas grinned slowly. “I guess Stud Muffin heard you’re up and around. Before you go, though, you should know we had a chat with him, put him through a lie detector, had him show us some of the things he can do. He’s not a bad guy, as far as interloping otherworlders go.”

“Hey,” Devyn said. “I resent that.”

“Macy!”

Aleaha shifted impatiently from one foot to the other, but she stayed where she was. “So you have no plans to hurt him?”

Mia shrugged. “As long as he proves useful . . .”

“What the darling girl is trying to say,” Devyn added, “is that Breean is far more useful than even she realized. In the forest that night, someone threw her and a few others into another dimension. Breean had some interesting ideas about that and offered to help discover the truth. Mia needs him like she needs Kyrin to screw her blind. And we all know she needs that desperately.”

This was better than she had hoped. “I’ll be his guard. I’ll give you daily reports on his actions, if you want. But I’m telling you, he means us no harm.”

“We know that. Now.” The words grumbled out of Mia. “Still. You’re not objective, so, no. You can’t be his guard.”

“Then I’ll give the reports.” Dallas tossed up his arms, the picture of exasperated male. “Not like I’ve got anything better to do with my free time.”

Aleaha could have kissed him.

Silence filled the room, an eternity passing. Then Mia sighed. “Breean’s already been warned, but I’ll tell you as well.” Her eyes narrowed. “If he does one thing wrong, one damn thing, I’ll have him strung up without thought or hesitation. Whether I need him or not. Got me?”

Aleaha nodded. “What about his men?”

“They’re being questioned one by one, but will be released once that’s completed. As things stand now, they’ve all agreed to work for us. We’ll pair them with other agents so that they’re monitored, too, but it looks like we’ve got an army of eager new hires.”

“Macy!”

Could things have turned out any better?

“Get out of here.” Grinning, Mia waved her away. “Go to him. His voice is giving me a headache.”

Grinning herself, she sprang from the room. Breean was still in the pit, looking left and right and ready to toss a few desks over his head. The agents must have been told to leave him alone, because they kept their distance, even backing away from him. A few had pyre-guns trained on him, though.

“Macy!”

“I’m here.”

His gaze latched onto her. He settled in place, chest rising and falling rapidly. “I’m sorry,” he choked out. “I’m sorry. I should have let your friends go. You were right. I would have done exactly as you did. I—”

Audience forgotten, she ran to him and threw herself into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist and dropping kisses all over his face. “Don’t ever refuse to snuggle me again.”

That earned her a strained chuckle. “Never,” he vowed. “I want to be your man, your protector.”

“I don’t need a protector, but I do need a man,” she said, tangling her hands in his hair. “I’m sorry for what I did. I wish—”

“Speak of it no more. We both hurt each other, but we will start over. I wanted to die when they took you from me. You’ve become my entire reason for living, woman. I am nothing without you.”

She melted into him. “Talk about the best Christmas present ever. I finally got what I wanted.”

He grinned and squeezed her tight. “My cock?” he whispered into her ear. “I know how much you wanted me to give it to you. You hinted enough.”

“That, too. God, Breean. I love you so much.”

“Thank you,” he said, expression softening, tenderness gleaming from him. “I love you, too. So much I ache.” Never looking away from her, he called, “I’m taking her home.”

“I expect you both back by eight tomorrow morning,” Mia replied.

“I guess that means I’m leaving, too,” Dallas said, and it was clear he was trying not to laugh. “I have to monitor the man’s every move, after all. God, I hate my job sometimes.”

“This sounds like a flat-out dirty mission. You’ll need backup,” Devyn told him with a pat on the back. “I’m going with.”

They must have followed her from the break room, the perverts. “Stay where you are.”

Amid cheers, Breean carried her out of the building into the twilight. “I’ll lose them,” he said, and then he ran, just ran, as fast as he could go. They were ensconced in his house in minutes, where he quickly undressed her, threw her on the bed, and dove on top of her. She cast Macy’s image aside and donned her own.

“I meant what I said. I love you.” He kissed the dark strands of her hair, then smoothed them from her brow. “I think I loved you from the first moment I saw you.”

“Same here.” She cupped his face and peered up at him. “We’re in this together. You and me.”

Slowly, he grinned. “Always. Just . . . next time you try to kill me, make sure it’s with pleasure.”

She returned the grin, glad that he’d truly forgiven her. That they’d made this thing work between them and even with AIR. “Kill you with pleasure, huh? Give me half an hour,” she said, rolling him over and kissing her way down his body.

“Love, I think you’ll only need five.”

That made her laugh. “Merry Christmas, Breean.”

“The sound of your laughter is the best present I have ever gotten. So yes. Merry Christmas, Aleaha.”

Aleaha. Yes, she was. Now and always. With him.
  



EPILOGUE


Two weeks later . . .

OKAY. So. Aleaha’d had the best Christmas ever. She’d rung in the New Year properly, meaning she’d had an orgasm last the entire countdown. Dallas treated Breean more like a friend than someone to watch closely, Mia treated him like a pet, his men were happy with their situation, and now she was snuggled in her man’s arms, naked—a common occurrence—and completely sated.

The Schön queen hadn’t arrived yet, and no one knew when she would finally make her way here. But AIR was prepared, and so was Aleaha and Breean. Meanwhile, when they were off the clock, he was helping her look for Bride.

Being Aleaha Love, soon to be Aleaha Nu, was pretty damn awesome.

“I’ve been thinking,” Breean said, grip tightening around her waist.

She grinned. “You know I love it when you do that.” Always ended the same way. In bed. Oh, wait. They were already here. Maybe they’d end up on the kitchen floor this time.

“I know it bothers you, not knowing if you are human or alien, and I do not like when you are bothered. As your warrior, it is my duty, no, my privilege, to give you everything that you want, meet all of your needs, and—”

“Be my slave,” she finished for him.

His lips twitched with his amusement. “Yes. So I have been thinking long and hard, and I do not think you are alien, after all. I think you are human.”

“Why do you think that?” she asked, brow furrowing.

“Aliens have been here for many years, yes?”

“Yes.” According to Bride, aliens had been visible for around eighty years but had snuck onto the planet long before that.

“Well, I think humans are evolving, developing abilities to help protect them from this new, possible threat.”

Now that made a lot of sense. Except— “I can be stunned,” she told him. “Stun never works on humans, yet it works on me.”

“Stun doesn’t work on the average human, no, but you aren’t average. Far from it.”

She rose on her elbow and peered down at him. The sight of him never failed to delight her. All that golden skin, those bedroom eyes, those plush lips. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He reached up and traced a fingertip along the curve of her jaw. “Either way, though, I love you.”

“As I love you.”

He jolted up, tossing her under him and pinning her to the mattress. She laughed, and his expression softened as it always did when she laughed. “Now, time to do what we always do when I am done thinking.”

“Insatiable,” she tsk ed as if such a thing were a curse.

“I know you are. I can barely keep up.”

Another laugh escaped her, and she wound her arms around his neck. “Try.”

“With pleasure.”
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