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      Hannah’s having a bad day. Her friends have ditched her, and she’s stuck going on a tour of Hearst Castle. And she ends up seated next to a muscle-bound, dangerous-looking man dressed all in black, with pearly-white skin and silver eyes.

      

      Heriot is an assassin known for his one hundred percent kill rate…and his grim disposition. He’s all work and no fun, according to his brother and partner, Jadzion. And he’s all business as he tracks down his latest target on some filthy backwater planet called Earth. He’s got two diurnal cycles to take out his target, so there’s not a lot of time for shenanigans.

      

      He didn’t expect to find his true mate during the middle of this hit. He didn’t expect her to be a stunning human female who could gentle his stern demands. And he didn’t expect to be reduced to a raging, rutting beast on this mission. Can he convince his innocent mate to return with him to his home planet before his time is up, or will he be forced to steal her?
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      “Hannah? Hannah Graham?”

      “Oh!” Hannah exclaimed, sharp relief coursing through her veins at the sound of her own name.

      By ten forty-five, butterflies had settled into her stomach as she’d anxiously paced the lobby, wondering if any of her co-workers were actually going to arrive—because if she was standing in the visitor center, in fact waiting for no one, she was going to a) feel extremely stupid and b) heads were going to roll.

      Well, maybe not actually roll, but proverbially.

      “Yes, that’s me. I’m Hannah,” she answered brightly as she turned around—and almost bumped into an extremely pale-skinned man with short white-blond hair. A man who looked…well, albino.

      A man she’d never met in her life.

      She blinked. And blinked again.

      Who was this guy?

      She’d known that there’d be at least one member of their party she wouldn’t know, so this wasn’t that much of a surprise, but still… Hannah took a step back, glancing to her left and right, then back at the guy, puzzled. “Where are Ron and—”

      “Hello, I’m Fucyu,” the guy cut in.

      Hannah hesitated, not quite understanding. He spoke with an accent she couldn’t place. His bright, inhuman-looking silver eyes stared at her intently behind thick lenses. He used his pointer finger to push his glasses higher on the bridge of his chalk-white nose.

      “My name is Fucyu T’Antor,” he said slowly. “Ron and Daisy aren’t here, but I came to take the tour with you anyway.”

      Her mouth fell open. “F…fu…” she sputtered and stalled. She must’ve heard wrong. Did this guy just say his first name was…a curse word? No. No. That wasn’t possible. She stared at him, waiting for the punchline, waiting for him to crack up and tell her it was all a joke. Except he continued to watch her with those bright silver eyes, unlike any she’d ever seen before, with a completely serious expression on his face, like that was actually his name.

      Holy shit.

      She kept running through the pronunciation in her mind, trying to place that accent and what country he must be originally from…but had to bite her lip to keep from letting out a huge snort-laugh, because his name…Oh no…

      This was terrible. It wasn’t nice to laugh over someone else’s name.

      But…

      Again—who was this guy?

      Hannah’s panicked mind wrestled with this question as she stood in the sunlit lobby of the Hearst Castle visitor center—a place echoing with the laughter and chatter of people milling about and rushing past—as she tried to take in this whole situation and avoid a public meltdown.

      Because, holy crap, when she’d agreed to go on this tour today with a group of co-workers at her new job, she hadn’t remotely expected to be signing up for a trip involving hours of one-on-one small talk with a total stranger. There was a reason why she’d never applied for customer service positions. She sucked at this shit.

      Fucyu’s mouth curled at the edges, revealing surprisingly bright white teeth for a man with no color elsewhere. “But you may call me T’Antor,” he finally finished. “Ron and Daisy aren’t here,” he repeated, “But I’m here and ready to take the tour of Hearst Castle with you.”

      “T’Antor?” she squeaked. “All right…T’Antor,” she answered with an exhale of relief, thankful for the ability to call him something other than a curse word. “You’re saying Ron and Daisy cancelled, too?”

      “Yes. Their vehicle broke down.”

      “Damn.” Their car broke down? And they hadn’t told her? Hannah pursed her lips. Daisy was a sweetheart, and her favorite friend at work, but, come on, you didn’t break down at the side of the road and not take a moment to call or text the person you were planning to meet. A simple, “Hey, not going to make it,” at the very least.

      Right?

      Not saying anything and leaving her there to be surprised by a meetup with this total stranger was just—not how this worked. That wasn’t how any of this worked!

      Hannah let out a long-suffering sigh. Maybe they’d sent a text too late for her to receive…Ugh.

      She’d been eagerly awaiting this chance to go to Hearst Castle since the moment she’d moved to Paso Robles for her new job at the winery. In fact, this trip was supposed to be a special bonding experience with her new co-workers. Except they’d all started dropping off like flies at the last second. One got sick. Someone else’s mother unexpectedly came into town for an overnight visit. There was a husband on a business trip and no babysitter…on and on…

      Shit, if she’d known it was going to end up like this, she would’ve just cancelled, and they could’ve rescheduled the tour. But as she was driving over, she’d thought Ron and Daisy were still meeting her at the visitor center at ten thirty, bringing along some new friend.

      And you’d think they would’ve given her a heads up about T’Antor’s first name. And maybe about the fact that he was new to the country, because he spoke English with an accent she couldn’t place. And that he appeared to be albino. Ron and Daisy could’ve remarked on any of this, as a topic of interesting conversation at the very least. Hey, we’ve been hanging out with a new friend lately, he’s really cool, he’s from… But nothing? Not one mention beforehand? That was weird.

      “So, you’re Ron’s friend…?” she asked, fishing for more information.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Ron’s friend.”

      Hmm…

      She looked down at her cell, wanting to secretly text Ron for confirmation. Wanting to check and see if they’d sent her any more texts. But of course she had no reception out here. The moment she’d stepped into the lobby her phone had literally switched to no service. Grr. She’d been meaning to change carriers because of this random dead zone crap since she’d moved to the central coast and hadn’t yet. Dammit.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “How do you know Ron?” she asked.

      “We were friends in college,” T’Antor answered, a little too quickly. “And we met again, both working at Tobin James.”

      Tobin James? Hannah crooked an eyebrow, impressed. The Tobin James winery was notorious for paying their employees well and only hiring the best and the brightest. She gave him a closer examination, noting he was zipped up in a navy-blue windbreaker and he wore what looked like expensive designer jeans and bright Nike shoes. He was slightly taller than her, thin and studious-looking. He looked ready for the changeable weather in the coastal micro climates, like someone who’d preplanned and was serious about taking a tour of Hearst Castle.

      She pursed her lips. She wasn’t getting serial killer vibes from this guy, but she could tell already that conversation wasn’t going to flow easily between them. Trying to chat with him today would be torture.

      She wanted out of this situation, but, oh hell, she was stuck, wasn’t she? They already had tickets, which had been purchased online days before. And she didn’t have a compelling reason to cancel on this guy and leave him high and dry besides, “Hey, I don’t want to go on this tour because hanging out with you for the next two hours sounds like the lowest level of hell,” which was mean. Not nice at all. And she didn’t not want to go enough to tell him that painful truth.

      And she really did want to visit Hearst Castle…

      She bit the inside of her mouth and glanced longingly at the restaurants lining the lobby and the row of epic gift shops she wouldn’t be wandering through. And the IMAX theater for the documentary on the designing and building of Hearst Castle she’d have to skip.

      But hey, that could be saved for next time. Because no way would she be lingering and strolling around with this guy.

      Well, at least they’d be in a group tour, and directly afterwards she could make up some reason to leave right away. Because this wasn’t some kind of romantic blind date.

      All the nopes.

      She glanced again at T’Antor. He was shifting on his feet, his brow furrowed, waiting for her response.

      Oh hell…

      They’d only be two people thrown together by chance, going on the same tour at the same time. She could handle a tour of Hearst Castle alongside this guy, within a group of fifty other people. Maybe they could chat about the local wine industry and this trip could be pulled from the fire.

      “Sure,” she exhaled. “It’s nice to meet you, T’Antor. Let’s do this. It looks like we’re on this trip together.”
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      Heriot took a deep breath, filling his lungs with Earth’s musty breeze—the mixture of gases and water vapor that was arranged exclusively for atmospheric conditions on this specific planet.

      And he coughed, spitting up grit that floated in the tainted air. Grimacing at the bits of mica still stuck in his teeth. God-stars, he hated this backwater planet. How could they stand this much carbon dioxide in their air? His personal mouth ventilator was in his pocket, but he couldn’t pull it out and put it to good use because the humans would know immediately that it wasn’t Earth tech. He’d stand out amongst them like a Kindra glowing in the night. And being noticed was the last thing he wanted.

      Earth was dirty and primitive, wallowing in its own filth. Humans polluted their air, water and soil with contaminants they hadn’t yet learned to eliminate from their environment. It was the last place he’d choose to visit. Just standing in their open spaces made him want to run back and use the cleansing unit on his ship.

      And, he glanced around the lobby, the sight of this many unmated males and females choosing to freely commingle was just…weird. He hadn’t allowed himself to be this close to so many unmated females… not since he’d passed through the change into full grown status. Every time he left R’Etor and traveled to other planets, space stations, or ships of other species and saw this type of commingling, it set him on edge. But the difference was that, on other planets, with other species, he wasn’t compatible for mating with their females.

      He clenched his jaw, annoyed with this entire mission. He’d planned on stalking his target at night and taking him out with a precise long-distance shot, or at the very least with a single slice of his blade while the target slept. But he’d wasted an entire diurnal rotation monitoring Fucyu from a distance. His target masked his bio-signal while cutting through a massive human metropolis. And now T’Antor was on the move to another high-profile human location, making Heriot’s job ten thousand times harder. Making the amount of time he’d have to spend on this planet that much longer.

      He had the computer do a multi-level scan of the location T’Antor was progressing to… and suddenly Heriot’s assignment had upgraded from assassin to R’Etor Military, because he was about to stop his target from acquiring Illibrium. Illibrium—the most expensive, rare, and illegal power source on R’Etor. It was used solely to craft ELW (extinction-level weaponry). Heriot was going to make sure his target was eliminated, per his contract, but also, he’d destroy the Illibrium, which would wreck the chain of cataclysmic events Fucyu and his brother A’Dor had planned. The R’Entor Military could thank him later.

      For some unknown reason an Illibrium crystal appeared to be on planet Earth, on the grounds of this place named Hearst Castle. Heriot had no idea how an Illibrium crystal had managed to make it to Earth, but he was certain of one thing—his target was never getting his hands on it. Heriot would destroy the crystal before that happened.

      He walked across the visitor center, the clothing he’d stolen earlier as disguise obscuring as much of his skin as possible. He strode faster through the crowd of humans, dodging other males, unmated females who made him feel on edge, and small human younglings. He didn’t want to linger on Earth any longer than necessary. Earth was a primitive backwater no one in his species had the inclination to ever visit. But his target was here. Therefore, Heriot was here.

      His brother, Jadzion, was also on Earth, stalking their secondary target in another location in North America called New Mexico. He’d contacted him, checking in prior to their needed blackout. They’d separated to make quick work of their prey. In and out and return home to R’Etor. This mission would be quick. It had to be.

      Jadzion loved this kind of shit, staying planetside and navigating local customs to acquire a target was his kind of fun, but Heriot hated it.

      He glanced around, noting again the number of unmated females in the vicinity. His jaw clenched. Their acidic pheromones filled his nostrils and clogged his lungs. But luckily, so far none of the nearby females where triggering his desire, so therefore his mating pigment was in check, his skin neutral. In his home world unmated males had to manage their mating pigment symptoms when in public. Because Heriot had more testosterone than average, his pigment transformation was more extreme than most. For this reason, Heriot had self-selected isolation. As an assassin, he’d occasionally found himself near an unmated female he desired but managed to exit prior to mating pigment transformation.

      “Mommy, what is that guy?” a small female youngling loudly questioned nearby. He glanced over to see the small human openly staring at him. The mother appeared embarrassed at the small human’s question. She shushed her daughter and moved the child along.

      Heriot shook his head. He was taller and wider than most of the human males he’d seen. Humans had varying shades of pigment—from dark to light. None held the same majesty as a R’Etor with colorless skin. R’Etor ears were different from human ears, but his hair hid this discrepancy. Some of the humans were almost as colorless as R’Etor, so he knew he looked human enough to pass as their own species, but still, the faster he left, the better.

      He had originally calculated that human females were not near enough in physiology to prove compatible to mate with R’Etor, so therefore they would not trigger his own transformation. This was a logical assumption since no other species had proven compatible with R’Etor, ever. When he landed on Earth the computer had recalculated that likelihood to be at fifty percent. Well, he was standing planetside, amongst the humans, and he could feel the edge of transformation tingling within. His pheromones shifting to life, bubbling inside and ready to put him through living hell at the scent of a desirable female. Humans were one hundred percent compatible for mating with R’Etor species.

      Heriot cursed.

      This hit was becoming more difficult with each passing moment. How his target, an unmated male, was able to live here longer than two diurnal rotations, amongst a triggering species such as this, without having been exposed as an off-worlder due to his pigment transformation, was a mystery.

      Heriot had played a quick game of partials with his brother Jadzion over who would take which position on Earth, and lost, leaving him stalking one of the T’Antor brothers at this…place. He glanced around. At this museum? Or was it a large, public domicile? The signs out front were emblazoned with the words: Hearst Castle. He shook his head, wondering at this strange human custom. Setting up large domiciles that no being lived in, only to have humans tour and gawk over the empty interiors. Why did they have such large, unused dwellings when there had to be millions of humans on their planet in need of shelter?

      Humans were not very logical.

      Heriot had killed in every sector of R’Etor. Sometimes with his brother and sometimes as now, without. They’d each earned one hundred percent kill rates. Heriot & Jadzion were expensive, and their targets were usually activists, generals, politicians and important individuals within R’Etor society or business. Heriot checked his targets himself, requiring proof that each was worthy of permanent extinction.

      Fortunately, Heriot already had a lock on his target. He and his brother had been sent by R’Etor government to assassinate two targets…who also happened to be brothers. Two brothers who were assassins, stalking two brothers who were their targets. They were not expected to capture their targets and return them. They were to assassinate the insurgents and leave, without having left a footprint.

      This was easier said than done.

      Heriot was certain that T’Antor felt he was free, having left and gone to Earth. But Heriot and his brother were willing to do whatever it took to track down their targets. Even if it meant leaving R’Etor to do so.

      Heriot glanced again at his hand tablet. He had a lock. He moved in closer for a visual confirmation and identified his target—Fucyu T’Antor, who was walking into a waiting area, loading a transportation vehicle.

      He crooked an eyebrow. T’Antor appeared to be accompanying a human female. A female with skin almost the same tone as a R’Etor. But her hair…her hair was permanently flushed. It was red. Or orange. A changeable mixture of both. Heriot sucked in a sharp breath. His eyes roamed up and down her curvy body. This human was basically a R’Etor sex symbol. She looked like a female in her first flush, but no such thing existed. Only males flushed with pigment transformation.

      His nostrils flared. Her enticing pheromones alerted his senses from across the visitor center, and Heriot could immediately sense that this female was his mate. The knowledge hit him like an asteroid. Not just a female he desired. No, this human was his truemate.

      God-stars, this changed everything.

      Heriot edged closer to the alluring female. He could see her clearly, R’Etor eyesight was ten times more accurate than a human’s. He stared at her in shock.

      His truemate was human? How was this possible?

      But he could not deny the legendary possession of a mated R’Etor that swept through his mind and body. His focus and thoughts narrowed from his mission, his home world, his brother, to instead latch on the human female who was now going to be his partner for life.

      His heart hammered. His blood began to boil.

      He watched as T’Antor stood too close to his mate. How he placed his hand on the small of her back. A growl rumbled in Heriot’s chest. T’Antor’s skin was flushed with desire for the female. Now Heriot knew how this male had lived amongst the humans for twenty-two diurnal rotations without exposure—he was force mating every human female he desired. And Heriot’s mate was to be T’Antor’s next prey.

      He threw back his head and roared.
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      Hannah walked with T’Antor into the gathering area for the shuttle that would take them up a long, winding road to their destination at the edge of the hilltop estate, where they would exit for their tour of the castle and grounds. They lined up behind two men wearing light backpacks, chatting together in German. Lots of people were grouped there, waiting to load the bus. Languages from all over the world were being spoken. A large group of laughing, boisterous ladies, all wearing matching purple T-shirts emblazoned with the words Red Hat Society, were at the front of the line, already boarding.

      Hannah stepped forward in line. T’Antor placed his hand on the small of her back as he moved with her. She pursed her lips because, um, she didn’t really want this guy she didn’t even know touching her.

      This wasn’t a date.

      Hannah knew she was super picky and that was why she rarely dated. And that was okay. She was serious about waiting for the right guy and giving that man, the man she was going to marry for life, her virginity. Some people might think that was old-fashioned and the silliest thing they’d ever heard, but hey, to each his own.

      She was waiting.

      At twenty-three years old, it was starting to seem, though, like she was the only virgin left on planet Earth. But she was holding on to this ideal with both hands. She wanted that first time she made love to be with the man she’d vowed forever with, and she was willing to wait to find a man who respected that ideal and was willing to give it to her.

      

      She glanced back and noticed that T’Antor wasn’t smiling anymore. In fact, he looked angry. And she had no idea why.

      Jeez, this day was going from bad to worse.

      And right then a strange, almost inhuman sound, like a man roaring in anguish, echoed throughout the terminal. Long and mournful. Like someone raging in desperation after having been put through the worst pain imaginable.

      Goose bumps formed on her arms.

      “What was that?” someone asked.

      Hannah looked around, trying to discover the source of that haunting sound. She turned back toward the main lobby and noticed the blur of a large figure moving fast through the crowds. A few people were yelling, angry at being pushed aside. By what, or who, she wasn’t sure.

      “Get on the bus,” T’Antor gritted. She glanced back at him, surprised at his sudden urgency and the bossiness of his tone.

      Hannah shook her head and blinked, trying to keep her mind off of the disturbance, which she was certain was not her monkeys nor her circus, and instead kept her eyes in front of her.

      “Good morning.” The bus driver smiled in greeting.

      Hannah returned his smile as she stepped onto the bus. She walked past the other seated passengers, down the narrow center aisle to the only seats not yet taken, in the back of the bus. She sat down in the last row facing forward, and T’Antor sat perpendicular to her, in a row facing to the right. She stared at his profile and let out a sigh of relief that he’d chosen a spot that allowed her a bit of space.

      “This is going to be fun,” she remarked, with maybe a hint of sarcasm.

      He gave her a curt nod.

      Okay then.

      Hannah glanced longingly at the Red Hat Society ladies, who were snort-laughing at each other’s jokes and having entirely too much fun. She sighed. Maybe she could ditch T’Antor later and they would be kind enough to take her in?

      And just as the shuttle rumbled to life, someone banged heavily on the glass door. Banged and banged, ready to break the door down. Hannah’s eyes widened. Everyone turned their heads to gawk.

      The door opened, and the bus shook as someone thumped up the steps. A huge man emerged at the front, his wide chest heaving as he gulped in great breaths of air. His entire form blocked the front entrance. Wild silver eyes scanned the passengers seated inside. Finally, his gaze landed on Hannah and stopped. His entire body seemed to relax with relief at the sight of her.

      Wh…what?

      Her jaw dropped as she made eye contact with this man from across the bus. The intensity, power and force emanating from his gaze alone… Her heart sped, and her body heated up. She couldn’t look away. It was all too weird, because he kept staring as if knew her. Why was this guy looking at her? Did she know him? No. No way.

      And she couldn’t keep her eyes off of him. He had that same super-pale skin as T’Antor. Which didn’t make sense, because wasn’t albinism supposed to be rare? The chances of there being two people of this same coloring in the vicinity…that had to be next to impossible, right?

      And, unlike T’Antor, this man was enormous, big and burly, dressed in severe black—black trench coat, shirt and pants. But even though his clothing and frame were harsh and badass, his features and expression were divine. Thick, glossy white hair swept back from his face, cut short in back and left longer on top. And dear God, his nicely trimmed, white-gold beard and mustache were utter perfection.

      He looked like an avenging angel. Danger and salvation. Sex and…

      A growl rumbled in T’Antor’s throat.

      What the hell?

      Hannah managed to tear her gaze away from the gorgeous male specimen at the front of the bus and noted that T’Antor’s eyes now blazed behind his lenses, like he had pinkeye. And his skin appeared—rosy tinted? “Are you okay?” she asked him. “Are you feeling sick?”

      He shook his head, pretty much ignoring her as he continued to glare at the new passenger.

      The enormous guy with white-gold hair and Matrix-type clothing pounded his way down the center aisle. Hannah watched as his jacket swept behind him, giving her a terrific view of his trim torso and epic thighs. He stopped directly in front of her, wherein all his enormity, his potent masculinity, was suddenly right there in living color. Her breath caught in her throat.

      She lifted her chin. He grinned down at her, revealing a dimple in his left cheek. Oh shit, a dimple. Her core clenched. Dimples were her kryptonite.

      Along with beards and hard muscle.

      Jesus take the wheel.

      Then he sat down in the seat next to her—a surprisingly light maneuver, considering his size.

      Her cheeks heated. Why was he sitting so close? There was plenty of room in the back, lots of empty seats he could’ve chosen so they’d both have more space. But instead he decided to mash his giant body into the seat right next to hers?

      She couldn’t help the squeak of dismay that escaped her lips.

      His thigh was against her thigh, which, thank God, was covered by layers of clothing, because his forearm was against hers and her skin was touching his near her wrist and she was going supernova at the contact. Hannah tried to scoot further against the wall, but there wasn’t room. And then he draped an arm across the back of her seat and used his other enormous hand to reach over and pick up a curl of her long, strawberry-blond hair and rub it between his fingers.

      Like he already knew her. Like they were a couple or something.

      Strangely, his presumptuousness didn’t anger her in the least. Realistically, she should be going ballistic, shoving him off and racing out of her seat. After all, she’d been pissed off when T’Antor had touched the small of her back… But instead, she was loving this man’s nearness. And she was pretty damn comfortable next to his big, burly body. It felt…right.

      She got lost for a moment staring at his handsome features. The strong jawline and bright silver eyes. Black clothing that was a stark contrast against soft pearly-white skin over hard muscles. Exquisite white-gold stubble glistened on his upper lip and jawline. The man radiated strength and danger, but all she could think of was how his lips looked velvety and oh-so-kissable.

      “I am Heriot,” he said with a rough, deep voice, his gaze dropping to her mouth.

      She licked her lips. “Hi,” she breathed, “my name is Hannah.”

      T’Antor muttered something angry under his breath.

      Hannah shook her head, trying to dismiss the spell she was under. What the hell was wrong with her? She was completely enthralled with this guy. The bus pulled away from the curb and an automated message narrated by Alex Trebek started and she wasn’t even listening. And Christ, he smelled so good. Minty fresh, with a hint of leather and something slightly spicy that was all him.

      Heriot turned his head to glare at T’Antor. A muscle ticked in his jaw.

      Her brow furrowed. “Do you know each other?” she asked.

      “No,” T’Antor answered.

      “Yes,” Heriot replied.

      Oh God, these two were causing her heartburn. This was too much. “Which is it?” she asked again. “Do you know each other or not?”

      T’Antor shrugged and said nothing.

      “We originate from the same location,” Heriot answered.

      “Do you mean you’re both from the same country?” she asked, because they both spoke English with that same accent she couldn’t place. She cleared her throat, not sure of the etiquette in this situation. Was it okay to just outright ask someone if they were albino? “And, um, you’re both…albino, right? I thought you were albino because maybe you were originally from a country where maybe that was more common,” she finished lamely, wondering if they were from Norway, or Iceland… Her hand squeezed her dead cell phone in her pocket, desperately wishing she could quickly google “albino.”

      “Albino? What is this term, albino?” Heriot asked.

      They were both staring at her now, openly curious to hear her answer. Oh jeez, how in the hell could these two men not know what albino meant? Especially since they were both obviously albino!

      “Um, I think albino means a person with really, really light skin, eyes and hair,” she answered. “It means a person without pigment in their skin. Like you guys.”

      They both shrugged, unconcerned. T’Antor turned away, already bored.

      Heriot said something under his breath she couldn’t understand.

      T’Antor glanced back and bared his teeth.

      The two men were now completely ignoring her. She was the only one trying to listen to the recorded message about the history of the area they were passing as they drove up the long, winding road to the castle.

      “She’s mine,” T’Antor snarled.

      Hannah put her hands up. “Whoa. Hold on there. Don’t tell him that. I’m my own person. I don’t belong to anyone.”

      “She’s not yours,” Heriot said, ignoring her. “She’s mine. It’s why I’m here.” And then he proceeded to whisper-shout through a whole tense conversation with T’Antor in a language she didn’t recognize at all. It sounded vaguely German, but then not.

      Then T’Antor looked at her and back at the stranger, nodded and leaned away.

      “What was that all about?” she hissed. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Heriot,” he repeated. “And I love your scent, your pheromones.”

      “Oh, thanks,” she answered, uncertain. “That’s nice of you to say, but I’m telling you I’m not yours or his. I’m Hannah Graham. My own person.”

      “Oh my God, there are zebra out there!” a Red Hat Society lady yelled.

      Hannah smiled and glanced outside, remembering that the land surrounding the castle had originally been a private zoo. “Did you see the zebra?” she asked Heriot, knowing he hadn’t but needing a subject of conversation.

      “No,” he answered, not even bothering to glance out the window, his eyes focused entirely on her.

      A pleasant tingling, swooping sensation flitted through her stomach. He was so handsome in a dangerous, action-adventure movie star kinda way. She just wanted to lean in and run her hands all over his hard abs.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      She never reacted this strongly to men. Never. She’d been on dates, sure. There were guys she’d crushed on. But no one like this. No. One.

      “Are you here with someone?” she asked.

      He reached out and engulfed her hand with his huge fingers. Heriot leaned in close and whispered next to her ear. “No. I’m here with you, and you’re going on this tour with me.”

      She smiled. This day was finally starting to look up.
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      The moment he stepped onto the transportation vehicle, Heriot wanted to murder his target. Rage burst through his veins, fiery and hot. It was hard to decide if he should snap this male’s neck or use his silencer to blast T’Antor’s brains out—right there on the transportation vehicle, in front of the humans.

      This piece of R’Etor trash planned to force mate his female!

      Heriot’s hands fisted, and his muscles flexed. A growl rumbled through his chest.

      He continued to take deep, even breaths, forcing himself to remain calm and remember what was important—he’d made it to the vehicle before it exited the terminal. T’Antor was in his sights. And his female was secure.

      But when he’d sat next to his new-found mate and inhaled her luscious pheromones, taking in her generous curves and the softness of her human skin, it had taken every bit of his training to refrain from tearing T’Antor limb from limb.

      Heriot cursed under his breath, enraged at his predicament. The fragile humans surrounding him couldn’t be exposed to his species. Their innocence as a primitive society must be kept intact. This wasn’t just R’Etor law, but a universal law. Earth was off-limits, and Heriot could face serious consequences if he stayed on Earth longer than his work permit allowed, and if he exposed humans to off-worlders his pay was forfeit. He had to wait until he could find a private location on the hilltop to eliminate T’Antor and rush-decompose the body. Nothing could be left behind for the humans to find.

      God-stars, he hated this planet! If this were R’Etor his target would already be dead and the currency for this contract transferred into his account. Good thing he’d charged double for this hit because of the distance. Jadzion thought this mission was easy, but for Heriot it was turning into the most complicated objective of his career.

      The transportation vehicle that had been delivering them to their next location finally discontinued the prerecorded human-speak and lumbered to a stop. Heriot turned to stare again into Hannah’s mesmerizing blue eyes, which were rare within his species. A truemate was considered to be a match not only physically but mentally. He was curious to discover why his body had chosen this human female for him.

      “Let’s go.” She smiled, exposing smooth teeth.

      He muffled the groan that almost escaped from his lips as he imagined those lips, those teeth softly scraping against his cock. And he could smell her desire for him. His human wanted him as much as he wanted her.

      He stood up and held tight to her soft hand within his own larger, rough palm, because he was going to steal this female off this planet and take her home. A grim smile spread across his face. This human was going to learn very soon that other species existed in the universe.

      He couldn’t keep his hands off of her. Not while sitting on that damned transportation shuttle, and not now. Not ever. He crowded next to her as they went down the center aisle with the other humans and stepped off the vehicle and onto the sidewalk.

      An older human male with dark pigment was gathering the humans who were exiting the vehicle. He guided them onto a flat area in front of steps that led up to dense, grouped vegetation that surrounded the domicile. Heriot looked around and took a breath, sampling the air. He had to admit it was better up here. Clearer and cleaner. The morning fog and misty rain had disappeared, and the sky was a striking bright blue. Almost comparable to R’Etor.

      His mate lifted her chin to catch some sun on her face.

      His heartbeat quickened, and his mouth became instantly dry. She was beautiful. The most fascinating female he’d ever seen. Her skin was softly flushed and her hair, her hair was fantastic. He wanted it wrapped around his fist while he took her from behind.

      Luckily, he was wearing clothing that went to his thighs, because he needed to hide the throbbing erection that tented his trousers. He would soon need to break off from the group and find a secluded location to quickly self-administer the transformation antidote. He detested the antidote. It would turn his extremities numb, give him a migraine the next day. But this violent need to mate with his female was already beginning to consume him. His skin was tingling and he knew he would soon start the painful flush. If he didn’t get his dosage soon, he’d begin behaving like a raving youth in his first flush—a regrettable situation.

      He’d take the antidote, leaving him a reasonable R’Etor, and he’d later consummate with his truemate while in his right mind, when he could treat her with the respect she deserved.

      He continued to hold her hand. And she hadn’t pulled away.

      She glanced around. “Where’s T’Antor?”

      Heriot snorted. That asshole had exited from the vehicle in a flash, hiding amongst the humans and disappearing. Heriot was unconcerned. He had a vise-lock on T’Antor’s bio-signature. A cloaked drone was flying in the space above this domicile, relaying information to Heriot’s ship. All of which was easily accessible via his tablet.

      Heriot & Jadzion always invested in the best tech, some of which they bought, and some they crafted specifically as needed. Heriot and his brother were unmatched when it came to stealth tech.

      “He slipped away when the humans exited,” he told her.

      “Slipped away? To where? Did he need to use the bathroom?”

      “No, he’s hiding on the grounds of the castle. I’ll find him soon. He won’t escape.”

      “Escape? What are you talking about? And why would he be hiding? He can’t do that, we’re on a tour. We’re supposed to stay with the group. Wait. Humans…?” She blinked and looked up at him. “Why did you call them humans?”

      He smiled down at her but didn’t answer her question. Now wasn’t the time. He planned to tell her everything, there was no reason to hide from his truemate. But he needed to step carefully. He didn’t want to alarm her unnecessarily.

      “Where are you from?” she asked. “I can’t place your accent. And what did you tell him on the bus, when you two were talking? What language was that?”

      Thankfully, the tour guide began loudly instructing the humans to walk up the steps and rejoin at the top terrace. As they climbed together he lowered his voice. “I told him that you are mine,” he answered truthfully.

      Well, he hadn’t said it quite that way. He removed a few key parts from his explanation. Like how he’d hissed in R’Etor-speak to T’Antor, warning him to keep his hands off of Hannah, his truemate, or he’d murder him right there, in front of the humans, laws be damned. T’Antor had told him to fuck off but also carefully leaned away from Hannah for the rest of the trip, acknowledging Heriot’s ownership of this human female. It was enough concession to allow Heriot’s blood to cool and keep T’Antor alive while they both maintained a forced quiet while surrounded by humans.

      “What? Why do you keep saying I’m yours? We just met…”

      “Please, gather around…” the guide announced.

      Heriot bent down and whispered in his female’s ear, “I’ll explain everything to you later.”

      She nodded, her brow furrowed, and stepped forward with the group of humans to listen to the human guide. “…William Randolph Hearst began building this fabulous estate on his ranchland overlooking the village of San Simeon in 1919. By 1947, this hilltop estate included the twin-towered main building, three guesthouses, and 127 acres of terraced gardens, fountains and pools…”

      Heriot immediately ignored the human-speak and continued to stare in wonder at the profile of his beautiful female. All his carefully laid plans for this mission disintegrated the moment he’d seen her face and inhaled her enticing pheromones. He’d found his truemate on the planet Earth. This was supposed to be an in-and-out mission, and instead he’d be returning to R’Etor with his truemate. A human.

      He’d have to get a human off this planet and onto R’Etor.

      He let out a heavy sigh. This should not be that difficult, right? She would be able to understand instantly that R’Etor was far superior to Earth. He couldn’t possibly stay and live on this planet with her when his mission was complete. Humans were primitive and did not know of the existence of other species. On R’Etor other beings lived and worked amongst them. This was normal and accepted. In fact, there were thriving hubs of communities of various species all over his planet. But no humans. Humans were rare and primitive.

      It was, in fact, illegal for T’Antor to be here. Heriot and Jadzion were only allowed due to their work permits. He glanced down at his tablet. The gate at the edge of the solar system that had delivered his ship here was set to deconstruct in two planetary rotations. The exact same time limit as their permit.

      And why would she want to stay on Earth? Earth was filthy.

      His female turned her head. She met his gaze, then stared intently at his features. “Your eyes,” she whispered. “They’re changing. Turning…red or something. And your skin is…flushed. Are you okay? I saw the same thing happening to T’Antor back on the bus. Do you have pinkeye? Are you guys both allergic to something here?”

      Heriot cursed under his breath. Pigment transformation. He could feel it. That burning on his skin as he changed from neutral to flushed. As time progressed his symptoms would only get worse. The R’Etor mating imperative was a painful condition. Everywhere the pigment changed felt like fire. Being in the vicinity of his truemate was causing this disruption within his body. His skin would change, and pigment would flood his system. The only way to relieve this pain—and to not shock the primitive humans with a flaming skin condition that was not seen within their species—was to mate. Or to administer the antidote.

      “I am allergic,” he responded, mimicking the word she used, although he had no idea what it meant.

      “Oh no, sorry about that,” she responded, her eyes watching him with concern. “It doesn’t hurt, does it?”

      “No, it does not hurt. I will be fine,” he lied. Because his cock was aching, his chest was burning. And this was only the beginning.

      The transformation hadn’t hit him until now because he hadn’t desired any of the other females in the initial gathering area the humans used before transferring to the hilltop. But now he was in close proximity with his truemate, which was ten times more affecting for a R’Etor male than any desire felt for a pleasure mate.

      His female looked away, listening to the tour guide. Heriot glanced again at his tablet. His target would be having the exact same problem with proximity to desirable females that Heriot was having, which would slow him down, too.

      The humans began climbing another set of stairs. Heriot followed his mate and watched as her perfectly rounded ass moved underneath her clothing. He stifled the moan that rumbled in his throat, forcing himself not to touch.

      Once they stepped onto the higher terrace he noted a large unnatural formation of water surrounded by statues. The human guide referred to it as “The Neptune Pool.” Hannah was gaping at the structure, looking everywhere, listening to every word the tour guide had to say.

      Meanwhile, Heriot was concentrating on willing his hard cock to stand down, glancing around for a private location to self-administer his antidote. He would need it very soon, despite the side effects he hated.

      Later, when he mounted his truemate and released his seed into her welcoming heat and her pheromones entered his skin, his blood, she would prove to be his ultimate antidote, his cure. Only unmated males erupted in pigment transformation.

      But his mate was human and not R’Etor. She would not understand his need. Finding one’s true mate was a relief. Having a pleasure mate was effective because the pigment transformation could be abated by regular mating and relieving of seed. But only by mating with one’s truemate could pigment transformation be “cured.”

      A half-smile that he couldn’t stop formed on Heriot’s face. He’d often thought it would never happen. That he would be one of the unlucky few who died of old age, alone, never having met his truemate or formed a family unit. He just wished he’d met his mate under better circumstances. Rushing through a mission while trying to keep her safe was not a proper format for introduction.

      He pulled out his tablet and checked on his target’s status. Heriot knew T’Antor had been able to verify that Illibrium was on this hilltop but was unable to pinpoint its exact location. He was going to need to check every nanco of this domicile with a hand-held scanner. T’Antor would need to visually inspect areas for a crystal-like artifact and then scan it to confirm it was indeed Illibrium. This would take time. His target would be lurking around this hilltop domicile for quite some time.

      And there was always the possibility that Heriot would find the Illibrium and destroy it before T’Antor found it, because of course Heriot had a scanner, too.

      His mate continued to gasp at the grandeur of the pool and the view. He smiled indulgently. If she liked this, she would love R’Etor. His species was renowned for their art and architecture.

      He glanced around for a good location to self-administer his antidote. The pain from the flush surging across his skin was becoming uncomfortable. And soon it would alert the humans. A shot to his neck was necessary. He needed a clear mind and body to get going and kill his target. T’Antor was a threat to humans as well as R’Etor.

      There, behind the row of columns. He left the group and walked around to a secluded alcove. He pulled out his shot gun and was about to reach for the vial of antidote. And then two small winged animals suddenly burst out of the nearby foliage. Startled, he tripped backwards and slammed sideways against a hard surface. He heard a crunch and felt liquid draining from his jacket. His checked his pocket and saw the vial flattened.

      His antidote!

      He’d crushed his only solution to pigment transformation. He hadn’t brought more, thinking originally that humans were not sexually compatible with R’Etor. This was the vial he always kept on him, out of habit.

      Heriot stood still, taking in the enormity of this mistake.

      He shoved the empty shot gun back into his jacket, turned and looked at his female standing at the edge of the group. Watched her movements. Dread formed in the pit of his stomach. He was a male with more testosterone than the average R’Etor. In full transformation he was a raging, rutting beast. Not something for a fragile human, who had no knowledge of any species beyond their own, to witness.

      He’d wanted to wait to mate properly with his female. He’d planned to continue this tour, which seemed important to her and coincided with his own plans—and eventually kill T’Antor and crush the crystal. He could do both easily. And at the end of this diurnal rotation he’d steal her away to his ship and they’d leave Earth together. He’d been prepared to put up with the side effects of the antidote, the numbness and the migraines, he’d done it before. He was a male ready to do whatever was necessary to not harm other females.

      On his ship, in the privacy of his quarters, he’d planned to mate with his lovely female. And he’d soon have her on R’Etor in his own domicile, in his own room there on his spacious bed. The antidote’s side effects would wane, and he imagined stripping her of all of her clothing and exploring that enticing human body, plunging into her welcoming heat and filling her with his seed.

      But instead he’d now be forced to complete his mission with his cock raging and the pain increasing exponentially, which would leave his mind clouded. And his skin would begin to shift from pink to red, alarming the humans—and his mate.

      He reached up and ran his hands through his hair, releasing a heavy sigh. This had never happened on a mission. He’d always had his antidote or was in a situation without unmated females in the vicinity.

      He had no idea how he was going to make this work.
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      Heriot turned and strode back to the group, slipping back behind his female. He carefully adjusted the swollen cock in his trousers and grimaced.

      His lovely mate glanced over at him, her blue eyes filled with innocence and desire, completely unaware of the impending doom. The guide began walking again, moving the group around a bend, toward a large domicile called a “guest house” on the edge of the grounds. Heriot grabbed his mate’s hand again and squeezed, trying to decrease the storm raging inside of him with her calming touch.

      “Do you think T’Antor is coming back?” she asked as they walked at the edge of the crowd.

      “T’Antor?” he growled, anger at himself and the situation growing inside. Was she actually concerned about the welfare of his target? He shook his head. “T’Antor is searching for Illibrium,” he answered in a low voice. “He won’t be returning to our group.”

      He hadn’t yet seen anywhere the Illibrium could be hidden. He imagined it was not out in the open. For instance, the crystal couldn’t be kept stable while embedded in one of the statues displayed in the gardens. The elements could cause it to destabilize. It had to be inside one of the domiciles. From what he could tell there were five structures built on this hilltop. He would have to search all of them. T’Antor was probably inside one already.

      “Illi…what? What are you talking about?”

      “Do not be concerned about T’Antor. He is not worthy of your attention,” he answered sharply, aware that the pain in his cock was increasing exponentially.

      “But I came up here with him…he’s a friend of my friend Ron.”

      “No, he wasn’t. He lied to you. You were about to go on a tour of this domicile with a criminal.”

      “What?” she squeaked.

      She stopped walking and jerked her hand out of his grasp. He allowed it.

      “No, I wasn’t!”

      He crooked an eyebrow. Her scent continued to entice him, unraveling his sanity, increasing his possessive instincts. He realized he was already, in such a short time, tired of hiding himself from his truemate. His patience was long gone.

      “You’re saying T’Antor is a criminal? That’s not…that’s not right. How would you even know that? You said you didn’t know him.”

      “I don’t know him. But I’ve researched everything about T’Antor because I’m here to kill him. He’s my target.”

      She sucked in a breath. “You’re here to kill him? What are you talking about?” She took a step back. “Who. Are. You? I don’t even understand why I’m trusting you. I don’t even know you. We just met. And you look…look…” She waved her hand up and down, gesturing at him.

      He crooked an eyebrow. “How do I appear to you?”

      “You’re dressed like you’re here to kill someone,” she hissed.

      He grinned. She was adorable.

      He stared into her wide, blue eyes. They had been walking slower; the group was in front of them and they were trailing behind. They’d stopped on the curve of a path with hard, flat squares under their feet to walk along. Foliage grew large and dense on either side. None of the humans could hear their conversation.

      Heriot knew he had zero skills when it came to speaking with unmated females. He’d only had a few pleasure mates in the past. Quick, fumbled couplings—females witnessing his pigment transformation predicament and indicating they would enjoy providing relief. But due to his later self-selected isolation, he’d been celibate for many planetary cycles. The only female he’d spoken to regularly was his mother.

      His mind searched for the right words to say to the female who would be his constant companion, the mother of his younglings, whose body would finally cure his pigment transformation… His voice softened. “You know me,” he said. “I am your mate.”

      Even though she was human, he knew she felt it, too. He could smell her desire in the breeze.

      “What?” she exclaimed, her eyes bright, glorious color blooming on her cheeks. “Stop. Just stop. I don’t know you. We’ve only known each other for maybe an hour. And no, you aren’t my…mate or whatever. And…why are you telling me you’re a killer? Do you want me to be afraid of you?” She glanced at the retreating group.

      “I’m an assassin,” he answered. He was proud of his profession. He and his brother were the highest-paid assassins on R’Etor. Jadzion was better at undercover work and infiltration, but Heriot was the best at long-range precision shots. He’d once shot a target, within a crowded community, at a distance of one thousand nanco. It was a universal record within the assassin society. Still unmatched. “But you have nothing to fear from me. I will protect you until my last breath,” he vowed.

      Her lips twisted and her eyes sparkled, like he was telling a good joke. “An assassin?” she questioned, obviously not believing him.

      His jaw clenched. The pain in his chest had migrated to his throbbing cock and down his thighs. “What do you think I am then?” he asked.

      She looked him up and down. “That’s a good question. You’re hard to figure out. I can’t place your accent and I don’t know what country you’re from because you keep avoiding my question about that, which makes me think you’re hiding something. And for some reason you’re dressed like a guy from a violent action movie… So, either you’re dressed like an assassin,” she said, using quote marks in the air. “Or you’re an undercover agent from some European country?”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m not Earth law enforcement, and I’m not dressed like an assassin, I am an assassin. I’m here on a mission to kill Fucyu T’Antor. Do not feel sympathy for Fucyu. I did my background work prior to accepting this hit. He is worthy of elimination. I followed his movements from my ship as he arrived. He almost killed two humans prior to stepping inside of the visitor center. He stole their small tablets and took the male’s glasses and his jacket and shoes. He placed them on as a disguise before walking inside the visitor center and meeting with you.”

      “What?”

      Her chest began rising and falling, those enticing breasts moving underneath her clothing. He wondered how they’d feel in his palms and how similar they were to R’Etor female breasts. His cock was throbbing. And leaking. “And Fucyu is going to…”

      “T’Antor,” she huffed. “He said to call him T’Antor.”

      Heriot’s brow furrowed. “T’Antor?” Why did she always insist on referring to his target this way? He’d been following her lead, using Fucyu’s secondary name, which was unnatural.

      “Please, could you call him T’Antor, too?”

      “Why? His name is—”

      She put her hand over his mouth. “Stop. Please. Stop. The way you pronounce his name sounds exactly like a curse word in English. I can’t handle it anymore.”

      A laugh burst out of his chest. Which was a nice distraction from the pain flashing through his body.

      She lowered her hand. “Wait, were you trying to say earlier that minutes before I met him, T’Antor killed two people?”

      “He tried to kill two humans.”

      “What two people?”

      “A male and a female. He assaulted a male and female human in the parking lot before entering the visitor center.”

      She winced. “I…wait.” She shook her head. “This is probably a crazy question. Just a coincidence, but were they both blond?”

      “They both had pale, yellow hair.”

      “No… No. Oh God.” She covered her mouth. “Ron and Daisy. He hurt my friends!”

      

      Hannah clapped her hand over her mouth and turned away. Tears she couldn’t contain began to flow down her cheeks. Heriot’s dark presence loomed behind her. “You’re sure?” she asked over her shoulder, her voice shaking. “You’re certain about what they looked like?”

      Heriot glanced down at his fancy tablet and swiped at the screen. “There is a notice being relayed by your law enforcement of an assault and burglary that happened in the parking lot of the Hearst Castle Visitor Center in San Simeon. They have identified the two humans as Ron McDougal and his wife, Daisy McDougal. They are both being taken to a nearby hospital.”

      Shit.

      T’Antor hurt Ron and Daisy.

      She stepped forward onto a nearby terrace and glanced down, to the rolling hills in the distance, the vast Pacific Ocean sweeping along the horizon and the tiny dot of the visitor center down below. From here she couldn’t make out specifics, but she was certain there was now a flood of activity down there, police everywhere.

      Her heart ached within her chest, like an actual physical pain. Ron and Daisy were both hurt. And Daisy was three months pregnant! Her nose stung, and tears began welling in her eyes. Their smiling faces flashed in her mind. They’d meant it when they’d said they were going on a tour with her that morning. But they’d been assaulted in the parking lot! That was why they didn’t make it. Ron and Daisy were both good people who’d been nothing but nice to her in her new position as an assistant at the winery. They’d made her feel welcome there and valued, and… Dear God, the pain and fear they must’ve felt when they were attacked.

      A sob tore out of her throat.

      Heriot had followed her onto the terrace. Strong arms gently turned her around. He pulled her in tight, wrapping his enormous body against hers, her cheek against his hard chest. His chin rested on the top of her head. And she sighed, continuing to weep in the safety of his embrace.

      “They could’ve been killed…”

      “Yes, T’Antor originally planned on killing the humans.”

      She stepped back slightly and lifted her chin. “Why didn’t he?” she asked, using her sleeve to wipe tears from her face.

      Heriot shrugged. “I stopped the attack early. The humans will recover.”

      “You were there?”

      “No, I was still on my ship, but I was monitoring. I had my drone fly close, letting him know he was being watched.”

      His ship? A drone? Humans?

      Hannah let out a heavy sigh.

      Really, the fact that this man wasn’t coming clean about who he was should be terrifying. Most of what he said was nonsense. She should be giving him a hard pass, but decency and honor seemed to radiate from every inch of him, despite his confusing exterior. Which was why he was holding her right now. And why she was allowing it.

      He stepped closer and placed a finger under chin. She met his liquid silver gaze, a shiver of desire running through her body. She could spend forever staring at his white-gold beard, mustache and eyebrows. It was all so glorious. Masculine and majestic.

      He stared at her lips again, like he’d done on the bus. Like he’d been doing since the moment she’d met him.

      Her emotions were all over the place. She was supposed to be on this tour with T’Antor, but then she’d met Heriot on the shuttle to Hearst Castle. She’d just found out that the stranger who’d told her he was Ron’s friend had actually attacked Ron and his wife. And now…now Heriot was leaning in close, like he wanted to kiss her. And she wasn’t at all interested in saying no.

      This was the weirdest day ever.

      A man dressed like an assassin was holding her in his arms…and it was magical.

      His big hand went to her side, touching her jacket. And she felt all sense of time and place melt away. All the anxiety and sadness from before was pushed aside as she stared into his darkened eyes.

      It was just the two of them, there, in that moment. No one else.

      His palm slid around to her back, drawing her in, and her breath caught in her throat. His hip pressed against hers and his liquid silver eyes held her gaze, watching her face intently, noting her reaction to the pressure of his huge, hard erection against her stomach. Her core clenched and her breath puffed out. A wave of heat burst through her body, leaving her desperate for more. More of his touch.

      If he hadn’t been holding her up, her knees would’ve most likely given out.

      “This is what you do to me,” he rasped.

      Me? She wanted to squeak but somehow kept it inside. She did this to him? She’d led such an isolated life until she’d turned twenty-one and left her grandparents’ farm. Never in her life had a man stared at her so intently, like he wanted to take her home and devour her.

      Heriot’s gaze dropped. His fingers trailed over her cheek, her ear, down her neck and across her collarbone. “Your skin is so soft and full of color,” he rumbled.

      Color?

      Then his hand moved and cupped the back of her head, his fingers tangled in her hair, holding her still.

      He was going to kiss her!

      This big, brawny, slightly dangerous man, leaving so many questions about himself unanswered, was leaning in for an all-consuming kiss. And she wasn’t going to do a damn thing to stop him.

      Nervousness and excitement intertwined in her mind and her heart began a double beat in her chest. She’d never been kissed before. Heriot had no idea the crazy sheltered life she’d led growing up with her off-the-grid grandparents. She’d missed them desperately since the moment they’d passed away in a car crash two years ago. But she’d been forced to grow up quickly, and she was still amazed that her life had changed so drastically to where she was now, making a grown-ass woman decision like this—to accept a stranger’s kiss.

      Heriot’s silver eyes darkened, his lids heavy. Hannah’s lips parted, because she was so ready for this, so long overdue for a first kiss it wasn’t even funny. She wanted Heriot to be her first in all things.

      He lowered his mouth to hers, their lips softly touching. Hannah shivered. She reached up and grasped his biceps, holding on for dear life. His lips brushed hers, light at first, and then the kiss began to deepen. She had to tilt her chin up all the way to keep kissing him, he was that tall. He seemed huge, and it made her feel small and delicate in comparison. His tongue ran along the seam of her lips and she opened her mouth for him. The masculine tickle of his beard made it all ten times sexier.

      She reached up and slipped her arms around his neck. They kissed and kissed and kissed some more. She never wanted it to end.

      There was a loud coughing noise.

      “Get a room!” someone yelled.

      Hannah yanked out of Heriot’s embrace, her heart thundering in her ears. She looked over to see their tour group pouring out of the door of the guest house. Fifty pairs of eyes staring at them. Some people were giggling and pointing.

      She put her hand to her red cheek. It was probably the most embarrassing moment of her life. She stood there, a deer caught in headlights, her lips swollen from a stranger’s kiss. Everyone on that tour knowing she’d just met this guy on the bus. And here she was, kissing him in public.

      Oh God.

      Heriot growled.
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      She placed a palm on his forearm, turning her back on the accusing stares, hiding her burning cheeks.

      “Follow me,” Heriot ordered, his voice deeper than usual.

      She nodded, grateful to get away from prying eyes.

      He led her away from the sounds of the tour group, and they were soon standing behind a quiet, soothing fountain with a statue on top that was probably three hundred years old and straight out of Italy. Hannah glanced around, relieved to find the two of them alone again. She stood there for a moment, looking out at the unobstructed views of the rolling hills and distant ocean. Behind them stood an exquisite cream-stoned mansion that looked like it belonged on the edge of Lake Como.

      It was breathtaking. A strong breeze whipped her hair in front of her face. She turned into the wind, her head buzzing with twenty different feelings and thoughts all at once. Why had she kissed him back, this man she’d just met?

      Never had she felt this way about a man before, so sudden, so all-consuming.

      Normally she was a very deliberate person, thinking every decision through to the nth degree before taking action. But with Heriot, the feelings she had for him were so overwhelming and intense, she was acting on pure instinct alone, which was a bit scary. She placed a finger on her kiss-swollen lips, her upper lip warm from slight beard burn.

      Was that the right thing to do? What if her instinct was wrong?

      That kiss…

      She glanced over to see Heriot staring at her intently, his enormous arms crossed over his impossibly wide chest, his hip resting against the ledge of the marble fountain. He wasn’t touching her, wasn’t saying anything, just watching her and giving her space.

      Which was nice.

      Yes, maybe she should start a conversation with Heriot about what they’d just done. How he’d kissed her. What it meant and all that, but really, there were more important things going on than how she felt about some guy she’d known for an hour. Her friends were hurt, and a criminal was running around this estate.

      She exhaled and stepped closer to him, forcing herself to reorient to the task at hand, pushing all thoughts of her first kiss from her mind. The hugely important task of finding the asshole who’d hurt her friends was number one right now. Nothing else.

      “Wait,” she muttered, an important question blooming in her mind. She lifted her chin. “Wait…I just thought of something.”

      Heriot looked down at her, his eyes redder than before. His skin was pink now, in fact, a bit red. The poor guy, his allergies must be bad.

      He reached down with a huge white hand and smoothed a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Yes?” he rumbled.

      “How did T’Antor know about Ron and Daisy?” she asked. “He met me in the lobby at the right time and said my name and told me he’d worked with Ron. How did he know all of that?”

      Heriot shrugged. “It is an easy enough trick. He scraped information from their tablets and crafted a story to tell you. He needed an unmated female, easily accessible, to force mate during his trip to the castle grounds.”

      Force mate? Unmated female? Why did he keep using weird words for things? English definitely wasn’t his first language. “T’Antor had me with him because he’d planned on raping me, here, on the tour?”

      Heriot’s eyes darkened to a magenta with silver threads. A growl rumbled in his throat. “Yes,” he answered. “He planned on this rape, as you call it.”

      A wave of nausea ran through her stomach. Wow, she’d barely dodged that bullet.

      “Why are you here chasing him? Was I right, are you a cop or something from another country, here to bring him back?”

      He crooked an eyebrow. “No, I am not law enforcement. As I said before, I am here to kill Fucyu T’Antor. He is my target.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Kill him?”

      “I’m an assassin,” he repeated.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “An assassin?” He’d said this before and was still sticking with that explanation. Although, strangely, she found herself starting to find it believable, no matter how outrageous.

      His hands went to her arms, and he pulled her in close, staring into her eyes, his expression so serious.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I need to tell you something important, and you won’t believe me at first, but I need you to accept this as truth.”

      Oh shit. Although, he’d just told her his mission in life was to kill Fucyu T’Antor and she hadn’t batted an eye and hadn’t run away. So, she assumed whatever else he had to tell her she could handle equally well. “Okay,” she answered. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Follow me,” he said. And then he was leading her off the terrace, back on their prior path and down the slope of the gardens, to the very edge of the estate, where the gardens ended, and the rolling hills of the central coast began.

      He stopped and looked around, making sure they had privacy. He took a deep breath and stepped close. “I’m not of your species,” he said. “I am from the planet R’Etor. I have a contract to eliminate Fucyu T’Antor.”

      She stood there for a moment, processing this ridiculous statement. Just staring at the man who had said this to her. The man she’d just kissed!

      WTF?

      Then she placed her hands against his chest and pushed back. “You’re telling me you’re an alien?” she spat out.

      “Yes.”

      Her jaw clenched. Okay, this was really too much. There’d been so much that was weird about Heriot, but his kindness and obvious desire for her and his luscious face and body had blinded her to the facts. But now…oh hell, no. “I just found out my two friends are in the hospital. And now you’re playing this mean joke on me? I don’t have time for your games right now. I need to stop kissing you, cut this tour short and go find out what hospital they sent my friends to and see how they’re doing. I need to tell the police what happened, that T’Antor followed me on this tour and we need to tell them that T’Antor is here, on the hilltop. And I thought…I thought you were…” Maybe he was a man she could grow close to. Even in the short time she’d known him. And now she was crushed, because he was lying to her.

      “You thought I was what?”

      “I thought I could trust you, but I can’t. Because, come on, you’re telling me you and T’Antor are aliens?” A nervous laugh escaped from her lips, because, come on. She wanted to shout at the sky in frustration. It was all so ludicrous.

      “I am not human,” he repeated.

      She looked around, wondering if this whole thing was being secretly recorded and later she’d find herself going viral on social media as millions of people laughed at her: “Girl Thinks Her Boyfriend Is an Alien!”

      “What the hell?” she cried. “You’re not an alien. Sorry, but this is bullshit.”

      “I do not tell lies.”

      “Heriot, you’re telling me a lie right now. Literally right this second!”

      “I am R’Etor,” he snarled.

      She blinked at the flash of anger in his tone. But… “This is crazy talk. Do you have any proof? If so, prove it to me. Prove to me that you’re not human,” she said, wanting to end this charade right now.

      “I am not human,” he repeated. “I am R’Etor. And I will prove it to you.”

      “Oh, please,” she answered, “you don’t have any—”

      And then he smoothed his white hair away from his face, exposing for her the pointed tip of his ear she hadn’t noticed before.

      Pointed ears?

      She shrugged and snorted out a kind of half-laugh, completely unimpressed. “I did a better job last year with the fake ears I used for my Halloween costume.” She shifted on her feet and shook her head. “And I can’t believe a few minutes ago I was kissing a man who is now trying to pretend to be alien and is walking around Hearst Castle showing off his fake Spock-ears.” It made her want to cry all over again. She was starting to feel like the biggest idiot who ever lived. Her eyes darted left and right, trying to plan her escape from this guy she was beginning to feel unsafe around. She could see a Hearst Castle employee out of the corner of her eye, standing at the end of the path, near the edge of a guest cottage. This reassured her.

      Heriot let out a puff of irritation. He pulled out his fancy, super-sleek glass tablet, the same one he’d been using earlier. He tilted it towards her, so she could see all kinds of pictures of their location that seemed to be shot from overhead. And an alien-looking language she couldn’t possibly decipher was scrolling across the screen.

      Yeah, that was good, but… “That’s a great prop,” she answered, “but you could’ve had that made just for this con.”

      He cursed under his breath, grabbed her arm and pulled her deeper into the garden. They went around a bend and farther from the tour group and the employee she’d noticed earlier.

      She was so totally going to miss this tour. She just needed to accept it.

      He pulled her into the bushes, and luckily there was a small opening inside. A brick wall that was seat height. Dense shrubbery all around. “The only way for you to believe I’m R’Etor is for me to show you,” he said. And he started to unzip his pants.

      She sucked in a breath. Three parts scared and one part totally, totally turned on because the bulge behind those pants was impressive. Which, to be truthful, made her ashamed of herself, lusting after a man who was lying to her.

      “W…wait,” she gasped. “What are you doing?” OMG, why had she allowed herself to be alone with this guy?

      “You don’t believe that I am R’Etor?” he answered. “I will show you. I’ll give you proof.”

      And of course, she had to look because she’d never seen a man’s penis before in real life, and a glimpse at what Heriot was hiding behind that zipper was something she couldn’t possibly overlook, right? Her eyes zeroed in on his crotch. His black trousers unzipped, and he pulled out his massive cock. Her jaw dropped. He was beautiful. Impressive. Thick and long. And it was hard and pointing right at her, begging for attention.

      But wait.

      “Your shaft, it’s…red,” she whispered. It was a deep red. A luscious red. His penis was flaming red! Like it had been spray painted at a body shop.

      What the hell?

      She might be a virgin, but she’d watched as much internet porn as the next twenty-something American girl, and this was wrong.

      He lifted his shirt to expose his amazing abs and the V of muscles that pointed to the glory down below. And wait, his pearly-white stomach had turned pink and was in fact becoming red. It looked hot and painful. And…she looked back up at his face, realizing this all matched the pink that had been steadily increasing on his facial skin and in his eyes. The color was shifting right now from pink to that bright red, which was even more striking juxtaposed with his white skin.

      Holy crap.

      “You’re not human,” she gasped.

      He wasn’t human he wasn’t human he wasn’t human.

      And he’d been trying to tell her.

      He hadn’t been lying! Heriot wasn’t a liar.

      She’d been hanging out with, and kissing, a man who…wasn’t a man. He was another species from another planet. She bit her lip, trying to slow down her quickened breaths, the erratic thumping of her heart. Aliens were actually a real thing. Not just make-believe in books and on TV. There really was life on other planets in the universe and she was talking to someone from another planet and—

      “I’m from the planet R’Etor. An assassin hired to kill Fucyu T’Antor, who is also a citizen of R’Etor. I am here for two Earth diurnal rotations to complete my mission. I have one day left. I leave Earth by end of this diurnal rotation.”

      “You’re not human,” she repeated, still trying to process his Crayola-white skin, his silver eyes, the pointed ears, and not freak out. They’d seemed out of the ordinary before, but not alien. But, his otherworldness seemed so concrete now, like a neon sign blinking in the night: This Guy Is An Alien. How couldn’t she have realized this before? He’d shown her his ear and she’d laughed it off! His tablet… No wonder he hadn’t known what the word albino meant. She shook her head, trying to respond with actual words. “Two days? You’re only on Earth for two days? Why so short?”

      “My work permit, which allows me access to this primitive planet, expires in two rotations. But also.” He pointed at his chest and she did her best to not stare openly at his erection jutting just below those pinkened abs, but it was difficult. “Because of this, I did not want to stay long. I do not normally look like this. I am suffering from flush, or pigment transformation. It is causing this change in my skin and eyes. And now that this is happening, I cannot survive on this planet without exposing myself to humans as an alien species.”

      A sourness formed in her stomach. “You’ll die if you stay here too long?”

      “No, but I’ll wish I was dead.”

      “Why?”

      Heriot looked uncomfortable. He sat down on the ledge of the wall that was basically a brick bench and shrugged off his jacket, which landed with a thunk on the soil. Then he reached behind and pulled his black Henley off over his head, exposing his entire torso to her.

      Her eyes widened.

      It was sheer torture to keep her eyes off his erection, but it was equally as hard to not stare at his strong jawline and luxurious beard. His biceps. The acres of pearl-white defined muscles and trim hips. Basically, she was sitting next to a real-life sculpture of a Greek athlete from the first Olympics. His whole torso was a work of art. She wanted to run her palms over every single muscle and dip, mapping out his skin for future reference. She fisted her hands in her lap, forcing herself not to reach out and inappropriately run her fingers through his thick hair.

      He covered his flaming erection with the bunched fabric of his Henley, which she appreciated because it was impossible to have a serious conversation with a man whose red penis was pointing at the sky.

      He turned so that she could easily see the red that was flushing over his torso. “The parts of my body that are turning red are inflamed and painful,” he gritted. “The clothing rubbing against it makes it more inflamed. And the urge to mate is extreme. This will only grow stronger and stronger until I eventually lose all control.”

      “Uh oh.” Lose control? What exactly did that mean? She frowned and sat down next to him, wanting to understand. “Why are you like this?” She gestured to his groin. “Is it triggered just by being on Earth?”

      He lifted his head and met her gaze, his chest rising and falling with great breaths, his eyes blazing with need. “You do this to me,” he rasped.

      “Me?”

      He reached out and cupped her neck and leaned in, his lips brushing against hers with all the twitchy gentleness of a man who could barely restrain himself. Butterflies swooped in her belly and melted into a fiery pit of passion. Her core clenched at the feel of those kissable lips and that bossy palm leading the way.

      Then he broke off and looked into her eyes. “The moment I saw you,” he told her, “the transformation began because I desired you above all other females.”

      “Me?” she repeated, trying to process what this Adonis had just said. This alien who was Thor without his hammer. “You desired me?”

      The girl with unruly strawberry-blonde hair, who’d recently switched from thick glasses to contact lenses?

      The girl who’d been in braces for millennia?

      The girl all men saw as their best friend and never their sexy hot date?

      This man with the bulging biceps and thighs as thick as tree trunks was literally in pain over how much he desired her? That massive erection he was sporting was all because of her and not some alien allergy?

      No. Way.

      Yeah, she’d started exercising for “real” six months ago and recently dropped twenty pounds. And yes, it seemed like lately she’d been getting more male attention. She did feel stronger and more fit than she ever had in her life. A bit like a baby butterfly breaking out of the chrysalis and spreading its wet wings. But still. Supermodel material, she was not.

      “You,” he said fiercely, “are the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen.”

      Her eyes watered and her nose started to sting. “Thank you,” she breathed. “I think you’re pretty amazing yourself.”

      He grimaced.

      His pain seemed to be getting worse before her eyes. “Heriot, how can I help you? What do you need?”

      His hands shook as he let go of her and leaned back. “The only way to relieve this is for me to release my seed.”

      “You mean…?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh.” She glanced down at the tent of fabric between his thighs.

      He moaned. “I won’t force mate you. I would as soon put a blast through my own skull. I would die before I found relief with my mate without her consent.”

      She nodded. But still, he was basically telling her he was going to be writhing in pain unless she had sex with him? And he was the only one who could stop T’Antor. Since T’Antor was also an alien, it didn’t matter if she alerted the police to his location. He’d probably just kill them. And with Heriot down for the count, T’Antor was running amok with no one to stop him. Heriot was Earth’s only chance at justice in this situation.

      And to be truthful, helping him was no hardship.
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      “Um, does this mean you need to masturbate?” she forced herself to ask, trying to figure everything out.

      “Without a female’s pheromones nearby? Or the touch of the oils in her skin? No, it does not help.”

      “How were you planning on getting through this, then, while you were here on Earth?”

      “I did not expect to find human females desirable. I originally did not realize that humans were one hundred percent sexually compatible with R’Etor. When I discovered the possibility of being compatible, I had my antidote ready in case I ran into a female I found desirable. And when I met you on the bus and scented you and the flush began, I tried to take the antidote while we were at the Neptune Pool, but I accidentally crushed the vial and now I have none.”

      “Oh no. That’s terrible.”

      He closed his eyes, exhaled, and nodded.

      “And now that your antidote is broken and unusable, you’re screwed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Or, actually, you need to get screwed,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Yes,” he groaned, and moved a hand underneath the black fabric and began to mindlessly stroke his impressive erection, up and down. Her core clenched. She couldn’t keep her eyes off what was going on down there.

      “So, unless you have sex with me you’ll get redder and redder and this will hurt until the point where you can’t continue your mission?” she asked, her throat tightening. Because she was a virgin, after all. And he was an alien with an enormous red dick, and it was all a little intimidating, imagining how it was going to fit. “And this was why T’Antor had me near, to help him ease…this.”

      “He was keeping you by his side while he entered Hearst Castle in order to have a female nearby and easily accessible to force mate if pigment transformation hit. The only way to relieve the pain is for the male to release his seed within an unmated female, or with the help of an unmated female.”

      “The help of a female?” she murmured, mainly to herself. “Because of this condition, are you…are you a virgin?” she asked, because at this point, why bother to beat around the bush.

      “No, I have had pleasure mates.”

      A sharp stab of jealousy ran through her heart and mind. A green-eyed monster nibbling at the edges of her sanity. “Have you had lots of pleasure mates?”

      “Not many. I self-selected isolation from females to keep from erupting into transformation. I have more testosterone than most males on R’Etor, and the pigment transformation is harder to manage, the symptoms more intense. And if I was ever unexpectedly in a situation that caused a flush, I could administer my antidote.”

      “Do you have a girlfriend then, waiting for you back home?” After all, he hadn’t expected to meet her on Earth. He was only here for two days…

      “No. I have not relieved the boiling of my seed with a pleasure mate in a few planetary cycles.”

      She smiled.

      He leaned down and shoved his face into the side of her neck, his nose in her hair, and inhaled, which felt nice and tickled a little bit at the same time. She couldn’t help the giggle that escaped her lips.

      “Your scent, it drives me mad,” he rasped.

      “How about if I jerk you off?” she asked suddenly, then she bit her lip, surprised those words had come out of her mouth. But yeah, she really did want to try.

      He lifted his head. “Jerk me off?”

      She made a hand motion.

      He sucked in a breath. “Yes, that would work.”

      “It will relieve you?”

      “Yes, only the touch of a female as I cum will temporarily abate the transformation. The only thing that will cure the transformation entirely is if I cum inside of you and release in your wet pussy.”

      A rush of fire swept through her body at his explicit language. Her arousal on high alert. She was wet between her thighs just from his kiss, his touch, and now…his words. “I can’t believe how dirty your mouth is.”

      “My mouth is dirty because of Earth’s air,” he said, his tone defensive.

      “No,” she chuckled, “your words, your words are sexually dirty. I like it.”

      “Good, because I have more dirty words to give you later.”

      Oh wow.

      “Do you want me to start?” she asked, trying to sound nonchalant and failing miserably.

      “You do not have to do this,” he rumbled.

      She glanced at the sweat on his forehead, the tic of muscle in his jaw. Yeah, she did need to do this. “Let me help you.”

      “The pain is becoming unbearable,” he hissed. “It is difficult to not touch you.”

      She moved off the bench and onto her knees on the ground in front of him. He spread his legs and discarded the Henley that had been hiding his painful erection, and if anything, it was even larger. He held the root and presented it to her, shiny red, thick and intimidating, rising from the nest of his golden-white hair. A drop glistened at the slit at the top, rolling down the smooth skin along the side of the crown. She licked her lips as she wrapped her hand around the velvety shaft, noting her fingers could not touch around this girth, loving his weight in her hand.

      He sucked in a sharp breath. “Hannah,” he groaned.

      Normally she wasn’t so fixated on a man’s cock. She knew they existed and served a purpose out there in real life. Occasionally staring wide-eyed at hard, gorgeous cocks on Tumblr was titillating fun, but her day did not rise and set on any particular penis. They were background noise in her life and nothing more. But damn, she could imagine becoming obsessed with this one. The shape and form were all she’d ever imagined or fantasized about. She found herself possessive about Heriot’s cock immediately, wanting to growl “mine” or something equally as crazy.

      As she held his shaft and began to stroke him up and down, nervousness bubbled inside because she had no idea what she was doing, but she didn’t want to admit that to him yet.

      “Tell me how you like it,” she said, wanting to make sure this was good for him.

      “Harder.”

      Harder? Hannah grinned. Oh, she could do harder. She shifted her stance, allowing for more room to concentrate on making this as rough as he liked. She gave him a long, tight pull and moved her arm up and down, quicker.

      He groaned.

      This was supposed to be a simple hand job, but somewhere along the way Hannah realized she wanted this man’s penis in her mouth, had to taste him. Taste his cum. He just looked…delicious. Not even the angry red of his cock could interfere with this need, it just made her want him more. She watched his veiny shaft, at the way his giant body tensed while she was working him, and she wanted more.

      More of him.

      “I want to taste you. I want you in my mouth.”

      He grunted. “You do not need to do this.”

      “I want to.”

      His eyes darkened. He reached down and adjusted himself, moving the tip of his cock against her lips. Back and forth, soft and hard at the same time. She opened her mouth to allow him entry and the crown slipped inside.

      His musky smell made her thighs tremble. She was so wet and ready, her clit pulsing with her own need for attention.

      His hips flexed, giving more of himself to her. She took that first inch, widening her mouth to accept his girth. His hand cupped the back of her neck, keeping her in the game, but not too much. And then he was sliding in and out and she was holding on for dear life, her jaw aching already. And oh hell, it was so hot. As hot as she’d always dreamed something like this would be. And she was so happy she’d waited until she was having this moment at this time, with this man.

      She kept the base in her hand, held on to his thigh and closed her eyes, concentrating on the push and slide. On how he was fucking her mouth in the same way she was sure he wanted to fuck her pussy.

      “More,” he said, as he gently stroked his knuckles down her cheek.

      And she took all that she could, trying not to gag. Since her mouth was full of his cock, she had no choice but to breathe in his scent. Again and again. That addictive scent that was all him. Dark and seductive.

      She’d never felt this way about any man before. Never so quickly and so completely. Letting him kiss her and offering herself to him like this. But there was something about him that was just right. She wanted all of that essential maleness inside of her. Wanted to wallow in it and just swim.

      “I’m going to mark you,” he gritted.

      She glanced up at his face, taking in those harsh features, the tense muscles and the darkened silver eyes. Her body flushed as she imagined what marking her meant. And she wanted that, too. Wanted to feel him inside of her.

      Heriot pulled out. “Open. I’m going to fill that mouth up.”

      He watched her face with eyes blazing as he shot his cum again and again onto her tongue. His body shook with the force of his release. She watched him as he came, watched the glory that was a man in his prime, neck corded, head thrown back and moaning, as an intense orgasm slammed through him. It was beautiful and so damn sexy.

      “Swallow,” he commanded. And she did exactly as he asked.

      “Hannah.” His fingers fisted her hair and tilted her chin up. He tagged her with a darkened, possessive gaze. “You are mine. At the end of my mission, you are returning with me to my home world.”

      The extreme sexiness of the situation deflated like a soufflé. And the seriousness of this predicament returned like a sharp stab in the dark.

      She let go of his cock, which was already shifting from red to light pink.

      It was one thing to find out Heriot was an alien, and to decide to “relieve” him while he was here, to help him because she was having trouble denying her attraction to him and the physical and emotional connection they’d already formed. But it was an entirely different thing to be ordered around and have him make the life-long decision for her to leave with him, go to his unknown planet and live out her life among a species she barely understood.

      She pursed her lips. “Earth girls aren’t easy,” she quipped.

      

      His mate seemed unhappy and Heriot did not know why.

      And what did that mean—Earth girls aren’t easy? Easy to lift? His female was light.

      Her lips were a thin, straight line. She stood up immediately and turned her back on him.

      His mind returned slowly from chaos, pain and desire, back to his mission, his hit. His cock was no longer enflamed and was now the normal color of his skin. All of his painful rashes were retreating. This abatement was temporary, but he’d take any reprieve he could get. It would allow him the time needed to complete his mission.

      He tucked his cock back inside of his trousers and picked up the human clothing and pulled it back over his torso.

      Then he glanced at his female. She had turned back to him now and was quietly watching as he adjusted his clothes. A tenderness he’d never felt towards another female (besides his own mother) bled through his heart. A worry over her contentment.

      Didn’t his female require release, too? He’d been relieved this way in the past by pleasure mates, but this was nothing compared to the effect of his truemate. Shooting his seed with the touch and lips of his true mate, it the hardest orgasm of his life.

      “You look better already,” she remarked.

      He stared at his female, wishing he could have her naked in his bed at home. Hating the fact that he’d had to rut with his own mate while in hiding, like a puberty-struck R’Etor dealing with his first flush.

      He reached out and placed his hands on her soft shoulders. She was stiff in his arms. “Female, do you require relief?”

      “Relief?”

      He reached down and cupped her mound over her clothing. “I want to taste you here. Lick you until you come on my face and scream my name and I have to reach up and cover your mouth to keep you silent.”

      “Oh my God.”

      He licked her neck, loving the taste of her skin. She sighed and trembled in his arms.

      “No,” she whispered, and stepped back. “No,” she repeated, more firmly. “I was happy to help you, but you don’t need to do…any of that.”

      He wanted to give his mate the same intense orgasm she’d given him. But she was saying no? “Why do you not want this? I can smell your desire. This must make you uncomfortable. Allow me to relieve you in the way you did for me.”

      Her cheeks darkened to a lovely shade of flush. “I…I just don’t, okay? I’m fine, don’t worry.”

      “Hannah.”

      “I need time to think about what you said. About how you want me to leave with you and live on your planet. That’s a big deal, right? Don’t you see that’s a big deal?”

      It was?

      “You don’t see it. Well, it was a big deal. It kinda ruined the moment for me. Ordering someone to leave their home planet, it’s a big deal, even if you don’t realize it.” And then she sat down on the low wall and put her face in her hands.

      He sat next to her. He’d checked this location prior to pulling her inside. A drone flew above, assuring their privacy. Heriot took one of her hands in his and threaded his fingers through hers. Both her scent and touch were a calming mechanism against the roaring beat of “claim, claim, claim” that clamored within his mind and body.

      For the first time in his lifespan a female was staying with him after release, speaking to him. He usually returned the favor, making sure the R’Etor female had her orgasm, and then the female always immediately left. None had ever wanted to stay and…talk.

      He had no idea how to comfort his female. The words he’d spoken in a moment of passion were still the truth. She was leaving with him at the end of this mission. Whether he had to steal her or if she left of her own volition, the outcome would be the same. This human female was his and she was returning with him to R’Etor to be his true mate.

      She lifted her head. “Heriot.”

      “Yes?”

      She sighed and sat up, continuing to clasp his hand. “Let’s get back to talking about your mission. You need to get back to business, right, and take out your target?”

      He straightened. Yes, yes, he did need to get back to business.

      “I want T’Antor caught and punished as much as you do. So, let’s get back to that. Tell me everything. Please, I need to understand better what’s going on. Start at the beginning.”

      He squeezed her hand, pleased to know his female was so inquisitive. “You are my truemate,” he began, starting with the most important fact.

      “You’ve said that to me many times now, but what exactly does that mean?”

      He blinked and nodded. This female was different than any he’d ever met. She wanted to know him better. His chest tightened. He cleared his throat. “On R’Etor it means we will be together for our mutual lifespans. I scented you before you stepped onto the transportation vehicle. Your pheromones instantly entered my body and lit my mating receptors. It was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. I’ve been told by other mated males that knowing when you’ve found your truemate is instantaneous. But it was still surprising. You are mine, and I am yours and we cannot now be separated. At the end of this mission you will leave Earth and return with me to R’Etor to live out your lifespan and bear our younglings.”

      His mate frowned. She bent her head for a moment, processing what he’d said. Long, smooth, flush-colored hair created a shroud around her features. Finally, she looked back up at him. He swept vivid strands of her shiny hair over her ear, unable to keep his hands off of that tempting mix of sex appeal and wonderous color. He waited, giving her time to speak.

      “So I’m different,” she responded. “I’m not just a female you desire, so your body is reacting, forcing you to want to mate me. I’m your truemate, sort of like…you, you think we’re married now?”

      “If married means that you are my mate for life, then yes, we are married.”

      She blinked and pursed her lips. “That’s not how we do this on Earth,” she said. “We get to know each other first, over many months, and then eventually a man asks a woman to marry him, to be his mate, and he puts a ring on her finger and then they get married.”

      He snorted, trying not to laugh over ridiculous human customs. He had a mission to complete and a Bride to steal. “I do not have time to perform lengthy human mating rituals. You are mine. We are truemates.”

      She blew out a breath. “So, you just expect me to drop everything in my life, leave my planet and all I’ve ever known and live with you on your alien world? Forever?” she asked.

      He smiled, happy to see she was beginning to understand. “Yes.”

      “I…but…oh, whatever, we’ll argue about that later. We’re wasting time here. Tell me more about T’Antor and what he’s done and why you’re looking for him.”

      He quietly explained everything to her. The contract. His mission. How his brother was hunting T’Antor’s brother in New Mexico. How T’Antor had a scanner too and they were both trying to pinpoint the exact location of the Illibrium.

      “So basically, we’re on this hilltop, playing a game of who can find the Illibrium first?” she remarked.

      “Yes,” he answered, “and when I find the Illibrium I’m also going to eliminate my target.”

      “You’re here to kill T’Antor and make sure he doesn’t get any of this crystal you say is super dangerous?”

      “Yes. Kill him; destroy the crystal.”

      “And meanwhile, you had no idea you’d meet me and discover I was your…mate?”

      He smiled. “That was an added bonus.”

      “And you’ve accidentally broken and lost your supply of the antidote that abates pigment transformation, so you’ll have to suffer through that while you’re chasing T’Antor.”

      “Yes, you explained that well. That is exactly my predicament.”

      Her lips twisted. “I’m kinda embarrassed at how T’Antor tricked me. I’d like to think my Spidey-senses are pretty good when it comes to sniffing out men who don’t have the best intentions, but I thought he was okay because he convinced me he was Ron’s friend.”

      “Hannah, he’s a professional thief. A con artist. This is what he does and he’s very good at it. He tricks R’Etor citizens, making them think he’s innocent and trustworthy, right before he steals all of their currency and burns their domicile to the ground.”

      She let go of his hand and stood up. “Okay,” she said with a crisp, tight voice, using her hands to brush off the front of her pants. “Let’s get going. We need to find T’Antor and this Illibrium.”
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      Heriot enjoyed this side of his female—all business.

      “There’s our group again. Darn it, we missed the tour of all the guest houses, but we can catch up with them before they step into the main building. Let’s go.”

      His cock twitched in his trousers, already stirring back to life at her intensity, her focus. These were the hallmarks of a good assassin. Heriot exhaled, trying to calm his raging hormones. But it was difficult. His truemate’s sexual appeal was staggering.

      His female took a deep breath. “I can do this,” she muttered to herself. Then she grabbed his hand and they walked to the edge of the group and rejoined their original tour. A few of the humans turned their heads and looked at them with surprise. Some snickered. He did not care. They were civilians. Beneath his notice.

      He placed his hand on Hannah’s back, needing the connection. She glanced up and gave him a tremulous smile. Warmth bloomed in his chest, and every protective instinct he’d never had until now, doubled in capacity.

      They were now standing in an open square in the middle of the estate, the large ornate doors of the main building in front of them. The tour guide spoke, explaining details of the façade and what they would be seeing inside. Heriot looked around and up at the building with twin bell towers jutting up into the blue sky. He glanced around to the blooming foliage spread all around. Beyond that was a view that stretched across the hills to the ocean and the horizon.

      He shrugged.

      “I can’t believe you’re not impressed with this place,” his female whispered. “This is one of the most beautiful spots on Earth. It’s a representation of the best of my world. Art from all over the planet. The gardens, the architecture are the best of the best. And you’re just blowing it off like it’s nothing, which, you know, hurts a little. I feel like I’m standing on a slice of heaven,” she said. “Can you smell that? The jasmine? The gardens are filled with so many flowers in bloom the air is like a soft perfume.”

      It was pleasant enough.

      The guide led them all around the right side of the main building, to a smaller door, and gestured for the humans to enter. Good, he could start looking for the Illibrium inside, which was where he expected to find it.

      “Can you believe this?” she continued to whisper. “This place is called a castle, so I bet before people come here to visit they think it’s going to be a gray stone castle, like in Europe, but it’s actually a collection of five buildings made to look like we’re in a village on the Mediterranean. This place is an art and history mashup of Medieval and Renaissance Europe, and the California coast in the 1920s and 30s.”

      He shrugged again, not even needing to look around. “R’Etor is better.”

      She cocked her head to the side, her bright blue eyes narrowing with suspicion.

      “You don’t believe me?” he questioned.

      “I’d say you’re biased.”

      He looked both ways for an all-clear and pulled out his tablet. “Look,” he said, showing her a picture of his home.

      Her lips parted, and a wide smile spread across her face. “It’s like a golden castle in a magical, snow-filled valley.” She looked up at him. “Heriot, that’s not real.”

      “It is.”

      “It’s too beautiful to be real.”

      He grinned. “This is my home. You will love it there. The air, water and soil are clean.”

      She handed the tablet back to him and averted her gaze. “This is nice, but I’m not leaving,” she responded. “I’m happy we’re together while you’re here, and I want to help you, but I can’t leave. I live here. This is my home.”

      His chest tightened. He hated hearing this from his mate. His mind began racing, searching again for the right words and actions to convince her to peacefully leave this planet with him, so he wasn’t forced to drug her and steal her away.

      Because he would. He so would.

      “You are my mate,” he replied. “You will leave with me because we belong together.”

      “I’m not leaving with you.”

      “You are.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Shhh,” an older mated female wearing a red hat hissed. “I paid for this tour,” she gritted. “I know the two of you think you’ve got more important things going on, but the rest of us want to listen.”

      Hannah glanced over and gave Heriot a rueful smile. “Sorry,” she mouthed.

      

      Later, while the group listened to boring human-speak from their guide about dead humans he had no interest in, Heriot was fuming over the glacial speed of this mission. He’d been able to visually inspect two large rooms so far and scan one object he thought might possibly hide the Illibrium, without the humans noticing. But this was not enough. The domicile was very large, he needed to be able to move freely…

      And then his mate rammed a painful elbow into his side. “Oh my God,” she hissed. “That’s him. Look, it’s T’Antor!”

      Heriot turned around quickly.

      T’Antor passed by at a distance, walking with another group to a different location in the main building. Heriot made eye contact with his target. The asshole lifted his hand and placed a thumb under his top teeth and flicked him off and kept striding away. Heriot’s jaw clenched. He was so going to love taking this fool out.

      “Why isn’t he flushed?” his female asked. “Shouldn’t pigment transformation be affecting him, too? It had already started for him when we were on the bus. You said it happened if a male of your species feels desire for a human woman. Well, come on, from right here I can see two beautiful young women wearing way-too-short dresses in the same group as T’Antor. Don’t tell me he doesn’t desire them or any number of other women walking around out here. He doesn’t have me anymore to use to force mate… Didn’t you say his symptoms were supposed to get worse and worse? I mean, I know why you aren’t flushed anymore, but he should still be in the midst of it, right? It should be hitting him hard.”

      Heriot took a deep, calming breath. He knew exactly why T’Antor wasn’t flushed anymore.

      “Heriot, did you hear me? Why isn’t he…?”

      He watched his mate and could see the moment she made the connection.

      “No,” she gasped, her eyes wide with horror. “No! He found a different woman to force mate, didn’t he? He’s raped someone here while taking a tour on the hilltop? Oh my God. Do you think…do you think he killed her?”

      “Yes.” It was logical assumption. T’Antor couldn’t leave a witness behind.

      “Yes? Holy shit! We need to stop this guy before he rapes and kills another woman. Let’s go!”

      She pulled his arm and he followed her down a hall, towards the room T’Antor’s group had disappeared into. Heriot stopped and shook his head.

      “This is not the most logical course of action,” he said. “I need to continue scanning for Illibrium to complete my mission.”

      “But shouldn’t we follow T’Antor? Don’t we need to protect other women, make sure he’s not hurting anyone while he’s up here?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I am not law enforcement or military. I am here to assassinate my target. That is all.”

      “What? So, you don’t give a shit if he rapes twenty women here on Earth before you happen to find the time to take him out? Come on, you were pretty intent on making sure he didn’t rape me. Why do you suddenly not care if it happens to other women?”

      “You are my mate, they aren’t.”

      “Oh Christ. You know that’s wrong, don’t you? Totally wrong.”

      “I am an assassin,” he reminded her.

      “You’re not helping me to want to be with you, you know. Why would I want to leave my planet and go live with a mate who doesn’t protect others? So what, you’re just an indiscriminate murderer? A killer for hire?” Her eyes watered.

      He lifted his chin. “I am the best assassin on R’Etor. Heriot & Jadzion is the most profitable assassination business on R’Etor, with the highest kill ratio.”

      She threw her hands up. “Oh great. On your planet, you’re the top bad guy? The villain. You’re the antagonist…I’m not sure if I want to be an assassin’s Bride.”

      Her words hit like a blade twisting in his heart. His truemate was considering rejection? Heriot reached out and cupped her chin. “I only want you,” he said, his voice heavy with the emotions he carried inside. “I am a killer for hire. I’ve never cared about beings other than my brother and my mother. But what I care about most in the universe is now right here, before me.”

      Her jaw clenched, and she blew out a breath. “But, Heriot, I can’t stand by and be with a man who hurts other people and is a blight upon the universe and look the other way.”

      “I will kill any R’Etor who tries to touch you. I will always protect you and keep you safe until my last breath, know that.”

      His mate stepped closer, her pheromones slamming him with that insistent nag of desire.

      “Thank you,” she said. “That’s great. But still—”

      “And also, I can smell your desire. You cannot keep your hands off of me.”

      It was true. His Bride was even now, standing with her arms around his waist, her hands trying to slip underneath his shirt and touch his skin.

      Her cheeks darkened with that partial flush he loved. “Oh damn,” she sighed. “This isn’t fair. I can’t think clearly when you’re near me.”

      “I will kiss you and remind you of why you want to mate with an assassin.”

      “No.” She shook her head and stepped back away from him. A rueful smile played across her perfect lips. He felt the loss of her touch immediately. “No.” She put her palms up. “I need to keep my head in the game.”

      “Game?”

      “Mission. Sorry. I mean I need to focus on this mission…We can’t allow T’Antor to hurt or kill anyone else.”

      “I have him cornered here. My tablet will alert me if he leaves the confines of this domicile. I have been slowed considerably by the symptoms of my pigment transformation. Without that, he’d already be dead. But still, I will eliminate him by the time the sun sets on this side of your planet.”

      “How are you going to kill him?”

      Heriot snorted. He knew twenty ways to kill this waster. It would take five seconds. He could do it bare-handed or with one of the weapons he hid in his uniform. He just needed a situation to not startle or alert the humans. T’Antor was smart to stick with another tour, hiding his scouting of the grounds and the domiciles amongst a group of humans. He knew Heriot couldn’t take him out with the humans so near.

      Every time he’d checked T’Antor’s location—minus the time Heriot had spent seeking relief with his mate—he’d seen the asshole’s bio-signature mingled within a group of fifty humans. The waster was making it impossible for him to complete this hit with total privacy.

      Although in the end, if the choice was the humans discovering the existence of aliens and Heriot receiving zero payout for this contract, and T’Antor getting his hands on Illibrium and taking it back to R’Etor to kill millions of citizens, Heriot’s choice would be clear. He would eliminate T’Antor no matter how many humans were there to witness. But, until that difficult situation presented itself, he’d still leave time for taking T’Antor out, the humans none the wiser.

      “What’s our plan?” his mate asked.

      “Our plan?”

      “Yes, I’m helping you.”

      He smiled. This was most unusual. His brother was his partner. Maybe he could train his mate to work in the family business, too. This would be acceptable.

      “Oh, we are definitely taking that fucker out. He hurt Ron and Daisy and would’ve killed them if you hadn’t stopped him. He would have raped me if you hadn’t shown up. And he just raped and murdered someone here on the hilltop. And God only knows how many others he’s hurt and murdered since he’s been here on Earth. He’s not getting off this planet alive. I’ll cut his heart out myself if I have to. We have to stop him, here, on this hilltop. We’re the only ones who can.”

      He smiled. His female was bloodthirsty. She would fit in perfectly at Heriot & Jadzion.

      “I want a weapon, too,” she stated. “I’m not totally weak, you know. I exercise five days a week to stay strong.”

      He could believe this. Heriot looked her up and down. Her curves were generous, but she also had a tight strength to her soft form that he appreciated. He reached into his jacket and quickly unsnapped and pulled out a blade and sheath for his mate. It was his smallest weapon, it would fit her perfectly.

      “Oh wow,” she breathed.

      He smiled. “When we return to R’Etor I’ll show you my main collection and train you. You can choose what weapon you prefer. This will do for now.”

      “Heriot…”

      He gave her a sharp glance, challenging her to contradict him.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” she sighed.

      He pulled her close and ran his palms along her stomach and around her waist as he reached behind her, securing the stealth blade’s sheath against her back, underneath her outer clothing.

      “Thank you.” She smiled. “I love it.”
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      Hannah glanced at her cell phone and frowned. It was two o’clock in the afternoon. This made sense, considering she was so freaking hungry she’d gladly fight off a pack of hyenas to gnaw at a pile of dirty bones.

      She’d missed breakfast that morning because she’d overslept and never ate in her mad dash out the front door. But…Hannah patted her pockets…

      Aha!

      There is was. Perfect. The protein bar she usually kept around just for emergency situations such as this. She pulled it out and waved it in front of Heriot. “You want some? We could share.”

      He glanced over and shook his head, muttering something about “unclean Earth ingredients.”

      She shrugged. His loss.

      Hannah unwrapped the bar, kept working and started munching. They were making good progress through the estate. So far, they’d snuck through the kitchen, the dining room, the billiards room and various morning rooms and gathering areas in the main building. Slipped between tour groups and dodged security guards. It was heart-pounding and a bit scary for Hannah, considering she’d never done anything illegal in her entire life. But it was worth it, considering each room they covered, looking for this mystery crystal called Illibrium, brought them one step closer to finishing Heriot’s mission, which ended in him killing T’Antor. And any situation that ended in the elimination of T’Antor was all right with her.

      Hannah took another bite, thinking of Ron and Daisy who were probably in the hospital in Santa Maria. She hoped they were okay. She had no idea as to the extent of their injuries and could only send good thoughts and best wishes their way, wishing they could know she was doing everything in her ability to take out the asshole who hurt them. And of course, her heart bled for the unknown woman T’Antor had murdered. The innocent woman whose only error had been in wanting to go on a tour of Hearst Castle at the wrong moment in time.

      Thinking of the fact that T’Antor was still loose caused her steps to quicken into the next room with Heriot. She tried to work faster, her eyes alert as she skimmed every nook and cranny for anything suspicious, anything that could possibly be Illibrium.

      T’Antor needed to be stopped today. No way was she letting that alien asshole rape and murder his way through the central coast. Not on her watch.

      The two of them stepped into yet another elaborately decorated gathering room. A row of tall windows looked directly onto the gardens at the back of the main building. This was considered the less extravagant and slightly unfinished side of the estate. She chuckled because it was still pretty damn elaborate. Every single nook and cranny of the interior of this ginormous mansion had objects that had been shipped over from Europe or recreated to look like the things right next to it that were hundreds of years old.

      She imagined all the empty spaces in medieval, gothic and renaissance churches, cathedrals, castles and châteaux in Europe (she’d dubbed them the fours Cs) because those things were instead here, in Hearst Castle. Whole ceilings and walls had been removed and shipped across the ocean and installed here. In every single room there seemed to be an elaborate fireplace that used to be in a French château. And shit, there were tapestries everywhere. The ceiling of the room they were in right now was covered with carved and painted wood panels probably from a Spanish cathedral. And yep, yet another fireplace that she could literally stand upright in if she wanted to, and tapestries, tapestries, tapestries. Basically, she’d seen so much museum-quality furniture and art at every turn, she was becoming immune to it.

      Heriot’s features brightened as he glanced at a large marble statue in a corner, of a naked woman holding a sparkling ball in her hand.

      “Is it?”

      He stepped forward. “I’m checking.”

      Hannah held her breath as he scanned the object with his tablet. A red light blinked on the screen.

      Heriot cursed.

      Her shoulders slumped. Shoot. That sucked.

      “I hate this planet,” Heriot groused as he continued to visually scan the far corner of the room, his pitch-black assassin-stealth outfit and his thick, glossy white-gold hair looking incongruous against all that renaissance art.

      Heriot might be scary and intimidating to some people, his coloring a bit startling, but she thought he looked sexy as hell.

      “What? You hate my planet?” she answered, her mouth still half full of protein brownie bar. “Why? What’s wrong with Earth?”

      “It’s dirty. Your species learned how to begin creating a technologically advanced civilization, but it does not yet know how to balance this manufacturing without ruining the environment. The modernization of your planet without the control of eliminating the waste is polluting your air, soil and water. This unchecked filth is the sign of a primitive society.”

      “Okay, Mr. Fancy Pants.”

      “What does this mean?”

      “It means I get it, you think you’re better than us.”

      He shrugged. “I am.”

      “Are you okay with finding out that your mate is human? Weren’t you…disappointed when I wasn’t R’Etor?”

      He looked surprised at her question. “No, I wasn’t disappointed,” he said as he moved closer. “I was happy to have discovered my truemate. It does not matter to me that you aren’t R’Etor. In fact, to me you are special. A special gift I found on the planet Earth. I will bring you home and my life will be complete.”

      He stopped in front of her.

      Hannah lifted her chin up, up, up to stare at his harsh features, that dichotomy between golden angel and devilish assassin. She swallowed the last of her bar and placed her hands on her hips, trying to not get distracted. If she touched him, he won. She’d melt in his arms because he was so handsome, it hurt. What he’d said before about thinking of her as a special gift—that was sweet, but he was being so judgmental! Ugh! “My planet isn’t filthy. Your planet isn’t better than mine. And we’ve already been over this, I’m not leaving Earth. And…wait, Heriot…you’re flushing again.”

      His jaw clenched. “It is happening quicker this time because your truemate pheromones are the most intense.”

      “Oh no, should we separate to keep looking? Maybe that would be better…”

      “No! No. I need you with me.”

      “But Heriot, it’s probably more sensible to—”

      “I will not be separated from my mate,” he snarled.

      She blinked, surprised at his quick anger. But then, she could see hints of red rash peeking up from his collar, onto his neck. He was probably in pain and trying to hide it. “Okay, but I need to relieve you again.” Shoot, they’d just started making good progress and now they were going to need to stop again.

      “This is exactly why I self-selected to isolate myself from unmated females. I did not want to lead a life ruled by pheromones. But this is unlike anything I’ve encountered before. Your pheromones. Your pheromones are…” he groaned.

      She let her annoyance at him go, knowing he must be horrified at his predicament. None of this was his fault. She grasped his arm. “I need to get you somewhere private, right now.”

      “No, let’s keep going. I checked T’Antor’s bio-signature a few moments ago. He’s left the second floor and is moving to the third. We need to go there, too—”

      “Heriot, it’s getting worse. You will soon be no use to anyone. I can help you. It won’t take long.”

      His cheeks darkened, and his gaze skittered away. Oh God, the poor guy was embarrassed, wasn’t he?

      She looked around. They couldn’t have “sex” in any of the public rooms they’d been in, it was too risky. And there was no way she was getting it on in one of the bedrooms. Every single space in the main building was made up of some surface, usually a textile, that was ancient. Precious. One of a kind. And there was no way she was messing that up with Heriot’s jizz or any of her own juices.

      Gross.

      Then suddenly a new idea blossomed in her mind.

      “Wait,” she told him. “Yesterday I was looking at the Hearst Castle app, studying the map of the estate. I’m remembering that not far from here, at the back of the main building, is a tennis court. And underneath the tennis court is a Roman Pool. It’s an inside pool. And, the best part, I’m pretty certain I saw a row of changing rooms back there.”

      

      Not more than ten minutes later Heriot kicked the changing room door closed behind them, ensuring their privacy.

      It was amazing how quickly he’d gotten her there. After she’d mentioned this location he’d whipped out his tablet and tapped across the screen several times in utter concentration. Then he’d grunted, “Female, with me.” He’d taken her hand and dragged her along, her feet flying as she tried to keep up with his long strides. They’d dodged every person, every employee, and stepped into the cool, dark environment of the Roman Pool.

      She yanked hard on his arm, making him pull up short for just a moment, because JFC, this place was a jewel unto itself. The pool was enormous, five times the size of regular pools, and completely indoors, with large floor-to-ceiling windows everywhere. Every surface gleamed with blue and gold mosaic. Not gold-colored mosaic—actual gold karat. The pool looked like an ancient Roman bath. It managed to combine an aura of serenity with eye-popping Vegas glitz into a jaw-dropping pattern she couldn’t stop examining, her eyes darting everywhere. It really was the perfect setting for all the Hollywood elite and celebrities of the day who used to frequent this pool.

      “Female,” Harriot urged.

      She nodded and kept going. He led her through an entry she had no idea he even knew existed and then they were in the back corner of the pool house, in a quiet hallway lined with doors.

      Heriot strode forward and chose the last doorway. He pulled her inside and locked the door behind them.

      Hannah smiled as she looked around. Dim light filtered in through the crack in the perimeter of the thick wooden door. A low bench lined one wall. Every surface was tiled in warm, pleasant colors. It was a perfect hideaway.

      She turned. “Heriot, I—”

      And then he was on her.

      Heriot growled like a lion, a predator barely restrained, homing in for the kill. His enormous body pressed against hers, his hips grinding against her stomach, letting her feel that long, hard pipe. Her breath caught in her throat and every girly part in her body stood up and took notice.

      He’d said he would get steadily worse, that his symptoms would become more painful and he’d lose control. He wasn’t kidding, was he?

      He pinned her against the wall, reached down and cupped a hand possessively on her mound. “This is mine,” he said, his lips against hers. “But I will not take you here, in this place. The release of my seed in your hot channel will be on my ship, in my bed where I can take my time pleasuring your body.”

      “Mmm,” she answered, as she wiggled her hips against that hard ridge. All she could think of was how much she wanted that inside of her. Her palms automatically slid underneath his shirt, searching for luscious bare skin over hard muscle. Her brain filled with fuzz, distracted by all that was Heriot …and then words flew out of her mouth, words she’d never said before and thought she would never say: “But, since I’m not leaving with you on your ship, maybe we should go ahead and mate right now.”

      She’d just met him that day. In reality she barely knew Heriot. And she was ready to give her virginity up to this alien who she might never see again after tonight?

      Hell yeah.

      She meant it. Meant it with every fiber of her being. She wanted Heriot to be her first. Wanted to feel the slide of his cock filling her up. She didn’t want to wait for any other human man, even if she never saw Heriot again after tonight, she wanted this with him. Their bodies joined. A spectacular moment she could replay in her mind again and again for years to come.

      “Hannah,” he growled.

      What? She was not leaving with him on his ship. Not taking a step off of this planet. Really, how clearer could she be?

      “You are my mate. I am taking you with me. There is no need to rush and join in a truemating. You can relieve my symptoms with your touch. Your words say you want this, but I sense there will be remorse after a mating in this sparse human setting. You are a female who wants her first mating with her truemate to be a moment to remember. I want that, too.”

      Wetness formed in her eyes. Her nose started to sting. How did he know? She hadn’t admitted that she was a virgin. “You want that, too?” she whispered.

      “Yes,” he said gently. “I want that, too. You are precious to me.”

      A tear rolled down her cheek.

      “I’ve never done this before,” she admitted.

      He looked deep into her eyes. “Female, have you been pleasure mated?”

      “No, I…I’m a virgin.”

      A large, genuine smile spread across his face, showing off his dimple again amidst all that gorgeous white-gold stubble of his beard. “I will be your first, and your last. Females from my planet have occasionally provided pleasure mate privileges to me—using their hands or their mouth to bring me relief. But I’ve never had my cock inside of a female. Never released my seed inside of a mate. You will be my first, too.”

      Her heart began to unravel at those words, the words he hadn’t known she needed to hear but he’d said anyway. “So you’re technically a virgin too? We’ll be each other’s firsts?”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “You will be my first and my only.”

      Oh God, he was a virgin, too. She would be the first female he’d penetrated. How could an alien from another planet, a self-avowed assassin, be so perfect for her!

      It wasn’t fair.

      And yet she felt surprisingly calm about this whole crazy state of affairs. Heriot wasn’t a raging lunatic, he was a male who needed her help. Despite the fact that his eyes were bleeding from silver into red, his whole body was flushing again and he was a great mass of barely restrained hormones—she felt safe and whole in his arms. She trusted him.

      “I need to taste you,” he growled.

      Her eyes widened. Heriot, the predator, was back.

      And then suddenly she was taken off the wall, seated on the nearby bench and he was yanking her stretchy skinny jeans off her hips.

      “Baby,” she said as she put her hands on his and tried to sit up. “Wait a sec. I need to relieve you. You’ve got to be in pain. Let me help you first.”

      “No.” He shook his head, his giant palm on her stomach.

      “But—”

      “No. The last time you relieved my transformation you were left unsatisfied. This time I will be certain you are not left wanting.”

      “Oh.” Well, when he put it that way… “Hold on,” she gasped, and kicked off her flats. And then he pulled the rest to her thighs and then knees, and they were off, her pink panties, too, and then her lower half was naked before him.

      He tore off his jacket and tossed it to the floor. She giggled at the loud clunk of heavy metal it made as it hit the tile. God knew what gadgets he had hidden in there. He bent on his knees before her and placed his giant palms on the meaty part of her thighs. She leaned back against the wall and splayed her legs, allowing him an all-access pass. And somehow, she was much less embarrassed at this than she thought she would be. Because this was Heriot.

      Heriot.

      His fingers traced her lips and heat flashed inside of her, making her light-headed.

      “Later, when I am not suffering from transformation, I will take my time,” he said with a voice so deep it could grind rocks. “But now I need to taste your cream and feel you come in my mouth.”

      She whimpered. His head bent down and his mouth latched onto her core.

      The erotic sight of his white-gold head between her legs, his tongue working her clit—it was the stuff of legend. Better than any Tumblr. Better than anything before or since. The tiny vibrator she liked to press against her clit when she was alone in bed at night, it was nothing compared to this. This was sex in high definition.

      His beard scraped lightly against her thighs, somehow kicking up the sexiness by a factor of ten. He kept going, spending time on this. Oh wow, if he thought this was a quickie, what would it be like when he wasn’t suffering through the transformation? His tongue was moving right there, in the perfect spot. Her hands tangled in his thick hair, and she ground her hips against his tongue seeking more, more…

      “Please, please,” she panted.

      And then it broke. The mother of all orgasms crashed through her. Her back bowed as she rode it out, coming against his tongue, trembling and moaning. Afterwards, she lay back against the wall as if she hadn’t a single bone in her body.

      His fingers slicked inside of her channel, barely penetrating. “You’re so wet,” he rasped. “This is where I want to be, and you want me, too.”

      She blushed, a little embarrassed at how wet she was. And yes, yes, she wanted him too.

      He growled and stood up. A button undone, black trousers unzipped and an angry-red cock was in his hand, weeping cum. Her core clenched and she swallowed a moan. It was obscene. Filthy. Christ, she wished they were in his room on the ship. She wanted him inside of her, now.

      He lifted her up, light as air and pressed her against the wall, the cool tile against her hot back. And then one hand cupped her ass and the other pumped his thick length in tight, mean strokes. His gaze jumped to her face and her breath caught.

      What would it be like to have his naked body above hers…that hot length sliding in and out? He grunted as he slid against her skin, back and forth. She loved hearing his sharp breaths, his desperate moans as he neared his end. He thrust against her in rough, jerky strokes. His cock was as hard as his muscles, as he bumped and slid his length against her thigh, her mound, skin against skin. His hips mirrored the rhythm he wanted to fuck her with.

      “Watch,” he snarled. “Watch while I mark you.” His crown tapped against her. Heriot shouted her name as his throbbing cock jetted ropes of cum again and again onto the tight curls on her mound.
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      Hannah cleared her throat. Heriot shrugged on his jacket. They’d finished the quiet post-sex adjusting of clothes, and even though she’d just shared the most intimate, erotic moment of her life with this man, they both knew it was time to get back to work.

      Time was a-wastin.’

      They were still in the changing room, and Heriot was chalk white again. Hannah slid in next to him on the bench. He pulled out his tablet and put an arm around her, drawing her close to his side. She enjoyed this “normal” Heriot who was calm and deliberate and almost—cuddly. Although, desperate-for-release Heriot was pretty damn sexy, too.

      Hannah pushed her hair away from her face. “Where is T’Antor at right now?” she asked.

      “He’s in the top floor of the west wing of the main building, looking through the guest rooms.” Heriot turned to meet her gaze. “We need to be there, too, searching.”

      She placed her hand on his sleeve. “Baby, hold on. I have an idea,” she said, a little nervous he might blow her off. But she had to try. “Think about this… We’ve already spent all this time searching through the first floor of the main house. T’Antor went through the guest houses and the second floor. So, we know the crystal isn’t there. That leaves the third floor of the main building left, right?”

      He nodded. “Yes. This is why we need to leave and go there immediately. The Illibrium must be in this location. We need to find it before my target does, or catch him with it before he escapes and leaves this location.”

      “But I think the Illibrium isn’t on the third floor.”

      Heriot grunted.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but hear me out. I think we should give up searching in places where the Illibrium could’ve been on display for the last fifty years. Think of all the people that have been through here, and all the people working for Hearst Castle who could have potentially been handling it and nothing happened? You said it was volatile, how could it have remained safe while on display? I bet all this time this Illibrium has been embedded in something that’s being stored somewhere quiet and out of view.”

      “Where would that be? This entire site is a museum dedicated to placing items on display.”

      “Can I look at your fancy map?”

      He handed her his tablet and pulled her onto his lap.

      Hannah giggled with surprise as Heriot slid her onto his thighs, but then decided she liked this very much when his arms wrapped around her and his chin rested on her head.

      The light from the glass tablet cast the changing room in a comforting green glow, bouncing shadows in the corners. “I’m kind of a Hearst Castle nerd. I remember reading about how the estate has giant storage rooms. They sometimes rotate the artwork and statues they have on display, so they need somewhere to store the things they are taking out of rotation and saving for later. Also, if something has to be restored, they can place it there, too. Yeah, see, right here.” She pointed to a low, rectangular structure behind the estate, with many cars parked behind. “This is their underground storage room. And look at the hours of operation. They’ve already closed for the day.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “My mate has a sharp mind.”

      

      Once his female planned their next step, Heriot flew into action. A quarter rotation later he was bypassing a crude security system and taking his female with him through the human employee facility. Heriot entered the underground storage room first, followed by his mate. He flipped on the primitive power source, cringing at the vapors it produced. A row of pin lights lit up one at a time click, click, click…and continued until they stopped at a distant location in the back that seemed two nanco fields away. He looked around, taking it all in. The entire building was filled with floor-to-ceiling shelving stuffed with human artifacts.

      “Holy shit,” his female whispered.

      “It is large,” he commented.

      Hannah exhaled. “Welp, looks like we’ve got a lot of work to do. Let’s get crackin’.”

      They started with the artifacts closest to the front entrance that looked like they could possibly contain an Illibrium crystal. Heriot scanned one object after another, his mate helping him find and sort artifacts in an efficient system.

      He glanced at her as she reached up on her toes to pull a tiny square item from a shelf. His eyes roamed down her curvy form, lingering on her wide hips and rounded ass. He exhaled, willing his thickening shaft to stand down. If he thought too long about how delicious her hot cunt had tasted when he’d brought her to release in the changing room, he’d never get any work done.

      The moment this mission was complete he was putting his mate on his cock and planting his seed in her womb.

      A smile he couldn’t control slashed across his face.

      An alert chimed from his tablet.

      “What is it?” his mate asked, coming to stand at his side.

      Heriot checked his screen and tilted the display for her to view. “T’Antor has moved from the west end of the third floor to the east end.”

      “You think that means he’s checked it all and come up short?”

      “Yes.”

      Her brow furrowed. “What will he do next?”

      “He will come looking for me,” Heriot answered, and he reached forward, wiping a smear of dust off of his beautiful mate’s cheek.

      She smiled up at him.

      His knees weakened at the sight of those perfect lips tinted with color.

      “Why?” she asked. “Why will he come looking for you? Won’t he avoid you and keep searching for the crystal?”

      “He knows I will find it.”

      “And he’ll try to kill you, kill us, to get it?”

      “Yes. And if T’Antor finds the Illibrium first and manages to get away, billions of beings on my planet and on your planet will die because he can sell it and it will be used to create an extinction-level weapon. And they enjoy testing out their weapon on primitive planets first.”

      “Oh wow. So that was your original mission, find the crystal and destroy it?”

      “No, our contract is to eliminate the T’Antor brothers. It was only when I came to Earth that I realized Fucyu was almost in possession of Illibrium and the scope of my mission grew.”

      “Do you get paid extra for that, for also adding on chasing down this Illibrium?”

      “No,” he muttered. “I do not.” Although, he probably should charge more…

      “What are you going to do to the crystal when you find it?”

      “I will destroy it. Illibrium is volatile. Unstable. It is dangerous for it to be here, on your planet.”

      “Hmm…” Hannah replied, as she walked away, returning to the shelves.

      He lost sight of her as she stepped into another row. He turned to begin scanning a nearby rectangular stone object.

      “It’s nice of you to add this on to your mission. And you’re not even getting paid to do it. I’m certain most people would steal the Illibrium for themselves…” Her voice broke off. “Hey, I just figured you out,” she gasped.

      He continued to scan the objects in front of him, frowning. “You figured me out?” He’d implanted human-speak into his brain before exiting the ship, but there were still slang words that did not translate. This was one of them.

      She stepped back into the aisle, her eyes wide. “Yes. I’ve figured you out. You’re actually a good guy, and you just pretend to be bad!”

      A growl rumbled in his chest. “Hannah, I’m an assassin.”

      “I know. I know. But you’re not a bad assassin, you’re a good assassin.”

      “Good assassins do not exist. I murder beings for a living. I’m paid to kill.”

      “But you don’t just kill anyone, right? You only kill those who you’ve checked out and you can see need to be killed anyway because they’re bad.”

      “Yes, I evaluate all targets and only choose those contracts I think are worthy of elimination.”

      “And how many contracts have you said no to?”

      What did this matter? They were in a hurry. T’Antor was nearby and they still had a large area to cover to look for the Illibrium. He sighed with exasperation. “I’ve said no to many contracts.”

      “Fifty percent?”

      He paused. “Yes, fifty percent. How did you know that?”

      “Good guess. See, I was right about you. Look at all that business you’re throwing away. I bet the other assassins aren’t as picky as you. You’re like, the ethical assassin.”

      He glanced over at her. “This in no way detracts from the fact that I murder beings for a living.”

      “No worries. You’re still badass… Hey, is this what you were looking for?”

      And there it was, in her hands, an Illibrium crystal, embedded in a small statue. He didn’t even need to scan it. He could feel the hum of its power. Heriot slipped his tablet in his pocket and reached out to carefully take it from her hands, worried it might destabilize.

      “Give me the crystal,” T’Antor snarled.

      Heriot’s head whipped around. His target was standing in the doorway with a blaster in his hand. Fucyu’s face was flushed and beading with sweat, his eyes two red orbs. He was swaying on his feet like a drunk R’Etor. The pigment transformation had hit him hard.

      This mission was finally falling into place, moving along exactly as planned—find the crystal first, then T’Antor would conveniently show up to try and snatch it out of his hands. Heriot would then tear out his target’s beating heart. Except, Fucyu was standing much too close to his female.

      “I thought you’d be busy raping women,” Hannah sneered. “Asshole.”

      “That’s what I’ve got you for,” Fucyu answered. He grabbed Hannah and yanked her in front of him, an arm across her neck and his blaster pointed at her head.

      Oh hell, no. This was not according to plan. A pounding began in his ears. His muscles and veins strained against his skin. Heriot planted his feet wide apart. “You’re a dead R’Etor,” he rasped.

      Dead. So, very dead.

      “Put your hands up where I can see them,” Fucyu ordered. “Give me the crystal, or I’ll kill your mate.”

      Rage blackened Heriot’s blood. A rage that could burn domiciles to the ground and destroy whole civilizations. He watched as his truemate struggled in the arms of his target. Fear and anger etched across her beautiful features. He would do anything to save her life.

      Anything.

      He held out the crystal and kept his other hand next to his hidden blaster. “Give me my female first and then I’ll hand over the Illibrium.”

      “No, don’t,” his Bride wheezed. “Don’t give it to him.”

      Fucyu’s lips thinned. “Yes, do. Give it to me. Put the Illibrium on the ground in between us and step back. Then I’ll let her go.”

      Heriot stepped forward and bent to place the crystal down as he pulled his blaster out, planning to take this asshole out with one precise shot. He heard a guttural groan and lifted his head…to see his female with her hand still on the blade that was embedded in T’Antor’s heart.

      Heriot grunted. A smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

      Just to be sure, he fired a blast into the asshole’s skull. And his target dropped to the ground. Dead, as Heriot had predicted.

      Hannah stared at the male she’d just killed, her chest heaving with deep breaths. She looked up and met Heriot’s gaze. He smiled back at her, warmth filling every pore of his body.

      His female had killed Fucyu T’Antor, the most notorious criminal on R’Etor. The citizen who’d murdered his own family. Who had eluded so many captures my law enforcement, finally the R’Etor government had paid an outrageous sum to hire Heriot & Jadzion to assassinate the T’Antor brothers.

      And in the end, Heriot had not killed his target, his mate had.

      He was so proud of his female, his heart was about to burst within his chest.

      

      Hannah looked away while Heriot took care of clean up. She could tell he’d done this task many times. He had the bored look of a professional about to perform a memorized chore.  He shook out a silver bag, ready to dump the body. But then he…

      “What are you doing?” she wailed.

      He shrugged. “I need to cut off his head and bring it back as proof for payment.”

      “Oh, dear God,” she murmured. She turned because watching gave her the creeps. Pretty soon Heriot gave her the all-clear, and when she looked again, the body was gone, as if it had never existed, including the blood and the large bag. And the head was safely tucked inside a smaller silver bag with black handles. Out of sight, out of mind.

      Hannah blew out a breath, relieved it was all over.

      Obviously, she’d never killed anyone before. Never thought she’d ever kill anyone her entire life. But, she was surprisingly okay about this. This guy was a murderer. A rapist. And he would’ve been a mass murderer if they hadn’t stopped him here, on Earth. They’d basically just saved the planet and Heriot’s planet too. If that wasn’t a reason to kill someone, she didn’t know what was. She put out her hands, noticing she wasn’t shaking.

      Well, Heriot put a blast through the guy’s forehead one second after she’d stabbed him, so…maybe she didn’t technically need to be the one to kill T’Antor. But still…

      “You did well,” Heriot had said, examining her kill. “You went straight for his heart chambers.”

      “I didn’t really think it through, I was going on instinct and adrenaline.”

      “Your instinct is good. You are a natural at assassination.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      He grinned. “It is good.”

      Next, Heriot decomposed the crystal. This time he took out a specialized hand tool that shot out a beam of white light. This process took much longer though, and Hannah noticed sweat on his brow the whole time. She didn’t dare say a word to him, just sat silent while he concentrated and worked his magic. And then finally, the crystal was gone too.

      Then they quietly locked up, left the storage facility, and walked hand in hand back to the Roman Pool. Heriot nonchalantly held the small silver bag in his other hand. They took the last shuttle leaving from the hilltop to the visitor’s center.

      When they returned to the visitor center Heriot stood patiently as she bought and ate some snacks at the Starbucks in the lobby, just before it closed for the evening. She was worried about him because he hadn’t eaten anything either, and she managed to talk him into trying a banana because it was labeled organic and was in its own peel. He groused about how he’d have to do something he called a “chemical cleanse” later just to be sure he removed all the impurities from his body.

      She laughed and shook her head.

      And then they got into her car in the nearly empty parking lot—a trusty little Honda Civic she’d recently paid off. It had one hundred and fifty thousand miles on it with zero bells and whistles, but it started and went every day and had cheap gas mileage, and to Hannah this was all that mattered. And then she thought about her meager possessions in the tiny two-bedroom apartment she shared with a roommate she’d met recently through Craigslist. Not much to miss there. And she didn’t have any pets or family anymore. Grandpa and Grandma had been gone for two years now. She wasn’t invested in a real career yet; she needed to go back to college for some kind of specialization or degree but hadn’t decided what that was going to be. Working at the winery was a great position, but not necessarily her be all end all.

      She’d feel terrible knowing that if she left Earth with Heriot the police would probably think the person who’d hurt her friends and murdered that unknown woman on the hilltop had murdered her, too. And then Ron and Daisy and her other friends would all be put through that torment…

      But was this reason enough to stay on Earth and give up Heriot?

      No.

      She’d been insisting all along that she wasn’t leaving Earth. No fucking way. But on the other hand, why stay?

      Hannah sighed and nervously tapped on her steering wheel as she pulled out onto the highway. She glanced at the sun setting over the ocean, wondering if it would be so bad if this was the last time she saw that?

      Heriot had been open about his intentions all along. To him, this wasn’t just a hookup. She wasn’t his sexual respite while he finished his mission. He cared about her, wanted to marry her and have children together. He said he was in this for the long haul and he wanted her with him. She knew he fully expected her to leave with him on his ship and they’d start their life together.

      Which was sweet. Loyal.

      But still, she couldn’t help the doubt that nagged at her mind.

      Staying here on Earth was a sure deal. Leaving with Heriot was the unknown.

      He lived on some planet called R’Etor with a race of people with pointy ears, who were all white-skinned with silver eyes. She would be the only human. If she left with him, she might never see another human again, her whole life.

      She glanced over at Heriot and grinned at the sight of his longer-than-long legs bent up to his chest as he sat uncomfortably in the too-small front seat. His eyes were glued to the tablet propped on his knees. He’d been communicating with his brother, who was apparently bringing their ship in close for Heriot to board.

      “Turn here,” he ordered.

      “Here? Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Stop the vehicle right there.”

      She did as he asked, confused because they were now off Highway 101 and close to the beach. He’d had her park next to a strip of hotels lined along a seaside cliff in San Simeon. Normally this section of the central coast was quiet since it mainly consisted of one giant nature preserve, two streets of hotels, three restaurants and a mini-mart. But today happened to be the Fourth of July, so there were more people walking to and from the beach than usual.

      How was Heriot planning to board some kind of spaceship here? She’d assumed he’d have her turn inland, and they’d end up hiking into the hills in order to meet up with his brother.

      “Heriot? How…?”

      “Let’s go.” He was out of the car in seconds, slamming the door shut behind him.

      Hannah glanced out the window to see his black jacket billowing in the wind. Well, shit. She got out too and followed him as he strode up the dead-end street.

      It was dark outside now, the sun having completely set behind the ocean. The roar of the surf hummed in her ears.

      Heriot held his silver bag in one hand, glancing down at his tablet in the other. He looked up and turned left onto a dirt path. It cut across shadowy fields of coastal nature preserve. Most of the people milling about on the street were descending wooden steps to the beach down below. Only a few brave souls were entering the path to walk along the dark windswept cliff.

      “Where the heck are we going?” she tried to yell to him, but the wind and the roar of waves crashing on rocks drowned out her words.

      And why was she following him? Did she want to be with Heriot until the last second in order to give him a tearful goodbye? Or was she there to leave with him?

      Hannah trudged behind Heriot, following the dim green glow of his tablet as they hiked along the narrow, rutted path through the rough grassy field. To her right was the cliff and the roar of the Pacific Ocean. Over the rise in front of her she could make out the distant peekaboo of red and blue Fourth of July fireworks.

      Heriot stopped. She bumped into his back. “Follow me,” he ordered and took her hand as he turned right, cutting off the path and stepping through the thick grass, going straight to the cliff. And they stood there, on the edge of raw natural beauty. The vast, dark ocean stretching off to infinity in front of them.

      There was no one else here. Everyone following the path had quickly walked forward to make it over the rise in time to watch the fireworks. No one was this far back, in the utter dark next to the cliff.

      “W…why are we standing here?”

      Heriot pointed down, over the edge. “This is where my brother is waiting for us. Our ship is cloaked and hidden down there, invisible to human eyes.”

      She leaned forward slightly to look over the sheer cliff, making out the distant outline below of white foam crashing around dark, jagged rocks. “Down there?” she squeaked. “There’s a spaceship hovering on top of the ocean?”

      “It is the perfect place to hide the ship. You and I need to get on board and leave. The gate we arrived through is set to deconstruct soon.”

      Hannah glanced back up in time to see fireworks exploding in the nighttime sky over Heriot’s shoulder. The far-off boom reverberated in her chest. From this vantage point they could easily make out the multi-colored circles blooming above the distant, sparkling coastline of Cayucos.

      Heriot turned. “What is that?” he asked.

      “Today is the Fourth of July.” She shrugged. “It’s a celebration.”

      “Of what?”

      “An American holiday.”

      He shook his head. “We need to leave right now.”

      Her jaw clenched. “Heriot…”

      He slid his tablet in his pocket, stepped forward and pulled her into his arms. Oh hell, he smelled so good, it was hard for her to think clearly when he did this.

      “You are my truemate and we are leaving Earth together right now,” he told her.

      She lifted her chin. “Baby, I’ve only known you for like, nine hours. Nine. Hours. And you expect me to leave Earth and go live with you on some planet where there aren’t any humans?”

      “Yes. R’Etor is much better than Earth.”

      She snorted. “How can I decide on such an important decision so quickly?”

      “I expect you to decide because you are my mate and being with me is now the most important factor in your life. We are mates, Hannah. I cannot live without you. And I cannot live on your planet because they are primitive and have not made first contact. They would never accept me or our younglings. It would be disastrous. But you can live with me on R’Etor. There are often other species living there. R’Etor know of humans. You would fit in easily. And with this hair”—he picked up one of her curls again and placed it against his nose and inhaled—“you will in fact be a celebrity for this hair. It is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. The R’Etor will be as entranced with you as I am. But they will know you are mine.”

      “My job. My planet…”

      “R’Etor is your planet now. As my truemate you will automatically be considered a citizen. You can join Herriot & Jadzion.”

      “That picture you showed me, of the golden castle in the snow. Is that actually your home, or just somewhere nice on your planet we can visit?”

      “It’s my home. You and I will live there with our younglings. It is very large. We will all be comfortable. And also, my planet is clean. It is a healthier environment for our younglings to be raised in.”

      “Younglings?”

      He placed a hand over her stomach. “I will plant my seed in your womb and watch your belly grow large with our young.”

      She whimpered. Oh hell, he was so good at this, so very good at talking her into leaving. He deserved a medal.

      “Do you have family here that are important to you?” he asked.

      “I…well, no. Not anymore. I’m actually an orphan now.”

      “Then all the more reason to leave. My family will be your family. My brother has messaged me to expect his mate to return with us. Apparently, he has also found his truemate. So, there will be a human in our family for you to speak with.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh shoot.” She gave him a rueful smile. “Okay then, you’ve talked me into this. I’m leaving with you, right now.”

      “Good,” he said. “Let’s go. We will jump together.”

      Holy. Fucking. Shit. “Jump? Jump where?”

      He gave her a questioning glance. “I’ve done this maneuver a hundred times. The ship is directly below us. We will jump and drop into the ship.”

      “You expect me to jump off this cliff?” She stood there, her heart slamming in her chest. Her breaths still labored from the trek across the field and the anxiety of the decision she just made. The wind whipped her hair around her head.

      “I wouldn’t have you do this if it wasn’t safe.”

      She stared at him. All that she knew about his planet was what he’d told her. What if she hated it? What if…

      He held out his hand. She took it, pushing the doubt away.

      “It’s dark and my ship is cloaked, so you can’t see it. You’re going to have to trust me that it’s down there. We will jump together and below us the portal will open, and we’ll automatically be placed in the ship. It will catch us. I’ve done this many times. It is safe.”

      “Jesus Christ,” she muttered, scared out of her mind. Her heart thundered in her ears, her breath coming out in short puffs. Tears formed in her eyes and her nose started to sting. Was she really about to jump off a seaside cliff into the dark?

      Really?

      “I love you,” he said. “Trust me.”

      And she jumped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re home!” Heriot shouted.

      “Finally!” a male voice yelled back through some kind of fancy video imbedded into the wall. Hannah could see the man replying looked a lot like Heriot, but with a thinner face and no beard. “Strap in,” the other man groused, “we’re outta here.”

      Heriot walked over and stowed the silver bag containing T’Antor’s head in some kind of compartment, and then immediately pulled down two seats. The next thing she knew they were seated side by side and he’d clicked them both in with thick, industrial-grade-looking seat belts.

      “Who was that?” she asked.

      “My brother.”

      Hmm. They were really very handsome men. She wondered if these brothers were considered eligible bachelors on R’Etor. Women secretly stalking them, trying to see if they were their truemates. “He looks and sounds a lot like you, but nicer.”

      Heriot chuckled.

      And then the gravity shifted, her spine and hips shoved back into her seat. Like the sudden pressure of a rollercoaster or a fast-moving elevator.

      She gasped, and swallowed hard, her eyes watering.

      Heriot grabbed her hand in his and rested them both on his enormous thigh. “The first time’s always the worst,” he remarked.

      She clutched his fingers with a death grip, her other hand white-knuckled on the arm rest, imagining a day in the future where she’d be as blasé about being pummeled with gravity and jumping off treacherous seaside cliffs as Heriot was. And suddenly as it began, it was over. She let out a huge sigh of relief when the pressure lifted from her chest, like ropes being loosened.

      Heriot unclicked, stood up, and yelled out, “Jadzion. Status?”

      “We’re out the other side and back in our system. Looks good. Course is set for R’Etor.”

      Hannah looked around, her eyes searching for the location of the video or intercom or whatever the brothers were talking through, but she couldn’t find it. Damn, this ship was fancy!

      “I’m taking my mate to use the cleansing unit,” Heriot said. He leaned down and unclicked her belt with blinding efficiency, helping her to stand on her suddenly shaky legs. “And then we are staying in my room, alone, for the rest of the trip,” he announced.

      “Of course, you are,” his brother laughed. “Gotta wash that filthy planet out of your hair. We’ll meet up again later and introduce our mates prior to arrival in R’Etor. I transferred the flight path and ETA to you. And Heriot…Mom is going to love this.”

      Hannah noticed a rare smile hover at the edges of Heriot’s mouth as he thought about his mother.

      “Yes,” he answered. He met her gaze with sparkling silver eyes. “She is going to love this.”

      

      “Don’t touch anything,” Heriot ordered as the door to his room slid shut behind them. He started pulling off weapons strapped to him and hidden in his jacket. Her eyes widened at the pile that was growing on the shelves he had built into the wall, she assumed, for this purpose. One thing after another, heavily clanging as he put them away. It took him a while to take all his weapons off.

      “I cannot believe you were walking around with all that.”

      He grinned. “I come prepared.” Then he began stripping out of his clothes. He glanced over at her. “Take your clothing off, too.”

      Both of them naked? This sounded like a terrific idea. She took off her jacket and dropped it to the floor.

      Heriot sucked in a sharp breath. “Our clothing is not being washed, it’s going into the incinerator.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      “Continue, I will fix this.”

      Heriot barely gave her growing nakedness a second glance, he was so intent on his task. He shook out a shiny foil-looking bag, scooped her jacket off the floor and stuffed his clothes and hers into it. Then he tied it up and slid the door to his room open, threw the bag out into the hallway and closed the door again.

      “Nuking those Earth germs from orbit, just to be sure, aren’t you?” she laughed.

      He crooked an eyebrow at her.

      She shrugged.

      Then he pulled her into his “cleansing unit” and began scrubbing her everywhere, his big body sagging with relief. Her new husband was obviously a germaphobe.

      But none of this bothered her because all she could think of were those three words he’d said just before she’d jumped off the cliff. I love you. The words she hadn’t said back in reply but were stuck right there in her throat.

      She loved him, so much it hurt.

      She bit her lip. “Heriot,” she whispered, wanting to make sure this spectacular male knew what he was getting himself into. If he was a clean freak, he needed to know she was the opposite.

      “Hmm?” he answered, a determined look on his face as he washed her stomach.

      “Baby, I’m just trying to warn you I’m a bit of a slob. I’m well known for dropping my dirty clothes on the floor, not bothering to fold the clean ones and put them away, just leaving them in a crumpled pile I dig out of later. And, um, I allow clutter to pile up. I never dust. And I rarely do any dishes and instead eat take-out on disposable plates…”

      A shiver of disgust shook his frame. “Stop. Stop,” he said, looking pained. His giant hands reached up to cup her face. “I’ll teach you my routines.”

      She laughed and pulled his huge, wet body in for a tight hug. “And I’ll teach you to loosen up a bit. Sometimes germs are good for you. You gain an immunity to them when you let them in.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You sound like my brother.”

      She smiled. “Good.”

      Hannah glanced up at his face. His pinkened eyes and flushed skin. She took in his naked form for the first time, from head to toe, memorizing the shape of his shoulders, his biceps. His incredibly muscled chest. The enormous red dick that was pointing up at his stomach. He was so very, very masculine. The top of her head barely reached his chin. She studied the finest male she’d ever seen. With clothing or without.

      “You’re so sexy,” she sighed.

      “You accepted me the moment you met me,” he noted.

      It was true. She so, so had.

      “Baby, you’re turning red again,” she said, stating the obvious. “It must hurt…” This would be the last time she’d see him this way, red and in pain. He would come inside of her, and as his truemate, she would cure his pigment transformation. She loved this idea, that she was the one for him.

      He nodded absently and studied her nakedness with an equal amount of wonder, his eyes darting up and down. “The natural flush of your skin, your hair—it is glorious.” He cupped her breasts in his hands and pressed them together, playing with them. Then he bent down and sucked a pink nipple into his mouth, tugging hard.

      “Oh,” she gasped, tangling her fingers tight in his hair. He ministered to her breasts, one nipple and then the other, until she thought she might go insane from all the pleasure.

      He lifted his head. “Are you ready for me?”

      “I’ve been ready all day.”

      He leaned into her, bracing her back against the wall. He lifted her leg and fingered her cunt. She was so dripping wet they could both hear the sound his fingers made in her folds. His fingers slicked against her clit and she bucked in his arms.

      “Female, you are ready for my hard cock. I need you. Now.”

      “Don’t make me wait,” she hissed.

      He turned the cleansing unit off, scooped her wet form up into his brawny arms and carried her to his bed. She giggled as he set her down, loving the fact that he’d carried her, which gave the moment that hint of romance she’d always longed for. It was about to happen, her first time with her husband. The first time for both of them.

      “Open your legs.”

      Her pulse sped up. God, she loved this bossy man.

      Tell me what to do. Order me around.

      She spread her legs for him and propped herself up on her elbows, watching him watch her. He continued to stare at her core for long moments, pensively stroking his hard, red shaft, cum beading on the tip.

      How was that thing going to fit?

      The bed shook as his knees sunk into the large, curved mattress. He lay on top of her, gently, his arms propped near her ribs. He was so hard he notched his crown at her entrance, no help required. She reached her arms up around his neck and pulled him in close for a blistering kiss. He broke off and stared into her eyes. He slid forward and breached her entrance. She groaned at the reality of how full she felt. After a few inches he met resistance.

      “This is going to hurt,” he said, his forehead touching hers. “I am sorry.”

      He flexed his hips and he was all the way in. Long, scorching and hot. They gasped together. She blinked a tear away from her eye, because damn, that hurt. Heriot remained still for her, giving her time to acclimate, great breaths shuddering in and out of his chest.

      “More,” she begged, “more.”

      He pulled out almost to the tip and she could see herself glistening on his wet cock. See her cream and her blood. Then he sank back inside, a little deeper than before.

      It felt incredible, the pain long gone.

      He changed the angle slightly and pumped in and out. He started slow and then his speed increased. His body heat amplified, the flush inflaming his skin. She grabbed onto his shoulders, holding on for dear life as he began to lose control, fucking her hard, beastly sounds coming out of his mouth. A bead of sweat ran down his stomach and dropped onto her belly. She watched his stomach contract, his hips clench. She’d pay a million dollars to see his ass in action, too.

      He reached down between them, to where they were joined, and began stroking her clit. She sucked in a silent gasp. “Come on my cock,” he ordered.

      “Oh.” Her entire world narrowed down to Heriot’s cock pounding in and out and his fingers on her clit. It kept building, tightening. Each stroke brought her closer.

      This was the best moment of her life. All that she’d imagined as she’d waited, waited for her first time to be special with a man she loved. A man she meant to spend forever with.

      She looked up at his strained face, watching how beautiful he looked as he took her, as he drove her towards…

      His finger circled her nub, then on the side. Then he pinched it.

      “Now,” he said. “Now.”

      And then it hit. Shocking in its intensity. It swept through her in full gale force. She groaned, the pleasure-pain of it sweeping through her body was almost too much. He fucked her through the whole orgasm, driving it higher, longer, stretching out each sensation. Her pussy clenched and fluttered around his cock.

      And then he rested both of his arms next to her ribs and slammed through a few last fierce thrusts, then stilled, his cock throbbing as he came insider of her, wet and warm. She held onto his hips, trying to pull him in, wanting every drop.

      Afterwards, she lay there, completely wrung out, trying to still her ragged breaths.

      And he slid out, turned to his side and pulled her close, her naked back against his naked front, his half-hard penis against her ass. They were both sweaty, the beauty of their joining bringing both lethargy and peace. His lips pressed tenderly against her shoulder and she sighed at the perfection of his mouth on her hot skin.

      “Now you won’t have to worry about pigment transformation ever again?”

      “No,” he answered, wonder tinging his voice. “Never again.”

      “Good. I’m happy you don’t have to deal with that anymore.”

      He moved her hair aside and kissed her neck.

      “When do we meet your brother and his mate?” she asked.

      “Soon.”

      “Do you think he’s going to be okay with me joining your business?”

      “Now that my brother has found his mate, I doubt he will stay in our business. He’s never been as committed as I was.”

      “Really? Are you upset about that?”

      He turned her around so she was on her back and he rested on top, his growing erection between her legs. She gasped at the connection, loving the flare of heat in her belly.

      “No. It is his choice what he wants to do with his lifespan. I will instead go into business with my mate. You and I will work together. I will train you. I will change our license to Heriot & Hannah,” he said, as if it were a given.

      “We’ll work together? Oh my God, I’m going to be an assassin? That’ll be my job, my career on R’Etor? My grandparents would be horrified,” she laughed. Although she wasn’t horrified. It actually sounded like a great idea.

      Except…Hannah frowned, worried he wouldn’t be able to accept her ethics.

      He placed a hand on her hip. “Open wider,” he ordered. She splayed her legs so he could fit against her, his quickly hardening shaft notched at her entrance. “I will let you research our targets and approve my contracts,” he said.

      Her face brightened. She slipped her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts against his perfect abs. “Oh, well, that sounds okay then, as long as you understand your approval percentage might slip from fifty percent to forty.”

      He kissed her, his tongue fucking her like he’d fuck her again in just a few minutes. He tore his mouth away. “That is acceptable,” he answered. “It will make us more exclusive and I can charge more.”

      “So, any changes I make, as long as we’re still number one and making money, you’re okay with it?”

      “Exactly,” he answered, “because I love currency.”

      She ran her nails down his back. “My new husband has a head for business and a bod for sin.”

      He smiled and slid his hard cock all the way in—one long, practiced stroke.

      She moaned, loving the feel of that delicious slide. “I love you, Heriot,” she gasped.

      “I know,” he answered softly. “I know.”
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