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Prologue

	I was nine when the Tai-Kok raided my hometown of Grand Junction, Colorado. The monsters considered children a delicacy and always attacked the schools first. We were on the playground when the fighter jets started falling from the sky. The earth shuddered beneath our feet as the airplanes slammed into the city, setting it ablaze.

	Mrs. Parker, our teacher’s aide, shrieked like a crazy person when a black Tai-Kok marauder landed in the elementary school’s parking lot. The doors slid open revealing tall, hairless, skeletal humanoids with a mouth full of sharp metal teeth and three blood-red eyes. Funky metal spikes protruded from their milk white skulls. Quacking like demented ducks, the monsters rushed out.

	To my utter disgust Mrs. Parker fainted, making her easy pickins for the monsters. The freaked-out kids started screaming and running in every which direction. Like that was gonna help? Sure enough, the Tai-Kok chased after them.

	Momma had taught me how to use my special talent to protect myself. She also drilled me on what to do if the Tai-Kok ever attacked. Why hadn’t their parents done the same thing? Did they want their kids to get eaten?

	A monster with a quill covered face charged toward me. I automatically seized control of his mind. “Stop! Don’t move!”

	The monster froze. His three eyes rolled wildly as he realized his muscles had locked up. His freaky metal teeth snapped incessantly. Clack. Clack. Clack.

	“Na na nanna. Can’t move, can ya?” I did a happy dance. It worked just like momma said it would. “You’re not eating anyone today, are ya Spikey.”

	The monster honked loudly.

	I frowned. It almost sounded like he was laughing. Cold prickles suddenly ran up my spine and bam! The image of a Tai-Kok with a metal mohawk shooting at me flashed through my head. I hit the ground. Ten seconds later, a red energy bolt whizzed by and hit Spikey. He disintegrated in spectacular fountain of sparks. “Ha! Not so funny now, is it?”

	Squawking furiously, Mohawk raised his pistol again.

	I dove behind a concrete planter. Dazzling red fireflies engulfed it and poof. It was gone.

	“Wazzock’s piss!” I lashed out with my telekinesis and smacked Mohawk right in the kisser. His head snapped back and down he went.

	Scrambling to my feet, I grabbed his laser pistol and checked the power levels. A full load. Momma said the universe was full of bad people and to keep us safe, we went to the range every weekend to shoot different weapons. She had me play video games to learn battle tactics, critical thinking and how to persevere in the face of overwhelming odds. Warriors of the Galaxy was my favorite game. I played with Wazzock, an apprentice fighter like me, and we really kicked butt.

	Another Tai-Kok ship landed in the parking lot.

	I ducked behind a wall and reached out mentally, “Momma, I need help!” A cold ball of fear formed in my stomach when she didn’t answer. “Momma?”

	Frightened shrieks caught my attention. I peeked over the wall. The Tai-Kok were carrying little first graders to their ships.

	“Save them.” Momma’s voice was a faint whisper. “You must save them.”

	“I will momma. I promise.” Drawing heavily on my special talent, I took control of all the monster’s minds. My body trembled violently as I struggled to hold them. “Stop! Let them go.”

	The Tai-Kok dropped the children. Their metal teeth clacked crazily.

	“Go to the underground shelter,” I ordered the kids. They obediently ran into the school.

	Momma mentally kissed my cheek. “Remember what I have taught you Casey. And know this, I will always love you. Now stop the Tai-Kok.”

	“Yes, momma.” I could feel the monsters’ terrible hunger. They craved the flesh of the small ones. I shrieked, “You horrible freaks wanna eat? Eat each other. Cause kids taste icky, but Tai-Kok are yummy. Really yummy. Like a Happy meal.”

	The monsters made a strange squawking eeeeeerrrr noise and attacked each other.

	My eyes widened in horror. Ugh. They reminded me of those dinosaurs in the movies that went chomp, chomp, chomp. Gross. Who knew Tai-Kok blood was such a funny color.

	Mohawk scrambled over to Mrs. Parker and bit her leg.

	“Bad Tai-Kok. No teeth on the human. Spit!” I commanded.

	The Tai-Kok spat out a chunk of flesh.

	My stomach rolled. That was just nasty. “If you’re hungry, go eat them.” I pointed at the fighting monsters. And just like that, Mohawk joined the battle.

	Within a very short time, the parking lot was littered with dead and dying Tai-Kok.

	“I did it, momma. I did it!” A sharp stabbing pain suddenly ricocheted through my body and the mental link with my mother snapped. A sob broke from me. “Momma? Momma? What happened? Where are you? Please don’t leave me. Please. I don’t want to be alone,” I wailed.

	“You’re not alone,” a warm, reassuring male voice said in my head.

	I looked around wildly. “What? Who are you?”

	“My name is Saul. I’m psychic like you.”

	Horror knotted my stomach. Momma said my special talent was a secret and I could never, ever tell anyone about it. “I’m not like you. Go away.”

	“I can’t do that sweetheart. The Tai-Kok are still attacking the city. Tell me which school you’re at and I will come for you.”

	“No. Gotta find momma.” I kept trying to locate my mother’s familiar mental pattern, but all I could sense was an empty black void.

	“I’ll help you find your momma,” Saul said gently. “What’s your name?”

	Could I trust him? I knew momma was hurt bad. I couldn’t let her die. I couldn’t. “Promise?”

	“I promise. Tell me your name.” Saul’s mental voice was reassuring and at the same time full of authority.

	My body shook from exhaustion and I knew I couldn’t fight off any more monsters. “It’s Casey and I’m at Mesa Elementary School.”

	“What’s your momma’s name?”

	“Liliana.” I pulled some of momma’s brain candy out of my pocket. I was supposed to eat it after I used my powers.

	“Where does your momma work?”

	I popped the hard candy in my mouth. “She’s a healer at Moab Spiritual Center.”

	“Show me what she looks like and I’ll send some men to look for her.”

	I flashed Saul an image of momma.

	“Is your hair red like your mother’s?”

	“Yep.”

	“Is your last name Jones?”

	“No. Smith.”

	“Where’s your father?”

	Why was Saul asking all these stupid questions? “Are you gonna help my momma or not?”

	“I said I would, and I always keep my word.”

	“Okay. If you don’t, I’ll make you sorry.”

	“Will you?”

	I didn’t like the amusement in Saul’s voice. “Yep. Just like I made the Tai-Kok sorry.”

	A military helicopter landed next to the Tai-Kok’s marauders and heavily armed soldiers swarmed out.

	A big soldier in a fancy blue uniform jumped down. His gaze surveyed the dead and dying Tai-Kok and his eyebrows rose in amazement. “Finish them off.”

	Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. The soldiers shot any Tai-Kok still moving.

	I scanned the big man’s mental aura. It was Saul and his mind kinda reminded me of momma’s.

	Saul turned and studied me. I felt him mucking around in my brain. “You did this?”

	“I did and stay out of my head.” I hit Saul with a burst of telekinesis and knocked him out of my mind.

	Shock flashed across Saul’s face as he staggered back a step. He shook his head as if to clear it. “Do that again, and I will put you over my knee and tan your behind. Have I made myself clear?”

	I frowned. I could knock him out, but who would help me find momma? “Yes sir.”

	He walked over to me. “Are you sure your last name isn’t Jones? You remind me of my niece. I have a feeling you’re going to be a handful like Kaylee.”

	Cold prickles ran up my back. Wazzock’s piss! More monsters were coming.

	I felt the presence of another man in my head. A very powerful psychic. I threw up my shields and listened as he warned Saul, “There is a squadron of marauders heading your way, General.”

	“Copy Quinn.” Saul held out his hand. “Let’s go Casey.”

	I took his hand. “I think I made the monsters mad.”

	“You sure did sweetheart, but that’s a good thing. You’re gonna fit right in with the rest of the Sirens.”

	“You think I’m a Siren?”

	“I know you are.” Saul lifted me into the helicopter.

	Me? A Siren? Awesome. I watched all the soldiers enter the school. “They aren’t coming with us?”

	“No. Their mission is to keep the children safe.”

	“What’s our mission?”

	A scary smile formed on Saul’s mouth. “We’re going to teach those alien fuckers a lesson.”

	“Umm. You said a bad word.”

	“I did, didn’t I?”

	“Uh huh. How are we going to teach those alien fuckers a lesson?”

	Saul sighed. “Your mother raised a little myna bird, didn’t she?”

	I giggled.

	“How about we stick with horrible, creepy Tai-Kok?”

	“Kay. Momma calls them monsters.”

	“That’ll work too. Our lab guys have modified the horrible, creepy monsters’ laser cannons. The Tai-Kok are about to learn about Yankee ingenuity.”

	What the heck was Yankee ingenuity?

	Loud cracking booms sounded as eight marauders broke the sound barrier. The air vapor streaming off their wings, they flew straight at us.

	“Take ’em out,” Saul commanded. Thirty seconds later, blinding red energy beams struck the Tai-Kok ships. Kaboom! Multiple fireballs mushroomed in the smoked filled sky. Pieces of burning debris rained down on the city.

	I clapped my hands. “Whoa! That was better than the Fourth of July fireworks!”

	Saul grinned. “Yes, it was.”

	I felt Quinn send a telepathic message to Saul, but he blocked me from hearing what was being said. One look at the expression of sadness and regret on Saul’s face and I knew they had found momma. “No! Momma’s not dead. She’s not.”

	Saul hugged me tightly. “I’m so sorry sweetheart, but my men didn’t get to her in time.”

	I burst into tears. “No. She can’t be dead. She can’t. What will happen to me? Where will I go?” Dozens of minds cocooned mine in a gentle loving warmth. “You belong to us now. You will never be alone.” And I wasn’t. Alone. Ever.

	Over the years, having a large family of psychics raising you meant 24/7 surveillance. Nothing got past them. Nothing. Quinn was the worst. “Shut the video game down and go to sleep. Do not use mind control on your teacher. You don’t use your telekinesis to take things that don’t belong to you. Sirens are not thieves.” He never stopped.

	Once my new family discovered I wasn’t quite human, they kept a careful eye on me. Like I was gonna grow fangs or something. I mean half of me was human and momma’s DNA proved she was a Jones. But no one knew what my other half was. Uncle Saul was determined to find who, or what, my birth father was. Momma called him Dreng and said he died in a car accident before I was born. I knew he wasn’t like other fathers and momma never loved him. She had a recurring nightmare about running Dreng over with her car. I think he was going to do something evil and she stopped him. Momma had been afraid more people like him would come to Earth. If they did come, my new family would take care of them.

	Saul legally adopted me a year later, but I spent most of my time with Kaylee’s family. Everyone called him Uncle Saul, so I did too. When I turned twelve, I became a Siren and was part of the early warning system that kept humanity from becoming an all-you-can-eat banquet for the Tai-Kok. Until the Coletti came.

	I was fifteen when Kaylee made the mistake of psychically connecting with Talree, a Coletti warlord. It turned into one hell of a “first contact.” The alien warlord immediately claimed her as his mate. The family was seriously pissed, but Kaylee had mentally bonded with the jerk and there was nothing we could do to break that link. I wanted to try, but Uncle Saul put his foot down. He didn’t want the Coletti warlords to know about my “special” talents.

	Zarek, the Coletti Overlord, wasn’t a dummy. He soon discovered the Jones family’s unique psychic powers and our blood’s ability to heal cellular damage. The crafty bastard immediately seized control of Earth.

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

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

	Six hundred years ago, the Coletti race had almost been wiped out in the Great Galactic War. The chemicals used in the war created a genetic anomaly, and only one female baby was born for every one thousand Coletti males. In other words, they were facing extinction.

	The second Zarek signed the treaty promising to protect Earth from Tai-Kok and Rodan raids, Central Command arrested every Jones serving in the military, injected them with a tracking device and gave all my relatives to the Coletti warlords. Our family had stopped the monsters from slaughtering hundreds of thousands of people and this was the thanks they got?

	General Georgina Tasker said surrendering us to the Coletti was for the greater good. Billions of lives in exchange for a few psychics. It was a win-win situation for Central Command. With the Coletti warbirds circling overhead, they didn’t need Jones Sirens to warn of an imminent attack or our ability to bring down the Tai-Kok ships.

	Voss, the Overlord’s Battle Commander, took me and my immediate family to Tanith, where Zarek gave us the bad news. Our fates were intertwined. For better or worse, to survive what was to come, we had to embrace our destiny and become something stronger, faster. In other words, allow the Coletti to insert their DNA into ours. If we failed to stop the Tai-Kok, not only would Earth be destroyed, but countless worlds would fall too.

	Since I had just turned sixteen and Uncle Saul was the Overlord’s go-to guy on Earth, I was sent home without any kind of blood test being done. I think they assumed I was one hundred percent human and none of my family set them straight. The bad news was, once I turned twenty-one, I would be given to a Coletti warrior of Zarek’s choosing. Destiny could suck wind.

	The alliance with the Coletti turned out to be a Godsend. With the help of the Askole, Gorum and Katanic shape shifters, the Tai-Kok were wiped from existence. Unfortunately, the Rodan stepped up to fill the void. To me the freaks looked like a rat that had mated with a T-Rex. Their attacks always coincided with our planetary defensive systems going down. Which gave the mutant dinosaurs time to capture several hundred people before retreating. It didn’t take us long to realize most of the individuals being taken had psychic abilities. Uncle Saul knew we had traitors in our ranks and he needed my “special” talents to find them.

	Not only was I a natural born snoop, but I had the gift of getting people to talk. They wanted to tell me their secrets. Their desires. Their hopes. Uncle Saul said I was better than truth serum. Get me in a room with a suspect and they spilled their guts. It made me the perfect psychic detective and undercover agent. My investigation revealed a splinter group of Earth First who wanted our world cleansed of all psychics and aliens. The Rodan offered them the perfect opportunity to rid themselves of our polluted DNA. The dinosaurs were eager to harvest psychic brains, which were a highly sought-after delicacy. The traitors’ payment? Weapons and gold.

	My legwork led me to Governor-General Ian Dovers of the Australian Defense Force. Using forged paperwork, I got a seat on a C130 cargo transport on a routine run to Australia. Once I was on the Governor-General’s base, I would do some discreet digging around. Or so I thought.

	



	

Chapter One

	Cold prickles ran up my spine and I smothered a groan. The shit was about to hit the fan. The airmen on the C130 cargo plane had been giving me the stink eye since I boarded. The flight sergeant’s menacing gaze never left me. The way he kept stroking the butt of his gun gave me the willies. Instead of doing the smart thing and getting the hell off the plane, I had stayed put. Because my mission was so important. Yeah. Bad decision. Really bad decision. Not only was I outnumbered six to one, we were a thousand miles from Australia and I wasn’t that good of a swimmer.

	What had given me away? My disguise included a special silicone mask which made me look like a wrinkly sixty-year-old woman. The crowning glory was the hairy, black mole on my upper lip. Blue contact lenses disguised my distinct green eyes. I had dyed my curly mane to an ugly, muddy brown and wore a modified fat suit that added thirty pounds to my petite frame. Only three people knew about my mission and one of them had ratted me out to the Earth First fanatics.

	I knew I was in deep doo-doo when the rear cargo bay ramp started lowering. The jerks were planning on me doing a swan dive from twenty-thousand feet. I linked telepathically with Uncle Saul, “I have a little problem.”

	“Define little,” he responded.

	Before I could answer him, a searing pain erupted in my head and the link broke. What the hell?

	“Your psychic abilities are useless now,” the flight sergeant sneered and drew his weapon.

	Like I would believe anything that scumbag told me? I tried to seize control of the sergeant’s mind, but all I got for my effort was a killer headache. Oh crap. He wasn’t lying. I eyed the weird silver discs decorating his temples. Some kind of mental shield? With a nice touch of outrage to my voice, I cried, “Me? A psychic? Is this a joke? Because I don’t find it amusing. I’m not a highfalutin psychic. I’m a simple paralegal specialist. Do I need to show you my paperwork again, sonny? I’ve been assigned to Governor-General Ian Dover’s office.”

	“Cut the act. We know you’re General Jones’s kid.” The flight sergeant motioned with his gun. “Move to the back of the plane freak.”

	“And if I don’t? You’re gonna shoot me?” My telepathy was in the toilet along with my mind control, but I still had an ace up my sleeve.

	“Yes.”

	“And risk hitting an engine?”

	The sergeant smiled at me. “I’m an expert shot. I never miss.”

	I believed him. “I don’t like being threatened. It tends to make me a bit cranky and I haven’t had any chocolate today. Which is bad news for you. Those fancy discs might block mind control, but they don’t have any effect on my telekinesis.” I slammed the sergeant into the wall a few times and hurled him at his four buddies who rushed to his aid. They landed in a tangle of arms and legs at the edge of the ramp. One wrong move and over they would go. Oh darn.

	Two airmen whipped out their guns.

	“Shit!” I dove behind a pallet of food.

	Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! A lethal barrage of bullets peppered the pallet and cockpit.

	“Stop shooting you dumbasses! You’re gonna kill the pilot or hit an engine,” I yelled and cringed when they started firing again. Why were bad guys such idiots? Sometimes it made it easier for me, other times, not so much.

	“You must be destroyed at all costs,” the flight sergeant bellowed. More gunshots rang out.

	Oh yay. Suicidal idiots. My luck rivaled Kaylee’s.

	The plane rolled violently to the left.

	“Holy Mother of God!” I grabbed the netting and hung on for dear life as the plane abruptly pitched to the right then climbed sharply. All the airmen tumbled out of the open cargo bay. Dang. They forgot their parachutes.

	The C130 leveled out and thick, black smoke trailed the aircraft.

	Yep, the dumbasses had hit an engine. Time to get off this flying deathtrap. Lifting a spare parachute pack off a hook, I quickly pulled it on and noticed the orange UNI-PAC survival kits. To be on the safe side, I tossed all of them out the cargo bay door. They were supposed to automatically deploy when they hit the water.

	The image of a bullet streaking toward me exploded in my mind. I took a quick step to the left. A sharp crack sounded. Five seconds later, a slug whizzed past my left ear. That had been too damn close. I glanced over my shoulder.

	The pilot stood in the cockpit door. The gun he had pointed at me, wobbled badly. He wasn’t too steady on his feet either. From the amount of blood soaking his shirt, I knew he didn’t have long to live. “You’re a filthy, deviant monstrosity,” he rasped.

	“Says the guy feeding people to the Rodan.” I lashed out with my telekinesis. The first blow knocked the gun out of his hand. The second, sent him flying back into the cockpit.

	“Hasta La Vista, asshole,” I shouted at the pilot and jumped out of the aircraft. This mission was a total bust.

	I positioned my body into the relaxed arch. I liked it best for free falling. Quinn preferred the box man form. Me? Not so much. Skydiving without goggles sucked. It was hard to keep my eyes open, but at least I didn’t have to worry about bugs at this altitude. When the pressure altimeter attached to my harness showed ten thousand feet, I pulled the ripcord. The parachute deployed. I grunted at the violent shock of going from 120mph to 20mph.

	The C130 suddenly did a 180 and nose-dived toward the water.

	“Don’t hit the life rafts. Please. Please. Don’t hit the life rafts.”

	The airplane slammed into the ocean and exploded into a million pieces.

	Wazzock’s piss. The flying debris had destroyed all the rafts. A flash of orange caught my attention. Wait. A single raft bobbed wildly on the heaving water. I looked up. “Thank you, God.”

	Tugging on the toggles, I rotated the parachute to angle me closer to the raft.

	“Casey! What’s going on?” Uncle Saul’s voice was full of concern.

	“The Earth First zealots have a device that blocks mind control and another gizmo that prevents psychics from using telepathy.” I flashed him images of the discs.

	“The discs were designed by Alliance scientists to keep the Coletti from using mind control on their soldiers.”

	“But the Alliance is an ally of the Coletti Empire,” I protested.

	“Not a hundred years ago. The C130 vanished off the tracking scanners. What’s your status?”

	I grimaced. “I’m floating eight thousand feet above the Pacific Ocean, the C130 is nothing but debris and the crew knew exactly who I was. You have a mole in your office.”

	“So it would seem. Are you injured?” Uncle Saul was beyond pissed.

	“I’m fine, but I could use a ride home.” I flared the chute to slow me down.

	“I have your coordinates and help is on the way.”

	“Thanks. You know how easily I sunburn.”

	A Coletti Talon fighter zoomed by me, swung around and made another pass.

	That was fast. The Coletti ships were the spitting image of our old stealth attack aircraft. I frowned as the fighter tipped it wings at me. The pilot was a bit of a showoff. “You sent a Coletti warrior to rescue me?”

	“He was in the area and volunteered.”

	“Oh yay.” I noticed the Talon had gone into hover mode.

	“Behave yourself.”

	“Yes, sir.” Poof! A Coletti warrior was suddenly wrapped around me. “Holy crap! Are you crazy? Who are you?”

	“Calm yourself, old one. I am here to rescue you. My name is Hothar.”

	“Rescue me!” I shrieked as the chute made an ominous ripping sound. “You’re too damn heavy. Get off me.”

	Hothar rolled his eyes. “There is no need for hysterics. You are in no danger of dying.”

	Our rate of descent increased radically. “Seriously? Hitting the water at 120 mph will kill us, you moron.” I slapped at his hand as he tried to unlatch my harness. “Stop that!”

	“Quit squirming female, I am trying to save you,” Hothar growled and yanked me out of my harness. We were abruptly free-falling toward the water.

	“Oh my God!” I threw my arms around his neck and hung on for dear life. “You’re a dead man. Do you hear me? A dead man.”

	“Even the Goddess can hear you. Jones females do not wail like children. Are you defective?”

	“No, I’m not defective! I’m pissed.” The ocean got closer and closer. “Teleport dammit!” There was a flash of black as Hothar obeyed. A few seconds later, we hit the floor of his spacecraft. I took a shuddering breath and slumped against Hothar. “I’m alive. I’m alive.”

	Hothar patted my back. “See, old one, you are safe.”

	“Safe?” I released his neck and sat up. His condescending smile made me want to smack the living hell out of him. “You almost got me killed.”

	“I saved your life,” Hothar countered.

	“The hell you did. I had everything under control.”

	Hothar snorted. “I do not think you are capable of swimming to Australia.”

	“I had a life raft.”

	“It sank,” Hothar replied, his large hands gripped my hips.

	“Did not.” That’s when I realize I was straddling Hothar and something was moving in his pants. “Shit!” I scrambled off him. “You got a critter in your pants?”

	Hothar’s eyes widened in alarm and he shot to his feet. “No. I do not.”

	I stared up at him. Yeow! Hothar was as big as the Battle Commander. With his firm jaw and those chiseled Coletti cheekbones, he could hire himself out as a male model. He wore a bronze communication bracelet on his left wrist and bronze chains were woven into his ebony warrior braids. His black, battle suit fit him like a glove, emphasizing every bulging muscle and that peculiar, twitchy lump. I smacked my forehead as it hit me. “Oh hell. It’s your snake thingy, isn’t it?

	“My what?”

	“Penis. You know, your man parts? With the squirmy tentacles?”

	Hothar glanced down at his squirmy, man parts. “No, it is not possible. You are too ancient. Are you even capable of breeding?”

	“That is none of your business.”

	His face hardened and a deadly Coletti warrior surveyed me from head to toe. The bulge in his pants thrashed wildly. “Answer the question.”

	“Is it supposed to do that?” I backed away from him. It was almost as if the damn thing was trying to eat its way out.

	“Can you still breed?” Hothar’s hands balled into fists.

	He was seriously pushing my buttons. “With technology anything is possible.” I gave a theatrical gasp of dismay. “You can’t think I’m your mate? I don’t have the stamina for a young’un like you.”

	“Goddess, I am doomed.”

	I suppressed a grin. It seemed Hothar wasn’t eager to hook up with a not so sexy granny. “Relax, you haven’t taken my blood or linked with me mentally. The only reason for your private parts to be doing the rumba is you’re horny. I mean, it’s been awhile if you’re getting turned on by an old gal like me. Right?”

	Hothar glared at me.

	“If you want, I can ask my cousins for the name of a good prostitute. I know Coletti warriors are keen on that kinda thing.”

	A low growl emitted from Hothar’s chest.

	“I guess that’s a no.” If I kept Hothar pissed off enough, he wouldn’t figure out I was wearing a disguise. I had no plans on being tied to any man. I liked my freedom too much.

	“What are you called?”

	“I’ve been called a lot of things. Bitch. Cunt, or my favorite, ball-buster,” I answered.

	“What is your name?”

	I swear I could hear his teeth grinding. “Casey Jones.”

	A computerized voice intoned. “Warning. Warning. Hostile aircraft approaching.”

	A decidedly happy smile curled Hothar’s lips. “Good. I need to kill something.” He dropped into the pilot’s chair and fastened his battle harness.

	“Yay. Giant, rat dinosaurs to slay.” I sat in the co-pilot’s chair. “Give me access to weapons control.”

	“You are familiar with our systems?”

	The doubt in Hothar’s voice made me want to hit him. I took a deep breath and secured my harness. “Yes, Quinn taught me.”

	“He is a skilled warrior,” Hothar said and tapped a code into the controls.

	My weapons systems console came online. Blips populated the battle display screen. I let out a whistle. “Got ourselves a target-rich environment. Where are they coming from?”

	“My assignment was to scout the area for a cloaked Rodan base.”

	I looked at the tracking scanner. “There’s an island ten klicks to the west. I bet that’s where their base is.”

	“I agree. I intercepted the C130 pilot’s distress call. He was asking the Rodan for assistance.”

	The blips on the screen grew closer. “You have any buddies in the area? We’re a bit outnumbered.”

	“Central Command has been notified,” Hothar responded.

	“I was on a top-secret mission to find the Earth First spies in Central Command, and you saw how that ended.” Uncle Saul needed to know what was going on, but when I tried to link with him, a searing pain exploded in my head. “Dammit! The Rodan have a gizmo that blocks telepathy.”

	Hothar nodded. “It was stolen from the Alliance scientists.”

	“Yippee-ki-yay, let’s shoot those mother fuckers down.”

	A thoughtful frown creased Hothar’s forehead. “You have spent time with Kaylee?”

	“Yessiree Bob, we’re like sisters.” I looked out the viewscreen. The sky was full of Rodan fighters. To me the spaceships looked like a black football bristling with weapons.

	Rodan laser cannons spat a rain of energy bolts at us.

	Hothar rolled the Talon over. G forces slammed me back against the chair as the ship accelerated sharply and went into a nauseating series of twists, banks, and dives.

	“What happened to your cloaking device?”

	“An excellent question. Now stop chattering and shoot.”

	“Cranky much?”

	“Kill them,” Hothar roared.

	“Yessiree Bob. It’ll be my pleasure to exterminate the rodents.” The readout screens were feeding me combat data at a high rate of speed. I wrapped my right hand around the firing control and unleashed a barrage of laser fire.

	The view screens lit up like the Fourth of July as eight Rodan ships vanished in a geyser of metal and crimson flames.

	“Thank the Goddess, you can shoot,” Hothar commented and put the Talon into a series of creative evasive maneuvers.

	My stomach protested as the vertical climb was abruptly followed by a barrel roll and power dive. “Who taught you to fly like this?”

	Hothar smiled. “Zarek.”

	Note to self: Never fly with Zarek.

	The Talon shuddered and shook as it took hit after hit.

	I let loose with an answering salvo. Three more Rodan footballs disappeared off the screen.

	A warning light appeared on the command console. The starboard deflector shield had failed. No amount of fancy flying was going to save us. I armed the Safat Fireflash missiles. I hated using them in such close quarters, but we were out of options. I launched the missiles.

	A dozen Rodan aircraft disintegrated into a searing inferno. The gut-wrenching shockwave made the Talon pitch radically.

	“Do you have a death wish female?” Hothar snarled as he fought to control his ship.

	“They aren’t eating my brains.” I fired another rocket.

	Kablooey! A blinding flash lit the view screens.

	The Talon shuddered violently as the energy flux disrupted the remaining shields. Stressed metal shrieked and groaned; systems shorted and blew out adding a pall of ozone tinged smoke. The control console was suddenly awash in warning lights.

	“Systems failure,” the computerized voice announced.

	“Whoops.”

	“You are a menace,” Hothar growled as he released his harness.

	“Hey, they were about to shoot us down. I took a calculated risk.”

	Hothar bared his fangs. “And succeeded where the Rodan could not.”

	“Oh! So, your awesome piloting skills would have saved us?”

	“Yes.”

	I snorted. “Delusional much?”

	“My mind meld with Zarek gave me his knowledge. He is the best pilot in the galaxy.”

	The Talon suddenly plunged earthward.

	“Well, excuse the hell out me for trying to save our asses.” I freed myself from the battle harness. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”

	“What are you doing?”

	“Praying. I figured you were leaving me behind. I’m old, useless and unable to breed.”

	Muttering something under his breath Hothar yanked me out of my chair and teleported. Inky blackness surrounded us for a fleeting moment and then we stood on a lush tropical island.

	Flames and smoke belched from the ruined Talon as it tumbled from the sky. Kaboom! It crashed dramatically into the ocean.

	



	

Chapter Two

	I watched the burning spaceship sink beneath the rolling waves. “You got insurance on that baby?”

	A muscle twitched in Hothar’s jaw. “No.”

	“That sucks. Will they take it out of your pay?”

	“Are you always this annoying?”

	“It’s a talent.” Cold prickles raced up my spine and I rubbed my hands together. “Oh, yay! More monsters to kill.”

	Hothar turned to study the Rodan soldiers charging down the beach. “I will teleport you to safety.”

	“No! You’ll need my help. There’s way too many monsters to handle by yourself.”

	“I am Coletti. We do not allow old ones to fight.”

	Crap. I guess it was time for a little confession. Before I could say a word, my face was smooshed against his chest. Poof. We were in a huge banyan tree.

	“Stay put,” Hothar instructed in his best scary warrior’s voice and vanished.

	Damn. He had left me on a branch at the top of a thirty-foot tree.

	Grunting bellows sounded as the Rodan soldiers attacked Hothar.

	My vantage point gave me a bird’s eye view of the fight. Hothar’s sword cut through the monsters’ thick, scaly hide like it was butter. He was death in motion; ducking, dodging and evading the Rodan soldiers attempts to gut him.

	My question was: The dinosaurs had laser pistols. Why didn’t they use them? Maybe sword fighting was a guy thing, because Hothar was also similarly armed.

	A glittering blue light appeared above the sand. Thirty seconds later, four heavily armed Rodan stood there. They drew their weapons.

	“Oh, hell no.” I dropped my mental shields and punched out with my telekinesis. The shockwave of energy hurled the monsters out into the ocean. The Rodan soldiers thrashed about wildly before sinking beneath the choppy waves.

	“Huh? They can’t swim.” I turned my attention back to Hothar. His narrow-eyed gaze was focused on me. Dead Rodan littered the ground around him and their funky mustard colored blood stained the white sand. I gave him two thumbs up.

	Hothar sheathed his sword and vanished.

	Exhaustion hit me like a sledge hammer. I dug a piece of brain candy out of my pocket.

	Hothar was suddenly perched next to me. He snatched the candy out of my hand. “What is this?”

	“It’s called brain candy. My mother created it to help me cope with fatigue after I’ve depleted my power reserves.”

	Unwrapping the clear green cube, Hothar popped it into his mouth and crunched it happily.

	“Hey, I needed that,” I protested.

	“I have something better.” Pulling a knife from his boot, Hothar sliced his hand and held it up to my mouth. “Drink.”

	I looked at the bleeding wound in horror. “Ah, I think I’ll pass.”

	“More Rodan are approaching. To survive the coming battle, you will need all your strength. Drink.”

	A swarm of prickles danced up my spine. A shit load of monsters was heading our way. Self-preservation kicked in and I reluctantly took his hand. With a grimace of distaste, I sucked down some of his warm, coppery blood. Ewww. Gross. Chocolate it wasn’t.

	“More.”

	Ick. Ick. Ick. Fighting back the urge to puke, I kept on sucking. A warmth invaded my body and I could feel my energy levels growing. I pushed his hand away. “I think that’ll do.”

	“Wazzock’s piss!” Hothar’s hand clamped around my jaw and he tilted my head up. “You are wearing a mask.”

	Busted. Wait. “Did you say Wazzock’s piss?”

	“I did.”

	“You play Warriors of the Galaxy?”

	Hothar’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I do.”

	“What level?”

	“That is not important. Why are you wearing a mask?” The scary predator was back.

	“I was assigned an undercover mission, but everyone knows what I look like. So, I changed my appearance,” I said, trying to pry his fingers off my chin.

	“How old are you?”

	Rats. I knew he’d get around to that. I countered with, “How old do you think I am?”

	Hothar expelled a long breath. “You are an aggravating female.”

	“Stumped already?”

	“You said you considered yourself Kaylee’s sister and she is now twenty-eight. By your actions, I would guess you are younger than her.”

	I frowned. I think I’d just been insulted. “I’m nineteen. I’ve been a Siren since I was twelve,” I added proudly and tugged on his hand. “You’re cutting my circulation off and bleeding all over me.”

	The look of utter relief flashing across Hothar’s face as he released me was amusing until he said, “I have always wanted a Jones female for a mate and you are mine.”

	“Am not. We haven’t linked minds, nor have you taken my blood.”

	Hothar licked the wound on his hand and presto! It stopped bleeding. “An easy fix.”

	“No. No and hell no.” I quickly dropped to the limb beneath me.

	The pesky Coletti followed.

	I jumped to another branch.

	The annoying jerk was right behind me.

	I grabbed a limb and swung into another tree.

	Hothar did a great impression of Tarzan and landed next to me.

	The tree we had just vacated disintegrated into zillions of red fireflies.

	“Those rat bastards.” I spotted the dinosaurs shooting at us and threw them in the ocean. “FYI. The monsters can’t swim.”

	“I had noticed.” Hothar scooped me up and teleported.

	We appeared behind another Rodan firing at the banyan trees. Hothar dumped me on my feet, pulled his sword and lopped off the monster’s head.

	“Just out of idle curiosity, why didn’t you shoot him?”

	“A sword never runs out of power,” Hothar answered.

	“Okay, but if you shoot him, you don’t leave a mess behind.” I gestured at blood and body parts staining the sand.

	“A valid point.”

	I relieved the dead monster of his laser pistol and noticed his scanner. “What have we got here?” I plucked it off the rat dinosaur’s weapons belt.

	“The key to their base,” Hothar said.

	“You can read Rodan?”

	“I can.”

	“The mind meld thing?”

	He nodded.

	I gave him the scanner. I had flunked Rodan.

	Hothar punched some icons and smiled. “There is an entrance to their base one klick to the east.”

	“Let’s go say howdy.”

	“Walk or teleport?” Hothar held out his hand.

	I took it. “In this heat? Teleport.”

	“Wise choice,” he said and pulled me close. A little too close. His squirmy man parts wriggled against me. Felt kinda good too. I wanted to rub it back. Wait a minute. Why did I even want to touch his snake thingy? Then it hit me. Oh, my God. That’s why the sneaky, underhanded bastard gave me his blood. He knew this would happen. He wanted to start the bonding process. Not happening. Ever. Besides, I was too young, and he knew it. Blackness wrapped around me as we teleported.

	



	

Chapter Three

	A fleeting second later, we stood at the base of a small hill. A furry brown spider the size of a softball scuttled across my boot. I tried to do the Texas Two-Step on its little hairy ass, but it was too fast.

	“It is only a cane spider. They are not dangerous.” Hothar looked around. “There are several more in the bushes.”

	“More?” I climbed Hothar like he was Mount Everest and grabbed his face. “Kill them! Now!”

	His eyebrows rose in disbelief. “You are afraid of those tiny spiders?”

	“Tiny? They aren’t tiny, and yes, I am afraid of spiders. I hate the eight-legged freaks.” I tightened my grip when the spider waved its hairy legs at me. “Stomp them. Whack them with your sword or use your laser pistol. I. Don’t. Care. Just make them go away.”

	Hothar wrapped his arms around me. “Do you act this way around Tabors?”

	“I met them once and I made sure they didn’t get within thirty feet of me.”

	“Only once?” Hothar eyed me with astonishment.

	“Yep. If they showed up at Central Command, I called in sick. The ones that are friends with Kaylee stay with her. Talree doesn’t let Kaylee travel much since she’s had Thor. Plus, the Tai-Kok were on the rampage and I was never able to travel to Tanith for a visit.”

	“Wulf and Yakira have adopted a baby Tabor as have Sarah and Tihar,” Hothar said.

	“And your point is?”

	“Tabors are intelligent lifeforms and you must behave appropriately. Insult them and you could find yourself webbed to a tree.” Hothar pried my hands off his face and tried to put me down.

	I wrapped my legs around his waist. “Nope. You’re my ride until the freaks are gone.”

	“You are being irrational. The Rodan could attack at any moment.”

	“We’ve killed all of the monsters in the area and I’ll admit I’m a spider bigot. The university’s arachnid collection got loose in science class two days in a row.” I shuddered. “They got in my hair and clothes. They were everywhere. I was bitten twice and ended up spending the night in the hospital.”

	“Once you meet a Tabor you will change your mind,” Hothar assured me.

	“Me? Friends with a spider?” I laughed hysterically. “The chances of that happening are a million to one.”

	“Kaylee thought the same.” Hothar typed something into his warrior’s bracelet. Twenty seconds later, a high-pitched whine filled the air.

	The cane spiders vanished.

	“Better?”

	I examined the bushes and slid down his body. “Yes, thank you.”

	“We will work on your spider issues later,” Hothar promised.

	“There is no we. Once Uncle Saul comes for me, you’ll never see me again.”

	Hothar grinned, displaying a cute set of dimples. “I have been assigned to General Jones’s office. We will be working together.”

	I stared at him in utter horror. Uncle Saul had mentioned something about getting me a partner. He was nuts if he thought he could stick me with Godzilla here. “I don’t want or need a partner. Specially one that’s Coletti.”

	“The General is Coletti as is most of your family.”

	“They didn’t have much of a choice, but I’m happy being human,” I stated firmly, ignoring the fact that I was a half-breed of some sort.

	“The advantages of becoming Coletti are many.” Using the rat dinosaur’s device, Hothar scanned the area. “You will live longer, heal faster and have the ability to teleport.”

	“I know all of that, but I don’t like the idea of becoming an alien with fangs,” I snapped.

	Hothar studied me for a long moment. “Do you consider Kaylee and Sarah aliens?”

	“No. They’re family.”

	“Even if Sarah gets more scales?”

	I rolled my eyes. “Okay, smart guy, I get it.”

	“Good.”

	Hothar’s attitude was too damn smug. “I have a question for you.”

	A chuckle rumbled in Hothar’s chest. “Relax. I know how to perform over one hundred sex acts.”

	I blinked in disbelief. What? That had come out of left field and Hothar was so dang proud of the fact. “Holy hell! Are all of Zarek’s sexual conquests rolling around in that brain of yours?”

	“Yes. He has had sex with over three thousand females,” Hothar said with an amused gleam in his eyes.

	“Freakin’ unbelievable! When did he find the time?”

	“After a battle, a warrior has needs,” Hothar explained matter-of-factly.

	“So many battles, so many women. I’m surprised Detja hasn’t neutered him.”

	Hothar looked at me like I was a few bricks short of a full load. “They are mated. He cannot touch another female now.”

	“Right. Silly me.” Crap. I had a budding Don Juan who was eager to try out every one of those positions. Add in all that testosterone and raging hormones and I had one horny male on my hands. I needed to get his mind off sex. But how? I took a deep breath and asked, “How old are you?”

	“Nineteen.”

	“You’re just a kid,” I exclaimed.

	Hothar stiffened in outrage. “I am a fully trained warrior with battle experience.”

	“I know. I know. You have all of Zarek’s incredible knowledge of warfare.”

	The young male with raging hormones was suddenly replaced by a dangerous predator who declared, “My combat skills are the same as the Overlord’s. I can and will protect you, my lady.”

	“I can protect myself and I’m not your lady,” I shot back.

	“You will be.”

	Arrrgh. It was like talking to a rock. “You remind me a lot of Voss, the Battle Commander.”

	“He is my uncle.”

	Figured. “I met his mate Zoey about six months ago and she gave me some skunk perfume. She said it was it was warlord repellant.”

	“It did not work on my uncle and it will not work on me.”

	Uh huh. I was going to douse Godzilla with it the first chance I got.

	“Do not use it on me or you will not like the consequences.” Hothar’s menacing expression rivaled Zarek’s.

	I clapped my hands. “Damn, you’ve got scary down pat. How long did you have to practice that look in the mirror?”

	“You are not amusing. Can we concentrate on staying alive?”

	I gave myself a mental head smack. “You’re right. I apologize. When I’m nervous or scared I tend to have a bad case of motor mouth.”

	“I noticed.” Hothar pointed the dinosaur’s device at some obviously fake shrubbery and tapped an icon. The bushes slid to one side revealing a metal hatch.

	I looked around uneasily. “You think they have surveillance cameras on this entrance?”

	“They do, but I disabled them.” Hothar opened the hatch.

	I peered down. A ladder led to a dimly lit tunnel.

	“Wait here.” Hothar vanished.

	The first thing Hothar needed to learn was that I had a mind of my own and could take care of myself. Momma, Quinn and Uncle Saul had made sure of that. If I wanted to follow him I would and there wasn’t a darn thing he could do to stop me. Prickles scampered up my spine. Hmmm. Stay and play or follow Hothar? I peeked around a tree.

	



	

Chapter Four

	A scraggly Coletti warrior staggered down the beach with a whiskey bottle in one hand and a severed Rodan head in the other.

	Whoa! Stay and play it was. Couldn’t wait to hear this guy’s story.

	The warrior stopped, lifted the skull up to his ear as if listening to it.

	Okey-dokey. He was either very drunk or there was a village somewhere missing its idiot.

	The warrior threw his head back and laughed crazily.

	Yep. He was a few fries short of a Happy Meal. Was he an escaped prisoner or a traitor?

	The village idiot yelled, “The end is coming Zarek! You will die by my sword.”

	I grimaced. A delusional traitor. Only a fool challenged Zarek to combat.

	Cackling like a demented witch, the warrior continued down the beach with a horde of flies buzzing around him.

	He was one weird looking dude. Not only was he pint-sized by Coletti standards, his warrior braids reminded me of moldy dreadlocks and he had a beer belly. The only fat Coletti I knew about was Oydle, the hybrid interrogator Voss brought in to question Sarah. Maybe this guy was his brother. It would explain a lot. Coletti warriors were always well groomed. This guy’s faded red battle suit was beyond filthy and his boots were covered in God knows what.

	The idiot drained the bottle, tossed it in the air and fumbled for his laser pistol. Thunk! The bottle hit him in the head. He toppled over.

	I shook my head in disbelief. This fool thought he could defeat Zarek? I cautiously approached the village idiot and took his laser pistol. Ugh. He stank of blood, rotted flesh and urine. Batting at the flies, I backed away from him and considered my options. My telepathy and mind control were still on the fritz. I could always shoot him, but he might have intel we needed.

	The idiot opened his eyes. “You are one ugly female.”

	“You’re not so pretty yourself. Got a name?”

	“I am Waewae, Overlord of the Coletti clans.”

	“Sure, you are.”

	Waewae bared his yellowed fangs. “I am the rightful heir to the Coletti Empire.”

	“No, Talree is,” I countered.

	The village idiot erupted to his feet, tripped over the head and did a face plant in the sand. He muttered something.

	“Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.”

	He rolled over and bellowed, “Malik is my father! Zarek stripped him of his birthright. Now I will reclaim what should have been his.”

	The dude was off his meds. Malik had been the most hated villain in the universe. Only a village idiot would broadcast the relationship. “You do know he’s dead, right?”

	“He was murdered by a human and I will have my vengeance.”

	“Got any proof Malik’s your father? I mean, you don’t look anything like him.”

	“My mother is Lilkee, a Coletti princess and the most powerful psychic female ever born. She knows the truth.” Waewae managed to stand up.

	“Your mother was banging her brother?” I couldn’t keep the disgust out of my voice.

	“They mated to keep our bloodline pure.”

	“On Earth it’s called incest.”

	Waewae yanked his sword out. “I will kill you.”

	“You can try,” I replied, watching him stagger this way and that.

	“Your feeble mind cannot comprehend how powerful I am.”

	“I’ll agree you’re powerfully drunk and smell like a ten-day old corpse,” I said, trying not to breathe deeply.

	The wannabe Overlord spun the sword around his head. “I am the best swordsman in the galaxy.”

	“I’m sure you believe that.” I pointed at the dreadlocks now littering the sand. “But you need a bit more practice.”

	“You dare to insult me. You are nothing but ass dung. Soon your pathetic planet will be wiped from existence,” Waewae shrieked and attacked me.

	I ducked his swinging sword and tossed him in the ocean. He hit with a big splash and sank beneath the waves. Crap! There was no way I was doing mouth-to-mouth on that creep. To my relief Waewae bobbed to the surface and swam toward me.

	Hothar appeared next to me. “Who is that?”

	“He says his name is Waewae. He claims he’s Malik’s son and the rightful heir to the Coletti Empire.”

	Hothar snorted. “He cannot be Malik’s son. It is a known fact he was sterile.”

	“He also swears Lilkee is his mother and I believe him. Waewae is seriously bonkers.”

	“As is his mother,” Hothar said.

	The future heir to the Coletti Empire stumbled out of the water. “You dare to attack me?”

	“You needed a bath,” I responded and wrinkled my nose. He still stunk to high heavens. I threw him back in the ocean.

	Waewae floundered about in the water. “I am the Overlord! You cannot treat me this way.

	“If he is not careful, he will draw the sea predators,” Hothar commented.

	“True, but if he has Coletti blood, he should be able to teleport. Right?”

	Hothar laughed. “You are an evil female.”

	The sand abruptly heaved and bucked beneath our feet. Large fissures snaked down the beach.

	“Holy hell! Earthquake!”

	“Not an earthquake. I overloaded their power generators,” Hothar said, wrapping a protective arm around me.

	“You do realize if this island blows, we’re in deep doo-doo?”

	Hothar shrugged. “There is another island five klicks to the west.”

	“Good to know.” I sighed in relief as the pressure in my head vanished. All my psychic abilities were back online.

	The earth shook, heaved and rolled. With a thunderous cracking boom, a rippling fireball rose high into the sky. The center of the island collapsed into a gigantic crater. Thick black smoke boiled out.

	A flaming palm tree fell from the sky and smacked the sand in front of us.

	“You’re as good at blowing up things as I am.” I held up my hand. “High five!

	“High five?”

	“Hold up your hand,” I said.

	Hothar did as instructed and I smack his palm. “High five.”

	“Ah. A celebratory gesture.”

	“It is.” My gaze fixed on Waewae as he stormed out of the water. “He still hasn’t teleported.”

	“I do not think he can. His mother’s psychic abilities are those of a five-year old child.”

	“I am the Overlord! You will treat me with respect and how dare you blow up my base,” Waewae shouted.

	Hothar’s fist shot out, connecting with Waewae’s jaw. His head snapped back, and he hit the sand.

	A few prickles ran up my back. I turned toward the source and watched a Genghis Khan wannabe climb out of the crater. Soot covered his lacquered red body armor. Shattered antlers wobbled merrily on his funky, domed helmet. “Oh lookie. We’ve got ourselves a Legionnaire.”

	Hothar scowled. “The Askole suspected the remaining Legionnaires had formed an alliance with the Rodan.”

	“And they were right on the money.” Out of the corner of my eye I noticed a squadron of Talons streaking toward us.

	The Legionnaire took one look at us and ran.

	“What a wuss.”

	“I will fetch him,” Hothar said and vanished. He reappeared in front of the Legionnaire and straight armed the wuss, dropping him like a rock.

	Waewae sat up, blinked and rubbed his jaw. “That warrior hit me.”

	“Yep, he did.”

	“That is a death sentence.” Waewae’s hand closed around the knife in his left boot.

	I jammed my laser pistol against his nose. “Draw it and you’ll be headless.”

	“But I am the Overlord, you cannot kill me,” Waewae protested, slowly removing his fingers from the hilt.

	“Wanna bet? I drank blood for the first time today and it was nasty. I can’t get that metallic taste out of my mouth. What’s worse is, it’s been ten hours since I’ve had any chocolate. Do you know how irritable that makes me?”

	Waewae gulped audibly. “No.” His hand twitched toward the knife.

	“Before you do something stupid, you gotta ask yourself: Do you think you can stab me before I vaporize you? Are you that fast? Are you feeling that lucky?” I sensed seven Coletti warriors teleporting in. About time.

	“Stand down Casey,” Uncle Saul commanded and held out a chocolate bar. “I’ll deal with Lilkee’s son.”

	Huh? My uncle was wearing a spiffy Coletti battle suit. Looked good on him. “Been chatting with Hothar?”

	“I have.” Uncle Saul motioned to the other warriors and they took up defensive positions.

	I lowered my weapon and took the candy. “God, do I need this.” I tore the wrapper off with my teeth.

	The village idiot pulled his knife. Five stun beams hit him instantaneously. He shrieked in pain. Uncontrollable muscles spasms shook Waewae’s body and his arms and legs slammed repeatedly against the sand.

	“Guess he was feeling lucky.” I took a bite of the chocolate and moaned in pleasure.

	“Is that chocolate?” Hothar dropped the Legionnaire on the ground and eyed my candy bar like a starving wolf.

	“It is.” Crap. Hothar was a chocoholic too. My first instinct was to shove the entire candy bar into my mouth, but if I did that, I would be getting a long lecture from Uncle Saul about proper etiquette. If Hothar was my new partner, I needed to keep the peace until I found a way to get rid of him. I handed him half of the bar and ignored Uncle Saul’s astonished expression. “It’s the good stuff too.”

	“I forgive you for destroying my Talon,” he said and stuffed it in his mouth.

	Uncle Saul sighed. “You destroyed Hothar’s Talon?”

	“We were outnumbered, our shields were failing, and I had no option but to use the Safat Fireflash missiles,” I answered.

	“Wasn’t that a bit of an overkill? Hothar’s an excellent pilot.” Uncle Saul rubbed his temples. “That Talon was worth a million credits. The Overlord will not be happy.”

	Hothar gave me a “I told you so” look.

	“Dead rat dinosaurs are a good thing,” I retorted and frowned at the water lapping against my boots. Was the tide coming in or was the island sinking? Before I could say anything, another explosion sent debris rocketing into the air. I instinctively ducked as bits of metal pelted the sea. Thwap! Bap-bap! Thop! Plunk!

	Uncle Saul eyed the smoke and flames shooting from the crater. “And what were your reasons for blowing up the Rodan base?”

	“Oh, I didn’t do that, Hothar did.” I licked the chocolate off my fingers.

	“Casey is my mate,” Hothar announced.

	I gave him the stink eye. The sneaky bastard knew that would divert everyone’s attention.

	Uncle Saul’s jaw dropped. “What?”

	A Coletti warrior built like a tank laughed. “It is fitting your mate is old, ugly and fat.”

	Now that was just rude. One look at the rage in Hothar’s eyes and I knew there was some bad juju between those two.

	“You will show my lady the proper respect, Jarok.” Hothar’s hand closed around the hilt of his sword.

	I shook my head in disbelief. Testosterone was the bane of the universe. Just ask Kaylee or Zoey or Sarah or Aunt Tess.

	“You think you can defeat me? You did not earn your warrior status, it was given to you,” Jarok snapped.

	Hothar calmly drew his sword. “I accept your challenge.”

	Seriously? I glanced down at the water now washing over my boots. Hadn’t anyone else noticed the island was sinking? Or maybe they knew and didn’t care. I guess if I could teleport, I wouldn’t care either.

	“Stand down,” Uncle Saul roared. “This is neither the time nor place for a challenge.”

	My uncle was the voice of reason.

	Jarok stepped toward my uncle. “You think you can stop me, old one?”

	Holy crap. The arrogant fool had just made the biggest mistake of his life. My uncle had a lot in common with the Overlord.

	His eyes cold with menace, Uncle Saul smiled and without any warning struck Jarok with a series of punishing mental blows.

	Reeling from the onslaught, Jarok’s mental shields slipped and I got a quick peek at his thoughts. Dang! The bastard was creating a diversion. Why would he do something so stupid? I dug deeper. The pissant had sworn allegiance to Waewae and was working with the Rodan. Jarok was a dead man walking. If Hothar or Uncle Saul didn’t kill him, Zarek would.

	“Submit or die,” Uncle Saul growled.

	His fangs bared in a snarl, Jarok drew his sword. “The only one dying is you, old one.”

	Using my telekinesis, I yanked the sword out of Jarok’s hand and tossed it in the ocean. “He’s working with the Rodan and considers Waewae the rightful heir to the Coletti Empire.”

	Surprised flashed in Jarok’s eyes and he edged toward Waewae.

	A low growl of aggression rumbled in my uncle’s chest. “How good of a look did you get?”

	“Enough to know he’s dirty.”

	“You are an old human female. You know nothing,” Jarok mocked.

	“Please beat the living hell out of this disrespectful bastard, Hothar.”

	“It would be my pleasure.” Hothar sheathed his sword.

	Jarok leaped for Waewae.

	I caught him mid-jump, spun him like a top and dumped him at Hothar’s feet. “All yours.”

	Uncle Saul held up his hand. “No. He’s mine.”

	“Okey-dokey.” You didn’t argue with my uncle when he got that predatory glint in his eyes.

	“As you command,” Hothar said, clamping his right arm against his chest and stepped back.

	The other warriors lowered their laser pistols and eyed me warily.

	I cocked my head as Jarok’s thoughts leaked out. The idiot was gonna make another try for Waewae. I flashed his intentions to my uncle.

	Jarok teleported.

	I tossed the wannabe Overlord twenty feet down the beach.

	Jarok reappeared, and surprise, Waewae was gone, and my uncle stood there instead.

	Uncle Saul unleashed a powerful snap kick into Jarok’s gut. The traitor doubled over and fell to his knees. Uncle Saul drove his elbow into the back of Jarok’s neck, dropping him to the sand.

	Prickles stampeded up my spine. “Wazzock’s piss! We’ve got a cloaked Rodan ship overhead.”

	“The Rodan have a transporter lock on Waewae,” Hothar warned, tapping icons on his bracelet. “They are trying to locate us now.”

	“Engage countermeasures,” Uncle Saul commanded, grabbing Jarok.

	“Hold your breath,” Hothar growled as he crushed me against his chest and teleported. Poof. We were in the ocean.

	A wave crashed over my head and I wiped the water out of my eyes. “Why the water?”

	“Salt water creates an electrical anomaly that makes it difficult to get a transporter fix on us and our bracelets generate an energy field that obscures our heat signatures,” Hothar responded.

	I looked around. Uncle Saul had Jarok in a choke hold and all the other warriors were swimming over to us. Shit! “The monsters got Waewae?”

	“Yes, and the Legionnaire,” Hothar growled.

	“Sonovabitch! Waewae must be awfully important to the Rodan, but why?”

	“An excellent question and I intend to get the answers from Jarok,” Uncle Saul said.

	A massive explosion rocked the island.

	Coordinates suddenly appeared in my mind and powerful mental voice commanded, “Evacuate.”

	Hothar tightened his grip on me. Inky blackness engulfed me and thirty seconds later we were standing on another island. Uncle Saul and the other warriors popped in around us. Jarok hung limply in my uncle’s grip.

	To the east, red energy beams slashed through the billowing clouds of black smoke as Talons fighters and the Rodan mother ship exchanged laser fire.

	Kaboom! A humongous explosion ripped apart the Rodan base. The island sank beneath the churning seas.

	



	

Chapter Five

	“Another couple of seconds and we would have been fish bait.” I squirmed in Hothar’s crushing hold. “Ease up will ya? I can’t breathe.”

	“My apologies.” Hothar released me. “What kind of garment are you wearing beneath your clothing?”

	I grinned at the baffled note in Hothar’s voice. “A fat suit. It’s part of my disguise.”

	“This is not your true shape?”

	I narrowed my eyes at Hothar’s delighted smile. “Got something against big, beautiful women?”

	“You are lovely in any form.”

	“Good answer.” For a moment we watched a lone palm tree circling around and around the boiling sinkhole. “Did you notice what kind of explosives they had stockpiled?”

	“Two hundred cases of thermite grenades,” Hothar replied.

	I let out a whistle. “More than enough to sink the island.” A twenty-foot tsunami crashed against the barrier reef surrounding our island. “Any other islands in the area?”

	Hothar nodded. “Twenty klicks to the west.”

	“You can teleport that far?”

	“I can.”

	I patted his arm. “You might be useful for something more than sex after all.”

	The alarm on my uncle’s face was almost comical.

	“A clever move, but you will not get rid of me that easily,” Hothar said in a low, peeved voice.

	I shrugged. “It was worth a try. My uncle’s an old-fashioned kinda guy.”

	Boom! Hellfire blossomed on the Rodan ship’s hull.

	I did a happy dance. “See, Safat Fireflash missiles work every time.”

	“It will take more than one direct hit to bring down a Rodan mother ship,” Hothar advised.

	“Rats.”

	The Rodan ship accelerated sharply and vanished. The Talon fighters pursued it.

	I scowled. “Waewae’s gonna escape.”

	“The Overlord has arrived. The battle is far from over,” Hothar said.

	Huh? How did he know the Overlord was here? A mental link of some kind? Since Hothar had his abilities, I bet Zarek kept a close eye on him. I would.

	My Uncle’s voice rumbled in my head. “Jarok’s regaining consciousness. Get him talking.”

	“Yes, sir.” I’d just give him a little psychic push to tell the truth and wa-la! He would spill his guts. I would make one hell of a bartender.

	“Let go of me! You have no authority to detain me. I have sworn allegiance to the rightful Overlord,” Jarok shouted, struggling to free himself from Uncle Saul’s iron grip.

	Someone had got up on the wrong side of the ocean.

	“Malik was sterile. Waewae is not his son,” Hothar taunted.

	“You lie! Lilkee showed us proof of his heritage.”

	“So, you’re okay with Malik banging his sister?” Just call me curious.

	“Lilkee is Malik’s half-sister,” Jarok snapped.

	I stared at him in disbelief. “And that makes it okay? What have they been putting in your Kool Aid?”

	“You filthy hybrids must be wiped from existence.”

	“Now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings. I’m not a hybrid, honey, I’m all human,” I retorted. A little white lie, but he didn’t need to know that.

	“That is not possible,” Jarok scoffed. “You used telekinesis. Only the Coletti can do that.”

	Not true. The Alliance had all sorts of people with telekinetic abilities. “First, I’m an ugly human, then I’m a filthy hybrid. Which is it?”

	Jarok blinked rapidly. “You are an abomination.”

	“Nope, just human.” I pulled back my lips. “See. No fangs.”

	“Pure-blooded Coletti females do not have fangs,” Jarok stated.

	“Now you think I’m a pure-blood?” I threw my hands up in the air and turned to Hothar. “Can your bracelet doohickey prove I’m not Coletti?”

	Hothar’s eyes burned with suppressed rage. “It can, but Jarok is incapable of acknowledging the truth.”

	“Once the hybrids have been wiped from existence, the Coletti Empire will be as it once was,” Jarok snarled.

	“Huh? You do realize without hybrid females the Coletti race will become extinct within the next five hundred years?” Zarek had made sure we saw and understood the statistics and scientific data backing up that awful fact.

	“Zarek, the great pretender, lied. There are plenty of pure-blooded females to breed with,” Jarok shot back.

	I scratched my suddenly itchy face. “Okay. Where are they?”

	“Lilkee has them safely hidden away. When Zarek is defeated, we will be rewarded with a mate of our choosing.”

	“Have you actually seen these prospective mates? Talked with them? Rumor has it, those imaginary full-blooded females were recruited from pleasure houses and aren’t Coletti at all.”

	“You lie!” Jarok head-butted Uncle Saul and broke free.

	I immediately seized control of Jarok’s mind and paralyzed his motor cortex. “Guess what dickwad? Little ole’ human me has total control of your body. Sucks doesn’t it. You can’t move a finger to scratch that itch on your nose and or reach for a weapon. Best of all, you can’t teleport.”

	Jarok’s eyes rolled wildly when he realized everything I had said was true. “What are you? What are you?”

	“I’m a Siren.”

	Hothar smiled proudly. “A very powerful Siren.”

	“Females cannot use mind control. It is not genetically possible,” Jarok spat.

	“Gee let me guess. Lilkee told you that?”

	“Yes.”

	“Like she also promised you your own command and all you had to do was help the Rodan slaughter your people.”

	“The hybrids must be eliminated,” Jarok growled.

	Hatred and loathing churned in my gut. “The families the Rodan massacred on Beta Five-One were all full-blooded Coletti. Not a hybrid among them.”

	“It is all lies.” Jarok gave a demented laugh. “Soon the entire galaxy will know Zarek is spreading vicious and untrue propaganda.”

	The pictures of the dead children were forever burned into my mind. I shoved those bloody images into Jarok’s mind. “You allowed this to happen. A warrior does not butcher the innocent.”

	Jarok visibly paled, but insisted, “They were hybrids.”

	“They were children. Harmless children.” I stared at him in utter disgust. “You’re a murderer, a fool and a coward.”

	“Zarek isn’t fit to lead,” Jarok shouted.

	“I’ve heard enough. Silence him,” Uncle Saul instructed me.

	“Yes, sir.” I tightened my control on Jarok. “Do not utter another word.”

	Jarok’s mouth moved, but nothing came out.

	I watched Hothar and Uncle Saul search Jarok. He had a shit load of weapons on him. Damn, was it hot. Rivulets of sweat ran down my body. Not only was the fat suit suffocating me, my face was itching badly. Ugh. The stench of decayed and rotting vegetation made me want to puke. This island was more of a scummy swamp than lush paradise. Dozens of enormous banyan trees rose out of the water-logged terrain. Debris from a shipwreck littered part of the beach.

	Uncle Saul pulled his boot knife and cut off Jarok’s warrior braids. “You have been stripped of your warrior status. You are dead to the Overlord. You are dead to the clan.”

	Fear leaked into Jarok’s eyes.

	“You will face the rite.” Hothar added and landed a single blow to the base of Jarok’s skull. The traitor’s knees buckled and down he went.

	I rubbed my now burning face. “How do Lilkee and Waewae inspire such devotion? A drug? Brainwashing? Or simple greed?”

	“I do not know,” Hothar responded grimly.

	Uncle Saul advised, “Another Rodan mother ship has joined the space battle and we might be stuck here awhile. Find a sturdy root and chain Jarok to it.”

	“As you command.” Hothar hoisted Jarok over his shoulder and carried him over to the tangled network of banyan tree. Pulling shackles off his belt, Hothar cuffed Jarok to a thick root.

	A shimmering veil of silk sparkled in the sun. My eyes widened in horror. “Please tell me that’s not a gigantic spider web.”

	Uncle Saul grabbed my elbow and hustled me away. “It’s not important.”

	“Not important?” I reached for the laser pistols I had stuffed in my waistband. They were gone. My eyes narrowed when I saw them on Hothar’s weapons belt. Sneaky bastard.

	Uncle Saul asked, “Were you able to gather any intel before the C130 went down?”

	“Some. I tapped into the administrative aide’s mind. He also belongs to Earth First and helped Governor-General Dovers disable the planetary defensive systems in May.”

	Uncle Saul ran a hand through his thick hair. “Damn. Earth First infiltration is worse than we thought.”

	“The Overlord will not be pleased,” Hothar commented from behind us.

	Clouds of buzzing, biting insects swarmed me. I slapped frantically at them. “Got any bug spray.”

	Hothar tapped his bracelet and presto. The insects vanished.

	“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” I tugged at my mask. “Can you help me get this thing off. It’s irritating the hell out of my skin.

	“Assisting my mate, is an honor and a privilege,” Hothar responded.

	I gave him my best “you’re so full of it” glare. “A couple of hours ago I was an annoying female.”

	“You still are,’ Hothar stated blandly and tried to peel off the mask.

	“Ow. Hold on. The friggin’ thing is stuck to my skin.” I winced when Hothar managed to peel a small section back. “And the even worse news is, my fat suit soaked up a bunch of salt water and I’m literally cooking.”

	Hothar’s fingers danced over his warrior’s bracelet. “Your skin is covered in a raised rash and your body temperature is elevated.”

	“We need to get you cooled down before you get heat stroke.” Uncle Saul pulled a healing wand out of his hip pocket and ran it over my face. “Try removing the mask now.”

	I gave it a tug and half of the mask came off easily. “Whew! It worked!”

	Hothar carefully eased the rest of the mask off and alarm filled his eyes.

	“Dang! How bad is my face?”

	Uncle Saul’s eyes widened slightly as he examined my skin. “Let me run the wand over your face again, and you’ll be as good as new. Nothing to worry about, sweetheart. Nothing at all.”

	“That bad, huh?” I sighed in relief as the pain and itching faded away. “All healed up?”

	“Yes, sweetheart, all better.”

	Uncle Saul hadn’t used the “don’t worry, daddy will fix you up” tone on me since I was twelve and fell into a hornet’s nest. I flinched at the image I snagged from his mind. Between the hideous red blisters and my badly swollen lips, I looked like someone out of a horror movie. Had the stupid mask left me disfigured for life? I turned to Hothar. “Would your blood help fix this mess?”

	“Couldn’t hurt,” Uncle Saul muttered.

	Hothar cut his palm and held his hand out to me. “Drink.”

	I took it and lapped at his blood. A gentle warmth engulfed my body and I could feel his strength pouring into me. I touched my face. Thank the Lord, my blisters were fading away. I suddenly realized his blood was starting to taste pretty good. Crap. That was bad on so many levels.

	“That should do it,” Uncle Saul said, pulling me away from Hothar. “How much touchy-feely stuff has been going on between the two of you?”

	“The only time Hothar has touched me was to teleport,” I assured my uncle.

	Hothar added, “I would never dishonor Casey.”

	“See that you don’t.” A frown creased Uncle Saul’s forehead. “Both of you are too young for that type of shenanigans.”

	“Shenanigans? Us? I wasn’t the one playing tonsil hockey with Commander Torrez’s underaged daughter. Did you forget what happened when her daddy walked into the cantina with his men?”

	A smile touched my uncle’s mouth. “One hell of a brawl.”

	“And who had to save your sorry ass?”

	“You girls did.” Uncle Saul grinned at Hothar’s astonished expression. “Never piss Casey off. She’s got a mean right hook.”

	“I enjoy a good fight,” I told Hothar and waited for his reaction.

	“A mate that can fight at my side is a gift from the Goddess,” he answered smoothly.

	My uncle laughed. “Be careful what you ask for. Casey is a one-woman demolition crew.”

	“Har. Har. All of us Jones girls are.” I wiped the sweat out of my eyes. God, it was so friggin’ hot.

	Hothar glanced down at his warrior’s bracelet. “You body temperature is still elevated.”

	I surveyed the tiny island and a shudder shook me. Except for the trees full of cane spiders there wasn’t any place for me to change. I jerked my thumb at the warriors. “I don’t want to strip down in front of all of them.”

	Uncle Saul turned to the five Coletti warriors who had been following our conversations with great interest. “Check the island for any signs of the Rodan.”

	“As you command,” they said in unison, clamped their right arms against their chests and vanished.

	I smacked Hothar’s hands as he tried to unbutton my shirt. “I don’t need your help to undress. If you’ll both turn around, I’ll get out of my fat suit.”

	“As my lady wishes.” He obediently turned to face the ocean.

	As soon as my uncle had his back to me, I kicked my boots off and stripped down. I tugged and tugged on the fat suit’s zipper. The friggin’ thing was glued shut. I yanked and yanked and yanked some more. Since Uncle Saul didn’t like me cussing, I went with, “Son of a monkey. Mothersmucker!”

	Hothar asked casually. “Do you need help?”

	“I do, but don’t you dare laugh at me.”

	“We wouldn’t think of it,” Uncle Saul promised solemnly.

	“Fine. Get me out of this.”

	Both men turned around. There wasn’t a trace of emotion on their faces as they studied the fat suit.

	“A very effective disguise.” Hothar glanced at my uncle. “Cut it off?”

	Uncle Saul bobbed his head. “I agree.”

	They pulled their knives and went to work.

	I heard a muffled snicker and looked over my shoulder. Uncle Saul was grinning like a loon. “You promised.”

	“Sorry sweetheart, but you gotta admit this is pretty damn funny,” Uncle Saul said. “You resemble the marshmallow man from that silly ghost movie.”

	“How was I to know the suit ballooned up in salt water?” I expelled a long breath when the foam rubber concoction fell away. The ocean breeze was pure heaven. “Thank you.”

	“You are truly beautiful,” Hothar stated.

	The naked desire in Hothar’s eyes had me blushing. “And you win the grand prize for awesome dimples.”

	“Knock it off you two.” Uncle Saul’s mouth tightened into a hard line. “Get dressed. The Overlord will be here shortly. He’s anxious to interrogate Jarok.”

	My eyes widened in horror. “Do I still look like I have the plague?”

	“The Overlord won’t even notice,” Uncle Saul promised, refusing to meet my gaze.

	Seriously? My skin was the color of a boiled lobster with pieces of white foam still stuck to it. “What happened with the horrendous space battle?”

	“The Overlord,” Hothar said and handed me my clothes.

	“Right. The big scary came, saw, and blew them all to hell.”

	Guttural screams rent the air.

	I took one look at the horde of hairy spiders covering Jarok and scrambled up Hothar’s back like it was the Matterhorn. Once I was perched on his shoulder, I cried, “You said cane spiders were harmless.”

	“Those are not cane spiders,” Hothar replied, endeavoring to loosen my death grip on his head.

	“No shit!”

	“Language, young lady,” Uncle Saul warned as he reached up to pull me off Hothar’s shoulders.

	Immense power rippled the air around us as the Overlord teleported in.

	We all froze.

	Zarek’s cold amber gaze examined us and the pieces of my fat suit. He cocked a dark brow. “I cannot wait to hear your explanation.”

	“Spiders frighten my mate,” Hothar clarified.

	“Mate?”

	I smacked the top of Hothar’s head. “Am not.”

	Letting out a sigh, my uncle pointed at Jarok. “Spiders.”

	As if on cue, Jarok uttered a bone-chilling shriek.

	Zarek took it all in and tapped his warrior’s bracelet. Ten seconds later, the spiders scurried back into the monstrous web.

	“You don’t think they ate the other warriors, do you?”

	“They did not. I had them teleport back to the ship.” Zarek replied.

	“Oh, that’s good.” I released my death grip on Hothar’s head and smoothed his hair down. “Sorry.”

	Uncle Saul plucked me off Hothar’s shoulders. “You should be.”

	“Before you return Casey to the ship, make sure she is dressed. My crew knows she is your daughter General, and Jones females are highly sought after.”

	“Casey is mine,” Hothar growled, a hand on his sword.

	An aura of sheer menace radiated from Zarek. “Are you challenging me?”

	Wazzock’s piss! I jumped in front of Hothar. “No! He’s not. He’s annoyed that Waewae got away. We all are. Annoyed. That is.” There was no way in hell I wanted the two of them fighting. It would get messy. Really messy and for some darn reason I couldn’t let Zarek hurt or kill Hothar. What was up with that?

	All the Overlord’s terrifying power was suddenly wrapped around me and I flinched when he started mucking about in my head. How had he gotten through my shields? Using every trick Quinn had taught me I tried to evict him, but nothing worked.

	Zarek’s deadly voice sounded in my mind. “You wouldn’t let me harm Hothar?”

	“No, sir.”

	“How did you plan on stopping me?”

	“I’d keep dumping you in the ocean until you cooled down.”

	Zarek leaned down and whispered in my ear. “It wouldn’t have worked.”

	“Probably not, but your attention would be on me and not Hothar.”

	Uncle Saul gaped at me in horror. “Casey is suffering from heat stroke, my lord. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”

	“I do not need you to defend me,” Hothar groused.

	“Ever since you decided I was your mate, you’ve become nuttier than a squirrel turd.”

	“A what?”

	“A turd. Or in other words, you’re full of shit.”

	Zarek started laughing. “You have met your match Hothar.”

	“Casey is difficult to control,” Hothar admitted.

	“Gee, ya think?” I gasped when Zarek’s mental hold became very painful.

	“Have you forgotten your manners?”

	“No, sir. Sorry, sir. The heat is making me a tad cranky.”

	“Your psychic abilities have grown considerably, little one. You are now a force to be reckoned with. You need a mate strong enough to keep you in check. Hothar also needs a mate who will temper his sometimes-rash behavior. You two are perfect for each other,” Zarek said out loud.

	“Uh, thanks, but no thanks. I’m very happy being single.”

	“This isn’t open to debate.” The Overlord released my mind and gestured to Hothar. “Take her blood.”

	“What?” I backed away. After getting two aircrafts shot out from under me, having to deal with a bunch of murderous Rodan, blood-thirsty traitors and a horde of spiders, just color me done. “The only way you’re getting my blood is over my dead body.” I went into a combat stance.

	“Stand down, Casey,” my uncle bellowed.

	I bellowed back, “Yuck Fou.”

	“You think you can beat Hothar in a fight?” Zarek’s mouth quirked in amusement.

	“Yeah. I cheat.”

	Hothar grinned and cracked his knuckles. “So, do I.”

	“Go suck a duck.” Grabbing him with my telekinesis, I tossed him at the ocean.

	Poof! Hothar vanished before he hit the water. Ten seconds later, he grabbed me from behind. I flipped him over my shoulder and tried to kick him in the face, but the turd teleported again.

	I had practiced hand-to-hand combat with Quinn and he had shown me a few tricks. Like how to track Coletti warriors. In my mind’s eye, I could see where Hothar was going to reappear. The instant he popped back in, I unleashed a series of telekinetic punches into his gut.

	Hothar staggered back a step. “Your fighting skills are barely adequate.”

	Barely adequate? My temper flared to life. I’d show the jerk adequate. I summoned every bit of power I had and hit him with it. The shocked look on Hothar’s face as he flew down the beach was gratifying. Very gratifying, until Zarek’s hand clamped down on my shoulder. Ow. He had the Vulcan death grip down pat.

	“Enough Casey. This foolishness stops now. You do not have the strength, or the will, or the ability to defeat Hothar,” Zarek said harshly.

	“Because he has your combat skills?” I snarked and winced when the Overlord tightened his grip.

	“You think to challenge me?”

	“No, sir. I’m not that crazy, but I choose who I mate with. Not you.”

	My uncle groaned.

	Hothar appeared in front of me. “Would you settle for a partner? I will always have your back and fight at your side. I will bring you chocolate every day. I can teach you how to fly a Talon and fight like a Coletti.”

	A part of me was so very tempted, but if Hothar took my blood, he would know my little secret “You want an annoying, chatterbox of a female who is afraid of spiders?”

	“Nothing that can’t be fixed,” Hothar answered.

	My blood pressure went up. “You did not just say that?”

	“Silence!”

	I literally froze.

	The Overlord fixed me with the unblinking stare of a predator. “You are afraid Hothar will taste the difference in your blood. I know your birth father was not human.”

	I gaped at him. “You know I’m a half-breed?”

	“Yes. Your brainwaves are quite unique. We have discovered your father was from the Alliance planet of Nal Rishi. Dreng was a highly decorated Alliance enforcer and a powerful psychic.”

	“Holy cow! He was a cop?” Color me horrified. “Are you sure?”

	“Very sure.”

	Tears welled in my eyes. “My sperm donor wasn’t heroic, he was a monster. Do you know what he did to momma? How many people he murdered? My mother was the one who stopped his killing rampage.”

	Hothar gently rubbed my back. “You have her spirit and determination.”

	And I had my father’s DNA too. Which scared the crap out of me. What if I snapped and became a killing machine?

	“You might have inherited Dreng’s psychic abilities, but you do not have his dark soul,” Hothar reassured me.

	Aw, that was so sweet. Wait a minute. Was he prowling around in my head?

	A genuine smile curved Zarek’s mouth. “I have been in your mind, little one. You are not a cold-blooded killer. Dreng was an honorable warrior until he was bitten by a Megal snake. Its venom causes insanity.”

	Utter relief flooded through me. I wouldn’t become a raving lunatic.

	“Dreng murdered my son Thor and would have killed Bree and her mother, if Liliana hadn’t stopped him. It is a debt that can never be repaid,” Zarek added.

	A single tear ran down my cheek. I missed momma so much. “When did you know Uncle Saul?”

	“It took a while to get permission from the Alliance to use their database for a DNA search. We got the results back two days ago.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

	“It was decided we would reveal your birth father’s identity at a family meeting.”

	Jarok shouted, “Release me. Now! You have no right to hold me.”

	The man had a death wish. “If I was you, I’d be very, very quiet,” I told him psychically.

	“I do not take instructions from a female.” The color drained from Jarok’s face when he spotted Zarek who was now wearing his scary-ass sociopath expression. Eeek!

	“I think it is time to find out what Jarok knows,” Zarek’s voice was full of implacable resolve.

	I grabbed my clothes. “Y’all go ahead, do your thing and I’ll just go down the beach a bit and get dressed.” I scurried off.

	“Take care of your mate, Hothar.”

	“Yes, my lord.” He trotted after me.

	“No shenanigans,” Uncle Saul warned and followed the Overlord.

	I rolled my eyes. Like that was going to happen.

	



	

Chapter Six

	Hothar abruptly scooped me up and kissed me. Not a peck on the mouth, but a body-burning, soul-sucking lip lock.

	My girly parts were jumping up and down with glee and yelling yee-haw! Hallefrickinlujah! Wowzers! Hooboy. Don’t stop! While my mind was shrieking: Stop! Stop! I had to make him stop. Oh, the hell with it. I kissed him back.

	His mouth blazed a trail down my neck and bam! Hothar sank his fangs deep into a vein. Before I could haul off and hit him the pain was replaced by intense pleasure. Every suck sent tiny jolts of delight rocketing through me.

	“Enough. Mark her as yours, but nothing more,” Zarek commanded.

	“Yes, my lord.” Hothar gave my neck a long, slow lick.

	My body quivered. “A hundred positions, huh?”

	“Yes, and a thousand delights.”

	Jarok screamed in agony.

	“That’s a definite buzz kill. I know Jarok deserves everything Zarek is doing to him, but I don’t want to witness it.”

	“Then, you will not.” Hothar gently lowered me to the ground. “Get dressed and I will take you to sick bay.”

	Another blood-curdling shriek broke from Jarok and another and another and another.

	I fought down the urge to puke and scrambled into my clothes.

	Hothar held up his hand. “Before I teleport you to the ship, we have to establish a mental link. The other warriors must know you are mine.”

	“Kinda like a dog marking his territory, huh?” Just call me a bitch.

	The bastard grinned at me. “I know you are hot, tired and hurting, but it is necessary.”

	“My face should scare them off. I look like a parboiled plague victim.”

	“The warriors are more interested in your bloodlines, not your looks.”

	I sighed. Did I want to deal with a ship full of horny Coletti warriors all hell-bent on claiming me? Nope. Linking minds with Hothar was the second step in the bonding process. If I didn’t accept Hothar, God knows who I would get stuck with. Plus, it would piss off Zarek.

	I felt the brush of Hothar’s mind like fingertips stroking my skin. “I will do everything in my power to protect you. To make you happy. Can you accept me as your partner?”

	I shivered as the caresses continued. Wowzers! Hothar had to be drawing on Zarek’s seductive skills and Detja was one lucky woman. A delicious warmth grew in my belly. Hothar could suck on my juicy bits any time. Dang! One kiss and I was his. How scary was that?

	The bulge in Hothar’s pants thrashed wildly. His hands balled into fists and the muscles in his jaw clench as he fought for control.

	“I think your little fellas wanna come out and play,” I teased.

	“Little?” Hothar’s eyes popped open and the deep primal need in them, had me taking an involuntary step forward. I craved his touch. I ached for him. What the hell? Had I lost my mind?

	“Control it Hothar,” Zarek growled.

	Grim determination flashed across Hothar’s face. “It is difficult, my lord.”

	“The drive to complete the mating bond is very strong, but you are stronger.”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	I backed away from Hothar. Was he deliberately trying to influence my decision? Maybe. The hunger I sensed in him called to me. As much as I hated to admit it, there was a connection between us. Did I want him as my partner? Yes, and no. He was on the bossy side. He expected instant obedience and thought I was a chatterbox with destructive tendencies. I expelled a long breath. That one I’d give him. Things did tend to go to hell in a hurry when I was around.

	I knew Hothar would stand at my side, no matter what. He was a master at battle tactics and weaponry. In an emergency, his instincts were very, very good. He was even tempered, but if he ever lost it, watch out. When I accidently disabled his Talon, he hadn’t strangled or otherwise hurt me. Best of all, he played Warriors of the Galaxy, my most favorite game in the entire galaxy.

	Better yet, the final bond couldn’t occur until I was twenty-one. Which gave me two years to get to know Hothar and ferret out all his secrets. I waggled my eyebrows at him. “I think we’ll make an unbeatable team,” I dropped my shields.

	A triumphant smile curled Hothar’s mouth as he slid into my head. I felt a tugging sensation and several light pinches as he created our permanent link. “Don’t make me regret this.”

	Hothar brushed his mouth over mine. “You will not.”

	Prickles scampered up my back. “Uh oh. Trouble.”

	Together we mentally scanned the area for the threat. Hothar bared his fangs in a predatory snarl. “Earth First assassin squads.”

	“How did they know where the Overlord was?”

	“Someone on his ship is a traitor,” Hothar replied grimly.

	A buzzing sensation erupted in my head and I said out loud, “Those bastards also brought along that damned telepathy blocking gizmo.”

	“They are wearing the Alliance inhibiting discs too.” Hothar’s mouth tightened into a hard line. “When the Overlord is interrogating a prisoner, it hinders his awareness. I will teleport and warn them.”

	“No need.” I let go with my ululating war cry.

	Uncle Saul answered with his own battle cry.

	I hooted like an owl.

	Uncle Saul responded with a very realistic coyote howl.

	Hothar stared at me in amazement. “What was that?”

	“Apache war cries. The animal sounds are a way to communicate what actions you want the other warrior to take. Did you know there are no rules for an Apache warrior when it comes to fighting? If you’re his enemy, he will kill you.”

	“A sound battle practice. Who taught you those sounds?”

	“Mangas, a Chiricahua Apache. He’s a fierce, scalp-taking master of death.”

	“Scalp-taking?”

	“Yep. He has a bunch of Tai-Kok scalps. The monsters feared him.”

	“You have interesting allies. What were General Jones’s instructions?”

	“Take cover over there.” I pointed to a huge pile of debris from a shipwreck.

	Hothar wrapped an arm around my waist and teleported us. “Where did you meet this Mangas?”

	“After the Tai-Kok blew up our base, we retreated to the desert. Mangas and his people came to our aid.”

	Poof! Zarek and Uncle Saul appeared next to us.

	“Nice battle cry, little one,” Zarek said.

	“Thanks, but Uncle Saul’s is better.”

	“I can’t compete with your bellow.” Uncle Saul pulled his laser pistol. “Here they come.”

	I watched as eight men in scuba gear rose out of the water. They were armed with P11 waterproof pistols, APS underwater laser rifles and pint-sized rocket launchers. “What did you do with Jarok?”

	“He’s bait.”

	Jarok’s shrill cries rang out.

	I took a quick peek and latched onto Hothar. “Spiders! Billions of them!”

	“They create an excellent distraction,” Zarek responded.

	“Yeah, boy.” I risked another look and shuddered. The eight-legged freaks were wrapping Jarok in webbing. So, not good.

	One of the assassins held up a tracking scanner.

	Hothar tucked me under his arm. “Don’t move.”

	I nodded and frowned as prickles burned up my spine. “Another team is coming through the swamp.”

	“Their mistake,” Zarek murmured.

	“Help me. Please. Please, help me,” Jarok cried pitifully.

	The assassins cautiously approached him.

	A chorus of blood-curdling screams came from the swamp. Laser beams flashed wildly, and several banyan trees disintegrated into zillions of red fireflies.

	Someone shouted, “It’s that fucking Coletti Overlord!” Just like that, the assassins sprinted for the swamp.

	I’d love to see their faces when they realized there was no fucking Coletti Overlord, just big, fucking spiders.

	Zarek, Hothar and my uncle switched their laser pistols to stun mode and vanished.

	They popped in behind the assassins. Zap. Zap. Zap. Zap. Zap. Zap. Zap. Zap. The unlucky hitmen toppled to the ground as uncontrollable muscle spasms shook their bodies.

	My scarily efficient Coletti warriors quickly disarmed the assassins and destroyed their psychic jamming devices.

	I rubbed my aching head and flinched when I caught a glimpse of Zarek doing a little mental reconnoitering. The man was utterly ruthless as he tore through their minds. The assassins’ guttural groans made my stomach churn. What I needed was a Sedona spa day. I could visit the vortexes, eat great food and have a little R&R. Yeah, that was ticket.

	Hothar snorted in my head. “You are not going anywhere without me.”

	“I didn’t know you liked getting facials and your nails done.”

	“No trips to Sedona alone,” Hothar growled as he helped Uncle Saul and Zarek tie up the assassins.

	“I’m a big girl and I don’t need your permission.”

	“Yes, you do.”

	“This is the way you keep me happy?”

	“This is the way I keep you alive,” Hothar countered.

	Okay, I’d admit a lot of people had been trying to kill me lately, but my skin was in serious need of a good rejuvenating facial. “A word of advice. Telling me I can’t do something, is never a good idea.”

	“Being stupid is not a good idea either.”

	What a butthead. Prickles ran up my spine and I spotted two of the Earth First killers running from the swamp. Their wetsuits were covered in spiders. The minute they saw me, they raised their laser rifles. “Not today boys.” I tossed them in the ocean.

	Sploush! Sploush! The killers shot to the surface with the spiders riding on their heads and swam away from the island.

	Huh? It was almost as if they were swimming to safety.

	“Stay put until all of the Earth First warriors have been dealt with,” Hothar instructed.

	“Yes’um, boss. I’ll just cower in the corner and cry hysterically until you big, strong he-men can rescue me.”

	“You are not amusing.”

	Hot prickly stings rolled over my skin. The ocean began to churn violently and to my horror, a big black submarine erupted from the water. The hatch flew open, and a sailor climbed out and manned a pneumatic deck gun built into the bow of the ship.

	“Hot lips, we have company.”

	“We see it.” The annoyance in Hothar’s voice made me smile. Grabbing two assassins apiece, my deadly warriors teleported, leaving me all alone on a desert island filled with nasty ass spiders. And without a single weapon.

	“You are a weapon and you are not alone,” Hothar stated in exasperation.

	“You’re right. There are zillions of spiders, two assassins and a submarine full of bad guys to keep me company. You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

	“I can teleport to your side in an instant.”

	The sailor opened fire on the island. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. The high-powered ammo shredded what was left of the banyan trees.

	“Bad idea, unless you’re faster than speeding bullets.”

	Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. The deadly projectiles ripped through the shipwreck debris.

	I ducked behind a large rusty girder and flinched as bullets pinged off the metal. Wazzock’s piss! Reaching out psychically, I grabbed the gunner’s mind and pain exploded in my head. Damn, that hurt. He was wearing one of those crappy discs and the sub had to be equipped with a jamming gizmo.

	Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Another volley churned up the sand and turned their own men into Sushi.

	Enough was enough. I telekinetically picked up a section of iron pipe and threw it frisbee style at the sailor manning the deck gun. Thwack! The force of the impact knocked him overboard. Sploush!

	More men poured out of the sub.

	I studied the junk littering the beach and smiled. Batter up. I pitched a broken sink at the sub. Smack! It caught a sailor dead in the chest. He staggered backwards, crashed into another seaman and over the side of the ship they went. Sploush! Sploush!

	Grabbing a broken ship’s mast. I lobbed it and took out four more men. A battered dinghy was followed by old wine casks, a lamp and a volley of ping pong balls. Thud. Plunk. Bang. Bang. Thunk. Thop. Thop. Thop. Sploush! Sploush! Sploush! Sploush!

	“Men overboard,” I called and wrapped my mind around a chair.

	Hothar grabbed my arm. “You can stop now.”

	“I was just getting warmed up.”

	“Neither the Overlord nor the Battle Commander will be pleased if you hit them in the head with that chair.”

	He was right. I released the chair. You couldn’t outrun a pissed off Coletti warrior. I had tried, and it didn’t end well. “What’s the plan?”

	“They wanted the Overlord. They get the Overlord.”

	Poof! The Overlord, the Battle Commander, my uncle and several other warriors appeared on the submarine in full battle gear.

	“Be careful what you wish for,” I muttered.

	My uncle dropped the Coletti version of a flash bang down the hatch. Boom! Thick blue smoke billowed out of the hatch.

	“Is that the flash bang that knocks them senseless?”

	“It is.”

	“All we need now is some beach chairs and a couple of cold beers to watch the show.”

	“The only place you are going is to sick bay.”

	I took one look at the spiders swarming across the sand and jumped into his arms. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go.”

	



	

Chapter Seven

	There was a flash of black and we appeared in sick bay. I looked around the spotless room. Six top-of-the-line regen tubes lined the back wall. The four examining tables came with all sorts of thingamajigs to ensure a sterile operating field and enhanced diagnostics.

	A gentle voice asked, “How may I assist you?”

	“My mate needs treatment for this rash and heat exhaustion.” Hothar placed me on an examining table.

	The medic walked over to us and my jaw dropped. He had green skin, tubular ears and exotic features. “Oh, my God. You’re Shrek, aren’t you?”

	“I am.”

	“Kaylee told me all about you. How you were an Alliance medic until she hijacked you.”

	Shrek smiled and ran a scanner over me. “She hijacked the entire crew. How is the lady warrior and her child?”

	“Good. Really good.”

	“They need me on the island. I will return.” Poof. Hothar was gone.

	I rolled my eyes. “You know how it is with Coletti warriors. Always places to go. People to kill.”

	“Indeed.” Shrek handed me a chocolate bar. “How are you are related to the lady warrior?”

	“We’re cousins. I went to live with her family when I was nine.” I tore the wrapping off and practically inhaled the bar.

	“This will rehydrate you.” He put a pressure injector against my neck and triggered it. “Have you taken your mate’s blood today?”

	“I have. Twice.”

	“Excellent. Ten minutes in the regen tube should reverse the damage to your skin.”

	“Yippee.” I jumped off the table and followed Shrek over to a tube.

	His fingers flew across the control panel. The tube opened. “Please remove your clothing.”

	“What?” I squawked.

	Shrek took one look at my outraged expression and hastily added, “I have seen many female forms.”

	“But not mine. I don’t get naked in front of strangers.”

	Opening a drawer, Shrek pulled out a blue medical jumpsuit equipped with sensors and handed it to me. “You may wear this.”

	“Thank you.” I looked around. “Where do I change?”

	Shrek sighed. “I will step out. Please be inside the tube when I return.”

	“Ok.” As soon as the door slid shut, I shucked off my sweat-soaked clothing and pulled on the jumpsuit. I wrinkled my nose. What was that awful smell? I sniffed my underarms. Ugh. It was me. I was surprised Hothar had wanted to get within ten feet of me. Dang. There went my idea to douse him with skunk perfume. The need to mate overrode his olfactory senses.

	“Get inside the tube, Casey. Shrek has other duties,” Hothar growled in my head.

	“Done killing people?”

	“Yes. In the tube. Now.”

	With an aggravated sigh, I climbed inside the tube and tried to find a comfortable position. “Find your traitor?” The instant the lid closed, a thick white mist swirled around me.

	“We have not.”

	“That sucks.”

	“When the treatment is completed, Bey will escort you to my cabin,” Hothar said.

	“Who’s Bey?”

	“A friend and trusted warrior.”

	“Why do I have the feeling, you’re not telling me everything?”

	“I have no idea.” The link broke.

	Hmmm. The sneaky bastard was up to something.

	Shrek walked back in and examined the control panel on my tube. “Almost done.”

	The sick bay doors whooshed open and two burly Alliance soldiers stormed in. Their eye-searing red uniforms were torn and bloody. Was one of them Bey?

	Shrek turned to face them. “May I assist you?”

	“We have come for the female,” the bigger one said.

	The lid on my tube slid back. I sat up and did a little mental snooping. They weren’t Alliance soldiers, they were Earth First assassins. I flashed the info to Hothar.

	“You are not authorized to be here. Leave. Now,” Shrek replied, stepping in front of me.

	Bless his little heart, he was trying to protect me. My eyes widened when the door swished open and a golden tarantula the size of a dinner platter skittered across the ceiling. A Tabor. A goddamned Tabor and I had a feeling his name was Bey. Was this Hothar’s way of working on my problem?

	The bigger assassin shoved Shrek aside. “Stay out of our way or die.”

	I scrambled out of the tube. “You heard Shrek. Leave or the only ones dying are you.”

	The assassins laughed and charged.

	I tossed the bigger one against the wall.

	Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Bey peppered him with web balls until all you could see was his horrified eyes.

	Shrek grabbed a surgical laser scalpel. Kwishuuuuu! With a flick of his finger it became a light saber.

	The other assassin pulled his sword and the duel was on. Vrummmummm! Fvish! Buzz! Vrummmummm! Fvish! Fvish! Fvish! Buzz!

	Color me impressed. Shrek was one hell of a swordsman. He deftly blocked all the assassin’s blows. Vrummmummm! Fvish! The assassin’s sword arm fell to the floor.

	The assassin screamed in agony and fumbled desperately for his laser pistol with his left hand.

	The minute it cleared his holster, I yanked the pistol out of the assassin’s remaining hand and hurled him across the room. He bounced off the wall and crashed to the floor. Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat!

	His cries were muffled by the webbing.

	“Now that is what I call teamwork.” I eyed the Tabor warily. I wasn’t afraid of him. What was up with that? Had Hothar been mucking around in my head? Probably. We were going to have a long talk about personal boundaries. “Are you Bey?”

	“I am.”

	“Thanks for the help.”

	“Human females frequently require saving.”

	“Do not.” Prickles charged up my spine. “Incoming bad guy.”

	A Coletti warrior in full battle armor teleported in, grabbed me and teleported out. Inky darkness spun crazily around us.

	Whoa! I was getting seasick. I blinked as little sparks of lightning danced over us. Weird. That had never happened before. After what seemed like an eternity, the darkness fell away. Friggin’ hell. I was back on spider island. I wriggled in his grip. “What do you want?”

	“The Overlord will surrender to me or you die,” the traitorous fool stated.

	A hairy golden appendage waved at me over the warrior’s shoulder.

	I grinned. “If you can distract the traitor long enough for me to get access to his warrior’s bracelet, Uncle Saul showed me an icon that will help us take him out,” I told Bey.

	“He did not pick his prey carefully.”

	“No, he didn’t.” I let out a big belly laugh.

	The warrior growled, “What do you find so amusing?”

	“You just made the biggest mistake of your life,” I chortled.

	“How is that?”

	“Your first mistake was assuming the Overlord would ever surrender to you. He won’t. Your second mistake was thinking my mate would stand idly by and let you hurt me. Not a chance. And the last reason is him.” I pointed at Bey. “My personal bodyguard.”

	The second the traitor turned his head to look at Bey, I hit an icon on his warrior’s bracelet. His battle helmet retracted. Bam! The Tabor had his fangs buried in the warrior’s throat.

	He released me and yanked wildly at the Tabor riding his face.

	“Did you know one bite from a Tabor and you’re dead before you take your next breath?”

	The warrior made funny gurgling gasps and collapsed.

	“Okay, my bad. Two breaths.”

	Bey crawled off the traitor. “He is not Coletti.”

	“But he teleported. Kinda.” I pushed the dead guy’s head up with my foot. “He looks Coletti.”

	“Prosthetic fangs and his blood tastes like Bjarke.”

	I bent down for a better look. “Huh? The Bjarke are mercenaries. The question is who hired him and had his appearance altered?”

	“There are many suspects with the technology to accomplish that.”

	“Yeah, Earth First could pull it off. The Legionnaires aren’t smart enough and the Rodan usually don’t play well with others.”

	Hothar appeared beside me and did a double take. “Did you know that jumpsuit is transparent in the sun.”

	“What?” I looked down. Dang! It was. You could clearly see my girls and hoo-ha. “Did you know the Coletti Bey just killed is actually a Bjarke warrior in disguise?”

	His lecherous grin vanished. “Bjarke?” Hothar quickly tapped several icons on his bracelet. “Wazzock’s piss.”

	“I have many cousins on this island,” Bey commented casually.

	My eyes bulged at the sight of several hundred spiders scuttling towards us. “Cousins? Those eight-legged freaks like to eat people.”

	Bey waggled his legs. “As do I.”

	“What!”

	“Quit teasing her Bey.” Hothar tossed a stun grenade at the spiders.

	Boom! My ears rang, and for a moment the world tilted dizzily around me. “Whoa!”

	Hothar grabbed me before I did a face plant in the sand. “My apologies. The sight of your glorious body has scrambled my brains.”

	I smacked his chest. “You’re so full of shit and why didn’t you use your bracelet’s bug repelling sonic thingy?”

	“It affects Bey too.”

	“Right. Wouldn’t want him to get all woozy and accidently eat one of us.” I blinked to clear my vision. The beach was covered with curled up spiders. “Are they dead or playing possum?”

	In a move that mimicked Zarek, Hothar cocked a dark brow. “Possum?”

	“Acting like they’re dead until they get the chance to bite you or make a run for it. Wolf spiders in Arizona do it all the time. I usually blast the hell out of them with bug killer to make sure they stay dead.”

	Bey stroked a leg over my bare toes. “You killed my brethren?”

	“Yeah. Got a problem with that?” The day from hell got the best of my temper and I dropped into a combat stance. “Then bring it on. Cause I need to kick some ass.”

	“She is no longer afraid of Tabors or their cousins,” Bey said, his amusement obvious.

	“You bastard!” I punched Hothar in the gut. “You did muck around in my head.”

	Hothar scowled. “As my mate you will be dealing with a number of unique lifeforms. You cannot behave like a frightened child every time. It could get you killed.”

	“I want a divorce.” I hurled Hothar down the beach.

	Poof! He teleported back. “Do you?” Hothar picked me up and kissed me like a starving man. “How about now?

	“You had no right…”

	Hothar lips locked on mine. He slowly and thoroughly ravaged my mouth. Pleasure fogged my brain until I was wrapped around him like a limpet. He tasted so damn good. I needed his touch more than I needed to breathe.

	Ack! Ack! Bey heaved and hacked like he was trying to cough up a hair ball.

	Reality broke through the haze of desire. Divorce wasn’t in a Coletti warrior’s vocabulary. I was stuck with Hothar. Warts and all. Could I deal with a control freak for the rest of my life? Hothar’s naughty, naughty fingers electrified my body, unleashing a voracious hunger, a clawing want. In that instant I knew Hothar was mine. I couldn’t imagine a future without him.

	Ack! Ack!

	I broke the kiss. “Are you okay Bey?”

	“No. I am not okay watching humanoids perform sex acts.”

	“It was just a kiss.”

	Hothar gave me a “seriously” look and reluctantly released me.

	“Okay, it was one hell of a kiss,” I said on our private link.

	Hothar winked.

	Bey retorted, “Is the Overlord aware of your enthusiastic kissing?”

	Nope and it needed to stay that way. “Where is the omniscient one?”

	“Interrogating the prisoners. General Jones is taking the submarine to the Australian naval base at Cairns,” Hothar answered.

	“Okay, our job is to discover the traitor’s identity before he does any more damage. Like siccing another fake Coletti on us,” I said.

	Hothar nodded. “A good plan. What did I miss?”

	“The Bjarke teleportation resembled a mixture of the Gorum and Katanic methods of travel,” Bey answered.

	I fed Hothar my memories of the dead guy teleporting us. “The little sparks of lightning surrounding us was kinda freaky. I kept waiting to get zapped.”

	“If you had been zapped, you would have exploded into tiny pieces or your bodies would have merged together.”

	“Dang.” I shuddered as I pictured my head on Bey’s body.

	“A most unpleasant complication,” Bey said, equally repulsed.

	Hothar searched the fake Coletti. He pulled off the weapons belt and examined it. “This belt is a quantum logic gate.”

	“What does a quantum logic gate do?” Curious minds wanted to know.

	“It breaks down your body into photons and channels the energy between two teleportation devices,” Hothar replied.

	“Kinda like a transporter?”

	“In a way. A stable quantum gate cannot be tracked or blocked. It would allow enemy warriors access to our command centers or secure areas on a warbird.”

	“Well, color me horrified. Earth First would love to get their hands on this kind of technology. How safe is it?”

	“Sometimes the quantum gate creates an unstable magnetic field and the resulting explosion can be catastrophic,” Hothar answered.

	“So, we’re lucky we didn’t go boom or end up stuck in a wall?”

	“Yes.” Dropping the belt, Hothar rans his hands over me.

	I quivered in delight. “What are you doing?”

	“Making sure you have all your parts,” Hothar responded, trailing one hand up my ass.

	“Are you going to check Bey too?”

	Bey skittered away. “I have all my parts.”

	“Are you sure?” A giggle escaped me.

	“Very. We should be more concerned about where the other device is and who is controlling it,” Bey groused.

	I winced. Hothar wasn’t the only one with raging hormones. I mentally checked the area. “Bey has a point. There would have to be another gate nearby. Earth First fanatics could turn the device into a powerful suicide bomb and use it to destroy our bases. We need to find a way to track it.”

	“If the gates are unstable, they will be easy to locate.” Hothar scanned the area with his bracelet. A high-pitched beep sounded. “There. In that pile of debris.”

	A burning sensation crawled along my shoulders. “Something’s wrong.”

	“Charged particles are ionizing the air,” Hothar responded, tapping different icons on his warrior’s bracelet.

	“Does that mean the magnetic field is destabilizing?”

	A worried frown knotted Hothar’s forehead. “Yes.”

	The sand vibrated beneath our feet. “That can’t be good.”

	“There is a metallic hum coming from the belt,” Bey warned.

	A strange boom, boom, boom reverberated around the island. “I think it’s getting ready to blow! Run!”

	“We cannot outrun it.” Hothar scooped me up. “Bey, to me.” The second the Tabor leapt on his back, he teleported.

	



	

Chapter Eight

	There was a flash of inky blackness and we popped out in the middle of a fluffy, white cloud. A cry of horror escaped me as we fell. The pulsating bolts of energy highlighted the churning water far, far below us. “Hothar!”

	“I have you,” Hothar rasped. Another flare of indigo engulfed us. Poof! We were suddenly on the deck of a luxury yacht. An elderly man with a dead critter perched on his head sat in a bubbling jacuzzi surrounded by four bikini-clad babes. They stared at us in opened-mouth astonishment.

	I stared back in equal amazement. Who in the hell got into a jacuzzi in this heat? I linked with Hothar, “What happened? I thought you were taking us back to the ship?”

	“A burst of photon energy disrupted my power. I was able to do a mid-port shift and bring us here.” Hothar said grimly, lines of strain bracketed his mouth.

	Holy hell! If Hothar hadn’t done that mind meld with Zarek, we would be very dead. Most warriors his age didn’t have the skills or power to do a mid-port shift. If Hothar had failed, we would have either appeared in the airless vacuum of space or hit the ocean at Mach 1. Uncle Saul had mentioned how incredibly difficult it was to shift locations in the middle of teleporting to a predetermined location. I patted Hothar’s chest. “Leave it to Hot Lips to pull off the impossible.”

	“Do not call me Hot Lips. It is demeaning,” Hothar grumbled and dumped me on my feet.

	“It’s a compliment. Cranky butt is not. See the difference?”

	Hothar gave me his best menacing glare.

	The geriatric playboy pulled a satellite phone out of God knows where and took our picture.

	Slashes of incandescent silver flashed across the horizon.

	“Oh, lookie at the pretty lights,” one of babes cried. Like magic, pink satellite phones appeared in their hands and they started snapping photos of the phenomenon.

	They didn’t have a friggin’ clue those “pretty lights” could kill them. “Are we out of the blast radius?”

	“Yes.”

	I did a quick mental scan of the old guy while he took some selfies with the magnetic storm in the background. The old geezer was a self-made billionaire and loved the ladies. The younger, the better. He liked to party, and a helicopter would soon be flying in more of his guests. I smiled brightly and used my best Southern Belle accent, “Goodness gracious, y’all are having some wild weather. I hope you don’t mind us popping in like this? But why use a copter when a Coletti is available?”

	The old geezer climbed out of the water, excited at the idea of a Coletti warrior attending his bash. His itty-bitty gold Speedo left nothing to the imagination and exposed his shortcomings to the entire world. “How did you hear about the party?”

	I picked a name out of his head. “Armando told us all about your famous parties. He said we should stop by and say G ’day. Didn’t he honey?”

	Hothar grunted.

	“Gotta say this is some boat. You must be richer’n Croesus. You can call me Chastity, the big guy is Hothar and the Tabor is called Bey.”

	Bey dropped to the deck and waved a leg all friendly like.

	The babes screamed blue, bloody murder and fled below deck.

	“Human females frighten so easily,” Bey complained.

	I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, because ginormous spiders are so common.” I gave the old geezer an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that, sugar. The Tabor won’t hurt you.”

	“Do not make promises you cannot keep,” Bey said ominously.

	“Behave yourself, or we’ll find out how well you swim.”

	Hothar snarled, “Enough!”

	“You got a fella?”

	I jerked my attention back to the geriatric playboy. His lecherous gaze roved over me and settled on my Bermuda Triangle. Maybe I should start waxing down there.

	Hothar growled deep in his chest and stepped in front of me.

	Like I would do it with gramps? He was hairy as a gorilla and wearing enough gold chains to sink a battleship. I poked my head around Hothar’s back. “I do have a fella. Say howdy to the nice man, Hothar.”

	“Howdy.” Hothar bared his fangs in a predator’s smile.

	The old geezer twitched. “Can I get you something to drink? Beer, whiskey or a margarita for the lady?”

	What the hell? I was hungry and thirsty. “Bless your heart. A margarita sounds wonderful. Hothar will take a beer and do you have any chips?”

	“A beer, a margarita and some chips, Bambi,” the old geezer commanded the bikini clad bartender cowering behind a fancy chrome wet bar.

	“Yes, sir.” Keeping a wary eye on us, Bambi whipped up a margarita.

	“You didn’t ask what I wanted,” Bey grumbled.

	“I doubt they have any insects for you to munch on and you’re not eating one of them.”

	“I like chips and beer.”

	“Seriously?”

	Hothar ran a weary hand over his face. “He does.”

	“Who knew?” I called to Bambi. “Could you make that two beers, sweetie?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	I didn’t like the fatigue lining Hothar’s face or how ghastly pale he was. “You don’t look so good.”

	“The mid-port shift drained my power.”

	“Does Shrek make house calls?”

	“The magnetic field has temporarily inhibited my long-range telepathy and it also scrambled the electronics in my warrior’s bracelet.”

	“Terrific. My blood will fix you up, right?”

	“It should.”

	I urged him over to a lounge chair. “Sit. Drink.” I offered Hothar my wrist.

	“It will hurt.” He licked my pulse point.

	I stroked his cheek. “You saved our lives. I can deal with a little pain.”

	“You do know, I will never let you divorce me?”

	“Once you’re feeling better, we’ll talk about personal boundaries.”

	“If you insist.” Hothar bit down gently on my radial artery. A sharp pain radiated up my arm. The discomfort was quickly replaced by raw want as he took my blood.

	Ack! Ack!

	“Give it a rest, Bey. Hothar needs my blood.” My core pulsed with sudden moisture and an unbearable ache began to build between my legs. Oh, God. Oh God. I fought to squelch a whimper.

	“The facial expressions of a human being aroused is nauseating,” Bey griped.

	“Then don’t watch.” I dug my fingers into Hothar’s shoulder as my pleasure grew and grew. Could I have an orgasm standing up? Phantom tentacles vibrated against my clit and ecstasy cascaded over me. A moan broke from me as my entire body shook, and I literally saw stars. Wowzers!

	Ack! Ack!

	Hothar locked his left arm around my hips. “Easy there.”

	“I think you’re feeling better.” The toe-curling aftershocks continued to shake me.

	A satisfied smile curved Hothar’s mouth. “I am. I like watching you come.”

	Ack! Ack! “I do not. It is beyond disgusting.”

	“Yes, we know Bey.” I placed a light kiss on Hothar’s mouth. “The old pervert enjoyed the show too. Voyeurism gets him off and I’d rather that didn’t happen again. Kay?”

	“In the future, I will endeavor to feed somewhere secluded.” Hothar added, “The old pervert envies me.”

	“I doubt it. He has his own personal harem. I can’t compete with their model good looks.”

	“Your beauty outshines all of them.”

	“You’re turning into such a Don Juan.” I twitched, as the sweet warmth of his tongue licked the puncture marks on my wrist. “Do you smooth talk all the ladies?”

	“Only you.”

	“Good answer.”

	Bambi cautiously approached with the beers, my margarita and a bowl of chips on a silver tray. She placed it on a glass-topped table next to Hothar. “If you need anything else, please let me know.”

	“Do you have any extra swimsuits?”

	“Yes, ma’am, we do.”

	“I’d be obliged if you could loan me one.”

	“Sure. No problem.” Bambi twitched nervously when Bey picked up a beer bottle with two of his front legs and drained it.

	“Good God almighty, would you look at that.”

	A hysterical giggle broke from Bambi.

	I linked with Hothar. “How in the hell can he drink beer from a bottle?”

	Hothar grinned. “His mouth is shaped like a short drinking straw. Bey uses it to suck up the liquefied insides of his prey or beer.”

	“And the chips?”

	“He spits digestive juices on them,” Hothar answered.

	I grimaced. “How yummy.”

	Buuuaaahhh. Bey belched loudly and tossed the empty bottle at Bambi.

	She caught it and fled back to the wet bar.

	I glared at the overgrown spider. “Where are your manners?”

	“After suffering through your nasty public display of affection, I needed a drink,” Bey replied and grabbed the other beer.

	I linked privately with Hothar. “Can Tabors get drunk?”

	“Yes, and quickly. Inviting Tabors to any festivities that include liquor always results in chaos. At the last bonding ceremony, the drunken Tabors had a web spitting contest.”

	“As in, who had the biggest one?”

	“As in who could spit them the fastest. They turned the entire ceremonial cavern into a mass of thick gooey webbing in a matter of minutes. It took hours to free everyone,” Hothar replied.

	Bet Detja was pissed. “Why in the hell did you let Bey drink those beers?”

	“If I had tried to stop him, he would have webbed me to a wall,” Hothar admitted sheepishly.

	“Couldn’t you just teleport out of the way?”

	“Not until my power level is back to normal.”

	Hmmm. In sick bay, Bey’s speed at webbing the assassins had rivaled a professional baseball pitcher’s fast ball. “How do we stop him?”

	“Very carefully.”

	I shuddered. If the creepy spider tried to web me, I was tossing him overboard.

	Bey stuck his face in my margarita and sucked noisily.

	What a brat. I rubbed Hothar’s finely muscled bicep. “I’ll be right back.”

	Before I could take a step, Hothar grabbed my hand. “Where are you going?”

	“To get a swimsuit. I’m tired of the old coot staring at me.”

	After shooting a glance at the old geezer who was still eyeballing me like I was his favorite dessert, Hothar released my hand. “An excellent idea. Killing one’s host is not proper etiquette.”

	Coletti warriors were taught etiquette? Who knew? I hurried over to the bar. “Could you show me where the swimsuits are kept?”

	“Yes, ma’am. It’s right this way.” Bambi escorted me down a hallway lined with pricey paintings.

	“Thank you kindly. I want to apologize for Bey’s behavior.”

	Bambi giggled. “It’s okay. I’ve never seen a spider drink beer before and I didn’t know they could belch like that.”

	“His momma didn’t teach him any manners.” I had been picking up some odd vibes from Bambi. I just hoped she hadn’t hooked up with an Earth First lunatic. To be on the safe side, I slipped a subliminal suggestion into her brain to ensure she answered my questions truthfully. “How long have you worked here?”

	“Just about six months. I was touring the South Pacific when I met Paul, ah, Mr. Gabaldon. He offered me a job on his yacht as a bartender and companion.”

	“A companion? Bless your heart. Taking care of the elderly is God’s work. You read to him and play cards? That kinda thing?”

	“I mostly sleep with him and his guests.”

	“Oh!” I fanned myself. “You’re a working girl.” Gabaldon was a friggin’ pimp? “Your boyfriend doesn’t mind?”

	“Tad?” The image of a blonde hunk in an itty-bitty Speedo flashed across Bambi’s mind and she laughed. “Not at all. Tad encouraged me to take the job. He said only a fool would pass up this opportunity. I mean, I get to ride around on a fancy boat, eat great food and all I have to do is be nice to the old coots; who then show their appreciation by showering me with expensive gifts.”

	Mercenary little thing. I had a feeling Tad was selling off the jewelry Bambi earned on her back. “What does Tad do?”

	“Do?” Bambi froze like a deer caught in the headlights.

	“For a living?”

	She blinked frantically. “He runs a successful auction house in Sydney.”

	“How interesting. What does he sell?” The thought of snooping around in Bambi’s mind made me queasy, but she was hiding something big.

	“He deals in antiques and stuff like that.”

	A half-truth. I took a quick peek. Tad fenced stolen property and was wanted by Interpol and the Australian authorities for multiple thefts. His current caper was having Bambi replace the old geezer’s expensive artwork with fakes. “What an exciting job. Has Tad popped the question yet?”

	“No.” Tears welled in Bambi’s eyes. “Tad found out Tony Lark, one of Paul’s drinking buddies, had asked me to be his mistress.”

	He didn’t mind her sleeping with the old coots, but being a mistress was off limits? What was I missing? I gave myself a mental head thump. Duh. The creep hadn’t retrieved all the stolen artwork yet. “He didn’t want you losing this great job?”

	“No. It wasn’t that. Tad was furious when I told him I had turned Tony down.

	Whoa! Hadn’t seen that one coming. “He doesn’t have enough money?”

	“Oh no, Tony owns a diamond mine in the Outback. He gave me these.” Bambi lifted her hair, showing off a very expensive pair of pink diamond earrings.

	“Goodness gracious, those sparkle nicely,” I forced a note of admiration into my voice. I would never understand how a woman could sell her body for some fancy trinkets.

	“Aren’t they just to die for?” Bambi let out a long sigh. “But Tony has what I call “dragon’s breath” and his dentures always have food stuck in them. When we play tonsil hockey, I always end up with pieces of his dinner in my mouth. A total gross out.”

	A sudden irrational urge to laugh hit me. Bambi’s life was like something out of one of those old soap operas or gangster movies. Who lived like that? Did she even worry about the Rodan? Probably not. I gave her a sympathetic smile. “Killed the romance?”

	Bambi shuddered. “Totally.”

	“Is sleeping with Gabaldon better?”

	“Not really.” She leaned closer and whispered, “Between you and me, he has a small package, if you get my drift?”

	I nodded solemnly. “I do.”

	“Paul’s dick reminds me of a shriveled-up carrot and even with those little blue pills he can’t get it up. Trying to give him a blow job is like sucking on a rancid pickle and his ball sweat is beyond gross. It tastes like rotted tuna fish,” Bambi confided.

	Oh, dear God, Bambi’s memories of her intimate moments with Paul were enough to put me off sex forever. “Have you thought about a different line of work?” Please say yes.

	Bambi laughed like that was the funniest thing she had ever heard. “And give up all this luxury? Not a chance.” An eager curiosity filled her eyes. “I heard Coletti warriors don’t have balls or bristly pubic hair?”

	“You heard right.” Kaylee had sent me a vid on Coletti man parts and holy crap what an eye opener. “They have tentacles instead.”

	The look of horror on Bambi’s face was priceless. “Tentacles? Like an octopus?”

	“Yes. Squirmy little fellas and dripping with slime.”

	“But my friend Darcie had sex with a Coletti warrior and she claimed she had twenty orgasms in one night.” Bambi shuddered. “She wouldn’t have done it with him if he had goopy tentacles.”

	God, this was way too much fun. I looked around cautiously and put a finger to my mouth. “Shhh. Wanna hear a secret?”

	Bambi nodded.

	“I know for a fact Coletti males are great at mind control. A little mental hocus-pocus and Darcie forgets all about those tentacles.”

	“Wow. Who knew? But, you know, for twenty orgasms, I think I could deal with tentacles. Your guy’s kinda hot. I wouldn’t mind doing him.” Her lustful tone raised the hair on the back of my neck.

	“Think again, sweetie. Hothar’s mine. Touch him and I’ll break all your fingers.” I gave her my version of Zarek’s scary-ass sociopath smile.

	The color drained from her face. “Oh! No. No. No. I would never steal your guy.”

	There wasn’t a doubt in my mind she’d give it the old college try and the little whore would find out the hard way that Coletti warriors were faithful, very faithful to their women. Bambi should stick with the old coots and her sticky-fingered boyfriend. I bared my teeth in a not so friendly smile. “Glad we could come to an understanding.”

	“Tad will be arriving shortly, and I’ll be sure to introduce you.”

	I frowned at the note of malevolence in her voice. Was Bambi threatening me? Maybe she wasn’t quite the airheaded bimbo she pretended to be. “I look forward to it.”

	Bambi opened a door and pointed to an enormous closet full of designer gowns and swimsuits. “Take whatever you need. Paul is a generous host. If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

	“Thanks. I will.”

	“Feel free to use the shower too,” Bambi added cattily as she closed the door behind her.

	Okay, I’d admit I was a little ripe, but Bambi would smell just as bad if she had been running around a tropical island in a fat suit. I headed to the bathroom and my jaw dropped. Talk about fancy. Golden sea creatures were etched into the mosaic floor tiles. White marble surrounded the huge shower. Gold-leaf Mermaids danced on the double glass doors and the taps were designed in the shape of fish. I shucked my medical jumper and stepped inside. I turned the fish, and hot water poured down from a rain showerhead. Man, I could get used to this. The dolphin shaped bath shelf held an array of shower gel and shampoo. I picked pink jasmine and lathered up, repeatedly. God it felt so good to be clean.

	Hothar rumbled in my head, “Do you need help picking out a swimsuit?”

	“I decided to take a shower first. I smell worse than Zoey’s skunk perfume.”

	“Shower?” Poof. Hothar was standing beside me. The water poured off his battle suit as he explored the stall. “I never knew there were showers like this.”

	“Pretty nice, huh?”

	“Very.” His amorous gaze roved over my wet body. “And full of great beauty.”

	My nipples hardened and my pussy clenched. “If you keep staring at me like that, I’m gonna jump your bones.”

	“I want to be inside you, making you mine, watching your face as you come.” He took my lips with a devastating blend of hunger and gentleness.

	I pushed Hothar back with my telekinesis. “Hold on Romeo. Zarek and my uncle would have a cow if we complete the bond. Plus, doesn’t it create a whole shitload of problems?”

	“It does. We would not be legally mated. Other warriors could challenge me for the right to claim you.”

	“Over my dead body.”

	“Calm yourself. There are only a few warriors that have the ability to defeat me,” Hothar assured me.

	“I don’t care. I’m not a piece of property to be fought over.”

	“You are my heart, not a possession I own.”

	Oh, dear God. He meant every word. In that moment I fell in love with him. “Any challenge to you, is a challenge to me.”

	“You would fight for me, even if it meant your death?” There was a touch of horror in Hothar’s voice.

	“I would. We’re a team.” I went up on my tiptoes and gave Hothar a smooch. “We do the smart thing and wait until I’m twenty-one and for God’s sake, don’t accept any more death challenges from idiots like Jarok. There are enough people trying to kill us.”

	Hothar smiled. “A wise observation. I have chosen well.”

	“Actually, I think Uncle Saul and Zarek had something to do with it.”

	“Or Detja. She is responsible for over eight thousand bonding ceremonies.”

	“Wow. Quite a record.” Pin pricks crawled up my spine and I could hear the distinct Whup-whup-whup of a military helicopter overhead. “Do you think Uncle Saul sent a chopper for us?”

	“No. He has not. The men onboard are not his soldiers.” Hothar cocked his head as he mentally scanned the occupants’ minds. “They are hired mercenaries.”

	I merged with Hothar. Shit! One of them was Tad. The larcenous creep was wearing body armor and had bought an assault team with him to relieve Paul and his guests of their valuables. I shared the intel I had gotten from Bambi with Hothar.

	“Thieves.” Hothar’s face hardened. “They picked the wrong ship to rob.”

	“Yep, we’re gonna put a definite kink in their plans.”

	Screams echoed down the hallway and thuds shook the ceiling.

	“That can’t be good.”

	“I believe they have met Bey.”

	“I would have loved to see their faces when they spotted him.” I studied Hothar. His color was better, but his power was still low. “Do you need more blood?”

	“I have fed from you twice today. I cannot take more without endangering you. I can handle a few puny human males,” he assured me.

	“Cocky much?”

	“I simply speak the truth,” Hothar countered.

	“A puny, human male with a laser pistol can still kill you and bad guys never follow the rules. I want you to promise me, you’ll be careful.”

	More screams sounded.

	Hothar sighed. “Yes, my lady.” He handed me a laser pistol. “Stay here until I return.”

	“Like hell I will.”

	“You will obey me in this,” Hothar stated, every inch a dictatorial Coletti warrior. Poof. He teleported.

	I linked with Hothar. “Just so we don’t have any misunderstandings in the future, I’m not a dog. I don’t sit, stay, heel or roll over on command.”

	“You do not have a battle suit or armor of any kind. You will stay where it is safe.”

	A lack of body armor had never stopped me. Bolting from the shower, I ran into the closet and grabbed a one-piece tropical print swimsuit.

	“What about Bey? He isn’t bullet proof.” I wriggled into the suit.

	“Bey can take care of himself. Anyone foolish enough to attack him, will find themselves on the dinner menu.”

	“I can take care of myself too.”

	“Stay!”

	Gunshots rang out.

	Through my link with Hothar, I could see Bambi had a 9mm pistol and was firing wildly at my guy. I flinched as the bullets bounced off his battle armor.

	Splat! Splat! Several web balls caught Bambi in the chest, slamming her back against the wet bar. She spat a litany of vulgar curse words and fought to free herself.

	Splat! A web ball covered her mouth.

	I did a fist pump. “Way to go Bey.”

	“I dislike noisy females with weapons.”

	“Is that a warning?”

	“It is.”

	A whirring chrrrick drew my attention. It was coming from a pile of towels. I chewed on my lower lip. Where had I heard that noise before? My eyes widened as the memory hit me. Shit! The last time Sariel, the Askole High Commander, dropped by to show off his new battle armor; his display models made the same whirring sound.

	I shoved the towels to one side and there sat a black metallic girdle with a glowing red gem. Holy crap! Was that the new Askole armor belt? I picked it up and examined it. Dang! It looked like the prototype Sariel had been showing off to Uncle Saul and the Central Command bigwigs.

	How in the hell had it ended up on a playboy’s yacht in the middle of the Pacific Ocean? And what were the odds of us ending up on the same ship? One in a zillion? Fate was laughing her ass off.

	The old geezer did have oodles of money and could afford to buy the latest in personal protection, but the Askole only sold to planetary governments. Had someone in Central Command arranged the sale? I groaned. Oh, God, General Malford had struck again. For a sizeable bribe he would sell his own mother to the Rodan and maybe he had. She had come up missing about two weeks ago. Then there were the rumors circulating about his ties to Governor-General Ian Dovers of the Australian Defense Force.

	I doubted he was our mole, but he might know who was. It was time Malford had a “come to Jesus” meeting with Uncle Saul and Zarek.

	The belt vibrated in my hands. It was almost as if it wanted me to put it on. The old geezer wouldn’t keep something worth two million credits in the girl’s clothes closet. He must have shown it to Bambi and she told her sticky-fingered boyfriend about it. Tad knew the body armor would make him pretty much unstoppable and was coming to get it and the paintings. He probably thought this heist would net him about ten million credits. Boy was he in for a surprise.

	A war erupted up on deck.

	I merged with Hothar. Tad and his army were blasting the hell out of the yacht. “I’m coming.”

	“No! I have it under control. Stay put.”

	“But you’re out numbered.”

	“I am Coletti and you are still a fragile human without body armor. You stay below deck.”

	“So, if I found some body armor, I could help?”

	“Yes.”

	“Okey-dokey, smokey.” Hothar had walked right into that one. Sariel said the new high-tech armor would adjust to any size and there was only one way to find out. I fastened the belt around my waist and pressed the gem. Snikt. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Within seconds black armor covered me from head to toe. I took a couple of experimental steps. The armor fit perfectly and was effortless to move in. The heads-up display was totally awesome. The battle computer provided an easy flow of visual data and tactical information. I could tell at a glance who was friend or foe. I took a quick look at the full-length mirror and did a double take. The helmet resembled the jackal headed God Anubis. The glowing red eyes were totally creepy and cool at the same time. Time to try out the armor and kick some pirate ass.

	



	

Chapter Nine

	The main deck was littered with webbed mercenaries, shattered glass and a few bloody body parts. Ewww. Every muscle in my body went on alert when I noticed all the bullet holes riddling the bridge, jacuzzi and wet bar. Lots of bad guys with lots of high-powered weapons, giving me the perfect opportunity to field test my new armor. Was it inappropriate to do a happy dance? Probably.

	There was no sign of Bambi or the old geezer or his babes. Knowing Hothar, he would have stashed them somewhere safe. Speaking of my honey bunny, I could feel his immense satisfaction as he beat the hell out of Tad’s hired muscle. Having a mate that enjoyed his job was a prerequisite for a successful relationship. Or so Uncle Saul said.

	Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! A deadly volley of shots punched holes in the metal awning.

	“I’m gonna kill you, you motherfucking spider,” Bambi screamed.

	Crap! Where was our favorite neighborhood spider? One glance at my nifty heads-up display and I found Bey ping-ponging from the communications mast to the railing to the awning on thin strands of webbing in a desperate attempt to keep from being shot.

	Bang! Bang! Click. Click. About time the idiotic bartender ran out of ammo. I frowned when I noticed Bambi had a slew of weapons stuck to her web-draped body. How fast could she pry them loose?

	“You’re dead. Do you hear me? Dead!” She hurled her empty pistol at Bey. It bounced harmlessly off a wall.

	Should I tell her, the “spider” was a telepathic Tabor and didn’t speak English? Nah. Where was the fun in that?

	The crazy bitch tugged frantically at an Uzi glued to her chest. The gun discharged. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bullets flew wildly.

	“Drop the Uzi,” I mentally commanded Bambi.

	Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Hot lead sprayed in every direction. “I can’t. I can’t. It’s glued to my hand and my finger is jammed on the trigger,” Bambi cried and turned toward me.

	Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz.

	“Duck and cover!” I shouted at Bey as slugs pinged off my armor.

	“Easy for you to say.” Bey swung around the ship like a web-slinging hero on acid. Enough was enough. I threw Bambi overboard. I sure hoped she could swim with all that spider web shit stuck to her.

	“Help! Help!” Bambi shrieked, thrashing around in the ocean.

	Guess that was a no. I flung a lifejacket at her. “You okay, Bey?”

	“My injuries are minor, but I am feeling a bit peckish. I will eat her for dinner,” Bey replied gruffly.

	Peckish? Kaylee said Tabors liked using our slang words. I checked the suit’s medical scanner. Yup. Bey had a couple of small graze wounds across his back. “Ah, before you suck Bambi dry, you might want to check with Zarek first. He’ll probably want to interrogate her.”

	“A valid point.”

	“Why didn’t you just bite the bitch?”

	“Too many mercenaries shooting at me,” Bey snapped.

	“Hmmm. Then why didn’t you web ball them all?”

	Bey countered, “How many cocooned mercenaries do you see?”

	“A bunch.”

	“I do not have an inexhaustible supply of webbing.”

	“I didn’t think spiders could run out of silk.” Color me surprised.

	Bey corrected me, “I am not a spider. I am Tabor.”

	“Right. My bad.” Someone was in a bit of a snit. “How long will it take you to make more?”

	“Not long. Hothar is pursuing the leader of this band of fools.”

	“I’ll go see if he needs any help. Where’s the old guy and the other women?”

	“Below deck in something called a panic room.”

	“Gotcha.” The tracking scanner showed Hothar and the remaining bad guys duking it out on the helipad. Where the heck was Tad? On the infra-red screen, a figure caught my attention. Ah, there he was. The sticky-fingered thief was busy stuffing the stolen paintings inside the helicopter.

	Hot Lips was outnumbered ten to one, but did that stop him? Hell no. He kicked one attacker in the stomach, sending him flying into his buddy. A little telekinetic shove and they joined Bambi in the water. I lobbed a couple of life preservers at them.

	Another soldier of fortune charged Hothar with a Samurai sword. Hothar ducked the swinging blade. The mercenary next to him didn’t.

	I grimaced as the sword sliced through the mercenary’s neck like it was tissue paper. Thunk! His head hit the deck and rolled across the floor.

	A commando wearing a spiffy camouflage uniform tripped over it. Arms flailing, he struggled to regain his balance.

	Splat! A web ball knocked him over the railing. Bey was back in the fight.

	“Where did you find the armor?” Hothar chopped one mercenary in the throat, punched another and dodged a laser bolt.

	I tossed the idiot shooting at my honey bunny in the ocean. “In the girl’s closet. Pretty cool, huh?”

	“That armor was stolen from the Askole High Commander.”

	Dang, and I was wearing it. The one thing you never wanted to do was make an Askole warrior angry. They usually ripped your head off first and asked questions later. “No worries. We’ll just take it back to Zarek’s warbird and let Sariel know it has been recovered. He might even give us a reward.”

	“Doubtful. The minute you activated the suit, you triggered its tracking device.” Hothar disarmed a mercenary coming at him with a hunting knife and followed up with a palm strike to his chin. The bad guy bounced off the helicopter.

	I caught him and pitched him overboard. Time to end this heist before we were neck deep in Askole warriors. I took control of the pilot’s mind. “Shut the helicopter down, take the keys and jump overboard.”

	The engine died. Twenty seconds later, the pilot climbed out of the chopper and dove over the side of the ship.

	Tad shrieked like a spoiled child. “Who did that? Who did that?”

	I waved at him and said in my best ditzy blonde voice, “It was me. Twinkles. Psychic to the stars and mistress of manipulation.”

	“Do you have a death wish Casey?” Hothar’s tone was a mixture of aggravation and anger.

	“Nope. I have this awesome Askole armor to protect me.”

	“Armor you do not know how to use properly.”

	“A minor detail.”

	“Kill that damned Coletti,” Tad shouted, pointing at Hothar. “I’ll take care of the bitch.”

	Me? A bitch? I grinned. You bet your ass I was, and proud of it.

	The last mercenary standing jumped on Hothar’s back and did his best to choke out my guy. At the same time, the sticky-fingered jerk pulled his laser pistol and fired.

	Oh crap! Before I could even move, the red bolt hit me dead center in the chest, knocking me back a step. To my amazement instead of turning into a zillion fireflies, the armor had dissipated the energy. I was so keeping this suit.

	Hothar broke the mercenary’s neck and stalked toward us.

	“You stupid bitch! That’s my armor,” Tad shouted, his face red with rage.

	“Finders, keepers and if you wanted it so badly, why did you shoot me?”

	“To see if the suit worked. Now give it to me, you little whore.”

	Now he had done gone and pissed me off. “You want it, take it from me.”

	“I have a black belt in karate.” Tad, the moron, yelled as he stomped across the helipad.

	What part of indestructible armor didn’t he get? “So, what? I have a level nine black belt and this awesome suit. You want to punch it, feel free.”

	“Take off the armor and I’ll let you live.”

	I burst out laughing. “You’re too funny. If I did that, you’d shoot my ass.”

	“You have my word as a gentleman, that won’t happen.” Tad was oblivious to the fact that Hothar was standing right behind him.

	I laughed harder. “A gentleman? You’re nothing but a pimp and a murderous thief.”

	“The last person who defied me is buried in a shallow grave,” Tad snarled.

	“Gee, is that supposed to scare me? Because I know for a fact that the only one dying is you.”

	Tad snorted. “You’re going to kill me?”

	“Nope. He is.” I pointed at Hothar.

	Tad spun around.

	Hothar punched him in the face.

	There was a nasty cracking noise as Tad’s nose broke. His eyes rolled back, and he toppled over like a pole-axed steer.

	“I told you to stay below deck,” Hothar grumbled.

	“You also said if I found some body armor, I could help. I did, and here I am.” Prickles stormed up my back. Shit. More bad guys?

	Hothar stiffened. “Wazzock’s piss.”

	We were suddenly surrounded by Askole warriors. They resembled seven-foot-tall medieval knights with black-horned helmets and plated armor suits.

	Where in the hell had they come from? I hadn’t seen any glittering blue transporter beams. Their ebony armor seemed to absorb the light until all I saw was their glowing yellow eyes. What an awesome effect. Did my suit do that too?”

	“Do not move a muscle,” Hothar warned.

	I could sense the hostility emanating from Askole warriors. “Not moving. Don’t worry, they can’t hurt me as long as I’m wearing this suit.”

	“They have the ability to override the armor’s command systems.”

	“Say what?” Snikt. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Within seconds my wonderful armor had retracted until there was nothing left but the belt. I flinched when a very sharp sword was suddenly pressed against my neck. There was a stinging sensation as the blade cut into me. Shit! “Don’t I get a trial?”

	“You were found in possession of the armor. The punishment for theft is death,” a deep voice rumbled in my head and I could feel the warmth of my blood as it ran down my chest.

	Bellowing a terrifying war cry, Hothar teleported and all hell broke loose.

	The sword at my throat vanished and I was abruptly flying across the deck. I turned my forward momentum into a diving roll and somersaulted to my feet.

	The Askole warriors attacking Hothar moved so fast all I could see were black blurs. Hot Lips popped in and out in a deadly dance; ducking, dodging and evading their deadly talons.

	I frantically punched the red control gem on my belt, but nothing happened. They had deactivated the suit. I could feel Hothar’s power level dropping even further. This was one battle Hothar couldn’t win. The Askole warriors were lightning fast and tremendously strong.

	Bey spat web ball after web ball at the Askole warriors, but every one of them missed.

	Drawing on every ounce of energy I had left, I dropped my shields, and an instant before I unleashed my telekinetic shock wave, Uncle Saul roared, “Don’t do it!”

	“But they’re hurting Hothar.” I fought to control the power surging through me.

	“Stand down Casey. Now! The Overlord will deal with the situation,” Uncle Saul exclaimed as he mentally enforced his command.

	“Yes, sir.” I quickly raised my shields.

	Tremendous power roiled across the ship and Zarek commanded, “Cease fighting!”

	Everyone stopped moving. They reminded me of toy soldiers frozen in mid-strike.

	I looked up. Zarek, Uncle Saul and Sariel, the Askole High Commander, stood on the upper deck in full battle armor. I sagged against the wet bar in utter relief. About friggin’ time.

	“Put your weapons away,” Sariel instructed.

	The Askole warriors quickly obeyed.

	Zarek added, “You too, Hothar.”

	“They tried to kill Casey.”

	“Yeah, before we even had a chance to explain we had just found the stupid armor,” I added.

	“The mole deliberately created this confrontation in an attempt to shatter our alliance,” Uncle Saul said.

	Horror knotted my stomach. It had almost worked too. Killing a Coletti warrior’s mate would have been considered an act of war. “How did they know we were on this ship? It wasn’t a planned stop, and we were out of contact with you and Central Command.”

	“They tagged you with a tracker,” Zarek stated.

	“What?” I stared down at my body. “Where is it? I’ll cut it out.”

	“That will not be necessary.” Zarek tapped his warrior’s bracelet and a sharp, needle-like pain flared in my shoulder. “It has been rendered inert.”

	“Thank you, sir.” I racked my brains, trying to figure out when I had been microchipped like a dog.

	“To escalate the situation even further, my command center received a message from General Jones’s office stating the thief was a known operative of Earth First and was selling our armor to a Rodan representative. You activated the suit’s tracking system a short time later,” Sariel said as he walked down the stairs. He stopped in front of me. “Give me the belt.”

	I quickly took it off and handed it to him. “Gotta say your armor is amazing, I took a direct hit from a laser pistol and there isn’t even a burn mark. I mean, wow.

	“Be quiet Casey,” Zarek commanded.

	“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

	Zarek turned to Hothar. “You have my gratitude for finding our prototype.”

	“I did not locate the suit. Casey, my mate, did,” Hothar replied with a strong emphasis on the mate part.

	Sariel pushed an emblem on his gauntlet. His helmet shrank away, revealing an alien nightmare. His long tentacles knotted and unknotted around his black snakelike features. “Your offspring, General, has much in common with Kaylee and Sarah.”

	“They were raised together,” Uncle Saul said as he surveyed the wreckage. “You made a mess.”

	“Me? Why do you always think I’m responsible for this shit? Talk to Hothar and Bey.”

	A small web ball splattered over my hand, gluing it to the wet bar and Bey groused, “The mercenaries are responsible for the damage.”

	I shrugged. “They did come onboard with guns blazing.”

	“Bey and I simply defended the ship and its passengers,” Hothar declared.

	Zarek raised a brow. “By throwing them in the water?”

	“That magnetic storm drained Hothar’s powers.” My already iffy temper flared to life and I bared my teeth in a predator’s snarl. “Did you think I would stand idly by and let him get hurt?”

	A faint smile touched Zarek’s mouth. “No, I did not.”

	I tried to free my hand from the sticky spider silk. “Got any of Shrek’s pam spray Uncle Saul?”

	“I never travel without it.”

	“The spray is not necessary. It would be my honor to free you.” With one razor sharp talon, Sariel cut away the webbing. “You decided to use my armor after the battle started?”

	“Yes, sir.” I rubbed at the pieces of webbing still stuck to my left hand.

	Uncle Saul stuffed a chocolate bar in my right hand. “Do you know who took Sariel’s armor, Casey?”

	“Paul Gabaldon, the owner of this boat, might know.” I ripped the paper off the candy bar and took a big bite. God, that hit the spot.

	“Where is this Paul Gabaldon?” I didn’t like the way Sariel’s tentacles were squirming. It meant he was madder than hell, and when an Askole got angry, people died.

	“He is hiding in the panic room with his females,” Hothar answered, snagging the rest of my chocolate bar.

	Before I could punch him, Uncle Saul handed me another one. I shoved the entire thing in my mouth, wrapper and all.

	Hothar gave me his best sad puppy dog eyes. “Mates share everything.”

	“Not working.” Chocolate was the only thing standing between me and a killing spree. My uncle understood the joys of PMS. Hothar didn’t. Yet.

	Sariel bared some evil-looking fangs. “Show me this panic room.”

	“This way.” Hastily eating his chocolate, Hothar stepped through the shattered remains of the door. Sariel, Zarek, Bey and the Askole warriors followed him.

	This should be interesting. I took one step and a strand of webbing dangling from the wet bar snagged my hand. Dang. Not again. I yanked and tugged.

	“Hold on.” Uncle Saul sprayed my hand with Shrek’s famous spider pam and the webbing dissolved like magic.

	“Thanks.” I started after Hothar.

	Uncle Saul grabbed my arm. “Hold on a minute, young lady. I want to look at your throat. That’s a nasty cut and it’s still bleeding.” Presto! Out came his prized healing wand.

	I was beginning to think he slept with it. A sigh of relief broke from me as a healing warmth bathed my neck.

	“There. Good as new and what’s with the swimsuit?”

	“I got kidnapped by a fake Coletti,” I muttered around the candy bar.

	“I can’t understand a word you’re saying. Take that candy out of your mouth.”

	I spat the candy bar out and said, “A fake Coletti kidnapped me from sick bay and this was better than wearing that see-through medical jumper.”

	“Where is this “fake” Coletti?”

	“Dead.” I tore the paper off the candy bar. “Bey bit him.”

	“Show me the encounter,” Uncle Saul instructed.

	I linked minds with my uncle and recalled the series of events; including finding the quantum logic belt and fleeing as the magnetic field destabilized.

	“I told you no shenanigans,” Uncle Saul all but thundered.

	Holy crap! I thought I had blocked those memories. I crammed the candy bar back in my mouth and mumbled incoherently.”

	“Nice try,” Uncle Saul growled mentally.

	“It was only a couple of kisses.”

	A couple of kisses, my ass. Hothar had his hands all over you and you had psychic sex.”

	“Uh. Kinda.”

	“Kinda?” Uncle Saul did the eyebrow thing. He was hanging around Zarek way too much. “I know psychic sex when I see it.”

	I duplicated the eyebrow thing. “Do tell?”

	“Not funny. I’m your father and your commanding officer. I don’t have to explain myself to you. Care to justify your actions?”

	Not really. “When Hothar takes my blood it’s very orgasmic.” I could feel my face getting hot.

	My Uncle blew out a long breath. “I see. In the future you will only give him blood in cases of extreme emergencies.”

	“It was an emergency.” I swallowed the last of the chocolate and licked my fingers clean. My psychic radar began to prickle. “Expecting company?”

	“I am.”

	Three Coletti warriors teleported in. Their attention immediately fixed on me.

	Uncle Saul stepped in front of me. “What are you looking at?”

	“Your daughter is very beautiful. She will give me many strong sons,” a powerfully built warrior proclaimed.

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do you know how to swim?”

	“Enough Siv,” Uncle Saul growled. “Casey has been claimed.”

	“By who?”

	Hothar appeared next me and bared his fangs in warning. “Casey is mine.”

	I did a double take. Bey perched on Hothar’s head like some ridiculous hat.

	Siv flexed his pecs. “Does the little female know I have thirty-seven confirmed kills and I have bedded two hundred females?”

	“I had more kills than that when I was twelve and if you’ve bedded that many women, you’re a man whore. Just so you know, if you two start fighting, I’m throwing both of you overboard,” I warned.

	Siv started laughing. “I believe she would.”

	“Casey never makes an idle threat,” Hothar grinned. They clasped forearms and pounded each other on the back.

	“The entire squadron is here and eager for battle.”

	“Good. We have a traitor to find, Rodan soldiers to kill and Legionnaires to hunt,” Hothar said.

	I sighed. Testosterone at its finest. “How about you round up those mercenaries in the water first? They might even have intel on Earth First and the Rodan.”

	“An excellent idea,” Uncle Saul said dryly. “Once you have secured them in the brig, we need to chat about the rules Hothar.”

	Hothar shot me a questioning look.

	“Too much touchy, feely stuff,” I said on our private link.

	“You showed him?” There was a touch of shock in Hothar’s voice.

	“I’m not that crazy, just tired. When I gave Uncle Saul my mental briefing on the “fake” Coletti, it kinda slipped out.”

	Hothar flashed me a picture of a large rodent leaving behind an enormous pile of dung. “Zarek’s punishment for too much touchy, feely stuff is cleaning rat droppings from Tanith’s tunnels.”

	“Wazzock’s poop.”

	A chorus of voices screamed, “Sharks! Sharks!”

	Crap. I trotted over to the railing and looked down. Three great white sharks circled the swimmers.

	“What are you waiting for? Go get them,” Uncle Saul directed.

	Hothar and his fellow warriors teleported. They popped in, grabbed Bambi and the mercenaries. Poof! They vanished, leaving Bey behind.

	The Tabor thrashed about in the water. “I can’t swim! I can’t swim!”

	“How did he fall off Hothar’s head? Is he drunk?”

	“A good question,” Uncle Saul grumbled and teleported.

	I watched my uncle snag Bey and vanished seconds before a great white could start chowing down. Nothing like living dangerously. Maybe the eight-legged freak would rethink his decision to ride around on people’s heads.

	A few prickles climbed up my back. I turned and watched Tad get to his feet. Should I toss him overboard? He was a thief, a traitor and a murderer. Death by shark seemed appropriate.

	“Do nothing until I have interrogated him,” Zarek’s stern voice commanded.

	“Yes, sir.”

	Tad staggered around a bit and swiped at the blood running down his face. “Fuck! My nose is broken.”

	“Yep, it sure is. My honey packs quite a wallop.”

	He glowered at me. “What did you do with my armor?”

	His armor? “The Askole High Commander took it from me,” I answered.

	“I don’t fucking believe you.” Tad pulled a derringer. “You’re no longer bulletproof bitch. Give me the suit or I’ll kill you.”

	I held out my arms and did a slow circle. “Does it look like I have it?”

	“No, but you know where it is. Take me to it.” Tad cocked the pistol.

	“You have heard of Zarek? You know, the Overlord of the Coletti clans? He’s on this boat and if you want to live, you’ll put the gun down.”

	Tad laughed. “He doesn’t scare me. Take. Me. To. The armor. Now,” Tad enunciated slowly.

	Immense power spilled across the deck as the Overlord teleported in.

	Tad screamed like a little girl and fired.

	The bullet bounced harmlessly off Zarek’s battle suit.

	“Is that the best you can do?” The quiet gentleness of Zarek’s voice was beyond terrifying.

	Using my telekinesis, I yanked the gun out of Tad’s hand and caught it. One look at the tiny pistol and I rolled my eyes in disgust. “A single shot derringer isn’t the weapon to use when taking on the deadliest predator in the galaxy. You need a laser cannon and even that’s a bit iffy. If you ask nicely, Zarek might let you live.”

	“You want me to beg for my life? It’ll never happen! You don’t fucking scare me. Your days as the Overlord are numbered,” Tad shouted.

	Hoo boy! That was the wrong thing to say. I might have bought Tad’s macho demeanor if his voice hadn’t cracked so badly.

	The Overlord’s power encircled Tad. “What do you know about Earth First?”

	“Let go of me. Noooo!” Tad’s eyeballs bugged out. “Stop!”

	I stepped back as he lost bladder control. A shudder shook me as I felt Zarek digging through Tad’s mind. Ugh. Was I capable of destroying a person mentally?

	The Overlord’s cold amber gaze met mine. “You are.”

	Shock rolled over me as I realized he was right. If it was necessary to stop the Rodan and Earth First, I wouldn’t hesitate. I was my father’s daughter.

	“You are becoming Coletti,” Zarek corrected and allowed me to see his interrogation technique. He followed Tad’s memories, forcing him to recall his meeting with Earth First. A kaleidoscope of images flashed across his mind. Tad getting out of his car. Walking toward a large abandoned warehouse with way too many security cameras and sensors. A heavy-set, older man in a military uniform approaching him.

	I’ll be damned. It was none other than General Malford and who was the tall, blonde woman standing in the doorway behind him? Why did she look so familiar? Nausea rose in my throat. No, it couldn’t be her. Mary Beth was a part of our family. She would never betray us like this. Damn, but it would explain so much. “Can you get him to focus on the blonde, sir?”

	“I can.”

	“Please stop. Please. It hurts,” Tad sobbed.

	“I don’t care.” The Overlord forced him to concentrate on the blonde woman, until we had a clear picture of her.

	My God, it was Mary Beth and as Uncle Saul’s administrative assistant, she had access to all our secrets. Why hadn’t I sensed her traitorous thoughts? Was she using those silver discs? Or some other kind of mental shield? Her Debbie Sunshine persona hid the heart of a stone-cold killer.

	“Do you know who the woman is?” The fury in Zarek’s voice threatened my bladder control.

	“She’s Mary Beth Dunson, an Earth First commander and spy,” Tad responded.

	I asked hastily, “Do you know what she was doing at the warehouse?”

	“Commander Dunson discovered Malford had sold the Askole suit to the old fool. She. She gut shot the general and left him to bleed out on the concrete. She offered me eighty thousand credits to retrieve it from Gabaldon,” Tad whimpered.

	Zarek increased the pressure on Tad’s mind. “What else?”

	“She gave me a weird looking belt to wear. She said once I had the armor to hit the yellow button and it would bring me straight to her.” The picture of a quantum logic gate belt formed in Tad’s head.

	Holy Mother of God, Earth First did have the technology.

	“Where is the belt,” Zarek demanded.

	“Helicopter.” Tad made a gurgling moan and fell to the floor.

	I eyed the brain fluid leaking from his skull. Shit! Zarek had literally broken his mind. “He should have listened to me.”

	“His greed overcame his good sense,” Zarek said.

	“I’ll say. Tad was planning on keeping the armor.”

	Sariel zoomed up. “The old one and the females have been transported back to the ship.”

	“Earth First sent a quantum logic gate with the mercenaries.” Zarek toed Tad’s body. “This one was to use it to bring them your new armor.”

	A burning sensation crawled along my shoulders. I pointed at the little sparks of lightning dancing over the helicopter. “Are those charged particles?”

	“They are.” Zarek tapped an icon on his warrior’s bracelet. “The magnetic field is starting to break down.”

	“I say we return the belt to Mary Beth and let nature take its course.”

	Sariel gave a toothy smile. “An excellent idea.”

	“You think like a Coletti warrior,” Zarek said.

	I smiled happily. High praise from the Overlord. Now if I only had some beer, chips and salsa, all would be right with the world. A wave of exhaustion rolled over me. A bed would be nice too. I was in serious need of a nap.

	



	

Chapter Ten

	It took ninety long seconds before the tracking device Zarek had planted on the quantum logic belt to show up on his scanners. “The Earth First base is outside Paraburdoo, Australia and is hidden beneath an open-pit iron mine.”

	“My battle cruiser has moved into position over their base,” Sariel said, tapping away at the icons on his gauntlet. “I have routed your transmissions to my command center.”

	“Link confirmed. The magnetic field is growing in strength.” Zarek advised. He touched his bracelet and a 3D hologram of the mine formed in mid-air.

	I grabbed a beer and pulled up a chaise lounge to watch the show.

	Sariel studied the lightning snaking across the reddish-orange soil. “The resulting detonation will register as a magnitude eight on the human’s Richter scale.”

	Yikes! “It’s going to cause an earthquake?”

	“It will,” Zarek confirmed and took the beer away from me.

	I gave him the stink eye. Didn’t he realize how thirsty, tired and hungry I was? “How far away will people feel the effects?”

	“All the way to Perth.” Zarek replied and handed me a bottle of water.

	“Shit! Can we warn them?”

	“General Jones is doing that now,” Zarek answered.

	I drained the bottle of water. “Good to know.” As soon as Zarek’s attention was back on the growing crisis, I snuck another beer out of the fridge.

	Sariel stated, “My transporter crew has been alerted. Anyone leaving the area will be tagged and transported.”

	“That information has been relayed to General Jones and his warriors are on standby,” Zarek responded and magnified the image.

	“My warriors will help roundup any surviving enemy soldiers.” Sariel bared his truly scary fangs. “If they resist, they will feel our wrath.”

	I grimaced. It was about to get very bloody. Popping the top of the beer, I took a sip and focused my attention on the 3D image. Red electromagnetic pulses arced over the mine. It wouldn’t be long now before everything went boom.

	The wide terraces lining the sides of the mine were suddenly swarming with Rodan, Legionnaire and Earth First soldiers running for their lives. “Like rats fleeing a sinking ship,” I murmured.

	“Soon to be exterminated rats.” A pitiless smile pulled at Zarek’s lips as he snagged my beer and drained it.

	Dang. Did he have eyes in the back of his head?

	The floor of the mine suddenly slid back, and two shuttles shot out. Almost instantaneously glittering blue lights penetrated the ships. “The Rodan commanders and their crews have been taken. I have given permission to destroy the vessels,” Sariel said.

	Two deadly laser beams flashed from the heavens and nailed the ships. Flames erupted from the crafts as they tumbled from the sky.

	“The magnetic field has reached critical mass,” Zarek announced and crushed the beer can into a tiny ball of metal.

	Kablooey! A torrent of power exploded from the mine, hurling huge chunks of earth in every direction. A sun bright holocaust raged overhead, and brilliant bolts of silver lightning crackled wildly.

	The enemy’s stockpile of ammunition and weapons abruptly ignited. Kaboom! The unholy cataclysm belched blazing shrapnel, bodies and pieces of machinery. The cascading debris set the surrounding vegetation on fire. Thick black smoke billowed from the gaping crater.

	“They must have had a shitload of thermite grenades. How deep is that hole?”

	Zarek glanced at his bracelet. “Eight hundred feet.”

	Violent tremors continued to shake the area. The ground buckled and collapsed into the pit.

	“A fitting grave for Mary Beth, but now we’ll never know why she sold us out.”

	“The belt was programmed to return to that location. We have no proof Mary Beth was ever there,” Zarek replied.

	“Crap.”

	“Have no doubt. We will find her.” Implacable resolve was stamped on Zarek’s face.

	The hunt had begun and a Coletti warrior never, ever stopped his pursuit until his prey was captured or killed. Zarek was utterly relentless and Mary Beth was a dead woman walking.

	My stomach rumbled loudly. God, was I starving. I searched the remains of the wet bar and found several bottles of Champagne in the mini-fridge. They were the good stuff and what better way to celebrate our victory? I pulled out two bottles and looked around for a corkscrew.

	Zarek took the bottles away from me. “You are not old enough to drink or have sex. Which includes heavy petting, necking, mental sex or nooky of any kind. Are we clear?”

	“Yes, sir. Not even a smooch?”

	“Smooching is allowed as long as there is no tongue involved.”

	“Yes, sir.” Uncle Saul was such a snitch.

	Zarek examined me from head to toe. “When was the last time you ate, and I don’t mean candy?”

	“About eighteen hours ago.”

	“We must take better care of you.” Zarek held out his hand.

	“Food would be great.” I took his hand and flinched. With all the power thrumming through him, it was like touching a live electrical wire. I kept waiting to get zapped. I instinctively tried to break his hold.

	“Relax, I seldom kill members of my family.”

	A hysterical laugh broke from me. “Good to know.” Wow! He considered me family?

	“Yes, I do.” There was a fleeting second of inky blackness, and we were standing on the bridge of Zarek’s warbird.

	Holy cow! He was in my head. The utter silence caught my attention and I noticed every single warrior was staring at me. “What? You’ve never seen a girl in a swimsuit before?”

	“Eyes forward. We’re at battle status,” Uncle Saul bellowed.

	The warriors quickly averted their gazes.

	Zarek towed me over to Hothar. “Get your mate some food and suitable clothing,”

	“Yes, my lord.” Hothar scooped me up and teleported us to the mess hall.

	I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’m too tired to eat. You gotta bed?”

	“I do.” Poof we were in his quarters. The walls were covered with an assortment of weapons and there were two large beds. “Who sleeps in the other bed?”

	“Siv.”

	“He’s not showing up any time soon, is he?”

	“No, he has been assigned to clean-up duties at Paraburdoo.”

	“Good. Oh yeah, Zarek laid down some rules.”

	Hothar collapsed on his bunk. He was as exhausted as I was. “They are?”

	“No heavy petting, necking, mental sex or nooky of any kind. Smooching is permitted, but no tongue.”

	With a groan, Hothar fell back on the bed. “Not possible.”

	“I know.” I snuggled against his chest and closed my eyes. “Just need to rest for a minute or two.”

	Hothar wrapped his arms around me and sighed. “Me too. Then we will come up with a plan.”

	



	

Chapter Eleven

	A bugle played reveille. Loudly.

	Hothar bolted upright, dumping me on the floor and in one smooth movement pulled his laser pistol.

	“What the hell?” I looked around in alarm.

	That wizard kid from the movies stood by the bed with a bugle in one hand. He smirked at us. “Does Zarek know you are sleeping together?”

	Hothar holstered his pistol. “What are you doing here Adan?”

	“Saving your lives.”

	“Our lives? Seriously? When did that amazing event occur?” I got to my feet.

	“Have you ever wondered how out of all the ships sailing across the Pacific Ocean, you ended up on the one with Sariel’s stolen armor onboard?”

	“Gee, I thought the Good Fairy and her magic wand were responsible.” No sleep made me a very cranky girl.

	Hothar’s hands curled into fists. “You sent me the coordinates not Zarek?”

	“I simply pointed you in the right direction and put the belt where the female could find it.”

	“My name is Casey. I don’t answer to female.”

	“But you are a female,” Adan countered.

	“Are you always this big of a dick?”

	“Do not provoke him,” Hothar warned.

	“What’s he gonna do? Blow his bugle again?”

	“You must be a Jones.”

	I frowned. Adan’s power levels and aura were funky. “I am. What are you?”

	“I am a Katanic shapeshifter.” Adan transformed into a huge, heaving, silky black mass with creepy tentacles.

	Holy Mother of God. I climbed Hothar. “Get us out of here.”

	Hothar patted my leg. “He is Detja’s adoptive father. He won’t eat us.”

	“You sure about that?”

	“I am,” Hothar said.

	If Adan tried anything, I was going to bounce him off the walls and then run like hell. “So, you raised Detja?”

	“I did.”

	“Well, that explains a lot.” I slid down Hothar’s body. “Do you know if Mary Beth Dunson was at Paraburdoo when it blew?”

	“She caught me eating Governor-General Ian Dovers and fled the base an hour before it was destroyed,” Adan replied. A head suddenly bulged out from his hide.

	“Is…” Nausea rose in my throat. “Is that Governor-General Dovers?”

	“It is. I can regurgitate him, if you wish to question him.”

	“No! That won’t be necessary.”

	Hothar rubbed my back soothingly. “Adan can keep the general alive for up to three days.”

	“Swell.” I swallowed hard as more moving body parts poked out from Adan’s thick mass. How many people had he eaten, and did I even want to know? A part of me cringed at Dovers’s fate, but the warrior in me thought it was a fitting punishment. “Why didn’t you go after Mary Beth?”

	“Her quantum logic gate disrupted my ability to teleport for a short period.”

	“That’s not good.”

	“It is not,” Hothar agreed, then looked at Adan. “What do you want?”

	“I need your mate’s help.”

	Hothar eyed Adan suspiciously. “To do what?”

	“I was able to trace Mary Beth’s logic gate transmissions to a place called Old Tucson. I have never been to an old west theme park before and need Casey to guide me through what is real and what is a reenactment. It will keep me from unnecessarily eating people.”

	“Yeah, we wouldn’t want you to eat some poor actor by mistake, now would we?”

	“No, it upsets Detja.”

	I bet it did. “It’s been years since Earth First used Old Tucson as their base. Uncle Saul has it regularly patrolled and sends me in undercover as Annie Oakley, the famous sharpshooter, every six months to make sure the creeps haven’t established a foothold again. Are you one hundred percent sure that’s where Mary Beth went?”

	An enormous mouth edged with hundreds of serrated teeth appeared in the mass. “You doubt my ability to track power sources?”

	“No!” I held up my hands. “Not at all, but if I was Mary Beth, I’d dump the belt and run.”

	“The belt was disabled, but I know from interrogating Governor-General Dovers she has contacts at Old Tucson.”

	“Uncle Saul has personally scanned all the workers there. I find it hard to believe that he missed a traitor,” I replied.

	Adan’s mouth grew bigger. “Are you calling me a liar?”

	“She is not. Casey is simply not aware of your capabilities,” Hothar said quickly.

	“What he says.” I grabbed a sword off the wall and about dropped it. Dang it was heavy. “But if you try to eat me, I will gut you like a fish.”

	Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore!

	“Why is he making a noise like a rabid hyena?”

	“He is laughing,” Hothar said, grinning.

	“Laughing?”

	Hothar nodded. “Yes. At the idea you could actually hurt him.”

	Crap. I knew Katanic shapeshifters were notoriously hard to kill, but it was a slap in the face to be considered harmless as a kitten. On the other hand, it was to my advantage to let him think that. All I needed him to do was take me to the traitorous bitch and I’d do the rest. I lowered the sword. “You got yourself a guide.”

	Alarm filled Hothar’s eyes. “Wait! Does Zarek know you are on Earth and do you have his permission to hunt Earth First soldiers?”

	“He does, and I do. He had me assume the form of the Rodan commander Bay Kal after he was killed in combat. I was able to infiltrate the Rodan command center and retrieve their battle strategies for destroying the Alliance. This planet, the Legionnaires and Earth First are key to their plans.”

	I ran a hand over my tangled curls. “How does that moron Waewae fit into their plot?”

	“The Rodan intend on replacing Zarek with Waewae. He has agreed to give them all of the hybrids.”

	“The fool believes his mother’s lies,” Hothar snarled.

	“Are you a screamer?” Adan asked suddenly.

	“What?” The word came out as a squeak.

	Hothar shoved me behind him. “You are not taking my mate anywhere without me.”

	“As you wish.” Ropy tentacles shot from Adan’s gloppy hide and wrapped around us.”

	I yelped as he pulled us close. “What’s he doing?”

	“Adan is going to teleport us to Old Tucson,” Hothar said unhappily.

	“No! Wait! Zoey said teleporting with tentacled aliens is a really bad idea.” I tugged frantically at the sticky appendage. “Why can’t we just fly there?”

	“This is much faster,” Adan answered. An incandescent orange light formed around us. The light spun faster and faster and faster until it became a vortex.

	Slurppp! We were sucked inside. It was like going from zero to Mach 12 in ten seconds flat. The horrific, twisting funnel of energy rocketed us across a weird black void. “Holy Mother of God!” I buried my face in Hothar’s back and fought back a shriek. Zoey had warned me to never teleport with a Gorum because it was like falling down the eye of a tornado at warp speed. This was ten times worse.

	“Relax, the Executioners no longer have a death warrant for Adan,” Hothar said.

	“And that’s a good thing?”

	“It is. The death authorization gave them the right to kill any creatures caught with me. If it was still valid and the Executioners managed to capture me, they would have eaten you and Hothar.” Adan flashed me the image of dark, wraithlike creatures with dozens of tentacles.

	“Color me happy.”

	The violently rotating walls began to collapse. After what seemed to be an eternity, the vortex spat us out in the rear parking lot of Old Tucson. Slashes of lightning danced and pulsed over the asphalt.

	Adan released us.

	I shuddered and shook and would have done a face-plant on the blacktop if Hothar hadn’t clamped me to his side.

	“Breathe, Casey.”

	“Breathe? I can’t feel my face! Oh ick! I’m covered in slimy goop.”

	Hothar gently wiped the crap off my face. “Riding the vortex can be difficult.”

	“Ya think?”

	Adan transformed into a cowboy, complete with ten-gallon hat, western-style shirt with fringe on the sleeves, chaps, and six shooters strapped on his hips. No moving body parts showed on his muscular human frame.

	What the hell had happened to Governor-General Dovers when Adan altered his form? Was he still inside him or had he been consumed?

	Hothar scanned Adan with his bracelet. “Are you Wild Bill Hickok or Wyatt Earp?”

	“Wyatt Earp, the most dangerous lawman in the west.” Adan stroked his mustache.

	Huh? I had to admit he was a dead ringer for Earp. “The Spanish spurs on your boots are a nice touch.”

	“I found pictures of Wyatt Earp and his attire on your internet.” The expression on Adan’s new face reminded me of a kid playing dress up.

	Slime dripped off Hothar’s face and splattered on my nose. “Ugh. We need to get cleaned up and changed into something more appropriate for undercover work.”

	“An excellent idea. I will be Wild Bill Hickok.” There was a touch of glee in Hothar’s voice.

	“Works for me. Yippee-ki-yay!

	Hothar queried, “Yippee-ki-yay?”

	“It’s a cowboy thing,” I replied.

	“Yippee-ki-yay,” Adan hooted repeatedly and started dancing around the parking lot. It was a weird combination of the Texas Two-Step, the Traveling Cha-Cha and with a touch of hip-hop thrown in. Had Aunt Tess been giving him dance lessons?

	Adan did a couple of roundhouse kicks and broke into an Irish jig.

	Oh, God, she had.

	“Yippee-ki-yay. Yippee-ki-yay.”

	I had created a monster.

	“Yippee-ki-yay.”

	



	

Chapter Twelve

	“If you say yippee-ki-yay one more time, I’m going to hurt you,” I snapped as I typed in the code to the employee’s entrance.

	A tentacle grew out of Wyatt Earp’s ear. The nasty thing stroked my face. “Go ahead. Try.”

	Hothar groaned.

	“Okay. I’m always up for a challenge.” I dropped my shields, spun around and hit him with my telekinetic shock wave.

	Adan flew across the parking lot and crashed into an old Ford truck; caving the side in. Burning yellow eyes surveyed me for a long moment. Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore!

	“I take it, I’m not on the dinner menu?”

	“You are not,” Hothar said, his relief obvious.

	Wyatt strolled over to us. “Nicely done, little human. You must carry the Berserker gene.”

	“Nope, it’s called PMS, but the results are the same.”

	A hint of alarm in his voice, Hothar asked, “How do I deal with this PMS?”

	“Chocolate. Lots and lots of chocolate.” I stepped inside the building. The backstage area included a small breakroom, lockers, showers and changing rooms. “We have thirty buildings to search and I’m sure Mary Beth will try to blend in with the tourists or workers.”

	“She cannot hide from me, I have tasted her flesh,” Adan announced.

	“Say what?”

	Hothar seemed equally taken aback. “You ate part of her?”

	“Only an ear before the female activated the logic gate, but the sensory cells on my tongue are capable of sensing her up to two hundred feet away.”

	“Imagine that, our own alien bloodhound.”

	“Yippee-ki-yay. Yippee-ki-yay.”

	I glared at Adan. “Enough already.”

	“Where is my costume? Hothar hurriedly inserted.

	“Wild Bill Hickok can’t walk around covered in slime. It spoils the image.” I pointed at the door with a cowboy riding a bucking bronco on it. “That’s the men’s shower.”

	Hothar’s black brows knitted together. “I will not leave you alone until all the Earth First soldiers have been eliminated.”

	“I haven’t sensed any threats, have you?”

	“That does not mean they are not here,” Hothar disputed.

	Adan interjected, “I will watch over Casey while she showers.”

	“No!” Hothar bellowed.

	“Thanks for the offer, but that won’t be necessary,” I stated firmly. “If there is a problem, you can be at my side within ten seconds.” I opened my locker and took out the Annie Oakley outfit I always kept here. “The door on the right is the wardrobe room. While Hothar cleans up, you can look for a Wild Bill Hickok costume in his size. You’ll find the gunslinger gear on the back wall.”

	Adan bowed. “As my lady commands.” He danced off.

	I was going to have a long talk with Aunt Tess.

	“I will not leave you unguarded,” Hothar insisted.

	“And I don’t want to end up cleaning rat poop out of tunnels. I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself.” I shooed Hothar. “Now go.”

	“Yes, my lady.” He stomped off.

	I quickly showered off the slime, changed and braided my wet hair into pigtails. My outfit included a short buckskin dress, boots and a brown cowgirl hat. I strapped on my six-shooters and glanced in the mirror. God, I looked like death warmed over.

	“None of the costumes will fit Hothar. He is too big,” Adan advised mentally.

	“I’ll be right there.” I hurried into the wardrobe room and my jaw dropped. Hothar was buck-ass naked. His torso was sculptured perfection. Thick muscles corded his arms and massive thighs. My gaze froze on the slit in his abdomen. The vids Kaylee sent me were very accurate. No balls or pubic hair. But dang it, no sign of his penis either.

	Desire blossomed in Hothar’s eyes and out slid his snakelike penis. A frill of inch long, copper-colored tentacles undulated around the head. “Like what you see?”

	Heat coiled in my belly. “Hoo boy. You got my attention and then some.”

	“And this?” Hothar’s voice was a low, husky growl.

	It was like the tentacles were stroking my clit. I sucked in a shuddering breath. The sensation was unbelievably hot. An aching need roared to life. “Oh, God.”

	“Like that, do you?” Hothar purred in satisfaction.

	Psychic sex rocked. “Yes. All I want is you. Now and forever.”

	“Forever,” Hothar echoed. Dozens of phantom hands suddenly caressed every inch of my body, sending quivers of heat streaking through me. A mouth closed over each breast and suckled them until I thought my senses would implode. The tentacles thrust deep inside me and vibrated wildly. My eyes rolled back in my head. God almighty. Now I knew why all my cousins walked around with big smiles on their faces. Another pulse, and a vortex of pleasure exploded inside me. Whooee! I collapsed against the wall and sucked in a shuddering breath.

	“What are you doing?” Zarek’s furious voice reverberated around my skull.

	Bliss turned into horror. “Ah. Talking.”

	“I take full responsibility, my lord,” Hothar interjected.

	Adan added, “Hothar removed his clothing to shower and find a suitable disguise. We do not wish to frighten the humans during our hunt for Mary Beth Dunson.”

	“General Jones and his warriors will arrive shortly to assist in the search. If I catch the two of you “talking” again, poop scooping will be the least of your worries. Do you understand me Hothar?”

	“Yes, my lord.”

	“Put your battle suit back on and find a costume that will cover it,” Zarek instructed.

	“Yes, my lord.” Hothar scrambled into his suit and started strapping on his weapons.

	Huh? Did all warriors go commando? I’d have to ask Kaylee or Zoey.

	Zarek’s exasperated sigh echoed in my head. “Your hormones are overwhelming your good sense.”

	What could I say? He was right. For some odd reason my PMS was making me incredibly horny. “Look on the bright side. In another ten days, I’ll be back to normal. Well, until the curse hits again next month.”

	“I will see if Shrek has a solution,” Zarek stated.

	“Okey-dokey.”

	Zarek turned his irritation on Adan. “In the future Adan, you will notify me of your plans. Immediately.”

	“I do not answer to you,” Adan retorted.

	“Perhaps you would like to speak with Detja?” The menacing note in Zarek’s voice gave me the willies.

	“That is not necessary. I will comply with your wishes,” Adan said quickly.

	“Good.”

	I sagged in relief when the Overlord vanished from our minds. “Zarek’s right. It’s like we’re in heat. The only thing on my mind is sex. Lots and lots of sex.”

	“Our future will be filled with dung duty,” Hothar lamented.

	Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore! “Humanoids are very entertaining.”

	“I’m glad you find us so amusing,” I snapped.

	The image of two rabbitlike creatures humping flashed across my mind. “Your mating drive is much like the Petkas.”

	“Gee, thanks.” I punched Hothar in the arm. “You promised no more sex in public.”

	“No, I promised not to feed in public,” Hothar contradicted.

	I threw up my hands in disgust. “I’m mated to an exhibitionist.”

	“You enflame my senses. You are my heart, my soul, my life. You call to me like no other. I need your touch to live.”

	“Ahhh. I love you too Hot Lips.” I gave him a big smooch with no tongue. “Now let’s get you a disguise before that murdering bitch gets away and Zarek locks us up in the tunnels for the next hundred years.”

	“Why do you insist on calling me Hot Lips?”

	“Because your lips are smoking hot like the rest of you.” I handed him a monk’s robe. “Try this on.”

	A pleased smile on his face, Hothar pulled the robe on.

	It hit him mid-thigh. Crap. Then I remember the guy who played Black Bart. He was the size of a small mountain and the script called for him to dress up as a nun to rob the bank. The shootout between the nun and the marshal had been a big hit with the tourists. I found the habit and gave it to Hothar. “This should work.”

	It fit. I smothered a laugh at the disgruntled expression on Hothar’s face.

	Eeyore! Eeyore! Eeyore! “He makes a very large and ugly female.”

	I gave Adan the evil eye. “You’re not helping.”

	“He is correct. This is not a fitting disguise for a warrior,” Hothar growled.

	“Suck it up, big guy. It’s all we’ve got. Just remember to keep your head down and don’t fang anyone.” I turned to Adan. “Do your bloodhound thing.”

	“As you command.” A long black tongue protruded from Adan’s human mouth and flicked this way and that. “She is seventy feet to the west.” Moving inhumanly fast, he rushed out of the building.

	“Hey! Wait for us.” We ran after him.

	



	

Chapter Thirteen

	Adan bolted through the swinging doors of the Painted Lady Saloon.

	Hothar pulled me to a stop. “Stay behind me. You are not wearing any armor.” He pushed through the doors.

	“I love you too.” I stepped inside and carefully surveyed the interior of the saloon. It was an authentic old west bar right down to the cattle brands seared into the oak bar, an assortment of old wanted poster on the aged brick walls, the antique wrought-iron chandelier and sawdust covered floors.

	Most of the patrons were male with a few women scattered about the tables. Scantily clad waitresses served drinks to the thirsty customers.

	The bartender today was none other than my friend Annie Russell; an athletic blonde in her forties who could go toe-to-toe with the Tai-Kok and live to tell about it. Her blue silk corset displayed her ample breasts perfectly and the black ruffled skirt showcased her toned legs. She was a jack-of-all-trades, a crack shot and an expert at dealing with drunken sightseers.

	Annie managed the bar and gift shop. In her spare time, she played the outlaw Belle Starr in the daily shoot ’em up shows. Annie had psychic talents. What kind I wasn’t quite sure. Her ability at camouflaging them was impressive. Neither my uncle nor the Battle Commander had picked on the fact she was one of us and I wasn’t about to rat her out.

	“There is something unusual about that bartender,” Hothar commented with a frown.

	Dang! “Really? Hadn’t noticed.” I quickly directed his attention to an elderly woman taking a selfie with Adan. “You’d better go get Adan before he decides to eat that old lady.”

	With a frustrated sigh, Hothar hurried over to them.

	I laughed when the old gal talked Hothar into a selfie too. Weaving my way through the tables, I bellied up to the bar. “Love the outfit Annie. Someone call off?”

	“Angela’s kid is sick. You on duty?”

	“I am.”

	Annie slid me a sarsaparilla and asked casually, “Are more of your Coletti friends coming?”

	“They are. We’re tracking a traitor who’s selling psychic humans to the Rodan.” I mentally flashed her the image of Mary Beth. “Seen her around?”

	“Didn’t she used to date your cousin Ethan?”

	“She did, but Ethan couldn’t stand Mary Beth’s odd habits and broke it off.”

	“Odd habits? She was a Chatty Kathy and had the annoying habit of being an expert on every topic under the sun.”

	“That was a big turn off, but Ethan found it difficult to get romantic with a gal who constantly had a floss pick stuck in her mouth. I think the final straw came when she started hogging the rearview mirror to check for witches’ hairs on her chin,” I said.

	“You’re joking, right?”

	“Nope.” I made the sign of the cross. “Cross my heart and swear to God, it’s all true. Kaylee’s parents felt sorry for Mary Beth and got her a job at Central Command’s secretarial pool. They thought the military would give her the structure she needed.”

	Annie shook her head in disbelief. “Wow. That went south in a big way. I’m pretty sure Mary Beth is one of the dancers Tom just hired. They’re scheduled to do the cancan in about five minutes.”

	“We want to quietly take her into custody and I’m hoping she doesn’t put up a fuss.”

	“You should be able to handle one skinny bitch. If not, I’ve got Bertha.” Annie pulled a shotgun from under the bar and racked it. “It would be my pleasure to fill her backside with buckshot.”

	“Got a laser pistol under there too?”

	“You know me. I’m always armed.” Annie motioned at Hothar. “Who’s the big dude in the nun’s habit?”

	“That’s Hothar, my mate.”

	Annie’s jaw dropped. “Mate? Aren’t you a little young for that nonsense?”

	I shrugged. “I am, but our minds are linked now, and that connection can never be broken. Unless one of us dies. Which would suck.”

	“Damn, the Coletti warriors have the until death do us part thing down pat. How does your uncle feel about it?”

	“He considers it a mixed blessing. I’m still in shock at how fast we bonded. The problem is we’re horny all the time and we can’t consummate our relationship until I’m twenty-one. That’s two years from now! I mean, seriously? Who comes up with these stupid rules?”

	“Adults with your best interests in mind. I bet the General’s going nuts trying to contain two lovesick teenagers,” Annie chortled.

	“Zarek isn’t happy with us either.”

	Alarm filled Annie’s eyes. “Zarek? Is he coming here?”

	“Probably.” I placed my hand over hers. “Relax. Your shields are very, very good.”

	“Evidently not good enough.” A shudder shook her. “When did you know I was like you?”

	“The last Tai-Kok attack. You’re damn good at killing monsters with your mind.”

	“It’s a gift and a curse. My husband called me the Reaper.”

	“I seem to remember he was a bit of a coward. Didn’t he take the jeep and leave you to face the Tai-Kok alone?”

	A bitter smile pulled at Annie’s mouth. “He did and got eaten for his troubles.”

	“Karma’s a bitch.”

	“Are my shields good enough to fool the Overlord?” There was a note of fear in Annie’s voice.

	I chewed on my lower lip. “I don’t know. I’ll do my best to keep them away from you.”

	“Thank you.” Annie squeezed my hand as a Cancan song began to play over the loudspeakers. “Now go catch that bitch.”

	“My pleasure.” I linked with Hothar and Adan who were still doing selfies with the tourists. “Mary Beth is one of the Cancan dancers.”

	The curtains on the raised stage slid back and dancers wearing red satin dresses and black fishnet stockings broke into the Cancan.

	“She is the dancer on the right,” Adan said.

	My gaze locked on the woman. Even though she was wearing heavy theatrical makeup and a godawful black wig, I knew it was Mary Beth.

	Mary Beth’s eyes widened when she spotted me.

	I walked up to the stage and shouted, “Mary Beth Dunson you’re under arrest for treason and three hundred and one counts of murder. Oh yeah, you’ve got a nasty ass hair on your chin too.”

	“Well, you’re ugly and a dead fink!” Mary Beth pulled a Glock from God knows where and opened fire.

	I dropped to the floor. Fink? The flying bullets took out the stage lights, the chandelier and several gas lamps on the wall. She always was a piss-poor shot.

	The other dancers fled.

	Hothar bellowed his terrifying war cry and charged the stage.

	“Surrender Mary Beth and you might live to floss another day,” Annie said calmly over the loudspeakers.

	“Death to the fake Sirens, Coletti invaders and their allies!” Mary Beth shouted and fired at Hothar. A window shattered behind him.

	The audience clapped loudly.

	My temper flared. Not only was she shooting at my honey bunny, but the tourists too. She was so going down. “That bitch is mine,” I told the boys. I pulled both of my six shooters and fired. The first bullet knocked the gun out of Mary Beth’s hand and second blew the red feather plume off her hat. There was a reason I could play Annie Oakley. I was one hell of a sharpshooter.

	Mary Beth shrieked in fury and produced a laser pistol.

	Hothar teleported behind her.

	“Nice try, you evil harpy.” I blasted the pistol out of her hand too.

	The crowd roared their approval.

	The twisted bitch pulled out a derringer.

	Where in the hell was she hiding all those guns?

	“I have blood rights to the female,” Adan roared. There was a streak of black as a tentacle looped around the derringer and yanked it away.

	The entire crowd gasped in horror when more tentacles sprouted from Wyatt Earp’s body and a huge maw formed where his face should have been. Screams erupted as everyone ran for their lives.

	Smart tourists.

	“You won’t let him eat me,” Mary Beth said confidently.

	Hothar chuckled. “And why is that?”

	“I am the queen,” Mary Beth declared.

	“The queen of what?” I had always been a curious kid.

	“Of the Coletti people. Waewae is my husband.”

	My eyebrows shot up in astonishment. “You’re a member of Earth First who wants all of the aliens gone from Earth, and you married one? Don’t get me wrong, you’re perfect for each other, but where in the hell did you two meet?”

	“The Rodan commander Bay Kal introduced us. It was love at first sight.”

	Huh? A Rodan fix up. Who knew they believed in love or marriage? “When you became a traitor Mary Beth, you went all the way. Literally.”

	“Unlike you, I’m doing what’s right for our galaxy. Your precious clan claims they’re the saviors of our people. What a crock. You’re in cahoots with the Coletti usurpers and you stole my Siren powers.”

	Was Mary Beth suffering from some form of mind control or just loony toons? “Sweetie if you married Waewae, you’re also in cahoots with the aliens, and how in the hell did we steal your Siren powers? You never had any.”

	“Every time Ethan fucked me, he siphoned off some of my incredible psychic abilities. When there was nothing left, he dumped me and moved on to his next victim. You’re all energy sucking vampires. Waewae was able to restore my gifts and now I’m stronger than all of you. Bow down to me or I will destroy your feeble minds.”

	Hothar grinned like a loon. “Please try.”

	“Wait! Before you destroy our feeble minds, you do realize the Rodan like to eat psychic brains? Right?”

	Mary Beth cackled. “They fear us. Waewae, Lilkee and me are the most formidable beings in the universe.”

	“No. That would be Qa’a, the leader of the Katanic shapeshifters and the Overlord,” I retorted.

	Hothar interjected, “Don’t forget Bebo, the Gorum king.”

	“Gee, how could I forget him? Zoey and Bebo are best buddies. Then there’s the Alliance.”

	“Enough! With my quantum logic gates, I will lay waste to the Coletti, Katanic and Gorum Empires,” Mary Beth crowed.

	“Sweetie, that was the wrong thing to say.”

	“Eat her, Adan,” Hothar instructed.

	Mary Beth squawked as Adan’s tentacles grabbed her. “Stop him! I am your queen. It’s your duty to protect me.”

	“No. It is not,” Hothar growled and pulled off his nun’s habit. “I answer only to Zarek, Detja and the Battle Commander. You are a pathetic female, not a queen, and you do not have the intelligence to build the quantum logic gates or run Earth First. But soon you will eagerly tell us who your leader is.”

	“Feel my wrath,” Mary Beth shrieked and scrunched up her face in fierce concentration.

	With her shotgun slung over one shoulder, Annie walked up, seemingly unconcerned with Adan’s appearance. “Is she constipated or is someone fucking her mentally?”

	I laughed. “No. She’s trying to smite us with her mind.”

	“Huh? I don’t feel anything. How about you ’all?”

	“Nope. Nada,” I replied.

	Hothar shook his head and eyed Annie curiously.

	Adan waved a tentacle at us. “Can I eat her now?”

	“No,” Hothar and I said in unison.

	“Die! Die! Die!” Mary Beth’s voice was a wail.

	Annie’s blue eyes shimmered with amusement. “Give it a rest, Tinkerbell, you couldn’t swat a fly with your mental abilities, let alone a Siren or a Coletti warrior or a shapeshifter. Do the right thing and tell Casey who’s running Earth First. You were part of her family once. What happened to your heart? How can you let innocent people be eaten by the monsters?”

	“The Jones clan are the monsters!” Mary Beth’s face contorted even more. “They don’t deserve to live.”

	“Neither do you,” Hothar interjected. “Know this. The pain will be excruciating as Adan’s digestive juices slowly melt away your flesh. No one will hear your screams. It will take three, long days before your heart ceases to beat. Tell us what we want to know, and I will grant you a merciful death.”

	“Why aren’t you dead?” Mary Beth’s eyes popped open and she stared at us in utter horror. “You should all be dead.”

	“You’re a null. That means you don’t have a lick of extrasensory talents and can’t kill us with your mind,” Annie replied.

	Was her being a null the reason I had never picked up on Mary Beth’s treasonous behavior?

	“You’re lying. That’s impossible. They promised me I would be stronger than Zarek. I would rule the galaxy with Waewae and Lilkee,” Mary Beth screeched.

	Annie rolled her eyes. “And you believed them? Are you that gullible? Or just stupid?”

	“Lilkee knows what it feels like to be betrayed by her own family. To have her powers taken. To be deemed worthless. To see her home world destroyed by fools. Now you will feel our pain. You will lose everything you hold dear and watch as the Earth is annihilated.”

	A swarm of emotions swept over me. Rage, hatred and a fierce desire for vengeance. “Well, boohoo. Your feelings got hurt. Get over it, you psychotic bitch. After we welcomed you into our homes, you betrayed us. Then you did the unthinkable. You sold your own people to the Rodan. It’s only fitting you suffer the same fate. Say hello to Dovers.” I gestured at Adan. “She’s all yours.”

	“Put me down! Put me down!” Mary Beth screamed until a tentacle silenced her.

	“She would be quite tasty dipped in chocolate,” Adan commented.

	“You like chocolate?” This day was full of surprises.

	“Very much so.” Her feet kicking wildly, Mary Beth was quickly stuffed inside Adan’s gaping maw.

	“When I have the time, I bake chocolate chip cookies and shit like that. I’ll make you some.”

	“Chocolate cake too?” Hothar wanted to know.

	“My specialty is German Chocolate cake.” Prickles ran up my back. Dang. More bad guys.

	Annie called, “Hostiles, twelve o’clock.”

	I peeked out the swinging doors. Five Genghis Khan wannabes stalked down the street like Japanese gunslingers out of some weird western skit. Their lacquered red body armor gleamed under the sun.

	The tourists took one look at them and ran in the opposite direction.

	“Earth First must have sent them to retrieve Mary Beth,” Hothar said.

	“And the bad news is, they’re all wearing quantum logic gates. The last thing we need is more of them going boom,” I added.

	Annie stared out the window. “What’s up with those funky domed helmets?”

	“They’re supposed to strike fear into their enemies’ heart,” I answered.

	“What were they thinking? Antlers aren’t scary. The dudes kinda remind me of extras from some fourth-century samurai war movie.”

	Hothar smiled, showing a lot of fang. “They are easily defeated in battle.”

	“Damn, I was hoping for a good fight,” Annie said sorrowfully.

	Adan morphed into his true form. “I am starving. They will do nicely for dinner.”

	“Wait!” I grabbed a tentacle and grimaced at the slime oozing through my fingers. “Will the acid in your stomach cause the logic gates to explode?”

	“It is a possibility.” Adan changed back into his Wyatt Earp form and rubbed his hands together. “We will have a shoot-out at the K.O. Corral.”

	“Yippee-ki-yay,” I moaned.

	Annie grinned at me. “You know such interesting lifeforms.”

	“Comes with the territory.” I grabbed a napkin and wiped the goop off my hand. “Wait until you meet Bey.”

	“Bey?”

	“He’s a Tabor.”

	“I’ll pass. Eight-legged critters give me the willies,” Annie said with a shudder.

	“What’s the plan Hot Lips?”

	Annie snickered.

	Expelling a long-suffering sigh, Hothar said, “While Adan draws their attention, I teleport in behind them and we can catch them in a crossfire.”

	“Good plan.” I pulled my Colt Frontier six-shooters and twirled them expertly. “Annie and I will lay down cover fire if necessary.” I slid them back in the holsters.

	Hothar handed me one of his laser pistols. “First thing tomorrow, I am buying you some body armor and a proper Coletti weapon.” He leaned down and gave me a long voracious kiss with tongue.

	“Be still my heart. I’ve always wanted a sword. Now if I only had some chocolate and a bed, life would be perfect.”

	My honey bunny snorted.

	I tucked the pistol in my gun belt. “Be careful.”

	Hothar vanished.

	“Whooee!” Annie fanned herself. “I can see why you’re horny all the time. He’s a four-alarm fire.”

	“Yep. One touch and I go up in flames.”

	“Does he have any brothers? It’s been so long, I’m technically a virgin again.”

	“As fascinating as human sexual behavior is, I have some outlaws to kill.” A badge appeared on Adan’s shirt. He tipped his hat at us. “Ladies.” Assuming his best lawman demeanor, he sauntered out the swinging doors. His spurs jingled with every step he took. Adan stopped in the middle of the dirt street, his hands hovered over his pistols. “I am Marshal Earp. Leave now or the undertaker will be puttin’ you in a pine box.”

	“Oh, dear God. He’s getting off on playing a lawman,” I lamented.

	“How’s his quick draw?”

	“We’ll soon find out.”

	The Legionnaires rhythmically pounded their feet against the ground. “Waewae tama-nur-ra. Waewae tama-nur-ra. Waewae tama-nur-ra.”

	Annie watched them for a moment. “What the fuck are they doing?”

	“Those crazy bastards have to do a dance before they can attack their enemies.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Yep. Their casualty rate is astronomical,” I replied.

	“I can see why.”

	We quickly took cover behind two large concrete planters on the wooden walkway.

	Hothar appeared behind the dancers and watched them in amusement.

	“Waewae tama-nur-ra.” The warriors stopped when Adan suddenly broke into a Texas Two-Step followed by an Irish jig.

	Annie giggled.

	Hothar raised his eyes heavenward.

	“Waewae tama-nur-ra,” the Genghis Khan copycats shouted and broke into an acrobatic dance with their swords.

	“It sorta reminds me of one of those Maori tribal war dances, but without the tongues,” Annie commented.

	“It does, doesn’t it.” I pointed at a momma skunk and her kits ambling down the street. “They might create some problems.”

	Annie grinned. “Count on it. Critter control is one of my gifts.”

	“Kaylee has that too. It comes in handy.”

	“It sure does.”

	Dozens of sword wielding tentacles sprouted from Adan and he did a funky version of the Scottish Highland jig.

	“Has he ever thought about doing one of those dance-off vid shows? I bet he’d be a big hit,” Annie said.

	“Zarek would have a cow,” I replied.

	Adan spun to a stop and bellowed, “Surrender or die.”

	“Ka nate whakatu. Tutu ngarahu. Waewae,” the warriors shouted, stomping their feet to some silent beat. They stopped abruptly and pointed their swords at Adan. “Give us Mary Beth Dunson or be destroyed,” the Legionnaires said in unison.

	“If you insist.” Adan’s tentacles twisted wildly as his body heaved and pulsed. Buuuaaahhh. He spat out a goop covered Mary Beth. Her skin was bright red and kinda melty looking. Big clumps of her hair were missing.

	The Legionnaires stared at her in disgusted alarm.

	Mary Beth shrieked, “Hack them to pieces.”

	“Sic ’em,” Annie commanded the skunks.

	“Retreat guys.” I flashed them an image of the black and white critters. “Things are about to get stinky.”

	The skunks raised their tails and stamped their front feet.

	Hothar eyes widened in horror and he teleported.

	“Ka nate whakatu. Tutu ngarahu. Waewae.” The Legionnaires charged Adan with raised swords.

	Adan transformed into a pony sized skunk.

	The real skunks turned, aimed and fired. Adan followed suit.

	With a whimper Mary Beth pulled herself into a horse trough and sank beneath the water.

	The force of Adan’s foul spray almost blew the Legionnaires over. Gasping for breath, they touched their belts and vanished.

	Annie and I exchanged high-fives.

	The cloud of noxious spray drifted towards us. My eyes began to water, and I couldn’t breathe.

	“Holy hell,” Annie gasped. “That should be classified as a lethal weapon.”

	I gagged. The smell was worse than a sewer full of dead things. “I think a tactical retreat is in order.”

	Glittering blue lights blossomed on the street. When they faded, squads of Rodan soldiers stood there.

	Dang! We were outnumbered twenty to one.

	“Think the skunk spray will slow them down?”

	“Probably not.” I pulled the laser pistol and opened fire. Three monsters dissolved into pretty glowworms.

	Annie blasted away with her shotgun but getting a rump full of buckshot only enraged the Rodan.

	With a yelp, Annie dived to one side as the planter beside her disintegrated into dazzling red fireflies.

	“Take my pistols,” I cried.

	She grabbed them and shot two charging Rodan soldiers right between the eyes.

	“Get to the emergency shelter,” Hothar yelled in my head.

	I yelled back, “I’m not letting Mary Beth get away.”

	“Adan ate her again,” he growled.

	“Good.” I caught a fleeting glimpse of Hothar battling the Rodan monsters. He was a one-man army.

	Another planter vanished.

	Annie called, “The bar is reinforced to take laser fire and I have a gun safe with all sorts of goodies.” She stuffed the pistols in her waistband.

	“Yippee-ki-yay.”

	On our hands and knees, we scrambled inside the saloon. Laser beams whizzed over our heads. Tables, chairs, and chunks of the stage vanished.

	A sizzling energy bolt missed Annie by an inch. “I think I pissed them off.”

	“Ya think?” We scuttled over to the bar.

	Dropping my pistols on the floor, Annie quickly opened the gun safe. She handed me a military grade laser rifle and grabbed one for herself.

	“Stay put. My team is here,” Uncle Saul commanded mentally.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“About friggin’ time your uncle got here,” Annie said.

	“You’re telepathic too.”

	Annie closed her eyes and groaned. “I am, among other things.”

	A Rodan soldier barreled through what was left of the swinging door.

	We both popped up and shot him. The monster dissolved into zillions of red fireflies.

	Two more charged in. We killed them too.

	In full battle gear, Uncle Saul appeared next to us and blasted another Rodan soldier. “I’m getting you ladies out of the battle zone.”

	“Ladies? We’re warriors not ladies,” I protested.

	Uncle Saul snorted, wrapped his arms around us and teleported.

	There was a fleeting second of blackness and poof. We were in my uncle’s office at Central Command’s Tucson base.

	My uncle released us, and his helmet slid back. “Annie Russell you’ve got some ’splaining to do.”

	The color drained from her face. “What do you mean?”

	“You, my dear, are psychic and I know for a fact you’ve never registered.” Uncle Saul relieved her of the laser rifle and placed it on his desk. “That is a breach of penal code 245.”

	I stepped in front of Annie. “For God’s sake, leave her alone. Please. She’s done her duty.”

	Anger flared to life in my uncle’s eyes. “You knew Annie was psychic and didn’t report her?”

	“Uh, I’ve been kinda busy lately. You know bailing out of a flaming C130 cargo plane, fighting the Rodan and locating my mate.”

	With pure iron in his voice, Uncle Saul stated, “I’m docking your pay five hundred credits for violation of penal code 451.”

	I let out a squawk of outrage. “What? That’s not fair.”

	“Back off.” Annie pushed me to one side and went to toe-to-toe with my uncle. “Casey has nothing to do with this.”

	“She’s required by law to report any psychic females to Central Command.”

	“This isn’t Nazi Germany or is it?” Annie gave my uncle the Nazi’s palm out salute, barely missing his nose. “Sieg Heil!”

	The muscles bunched in Uncle Saul’s jaw. “That smart mouth isn’t amusing. Get your butt down to registration. Once you have filled out the proper paperwork and been chipped you will report back to me.”

	“No,” Annie said.

	Uncle Saul bared his fangs. “No?”

	“You hard of hearing old man? I am not getting chipped like some fucking animal and I don’t care how many laws the Overlord has enacted since he took over.”

	“You will do as I say,” Uncle Saul growled.

	“Think you can make me old man?”

	“Are you challenging me?” Uncle Saul was all predator.

	Holy shit! I grabbed Annie’s arm and dragged her away. “No. She’s not.”

	Annie broke free and turned to face my uncle. “Yes, I am. I can take this old fart.”

	“No, you can’t,” I assured her. “Provoking a warlord is a really bad idea. Believe me, it never ends well.”

	“They call me the Reaper for a reason,” Annie retorted, never taking her eyes off Uncle Saul.

	Uncle Saul laughed like it was the funniest thing he had ever heard. “The Reaper?”

	“Doesn’t Zarek need you back at Old Tucson? Just think of all the Rodan that still need killing,” I said desperately.

	Both totally ignored me.

	“Reaper, as in when I leave a battle field nothing remains, but the dead,” Annie answered.

	“Why haven’t I heard of you?”

	“The dead tell no tales.”

	“A nice little fairy tale. Apologize suitably and go to registration. If you don’t, I’m putting you over my knee and tanning your behind. You’ll also spend the next thirty days in lockup.”

	I took one look at Annie’s furious expression and backed way. Men were such idiots.

	Uncle Saul advanced on Annie.

	Her eyes glowed brightly. Unbelievable power abruptly shot from Annie. I felt the energy slam into Uncle Saul. He staggered backward and swayed unsteadily. “I will find you,” he gritted between clenched teeth and bam! Down he went.

	“Oh, my God!” I kneeled by my uncle and checked his pulse.

	“Relax, he’s not dead. I just knocked him out.”

	“How long before he wakes up?”

	Annie shrugged. “Ten to fifteen minutes.”

	I jumped up, grabbed her hand and tugged her out of the room. “You need to get far, far away from here.”

	“I have a place to go. I’ve been preparing for this ever since the Coletti came to our world and started taking psychic women.”

	“Shhh. Don’t tell me anything. The Overlord seems to know everything I do.” I herded her down the hallway and into the woman’s locker room. “Good thing everyone’s at Old Tucson or you would be toast.” I opened my locker and pulled out some sweat pants and an over-sized t-shirt. “Put these on, you’ll attract too much attention in the saloon girl getup.”

	Annie quickly changed. “I can never thank you enough.”

	“Don’t thank me. All I’m doing is giving you a head start. Just remember, Coletti warlords never, ever, stop hunting their prey.” I peeped out into the hallway. “The coast is clear. I can get you off the base, but after that you’re on your own.”

	“How much trouble are you going to be in?”

	A shitload. “Don’t worry, Hothar will protect me.”

	“From what?” Hothar inquired from behind me. We both shrieked and jumped about a foot.

	“Geezus! Don’t sneak up on us like that,” I gasped. Why hadn’t I sensed him?

	“What am I protecting you from?”

	Annie and I exchanged worried glances and in unison said, “The Rodan.”

	Hothar frowned. “There are no Rodan on this base.”

	“See Annie, nothing to worry about.”

	Annie clasped her hands to her chest. “Silly me.”

	We speed walked toward the exit.

	“Where are you going?” Hothar easily kept pace with us.

	“Annie needs to check on her grandmother,” I lied.

	“Yes! My grandmother. She has a heart problem. It upsets her when the sirens go off,” Annie improvised.

	“The sirens didn’t go off,” Hothar said.

	“Really?” A hysterical giggle broke from me. “Imagine that.”

	Hothar stepped in front of us. “What is going on?”

	“Nothing.” I climbed him, wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed Hothar hungrily. I made a shooing gestured at Annie.

	Not being a dummy, she hurried out the exit.

	Hothar broke the kiss. “Is she gone?”

	What? I stared at him in horror. “You knew?”

	“Our minds are linked. I know everything.”

	A groan broke from me. “Why didn’t you stop us?”

	“She won’t get far and the General will enjoy the chase,” Hothar replied.

	“Ya think?”

	“I know.” His mouth closed over mine.

	Uncle Saul bellowed his battle cry. The chase was on.

	



	

Chapter Fourteen

	“Is your tongue in Casey’s mouth?” Zarek’s peeved voice asked from behind us.

	Hothar broke the kiss and through our link he muttered, “Busted.”

	“Maybe.” I hurriedly slid down Hothar’s yummy body. “Would you believe mouth-to-mouth resuscitation?”

	Zarek did the eyebrow thing.

	“Ok, fine. There might have been some tongue action.”

	My normally calm and in control uncle stormed down the hallway. He stopped in front of me, literally vibrating with fury. “Where is she?”

	The Overlord stared at him in astonishment.

	Hothar was equally taken aback.

	“Well? Answer me Casey. Where is she?”

	“Are you talking about Annie?” I bit my lip to keep from smiling.

	“Yes,” Uncle Saul practically shouted.

	I shrugged. “Don’t have a clue. Can’t you sense her?”

	“No.” My uncle’s eyes burned with suppressed rage.

	Zarek studied my uncle for a moment and then inquired, “Who are you hunting?”

	“Annie Russell, an unregistered female.” Uncle Saul turned his wrath on me. “I’m now docking your pay a thousand credits, for aiding and abetting a felon.”

	Hoo boy, was he pissed. I plastered a placating smile on my face. “Yes, sir. Sorry sir. Won’t happen again, sir.”

	“Do you need our assistance in apprehending this “felon”?” Zarek asked with a hint of a smile.

	“No! The female is mine.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want some help Uncle Saul? I mean, she did knock you out,” I said ever so helpfully.

	The look Uncle Saul leveled on me would have sent most seasoned warriors running for their lives. “I was momentarily stunned.”

	“Right. Gotcha.” I winked. “You were never face down on the floor.”

	Uncle Saul growled deep in his chest and stalked off.

	“Annie’s also a crack shot, heavily armed and knows how to deal with aggressive males,” I called after him.

	My uncle gave me the one-finger salute and teleported.

	Whoa! When my uncle wigged out, he didn’t do it half-assed.

	“It seems General Jones will be occupied for a bit,” Zarek commented.

	I chortled. “You betcha. Annie won’t be easy to track or capture.”

	“It is an excellent opportunity for the General to hone his hunting skills,” Hothar observed.

	“I’ll bet you fifty credits, my uncle will never find Annie.”

	“I accept your wager,” Hothar said.

	A glint of humor in his eyes, Zarek interjected, “A fool’s bet. Even before your uncle became Coletti he was a predator. He will find her.”

	“Are you sure about that? They call Annie the Reaper.”

	“Her abilities will not save her. The General has marked her and there is no escape.”

	“Marked?” I promptly echoed. “When did he do that? There was no mental contact or blood exchanged. All he did was touch Annie.” I gave Hothar the stink eye. “Is that all it takes to mark a female?”

	Hothar grinned, displaying his awesome dimples.

	“With powerful warlords, yes. The drive to mate is very strong in Coletti warriors,” Zarek confirmed.

	I rolled my eyes. “You don’t say.”

	A spasm crossed Hothar’s face and he grumbled on our private link, “Did you have to say that?”

	“My bad. I’m having a hard time wrapping my mind around Uncle Saul with a mate. I mean he likes women a lot, but none of them have ever kept his interest for more than a month.”

	“Those females were nothing more than bed sport. Annie presents a challenge to the General. She is prey.”

	“You’re saying it’s a game to him?”

	Hothar shook his head. “It is not a game. The General searches for the other half of his soul.”

	“It is the most important hunt of our lives. One we cannot fail,” Zarek added solemnly.

	“And what happens if Annie isn’t his mate?”

	Hothar asked, “Have you ever seen the General act this way before?”

	“God no.”

	“That is your answer.” Zarek leveled a stern gaze on us. “I have found a suitable task for the two of you. One that will keep you busy and act as a deterrent against any future sexual acts.”

	“Task?” Alarm filled Hothar’s voice.

	“Deterrent?” A knot of apprehension formed in my gut. “Are you talking about a chastity belt?”

	Zarek rubbed a hand over his face as if he was trying to keep from laughing. “No, something much better.”

	Hothar queried, “Latrine duty on a remote space station?”

	“No, child care. Talree and Kaylee wish to celebrate their anniversary on a small island in the Pacific. You will care for Thor and Haki while they take a much-needed vacation.”

	“I am a warrior not a babysitter,” Hothar protested.

	I groused at him, “Are you trying to get us dung duty? What are you going to do when we have children?”

	“Protect them with my life,” Hothar replied.

	I smiled at Zarek. “We’ll do it.” I nudged Hothar.

	“It will be an honor to care for Talree’s son and Haki,” he said dutifully.

	“Are we going to watch them on Tanith?”

	“No, Talree and Kaylee will be arriving shortly with the children. I’ve set up quarters for the four of you on our base. You are to keep them entertained, out of trouble and safe.”

	“Gotcha.” Thor was only three years old. How much trouble could he get into? Kaylee said when a baby Tabor got scared, they had the tendency to squirt webbing every which way. So, I’d make sure we had some of Shrek’s pam spray on hand.

	“If I catch you engaging in any sexual activities again, you will not like the consequences.”

	“Yes, sir. No heavy petting, necking, mental sex or nooky of any kind.”

	Zarek growled. “And?”

	“No tongue,” Hothar replied.

	“Good. Get some sleep and report to your duty station at 0800 hours tomorrow.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Hothar clamped an arm to his chest. “As you command, my lord.”

	The Overlord teleported away.

	I sagged against Hothar. “Food, then we crash?”

	“Tacos or a burger?”

	“Tacos,” I answered.

	Hothar wrapped his arms around me and teleported. Poof! We appeared at Hilberto’s my favorite Mexican food joint. The old shop was painted a glow-in-the-dark orange. The interior walls were covered with awful velvet paintings of matadors, tigers and Elvis. The Mariachi music was always a tad too loud, but the food was to die for.

	We were pigging out on tacos and chocolate smothered fried ice cream when the Battle Commander popped in. I raised my eyes heavenward. “Whatever I did, I’m sorry.”

	Voss surveyed us from head-to-toe, then casually walked over to the counter to order food.

	I leaned over and whispered in Hothar’s ear, “What’s he doing here?”

	“Sharing a meal with my nephew and his mate,” Voss said in my head.

	Oh fuck! “How nice.” I switched to our private link. “Did Zarek send him to keep an eye on us?”

	Hothar shrugged.

	“Well, ask him,” I murmured.

	Voss picked up his order of beef fajitas and sat down at our table. “To answer your question, yes, he did. You will spend the night in our quarters under my watchful eye.”

	“It’s not necessary.” I yawned widely. “We’re too tired to have sex.”

	“I see. Is that true Hothar?”

	He shook his head. “I’m never too tired for sex.”

	I kicked him under the table. “Blabbermouth.”

	“It is the truth,” Hothar said with an unrepentant grin.

	Voss sniffed. “Did Casey use skunk perfume on you?”

	“No, I would never do that.”

	Hothar cocked an eyebrow. “You were planning on dousing me with it.”

	“That was before, when you were being such a prick. Get out of hand again, and I still might.” I flashed Voss the image of Adan in skunk form. “The smell is courtesy of Adan.”

	“Skunk bombs have little effect on the Rodan,” Voss stated and rolled pieces of steak and jalapenos in a flour tortilla.

	“Good to know. Were you able to interrogate Mary Beth?” I licked the chocolate off my spoon.

	Voss took a bite before answering psychically, “Zarek is searching her memories. Mary Beth has never seen the leader of Earth First without his battle suit.” The picture of a large person in black storm trooper like armor formed in our minds. “He uses some type of voice modulator and they must address him as the Supreme One.”

	Hmm. A villain with self-esteem issues or delusions of godhood. “What makes you so sure it’s a guy?”

	“The rather large codpiece on the armor,” Voss replied.

	“Or she’s a clever woman with one hell of a disguise.” Prickles ran up my spine and I glanced out the window. A storm trooper stared back at me. I pointed at him. “Does the Supreme One look something like that?”

	Without any kind of acknowledge, Hothar and Voss teleported. Poof! They appeared on the sidewalk and pounced on the Supreme One. One minute they had him in custody and the next, the Supreme One was lobbing them across the street. Crash! They smashed through a nail salon’s plate glass window. The security alarm began to wail.

	Dang! The Supreme One had to be wearing strength enhancing armor to be able to toss around three hundred-pound Coletti warriors that easily.

	The Supreme One ripped the door to Hilberto’s off its hinges and flung it across the street. It sailed through the nail salon’s broken window.

	I winced as pain ripped through Hothar’s shoulder. The Inferior One was gonna pay for that.

	In a voice straight out of a horror movie, the Supreme One rasped, “You have interfered with my plans for the last time. I’m going to take great pleasure in killing you.” He stomped toward me.

	I rolled my eyes. “Was that supposed to be scary? Cause it’s not. And I’m giving you an F for originality.”

	“You mock me?”

	“Me? Nah. I just want to know where you got that spiffy armor? Halloween is coming up and my little cousin loves that outer space shoot ’em movie. He’s been pestering us like forever for a storm trooper costume. So where did you get it? Costumes R Us or Shindig City?”

	The Supreme Idiot roared in fury and charged.

	“Was it something I said?” I dropped my mental shields and punched out with my telekinesis. The shockwave of energy hurled the Supreme One through the wall and out into the street; right in front of a city bus. Thud! Thump. Thump.

	The bus skidded to a stop. A moment later, the horrified bus driver bailed out and peered under the front chassis. Hothar and Voss joined him.

	Munching on the last taco, I strolled over to the bus. “Is he dead?”

	“He is,” Hothar said.

	“Piss poor armor.”

	Hothar hugged me tightly. “Are you injured?”

	The taco crumbled, raining meat, cheese and lettuce down the front of Hothar’s battle suit and my dress. “Uh, nope.” I swiped at the mess. “He never laid a finger on me. How’s your shoulder?”

	“A few minor injuries.” He suddenly released me.

	Zarek and a shitload of warriors suddenly teleported in. They swarmed around the bus.

	Voss motioned to Hothar.

	“Duty calls.” He limped over to them.

	Minor injuries huh? I brushed a piece of cheese off my chin and glanced down at my dress. It was decorated with salsa, lettuce and bits of shredded beef. Ugh.

	A frantic Hispanic man examined the damage done to the taco shop and hurried over to me. “Who pay? Who pay?”

	“He pays.” I pointed at Zarek. “El Jefe. Mucho dinero.”

	“Gracias.” The Hispanic guy took one look at Zarek and gulped.

	I sighed. The Overlord was wearing his scary predator’s face. “Un momento.” I tapped politely at Zarek’s mind. “Sir.”

	“Tell him to contact Central Command in the morning. They will take care of the damages,” Zarek said.

	“Yes, sir.” I smiled at the worried owner. “Call Central Command in the morning and they’ll arrange for a contractor to come out. Okay?”

	“Si. Si.” He rushed back inside.

	God was I tired. All I wanted to do was go home and sleep for the next week, but that wasn’t gonna happen. They were going to be at it for hours. I laid down on the bus stop bench and closed my eyes. This had to be the longest day ever.

	Sometime later I felt strong arms lifting me. I moaned in protest.

	Hothar gently stroked my mind. “Go back to sleep.” I did.

	



	

Chapter Fifteen

	“Auntie Casey?” A small hand patted my face. “Auntie Casey?”

	I peeled my eyelids open. Two amber eyes stared back at me.

	“Auntie Casey?”

	I blinked. There was a three-year-old toddler sitting on my chest. He had silver chains woven into his black warrior braids and was wearing an adorable little battle suit, complete with a weapon’s belt and miniature sword. Kaylee couldn’t send us pictures of her son because of the numerous death threats from Lilkee’s Legionnaires. Very few people even knew she had been pregnant, but this kid was the spitting image of Talree. “I am. You must be Thor.”

	“Me mighty warrior,” Thor said proudly. He pulled his sword and waved it around.

	“What an awesome sword.”

	He held it out for me to admire. “Same as dada.”

	“Wow. It’s even got the clan symbol engraved on it. Very nice.”

	“Momma says me talk good.”

	“You do.”

	A baby Tabor skittered across the bed and perched on my nose. “Me Haki.”

	My eyes crossed as I stared up at his furry face. “Hothar! “Where are you?” I yelled on our private link and carefully moved Haki off my face.

	“Getting you a breakfast burrito,” he replied. “Why?”

	I sent him the image of Thor and Haki. “I have guests.”

	“I’ll get more burritos. Kaylee won’t be far behind.”

	Haki climbed up on my forehead and played with my hair. “Why smell funny?”

	“I had a run in with a big skunk.”

	Thor leaned down and sniffed me. “What skunk?”

	My cousin teleported into my room. “You little scamps. I told you Auntie Casey needed to sleep a bit longer.” She plucked the kids off me. “I’m so sorry.”

	“No biggie. We’re getting to know each other. I’m not sure how Thor managed to climb up on the bed.” I sat up and fingered combed my hair.

	“Thor can teleport.”

	I felt my eyes bug. That was so not good. “Seriously? I didn’t think Coletti children could teleport until they were six or seven?”

	“He’s Talree’s son. He was walking by six months and started teleporting at sixteen months.”

	“Wow. How do you keep up with him?”

	“With great difficulty. Talree had to put a tracker on him.”

	Holy crap. “How far can he teleport?”

	“Up to a mile.” Kaylee tickled Thor’s belly. “Isn’t that right squirt?”

	Thor giggled. “Me like dada.”

	Oh, dear God. We were so screwed. I linked with Hothar, “Did you know Thor can teleport?”

	“That is not possible.”

	“Well, Kaylee says it is. How are we supposed to care for a kid that can teleport?”

	“I have no idea. We will discuss the situation with Talree and Kaylee.” I noticed Kaylee watching me intently. “Sorry, I was updating Hothar. He’s getting us breakfast burritos.”

	“From Hilberto’s?”

	“Uh, I don’t think so, it kinda got trashed last night.”

	Kaylee laughed. “I heard you tossed the Supreme One in front of a bus.”

	“Not so supreme. The bus smooshed him.”

	“Talree said his body armor was faulty,” Kaylee remarked.

	“Which explains why they were so eager to get their hands on the new Askole armor. Did they find out who the Supreme One was?”

	Kaylee propped Thor on her left hip with Haki dangling from his warrior braids. “They did. Lieutenant Colonel Jeffries. He was assigned to Fort Carson in Colorado. Voss talked with General Douglas the base commander. She was shocked to learn he was involved with Earth First and was very eager to help with the investigation.”

	“I’ll bet. The stink of having a traitor on your base isn’t good for the career.” I scowled. “How are Earth First and the Rodan recruiting them? Are they all just a bunch of crazy bigots or have the monsters found a new kind of mind control?”

	“Shrek is doing an autopsy on Mary Beth and the Lieutenant Colonel. We should know soon.”

	“Mary Beth died during her interrogation?” Color me surprised.

	“About ten minutes into her questioning, she started foaming at the mouth and stopped breathing. Shrek was unable to resuscitate her. He ran some tests and found she had swallowed a cyanide pill. Talree said she planned on killing herself and Adan.”

	“What a dumb ass. Katanic shapeshifters’ stomachs can digest just about anything in the known universe. Cyanide included.”

	“Well, you know Mary Beth, even though she claimed she was a so-called expert on everything alien, she didn’t know squat.” Kaylee slid Thor’s sword back into the scabbard. “I can’t believe we fell for her act. I mean, she was a great administrative assistant and could organize the hell out of Uncle Saul’s chaotic office and travel schedule, but in other things, she sucked. Like driving. That woman was a menace and don’t get me started on her constant flossing.”

	“I hear ya. I get pissed every time I think about all the holidays she spent with us. Flitting around in her Mrs. Santa Claus outfit, making sure we were properly decorating the tree and had set the table correctly.”

	“And she always had that stupid Debbie Sunshine smile on her face. I kept expecting her to burst into song. Ugh. Mary Beth was lucky she didn’t end up with a butter knife buried in her back,” Kaylee grumbled.

	“Quinn came close to ending her that one Thanksgiving when she poured out his homemade beer, but silly me, I talked him out of it,” I added.

	Haki crawled up Kaylee’s arm and perched on her shoulder. “Me hungry. Want mealie bugs.”

	“In a minute, sweetie.” She moved him back to Thor’s head. “I had Hothar fetch some clothes for you. I tossed what was left of your Annie Oakley costume in the trash. Once you’re dressed come to the kitchen and we’ll go over the care and feeding of my little warriors.”

	“Sounds like a plan.”

	Kaylee hugged Thor to her chest and teleported.

	I scrambled out of bed, took a fast shower and plaited my hair into a long braid. A quick inventory of the closet revealed my favorite black tee-shirt with Troublemaker inscribed on the front in bright red print and a pair of well-worn jeans.

	“The food’s here,” Kaylee advised.

	“Be right there.” I dressed and pulled on my boots and hurried to the kitchen. I froze in the doorway. Oh whoopee! Zarek, Talree and Voss were joining us for breakfast. “Good morning.” I slid into the chair beside Hothar. “Where’s Zoey?”

	“She’s interviewing Adan for her news vid,” Voss answered.

	“Oh.” I noticed the twitch in his left eye. Voss wasn’t happy with Zoey’s career choice. Silly man felt being a reporter was dangerous. Hello? Just being a Jones was hazardous to your health. “Who’s watching the kids?”

	“Bey. He’s a great babysitter. If Thor gets out of hand, he webs him to a wall,” Kaylee said.

	“Any chance of Bey giving us a hand?”

	Kaylee shook her head. “Tae is ready to drop her babies and needs at least eight Rodan for the children to feed on. Datlow and Bey will be out hunting the monsters that escaped from Old Tucson.”

	Rats.

	My honey bunny handed me a burrito. “Chorizo with extra jalapenos.”

	“Thank you.” I opened the wrapper, took a big bite and groaned in pleasure. God that hit the spot. I practically inhaled the rest of the burrito. When I came up for air, I realized everyone was watching me in disbelief. “What? I’m hungry. I expended a lot of energy yesterday.”

	“She did.” Hothar gave me another burrito.

	“Have I told you how much I love you?”

	“Not today,” Hothar answered and leaned in to give me a kiss.

	Zarek cleared his throat.

	The smooch turned into a peck on the cheek. “Iced tea or coffee?”

	“Iced tea, please.”

	He poured me a glass.

	Kaylee laughed. “You two are adorable.”

	“Adorable?” Voss looked at her like she was nuts. “They are worse than Petkas in heat.”

	Time to change the subject to anything but us. “Any news on Uncle Saul and his mate hunt?”

	“He is in the Chiricahua Mountains,” Zarek replied.

	Dang. That was a serious tactical error on Annie’s part. After our time hunting the Tai-Kok with Mangas and his Apache warriors, my uncle knew the mountains like the back of his hand. “Is he anywhere near Cave Creek Canyon lake?”

	“The General is two clicks from the lake,” Zarek answered.

	Hothar smiled. “Is that where Annie is hiding?”

	“Could be. There are a lot of caves in the area.”

	Kaylee gave Talree the evil eye. “Uncle Saul found his mate and you neglected to tell me?”

	“I was securing the water craft you asked for,” Talree said.

	“You got us the jet skis?”

	“I did.”

	Kaylee squealed in delight and planted a hot one on Talree’s mouth. “This is going to be the best vacation ever.”

	Before the Tai-Kok invaded Earth, my family had spent our summers zooming around Lake Pleasant on jet skis. Those were the good old days. “When do you leave for the South Pacific?”

	“In an hour,” Kaylee said.

	Yikes. “Will Thor try to find you and how do we keep him from teleporting?”

	“We’ve told him where we’re going and when we will be back. Plus, Thor can call us at any time on his new warrior’s bracelet.” Kaylee handed me a thick file folder. “Here’s his itinerary and I also downloaded it to Hothar’s bracelet.”

	“Itinerary?” A three-year-old needed an itinerary?

	“It lists everything you need to know.

	There had to be a hundred pages in the folder. “Like how to keep the boys happy?”

	“Yes, and I’ll admit I did resort to some bribery. Thor and Haki love dinosaurs. To keep them on their best behavior I promised you would take them to the Land of the Dinosaurs exhibit at the Museum of Natural History on day six. If and that’s if they’ve been good.”

	“That’s one hell of a bribe. The exhibit is awesome.” I patted Hothar’s arm. “You’ll love it. The dinosaurs are very life-like. They move, roar and they even have a guy in a raptor’s suit that roams around the museum scaring the crap out of people.”

	“Some scientists think the Rodan are the descendants of the dinosaurs.”

	“Seriously?”

	Hothar nodded.

	“Tick-tock. Time is running out,” Kaylee interjected.

	“Sorry, go ahead.”

	“You’ll also find tickets for the zoo and the Sonora Desert Museum. Thor wants to meet an Apache warrior. I was going to have you take them to Old Tucson, but since it got blown to bits, that’s out. I went with my fall back plan and had Uncle Saul contact Mangas. He has agreed to take all of you on a trail ride in full warpaint,” Kaylee advised.

	I bet that cost Uncle Saul a crate of thermite grenades. “It’ll be great to see Mangas again, but he’s pretty damn scary in his warrior getup. Are you sure he won’t frighten Thor?”

	“Not a chance.” Kaylee continued on, “The second page is the food Thor will eat. There are plenty of mealie bugs for Haki. Talree has downloaded Thor’s tracker system onto Hothar’s bracelet. It can find him anywhere in the galaxy.”

	“Are you expecting a kidnapping attempt?” Hothar asked with a note of dread in his voice.

	“After Thor teleported aboard my warbird for the third time, we put a tracker on him,” Talree interjected.

	“Kind of slippery, huh?”

	Kaylee sighed. “Bebo, the Gorum King, brought his son Bedan for a visit. The two of them teleported to the space station to watch the ships come in.”

	I stared at her in horror. “Who did the teleporting? Thor or Bedan?”

	“Bedan.”

	“And that didn’t freak Thor out?”

	“No. He liked it. A lot,” Kaylee replied grimly.

	Holy crap. Maybe I should handcuff the kid to me. “Anything else I should know about? Like is he potty trained? His favorite toy? How do we keep him from teleporting?”

	“It’s all in my notes.”

	“Uh huh.” My mind was spinning chaotically. “I can handle an entire squad of monsters without flinching but caring for your son scares the bejesus out of me.”

	Kaylee laughed and added, “Thor’s fully potty trained. His favorite toy is a stuffed blue triceratops. He won’t go to sleep without it. Talree had a long talk with him, but if he teleports, take away his sword and weapons belt.”

	“Ok.”

	“Voss and my father will be watching. Do not disappoint them,” Talree warned.

	Dang! “Wouldn’t think of it.”

	Hothar met his cold-eyed gaze with one of his own. “I will guard your son as if he were my own.”

	“Good.” Talree held his hand out to Kaylee. “Ready?”

	She took it. “I am.” They vanished.

	“Mangas is waiting for you at the Spanish Trailhead. Do not keep him waiting,” Zarek advised.

	“Yes, sir.”

	Thor burst into the room with Bey and Haki right behind him. “Horsie! Ride horsie!” He held his arms up. “We go now?”

	“We go now.” Hothar picked him up.

	Haki skittered up my body and perched on my head. “Go?”

	“Does he have to sit there?”

	“All Tabor children like riding in our hair,” Hothar responded.

	“Is there any way to break them of this habit?”

	“Not that we have found.”

	“Yippee-ki-yay! I’m a horse.” I linked with Hothar and fixed the location in my mind. He wrapped his left arm around me and teleported.

	



	

Chapter Sixteen

	There was a fleeting instant of inky blackness and poof! We were standing on the Spanish Trailhead. Toadstool-shaped rocks, and sculptured buttes marched like sentries along the cactus studded valley.

	Kee-eeee-arr. Kee-eeee-arr. Kee-eeee-arr. The wind plucked at my hair as I watched a hawk circle overhead.

	“Birdie,” Thor gurgled.

	“It’s a red-tailed hawk.”

	“Is that Mangas?” Hothar pointed to the top of a nearby mesa.

	Silhouetted against the sky were eight Apache warriors on horseback. Two more horses grazed next to them.

	“It is.” I would recognize his aura anywhere.

	Thor clapped his hands. “Pache!”

	“Pache!” Haki bounced up and down on my head.

	I sighed. “If he poops in my hair, I’m gonna be pissed.”

	“Tabors only poop once a month,” Hothar advised.

	“Not helping.”

	“I have never heard of a Tabor pooping in anyone’s hair,” Hothar said and teleported us up to the warriors.

	Stripes of yellow, black and vermilion warpaint marked Mangas’s and his warriors’ faces. White palm prints decorated their muscular chests. They were all wearing cotton leggings with leather breechcloths. They would have been at home in the 1800’s except for their modern weapons belts and laser pistols. Instead of a Winchester lever-action rifles in the saddle scabbards, they had military grade laser rifles.

	Mangas lifted his hand in greeting. “Yah-ah-tay.”

	“Yah-ah-tay,” I replied.

	Hothar asked on our mental link. “Yah-ah-tay?”

	“It’s hello in Apache.”

	“Yah-ah-tay,” Hothar said.

	Thor stretched his arms out trying to touch Mangas’s black mustang. “Horsie! Ride horsie!”

	“Give him to me,” Mangas said.

	Hothar handed Thor over.

	“Go fast,” Thor commanded.

	I touched Thor’s leg. “You need to speak to him. Mangas can’t mind talk.”

	“Go fast,” Thor said.

	“No,” Mangas said firmly and settled Thor in front of him. “I brought Lakota for you, and your warrior can ride the blue roan.”

	Lakota was a sturdy appaloosa mare and fast as the wind. She butted me with her head and nickered. “I know it’s been too long.” I petted her nose. “I’ve missed you too.”

	Hothar eyed the roan for a moment, then picked up the reins and swung into the saddle.

	“You know how to ride?” Or was that tingling sensation in my mind from him messing around in my head?

	“You do. That means I do too.”

	Did he seriously think accessing my memories would teach him how to ride? “There’s a bit more to it than that.”

	“I am Coletti,” Hothar responded.

	I guess that was a yes. Testosterone was the bane of my life.

	Mangas grinned and turned his horse down a narrow path. His warriors trailed after him. I mounted Lakota and followed them. I could hear Thor chattering away, “Me like horsie! What on Pache face? Where battle suit?”

	With the patience of Job, Mangas answered all his questions.

	Haki crawled down my forehead and peered at me. “Me hungry.”

	Of course, he was. “Look birdie.” I pointed at a roadrunner perched on a boulder with a lizard in its mouth.

	He bounded back to the top of my head. “Birdie! What in mouth?”

	“A lizard.”

	“Me hungry,” Haki whined.

	I rode into a cloud of gnats and tried not to inhale one. “Eat up.” I watched in amazement as his busy little tongue snagged every one of the insects. “Better?”

	Haki asked hopefully. “Mealie bugs?”

	“No mealie bugs.”

	“Where they go?”

	“They’re back at the base. You can have some for dinner.”

	Several cottontail rabbits bolted across the path.

	“Petkas!”

	“We call those rabbits,” I said.

	“Babbits?”

	I shrugged. What the hell? “Yeah, babbits.”

	“Why that Tabor no talk?”

	An image of a tarantula formed in my mind. “That’s not a Tabor. It’s a tarantula.”

	“He no talk?”

	“No, he doesn’t.”

	My curious magpie kept at it. “Why?”

	“Cause he’s a spider.”

	“That silly.” Haki bounced wildly on my head. “What that? What that?”

	“A butterfly.”

	“Bufly. Pretty.”

	“It is.”

	After an hour of “what that?” I needed chocolate. Lots and lots of chocolate. Did the kid ever shut up?

	Hothar rode up to me, gave me a chocolate bar and smooch. “I will take Haki for a while.” He reached over and plucked the Tabor off my head.

	“Thank you. You’re a keeper.” I unwrapped the chocolate and took a big bite.

	“What that?”

	The Catalina Mountains were a maze of dirt tracks frequented by range cattle and the occasional adventurous hiker. I stuffed the rest of the chocolate in my mouth.

	“A cow,” Hothar answered.

	Haki giggled. “Cow go moo?”

	How did Kaylee keep her sanity? Prickles ran up my spine. “My radar is going off.”

	“Link with me.”

	I joined my mind to Hothar’s and we reached out mentally. We could sense ten males moving in our direction.

	“I have them on my scanner.” Hothar tapped several icons. “Four Earth First soldiers and six Legionnaires 3.2 klicks away.”

	“And packing enough firepower to take out the entire mountain. Only a few people knew we were going horseback riding today. How in the hell did they find us? Do I have another tracker on me?”

	Hothar scanned me. “The Central Command tracker is still active.”

	“Dang! That’s gotta be how the Supreme One found us last night. How do we disable it?”

	“I can jam the signal,” Hothar said.

	“Do it.”

	He hit an icon twice. “Done.”

	“Only high-ranking Central Command officers have the access code to the female’s tracker database and you know what that means?”

	Hothar scowled. “One of the generals is working with Earth First and the Rodan.”

	“I’m sick and tired of them trying to kill us. I think it’s time we returned the favor,” I snarled.

	“Why do they hunt you so aggressively?”

	“Wish I knew.”

	“What that?”

	I glanced over at a skinny coyote. “Doggie.”

	“Think. There has to be a reason,” Hothar said.

	“I’m a Jones. That’s usually reason enough, but this does seem more personal.”

	“Is it possible you angered one of the General’s military bedmates.”

	I have myself a mental head smack. Dang. How could I have forgotten about “the incident”? “I tossed General Martha Douglas out of our house once.”

	Hothar’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “With your telekinesis?”

	“You got that right. Bounced her off her car a couple of times too.”

	“What did she do?”

	“I found General Douglas in my room wearing nothing but a smile and packing my stuff up. The bitch said she was going to marry Uncle Saul and I had no place in their lives. She had even enrolled me in a boarding school in Alaska.”

	“Your uncle knew of this?”

	“Are you kidding me? It was a one-night stand after he had imbibed too much celebratory champagne. I told Martha my uncle would never marry her ugly ass and to leave. She called me a bunch of names and swung at me. Not a smart move.” I rubbed my knuckles remembering the pleasure of breaking her nose. “I threw her out of the house and because she created such a ruckus, my neighbors called the police.”

	“Did she get arrested?

	I grinned. “You betcha. For indecent exposure and disorderly conduct. The arrest made the evening news. They even had a vid of her naked meltdown.”

	“What did your uncle do?”

	“He busted her down from a three-star general to a one-star and assigned her to Fort Collins,” I replied.

	“She blames you for the General terminating their imaginary relationship and stripping her of her rank.”

	“If she hadn’t threatened to kill me, my uncle would have let her keep her rank. I didn’t think she was stupid enough to follow through on her promise to end me.”

	Hothar rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “General Douglas has the resources to aid Earth First.”

	“And the smarts to be the Supreme One.”

	“I agree. I will inform the Battle Commander of our suspicions.”

	“Good idea. Maybe he can arrest her before she sends more assassins. There’s nothing quite as vicious as a menopausal woman on the warpath.”

	Haki the curious inquired, “What menopa?”

	“It’s what makes a crazy lady want to kill me.”

	“You no die!” Haki jumped from Hothar’s head to mine. “Me protect. Me bite. She die.”

	“You bet she will.” I gingerly stroked his head with one finger. “You’re a big, bad warrior.”

	Haki wriggled happily. “Me bad.”

	Mangas and his men were about a five hundred yards ahead of us. It was time to let them know we had company coming. I threw my head back and yipped like a coyote.

	“A useful talent,” Hothar commented.

	I smiled as Mangas and his warriors wheeled their horses around and galloped back to us. I still had it.

	“Wheeee! Do again,” Thor cried as they slid to a stop next to us.

	“How many enemy warriors?” Mangas was all business.

	Hothar touched his bracelet and a 3D image of the area formed in mid-air. “We have ten hostiles heading our way. I have notified the Battle Commander and we are to move to a safe location while his warriors deal with the soldiers.”

	Mangas studied the hologram. “There’s a cave two klicks to the east with sufficient iridium in the walls to block their scanners. It’s also big enough to hide us and the horses.”

	“Lead the way,” Hothar said.

	Mangas kicked his horse into a fast trot and we followed him. I had to admire Hothar’s grim determination to stay in the saddle. The trail wasn’t an easy one. Our horses were part mountain goat as they climbed up and down the steep hillsides and jumped several narrow ravines. It had taken Uncle Saul a good two months to learn to ride one of Mangas’s feisty mustangs.

	Twenty minutes later, Mangas reined his horse to a stop and pointed to a fast-moving stream. “We have to cross it to get to the cave.”

	Haki stared down at the water. “Me no like.”

	“It’s okay. Uncle Hothar is going to teleport you and Thor to the other side.”

	“No!” Thor wailed. “Me stay with Pache.”

	“A good warrior follows orders, or he does not get to see the dinosaurs,” Hothar told Thor.

	Thor eyed his stern expression for a moment and held his arms out. “Me good warrior.”

	Hothar lifted him off Mangas’s horse.

	“That kitty? The image of a puma formed in my head.

	Frowning, I glanced at over at a cottonwood trees and noticed a rather large mountain lion perched on a lower branch. “Holy crap! A cougar!”

	Thor quivered in excitement. “Me pet?”

	“No!” Hothar, Mangas and I shouted in unison.

	His lower lip wobbled. “Me want pet kitty.”

	“That kitty bites,” I said.

	Hothar pulled his pistol.

	“No kill!” Thor and Haki protested.

	The mountain lion jumped down and disappeared into a thicket of creosote bushes.

	“I have a feeling Thor inherited Kaylee’s critter control.”

	“A useful battle skill.”

	“Not for a toddler,” I retorted.

	Hothar abruptly plucked me off my horse.

	“Hey! I can ride across.”

	“The Battle Commander has informed me of two Rodan marauders heading our way,” Hothar replied. He tucked Thor under his left arm and teleported us.

	We popped in next to an outcrop of rock. The opening to the cave was partially hidden by some scraggly bushes.

	My internal radar went off and I cried, “Incoming hostiles!”

	A glittering blue light blossomed and five Rodan appeared next to the cottonwood tree.

	General Douglas was one determined bitch. I hit them with my telekinesis, knocking them into the water. The monsters floundered around and were swept downstream. The water was only three feet deep which they would have known if they had only stood up.

	Hothar released me and thrust Thor into my arms. “Get inside the cave.”

	Dammit, I wanted to help but my first duty was to protect the children. I hurried inside and took cover behind a tumble of rocks. Kaylee was going to have an epic melt down when she found out I had put her kids in danger.

	Kaboom! The ground shuddered under my feet and a war erupted outside. The sizzle of laser pistols combined with Hothar’s and the Apaches’ battle cries.

	Thor pulled his sword. “Me protect. They protect.”

	“They?” A low growl sounded, and I glanced over my shoulder. A black bear, a coyote, a bobcat and the mountain lion stood behind us. “Where did they come from?”

	“I called them,” Thor said.

	A slightly hysterical laugh broke from me. He was his mother’s son.

	A large explosion shook the earth and dirt rained down on my head.

	“Do your friends know of another way out of his cave.”

	Thor’s face scrunched in concentration. “Yes.”

	“Then get us out of here.”

	The critters disappeared into the blackness.

	Wazzock’s piss! I couldn’t see six inches in front of me.

	I reached out, trying to feel my way.

	“Kitty help,” Thor said.

	I flinched when the mountain lion gently took my hand in her mouth and pulled me forward.

	“She no hurt,” Thor said, patting my cheek.

	“As long as she knows I’m not on the dinner menu. We’re good.” After what seemed like an eternity of stumbling in the dark, I noticed sunshine ahead of us. Oh, thank God.

	The mountain lion dropped my hand and I practically ran toward the light.

	A shaft of sunlight shot through a hole in the ceiling of a large cavern. White cactus-like growths grew around a small spring bubbling out of the wall.

	“Pretty,” Haki cooed.

	I noticed a bunch of ancient petroglyphs on the walls. “The old ones must have lived here.”

	Kablooey! The floor bucked beneath my feet and the passageway collapsed behind us.

	Dang! Another minute and General Douglas would have succeeded in killing us. I looked around. The only way out was up a narrow ledge that ended at the opening in the roof.

	Thor wriggled. “Down. Want down.”

	I cautiously put him on the floor and watched as the critters surrounded him. The first one that tried to eat him was getting bounced off a wall. To my relief they seemed to like Thor petting them.

	Haki scurried down my body and went to make friends with a bunch of daddy long leg spiders. The daddy long legs scattered up the walls. I’d run too if a giant spider was coming my way. The baby Tabor seemed to think it was a great game and chased after them.

	I linked with Hothar and through his eyes I watched as he hacked his way through the Rodan soldiers. When the last one fell, I asked, “Mangas and his men?”

	“They live.” Hothar surveyed the area. Dead Rodan and Legionnaires littered the ground.

	“You did good, Hot Lips.”

	Poof! Hothar appeared in front of me. Lifting me off my feet, he kissed me like a starving man. I wrapped my arms around his neck, enjoying the feel of his mouth on mine.

	Thor tugged on my jeans. “Go pee pee. Pweeease.”

	Hothar broke the kiss and leaned his forehead against mine. “Duty calls.”

	“He’s brought a few friends with him,” I said, pointing at the menagerie of critters. When Hothar’s hand dropped to his pistol, I added, “They’re friendly.”

	“Friendly?”

	“Yep. Thor has been petting them.” I slid down his body.

	With a sigh, Hothar picked Thor up and walked behind a big boulder. “Go pee pee.”

	I laughed when Haki and all the critters followed them.

	“Go pee pee Thor,” Hothar repeated.

	“Dada goes pee pee with me.”

	“Figures.” A faint zzzzzip was followed by liquid splashing against the rock. “Can you go now?”

	“Me can.”

	“On the rock. Not my boot.”

	“Kitty go pee pee too,” Haki giggled.

	I snickered at the image of the bobcat pissing on Hothar’s left boot.

	My amusement died when a seriously pissed off Zarek teleported into the cavern. “Did General Douglas escape?”

	“She did not.”

	I let out a huge sigh of relief.

	Hothar kept a careful eye on the Overlord as he guided his little charge away from the pool of urine.

	“Geepa!” Thor hollered and rush over to Zarek.

	Zarek scooped Thor up and held him tightly. “How is my little warrior?”

	“Me ride horsie. Monsters come. Auntie Casey throw them in water.” Thor gestured to the critters. “Wanna pet friends?”

	“Maybe later.” Zarek’s cold gaze settled on me.

	I held my hands up. “What could I do? He has Kaylee’s ability to summon animals. Without them, we would have died in the cave in.”

	“Rocks fall down. We hide here. Kitty go pee pee on Hoot boot. Can I paint face like Pache?” Thor babbled excitedly.

	“Ask your mother.”

	Haki scurried up Zarek’s body and hopped on Thor’s head. “Go see dinosaurs now?”

	The Overlord ran a gentle hand over his head. “Yes, you can.”

	Hothar and I exchanged horrified looks. Now?

	



	

Chapter Seventeen

	The Museum of Natural History tour started with the Ancient Dinosaur Hall. An exhibit filled with the fossilized remains of extinct dinosaurs. Hothar and I really enjoyed looking at the life-sized skeletons. The kids not so much.

	Thor whined, “Where dinosaurs?”

	“Right here. These are their bones,” I replied.

	Unimpressed, Haki grumbled, “No like.”

	A flash flood of water suddenly cascaded down a three-story mountain filled with plants of Mesozoic era, replicas of horned dinosaurs, an armadillo-like critter and a weird looking crocodile.

	Thor clapped his hands. “Do again. Do again.”

	“I think it would be wise to take them to see the animatronic dinosaurs now,” Hothar said.

	“I agree.”

	“Birdie!” Thor cried and vanished from Hothar’s arms.

	“Holy crap!” I looked around frantically. “Where’d he go?”

	Hothar glanced down at his bracelet and groaned.

	“What? Rodan soldiers? Legionnaires? Earth First?”

	“No.” Hothar pointed to a soaring pterosaur with a twenty-four-foot wing span gliding from one side of the room to the other.

	My heart began to pound in fear. Thor was sitting on its back and the pterosaur was a good thirty feet off the ground. “No! No! No! Bad baby.”

	“Wheeee! Ride birdie,” Thor chortled.

	“Me ride. Me ride.” Haki shot webbing at the pterosaur. Thwipth! Splat!

	Before I could grab the baby Tabor, he had zipped up the strand of spider silk and was sitting on pterosaur’s wing. “We are so dead.”

	Using his best mean warrior’s voice, Hothar commanded, “Teleport down here. Now!”

	“No wanna.” Thor and Haki said in unison.

	Parenthood sucked. I flashed Thor an image of the triceratops. “See, it looks like your stuffed toy, only bigger.”

	“Where?” Thor surveyed the room.

	Haki bounced up and down. “Me see. Me see.”

	“There’s a T-Rex too. Come on down and we’ll take you to see them,” I promised.

	Poof! Thor was gone.

	“Oh, crap! Where is he now?”

	“In there.” Hothar gestured to the display of animatronic dinosaurs in the next room.

	“Haki come here,” I called.

	Thwipth! Splat! A string of webbing hit the doorway. Wheeee! The little brat swung into the other room and smacked into an elderly woman’s forehead.

	Haki clung to her head.

	Granny’s screams of horror rose over the dinosaurs’ hoots, roars and bellows. “Spider! Get it off! Get it off! Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Get it off! Help! It’s a big fucking spider! Someone please help me!”

	“Dung duty is started to look pretty damn good,” I groused.

	Hothar nodded. “Yes, and on a remote space station where no children are allowed.”

	A young, skinny security guard darted into the room.

	“Kill it! Kill it!” The woman demanded, smacking at her head with her purse.

	Haki easily dodged her blows. “Why she make silly noise?”

	“Because she’s afraid of spiders. Now get off her,” I ordered.

	“Kay.” Haki skittered down the elderly woman’s back.

	The guard tried to stomp on him.

	With a pretty scary battle cry, Thor teleported in front of his friend and jabbed at the security guard’s legs with his sword. “No hurt Haki.”

	“Go! I’ll circle around them.”

	Hothar vanished and popped in behind the guard. I ran like my life depended on it. And it did. Talree would kill us if anything happened to Thor.

	Haki spat web balls at granny and the security guard. Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! The force of the impact knocked them back into Hothar. They fell to the floor in a tangle of arms, legs and webbing.

	“Get your hand off my breast, you little pervert,” the elderly woman shouted.

	The security guard squeaked, “My balls! Your knee is squashing my balls.”

	“Holy crap!” Before I could pull out Shrek’s pam spray, a jerk in a velociraptor costume jumped out at me. Grrraaawr! Grrraaawr! Grrraaawr!

	My temper flared to life. “Get out of my way!”

	Grrraaawr! Grrraaawr! Grrraaawr! The velociraptor blocked me repeatedly.

	“You were warned.” I hurled the moron out of the way. To my astonishment, his costume caught on the T-Rex’s fanged lined mouth as it opened to roar. Huh? What were the odds of that happening? The actor shrieked as the mouth started to close. The dinosaur’s muffled roar blended with velociraptor’s grrraaawr.

	Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a bunch of security guards and cops were heading our way. We were so screwed. I sprayed the hell out of Hothar, the struggling old woman and crying guard. I exhaled a long breath as the webbing melted away. “How do we explain this to the cops?”

	Hothar jumped to his feet. “We don’t. We get the children and leave.”

	“Works for me. Where are the little darlings?”

	“Riding the triceratops. I will collect them,” Hothar said and vanished.

	The security guard rolled around on the floor clutching his private parts.

	I helped the shaken old woman to her feet. “If you have any cooking spray at home, it’ll clean off the rest of the spider silk.”

	“Does that creature belong to you?” Her voice was full of rage.

	It took everything I had not to laugh at the piece of webbing dangling from her nose. “No ma’am, he doesn’t.”

	“You’re lying.” She turned to the guard who was still holding his man parts. “I want her arrested.”

	The guard groaned, “For what?”

	“Assault.”

	“I didn’t assault you,” I retorted.

	“Your pet spider did.”

	I plastered a polite smile on my face when all I wanted to do was smack her a good one. “He’s a Tabor, not a spider and if he had bitten you, you would be dead.”

	“Ah ha! He does belong to you,” she exclaimed.

	“No. He doesn’t. He has a mother and father and a whole slew of siblings. If you have a problem, take it up with Central Command.”

	“I most certainly will!” The elderly woman stormed off.

	The guard’s Adam’s apple bobbed nervously. “Sorry ma’am, but I need a doctor.” He hobbled from the room.

	I glanced around. Thankfully, the other security guards and cops were working on freeing the idiot in the velociraptor costume.

	Hothar linked with me. “I have them.”

	“Thank God.” Prickles shot up my back. “Incoming hostiles. Get the kids back to the base.”

	“I will not leave without you,” Hothar countered.

	“Go! I’m a weapon, remember? Our first duty is to protect the children.”

	“Do not engage the enemy until I return,” Hothar instructed and teleported.

	Easier said than done.

	“Casey Jones! I know you’re here. This time there is no escape,” the Supreme One’s horror movie voice reverberated around the museum.

	I took a quick peek. The Supreme One in all her storm trooper glory stood in the middle of the Ancient Dinosaur Hall. I flashed Hothar the image. “How in the hell did General Douglas escape?”

	“I will ask,” Hothar replied.

	The murdering harpy screeched, “You destroyed my life. Now I destroy yours.”

	“Yada. Yada. Yada,” I mumbled under my breath.

	The cops ran past me with their guns drawn.

	Slipping behind a replica of an ancient palm tree, I noticed the Supreme One was posed dramatically between the tyrannosaurus and camarasaurus skeletons. Standing at attention behind her were Legionnaires and Earth First soldiers.

	“Drop your weapons,” a cop shouted.

	The Legionnaires went into their dance routine. “Waewae tama-nur-ra. Waewae tama-nur-ra. Waewae tama-nur-ra.”

	“Drop your weapons,” the cop shouted again.

	Yeah, like that was going to work.

	The Legionnaires kept dancing.

	The Earth First soldiers raised their weapons.

	Summoning my telekinesis, I blasted the fossils and smiled as thousands of pounds of bone fell on top of the Supreme One and her minions.

	“We appreciate your help, Siren Jones,” the cop said with a relieved grin.

	“Oh, it was my pleasure. Let’s disarm these idiots, before they do something stupid.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” The cops began confiscating weapons.

	I scooped up a laser pistol and walked over to the Supreme One. A jagged bone protruded through her shoulder. “T-boned by a Jurassic cow. How fitting. Like my cousin Ethan likes to say: ‘Mess with the best, die like the rest’.”

	“No matter how long it takes, I will kill you,” General Douglas rasped.

	“Nah, the dead don’t present much of a challenge. Zarek promised Adan he could eat you. A fitting death for a traitor.”

	The museum curator ran into the room, took one look at the jumble of bones and fainted.

	That wasn’t good.

	Immense power crashed through the museum as Zarek, Voss, Hothar and a shitload of warriors teleported in.

	I smiled at them. “Relax, guys. I have the Supreme One in custody.”

	Zarek’s gaze slowly surveyed the carnage and settled on the Supreme One buried beneath a mound of fossils. “This was not one of my better decisions. Hothar take your mate back to the base and try not to destroy it.”

	“Yes, my lord,” Hothar scooped me up and teleported.

	



	

Chapter Eighteen

	Over breakfast Hothar and I glumly contemplated our future. I pushed the scrambled eggs around my plate. “Think they’ll split us up?”

	Hothar’s face hardened. “I will not allow it.”

	“How are you planning on stopping them?”

	“I will challenge Zarek to combat.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Seriously? Zarek would beat you senseless and then banish us to that remote space station.”

	“As long as we are together, nothing else matters. You are my heart. My soul.”

	“Right back at ya, big guy.” I gave Hothar a smooch. “They’re all acting like we did something wrong. If I hadn’t stopped the General, she would have destroyed the entire museum and a lot of people would have died.”

	“They know that.” Hothar buttered a piece of toast and put it on my plate.

	“Then why are we under house arrest?”

	“They are afraid we will hump like bunnies,” Hothar said and took a bite of eggs.

	“We have more control than that.”

	Hothar raised an eyebrow.

	Okay, he had a point. I changed the subject. “There wasn’t any reason for Talree and Kaylee to cut their vacation short. We had the situation under control.”

	“The Supreme One’s attacks put their children in danger. They reacted as any good parents would,” Hothar replied.

	“If Uncle Saul had kept it in his pants, none of this would have happened. Every time I get near Talree, he bares his fangs and growls like a rabid bear.”

	“And Kaylee?”

	“We’re good. She actually thanked me for keeping her kids safe.” I sagged back in my chair. “We’re an awesome team. It would be stupid to break us up.”

	Zarek strolled in, filled a plate with a mound of scrambled eggs and sat down next to me.

	“Good morning, sir,” I said politely. Praise the Lord! He wasn’t wearing his scary predator’s face. “Did you find out how General Douglas escaped?”

	“Major Dick Morris freed her. He has been dealt with.”

	“Oh. Good.” Adan must be stuffed to the gills.

	Hothar held up the pot of coffee. “Coffee, my lord.”

	“Yes.”

	Why did I have this awful feeling the other shoe was about to drop. I watched Hothar pour him a cup and waited for the bad news. Zarek ate an amazing amount of eggs, finished his coffee and smiled at us.

	The hair on the back of my neck literally stood up. Oh crap!

	“I am allowing Hothar and you to go out on a date that includes dinner and dancing.

	I eyed him suspiciously. Was there a punch line? “Dinner and dancing?”

	Hothar stared at him in stunned surprise.

	“Magnus has invited us to their Gans Mountain Spirit Ceremony. I believe there is dancing and food.”

	I nodded. “Apache warriors in elaborate costumes do dance and the food is traditional.”

	“I accepted his generous offer,” Zarek said.

	Hothar queried, “Us?”

	“Myself, Talree, Kaylee and the children.”

	“Isn’t that sweet of him.” I was going to kill Magnus.

	Zarek continued, “Hothar, Thor, Haki and you are banned for life from the Natural History Museum.”

	“That seems a bit unfair.”

	Hothar kicked me under the table. “Do not speak until the Overlord has finished talking.”

	Totally ignoring my interruption, Zarek added, “The museum sent Central Command a bill for ten million credits for damages they claimed you are responsible for.”

	“That’s nuts! It was just a few old bones.”

	Hothar kicked me again. Ouch!

	“One Betsy Miller sued the Coletti Empire for a whopping one hundred million credits for emotional distress and assault by a big, fucking spider. I had the Battle Commander pay her a visit and she quickly dropped her claim.”

	Hothar hastily stuffed a piece of toast in my mouth.

	“Voss, Sariel and Adan are now destroying all of the Earth First bases,” Zarek advised.

	I spit the toast out. “And General Douglas?”

	“General Douglas will stand trial for treason and murder.”

	“Thank you, sir.” I jumped to my feet.

	‘Sit.” Zarek pointed at my chair.

	I sat back down. “Something else, sir?”

	“Magnus has an armored Humvee waiting for you in front of the Butterfield Stage Coach office in Tombstone. He thought the children would enjoy a stage coach ride and watching a shoot-out at the original O.K. Corral before driving out to his headquarters at Jicarilla.”

	Hothar replied, “I am sure they will enjoy it.”

	“One more thing,” Zarek drawled ominously.

	Hothar wrapped a protective arm around me.

	“The two of you will continue to serve General Jones as his investigators. But, one mis-step and you will be assigned babysitting duties until you are both twenty-one. Is that clear?”

	The knot in my stomach loosen. “Very clear, sir.”

	Hothar clamped an arm to his chest. “It is an honor to serve, my lord.”

	“There is a shuttle waiting to take you to Tombstone. Do not keep Talree waiting.”

	Hothar teleported us to the spaceport.

	



	

Chapter Nineteen

	To my relief, the tour of Tombstone by stage coach went off without a hitch. The gunfight at the O. K. Corral was an utter disaster. Haki decided to visit the horsie the Marshall Earp actor was riding. The minute the horse spotted a huge ass spider crawling up his back leg, the rodeo started. “Whoa! Whoa!”

	“Off Haki,” Talree growled, trying to grab the frightened horse’s bridle.

	Haki scurried up the Marshall’s chest.

	He hollered, “What the fuck?”

	The horse bucked wildly. Haki and the Marshall flew off and landed in the middle of the street. The horse high-tailed it out of town.

	A big man in the audience tried to stomp on Haki and everything went to hell. Kaylee jumped on his back and punched him repeatedly in the face. “No one hurts my children. No one.”

	“Me kill.” Thor whacked the big guy’s leg with his sword.

	Talree grabbed the idiot by his throat. “Do you have a death wish?”

	The idiot promptly pissed his pants.

	Two city police officers ran up, took one look at Talree in full predator mode and drew their guns. “Put your hands up.”

	The crowd applauded loudly.

	“We have diplomatic immunity,” Kaylee yelled and hopped off the poor guy’s back. “Let him go, babe.”

	Talree released the idiot, who promptly ran off.

	The older cop, not being a dummy, lowered his gun. “You need to leave Tombstone. Now. If you don’t, I will arrest you, Coletti or not.”

	Hothar shook his head in disbelief. “It is like all of you are cursed.”

	“I told ya. Shit happens no matter where we go. You up for the challenge?”

	He gave me a long, hot kiss. “Life with you will never be boring.”

	“Good answer.”

	“We are leaving,” Talree snarled and ushered his family over to the Humvee.

	The men climbed in the front, while Kaylee, the kids and I got into the backseat.

	“And good times were had by all,” I said.

	Kaylee got the giggles which started me off. We laughed and laughed and laughed. The guys shook their heads in disbelief and started talking about warp engines as we drove out of town. All the excitement had tired the kids out and they fell asleep on Kaylee’s lap.

	As we drove through a forest of hoodoo volcanic rock formations, Kaylee asked, “Tell me about Annie?”

	“She went toe-to-toe with Uncle Saul and took him down. It was awesome.”

	“And how did Uncle Saul react?”

	“Let’s just say our calm and in-control uncle totally wigged out.”

	Kaylee’s eyes widened. “Full on predator?”

	“Oh, yeah.”

	“I feel sorry for her.”

	“Don’t. Annie can take care of herself.”

	“I’ll say.” Kaylee pointed.

	I looked out the windshield and my jaw literally dropped. Uncle Saul stood in the middle of the road. It looked like he had gone ten rounds with Godzilla and lost. His battle suit was covered in mud, red welts decorated his face and hands. His usually perfectly groomed hair stood up in wild spikes.

	Talree stopped the Humvee. “The General’s prey has teeth.”

	“I’ll say.” I rolled the window down and called, “You tangle with a grizzly?”

	Uncle Saul opened the door and slid in. “No, Annie.”

	“Come to get reinforcements?” Kaylee’s Debbie Sunshine smile was absolute perfection. “Talree would be happy to help you capture her.”

	“Not funny and I don’t need help.”

	“Kinda looks like you do. Don’t you agree Casey?”

	“Yep.”

	Uncle Saul growled deep in his chest.

	Talree snarled, “Do not growl at my mate.”

	“Where sword?” Thor patted Uncle Saul’s leg.

	Haki peered at him. “Why arm funny?”

	The kids had some good questions. “Is your arm broken and didn’t you have a shuttle?”

	“It is, and I did.”

	Holy hell. I clamped a hand over my mouth to keep from laughing.

	Hothar eyed Uncle Saul in disbelief. “You allowed the female to disarm you?”

	“I didn’t allow anything,” Uncle Saul roared. “I walked into a fucking trap. Happy now?”

	“You will not curse around the children,” Talree interjected.

	“I apologize,” Uncle Saul slumped against the seat.

	I examined his face. “Are those bee stings? And where’s your healing wand?”

	“They are and I’m not answering any more questions.” Uncle Saul closed his eyes.

	“Can’t wait to meet this Annie,” Kaylee murmured.

	I grinned. Uncle Saul’s life was about to get challenging.

	The end has come! But wait! Sassing Saul is coming soon!

	I hope you enjoyed this book. A review is greatly appreciated. For news on the Coletti Warlords and Shenanigans 2, upcoming events and contests go to my Facebook page:
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