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        Annie used to believe in all that happily ever after crap, until the day she found out her Prince Charming husband was a conman with a wandering eye. On the same day she booted him to the curb, an alien fleet double-parked over Earth and life as she knew it ended. To survive she joined a militia unit and used her unique physic powers to fight off the alien invaders. She was so successful she earned the swell nickname of the Grim Reaper. Now she must fight for her own freedom because Saul Jones, a Coletti-hybrid warlord, has decided she’s his and he won’t stop until he possesses her.  


        General Saul Jones has his hands full. Not only is he a four-star Marine general, he’s also a Coletti warlord. To complicate matters, he’s the Coletti Overlord’s liaison to Earth and one of the patriarchs of “the” Jones clan. Raising his blood pressure even more is his teenage psychic daughter who has found her mate before she’s of legal age. Can you say raging hormones? Not to mention the headaches of dealing with all the interspecies head-butting and Central Command. He has a million and one things needing his attention and at long last he has discovered the other half of his soul. Annie Russell aka the Grim Reaper. Instead of running into his arms, Annie’s running as far and fast as she can.
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Prologue

	Hell came to Snowflake, Arizona in a cherry red 89 Mustang. Hell Jaxon Smith was easy on the eye and could con God and get away with it. I thought he was my white knight and after a perfect fairy tale romance, I married him.

	Yup. Biggest mistake of my life. I’ll admit I was ripe for the plucking. I had an MBA in Business, but my life revolved around caring for my dying grandmother and her farm. I felt isolated and alone. I was thirty-seven years old and the highlight of my life was going to church, instead of attending high-octane business meetings. God, did I miss being Annie Russell, the master negotiator.

	When my beloved grandmother fell ill, I had no choice but to leave it all behind. Mumsy Olivia had given up her career to raise me after my parents were killed and I couldn’t let her die alone. She had inherited her gifts from her mother and Mumsy taught me how to use my unique talents. We were all that was left of the powerful McAllister clan from the Scottish Highlands. Some called us witches. Was there magic involved? Who knows? We thought of ourselves as women with psychic gifts.

	Watching Mumsy die was so hard. My grief was eating me alive and having an attractive man approach me at the supermarket was flattering. Hell saved my sanity and gave me something positive to focus on. Being wooed by Hell was intoxicating and exciting. For the first time in years, I felt alive. I was giddy with joy when he told me he loved me.

	It didn’t take me long to realize Prince Charming he wasn’t. Hell was six feet of pure ornery. He had a wandering dick and could never find the “right” employment opportunity. Working on our farm wasn’t appropriate for a man of his talents. The day I received the money from my grandmother’s estate, he went on a seventy-thousand-dollar spending spree. I was beyond stunned. What kind of man had I married?

	Any hope of saving our marriage vanished the day I caught him in bed with our neighbor. I might have understood, if she had been a hot chick, but Mable was eighty-five and had the bad habit of forgetting her dentures. The shock of seeing the love of my life humping a geriatric granny rendered me mute. For a long moment, I watched her dimpled white butt as it bounced up and down. To make it even more awful, Mable kept screaming, “Goodness gracious, great balls of fire.” The expression of wanton, uncontrollable lust on Hell’s face made me want to vomit.

	Fury drove away the pain. I dropped my mental shields and scanned his mind. It seemed we had both been keeping secrets. He didn’t know I was psychic. I didn’t have a clue Hell was a wanted felon and the only thing he loved about me was my money. The pervert had been wooing Mable in the hope she would put him in her will.

	I had married a conman and was a complete and utter idiot. I smiled. This idiot was going to teach my husband the true meaning of hell.

	I backed out of the room and plotted my revenge. Hell had started using a popular baldness drug that had some nasty side effects. Not only did it create man boobs, it caused men’s genitals to shrink. Within a month 80 percent of users became impotent. I tripled his dose and to my delight he couldn’t get it up, not even with the little blue pill.

	I transferred all my money to a different bank and sold the new Mustang he had bought with my inheritance. That’s when I discovered Hell had a nasty temper and he found out about my psychic powers. He swung on me. I ducked his fist and punched out mentally, knocking him on his ass. Every time he got up, I dropped him again.

	Shock, rage and disbelief flashed across his face. “What kind of freak are you?”

	“One you don’t want to mess with. I’m filing for a divorce. Get out.”

	“You’re like the fucking Grim Reaper. You suck the life out of a man. Did you forget, I didn’t sign a prenup? Half of everything you own is mine,” Hell spat.

	Crap, he was right. I levitated him off the floor. “Leave before I kill you.”

	Hell’s eyes practically bugged out of his head. “I’m calling the cops and having you arrested for assault.”

	“Go ahead. I haven’t laid a finger on you. Yet.” I tossed him out the door and threw the suitcase I had packed after him. “Don’t come back.”

	Hell smirked. “You can’t throw me out. I have a legal right to be here. If I can prove domestic violence, I’ll be issued a restraining order that gives me sole use of this property. The only one forced to leave, will be you, love.”

	I frowned. This obviously wasn’t his first rodeo. Sheriff Flake was a friend of mine, but could he stop Hell? Probably not. God, why hadn’t I scanned his mind before I married him. A single tear ran down my cheek. Because I wanted the fairy tale to be true.

	“I’m taking the car.” Hell kicked the screen door. “Gimme the keys.”

	“No. You’re leaving with what you brought into our marriage. Your old mustang is in the post office parking lot.” I summoned bees from my neighbor’s hives. “Leave now.”

	“Make me,” Hell snarled.

	“Ok.” I had the huge swarm attack Hell.

	Swatting wildly at the stinging insects, Hell ran down the driveway. “You fucking bitch, you’re gonna be sorry you ever messed with me.”

	I hollered back, “Show your face around here again, and bees will be the least of your problems.”

	“You don’t scare me,” Hell shouted.

	He wanted to play? Game on. Opening the gate to the pasture, I let Brutus out. He was a cankerous Brahma bull I rented out to the rodeos. No rider had ever lasted eight seconds on him. “Sic him Brutus.”

	My loving husband took one look at the monstrous bull charging toward him and bolted. “You’re a dead woman,” Hell shrieked. Just before he hit the town limits, I called Brutus back.

	Getting a big glass of iced tea, I sat on the porch and waited for the sheriff.

	He never came. Neither did Hell. Alien monsters called the Tai-Kok had attacked our world and nothing was ever the same again. The alien blitzkrieg laid waste to most of Europe and the Middle East. How they had found Earth or why they considered us yummy, no one knew. The news medias’ horrific stories about the Tai-Koks butchery made it clear. You fought, or you died.

	Our military knew it was only a matter of time, before they hit North America. The Jones clan stepped up. Their psychic abilities gave the world an early warning system, allowing people time to get to the hastily constructed underground shelters, before the Tai-Kok and their ally, the Rodan, could chow down.

	I didn’t belong to the Jones clan, but I could put my psychic skills to good use. Sheriff Flake knew about my special abilities and asked me to join the local militia. I was assigned to mentally patrol northern Arizona for any signs of the aliens. I learned the art of war from Tex, a retired Army Ranger. If I say so myself, I’m a damn fine shot and a whiz at building bombs.

	We mainly fought the Rodan. The freaks looked like a rat had mated with a T-Rex. They stood about five feet tall, had black armor-plated skin and used their tails as a weapon. Like the Tai-Kok, they were always hungry.

	I loved killing the monsters. It helped me get rid of all that pent-up rage and grief. My zeal made my fellow soldiers a bit nervous. When I walked onto the battlefield, they quickly got out of my way. I hammered the Rodan and Tai-Kok warriors’ minds with what I called mental grenades. When they hit, boom! Their brains turned to mush.

	The one good thing that resulted from the Tai-Kok and Rodan attacks was it unified humanity. For the first time in recorded history every country on Earth joined forces to fight the alien invaders and Central Command was born.

	The Tai-Kok ate their way across Asia until they had the bad luck to capture Assad, a suicide bomber, and take him aboard their ship for snack time. Back then, the alien freaks didn’t search their food for weapons. Big mistake. Assad’s entire family had been massacred by the monsters and he allowed himself to be caught. Assad blew himself up over the Pacific and the badly damaged ship crash landed outside of Tucson, Arizona. The military salvaged their technology and has used it against them ever since.

	Rumor has it, while Kaylee Jones was scanning the solar system for our enemies, she made the mistake of psychically linking with Talree, a Coletti warlord. It turned into one hell of a “first” contact when Talree claimed Kaylee as his mate. I would have shot his horny ass.

	Kaylee’s warlord 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. All of Earth’s psychic women.

	Yep, testosterone ruled the galaxy too. The Coletti warlords’ 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 to attack their home world created a genetic anomaly and only one female baby was born for every one thousand Coletti males. In other words, they were facing extinction.

	To save his people, Zarek, the Overlord of the Coletti clans, did what any fiercely protective warlord would do. He started raiding other planets and species for their prized psychic females. When the Overlord discovered the Jones family’s unique psychic powers and their blood’s ability to heal cellular damage, he promptly seized control of Earth.

	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. They injected them with a tracking device and gave them to the Coletti. The Jones Sirens had stopped the monsters from slaughtering hundreds of thousands of people and that was the thanks they got? My fellow soldiers were a bit more grateful and kept their mouths shut about me.

	General Georgina Tasker said surrendering the Jones 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 their ability to bring down the Tai-Kok ships.

	The alliance with the Coletti turned out to be a blessing. With the help of the Askole, Gorum and Katanic shapeshifters, the Tai-Kok were wiped from existence. Unfortunately, the Rodan stepped up to fill the void. 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 General Saul Jones long to realize most of the individuals being taken had psychic abilities. Doing a little mental eavesdropping, I found out we had traitors in Central Command and the General was searching for them.

	I would have helped them track down the turncoats, but Central Command began enacting all sorts of stupid laws. Anyone with psychic abilities was to report to their local military base, fill out registration paperwork, and get chipped like a fucking animal. You faced fines and jail time if you refused. The Overlord must have a bunch of horny warriors he needed to placate. Boohoo. Not my problem.

	A lot of families chose to hide their psychic daughters, sisters and cousins. Central Command upped the ante by offering a large reward for people to rat them out. They counted on greed winning out over honor and to a degree it worked. If my loving husband knew where I was, he’d sell me in a heartbeat.

	***

	The planetary defenses had gone down again. If Central Command didn’t have their heads up their asses, they would have caught the traitors by now. A Marauder full of hungry Rodan soldiers had landed in Flagstaff and the monsters were rampaging through the local shopping center.

	The mall had seen better days. Most of the storefronts were boarded up and in desperate need of repair. Fury welled up in me at the butchered bodies scattered about the parking lot. Ducking laser fire, I unleashed my mental grenades on the Rodan and smiled as the monsters fell, one after another.

	My squad killed the remaining alien freaks. I scanned the area. All the monsters were dead, but it was little consolation to the grief-stricken families that came to claim the bodies of their loved ones.

	I wearily drove my ATV back to our camp outside of Sedona. To my utter shock Hell was waiting for me. I should have known I couldn’t shake off the parasite.

	He gave me his best charming smile and handed me some wilted wildflowers. “For the longest time I thought you were dead. When I came back home, the house was nothing but ashes. It felt like my heart had been ripped out of my chest.”

	I rolled my eyes. “You seriously expect me to believe that?”

	“It’s the truth,” Hell declared earnestly.

	“The money is gone.”

	Anger flashed across his face. “I don’t care about the money.”

	I laughed. I wasn’t a naïve fool anymore.

	“That hayseed sheriff told me you were still alive and had joined Arizona Recon as an advance scout. I searched everywhere for you. Then I heard rumors about a woman who could kill the aliens with her mind. I knew it was you. You’re the Reaper everyone whispers about.”

	How flattering. “What do you want?”

	“I was a fool to let you go. Please, I need you in my life. Can you ever forgive me, my love?”

	I dropped my shields and scanned his mind. Shit. “You’re such a liar. You don’t love me. You’re a fucking bounty hunter. What’s the going rate for bringing in a psychic woman?”

	“Twenty thousand credits and you’re coming with me.” Hell’s charming demeanor vanished, and he pulled a pistol. “A bullet hole or two won’t diminish your value.”

	Tex stepped out of a tent and cracked him upside the head with his rifle butt.

	Hell grunted and crumpled to the ground.

	“Thanks.”

	“This is the asshole you married?” Tex spat a stream of chewing tobacco on the ground.

	I grinned when it splattered across Hell’s face. “Not one of my better decisions.”

	“I’ll have the boys drop him off at Montezuma Militia headquarters. They’re always lookin’ for fresh meat.”

	“Who knows, they might make a man out of him.” My shoulders sagged. I always knew sooner or later the number of kills our squad reported would attract attention. If Hell had found me, it wouldn’t be long before the Coletti hunters were on my trail. It was time for me to move on. I held out my hand. “It’s been a pleasure serving with you.”

	Tex shook it. “You’re a damn fine soldier. Watch your back.”

	“I will.” Grabbing my pack, I carried it over to my jeep and headed south.

	I called a friend and found out the Old Tucson theme park was looking for a manager for their gift shop and the Painted Lady Saloon. It sounded like the perfect job. Who would think to look for me there?

	



	

Chapter One

	Old Tucson was a replica of 1860’s Tucson complete with storefronts, saloon, bank, hotels, and a genuine adobe church. A gentle breeze ruffled my hair as I automatically scanned the cactus strewn hills and theme park for monsters. I smiled. The area was clear of the Rodan and Coletti invaders.

	An ululating battle cry sounded. In full combat mode, I spun around and let out a weak laugh as a stagecoach came barreling down the dirt road. A bunch of Apache warriors on horseback chased after it. The actor’s costumes were genuine right down to their cotton leggings, leather breechcloths and warpaint. The few “real” Apaches I had met were deadly in a fight.

	The stagecoach driver cracked a whip over the horses’ heads, while the guard fired an old Winchester rifle at the Indians. Boom. Boom. Boom.

	An Apache warrior tumbled off his horse and played dead.

	A bugle sounded as the cavalry charged to the rescue, pursing the Apaches down main street and out into the desert. The thrilled spectators cheered loudly.

	“Welcome to the wild, wild west.” I walked down the wooden footway toward the administrator’s office. Through the saloon’s bat-wing doors, I caught a brief glimpse of several women performing a bad cancan on the raised stage. The customers seemed to be enjoying the show. When I got the job, I’d make a few changes. Like hiring women who could actually dance and putting them in the proper costumes. Not the thrift store rejects they were wearing now.

	A loudspeaker blared to life. “Folks, the Clanton boys have challenged Doc Holliday and his deputies to a gunfight at the O.K. corral. Mosey on down and watch the best gunslingers in the West battle it out. Ladies, you might want to retire to the ice cream parlor. It’s gonna get bloody.”

	All the tourists’ hurried over to watch the reenactment of the shootout. One of the gunslingers shouted, “The undertaker will be puttin’ you in a pine box, Holiday.”

	“I’ve got a spot all picked out for you on Boot Hill, Clanton,” the Doc Holliday look-a-like snarled as he pulled his pistol and fanned the hammer. His deputies opened fire at the same time. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. The Clanton boys returned fire. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

	My ears rang from all the gunfire. Amazingly not one bullet hit Doc or his deputies, but the street was littered with dead desperados. Doc Holliday twirled his gun and slid it back in his holster.

	The crowd clapped loudly.

	The undertakers hurried out, picked up the dead gunslingers and carted them off in old wooden wheelbarrows.

	A train whistle blew. Whoot! Whoot! Whoot!

	“The train leaves in ten minutes and you still have time to get a ticket. There’s a rumor it’s gonna get robbed,” Doc Holliday announced, doffed his hat and disappeared into the jail. The deputies followed him.

	The horde of tourists rushed toward the train station.

	I glanced at my watch and headed for my interview. Once Dan Johnson, the human resources guy, saw my resume, he’d hire me on the spot. If he didn’t, a little mental persuasion and the job would still be mine. Was it cheating? You betcha it was, but I was dead broke and needed a place to hide out.

	My senses went on alert when a red-headed teenager in an Annie Oakley costume approached me. She was a powerful psychic. I locked down my shields and gave her a dazzling smile. “I’m looking for the administrator’s office. Can you point me in the right direction?”

	“Sure, you’re here for the job?” She cocked her head and studied me.

	I tensed as I felt the kid mentally scanning me. I was pretty sure I could take her, but a psychic battle was the last thing I needed or wanted. “I am.”

	“Can you ride a horse?”

	I blinked. “Uh, I can. Why?”

	“The girl playing Belle Starr broke her arm and we need a replacement.”

	“I’m applying for the gift shop and saloon manager’s position, not the stuntwoman gig.”

	She grinned and held out her hand. “I’m Casey Jones. Don’t worry, both jobs can be yours.”

	Shit. I thought she looked familiar. Her father was none other than General Saul Jones. He controlled all military forces in the western United States and was a Coletti hybrid. Coming here was a bad idea. I cautiously shook Casey’s hand. “I don’t have any experience as a stunt woman and I haven’t met with the human resources administrator yet.”

	“Dan’s desperate. We lost several people in the last Rodan raid. He’ll hire you.”

	“Without seeing my resume?” Casey had to know I was psychic. Was this a trick to keep me here until the goons came to arrest me?

	“Can you shoot a gun or a rifle?”

	“Can’t everyone?”

	Casey grimaced. “You’d be surprised.”

	“I have some military experience,” I hedged.

	“Great. Playing Belle Starr, the outlaw queen, is a piece of cake. You ride down main street at a dead gallop, shoot a gun out of the Marshal’s hand and hold him at gunpoint while your gang members rob the bank. Easy.”

	“Easy? Dangerous might be a better term.”

	“Not dangerous. Fun,” Casey countered with a grin.

	My experience at fighting the Rodan on horseback would give me a leg up on the competition. I couldn’t remember the last time I had fun. Oh, wait! It was on my honeymoon in Vegas. We took in a couple of shows. Those I had enjoyed. Hell gambling away my money, not so much. Back then, I was still a nice person. Hell, and the aliens had kicked all the nice out me. I was now someone you didn’t want to meet in a dark alley or on the battlefield. A part of me liked killing a little too much.

	Casey bounded up a staircase and called over her shoulder, “What size are you?”

	“A six.” I climbed after her.

	Casey beamed at me. “Perfect. Let’s go fill out all the paperwork and see how you and Buster get along.”

	“Buster?”

	“The best stunt horse in Old Tucson. He’s one of the perks of this job and where else can you be a badass outlaw, entertain people and have the time of your life?”

	Suddenly, I wanted to have fun. Be wild and crazy. Laugh. Make friends. Be someone I wasn’t. “I think becoming an outlaw queen is just what I need.”

	“You and I are gonna be great friends.”

	To my surprise we were. Casey was a hoot to be around. No Coletti hunters made an appearance. The few times General Jones or Voss, the Battle Commander showed up, I simply locked my shields down and kept my distance. To my delight they thought I was a normal human. Was Old Tucson the haven I had been seeking?

	



	

Chapter Two

	I entered the stables and headed over to a stall where a sorrel Quarter horse nickered a welcome. “How’s my good boy?” I petted Buster’s neck and fed him a carrot. “You ready to play?”

	Buster’s ears flattened.

	“Hello, love,” Hell’s raspy smoker’s voice sounded behind me. “Did you think I wouldn’t find you?”

	Horror rolled over me. Fuck.

	Hell jabbed my back with the barrel of a gun. “No sudden moves please. The Coletti get upset when we bring in damaged females.”

	I frowned. That gloating note in his voice had me worried.

	“Get your hands up,” Hell commanded.

	Raising my hands, I turned slowly and launched a psychic grenade. Pain erupted in my head. I choked back a yelp and glared at Hell. I guess the rumors were true. Central Command was giving bounty hunters devices that prevented a psychic from using their powers.

	Hell laughed and pointed to weird silver discs decorating his temples. “With these on, you’re harmless as a kitten.”

	God, what an idiot. Since I was dressed as Bell Starr in a black gaucho style riding habit, he probably thought my Colt Frontier six-shooters were fakes. He would be wrong. The gun on my right was filled with blanks. My other gun wasn’t. You never knew when the Rodan would attack. Plus, I could kick his butt six ways to Sunday. The only thing stopping me was the laser pistol pointed at my chest. “Are you ready to sign those divorce papers?”

	“God, you’re still a heartless bitch.”

	“And you’re a lazy jackass that preys on women. Still having problems getting it up?”

	“You did something to me,” Hell snarled.

	I eyed Hell’s thinning hair which was artfully arranged to conceal his bald spot. “No, your vanity did. Those pills you take for your hair loss obviously aren’t working. Did you know they make you impotent and cause cancer?” My gaze settled on his chest. Was he wearing a corset? “They also give you man boobies.”

	A murderous fury flared to life in Hell’s eyes. “You’re a lying bitch.”

	“Am I? Oh, my God, you’re still taking them, aren’t you?”

	“None of your damn business.”

	Even though I knew it was a bad idea to provoke him, I couldn’t stop myself. “How many little blue pills does it take to get an erection now? I mean, it’s kinda hard to play Don Juan with a limp dick, isn’t it?”

	With a roar of rage, Hell pulled the trigger on his laser pistol. A crackling red stun beam engulfed me, and agony seared every nerve ending. I crumpled to the ground and a scream tore from me as violent muscle spasms contorted my body. My arms and legs slammed repeatedly against the straw covered cement. I fought to stay conscious. Couldn’t. Let. Him. Take. Me.

	Buster squealed and violently kicked the stall door.

	“Good. Boy. Kick again.”

	Thud! Thud! Crack!

	Hell backed away. “Make him stop or I will kill him.”

	“Whoa. Easy boy.”

	 

	Buster whinnied and paced restlessly around his stall.

	An itchy sensation filled my mind. Shit! There were Rodan warriors close by and I could sense some Tai-Kok too. How was that even possible? “Rodan,” I gasped.

	Hell chuckled. “You think I’m stupid?” He held up his wrist and pointed to a cheap version of a Coletti warrior’s bracelet. “See. The scanner is clear.”

	“Not lying. Monsters. Coming,” I croaked, struggling to control my flailing limbs.

	 

	Sirens began to wail. The ferocious roar of low flying fighter jets shook the barn.

	“What the fuck?” Hell ran over to the door, looked out and began to laugh. “You know what? I’m gonna let them eat you. Consider it payback for damaging Big John.”

	The doofus called his penis Big John? “You. Are. A. Dead man,” I snarled.

	“You wish, love. I’m gonna head up to the top of that hill over there and watch them tear you apart. Your screams will be music to my ears.” Bending down, Hell ground his mouth against mine and shoved his tongue in my mouth.

	A spasm hit, and I chomped down hard on the nasty thing.

	Hell reared back and wiped the blood off his mouth. “That’s gonna cost ya.”

	A massive explosion rocked the area.

	Hell glanced out the doorway and the color drained from his face. “Fuck! They’re heading this way.” My loving husband ran over to a fancy black jeep and jumped in. “Adios, bitch. Die horribly,” he yelled out the driver’s window as he tore off, sending gravel flying in every direction.

	I grimaced. The only one dying horribly was Hell. A Marauder filled with Tai-Kok had landed on the other side of that hill. Very hungry Tai-Kok.

	Buster busted out of his stall.

	My gaze fell on the emergency first aid kit on the wall. If I wanted to live, I had to get to the pressure injector inside. It was filled with a Coletti wonder drug called Calofen. Which would stop the pain and spasms.

	I concentrated fiercely on Buster and put a mental picture of the first aid kit in his mind. “Bring. To. Me.”

	Buster snuffed my face.

	“Get. Box.”

	A fighter jet fell from the sky and crashed into the parking lot. Kablooey! Buster bolted from the barn.

	“Come back Buster.” In my mind, I could see him running across the desert. Dammit Buster.

	Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the flash of red energy bolts. It made me wonder if my loving husband had remembered to take his laser pistol out of stun mode?

	A volley of gunfire erupted.

	That answered my question. Hell wouldn’t last five minutes in actual combat. The itchy feeling in my head grew stronger. Tai-Kok! Four of them. There were too damn close. “Buster. Come. Now!”

	A man suddenly screamed and screamed and screamed in unbearable agony.

	Goosebumps skittered over my body. Oh, my God. Was that Hell? I might hate the bastard, but I wouldn’t wish that horrific death on anyone.

	The screams stopped abruptly.

	Shit! Shit! Shit! Drawing on every ounce of strength I had, I dragged myself across the floor. Funny little black spots danced in my vision and my insides seemed to be tangled into twitching knots. “Not. Eating. Me.” I gritted my teeth and inched toward the first aid kit. “Ever.”

	Buster charged back into the barn.

	“Box. Buster. Get. Box.”

	My trusty steed reared up, knocked the first aid kit off the wall. Using his muzzle, Buster nosed it to me.

	“Good boy. Good boy.” I wrapped my trembling hands around the kit and fumbled with latch.

	Buster lipped the box as if he was trying to help me.

	The horrible itchy feeling turned into what felt like a thousand fire ants tromping through my mind. Shit! The Tai-Kok were heading my way. C’mon. C’mon. You can do this. The lid finally popped open. I grabbed the pressure injector, dropped it, scooped it up and injected myself in the leg. The pain vanished. I took a shuddering breath of relief as the muscle spasms stopped.

	The Tai-Kok warriors began honking like demented ducks.

	They had my scent. I pulled my Colt and dumped the blanks. The more ammo the better.

	Buster reared up.

	“Easy boy. Easy. I won’t let them hurt you.” I quickly reloaded with real bullets and stood.

	A tall, hairless, skeletal humanoid with a mouth full of sharp metal teeth and three blood-red eyes entered the barn. Funky metal spikes protruded not only from his milk white skull but his dirty red battle suit too. He clacked his bloody teeth hungrily.

	“Eat this.” I shot the Tai-Kok in the middle eye. The monster dropped like a rock.

	Two more Tai-Kok warriors rushed into the barn. I hurled psychic grenades at them. They were dead before they hit the floor.

	Uttering a bunch of angry, quacking gibberish, the last one charged toward me. A laser beam struck him, and he disintegrated in a spectacular fountain of sparks.

	Casey cautiously stepped through the barn door with a laser pistol in her right hand. “You okay?”

	I eyed her warily. Had Casey sensed me using my psychic grenades? Maybe. At least she wasn’t yelling “you’re psychic and I’m telling my uncle”. “I am. Thanks for the assist.”

	“My pleasure. There’s nothing I enjoy more than killing monsters.” Casey cocked her head. “Wait. That’s not quite true. I like chocolate more.”

	“Me too, but I thought the Tai-Kok had been exterminated?”

	Casey shrugged. “Guess they missed a few.”

	“Their mistake was in not allowing Detja to be in charge. Women get the job done right the first time.”

	“So true. Let’s go kill those mothersmuckers!” Casey handed me a laser pistol.

	I grinned. Mothersmuckers? I followed Casey out the door and we joined up with a squad of heavily-armed soldiers. Buster tagged along, kicking the crap out of any monster that got close to him.

	In no time at all, we had exterminated every one of the alien freaks. I hadn’t realized how much I missed fighting the Tai-Kok and Rodan. At heart I was a warrior, not a barkeeper.

	All that was left of Hell was his head and three fingers. The military claimed his remains and buried him in a local cemetery. They even gave the bastard a military funeral complete with an honor guard. Me? I’d let the buzzards have him.

	Harsh? Yeah. Once upon a time I believed in all that happily ever after crap. Not anymore. Every woman in my family had been abandoned by the men claiming to love them. The only exception was my father. If my dad hadn’t been killed, would he have left us too? Who knows. I had learned the hard way that love was for fools.

	



	

Chapter Three

	I stepped inside the Painted Lady and surveyed the interior proudly. I had turned a second-rate bar into an authentic 1880’s saloon right down to the cattle brands seared into the oak bar. It had taken me almost a year to find the assortment of old wanted posters now gracing the aged brick walls. I found the antique wrought-iron chandelier hanging from the ceiling in a long-forgotten ghost town.

	Since Angela called off today, I got to play bartender. I had to admit, I didn’t really mind dressing up like an old west madam. It was kinda fun wearing a bit more makeup and flirting with the male customers. I eyed myself in the mirror behind the bar. I looked damn good for someone my age. The blue silk corset emphasized my girls, and made my waist appear tiny. The black ruffled skirt showcased my legs perfectly.

	My waitresses wore emerald green corsets with short black ruffled skirts, fingerless lace gloves and black fishnet stockings. They were busily seating thirsty tourists. We were going to have a full house for the show.

	As I filled the drink orders, my psychic senses went on alert. Three extremely powerful psychics had teleported into Old Tucson. I recognized Casey’s familiar mental pattern, but the other two were strangers to me. When Casey showed up, trouble soon followed. The General had her investigating a splinter group of Earth First who wanted our world cleansed of all psychics and aliens. The Rodan offered these bigots the perfect opportunity to rid themselves of our polluted DNA. The dinosaurs thought psychic brains were yummy and were always eager to get more of the highly sought-after delicacy. God, I hoped they weren’t planning another raid. We had barely finished rebuilding from the last attack.

	Tom, my grandfatherly assistant manager, motioned to me from the stage door.

	I walked over to him and eyed the heavily made-up woman twirling around the stage like a slightly tipsy Tinkerbell. Where in the hell had she gotten her glow-in-the-dark lime green leotards. I frowned. Why did she look so familiar? And what was up with the godawful black wig? “A new hire Tom?”

	“She is. Annie this is Becky Sullivan.”

	Becky danced over. “Hi.”

	I held out my hand. “Welcome to Old Tucson.”

	“Nice to meet you.” Becky gingerly took my hand, pumped it once and dropped it like I had the cooties. “Thank you for this great opportunity. I love to dance. Really love to dance. This place is awesome. For a second-rate theme park. Wow! It gives me the shivers to get to dance the cancan in a real, old western saloon. You don’t allow Apaches in here, do you? I’m not racist or anything, but all the warpaint gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Becky babbled.

	My eyebrows crept up my forehead as she added, “Have you ever thought of replacing the Apache warriors with clowns?”

	“No.” Becky was either loony toons or putting on one hell of an act. I tried to scan her mind but hit an impenetrable mental wall. Damn, she was a null. I doubted even the Overlord could get into her mind.

	“No? But everyone loves clowns. Everyone! They make people happy. You know?”

	Tom snapped loudly, “Becky!”

	She stared at him in open-mouthed surprise. “What? You don’t like clowns?”

	I smothered a laugh at the “Oh dear God” expression on Tom’s face.

	“The show starts in another fifteen minutes. We need to get you outfitted.”

	“Sure. Sure. I’m just so excited,” Becky giggled.

	With an eye roll, Tom escorted her back to the dressing room.

	I had a feeling Becky wouldn’t be with us very long.

	An alien masquerading as Wyatt Earp burst through the swinging doors. He was wearing a ten-gallon hat, western-style shirt with fringe on the sleeves, chaps, and six shooters strapped on his hips. He carefully surveyed the saloon’s occupants.

	An elderly woman hurried over to him. “Can I get a picture with you Marshal?”

	The alien Wyatt Earp smiled at her hungrily.

	I had a horrible feeling he was a Katanic shapeshifter. If he tried to eat the old lady, I’d have to stop him. The chances of subduing him weren’t too good. The Katanic were deadly fighters.

	 

	An enormous nun charged into the Painted Lady. Holy cow! That wasn’t one of our actors. No, I couldn’t be that lucky. The nun’s habit disguised an extremely powerful Coletti warrior. Who was he hunting?

	Casey walked in after him, wearing her Annie Oakley outfit complete with six shooters. I let out a breath of relief. I wasn’t his prey. I’d bet my last credit Casey was pursuing an Earth First traitor. Since Becky Sullivan had just shown up, she was probably their quarry.

	The Coletti fixed his gaze on me. I locked down my shields as he scanned me and projected a harmless, I’m not a psychic vibe.

	Casey quickly directed his attention to the elderly woman taking the selfie with Wyatt Earp. With a frustrated sigh, the Coletti hurried over to them.

	I grinned when the old gal talked the Coletti warrior into a selfie too. Casey weaved her way through the tables and bellied up to the bar. “Love the outfit Annie. Someone call off?”

	“Angela’s kid is sick. You on duty?”

	“I am.”

	I slid her a sarsaparilla and asked casually, “Are more of your Coletti friends coming?”

	“Yes, we’re tracking a traitor who’s selling psychic humans to the Rodan.”

	I groaned when the mental image of a skinny blonde formed in my mind.

	“Seen her around?”

	I nodded. Now I knew why the dancer looked so familiar. She had caused a big ruckus at the Civil War Days event last year. “Doesn’t she date your cousin Ethan?”

	“She did, but Ethan couldn’t stand Mary Beth’s odd habits and broke it off.”

	“Other than being a Chatty Kathy and believing she’s an expert on every topic under the sun and liking clowns? Those odd habits?” Her brief visit had left a lasting impression on me.

	Casey grimaced. “Her incessant babbling 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.”

	“You’re joking, right?”

	“Nope.” Casey 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.”

	I shook my head in disbelief. “Wow. That went south in a big way. I’m pretty sure Mary Beth is the dancer 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.” I 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.” I motioned at the Coletti. “Who’s the big dude in the nun’s habit?”

	“That’s Hothar, my mate.”

	My jaw dropped. “Mate? Aren’t you a little young for that nonsense?”

	Casey 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 ‘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,” I chortled.

	“Zarek isn’t happy with us either.”

	Horror knotted my stomach. “Zarek? Is he coming here?”

	“Probably.” Casey placed her hand over mine. “Relax. Your shields are very, very good.”

	“Evidently not good enough.” A shudder shook me. “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 thought I was the Grim Reaper.”

	“I seem to remember he was a bit of a coward. Didn’t he take off and leave you to face the Tai-Kok alone?”

	A bitter smile pulled at my mouth. “He did, and got eaten for his troubles.”

	“Karma’s a bitch.”

	“Are my shields good enough to fool the Overlord?” I hated the note of fear in my voice.

	Casey chewed on her lower lip. “I don’t know. I’ll do my best to keep them away from you.”

	“Thank you.” I squeezed Casey’s hand as a Cancan song began to play over the loudspeakers. “Now go catch that bitch.”

	“My pleasure.”

	I felt Casey link with Hothar and the alien who were still doing selfies with the tourists.

	The curtains on the raised stage slid back and dancers wearing red satin dresses and black fishnet stockings broke into the Cancan.

	I watched Casey stalk over to the stage.

	Mary Beth’s eyes widened in horror when she spotted her. She missed a step and almost kicked another dancer in the face.

	My boring day was about to get exciting.

	Casey 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.

	Casey dropped to the floor. The flying bullets took out the stage lights, the chandelier and several gas lamps on the wall.

	Holy crap! My poor chandelier. It was a good thing Mary Beth couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn or we’d have a lot of dead tourists. I watched the other dancers run for their lives. If she kept this up, she was going to hurt someone.

	Hothar bellowed a terrifying war cry and charged the stage.

	I picked up the loudspeaker microphone and said, “Surrender Mary Beth, and you might live to floss another day.”

	“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. The idiots thought it was part of the show.

	One look at Casey’s furious expression and I knew all hell was about to break loose. She pulled both of her six-shooters and fired. The first bullet knocked the gun out of Mary Beth’s hand and the second blew the red feather plume off her hat.

	I grinned. There was a reason Casey could play Annie Oakley. She 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.” Casey blasted the pistol out of her hand too.

	The crowd roared their approval.

	The twisted bitch pulled out a derringer.

	Grabbing Big Bertha, I headed toward the stage and tried to figure out where in the hell Mary Beth was hiding all those guns.

	“I have blood rights to the female,” Wyatt Earp 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 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 Adan eat me,” Mary Beth said confidently.

	Hothar chuckled. “And why is that?”

	“I am the queen,” Mary Beth declared.

	The always inquisitive Casey asked, “The queen of what?”

	“Of the Coletti people. Waewae is my husband.”

	Casey’s eyebrows shot up in astonishment. “You’re a member of Earth First who wants all of the aliens gone from Earth, and yet 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.”

	Whoa! A Rodan match maker? Who would have thought it? Made me wonder if they had dating sites too? And who in the hell was Waewae? Was he part of the Legionnaires? I’d have to ask Casey.

	“When you became a traitor Mary Beth, you went all the way. Literally,” Casey growled.

	“Unlike you, I’m doing what’s right for the 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.”

	“Sweetie if you married Waewae, a hybrid Coletti, you’re also in cahoots with the aliens, and how in the hell did we steal your Siren powers? You never had any,” Casey retorted.

	“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!” Casey cried. “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,” Casey countered.

	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,” Casey said.

	“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 the alien lawman.

	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 rumbled and pulled off his nun’s habit.

	Yeow! With his firm jaw and those chiseled Coletti cheekbones, Hothar 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. I could see why Casey couldn’t keep her hands off him.

	Hothar bared his fangs and snarled, “I answer only to Zarek, General Jones 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 my shotgun slung over one shoulder, I walked over to the stage, and tried not to get too close to Adan, the quite terrifying Katanic shapeshifter. “Is she constipated or is someone fucking her mentally?”

	Casey laughed. “No. She’s trying to smite us with her mind.”

	“Huh? I don’t feel anything. How about y’all?”

	“Nope. Nada,” Casey replied.

	Hothar shook his head and eyed me curiously.

	Adan waved a tentacle at us. “Can I eat her now?”

	“No,” Hothar and Casey said in unison.

	“Die! Die! Die!” Mary Beth’s voice was a wail.

	I laughed. “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,” I replied.

	“That’s impossible. You’re lying. My beloved promised me I would be stronger than Zarek. Lilkee, Waewae and I will rule the galaxy together,” Mary Beth screeched.

	I rolled my eyes. “And you believed him? 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.”

	Rage and loathing flashed across Casey’s face. “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.” Casey 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.

	Casey gaped at the shapeshifter. “You like chocolate?”

	“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,” Casey promised.

	I knew it was rude to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t help myself. Who knew aliens liked chocolate and Casey could cook?

	“Chocolate cake too?” Hothar, her hunky mate, wanted to know.

	Casey nodded. “My specialty is German Chocolate cake.”

	My mind began to itch. I peeked out the swinging doors. Five Genghis Khan wannabes stalked down the street like weird Japanese gunslingers. Their lacquered red body armor gleamed under the sun. They had to be the infamous Legionnaires I had heard so much about.

	The few remaining tourists took one look at them and ran in the opposite direction.

	“Hostiles, twelve o’clock,” I warned the others.

	“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,” Casey added.

	What the heck were quantum logic gates and what made them go boom? If I asked, they would know I was telepathic. Not good. I turned to Casey. “What’s up with those funky domed helmets?”

	“They’re supposed to strike fear into their enemies’ heart,” Casey 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,” I said sorrowfully.

	Adan morphed into a huge, heaving, silky black mass with creepy tentacles. “I am starving. They will do nicely for dinner.”

	I stifled a shriek. Holy Mother of God. Adan was terrifying and at the same time fascinating.

	“Wait!” Casey grabbed a tentacle and grimaced as slime oozed through her 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,” Casey moaned.

	I grinned at her. “You know such interesting lifeforms.”

	“Comes with the territory.” Casey grabbed a napkin and wiped the goop off her hand. “Wait until you meet Bey.”

	“Bey?”

	“He’s a Tabor.”

	“I’ll pass. Eight-legged critters give me the willies,” I said with a shudder.

	Casey smiled up at Hothar. “What’s the plan Hot Lips?”

	I 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.” Casey pulled her Colt Frontier six-shooters and twirled them expertly. “Annie and I will lay down cover fire if necessary.” She slid them back in the holsters.

	Hothar handed Casey 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 her a long, voracious kiss with tongue.

	Whoa. The guy knew how to kiss. Hell was the last man I had kissed. How sad was that?

	“Be still my heart. I’ve always wanted a sword. Now if I only had some chocolate and a bed, life would be perfect,” Casey said.

	Hothar snorted.

	Casey tucked the pistol in her gun belt. “Be careful.”

	Hothar vanished.

	“Whooee!” I fanned myself. “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’s 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.

	



	

Chapter Four

	Adan’s spurs jingled with every step he took. He stopped in the middle of the dirt street and faced off with the Legionnaires. With his hands hovering over his pistols, he called, “I am Marshal Earp. Leave now or the undertaker will be puttin’ you in a pine box.”

	“Oh, dear God. He really thinks he’s a lawman,” Casey 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.”

	I 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,” Casey answered.

	“Seriously?”

	“Yep,” Casey replied. “Their casualty rate is astronomical.”

	“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.

	I 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,” I commented.

	“It does, doesn’t it.” Casey pointed at a momma skunk and her kits ambling down the street. “They might create some problems.”

	“Count on it. Critter control is one of my gifts.” God, it felt good to be able to discuss my gifts again. I was sick to death of hiding what I truly was.

	“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,” I said.

	“Zarek would have a cow,” Casey 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 alarm.

	Mary Beth shrieked, “Hack them to pieces.”

	“Sic ’em,” I commanded the skunks.

	“Retreat guys.” Casey flashed Hothar and Adan 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.

	Casey 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,” I gasped. “That should be classified as a lethal weapon.”

	Casey gagged. “The smell is 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’re outnumbered twenty to one,” Casey cried.

	“Think the skunk spray will slow them down?”

	“Probably not.” Casey pulled her laser pistol and opened fire. Three monsters dissolved into pretty glowworms.

	I blasted away with my shotgun but getting a rump full of buckshot only enraged the Rodan. With a yelp, I dove to one side as the planter beside me disintegrated into dazzling red fireflies. Fuck, if I used my powers Hothar would know I was psychic and rat me out to the Overlord.

	“Take my pistols,” Casey cried.

	I grabbed them and shot two charging Rodan soldiers right between the eyes.

	“Get to the emergency shelter,” Hothar yelled.

	Casey 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 and I was seriously impressed.

	Another planter vanished.

	“The bar is reinforced to take laser fire and I have a gun safe with all sorts of goodies,” I advised Casey and stuffed the pistols into my 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 me by an inch. “I think the buckshot pissed them off.”

	“Ya think?” We scuttled over to the bar.

	Dropping the pistols on the floor, I quickly opened the gun safe. I handed Casey a military grade laser rifle and grabbed one for myself.

	“Stay put. My team is here,” General Jones commanded mentally.

	“Yes, sir,” Casey replied.

	“About friggin’ time your uncle got here.”

	“You’re telepathic too,” Casey exclaimed.

	I closed my 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, General Jones appeared next to us and blasted another Rodan soldier. “I’m getting you ladies out of the combat zone.”

	“Ladies? We’re warriors not ladies,” Casey protested.

	The General snorted, wrapped his arms around us and teleported.

	There was a fleeting second of blackness and poof. We were standing in a cluttered office. My stomach clenched. The General had brought us to Central Command’s Tucson base.

	General Jones released us, and his helmet slid back. “Annie Russell you’ve got some ’splaining to do.”

	I felt the color drain from my face. “What do you mean?”

	“You, my dear, are psychic and I know for a fact you’ve never registered.” General Jones relieved me of my laser rifle and placed it on his desk. “That is a breach of penal code 245.”

	I eyed the General’s muscular frame. In hand-to-hand combat, I’d lose. Good thing I cheated. Before I could attack him, Casey stepped in front of me.

	“For God’s sake, leave her alone. Please. She’s done her duty.”

	Anger flared to life in the General’s eyes. “You knew Annie was psychic and didn’t reported 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, the General stated, “I’m docking your pay five hundred credits for violation of penal code 451.”

	Casey let out a squawk of outrage. “What? That’s not fair.”

	“Back off.” I pushed Casey to one side and went to toe-to-toe with her 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?” I gave her uncle the Nazi’s palm out salute, barely missing his nose. “Sieg Heil!”

	The muscles bunched in the General’s jaw. “That smart mouth isn’t amusing. Get your butt down to registration. Once you’ve filled out the proper paperwork and been chipped you will report back to me.”

	“No,” I stated.

	General Jones bared his rather awesome 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,” General Jones growled.

	“Think you can make me old man?”

	“Are you challenging me?” The General was all predator.

	“Holy shit!” Casey grabbed my arm and dragged me away. “No. She’s not.”

	I broke free and turned to face the General. “Yes, I am. I can take this old fart.”

	“No, you can’t,” Casey assured me. “Provoking a warlord is a really bad idea. Believe me, it never ends well.”

	“They call me the Reaper for a reason,” I retorted, never taking my eyes off her uncle.

	General Jones 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,” Casey said desperately.

	We both ignored her.

	“Reaper, as in when I leave a battle field nothing remains, but the dead,” I 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.”

	Casey took one look at my furious expression and backed way. Women were so much smarter than men.

	General Jones advanced on me.

	Dropping my shields, I summoned a psychic stun grenade and hurled it at the General. I felt it slam against his very impressive shields.

	The General staggered backward as the mental concussion blasted his inner ear. and swayed unsteadily.

	Upping the wattage, I hurled another grenade and waited for it to knock him on his ass.

	“I will find you,” the General gritted, before falling to the floor.

	“Oh, my God!” Casey kneeled by her uncle and checked his pulse.

	“Relax, he’s not dead. I just rattled his brain a bit,” I reassured her.

	“How long before he wakes up?”

	I shrugged. “Ten to fifteen minutes.” I swiped a new recruit’s security badge off his desk and quickly stuffed it in my pocket.

	Casey jumped up, grabbed my hand and tugged me 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.” Casey herded me down the hallway and into the women’s locker room. “Good thing everyone’s at Old Tucson or you would be toast.” She opened a 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.”

	I 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.” Casey 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?”

	“Trouble? Me? Nah.” Casey sniggered before adding, “Don’t worry, Hothar will protect me.”

	“From what?” Hothar inquired from behind us. We both shrieked and jumped about a foot.

	“Geezus! Don’t sneak up on us like that,” Casey gasped.

	A worried frown knitted my brow. Why hadn’t I sensed him?

	“What am I protecting you from?”

	Casey 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.”

	I clasped my hands to my 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,” Casey lied.

	“Yes! My grandmother. She has a heart problem. It upsets her when the sirens go off,” I improvised.

	“The sirens didn’t go off in Tucson,” Hothar said.

	“Really?” A hysterical giggle broke from Casey. “Imagine that.”

	Hothar stepped in front of us. “What is going on?”

	“Nothing.” Casey climbed him, wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed Hothar hungrily. She made a shooing gestured at me.

	Not being a dummy, I hurried out the exit.

	A terrifying battle cry startled a flock of pigeons, sending them airborne.

	The chase was on.

	



	

Chapter Five

	Central Command’s Tucson headquarters is heavily fortified. In case of an air attack, an energy shield automatically forms over the base. A Coletti electro-fence surrounds the perimeter and dozens of automated laser canons were strategically placed along the barrier. One wrong move and zap! You were incinerated. All of that would have been a big problem, if I didn’t have the security badge. I simply swiped it at the back gate and walked out.

	The old fart’s ability to teleport created a serious problem. How do you stop a predator? A smart woman created a distraction. My gaze settled on a heavy-set woman in a bright pink sports bra and leggings jogging toward me. I knew for a fact an attack warning had gone out and sane people headed for the nearest shelter until the all clear was given, but not this chick. Nope, she was one of those “it can’t happen to me” idiots. Sometimes my squad was able to rescue them, sometimes we were too late to save the fools.

	Casey had mentioned the General was a bit of a womanizer. So, I’d give Casanova a new playmate. Why pass up the perfect opportunity for a little payback? And the woman was in the right place at the right time for some romance. The old fart was good looking, he still had all his hair and according to Casey, he had no problem getting it up. A win-win for the woman. I placed the General’s image in her mind. “You love him. He loves you. You’ve been apart for far too long. Show him how much you need him, how much you’ve missed him.” Quickly swiping the card, I held the gate open and pointed. “He’ll be coming out that door right there. Run to him.”

	Squealing in excitement, she raced to meet him.

	An enraged General Jones burst through the door.

	“My love!” The woman threw herself at the General and started kissing him passionately.

	The General peeled her off. “How in the hell did you get on this base?” His gaze fixed on me. “You!” He stormed toward me and the determined woman tackled him.

	I winced. Damn. She could give professional football players a run for their money.

	Blood running from his nose, the General twisted around and stared at her in disbelief. “Lady, you just assaulted a military officer.”

	“Fill me with your bounty.” The woman cried as she literally slithered up his legs. “Where’s the zipper on this thing? Oh, never mind.”

	I snickered as she shoved her tongue down the General’s throat.

	“You’re spending the next six months in lockup,” General Jones furious voice announced in my head.

	“That remark you made about putting me over your knee and tanning my behind has consequences.” I summoned every feathered creature within a mile. “Shit them.”

	A huge cloud of birds descended on the General and the woman. Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat!

	Doing a good imitation of a python, the woman wrapped herself around the General and shrieked, “Make them stop! Make them stop!”

	General Jones cursed creatively as they were covered head-to-toe in bird shit.

	“Consider yourself spanked.”

	The General and the woman vanished.

	I could hear the woman’s faint cries, “Don’t leave me. Please, don’t ever leave me again. Can’t you see how I love you, snookum?”

	“Do not call me snookum!” The General bellowed.

	Her cries stopped abruptly.

	Had the General knocked her out? I would have. Instead of standing here and grinning like a loon, I needed to get the heck out of Dodge before he tried the same shit on me. I hurried over to a battered dirt bike and placed my finger on the ignition. The bike started. I climbed on, gunned the engine and sped off. Mumsy had never understood how I ended up with electrical abilities. With one touch I could start an engine. Dead battery? Not a problem. I simply held my hand over it and within five minutes the battery was charged. I was also able to short out any vehicle’s electrical system. That included space ships.

	“Surrender now or spend the next year in county lockup,” General Jones cold mental voice snarled.

	I glanced at the side mirror. A big, armored Humvee was speeding after me. “Says the guy who just had his ass handed to him. Here’s my counter offer. Stay the hell away from me or I will kill you.”

	“I’m not that easy to kill.”

	“Wanna bet?” The idiot had left his driver’s side window down. “Sic ’em,” I directed a flock of pigeons. They flew through the Humvee’s window and swirled madly around the General’s head, hammering him with their wings.

	The Humvee swerved violently and crashed into an old mailbox.

	“Adios chuckles.”

	Poof! Chuckles appeared behind me. The extra weight caused the front tire to rise abruptly in an unplanned wheelie. I hung onto the handle bars and the General fell off. He hit the roadway hard, doing a nice somersault before tumbling into an irrigation ditch.

	On the bright side, the water would wash off most of the bird shit. I set out for the bus station. I had stashed some much-needed gear in a long-term locker.

	I brought the bike to a stop in the parking lot and hurried into the bus station. I could sense the old fart climbing out of the ditch. To say he was pissed would be an understatement. He was a bit unsteady on his feet and I hoped all the blows to his head had mucked up his ability to teleport.

	As I expected, the bus station was empty. Of course, I was being scanned and photographed by the security folks. I walked over to locker number 2018 and placed my hand on the scanner. The locker popped open and I pulled out my spare backpack. Opening a side pocket, I pulled out my highly illegal bio jammer and triggered it. Like magic I disappeared off their scanners and the General wouldn’t be able to track me mentally or physically. Security guys got really upset when you vanished off their screens. It was only a matter of time before they sent the hunters after me. Pulling on my backpack, I ran back to my bike and zoomed off.

	In the side mirror, I watched as two heavily-armed soldiers charged into the parking lot. One raised a rifle with a tactical stun net attachment. If it hit me, game over.

	Boom! A dazzling green ball shot toward me.

	Thank God, it wasn’t the newer version. I swerved around a parked car and stopped behind a large decorative metal cactus. The netting wrapped around the cactus and shorted out in an eye dazzling display of green and yellow sparks. “My turn and this is gonna hurt.” I hurled two psychic stun grenades at the soldiers.

	Bam! They crumpled to the pavement.

	The dirt bike’s lack of muffler made it extremely loud. Other hunters could track my position by the noise alone. I put the pedal to the metal and sped toward the public library. It stayed open during an alert, giving sanctuary to those that couldn’t make it to a shelter. A quick scan of the area showed it was clear of Coletti hunters. I entered the library and made my way to the woman’s restroom. The easiest way to disappear was to hide in plain sight. I pulled out a spare Arizona Recon uniform and put it on. Next came my weapons belt and hat. Hey, who knows, I might be tasked with looking for myself. One could hope.

	



	

Chapter Six

	I dumped the bike and cautiously surveyed the area. The base was buzzing with activity. The Rodan threat had been eliminated, but what was up with all the extra military police officers patrolling the fence line? Was the security alert because of me? Nah, I didn’t merit that kind of attention.

	Two platoons of soldiers trotted across the landing field and quickly boarded armored shuttles. I watched as twelve Coletti Talons space ships launched simultaneously. This kind of escalation meant something big had happened.

	Deactivating my bio jammer, I calmly walked up the sentry post and handed the MP my military flash drive with the creatively edited data. “Are we expecting an attack?” I gave him a slight psychic nudge, to get him to spill the beans.

	“There is a joint Askole and Coletti operation at an Earth First base in Australia. We’re sending in cleanup crews. A squadron of Marauders were spotted near Mars. Air Command has launched ships to intercept them.” The MP scanned my documents and handed the flash drive back to me. “Report to Lieutenant Travis in building B for your assignment.”

	“Yes, sir.” I saluted him and strolled off. Thanks to Tex, my former squad mate’s computer skills, my records could pass any inspection. He had used my great grandmother’s maiden name of McAllister to keep my identity a secret. Back then my dirtbag husband had been actively pursuing me. The big question was: Where in the heck was the General? I didn’t dare do a mental scan for him. I had locked my shields down and if he was in the area, he should read me as a normal human.

	Building B was in the older part of the base. Several rows of the ancient metal Quanza huts stood next to the high tech Coletti structures. Talk about a juxtaposition. Building B was the first hut. I entered and saluted the soldier manning the desk. The name plate on the desk proclaimed him to be Lieutenant Travis. “Reporting for duty, sir.”

	He held out his hand. “Flash drive?”

	I handed it to him.

	The Lieutenant inserted it and scanned my documents. “Arizona Recon scout, huh?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	He eyed my petite form. “Arizona Recon soldiers are tough sonovabitches.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“You fought in the battle of Flagstaff?”

	“I did.”

	The Lieutenant leaned back in his chair. “I have a patrol leaving for the Chiricahua Mountains in fifteen minutes. There have been reports of Rodan soldiers in the area. I’m assigning you to the squad. Follow me.” Lieutenant Travis got to his feet and exited the hut.

	I trotted after him. This was working out better than I had hoped. I’d let the General’s own men get me out of Tucson and once we got to the Chiricahua Mountains, I’d disappear. Easy peasy.

	The Lieutenant came to an abrupt stop and I almost crashed into him. “Sergeant Bilson, I have a new scout for you.”

	I peeked around his back. Bilson was a scarecrow in a rumpled uniform. His face was covered in camouflage paint. “She’s a girl.”

	“Who can kick your ass,” I retorted, stepping around the Lieutenant.

	Bilson eyed my Arizona Recon patch. “Probably. Is that all the gear you’ve got?”

	“It is.”

	He pointed to a camouflaged Humvee. “Mount up.”

	“Yes, sir.” I climbed in and nodded at three other soldiers. One was an Apache, one was a Navajo and the last one resembled Santa Claus complete with long white hair and beard. Apache and Navajo warriors were great trackers and deadly in a fight. I wasn’t sure about Santa Claus.

	“I’m Annie McAllister.”

	They ogled the patches on my uniform. Santa Claus raised a skeptical brow. “Two hundred and thirty kills?”

	I gave him my best stone-cold killer stare. “Yes. The kills are documented.” There were more, but we were trying to keep a low profile.

	“Ain’t callin’ you a liar. Heard rumors about your squad.” He held out his hand. “I’m Kris.”

	“Please tell me your last name isn’t Kringle?” I shook his hand.

	Kris laughed. “No, it’s Wookums.”

	“Wookums?”

	“It’s an old Scandinavian name.” He pointed to the Apache soldier. “This is Victorio. He’s a bit of a berserker.”

	“So am I.”

	Kris studied me for a moment. “Good to know.” He jerked his thumb at the Navajo soldier. “Tsela is the best tracker in the country and deadly with a knife.”

	“Yah-ah-tay,” I said politely. It meant hello and it was the only word I knew.

	“Yah-ah-tay,” Victorio answered with a sly grin, before asking, “Do you know the Reaper?”

	“I do.”

	Tsela grunted, folded his arms and closed his eyes.

	I don’t think he believed me.

	Bilson got into the driver’s seat. “Buckle up.”

	I fastened my belt and was suddenly very glad I had. Bilson had kamikaze tendencies. The MP at the gate had to jump out of way. I cringed when we barely missed a troop carrier.

	“Get used to it,” Kris advised.

	I clutched the armrest as we blew through a red light. “I never thought I’d die in a car wreck.”

	“Better than being eaten by a Rodan,” Victorio responded.

	He had a point. Instead of the usual two hour drive we made it to the Chiricahua Mountains in ninety minutes.

	Bilson drove the Humvee off the highway. There wasn’t a road or even a dirt trail. He simply drove across the desert, plowing over rocks, bushes and cactus. The jarring ride finally came to a stop by an outcrop of rocks.

	“We’re here?”

	“We are,” Kris said.

	“Oh, thank God.” Sliding on my sunglasses, I grabbed my pack and climbed out. I was standing in a forest of mustard colored stone spires. A millennium of storms had eroded the rocks into a fantasy of arches and weirdly-balanced boulders.

	Bilson tossed me a laser rifle. “It’s fully charged.”

	I caught the rifle and checked it over. Tex had taught me to always examine my weapons. That way there were no surprises in combat.

	“What kind of rations are you carrying?”

	“A pint of whiskey, ten energy bars, three cans of tuna, crackers and a full canteen,” I answered.

	He handed me five MRE’s. “When the food runs out, we hunt for our dinner.”

	“Yes, sir.” I put them in my backpack. Barbequed rabbit wasn’t too bad, but I wasn’t a fan of rattlesnake or squirrel.

	“Move out,” Bilson commanded.

	I pulled on my backpack and trotted after my new squad. They set a brutal pace. Was it deliberate? Oh, yeah. Why did men always think a woman wasn’t fit for combat. My old squad had been the same way until I proved I could handle myself.

	Something moved in the rocks. Oh wow! A mountain lion. I really wanted to pet her.

	“You’re a clever adversary and I won’t underestimate you again,” The General announced in my mind.

	I jerked in surprise, stumbled over a rock and did a face plant. Shit. My sunglasses had shattered into tiny little pieces. One side effect of my gift was when I expended a great deal of power my eyes glowed like a demon’s. The glasses helped hide my uniqueness. I got to my feet and looked around. The squad disappeared down a canyon.

	“Cat got your tongue?”

	My shields were locked down tight. How in the hell had the old fart breached them? I ignored him and ran to catch up with my squad.

	“I know where you are.”

	“Whoopee. Knowing and catching me are two different things.”

	“Oh, I will catch you. Make no mistake about that,” the General stated implacably.

	“Did you ever consider that I might be the boogeyman, not you?”

	“Your powers are unique, but I am Coletti.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Wow, you must be so proud to have joined their ranks. The Coletti home world is a nuclear wasteland, and they steal women from other planets to keep their race from dying out like the Dodo birds. You’re living the dream.”

	“Watch your mouth, soldier! I am your commanding officer.”

	“Not for long. Why don’t you go harass someone else and stay out of my head?”

	“Why would I do that? I find your thoughts quite entertaining,” General Jones answered.

	What a smug, arrogant asshole. “Get out or, I will throw you out.”

	“You can try.”

	“Okey-dokey.” I hurled a modified version of my stun grenade along his link and to my horror, the General deflected it. Crap! When had he learned to do that?

	The General’s laughter rang in my head. “You’re gonna have to do better than that, darlin’.”

	Darlin’? Had he been drinking? Or were the blows to his head affecting him? “I won’t let you arrest me and stick me in a jail cell.”

	“Putting you in jail is off the table. Your Siren abilities are quite rare, and I’ve decided to keep you,” the General said.

	Keep me? Did he think I was a dog and all he had to do was put a collar on me? “I don’t find your game amusing. What do you want?”

	“You.”

	Was he serious? And what was up with that possessive note in the old fart’s voice. “News flash, we don’t like each other, and you don’t know anything about me, except I’m good at killing monsters.”

	“Once we merge minds, all your secrets will be mine. Then I’m going to use my tongue and hands to learn every inch of your delectable body.”

	I swallowed hard as heat curled into my belly. “I think you’re suffering from the early stages of dementia, because there is no way you’re laying a finger on me.”

	“I’m going to eat your pussy until you beg me to fuck you.”

	The urge to hump him like a deranged monkey suddenly hit me. I had heard that Coletti warlords were experts in psychic sex, but I hadn’t believed the stories until now. Taking a deep, calming breath, I said, “Did you know I was married once? My loving husband was a conman who married me for my money. He had a wandering dick, and I even caught him in bed with my eighty-five-year old neighbor. To top it all off, the bastard stunned me and left me for the Tai-Kok to eat.”

	“Tell me where he is, and I’ll kill him.”

	“You’re about a year too late. Those Tai-Kok ate him instead.”

	“Come to me.” The General’s mental voice was mesmerizing, compelling. “I’ve been searching for you my entire life.”

	I fought off his compulsion. “Oh, is that why you’ve bedded over four hundred women? Cause you were looking for me? I find that hard to believe.”

	“I’m a man with a healthy sex drive and I will not apologize for it.”

	“I married a Casanova and I’m not making that mistake again.”

	“You have no choice.”

	“Wanna bet?”

	“I have chosen you as my mate,” General Jones stated firmly.

	“I am not, nor will I ever be yours. Stay away from me or I will kill you.”

	“You can’t hurt me, and I will find you,” the General said.

	“Get yourself some submissive female. You can’t handle me.”

	“Warlords enjoy a challenge.”

	Spoken like a true Coletti. “What part of no don’t you get?”

	“I need a strong woman who will stand at my side, no matter what comes.”

	I rubbed my forehead. It was like talking to a rock. “Not. Interested.”

	“I will have you in my bed before the day has ended.”

	“Go to hell,” I growled and hurled another psychic stun grenade at him.

	The General easily blocked it. “Got a bit of a temper, don’t you?”

	“So do you.” An itchy sensation grew in my mind. “Playtime is over. I have incoming hostiles.”

	“I’m tracking the Rodan soldiers,” the General confirmed.

	A man’s guttural cry of pain echoed off the rocks and was quickly followed by the searing hiss of laser beams.

	My squad was under attack!

	“Wait for reinforcements,” General Jones ordered.

	“I won’t let them be eaten.” Dropping my shields, I scanned the area and groaned. My squad had walked into a Rodan trap and had been captured. I could feel the Rodan warriors’ hunger. They were about to start chowing down.

	“You’re outnumbered eight to one.”

	“Remember? I’m the Reaper.” I started hurling psychic grenades. Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! I smiled as I felt the monsters’ minds turn to mush.

	“Your method is quite efficient.”

	“You’re messing with my concentration. Go away.”

	“I will join you shortly.”

	Yippee. Keeping an eye out for more hostiles, I jogged up the mountain side and entered the canyon. “Damn.” Bilson had been gutted. A flicker of shock ran through me. When had I stopped recoiling in horror at a half-eaten body? How had I let carnage and death become so common place? I expelled a long breath. Because the only way to keep from going mad was to lock all those horrific memories away. The General was going to be in for one hell of a shock if he ever got inside my mind. I picked my way over dead Rodan warriors and cautiously entered their campsite.

	Several large domed tents surrounded three slaughter posts. Kris, Tsela and Victorio had been strung up like cattle. Their uniforms had been reduced to bloody rags.

	“If I hadn’t seen it myself, I’d never believed it. We’re ten seconds away from being dinner and boom! They just dropped dead,” Kris remarked, seemingly unaware that his left ear was missing.

	“God works in mysterious ways.” Propping my rife against a tent, I pulled my knife and cut the ropes binding Kris. I eased him to the ground. “How badly are you hurt?”

	“I’ll live.” He frowned. “Why are your eyes glowing?”

	“The meds I take for an eye infection have some interesting side effects.”

	Kris snorted. “You’re lying through your teeth.”

	“You should concentrate on staying alive not asking stupid questions,” I snapped.

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	I freed Victorio and handed him the knife. “Cut Tsela loose.”

	“Bilson?”

	“He didn’t make it,” I said.

	Victorio stared at me for a long moment. “You stopped the Rodan.”

	“Did I?”

	“We’re in your debt, Reaper.”

	I flinched as the itchy sensation morphed into a thousand rampaging fire ants. “There are more Rodan heading our way. Find your weapons.”

	“Take cover. You have nine incoming Marauders. A squadron of Talons are ten minutes out,” the General announced.

	I grabbed my rifle and sprinted to the mouth of the canyon. Yippee-ki-yay! More monsters to kill.

	“Stand down,” General Jones commanded.

	“Not a chance.”

	A cracking boom sounded as the Marauders broke the sound barrier. The air streaming off their wings, they flew straight at the canyon.

	“You were never taught proper military discipline.”

	“Tex tried.” I focused on the lead Rodan pilot’s minds and hit him with my psychic grenade. His Marauder spun violently and went into a rapid, vertical descent. It hit the ground and exploded in a brilliant ball of orange flames.

	“How did you escape our notice?”

	“I’m a sneaky bitch. Call off your boys. I have this handled.” I turned the other pilots’ minds to mush. Marauder after Marauder fell from the sky. The earth trembled from the multiple impacts and flames danced over the rocks.

	“That stunt drained your power. In the future, you will follow my orders,” the General said.

	I mentally gave him the one finger salute and hurried back down the canyon.

	“I’ve been studying Arizona Recon’s records. Your squad’s kill rate was through the roof.”

	“And your point is?” I grimaced at the stench of dead Rodan. They always smelled like a combination of rotted meat, sewer and skunk.

	“Why it never came to Central Command’s attention?”

	“I was a valuable asset my commander didn’t want to lose.” Unease skittered up my spine. The General was being awfully chatty. Why? I stopped a short distance away from my squad and studied them. Their body language was one of tension and none of them would meet my gaze. I could chalk it up to them being almost naked, but they weren’t the shy type. The General was up to something. I backed up.

	“Freeze!” Kris shouted and pointed his pistol at me. “Don’t make me stun you Annie.”

	“You’re lower than a snake’s belly General.”

	“A good officer uses whatever assets are available to him. They will detain you until I arrive.”

	“There are a few holes in your plan,” I retorted and grinned at his sudden alarm.

	“Drop your weapons,” Kris bellowed.

	I made no effort to comply. “This is the appreciation I get for saving your mangy hides?”

	“Orders are orders,” Kris’s face hardened. “Drop your weapons or I will shoot you.”

	“No, you won’t.” I hit them with my stun grenades and watched as they crumpled to the ground. “Dumb ass decision, General.”

	“They served their purpose and delayed you.”

	A shuttle flew over the canyon.

	I smiled. The General had arrived without any backup. The cocky bastard thought he would block my stun grenades and simply overpower me. I was about to show him the error of his plan.

	“You’re trapped. There’s no way out of the canyon.”

	“Okay. Is this where I’m supposed to start pleading for mercy?”

	“A smart woman would start apologizing.” There was a note of anger in the General’s voice.

	“For what?”

	“You’ve broken numerous laws and you had those blasted birds shit on me.”

	“I did and I’m not apologizing for it.”

	“Most people fear Coletti warlords,” the General snapped.

	“News flash. I don’t find you that scary. Did you flunk the “How to be a Big, Bad Warlord” course?” I swatted at a bee buzzing around my head.

	“Your husband turned you into an angry, bitter woman,” General Jones stated grimly.

	I flinched. He was right. Annie, the romantic, was dead and buried. “Hell, my prick of a husband, taught me that love is an illusion and to never, ever trust a man. In the end he will betray you and all you have left are the ashes of your dreams.”

	“I’m sorry, darlin’.”

	“Don’t be. I’m now the perfect killing machine.” I frowned as more bees flitted around my head. What the heck? That’s when the hum of thousands of bees drew my attention to an enormous hive tucked under a ledge. They would make a perfect shield and keep his attention off my other little surprise.

	I walked to the canyon’s entrance and watched the shuttle land at the base of the mountain. How thoughtful of the General to provide me with a ride out of Arizona. I summoned the bees and had them form a living barrier around me.

	Poof! General Jones appeared in front of me in full Coletti battle armor. His eyes widened in astonishment, but he didn’t step back. “You continue to surprise me.”

	I smiled. “Surrender and I’ll be merciful.”

	“That’s my line.”

	“So, it is.” I twirled my index finger and all the bees encircled the General. “If you hold real still, they won’t sting you.”

	“Or, I can just do this.” He grabbed me as his helmet slid over his face. “Gotcha!”

	Men were so predictable. He had also failed to notice the big-ass mountain lion sneaking up behind him.

	The bees churned angrily around us.

	I put my hand over his warrior’s bracelet controls and sent an electrical current through it.

	Snap! Crackle! Pop! The General gave a violent jerk and black smoke billowed out from the smoldering remains of his bracelet. His helmet slid open, then shut. Open. Shut. “What the fuck!”

	“Sic’em.”

	The helmet opened. The bees attacked at the same time the mountain lion chomped down on his left arm and jerked. The General released me with a bellow of rage.

	“Spit,” I commanded the lion.

	The lion released the General’s arm and swiped at his legs with her deadly claws.

	The old fart jumped back, tripped over a small boulder and tumbled down the mountainside.

	I winced as he bounced off rocks, bushes and a prickly pear cactus, before landing in a muddy river bottom. “That had to hurt.” I kept waiting for him to get up and when he didn’t, I started toward him. He’d better not be playing possum. My gaze roved over the General. His battle suit displayed an awful lot of muscles for an old fart. Maybe it was the new Coletti genes.

	The bees and mountain lion trailed after me as I skirted a massive ant hill.

	Fuck! The General still hadn’t moved. Why did the thought of him being hurt fill me with such anxiety? In the military you never left an injured soldier behind, but he wasn’t exactly a fallen comrade. Nope, he was more of an enemy combatant intent on capturing me.

	A red laser beam sizzled by my head. I hit the deck. Who was shooting at me?

	“You killed them. You killed them,” Kris hollered as he galloped down slope like a mad Santa Claus.

	I yelled back, “They’re not dead. Just unconscious.” I cringed as an energy bolt came dangerous close. “I should have let them eat you.”

	“Die you murderous bitch!” More laser beams zinged overhead.

	“They. Are. Not. Dead,” I screamed.

	A cactus disintegrated in spectacular fountain of sparks. I rolled behind a boulder. “Get ’em,” I commanded the bees.

	The little guys swarmed Kris. He swatted at them, lost his footing and rolled down the hillside. Splat! He landed next to the General.

	Kris sat up. Thick red mud covered every inch of him. He blinked owlish at the General and saluted. “Reporting for duty, sir. General?”

	Guess he wasn’t playing possum.

	“General? Shit! You ain’t breathin’,” Kris cried without checking for a pulse and began doing CPR on the General. “Breathe! Breathe!”

	“You fucking moron, he is breathing and I don’t think he’ll enjoy swapping spit with you.”

	“You killed him. You killed him,” Kris howled.

	“No. I didn’t. He’s just a little banged up.”

	“Assassin! You’re an Earth First assassin,” Kris shouted and jerked the General’s laser pistol out of its holster.

	“Oh hell.” I sprinted for the shuttle with laser bolts crackling wildly in every direction.

	“Die! Die! Die!”

	Energy beams peppered the shuttle’s shielded hull. I dove into the ship, rolled to my feet and quickly secured the door. Wow. Somehow my stun grenade had turned Kris into a nut job. I slid into the pilot’s seat.

	Bang! Bang! Bang!

	I looked at the scanners.

	Kris had the General’s sword and was trying to hack his way into the shuttle. Like that was going to work. He might breach the hull with a thermite grenade, but a sword wouldn’t even scratch the metal.

	The General sat up, shook his head and looked around.

	Time to go! I quickly typed the coordinates to Bombay Beach, California into the navigation system and powered up the engines. As the shuttle shot into the air, I saluted the General. “Adios, chuckles.”

	“You do know I will find you?” There was a note of aggravation in the General’s voice.

	“Maybe. Maybe not.” Through our link I could hear Kris yelling something about assassin bees.

	“What in the hell did you do to corporal Wookums?”

	I caught a brief glimpse of Kris chasing after the shuttle. Was he waving the General’s sword around? I glanced at the rear monitors. Yep. He was. “I think he’s suffering from PTSD. The Rodan did eat his left ear.”

	“It wouldn’t have anything to do with your psychic mind bombs?”

	“Nah. Battle fatigue.” Pushing Mach 1, I skimmed the surface of the desert. I needed to dump the shuttle as soon as possible.

	



	

Chapter Seven

	Bombay Beach, California is the poster child for the post-apocalypse. It sits on the rancid coastline of the Salton Sea. Once the playground for rich vacationers in the 1940s it became a ghost town when the polluted waters flooded the town; leaving behind the decomposing remains of fish and birds. What’s not underwater is half-buried in the salty mud.

	After landing on the shore, I programmed the shuttle to put down on the bottom of the Salton Sea. Hopefully, the saline composition of the water would hide it from Central Command’s scanners.

	I hiked past boarded-up motels, rusted out RVs and abandoned trailers. The forlorn tombstones of a forgotten past. I grimaced as windblown clouds of toxic dust swirled around me. My bandana couldn’t block the stench of rotted fish.

	The eerie sensation of being watched had me increasing my pace. Had the General sent trackers after me? Or were the paranoid townsfolk keeping an eye on me?

	Gotta say, Ezekiel White had picked the perfect place to hide from Central Command. Who would think of looking for him in a semi-abandoned ghost town? He owed me big time and I had come to collect. I needed Ezekiel and his old Hercules cargo plane to get me to Hawaii. I had friends there who would fly me to a shielded sanctuary in New Zealand. The General was a persistent bastard and I knew it wouldn’t take him long to track me down.

	Ezekiel’s home was a shipping container plunked down next to an old, rusted-out aircraft hangar. I banged on the door. “Ezekiel? I know you’re in there. Open the damn door.”

	“Ya got the wrong place. Go away.”

	“Open up Ezekiel or I’m gonna send in a swarm of ants to bite the living shit out of you.”

	“Annie?”

	“Yes. Let me in.”

	A lock clicked. The metal door creaked open a bit to reveal a blood-shot eye. “How did you find me?”

	“Tex.” I shoved my boot in the doorway before he could slam the door.

	Ezekiel looked around warily. “You alone?”

	“Yes.” I put my shoulder to the door and forced it back a foot. “We need to talk.”

	Ezekiel reminded me of Ichabod Crane with a Fu Manchu beard. He was forty but looked sixty and wore a ratty camouflage uniform. He rubbed his beak of a nose. “Shit, I think you broke my nose.”

	“Boo hoo.” I glanced inside the shipping container. It held a grimy bed, a camp stove, and an ice chest. “I need a ride to Hawaii,” I stated and handed him a piece of paper with the coordinates on it.

	He scratched his balls. “Ain’t got enough fuel.”

	“Tex says you do. Are you calling him a liar?”

	Ezekiel dropped his gaze. “No.”

	“Who pulled you out of that Rodan slaughter ship in Window Rock?”

	“You did.”

	“And you promised whenever I needed help of any kind, you would be there. Was that a lie?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“General Saul Jones is on my tail and I need a ride to the island of Maui. Now!”

	Ezekiel twitched. “The General, huh? What did you do to rile him up?”

	“Did you know Central Command still has an active warrant on you for assaulting General Jones. I believe you broke his jaw? Do you really want to hang around until he shows up?”

	“No.” Ezekiel grabbed a large backpack. “Let’s go.”

	Wow. That was easy. I followed him over to the hangar.

	He hit the controls for the motorized doors. With a grinding clank, they slid open, revealing a well-maintained Hercules cargo plane. “They found out about your powers, didn’t they?”

	“The General did, and he decided he wants to keep me.”

	Ezekiel laughed uproariously. “Damn girl. He’s in for one wild ride. Yessiree, he just bit off more than he can chew.” He tromped up the rear loading ramp and headed for the cockpit.

	“I’m glad you find this so amusing,” I said dryly. I surveyed the interior of the airplane. It was clean with some patches made to the fuselage.

	“Buckle up,” Ezekiel said as he started his checklist. “I’m set up for a fast egress. Never know when Central Command is gonna show up.”

	I took the co-pilot’s seat as he inputted the coordinates into the navigation system. With a flip of a switch, the ramp closed.

	“Why Maui?”

	“I’m in serious need of a vacation,” I lied. “I can do some paddleboarding and work on my tan. Plus, I’ll be far enough away the General can’t track me.”

	Ezekiel snorted. “The Coletti and Apaches have a lot in common. They can track you to hell and back.” He pushed on the throttle and the aircraft rolled forward. “You’re only prolonging the inevitable. The only way to stop him is to kill him.”

	“Murder isn’t an option.”

	He shrugged. “Just saying.” The Hercules accelerated rapidly down the dirt runway.

	“I never heard why you broke the General’s jaw.”

	The airplane rose into the air.

	“He got my gal drunk and fucked her.”

	“Your gal?”

	“General Martha Douglas. I didn’t take kindly to that.”

	My jaw dropped. “Holy cow! You were dating the leader of Earth First?”

	“That’s a bunch of malarkey! Martha had nothing to do with them. She was framed.”

	“Ah, you do know she tried to kill Casey Jones? Right? There were even witnesses.”

	“Never happened. Martha was going to file sexual harassment charges against General Jones, and this is how Central Command shut her up.” Ezekiel chuckled. “The Coletti invaders and their lackeys are about to be taught a lesson.”

	“Uh, huh.” I slid into his mind. Oh shit! Earth First had infiltrated Central Command’s prison and were hours away from busting Martha Douglas out of her high-security cell. Again. And, Ezekiel wasn’t flying me to Hawaii. Oh no, he was heading for a romantic rendezvous with his homicidal lover. I gave myself a mental head smack. God, I was a such a chump. I should have known something was up when he had agreed to my request so easily. Ezekiel’s lack of gratitude for saving his life was pissing me off. I still had nightmares about the carnage inside the Rodan slaughter ship.

	The aircraft banked sharply. Ezekiel kept shooting me nervous glances.

	Dammit. We were no longer headed west. I knew the minute we landed, I was a dead woman. I smiled brightly at Ezekiel. “I’ve been doing my own investigation and I’ll soon have enough dirt on Saul Jones to get him locked up. Maybe we can work together to bring him down.”

	“I’ll talk to Martha about it. She has a lot of loyal soldiers joining her fight against Central Command. She’ll welcome your help.”

	“Great.” The idiot truly believed Martha was innocent. I shuddered at the thought of General Douglas, aka the Supreme One, free to continue her reign of terror. Earth First had to be stopped and the only way to do that was contact the old fart. Sometimes doing the right thing sucked. I took a deep breath and reached out mentally. “Sir, we have a major security problem.”

	To my surprise the General was all business. “Describe the problem in detail.”

	“There’s about to be a jailbreak.” I sent him all the information I had gathered from Ezekiel’s mind.

	“I will deal with the escape attempt. Are you safe?” There was concern in his voice.

	One look at the maniacal grin on Ezekiel’s face and I gave a mental shrug. “Hard to tell at this point.

	A low growl sounded in my head. “How in the hell did you hook up with Ezekiel White?”

	My eyes widened in shock. How did he know I was with Ezekiel? “He flew in supplies for Arizona Recon and he owed me a favor.”

	“You actually thought he could fly you out of country?” There was amusement in the General’s voice.

	I frowned. Why did the General find that so funny? “That was the idea.”

	“The minute you tried to exit our airspace, you would have been apprehended,” the General stated.

	“Just like that?”

	“Just like that, darlin’” the General replied.

	“You’re lying. You have no idea where I am.”

	“You dumped the shuttle in the Salton Sea and hiked into Bombay Beach. You’re now at twenty thousand feet heading north. Your destination is probably Colorado.”

	I quickly checked my bio-jammer. It was functioning. How in the hell was he tracking me?

	“Our minds are linked,” the General answered.

	Shit! He even knew what I was thinking? That wasn’t possible. Was it?

	“It is.”

	“What kind of game are you playing? There’s no way our minds are linked.”

	“Once you started a mental dialogue with me, a bond was formed,” the General stated.

	Another sneaky Coletti mind trick. “So why haven’t you popped in and captured me?”

	“I was giving you time to adjust to our relationship and I had to catch corporal Wookums before he harmed himself.”

	I winced. “Not my fault and we don’t have a relationship.”

	“We’ll discuss it later. I’m sending Hothar to retrieve you.”

	“What?” The word came out as a squawk.

	“White is extremely dangerous and I’m not taking any chances with your safety. Whatever you do, don’t aggravate him.”

	“I’m quite capable of defending myself.”

	“True, but why risk your life when I’m willing and able to assist you?” The General was all calm logic.

	“What’s the catch?”

	“There is none, darlin’. Partners have each other’s back. Always.”

	Disbelief swirled through me. “You want us to be partners?”

	“Yes.”

	The radio crackled to life and a male voice asked, “Falcon One what’s your ETA?”

	Ezekiel picked up the radio mike. “ETA is ninety minutes and I picked up a passenger.”

	I tensed. Were things about to get ugly? I could take out Ezekiel, but since I didn’t know how to fly a Hercules cargo plane, landing would be a problem.”

	“Falcon One dispose of your passenger. The mission is in the critical stages.”

	“Copy. Falcon One out.” Ezekiel pulled a gun. “Sorry Annie.”

	“Me too.” I hit him with a psychic stun grenade.

	He slumped in his seat. The Hercules went into a nose dive.

	“Shit! I grabbed the controls and pulled back. To my relief the plane leveled out. “Ah General, I could use some of that help you so graciously offered.”

	“I told you Ezekiel was dangerous.”

	“You did, but I didn’t think he was stupid enough to pull a gun on me. Now I’m kinda flying this big ass cargo plane.”

	Poof! Hothar appeared in the cockpit. He plucked Ezekiel out of the pilot’s seat and took over the controls.

	I gaped at him. “You know how to fly airplanes?”

	“I can pilot many crafts.” Hothar put the Hercules into another banking turn.

	“How did you get here so fast?”

	“I was tracking you.”

	“Oh, swell. How’s Casey?”

	“She is perfect.” Hothar lowered the landing gear. “The General was quite surprised at your ability to control electrical energy.”

	I played dumb. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“A lie.”

	Out the cockpit windshield I watched as he lined the aircraft up with the dirt landing strip in Bombay Beach. This had to be the shortest flight in history. But on the bright side, as soon as the plane was on the ground, I was zapping Hothar’s ass. “What makes you think I can control electricity?”

	“We examined the General’s damaged warrior’s bracelet and I interrogated your former squad members,” Hothar answered.

	I closed my eyes. Fuck.

	The Hercules touched down and rolled to a stop.

	I hurled a mental stun grenade at Hothar.

	Hothar smiled, seemingly unaffected by my mental attack.

	Crap, crap, crappity, crap.

	



	

Chapter Eight

	“Do not do that again. Casey would be upset if I harmed you.” Hothar’s tone was at once menacing and amused.

	“Gotcha. No more stun grenades,” I said, giving him my best Debbie Sunshine smile.

	Hothar studied me for a moment. “Are you sure you are not a Jones?”

	“Positive.”

	Ezekiel bolted upright, took one look at Hothar and shrieked and shrieked and shrieked.

	I clamped my hands over my ears. Holy crap! Ezekiel could give an air-raid siren a run for its money. “Want me to shut him up?”

	“No. He is mine.”

	I felt Hothar’s mind lash out. Whoa! The kid was as powerful as the Overlord.

	Ezekiel’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell over.

	“Hey! Let me in,” Casey demanded.

	Hothar flipped a switch and the back ramp lowered.

	A laser pistol in one hand, Casey entered the aircraft. “Did that creep hurt you Annie?”

	“Nope, your uncle never laid a finger on me.” I kicked Ezekiel. “But this dumb ass pulled a gun on me. Big mistake.”

	Casey grinned. “When Uncle Saul found us, he looked like he had fought a grizzly bear and lost.

	“It was a mountain lion not a bear.” I stood up and hugged her. “Thanks for having my back. I hope you didn’t get into a lot of trouble.”

	“Nothing I couldn’t handle.” Casey replied, linking her arm with mine as we walked out of the aircraft. “God, it stinks here.”

	I nodded. “Did you know the white sand is actually the bones of thousands of dead fish.”

	“That’s seriously creepy.”

	“I agree.”

	The shuttle I had dumped in the Salton Sea was sitting next to the hangar.

	Hothar exited the Hercules with Ezekiel hanging over one shoulder. “General Jones and the Overlord are expecting us. We do not want to keep them waiting.” He boarded the shuttle.

	For a moment, I considered making a run for it. The Overlord was one of the scariest people you never wanted to meet.

	Casey tightened her grip on my arm. “My uncle can track you anywhere in the world.”

	“That’s what he said too.”

	“And it wouldn’t take Hothar long to catch you,” Casey added.

	My shoulders slumped. “I know.”

	“Uncle Saul’s nothing like your husband. I’ll admit in battle he’s a mean sonovabitch, but he’s also honorable, protective, and family is everything to him.”

	“I don’t need or want a man in my life.”

	“Maybe not, but sex with a Coletti warrior is unbelievably hot.”

	I let out a horrified gasp. “Oh, my God! Please tell me you haven’t had sex with Hothar?”

	“Does psychic sex count?”

	“You know it does,” I said.

	Casey sighed. “Relax, it’s kinda hard to do “it” with Zarek’s and my uncle’s mental surveillance. I mean one little kiss and they’re all over us.” Casey brightened. “Uncle Saul is taking all of us to a Mexican resort for a little R&R and he said kissing will be permitted.”

	“A vacation? Now? With General Douglas and her cohorts planning a jailbreak?”

	“Voss has it under control.” Casey added gleefully, “You’re coming with us.”

	“I am? Why?” What was the sneaky bastard planning?

	“My uncle has decided the two of you need to date.”

	I rubbed my left ear. Surely, I had misunderstood her. “Date?”

	“Yeah, date. You know, dinner, dancing and some fun in the sun. Enjoy some smooches. Get to know each other.” Casey waggled her eyebrows. “See how fast your panties get wet.”

	“Wet panties aside, the General wants to get to know me? Why? I thought Coletti warriors just took what they wanted.”

	“Uncle Saul was raised in the good ole’ United States and is a country boy at heart,” Casey said.

	I looked at her like she had lost her mind. “A country boy? Are you kidding me? Even before your uncle became a Coletti warlord he was a predator. He’s very good at killing his enemies.”

	“As are you,” Casey retorted.

	I groaned. “You’re right. We’re both apex predators. Did the General put you up to this? I mean, I didn’t think he was the shy type.”

	Casey laughed. “No, my uncle isn’t shy, and he’d have a cow if he knew I was helping. Is it wrong for me to want you to be a part of our family?”

	“No, I’m honored, but dating?”

	“When a Coletti mates, it’s for life. My uncle doesn’t want to waste any more time chasing you, when he could be courting you. He wants someone he can share his life with and who will fight at his side. Just like Hothar and me.”

	A partnership was doable. Fun in the sun sounded wonderful and getting to relax on the beach without someone trying to kill me would be awesome. Kissing? That was risky. The logical, sane part of me knew getting close to Casey’s uncle was a dangerous move. General Jones was a handsome man and very skilled in the seductive arts. I hated to admit it, but I did miss a man’s touch.

	“Move it. The shuttle to the resort leaves in two hours,” Hothar growled.

	“Yes, my lord.” Casey tugged me up the ramp. “Hothar’s anxious to spend some quality time with me.”

	“You really love him?”

	“I do. He’s so damn cute, muscles to die for and kisses like a dream. He can be kinda bossy, but he’s all mine. He’s the perfect man for me and I know without a doubt, he would fight to the death to protect me.”

	“Once upon a time, I thought I had found my soul mate too.”

	“Hell was never your soul mate. He was a trickster who used your grief to get what he wanted,” Casey stated.

	“My money.”

	“Believe me, Uncle Saul’s not interested in your money.”

	I snorted. “Which is a good thing, because I don’t have any now.”

	Hothar ordered, “Buckle up.”

	We took our seats.

	Kaboom! A fireball rose high into the air.

	I jumped to my feet. “What the hell? Are we under attack?”

	“Nope. Hothar blew up the Hercules,” Casey said.

	“Oh.” It was a good tactical move. I sat back down. The shuttle shot into the air before I could fasten my seatbelt. “Feeling the need for speed?”

	“Casey still has to pack,” Hothar said.

	“I do, and don’t worry Annie, I brought some clothes for you too. No uniforms allowed.”

	“I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and I couldn’t ask for a better friend.” I meant every word. I had lost so many people in the war. In my heart, Casey was the sister I had always wanted.

	“Zarek and Detja will be joining us at the resort,” Hothar announced out of the blue.

	“What?” A cold ball of fear formed in my stomach. “Why?”

	“They are celebrating Detja’s birthday.”

	Casey beamed at me. “You can help me decorate the lounge for her surprise birthday party. Detja’s a chocoholic too.”

	“Good to know. Will there be cake?” The image of a German Chocolate cake flashed through my mind. Yum.

	“Three of them. We’re also having Mexican food with all the chips and salsa we can eat.”

	“Margaritas too?”

	“It wouldn’t be a celebration without them,” Casey answered.

	“All my favorite foods. Sounds like a plan.”

	“The resort is shielded and equipped with laser cannons. Any attempt to escape will result in your being incinerated,” Hothar stated matter-of-factly.

	I looked at Casey. “Is he serious?”

	“Very. Security is on high alert with Zarek and Detja joining us.”

	I sighed. The Overlord had a lot of enemies and some fool would try to kill him. My danger-free vacation had just gone out the window.

	



	

Chapter Nine

	The shuttle’s ramp lowered and the first person I saw was General Jones. My eyes widened in surprise. He was wearing a white cowboy hat, a black t-shirt with Yee-Haw imprinted on the front and well-worn jeans. His sneakers had seen better days. Maybe he was a country boy. Alarm skittered up my back at the expression on his face. It was pure masculine determination with a hint of carnal need. I saluted him. “General, I appreciate your help, sir.”

	The General gave me a charming smile. “There’s no need for formality. Call me Saul.”

	Yikes. He was moving straight into the dating mode. “Yes, sir. I’ll try to remember that, sir.”

	His dark brows knotted into a frown. “Try harder.”

	“Thank you for your help, Saul.”

	Muttering something under his breath, Hothar carried Ezekiel out.

	“I’m sorry Uncle Saul, but I ruined your surprise,” Casey confessed.

	He expelled a long breath. “You always were a blabbermouth.”

	“A vacation sounds wonderful,” I quickly inserted. I didn’t want Casey to get into more trouble.

	Saul held out his hand. “Let me escort you inside Annie.”

	“Afraid I’ll make a run for it?”

	“Not at all. The security issues have been fixed.” Saul’s greenish-gold eyes twinkled with amusement.

	Rats. “Retinal scans only now?”

	“Yes, among other upgrades,” Saul confirmed with a grin.

	God. When had Saul become so damn sexy? He was throwing me off my game with his appealing good humor. What had happened to his “me Coletti, you female” spiel? I reluctantly placed my fingers on his palm. His grip was firm, but gentle. Hell’s hands had been soft with perfectly manicured nails. Saul’s belonged to a warrior.

	“We started off on the wrong foot and I want to correct that.” He kissed my knuckles.

	The touch of his lips sent a shock wave through my body. Hoo boy! He had chemistry in spades. “How did you plan on doing that?”

	“I’m going to show you how a real man treats his woman.”

	His woman? I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m not your woman.”

	“You will be.”

	“Wanna bet?” I tried to free my hand.

	Saul simply tightened his grip and drew me closer. “One kiss and your panties will be wet.”

	“Not happening.”

	“I love a challenge.” His mouth closed over mine in a sensual kiss that stole my breath and addled my senses. My girly parts were jumping up and down in glee. More. More.

	Casey cleared her throat. “Ah, Uncle Saul, the Overlord is heading our way.”

	Horror shattered the desire roaring through my body. Zarek? Here? Now? Oh, hell no.

	Saul lifted his head and for a moment I mourned the loss of his very talented mouth. “We will continue this later.”

	“Can’t wait.” I used sarcasm to cover my arousal.

	Saul smiled and whispered in my ear, “Your panties are wet, darlin’.”

	“You wish.”

	“I know.” Saul released me and walked over to greet the Overlord.

	Casey let out a low whistle. “Wow! That was one hell of a kiss. I thought I was gonna have to grab a fire extinguisher to put out the fire.”

	“Not funny.” I took a step back as the Overlord’s gaze settled on me.

	Saul shot me a warning look. “Whatever you do, don’t antagonize the Overlord. If he wants to explore your mind, let him.”

	“Crap, I think Zarek’s getting ready to do his mind meld thing,” Casey uttered at the same time.

	“Mind meld? With me?” I quickly locked down my shields and created a mental grenade.

	Saul bellowed, “What did I just tell you?”

	“Not to antagonize the Overlord,” I answered. A terrifying power was suddenly wrapped around me and I was literally unable to move or use my powers.

	“While your psychic grenades are useful, they will not work on me,” Zarek announced in my head. My grenade simply vanished.

	“I’m a warrior. My first instinct is to fight, but I’m not stupid enough to use a grenade on you, sir.” A tremor shook me as I felt him mucking about in my head.

	“Yet you used them on Saul and Hothar,” Zarek stated.

	“Hey, a girl has the right to defend herself.”

	“Neither of them was physically attacking you.”

	“The General was about to arrest me and have me chipped like a fucking dog. Not happening,” I retorted.

	“Saul is not used to his authority being questioned and he might have overreacted.”

	All my buried rage surfaced, and I snapped, “I’m a person, not some kind of fucking possession. No one takes away my choices. No. One.”

	“Your tone borders on insolence.” Zarek tightened his grip on my mind.

	I flinched as pain built in my skull. In that instant, I knew the Overlord could crush me like a bug. I did the smart thing. “I apologize, sir. It won’t happen again.”

	In the future you will only use your psychic grenades against the Tai-Kok, the Rodan or Earth First mercenaries. Is that clear?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Zarek’s harsh tone softened. “Your psychic gifts are as unique as your heritage. You are a conduit to earth energies, or as your people like to call it, magic. Are you sure you are the last of the McAllister clan?”

	“Yes.” I had traveled to Scotland and the only thing I found were the graves of my ancestors.

	“Another investigation will need to be done. I will allow you to accompany the investigators.”

	One look at Casey’s worried face and I said politely, “Thank you, sir.”

	“You still reject Saul Jones?”

	“I was married once. I don’t plan on repeating that mistake.”

	There was a tugging sensation in my head. “The male you knew as Hell Smith was a thief with multiple wives. You were never legally married.”

	A wave of humiliation and anger washed over me. I had been such a damned fool.

	“Saul Jones is not Hell Smith,” Zarek said.

	“I know that, but my ability to trust a man is gone.” I hurriedly tacked on, “Saul deserves better.”

	Zarek countered, “You would allow the other half of your soul to simply walk away?”

	“Hell broke something inside me. I don’t know if I can be fixed,” I answered honestly. Bam! I was suddenly reliving my past. My perfect fairy tale romance. All of Hell’s betrayals flashed across my mind, followed by his malevolent laughter as he left me to be eaten by the Tai-Kok.”

	“If Hell Smith had not perished, I would have taken great pleasure in killing him,” the Overlord growled.

	“He died a horrible death.” I could still hear Hell’s screams as he was eaten alive.

	Poof! The screams vanished along with a chunk of my past. All that was left was a vague recollection of Hell. I knew what he had done, but my hurt, humiliation and bitterness were gone. I was whole again. “Oh, my God! Did you just erase my memories?”

	“I will not allow your past to deprive Saul of his true mate.” The Overlord’s voice was low and dangerous.

	Did I want those memories back? No, I didn’t. It was like a huge weight had been lifted from me. “Wait! I’m not angry, I’m grateful. Thank you, sir.”

	“Would you like me to remove your memories of the Rodan slaughter ship?”

	Forget all the blood, gore and butchered people? Forget the screams and pleas of the dying? “That would be great.” And just like that they were gone.

	“Enjoy the vacation Saul has planned for you,” the Overlord commanded and vanished from my head.

	Relief flooded through me. I had survived! Somewhat intact. Why wasn’t I horrified that Zarek had done a partial mind wipe on me? I should be freaking out, but I wasn’t. I was happy. Hell was finally gone from my life. I wanted to dance with joy.

	Casey waved a hand in front of my face. “You in there?”

	“I am.”

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m not sure. The Overlord did his psychic woo-woo shit on me and my memories of Hell are kinda gone. I still know he was a scheming bastard, but it’s like all of it happened to someone else. The weird thing is, I’m not angry and I should be.”

	“How do you feel about my uncle?”

	“I find him very attractive and I want to have hot monkey sex with him.”

	Delight filled Casey’s eyes. “You do?”

	“Yeah, but I don’t know if that’s how I truly feel, or I’ve been brain fucked.”

	“Oh.” Casey bit her lip. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

	The Overlord vanished and Saul strolled over to us. “Go pack, Casey. Annie and I need to talk.”

	“Okay.” Casey hurried off.

	Saul got right to the point. “Yes, Zarek wants your abilities in the Coletti gene pool, but he didn’t brain fuck you into wanting me. Our attraction is genuine.”

	“Maybe.”

	“Let’s enjoy some fun in the sun and see where it leads. Deal?”

	I didn’t like the person I had become. A fresh start sounded good. “Deal.”

	



	

Chapter Ten

	The Enchanted Resort was located a short distance from Cabo San Lucas, Mexico. It had white sand beaches, tropical gardens and upscale pink adobe casitas.

	“Gotta say, this is really nice.” I was more than a little awe struck. The casitas had to cost a thousand a night and boy was I going to take advantage of all the lovely free amenities. Like a spa treatment with the works.

	Saul smiled. “Glad you like it.”

	“What’s not to like?”

	“I knew you would love it. There’s so much to do here. We can go snorkeling or horseback riding along the coast line. Get a facial or a massage. This evening there will be dancing and romance under the stars,” Casey exclaimed.

	Saul leveled a stern gaze on her. “Make sure the romance doesn’t get out of hand. I’d hate to send Hothar away.”

	“No! That won’t be necessary. Kissing only. Promise. No hanky-panky of any kind,” Casey assured him.

	Saul handed me a keycard. “You two are in casita number five. While Hothar and I get the luggage, Casey can give you a tour of the resort.”

	“You betcha. I’ll show you the hidden garden for those special moments. It even has a pool for skinny dipping,” Casey added gleefully.

	Like I was going to show off my cellulite? Not a chance. “I’ll pass on the skinny dipping,” I replied.

	Saul caressed my cheek, sending tiny jolts of delight through my body. “I was thinking of a moonlight walk along the beach. If that meets with your approval?”

	“Uh, huh. Sure.” Every time he touched me, my brain turned to mush.

	Saul gave me a quick smooch and teleported away.

	“It’s gonna take them awhile. I kinda overpacked,” Casey said.

	I laughed. “Ya think? Twelve suitcases? For one week?”

	“Six of those suitcases are your stuff.”

	“Really? I don’t have that many clothes. I’ve always had to travel light.”

	“Not anymore,” Casey replied.

	“Are you really sure you want me as a member of your family?”

	“I am and before you pitch a fit about the clothes, consider them an early birthday gift.”

	I hugged Casey. “You don’t have to buy me things. You are family to me. If you’re not careful, you’re gonna spoil me.”

	“It’s time someone did.”

	“A vacation away from all the killing is more than enough.” I ran an admiring eye over the cascade of purple flowers covering the walls and frowned when I suddenly became aware there were heavily armed Coletti warriors everywhere. “Have you noticed the resort’s security now rivals Fort Knox’s?”

	“Yep. It’s beginning to feel more like a gulag instead of a resort,” Casey sniped.

	“No kidding.” The warriors’ cold-eyed stares tracked us as we walked down the pathway.

	“They’re gonna kill any kind of moonlight romance.”

	“If your uncle thinks he’s going to get some nooky with them watching, he’s delusional.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Shit! They’re following us.”

	“Not for long.” Casey punched out with her telekinesis. The shockwave of energy hurled the warriors into an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Every time they climbed out of the water, she knocked them back in. “Leave. Us. Alone.”

	An older warrior with a badly scarred face scowled at us. “Females do not command, they obey.”

	He pronounced females as if it was a dirty word. My eyes widened in horror when the warriors simultaneously pulled their pistols. Shit! They weren’t set on stun either. “Put your weapons away or we will hurt you,” I warned.

	Casey went into a combat stance. “Count on it.”

	Poof! Hothar appeared by the pool. “Stand down Lior,” he commanded, every inch a warlord.

	“I do not answer to you,” Lior snarled as he sloshed over to the steps.

	The old guy’s name was Liar?”

	Hothar bared his fangs. “Are you challenging me, Lior?”

	Casey grabbed Hothar’s arm. “Nope. He’s not that much of a dumbass.”

	“If you or your men take one more step, this female is gonna rain hell down on your sorry asses. No one is ruining our vacation,” I said, moving to stand beside Casey.

	The Lior’s eyes narrowed. “Are you claiming you have the Overlord’s permission to be here?”

	I threw my hands up in the air. “Not only do we have the Overlord’s consent, we have General Jones’s too. You should have received that information in your briefing.” I let out a theatrical gasp. “You do have briefings, don’t ya? Or maybe not since you obviously don’t know who we are. Let me introduce myself. I’m Annie. This is Casey. You know, General Jones’s daughter? The big guy is Hothar, her mate. I’m sure you have heard of him?”

	“Enough! All the fortification details were sent to your warrior’s bracelets. Annie’s and Casey’s pictures were included in the download,” Hothar growled.

	The warriors exchanged glances but didn’t holster their laser pistols.

	“Gee, this is awkward. Do you shoot us or not? This might be a good time to check in with the Overlord or General Jones, don’t ya think?” Casey tapped her foot impatiently. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

	Lior touched an icon on his bracelet and scrolled through the information. “We received no images.”

	I gave them the stink eye. “Do you really think we’re Earth First assassins?”

	“Many females have tried to kill the Overlord.”

	“I can’t believe they sent you morons to guard the resort. Please contact General Jones before I do something I’m going to regret,” I snapped and summoned a stun grenade.

	“This is supposed to be our vacation.” Casey smacked Hothar in the chest. “A romantic getaway without a bunch of goons following us around. They leave or I do.”

	“Ditto.”

	Hothar rubbed his forehead as if he suddenly had a headache. “They are the Overlord’s security detail.”

	“The most powerful male in the universe needs a security detail? Color me surprised,” I snarked.

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

	The warriors quickly holstered their weapons.

	Casey sucked in a startled breath.

	I dissipated the grenade and gaped at Zarek. He was wearing nothing but a skimpy black bathing suit. I watched as water ran down his war honed-body and pooled around his feet. Holy cow! Was he hot! Detja must have to beat the women off him.

	Zarek tilted his head and smiled at me.

	Crap, crap, crappity, crap. He was reading my mind. I gave him a weak smile. “Ooops?”

	Zarek cocked one dark brow. “You find my security detail amusing?”

	“My lord, they meant no offense,” Hothar inserted hurriedly.

	Damn. I squared my shoulders and met Zarek’s predatory gaze. “You don’t need a security detail, sir. You have Hothar, Saul, Casey and me. Anyone stupid enough to attack, will soon regret it.”

	Saul appeared beside me and placed a possessive hand on my shoulder. “Annie has a valid point, my lord. Once Detja arrives, you’ll have an unbeatable team.”

	“I agree.” Zarek turned his attention to the soggy warriors. “Return to the ship.”

	The warriors vanished.

	“Dinner is at seven. Do not be late,” Zarek advised. Poof. He was gone.

	I blew out a relieved breath. “Disaster adverted.”

	“Barely.” Saul grumbled.

	Before he could start in on Casey, I hastily interjected, “I’m here to get to know Saul Jones, not the General. Him, I already understand, and I’ve kicked his ass. Four times no less.” I went up on my tiptoes and brushed my lips over Saul’s. Once. Twice. Three times. “So, who’s coming to dinner? Saul or the General?”

	Saul’s eyes glittered with amusement. “Trying to control me with sex, darlin’?”

	“It works so well for you, I thought I would give it a try.”

	A giggle escaped Casey.

	Hothar let out a long sigh.

	“Did ya now?” Saul pinned me against his chest. “You’re playing with fire.”

	“Am I?”

	“Count on it, darlin’.” Saul tilted my head up and his mouth closed over mine in a scorching kiss. Passion drove away all rational thought. His tongue swept into my mouth and tangled with mine in a slow, sensual dance. God, he tasted so good.

	A gurgle of laughter escaped Casey. “Get a room, before you give Hothar ideas.”

	“I have three hundred years of Zarek’s sexual conquests imprinted on my mind. I doubt there is anything I could learn from the General,” Hothar said.

	Say what? I broke the kiss and gawked at Hothar. “You have Zarek’s sexual exploits etched into your brain?”

	“Yes.”

	“How did that happen?” Call me curious.

	“You don’t want to know,” Saul groaned.

	“Yeah, I really do.”

	“My mind meld with Zarek gifted me with many of his abilities,” Hothar explained.

	Horror rolled over me. “Oh, my God. Are you telling me I have a warlord’s sexual appetite now? Is that why I’m so horny?”

	Saul threw up his hands in disgust. “No! Zarek didn’t do a mind meld with you nor did he brain fuck you. He only examined your memories of Hell Smith.”

	“Along with a bit of mind wiping,” Casey declared.

	He shot Casey a black look. “How would you two like a winter assignment in Alaska?”

	“Love you too.” Casey grinned, not at all intimidated. “Remember? I told you Annie would make me the perfect step-mom.”

	Holy hell! “Wait! You’re kinda jumping the gun. We haven’t had a date yet.”

	“Uh huh. Keep telling yourself that. Your chemistry is off the charts. You’ll be doing the horizontal tango in no time at all.” Casey grabbed my arm. “C’mon mom, let’s go check out our casita.”

	“Hothar. Luggage. Now,” Saul snapped.

	“Yes, my lord.” Poof. Hothar was gone.

	“I want the two of you to stay out of trouble. Understood?”

	“Yes, sir,” Casey and I said in unison.

	Saul teleported away.

	“Hothar knows how to perform over one hundred sex acts and I can’t wait to try them out,” Casey said out of the blue.

	I eyed her warily. “Does your uncle know that?”

	“Nope. It’s our little secret.”

	Crap. How did you handle two teenagers with raging hormones? Very carefully. “I’ve made a lot of dumb mistakes in my life.”

	“Hell?”

	“Yeah. I let my hormones get the better of me and my actions had serious consequences. Don’t let that happen to you. It’s not worth it. Believe me.”

	Casey hugged me. “You’re gonna make a great mom. I promise you, I’m not gonna do anything stupid. I won’t risk losing Hothar. Kay?”

	“Okay.” I hugged her back. “Do I need to explain the birds and the bees to you? What goes where?”

	“Oh, God, no.” There was a note of horror in Casey’s voice.

	I hid a smile. “Good.” A casita with a blue door caught my attention. A Mexican tile placard with the number five emblazoned on it was fixed to the door. “This is our casita.” I swiped the keycard and pushed open the door. The hand-troweled salmon-pink walls were covered with pictures of the Cabo San Lucas arches and beaches. The red brick flooring highlighted the handcrafted oak furniture and colorful cushions.

	“Don’t you just love it?”

	“I do. Even better we have air-conditioning,” I said, eyeing the pile of luggage in the hallway.

	Casey wrinkled her nose. “I hear ya. Once I had an assignment in the Australian Northern Territory during the rainy season. It felt like I had been locked in a sauna. The hotel’s roof leaked all over the bed, I found a funnel web spider in my boot and got chased by a crocodile.”

	“No Hothar?”

	“Nope. I was on my own and out of chocolate and bug spray. Which made me very cranky.”

	“Did you zap the croc?”

	“Nope. I tossed the critter at the idiot poacher who was trying to kill me. The last I saw of him, he was swimming for it and the crocodile was right on his ass.”

	“And the funnel spider?”

	“Beat the hell out of it with a lamp.”

	A big black cat wandered into the room.

	My psychic senses went on alert. “That’s not a cat.”

	“No, it’s Adan.” Casey scowled. “What are you doing here?”

	Presto! Adan transformed into the wizard kid from the movies. He wore glow in the dark green surfer shorts and a red tank top. “I also wish for a vacation.”

	“Does my uncle know you are here?”

	“No.”

	I inquired, “And the Overlord?”

	Hothar teleported in with a suitcase in each hand. He took one look at Adan and dropped the luggage. “You were not invited. Leave.”

	Tentacles erupted from Adan. “Make me.”

	Casey jumped between them. “You’re not ruining our vacation.” She jabbed Adan in the chest with one finger. “Got it. Now back the hell off, before the Overlord shows up.”

	“The Overlord does not frighten me,” Adan retorted.

	“Do I?” A melodious voice asked.

	All of us spun around and gaped at Detja. She wore her silver hair in a long braid down her back and her skimpy blue bikini left nothing to the imagination.

	Adan fidgeted nervously. “My apologies daughter.”

	Daughter? Detja wasn’t a Katanic shapeshifter, she was a Farin. I bet there was one hell of a story there. I gave her a bright smile.

	“My lady.” Casey bowed and backed away from Adan.

	Detja’s attention was solely focused on Adan. “You hate the water Father, you sunburn easily and have no mate. Why are you here?”

	“Clio wished to see the ocean.”

	Detja stiffened. “Clio is here?”

	“Somewhere. She is playing the Earth game called hide and seek,” Adan replied.

	Casey muttered, “We might need Zarek’s security detail after all.”

	“Hike and seek?” The note of unease in Detja’s voice had me worried.

	I whispered to Casey, “Who is Clio?”

	“A baby Katanic shapeshifter,” she whispered back.

	“Oh. So, she can morph into whatever she wants?”

	Casey sighed. “Yep. Anything. And she’s always hungry.”

	I mentally scanned the area. If I was a hungry kid, where would I go? Wait! The resort’s brochure had touted a tropical aquarium filled with sharks, rays, turtles and zebra fish. “Where’s the aquarium?”

	“In the dining room. Why?” Dismay flashed across Casey’s face. “Oh, my God.” She tugged urgently on Hothar’s arm. “Dining room now.”

	Alarm flared to life in Hothar’s eyes and poof. They were gone.

	Detja grabbed Adan’s arm and teleported.

	I called after them, “Hey! What about me? I can help! Hello? Anyone listening?” Silence was my only answer. Guess not. I surveyed the luggage. I could always unpack.

	A giggle sounded in my mind.

	A smart person kept a hungry shapeshifter fed, happy and entertained. “Hello. Are you Clio?”

	More giggles.

	I zoomed in on the mental signature. Clio had transformed herself into a suitcase. “My, oh my, where can Clio be hiding?”

	She giggled again.

	I lifted a pillow off the couch. “Nope. Not here. Oh where, oh where can she be?” I looked under the coffee table, in the closet and in the bathroom. “Can she be on the moon?”

	Clio giggled hysterically.

	I picked up my travel bag and pulled out two chocolate bars. “All this searching has made me very hungry. Chocolate is my most favorite food in the galaxy.” I tore the paper off one bar and placed the other on the end table.

	The suitcase morphed into a little red lizard. It scampered across the wall.

	I took a big bite of candy and moaned in pleasure. “Yum. This is so good.”

	The lizard changed into a chubby toddler wearing a sparkly dress and a tiara. “Me like chocolate.”

	“That’s cause you’re a girl. What a pretty dress.”

	“Geema gave it to me. I princess.”

	“Yes, you are. A very beautiful princess.” I sat down on the couch, broke off a piece of my bar and held it out to Clio. “This is the best chocolate in the entire universe.”

	A tentacle suddenly shot out and snatched it from my hand. “And what do good little girls say?”

	“Thank you.” Clio stuffed it into her mouth.

	Whew! Someone was teaching her human manners. “Where’s your Geema?”

	“At home.” She climbed on my lap. “Who you?”

	“I’m Annie.”

	She snuggled closer and shivered. “Bad man yelled at me.”

	I stroked her silver hair. “Why did he do that?”

	“He mad cause I ate all the fishes.”

	“All of them?” I handed her another piece of chocolate, before she decided to take a bite out of me.

	“Me very hungry. No can find Adan.”

	“It’s okay. I won’t let the bad man hurt you and Zarek will buy him more fish.” I linked with Saul. “Call off the search. Clio is with me.”

	Poof. Casey, Hothar and Saul appeared simultaneously.

	Casey sagged in relief. “Oh, thank God.”

	“Where did you find her?” The General was back.

	“She was masquerading as a suitcase.”

	“Me hungry,” Clio wailed.

	Detja teleported in holding a large platter with a big chunk of bloody meat on it. “Food Clio.”

	Whoosh! Clio was on the meat like a starving predator. Holy cow! The kid had a set of choppers on her. Note to self: When dealing with Katanic shapeshifters always have food on hand.

	A brilliant orange glow popped into existence and spun rapidly. I jumped to my feet and summoned a grenade. “What is that?”

	“Adan is opening a teleportation portal and the grenade will only piss him off. Get rid of it,” Saul ordered.

	I did and edged closer to Saul.

	The spinning light accelerated until a vortex formed. Bolts of green lightning crackled wildly around the growing opening.

	A huge, heaving silky black mass rolled out.

	I clutched Saul’s hand. Adan in his true form was something out of a nightmare. My first instinct was to run as fast and as far as I could, but none of the others seemed alarmed. I took a deep breath. I was a battle-hardened warrior. Not a green recruit. Neither the Tai-Kok or the Rodan had this effect on me, but damn, those tentacles gave me the heebie-jeebies.

	Adan’s two burning yellow eyes stared at me. “You have my gratitude for finding Clio.”

	“Oh, no biggie. She sorta found me. We played hide and seek. I fed her some chocolate and kept her safe.” I ducked one of his long ropy tentacles and tried to ignore his enormous mouth edged with hundreds of serrated teeth.

	Saul tucked me under his arm. “You have my word he won’t hurt you.”

	“Uh, huh. Sure.”

	“The Overlord has arranged a meal for both you and Clio on the north lawn,” Detja advised.

	An incandescent orange light formed around Adan. One of his tentacles shot out and lassoed Clio. The light spun faster and faster and faster until it became a vortex.

	Saul braced himself as pillows, a lamp and a flower arrangement went flying by.

	Slurppp! Adan and Clio were sucked inside. The tornado of energy vanished.

	I looked up at Saul. “Silly question, but why didn’t he just walk over to the north lawn?”

	“Adan has a lazy streak.”

	“No kidding. Are they coming to our dinner?”

	“Lord, I hope not.”

	



	

Chapter Eleven

	Casey was drop dead gorgeous in a strappy open-back emerald green frock. Me? I looked damn good in a blue mandarin style dress that matched my eyes perfectly. I hoped the slit up the sides would drive Saul nuts. I had styled my hair in an elegant French braid and if I say so myself, I looked smoking hot.

	Knock. Knock.

	Casey literally ran over to the door and threw it open. Saul and Hothar stood there decked out in black Coletti dress uniforms.

	“Yeow! You clean up nice, General.”

	Saul stepped inside and brushed his lips over mine. “And you are sexy, beautiful and mine. I’m looking forward to our walk along the beach.”

	“Me too.” Delicious prickles of anticipation danced over me as his muscular arm encircled my waist.

	“What could be better than romance under a full moon,” Casey sighed.

	Hothar snorted. “The moon allows the enemy a better field of vision.”

	Saul and I exchanged amused glances.

	“Let’s go eat,” Casey said, grabbing Hothar’s arm.

	Poof! We teleported into the resort’s dining room and my stomach sank. Clio was busily eating the plates, glasses, flowers and silverware. “No Clio.” I hurried over to the table and snatched a burning candle away from her. “No eat! Burn mouth.”

	“Me hungry,” she whined.

	You and me both. I gave her the chocolate bar I had stuffed in my embroidered evening purse. Clio’s lightning fast tentacles snatched my tube of lipstick, a breath mint and two condoms before I could stop her. “Give them back.” A game of tug-of-war ensued.

	Casey’s eyes widened. “Are those condoms?”

	“Yes.” I could feel myself blushing and tried to pry them loose from Clio’s grip. “Let go.”

	“Condoms?” Surprised flashed across Saul’s face, followed quickly by anticipation. He bellowed, “Adan! Come get the kid. Now!”

	Clio’s tentacles slipped through my fingers and she crammed everything in her mouth.

	Crap! There was no way I was sticking my hand down her gullet. Hopefully, Saul had brought his own condoms.

	“Dammit! Where’s Adan?” Saul demanded.

	Shouts and screams erupted from the kitchen area.

	“My first guess would be the kitchen,” Casey answered.

	“Stay put!” Saul teleported.

	The screaming got louder.

	Glass shattered.

	Thud. Thump. Crunch. Bam! Bang! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! A portion of the wall dissolved into zillions of red fireflies.

	The chef and his staff ran for their lives.

	I caught a brief glimpse of a moron in black armor hurling pots and pans at Adan. Yeah, like that was gonna work.

	I glared up at Hothar. “Well, what are you waiting for? Go help him.”

	“The General is a capable warrior. He does not want or need my help.”

	“Seriously?”

	Hothar shrugged. “He is enjoying himself and would be angry if I interfered.”

	“He’s right. My uncle does enjoy a good fight,” Casey confirmed.

	The building shuddered as something large crashed down.

	“If Adan eats Saul, he’s one dead alien.” I ran into the kitchen and skidded to a stop. The appliances had been demolished and half of the back wall was completely gone.

	Two guys wearing black storm trooper armor disappeared down Adan’s gaping jaws.

	Saul slugged it out with a Hispanic man dressed as a Mexican Federale.

	Another dude in the spiffy red Legionnaire’s armor did his stupid dance on the counter tops. “Ka nate whakatu. Tutu ngarahu. Waewae.”

	“Whatever.” I hit him with a stun grenade. He toppled to the floor. “I bet the guys will have a lot of questions for you to answer. Like who told you where we were? How you by-passed our security systems and why we didn’t sense you?”

	“Excellent questions,” a deep voice said from behind me. I jumped about a foot and spun around.

	Detja and Zarek were striking in their formal black Coletti dress uniforms. They watched Saul unleash a series of snap kicks into the fake Federale’s gut, knocking him on his ass.

	The fake cop went for his side arm.

	I hurled a stun grenade at him. A satisfied smile curved my mouth as the cop’s eyes rolled back in his head and he keeled over.

	Saul shot me the evil eye. “I had him.”

	“You did, but I wanted to share in the fun.” I gave Zarek a bright smile. “Everything is under control, sir.”

	“Except dinner,” Detja lamented.

	I surveyed the kitchen. It was a total loss. “You think the resort’s gonna kick us out?”

	“No, we own this resort,” Zarek responded.

	“Oh. How fortunate.”

	A head suddenly bulged out from Adan’s hide, its mouth frozen in an endless scream.

	I swallowed hard. That was the freakiest thing I had ever seen.

	Saul slid a comforting arm around my waist. “In battle, Adan can eat up to a hundred lifeforms at a time.”

	“Oh. Wow. How utterly terrifying. Are you sure he’s on our side?”

	“I am.”

	Detja examined the large amount of moving body parts protruding from Adan’s body. “How many attackers did you eat, father?”

	“Forty-three,” he answered. One of his tentacles slithered over the unconscious Legionnaire.

	“Do not eat him,” Zarek snapped.

	Adan quickly retracted the tentacle.

	A Chinese man in a white chef’s jacket stepped out of the walk-in freezer and raised his hands. “No shoot! No shoot! Me no malo hombre.”

	I cocked my head. “So, I guess those silver discs on your temples are for headaches and you use that gun to tenderize the meat?”

	The chef went for his weapon.

	Power roiled around the room as the Overlord seized control of his mind.

	Huh? The discs didn’t slow down Zarek a bit. Maybe he could teach me that trick.

	Zarek shifted through the chef’s memories not caring about the pain he caused or the damage he did.

	The chef moaned pitifully.

	A shudder shook me. Man, that was just brutal. It was also a reminder of why Zarek was the Overlord. His mental powers were off the chart. He was merciless in battle and anyone who got in his way, didn’t live long.

	Hothar appeared in the room. “I have located their shuttle, captured the pilot and downloaded all the ship’s data, my lord.”

	Hothar, the one-man army,” Casey snarked in my head.

	“Teleported without you, huh?”

	“Yes.”

	Zarek released the chef and he crumpled to the floor, deader than a doornail. “Excellent work. Return to the ship. We have a traitor to find and punish.”

	After a slight hesitation, Hothar teleported.

	“My lady, you will stay here and watch after Casey and Annie,” Zarek stated.

	I interjected politely, “Ah, that’s not really necessary, sir. We can take care of ourselves.”

	“This is not open to debate. You will do as I say. Am I clear?”

	The menace in Zarek’s voice had me saluting him. “Yes, sir.”

	“As you command, my lord.” Detja gave him a slight bow and stormed out of the kitchen.

	Someone wasn’t getting any nooky tonight.

	Shooting me a black glare, Zarek picked up the unconscious Legionnaire and poof! He was gone.

	“You need to control your thoughts around the Overlord,” Saul lectured.

	“If the Overlord stopped reading my mind, he wouldn’t be offended. Now would he?” One look at Saul’s face and I sighed. The General was back. No moonlight walk, and our vacation was looking pretty iffy too. “What can I do to help, sir?”

	“Nothing. Zarek has called a war council,” the General answered.

	“And let me guess. Females aren’t invited?”

	“No.”

	“That’s a stupid rule. Have you forgotten how often the Jones’ girls save the universe?”

	“Only Coletti warlords are allowed to attend a war council.”

	“My hoo-ha hasn’t stopped me from being a warrior. Why should it exclude me from a war council?”

	“It is what it is,” the General stated.

	I cocked an eyebrow. “That’s not only demeaning, but an incredibly stupid thing to say, General.

	With a low growl, Saul grabbed me and kissed me senseless. “Saul. My name is Saul. We will have that walk on the beach and you are my woman.”

	God, could that man kiss. I shook my head to clear it. If Saul thought he could pull that macho crap on me, he was sadly mistaken. “That’s still open to debate.”

	“No. It’s a done deal.” Saul tossed the fake Federale over his shoulder and teleported away.

	“Is not.” I stepped around the brain fluid leaking from the chef’s ears and walked back into the dining room.

	Detja cradled Clio in her arms. Asleep, and in human form, the baby shapeshifter was adorable.

	I slumped on a chair. “Is there something in the Coletti DNA that turns men into idiots?”

	Casey laughed. “I think it’s all that testosterone. It fries their little brains.”

	“Why did Zarek bar you from the war council Detja? I thought you and Kaylee were given warlord status?” Okay, I was being nosey.

	“We were, but the war council is limited to males only. It is a tradition I have been trying to change. I have made some progress,” Detja said.

	“It’s time us girls joined forces and shook things up a bit.”

	“I agree.” Detja’s smile was truly evil.

	The Overlord had to know pissing off Detja was never a good idea. From the stories I had heard, she was a formidable opponent.

	Casey sighed. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

	“The Cabo Cantina is a mile down the beach. It has great fajitas and I’m buying,” Detja said.

	Casey and I exchanged grins. “Sounds like a plan.”

	“Father,” Detja called sharply.

	It took Adan two tries to squeeze through the kitchen doors. Heads, hands, boots and fists shoved against his hide.

	Adan’s snacks were quite determined to escape. I shivered. Couldn’t say I blamed them.

	He rolled over to Detja. “Yes, Daughter?”

	“Take Clio back to Tanith.”

	“As you command.” He gently plucked Clio from her arms. “Be careful, Daughter. The traitors have not yet been captured.”

	Detja’s expression was that of a roused predator. “Excellent.”

	“Oh goodie. Dinner and entertainment,” Casey crowed.

	An incandescent orange light danced around Adan and Clio. The light spun faster and faster and faster until it became a vortex.

	I hung onto Casey who had a firm grip on a banister.

	The wind didn’t seem to bother Detja.

	To my amazement Clio never woke up.

	Slurppp! The shapeshifters were sucked inside. Twenty seconds later the tornado was gone.

	I did a little jig. “Party time.”

	“Cabo Cantina has a kickin’ band too and I’m in the mood to dance,” Casey said.

	“So am I.”

	“Follow me.” Detja opened the patio doors and walked outside.

	We obediently trotted after her.

	She tapped several icons on her warrior’s bracelet and a doorway opened in the energy shield.

	“I bet a zillion alarms are going off about now,” Casey chortled.

	Detja smiled blandly and wrapped an arm around us. “We do not need our males’ approval to enjoy ourselves. We do as we wish.”

	“You bet your ass we do. We are women. We are invincible. Hear us roar!” I let out a little yip of surprise when inky blackness enveloped us for a fleeting second. Poof! We were standing on the beach. “Awesome way to travel.”

	“It is,” Detja agreed and touched her bracelet. The doorway in the energy field closed.

	



	

Chapter Twelve

	The Cabo Cantina was an open-air tavern with a thatch roof and tiki torches. Instead of bar stools swings hung from the rafters. I wondered how many drunk customers had fallen out of them?

	A dozen patio tables and chairs were scattered about the beach. The clever owner used a food truck as his kitchen and instead of a stage, a Latin band played on top of a flatbed trailer. Several dancers did a smokin’ hot cha-cha on the sand. An enthusiastic crowd had gathered to watch them.

	“I’ll get us a table,” I said and walked over to an American dude who was face down on the beveled glass top. “Hey, buddy. Wanna free beer?”

	He lifted his head and blinked at me. “Free?”

	“Yep. See that girl in the green dress?” I pointed at Casey.

	“Yeah.”

	“She’s buying.”

	The American dude struggled to his feet, took one step and did a face-plant.

	“What a surprise. Drunk as a skunk.” I shook his shoulder. “Hey, you okay, buddy?”

	He pushed himself upright and began to retch like a sick puppy.

	“No. No. No. Don’t you dare puke.” I quickly levitated the drunk American up to the porta potty. “Do it in there. Not on the sand.”

	He stumbled inside and hurled all over the toilet.

	Ugh. Glad I wasn’t cleaning that up.

	“Isn’t spring break grand,” Casey quipped mentally.

	“Not so much.” An itchy sensation had me mentally surveying the area. No Rodan. No human hostiles. No irate Coletti warlords. Yet. Detja placed our order at the food truck, while Casey still stood in line to buy beer.

	Brushing the sand off the chairs, I sat down and stared out at the ocean. A marigold moon hung over the rolling waves, turning the water an iridescent gold. A perfect night for romance and here I was, alone again.

	“I’m not staring at your boobs, I’m staring at your heart,” An inebriated male voice said.

	Someone up there had a nasty sense of humor. “Go away. You’re sloshed and I’m not interested.” I kept my gaze on the ocean.

	“I’m not drunk. I’m just intoxicated by you,” the Casanova wannabe stated.

	I turned my head and examined the horny teenager. Was he an aspiring gangster or ladies’ man? The slew of gold chains hanging down the front of his sleeveless white t-shirt were an invitation to be robbed. Junior’s baggy jeans displayed his not so sexy plaid underwear. I grinned at his hilarious bow-legged stride. It was the only way he could keep his pants up. Why was he emulating a style that went out of vogue over ten years ago? Did Casanova think girls would swoon at the sight of his ugly boxer shorts?

	Casanova flexed his puny biceps and preened. “Like what you see?”

	“Not really. I’m old enough to be your mother. Vamoose.”

	Junior gave me his best seductive smile. “Aside from being smoking hot, what do you do for a living?”

	“I’m the Grim Reaper. Are you looking to die?”

	“From an orgasm? Oh yeah.” The fool leaned down to kiss me.

	With an aggravated sigh, I levitated Casanova twenty feet into the air.

	His eyes bugged out and he screamed like a girl. “What are you? What are you?”

	“Remember? The Grim Reaper. I did ask you if you wanted to die. Well, do ya?” I floated him out over the ocean. “Have you ever swum with the sharks?”

	“Put me down! Put me down, you crazy bitch.”

	“Ok.” I dropped him.

	Splash! The Casanova sank beneath the waves. Crap! There was no way I was doing mouth-to-mouth on that little creep. To my relief he bobbed to the surface and swam toward me.

	Casey put three beer bottles on the table. “Not too bright, is he?”

	“Nope.” I picked up a bottle and took a long swallow.

	“You fucking bitch, I’m going to have you arrested,” Casanova yelled as he stumbled out of the water. “Do you know who my father is?”

	I pointed at my face. “Does it look like I give a shit? If I were you, I’d go back to your hotel and sleep it off, before I do something you’re gonna regret.”

	Casanova snarled, “Are you threatening me?”

	“Nah. I’m just offering you some sound advice.”

	Detja placed two fajitas platters on the table and looked Casanova dead in the eye. “Go back to your hotel.”

	He blinked rapidly, turned on his heel and left.

	“Thanks,” I said.

	Detja smiled. “My pleasure. Liquor and hormones never mix.”

	“Trouble’s heading our way,” Casey warned.

	I groaned when I spotted Zarek’s grim-faced security detail storming down the beach. “You’ve already kicked their asses once today. What makes them think this time will be any different?”

	“Testosterone,” Casey answered.

	Detja scowled and held out her hands. “I will not allow them to disrupt our girl’s night out. Shall we depart to another restaurant?”

	“You betcha,” I said and took her left hand.

	Casey grabbed her right hand. “Damn right. We deserve to have a little fun.”

	A black void engulfed us and presto. We were standing on a graffiti covered sidewalk. In the dim pewter light, the shabby garishly lit businesses stood out brightly. Boisterous shouts, Latin music, and wild, unrestrained laughter spilled out into the street to combine with the rasping voices of the street vendors.

	The sensory assault of diesel fuel, cigarette smoke and freshly baked bread simmered in the warm night air.

	Casey eyed several scantily clad women beckoning to the passing motorists. “Isn’t this the red-light district?”

	“It is,” Detja confirmed.

	I gave the stink eye to a man making obscene humping gestures. “And we’re here why?”

	“Rosita’s.” She pointed to a tiny café with a tin roof and a crude window cut into the crumbling adobe wall. A faded picture of the Virgin of Guadalupe hung next to a weather-beaten sign proclaiming Rosita’s Cafe. Four battered picnic tables were crammed onto the narrow patio. “Her green corn tamales are the best in the city.”

	Casey looked around worriedly. “Won’t Zarek’s security detail follow us?”

	“I have engaged my cloaking device. They are now unable to track us.”

	Casey’s eyes lit up. “You have one of the miniature cloaking devices? I’ve been wanting one like forever.”

	“Where can I buy one?” Hoo boy. The things I could do with a cloaking device.

	Detja gestured at her warrior’s bracelet. “This is a prototype. Only Zarek, Voss and I have one.”

	Rats. My stomach growled loudly.

	Detja laughed. “Food first, then dancing or we can see a show?”

	“Villa Pueblo resort has the Baile Folkloric. I got us tickets for our night out on the town, but that kinda went south,” Casey grumbled.

	I made a sound of disgust. “Along with our vacation and romance under the stars. But, hey, their loss. You’ll love the Baile Folkloric Detja. It’s a traditional Mexican folk dance.”

	“Dinner, then the Baile Folkloric show,” Detja agreed.

	We trooped over to the order window. An elderly Hispanic woman smiled at us. “Bueno noche.”

	“Bueno noche Rosita. Tres Verde chili maize tamales cenas, por favor,” Detja said.

	“Does she have beer too?” My throat was drier than the Sahara.

	Detja nodded and held up three fingers. “Cervezas, por favor.”

	“Si. Twenty pesos, senora.”

	Holding out her arm, Detja allowed Rosita to scan her bracelet.

	“Gracias, senora.”

	The minute we sat down at a faded red picnic table a skinny street vendor hurried over to us. “Buy necklace, senoritas? Give you muy bueno price.”

	One look from Detja sent him scurrying back to his stall.

	“Uh. I’ve heard so many stories about you and Zarek. Could I talk you into answering some questions?” I made a face. “Or is my curiosity crass and insensitive?”

	Casey added quickly, “I’ve always wanted to know how you met too.”

	A reminiscent smile played over Detja’s lips. “It is quite a tale. I was once a master thief known as The Ghost. With my unique psychic talents and the devices my father purchased for me, I could steal anything, from anyone. I used computer generated illusions to deflect attention away from the theft and when things went badly, like they sometimes do; my acting ability helped me blend into any situation or culture. I was the best of the best.”

	“Were you ever arrested?” Casey asked eagerly.

	“The enforcers never came close to catching The Ghost and that made me a bit reckless.” Detja cocked her head. “No, foolish would be a better word. I was elated when I discovered Zarek, the most feared warlord in the galaxy, had seized a Ditrim crystal the size of my fist. At last, I had a worthy foe. It would be the greatest challenge of my career to take the crystal from him.”

	Whoa! She had wanted to go mano y mano with the Overlord? “I’m surprised Adan didn’t try to talk you out of stealing it.”

	“It was worth a hundred million credits. Father wanted it as much as I did.”

	“I bet Zarek never thought anyone would have the balls to steal from him,” Casey crowed.

	A gleeful smile curved Detja’s mouth. “My illusions worked perfectly, and I simply walked by his warriors. Bypassing his security systems was almost too easy, but his safe was a different matter. It took me longer than I had anticipated to breach it.”

	“Oh, my God!” Casey gasped. “Zarek caught you in the act?”

	“Almost. Zarek appeared as I was leaving on my air-bike. The crystal radiates a tremendous amount of energy and he sensed it. I’ll never forget the expression on his face when I gave him the one-finger salute. Primal rage with a touch of hot lust and amusement.”

	I shook my head in disbelief. And I thought I was crazy. “Hoo boy. I’m surprised he didn’t shoot you.”

	“It was an incredibly stupid stunt that roused the predator in Zarek. Once a Coletti warlord catches your scent, he never stops hunting you.”

	“But you got away. Right?” Casey interjected.

	Detja released a gurgle of laughter. “My capers were always carefully planned out. To ensure Zarek didn’t follow me, I set off explosive devices and damaged his warbird’s warp drive.”

	My eyebrows shot up in amazement. “How are you still breathing?”

	“At the time, I thought it was hilarious and that the big, bad warlord would never find me.”

	“But he did find you,” Casey stated.

	“Once he had his ship repaired, he pursued me. It took him six months to track me to the Sharqi Pleasure Palace.”

	I gaped at her. “You were working in a pleasure palace?”

	“It is not what you think. I took a job as a dancer to steal back a medallion a vile male had stolen from a dear friend.”

	Casey chuckled. “Out of all the pleasure palaces in the galaxy, he had to walk into yours.”

	“Exactly. You could say I was a bit horrified. In a crazy attempt to avoid capture, I danced over to a table of drunken Askole warriors and gave the biggest, deadliest looking one an erotic psychic push.”

	“You didn’t? Askole warriors are already horny as hell,” I declared in awe of Detja’s chutzpah.

	“I did. I crawled onto the warrior’s lap and reluctantly began licking his black armored plated skin.”

	Casey grimaced. “Ewww. Gross.”

	“Exactly. He tasted like dead things. I thought I was never, ever going to get the taste out of my mouth. Ugh,” Detja said with a shudder.

	Could I be that gutsy? Not a chance. “Bet Zarek didn’t like that.”

	“It made him even angrier. It was not like I had a death wish, nor was I suicidal. It was a move of sheer desperation. If Zarek wanted me, he was going to have to fight the Askole for me. I hoped during the ensuing carnage, I would be able to escape.”

	“Great plan,” Casey commented. “Did it work?”

	“Very well. Zarek demanded Sariel release me immediately. That I was his female.”

	“Wait!” I held up my hand. “Sariel? The Askole High Commander was the dude you were licking on?”

	“He was.”

	Casey hopped up and down on the bench. “Oh, my God. This is the best story ever.”

	“It sure is. Please continue.”

	“Sariel’s answer was, ‘Think you can take her from me?’ and the battle was on. It was pure pandemonium. Everyone ran screaming for the exits. Chairs, tables and bodies flew in every direction,” Detja said.

	I laughed. “God, I would have loved to have seen that.”

	“Me too,” Casey agreed.”

	I noticed a flash of sadness in Detja’s eyes and asked, “How did Zarek finally catch you?”

	“Father sold me to him,” Detja answered.

	My jaw dropped. “What! Why?”

	“Every thousand years, Father must return to his home world to regenerate. If he does not, he will become a killing machine unlike anything this galaxy has ever seen.”

	I frowned. “That’s downright terrifying, but why was it necessary to sell you to Zarek?”

	“Father had to sever our mental bond until his regeneration was complete. He didn’t think my mind would survive the process.”

	“But if you were psychically linked to Zarek, Adan thought you would be okay?”

	“Yes, that’s when I discovered Father had sold me for one credit,” Detja’s voice held a thread of anger.

	A look of outraged shock on her face, Casey demanded, “How could he sell you for a credit?”

	“According to Zarek, Father felt he was being penalized enough by taking on a bad-tempered mate with homicidal tendencies.” Detja rubbed her chest. “His betrayal broke something inside me.”

	Tears filled my eyes. “I know exactly how you feel.” I hugged Detja. “Casey and I have your back and no matter what comes, we are here for you.”

	“Right on. Hell, or high water, or bossy warlords.”

	Detja gave us a mental hug. “You are sisters of my heart.”

	Two young waitresses placed our food and drinks on the table.

	I smiled as a third waitress plonked down some chips and salsa. “Gracias.”

	“De nada,” she responded.

	I grabbed my beer and held it up. “To friendship.”

	“To friendship,” Detja and Casey repeated, holding up their bottles.

	“The tamales smell great.” I dug in.

	Casey took a bite and groaned. “Oh, my God. They’re awesome.”

	“There is nothing better than good food and good friends,” Detja said.

	Silence fell as we ate. When our plates had been pretty much licked clean, I turned to Detja. “I’ve gotta know. How did you escape Zarek again?”

	Detja touched a silver ring on her right hand. “It was easy. I simply jabbed him in the neck with my tranquilizer ring.”

	“Smart and sneaky. I love it!” Casey hooted.

	I grabbed some chips. “You know and I know, that wouldn’t stop Zarek for long.”

	“There was not a doubt in my mind that Zarek would pursue me to the very gates of hell. So, I locked him in a crate and shipped him to an Alliance penal colony,” Detja said with a spark of devilry in her amber eyes.

	I blinked in disbelief. “Really?”

	“Really,” Detja assured me.

	“A very creative solution for getting rid of a persistent warlord.” Casey double dipped her chip in the salsa.

	“I thought it was too.” Detja wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Until he freed all the Coletti warriors imprisoned on the penal colony and sent Voss after me.”

	“Definitely a bummer,” Casey agreed, double dipping again.

	Before I could yell at her, my mind began to itch. “Incoming.”

	Detja’s gaze locked on twelve Legionnaires walking toward us. “Dessert will have to wait. Our entertainment has arrived.”

	“If we’re cloaked, how did they find us?” A big-ass knife magically appeared in Casey’s hand.

	“An excellent question.” Detja tapped on her warrior’s bracelet. “My cloaking device has been disabled.”

	I drew my dagger. “Who could pull that off?”

	“Our traitor would need a high-security clearance pass to get into Zarek’s war room and deactivate my device,” Detja answered thoughtfully.

	“You know, I bet those poor dears could use a stiff drink or two.” I pointed at the graffiti covered bar across the street. “Don’t you agree? I mean working for Lilkee has to be a real downer.”

	Casey laughed. “You evil woman, did you know that Tepito belongs to the Mexican mafia?”

	“With all that graffiti, I figured it was gang-owned. Plus, if they wanna a fight, let’s give them one.” I examined my nails. “Don’t know about you, but I don’t want to muck-up my manicure.”

	Casey admired her brightly painted fingernails. “Me either.”

	“Flan or fried ice cream for dessert?” Detja inquired as the Legionnaires suddenly turned as one and marched up to Tepito.

	Damn, I bet her mind control powers equaled Zarek’s. “Fried ice cream.”

	“Fried ice cream with chocolate sauce,” Casey said.

	Detja walked over to the order window.

	The Legionnaires broke into their acrobatic sword dance and shouted, “Ka nate whakatu. Tutu ngarahu. Ka nate whakatu. Tutu ngarahu. Waewae tama-nur-ra.”

	The prostitutes watched in open-mouth astonishment.

	Horns honked and a man yelled, “Vamonos! Hijo de puta! Vamonos!”

	A heavily-armed thug came out of the bar, watched them for a minute before going back inside.

	“Ka nate whakatu. Tutu ngarahu. Waewae,” the Legionnaires yelled, stomping their feet to some silent beat. They stopped abruptly and charged into Tepito.

	Gunfire erupted inside the bar.

	“How bullet proof is their armor?”

	“So-so. It’ll protect them for a minute or two,” Casey answered.

	A blood covered Legionnaire staggered out the door and fell face down on the sidewalk.

	“And another one bites the dust,” Casey sang.

	I shook my head in disbelief. “Why aren’t they using their laser pistols?”

	“Cause that’s against the rules.”

	“Stupid rules,” I responded.

	Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! The front wall dissolved into zillions of red fireflies, revealing the interior of the bar. Shattered furniture and bodies littered the floor. The surviving Legionnaires and gang members battled it out.

	“Someone had a lick of common sense,” I quipped.

	“Nah. Lilkee only hires dumb, ball-less henchmen. My guess is he fired out of sheer panic.”

	The freaked-out Legionnaire began firing again. Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! The side wall vanished in a spectacular fountain of embers. The roof creaked ominously, and pieces of plaster rained down on the combatants.

	I let out a low whistle. “If I was them, I’d run for it.”

	“Never gonna happen. Once they engage the enemy they can’t retreat.”

	Snap! Crack! Pop! The roof crashed down. Churning dust and debris rolled across the roadway.

	I coughed and waved a hand in front of my face. “Whoa!”

	“I’ll say.” Casey sneezed violently.

	A Legionnaire stumbled out of the cloud of smoky debris. His furious gaze settled on us.

	Casey and I waved all friendly-like.

	Roaring in fury, he charged toward us and was hit by a semi-truck.

	I winced. “That’s gotta hurt.”

	The driver bailed out of the truck, took one look at the squashed Legionnaire and took off down the street.

	“Must have an arrest warrant,” I commented.

	Casey munched on a chip. “Or no insurance.”

	Sirens sounded in the distance.

	A street light in front of the bar flickered. Pop! Pop! Snap! Whips of electricity crackled wildly around the pole, spitting sparks in every direction.

	“That can’t be good,” Casey commented.

	Snap! Crack! Boom! The street plunged into darkness. The music died and people poured out onto the sidewalks.

	Detja put a tray loaded with our fried ice cream on the table. “Eat fast. They are coming.”

	“Who?”

	“Our males,” Detja replied.

	“Oh.” I made a rude noise. “Them. I thought they had to save the universe.”

	“They have delegated the investigation to Voss.” Detja spooned some ice cream into her mouth.

	I stabbed my fried ice cream. “Why didn’t they do that earlier?”

	“Testosterone,” Casey answered.

	A fire truck and three police cars squealed to a stop in front of the demolished bar. Six firemen jumped off the truck. The red and blue emergency lights strobed over the darkened businesses, giving us fleeting glimpses of their frantic search for survivors in the wreckage.

	Zarek, Hothar and Saul appeared on the sidewalk in full battle armor. They surveyed the carnage and turned to glare at us.

	I ate my ice cream and ignored them.

	“Wasn’t us.” Casey pointed to the flattened Legionnaire. “They did it.”

	“With a little help from Detja,” I muttered under my breath.

	Hothar scanned the bar with his warrior’s bracelet. “Casey is correct. There are ten dead Legionnaires under the debris.”

	“Told ya so.” Casey sucked the last of the chocolate off her spoon.

	Detja locked eyes with Zarek and cocked an eyebrow. “Did you need something, my lord?”

	“I need my mate to stay where I put her.” Zarek shot back.

	Detja smiled prettily. “Your exact words were to watch over Casey and Annie. I have. They are uninjured and we are simply sharing a meal.”

	“A meal?” Zarek pointed at what remained of the bar. “And that?”

	“Legionnaires get thirsty too. They just picked the wrong bar,” I supplied helpfully.

	Casey chimed in with, “Now we have you big, strong, he-men to protect us from those nasty villains.”

	Hothar rolled his eyes.

	The General wasn’t amused. He examined me from head-to-toe. “And you had nothing to do with that?”

	“Me? Nah.” I gestured at my dress. “Does it look like I’ve been fighting?”

	“All three of you are powerful psychics. You don’t need to get physical to defeat your enemies.”

	I fluttered my eyelashes and simpered, “You say the sweetest things, darlin’. Did you find your traitor?”

	“No, but we will,” Saul said.

	“Saving the universe is so time consuming.” I stood up. “The Folkloric Baile starts in thirty minutes, girls, and we don’t want to be late.”

	“You’re not going anywhere alone.” Saul grabbed my arm.

	“I’m not alone.” I looked down at his hand. “Let go of me.”

	Saul’s grip tightened. “Never.”

	“You made it quite clear that the male only war council was more important than us,” I snapped. “So, go, do your thing. We don’t need you.”

	“But I need you,” Saul retorted.

	“I find that hard to believe.”

	“Me too,” Casey said, giving Hothar the evil eye.

	Detja glared at the Overlord. “Do not let us keep you from your duties, my lord.”

	To my utter surprise, Zarek scooped Detja up and kissed her passionately. One busy hand felt her up.

	“Good God get a room,” Casey murmured.

	Zarek broke the kiss and whispered something in Detja’s ear. She smiled. A smile that hinted at a lot of hot monkey sex. Poof! They were gone.

	“Yowzers! That’s something you don’t see every day,” I said, slightly freaked out.

	“Who knew he had it in him?” Casey blew out a long breath. “Damn. How are we going to get to the show?”

	Hothar held out his hand. “I will take you.”

	“Dressed like that, you’re going to scare the crap out of everyone,” Casey responded.

	Hothar touched his warrior’s bracelet and he was suddenly wearing a white tee-shirt and jeans.

	“Is that an illusion?” I reached out carefully and touched Hothar. I could feel his battle armor. “Great special effects.”

	“It’s one of Detja’s devices.” Casey took Hothar’s hand and they vanished.

	Well, that was rude. “I guess I’m stuck with you.”

	Saul caressed the side of my face. “I promised you a moonlight walk along the beach and I never break my promises.”

	“Never?”

	“Never.”

	



	

Chapter Thirteen

	An inky blackness flashed around me and we were suddenly standing in paradise. Above us the night sky was studded with a million stars. The moon cast a mystical glow over a striking arch of limestone rock and the soothing whoosh of the waves dropped my blood pressure by a good ten points. To make it even more perfect, a light breeze cooled the warm night air.

	I stared at the stark white rock formation. “Is that Land’s End?”

	“It is.” Saul offered me his hand.

	I took it. As we casually strolled down the shoreline, I looked around. “What happened to all the tourists?”

	“I chased them off with a subliminal suggestion.”

	“Let me guess. There be dragons here?”

	Saul laughed. “No, sand fleas.”

	“And I’ll bet you had them itching like crazy.”

	“I did.”

	Haunting melodic notes filled the night air.

	I swallowed hard and bit back tears at the aching loneliness in the unworldly song. “Oh, my God. What is that?”

	“It’s a whale searching for his mate.” Saul turned to face me. “As I have searched for you.”

	“I’m not…”

	Saul place a finger against my lips. “You’re the other half of my soul.”

	“Am I?”

	“Yes, you complete me.” Saul kissed me like a starving man. I opened to him and his tongue stroked mine in a warm, slick slide. The taste of him was addicting.

	“Feel me. Feel my need. Discover the truth about us,” Saul’s voice murmured in my head.

	Ghostly hands explored my body until pure, undiluted desire roared through me. I wanted Saul now. I felt a rush of dampness between my legs.

	Saul’s mind caressed mine. “Your panties are wet, darlin’ and you know you want me as much as I want you. Let me show you how good I can make you feel. Let me complete our bond.”

	Anger shattered my bliss. ‘Let me show you how good I can make you feel’, was Hell’s pick-up line. “Damn good tactical campaign, General, but I don’t have easy pickings stamped on my forehead,” I snapped and pushed against his chest.

	His mouth lifted wryly. “Would some wine and chocolate help?”

	“It might.” I knew I was being contrary, but I wanted to get to know Saul better before I took that final step. I had been conned once, and it wasn’t happening again. A point in his favor, he hadn’t gotten angry or forced the issue.

	Saul raised my hand and kissed my knuckles, one at a time. “I’m a patient man, darlin’. Ask me whatever you want. There won’t be any secrets between us. I’ll never betray or abandon you. I’m nothing like Hell Smith.”

	I touched my chest. “I know that here, but my mind wants a little more proof.”

	“Then proof you shall have.” Saul guided me down the sand to a white canopy beach tent with an awesome view of the bay. Dozens of flickering candles lined a rose petals strewn pathway. The interior held two lounge chairs, a small table with a bottle of wine, two glasses and a dish filled with gourmet chocolate.

	Color me impressed. Who knew the badass General had a romantic streak?

	Saul plucked a rose off the left chair and held it out to me. “For my lady.”

	“I’ve been wooed by prince charming and everything he said and did was an illusion.” I took the rose and placed it on the table. “I appreciate the gesture, but it’s not necessary. I want to know the real you.”

	Saul’s smile held a hint of menace. “Be careful what you wish for.”

	“Right back at ya. Once upon a time, I was a nice person and I believed in happily ever after. I don’t any more. Hell Smith and the war changed me. Now, I’m a warrior and there’s not much nice left in me. I get off on killing monsters. Can you deal with that?”

	Saul threw back his head and roared with laughter.

	“You find that amusing?”

	“I feel the same way. Killing makes me horny.” A mental image of Saul stroking himself formed in my mind. “Very horny.”

	My jaw literally dropped. “Holy crap! What is that?”

	Saul shifted uneasily and cupped himself. “A penis.”

	“That’s not like any penis I’ve ever seen.” A nervous giggle escaped me. “Yours has tentacles! Friggin’ octopus tentacles.”

	“All Coletti cocks have them.” The image vanished from my head.

	“Holy Mother of God! No wonder women run from you and how do you fit a condom over those?”

	“You’re a real riot.” Saul ran a nervous hand over his hair. “Casey never said anything?”

	“Get real. Like she would talk about your man parts?”

	“There are educational vids available too,” Saul exclaimed.

	“I bet those vids are only for captured women to watch before they’re given away.” I planted my hands on my hips. “No secrets, huh?”

	Saul cleared his throat. “I’m a Coletti hybrid. The conversion changes things around.”

	“No shit, Jose.” I grabbed the wine bottle and started chugging.

	Saul took the bottle away from me. “Is it a deal breaker?”

	“I don’t know. Strip. I wanna see it for myself.”

	“Should have brought some whiskey,” Saul muttered and drained the bottle of wine. “You’re sure you want to do this now?”

	“I am. If I’m the other half of your soul, I need to know what I’m getting into.”

	Stuffing a bunch of chocolate in his mouth, Saul removed his weapons and tapped on his warrior’s bracelet. His battle suit shrunk down to a thin metal belt.

	I bit my lip to keep from laughing. He was wearing red plaid boxer shorts and socks.

	“They’re made from the tartan plaid of my Scottish Highlander’s clan,” Saul explained.

	“Take them off.”

	“You’re one pushy woman,” Saul complained as he removed his socks and boxers. He stood at a military parade rest position for my inspection.

	Yeow! His muscular chest was lightly furred, and his six-pack abs rivaled a man half his age. My gaze froze on his abdomen. Huh? No pubic hair. No penis. No sign of his balls. There was only a slit on his abdomen. “Okay, where are you hiding the little guy?”

	“Little guy?”

	The outrage in Saul’s voice, made me want to laugh. “You know, your snake thingy?”

	“Snake thingy?” The slit in his abdomen opened and out it slid. The frill of tentacles on the tip of his penis waved merrily. It was almost as if they were glad to see me. “Those are definitely tentacles.”

	“Think of them as sex toys.” Saul countered.

	“Sex toys, huh?”

	“Very handy sex toys. Come a little closer and I’ll give you a demonstration.”

	“Nope. Think I’ll pass.” I took a step back.

	“Afraid of having mind-blowing sex?”

	“Nah. More like weirded out. Did it hurt when your man parts transformed into that?”

	Saul threw up his hands. “Yes, it hurt, but in the end I’m stronger, faster and harder to kill.”

	“That kinda explains the whole man-whore thing. You must have had to practice a lot to get it right.”

	Anger flashed in Saul’s eyes. “Who told you that?”

	Shit. The last thing I wanted to do was get Casey in trouble. I shrugged. “Does it matter?”

	“No. It doesn’t. I like sex and my “new” parts increase a woman’s pleasure. Why are you acting like a frightened virgin? What did that pissant do to you?”

	I winced. “Toward the end of our relationship, intercourse with Hell was downright awful and after he gave me gonorrhea, I avoided sex like the plague.”

	Saul rubbed the back of his neck. “Touch them and if they still freak you out, you’re free to go.”

	“What’s the catch?”

	“There isn’t any.”

	“What happen to the whole soul mate thing?”

	“I will never force a woman into my bed. Nor do I want a woman that finds my, ah, equipment revolting.”

	I didn’t like the note of sadness in Saul’s voice. If I could go toe-to-toe with the Rodan, I could touch his damn tentacles. Taking a deep breath, I stepped up to Saul and ran a finger over the wiggly little guys. They were soft and kinda velvety. “I no longer have any STD’s.”

	“The Overlord provided me with your medical scans,” Saul said sharply.

	Before I could take offense with that, his dick flexed, and a tentacle slid sinuously against my hand. Up. Down. Up. Down. Heat coiled in my belly. It was like the tentacles were stroking my clit. I sucked in a shuddering breath. The sensation was unbelievably hot.

	“Like that?”

	The tentacles vibrated and pulsed, sending a vortex of dizzying bliss all the way to my toes. “God almighty. Whooee! Your little guys can rock my world any time.”

	“Good.” Saul’s mouth molded mine. There was no gentleness in his kiss, just a burning hunger. His naughty, naughty fingers stroked my body until all rational thought vanished and all that was left was desire.

	The tentacles pulsated faster and faster. My inner muscles clenched, throbbed and ached for Saul’s possession. A gasp broke from me when I felt the wind on my bare skin. What had happened to my clothes?

	Saul picked me up and carried me out to the water’s edge. He gently laid me down on the wet sand. “You’ve always fantasized about making love on the beach and I’m going to fulfill that fantasy.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“Casey.”

	“Casey’s a blabbermouth,” I growled.

	“I bribed her with Cerreta’s gourmet French mint chocolate.” His lips burned a path down on my neck and fastened on my right nipple, sucking it to a stiff aching point.

	I arched my back to give Saul better access. He had a very talented tongue. A moan broke from me as the tentacles circled my clit. Around and around those little suckers went until raw want flooded my veins. My hips and legs moved restlessly. “Need. I need you inside me.”

	“Are you sure?”

	Any doubts or inhibitions went out the window. “Yes. I. Need. You. To. Fuck. Me. Now!”

	“As you command my lady.” Saul licked his way down my body, spreading my legs, he nipped at my nubbin; hitting sensitive nerves and creating an exquisite torment almost too much to bear. “Holy Mary Mother of God! You trying to kill me?”

	“I’m gonna eat your pussy until you scream my name.” Pressing his tongue deep into my hoo-ha, Saul dragged it upward over my swollen clit; again, and again and again. His little sex toys got into the game and a vortex of erotic delight exploded inside me. “God Saul. Oh God, Saul. All that practice really paid off.”

	A hoarse laugh broke from Saul. “Being a man-whore does have its advantages.”

	“I’ll say.” I stroked his face. “What’s next?”

	“Next, I’m gonna slide my snake thingy deep inside you and fuck your brains out.” Saul’s hands wandered over me greedily.

	I wrapped my legs around his back and pulled him closer. “Are you a tease?”

	Saul grinned. With one flex of his hips, he thrust inside me. I gasped as the delicious slide of his flesh sent pleasure sizzling through me. Digging my nails into his very fine ass, I ground against him and commanded. “More.” His body moved against mine, hot, aggressive and perfect. I met Saul kiss for kiss, touch for touch.

	A feral expression of raw masculine need on his face, Saul hammered into me, faster and faster. The vibrating tentacles electrified every nerve ending in my body. “Mine. You are mine. Say it,” Saul commanded as his fangs sank into my right breast.

	“Yours.” A firestorm of sheer ecstasy swept through me as he took my blood. Our minds merged and I felt the mating bond snap in as a brain-jelling climax hit.

	Saul’s torso shook with his release. “Forever mine.”

	I floated in a sea of oh-so-good for a moment. “You do know this means you’re stuck with me until the end of time.”

	“I can live with that.” Saul claimed my lips in a scorching kiss. “How do you feel about a church wedding?”

	To say I was shocked would be an understatement. I couldn’t imagine life without him in it, but marriage? “Why do you want to get married? I thought Coletti warriors just slapped the ownership band on their womenfolk and considered it a done deal?”

	“I’m an old-fashioned kinda guy. I want there to be no doubt in your mind of my commitment to you. I will stand by your side no matter what comes.”

	Tears filled my eyes. “Aw. I think I just fell in love with you.”

	“You think?” Saul cupped the back of my head and the instant his mouth claimed mine, a large wave crashed over us, sending us tumbling up the beach.

	Laughing, I sat up and pushed the wet hair off my face. “I accept your marriage proposal.”

	“Good.” Saul wrapped his arms around me as another wave hit us. “I think it’s time for a tactical retreat.”

	“I agree. Doing it in a bed is so much nicer and I’ve got sand in places it shouldn’t be.”

	“Me too.” Saul scooped me up. “Let’s get dressed and go back to the resort. How do you feel about shower sex?”

	I looped my arms around his neck and nibbled on his lower lip. “Are you going to clean all my naughty spots?” Poof! We were back in the tent.

	“Yes. I am. Repeatedly.” Saul dropped me on my feet. “Get dressed.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“I need to talk with you General. Come to the security room immediately,” Zarek’s cold mental voice instructed.

	“Yes, my lord,” Saul replied and with one tap on his bracelet, his black body armor covered him.

	There went our shower sex, and this was turning into the vacation from hell. What else could go wrong?

	



	

Chapter Fourteen

	Saul teleported us back to the resort. “Hopefully, this won’t take too long.” He pressed his key pass into my hand, kissed my forehead and poof! He was gone.

	With a sigh, I opened the door and stiffened. Someone was moaning! Was that a scream? I pulled my dagger and crept down the hallway. I paused by the bedroom and listened. The slap of flesh on flesh had me throwing open the door.

	To my utter horror, Hothar and Casey were having sex in our bed. Very energetic sex. “Casey Jones get your butt out of that bed! Your uncle is going to be so disappointed.”

	“Do you have a death wish female?” A deep, menacing voice snarled in my head.

	“Don’t you dare take that attitude with me, young man! The General trusted you to keep your word. Get. Off. Casey. Now!” I hit the light switch and gasped as a very large, very angry warrior rose to his feet. “You’re not Hothar.” I peeked around his very naked body. “And you’re not Casey.”

	Holding the sheet against her chest, the woman gaped at me for a moment, then grinned. “You have to be Annie. I’m Kaylee and the big guy here is Talree.”

	Oh, hell. I’d just walked in on Casey’s cousin and her bad-tempered mate getting it on. “I’m so very sorry. I’ll just go now. No worries, I didn’t see his ginormous snake thingy,” I babbled as I backed into the hallway.

	Talree cocked an eyebrow. “Ginormous snake thingy?”

	Kaylee burst into hysterical giggles.

	“Gotta go.” Closing the door, I bolted from the casita and ran into Saul. Literally.

	He grabbed me before I could fall. “What’s got your panties in a knot?”

	“Uh. Well. I just, uh, met Talree and Kaylee. He’s a really big dude. In more ways than one.” I gave Saul a bright smile. “Let’s go check out that skinny dipping pool Casey was talking about. Our bed is kinda occupied.”

	“Occupied?”

	“Yep.” I tugged on his arm. “I think the pool is that way.”

	Saul’s gaze locked on something behind me.

	“This is the female you claimed?” A deep, growly voice inquired.

	“Yes, she’s mine.”

	I glanced over my shoulder and sighed in relief. Talree had a towel wrapped around his private parts and I seriously wanted to smack that smirk off his face. “In my defense, it was dark, and I thought you were Hothar and Casey. And, what the heck were you doing in our bed anyway?”

	Saul’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “She walked in on you?”

	“She did,” Talree grumbled.

	“My apologies. I don’t have her properly trained yet.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “Har. Har. Not funny.”

	Kaylee walked into the living room wearing a resort robe. “Quit teasing her. Your ginormous snake thingy gave her quite a scare.”

	I closed my eyes and groaned.

	“Ginormous?” Saul repeated.

	“Don’t ask,” I snapped.

	A giggle escaped Kaylee. “The expression on your face was priceless and it’s not often someone surprises Talree.”

	“We haven’t been properly introduced.” I held out my hand. “Hi. I’m Annie Russell and I have a bad case of foot-in-mouth disease.”

	Kaylee pulled me into a hug. “Welcome to the family. You’re gonna fit right in.”

	“Is that a polite way of saying I’m nuts?”

	“Everyone in our family is Annie.”

	I thought about all the trouble Casey got herself into and laughed. “True.”

	“Call me curious, but how long did it take my uncle to catch you?”

	“About a week.”

	“One day,” Saul interjected.

	I rolled my eyes. “I’ll admit Saul is a persistent bugger.”

	“Warlords tend to be tenacious,” Kaylee agreed.

	“Rumor has it, Talree trapped you the minute you linked minds with him.”

	“It’s not a rumor. Silly me, I thought he needed help. The next thing I knew, he was dug in tighter than a tick on a hunting dog. It was like having a rabid pit bull stuck in my head.”

	I noticed the glint of mischief in Kaylee’s eyes and decided to play along. “Let me guess. He growled whenever a man got too close to you?”

	Kaylee nodded sadly. “He did. It didn’t matter if it was the janitor or the mailman or some guy that just smiled at me.”

	“Must have made dating difficult,” I commiserated.

	“You have no idea. My first date in six months lasted all of ten minutes, before Talree sent poor Joe running from the bar screaming about monsters.”

	I patted Kaylee on the back. “Got all dolled up and for what?”

	“Exactly. No nooky. Not even a kiss.”

	Talree growled.

	Kaylee threw up her hands. “See what I mean?”

	“I do.” I leaned closer and whispered loudly, “Are his rabies vaccinations up-to-date?”

	“Enough Annie,” Saul admonished.

	I ignored him. “I’ve got your dating woes beat. I walked in on my former husband humping a geriatric granny.” I sent everyone my memories of Martha’s dimpled white butt as it bounced up and down. “To make matters worse, she kept screaming, ‘goodness gracious, great balls of fire’. I mean, who does that?”

	Kaylee burst into laughter. “Sorry, but that’s just…”

	“Awful,” I interjected.

	“Funny, and awful.”

	Saul embraced me. “I’m sorry you had to see that, darlin’.” He shuddered. “I’m sorry I had to see that.”

	“You said no secrets,” I reminded him.

	“I did. Anyone else need some whiskey?”

	Kaylee and I raised our hands.

	Talree scowled. “Does this male still live?”

	“The Tai-Kok ate him,” Saul said.

	“A fitting end.”

	“I thought so too.” I cringed when Talree’s towel slipped lower on his hips.

	“Put some pants on sweetie, Annie’s had enough excitement for one day.”

	I sighed. “In more ways than you can image.”

	With a quick tap on his bracelet, battle armor formed around Talree. “Satisfactory?”

	“Yes, thank you.” I smiled up at Saul. “Got any chocolate to go with that whiskey?”

	“I have another box of French mints in my luggage.”

	I gave him a big kiss. “You’re definitely a keeper.”

	“Those are my favorites!” Kaylee did a happy dance.

	“I’ll go get them.” Saul headed down the hallway.

	“I brought you the ownership band and child size Askole battle armor for your females,” Talree said, following him.

	“Good. Casey and Annie are trouble magnets.”

	“As is Kaylee,” Talree said.

	Kaylee and I exchanged irritated looks.

	Detja popped into the room and smiled at me in delight. “You and the General have joined.”

	I was a bit perplexed at her thrilled expression. “Uh, are you wanting to know if we had sex?”

	“What she meant is you and Uncle Saul are now bonded mates,” Kaylee explained, grinning like a loon.

	“Oh! Yes, we are, and can you believe it, Saul wants a church wedding.”

	Detja clapped her hands gleefully. “I have always wanted to plan an Earth wedding.”

	“Really?” I didn’t like that slightly maniacal gleam in her eyes.

	After organizing seven thousand bonding ceremonies, this is a challenge I look forward to.”

	Oh shit! “It’s so sweet of you to offer, but Saul and I have our hearts set on a simple church wedding.”

	Detja stiffened. “You would deny me the privilege of arranging your wedding?”

	“Annie and I will be honored to have you arrange our wedding,” Saul said from behind me.

	“But…” I winced when Saul’s fingers dug into my shoulder. “Yes, that would be awesome.”

	Detja beamed. “Excellent. I have studied your marriage rituals and with Kaylee’s and Casey’s assistance, you will have a wedding you will never forget.”

	Kaylee stared at Detja in horror.

	I was equally horrified. With my luck something awful was bound to happen. Like Tai-Kok and Rodan wedding crashers. “Wow. I’m speechless.”

	“Since the resort is still under repair, we will hold your bonding ceremony on Zarek’s warbird.”

	“Say what?”

	“The bonding ceremony is the Coletti version of a wedding,” Saul said in my head. “Smile and thank her.”

	I did as he instructed.

	Talree opened the bottle of whiskey and poured a large amount into five glasses. “To our mates. Without them, we are nothing.”

	We all raised our glasses.

	



	

Chapter Fifteen

	When Detja went into her wedding planner mode, she was a tyrant. One minute, I was enjoying whiskey and chocolate, the next I was standing in the Overlord’s quarters. I got a brief glimpse of a massive bed and a shit load of weapons on the walls before I was shoved into an icy shower. “Shouldn’t I take my clothes off first?”

	“Not necessary,” Detja replied.

	Showering on a space ship was a unique experience. It was water, but not. When the small compartment was done spraying whatever on me, it kicked into a hurricane force dry cycle and presto! Not a drop of moisture was left. The door slid open and I staggered out. “Holy crap! That’s as bad as being caught in a Category Five hurricane.”

	“We are at war status and the ceremony must be completed today.” Detja looked as regal as a queen in a silver tunic and leggings.

	“Yes, ma’am.” How in the hell had she changed so fast?

	“Strip,” Detja commanded.

	I took one look at Detja’s steely gaze and shed my clothing. She could give intimidation lessons to the Overlord. “Seven thousand bonding ceremonies, huh? That must keep you really busy.”

	“It does.”

	“Do you ever get tired of arranging them?”

	“No. Each ceremony makes our clan stronger.” Detja handed me a tunic, leggings and underwear. “Put them on.”

	I stroked my hand over the silky material. The tunic and leggings were a gorgeous teal blue with a bronze design. I quickly dressed.

	Detja handed me a pair of knee-high boots complete with jeweled knives. “The daggers signify that you are a warrior.” She pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

	I sat and pulled on my boots. “Thank you, I do appreciate you arranging all of this.” I knew I was sucking up, but I didn’t want to get on Detja’s shit list.

	“It is a privilege to serve my people.”

	“Master thief, warrior and wedding planner. Is there anything you can’t do?”

	“I am a terrible shot.”

	I bit my lip to keep from laughing. She sounded so vexed. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating.”

	“I am not. Under Zarek’s tutelage I have shown some improvement.” Detja plaited thin bronze chains into warrior braids on each side of my face. “I offer my humble apologies, as the ship is on battle status, there will only be six witnesses to your joining ceremony.”

	“It’s not a problem. I don’t have any family left.”

	Detja hugged me. “We are your family now. Never forget that.”

	“No, ma’am, I won’t.” Tears welled in my eyes. After so many years of being alone, this was more than I had ever hoped for.

	Kaylee teleported into the room wearing a dark blue tunic and leggings. “Sorry, Thor wanted to come too.”

	“Thor?”

	“My son.” She flashed me a mental image of a toddler in a miniature battle suit with a small furry spider perched on his shoulder.

	“What a little cutie and is that a Tabor?”

	Kaylee beamed at me. “It is. His name is Haki. He’s my son’s best friend. The mischief those two can get into is unbelievable.”

	“Did Thor inherit his father’s abilities?”

	“He did. He’s already teleporting.”

	“That’s gotta be scary.”

	“Very. The little scamp gets into everything.” Kaylee pulled a bunch of makeup out of a bag. “When I’m done with you Annie, you’re going to look like a vid star.”

	I snorted. “Yeah, right.” An hour later, I stared at myself in a full-length mirror. Kaylee had kept her word. I was drop dead gorgeous. “Can you do my makeup for the wedding?”

	“You betcha.”

	“Turn for me,” Detja commanded. “I want to see if I missed anything.”

	I did a slow spin.

	“You are truly beautiful,” Detja exclaimed.

	“Thank you. I get to keep the boots, right?”

	Detja laughed. “You do. Call your mate. It is time.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“Do not keep us waiting,” Detja instructed and vanished.

	Kaylee smiled. “She can be a bit bossy, but her bachelorette parties rock.”

	“I didn’t know Coletti women had bachelorette parties.”

	“They didn’t until we came along,” Kaylee replied and teleported.

	Huh? Wonder how their warlords felt about male strippers? I linked with Saul. “I’m ready.”

	Poof! Saul appeared next to me in a spiffy black Coletti dress uniform. He picked up my hand and kissed my knuckles. “Darlin’ I’ve waited a lifetime for you.”

	I smiled up at him. “I’m starting to believe in happily ever after again.”

	“Good.” He gave me a long, voracious kiss. “Ready to get hitched Coletti style?”

	“I am.” There was a fleeting instant of blackness and we appeared in what appeared to be an enormous cavern. “I thought the ceremony was in the mess hall?”

	“It is. Detja created this illusion for us.”

	Color me impressed. Detja had outdone herself. The ceiling of the mess hall resembled a night sky blazing with stars. Dozens of candles dotted the walls, illuminating eight hanging tapestries. According to Casey, the warlords considered them romantic. To me and any sane female, the bloody battle scenes and the graphic pictures of women being fucked by warriors belonged in a pleasure palace.

	Casey had explained the Overlord thought the graphic sex scenes would show the nervous “brides” what masterful lovers the Coletti warlords were. But the captured alien women usually took one look at the tentacles on the warlord’s enormous dicks and started screaming. Couldn’t say I blamed them. I had come close to pulling my dagger, and Saul wasn’t a total stranger. I’ll admit his sex toys took some getting used to, but now, I loved the little guys.

	Talree, Kaylee, Detja, Casey and Hothar were seated in front of a raised platform to witness our joining.

	Saul kissed the palm of my hand. “Ready?”

	“Yes.” I admired the bloodred flowers bordering the walkway as he escorted me to the podium.

	Zarek suddenly stood on the dais at the front of the chamber. He wore an etched gold headband that denoted his rank of Overlord. Golden strands were woven into his gray warrior’s braids. His black dress tunic clung to his muscular form.

	We stopped in front of the platform. On a small ornate table was an onyx ownership band with bronze etchings. Nerves knotted my stomach. Once it was placed around my neck, there was no going back.

	“Getting cold feet?”

	One look at the love in Saul’s eyes and I shook my head. “Never.”

	“Females are a precious gift. They are our lifeline, our soul-mates. Without them, we are nothing.” Zarek spoke with authority, his gaze focused on Detja.

	She stepped up on the dais. “We share all that we are with our mates. This bond unites us for all time.”

	“Today we are gathered here to join this warrior with his chosen mate.” Zarek picked up an ownership band and held it out to Saul.

	He took it and turned to me. “Your love is my anchor. Your trust my strength. You make my life complete. I will give you all my love until eternity ends.” Saul fastened it around my neck. The warm metal band adjusted to fit my neck perfectly. “We are now one.”

	Thank God, Detja had drilled the vow into my head. I didn’t want to screw this up. I looked into Saul’s eyes. “I accept this band as a symbol of our love. It has no beginning and no ending. I am yours for all eternity.”

	Saul claimed my mouth with a kiss so carnal that I totally ignored the prickles dancing across my mind.

	An alarm began to wail, and a computerized voice called, “Battle stations. Intruders deck two. Battle stations. Intruders deck two.”

	The floor shuddered beneath out feet.

	“Well, crap. There goes our honeymoon.”

	Saul yanked up my tunic and secured a black metal belt a with a glowing red gem in the clasp around my waist. “This is your battle armor and my wedding gift to you. Tap the gem and it will protect you.”

	“Thank you. It’s perfect.” I watched as black armor formed around Saul. “Can I have a laser pistol too?”

	Saul handed me his spare. “Happy?”

	“I am.” I tucked it in my waistband.

	“Lior will escort you to the safe room,” Zarek stated and before we could protest, he added, “This is not open for debate.”

	“Yes, my lord,” Detja snapped. If looks could kill, Zarek would be toes up.

	Talree touched the side of Kaylee’s face. “Stay safe.”

	“I’ll do my best,” she replied.

	Hothar crushed Casey to his chest and murmured something in her ear.

	Lior teleported into the room and did a fist-on-chest salute. “My lord, I will guard the females with my life.”

	“Fail and you will not like the consequences,” Zarek growled as his body armor engulfed him.

	The ship shuddered violently. The computerized voice announced, “Hull breach, deck two.”

	Zarek, Saul, Talree and Hothar vanished.

	One look at the gloating expression on Lior’s face and the fine hairs on my neck stood up. “How long has Lior been head of security?”

	“Two years,” Detja replied, studying him intently.

	Casey gave a slight shudder. “Lior gives me the willies.”

	“Me too,” I agreed as Lior’s cold-eyed gaze roamed over Casey. “I don’t think he’s gotten over you kicking his ass either.”

	Kaylee added her two cents, “Talree thought it was a bad idea to make him chief of security, but Zarek insisted he needed a chance to prove himself. I was there when we rescued Lior from Malik’s dungeon. He was hours away from turning feral and tried to rip out Talree’s throat.”

	“Feral?” The image of a monstrous beast with burning red eyes, tusk-like fangs and six-inch claws popped into my mind. “Shit! How do you stop them?”

	“With great difficulty,” Detja interjected.

	“Come females,” Lior commanded. He strode off without looking to see if we were following him.

	“So, how mad will Zarek be if we don’t go to this safe room?” The question just popped out of my mouth.

	“Very,” Detja said. “But Lior’s aura is full of anger and deceit.”

	I studied his aura and wasn’t pleased with what I saw. “And lust. Lots of lust. Anyone else got their body armor on?”

	They all shook their heads.

	Crap.

	Lior stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Females! Come. Now!”

	“What? Does he think we’re dogs?” Casey quipped.

	Alarms began to wail. “Warning. Warning. Port shields have failed,” the computer advised.

	Fire ants tromped across my mind. Before I could say a word, Lior suddenly pulled his laser pistol and fired twice.

	Crackling red stun beams engulfed Detja and Kaylee. With cries of agony they crumpled to the floor. Their arms and legs slammed repeatedly against the floor.

	“Bastard!” Casey hit Lior with a telekinetic shockwave, slamming him into the wall.

	Lior staggered back and hurled a small metal canister at us.

	I caught it and lobbed it back.

	Boom! Yellow smoke filled the hallway.

	“Mothersmucker,” Casey gasped and crumpled to the deck.

	I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. Armor. I had to engage my armor.

	In full battle armor, Lior appeared out of the swirling vapor and backhanded me.

	Pain exploded in my face and everything went black.

	



	

Chapter Sixteen

	My lungs burned. My jaw hurt. A masculine voice called to me. Pleaded with me to answer him. He loved me? Needed me? Who? I struggled to open my eyes. My thoughts spun chaotically. Something bad had happened, but what?

	“Lior!” Everything came crashing back and I bolted upright. A too tight shackle bit into my wrist, yanking me back down on a narrow metal bunk. What the fuck? One quick look at my new home and I snarled, “Who in the hell had the balls to fuck with me on my wedding day?”

	“My guess is Lilkee or Earth First,” Casey answered from the opposing bunk. She busily picked the lock on her cuff.

	“You’re right. Lior is a follower, not a leader.” I reached out mentally for Saul. “Lior took us. I don’t know where we are.”

	“Trying. Find,” Saul said faintly.

	A wave of dizziness hit me, and I fought down the urge to vomit. My link with Saul severed abruptly. I took a deep breath and reached out again, but there was nothing but a horrible, empty black void.

	“Saul?” My heart skipped a beat. “Saul? Saul? Dammit Saul answer me. Don’t you dare get dead on me.”

	“Easy. Our guys are hard to kill.” Casey said.

	“Why can’t I link with Saul or sense him anymore?”

	“The bastards shot us up with Drakash. Until it wears off, we can’t use our telepathic abilities or powers. I’m surprised you were able to contact Uncle Saul at all. Must be your magical gifts,” Casey replied.

	“Lior is a dead man,” I snapped and noticed my daggers and laser pistol were gone. An evil grin curled my mouth. But I was still wearing my Askole body armor belt.

	“Yes, he is.”

	My eyes widened in horror. Kaylee and Detja lay unmoving on their bunks. “Kaylee? Detja? Can you hear me?”

	“God, I hate Drakash,” Kaylee groaned and opened her eyes. Her limbs twitched. “Sonovabitch! Did that asshole stun us too?”

	“He did,” I said.

	“Got it,” Casey exclaimed and rubbed her wrist. “Let me check on Detja and then I’ll free you guys too.” She hurried over to Detja and took her pulse.

	Kaylee sat up. “Got my own lock pick, thank you very much.” Pulling a thin metal pick out of her bra, she inserted it into the lock and jiggled it around. Like magic the shackle fell off.

	“You’ve gotta teach me that.” I had a sick feeling I would need that talent in the future.

	“It would be my pleasure. I can’t count the times, I’ve found myself in shackles.”

	“This is a first for me.” I massaged my aching jaw.

	“That’s a nasty bruise.” Kaylee commented as she inserted her lock pick into my cuff.

	“I didn’t go down fast enough for Lior. He’s definitely our traitor.” The cuff popped off my swollen wrist. I smiled my thanks and hurried over to Detja. “How’s she doing?”

	“Her pulse is steady. Her breathing is good, but I can’t get her to wake up.” Casey chewed on her lower lip. “Any ideas?”

	“I’ve had some medic training. Let me take a look.” I opened her eyelids and examined her pupils. “She’s been sedated. My guess is they think Zarek can link with her even after she’s been dosed with Drakash. Unconscious, she can’t tell him squat.”

	“Her link with Zarek is unbreakable,” Kaylee confirmed.

	“The first thing we need to do is find out where we are.” I kicked the dirt wall. “With any luck we’re still on Earth.”

	“I got a brief look at the scanner on Lior’s warrior’s bracelet. We’re somewhere in southern Nevada,” Casey said.

	I kicked the wall again. “That mean this is probably an Earth First base and we’ll have to fight our way out.”

	“Works for me,” Kaylee said.

	A three-dimensional image of a tall, stick thin woman wearing a pointy metal hat and a bronze breastplate over a screaming scarlet battle suit appeared in mid-air. She surveyed us with icy contempt.

	The pictures of Lilkee didn’t do her justice. She was even uglier in person. Surprised she didn’t say anything about our lack of cuffs; I waved all friendly like. “Is it Halloween already?”

	“You will regret your insolence. I am your Queen. Bow down to me you filthy, little primitives.”

	“No, you sick, demented bitch, we won’t.” Casey gave her the one-finger salute.

	Kaylee glared at Lilkee. “You do realize you’ve signed your own death warrant?”

	“Enough,” a raspy voice commanded and ten seconds later a person wearing oversized, glossy black armor tottered into view.

	“Oh lookie! It’s the Supreme One,” Casey hooted.

	I watched in fascination as the loose armor moved this way and that. “Nah, that’s an impersonator. The real one is still locked up. Betcha it’s Waewae trying to grow a pair.”

	“Silence!” The Supreme One roared. His too-large armor shifted, and he staggered to the right, crashing into Lilkee.

	Lilkee’s arms flailed wildly as she fought to keep her balance.

	The Supreme One grabbed her right arm in a desperate attempt to keep himself upright. Boom! Down they went, in a tangle of arms and legs.

	“Get off me,” Lilkee cried.

	The Supreme One shouted, “I can’t. I’m stuck!”

	“They should take their act on my road,” I whooped.

	Kaylee chortled. “What a maroon.”

	Casey burst into laughter as two Legionnaires struggled to get them back on their feet but kept dropping them.

	Two more Legionnaires rushed in to help and finally got them upright.

	Lilkee straightened her helmet. “Brother dearest, you and father have two days to surrender to my Legionnaires or your females will be given to the Rodan.”

	Talree’s distorted voice growled, “Harm them and you will beg to die.”

	“When Talree gets that malevolent tone in his voice, most sane folks plead for mercy,” Kaylee advised loudly.

	Casey exclaimed, “And if his eyes start glowing, you’re already dead and just don’t know it.”

	“Well, you know, those two aren’t exactly the brightest bulbs in the universe,” I said at the top of my voice.

	Lilkee gave us the stink eye.

	“You have your proof of life. Meet our demands or they die,” the Supreme One barked. The image vanished.

	I frowned. “What did they promise Lior to get him to join their merry band of idiots?”

	“Me,” Casey said with a shudder. “The gas temporarily paralyzed me, but I never lost consciousness. He put his hands on me. Touched me in places he shouldn’t. Put his tongue in my mouth.” Angry tears rolled down her cheeks.

	“He didn’t…?” I couldn’t finish the question.

	“No. His exact words were, ‘An honorable warrior waits until the bonding ceremony is completed’. Honorable? My ass. God, he makes me sick to my stomach. The entire time, Lior kept babbling on about how the Overlord had cheated him out of his own command and a female. Lilkee promised him his own ship and me. Did you know unclaimed Jones’ females are considered a great prize?”

	“Oh God, Casey.” I gave her a hug. “Hothar is going to rip him to pieces.”

	Casey bared her teeth in a snarl. “Not if I get to him first.”

	“We’ll help you cut off all his little squiggly bits.” Kaylee embraced her.

	I stroked Casey’s back. “After we’re finished, we’ll let Hothar play with him.”

	“As unstable as Lior is, I have a bad feeling he won’t wait until the ceremony to claim his prize,” Kaylee warned.

	“I agree.” I walked over to the cell door and examined the security panel. “Time for the great escape.” Closing my eyes, I concentrated on summoning my electrical abilities and when my hands began to tingle, I zapped the control panel. The door slid open.

	Kaylee’s jaw dropped. “How’d you do that?”

	“It’s magic.”

	“Magic? Kaylee’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. ‘Seriously?”

	Casey grinned. “Her Scottish ancestors were witches.”

	“My bit of Earth magic does come in handy,” I agreed.

	“I’ll say. Witches, huh?”

	“Yep.” I peeped out the doorway. There was a staircase at the end of the narrow hallway, but no guards in sight. “Since I’m the only one with armor, I’ll go first.” I raised my tunic 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. “This heads-up display rocks.”

	Casey ran an envious hand over the gleaming metal. “It does, doesn’t it. Even better, your helmet resembles the jackal headed God Anubis and the glowing red eyes are freaky weird.”

	“Waewae will probably piss his pants when he gets a look at you,” Kaylee added.

	I focused on the battle computer which provided an easy flow of visual data and tactical information. The only life forms showing were some lizards, a vulture and a rattlesnake. “Talk about cocky, there’s no one here, but us.”

	“Lior obviously doesn’t know about your magical abilities. Since you’re not a Jones, he probably doesn’t consider you a threat. Between the Drakash, cuffs and super-duper security system, he thought we couldn’t escape,” Casey scoffed.

	I snickered. “His mistake.”

	“Let’s go.” Casey picked up Detja in a fireman’s lift.

	We trooped down the hallway. I climbed up the stairs and stopped in front of the door. “Wish there was a way to have the armor retract from just my hand.”

	“The belt contains your controls.” Casey shifted Detja’s weight and pointed. “Push the blue insignia and you can give it voice commands. Tap it again and it goes back into silent mode. You need the proper training to use the suit correctly.”

	“Which I didn’t get.” I studied the belt. There were all kinds of emblems on it, but I didn’t have a clue what they did. “No armor right hand.” Presto! The armor withdrew. “Too bad Talree didn’t have time to give Casey hers.”

	Casey’s face lit up. “I have armor too?”

	“You do. Talree was going to give it to you at the reception, but the attack prevented that,” Kaylee said.

	“Mothersmucker.”

	“My thoughts exactly.” I fried the security system and opened the door.

	A badly weathered sign creaked in the wind. It proclaimed: Goblin, Nevada, Home of the UFO’s. I eyed the abandoned alien-themed restaurant. “Huh, we must be close to Area 51.”

	Casey laid Detja on a battered bench. “We’re twenty-seven miles from Area 51 and a hundred and fifteen miles from Las Vegas.”

	“In other words, it’s too far to walk and we can’t hitchhike.” I gestured at the empty highway that stretched across the flat desert. In the distance were red sandstone cliffs. The only sign of life was the vulture circling overhead. “Plus, there’s no place to hide and it’s gotta be 110 degrees already.”

	“We need water and transportation.” Kaylee motioned at an old tow truck with a crashed flying saucer dangling from the hitch. “Think you can get it started?”

	“I’ll see what I can do. Anyone good at breaking and entering?”

	“I’ve never found a lock I couldn’t pick,” Casey bragged.

	One look at Kaylee’s ghastly color and I pushed her down on the bench. “Why don’t you keep an eye on Detja.”

	She sighed. “Between the funny little black spots in my vision and my twitching innards, I don’t feel so good.”

	“I’ll look for food, water and weapons,” Casey said and hurried off.

	I called after her, “See if you can find any motor oil, bleach, turpentine and oh yeah, bottles. I’m going to make us some Molotov Cocktails and maybe a chemical weapon or two.”

	Casey gave me two thumbs up.

	Detja moaned and thrashed around.

	“Easy. Easy. We’re safe for now,” Kaylee said, rubbing her spasming muscles.

	“You both need medical treatment. I’m gonna get that damned tow truck started and get you some.” As I walked toward the truck, I desperately tried to link with Saul. It was like he was on the far side of the moon. I knew he was there, but we couldn’t communicate.

	Casey disappeared inside the restaurant.

	I popped the hood on the truck and placed my hand over the battery. Three minutes later it was charged. As I shut the hood my heads-up display flashed. Incoming vehicle. Incoming vehicle. I noticed a bright red sports car racing down the empty highway.

	“Yippee!” I ran out in the middle of the road and waved frantically. “Stop! Stop! We need help!”

	The driver slammed on the brakes, skidded for a good two hundred feet before coming to a dead stop.

	I jogged toward him and frowned. Why did he look so freaked out?

	The driver put it in reverse and tires squealing, sped backwards down the interstate.

	I ran after him yelling, “Hey! Wait! Come back here!”

	The driver put the petal to the metal, spun the car around like some Indy 500 driver and took off.

	I watched until he was a red speck on the horizon. “Well, that’s just rude.”

	“He thought you were an alien,” Kaylee said, laughing hysterically.

	“Oh!” I glanced down at my armor. “It’s so comfortable, I kinda forgot I was wearing it. My bad. Hey! We’re talking telepathically. The Drakash must be wearing off!”

	“It is,” Kaylee agreed, her relief obvious.

	I trotted back to the truck. The door squawked in protest as I yanked it open. Climbing inside, I sent an electrical current through the ignition switch and prayed. The engine made a chattering metallic noise and rumbled to life. The fuel gauge was a hair above empty.

	Her arms full of goodies, Casey hurried over to me. “I’ve got motor oil, bleach, turpentine and chocolate.”

	“Good going!” I opened a storage bay and put the bag with the plastic containers inside. “Any bottles? I need glass ones. They make a better bomb.”

	“There’s a shitload of liquor bottles. Will those do?”

	I nodded. “They’re perfect. I also need a knife, some cloth, matches or a cigarette lighter.”

	“Gotcha.” Casey shoved another plastic bag full of chocolate and water in my hands and hurried off.

	Putting the bag inside the cab, I checked the back of the truck and found two metal gas cans. I quickly picked them up and heaved a sigh of relief. They were full.

	A blip appeared on my long-range radar. Dammit! It was a shuttle and it was armed to the teeth. We were sitting ducks here. Maybe we could find a hidey hole in those red cliffs. Huh? The computer couldn’t scan them because of something called iridium. If my computer couldn’t scan them, neither could the bad guys.

	I hurried over to Kaylee and Detja. “Let’s get you in the truck, we have an incoming bogey and we’re running out of time.

	I imitated Casey and used a fireman’s lift to get Detja inside the truck.

	Detja grabbed my arm. “Where?”

	“We’re in Goblin, Nevada.”

	A feral smile curled Detja’s mouth. “He knows.”

	“Good. Tell Zarek the bad guys are coming and we’re heading for the red cliffs.”

	“Done,” Detja whispered.

	“Casey! We’ve got to go,” I called.

	She hurried out of the restaurant with three bulging shopping bags and a big grin on her face. “I left them a little surprise.”

	“Good.” I took the bags from her. “You drive and I’ll sit in the back and start cutting up wicks.”

	“Don’t know how to drive a stick-shift do ya?” Casey asked as she got in the truck.

	I jumped in the back. “The few times I’ve tried, the car crow-hopped down the road and stalled out. I can’t risk that right now.”

	“Hang on.” Casey put the tow truck in gear and eased out on the road. When the engine didn’t stall, she increased the speed.

	



	

Chapter Seventeen

	I hung on for dear life as we bounced down a rutted dirt road at breakneck speed. The fake flying saucer spun wildly. I kept waiting for the tow chain to snap and send it hurtling into me or one of the tall, spires of rock that marched up to the red sandstone cliffs.

	“Whoa! Now I know how Goblin, Nevada got its name,” Casey exclaimed.

	I took a cautious look. At the base of the cliffs stood weird goblin-shaped formations and eerie skull-like rocks. “Holy crap. Would you look at that.”

	“It’s like something out of a horror vid,” Kaylee commented.

	The blip on my radar got closer and closer. “We need a hidey-hole now!”

	“The eye sockets in that skull formation are perfect,” Casey said as we left the poor excuse of a road. Bumping and lurching over sagebrush and rocks, the tow truck kicked up a boiling vortex of red dust.

	Crap. It was like a big “here we are” sign.

	The truck came to an abrupt stop behind a chaotic mass of tumbled stones. The eye socket was covered with ancient petroglyphs. Casey bailed out and picked up Detja. “Let’s get Detja settled and we can start working on the Molotov cocktails.”

	Her arms full of bags, Kaylee hurried after them.

	Jumping down, I grabbed one of the gas cans and as many bags as I could carry. I dumped them at the entrance and did a quick scan of the area. “The shuttle has landed in the restaurant’s parking lot.”

	“How many?” Detja’s voice was a harsh croak.

	“Two Coletti warriors and four human males. My guess is they’re Earth First soldiers,” I responded. “Okay, they’re getting in position to do a tactical breach of the restaurant.”

	Kaylee snarked, “Do they think we have bio jammers and weapons?”

	“Unlike the Legionnaires, Earth First soldiers don’t take chances.” The thermal sensors showed them approaching the doors. “They’re getting ready to breach. There go the doors. Bam! They lobbed a flash bang into the restaurant. They’re fanning out to search for us.”

	An evil smile curved Casey’s mouth. “Hope they like my little surprise.”

	Right on cue, a thunderous cracking boom sounded, and the earth shook. A thick column of black smoke belched high into the turquoise sky.

	“Yeow!” I focused back on my scanners. “We’ve got flames a good hundred feet high. The shuttle is badly damaged and I’m not picking up any life signs.

	Casey did a happy dance and exchanged high-fives with Kaylee and me. “Mess with the best, die like the rest.”

	Kaylee grinned. “How’d you do it?”

	“There was an old gas stove. I turned the pilot light off, left the gas on and put a burning candle next to it. Plus, there was a five-hundred-gallon propane tank out back. Which added to the kablooey!”

	“Sweet, and it was full. It should get Central Command’s attention.” I frowned when four more blips showed on my suit’s long-range radar. “And the bad news is we got more incoming hostiles. Where’s the damn cavalry?”

	Kaylee shook her head. “I don’t know.”

	“Soon,” Detja whispered.

	“I don’t need saving,” Casey spat. “I can take care of myself and Lior’s mine.”

	I held up a placating hand. “Okay, no one is disputing that.”

	“Sorry. That came out wrong. My temper is a little iffy right now,” Casey said with a sheepish smile.

	I put an arm around her shoulders. “You have every reason to be angry. I’m pissed as hell too. Lior is a dead man walking.”

	“You’re the best stepmom ever.”

	I grinned. “You betcha I am.”

	Casey reached down and pulled eighty feet of detonation/primer cord out of a sack. “Lookie what I found.”

	“You’re such a thoughtful daughter and you bring me the best gifts.” I gave Casey a smacking kiss on the cheek. “Give me ten minutes and I’ll cook us up a car bomb that’ll rock their world.”

	Detja twitched. “Car bomb?”

	“Relax. I’ve made them before,” I assured her. “I love blowing up the Rodan.”

	A laugh broke from Kaylee. “You’re as crazy as the rest of us.”

	“Doncha know it.” I still didn’t like Kaylee’s color. I held out a pair of scissors to her. “While I deal with the car bomb, are you up to cutting the wicks for the Molotov cocktails?”

	Kaylee took the scissors. “I’m sorry I can’t be more help.”

	“I’ve been stunned before and I know exactly how it feels. So, don’t you dare apologize for something you have no control over. You hear me?”

	“Yes, mom.”

	Casey busily emptied the liquor bottles and lined them up next to Kaylee. “You cut. I’ll pour the gasoline.”

	“Deal.”

	Picking up the bleach, motor oil and det cord, I headed out to the tow truck.

	My heads-up display flashed. Two vehicles approaching quadrant five. Two vehicles approaching quadrant five.

	“Acknowledged.” The heads-up display kept on flashing. The sooner I learned how to operate the suit, the better. I linked with Casey. “We’ve got two vehicles with hostiles approaching.”

	“Copy that. We need to draw them away from Kaylee and Detja.”

	“I agree.” I quickly checked my scanners. The cliff by the goblin-shaped rock formations was the perfect place to set a trap. I mentally flashed the location to Casey. “Gather all the Molotov cocktails you’ve made and meet me there.”

	“Yes, mom.”

	I grabbed the remaining gas can and quickly added the bleach and motor oil. I stuffed one end of the detonation cord in the gas can and set it under the truck. I hurriedly rolled the rest of the det cord back toward the cave. There was a good size boulder nearby which Kaylee could use as cover. I linked with Kaylee and visually showed her the gas can and where the det cord was. “If you spot any soldiers heading your way, this is your fail safe. The det cord is a high-speed fuse. All you have to do is light it and run.”

	“How long do I have before it goes boom?”

	“Thirty seconds, but there’s a handy-dandy boulder nearby,” I replied.

	“Piff. I won’t need no stinkin’ rock to hide behind. When properly motivated, I can do the hundred-yard dash in twenty seconds,” Kaylee joked.

	“Well, speedy, Casey and I are setting a trap for them. This is in case a bad guy gets by us.”

	“Gotcha. Last resort.”

	“I think our luck is changing. Eight Legionnaires just got out of those vans. Lilkee must have sent them as Lior’s backup,” Casey interjected.

	“That’s good news. We can blow the hell out of them before they even finish chanting.” I jogged down a gully and smiled when I spotted a couple of wasp nests.

	Kaylee chortled. “I know for a fact, Lior has never dealt with the Legionnaires before and he has little patience for fools.”

	Prickles skittered up my spine and I glanced around uneasily. Nothing was showing on the scanners.

	“I can’t wait to see Lior’s expression when they start dancing,” Casey gloated.

	I snorted. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Lior shoots them himself.”

	“Lior’s dangerous. Please don’t underestimate him,” Kaylee warned.

	“We won’t. Besides there’s a big ole wasp nest nearby, if our plan goes south. I have enough power now to sic’em on the dancing fools.”

	Casey sighed. “My honey bunny won’t be happy if we kill them all.”

	“Snooze. You lose,” I shot back.

	“Are you picking up any Coletti life signs?” I didn’t like the note of fear in Casey’s voice.

	I checked my heads-up display. “Just the Legionnaires, but there’s iridium in the cliffs.”

	“Mothersmucker! Lior could already be here.”

	“It’s a possibility, or he was killed when the restaurant blew.” I climbed up to her.

	Casey stared at the pillar of black smoke on the horizon. “No. He’s not dead. Yet.”

	One look at my scanners and I shook my head in disbelief. The Legionnaires were following a path along the base of the cliff. I mentally shared the information with Casey.

	“Easy pickins.”

	“No kidding.” I picked up a Molotov cocktail and used my Earth magic to light the wick. “Time to say howdy.”

	Casey peeked over the edge of the overhang. “They’re directly below us.”

	I dropped the flaming Molotov cocktail on them.

	Boom!

	The Legionnaires hollered in surprise and started chanting, “Waewae tama-nur-ra. Waewae tama-nur-ra. Waewae tama-nur-ra.”

	I shouted, “Ever heard of drop and roll, you morons?”

	They kept chanting even though flames licked over their armor.

	“I’m done playing nice.” Using a cigarette lighter, Casey lit all the wicks and yelled, “Shut the hell up!” She lobbed flaming bottle after flaming bottle over the outcrop of rock. Boom! Boom! Boom!

	I joined in. “Run! Lilkee’s not worth dying for!” Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

	The chanting stopped.

	I blew out a breath of relief as the blips on my radar scattered in every direction. “They’re running.”

	Fire ants tromped across my mind. “Fuck!”

	“Behind you,” Casey yelled at the same time.

	I spun around. An armored fist brutally punched me in the face. Time seemed to slip into slow motion as I flew backwards and slammed into a rock. Everything was a nauseating blur and a confusing jumble of sounds hit me. Casey’s scream of defiance. Lior’s harsh laughter. The Legionnaire’s chants echoing in the distance.

	With the kamikaze courage of a woman pushed to her limits, Casey catapulted herself straight into the air and kicked out. Her foot slammed into Lior’s unarmored face, knocking him backwards. He teetered on the edge of the cliff.

	“May you rot in hell.” Casey unleashed a series of snap-kicks into his gut and Lior simply vanished. “Mothersmucker.” She looked around frantically. “Where’d he go?”

	Lior reappeared in front of Casey and snarled, “Foolish, foolish female. You cannot defeat me.” His hand shot out in a vicious slap, sending Casey spinning backwards. She crashed into the boulder and fell on top of me.

	Lior’s head snapped around as a series of smaller explosions was followed by an ear-shattering kaboom!

	Whoosh! The tow truck’s fake flying saucer whizzed over our heads and struck Lior in the chest, knocking him over the edge of the cliff.

	Whoa! My car bomb had worked better than I had planned. The bad news was, the Legionnaires had found Kaylee and Detja.

	“Karma’s a bitch,” Casey shouted angrily.

	I shook my head to clear it. Karma was also a capricious bitch. God, I hoped Lior was dead.

	Casey rubbed her jaw. “He sure likes to hit women.”

	“I noticed. Thank God for my armor or that punch would have shattered every bone in my face.”

	“Lior’s a fucking coward and a bully. He didn’t try this shit when we had our powers,” Casey said derisively.

	I eyed the bruise forming on Casey’s face. “Lior knew we would have kicked his ass.”

	“Can you stand, or do you need a boost?” Casey held her hand out.

	One look at the warning flashing on my scanners and I cried, “Incoming.”

	Poof! Lior was back. He grabbed Casey by the throat and lifted her. “Submit to me willingly or I will kill your friends.”

	“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” I sneered.

	“My name is Lior not Liar.”

	“But you are a liar. You have no intentions of letting any of us live.” I climbed to my feet.

	Casey clawed frantically at his hand. “I’ve. Bonded. With Hothar. Can’t. Break it.”

	“Death severs that bond. Summon Hothar,” Lior commanded.

	Casey wheezed, “I can’t.”

	“Obey me, or the mouthy one dies.” Lior leveled his laser pistol at my chest.

	“Seriously?” I threw my hands up in disgust. “I’m wearing body armor, and did you forget you doused us with Drakash to keep us from communicating telepathically?”

	There was a long pause, before Lior stated, “I will summon the youngling.”

	“There’s an idea,” I jeered.

	A glittering blue light suddenly formed over the cliff top and thirty seconds later, the Supreme One, aka Waewae, stood there in his oversized armor. “Release my female.”

	Lior bellowed, “Your female?”

	“I am your king. You will bow down before me,” the Supreme One’s voice modulator rasped.

	“Lilkee promised me this Jones’ female.” Lior pulled his sword.

	“I want her; therefore, she is mine.” Waewae pointed to me. “You can take that one.”

	“Ah, no he can’t. Already mated and I’m not a Jones.”

	“You are mated to a Jones. Same difference. Kill the General and she is yours,” Waewae stated, oblivious to the danger he was in.

	My gaze fell on a Molotov cocktail Casey had missed. One dead king coming up.

	“No. That was not our deal.” Lior tossed Casey to one side. “I challenge you to combat.”

	“Bet the “king” never saw that coming,” Casey gibed as she scrambled over to me.

	“You know he’ll try to weasel out of it.”

	A grim laugh broke from Casey. “I don’t think Lior will take no for an answer.”

	“But I am the king! You cannot challenge me,” Waewae blustered as expected.

	Lior swung his sword in a series of intricate moves. “I can, and I have. I shall take your place as king.”

	“You cannot! You are not the rightful heir to the Coletti Empire.”

	“Neither are you. Malik was unable to father children. You were sired by a Bjarke mercenary.” Scorn filled Lior’s voice.

	“Liar!” Waewae pulled a laser pistol and fired wildly.

	I jumped in front of Casey and a red bolt hit me dead center in the chest, knocking me back a step. To my relief instead of turning into a zillion fireflies, the armor had dissipated the energy. “Keep shooting and you’re gonna kill the female y’all are fighting over,” I yelled.

	Lior kicked the pistol out of Waewae’s hand and with one punch, knocked the “king” flat on his back. “Fight or die.” He raised his sword.

	“More hostiles transporting in,” I warned Casey and we took cover behind the boulder.

	Lior cocked his head. “A warrior does not summon others to defend him.”

	“A king does,” Waewae spat.

	Lior teleported away.

	Casey glanced around. “Think he’s running for it?”

	One look at my scanners and I shook my head.

	A glittering blue light formed. When it dissipated, three Legionaries stood there with weapons raised.

	Lior teleported in behind them and with a deadly efficiency, he lopped off their heads.

	“He’s a brutal sonovabitch,” I growled.

	Casey’s face tightened with anger. “Who’ll be dead by sundown.”

	“How dare you attack my warriors! It is an act of treason.” Waewae yanked his sword out waved it around. “I am the best swordsman in the galaxy. You will beg for mercy as I cut you to pieces.”

	“The females are better with a sword than you are,” Lior replied and stalked toward him.

	“That’s true,” Casey murmured.

	I nodded in agreement.

	Waewae squawked nervously, “Your feeble mind cannot comprehend how powerful I am. Surrender and I will be merciful.”

	“Powerful? Your mental shields are pathetic and would not keep an untrained child out. You cannot teleport. You can barely communicate telepathically and have no combat training. Prepare to die.” Lior attacked.

	Waewae’s armor shifted and he staggered to the left. Lior’s blade missed him by an inch.

	With a growl of rage, Lior swung his sword in a deadly upward arc.

	The “king” tripped over a rock and fell on his ass. Whoosh! Lior’s blade passed harmlessly over his head.

	“No one is this lucky.” Lior turned his furious gaze on us. “You! You are responsible for this.”

	“Me?” Casey put a hand to her chest. “And how am I doing that? My psychic abilities are kaput.”

	“The mouthy one is not like you.”

	“True. I’m not.” My eyes widened in surprise when Waewae suddenly jumped up and began hacking away at Lior’s armor.

	Roaring a battle cry, Lior beat Waewae back with a series of savage cuts.

	To my utter surprise, the “king” managed to block the blows. Clang. Clang. Clang. Sparks flew as their blades clashed. With a startling swift move, Lior knocked Waewae’s sword out of his hand.

	I grabbed the Molotov cocktail and lit the fuse. “Time to put an end to this.” I tossed it at Lior.

	He caught it.

	“Sonovabitch!”

	Lior shook the flaming bottle. “What is this?”

	“A party drink to celebrate your victory.” Casey answered and we hit the deck.

	Kaboom!

	We peeped over the boulder. Both men were sprawled on the ground. Smoke rose from their damaged armor and flames sprouted from a nearby sagebrush.

	“I’ll get their laser pistols and you can round up the swords,” I said.

	“Works for me.”

	Checking my scanners, I approached Lior cautiously and kicked his sword away.

	Casey picked it up. “Is he dead?”

	“Nope. Just stunned.” I reached for his pistol.

	Lior erupted upright, screaming like a wounded banshee.

	I jumped back.

	“I’ll get Waewae’s pistol,” Casey called.

	“Go!” I dropped to the ground and swung my right leg out, sweeping Lior’s feet out from under him. He hit the dirt hard and vanished.

	“Aw, c’mon, that’s cheating,” I muttered.

	Lior was back. Before I could run, his hand encircled my neck and he lifted me off my feet. “Now you die.”

	“You first dickhead.” I wrapped my hand around Lior’s warrior’s bracelet and poured every ounce of Earth magic I had left into his damaged suit. Sinuous electric blue sparks crawled over his armor. Zap! Crack! Pop! The sparks arced and encased his armor in a halo of sparkling energy. Violent tremors shook Lior’s body. With a howl of agony, he dropped me.

	I sucked in a much-needed lungful of air.

	“Come back here, you little coward,” Casey shouted.

	I glanced over and did a double take. With a sword raised over her head, Casey chased Waewae around and around the cliff top.

	Lior kicked me in the ribs. “How did you do this? How?”

	“It’s magic.” I winced at the pain coursing through me. I knew my armor was the only thing keeping me from being beaten to death.

	Uncontrollable muscle spasms contorted Lior’s body as his malfunctioning suit shrank down until only the belt was left. His clothing was a charred mess and big, bloody blisters covered his face. “Magic doesn’t exist.”

	“Doesn’t it? How does it feel to be defeated by a mere female?” Holding onto the boulder, I managed to stand.

	“You have not defeated me.” Lior picked me up and threw me off the cliff.

	“Shitttt!” As I fell, I knew my armor wasn’t going to save me this time. I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for the impact. My only regret was never telling Saul how much I loved him.

	



	

Chapter Eighteen

	“I’ve got you,” Saul said in my head. Poof! I was suddenly wrapped in his strong arms. My eyes popped open and an inky blackness flashed across my vision. An instant later, we appeared on the cliff top.

	“Oh, my God! You saved me! Mid-air no less.” I hugged him. “You wonderful, wonderful man.”

	“What did you expect? I am Coletti. We do the impossible.”

	A weak laugh broke from me. “Yeah, you do.” I clung tightly to Saul and watched Hothar beat the snot out of Lior. “I want to kill him.”

	“So, do I, but Zarek has claimed that pleasure,” Saul replied.

	A short distance away, Casey had her sword pressed against Waewae’s throat. “I surrender. I surrender,” he kept wailing.

	“Where are Zarek and Talree?” Huh? My voice had a husky rasp to it.

	“They’re tending to their mates’ injuries.”

	“Good. Between the gas and Lior stunning them, they weren’t doing too good.”

	Saul’s face hardened. “Did he stun you too?”

	“Nope. He just smacked Casey and me around.”

	“He did what?” The question came out as a roar.

	Snikt. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. My armor abruptly melted away and I was staring into Saul’s furious green eyes. I guess that was the wrong thing to say.

	His hand gently caressed my bruised face and neck. “How many times did Lior strike you?”

	“A couple of times, but this awesome armor you gave me kept him from doing any serious damage.”

	Saul sat me on top of the boulder and ran a medical scanner over me. “Two of your ribs are cracked and you’re covered in bruises.”

	I felt a healing warmth bathed my ribs. “I’ll be fine, but not only did Lior hit Casey, he groped her and stuck his nasty-ass tongue down her throat. It rattled her badly and she’ll need some TLC.”

	Saul handed me the healing wand. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” His expression one of barely contained fury, he stalked toward the combatants.

	“Okay, I’ll be right here, waiting, watching.” Was it wrong of me to want Saul to kill the bastard?

	Hothar delivered a single blow to the base of Lior’s skull, dropping him to his knees.

	Saul pulled his sword, shoved Hothar out of the way, and swung.

	Zarek appeared out of nowhere and deflected the blow with his own sword. “Stand down.”

	“He beat Annie, threw her off a cliff and molested my daughter. It’s my right to take his life,” Saul growled.

	Zarek’s blade bit into Lior’s neck. “Did you do these things?”

	His eyes full of defiance, Lior snarled, “She tried to electrocute me, and I defended myself.”

	“And Casey?”

	“It was my right to touch her. To taste her. To mark her. She is mine.”

	Hothar bared his fangs and a growl rumbled deep in his chest. “Have you no honor? You knew Casey had bonded with me.”

	“Once you were dead, the female would be mine. The others were to be given to Lilkee to do with as she wished,” Lior said without an ounce of remorse.

	I flinched as unbelievable power roiled the air around us.

	“Tend to your females. I will deal with this one,” Zarek instructed.

	“As you command.” Hothar did a fist to chest salute and teleported over to Casey. She threw her arms around him.

	Waewae crawled away.

	“Oh, hell no.” I slid off the boulder.

	“I’ve got him,” Saul said. Pulling his laser pistol, he stunned the “king” and cuffed him.

	I smiled when Lior’s body twitched and jerked uncontrollably.

	Zarek’s gaze settled on me. “Your Earth magic is quite useful.”

	“It is. Make him suffer.”

	“With great pleasure.” Zarek seized Lior’s mind. “Lilkee is not clever enough to organize this kind of scheme. Who is the mastermind behind the kidnapping?”

	“You will never know. My shields are unbreakable. Not even the great Overlord can shatter them,” Lior gloated.

	I shook my head in amazement. The idiot was about to find out how wrong he was.

	Zarek smiled a truly scary smile. “Shall we find out how indestructible they are?”

	Lior’s defiance quickly melted away as Zarek dug through his mind, not giving a crap about the pain he inflicted or the damage he did. “You betrayed our people, your oath and me.”

	“No!” Lior’s face went a strange grey-white as he realized he was powerless to stop the Overlord. “Stop!”

	Something dark and terrifying flickered in Zarek’s eyes. “You hurt my mate. No one does that and lives.”

	Lior screamed, “Cantor. It was Cantor and his mercenaries. He wants to take everything away from you. Your mate, your family and the Coletti Empire.”

	I walked over to Saul. “Who’s Cantor?”

	“A traitorous Coletti rebel. Malik broke him out prison several years ago.”

	“How did Lilkee hook up with him?”

	“An excellent question.” Saul stared down at Waewae as he convulsed violently. “With a little persuading, I think he’ll tell us.”

	Lior’s screams stopped abruptly and he toppled over in the dirt.

	I smiled up at Saul. “Any of that chocolate and whiskey left?”

	“Yes, there is.” Saul gave me a toe-curling kiss.

	“Chocolate, whiskey and you. What more could a girl want?”

	



	

Chapter Nineteen

	There was a flash of black and we appeared in a sick bay. I looked around the spotless room. Six top-of-the-line regen tubes lined the back wall. Casey, Kaylee and Detja occupied three of the tubes. There were four examining tables with all sorts of thingamabobs to ensure a sterile operating field and enhanced diagnostics.

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

	“My mate was doused with Drakash, has two cracked ribs and multiple bruising.” Saul 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. He looked like the ogre in that vid. Except he was a lot smaller. “Let me guess. Your name is Shrek.”

	“It is.”

	“Manners,” Saul muttered.

	I held out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you Shrek. I’m Annie and the grouchy guy here is Saul.”

	“The General and I have met.” Shrek gently shook my hand. “Are you a Jones?”

	“Nope.”

	“She’s a Jones.” Saul touched my ownership band. “We were recently mated.”

	“Ah.” Amusement filled Shrek’s eyes. “I have heard much about you Annie.”

	“And it’s all true,” I responded with a grin.

	In a cold, authoritative voice, Saul proclaimed, “You will stay in sick bay until I return.”

	“What? Where are you going?”

	“Waewae gave us the location of an Earth First base where Cantor’s hiding out. We’re going to raid it,” Saul stated, every inch the General.

	“Why can’t Voss and his minions handle the raid?”

	“Cantor is a threat to you, Casey, Kaylee and Detja. It’s my duty to stop him.”

	“What about the promises you made to me? Our vacation in the sun was a bust. My bonding ceremony went up in smoke, literally. Now my hopes for a night of conjugal bliss seems to be a no-go.”

	Shrek handed me a chocolate bar.

	“Thanks.” I gave Saul the stink eye. “You owe me a honeymoon.”

	“Give ’em hell Annie,” Casey giggled.

	Saul shot a black look at Casey. “And you’ll get a honeymoon. Later.” Poof! He was gone.

	“I want a ring too,” I shouted after him.

	Shrek ran a scanner over me. “Ten minutes in the regen tube will clear your body of the remaining Drakash and heal your injuries.” He handed me a blue jumpsuit with lots of sensors on it. “Please put this on.”

	I looked around. “Where’s the changing room?”

	A sigh escaped Shrek. “I will step out. Once you have the jumpsuit on, please climb inside the open tube. It will close automatically.”

	“Okay.”

	Shrek left.

	Casey linked with me. “Just so you know, the jumpsuit is see-through.”

	I held it up. Dang it was. I quickly stripped and put it on. “Is Shrek some kind of pervert?”

	Kaylee laughed. “No. Shrek is the best medic in the galaxy.”

	“And he’s deadly with a light saber,” Casey added.

	“Good to know.” Climbing in the tube, I tried to find a comfortable position and a way to hide my private parts. The lid closed and a thick white mist swirled around me.

	“I have decided to give you a proper bachelorette party in Las Vegas,” Detja announced in my head.

	“I vowed I’d never go back to that horrible place.”

	“What’s so awful about Vegas?” Casey, the curious, asked.

	“Memories. Really bad memories.”

	Kaylee prompted, “Such as?”

	“I was married by a sloshed Elvis impersonator in a drive-thru wedding chapel. They talked Hell into renting their 1954 pink Cadillac for the grand sum of eight hundred dollars for the ten-minute ceremony. It went downhill from there. The second day of our marriage, Hell got into a drunken brawl and we were asked to leave the hotel.”

	“We will replace those memories with better ones,” Detja stated firmly.

	Kaylee added, “Don’t know about you, but after all the shit we’ve been through, I need a little TLC and some fun in my life.”

	“Me too,” Casey said.

	“Okay. Vegas it is.” The possibilities for a disaster of epic proportions were endless. “Do our warlords know we’re going to Vegas?”

	“No. They have more important matters to deal with.”

	The snark in Detja’s voice made me grin. “What’s that saying? Oh yeah, while the cat’s away, the mice will play.”

	“Exactly. I have a shuttle on standby. As soon as Shrek releases us, we will leave,” Detja said smugly.

	Holy cow! Detja was planning another jailbreak.

	Shrek walked back in and examined the control panels on our tubes. “Only three minutes left on your treatments, then you may rest in my chambers until your mates return.”

	I frowned. “How are we going to ditch Shrek without hurting him?”

	“Zarek’s instructions were quite explicit. We are not allowed to leave Shrek’s custody,” Detja said.

	Casey interjected, “I bet Shrek has never been to Vegas.”

	“It would be a shame to leave him behind,” Kaylee said with an impudent grin.

	Shrek didn’t strike me as a rule breaker. “Not to be a party pooper or anything, but how do we get Shrek on the shuttle?”

	A decidedly wicked smile curled Detja’s lips. “Blackmail.”

	The lids slid back, and we all climbed out.

	Kaylee walked over to Shrek and put her arm around his shoulders. “You do realize you’re still part of my crew and must follow my orders.”

	Shrek eyed her warily. “The Overlord warned me you would try to leave sick bay. I was not to allow it.”

	“Not only are you going to allow us to leave, you are coming with us.” Detja’s expression was one of implacable resolve.

	Shrek exclaimed, “I cannot. I have duties.”

	Detja simply said, “I know about Murdo.”

	“I have always wanted to explore Las Vegas. When do we leave?”

	



	

Chapter Twenty

	For some unknown reason the Tai-Kok and Rodan had never attacked Las Vegas. The military claimed responsibility for that awesome fact. Others thought the city was protected by one of the Nabatean’s Shebu, a giant spinning rock of incredible power. Scientists were still investigating that theory.

	After ten years of war, Vegas was still a glittering mecca with architectural wonders, miles of colorful neon lights and one-of-a-kind exhibits. The sidewalks were crowded with humans and aliens of every shape and form. They were all here to take in the sights and gamble away their money.

	A white stretch limo met us at the airfield, and I had to admit I was impressed. As we cruised the main strip, the night air was full of music, laughter and the gimmicky calls from twenty-foot tall screens luring the unwary inside the casinos with promises of instant wealth.

	“When the Overlord catches us, he will kill me,” Shrek said plaintively.

	I patted his knee. “We’ll protect you.”

	“From the Overlord? Impossible,” Shrek replied. “All he has to do is check the scanners and he will know we are no longer on the ship.”

	Detja smiled. “The computers and scanners are under my control. Zarek and the others will see only what I want them to see.”

	“What will they be watching?” My always inquisitive daughter asked.

	Detja shrugged. “Us planning Annie’s wedding and shopping online for the perfect dress. I am the master of illusions.”

	“And what if they check in on us mentally? I mean, Saul seemed to know exactly where I was when he was pursuing me.”

	“Our warlords are focused on capturing Cantor and will not link with us during the hunt or any combat. We have two days before they come looking for us,” Detja stated complacently.

	Kaylee clapped her hands. “Bravo! What kind of exciting things do you have planned for today?”

	“We start out with a hydra facial and massage, which is immediately followed by a manicure and pedicure,” Detja answered.

	I sighed. “Sounds wonderful.”

	“I also booked us time at the styling salon for a deep conditioning treatment. Drakash is very damaging to our hair,” Detja advised.

	Shrek’s expression was one of utter horror. “I have no wish to participate in these activities.”

	“The hotel’s casino should keep you occupied. I have dinner reservations at Tao, an Asian bistro, and tickets for a show called Starship Troopers,” Detja said.

	Casey gaped at her. “You do know they’re male strippers?”

	Shrek’s expression of dismay was priceless.

	“A proper bachelorette party includes male strippers.” Detja clearly didn’t have a problem with naked dancers.

	Kaylee chortled. “I’ve heard about this show. They claim some of the strippers are genuine extraterrestrial lifeforms, but most of the dancers are alien impersonators.”

	“What kind of aliens?”

	“Coletti, Askole, Bjarke, Farin and some guy dressed up as a Gorum,” Casey answered.

	I hooted. “This I’ve gotta see.”

	“I am doomed,” Shrek cried.

	***

	The night started out perfectly. We were pampered by the best. Our hair and makeup were flawless. Detja had provided us with vintage rhinestone cocktail dresses, in black of course, and black ankle boots. We looked hot.

	Shrek’s green skin clashed violently with his red sequin tuxedo. He tugged at his collar. “Are you sure this is proper attire for dinner?”

	We all nodded and led him out to the waiting limo.

	“We’ve gotta get a picture of him. We can blackmail him forever with it,” I whispered to Casey.

	“Kaylee is handling that,” she whispered back.

	On the ride to Tao, Detja broke out the champagne, filled crystal flutes with the bubbly and handed them out. “To family.”

	We raised our glasses and took a drink.

	Shrek held up his flute. “To living beyond tomorrow.”

	We all took a drink.

	“To Molotov cocktails, car bombs and things that go boom,” I toasted.

	Bam! The limo shuddered and squealed to a stop.

	The driver lowered the glass partition. “Sorry folks, we’ve been involved in a minor fender bender. I can arrange for another limo to pick you up.”

	Detja glanced at her warrior’s bracelet. “That won’t be necessary. The restaurant is only a few blocks away.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” The partition rolled up.

	I grabbed a napkin and dabbed at wet spot on my dress. “Damn. It looks like I pissed myself.”

	Shrek ran his scanner over us and let out a breath of relief. “No injuries.”

	All of us stiffened when our internal radars went off.

	“Incoming hostiles at two o’clock,” Casey advised.

	I nodded. “Probably Earth First soldiers.”

	“Let’s go say howdy,” Kaylee said.

	Detja handed us laser pistols. “They are set on stun.”

	I stepped out of the limo and scanned the black clad men charging toward us. They were human and intent on kidnapping us. “I’ll take the two on the left.”

	“I’ve got the three on the right,” Casey said, hitting them with a telekinetic blast. The men bounced off a city bus and landed on several street performers. A fight broke out.

	Before their buddies could react, I unleashed my psychic grenades and smiled as our attackers tumbled to the pavement. “Now we need to find out who told them we were in Vegas.”

	“This, I will handle,” Detja said and concentrated on the men littering the sidewalk. She shook her head and laughed. “They thought we were vid stars and were expecting to collect ten million in ransom.”

	Another white stretch limo sped by. Must be the vid stars.

	A hulking man in a black ski mask jumped out of the white van blocking our limo. “Get in the van or I’ll kill you.”

	We all burst out laughing.

	The kidnapper waved his gun around. “I’m not joking.”

	“Run while you still can.” Detja’s voice was filled with a quiet, deadly venom.

	“You fucking bitches are making a big mistake!”

	Kaylee shook her head. “No. You are.” She summoned a massive swarm of birds. “Attack.”

	Hundreds of pigeons, hawks and sparrows swirled madly around the kidnapper’s head. He stumbled backwards as the birds hammered him with their wings and beaks. “Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee!” He took off running with the birds in hot pursuit.

	We all grinned and headed toward the restaurant.

	I hooked my arm with Shrek’s. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

	“You are truly unstoppable,” Shrek said in awe.

	Kaylee took his other arm. “Why, thank you, even without our powers we took out Lior and Lilkee’s goons.”

	Crack! A black-clad body slammed into a cab’s windshield and slowly slid off the hood.

	“Fight! Fight!” Voices shouted.

	To my surprise, a horde of what looked like college students poured out of a casino and joined the brawl. It quickly escalated into a riot.

	Sirens wailing, several patrol cars skidded to a stop. The cops bailed out and waded into the fight.

	“Oh lookie! The news’ vans are showing up too,” Casey commented and as we strolled by the excited reporters.

	Detja calmly dodged a flying body. “Tao’s lobster wontons are highly recommended.”

	“I was thinking of trying the salmon.” I levitated an elderly woman out of the melee and sat her down in front of a clothing store. She hurried inside.

	Casey punched out with her telekinesis. The shockwave of energy hurled a bunch of the college students into a huge fountain. “I’m getting the sushi.”

	The restaurant’s bouncers wore Samurai styled armor and gold helmets with a red plume. They blocked our entrance and the biggest one growled, “We’re closed.”

	“Step aside. We have reservations,” Detja commanded.

	With a blank look on their faces, they opened the doors and said in unison, “Enjoy your dinner.”

	“We will,” Casey said as we trooped past them.

	A beer bottle sailed by my head and smashed into a wall. “You might want to lock the door and take cover inside the tourists are getting a little frisky.”

	They both nodded.

	I admired the décor. The red and gold walls highlighted several terracotta warriors, bronze sculptures of Buddha and eight statues of Chinese horse mounted cavalry.

	A rattled hostess hurried over to us.

	Before she could say a word, Detja took control, “We have reservations.”

	The hostess nodded, grabbed the menus and gestured. “Right this way.” She led us to a booth with red velvet seats and placed the menus on the table. “I’ll send your server right over.” She rushed away.

	I watched her disappear through double kitchen doors. “Are you going to have to voodoo the kitchen staff too?”

	“If I must. I will not allow anything to spoil our night out,” Detja answered.

	Doing her best impression of a serious grownup, Casey said, “I know I’m not of legal age, but I’m not a child. I have adult responsibilities and I deserve to have a drink or two.”

	Kaylee grinned. “How about a Shirley Temple?”

	“No. I want to try Sake. It’s a Japanese wine.”

	“Sake?” My eyebrows rose.

	“Uncle Saul says that Sake, served correctly, is the best wine in the world.”

	“I wouldn’t go that far, but I don’t see any harm in you trying some.” I looked around the table. “Any objections?”

	Everyone shook their heads, including Shrek.

	We ordered a bottle to go with dinner. Then another bottle and another. Two hours later, we were feeling no pain.

	Detja got to her feet. “Our show starts in ten minutes.”

	“Maybe it has been cancelled due to the altercation outside,” Shrek said hopefully.

	Detja gave him an amused smile. “There is another entrance not affected by the fight.”

	“Where are we going?” Kaylee wobbled a bit as she stood up.

	“Starship Troopers is held downstairs in the nightclub,” I said, pointing to the poster with a bunch of hunky men on it.

	Casey squealed. “I can’t wait! Naked men! Hoo boy.” She ran off.

	Giving her Sake probably wasn’t a good idea. But what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas. That’s my story and I was sticking to it. I ambled after her.

	“I have no wish to watch naked males dance,” Shrek protested as Detja pulled him along.

	“Think of it as a cultural learning event,” Kaylee advised, taking his other arm and urging him down the stairs.

	“What am I to learn?”

	“How human women party.”

	The nightclub was filled with eager, giggling women. Our table was next to the stage. Casey plopped down in her chair and rubbed her hands. “We’re gonna get a birds-eye view of their man parts.”

	Shrek’s eyes widened. “Oh! I see.” He settled back in his chair and began observing the audience.

	I had to know. “Hothar’s never given you a sneak peek?”

	“No,” Casey huffed. “With Uncle Saul and Zarek constantly monitoring us, he hasn’t had a chance.”

	A cute waiter in a red G-string strutted up to us. “What can I get the handsome green gentleman and his lovely ladies?”

	“Your best champagne,” Detja said and stuffed a credit chip in his G-string.

	My eyes bugged. Holy crap! If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t have believed it.

	Kaylee’s jaw dropped.

	Casey giggled hysterically.

	The waiter made his butt cheeks dance. “Right away, you sexy thing,” he said over his shoulder and swaggered off.

	“Detja’s really getting into the whole bachelorette thing,” Kaylee snickered.

	“I’ll say.” And there was something off about the waiter. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

	“I am a dead man,” Shrek moaned.

	Three obviously human waiters made-up to appear Askole boogied around the tables; delivering drinks, rubbing up against and kissing the adoring women.

	“Their scales are painted on,” Shrek remarked.

	Casey snorted. “And what’s up with those funky, tentacle dreadlocks?”

	“If they met a real Askole, they’d piss their G-strings,” Kaylee commented.

	The butt-bouncing waiter danced over carrying a tray with five glasses and a bottle of champagne in an ice-filled bucket. He popped the cork and poured the bubbly. He handed a glass to Shrek. “Your costume is exquisite. Who did you?”

	Highly offended, Shrek snapped, “I am not wearing a costume.”

	“Of course not, sweetie.” He slid a card under Shrek’s hand. “Give me a call. We’ll talk.” He skipped off.

	“Oh, my God! He was hitting on you,” Casey crowed.

	I burst out laughing at the shocked expression on Shrek’s face.

	A muscle-bound Bjarke male in a red sequined jacket and G-string walked out onto the stage. “Ladies! Are you ready to meet a real, live alien?”

	The audience hooted and hollered.

	Our waiter strutted out on the stage and broke into a Texas Two-Step followed by an Irish jig.

	Casey, Kaylee and I cried in unison, “Oh my God, that’s Adan.”

	Adan quickly transformed into a Gorum with a long, white tubular body and two eyestalks with bright yellow orbs. The wormy growth around his head lengthened and swayed this way and that as he danced down the walkway.

	Gotta say, I was impressed.

	The music changed. Quicker than the eye could follow, Adan morphed into Zarek wearing nothing but a black G-string. He broke into an energetic cowboy polka.

	The crowd went wild.

	I shot a worried glance at Detja and to my surprise she was laughing.

	Shrek, Casey and Kaylee were bug-eyed in horror.

	A hot Latin Salsa tune began to play. Without any hesitation, Adan aka Zarek pulled Detja up on stage and they did a damned good Tango.

	If Zarek ever found out about this, God help us. The hairs on-the-back-of-my neck stood up. Poof! Zarek, Saul, Talree and Hothar suddenly stood by our table wearing dirty battle suits. I drained my glass of champagne.

	Zarek popped up on the stage, seized Detja’s right hand, spun her around him and pulled her into a tight embrace. His lips brushed Detja’s.

	She jerked away.

	Zarek jerked Detja back and slid his leg between hers.

	Adan vanished.

	I fanned myself. Bet her panties were wet. Because mine were.

	Zarek’s large hands skimmed down Detja’s back, grabbed her hips and up she went.

	“Holy cow! Who knew Zarek could dance?” Casey exclaimed as he twirled Detja around his shoulders.

	Zarek lowered Detja until their lips met. Poof! They were gone.

	The women went ballistic and chanted, “More. More. More.”

	I smiled brightly at Saul. “Did you find and kill Cantor?”

	“No. You disobeyed my orders to wait for me in sick bay.”

	What a grumpy butt. “Zarek’s exacts orders were not to leave Shrek’s custody, and we didn’t.”

	“You shanghaied him,” Saul growled.

	“Kinda.”

	Casey crawled up Hothar’s chest and gave him a big kiss. “I wanna see your man parts.”

	“You are drunk!” Hothar exclaimed.

	Saul bellowed, “You let her drink?”

	“It is a bachelorette party,” I answered. “What did you expect?”

	“You even think of yelling at Shrek, and no nooky for a month,” Kaylee snarled at Talree.

	I stood up and poked Saul in the chest. “Same for me.”

	“I am sorry, my lords, I could not control them,” Shrek interjected.

	Talree rubbed a hand over his face as if he was trying not to laugh. “Our females are very difficult to control.”

	“Are not,” Kaylee said and keeled over.

	Talree caught her before she hit the floor. “Everyone back to the ship.”

	“But the party’s not over.”

	“Yes, it is.” Saul scooped me up.

	



	

Chapter Twenty-One

	Detja sat at the head of the table with a mulish expression on her face. To say Zarek was in a bad mood would be an understatement. I thought he would have calmed down by now. I mean, he’d have to stuff a sock in his G-string, but other than that, he could make a fortune in Vegas.

	Zarek stopped prowling around his war room and gave me the stink eye.

	Or not. I laid my head on the table and wished the headache from hell would go away.

	“Are you feeling ill?” Zarek’s voice had a nasty edge to it.

	I moaned, “Not sure if I’m dead or just hungover.”

	“Sit up in your chair.”

	I sat up and squinted at Zarek. “Yes, sir.”

	“Do you hafta yell? Kaylee groaned.

	Her head buried in her hands, Casey whimpered, “Why can’t Shrek fix us up?

	“It’s called a life lesson,” Saul shot back.

	“That’s just mean.”

	Saul demanded, “Will you drink to excess again?”

	“God, no.” She looked around the room. “Anyone got some aspirin?”

	Saul slid a bottle across the table.

	I risked a quick peek and wished I hadn’t. He was beyond livid.

	Hothar sat a glass of water down in front of Casey.

	“Thanks, Hot Lips.”

	He expelled a long breath, opened the bottle of aspirin and gave Casey two pills.

	Massaging my temples, I croaked, “Could ya slide that bottle this way?”

	The bottle rolled right by me and tumbled to the floor.

	Crap. I slithered out of my chair and crawled toward the aspirin bottle.

	“For Christ’s sake,” Saul growled. He grabbed me around the waist and plopped me back in my chair. “Sit. Stay!”

	“Woof. Woof.”

	“Don’t push me Annie!”

	I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know what y’all are so upset about. Other than getting a little drunk, nothing happened.”

	“Nothing happened?” Zarek tapped his bracelet. Every screen in the room showed the fight and ensuing riot.

	Huh? Someone had set a bunch of cars on fire.

	“You are responsible for this.”

	Detja snorted.

	“Us?” Kaylee cried.

	Casey peered at the screens. “No, the kidnappers are.”

	I winced at the stabbing pain behind my eyes. “Vegas has a zillion surveillance cameras and you didn’t see the idiots trying to kidnap us?”

	“We did. If you had never left the ship, none of this would have happened.” Saul snapped.

	“That’s a valid point, but I’m not going to spend my life on house arrest.”

	“It was for your own safety,” Saul retorted.

	My temper flared to life. “You were only two decks away and Lior still took us.”

	“You’re right.” Saul sagged down on the chair next to me and took my hand. “I’m sorry.”

	“I know.” I brushed my lips over his. “No matter how carefully you plan, shit happens.”

	“Your wedding has been arranged and will start at six tonight,” Zarek announced out of the blue.

	Detja jumped to her feet. “I will not allow it!”

	Oh, hell. I exchanged worried glances with Saul.

	“You deliberately disobeyed my orders. This is your punishment,” Zarek stated.

	Her punishment? It was my wedding.

	Detja climbed up on a chair and looked Zarek dead in the eye. “I am not a child and I will not be treated as one.”

	“You risk too much,” he countered.

	Detja retorted, “I am as much of a warrior as you are.”

	“Dontcha hate it when mom and dad fight?” Casey quipped.

	Zarek and Detja did the dominance stare down thing.

	Kaylee sighed. “Now I know where Talree went.”

	“Where?” Dread clenched my already queasy stomach.

	“To set up security at the church they booked for your wedding.”

	“In Vegas?”

	Kaylee nodded.

	“I refuse to be married in Las Vegas,” I spat, and glared defiantly at Zarek. “Not doing it. No way. No how.”

	Saul pulled me into his lap and his mouth crushed mine. “Do you want him to use mind control on you?”

	“No.” I wrapped my arms around his neck.

	“Then you will smile politely and thank him,” Saul instructed.

	“Fine.” My stomach felt like it was on a roller coaster.

	Zarek cocked a dark brow. “You were saying?”

	“I don’t feel so good.” It was like something out of a horror vid. Chunks of my dinner spewed from my mouth and splattered all over Zarek’s spiffy boots.

	The silence in the room was deafening.

	A giggle escaped Casey.

	Kaylee burst into hysterical laughter.

	“I believe this is a first, my lord.” Detja bit her lip to keep from laughing.

	I stared at the stinky mess in absolute shock. I opened my mouth to apologize but I couldn’t think of what to say. Sorry I puked all over your boots, didn’t seem adequate.

	Zarek examined his feet for a moment. “Take your females to sick bay General and have Shrek treat them. I want them sober and upright for the ceremony.”

	“Yes, my lord.” Saul tightened his grip on me and held his hand out to Casey. The moment she took it, he teleported us to sick bay.

	“I’m never drinking Sake again,” I lamented.

	Casey grabbed her stomach. “Me either.”

	“Do something Shrek before there’s more projectile vomiting,” Saul commanded.

	Shrek grabbed a pressure injector and jabbed us in the neck with it.

	I grabbed my neck. “Ouch. That hurt.”

	“Good,” Shrek said.

	“Would it help if I said I’m sorry?”

	Shrek let out a long breath. “It would.”

	“I’m sorry, too, Shrek,” Casey added.

	“Apologies accepted.”

	“Are you coming to my wedding?” I gave Shrek a hopeful smile.

	Shrek gave a slight bow. “It would be an honor to attend.”

	“Great!”

	“How long before they’re back to their normal?” Saul was still wearing his I’m a mean sonovabitch face.

	Shrek looked at his scanner. “The injection will make them sleep for four hours, allowing you time to reflect on what has happened.”

	“Thank you.” Saul wrapped his arms around us and poof. We were in his quarters. All the weapons on the walls kinda reminded me of Dejta’s and Zarek’s private rooms.

	I looked at Saul expectantly. “Got any mouth wash?”

	“Dibs on the shower,” Casey called and bolted for the bathroom.

	Saul pulled a small travel size bottle out of his “Go” bag and handed it to me. “I never knew what fear was until Lior took all of you. The sensation of helplessness is something I never want to experience again.”

	I hugged him. “It’s okay. We knew you were doing everything you could to find us, but we’re not the type that cowers in the corner and waits to be rescued.”

	He kissed the top of my head. “Thank God for that.”

	“What? No kiss?”

	“Not until you’ve brushed your teeth, flossed and used that mouth wash. Your breath could stop a rampaging rhino.”

	“I love you too.” I headed for the bathroom.

	



	

Chapter Twenty-Two

	Zarek’s idea of the proper dress for the wedding was battle armor. For all of us. Shrek included. His warriors bristled with weapons. Zarek poked a bloodred Tar flower in my hair and handed me a bouquet of the flowers. “There. You are the perfect bride for a warlord.”

	“You’re too kind,” I replied. I didn’t have a lick of makeup on and Zarek had insisted that I wear my hair in a bun.

	Saul was doing his best not to laugh.

	Detja rolled her eyes in disgust.

	Casey and Kaylee grinned like loons. I was starting to think they had gotten into the Overlord’s private liquor cabinet.

	“The coordinates have been downloaded to your bracelets. We depart in three minutes.” Zarek glanced around the room. “Any questions?”

	I raised my hand. “I have one.”

	“What is that?” Zarek’s smile was deliberately annoying.

	“Where is the wedding being held?”

	He tutted. “And ruin the surprise?”

	“Give it up. He’s not going to tell you,” Saul murmured in my ear.

	“Swell.” There was fleeting flash of blackness and we stood in front of a medieval fortress complete with moat and drawbridge.

	“How romantic,” Casey quipped. “It’s like something out of the Dark Ages.”

	“As we are still at battle status, it is a secure location,” Hothar pointed out.

	I wanted to whack him with my flowers. “It’s not a church.”

	Kaylee gave me a reassuring smile. “Talree said there’s a chapel inside.”

	“Gee, I can’t wait to see it.” Bet it had the rack and other instruments of torture.

	“Relax,” Detja said. “I arranged your honeymoon. You will be pleased with the location.”

	“Yay, something to look forward to.” Prickles ran up my spine and a flash of orange caught my attention. I turned. A man who was a dead ringer for Hell stood at the end of the driveway. A shudder shook me. It wasn’t possible. He was dead and ghosts didn’t wear orange and white stripped uniforms.

	Saul tilted my head up. “Are you okay? You’re as white as a sheet.”

	“I thought I saw someone I knew.”

	“Who?” Alarm filled his eyes. “One of our enemies?”

	“Hell.” I glanced back at the driveway. He was gone.

	“He’s dead.”

	“I know.” I let out a shaky laugh. “Maybe I’m still hung over.”

	I felt Saul scan the area psychically. “I’m not sensing any hostiles.”

	“Anyone stupid enough to attack us today is going to be really sorry.”

	“Very much so. Zarek’s looking for someone to kill,” Saul commented.

	Zarek glanced at his bracelet. “The minister is waiting.” He teleported.

	Poof! We appeared inside the chapel. Hand-painted frescos covered the walls. A vaulted ceiling soared above us and the stained-glass windows cast a colorful glow over the simple altar. An elderly man dressed in a black robe waited for us.

	“Wow!” Kaylee gasped.

	Casey ran a hand over the wooden benches. “It’s like we traveled back in time.”

	The Tar flower slid down until it was perched over my right eye. I blew at it.

	Saul tucked the flower behind my ear and led me up to the minister.

	The minister inquired, “Do you have your marriage license?”

	Oh shit! Before I could totally freak out, Zarek handed it to him.

	The minister smiled, tucked it into his robe and picked up his bible. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony.” He smiled at Saul. “Repeat after me. I, Saul Jones, take you, Annie Russell, to be my wife, my partner in life and my one true love. I will cherish our friendship and love you today, tomorrow and forever.”

	Saul recited it obediently.

	The minister turned to me. “Repeat after me. I, Annie Russell, take you, Saul Jones, to be my husband, my partner in life and my one true love. I will cherish our friendship and love you today, tomorrow and forever.”

	My gaze never leaving Saul’s I said my vows.

	“If anyone can show just cause why this couple cannot be lawfully jointed in matrimony, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.” The minister glanced around the chapel.

	“I can,” a harsh male voice shouted.

	Everyone turned to look.

	An older version of Hell wearing an orange hat with a yellow pig on the brim, an orange and white striped shirt and pants stood at the rear of the chapel. “That murdering bitch killed my son and stole all of his money.”

	I eyed his outfit. “Seriously, what are you wearing?”

	“He must work at that new fast food place called Cheap Bites,” Casey whispered.

	The minister waved him forward. “Who are you and what proof do you have?”

	“I’m Jesus Smith.”

	“The son of God he ain’t,” Kaylee muttered.

	Jesus stormed down the aisle. “I don’t need any fucking proof. My word is good enough.”

	“No. It is not,” Zarek stated coldly and fingered his sword.

	My temper flared to life. Enough already. I hit Jesus with a psychic stun grenade and smiled brightly as he crumpled to the floor. Problem solved.

	“Dear Lord! He’s having a heart attack! Someone call 9-1-1.”

	I blocked the minister from running to Jesus’s aid. “There’s no need to call 9-1-1. He’s fine. He’s simply taking a nap, please continue with the ceremony,” I growled.

	The minister clutched the bible to his chest. “A nap?”

	“You heard my lady, finish it,” Saul instructed.

	He cleared his throat nervously. “Of course. Of course. Who has the rings?”

	“I do.” Detja stepped forward with the rings on a gold tray.

	“Excellent.” Opening his bible, the minister continued, “These wedding rings are an unbroken circle of love. It is the seal of the vows you have taken. Saul the ring you place on Annie’s finger is a symbol of your commitment to her.”

	Saul picked up a simple copper band with an intricate design etched into it and slid it on my finger.

	“Annie…”

	“Yeah, yeah love eternal,” I interjected and dropped the flowers on the tray. I took the other copper band and placed it on Saul’s finger.

	“These rings signify to all the union of this couple in marriage. By the powers vested in me I now pronounce you man and wife. You my kiss your bride.”

	Saul gave me a long kiss that turned my bones to Jell-O.

	Instead of cheers and well wishes, the warrior bellowed their battle cries.

	The minister fled.

	



	

Chapter Twenty-Three

	Detja arranged for us to honeymoon on a privately-owned Tahitian island. It was a tropical paradise complete with white sand beaches and a turquoise blue lagoon.

	The glass-walled villa was furnished with colorful rattan furniture in an airy blend of outdoor and indoor living. Potted hibiscus in a variety of colors dotted the red tile patio. From the balcony you could admire the tranquil seas or a waterfall tumbling down a fern covered cliff.

	“Woo hoo! I love it! And best of all no battle armor needed.” I tapped my controls. Snikt. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. My armor abruptly melted away until I was wearing nothing but a smile.

	Saul grinned. Snikt. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. Schlik. His armor shrank away, revealing his red plaid boxers and matching socks.

	“Ah, sweetie, those socks gotta go.”

	He pulled them off. “We can swim, sleep as long as we want and make love all night long.”

	“We can, but why wait?” Saul’s luscious body was mine to explore. To taste. To lick.

	Desire etched starkly on his face Saul pulled me closer. His hard, muscled frame felt like home. Our minds connected and the intensity of his hunger, his need to possess me, inflamed my senses. Our mouths met and his tongue slid in for a hot dance with mine.

	Ghostly hands stroked my body and I almost died from a blast of pleasure that exploded in my hoo-ha. “Bed now!”

	An instant later, we popped into a room with a rattan canopy bed. Saul tossed me on the silky red bedspread. “You want it hard and fast or slow and easy?”

	“Hard and fast, but you need to lose the boxers, cowboy.”

	In swift movement his boxers were gone. Saul climbed on the bed and prowled toward me. “Your pussy belongs to me.” He buried his head between my legs.

	His magical tongue swirled around my sensitive clit. “Oh, God. That’s feels so good.”

	“A warlord uses his mind and body to make love.” One thick finger speared inside me and at the same time sharp teeth bit down on my nubbin. Nip. Thrust. Nip. Thrust. My hips bucked wildly, and my eyes rolled back in my head at the exquisite torment.

	His big, callused hands slid up my body and tweaked my nipples. “Can you tell what is real? What is only in your mind?”

	“Nope. Don’t care. Need. You. Inside me.”

	“As my lady commands.” Saul spread my knees. “I’m gonna slide my snake thingy deep inside you and fuck your brains out, again and again until the only touch you remember is mine.”

	In my mind’s eye, I watched his penis slide into me. His vibrating joy toys pulsated up my channel. I gasped as I felt the little buggers slip deeper inside me, sending pleasure cascading through me. Digging my nails into his very fine ass, I ground against him and commanded. “More.”

	Saul pumped his hips, harder, faster and his horny little dudes drove me over the edge, again and again and again. I screamed as the world exploded around me.

	Throwing his head back, Saul roared his battle cry.

	I patted his butt cheek. “Yippee-ki-yay, cowboy. You have mastered the art of psychic sex.”

	“I am Coletti. We do everything better.”

	“Right. You know what I think?”

	Saul kissed my nose. “What?”

	“Sometimes you have to go through Hell to find true love.”

	“And happily ever after?” The love in Saul’s eyes made the luckiest woman in the world.

	“Happily ever after isn’t a fairy tale. I have all I need or want.”

	 

	The end has come! But wait! The Trouble With Tigers is coming soon!
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