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        Two NEW Kindred Tales Novels in One Book!

        One Light and Sweet

        The other Dark and Sexy

        Which Kind of Kindred do you prefer?

        Read Dark and Light and decide for yourself…

      

      

      Light: In Saved by the Drake, Lucia Ramirez is having a terrible day when a huge, scary male confronts her on a dark street. But the scary male turns out to be a Kindred warrior—Raze. And he just needs help with the three motherless kittens he found under a dumpster. As a vet tech working at the Paws and Purrs Pet Clinic, Luci is uniquely qualified to handle Raze’s problem. But can she handle a much larger animal—his Drake? Read Saved by the Drake to find out.

      Dark: In Captured by the Kru’ell One, Allisandra Stone keeps having disturbing dreams of a huge Kindred warrior with mirrored eyes that reflect her soul. He tells her that he knows all her darkest desires and he intends to make them come true. Alli is certain it’s just a nightmare but when he comes to take her from her bed, she goes with him anyway. Soon she finds herself strapped to the Stinging Frame as Kane feeds on her pleasure in a way no other Kindred ever could or would. Can Alli escape the dark dream she has fallen into…does she even want to try? Read Captured by the Kru’ell One if you dare to find out.
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      Several times recently I have asked my readers to send in ideas that interest them and that they think would work well in the Kindred universe. I promised to dedicate the book to the reader whose idea sparked my muse, but I got so many good ideas I couldn't choose! That's why this Duet Novel actually contains two Kindred Tales, both inspired by reader ideas. One is Light and sweet and the other is Dark and sexy. I had so much fun writing both of these and I hope you will have fun reading them as well. Without further ado, let's start on the lighter side, shall we?

      ; ) Evangeline
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      Lucia Rodriguez was having a terrible day.

      She sighed as she locked up the Paws and Purrs Pet Clinic and trudged to her car. Automatically, she reached for her keys and then remembered the reason she’d gone back into the clinic in the first place—the car was dead. After trying to get it to start for almost ten minutes, she’d gone back inside to call her mom—since her ancient cell phone was also dead—and let her know she would be late getting home because of it.

      Of course, most people would have called Triple A or whatever auto club they were a member of to get the car towed to a garage. But Lucia wasn’t a member of any auto clubs—she couldn’t afford it. In fact, as a single mom of three trying to live on a Vet Tech’s salary, she couldn’t afford much of anything—not even a cab or an Uber to get her home.

      Sighing again, Luci started walking towards the bus stop. The dead car just capped off her awful day.

      Well, at least the tire didn’t have anything to do with cats, she thought and shivered.

      Working at a veterinary clinic, Luci saw her fair share of bad things happen to good animals. The Paws and Purrs practice treated all kinds of pets from regular ones like dogs and cats to exotic creatures like sugar gliders and hedgehogs. This being Florida, they also saw their share of snakes and lizards—though Dr. Canody had drawn the line at treating someone’s pet alligator.

      But for some reason, today had just been a terrible day for cats.

      First thing that morning, a lady had brought in a cat she’d hit with her car. The cat had obviously been a stray with ragged ears and fleas to show for it and the woman had been wearing an expensive business suit—not unusual since the Paws and Purrs Clinic was located in Downtown Tampa where a lot of corporations had their offices.

      The cat had been mewing weakly and the woman was crying, her mascara running down her cheeks in black smears. Her suit was stained with blood but she didn’t even seem to notice.

      “He ran right out in front of me!” she’d sobbed, holding the injured cat out to Luci, who took him carefully. “I couldn’t miss him! I tried to swerve—Oh God, I’m so sorry!”

      From there, the day had only gotten worse. Right after the tragic accident, Luci had had to tell a man his cat had advanced Feline Aids and didn’t have long to live. Right after that, someone brought in a kitten with flea anemia, so weak it had died while Luci was trying to get an IV into its tiny vein. And finally, as though to cap off the terrible day, she’s had to sit with Mrs. Wachowski—a kind, little old lady who had been bringing her cats to the Paws and Purrs practice for years—as the vet euthanized Bootsie, her favorite cat.

      Poor Mrs. Wachowski had cried like a baby and Luci had put an arm around her and tried to comfort her as best she could. She knew the pain of losing a pet all too well herself, and she also knew the older woman had recently lost her husband. Mrs. Wachowski had two more cats at home but losing Bootsie was a blow and she had looked twenty years older when she finally left the clinic.

      There had been some bright spots in her otherwise dark day, Luci tried to remind herself. Mr. Yoder had come in with Goofus—a Boxer with a heart of gold and a brain of brick—as Dr. Canody liked to say. The big, dumb dog loved everyone and it was always fun to see him wagging and panting in all his goofy glory.

      But all in all, it had been a pretty lousy day for her feline patients. And having car trouble to end everything didn’t help her mood any.

      How am I going to pay to get it fixed? Luci wondered, as she rode the crowded, smelly bus in the deepening gloom. She lived in a rundown apartment building at the edge of the downtown area, all she could afford since her ex-husband, Tony, never paid child support.

      He almost never came to see his kids, either, which was actually just as well. Tony had a hot temper and the antics of the three-year-old twins, Antony and Julio, always got on his nerves. He did better with their older sister, Francesca. But only because Frannie was extremely serious for a five-year-old and she usually got very quiet around her father.

      Unfortunately, that was probably because Tony shouted a lot when he was angry—which was most of the time. Frannie had developed the habit of keeping silent and shushing her little brothers whenever he was around to try and keep peace in the house.

      Luci had stayed with him for much longer than she should have. She had told herself that everything would be okay—that when the kids got a little bit older, Tony would go back to being the sweet, kind guy he’d been when they were dating. And besides, he only shouted at the kids—he never hit them. And he hardly ever hit Luci herself, just a black eye here and there and the occasional bruised wrist from where he grabbed her as he yelled in her face…

      Thinking of her rationalization now made Luci angry with herself. It wasn’t until she’d walked into her kid’s playroom one day and had seen the twins huddled, crying, behind their big sister while Frannie tried desperately to hush them that she realized she wasn’t the only one being affected by Tony’s rages.

      “Oh, Mommy!” Frannie’s face had relaxed from its fearful grimace as she saw her mother. “We thought it was Daddy coming,” she explained, as she soothed her little brothers. “And we were afraid he would be angry if we made any noise—so we were trying to be quiet little mices.”

      It was a wake up call for Luci—at that moment, she made up her mind to leave. Even though Tony had a good job and they lived in a pretty house in Carrollwood—a nice, upper-class area of North Tampa—and even though she knew she’d have a hard time making it on her own with three kids, it wasn’t worth it. She didn’t want her daughter to grow up frightened and her sons to think it was okay for a husband to hit and shout.

      That day she had packed up everything she could and moved to her mother’s place down in Ybor City—the historic part of Tampa. They lived there for a while, while Luci got a job and worked through the divorce.

      In order to keep Tony from fighting for custody of the kids—which he threatened to do, even though she knew he didn’t really want them—she’d had to give up almost everything. The house was still in his name and she didn’t get a dime from their shared bank account. About all she got to keep were her children, their clothes and toys, and the family dog, Lady. Well that and the crappy late model Ford Fiesta, which was currently dead in the Paws and Purrs parking lot, she reminded herself.

      As soon as she got on her feet, Luci had moved her little family out of her mom’s tiny one-bedroom, one-bathroom bungalow and into a small, cheap, two-bedroom in her current apartment building. She’d been able to do that because Dr. Canody had been kind enough to give her a raise and the extra hours she’d asked for.

      Though her mom had protested that Luci and the kids could stay with her as long as they wanted, there just wasn’t enough room and besides, she needed to be closer to her work. Also, her kids still got to see their abuelita almost every day, since it was her mom who picked them up after school and pre-school and kept them until Luci got off work at Paws and Purrs.

      Tonight had been her late night and now it was later still, she thought with a sigh, looking out the dirty window of the bus as it lumbered along the cracked pavement towards her end of town. Sometimes she felt like she was living life on a tightrope—just barely keeping her balance above the sea of debt and poverty which was constantly lapping at her heels.

      She made just enough at the clinic to pay her rent and utilities. As for food, she just barely qualified for assistance so she could keep herself and her kids fed. Her mom helped with childcare or Luci never could have made it—after school care cost a crazy amount, especially with three kids. She would have had to stay with Tony without her mom’s help.

      But Luci’s mom was barely scraping by herself. She was undocumented so she didn’t dare to apply for any assistance. Instead, she worked at a fashionable Mexican restaurant in South Tampa where she made the handmade tortillas they were famous for. Every morning she got up at the crack of dawn and went to The Blue Mesa to work for a pittance because they were willing to pay her under the table and not ask questions.

      Her mom got off work just in time to drive her rusted out Chrysler Cordoba to the kid’s school and pick them all up. Then, after her shift was over, Luci would come and get them. They usually ate dinner together and then she took the kids home, gave them a bath, read them a bedtime story, and put them to bed.

      Then she got up the next day and did it all over again.

      Only how am I going to do it without a car? Luci wondered worriedly. How am I going to get the kids to school tomorrow?

      She supposed she would have to get everyone up when her mom got up and drop her mom off at work before she borrowed her mom’s car to take the kids to school. Then she could bring the car back to her mom and take a bus to her own work. After work, she would take the bus to her mom’s house to collect the kids. But without a car, she would have to drag them all home on public transport and what would they do the next day? And the next and the next—without a car, her life became about a hundred times more complicated.

      What was she going to do?

      Luci sighed and put her head in her hands. Despite the hardships of living below the poverty line, she usually thought her divorce from Tony had been worth it. Frannie was starting to lose the timid, frightened look she’d worn all the time and the twins no longer started howling when someone walked into the room. Her children were happier and emotionally healthier and so was she. Also, none of them were walking on eggshells anymore, afraid that any little thing they did or said would set Tony off.

      Another good thing was that Luci got to work with animals, as she had always wanted to—and keep pets too, which Tony had never allowed, except for Lady, which her mom had gotten for the kids when he was gone on a business trip. He had flown into a rage when he’d seen the puppy but Luci had managed to sell him on the idea of the dog as a protector—to keep them all safe from burglars whenever he was out of town.

      Her ex had always hated the dog though, a feeling which Lady returned with a vengeance. She was one reason Luci had felt safe enough to tell Tony she was divorcing him in the first place. Though Lady was supposed to be the kids’ pet, she was fiercely protective of Luci herself. She had growled menacingly and wouldn’t allow Tony to lay a hand on Luci during the heated conversation when she told him she was leaving for good.

      But despite the good things that had come out of leaving her abusive ex, right at that moment, Luci couldn’t help wishing she was back at the neat little house in Carrollwood where she had lived when she was still married. After all, when Tony was away on one of his frequent business trips, the little house had been a place of peace and love.

      Her mom had come over to help with the babies and they had laughed and played and baked together, filling the air with the warm smell of her mom’s menudo and tamales. She had told Frannie and the twins stories of their abuelo, who they had never gotten to know, since he had died before Luci had gotten married.

      Back then, Luci had never had to worry about whether she would have enough money to feed herself and her kids and the pets, or if her car would last for a few more years so she could keep getting herself to work and the kids to school. She hadn’t had to worry about anything except…

      Except when Tony was going to hit you or shout at you or scream at the kids, Luci reminded herself firmly. Stop wishing for the past and look to the future, Lucia! Things will work out somehow.

      Though she had no idea how.

      When the bus came to her stop, Luci left with a sigh. She knew she would be getting right back on in a few minutes, as soon as she had gotten a change of scrubs for herself and clothes for the kids. They would have to stay at her mom’s place tonight, which meant Luci would be sleeping on the lumpy living room couch while the kids slept with her mom in her big double bed.

      Of course, she could have asked her mom to bring the kids and stay at her place tonight, but her mother didn’t like to drive at night—it made her really nervous. Luci suspected she might be getting glaucoma but again, there was no way to tell since her mom didn’t have access to any medical care.

      As she trudged down the sidewalk to her apartment building, she considered her options. If she couldn’t get the car fixed, she supposed she would have to move back in with her mom for a while, which felt like a real step backwards. And how would she ever scrape together enough cash for another down payment to move out again? How could she—

      Suddenly there was a dark figure blocking her path.

      Luci looked up, her heart suddenly beating in her throat. The figure was tall—professional basketball player tall—and immensely broad through the shoulders. There was no doubt he was male.

      Also, he had glowing eyes.

      The figure said something but his voice was a deep rumble and Luci’s heart was pounding so hard she couldn’t understand him. All she could think was that her bad day had suddenly gotten much, much worse. Forget about getting her car fixed or moving back in with her mom…

      Now she was just hoping not to be killed.
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      Luci looked frantically around for help—for anyone at all she could shout to. But the street was deserted. She was still about half a block from her apartment building in an area where two of the street lamps had burned out, leaving a dense patch of shadows. Of course on this end of town, the lights and the roads never got fixed, so the dangerous area was likely to stay that way for the foreseeable future.

      Only right at that moment, Luci couldn’t see any future for herself—none at all.

      The huge, shadowy figure with glowing eyes was looming over her in the blackness and she was sure that at any minute he was going to strike. She wanted to run but his legs were so much longer than hers, he was sure to catch her. As for fighting—she would try, but she had no illusions about how much stronger than her the man was.

      Dios mio, she thought, feeling sick. I’m going to die tonight. Right here and now, I’m going to die!

      Then he spoke again in that deep, rumbling voice. This time, somehow, Luci understood him.

      “Please,” he said. “You work at a place for sick animals, don’t you? Please—help me.”

      His words startled her so much that Luci uttered a little gasp and put a hand to her pounding heart.

      “Wh-what?” she somehow managed to say. “Help you with what?”

      “With these.”

      The enormous man leaned forward and held out his hands—which looked as big as baseball mitts to Luci. Lying in his cupped palms were three tiny kittens. They were crying and mewing loudly and it occurred to Luci that she would have heard them before if she hadn’t been so horribly frightened.

      “What…where did you find them?” she asked, her voice shaking only a little. Maybe the huge man wasn’t going to try and kill her after all. At any rate, it would be hard to attack someone with your hands full of kittens.

      “Behind the building—under one of those big trash receptacles,” the man said. “I think you humans call them ‘dumbsters?’ or ‘dummers?’ Little things were crying so loud I could hear them from inside my domicile.”

      “That’s dumpster,” Luci corrected him. “But what do you mean by ‘you humans?’”

      “Forgive me.” He made a slight bow. “I’m a Kindred warrior. Should have introduced myself but these little things seem so helpless—I think maybe they’re hurt.” He nodded at the kittens in his hands which were still crying loudly and poking their little noses into the air, clearly seeking something they weren’t finding.

      Luci felt something in her chest loosen. The Kindred were known to be good guys—some people even called them Feminists. They never hurt women and were actually known to punish human men who did, if they caught them at it. No matter how big the huge male was, the fact that he was Kindred made her feel instantly better.

      “They’re probably just hungry,” she said gently. “And you might have taken them away from their mother. She probably hid them under the dumpster and went hunting for herself, but she’ll come back to them soon.”

      “I saw the mother.” His voice went husky and low. “Some bastard ran her over with one of the vehicles you drive here on Earth. She was…beyond saving.”

      “Oh, no.” Luci felt a surge of sorrow, followed by a burst of surprise. Because the big Kindred’s glowing eyes were glittering faintly. Could he be…crying? Or was it just a trick of the light? Either way, it was clear from his voice that he felt just as bad about the mother cat dying as she did.

      “Please,” he said. “I see you in the downstairs area of our building sometimes and you’re always wearing clothing that has Earth animals printed on it and the name of an animal clinic. Doesn’t that mean you work with animals?”

      “Oh, my scrubs?” Luci looked down at herself reflexively—today’s scrubs were her favorites—they were printed all over with puppies and kittens and parrots and guinea pigs. She had found them on sale at a second-hand medical wear thrift store she knew of and fallen in love with the whimsical drawings and bright colors.

      “Yes.” The big Kindred sounded slightly impatient. “Doesn’t that mean you can help? Wearing clothes like that? Otherwise it would be damn strange to wear them,” he pointed out.

      “I, uh, guess it would,” Luci admitted. “Yes, I can help. But let’s go someplace with more light. Dios, you scared me to death coming up on me out of the dark like that,” she added.

      “Sorry.” There was real remorse in his voice. “I should have realized a big bastard like me would frighten a lovely female alone. But I just found these little things and then you came along and they sound so loud and upset!”

      “Those little things are kittens,” Luci told him as they walked. She had to move quickly to keep up with his long strides. “And I told you—they’re probably just hungry.”

      She hoped, anyway. What was it with her and cats today? The whole time from morning until night had been some kind of feline fiasco!

      Luci stiffened her spine. After the day she’d had, she was damned if she’d lose another feline patient! Whatever was wrong with these three little guys, she was going to fix them up—no matter what it took.
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      In the well-lighted lobby of the apartment building, Luci was able to get a better look at the big Kindred. She reflected to herself that the light didn’t make that much difference—he was scary-looking even when he wasn’t wrapped in shadows.

      He had to be almost seven feet tall—of that she was sure—and his shoulders were fully twice as broad as her own. His eyes were no longer glowing but they were still very strange-looking—one was brilliant, metallic copper and the other was a pale, icy blue. His hair was buzz-cut close to his head and his nose looked like it had been broken several times—although who in the world would have been big enough and strong enough to break it, Luci had no idea. His lips were at odds with the broken nose and mismatched eyes—they were full and soft-looking which made his features a study in contrasts.

      It was a tough face but somehow it was also very attractive, in a rough-hewn kind of way, she thought. And right now it was filled with worry and concern for the three tiny, helpless kittens which he held cupped so carefully in his huge hands.

      He was wearing a sleeveless black t-shirt that clung to his muscular frame and tight black leather trousers with black leather boots. His dress along with his buzz-cut hair made him look kind of like a really big scary Marine, Luci thought. But somehow she wasn’t scared of him anymore.

      “Come with me,” she said, making a snap decision. “I have some kitten formula in my apartment.”

      It might not have been very smart to let a stranger know where she lived but he was, after all, a Kindred. Also, Luci knew that Lady would be waiting for her, and the dog was extremely protective. If the big guy meant her any harm, Lady wouldn’t let him hurt her.

      Not that Luci thought she was in any danger. There was something genuine about the big Kindred—something that made her want to trust him, even though she didn’t know him.

      “What’s your name?” she asked as she pushed the button for the elevator.

      “Oh, sorry. I’m Razhir—Raze for short,” he told her.

      “I’m Lucia Rodriguez,” Luci told him, holding out a hand. “Oh, I guess you can’t—” She started to draw her hand back but Raze shook his head.

      “No—it’s okay.” Deftly, he transferred all three crying, crawling kittens to his left hand and shook with her. His hand was so huge that for a moment hers disappeared inside his long fingers completely. Luci felt like a child shaking with an adult. Then he took his hand back and cradled the kittens carefully to his broad chest.

      When they got to her apartment, she unlocked the door.

      “I have some formula and I’m pretty sure I still have some bottles too. We had a litter of abandoned kittens we were taking care of last month and all the girls in the clinic were taking turns bringing them home,” she told him. “You don’t get a lot of uninterrupted sleep when you have baby kittens in the house, so we try to trade off.”

      The minute she opened the door, Lady ran up with a joyful bark. When she saw the big Kindred, however, she drew back and gave a deep growl, low in her throat. As she was an Australian Shepherd mixed with a Doberman, with the intelligence of the first breed and the protectiveness of the second, this was no joke.

      “Uh, sorry—she’s very protective,” Luci told the big warrior. “This is a dog, by the way,” she added, thinking he might not know.

      “Yes, I know dogs—they’re my favorite Earth animal. It’s all right,” Raze told her. “What kind is she? There are different breeds, right?”

      “Oh, yes—yes there are. Lady is kind of a mutt—a mixture of breeds. She’s half Australian Sheppard—see the pale blue eyes? And she’s half Doberman.”

      “So you’re a mutt, huh, Lady? But I bet you’re a good girl, aren’t you?” Raze rumbled softly, talking to the dog. Transferring the kittens to one palm again, he bent down and let Lady sniff the back of his hand. “I know I’m a stranger but I mean no harm to your mistress,” he told the dog in that same low, soft voice. “I promise Lucia will be safe with me.”

      After a moment, Lady seemed satisfied. She stopped growling and gave a short, friendly bark. She even licked Raze’s big hand.

      Luci was a little surprised.

      “She doesn’t usually take to people so quickly,” she remarked to Raze. “It always takes her some time to warm up to someone new. And she never warmed up to my ex.”

      “Your what?” He frowned as he stepped into the apartment with her and looked around.

      “Oh, my ex-husband,” Luci said. “Lady hated him.”

      He frowned. “Really? What did he do to you to make her hate him?”

      Luci shot him a look of surprise.

      “What would make you say that?”

      He shrugged, his broad, bare shoulders rolling.

      “Just what I’ve observed of dogs, ever since I came to Earth. They’re loyal companions and a damn good judge of character. When a dog attaches itself to you, it tries to keep you safe.” He laughed, a rumbling sound that came from the very bottom of his deep chest. “Guess they’re kind of like Kindred that way.”

      Luci wasn’t sure what to say about that so she just excused herself to fix the kitten formula and get a few more supplies. When she got back, she saw that Raze was wandering around her small living room, looking at everything with deep interest glowing in his mismatched eyes.

      “You must really love animals,” he remarked, nodding to the rabbit hutch and guinea pig cage in the corner. There were two gray bunnies that Frannie had named “Hippy and Hoppy” which had been abandoned at the clinic, as well as a black and white guinea pig named Oreo with bumblefoot, a condition caused by chronic neglect. Purring in the corner was Lucky, a one-eyed, one-eared, orange tomcat who had somehow attached himself to Luci after she’d moved into the apartment building. In another corner was a terrarium with several tiny turtles.

      “I really do love them,” she admitted to Raze. “Some of these I’m just watching for the clinic and some of them I own but I love all of them.” She smiled fondly. “The little girl down the hall—well, I call her little but she’s twelve or thirteen—comes in to feed them and takes Lady out for a walk for me everyday or I couldn’t mange them all with the hours I keep.”

      And of course, she couldn’t have afforded to keep any of them if Dr. Canody hadn’t let her have pet food for them all—a fact that Luci appreciated immensely. She really did have a great job and a wonderful boss—it was just too bad that it was so hard for a single mom to make ends meet.

      She put down the supplies she’d brought on the slightly battered coffee table in front of her.

      “Here,” she said to Raze as they settled on her worn, second-hand couch which she had found at a yard sale. “Let me have one of those little guys so I can feed him.”

      “All right.” He opened his hands again and Luci took one of the kittens—a black and white one which was crying the loudest—and gave him the bottle. He latched on at once and began nursing hungrily—a good sign for his survival, she thought with satisfaction.

      “Can I try? These other, uh, ‘little guys’ as you call them, are still upset,” Raze said.

      “Sure. But there’s a trick to feeding them right,” Luci instructed. “Never, ever hold them like a human baby when you feed them—I mean, you can’t hold them lying on their back. It’s only safe to feed them when they’re belly down with their head up. See?” She nodded at the kitten she was feeding, holding it firmly in her left hand while she gave the bottle with her right. “Also, don’t try to force them to drink the formula, just put the nipple in their mouth and let them go to town. These guys are old enough to know how to suck so that’s good.”

      “All right.” Raze had been watching her intently and now he nodded. “Can I try?”

      “Of course. Here, this guy is almost done so I’m going to put him in the box.” She wiped the mouth of the kitten she’d been feeding with a baby wipe, making sure to get all traces of the formula off. He now had a rounded tummy, she saw as she transferred him into the small cardboard box she had brought with her. It had a warm hot water bottle covered in a towel at the bottom. He settled down at once, seemingly contented and soothed by the warmth of the water bottle.

      Luci nodded with satisfaction. She would check in a moment to make certain the kitten had peed and pooped and if not, she would stimulate him with a clean tissue until he did. But she thought these kittens were old enough to go on their own.

      She held out her hand.

      “Here, give me the smallest one and you can feed the other one,” she told the big Kindred.

      “All right.” Carefully, he transferred another of the kittens—an all black one—to her lap. She cradled the kitten gently in her left hand and then gave the third bottle to Raze.

      “Good—now go ahead,” she said. “Always feed with your dominant hand so you can be sure to control the flow if you need to. Just put the nipple in his mouth and he should go for it.”

      “All right.” He took the bottle from her and carefully gave it to the last kitten—all white with just one black spot over his left eye.

      Luci watched him, thinking how strange it was to see such a huge male being so tender and careful with such a tiny little scrap of a kitten. It was kind of sweet, actually. Her ex, Tony, would never have had the patience or the kindness to bottle-feed a kitten. Their incessant, hungry mewing would have made him angry and he might have hurt one or all of them.

      Luci sighed to herself—sometimes she wondered how she had ever fooled herself into thinking Tony was a good guy in the first place.

      “Are you well, Lucia?” Raze’s deep, rumbling voice startled her and she realized that she’d been sitting there staring at the big Kindred as he fed the third kitten. He had looked up and caught her and now his piercing, mismatched gaze was directed right at her.

      “Oh, uh, fine! I’m fine,” Luci said quickly, feeling her cheeks heat with a blush. “I was just thinking, er…thinking you’re really good at that.” She nodded her chin at the kitten he was holding. It had latched onto the nipple well and was sucking strongly. “You’ve got a great touch.”

      “Thank you. I’ve always liked animals—they’re often more trustworthy than people.” He smiled, which lit up his stern face, especially the mismatched eyes which crinkled at the corners in a very appealing way.

      “Uh…if you don’t mind me asking, what kind of Kindred are you?” she asked, trying to sound casual. “Are you a, uh, Beast Kindred?” She knew that Beast Kindred had golden eyes and Raze’s copper eye was sort of close to that—right?

      “Yes, in a way.” He gave a deep rumbling laugh at her confused look. “I’m kind of a mutt like Lady, there—half Beast Kindred and Half Drake Kindred.”

      “A Drake Kindred?” Luci frowned. “I’ve never heard about that kind of Kindred.”

      “Probably because they’ve only recently been welcomed aboard the Mother Ship,” he said.

      “Oh? Why is that? Do they have some kind of political or religious differences with the other Kindred?” Luci asked with interest.

      “No, we all worship the Goddess—the Mother of All Life. But in the past the other Kindred have considered Drake Kindred to be, well…dangerous.” Raze cleared his throat and looked away.

      “Oh.” Luci bit her lip. Should she ask? No, she really shouldn’t, she decided. But the next time she opened her mouth she heard herself say, “Dangerous how exactly?”

      “Dangerous because we have a beast inside.” He frowned. “Or most Drake Kindred do, anyway. Being a hybrid, I don’t know if I have one or not.”

      “Uh…a beast inside?” Luci felt a nervous tremor in her stomach. He was already so big and now he was telling her he had some other weird trait she hadn’t even known it was possible for Kindred to possess. A trait that made even other Kindred afraid of him. That was downright scary!

      “Now you’re afraid of me again.” Raze sounded sad. “Like you were when I came up on you unexpectedly outside.”

      “No, no!” Luci exclaimed, though to be honest, she really kind of was. “I just…didn’t know it was possible for someone to really have, uh, something like that inside them. I mean, what kind of a beast are we talking about? Are you like a…a werewolf or something?”

      He shook his head.

      “The beast I have inside me—well, if I have one—is what you would call a ‘dragon’ I believe.”

      “A dragon? Really?” Luci looked at him with wide eyes. “But…but those aren’t even real.”

      “They are on my mother’s home world of Yarren,” he said gravely.

      “Really?” Luci was fascinated. “That’s amazing. So then… why do the other Kindred consider that a problem? That you might have a, er, dragon inside you?” She couldn’t help thinking that if any other guy had told her he could turn into a dragon, she would have thought he was crazy. However, with the Kindred, anything was possible.

      Raze shifted uncomfortably and cleared his throat.

      “The beast can be dangerous when it comes out—though most of my kind strive to keep it contained all our lives. And as I said before, I might not even have one. If I did, it surely would have come out during my manhood ceremony on Yarren.” He shook his head. “It didn’t, so the odds are very good I don’t have a Drake within at all. At least, I have never felt one stirring within me.”

      “Oh, okay.” Luci felt a little better. He seemed to take this very seriously, she thought. And though she barely knew him, he seemed like a good guy. At least, Lady approved of him and she could usually tell the good apples from the bad ones.

      “How often will I need to feed these, uh, cattens? Is that the right word?” he asked, clearly changing the subject.

      “It’s kittens,” Luci corrected him, smiling. “And let’s see…” She examined the kitten she was holding, who was almost finished eating, and nodded to herself. “Eyes and ears open and he’s pretty perky.” She looked under the tail. “Oops, this one’s a she, though,” she added. “Anyway, judging from the weight and size and the way these guys are so lively, I’d say they’re probably around four or five weeks old. Which means they need to be fed every five to six hours.”

      “All right.” He nodded gravely. “I can do that.”

      “Oh, but do you want to?” Luci was surprised. She had fully expected to take the kittens over—not many people wanted the trouble of caring for three fragile little creatures who needed round the clock care.

      But the big Kindred was nodding.

      “Sure. I’m on leave here, down on Earth. I was going to use my time to explore but I find without a guide, a lot of your culture is a mystery. So I don’t mind spending my time with animals instead of people.”

      Luci thought about offering to give him a tour of Tampa…but then she bit her tongue. Raze seemed like a nice guy but she had her three kids to think about. Now wasn’t the time to be bringing a new man into their life when she and Tony had been divorced less than a year. Not that it would be a date or anything but she couldn’t deny that Raze was extremely attractive—in a really big, intimidating kind of way.

      “Let me get you all the equipment you need and show you everything you need to do, then,” she said instead. “Kittens are fragile. Even when they seem healthy, they can go downhill quick. So you have to keep an eye on them.”

      “Thank you—both for the equipment and for your time tonight,” Rave said gravely. “How can I pay you?”

      “Oh, no—I can’t take your money!” Luci protested. Besides, did Kindred even use Earth money? She doubted it. “I love caring for animals—it’s my job,” she told him.

      “But I can’t just take all your supplies and not repay you somehow,” Raze protested. “Is there are least something I can do for you in exchange?”

      Luci sighed.

      “Not unless you know how to fix ‘Earth vehicles’ as you call them. Mine broke down today—that’s why I had to take the bus home.”

      Raze brightened.

      “Maybe I can. I’m a mechanic up on the Mother Ship—I work on all kinds of engines there. I can’t imagine yours would be too difficult considering…” He trailed off.

      “Considering what?” Luci asked, curiously.

      “Well…” He coughed. “I admit I was going to say, considering how primitive your technology is. But that kind of makes me sound like an asshole.”

      Luci laughed.

      “No, that’s okay—we are kind of primitive compared to the Kindred, I guess.” She shrugged. “You can take a crack at it if you want, but you’ll have to come to my work to look at it. I can’t afford to get it towed to a garage.”

      Raze nodded thoughtfully.

      “I can do that.” He raised his eyebrows. “As long as you don’t mind telling me where you work? And will you be able to tend the cattens—I mean kittens—while I work on your vehicle? I don’t want to leave them alone in my domicile—I mean, my apartment.”

      “Well, sure—that’s no problem.” Luci smiled at him tentatively, but then she thought of something. “Oh, but won’t you need tools? I mean, if you have to get down into the engine and do…whatever you have to do to fix it?”

      “Luckily I brought some with me” Raze said. “I was hoping to get to look at some of your primitive engines while I was on leave.”

      “Wow, that’s convenient!” Luci said. “I’m glad you brought them.”

      “I am too—though I haven’t had a chance to use them until now. I ought to be able to fix whatever is wrong with your vehicle without any other tools. Unless something needs to be replaced, of course,” he added.

      Luci didn’t want to think about that. There was no way she could afford a new carburetor or alternator or even a new battery right now. But at least she had someone who was willing to work on the car for free—that was something, anyway.

      “Of course,” she said, echoing his words. “But if—”

      Just then her front door opened and four voices called for her at once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Raze looked up and saw an older human female and three young human children—all under the age of seven cycles, he estimated—coming into Lucia’s apartment. The minute she saw him, the older female gave a gasp and put her arms around the three children, who were calling for Lucia.

      “Dios mio,” she muttered, eyeing him mistrustfully. “Luci, what’s going on here?”

      “Oh, hi, Mami.” Lucia turned to look at the older woman, frowning. “What are you doing here? I thought you were afraid to drive at night.”

      “I got worried,” the older woman—who Raze guessed was Lucia’s mother—said. “You didn’t come home and I thought something awful might have happened.”

      “I’m fine,” Lucia said. “I know I should have called but my stupid cell phone died again. And besides, I got distracted with these little guys.” She nodded at the kittens. “And uh, this big guy,” she added, giving Raze a shy smile.

      Raze felt his heart squeeze in his chest. He’d been trying not to notice too much—trying to concentrate on the kittens—but Lucia was a truly beautiful female. With her short, curvy figure and her long, curly brown hair and big brown eyes, not to mention her caramel colored skin, she was lovely.

      “Hello, I’m Raze,” he said, nodding politely to Lucia’s mother and the children—which had to be hers as well, since they looked so much like her. He liked young ones and didn’t want to scare them.

      The older woman was still looking at him mistrustfully but suddenly the little female—little girl, that was what humans called it, Raze thought—broke away and came towards him.

      “Can I see your kitten?” she asked shyly. “If you don’t mind?”

      “I don’t mind.” Raze smiled back at her. The kitten was finished eating so he put down the bottle and held it out for the little girl to see.

      “Oh, she’s got formula on her face.” The little girl looked up with big brown, serious eyes that were just like Lucia’s. “Here—I can help you clean her up.”

      She took one of the soft-looking, disposable wipes Lucia had used on the other kittens and carefully wiped the tiny face as Raze held the mewing kitten still.

      “You have to clean their fur after they eat,” she explained, speaking in a surprisingly adult way, Raze thought. “You don’t want dried formula getting stuck in the little hairs around their mouth.”

      “Very good, mija.” There was definite pride in Lucia’s voice as she smiled at her daughter. “She helped me with the last batch of kittens we were fostering,” she explained to Raze. “She can do a feeding all by herself as long as I’m nearby. My big girl is such a big help.” These last words were directed at the little girl herself, who smiled at her mother.

      “Thanks Mami. I love kittens.”

      “Of course you do, mija.” Lucia smiled approvingly.

      The younger males—boys, Raze reminded himself of the Earth term—had been hanging back, looking at him with wide eyes. They had identical curly mops of black hair and eyes like Lucia’s as well. Clearly, they didn’t know what to think of Raze. But when their big sister was brave enough to approach him, they seemed to lose at least some of their fear as well.

      “Wanna pet kitty,” one said, boldly stepping forward.

      “Me too!” the other chimed in. “I be careful! I know how!”

      The little girl frowned at them.

      “One at a time! And only one finger,” she said, pointing at them bossily.

      As Raze watched, bemused, she stood over her younger brothers and directed them as they stroked the kitten—who had stopped crying at last and was now snuggled securely in Raze’s cupped palm—with one finger each.

      “All right—that’s enough,” she said imperiously after both of them had gotten a turn. “You have to be careful with kittens. They’re fragile.”

      Raze looked at Lucia who was smiling proudly at her daughter.

      “She’s very knowledgeable for someone so young,” he remarked.

      “Oh, yes—she’s five going on forty, is my Frannie,” she said, laughing. “But she’s been helping me with all the animals ever since we moved in here.”

      “When I grow up, I’m going to be a Vet Tech just like Mami,” the little girl piped up. “That way I can help animals all day long—just like she does.”

      “No, mija, you want to be a veterinarian,” Lucia corrected her. “An animal doctor—not just a helper. They know more so they can help more animals.” She sighed. “And they make better money.”

      Raze wondered if having enough money was a problem for her. Looking around the living area, he could see that most of her furnishings were worn and shabby—though they were also clean and neat. Lucia’s clothing and the children’s clothing as well, also looked as though it had been washed and worn multiple times. The colorful print of Earth animals on her clothing was faded though still cheerful.

      All the signs pointed to the fact that there was not enough money to go around in the little family, and yet she had refused to let him give her any monetary compensation for her time or the supplies she’d given him for the cattens—no, kittens, Raze corrected himself.

      Her pride must be very strong, he thought. But in a culture where a male and female could dissolve their union and leave each other, so that they had no one but themselves to depend on, he supposed strength was a necessity.

      Like most Kindred, Raze found the notion of divorce strange and alien. When a Kindred warrior Claimed a female, he bonded her to him for life and the two of them were only parted by death.

      Well, that was how it worked for most Kindred warriors, anyway, he reminded himself bitterly. As a hybrid, he himself was very unlikely to be able to form a bond with anyone. Not that he had ever tried. The Drake Kindred—his mother’s people—reviled him because he didn’t have pure blood and no Drake had manifested at his manhood ceremony, so there was no finding a possible mate there.

      The Beast Kindred—his father’s people—were more accepting. But he could see the pity on their faces when they saw his mismatched eyes and realized that he was forever locked out of what every Kindred warrior longed for—finding the mate the Goddess had set aside only for him and living out his life with her.

      Of course, some hybrids were able to bond with females, but it was rare and unusual and much more likely to occur if they didn’t have the genetic mutation which caused their eyes to be two different colors. Which Raze had, of course.

      Which is why there’s no point in thinking about how beautiful Lucia is or how engaging her little ones are, he told himself sternly. This little family could never be his, no matter how strongly attracted to Lucia he was.

      It was a lonely existence, knowing he would probably never find a mate or father children of his own, but Raze tried to make the best of it. Right now, he told himself that at least he could try to make friends with Lucia and help her as best he could by fixing her vehicle. His leave was almost over, but he could extend it for as long as it took to care for the kittens. Maybe in that time he could build a relationship with the curvy little Earth female as well.

      “Well…” Lucia sighed. “It’s been nice meeting you, Raze. But I’m afraid we need to get the kids to bed. Since my car is broken down, I’m going to have to get up really early and take my mom to work before I can drop the kids off at school and then get the car back to her and take the bus to my own job.” She rubbed her forehead as though just thinking of all that made her tired.

      Raze frowned.

      “That seems like a lot of trouble. Why don’t I just give you a ride tomorrow? I need to go to your work anyway, to see what’s wrong with your vehicle and I don’t mind taking your young ones to their places of education first.”

      “Oh, I don’t know…” Lucia bit her lip uncertainly. She looked like she wanted to accept his offer but wasn’t quite sure she should, Raze thought.

      Her mother also seemed uncertain about the arrangement.

      “Lucia,” she said urgently and then followed it up in rapid Spanish.

      It was one of the languages that Raze had studied before taking his leave on Earth. As a Kindred with a natural aptitude for foreign tongues, he had picked up all the Earth languages he had studied with relative ease. But he had found Spanish considerably easier than English to learn because everything sounded like it was spelled.

      “Look, my darling,” Lucia’s mother said to her in Spanish. “I don’t think this is safe. You barely know this man and he is so big! He could break you in half with his little finger!”

      “He could but he’s not going to,” Lucia argued, also in Spanish. “Look at how gentle he is with the kittens! And Lady likes him. You know she can always tell when a man is bad or good. Besides, he’s Kindred. They don’t hurt women.”

      “I have heard good things about the Kindred and how they treat their women like queens,” her mother admitted, grudgingly, Raze thought. “But you only just met him!”

      “I know but I have a good feeling about him,” Lucia told her.

      “A good feeling?” Her mother frowned and put a hand on her hip. “Like the good feelings you had about Tony?”

      “Mom, that’s not fair.” Lucia frowned. “I was young and stupid. You tried to warn me but I didn’t listen.”

      “Like I’m trying to warn you now!” her mother insisted. “This man is too big, Lucia! And you’re so small. Plus, he’s offering to take the babies to school—I don’t know how I feel about that! What if he has a wreck? You know he’s probably not used to driving down here—especially in Tampa traffic during rush hour!”

      “I have driven on Edoris Prime without any problems,” Raze informed them, also speaking in Spanish. He ignored their wide eyes and went on. “On that planet, there is air traffic and ground traffic to contend with, as well as underground tracks for shuttle-trams that occasionally surface at intersections. So the traffic is coming at you from all directions at once. But I never had a ‘wreck,’ as you call it,” he finished, speaking to Lucia’s mother.

      “Dios,” she whispered.

      “I’m so sorry!” Lucia said quickly, in English. “We didn’t know you spoke Spanish. We didn’t mean to be rude—my mom is just worried about me, that’s all.”

      “Of course she is,” Raze said, smiling to let them know he wasn’t offended. “I know I’m big—like all Kindred are—and I might look ‘scary’ to you,” he said to Lucia’s mother. “But I will give you my oath as a Warrior before the Goddess that I will never hurt your daughter or her little ones. Female life is sacred to us because women are scarce in my society.”

      The older woman frowned at him and put a hand on her hip.

      “And how do we know if your word is good?” she demanded. “My daughter just met you!”

      “Mami!” Lucia exclaimed but Raze shook his head.

      “No, it’s all right. I understand why you’d be scared. I’ve heard some of the things males do to females on your planet.” He frowned, thinking hard. “What if you brought your dog with you?” he asked at last, nodding at Lady, who was sprawled on the ground at his feet, looking perfectly relaxed. “I can tell she’s very protective of you all. She would certainly never let anyone hurt you—right?”

      “Well…” Lucia’s mother’s frown softened a bit. “That might be an idea,” she said to Lucia. “Though I still don’t mind lending you my car, mija,” she added.

      “Yes, but if I take your car I have to bring it back to you and then ride the bus all the way to work and back again,” Lucia pointed out. “That’s a long trip and I’ll probably be late in the morning.” She looked at Raze. “Speaking of which, you’ll have to get up pretty early if you really don’t mind taking the kids to school and me to work.”

      He shrugged.

      “Won’t I be up early anyway, feeding the kittens?”

      “Yes, you will,” Lucia admitted. “Well, I guess if you really don’t mind…”

      “I don’t,” Raze said firmly. “Will I see you in the morning then, Lucia?”

      She smiled at him tentatively.

      “Thank you, Raze. Yes—we’ll meet you in the lobby.” She nodded at her three children and Lady, the dog. “All five of us.”

      “Six,” her mother said, frowning. “If you’re going in a car with a strange man, I’m following right behind you, mija.” She pointed a finger at Raze. “And I’ll have my cell phone set to 911 just in case, so don’t get any funny ideas.”

      “Mami!” Lucia exclaimed, looking embarrassed. She looked at Raze. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Your mother is just being protective of you and your children,” he told her gravely. “I don’t blame her. Until you get to know me, I’m still just a stranger who accosted you in the middle of the night with a handful of cattens—kittens, I mean.”

      He grinned and Lucia laughed—a warm, feminine sound Raze liked at once. Gods, she was lovely.

      “All right then—see you in the morning,” she told him. “At six thirty sharp.”

      “No problem.” Raze made certain all the kittens were secure in the small cardboard box Lucia had fixed for them and gathered the supplies she’d given him. He said his goodbyes to her mother, who still seemed suspicious and her children as well. The twin boys hid bashfully behind Lucia’s legs but Frannie, the little girl, spoke to him boldly.

      “Be sure you feed the kittens at the right time,” she said, pointing to the box. “If they get too hungry they could get sick. So promise to be good to them!”

      “Frannie!” Lucia looked horrified but Raze only smiled. He liked the little girl’s spirit and the fact that she was so protective of the little creatures.

      “I promise,” he said gravely, bending down to look at her. “And you can hold their box while we drive to your place of education tomorrow. How would that be?”

      She broke into a shy smile.

      “I’d like that.”

      “I thought so.” Raze nodded. “Then I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Lucia walked him to the door of her small apartment and smiled up at him as her mother hustled the children off to a bath and bed.

      “You know,” she said, “When you first came up on me tonight, I was scared to death. I thought this might be my last night on Earth.”

      “Gods!” Raze shook his head. It was awful that females had to be so fearful of strange males on this planet! It wasn’t so in Kindred society. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, Lucia,” he told her. “I’m really sorry about that.”

      “No, no!” she said quickly. “I’m just saying…” She made a frustrated gesture, as though looking for the right words. “You know how they say that first appearances can be deceiving? Or anyway, that’s an Earth saying,” she went on. “But it means…well, I guess it means I’m glad I met you. And not just because you’re going to give us a ride and try to fix my car. Because you seem like a genuinely nice guy.” She sighed. “And it’s been a while since I met one of those.”

      Raze wondered if this distrust of males was born of her society—or other problems in her past. From what she had told him of her ex-mate, it sounded like he hadn’t been a very good or kind male. Had he hurt or abused her somehow to make her so wary?

      “I’m glad we met too,” he said gravely. “Thank you again for helping me care for these little ones.” He nodded at the box of sleepy kittens. “I’ll see you in the morning, Lucia.”

      “See you in the morning,” she echoed, giving him that shy smile again, which made his heart fist in his chest. Gods, she was gorgeous with those big brown eyes and ample curves!

      She’s beautiful but she’s not for you, Raze reminded himself sternly as he smiled and turned away to go back to his own apartment. Nobody is for you, Raze, so don’t get any ideas.
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      The next morning, Luci wondered if it hadn’t all been a dream. But the first thing out of Frannie’s mouth when she went to wake her daughter were,

      “Mami, do we get to see the kitten man today?”

      “Yes, mija, that’s the plan,” she said, smiling. “If he’s there,” she added, not wanting to get her daughter’s hopes up. “He might not remember or he might be sleeping in. Like Daddy.”

      Her ex had almost never gotten up before noon on days off and weekends and if the kids woke him up before he was ready, there was Hell to pay. Luci shivered when she remembered it—walking on eggshells and trying so hard to keep all three kids absolutely silent so they wouldn’t disturb Tony. He would fly into a towering rage at the least little sound, which meant that Luci usually had to take all three of them out of the house lest they wake their father and anger him.

      “He’s not like Daddy,” Frannie said, with such absolute certainty that Luci was surprised. “He’ll be there.”

      “I hope so, mija,” she said cautiously. “Now get dressed while I get your brothers up.”

      “Yes, Mami.” Frannie got up obediently and began getting dressed at once.

      “Such a good girl!” Luci gave her daughter a kiss and bustled off to get the twins.

      When all of them—her mother and Lady included—rode the elevator down to the lobby of their building, Luci was surprised to see the big Kindred standing there waiting with the box of kittens in his arms. Maybe it was just her bad experience with Tony—who was the only man she’d ever been with, since they had started dating in high school—but she hadn’t really expected a man—not even a Kindred—to be willing to get up so early and drive her and her kids all around town.

      But there Raze was, smiling at her and the kids as they all clattered out of the elevator.

      “The kittens, the kittens!” Frannie exclaimed, running right up to him, though she was usually so shy of men—probably because Tony had shouted at her so many times, Luci thought, with regret.

      But she forgot about her ex as she watched Raze crouch down obligingly to show Frannie the three little kittens again. He smiled easily and spoke to her kindly in his deep voice. And when the twins, Antony and Julio approached—a bit more warily—he showed them the kittens too. Lady came along as well and sniffed the tiny, mewing creatures before licking Raze’s hand happily.

      It warmed Luci’s heart to see her children interact with a man who wasn’t angry or shouting at them to “Shut the fuck up so I can get some fucking peace and quiet around here!” as Tony had so often. Maybe the big Kindred really was a nice guy—a kind and caring soul. Only time would tell—she wasn’t going to rush into anything. Rushing to get married was what had gotten her stuck with Tony for so long. Luci was determined to take her time and be careful this time.

      Not, of course, that the big Kindred liked her that way, she told herself hastily. He was just being friendly—returning her favor with the kittens by driving the kids to school and her to work and fixing her car.

      But she couldn’t help the butterflies that took off in her stomach when Raze looked up from talking to the kids and their eyes met. There was an intensity in his mismatched gaze that made her feel like the only woman in the world when he looked at her like that. He smelled really good too. What was that aftershave he was wearing? Something woodsy and fresh and wild and just a bit smoky—whatever it was, it was really attractive. But come to that, all of him was attractive…

      Stop that! Luci scolded herself. You can’t start thinking that way about him. He’s just being nice—he wouldn’t want anything to do with a single mom who already has three kids. No man in his right man would want a girl with that kind of baggage!

      As they followed Raze out to his vehicle—a Kindred shuttle that converted to a sleek, silver car—she determined to keep a firm grip on her emotions. After all, there was no point in falling for a guy she could never have.
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      “All right—give it a try,” Raze said, stepping back and wiping his big hands on a paper towel Luci had brought him.

      Getting behind the wheel, she turned the key and gave a little gasp of joy when the ancient engine turned over and began to purr.

      “You did it!” she exclaimed when the big Kindred came over to her driver’s side window.

      Raze grinned and leaned over to see her better.

      “Nothing to it. Your engines remind me of the mechanical toys I played with as a young one,” he rumbled.

      He had been working on her car all day, out in the Paws and Purrs parking lot as she did her shift in the clinic. She had been keeping an eye on the kittens for him as Lady roamed around—being a well-behaved dog, she was always welcome at Luci’s work. Now her shift was almost over and it looked like she would be able to drive her car home.

      “Thank you!” Luci was so excited she turned off the engine and jumped out of the car. “Thank you so much! You don’t know what this means to me!” she exclaimed, giving Raze a spontaneous hug. “I didn’t know how I was going to get it fixed and it’s so hard to get around without a car and…and…”

      She trailed off as she realized the big Kindred was returning her hug. Very gently, he had enfolded her in his arms. The top of Luci’s head barely came up to his chest, which made her feel like a little girl. But despite their height and size difference, the embrace felt warm and safe and wonderful and she couldn’t help thinking again how good Raze smelled. Without thinking about it, she pressed her face to the broad planes of his chest and breathed him in until she felt almost dizzy from the incredibly enticing scent.

      Then she realized what she was doing—hanging all over the big Kindred and smelling him, for God’s sake! What was wrong with her?

      “Dios, I’m sorry!” she said, pulling away abruptly. “I, uh, just got so excited that you fixed the car,” she added, looking up at him shyly. “I didn’t mean to get carried away.”

      “I don’t mind,” Raze rumbled. His mismatched eyes were half-lidded as he looked at her. “Don’t friends embrace each other on Earth when they’re happy?”

      “Oh right—friends, of course,” Luci said quickly. “Yes, of course they do.” She smiled and tried to act casual. “Are you sure you won’t let me pay you for this?”

      “Positive,” Raze said firmly. “It’s the least I can do after you showed me how to care for the kittens. How are they, by the way? I feel bad that you did the last feeding without me.”

      “It was no trouble at all—you were up to your elbows in my car engine,” Luci pointed out. Although he really hadn’t had to take it apart very much at all to fix it. And he hadn’t used any tools other than the ones he had brought with him from the Mother Ship. Best of all, he hadn’t had to ask her to get any replacement parts, which she was very grateful for.

      “But are they all right?” Raze asked anxiously. “I was worried about Little Bit this morning. She seemed listless.”

      “Little Bit?” Luci frowned.

      “Oh…that’s what I call the little black female.” Raze looked slightly embarrassed. “She’s such a tiny little thing.”

      “Did you name the two boys?” Luci asked, amused. “Because Frannie has been calling the white one with the black spot over his eye ‘Pirate Cat’. Because the spot looks like an eye patch and pirates wear eye patches,” she explained, seeing his confused look. “At least here on Earth they do—that’s the stereotype, anyway.”

      “I have known space pirates who have monocular vision,” Raze told her. “Cycloptians—you don’t want to mess with them.” He smiled. “But I think ‘pirate cat’ is a fine name. Now we just have to think of a name for the last one—the one that’s black and white all over.”

      “I think Frannie is calling him ‘Spots’,” Luci told him. “I know it’s not nearly as good as Pirate Cat but—”

      “It’s fine.” Raze smiled down at her. “I love the names your daughter came up with. She’s very intelligent, isn’t she?”

      “She’s my good, smart girl,” Luci said with pride. She sighed. “I just wish I could spend more time with her—with all my kids. I work so many hours here, sometimes I feel like I never get to see them. I mean, don’t get me wrong—I love my job. I just wish I could do it part time and spend more time with my little ones, well…while they’re still little.”

      “Why can’t you?” Raze looked mystified.

      “The same reason I was in such a bind when my car broke down,” Luci told him. “Money. It’s not easy for a single mom to make it alone, you know?”

      Raze frowned.

      “I don’t understand why your government doesn’t offer you more support. On the Kindred Mother Ship, all females are compensated for raising young ones. A female can work if she wants—as much as she wants—and free childcare is available for that purpose. But if she would rather stay home, she will still get plenty of credit to survive and take care of herself and her family.”

      Luci sighed longingly.

      “Dios, I wish! Unfortunately that’s not the way it works here. I get a little help with food but that’s about it.” She shrugged.

      “That isn’t right!” Raze exclaimed. “Someone ought to be taking care of you and your young ones.”

      Luci bristled a little.

      “I’m taking care of us,” she pointed out, a bit stiffly. “It’s not easy, but we manage. My mom helps and the kids are happy.”

      “Of course they are. Forgive me,” Raze said formally. “I wasn’t implying you’re not good at taking care of your family. I just meant, well…it’s not the Kindred way for a female to have to be alone and raise her young ones all by herself with no male to help.”

      “I have my Mom,” Luci pointed out. “She’s a lot more dependable with my kids than my ex ever was. And she doesn’t yell at them, either,” she added, before she could stop herself.

      Raze’s frowned deepened.

      “Your ex-mate shouted at your young ones?”

      “Tony…had a very hot temper.” Luci wished she hadn’t brought it up. It made her feel like a bad mom to have stayed with her ex as long as she had. “Look, you have to let me thank you for fixing my car,” she said, hoping to change the subject. “How about having dinner with me and the kids tonight? I’ll cook you something special.”

      The big Kindred’s face lit up.

      “I’d like that very much, Lucia,” he rumbled. “But you have to let me buy the food—you just cook it.”

      Luci put a hand on her hip.

      “Look, I know I just told you money is a problem, but I can manage the groceries!”

      “I’m sure you can,” Raze said mildly. “If you were cooking for a human male. But I have a big appetite. So please, let me buy the food and you just prepare it.”

      “Well…” Luci bit her lip, practicality warring with pride.

      It was true that her food budget was stretched to the breaking point, but she hated to seem like a charity case. It was just so hard to make ends meet when she had three kids to feed and only herself to depend on! She could never take a sick day or any time off, even though Dr. Canody would have given it to her—she simply couldn’t afford it. Dios, sometimes she just got so tired of being poor.

      “Please, Lucia.” The big Kindred’s voice was a soft rumble. “Allow me to buy the food for the meal you’re going to make. It’s the custom of my people for the male to provide for a female if he can.”

      “Well…”

      Luci felt her stubbornness melting under that sexy, mismatched gaze of his. What was it about the big Kindred that drew her so strongly? Was it just that he was the first man she’d looked at since her divorce? Or the fact that he was so kind and gentle and patient—both with the tiny kittens and with her kids? She didn’t know, but she did know she wanted to spend more time with him.

      “All right,” she said at last. “I’ll give you a grocery list and you can pick the things up on the way home. I’ll take the kittens with me,” she added. “That way you don’t have to bring them into the store with you.”

      She was curious to see how the big Kindred would handle this arrangement. Tony had always used to fly into a rage if she asked him to do any of what he called “women’s work.” Once in a very great while he might run to the store for a gallon of milk or some bread if they were all out but he always grumbled about it and expected to be praised to the skies for his heroic effort afterwards.

      It was the same with laundry or dishes or any of the other domestic chores her ex had considered himself above doing. Tony absolutely wouldn’t help in any way. “Not my job, babe,” he would always tell Luci if she asked him to change a diaper or take out the garbage. “I bring home the bacon and you cook it—that’s how it goes.”

      Even after Luci had finished the two year Vet Tech course at the local community college—which she never could have done if her mom hadn’t been able to watch the kids—and started working part time while the kids were in school, Tony still wouldn’t lift a finger around the house.

      “You can work if you want to,” he told her. “But the money goes into our shared bank account. And the minute the house starts looking like a pig sty or my dinner is late—even once—you’re out of there. Understand?”

      Luci hated herself now, for putting up with his bullying. But at the time, she’d thought she had no choice. Now she waited to see if Raze would act the same way her ex had when asked to do a domestic duty. If he did, she would know immediately he wasn’t the kind of man she wanted to be with.

      But instead of protesting, the big Kindred nodded thoughtfully.

      “I’ve been in a human food store several times now, but I never knew quite what to buy. It’ll be interesting to have a list and see how the ingredients fit together when you cook them.”

      He promised to come over to drop off the groceries and pick up the kittens as soon as Luci got home so she could start cooking. When he left in his shiny silver shuttle car, with her list in one hand, she couldn’t help thinking that the big Kindred seemed like a genuinely nice guy. And a sexy one too.

      Though she tried to keep her mind on her work as she finished the last bit of her shift at the clinic, all she could think of was the next time she would see him.
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      Raze couldn’t wait to see the curvy little Earth female again.

      As he drove through downtown Tampa, Luci was all he could think about. The spontaneous hug she had given him had really intrigued him. He could still feel the press of her gorgeous, soft body against his and smell her sweet, feminine scent.

      Raze was glad she’d allowed him to buy the food for tonight’s Last Meal. He simply didn’t understand a society that didn’t honor and reward the hard work of a female trying to raise her young ones—especially one trying to raise them alone. In such an uncaring world, Lucia needed someone to help her. A male to protect and provide for her.

      A little voice inside his head whispered softly that the male in question could be him.

      Raze pushed it away. He was a hybrid, he reminded himself. He couldn’t bond with her—couldn’t give her the deep, soul-connection, which was what such a lovely female deserved and no doubt desired.

      Well, at least he could spend time with her while he was here on Earth. He had already called over to the HKR building and extended his leave time for a couple more solar weeks.

      He intended to use that time raising the kittens and getting close to Lucia—as close as a friend could be, anyway, since that was all he could ever be to her.
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      The next two weeks seemed like a dream to Luci. She saw Raze every day—sometimes with the kids and her mom at dinnertime—and sometimes at the clinic. The kittens, (which were thriving,) provided an excellent excuse—which was good, because the more she saw the big Kindred, the more she wanted to see him.

      The thing she likes most about Raze, she decided, was that he was always a perfect gentleman. He never shouted or even raised his voice and he was always gentle and kind with the kids, who were really getting to love him. The twins were over their shyness now and they would come running and climb all over the big Kindred like a tree the minute they heard his deep rumbling voice.

      Frannie liked to sit on his knee while he read her stories from her favorite books. She was at that age where she wanted to hear the same book over and over and over again, which frankly, drove Luci a little nuts. But Raze read her The Princess and her Dragon over and over—sometimes multiple times in a row—in both English and Spanish without complaining once.

      In addition to her kids, all the animals loved him as well. Even Oreo, the extremely skittish guinea pig, didn’t try to run when Raze picked him up. Hippy and Hoppy, their two rescue bunnies, also trusted him instinctively. And Lucky, the one-eyed, one-eared tomcat, wove around his ankles purring the minute the big Kindred walked in the door.

      Most telling of all, Luci’s mother was finally coming around. Part of it was probably the way Raze loved her cooking. He praised her menudo extravagantly and said her tamales were the best thing he’d ever put in his mouth. He treated her like a queen too—always listening respectfully when she talked, which was certainly something Tony had never done. In response to the big Kindred’s patient wooing, Luci’s mom finally thawed and confided to Luci that he was a “good, clean kind of boy,” which was high praise indeed, coming from her.

      Luci was inclined to agree with her mother. There were so many good things about Raze that no one could have guessed from his scary outer appearance—such as his willingness to help around the house.

      Surprisingly—at least to Luci—he didn’t mind cooking himself or taking a hand in the cleanup afterwards. He went to a Kindred grocery, not far from the Human/Kindred Relations building, and made them all a meal that was native to his home world—a delicious spicy stew that everyone loved. And if Luci cooked, he washed the dishes afterwards.

      He even took her whole family on a day trip to Disney World on one of her rare days off. Living in Tampa, they were only an hour away and Raze drove them all in his spacious shuttle-car which was whisper-quiet and ate up the miles incredibly quickly. He insisted on paying for everything and Luci let him—though she knew she shouldn’t. But it was just so nice to feel taken care of for once!

      After arriving at The Magic Kingdom, Raze helped with the kids, keeping the boys amused while Lucia and Frannie did a special Princess makeover at Cinderella’s Castle. Frannie was over the moon as she got to dress like her favorite Princess from Frozen and the boys loved the It’s a Small World ride.

      Through it all—the crush of the crowds and the heat and the lines, Raze kept his cool. He shepherded Lucia’s little family through the large park, making sure everyone was safe and happy and buying the kids pretty much anything they asked for. Lucia was horrified at the amount of money he was spending but when she tried to stop him, Raze said,

      “Please, Lucia—let me do this. I don’t have a family or children of my own. Let me pretend, just for a day, that you all belong to me. I know you’re proud and capable, but let me have this one day of providing for you. Please?”

      The big Kindred’s words had melted Lucia’s heart and she had at last nodded reluctantly.

      “All right, but you’ll spoil them.”

      Raze had flashed her a charming grin.

      “I want to. So let me—just for today. All right?”

      “All right.” She sighed and threw up her hands. “I guess I can’t stop you. But no more ice cream or we’re going to be cleaning up puke.”

      Raze had agreed to that and then proceeded to buy Frannie a huge, round, rainbow lollypop as big as her head. The boys got matching Mickey ears to wear and everybody was happy.

      It was a wonderful day—one Luci told herself she would never forget. Raze was so kind and generous and patient—a truly good guy. All in all, the big Kindred seemed to be just about perfect—except for one thing.

      He never touched Luci and he hadn’t tried to kiss her once.

      “He almost seems too good to be true,” Luci confessed to her friend, Rochelle, who worked at Paws and Purrs with her, as they were restocking supplies. “But he won’t lay a hand on me—won’t even come close.”

      “Well, are you giving him a chance?” Rochelle was a tall girl with deep ebony skin and direct brown eyes. She wore her hair short and natural and carried herself like a queen. “I mean, it sounds to me like every time you’re with him, so are your kids and your mom. The poor man has to have an opening—it’s not like he can grab you right in front of everybody!”

      “It was like that at first,” Luci admitted. “Because my mom didn’t trust him and never wanted to leave the two of us alone. But I think she’s finally warmed up to him now because last night she left right after we got the kids to bed—I think to give us some alone time.”

      “And what did you do with that ‘alone time?’” Rochelle demanded.

      Luci shrugged.

      “We sat on the couch and talked. Just…talked. For hours. It was wonderful.”

      “Just talked?” Rochelle looked at her skeptically, one hand on her ample hip. “He finally gets you all to himself and all he does is talk? Girl, maybe he’s gay.”

      “I don’t think so,” Luci protested. “The whole time we were talking he was looking at me. You know what I mean? I mean really looking. Those eyes of his—they can be so intense.”

      “I’m guessing intense is your word for sexy.” Rochelle laughed. “If I had that man on my couch, I’d jump all over him! Or let him jump all over me.” She gave Luci a lascivious wink and licked her full lips.

      “Dios, you’re always horny!” Luci laughed and gave her friend a nudge.

      “You should be too, spending time with that big, luscious Kindred!” Rochelle exclaimed. “Girl, you need to get yourself a piece of that.”

      “I want to,” Luci admitted—both to her friend and to herself. “But it’s not like I can make the first move—I might ruin everything.”

      “Maybe he’s waiting for you to make it though,” Rochelle pointed out. “Maybe in his culture, it’s the woman who starts things up. You know how Kindred are always so respectful of their ladies. Maybe he thinks it would be rude if he tried something first.”

      “I never thought of that.” Luci nibbled her bottom lip thoughtfully. She couldn’t help remembering the intense way Raze had looked into her eyes last night. As though he was longing to touch her but didn’t dare to for some reason. At one point he had been leaning towards her and she had been leaning towards him and she had been certain he was going to try and kiss her.

      But then the alarm on his chronometer went off—it was time to feed the kittens. Regretfully, she thought, he had excused himself and said goodnight.

      “I’m going to see him again after work,” she told Rochelle. “Maybe I should ask my Mom if she could keep the kids overnight for once.”

      “I think you should.” Rochelle nodded emphatically. “Give the poor man an opening.”

      “But what if he doesn’t want me?” Luci protested. “I mean, I come with so much baggage.”

      “I know—three kids, a nosy, overprotective mom, a dog, a cat, a guinea pig, two rabbits, seven turtles, and a partridge and a pear tree,” Rochelle said dryly. “And you’re right, most guys wouldn’t go for all that. But Kindred are different. They value a girl even if she comes with a background. And it’s not like you’ve been trying to hide all that crap from him—he’s seen it right from the first and he’s still hanging around.”

      “True.” Luci nibbled her lip again. “Okay,” she said at last. “I’m going to go for it tonight. If Raze doesn’t make a move, I’m going to make one.” She took a deep breath. “After all, what do I have to lose except my self-esteem if he says no?”

      “Girl, he’s not gonna say no,” Rochelle reassured her. She gave Luci a spontaneous hug and then held her at arms’ length. “I mean, look at you! You’re gorgeous with all that long, curly hair and those big brown Bambi eyes. He’s probably itching to get his hands on you!”

      “I hope you’re right.” Luci frowned. “But I’m still nervous. I’ve never been with any guy but Tony and Raze is so much bigger than he was. I mean, I wonder if he’s, uh, bigger everywhere.”

      “Of course he is—lucky you!” Rochelle exclaimed. “All those Kindred are supposed to be hung like a horse.”

      “But it’s been so long since I’ve had sex!” Luci protested. “I don’t know if I can handle all that!”

      “Sex is like riding a bike,” Rochelle said dismissively. “You never forget how—your body will take over at the right minute. You’ll see.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Luci said doubtfully. There was no doubt she’d had her share of fantasies about the big Kindred and what sex would be like with him, but he was so much bigger than her. Still, she reminded herself, he was gentle and patient with the kids—hopefully he would be gentle and patient with her too, if they actually did do anything.

      And more and more, that was what Luci wanted. Raze was a wonderful guy but she was tired of being friends. She wanted him.

      But it remained to be seen if the big Kindred wanted her too.
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      “Well, that was delicious. Thank you for making dinner again,” Luci said as they settled on the couch together after cleaning up the kitchen.

      Her mom had agreed to keep the kids at her place and the kittens had recently transitioned onto wet food so there was nobody to interrupt them for once. She tucked her legs under her and leaned towards the big Kindred, smiling.

      “I’m glad you liked the tersig mixture,” Raze rumbled, giving her a warm smile. “My mother used to make it for me when I was a young male—a boy. My version isn’t as good as hers, though.”

      “Well, I thought it was perfect,” Luci assured him. “In fact, you’re perfect, Raze. I mean…” She stumbled, feeling foolish. “I mean, you’re just such a nice guy. So patient and kind and wonderful and…and perfect,” she ended rather lamely.

      Raze smiled.

      “I think you’re perfect too, Lucia,” he murmured. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a female. So beautiful and luscious with your full curves and your gorgeous eyes and the way you smell so Goddess-damned good…”

      His voice had dropped to a low, sexy growl and the hot way he was looking at her—like he wanted to eat her up—made Luci quiver inside. Now was the time, she sensed—this was the moment she’d been waiting for.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and raised up on her knees to kiss him. Raze didn’t try to stop her. In fact, he leaned in and cupped her face in one big, warm hand.

      As their lips met, Luci felt an electrical tingle that rushed through her whole body at once. Her nipples were suddenly tight and there was a deep, sweet ache between her thighs. Dios, she wanted him!

      The feeling seemed to be mutual. With one smooth motion, Raze hooked his hands under her thighs and pulled her into his lap. Luci found herself straddling the big Kindred’s waist and looking into his eyes.

      “Raze,” she murmured and leaned in to kiss him again. The big Kindred kissed her back, tasting her mouth like she was a fine vintage he had been waiting a long time to sample. Big, warm hands caressed her back, running up to her shoulders and then down to cup the curves of her ass. His touch on her body felt so good…so right.

      This is it, Luci thought to herself. Rochelle was right—he was waiting for me to make the first move. Dios, I hope he has protection!

      She didn’t have anything herself, though Rochelle had recommended she get some condoms. But from the long, thick ridge of his cock, which she could feel between her thighs when she pressed against him, nothing sold in an Earth drug store would have been big enough for Raze.

      Luci was getting so hot at this point, though, that she almost didn’t care if the big Kindred had protection or not. It had been over a year since she’d been with a man and Tony had never made her feel this way.

      Her ex had been a rough, selfish lover—pushing her down and taking her before she was really ready and ending before she was anywhere near done. In contrast, Raze was being gentle and slow. Though she could feel the eagerness in his big body, he wasn’t rushing her in any way.

      The feeling of not being hurried—of being with a man who she knew would be gentle with her—made Luci hotter than she could ever remember feeling before. Reaching around, she took one of his big hands from her back and pressed it to her breast.

      “Touch me,” she breathed, looking into Raze’s eyes. “Take me, Raze. Dios, I…I want you so much.”

      “Gods, Lucia, I want you too,” he rasped. And then he did the last thing Luci would have expected.

      He pushed her off his lap and put his head in his hands.
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      Raze took deep breaths, trying to get hold of himself. How could he have let things go so far, when he knew he couldn’t take them to their logical conclusion? When he knew he couldn’t bond Lucia to him?

      It was just that he wanted her so damn badly. But this wasn’t fair to her. It wasn’t right to lead Lucia on when he knew damn well he couldn’t give her what she deserved.

      “Raze?” she asked and there was a quiver in her voice. “Rave, what’s wrong? Did I spoil everything?”

      Raze realized he’d been trapped in his own miserable thoughts too long. It was time to give her an explanation of his limitations—which was something he’d been dreading.

      “No, Lucia.” He made himself sit up, though he still wanted to hide his face in shame. “You didn’t ruin everything,” he told her. “I did.”

      “I don’t understand.” She shook her head. “Is it…were we moving too fast? Does your culture not…not do what we just did until they get married or something? Not that I’m expecting you to marry me,” she added hastily. “I mean, that would be crazy of me since we’ve only known each other two weeks. I mean—”

      “Lucia…” Rave looked her in the eyes. “I have known from the first night I met you that I wanted to Join with you—wanted to marry you, as you humans say.”

      “Really?” Her eyes widened hopefully. “You really mean that?”

      “Of course I do.” Raze gazed at her intently. “But unfortunately, I can’t. Can’t give you what you need—what you deserve.”

      Her face fell.

      “It’s all the baggage I have, isn’t it?” she asked dully. “I don’t blame you. Nobody wants a single mom with three kids already. That’s too much to ask any man to take on.”

      “I would gladly take them on, if I could,” Raze said fiercely. “I adore your children, Lucia—and your mother and your pets,” he added, before she could blame his own failure on herself again. “But I can’t Join with you, no matter how much I love you and your family.”

      She shook her head.

      “But…why?”

      Raze drew a deep breath.

      “Because I’m a hybrid,” he said harshly. “A mutt—a blending of two branches of the Kindred tree. And my kind can’t form a bond.”

      “A bond?” Lucia shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “No…” Raze sighed and ran a hand over his head. “I guess you wouldn’t, since humans don’t bond. But it’s very important for Kindred. When a Kindred warrior finds the woman he wants to spend the rest of his life with, he bonds her to him—forges a soul-connection that ties them together forever.” He shook his head. “I can’t give you that, Lucia—can’t offer you the most basic, vital piece of a Kindred relationship. I’ll never be able to.”

      “But…but what if I don’t care about the bond?” Lucia protested. “What if I just want to be with you?”

      Raze was aware of what it must cost her to lay her heart on the line like this and it broke his own heart to refuse what she was offering him—what he wanted so badly. But he knew he had to.

      “You say you don’t care now,” he told her darkly. “But you would. Once you met other Kindred and their mates and saw what they have—the level of communication they can achieve that we never would—you would hate me for denying it to you.”

      “Communication? But…but we talked all night the other night,” she protested. “About everything. I never had that with Tony. He never gave a damn what I was thinking or feeling. Not like you, Raze.”

      “Try to understand…” Raze took her hands in his, caressing her soft, slim fingers with his own. “It’s because I care about you that I can’t do this—can’t Join with you, no matter how much I want to. And I do want to, Lucia—so damn much! But I can’t. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

      She yanked her hands out of his.

      “You know what’s not fair? The way you’ve been playing with my heart! You acted like such a nice guy—being so good to my kids and my mom. Acting like you actually cared about them—about me.”

      “I know.” Raze looked at her wretchedly. “I never should have gotten involved. I knew I could never have you,” he admitted, his voice going low with shame. “But I wanted to pretend—just once—that things were different. That I could find a mate and a family to love and care for and protect.”

      “Well, you found us.” There were tears in Lucia’s big brown eyes now and a tremble in her voice that squeezed Raze’s heart. “You found us but I guess you decided you don’t want us after all.”

      “That’s not true! Lucia—”

      “I think you’d better go.” She pointed a shaking finger at the door of her apartment. “Just…just leave me alone!”

      Raze rose from the couch, feeling like his body was made of lead.

      “I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely. “So sorry for the pain I caused you.”

      “What am I going to tell the kids?” She blinked, tears rolling down her face. “It’s not bad enough that you made me love you, but Frannie and the twins—they love you too, Raze! How could you do this?”

      “Gods, I don’t know,” Raze muttered miserably. “I’m so sorry, Lucia. So Gods damned sorry.”

      “Your sorry doesn’t cut it, pendejo!” she snapped, her eyes flashing through the tears. “Go away! Go away and never come back!”

      “That’s exactly what I’ll do.” Raze felt numb as he said it. “My leave is over anyway. I’ll be going back to the Mother Ship tomorrow morning.”

      “What? You were planning to leave all along?” Lucia shook her head. “Dios, I never really knew you at all.”

      “Know this, Lucia—I love you.” Raze felt as though someone was ripping the words from his throat—and his heart from his chest at the same time. “I love you too much to lie to you and Join with you when I know I can’t properly bond you to me.”

      “Liar!” she cried. “You’re just making some kind of excuse. I know why you don’t want me—because I come with too much baggage. But you could at least me honest about it!”

      “I am being honest!” Raze protested. “Look…” He sighed. “There’s no point in staying and fighting about it.”

      “Especially when I told you to go!” She crossed her arms over her chest. “So go on—get out.”

      “I will. But Lucia…” He paused for a moment, wishing so badly that he could touch her just one last time. Reaching out, he caressed her heated cheek with just one finger.

      Lucia jumped, her eyes growing wide.

      “What…what are you…?”

      “Remember,” Raze told her, withdrawing his hand reluctantly. “If you ever need me or need anything from me—help, money, anything I can offer—I’ll be on the Mother Ship. I’ll file a permanent pass for you, so all you have to do is mention my name and you’ll be allowed to board.”

      “As if that’s going to happen!” she snapped, but the fire was gone from her eyes now, replaced by a sadness so deep it made Raze ache to see it.

      You did that, whispered a little voice in his head. You put that sadness there. You broke her heart!

      “I’m so damn sorry, Lucia,” he said again. And then he left.

      What else could he do?
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      “He never wanted me in the first place,” Luci said dully, when Rochelle asked what had happened the next day. “He made up some bullshit excuse about how he couldn’t ‘bond me to him’ and said that was why we couldn’t be together.”

      “Oh, no! Honey, I’m so sorry!” Rochelle enfolded Luci in her arms and held her tight while Luci cried.

      “I don’t know what to tell the kids—or my mom,” she sobbed into her friend’s shoulder. “They all love him so much—as much as I loved him! And then he tore out my heart and stamped all over it, the big pendejo!”

      “Get it out, girl,” Rochelle murmured, patting her back. “Go on and get it out. Men are assholes. I thought the Kindred were different, but I guess I was wrong.”

      “I was wrong too—about everything.” Luci took a deep, shuddering breath and swiped at her eyes. “Dios, I feel like such an idiot, thinking someone like Raze could fall for someone like me.”

      “Don’t let this get you down,” Rochelle told her firmly. “You’re still a beautiful, strong woman and any man would be lucky to have you.”

      Luci appreciated her friend’s words, but she didn’t feel like they were true. The way Raze had left her had only reinforced her feeling that she would never find a man to love her again—not one that would accept her with her kids and mom and pets in tow, anyway. But her family was her life. She couldn’t and wouldn’t abandon them—not for any man, she told herself fiercely.

      She would just have to learn to live without love, that was all there was to it. She would be the best mom and daughter she could be and try to forget about the big Kindred who had stolen her heart and then stomped all over it.

      Life would go on. It might feel gray and dreary right now, but eventually she would feel better—wouldn’t she? After all, just two short weeks before, she hadn’t even known Raze existed. In time she would forget him and be happy again.

      Or so Lucia told herself. But at the moment, her heart was so broken she didn’t see how it could ever heal.
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      “Where’s Raze? I want Raze—and I want to see the kitties! Wanna see Spots and Little Bit and Pirate Cat,” Frannie whined.

      This kind of behavior wasn’t like her at all, but they had all been out of sorts in the two weeks since the big Kindred had left. The twins were fussy, Frannie was fractious and prone to tears, and Luci’s mom seemed to be feeling her age. She was limping around with a hand on her back all the time, her face lined with pain.

      Even the animals seemed to miss Raze, Luci thought. Lady was sad and subdued and Lucky had taken to hissing when anyone tried to pet him. Oreo and Hippy and Hoppy were always hiding in their hutches. Only the turtles seemed largely unaffected by the general malaise the big Kindred’s absence had brought to Luci’s little family.

      Dios, I miss him, she caught herself thinking and then tried to push the thought aside. But there was no denying it. Life was hard and dark—an endless cycle of work at the clinic, housework and childcare at home, barely enough food, not enough sleep, and then she had to get up and repeat it all again.

      Before Raze, the cycle had seemed normal. But the big Kindred had lightened her load—helping with the housework and dishes, buying groceries, playing with the kids, being kind to her mother, feeding the pets… In so many big and little ways, he had brought light to their lives. And now that the light was gone, Luci sometimes felt she couldn’t go on in the darkness anymore.

      Still—she had to try for her kids.

      “Raze isn’t here, mija,” she told Frannie as patiently as she could. “He had to go back to the Kindred Mother Ship.”

      “Well then, I wanna go to the Mother Ship!” Frannie declared.

      “You can’t—it’s way up in the sky, orbiting the moon.” Briefly, Luci closed her eyes and imagined him up there, among the stars, doing whatever it was he did. Did he miss her at all? Or was he happy to be away from her and the kids?

      “I wanna go anyway!” Frannie insisted. “Please, Mami! I thought Raze was going to be our new daddy! I thought you found a nice daddy for us since our real one was so mean!”

      “I thought so too, mija.” Luci’s heart clenched like a fist and she felt tears fill her eyes, though she tried to stop them. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out,” she said, gathering her daughter into her arms for a hug. “But we still have each other. And we’ll always be together—I promise you that. I’ll never leave you.”

      At last, Frannie seemed somewhat comforted. She put her arms around Luci’s neck and held on tight.

      “I love you, Mami,” she whispered in Luci’s ear. “I’m sorry I was sad.”

      “It’s okay to be sad, mija,” she murmured. “I’m sad, too. I miss Raze as much as you do. But sometimes things just don’t work out. I know it’s hard to understand, but you’ll get it when you’re older.”

      “Okay.” Frannie sniffled and finally eased her choke-hold on Luci’s neck. “As long as we’re together, Mami, we’ll be okay,” she said, and sniffed again.

      “That’s right, mija.” Luci felt her heart twist again. “That’s right.”

      But she had no idea how soon her little family would be torn apart.
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      “I saw you with your new boyfriend.” The sneering, angry voice was too familiar for Luci to mistake. She knew it was her ex before Tony even came into view.

      “What do you want?” she demanded as he stepped out of an alleyway to block her path.

      The Paws and Purrs parking lot had been full that morning, forcing her to park down the street at an overflow lot. Now she wished she had tried harder to find a spot in the regular area. A run-in with her ex was the last thing she needed at the moment—especially if Tony was feeling belligerent, which he usually was.

      “What I want is for my wife to not be slutting around with some big fucking alien!” Tony growled, glaring down at her.

      He was a pretty big guy—though nowhere near Kindred size—so he loomed over Luci. But unlike Raze, who made her feel safe with his superior size and strength, she knew Tony might use his physical advantage to hit or overpower her at any time. After all, he had done it plenty of times before.

      Instinctively, she looked around, but the street was deserted. Tony had probably picked the least crowded area on purpose to confront her, Luci thought. So he could bully and frighten her as he always had when they were together. Well, she refused to be bullied anymore—especially by a man she wasn’t even married to anymore!

      Lifting her chin, she stared right into Tony’s beady, bloodshot eyes.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said coldly. “I can’t be ‘slutting around’ with anyone because I’m not your wife anymore, Tony.”

      His face flushed red with anger and he glared at her.

      “Don’t lie! I saw you with that big Kindred bastard! I was coming to see my kids and there he was, trying to take my place.”

      “You have no place in our lives anymore,” Luci reminded him. “You lost it when we got divorced and then you never came to see the kids.”

      “Because when I do try to come see them, you’re already shacking up with another man!” he spat. “Letting some other man play with my kids. Well I’m not putting up with it, Luci! You better get yourself a lawyer because I’m taking you to court and I’ll take all three of them away from you!”

      Luci felt cold all over. Her children were her life. Surely he couldn’t do this—could he? She tried to keep her face blank and her voice calm as she answered.

      “Get real, Tony—you haven’t paid me a single cent of child support. What judge would take the kids from me, the mother who is caring for them, and give them to their deadbeat dad?”

      Her ex’s face turned from red to purple and his big hands clenched into fists as his nostrils flared with rage. Luci knew that look—he was about to lash out. She took a few hasty steps backwards and looked for help again. The street was still deserted.

      “You think you can keep my kids from me?” Tony snarled, glaring at her with real hate in his eyes. “Well you’re still gonna have to get a lawyer. You’ll need one once I report your mom to ICE!”

      Luci felt sick.

      “You wouldn’t’ do that,” she whispered. “Tony, not my mom! She’s been in the country for years! She has a job—she’s never hurt anybody!”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s either her or the kids.” His thin lips curled into an ugly, triumphant smile. “Or maybe both. How is it going to look in court that you’re hiding an illegal immigrant in your house? Maybe once he hears that, the judge will decide he should deport her and send the kids to be with me after all. Did you ever think about that, you bitch?”

      “No. No, no, no!” Luci couldn’t pretend to be calm anymore. “Why are you doing this?” she pleaded. “Why do you want to hurt me?”

      “You left me.” Tony stabbed a finger at her. “And if I can’t have you, no one can. Think about that while you wait to hear from my lawyer. And you’d better get one of your own too—if you can afford it.”

      He raised a hand as though to hit her and Luci flinched back—she couldn’t help it, the terror flooding her body was a force of habit deeply ingrained in her.

      Tony laughed at her fear—his face curving into an ugly expression of glee.

      “That’s what I thought, bitch,” he spat. “You better be ready because I’m coming for you!”

      Then he turned on his heel and walked away, leaving Luci feeling devastated and frightened and so horribly, terribly alone.
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      “Okay, okay, take it easy. Take it easy.” Rochelle rubbed her shaking shoulders as Luci sobbed out the whole story.

      After the confrontation with Tony, she’d gone back to Paws and Purrs to try and compose herself. She couldn’t drive home while she was crying and shaking—she needed a minute to try and get hold of herself. Luckily, her friend was still there. One look at Luci’s face and she’d known something was wrong. She had taken Luci in the back supply room of the clinic and asked what was going on—whereupon the whole, ugly story came rushing out.

      “He knows I don’t have money for a lawyer,” she said, wiping at her red eyes with the tissue Rochelle handed her. “But I’ve got to get one somehow. If he reports my mom to ICE and then tries to get the kids, I need someone to defend me in court. Only how am I going to pay for it?”

      “Oh honey, I wish I had the money to lend you.” Rochelle gave her a troubled look. “That no good asshole! I never liked him, even when you two were together. I always thought he was beating on you.”

      “He was,” Luci admitted. “That’s one reason I left him. That and the fact that he scared the kids so bad and I was afraid they might be next.” A long, shuttering sigh escaped her. “You know what Frannie said to me the other day? She said she thought Raze was going to be her new daddy because her real daddy was so mean.” Luci sniffed. “Can you believe that? Even my five-year-old knows what a piece of mierda her father is—and now he’s going to try and take her and the boys away from me!”

      Rochelle frowned.

      “He’s not taking your kids or deporting your mom. Girl, you have to fight this!”

      “I want to—but how?” Luci swiped at her eyes again. “Tony’s got way more money than me and he’s got all the leverage since he knows my mom is illegal!”

      “You’re going to get yourself some help,” Rochelle said firmly. “From the person who started all of this.”

      “What?” Luci frowned, confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about Mr. High and Mighty Kindred,” Rochelle said, frowning. “He’s the reason Tony is getting after you, isn’t he? Didn’t you say it was because he saw Raze with you and the kids that he lost it and got so nasty?”

      “Well, yes, but…” Luci frowned. “But I hate to ask for help from him. Not after the way things ended between us.”

      “Look, one thing I do know about Kindred is that they defend women. Even if the two of you aren’t together anymore, he’ll still help—I’m sure of that.”

      “But…” Luci bit her lip. She hated to ask for help from the big Kindred, especially after he had rejected her so finally.

      “But nothing.” Rochelle crossed her arms over her considerable bosom and gave Luci a stern look. “I know you don’t want to swallow your pride, but it’s either that or lose your mom or your kids or maybe both. Those ICE bastards don’t play, girl! You need help and since Raze started this whole thing, he ought to be the one to help you finish it.”

      “I don’t know about him starting it, but he did say that if I needed anything, I only had to ask,” Luci admitted reluctantly. “He even said he’d leave a lifelong pass to the Mother Ship for me at the Human/Kindred Relations building.”

      “Well, there you go!” Rochelle threw up her hands. “The HKR is a just a few blocks down from us. You could walk there. You need to get your ass moving right now and go take the first shuttle up to the Mother Ship to talk to him!”

      “It is Friday night and I’m not scheduled to work tomorrow,” Luci said thoughtfully. She usually did do Saturdays at the clinic, but she had this one free. “I don’t have to be back here until Sunday.”

      “Call your mom, ask her to keep the kids, and get going,” Rochelle advised her. “Look, I’ll drive you myself if you don’t want to walk it, since your car is down at the overflow lot. Come on—we’re going now.”

      The more she thought about it, the more Luci had to admit there was nothing else she could do. She hated to ask the big Kindred for help but she couldn’t lose her mom or her kids and Raze had offered to do anything he could for her if she ever needed anything.

      She just hoped he would keep his word.
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      The Kindred Mother Ship was a big place—like a giant city floating in space, Luci thought, as she looked around her in awe. She wished she had time to explore it all, but she was on a mission to find Raze. She had already taken the tram to the center of the ship, which was dominated by a kind of park-like area surrounded by picturesque shops and eateries, but she wasn’t quite sure which direction to go from here.

      Let’s see now, Raze said he lived in the Unmated Males Section, but where is that?

      Luci looked at the vast expanse of green and purple grass and the green artificial sun shining down overhead. There were couples picnicking and kids playing.

      Towards the rear of the large area, she saw a grove of green and purple trees. Several women with green hair and eyes were moving around there and Luci wondered if they were some kind of gardeners. If they were, they were like no gardeners she had ever seen before—all of them went barefoot and wore long, flowing robes.

      “Excuse me,” she said, to a passing girl who looked to be about her own age. “But could you tell me where the Unmated Males area is located?”

      The girl frowned and pushed a sheaf of wheat-blonde hair behind one ear.

      “The Unmated Males area? You sure you want to go there alone?”

      “Why? Is it not allowed?” Luci felt her heart drop. “Please, the Kindred I need to see it there. So—”

      “Oh, so you have a guy there, do you?” The worried look cleared from the girl’s face at once. “You should be fine, then. Just go straight to wherever he is and don’t linger in the street or anything.”

      “Okay,” Luci promised. She didn’t want to admit she didn’t know exactly where Raze was, for fear she might not be allowed to go. Surely she could find someone who knew him once she got there, she thought. After all, how big could the Unmated Males area be?

      As it turned out, pretty big.

      After finding the area the girl had pointed her to, Luci looked with dismay at the long streets of the Unmated Males area. It was located right off the big park area and seemed to be made to house hundreds of warriors. Rows of small but neat single-residence apartments, some several stories high, lined the streets. There were a few little shops interspersed with them, but it was mostly residential, as far as Luci could see.

      But the sheer volume of housing wasn’t the most intimidating thing. Everywhere Luci looked were Kindred warriors and all of them seemed to be eyeing her with interest.

      Luci had on her cutest scrubs with cartoon dogs saying “Woof” and cartoon cats saying, “Purr” in little thought bubbles, but from the way these guys were looking at her, she might as well be wearing the skimpiest bikini imaginable.

      Like a pack of dogs hungry for fresh meat! she thought and shivered.

      Suddenly, two of the warriors stepped into her path. One of them had dark hair and brown eyes and the other had light hair and blue eyes but their faces had very similar features which made Luci think they must be brothers. Also, both of them were almost seven feet tall.

      “Can we help you, lovely one?” the dark-haired Kindred asked.

      “You look lost, my lady,” the light-haired one added.

      “Oh, um…” Luci took a step back from them uncertainly.

      “Are you here with a male?” the dark-haired Kindred asked her.

      “Or are you seeking a mate? Or possibly mates?” his brother asked.

      “Mates? Plural?” Luci was taken aback. Dios! She’d heard there were certain types of Kindred who both married the same woman, but she’d never expected to meet any of them.

      “We are Twin Kindred, lovely one,” the dark-haired brother explained. “So yes, if you mated with us, you would get both. Two strong warriors for one beautiful female.” He grinned charmingly. “I believe you humans call that a bargain.”

      “I…I’m not looking for bargains…or mates, either,” Luci said quickly. “I just want to find Raze—that’s all!”

      Their faces creased into nearly identical frowns.

      “Raze?” the dark-haired one asked. “Who is that?”

      “He lives here—at least he told me he does,” Luci said. “He’s really tall…or well, all of you guys are tall, I guess.” She laughed nervously. “He’s a mechanic. Oh, and he’s a, uh, a hybrid—I think that’s what he called himself.”

      “A hybrid mechanic?” The dark brother frowned. “A hybrid of what two kinds of Kindred?”

      “He’s half Beast Kindred and half…half…the half that has a dragon inside,” Luci stammered. Dios, they were making her really nervous. And other Kindred had started to take an interest in their conversation—several tall warriors were drifting towards her.

      “So this Raze is half Beast and half—” the light-haired brother began.

      “Excuse me—I really have to go,” Luci blurted before he could finish. Out of the corner of her eye she had spotted a little building which said, “Scent Shop.” Figuring that it must be some kind of perfume store, Luci dodged around the tall warriors and ran inside as fast as she could.

      To her infinite relief, none of them followed her. She closed the door behind her and stood there for a moment with her back pressed against it, breathing heavily. She scanned the store but there were no other customers.

      Thank the Blessed Virgin! Feeling relieved, Luci left the doorway and looked around the little shop. Since its sign had said “Scent Shop” she would have thought it would be filled with perfume bottles—like Perfumania in the mall back home. But strangely, there were no bottles or even shelves to hold them. The front of the shop was just a small, plain, bare room with white walls and a single metal counter in the back.

      Well this is weird…

      Luci looked around the empty shop, wondering if maybe it was closed down. But if so, why was the door open? Another idea occurred to her—maybe the shop had just opened and the owner hadn’t moved his or her stock in yet.

      She hoped she wasn’t trespassing but she really didn’t want to go back out into the Unmated Males section and have to deal with all the horny Kindred looking for mates! Not that they were nasty about it, but a girl could only take so many big muscular men looking her over that way!

      She was just debating on whether she ought to leave and try calling Raze somehow—though she didn’t have his number—when a most peculiar looking person came out of the back room area of the shop and stood behind the counter.

      It was a man—(Luci was pretty sure he was a man anyway, because of his beard) wearing a long, flowing purple and yellow robe with a pattern of bright pink flowers printed on it. But it wasn’t his clothes that made her stare. The man had two noses—one right on top of the other.

      The first nose looked normal enough—if rather large and with long, curly hairs coming out of the nostrils. But where the bridge of a normal person’s nose would be, there was a second, more petite nose instead. Both sets of nostrils quivered as the strange man inhaled deeply.

      “Well, hello there, my dear,” he said, smiling at her. “And how may I help you today? Are you here looking for a gift or are you wanting to make some extra money?”

      “Make some extra money?” Luci’s ears perked up at once. “What do you mean? Are you looking for a saleslady to sell your perfume?”

      “Sell perfume?” The man with two noses looked confused. “My dear, we have no perfume here. Well, unless you count perfume of the intimate variety, that is.”

      “The intimate variety?” It was Luci’s turn to be confused. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Ah, I see. It’s your first time in a scent shop, isn’t it?” the man with two noses asked.

      “Well…I mean, I’ve been to Perfumania down on Earth lots of times,” Luci said. “But I’m not sure if you’re selling the same kind of, uh, scent that they are.”

      “As to that, we most certainly are not,” the man said emphatically. “What we sell here are the intimate scents of women for Unmated Kindred males to smell.”

      “Really?” Luci was intrigued. “But…why?”

      “Well because males love the scent of a beautiful female, of course,” the man with two noses said heartily. “Would you like to smell some of our wares? We don’t keep them out in the front of the shop for obvious reasons,” he added and winked.

      It didn’t seem obvious to Luci at all, but just then she saw the two large Kindred who had been talking to her earlier staring with interest into the small glass window of the Scent Shop door.

      “I’d love to see, er, smell your wares,” she said quickly. “Can we go right now?”

      “Of course, of course. Right this way.”

      The man with two noses raised the metal countertop and made a courteous “after you” gesture, indicating that she ought to come into the back of the shop.

      Luci hurried to do exactly that. Following the two-nosed man through a small doorway, she found herself in a much larger area than the small, bare front of the store.

      There were still no perfume bottles but what she did see were rows and rows of bookshelves. And every one of them was crammed with books. Some were fat, old-fashioned leather tomes that reminded her of the old encyclopedia set her grandparents used to have. Others were paperbacks and still others were as thin as pamphlets. All of them seemed to be shelved in random order and Luci didn’t see any titles or author names on the spines.

      “Oh,” she said. “Is this some kind of library? Who wrote all these books?”

      “The books are not for reading my dear—they are for smelling,” the man with two noses emphasized. “These are scent books. Here—allow me to demonstrate.”

      Walking to the nearest bookshelf, he selected a book seemingly at random, and opened it up. Luci came to look at the book and saw that it had many little clear pockets in it, with a single scrap of white fabric in each pocket. It looked a little like an old-fashioned photo album except all the “pictures” were the same boring thing—the little white swatches of fabric.

      “Oh,” she said, feeling disappointed. “That’s, uh, nice.”

      “How can you know if the book is ‘nice’ or not unless you smell its contents?” the two-nosed salesman asked, frowning. “Here—try this one.”

      He tapped one of the pockets with one fingertip and it opened at once, the clear plastic cover unfolding like a flower to display the patch of cloth it had covered.

      “Now, just breathe that in,” he told Luci and took his own advice, inhaling deeply. “Ahhh! Such a heavenly aroma!” he moaned as all four of his nostrils quivered in apparent delight.

      “Uh…all right.” Leaning over, Luci took a deep sniff and smelled…not really much of anything. The white cloth might have a faintly tangy odor but that was it.

      “Do you see?” the man asked her. “Or maybe I should say, do you smell?”

      “To be honest, not really,” Luci admitted. “It doesn’t smell like much of anything to me. I’m sorry,” she added, feeling bad for disappointing him.

      “Ah, my dear—it’s all right. You cannot help that your olfactory capacity is so limited. After all, you only have one nose,” the salesman said sympathetically. “I weep for you, truly I do, not to be able to smell this exquisite scent!”

      “Well, what is it, anyway?” Luci asked, her interest thoroughly piqued by now. “I mean, is it some kind of flower or plant or what?”

      “No, no, my dear!” He looked shocked. “I told you, we sell the intimate scents of women here.”

      “So this little cloth—you rubbed it on some woman’s body and then put it in a pocket for people to smell?” Luci asked hesitantly. This weird business model completely eluded her, but she supposed that maybe Kindred had a much better sense of smell than humans. Raze had commented several times about how much he liked her scent—she’d always thought he was smelling her shampoo or body wash. But maybe not.

      “Actually, a young lady—such as yourself—actually wore this little scent receptor close to her body for a period of time. Then we treated it with scent preserver and put it into a scent book, dedicated just to her.” The salesman closed the book carefully and tapped its cover. “And she made quite a nice piece of change for it, too.”

      “She did?” Luci’s ears pricked up and she remembered that he had asked her if she wanted to make some extra money. “That, uh, sounds like a really easy way to earn money,” she remarked.

      “It is indeed!” The two-nosed man’s pale yellow eyes sparkled. “And we are always looking for new candidates to add to our little ‘library’ you know.” He cocked his head at Luci. “Might you be interested in trying it yourself?”

      Luci was most definitely interested—as long as it was as easy as he claimed. Maybe she wouldn’t have to find Raze and beg him to lend her some money after all. She had hated the idea of doing that in the first place and if she could earn some in another way, she would certainly take it.

      “So all I have to do is wear that little cloth? Where do I wear it? In my, uh, armpit or what?” Which was the smelliest part of the body Luci could think of. Though why anyone would want to smell someone else’s armpits in a book was more than she could understand.

      But the two-nosed man was frowning and shaking his head.

      “I’m afraid that’s not the kind of scent we’re looking for—charming as your armpits might be, my dear,” he said.

      “I never claimed they were charming—Dios.” Luci gave a little laugh. “But if you don’t want me wearing the cloth in my armpit, then where do you want me to wear it?”

      “Think, my dear. I don’t like to be indelicate, but what part of the female anatomy do you think lonely Kindred males most like to smell?” The man raised his eyebrows. “Hmmm?”

      “Oh…oh!” Luci exclaimed, finally understanding. “You mean you want me to wear the little cloth right next to my…my…” She gestured at her crotch, her cheeks getting hot.

      “Indeed, yes.” He nodded firmly. “And of course, nobody has to know you’re wearing it. I can supply you with several scent receptors—that’s what we call our ‘little patches’ as you so charmingly put it—and you can wear them throughout the day and then seal them up and return them to me when you’re done.”

      “That sounds really easy.” Luci frowned. “What’s the catch, though? There has to be more to it than just wearing a little cloth next to my hoo-hah and then turning it in to you.”

      “Well…” The man cleared his throat. “You do have to be, er, aroused when you’re wearing it. The more aroused the better, actually. And if you might happen to pleasure yourself at the time you are wearing the scent receptor, well…” He cleared his throat again. “Let’s just say that some scents pay better than others.”

      Luci felt her cheeks getting hot. This man was saying she ought to play with herself while she wore the little white patch he called a “scent receptor” and then give it to him to sell to some horny Kindred who wanted to smell a horny lady!

      Having been raised a strict Catholic, the idea made Lucy blush. At any other time, she would have slapped his face and left for suggesting such a thing. But now she really needed money.

      “How much?” she asked unwillingly. “I mean, how much will you pay me to wear your little patches?”

      The man named a price that made her jaw drop.

      “Dios—that much?” she exclaimed. “Really, just for that?”

      “Indeed.” He nodded, his four nostrils quivering. “Would you care to do it?”

      Luci didn’t even have to think about it. She wasn’t sure the money he was offering would pay all her impending legal fees, but it was definitely a good start. It would at least get her foot in the door at a good law firm, anyway.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Yes, absolutely—I’ll do it.”

      “Excellent!” He smiled broadly. “Then let me get you set up with a beginner’s collection kit. I’ll be back in just a moment.”

      He nodded genially and then excused himself and went through another small door on the far wall, presumably to a storage area of the store.

      Just as the door clicked shut behind him, Luci heard a familiar voice say,

      “Lucia? What in the Seven Hells are you doing here?”

      Whirling around, she saw Raze standing there with a horrified look on his face.
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      “Raze?” Luci eyed the big Kindred warily. “Why are you here?”

      “That’s what I’m asking you!” he exclaimed. “Why would you even come in a place like this?”

      Luci bristled.

      “I came in because two Kindred guys were talking to me and wouldn’t leave me alone!” she said stiffly. “I felt nervous and I wanted to get away so I ducked in here.”

      “Oh.” Relief filled his mismatched eyes. “So you just came in by accident then?”

      “Yes, I did. But then I found out there’s a really good, uh, business opportunity here.” Luci lifted her chin.

      “What?” Raze exploded. “What are you talking about? You’re not thinking of making a scent book, are you?”

      “Of course I am,” Luci snapped. “What’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that I don’t want the scent of the woman I love being passed around to every lonely, bored, horny male on board the Mother Ship!” he roared.

      Luci flinched back at his tone, but lifted her chin higher.

      “Oh, so now you love me? So maybe you want to be with me after all?”

      A look so wretched it almost made her feel sorry for him crossed the big Kindred’s face.

      “Lucia,” he said hoarsely. “Nothing’s changed. I love you with all my heart but I still can’t bond you to me.”

      “Fine. Then I guess I have my answer,” Luci snapped.

      Just then the small door opened and the two-nosed man came out. He was carrying a small package wrapped in opaque black material. He started to hand it to Luci but then he saw Raze standing there with her.

      “Oh, hello.” He nodded genially at the big Kindred. “Are you here to choose a scent book?”

      “No, he’s with me,” Luci said quickly. She might be mad at Raze, but she still didn’t like the idea of him sniffing some other girl’s panties—or what amounted to her panties, anyway.

      “I see.” The two-nosed man looked at her appraisingly. “Well, then if you’d like—”

      “Excuse me,” Raze muttered. Turning, he shouldered his way through the first door, going back to the front of the shop.

      “Oh dear! Is he all right?” The salesman gave Luci a worried look.

      “He’s fine.” She made a shooing gesture. “That’s just his way, that’s all.”

      “Oh, well…” He looked relieved. “I had no idea you had a mate, my dear.”

      “Raze isn’t—” Luci started to say, but the two-nosed man kept talking.

      “If I had known that, I would have offered you the advanced inner scent collector to go with the scent receptor patches,” he went on. “Which, of course, pays much more.”

      “It does?” Luci’s ears perked up. “How much more?”

      The man named a price and she felt her eyes grow wide.

      “That’s probably enough to win my court case and send Tony to jail for not paying child support!” she exclaimed.

      “Excuse me?” he looked confused.

      “Never mind,” Luci said. “I’ll take it. I mean I’ll do it.”

      “As long as you know that the inner scent receptor must be worn on the, er inside, not the outside of your…ahem…hoo-hah, as you so charmingly called your sex,” the man said.

      “Really?” Luci frowned. “Can I see it?”

      “Of course! I have a model of it right here.”

      Reaching into one of the bookcases, the man drew out a glass rectangle. Encased in it was what appeared to be a long, thick, black dildo.

      “Oh, my!” Luci eyed it doubtfully.

      It was sitting on a flat base and was most definitely bigger than anything she’d ever had inside her before. Tony had been extremely proud of his equipment, but really, he had only been on the small side of average as far as Luci could tell. Not that she’d had a lot of experience since he had been her first and only lover, but this thing the two-nosed salesman was showing her looked huge in comparison.

      “What do you think?” the scent salesman asked anxiously. He was handling the black dildo in its shiny glass case like it was something extremely precious—a wonderful trophy or museum piece, Luci thought.

      “Um…I’m thinking it’s a little bit big, that’s all,” she said hesitantly.

      “But my dear, isn’t your mate half Beast Kindred?” the salesman asked, frowning. “You ought to be used to this and more if he is. Why a Beast Kindred’s shaft alone, not to mention his mating fist…but forgive me.” He shook his head. “I don’t wish to be crass.”

      Luci eyed the black dildo again. So this was Kindred-sized, huh? And what in the world was a “mating fist”? Well, since she and Raze weren’t going to be together, it seemed she would never find out.

      “Maybe…maybe I should just go with the patches,” she said reluctantly.

      “Oh, but a couple agreeing to do a tandem scent book is so rare!” the scent salesman exclaimed. “I tell you what, my dear—I’ll double the fee we discussed. How about that?”

      Well, that was simply too much money to turn down, Luci thought. It would not only allow her to win in court, she could also move away and start a whole new life far from Tony afterwards with that kind of money. It didn’t matter how huge the dildo scent collector thing was—she would do it.

      “All right,” she said, nodding at last. “But how long do I have to wear it for?”

      “Only overnight,” the two-nosed man assured her. “Well? What do you think?” He leaned forward anxiously.

      “Okay.” Luci nodded. “I’ll do it.”

      “Splendid!” His pale-yellow eyes glowed with excitement as he carefully re-shelved the glass-encased dildo. “Give me just a moment and I’ll go get you the kit.”

      He left and returned in a moment with a much larger package wrapped in the same opaque black material the first one had been wrapped in.

      “Here you are, my dear,” he said, presenting it to Luci as though he was giving her an expensive present. “Just follow the directions on the instructional vid, which is included in the kit. And be certain you encase the scent collector properly as soon as you, er, remove it, to preserve the freshest scent possible.”

      “Of course.” Luci nodded. “Thank you for the, um, opportunity. This means a lot to me. I mean, it’s really going to help.”

      “So glad to be of service!” The two-nosed salesman beamed at her. “Now, off you go, my dear! The sooner you bring back the scent collector all covered in your own lovely scent, the sooner I can pay you your fee.”

      “All right.” Luci nodded again. “I’ll see you soon,” she called and left by the little door to go back to the front of the shop.
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      Raze was waiting for her when she came out into the front. He looked at the package in her arms and his face went as dark as a thundercloud.

      “Lucia,” he said, his voice low and tight. “Please—don’t do this!”

      “I’m sorry, Raze.” She shook her head. “But I have to. Please try to understand.”

      “Is it money you need?” he asked desperately. “Just say the word and I’ll give it to you—as much as you need.”

      But there was no way Luci felt comfortable asking to borrow the amount of money the two-nosed scent salesman was offering her. She had been thinking of maybe asking the big Kindred for a tenth that much but the opportunity to earn so much more all on her own was irresistible. It would give her a chance to stand on her own two feet for once and not have to take charity from anyone.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. “But with the money he’s going to give me, I can start a whole new life for me and the kids.”

      “A whole new life? But why? Where will you go?” Raze looked worried. “Will you tell me where you are?”

      “Why?” Luci asked, frowning. “You made it clear you don’t want to be part of our lives, Raze. So why do you need to know where we move to?”

      “Damnit, Lucia…” He ran a hand over his buzz cut hair in a very human gesture of frustration. “Because I want to be sure you’re safe! Because I don’t want anyone to hurt you!”

      “Well you’re too late for that,” Luci said crisply. “But don’t worry about it—I can take care of myself. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      She started to move past him but Raze quickly blocked her path.

      “At least let me give you a ride back down to Earth,” he said. “I know it’s nighttime down there right now. I don’t want you going home alone in the dark.”

      Luci frowned and raised her finger.

      “Okay but on one condition—I don’t want to hear anymore about how I shouldn’t do the scent book stuff. I’m not going to spend the whole shuttle ride listening to you lecture me—I’m doing what I have to in order to survive and keep my family together and I refuse to be shamed for that.”

      “All right,” he said stiffly. “I don’t think you’d agree to the scent collection if you understood the implications, but I can’t stop you and I won’t try.”

      “Thank you.” Luci nodded. “Then you can take me back down to Earth. Let’s go.”
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      Raze wished he could make Lucia understand what she was about to do—wished he could put it in terms she would believe.

      A female agreeing to do a scent book in the Kindred world was the same as her agreeing to pose for sexually explicit pictures in the human world. Or perhaps becoming a…what did humans call it? A stapler? A strooper? Anyway, someone who removed their clothing and danced around a tall silver pole while others watched.

      Raze was quite certain that Lucia—who was normally extremely modest and chaste—wouldn’t do either of these things. Yet she was prepared to make a scent book of her own personal and private scent—the scent that he loved so much and didn’t want any other male to smell—in order to get some money.

      He wished he knew why she was suddenly so desperate for cash. But she wasn’t saying much on the way home. She simply stared straight ahead as he flew the shuttle car back to where she’d parked her own vehicle.

      “Thank you for the ride,” she said stiffly, acting as though they were strangers, as she exited the shuttle.

      “You’re welcome,” Raze said quietly. He wanted to say more—to say that he still loved her and wanted to be with her desperately. But what good would it do when he couldn’t act on those emotions?

      Still, there was something he could do.

      “Lucia,” he called, before she shut the shuttle door. “Wait—just a moment.”

      “Yes?” She turned and was there something like hope in her big brown eyes? A wish that he might tell her they could be together after all?

      How Raze wished he could tell her that! But he couldn’t. Instead, he reached into an inner compartment of the shuttle and pulled out a thin golden circlet.

      “Here,” he said and handed it to Lucia.

      “What’s this? You’re giving me a crown?” She looked at it in puzzlement.

      “No—a way to contact me, in case of trouble. That’s a Think-me,” Raze told her. “You only have to put it on and concentrate on me and no matter where I am, I’ll come to help you. I swear it.”

      For a moment, he thought she was going to give it back. But then she simply tucked the Think-me into her purse and nodded.

      “Thank you, Raze,” she said quietly. “That’s very kind of you.”

      “Please call me if you need me,” he told her. “I’m not sure why you need money so badly and I can tell you don’t want to tell me. But if there’s anything I can help with, let me know and I’ll come running. I promise you that, Lucia.”

      She nodded again and he thought he saw the glimmer of tears in her eyes. But she turned away before he could be sure.

      “Goodbye, Lucia,” he said quietly.

      “Goodbye, Raze.” Her voice was muffled and she swiped at her cheeks before digging the keys to her vehicle out of her purse.

      Raze felt his heart throb with longing. If only he could call her back and put his arms around her! If only he could bond her to him and make her his forever and adopt her little family as his own to love and protect!

      But he couldn’t. For a hybrid like him, it was next to impossible.

      So he watched her get into her own vehicle and drive away, his heart full of unspoken love he knew he could do nothing about.
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      Luci cried all the way home. Seeing the big Kindred again had been like opening a wound. On the way up to the Mother Ship, she had been hoping that she was at least partly over him. But when she looked into his mismatched eyes and heard him say he loved her but they couldn’t be together, it hurt all over again, almost as badly as it had the first time.

      Why can’t I stop loving him? she asked herself desperately. How did I fall for him so quickly and why can’t I let him go?

      There seemed to be no answers to those questions and she sobbed her heart out as she drove, feeling worse than she had before.

      It was cathartic to get her grief out, but when she finally parked in the garage of her apartment building, Luci dried her eyes and made herself stop.

      There’s nothing you can do about it, she told herself firmly. So just get over it. You have other things to think about now.

      Taking a deep breath, she got out of the car, clutching her precious package from the Scent Shop to her chest. She might not have Raze, but she did have a way to save her family. And that was a lot better than nothing.

      Still, she couldn’t bring herself to open the package that night. She felt too miserable and tired and emotionally wrung out to even think of doing what had to be done at the moment. She went right to bed and spent all the next day with her kids, making Play Dough creations and baking cookies—just trying to de-stress.

      It wasn’t until Saturday night when her mom was gone home and the kids and animals were all settled down for the night that Luci locked her bedroom door, sat on her bed, and opened the black wrapped package the Scent Shop salesman had given her.

      Inside was a long white dildo every bit as big as the black one in the glass case the two-nosed man had shown her. To Luci’s relief, it wasn’t completely rigid. Instead, it was made of slightly squishy, gel-like material which seemed like it would give a little and bend with her body while she wore it. Thank goodness for that!

      There was also a packet of lube, presumably to help her get the dildo into herself in the first place and a plastic-type baggie which she was supposed to seal it up in when she was finished.

      Luci wasn’t surprised by any of this, but the last thing she found in the package was perplexing. It was a small, perfectly circular sphere with shiny, mirrored sides about the size of a tangerine.

      Luci picked up the sphere and stared at it uncertainly. What in the world could this thing be for? Also, hadn’t the two-nosed man said something about instructions? Where were they? Was there some special way to do this or was she just supposed to put the huge dildo up inside herself and keep it there for a couple of hours?

      As these questions were occurring to her, the silver sphere began to buzz and vibrate in her hand.

      “Oh!” Luci dropped it like a hot potato and it landed on the bed in front of her and began to glow. Just as she was wondering what in the world to do with it, a tiny red dot appeared on the top of the sphere and noises began projecting from it.

      “Welcome to the world of scent books,” a deep, masculine voice murmured as soft, sensual music began to play. “Please pay attention to the following instructions to help make your scent collection a pleasurable and rewarding experience.”

      Thankfully, the voice and music weren’t too loud because, though she picked it up and turned it over and over, Luci could find absolutely no volume control on its smooth silver sides.

      “In your collection kit you will find the inner scent collection receptacle, which is shaped like a phallus,” the masculine voice continued. “As well as a collection sleeve to seal it in when it is finished collecting your scent and some lubrication you can use to ease the way. Unless you are a numalla, in which case you should find extra lubrication unnecessary.”

      Luci had no idea what a “numalla” was but she was pretty damn sure she was going to need the little packet of lube. There was no way the huge white dildo-thing was going to slide up inside her otherwise.

      “Before you attempt insertion,” the voice went on, “Please have your mate or mates taste and tease your private areas with their tongue in order to stimulate you erotically.”

      Suddenly, the silver sphere started projecting a 3-D holo image right in front of her.

      Luci gasped in shock when she saw the picture of a Beast Kindred and a human woman pop up in front of her face. The images were in color and appeared almost solid, but the couple she was watching were about the size of her daughter’s Barbie dolls—only they were doing things that certainly weren’t possible for Barbie and Ken.

      First the Beast Kindred took the woman in his arms and kissed her passionately. She kissed him back, winding her arms around his thick neck and pulling him down into her embrace. She was wearing a lacy white bra and panties while her Beast Kindred mate had on only a pair of long black sleep trousers.

      As Luci watched, the Beast Kindred unfastened his mate’s bra and bent down to nuzzle her breasts. She moaned softly and ran her hands through his thick black hair as he took first one nipple and then the other into his mouth, sucking and licking the tight pink buds as she shifted and writhed against him.

      “Allow your mate to taste your sex as well,” the deep, male voice murmured.

      As it spoke, the holo-images illustrated the speaker’s words.

      The Beast Kindred stopped sucking his mate’s breasts and dropped to his knees before her. Looking up at her with fire blazing in his golden eyes, he leaned forward and placed a soft but urgent kiss on the front panel of her panties.

      The girl gave a little hiss of indrawn breath as he hooked his long fingers in the lacy sides of her panties. Slowly, he pulled them down, revealing her pink pussy slit, which was already swollen and wet with desire.

      Looking up to hold her eyes with his, the Beast Kindred leaned forward and took a long, slow taste of her pussy, starting at the bottom and moving all the way up to the top of her slit.

      The girl gasped in obvious pleasure and gripped the Beast Kindred’s shoulders as she widened her stance—opening herself wider for his tongue.

      “Oh!” she moaned, her hips pumping as her Beast Kindred mate held her pussy open with his thumbs and licked her for all he was worth. Clearly both of them were enjoying themselves immensely as the Kindred continued to taste his mate over and over and over again…

      “Dios!” Luci murmured to herself. “Can’t believe they’re showing this—it’s like porn or something!”

      The images went on and on, much longer than it would have seemed necessary to explain what to do, and Luci found that she was getting kind of hot between her own thighs. She couldn’t help imagining Raze doing all that to her and she wondered if he wanted to.

      The speaker on the instructional video seemed to take it for granted than any Kindred male would want to taste his female. He continued to murmur about how she should allow her mate to spread her open with his tongue and taste her deeply to get her ready for “insertion,” as he put it, until Luci was feeling so hot she could hardly stand it.

      Biting her lip, she slipped her fingers into her panties and began to stroke her pussy. She had always felt kind of guilty about this act—probably as a result of her strict upbringing. But she told herself it was necessary in order to do the scent collection right. After all, the scent salesman had said she needed to be aroused, right? So in order to earn the money, she had to do what she could to make that happen.

      The erotic holo images the silver sphere was playing and the soft, deep, masculine voice saying naughty things to her was certainly helping. Her clit felt all hot and swollen as she stroked lightly over the sensitive little button, wishing it was Raze touching her there instead…

      “Once your mate has given you several orgasms with his tongue,” the voice finally said, “It is time to begin insertion. You may use the packet of lubricant included if you find it necessary.”

      Lucia certainly did find it necessary—especially considering the length and girth of the thing she was supposed to fit inside herself. Taking her panties off completely, she opened the packet of lube with her teeth and squirted a generous amount of slippery pink gel on the inside of her pussy. To her surprise, it was warm to the touch, not chilly, as she had been fearing.

      “When you are well lubricated,” the deep voice from the sphere said, “Have your mate insert the tip of the inner scent collection device into your sex.”

      As it spoke, the couple in the holo porn the sphere was projecting did exactly as he said. The girl laid back and her Beast Kindred mate spread her outer lips and put the flaring crown of the collection device into the mouth of her little pink pussy.

      Luci copied them, inserting the head of her own collection dildo just into the entrance of her pussy. It was a bit of a tight fit, but the fact that the material it was made of was somewhat squishy and giving helped.

      “Now have your mate slide the collection device all the way inside until the flat base at the bottom adheres to your flesh,” the voice from the sphere said.

      The holo couple did what he described, with the Beast Kindred sliding the thick shaft to the hilt into his mate’s pussy as she threw back her head and bucked her hips, moaning.

      Well, here goes!

      Biting her lip, Luci followed along.

      She had been more than a little worried about fitting the entire huge thing inside herself, but to her relief, it slid in easily enough, though she could feel it stretching her inner walls considerably.

      When it finally slid home inside her, she gave a little moan of her own. Dios, had she ever been so full in her life? Luci was sure she hadn’t. Tony’s equipment had been nowhere near this size and she had never tried a sex toy like this either—or any sex toys, for that matter.

      There was no way her ex would have wanted her to bring something that was purely for her pleasure into their love making—back when they actually made love, that was. His view was that sex was for the man’s pleasure or for making babies—nothing else. Plus, he would definitely have been intimidated by a toy that was so much bigger than his own equipment.

      When the dildo was all the way inside her, Luci felt the base of it stick firmly to the lower part of her pussy. Wait—was that right? She tried to pull it out a little way, but found that it wouldn’t budge—which made her kind of uneasy. But the voice had said something bout it “adhering” to you, hadn’t it?

      She wished she could rewind it and be sure, but there weren’t any controls that she could see on the silver sphere, which was still projecting an image of the Beast Kindred and his mate.

      “For best scent collection results,” it was saying, “Be certain to let your mate taste you and bring you to orgasm several more times while the scent collector is securely inside you. If you like, this informational sphere may be used as a pleasure device to help you.”

      The image showed the woman with her legs spread and the base of the dildo firmly planted against her pussy lips, just as Luci’s was planted against hers. This time her mate had a silver sphere in his hand, exactly like the one that was projecting the image. He touched it to her bare nipples and made her moan before sliding it down her body and spreading her pussy lips once more to rub it against her throbbing clit. The woman in the image cried out and bucked against the sphere, clearly coming again and again as her mate watched with lust in his half-lidded golden eyes.

      Forgetting her trepidation, Luci picked up the sphere and tried it on her own nipples. To her delight, she felt a gentle buzzing vibration which made her tight tips tingle. Then she tried it below, opening her own outer lips with two fingers and stroking the smooth, shiny surface over her clit.

      The buzzing vibration increased—but not too much. Somehow the silver sphere seemed to know exactly how much pressure and force she needed. And all the time she was rubbing the info-sphere turned vibrator against her pussy, it continued to project erotic images of the Beast Kindred and his mate doing all kinds of naughty things to each other’s bodies.

      “Oh!” Luci gasped as her pleasure finally peaked in an orgasm. She could feel her inner pussy muscles contracting strongly around the scent collection dildo and suddenly she wished desperately that it was Raze inside her instead. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine the big Kindred doing everything to her that the Beast Kindred was doing to his mate in the porno-holo. And Dios, it felt so good!

      “Raze,” she whisper-moaned under her breath, careful not to wake anyone in her sleeping household. “Raze, I miss you so much! Wish you were with me now!”

      The little sphere kept buzzing and humming, though its intensity went down a lot after she came. It was almost as though it knew she needed a little break before she could go on again, Luci thought. But the minute she recovered, the vibrations got stronger again and soon she was cresting into orgasms number two and then number three.

      After she had come the third time, she pulled the silver ball away, panting. Surely that must be enough, right? She must have given the dildo enough of her intimate scent to collect, so now it was time to take it out.

      But once again, when she tried to remove it, she found the damn thing wouldn’t budge. Frowning, she tried again, but though she worked her fingernails under the flat base and pulled with all her might, it wouldn’t come out.

      Luci began to feel really nervous. What the hell would she do if it never came out? She couldn’t live forever with a giant dildo up her hoo-hah! What was wrong with the damn thing?

      She tapped the silver ball, trying to get it to stop playing porn and sure enough, the image of the Beast Kindred and his mate disappeared.

      “When the internal scent collector has darkened in color,” the voice said, “It will be an indication that enough scent has been collected and you may remove it with help from your mate.”

      “Darkened in color? What does that mean?” Luci muttered to herself. Looking between her legs, she saw that the base of the dildo—which was the only part she could see—was now a dark pink.

      She frowned. Well, it was darkened in color—so why wasn’t it coming out?

      “You will need to leave the collection device in place for several hours or possibly longer in order to achieve the color required for extraction,” the voice went on. “During this time, feel free to go about your regular routine and remember—the more pleasure you give yourself or your mate gives you, the more scent will be collected.”

      “So I guess it has to stay in for longer, then,” Luci muttered, looking down at the dark pink base again. Well, that wasn’t great but she supposed it wouldn’t hurt her to sleep with it in—though it was definitely going to feel kind of weird.

      Well, she would just have to put up with it, she decided, and remove it in the morning. She could do it and wrap the dildo up in its collection sleeve before she got everyone up for the day.

      Setting her alarm for five minutes early, she slid under the covers and tried to get to sleep with the long, thick dildo still firmly lodged inside her.
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      But it wouldn’t come out the next morning either.

      Luci tried and tried, yanking on the scent collector until it felt like she was trying to pull her own insides out, but it was no good—it was like someone had super-glued the damn thing inside her pussy.

      “Madre de Dios —what in the world am I going to do?” she moaned as she looked between her thighs at the stubborn scent collector. The base of it had darkened again—it was almost purple now, she saw. But it still wouldn’t come out.

      “I can’t go to work with this thing inside me!” she muttered to herself.

      But in the end, that was exactly what she was forced to do.

      Her mom came over to watch the kids and Luci left the house as quickly as possible, finding she couldn’t look her in the eye. She spent her whole Sunday shift at Purrs and Paws shifting uncomfortably until Rochelle said,

      “Girl you got fire ants in your pants or something? What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing,” Luci lied uneasily. “Or, well, nothing much.”

      Rochelle raised an eyebrow and put one hand on her ample hip.

      “Define nothing,” she demanded. “And while you’re at it, tell me what happened up at the Kindred Mother Ship. Did Raze agree to loan you some money for a lawyer?”

      Luci shook her head.

      “No but I found another way to, er, make some cash.”

      She shifted her hips again. Was the scent collection dildo getting firmer and more rigid inside her? It certainly felt like it. It felt heavier too—like it weighed about a ton. But still, every time she went to the bathroom and tried to get it out, it wouldn’t budge. What the hell was going on with it?

      “How?” Rochelle demanded.

      “How what?” Luci had lost the thread of their conversation in her preoccupation with the thing inside her.

      “How are you gonna make the cash you need?” Rochelle asked patiently. “Honestly, Luci, where’s your head today?”

      “Sorry…” Luci grimaced. “It’s just…I’ve kind of got a situation here,” she admitted. “And I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “All right. Spill.” Rochelle made a “come on” motion with her fingers. “What happened and what’s going on?”

      Luci was almost too embarrassed to talk about her awful predicament, but Rochelle was her best friend and she knew the other girl wouldn’t breathe a word to anyone about her problem.

      “It all started when I went up to the Mother Ship and found this place called a ‘Scent Shop,’” she began.

      “A Scent Shop?” Rochelle frowned. “What’s that? Some kind of perfume store?”

      “No! I thought so too,” Luci exclaimed. “But it’s not that at all…”

      She meant to only tell a little bit, but somehow the whole story came pouring out. Rochelle’s eyes got wider and wider as Luci explained what had happened.

      “Oh my sweet Lord,” she said at last, when Luci finished. “You mean to tell me you have a Kindred-sized dildo stuck up in your coochie right this minute and you can’t get it out?”

      Luci nodded miserably.

      “And I don’t know what to do! It’s supposed to come out after you wear it a couple of hours and it gets dark enough. But mine is really dark purple now and it’s still stuck up in there.” She pointed between her thighs and grimaced. “What should I do? You know I don’t want to go to the doctor with this thing in me!”

      Not that she could afford a trip to the ER, since she had no insurance, she thought grimly.

      Rochelle shook her head.

      “Girl, you’re a mess. The way I see it, if it’s a Kindred dildo, you’re gonna have to ask a Kindred how to get it out.”

      “Ask a Kindred! You don’t mean call Raze again, do you?” Luci asked desperately.

      Rochelle lifted an eyebrow.

      “You got a better idea?”

      “About a thousand of them! Anything is better than admitting to your ex—well sort of ex—that you’ve got a dildo stuck inside you!” Luci hissed.

      “Well, you’re gonna have to suck it up and do it anyway,” Rochelle said firmly. “Unless you want to march your dildo-wearing ass down to the HKR building and ask for help from some Kindred you don’t know.”

      Luci had to admit, that sounded considerably worse. She didn’t want to have to call Raze again and consult him about the damn dildo stuck in her hoo-hah, but he had given her the Think-me device, which she still had in her purse. Maybe if she called him now, he could come over tonight and tell her what to do.

      “All right,” she said miserably to Rochelle. “I guess you’re right. But Dios—it’s so embarrassing!”

      “Well, would you rather be embarrassed or walk around with an alien sex toy shoved up your coochie the rest of your life?” Rochelle asked practically. “What else can you do?”

      Nothing, Luci had to admit. But Dios, she didn’t know how in the world she was going to admit her problem to Raze…or if the big Kindred could even help her fix it.
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      Raze was lying on his bed in the rented domicile in Lucia’s building when he suddenly got a very strong feeling that someone wanted to talk to him.

      He didn’t know why he hadn’t been able to let go of the apartment, but somehow he had found himself paying the rent, even after he moved out. It had come furnished so at least he still had someplace to sleep the night after he dropped Lucia off.

      Raze was careful not to let her see him following her back to the apartment building, but he had a worried feeling about her—a feeling she might be in trouble. He wanted to be certain she got to her door safely before he left her.

      But once he had seen her safely into her own apartment, he found his steps taking him back to his old domicile instead of out to the shuttle to head back to the Mother Ship. Using his spare Think-me, he had called and asked for another leave—this one just for a few days. His supervisor had agreed and Raze had settled in to wait—for what he didn’t know.

      Now that he was getting a Think-me communication from Lucia, he understood what he had been waiting for—her call.

      “Hello?” he said aloud, opening his mind to her to let her in. “What is it, Lucia?”

      “Raze?” Her mental voice sounded hesitant. “I’m sorry to bother you but, well…I need your help. Only I don’t know if you’ll want to help me after the way we said goodbye the other night.”

      “Of course I want to help you,” he said gently. He was aching for her—longing to hold her in his arms again. “Tell me,” he said. “Whatever it is, I’ll do anything in my power to help.”

      “Well, this is kind of embarrassing but…”

      Lucia went into a long explanation of how she had followed the instructions on the scent collecting package and now she was having problems removing the device. Her mental voice was embarrassed—Raze could practically see her blushing as she stumbled her way through her confession.

      “All right,” he said at last, when she came to a faltering stop. “I think you’d better come up and see me so we can get this worked out. Is your mother there to watch Frannie and the twins?”

      “Yes, she’s sleeping in the kids’ room,” Lucia sent. “But I don’t know if I can get up to the Mother Ship and back down again in time to do my shift at work tomorrow.”

      “I’m not on the Mother Ship,” Raze confessed. “After I dropped you off the other night, I came back here. I’m in my old domicile—I mean, apartment. So you only have to come up two floors.”

      “In your old apartment? What are you doing there?” Luci asked.

      “I don’t know,” Raze said honestly. “I had a worried feeling about you—that you were in danger somehow. So I decided to stay on Earth for a few days.”

      She sighed.

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing you did. Do you think you can help me with this crazy scent collection thing?”

      “I’ll try,” Raze told her. “Bring everything you were given at the Scent Shop and we’ll see what we can do.”

      “Thank you.” There was relief in Lucia’s mental voice. “Dios, I didn’t know what to do!”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Raze said grimly. “Come up to my domicile and let’s see what we’re working with.”

      “Okay,” she sent and broke the connection.

      Raze went into the living area and sat on the couch to wait for her. He just hoped he could help her with her problem. Otherwise, he didn’t know what she was going to do.
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      To Luci’s relief, there was no judgment in the big Kindred’s mismatched eyes when he opened the door of his apartment to her. She had been here several times to check on the kittens—which were now being cared for by a friend on the Mother Ship, as Raze had explained.

      But to be honest, the kittens that had started this whole thing were the last thing on Luci’s mind at the moment.

      “Hi,” she said, looking up at the big Kindred uncertainly.

      “Come in,” Raze rumbled, nodding at the couch. “Have a seat, Lucia.”

      “Thank you but I’d rather stand.” She stepped inside and shifted uncomfortably as he shut the door behind her. The couch was right there but she didn’t want to sit down. The awful scent collection dildo was a purple so dark it was almost black now and it felt heavier than ever inside her.

      “Do you think you can help me get this thing out?” she blurted. “It’s really uncomfortable!”

      “So it’s really stuck, hmm?” he asked, looking concerned but not angry or disgusted, thank goodness.

      “Yes.” Luci bit her lip. “I should have listened to you, Raze,” she said in a low voice. “I never would have tried this if—” She stopped abruptly but Raze frowned and made a “go on” gesture with one big hand.

      “Tell me, Lucia. I’ll do everything I can to help you out of this predicament, but I need to know why you got into it in the first place.”

      Luci bit her lip and looked down at her hands.

      “I guess that’s fair,” she said and sighed. “Okay. The other day after I got off of work, my ex—Tony—ambushed me on the way home.”

      “He what?” Raze’s eyes flashed and his voice became a growl. “Did he hurt you, Lucia?”

      “No, not physically anyway,” Luci said quickly. “But he saw you and me together back when we were, uh, together…” She could feel her cheeks getting warm. “Anyway, he threatened to take me to court and take my kids away—he said he was going to tell them I’m an unfit mom.”

      “What?” Raze’s voice was a muted roar now. “How fucking dare he?” he demanded. “You’re one of the best mothers I’ve ever seen, Lucia! You’re always careful and mindful of your children and they love you.”

      “I know that and you know that,” Luci said miserably. “And I pointed out to Tony that no judge would believe he was the better parent—especially since he never comes to see the kids and he doesn’t pay me a cent of child support.”

      “That makes sense.” Raze nodded.

      “But then he threatened to report my mother to ICE—people who come and take away undocumented immigrants,” she explained. “Technically my mom isn’t here in this country legally because she never went through the right channels to become a citizen. But she holds a job and she’s never hurt anyone and she’s been here for years. Plus, she’s an old lady! If they sent her away, she wouldn’t have anyplace to stay and she’d probably die.” Tears filled her eyes. “And Tony wants to do that to her, just to get back at me for daring to see someone else. He thinks he still owns me and he’s willing to rip my family apart to prove it.”

      “Oh, Lucia…” Raze reached for her and somehow she found she was in the big Kindred’s arms with her face pressed against his broad chest. “I’m so sorry,” he rumbled, rubbing his big hands up and down her trembling back soothingly. “I had no idea what a bastard this ex-mate of yours is! Why didn’t you come and ask me for help the minute he threatened you?”

      “That’s what I was on the Mother Ship to do,” she admitted, sniffing. “I was going to ask to borrow money to hire a lawyer to defend me. But then I ducked into that Scent Shop place to get away from all the curious single Kindred who were wanting to talk to me, and that salesman with two noses made it seem like this was such an easy way to earn money and now look at me!”

      She started to cry again and Raze held her closer.

      “It’s all right,” he rumbled. “All right now, sweetheart. “I’m going to help you. To start with, we’re going to get that scent collector out of you and once that’s done, I’m going to find this ex-mate of yours and have a very serious talk with him.”

      Lucia looked up at him with wet eyes.

      “Please don’t go after Tony—he can get crazy. I know you’re way bigger than him but—”

      “One problem at a time,” Raze told her. “The first thing is to get you taken care of. Did you bring everything you were given at the Scent Shop, like I asked you?”

      “Oh, yes—here.” Lucia had put everything into a plastic shopping bag which she’d hooked over one arm. Now she opened it and showed him the scent collecting wrapper, the half-empty packet of lube, and the round silver sphere.

      “All right.” Raze nodded. “Let’s move into the sleeping chamber so I can…” He cleared his throat. “So I can have a look at the problem.”

      Luci felt her cheeks getting hot, but she nodded.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”
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      It felt really strange to take off her panties and lie back in the middle of the big Kindred’s bed so he could examine her, but that was exactly what Luci had to do.

      Biting her lip, she tried to get comfortable on the pillows Raze had arranged behind her head as he knelt on the floor in front of the bed to look at her.

      “Hmm…” he murmured, tracing the base of the dildo with one fingertip. “Your little pussy seems to be somewhat red and swollen,” he remarked, looking up at her. “Do you think that could be why you can’t get it out?”

      “I don’t know,” Luci whispered. Dios, but this was embarrassing! “It could be, I guess. But I did everything the, uh, instruction sphere told me to do—to the letter! This shouldn’t be happening.”

      “The instruction sphere, hmm? Let me see it.”

      Luci reached in the bag and handed it to him. Raze took it and she saw his nostrils flare and his eyes went half-lidded.

      “This has your scent on it, Lucia,” he murmured, raising an eyebrow at her.

      Luci felt like her face was on fire. She’d forgotten that she had used the sphere as a vibrator and rubbed it all over her pussy.

      “I had to do what it told me,” she explained defiantly. “And that was part of the instructions.”

      “Was it?” He frowned. “I’d like to hear these instructions you’re talking about.”

      “They only played once and I don’t know if I can get them to play again,” Luci told him. “That thing doesn’t seem to have any buttons or knobs or anything you can use to make it work.”

      “Of course not, if it’s meant to be used as a pleasure device as well as an informational one,” Raze said reasonably. “Protruding buttons or knobs might harm the delicate flesh of the female using it.”

      “I guess so.” Luci frowned. “But then, how do you get it to work?” She had tried several times to get the damn thing to play again, thinking that maybe she had missed a step or some of the instructions but it had remained stubbornly mute, no matter how she fiddled with it.

      “Sphere—play instructions for scent receptor insertion,” Raze said to it clearly.

      At once the sensuous music began to play and the low male voice began to talk.

      “Hey!” Luci exclaimed. “How did you do that?”

      Raze shrugged.

      “You have to remember that a lot of Kindred technology is voice activated,” he said. “Let’s listen and see if you missed anything. Oh—you have a visual as well, I see,” he added as the image of the Beast Kindred and his mate began projecting from the cube.

      “Um…yeah.” Luci bit her lip in embarrassment as the holo-porno began to play out. She couldn’t help remembering how she had imagined Raze doing everything to her that the Beast Kindred was doing to his mate. When they got to the part about using the silver sphere as a vibrator, she wanted to sink through the bed because Raze knew that she’d done that too. What must he think of her now?

      But there was no condemnation in his eyes or his deep voice when he finally spoke, after watching the vid all the way through.

      “You said that you followed all the instructions to the letter,” he remarked. “But you didn’t, Lucia—you were missing one very crucial element.”

      “What?” she asked, bewildered. “I mean, I used the lube and the little silver ball and everything. What did I miss?”

      Raze looked at her directly.

      “A mate.”
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      “A mate?” Luci frowned. “What are you talking about? Why would I need a mate?”

      “Because,” Raze said patiently. “The kind of scent book the proprietor of the Scent Shop talked you into making is a couple’s book—one usually made by a mated pair so that both their scents are mingled on its pages. It’s a very rare and expensive type of book because not many Kindred males are willing to share the scent of their mate with strangers in that way.”

      “Oh!” Luci nodded in understanding. “Now I get why he didn’t offer it to me until you showed up and he thought we were married, er, mated.”

      “He must have thought he’d hit a gold mine,” Raze growled, frowning. “But in that, he’s fucking wrong. If you were my mate, I would never share your scent—any more than I’d want to let you dance naked in front of a bunch of strange males.”

      “Is that really what it’s like for Kindred when they use one of these, uh, scent books?” Luci asked. She thought she was beginning to understand why Raze had gotten so upset at her for agreeing to do the scent book in the first place. “I mean, is it like some kind of porn?”

      “Let me put it this way,” Raze told her. “For you to share your scent with strangers in the Kindred world is like you taking pictures of your naked body and letting anyone who wants to pay look at them.”

      “Oh!” Luci put a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry, Raze—I guess I didn’t realize.”

      “It’s all right.” He shook his head. “Right now we just need to worry about getting that damn thing out of you.”

      “But how?” Luci asked, feeling her heart sink. “Since I guess I put it in the wrong way after all?”

      “Let’s see what the informational sphere says.” Raze took the little silver ball in his hand again and spoke to it. “Play detailed instructions for removal of the scent collection device,” he said.

      At once the voice said, “Playing instructions.”

      The Beast Kindred and his mate appeared again, this time with the woman laying on her back, much as Luci was, with her legs spread. She also had a dildo inside her and Luci saw it had turned all the way black.

      “In order to break the seal between the base of the scent receptor and your intimate flesh,” the deep voice informed her, “Your mate will need to lick around the area where the receptor’s base is in contact with your sex. It may be necessary for him to bring you to orgasm one or more times in order to finally release the receptor.”

      As they watched, the girl in the holo moaned and threw back her head while the Beast Kindred lapped hungrily between her legs. He seemed to be spending equal time running the tip of his tongue around the base of the dildo and sucking her swollen little clit. But at last, after she had moaned that she was coming, he was finally able to pull the long, thick dildo out of her pussy.

      “Pause,” Raze said in a thick voice and the holo froze in midair. He looked at Luci, who was blushing and biting her lip. “I think we know what I need to do to get that thing out of you, Lucia,” he said in a low voice. “The question is, are you willing to let me do it?”

      “Do you want to do it?” Luci countered. “I mean, I don’t want you to…to have to do something you don’t want to do, just to help me out.”

      She was thinking of Tony and the way he had been so repulsed by the idea of going down on a woman—any woman. “That part of you is for a dick, not a tongue,” he told her the first time they had sex. “So don’t ask me to go there, Luci—you know I won’t.”

      So Luci had never asked and now she felt shy about asking Raze if he minded doing such an intimate service for her—especially when they weren’t even technically together anymore.

      But as it turned out, she didn’t have to worry. One look at Raze and the expression of pure desire on his face answered her question before he even opened his mouth.

      “Lucia,” he murmured, running one big, warm hand over her bare thigh. “How can you even ask me that? Don’t you know that Kindred males love to taste their females? I’ve been wanting to taste you from the first time we met.”

      “You…you have?” Lucia asked breathlessly.

      Slowly, he nodded.

      “I’ve fantasized about it more times than I care to admit,” he growled softly. “Spreading your thighs and lapping your soft little pussy. Gods, it’s what I wish for most in the world—other than the ability to bond you to me, of course.”

      Luci didn’t want to revisit the bonding question right now. She just wanted to feel his hot mouth on her. Though she had been embarrassed earlier, watching the holo-porn with Raze and learning that he really, really wanted to do this—wanted to taste her—was making her feel all hot and bothered.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Then I guess…guess you’d better get started, right?”

      Raze’s mismatched eyes were half-lidded with lust as he answered.

      “Spread for me, sweetheart. Let me open your soft little pussy with my tongue.”

      Luci’s thighs were already open but she parted them wider as he asked. She felt her outer pussy lips spreading with the motion, exposing the throbbing button of her clit. She stifled a little gasp as Raze leaned forward and placed a soft, lingering kiss on her inner folds.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured, looking up at her with reverent lust in his eyes. “So fucking beautiful, sweetheart.”

      Then he leaned down and began tracing the base of the scent receptor just as the Beast Kindred in the holo-porn had done.

      Luci moaned and shifted her hips as he ran the tip of his tongue around and around the place where the dildo was stuck to her pussy entrance. Her moan became a gasp as Raze licked higher, bathing her aching clit with his tongue until she tingled all over.

      “That’s right, sweetheart,” he murmured, looking up at her. “That’s right—just try to be open for me. Let me spread your sweet pussy with my tongue and help you come so you can be free of this damned scent collector.”

      “You…you want to make me come?” Luci’s voice came out in a squeak and she found that her heart was pounding.

      “Of course I do. But I don’t just want to—I need to—in order to help you release the collector,” he told her. “So just relax and let me lick you, sweetheart. Relax and let me make you come.”

      Luci tried to relax as he said, but she couldn’t help the way her stomach muscles tensed when he went back to bathing her swollen clit with his tongue over and over and over again. Dios, it felt good! Better than anything Tony had ever done to her, certainly! But Luci didn’t want to think about her ex right now—she just wanted to concentrate on the amazing sensations the big Kindred was giving her with his tongue.

      As he licked her, Raze looked up and locked gazes with her. His mismatched eyes seemed to hold a kind of challenge. It was like he was daring her to give in to the pleasure he was giving her—daring her to let go and reach the peak while he licked and sucked her pussy.

      It was a dare Luci was more than willing to take. Before she knew it, she could feel her pleasure building to the breaking point. It washed over her like a warm wave, turning everything to rainbows around her.

      “Raze, Dios!” she cried as she clamped her thighs around his head and bucked her hips up to get more of his mouth on her. “Yes, don’t stop—don’t stop!”

      The big Kindred gave a low growl of lust and lashed her sensitive little clit with his tongue, forcing her higher. At the same time, Luci felt him grasp the base of the scent collector and with one long, smooth movement, he pulled it out of her pussy.
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      “Oh!” Luci gasped as the large dildo—which was now almost completely black—at last left her. She expected to have instant relief, but instead the removal caused an intense feeling of emptiness.

      Luci told herself she was imagining things. Her problems were solved—at least, one of them was. And Raze was still kneeling between her thighs, looking at her with desire in his mismatched eyes.

      “How do you feel, sweetheart?” he growled softly. “Better now?”

      “Much,” Luci lied. Because how could she tell him that taking the dildo out made her feel strangely worse than when it was in? “Thank you, Raze,” she said, smiling at him. “That was…amazing.”

      “It was amazing for me too,” he told her. Leaning down, he placed another tender, sucking kiss on her open pussy. “Gods, you taste so sweet! Love to taste you and lap your honey.” He frowned as he took a closer look. “Only, you don’t seem to be making much at the moment—I would have thought you would be, after coming so hard.”

      Luci felt herself blushing.

      “Actually, I feel kind of, uh, empty and…and dry inside,” she admitted, deciding she’d better confess after all. “Do you think it’s some kind of aftereffect from having the, uh, scent collector thing up inside me for so long?”

      “Let’s find out,” Raze said. He turned to the silver sphere, which lay forgotten on the side of the bed. The holo image of the Beast Kindred and his mate was still frozen. “Let’s watch the rest of the instructions for removal,” he said to Luci and then said, “Continue,” to the sphere.

      At once, the holo-couple took up where they had left off. The Beast Kindred carefully sealed the scent collector dildo in the wrapper that it had come with and turned back to his mate who was still moaning and writing on the bed.

      “Aftercare instructions,” the deep, male voice said. “Directly after removing the internal scent receptor from your mate’s sex, she will feel a sense of emptiness and her honey will be severely depleted. It is very important at this time that you replenish her fluids with your seed.”

      As he spoke, the Beast Kindred in the holo at last removed the long, black sleep trousers he had been wearing all this time. This move revealed his thick shaft, which looked every bit as big as the dildo that had just come out of his mate. But there was one way it wasn’t like the scent receptor thing.

      “Pause,” Luci said, stopping the holo. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the base of the Beast Kindred’s shaft. There was a kind of ridge which ran all the way around the base of it—almost a swelling.

      “His mating fist.” Raze’s voice was low and troubled. “All Beast Kindred have them. It’s impossible for them to bond a female to them unless they slide the mating fist inside her and allow it to swell until it fills her pussy completely and ties them both together.”

      “But how in the world can he do that?” Luci asked, frowning. “I mean, he’s already so big! And that thing—that, uh, mating fist—is twice as big in diameter as his regular equipment.”

      “A Beast Kindred has special compounds in his precum and seed which works on his mate’s pussy and allows her to stretch to take him,” Raze explained. He cleared his throat. “The mating fist is why bonding with a Beast Kindred can take hours. He has to cum in her many times before it finally goes down and he’s able to withdraw from her pussy.”

      “Oh…” Luci felt her cheeks getting hot again. “Um, you’re half Beast Kindred, Raze,” she pointed out. “So does that mean you have…”

      “A mating fist? Yes.” He nodded. “Though I don’t appear to have a Drake inside me from that half of my heritage, I do have a mating fist from the Beast Kindred side.”

      “I see,” Luci murmured.

      She didn’t know what else to say, so she unpaused the video and watched as the Beast Kindred thrust his shaft halfway into his mate’s open pussy and held it there for a minute.

      “What’s he doing?” Luci frowned.

      “Filling her with his seed—coming in her,” Raze explained. “As all Kindred males are multi-orgasmic, he can come in her as many times as she needs him to in order to ease the ache she’s feeling.”

      Luci was feeling pretty achy herself.

      “Raze,” she said hesitantly, looking at him. “I don’t know about this. I, uh, feel really empty and dry inside, just like the holo says, but I can’t risk getting pregnant again. I can barely afford the kids I already have!”

      He shook his head.

      “You don’t have to worry about that. You can’t get pregnant by a Kindred warrior unless you’re bonded to him.” He looked at her sadly. “And since I can’t bond you to me…it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Then…it’s okay to ask you to, uh, come in me?” Her heart was pounding as she asked the question. Dios, she wanted him in her—wanted to feel him filling her up and taking her! But she sensed she needed to be careful, here.

      “Of course it’s all right, sweetheart.” Raze’s eyes were hot as he looked at her. “As long as I don’t put my mating fist inside you, I can come in you as many times as you need me to.”

      “What would happen if you did put it in me, though?” Luci asked, feeling hot all over as she asked the question.

      He frowned.

      “Most likely, a failed bonding. Which can be extremely painful. But don’t worry, sweetheart…” He stroked her cheek tenderly. “I love you too much to hurt you that way—I promise only my shaft will fill your sweet little pussy—not my mating fist.”

      “Oh…okay,” Luci said breathlessly. “Um…how do you think we should do it?”

      “However you want to do it,” Raze growled softly. “I’m at your command. Tell me how you want me to enter you and come in you and I’ll be happy to do it.” He frowned. “Though to be on the safe side, I probably shouldn’t enter you all the way—just far enough to shoot my seed inside you.”

      Luci didn’t like the sound of that—suddenly she wanted all of him in her—even the mating fist. Especially the mating fist, if that was what could cause the bond Raze seemed to think was so essential to grow between them. A plan began to form in her mind.

      “Could I be on top?” she asked, feeling shy asking it. It wasn’t the usual position for her at all while making love. Tony had always insisted that women belonged only on the bottom when they were having sex, but tonight she was feeling bold and liberated. Plus, it was the only way she could think of to carry out her plan.

      “Of course you can, sweetheart.” Raze unfastened his tight black trousers and shucked them down before lying naked on the bed beside her.

      Naked, the big Kindred was like a delicious buffet of male beauty, Luci thought. He was muscular everywhere, his long legs and cut abdomen bunching with tension as she looked him over.

      And the long, thick shaft she saw rising between his thighs put the dildo she’d just had inside her to shame.

      Dios, hope I can take that thing! she thought, feeling worried. But then she remembered what he’d said about his precum having chemicals in it that would help her open up. She certainly hoped that was true—she was going to need every bit of help she could get to fit that monster inside her—especially the mating fist she saw swelling at its base. Now that was going to be a tight fit!

      But somehow, she was determined to do it. Raze didn’t think he could bond with her but they would just see about that…
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      “Slowly, sweetheart,” Raze cautioned as Lucia straddled him and lowered her thirsty little pussy down onto the head of his cock. She wasn’t wet enough to take much more than that—the damned scent receptor really had depleted her juices, just as the holo vid had warned. Luckily, he was already so hot from tasting her that he was able to come almost the moment she had the broad crown of his shaft seated firmly inside her pussy.

      “Oh!” Lucia’s eyes widened as she felt him spurt inside her, his cream bathing the inside of her little cunt with its healing moisture. “Oh, Raze—are you…are you coming in me?” she gasped. “I can feel it in me—feel you filling me up.”

      “Yes, sweetheart,” he growled, holding onto her full hips to hold her in place. “Just relax and try to be open—just relax and let me fill you with my seed.”

      “Feels good! Dios!” she moaned and wiggled her hips so that another thick inch of his shaft slipped inside her.

      Raze frowned, trying to think through the pleasure of filling her.

      “Careful, sweetheart,” he grated. “We need to be sure I don’t go all the way inside you.”

      “But why not?” Lucia gave him a sad little pout. “It still hurts further up inside me, Raze. I don’t think you can reach me there unless you go a little bit deeper and come in me again.”

      Raze felt his shaft surge inside her. Gods, she was a tempting little female!

      “Well,” he growled. “I suppose just a little deeper couldn’t hurt.”

      Slowly he released his grip on her full hips. Right away, Lucia began wiggling and working herself on him, taking him deeper inside her tight little pussy. In fact, his shaft was much deeper inside her than Raze had intended to let it get. When she finished, her outer pussy was pressed right against his mating fist—dangerously close to the point of no return.

      “Careful, sweetheart!” Raze cautioned. “You don’t want my fist to slip inside you. Remember I told you that a failed bonding is painful!”

      “I remember.” But Lucia made no move to try and slide him out of her. In fact, if anything, she wiggled some more so that our outer pussy was flush against his mating fist.

      “Lucia,” Raze said, warningly. “Be careful, sweetheart!”

      “I am.” She braced her hands on his abdomen, lifting up a little and moaning as she came back down and took him deep inside her again. “I’m ready, Raze,” she said breathlessly. “Ready for you to come in me again. Only…” She bit her lip.

      “Only what?” Raze lifted an eyebrow. “What do you need, Lucia?”

      “I just wish…I think it might be good if you…if you moved in and out some first. To kind of…spread your, uh, seed around inside me,” she said. “Do you think you could do that, Raze?”

      He frowned.

      “We only agreed that I would come in you, Lucia. Moving in and out is making love—fucking. And if we’re not careful, fucking might lead to bonding—or a failed bonding attempt, anyway.”

      “Please, Raze?” she pleaded sweetly. “I just need…need to feel you moving in me—just a little bit. Please?”

      Raze realized he could deny her nothing, especially when she gave him that sweet, sexy little pout.

      “All right,” he growled. “But just a few strokes, mind you—just to spread my seed inside you.”

      “Okay.” She nodded eagerly and braced herself again against his abs. “Go ahead, I’m ready.”

      “All right.” Slowly, Raze withdrew until he was almost all the way out of her before thrusting home again inside her soft little pussy.

      Both of them groaned as the head of his cock kissed the end of her channel. Gods, she was so tight and hot and wet all around him! It wouldn’t take much to come again and fill her with his seed. Slowly, he thrust into her again. And then again and again…

      Lucia was moaning his name by now, bracing herself against him and working her hips to join his rhythm, which had somehow gotten faster and faster.

      Need to stop, Raze told himself Need to come in her and then pull out of her. This is going too far—you’re fucking her—breeding her. Or you will be if your mating fist slips in. And you don’t want to subject her to the pain of a failed bond!

      It was a terrible, tearing agony that he had experience once with a female he had tried to bond with when he was much younger. The experience had torn them apart and Raze had never seen her since, though he had once sworn to love her forever. He didn’t want a repeat of that awful incident with Lucia. And yet somehow, he couldn’t seem to stop thrusting inside her.

      “Oh…Oh!” Lucia had her head thrown back, her long, black, curly hair streaming down her back and her eyes shut tight. Her full breasts bounced with every stroke of Raze’s shaft inside her. She looked like a goddess and he had never loved her more.

      Which was why he tried to stop and pull her off when he felt his mating fist begin to slide inside her.

      “Lucia!” he gasped as he tightened his grip on her waist. “Lucia, no! Be careful—my mating fist is sliding into you!”

      She looked down but didn’t seem upset at all to see that his mating fist was almost halfway inside her by then.

      “Raze,” she panted, looking down at him. “How…how do you know you can’t bond me to you?”

      “I told you,” he growled, through gritted teeth. “Because I’m a hybrid.”

      “And has no hybrid ever been able to bond?” she demanded.

      “Well…” Raze frowned. “There have been a few.”

      “There—you see?” Lucia looked at him triumphantly. “Maybe we should just try it.”

      “I have tried it, once before, a long time ago,” Raze admitted to her. “There was a girl, I thought I loved her. But when we tried to bond, we failed.” He winced at the memory. “The pain was so great, she left and I never saw her again.”

      “Oh, baby—I’m sorry!” Lucia stilled her motion on top of him, though Raze noticed she hadn’t made any move to try and pull off of his mating fist or shaft.

      “I am too,” Raze said honestly. “I want to bond with you Lucia—more than I’ve ever wanted anything, I swear it! But I’m afraid if we try and fail the pain—”

      “Will make me run away?” Lucia raised an eyebrow at him and Raze nodded. “Mira, Raze—you don’t have to worry about that.” Leaning down, she kissed him tenderly on the mouth and whispered, “I don’t care what happens—I’m not going anywhere.” Then she began riding him again. “Now come on,” she ordered. “Bond me to you—or at least try!”
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      Luci didn’t know where she got the nerve to be so bold but something told her that the time for shyness and reluctance was over. She was going to have to reach out and take what she wanted and right now what she wanted more than anything else in the world was Raze, with her forever. And she was willing to take a few risks to get him.

      At first he seemed uncertain, but as Luci kept rolling her hips and trying to take him deeper inside her, he seemed to realize they had gone past the point of no return. Indeed, his mating fist was already almost all the way inside her. Though Luci never would have believed that something so huge could fit in her soft little pussy, the compounds in his seed seemed to be working some kind of magic on her. Not only was she open enough to take him, she was enjoying the sensation of being so completely filled by her man.

      Because he is my man, Luci told herself fiercely. And I’m going to make sure I keep him!

      With a low moan, she finally felt the thick mating fist slip completely into her pussy. At the same time, the head of his cock pressed hard against the mouth of her womb and Raze began to come.

      As before, Luci found the sensation of the big Kindred’s hot seed spurting deep inside her incredibly arousing. It made her so hot, in fact, that she felt her inner channel going tight with an orgasm. As she contracted all around him, her pussy drinking thirstily from the nourishment he was providing, Luci moaned his name and told him how much she loved him. And then she heard him say,

      “I love you too, sweetheart.”

      Only his voice was coming from inside her head.
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      “I love you too,” Raze told her and knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that it had finally happened—he had been able to bond a female to him!

      He felt a sense of power inside him—a happiness that was almost too great to bear. There was look of shock and tentative joy on Luci’s face as she heard his mental voice for the first time and felt the surge of love and tenderness Raze was directing at her.

      “What…how can I hear you in my head?” she asked aloud, uncertainly. “When we’re not wearing those Think-me thingies?”

      “It’s the mark of a true soul-bond,” Raze told her, hardly able to believe his good fortune. “For a Kindred male to be able to send and receive thoughts from his mate.”

      “Does…does that mean we’re bonded, then?” she sent, trying out their new link herself. “I mean, I don’t feel any pain.”

      “No, there is only pleasure. Our bond is complete.”

      Raze blinked and saw the confusion flash across Luci’s face.

      “Raze,” she whispered uncertainly. “Raze, who is that?”

      “It is me,” the deep, growling voice answered.

      Raze felt a pair of vast, webbed wings unfurling inside him as the Drake stretched, as though awakening from a long slumber.

      “I am Raze’s Drake,” it informed them both. “I have been sleeping all his life but your love awakened me.”

      This last was directed at Lucia who was still sitting astride Raze with a stunned expression on her face.

      “You mean you’re his dragon?” she whispered. “Dios!”

      “I am. I have been waiting for you, Lucia,” the Drake informed her. “I have slumbered, dreaming of you for all my life. When finally you arrived, I was able to awaken.”

      Raze was afraid of what this new third party might do to their tentative new bonding. After all, when she had fallen in love with him, Lucia hadn’t bargained on him having a Drake inside.

      But his new mate must have felt his trepidation through their new bond, because Lucia hastened to reassure him.

      “It’s all right, baby,” she told Raze. “I love animals, remember? That is…” She hesitated. “If it’s all right to call you an animal?” she asked the Drake.

      Raze felt the Drake stretch and shake out its scales.

      “Of course,” it told Lucia. “I am, after all, a beast—though I am a sentient one.”

      “Dios, Raze, this is amazing!” Lucia told him. “How big are you?” she asked the Drake.

      Raze felt uncertainty from this new half of himself.

      “I do not know, as I have never taken solid form before,” it told Lucia. “Shall I do so now?”

      “What? No!” Raze exclaimed. He knew how big Drakes could get—not a single one of them was smaller than a shuttle and most were quite a bit larger. “You can’t right now—Lucia and I are still joined,” he told his other half. “You’d hurt her!”

      “I will not take form then,” the Drake said at once. “For I love Lucia with all my heart—I would never hurt her.”

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” Lucia said, smiling. “I want to see you in all your glory, Drake, but a little later—all right?”

      “I will be pleased to show myself anytime you call me. For now, I sleep again,” the Drake informed them.

      Raze had a very clear mental image of it putting its huge head under one webbed wing and then there was silence from the new entity inside him.
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      “Well, that was…something,” Luci said. She was filled with awe at having talked to a real-live dragon—one whom apparently lived inside her new mate. Was that what Raze was to her now? She guessed he must be, since they were bonded. Which meant he was never leaving her again.

      “That’s exactly what it means, sweetheart,” Raze told her and she knew he had heard her thought through their bond. “Er…” He cleared his throat. “But are you sure you’re not upset about this…development?”

      “Are you?” Luci asked him frankly. “I mean, how does it feel to know you have a dragon inside you after all?”

      “Wonderful,” Raze admitted. “When I was a young male, all I wanted in the world was to have a Drake like all the other males on my home world. I used to pray to the Goddess to make it so.” He shook his head. “She has answered the two desires of my heart on the same night and at the same time.”

      “I’m so happy for you.” Luci leaned down and kissed him. “And before you ask again, no, I’m not upset about your dragon. I’m just happy to be bonded to you.” She bit her lip. “As long as you’re happy to be bonded to me?”

      “How can you doubt it?” Raze asked hoarsely. “Can’t you feel my joy? You’re everything I’ve ever wanted, Lucia. And I thank the Goddess you convinced me to try bonding again. I—”

      Just then, he froze—his head cocked to one side as though listening intently. Luci felt a surge of fear and concern coming through their new link.

      “What? What is it?” she asked anxiously.

      “Your mother.” There was a low growl in Raze’s voice. “The children—there’s a problem.”
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      Luci’s heart was racing as they got untangled from each other and threw on their clothes.

      “What’s wrong? What did you hear?” she demanded as they raced out of Raze’s apartment and down the stairs together—neither of them wanted to wait for the elevator.

      He shook his head.

      “Not sure but I think I heard your mother calling for help. I’m going on ahead.”

      And with that, he put on an astonishing burst of speed that left Lucia panting behind him. She was grateful he was so protective of her family but at the same time, her heart was crying out with fear inside her.

      “Please,” she prayed, though she wasn’t sure who she was praying to. “Please, oh please—not my mom or my kids! Let them be okay! Please!”

      When she finally reached the open door of her apartment, she saw that chaos reigned inside.

      Lady was lying on her side, whining weakly, obviously injured, and Luci’s mom was clutching an arm which might be broken. The twins were holding hands and crying on one corner and Frannie…

      Luci’s eyes flew around the living room desperately.

      “Frannie!” she exclaimed and looked at her mother. “Mami, where’s Frannie? Where’s my little girl?”

      “Oh, Lucia!” Her mother broke down crying. “That hijo de puta, Tony took her!” she wailed. “I’m so sorry, mija—I tried to stop him but he had a baseball bat! He hit Lady when she tried to keep Frannie safe and he hit me too.” She nodded at her arm.

      “Where did they go? How long as it been?” Raze demanded.

      “I don’t know where they went—out of the building I think.” Luci’s mom shook her head. “And it’s only been five minutes or so—if you hurry you might catch him!”

      “I’m going!” Raze turned to her. “You stay here—it might be dangerous.”

      “No!” Luci exclaimed. “Frannie is my baby! I’m going with you.” She looked at her mom. “Will you be okay?”

      “Go—go, mija.” Her mom jerked her chin at the door. “Get the baby back. She was scared to death when he grabbed her.” Her wrinkled face dissolved into tears. “Madre de Dios, what are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to get her back,” Raze growled. “Come on, Lucia.” And he grabbed her hand and dragged her down the hallway.
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      Raze could smell the little girl’s scent clearly—it was a familiar one to him, though now it was laced with fear. She was clearly terrified of her biological father and no wonder! A male who would hurt an animal and an elderly female and kidnap a child was out of control.

      He had to find her before it was too late.

      Once out on the street, the scent became a little less clear because it was mixed with so many others. Raze spent a moment with his nose lifted to the air, sorting the different smells to find the ones he wanted—Frannie’s sweet little girl smell and the sour stink of the angry, crazy male who had snatched her.

      “Where is she? Can you find her?” Luci asked anxiously. Raze wished his mate would have stayed inside with her mother and the twins but he understood why she couldn’t. First and foremost she was a mother and he could feel her terror at the thought that her disgusting ex-mate had stolen her daughter away.

      As he thought that, he finally caught Frannie’s scent again.

      “This way!” he exclaimed and ran down the sidewalk as fast as he could.

      He skidded to a stop in front of the alley where he had first found the kittens—that fateful night when he had met Lucia. Was it only a month ago? And now he smelled the two scents he was tracking coming from the dark, dirty space.

      “Is she in here?” Luci demanded, running up behind him, panting. “Frannie!” she called, not waiting for an answer. “Frannie, mija! Where are you?”

      “Mami?” Frannie’s voice was high and scared.

      “Get back!” another voice shouted—a louder, male voice. It must be Luci’s ex-mate, Raze thought. Peering into the darkness, he saw the two of them standing near the end of the dead-end alley.

      The male had wild eyes and disheveled dark hair. In one hand he had a wooden bat and with the other, he was gripping the little girl’s arm so tightly it looked like he might be in danger of breaking her wrist.

      He must have seen them coming and dragged her down here, not knowing it was a dead end, Raze thought. And now he looked desperate enough to do anything.

      “Mami!” Frannie cried again, a thin, wavering desperate sound that made Raze’s heart fist in his chest.

      Mine! he thought angrily. She’s mine—they all are! Mine to care for and protect and this male thinks he can come in and hurt one of them? One of my family? I don’t think so!

      “Don’t you mean ours?” the voice of his Drake spoke up inside his head. Raze felt it spread his wings, a roiling sense of menace radiating from it like black smoke.

      His first impulse was to reign his other half in. But then he heard a voice that

      was neither the Drake’s, nor Lucia’s speaking in his ear.

      “Release your other half, Warrior,” it said in a clear, authoritative tone. “For this very moment was your desire to have a Drake within you granted. Release him and let him help you save your new family.”

      “Goddess?” Raze asked hoarsely. He looked at Lucia, who nodded at him.

      “I heard her too,” she sent through their link. “Do what she says but first let me talk to them.”

      “I’m ready when you are,” Raze growled.

      “Tony, let her go.” Lucia lifted her voice. “You only have one chance—let her go now and you might be okay.”

      “You think I’m scared of that big freak you’re shacking up with?” Tony’s face was twisted into an ugly sneer. “I already called ICE on your mom! They’re gonna come get her within the hour and then let’s see who gets to keep the kids!”

      “Let her go,” Raze’s voice was already more than half roar. It shook the shadows that filled the alley and reverberated with echoes of his Drake, which was stirring strongly within him.

      Tony flinched but only tightened his grip on Frannie’s arm until she cried out,

      “Please, Daddy—you’re hurting me!”

      This was more than Raze could stand. He opened the gate between himself and the Drake and felt himself begin to change as his other half came out for the first time.

      Lucia seemed to know exactly what he was doing.

      “Listen, mija,” she called to Frannie. “In just a minute you’re going to see a dragon—just like in your story books. Remember the one where the dragon and the princess are friends?”

      “Y-yes.” Frannie’s voice shook with tears. “And the dragon comes and rescues the princess when the mean knight tries to take her away?”

      “That’s right, mija.” Lucia nodded firmly. “So when you see the dragon, I want you to know that he’s friendly and he loves you, just like the dragon loves the princess in your storybook. So don’t be afraid, okay? Because he’s here to rescue you.”

      “Yes, Mami.” Frannie sniffled. “But Daddy is hurting my arm.”

      “He won’t be for long,” Raze said.

      And then he changed.
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      Lucia watched in awe as the change happened right in front of her eyes.

      First, Raze’s arms and legs lengthened and thickened. Then his neck grew longer, and his face pressed up and outward—his mouth becoming the massive jaws of a predator.

      After that, the big Kindred burst out of his clothes—his trousers and boots incinerating to ashes as he shifted forms. Gleaming emerald scales flowed over his body, which was growing along with the rest of him—scales which showed the golden glow of flames between their edges.

      Giant webbed wings burst from his back, vast and black as they stirred the air in the alley into whirling dust devils. Finally, a long, lashing tail sprouted, whipping angrily from left to right.

      To Luci, her new mate’s Drake was magnificent! But even his transformation took only half her attention—the other half was firmly centered on her daughter.

      Tony had been watching Raze change too and now he was standing there, bug-eyed and slack-jawed, as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Luci’s heart leapt when she saw that in his confusion, he had loosened his grip on Frannie’s arm.

      “Frannie!” she cried and held out her arms. “Come to Mami, now!”

      In one quick pull, Frannie yanked free of Tony’s hand.

      “Hey!” He made a snatch for her but Frannie was too quick. Darting around a dumpster, she pelted right for Luci.

      Luci caught her daughter in her arms and held her tight, fighting not to sob with relief.

      “Oh, mija!” she whispered, squeezing Frannie to her. “Oh thank the Holy Virgin you’re all right!”

      “Daddy grabbed me, Mami.” Frannie’s big brown eyes were wide. “He hurt Abuela and Lady when they tried to stop him and he grabbed me away!” She held out her arm. “And he hurt my wrist!”

      “Oh, my poor baby!” Gently, Frannie kissed her daughter’s wrist, which did look swollen, as though maybe Tony had twisted it too hard and given her a hairline fracture. “I promise he won’t ever hurt you again,” she swore.

      “Mami,” Frannie asked. “Is the dragon going to punish Daddy now for being mean?”

      At her words, Raze’s Drake swung its huge head towards them and looked Luci in the eyes.

      “Go now,” Luci heard it say, its deep voice reverberating inside her head. “Take the girl away for a short time. She should not witness this.”

      “Yes, mija,” Luci said, speaking to her daughter even as she locked eyes with the Drake. “Yes, he’s going to punish Daddy. But right now we’re going to go check on Abuela and Lady.”

      As she turned to leave, she saw Tony’s white face from the corner of her eye.

      “What are you?” Her ex’s voice was faint with fear as he stared up at the Drake. “Just what in the hell are you?”

      The Drake roared—a sound that seemed to shake the buildings on either side of him. And in his roar, Luci heard the words,

      “You hurt those I love. I AM YOUR DOOM.”

      Putting a hand over Frannie’s face to keep her daughter from seeing what was coming next, she hurried away. Once she might have had sympathy for Tony, but after years or terrorizing her and their children and after the way he had hurt Lady and her mom, she had no sympathy left.

      Let Raze’s Drake do what it wanted to with him—it would only be what he deserved.
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      “We’ll have to go to the Emergency Room,” Luci said, looking at all the injuries.

      Her mom and Frannie both appeared to have fractured wrists and poor Lady was still crying on the floor of the apartment. Luci had examined her as best she could and it seemed like the dog had some broken bones as well.

      “And we need to bring poor Lady to the Emergency Vet, too. Dios—where will we get the money?” she muttered under her breath.

      But it had to be done. She had to take care of the people she loved, even though she had no idea how she was going to pay for it. Maybe she could work some extra shifts—

      “Relax, sweetheart. You’re not alone anymore—I can help you deal with this.”

      At the sound of Raze’s voice coming through their new link, Luci felt a surge of relief. Of course! In all the confusion, she’d almost forgotten they were bonded. Raze loved her—he would help her bear this burden. He would help her pay for the medical care her family needed.

      “I can do better than that,” Raze’s voice came from just outside the apartment door. “I can heal them myself—or my Drake can.”

      Luci ran to let him in.

      “Raze!” She threw her arms around the big Kindred’s neck and he lifted her off the floor and held her tight for a moment.

      “Sorry I wasn’t here sooner. I had to go back to my domicile for some new clothes.”

      “Raze, Raze!” The twins suddenly stopped crying and ran to him. Frannie came too, smiling through her tears of pain.

      “You saved me,” she said, putting her unhurt arm around his neck as he bent down to see the kids. “You turned into a dragon and saved me. Thank you, Daddy-Raze.”

      “Yes, I did and I’ll always protect you, Frannie,” Raze told her. “Because your mother and I are going to stay together forever now. Is that okay with you?”

      “Yay!” Frannie and the twins erupted into shouts of joy. The twins danced around like crazy and Frannie said,

      “We missed you!”

      “I missed you too,” Raze told her gently. “I love you and your brothers and your mom and your Abuela and I want you all to be my family now. Would that be okay?”

      Frannie nodded solemnly.

      “Yes—that would be perfect,” she said. “Just perfect, Daddy Raze.”

      “Good.” Raze smiled at her. “Well, the first thing I want to do is to heal your arm. Or at least, I want to let my Drake—my dragon—heal it. Do you think you can let him do that?”

      “Dios!” Luci exclaimed, feeling slightly nervous. “Raze, do you think there’s room in here for him? And how can he heal Frannie?”

      “I can take a smaller form than the one I displayed outside,” she heard the Drake answer before Raze could say anything. “And my breath is capable of making the healing warmth—if I breathe on them, I will be able to heal their injuries.”

      “Even Lady?” Luci looked down at her dog with concern. Her mom had told her how brave Lady had been—rushing Tony and biting him to try and keep him from taking Frannie.

      “I can heal all of my family,” the Drake sent with such certainty that she didn’t question anymore.

      “All right,” she told him. “But let me prepare them first. My mom is going to be a lot more scared than Frannie was, I bet.”

      “Scared of what, mija?” Her mom looked up from her place on the couch where she was clutching her obviously broken arm. Tony had gone after her with the bat too, that hijo de puta!

      “Don’t worry, Lucia—he will never hurt any of you again. I made certain of that.”

      There was a finality in the Drake’s mental tone that let Luci know her ex was never going to be bothering anyone ever again. For a moment she felt sorrow—not for the loss of Tony—who definitely wasn’t worth it—but for the loss of the years she had spent with him.

      “But you got the twins and Frannie out of it,” Raze reminded her through their link. “Don’t mourn for the past, sweetheart—look towards the future.”

      “You’re right,” Luci sent back. “I love you, Raze.”

      “And I love you, but right now we need to get your mom and Frannie and Lady all healed up.”

      “Scared of what?” Luci’s mom repeated and Luci realized she had never answered her question.

      “Mira, Mami,” she said, going to sit by her mom on the couch. “You know Raze here is a Kindred, right?”

      “Of course I know that.” her mom frowned. “Why would I be scared of him for that?”

      “That’s not the scary part,” Luci told her. “Well, really, none of it is scary when you really understand it. See—”

      “Daddy Raze can turn into a dragon,” Frannie piped up, speaking to her grandmother. “It’s true, Abuela—I saw it happen! He turns into a big green dragon and he can breathe fire and smoke and everything!”

      “Only this time my Drake would like to use his healing warmth on you,” Raze explained. “If you would allow it, Abuelita.” He nodded respectfully at Luci’s mom who stared back at him disbelievingly.

      “I don’t understand,” she said at last, looking at Luci. “What in the world is he talking about, mija?”

      “Just watch,” Luci told her. “And please, Mami, don’t be afraid. Nothing is going to hurt you.”

      She went to sit on the couch between her mom and Frannie and put an arm around both of them. Then she nodded at Raze.

      “Okay—do it.”

      “Do wha—?” her mom started to ask, but the words died on her lips as Raze began to change again.

      This time the transformation was on a smaller scale, though no less dramatic for all of that. They all watched in awe as her new mate became a dragon. This time, though, he was the size of a large dog—a Great Dane maybe, Luci thought. The Drake was still plenty big in the tiny, tight confines of her living room, but he wasn’t nearly the size of a house, which he had been down in the alley when he dealt with Tony.

      Luci wondered briefly exactly how he had dealt with her ex. She hoped he hadn’t eaten him. Not that Tony didn’t deserve to be eaten by a hungry dragon, but the thought of chunks of him digesting in the stomach of the man she loved was awful. Also, if he had left anything behind for the police to find, there might be awkward questions…

      “Don’t worry.” The Drake regarded her with glowing golden eyes as it spoke to her through the link she shared with him and Raze. I did not consume him—that would not have been appropriate. I incinerated him. There is nothing left but ash, which has already blown away in the wind.”

      “Oh, uh, thank you,” Luci sent. The thought of Tony being burned to ashes was kind of disconcerting, but it was still better than him being eaten.

      “Madre de Dios!” Her mother’s voice cut through Luci’s thoughts and she realized her mom was trembling.

      “It’s okay, Mami,” she said quickly, squeezing her mom’s shoulder. “That’s just Raze’s Drake—he’s here to help.”

      “Help? How can such a creature help” her mother demanded in a shaky voice.

      “He’s going to help because he’s my dragon!” Frannie jumped off the couch and went directly to the Drake. She threw her good arm around his neck, the same way she would have hugged Lady, and pressed her face to his long, scaly neck.

      The Drake nuzzled her back gently, putting one forearm around her carefully to return the hug.

      “Dios!” Luci’s mother exclaimed. “Get her away! That thing is going to hurt her!”

      “No, he’s not, Mami,” Luci said patiently. “The Drake is the other half of Raze and you know Raze would never hurt Frannie or the twins.”

      Speaking of the twins, they were standing beside the couch watching the Drake with wide, curious eyes, but neither one of them seemed frightened. Even Lady only gave one weak, inquiring bark. It was clear to Luci that her mom was the only one who was scared and they would have to offer her a demonstration to prove that the Drake meant no harm.

      “Can you heal Lady first?” she sent through the link. “It might make my mom feel better.”

      “Of course.” Stretching his long, snaky neck until his scaly snout was pointed at the injured dog, the Drake opened his jaws and breathed out. A warm gust that smelled like a campfire at twilight filled the room. The rush of air ruffled Lady’s fur and she whined restlessly.

      At first Luci thought nothing was happening. But then Lady lifted her head and gave a little shake. Then she jumped up and gave a big, all-over shake—the kind dogs do when they come in out of the rain and they’re trying to dry off. She gave a short, sharp, joyful bark and lifted her head to sniff noses with the Drake.

      “Here, Lady—here girl!” Luci called. Lady turned her head and trotted to her at once. Luci felt her all over, glad when she found the dog was whole and sound. “Good girl,” she told Lady. “I heard what a brave girl you were, trying to save Frannie! I’m so glad you’re well again!”

      “Now me! Now me!” Frannie exclaimed. Looking at the Drake, she held out her arm. “It still hurts where Daddy grabbed it,” she explained sadly. “Please, dragon—can you help it?”

      The Drake nodded its head in an exaggerated gesture of agreement and Luci realized that she was the only one who could hear its voice. But that didn’t seem to matter to Frannie—she held perfectly still while the Drake breathed on her arm.

      Before their eyes, the swelling in her hurt wrist went down and the red marks from Tony’s cruel grip first faded, and then vanished.

      Frannie wiggled her fingers and grinned at Luci. Then she threw both arms around the Drake’s neck and hugged him tight.

      “Thank you!” she said. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.” She ran over to Luci and her mom. “See, Abuela?” she said, extending her arm to her grandmother. “The dragon fixed it! He healed me and Lady and now it’s your turn!”

      Luci’s mom was still apprehensive, but after the two displays of healing she’d already seen, she was no longer frightened. Well, not much. Luci did hear her praying under her breath in rapid Spanish to the Blessed Virgin to protect her as the Drake extended its snaky neck and breathed gently on her broken arm.

      After he was done, Luci’s mom looked down at herself in amazement.

      “Madre de Dios,” she whispered. “He really did it!”

      “He sure did.” Luci smiled at the Drake gratefully. “Thank you so much,” she sent to him. “Thank you for healing my family!”

      “My family too, now,” the Drake reminded her. “Mine and Raze’s. We will always protect you and heal you and love you, Lucia. You are ours and we are yours. Forever.”

      Luci felt a swell of love for the Drake. Getting off the couch, she ran to throw her arms around his scaly neck. She was surprised to feel that the emerald green scales which looked so hard and metallic were actually as soft as feathers.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed. “You’re so soft!”

      “When I want to be.” The Drake nuzzled her lovingly. “Love you, Lucia. Always.”

      “I love you, too,” Luci told him. “I—”

      But her words were interrupted by a brisk pounding on the door.

      “US Immigrations and Customs Enforcement,” a loud, masculine voice shouted. “We had word of an illegal alien sheltering here. Open up!”
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      Luci felt frozen in place. For years she had dreaded this knock on her door. Especially lately when it seemed like the government had gone so crazy, wanting to round up old people who had never hurt anyone and ship them away to countries they hadn’t seen since they were children. When there were so many other, awful problems in the world, why would they go on a crusade to target the helpless and the weak?

      “Because they can’t fight back,” a voice whispered in her head and she realized it was Raze. He sounded like he was talking from a long way away—maybe because the Drake was in his physical form right now—but Luci could still clearly understand her new mate. “Only this time they can—open the door, Lucia.”

      And quietly, the Drake began to grow.

      Before Luci could answer, there was a pounding on the front door again.

      “There’s no use resisting or trying to hide!” the ICE agent on the other side barked. “Open up—now!”

      Feeling like she was in a dream, Luci got up and went to the door. She opened it just a crack and looked out. Two men dressed in black riot gear glared back at her.

      “There’s an alien sheltering here, all right—but it’s not who you think,” Luci told them. “If I was you, I’d get away quick.”

      “Cut the bullshit!” one of the men barked. He straight-armed the door, slamming it open and shouldered his way past Luci with the other man right behind him.

      Then the two of them stopped dead in their tracks.

      The Drake was almost the same size he’d been down in the alley by now, though he had to hunch down and bend his long neck in order to fit. Bringing his huge head down until he was right in front of them, he regarded the men with glowing golden eyes and a low, throbbing roar began to build in the back of his throat.

      “Shall I burn them?” he asked Lucia.

      “No,” she said quickly aloud. “No, don’t burn the nice men, Drake. I’m sure they were just leaving.” She looked pointedly at the stunned ICE agents. “Weren’t you?”

      “Wha…wha…” the second man gasped.

      The first man—a hard-faced officer with thinning gray hair and angry eyes was more articulate.

      “That’s a fucking dragon!” he gasped.

      “Watch your mouth around my kids,” Luci snapped. “And get your pendejo asses out of here now if you don’t want me to tell my husband’s Drake to burn you into little piles of ash!”

      As if to illustrate her point, the Drake opened his jaws, showing razor sharp, curving fangs, and puffed a small fireball directly in their faces.

      That was all it took. Howling in fear, the two men turned and scrambled out the door, running as fast as they could.

      Luci went to the doorway and called after them, “And stay out!” Then she slammed the door triumphantly behind her and turned to see that the Drake had changed again. This time it was Raze, holding out his arms to her. He must have gone into the other room to get dressed while she was shouting at the ICE agents.

      Luci ran to him and he picked her up and swung her around.

      “Thank you!” she whispered, speaking both to the big Kindred and his Drake. “Thank you so much for everything. Thank you!”

      “Of course, sweetheart.” Raze held her close. “I’ll always be there for you. Just like my Drake told you—we love you forever!”

      Luci snuggled safe in his arms and smiled as her mom and kids came to hug the big Kindred too. She knew that her life was changed forever for the better and all because she had been…Saved by the Drake.
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      “So you’re all moving up to the Mother Ship?” Rochelle asked, her eyes widening. She snapped her fingers. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.” Luci grinned and then sighed. “I hate to leave my job here at Paws and Purrs, and you know I hate to leave you. But Raze’s job is on the Mother Ship and there’s an animal practice there that needs a vet tech. Also, now that ICE has that report on my mom, they could come back at any time.”

      Though she privately thought they would be fools to do so. She couldn’t help wondering what kind of report the two men who had seen Raze’s Drake had filed. What could they say—that they had seen a huge green dragon who breathed fire at them? They would be laughed out of the office!

      Still, she didn’t feel safe from the ICE agents in her apartment anymore and she didn’t like the idea of her mom being alone at her own place either. Also, it was time for her mother to retire.

      Getting up at the crack of dawn every day and fighting her way through Tampa rush hour traffic to go make tortillas for way less money than she deserved was taking its toll on her. She deserved to have time to play with her grandkids and sit in the sun and just enjoy herself. And since Raze had made it clear that her mother was more than welcome to live with them, that was what they were going to do.

      “So you’re moving lock stock and barrel?” Rochelle asked. “The animals too?”

      “Of course!” Luci exclaimed. “I can’t leave my fur babies. But they’re all going to have to learn how to get along with the three kittens Raze rescued.” She grinned. “I imagine it’s going to be chaos for a while, but we’ll sort it out eventually.”

      “Well, I wish you the best of luck, girl.” Rochelle pulled her into a hug. “I’m so glad things worked out for you. But I’m going to miss you around here!”

      “I’ll miss you, too.” Luci was sad to leave her friend. “But I promise I’ll come back down to visit.”

      “You do that,” Rochelle told her. “And if your man has any hot Kindred friends, send one my way!”

      Luci laughed.

      “I’ll see what I can do!”

      She gave Rochelle one last hug and went to give her notice. She hated to leave her job on Earth, but her new life aboard the Mother Ship was calling and she couldn’t wait to start it.
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        So much for the lighter side of Kindred love. Let's see how you like the Dark…
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      He has the face of a beautiful thug.

      A nose that’s been broken more than once…black hair shaved close to his scalp…full, sensuous lips that twist easily into a cruel smile. His body is big and hard and muscular. But it’s his eyes that make Alli shiver.

      They’re black—pitch black, midnight black—the color of a sinner’s soul. But when he tilts his head, they shine silver in the darkness—a mirror glow like a cat’s.

      She doesn’t have to ask to know he can see in the dark—to know he can see her, no matter how she tries to stay hidden in the shadows of this strange place.

      Where is she, anyway? Alli doesn’t know. She finds herself here more and more often, always in her dreams.

      Dreams! That’s right—I’m dreaming.

      She looks down at her left wrist where she tied the red ribbon before she went to bed. The book on lucid dreaming recommended this technique. When you look down at your wrist in the dream and see there’s no ribbon there, you know it’s not real. And once you know that, you can start to take control of the dream—twist it to your own devices or even just end it.

      There is no ribbon on her wrist. Alli breathes a sigh of relief. She looks at the man, half hidden in the shadows, his mirror eyes gleaming as he appraises her. He’s like a man looking at a sleek sports car, she thinks—an expensive, beautiful toy he wants to own.

      No man has ever looked at her like that, with that hungry lust, that acquisitive greed—especially now that she’s past the age of forty. Oh, she exercises regularly, but she’s still plumper than she’d like to be—too wide in the hips, too big in the ass. Though at least her naturally red hair is still as fiery as it ever was. No grays for Alli, though she feels her age in other ways. She—

      Focus! she commands herself. It’s a dream—get out of it. You can do it—you can take control.

      “You’re not real,” she says to the man. “You’re just a dream—all of this…” She makes a sweeping gesture, indicating the hall of shadows where they face each other endlessly, every night. “All of this is just a dream.”

      The corners of his sensuous lips turn up in amusement. He doesn’t speak—he never speaks. Instead he takes a step towards her and then another and another until suddenly he’s looming over her.

      Alli has to tilt her head up to see him now. Dream or no dream, her heart is thundering in her chest. She can feel the heat of his big body radiating against her own, can smell the wild, dark spice of his caramel-colored skin.

      “You’re not real,” she says again, but the words come out in a frightened whisper. “Not real—just a dream. Not real!”

      For the first time, he speaks.

      “Oh, I’m real all right, Allisandra,” he says. His voice is harsh—deep and gravelly, yet oddly gentle. He reaches out to stroke her hair, carding his fingers through the long strands tenderly. “So fucking beautiful,” he murmurs.

      His touch makes Alli shiver and goosebumps break out all over her bare flesh. For she is naked, she suddenly realizes. Naked and alone in the hall of shadows with this man—if he even is a man. Maybe he’s a demon—a fallen angel sent to take her soul.

      “It’s not your soul I want, Allisandra.” That gravelly voice again, and how did he know what she was thinking? How does he know her name?

      “I know everything about you,” he tells her, as though she had spoken her question aloud. “I know all your darkest desires. And I’m going to make them come true, one by one—whether you want me to or not.”

      His voice is a rumbling purr—it rubs Alli’s nerves like a rough hand stroking a cat’s fur the wrong way. Her nipples are hard little peaks at the tips of her breasts and she’s suddenly throbbing between her thighs. Heat climbs her spine and sexual need lashes her like a whip. What’s wrong with her?

      “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have any desires,” she denies breathlessly.

      “You can lie to yourself,” the shadow man with the mirror eyes tells her. He leans closer and she sees herself reflected in his black and silver gaze. “But you can’t lie to me, Allisandra. I see everything—everything you’re hiding. When I come for you, I’m going to make every dark dream—every forbidden fantasy—into a reality.”

      “I don’t have any fantasies!” Alli feels close to panic now. Her heart is pounding and her whole body is throbbing with desire. What has he done to her to make her feel like this? What’s wrong with her?

      “There’s nothing wrong with you, Allisandra. Nothing I can’t cure.”

      The shadow man leans forward, bends down so that their faces are level. And then he opens his mouth.

      His teeth are white and even and his tongue looks normal at first, but then it narrows somehow—becomes long and sharp. A needle…a stinger. And it’s coming for her.

      “No!” Alli gasps. “It’s a dream—it’s only a dream and I want to wake up!”

      And then finally, mercifully, her alarm rings and the dream is blown to dust.
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      Allisandra Stone sat up in bed with a jerk and slapped off the alarm. She was bathed in cold sweat and her heart was pounding in her chest like she’d just run a desperate race. Her body throbbed with unfulfilled desire.

      “Only a dream,” she whispered and looked reflexively down at her left wrist. Sure enough, there was the red ribbon she’d tied on before bedtime last night. She was awake. Everything was okay.

      Except it wasn’t.

      The dreams were getting worse—crazier. The shadow man had never talked to her before but now she couldn’t get his deep, gravelly voice out of her head.

      “I’m going to make every fantasy a reality,” he’d said—or something like that. But Alli didn’t have any fantasies.

      Not anymore.

      Once she might have dreamed of wild nights—hedonistic desires and hot sex. But that was back when she was young and silly. She hadn’t thought of things like that since she was in her twenties. She left them behind for good once she had buckled down to law school and then to building a lucrative practice. Her life was settled—organized and neat.

      So why were these crazy dreams cropping up now, when she was on the far side of forty? Was she going through some kind of second puberty or something? Alli had heard that some women had hormone surges in their forties that made them as horny as teenagers. Was that what was happening to her?

      If so, it needed to stop. She ran a shaky hand through her hair. God, these crazy dreams had her so rattled she didn’t know if she was coming or going!

      Well, right now it’s time to get going. You have a meeting with Lizabeth and Commander Sylvan in an hour and you can’t be late, the practical little voice in her head informed her.

      Alli thought of it as the voice of her self-control—her self-discipline. It was the voice that kept her on track when she was wearily working through a monstrous pile of briefs for a tough case, the voice that jerked her back to reality if she drifted off into a daydream. It was the same voice that told her a second éclair was a bad idea.

      Alli didn’t always listen to that voice—her plus-sized behind was proof of that. But it mostly kept her in line and on task and she was grateful for it. Now it prodded her out of bed and into the shower.

      The Kindred showers were one of the reasons Alli kept a suite aboard the Mother Ship, even though she still technically lived on Earth. Instead of just one showerhead, the entire ceiling above the large, square shower stall streamed steaming water. It was like stepping into a warm rain and Alli loved it.

      After a moment to get her hair and body wet, she waved a hand above her head and said, “Shampoo.”

      Immediately a creamy dollop of sweet-smelling foam dropped from above and landed squarely in her hair. Alli massaged it into her scalp, trying to concentrate on the lovely fragrance and forget about the dream.

      When she finished rinsing the shampoo out of her hair, she called for conditioner. After working the cream into her hair, she washed her body, trying not to notice how her nipples were still tender and how her pussy throbbed and ached when she ran the cleansing glove over herself.

      What’s wrong with me? she wondered, not for the first time since the dreams had started. They had begun about six months ago, just after she’d hired on as a consultant to the Kindred’s legal team. It was a big move for her career—a very prestigious position, and there had been talk recently of making it permanent.

      Everything would be great if the damn dreams didn’t keep popping up every night, driving her crazy and costing her sleep. Was her subconscious mind trying to sabotage her conscious one? Were the dreams trying to tell her something, either professionally or personally?

      Alli didn’t know. She only knew she wanted them to end. Which was why she’d been reading the book about lucid dreaming techniques.

      “Not that it’s doing much good,” she muttered to herself as she shut off the water. “I knew I was in a dream and I still couldn’t stop it! Couldn’t make the man go away.”

      The man. The shadow man with the mirror eyes and the weird tongue. What the hell was her subconscious trying to tell her?

      Alli had no idea but she wished to hell it would just stop.
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      “Maybe you’re Dream Sharing.” Sophia leaned across the coffee table and poured Alli a second cup of klava, the delicious coffee-like brew that was only available aboard the Mother Ship.

      There were so many things Alli loved about the Kindred spaceship, she’d considered moving here permanently more than once. But if she did that, what would happen to her relationship with Douglas? It was one thing to take the job and only see each other on the weekends for a while but quite another thing to make the current situation her permanent reality.

      “Dream Sharing?” She scoffed at the idea and then thanked her hostess for the refill. They were in Commander Sylvan’s suite. Lizabeth had already left—she and her husband, Lone, were the head of the Kindred Legal Team. But they were also new parents with twins to tend to.

      It was the main reason Alli had been brought on board in the first place—to make sure the two of them had plenty of family time. The Kindred always prioritized family life over work—another nice thing about the alien species who now guarded the Earth.

      Alli had stayed a little longer after the meeting, lured by the offer of klava. And since Sophie, Commander Sylvan’s wife, was such a sweetheart and so easy to talk to, somehow the dreams had just slipped out. Probably because Sophie had asked how much sleep she’d gotten the night before—apparently Alli looked as tired as she felt.

      But she wasn’t tired enough to consider crazy theories like this one.

      “How could I be Dream Sharing with anyone?” she asked reasonably, stirring a single teaspoon of sugar—all she would allow herself—into the piping hot klava. “I’m engaged, for God’s sake! And Commander Sylvan himself took my name off the Draft roster. Besides, the man in my dreams doesn’t look like any kind of Kindred I’ve ever encountered.”

      “Describe him.” Sophie leaned forward eagerly. “What does he look like?”

      Alli explained about the beautiful thug face and the strange, mirror-like eyes that seemed to glow in the dark and reflected her own visage back at her when she looked into them.

      “But his tongue is the worst part,” she said as Sophie listened with interest.

      “Worst how? What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s pointed—sharp. Like…like a needle or a stinger or something.” Alli waved a hand in the air, gesturing distractedly. “I can’t explain it but it scared the hell out of me!”

      “As well it should.” The deep, grave voice made her look up.

      Alli blushed when she saw that Commander Sylvan—the head of the Kindred High Council—had come back into the room. She didn’t mind confiding in Sophie about the weird dreams, but Sylvan was, in effect, her boss. You didn’t tell your boss you’d been having scary sex dreams about a guy with mirror eyes and a needle tongue who promised to make all your darkest fantasies come true.

      “Oh, uh…” She cleared her throat, uncertain of what to say.

      “Why?” Sophie asked, to her relief. “Do you think there’s some significance to what Alli is dreaming about?”

      “I do and I think it’s very serious.” Sylvan frowned and settled himself on the couch beside his wife, across from Alli. “How long have you been having these dreams, Councilor Allisandra?”

      “Um, six months—give or take,” Alli admitted. “Ever since I agreed to take the job as legal consultant that you offered me. I think I had the first one the night after I first visited the Mother Ship.”

      “I see.” Sylvan nodded thoughtfully.

      “But I can’t be Dream Sharing with anyone,” Alli rushed on. “I mean, as I was telling Sophie, this man isn’t like any kind of Kindred I’ve ever seen or heard of.”

      “He is not like any Kindred any of us have seen,” Sylvan acknowledged gravelly. “At least in this universe.”

      “What?” Alli and Sophie exclaimed at the same time.

      “What are you talking about, honey?” Sophie asked, looking worried.

      “We all know there are other universes, parallel to our own,” Sylvan reminded her. “We’ve known it for ages. And in almost every one that we have studied, the Kindred are there. They might not always have our same past or patterns, but they are there.”

      “So…what does that mean?” Alli shook her head, perplexed. “That a Kindred warrior from another universe is singling me out, somehow?”

      “The male you are dreaming of fits the description of a Kru’ell One,” Sylvan said. “A type of Kindred that does not exist in our own reality—thank the Goddess.”

      “Why do you say that?” Alli put a hand to her throat, feeling cold all over. “I thought all Kindred had the same core values. Even the Dark Kindred, when their emotions are restored, are respectful and protective of women. They’re all basically good guys.”

      “Not the Kru’ell Ones.” Sylvan’s deep voice was grim. “The legend goes that they come from a universe where there is no Goddess. Instead of the Mother of all Life, they were created by the Cruel Father—a Dark God—one who holds no regard or respect for females.”

      “But…what does that mean?” Sophie asked, frowning.

      “It means they are the only species of Kindred ever who would or could take a female against her will.” Sylvan shook his head. “Or at least, against her conscious will.”

      “What does that even mean—conscious will?” Alli said flatly. “No means no.”

      “It’s said the Kru’ell Ones are able to delve into a female’s subconscious and find her darkest dreams,” Sylvan said. “They act on what she craves, not on what she says she wants.”

      “So they make all your sexy fantasies a reality?” Sophie looked at her husband with interest. “Sounds kind of hot, actually.”

      “No, talana.” Sylvan shook his head, frowning. “Some dreams are better left unrealized. Not everyone can face up to having their fantasies made into reality. It can break you mentally and emotionally if you’re not strong enough to withstand the intensity of your own desires.”

      Alli felt her skin break out in goosebumps again.

      “I know all your darkest desires. And I’m going to make them come true—whether you want me to or not.”

      The shadow man’s voice echoed in her head, so real she could almost swear she heard it whispering in her ear.

      “But…but why?” she heard herself asking. “Why would the, uh, Kru’ell Ones want to do things like…like that to women?”

      Sylvan shrugged.

      “As to that, there are different theories. Some say they’re just Sadists, enjoying the agony of others.”

      “But you don’t think that’s true, do you?” Sophie asked, directing a piercing gaze at her husband.

      Sylvan shook his head.

      “I think it’s more likely the Kru’ell Ones are a kind of emotional vampire. They feed off the feelings they get from their prey.”

      Their prey. A cold chill skated down Alli’s spine like an icy finger.

      “Well, it’s just a dream,” she said uneasily. “And if these, uh, ‘Kru’ell Ones’ are in a whole other universe, I should have nothing to worry about, right?”

      She wasn’t exactly reassured by the silence from Commander Sylvan. But Sophie spoke up at once.

      “Of course not,” she said, giving Alli a reassuring smile. “And like you said, you’re already spoken for. You and Douglas are practically married—right?”

      “The wedding is set for next month,” Alli acknowledged. “After five years of living together, we’re finally going to tie the knot.”

      “Oh, and will the two of you move up here?” Sophie raised her eyebrows, clearly interested.

      Feeling like she was on firmer ground with this new topic, Alli smiled.

      “Probably not. Douglas’s firm is located on Earth and even with the fastest Kindred shuttle, going from the orbit of the moon to D.C. every day is a hell of a commute.”

      “So what will you do?” Sophie asked.

      Alli shrugged.

      “For now, probably just keep living like we are now. I’ll split my time—weekdays on the Mother Ship and weekends on Earth. We’re not one of those couples that has to be all over each other,” she added, noticing how Sophie and Sylvan were sitting, with Sophie snuggled comfortably against her husband’s side.

      Sometimes she envied the closeness of Kindred couples. But mostly she liked her own space and Douglas liked his. They weren’t the touchy-feely type—which was perfectly fine with Alli. Even if she did wish for a little more cuddling now and then, she could live without it.

      “And that won’t bother you?” Sophie asked. “I mean, living apart so much? I know if Sylvan and I had to sleep apart four or five days out of the week our, uh, relationship would suffer.”

      She blushed as she said it and Alli knew she meant their sexual relationship. She sighed mentally—what was it with these Kindred couples and the way they couldn’t keep their hands off each other, even years after they were married—or “Joined” as the Kindred called it?

      Again, she and Douglas just didn’t have that kind of relationship. They had regular—if somewhat brief sex—when they were together. And if she got horny when they were apart, well, there was always her trusty vibrator.

      Not that she was about to say this in front of her boss, of course. Instead she just smiled and shook her head.

      “We’ll be fine—honestly. We’re used to it by now. And we don’t have to be together every minute to be happy. Not that there’s a problem with that,” she added quickly, not wanting to offend them. “I think it’s lovely that some couples have that kind of closeness. But Douglas and I both like our personal space. So living apart doesn’t really bother either of us.”

      “Well…that’s nice, I guess,” Sophie said doubtfully.

      “Just know that if you change your mind and your fiancé wants to move up to the Mother Ship permanently after you are Joined, a larger and more permanent suite will be available to you,” Sylvan told her gravelly.

      “Thank you.” Alli nodded gratefully. “That’s very kind. But speaking of my fiancé, it’s Friday which means I get to see him tonight.” She spent her weeks aboard the Mother Ship and her weekends with Douglas, flying back and forth every Friday night and every Monday morning.

      “Is the shuttle that was assigned to you working out?” Sylvan asked.

      “Yes, thank you.” Alli smiled. “Very well—and it’s a real thrill to fly it.”

      “I don’t know how you mastered all those crazy-complicated controls so quickly,” Sophie said, clearly in awe.

      “My brother, Baird, says you’re the fastest non-Kindred student he’s ever trained to fly,” Sylvan said. “Truly, your progress is impressive.”

      “Thank you.” Alli felt her cheeks heating with their praise. “But it’s not that difficult, really. My dad was a commercial pilot and he made sure I took flying lessons ever since I was fifteen—it was kind of our thing together.” She shrugged. “Some dads teach their daughters chess, some take them fishing—mine taught me how to fly a Cessna.”

      “That’s amazing!” Sophie exclaimed. “What a wonderful hobby for the two of you to share.”

      “Well, Dad wanted it to be more than a hobby, actually,” Alli told her. “he was really disappointed when I chose to go to law school instead of following in his footsteps as a pilot.”

      Sophie laughed.

      “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard of a parent being disappointed their kid got into law school!”

      “He got over it.” Alli smiled. “And I’m glad he taught me how to fly—piloting a Kindred shuttle isn’t that different from flying an airplane.”

      “Well, it’s nice that you don’t always have to look for someone to fly you down when you want to go back to Earth,” Sophie remarked. “And I still think it’s a pretty amazing accomplishment.”

      “Thank you.” Alli smiled at her warmly.

      One thing she really liked about Sophie—and all the women she’d met aboard the Mother Ship—was how genuine they were. There was no cattiness or petty jealousy among the little circle of friends Sophie had introduced her to. They were women who genuinely cared for and wanted to support each other. Alli appreciated that.

      “And thank you again for the klava,” she said, rising and brushing the wrinkles out of her conservative black business skirt. There was no real dress code or corporate culture aboard the Mother Ship, but she liked to look professional.

      “Have a safe trip down to Earth,” Sophie told her, smiling.

      “Thank you—but I’m not going until I’ve gotten the loose ends on the Kramer case wrapped up tight,” Alli told her.

      “Of course. But when you do go, please be careful, Councilor Allisandra.”

      There was a worried look in Commander Sylvan’s pale blue eyes that made Alli uneasy. But she wasn’t going to admit it—not to herself, or to him.

      “Thank you, Commander Sylvan,” she said formally. And nodding her head at both of them, she left.

      She’d spent too much time worrying about the silly dreams, she told herself. Now it was time to get down to work. She could forget about the mirror-eyed man and his hall of shadows if she really tried.

      Or so she told herself.
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      Deep in the heart of his Palace of Shadows, Kane opened his eyes.

      So the little one was in another universe, he thought. He had suspected as much. The Earth of his own universe had long been subjugated by the Kru’ell Ones. None of the females from the small, blue-green planet would have dared to speak to him the way Allisandra had.

      And none would have dared to meet his eyes, lest they see their own forbidden desires reflected back at them.

      Speaking of forbidden desires, Allisandra had so many of them. Kane had read her heart of hearts and what he found made him hungry—hungry to taste her, hungry to possess her, body and soul.

      It wouldn’t be long now, he promised himself. He only had to pinpoint her exact location and then use his intra-dimensional wormhole generator to open a rift between her universe and his. After that, it would be only a matter of swooping in and collecting her. And when he brought her back to his Palace of Shadows…

      Kane licked his lips, his shaft growing hot and hard between his thighs. Gods, the pleasure he would take in her—the heights of ecstasy he would drive her to! He would take her to the brink of desire and leave her there, dangling, begging for release while he feasted on her need and desperation, her never-ending pleasure…

      Already his tongue throbbed, filled with the lust-honey he would use to inject her most sensitive areas. After he did that, she would moan and cry his name—begging him to take her—begging him to make her his.

      “But I won’t,” Kane murmured to himself, smiling a little in the darkness. “I won’t give her any fucking release. I’ll just tease her until she cries with frustration and desire. Can’t wait to see those pretty green eyes filled with tears.”

      He thought of Allisandra saying that he was only a dream—that he wasn’t real. Thought of the way she believed her life was perfect—all neat and orderly and settled with that fool of a fiancé she believed made her happy. Well, he was coming to unsettle her. Soon, very soon, he would take possession of his reluctant little concubine.

      The Kru’ell Ones did not take brides—only a series of concubines from among the human women available to them since they had conquered the Earth. But Kane found them lifeless and boring—the energy they gave off was as dull and gray as the constant clouds that covered the planet’s surface, now that the Kru’ell Ones had terraformed it to their liking. (Too much direct sunlight was painful to eyes that could see into the darkest recesses of another’s soul.)

      In contrast, he knew that Allisandra’s emotional and sexual energy would be as bright and fiery as her lovely red hair. He could almost taste her already—taste the flavor of her pleasure, the essence of her desire.

      Oh yes, he would have fun with his new acquisition, Kane promised himself. Soon he would find her and bring her here.

      And then he would feed.
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      “I’m home,” Alli called, as she walked in the door of the nicely appointed townhome she shared with Douglas in the Old Town district of Alexandria, Virginia.

      Their shared residence wasn’t too far from DC, where Douglas worked as a tax attorney and private consultant for some of the biggest names in Washington. Senators and Congressmen, conservatives and liberals—Douglas was fond of saying that everyone had something to hide. And it was his job to help hide it—at least from the prying eyes of the IRS.

      What he did wasn’t exactly illegal—more slightly unethical, as he had explained to Alli on their first date. A “moral gray area” he called it. The fuzzy boundary where the taxpayer’s expectations of their representatives met the cold reality of Washington politics. It was a high stakes game and he loved playing it.

      Alli had been intrigued when he first told her all this. Not because she liked the idea of anybody cheating on their taxes—but because it seemed like maybe Douglas was a kind of outlaw. A bad boy who might say or do anything unexpectedly—both in the boardroom and in the bedroom.

      Five years with her fiancé had put that fantasy to rest, however. Douglas was as buttoned-up as they came. He was about five foot nine, had short, neatly clipped brown hair, mild gray eyes, and a businesslike manner, even in bed…

      

      “I’ll be frank with you, Alli,” he’d said, when he first asked her to marry him. “You’re not my exact ideal. You’re a little plumper than I’d like and you’re a bit free with your opinions. But you have a lovely face, a good career, and a fine professional reputation. Plus, you don’t want children and neither do I. We’re both happy devoting ourselves to our careers and not spending every spare minute together. But before we plan our union, I’d like to know what you think about our possible marriage?”

      Alli had tried not to be offended by this dry little speech. She and Douglas had been dating for over a year by that time—they had matched up on a website especially for professional people with busy lives who wanted a minimal commitment. Aside from the part about her being “too plump,” she told herself that Douglas was more or less right about her.

      She liked Douglas pretty well. She didn’t love him passionately, but he was generally nice to be around. And what he lacked in the bedroom, he made up for in stability and practicality in their everyday life. And if part of her—a part buried so deep she had almost forgotten about it—cried out for something more—something passionate and exciting—well, what of it? Alli could ignore that part of herself—she had been doing so since college, after all.

      “I think it’s definitely doable,” she had replied, in the same businesslike tone he had used. “I do want to specify some requirements, though.”

      “Name them.” Douglas had made a ‘go on’ gesture.

      “Monogamy is important to me,” Alli told him. “I’m fine with a limited relationship, but if you have sex, it had better be with me and me only. Cheating is a deal breaker.”

      “Understood and agreed.” Douglas had nodded at once. In truth, Alli didn’t think it would be very hard for him to comply with her demand for monogamy. Douglas just wasn’t that interested in sex. Still, it had to be said.

      “Good.” She nodded. “Then I would be happy to be your wife, Douglas.”

      There was no shouting or crying or excitement in their agreement and Douglas didn’t take her to an expensive restaurant or get down on one knee. It was “a sound business decision, not a publicity stunt” as he put it. Once they were legally married, they could file their taxes “Married filing Jointly” and get a much better deal than with the two of them filing separately.

      Douglas didn’t even give her a ring—not at that moment, anyway. Though a few months afterwards he had presented her with a perfectly respectable, ultra-traditional diamond ring which he dutifully slipped onto her finger.

      “Now we’re official,” he told her. And so they were.

      

      “I’m home!” Alli called again, looking around the living area. “Douglas?”

      She wandered into the spare bedroom, which had been converted to a two-person office with a desk at either side. Her fiancé was sitting there, tapping away industriously at his computer with an open Sam Adams on a coaster at his side. When he saw her, he got up and gave her a perfunctory peck on the cheek.

      “Hello, Darling. Welcome home.”

      “Hello.” Alli smiled and kissed him back—a peck on the lips. Douglas’s mouth was thin and dry—there wasn’t much to kiss. “How was your week?” she asked, settling on the edge of his desk and making sure her skirt was pulled up enough to show her legs. Douglas liked her legs and it had been a while since they’d made love. Maybe it was the crazy dreams she’d been having but Alli was beginning to feel rather…needy.

      But her fiancé seemed oblivious to her hint.

      “Pretty well,” he said. “Of course, we had some trouble with the Johnson account but then…”

      He launched into an incredibly dry tale of tax-related problems that had Alli’s eyelids almost closing. She struggled not to yawn and did her best to nod at the important parts. But the truth was, after nights of broken rest from the awful dreams, Douglas was putting her to sleep.

      “Sweetheart,” she said, when there was a momentary lull in the conversation, “I haven’t seen you all week. How about coming to bed early tonight? You know, for a conjugal visit?”

      “Oh!” Douglas’s thin brows shot up. Finally he was getting the hint. “For a ‘conjugal visit’ you say?” he asked, grinning at her.

      “Exactly.” Alli smiled back.

      It was a little joke between them. When she’d first taken the job with the Kindred which required her to live most of the week on the Mother Ship, Douglas had joked that he would be like a prisoner, starving for physical attention from his girlfriend. This had led Alli to promise she would be back every weekend for a “conjugal visit” and so their current euphemism for sex had been established.

      Alli was glad they’d found a way to talk about it. Neither she nor Douglas was all that comfortable talking about sex right out in the open, but she tended to want it a lot more than her fiancé did, and this was a good way to ask for it. Even though she knew it wouldn’t last very long, it was still better than nothing.

      She took a quick shower while Douglas got ready—which usually meant he stripped down to his tighty-whities. Alli had tried to get her fiancé to wear boxer shorts or at least boxer briefs, but he preferred his plain white Fruit of the Looms and no amount of begging and pleading on her part would change that.

      So when she came out of the bathroom in a silky nightshirt cut low in the front and high at the hem, her fiancé was waiting for her, wearing sagging white briefs and black business socks. The socks were another thing Alli had tried to get him to change, but Douglas claimed that he couldn’t make love with cold feet—so they stayed.

      Trying not to notice that her fiancé looked slightly ridiculous, Alli smiled seductively as she held out her arms to him.

      “Mmm, I’ve missed you,” she told Douglas, giving him her most alluring “come hither” bedroom eyes.

      Douglas smiled back—then frowned as he took her in.

      “Darling, have you gained weight?” he asked, frowning at the way the silky nightshirt clung to her hips and ass.

      “What? No! I mean, I don’t think so.”

      Alli looked down at herself. Had she been relaxing her diet too much lately? The Kindred Mother Ship was a terrible place to try and watch your weight. Mostly because the Kindred actually liked plus-sized women. They even had a special name for them—they called full-figured females “Elites.” In an environment like that, it was hard to say no when someone offered you a muffin or a dessert.

      “Well, I think you might’ve.” Douglas’s frowned deepened. “It’s not healthy, you know,” he lectured. “And also, you do want to be sure you fit into your wedding dress next month, right? I thought most brides-to-be went on a kind of fasting and exercise routine the month before their wedding.”

      Alli bit her lip and tried not to be irritated with him. She told herself Douglas only had her best interests at heart and that he was used to speaking his mind. Still, it couldn’t be denied that while she had been feeling sexy and desirable a moment ago, she was feeling neither of those things right now. But the ache between her legs remained—the lingering results of the dreams—and she was determined to scratch her itch.

      “Douglas, honey—can we talk about this another time?” she asked. “This kind of conversation isn’t exactly conducive to a ‘conjugal visit.’ You know?”

      “Oh…Oh, of course. I’m sorry, darling.” Douglas gave her am apologetic smile from behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “Just thinking of you on the big day, that’s all.”

      “Of course you were.” Alli made herself smile at him. “Why don’t we get in bed now?”

      “Certainly. Just let me turn out the lights.”

      Douglas never made love with the lights on. Which, to be honest, was all right with Alli. For one thing, when she could see his face, it threw her off a little. That was because Douglas tended to go cross-eyed and make grunting noises when he was about to come, which had the unfortunate effect of making her want to laugh.

      The other reason she didn’t mind was that with the lights off, she could let her imagination run wild. She knew it probably wasn’t a good thing that she was always fantasizing about someone or something else when she made love with her fiancé, but she just couldn’t help it. The minute they started, her mind began to wander to spicier subjects than Douglas in his calf-length black business socks grunting away on top of her.

      Once the room was plunged into darkness, with just a few scattered moonbeams coming through the window blinds, they climbed into bed together and cuddled for a minute—but only a minute. Seriously—Alli had timed it by the luminous glow of the bedside clock several times.

      One minute was the exact amount of time Douglas allocated for cuddling, even when they hadn’t seen each other all week. Personally, she would have liked this part to last a lot longer but, as with everything in his life, Douglas was all business when it came to making love.

      So after Alli had rested in his arms for precisely sixty seconds, he rolled her over on her back and pulled down the top of her night shirt. Cupping her breasts in his hands, he tweaked her nipples exactly twice, which was barely enough to get her motor running.

      At least, that was usually the case. But tonight, Alli was still thinking of the strange and frightening dream of the man with mirror eyes promising to fulfill all her darkest desires. Her fiancé’s perfunctory two tweaks actually got her going this time and she could feel how wet and hot she was getting between her legs.

      “Douglas…” She shifted restlessly against him. “Could you…would you mind…going downtown tonight?”

      It was another euphemism, one which she rarely used because—though Douglas had never actually come out and said it—she had the very strong feeling he didn’t exactly like this act. To be fair, he didn’t expect her to give him blow jobs much either, because he really just wasn’t that interested in sex.

      This had worried Alli at first. She had tried tactfully to suggest that maybe he ought to have his testosterone levels checked, but Douglas had brushed off the idea. Everything was fine the way it was, he firmly explained. And besides, he really couldn’t take time out of his busy schedule for an unnecessary doctor’s appointment to cure what he considered was a nonexistent problem.

      So that was the end of that.

      “Well…I suppose I could go downtown.” Douglas’s voice was grudging in the darkness beside her. “If you really want me to.”

      “I do,” Alli said, though part of her wanted to just tell him to forget it. It was hard to relax enough to enjoy this act with someone who really didn’t want to do it. “Do you mind?” she asked.

      “I guess not,” Douglas replied, in a tone that clearly said otherwise. Still, he shuffled under the covers and after a great deal of fumbling, finally wound up between her legs.

      Despite her fiancé’s obvious reluctance, a thrill of desire ran through Alli’s body. God, what was wrong with her? She was so hot tonight! It must be that damn dream, getting under her skin. For whatever reason, she was eager to spread her legs as Douglas finally dived in.

      Well, maybe “dived in” wasn’t a very good description of what he did. It was more like he gave the slit of her pussy a few, tentative licks, like a finicky cat trying some new food it’s not sure that it likes.

      Alli tried not to feel exasperated at her fiancé’s tepid performance. But God, this wasn’t what she needed at all—he wasn’t anywhere near her clit. He hadn’t even parted her outer lips to get to the place where she needed him most.

      It was the same as always—Douglas always treated her vagina like it was a bomb that might blow if he handled her with too much force—or any force at all, for that matter.

      She tried to concentrate on something else. As Douglas took a few more cat-like licks, images flashed behind her eyes—a picture of herself with her hands tied above her head and a blindfold over her eyes as a man with silver eyes devoured her pussy until she moaned and begged and…

      Then the kinky image was gone because the licking stopped. Looking down, Alli realized that Douglas was already done. She glanced over at the glowing numbers of the bedside clock—less than a minute had elapsed.

      “Douglas? Honey?” she asked, trying and failing to keep the frustration out of her voice.

      “Sorry, darling,” he mumbled, coming up from beneath the covers and wiping his mouth fastidiously. “It’s just, you’re so, uh, wet tonight.”

      There was mild disgust in his voice as though her natural juices were nasty somehow. Alli was reminded of a small boy saying, “icky!” and refusing to eat a new vegetable that had been placed in front of him.

      “Sorry about that,” she said, trying to keep her temper. “It’s just that I’m, uh, excited to see you again. It’s been a long time.”

      “Yes, it has. Well—should we get to the main event?” Douglas asked brightly.

      Alli muffled a sigh. Apparently foreplay was over. Another glance at the clock let her know that less that five minutes had gone by since they had first climbed in bed together.

      “Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

      “Why not, indeed!” Douglas exclaimed heartily.

      And, since Alli was already on her back, he simply climbed on top of her and stuck it in.

      As always, it wasn’t easy to tell when he was all the way in. This was because, while Douglas didn’t exactly have a micropenis, his equipment was definitely on the small side.

      Usually, Alli was a little bit dry because their abbreviated foreplay didn’t do much to warm her up and this made it easier to feel him inside her. But because she was so wet tonight, Douglas was slipping and sliding in and out like a Vienna sausage on a slip’n slide and she could honestly barely feel him at all.

      Alli locked her ankles around her fiancé’s skinny hips, trying to pull him in deeper—trying to get some kind of sensation to scratch the itch that so desperately needed scratching. Unfortunately, this added stimulation only had the effect of making Douglas ejaculate prematurely.

      Usually he was good for at least a minute and a half—sometimes two whole minutes. But tonight Alli felt him jerking and flopping like a fish against her while he grunted in her ear after only thirty seconds. A moment later he pulled out and shot his scanty load on her belly before rolling over on his back, gasping as though he’d just run a marathon.

      “Well! That was something!” Douglas sounded quite pleased with their brief (five minutes and forty-five seconds long—Alli knew because she checked) encounter.

      “Yes,” she said dully. She felt sticky and unhappy and completely unsatisfied. Her body still ached with unfulfilled longing and the place between her legs where Douglas had been only a moment before felt more like she’d been swabbed by a Q-tip than like she’d been properly fucked.

      Alli sighed. Well, maybe they could go again in a couple of minutes and he would last longer. Maybe—

      A snore from Douglas’s side of the bed popped her hopeful thought bubble before it even had a chance to get fully formed.

      I didn’t even get a chance to get off on a fantasy, she thought resentfully. Plus, now she had to go get herself cleaned up before she could get to sleep. If she could get to sleep. The unfulfilled longing between her legs still nagged at her—an itch that needed to be scratched.

      She could always finish herself off by hand—she usually did, to be honest, Alli admitted to herself. She preferred her vibrator, but it was kind of noisy and she was shy about using it around Douglas and possibly waking him up with its noise.

      She could ‘rub one out’ as they used to say in college, but it wasn’t the same as being filled—really filled—that was what she wanted—what she craved.

      And what she was never going to get from Douglas and his skinny three and a half inches, she admitted to herself with a sigh. Well, she might as well get up and wipe herself down before turning in.

      She just hoped she wouldn’t have any more disturbing dreams tonight. After the day she’d had, Alli had no more patience for the shadow man with the silver mirror eyes.

      Just to be on the safe side, she tied the red ribbon around her left wrist. She would be ready if the dreams struck again. She would look at her wrist, see that there was no ribbon there, and know that she was dreaming. Then she would end the dream before it could really get started.

      That was the plan anyway. But somehow, when the man with the mirror eyes came to her, things went very differently.
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      “You’re throbbing, aren’t you?” The man’s black and silver eyes flashed, mirroring Alli’s face back to her.

      “What?” She sat up, looking at him. What was he doing in her bedroom? They had always met in the hall of shadows before. He had often invaded her dreams but never in this setting. And he was so big—seven feet tall at least. He seemed to fill the small space beside her bed with his muscular presence.

      “You’re throbbing between your legs, Allisandra,” he rumbled softly, his eyes flashing. “Because this sorry excuse for a male can’t satisfy you.”

      He nodded at the other side of the bed and Alli saw that Douglas was in the dream with them. Her fiancé’s face was slack in sleep, his mouth half open in a snore. That was odd—Douglas had never come into the dreams before, just as her bedroom had never been the setting for the nighttime encounters.

      “That’s all right, baby.” The shadow man’s voice was a soft, caressing growl. “I’m going to take you home with me and wash his stink off you and teach you how it feels to really be taken care of. I’m going to satisfy all your darkest desires.”

      Finally, Alli found her voice.

      “I…I don’t have any desires,” she told him breathlessly.

      “Little liar.” His eyes flashed. “I’ve been watching you—seeing into you for months now. You want your pussy licked, don’t you? And that’s just to start with. Well, don’t worry, baby—I’m going to lick you. Going to taste all that sweet honey you make until you can’t stand it anymore and you beg me to let you come.” He gave her a slow, cruel smile. “But I won’t let you. Not until you learn to be a good girl for me, Allisandra.”

      His words both terrified and excited her—they started a fire inside her that no water could quench and it frightened Alli to death.

      “You’re not real,” she told him, her voice trembling. “You’re only a dream. Only a…”

      Her voice died away as she caught a glimpse of her left wrist in the moonlight coming through the blinds. The red ribbon was there—tied firmly in place.

      She wasn’t asleep.

      Oh my God…he’s here—he’s really here. The man from the shadows—he’s here in my bedroom!

      Terror filled her and she looked up at him again, feeling frozen to the spot.

      “You were saying, Allisandra?” The man smirked at her, one black brow lifted above his mirrored eyes.

      Suddenly her paralysis broke and Alli rolled out of bed, intending to run. Her heart was pounding, the blood rushing in her ears. She had to get out of here! Had to—

      Suddenly her legs locked in place and then her feet left the floor. After a confused minute, she realized she was floating—but how?

      Turning her head, she saw the shadow man pointing some kind of device at her. It looked a little like a penlight but the beam it was emitting was pale, silvery-blue. It was pointed directly at her legs, which were frozen in the running position.

      For a moment, she felt ridiculous—like a cartoon where the character runs off a cliff and then freezes in place for a moment, looks down to realize they are in the middle of thin air, and then falls.

      “Don’t worry, baby,” the man murmured. “You won’t fall—I’m not going to drop you.”

      Could he read her mind?

      “To a certain extent,” the man said, answering her question, though she certainly hadn’t spoken it aloud. “But what comes through most clearly are your desires.” He leaned forward and stroked her cheek gently with one long finger. “Your desires called to me, Allisandra. From across time and space and many layers of the Multiverse, you drew me to you.”

      “No,” Alli whispered. “No, you’re wrong.” Her voice got a little stronger. “Let me go! Help—Douglas!”

      Douglas twitched and turned over in his sleep before starting to snore again—he was a very heavy sleeper. Alli drew in a breath to try again but the shadow man held up a hand.

      “Don’t wake him.” He glared at her warningly. “Don’t force me to hurt him—I sense you don’t desire that, though it’s no more than he deserves after servicing you so shamefully tonight.”

      “How do you know about that?” Alli suddenly felt horribly guilty. Had she somehow been projecting her feelings of sexual frustration and unfulfillment out into the universe? Had she really drawn the shadow man to her?

      “You did,” he answered simply. “You called and I came. Now you’re coming with me, Allisandra.”

      “But…but I don’t want to.” Her voice was a tight, frightened whisper. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “Nothing you don’t want me to do.” But somehow the promise wasn’t very reassuring. Especially when Alli looked in his mirrored eyes and saw herself tied up…tied down…put into all kinds of frighteningly erotic positions…

      “Come, Allisandra. We’re going now.” The shadow man released her from the blue ray that had frozen her legs and Alli felt her feet touch the carpet of the bedroom floor again.

      She started to run but the man caught her eyes and held them.

      “You can come with me quietly and leave that sorry excuse for a male sleeping peacefully,” he growled. “Or you can wake him and make me hurt him. Which will it be, Allisandra? How much do you love him?”

      Alli had no answer to that—not for him or herself. Honestly, she didn’t think she loved Douglas at all—but she didn’t want to be alone and he was mostly okay to be around. Still, just because she wasn’t passionately in love with him didn’t mean she wanted to see him hurt or killed.

      “I…I’ll come with you,” she whispered at last. “But…are you going to kill me?”

      “Kill you?” His black brows rose in surprise. “I won’t even keep you that long, Allisandra. Come with me now, and you’ll be back here in time for your Joining ceremony in a solar month’s time.”

      “A…a month?” Alli’s voice trembled. “But…what are you going to do to me?”

      “What you’ve always wanted done.” His gravelly voice was almost silky. “Now come on, baby—it’s time to go.”

      Alli snatched one last look at Douglas, sprawled in the bed with no idea that she was being kidnapped and taken God knew where. Then she allowed the man with silver eyes to take her hand in his big, warm one and lead her out of her bedroom, out of the townhouse, and out of the life she’d always known.

      She had no idea what was about to happen next but she had a feeling everything was going to change.
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      Kane nodded with satisfaction as she strapped herself in to the passenger seat of his shuttle. Truly, he had made a good choice. He hadn’t taken a concubine in ages because he had been searching for just the right one. In Allisandra, he sensed he had the perfect blend of defiance, obedience, and deeply repressed, incredibly passionate desires. She would do as he said to a certain point and then balk when he reached her limits.

      It would be up to Kane to find those limits and push them—to bring her to the breaking point and fulfill the needs and dreams she’d hidden, even from herself, for so long.

      “Why are you doing this?” she whispered as he reached over and checked the buckles, making certain she was secure before they took off.

      “Why am I doing what?” Kane smiled at her, relishing her uncertainty. Already he could tell that the flavor of her feelings would be unsurpassed. His tongue ached to inject her sensitive areas with his lust-honey but he refrained—for now.

      “This.” She made a gesture with one hand, indicating their situation. “Kidnapping me and taking…taking me away.” Her voice broke a little on the last words and Kane tasted fear in her.

      He frowned. Some fear was good—the fearful anticipation before the paddle or whip fell was quite tasty because it was mixed with lust and need. But, unlike many of his kind, he didn’t like to feed on purely negative emotions.

      “Allisandra,” he murmured. “Look at me.”

      When she wouldn’t, he took her chin firmly between fingers and thumb, and tilted her head to face him.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he told her softly, watching her eyes to see if his words were sinking in. “Even in your deepest desires, you don’t want to be hurt—really hurt—now do you?”

      “I…I don’t know. I don’t think so. But you claim to know more about what I want than I do.” Her voice trembled but she kept her chin up, her eyes locked with his.

      Her defiance was delicious.

      “I do,” Kane told her. “I know what you have kept hidden for years and I will never go outside your desires. You’ll come and stay with me in my Palace of Shadows for a month—just one solar month—and then I’ll bring you home again. At the end of that time you might be changed, but you won’t be hurt. Do you understand?”

      “I…I guess so.” Her voice broke and she looked away. A silver tear slid down her cheek.

      Kane frowned. He had the sudden urge to gather her up and comfort her, but that was dangerous territory. Once a Kru’ell One allowed himself to have emotions for his concubine, he was halfway to bonding. And that was an unacceptable risk.

      Resolutely, he faced forward and started the ship. He would take her back to his palace and feed on her—feast as he had never feasted before on her need and lust. Then he would let her go and never think of her again.

      Such was the life of a Kru’ell One.

      It was the only life he knew.
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      Alli gasped in surprise as the ship rose up into the air and a blue, swirling vortex appeared in front of them. What was that?

      “A trans-dimensional wormhole,” the man with mirror eyes said, answering her unspoken question. “To take us back to my universe.”

      Alli’s eyes grew wide as they flew directly into the center of the swirling blue hole. It was like one of those carnival rides where the platform you’re walking on is steady but the circular tube around you is rotating so you constantly feel like you’re losing your balance.

      “Close your eyes if it bothers you,” the man said but Alli chose to keep them open. She needed to see where they were going so she could get back.

      Then they were through and out into the black void of space. Floating in the viewscreen in front of them, she saw the Earth—at least it looked like the Earth. But the greenish-blue globe was covered in a thick layer of clouds. Also, it was being orbited by many, many space craft—some large and some small.

      Having flown back and forth from Earth to the Mother Ship in her own shuttle many, many times, Alli knew this wasn’t right. Where had all these ships come from?

      “What is this?” she blurted, frowning. “What are all these ships? And why is the Earth all covered in clouds?”

      “We terraformed it when we took over.” The man spoke casually, as though this was no big deal. “We also stopped the pollution and halted the climate change your species was causing. The cloud cover is easier on our eyes—and it also blocks many of the sun’s rays and cools down the planet’s surface. Carbon emissions on Earth have been reduced by seventy-five percent since we took over.”

      “By ‘we’ do you mean…the Kru’ell Ones?” Alli asked, uncertain if her question would anger him or not.

      But her abductor simply nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “So in your universe, instead of protecting the Earth from the Scourge, you just took it over completely?” Alli asked.

      He nodded.

      “Essentially. We eliminated the Scourge threat right away and then annexed the planet.”

      “Annexed the planet?” Alli looked at him with wide eyes. “You can’t just take a whole planet that way!”

      “The way I took you, do you mean?” His lips curved into a cruel smirk. “Oh yes we can, baby.”

      “Don’t call me that,” she snapped. “I am not your ‘baby.’”

      Suddenly his face was so close to hers she could once again see herself reflected in his eyes.

      “I’ll call you whatever I see fit.” His voice was a deep, menacing growl. “And you’ll answer like a good girl, Allisandra. Or I swear I’ll make you pay.”

      Her heart seemed to catch in her throat but Alli refused to show the fear that was nearly overwhelming her.

      “You…you promised not to hurt me,” she reminded him in a tight voice.

      “Not any more than you want to be hurt.” He raised an eyebrow. “Do you want a spanking when we get to my palace? Even before your bath?”

      “No!” Alli denied, her heart pounding. How could he think she wanted that? How could he believe that she wanted to be put over his knee and spanked?

      “I’m only acting on what I find in your mind,” he reminded her. “And yes, Allisandra, you want to be dominated. You’ve always wanted it—you just buried the need deep down, where no one can see it but me.”

      “You…you’re lying,” she whispered.

      “We’ll see about that, won’t we? We’ll see if you get wet when I discipline you.” He shrugged, his broad, muscular shoulders rolling with the movement.

      He wore all black, she noted, from the sleeveless vest that covered his muscular torso to the black leather trousers and the tall black boots that completed his monochrome look. His outfit looked especially severe next to her own silky nightshirt.

      “You can’t just…” Alli couldn’t go on. She shook her head.

      “We’ll see,” he repeated and gave her another cruel smile.

      He was maneuvering the small ship they were in towards a much larger one—a floating fortress circling the Earth like a dark asteroid.

      For a moment, the little ship looked like it was going to crash against the side of the vast structure. But just as Alli felt her heart jump up into her throat, a silver fissure opened in the side of the fortress and they flew right into it.

      The small ship came to a stop in a large, dark hangar. The man parked it beside two other similar craft and killed the engine. Then he turned to Alli.

      “Welcome,” he murmured, “To my Palace of Shadows.”

      “Palace of Shadows?” Alli looked around as he stepped out and came around to open her door. He put his hands on her waist and lifted her down from the ship lightly, as though she weighed no more than a doll—though this was most definitely not the case as Alli knew. Was this where the dreams she’d been having of him had been set?

      “This is the setting of the dreams we shared,” he acknowledged. “I had to bring you here until I found out where you were. I knew you weren’t from my Earth—the concubines there are dull and spiritless. But you, Allisandra—you have fire in you. I knew I wanted to taste that fire the moment my mind found yours.”

      There was so much there to unpack Alli hardly knew where to start.

      “Concubines?” she asked at last, repeating the strange word he had used.

      The man nodded.

      “My kind—the Kru’ell Ones—don’t take brides like other Kindred do. We only take concubines—sometimes for days or weeks at a time. We taste them until we are satiated with them, and then send them back where they came from.”

      “But…why?” Alli shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t have to understand, Allisandra—just obey.” There was steel in his gravelly voice and the menace in his tone was unmistakable. “Now come with me—I’ll show you to your rooms.”

      Alli followed him out of the vast black hangar down a long, marble corridor. He led her through an immense, echoing room she recognized as the place in the dream they had always met.

      In the dreams, the room was always empty except for the shadows. But now that she could see it in person, Alli saw that it wasn’t empty after all. It was filled with equipment—equipment with wooden frames and leather parts and silver chains.

      There was a long, padded bench with manacles attached to either end. Beside it was a whipping post. To the right of that was a vast rack filled with many, many, many instruments of corporal punishment. Alli’s eyes widened as she saw paddles and whips, floggers, and crops.

      The man must have seen her staring because he gave her an amused smirk.

      “Don’t worry, baby—remember I told you I’ll only punish you as much as you want to be punished.”

      That wasn’t precisely what he had said, but Alli couldn’t remember his exact words at the moment. She was too busy nearly hyperventilating at the scary display of bondage and punishment gear.

      “Come.” he motioned at her impatiently.

      Alli realized she had come to a halt, staring at the paraphernalia—there was much more of it than she had originally seen and some of it she had no names for. Somehow, she couldn’t get her legs to move.

      “Come,” he said again. He took her hand and led her through the vast, echoing room and down another long hallway.

      There was plush gray carpeting on the floor, so soft it felt amazingly soothing on her bare feet. Speaking of being bare, she wished she had on more than just the silky nightshirt she’d gone to bed in. She would much rather have been dressed in one of her business suits as though she was going to court—it would have made her feel more in control of the situation.

      “But you’re not in control, Allisandra,” the man rumbled, looking down at her. “You’re here to lose control. That’s what you really want—even if you can’t admit it yet.”

      “That’s not true,” Alli protested, frowning up at him as they went down the hallway. Somehow they were walking hand in hand like lovers strolling on a boulevard or a beach, she saw. How had that happened? How was she walking so naturally—so easily—with her captor—with the man who had kidnapped her?

      “I didn’t kidnap you, you came with me,” he said.

      “Only because you gave me no choice!” Alli protested.

      “Allisandra, there is always a choice. Ah—here we are.”

      They had reached the end of the hall and Alli saw there was a tall, black door embedded in the dark gray wall. Twin globes of light glowed dimly, hovering on either side of it. Her name was written in flowing golden script across the top of the black panel. Allisandra.

      “This will be your room while you stay with me and serve your term as my concubine,” the man informed her. He opened the door and ushered her inside. “Here you will find every amenity you could possibly desire. If I have neglected to provide something, you need only to ask for it and it will appear.”

      “Really?” Alli looked around the room with wide eyes. It was dimly lit, as was everyplace in his huge, gloomy fortress, but there was no denying the amenities were luxurious.

      A vast bed dominated the room—four ebony posts canopied in blood red. Soft, black carpet covered the floor—so luxurious she sank in almost to her ankles. A bookshelf held familiar looking titles and she realized all her favorite books had been collected and were displayed just for her. It was the same with movies and music and a large screen dominated the far wall. There was a long, low couch arranged in front of it.

      There were no windows in the room, but portraits hung on the walls—pictures of women of all different ages and sizes and colors. Were these his previous ‘concubines’? Would Alli’s picture be hanging here for the next girl he kidnapped to see?

      She didn’t ask the question aloud and her captor didn’t answer. Instead he turned to her and raised one eyebrow.

      “I trust it’s to your liking?”

      Alli nodded.

      “All except for the lighting. Why do you keep it so dim in here?”

      He frowned.

      “My eyes are sensitive. If you want more light, call for it.”

      “What just…ask for more light?”

      The man nodded.

      “Go ahead—try it.”

      “Lights,” Alli said, expecting the floating globes that lit the room to get at least marginally brighter. That was how things worked on the Mother Ship, anyway.

      Instead, a candelabra suddenly appeared, candlesticks flaming, right in front of her eyes.

      “Oh!” she gasped, and jerked back.

      “Are you all right, Allisandra?” Frowning, the man plucked the floating silver candelabra out of the air and sat it down on the low table which was suddenly there beside the couch.

      “I’m fine, only—how did you do that?” She motioned to the candelabra which had appeared out of thin air.

      He shrugged.

      “Speech to matter transference. Don’t the Kindred of your universe have the same technology?”

      “If they do, I’ve certainly never seen it.” Alli looked at the candles, which cast a soft, flickering light over the surrounding area. “Will that work for anything I want?”

      “Within limits. You can’t ask for a door home, for instance—that won’t happen. Or a knife to stab me with,” he added, narrowing his eyes at her. “Why would you think something like that, baby?”

      Alli flushed.

      “Maybe because I just want to go home.”

      “You are home—for now,” he said firmly. “Now, I’m going to go change. I’ll be back in a few minutes for your bath.”

      “My bath?” Alli shook her head. “I had a shower already tonight.”

      He frowned, his mirrored eyes flashing.

      “I told you—I need to wash the stink of that other male off you. The unworthy one you let have access to your body.”

      “Douglas is my fiancé,” Alli emphasized. “We’re going to get married.”

      He shook his head.

      “Why would you Join with a male who doesn’t take care of your needs, baby? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Alli felt her cheeks get hot.

      “That’s none of your business! And Douglas does all right.”

      “He leaves you wanting every time,” the man growled. “Don’t forget, I’ve been watching you for months. You haven’t had an orgasm with him once in all that time. And it’s not just that he doesn’t know how to make you come—he doesn’t care enough to learn. You’re not important enough to him to take the time to give you pleasure.”

      Alli felt her temper rising.

      “Is that right? And you’re so much better? What am I to you other than just a victim?”

      He took a step closer and raised her chin to look deeply into her eyes.

      “You will be my treasured and much-beloved concubine, Allisandra. While you live with me, I will tend to your every need and pleasure you very, very thoroughly. You will come as you have never come before because I will make it my priority.”

      “You…you will?” Alli didn’t know what else to say.

      Slowly, he nodded. The strange, mirrored eyes went half-lidded with lust.

      “Can’t wait to touch and taste every inch of your beautiful body, baby.” He leaned even closer, bending down until his cruel, sensual lips were just barely brushing hers and breathed, “Can’t wait to make you come.”

      Alli felt suddenly breathless. Her heart was pounding as she looked up at him. Part of her wanted to kiss him and part of her wanted to slap him. She felt torn between the two impulses and so she froze in place.

      “You…you…” She faltered, realizing she still didn’t even know his name.

      “My name is Kane,” he said, drawing back a little, to look into her eyes. “But while you’re here with me, you’ll call me ‘Master.’ Is that understood?”

      Alli didn’t know what to say.

      “Yes,” she whispered at last.

      Kane frowned.

      “Yes, what?” he demanded, his gravelly voice dipping to a soft growl.

      “Yes…Master,” Alli said at last. But inside she was thinking, You’ll never be my master! Never!

      Kane’s cruel mouth turned up into a mocking smile.

      “We’ll see about that, baby. Now get ready for your bath—I’ll be back soon.”
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      As soon as he was gone, shutting the big black door behind him, Alli went to try it. Locked, of course. She guessed she shouldn’t have expected anything different. And even if it had been unlocked, where could she have gone?

      Well, I could try to steal a ship and get out of here, she thought. The controls of his ship—which she had studied as he flew—didn’t look that different from the ones on her own little Kindred shuttle.

      But it’s not like I can just grab a ship and fly right back down to Earth, Alli thought despairingly. We’re in a whole different universe here!

      And the one control on his shuttle she had no idea how to work was the trans-dimensional wormhole generator. But what if she somehow did get it to work and made a wormhole and it took her into a whole other parallel universe? Theoretically, there could be hundreds or thousands or even an infinite number of universes, all overlying each other like the thin layers of an onion.

      How would she ever know which universe she was actually in or if it was the right one? And if she got into the wrong one, would she mess up the space-time continuum? Would she screw up the flow of time in one universe and maybe start a domino effect that toppled all the others?

      Alli knew she was no theoretical physicist. She might mess up the Multiverse just trying to get home—or else get herself hopelessly lost in time and space.

      No, for now anyway, she was stuck here, she decided. She would just have to wait and see what happened. So far Kane hadn’t hurt her—it didn’t seem like her pain was what he was after.

      It’s your pleasure, I want to taste, baby…

      The low, rumbling voice in her ear made Alli spin around, one hand pressed to her heart which was suddenly thundering in her chest. But there was no one there—she was alone in the empty room.

      So how had she heard his voice? And how could he read her thoughts?

      She thought of what Commander Sylvan had said, about the Kru’ell Ones being able to read the innermost desires of a female and make them reality. It must be a special ability of their kind of Kindred—the same way Blood Kindred could heal their mates by licking their wounds or Touch Kindred could touch their mates using their whisper fingers.

      For whatever reason, it seemed like Kane—she refused to refer to him as her “Master”, at least inside her own head—had access to her thoughts, both conscious and subconscious. That was a scary idea because Alli had no idea what was going on down there in the unknowable layer of her psyche—she guessed no one did.

      Kane had claimed to know what was there though—had claimed that he could read the desires lurking there that she had hidden, even from herself. Was he telling the truth?

      Alli guessed she would find out but she couldn’t help shivering at the thought. She still remembered Commander Sylvan’s words to Sophie.

      “Some dreams are better left unrealized. Not everyone can face up to having their fantasies made into reality. It can break you mentally and emotionally if you’re not strong enough to withstand the intensity of your own desires.”

      Was she strong enough? Alli supposed she wouldn’t know until it happened. Until Kane did whatever it was he planned to do to her. He—

      “Well, right now what I plan is to bathe you. So why haven’t you undressed?”
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      This time the voice wasn’t coming from inside her head.

      Alli whirled around again and saw Kane standing there. He was bare chested now, wearing only a pair of long, silky black trousers that looked like sleep or lounge wear. Alli had bought something similar for Douglas and tried to get him to wear them. But there was no question that the big Kru’ell One filled the trousers out better than her fiancé had.

      Alli couldn’t stop her eyes from wandering from his broad shoulders and muscular chest, down to his ripped abs. He had a small patch of curly black hair in the center of his chest which ran down his flat belly into the low-slung waistband of his black sleep trousers. Below that, she saw a definite bulge in the silky material.

      Her eyes widened. God! He appeared to be packing a much larger caliber than Douglas was. She wished she could see it to be for sure—to see exactly how big it really was…

      “Like what you see, baby?” The smirk in his gravelly voice made Alli jerk her gaze up to his face as she realized she’d been studying his crotch for the past thirty seconds or so.

      “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she muttered, feeling her cheeks get hot. “I never…I wouldn’t.”

      “Oh yes you would, because you just did.” Kane frowned. “Listen, while you’re with me, we’re going to speak openly about what you want. No more euphemisms like ‘conjugal visits’ and ‘going downtown.’ If you want to see my cock and find out how much bigger it is than your lover’s—ask me and I’ll show you. You want me to lick your pussy? Tell me and I’ll do it. But only if you say it right.

      No more fucking ‘beating around the bush’ as I believe your people say.”

      “I…I’m not used to talking that way.” Alli felt her cheeks getting hot. “And who says I wanted to see your, uh, package anyway?”

      “It’s ‘shaft’ or ‘cock’,” he emphasized, frowning. “No more euphemisms, remember?”

      “Fine!” Alli snapped, her cheeks flaming. “Well then, who said I wanted to see your cock?”

      He grinned at her, his mirror eyes sleepy with amusement and lust.

      “You did, baby. And don’t worry—you’ll see it soon enough. And feel it, too. Now, come on…” He made a “hurry up” gesture with one hand. “Let’s go—get undressed.”

      Unwillingly, Alli pulled the silky nightshirt over her head. But then she clutched it to her chest, hiding herself as well as she could with it. She didn’t hate her body but she didn’t love it either. She was on the far side of forty and a lot plumper than she wanted to be.

      In fact, hadn’t Douglas just told her she looked like she’d gained weight not that long ago? No, she really didn’t want to be naked—especially in front of an intimidating physical specimen like Kane. He was what she’d heard some women call “prison ripped”—so in shape it was almost scary.

      Then she realized Kane had his head cocked to one side and a frown on his face. Oh God, had he been listening to all her thoughts about being naked and the way he was so in shape and she wasn’t?

      “Of course I have,” he growled, as though in answer to her question. “Did that fool of a fiancé of yours really tell you that you were too plump?”

      Alli felt her cheeks get hot.

      “I thought you knew all about me and Douglas.”

      “I do—mostly. But I had no idea he…” Kane shook his head. “Never mind. Believe me, Allisandra—you’re beautiful. Come into the fresher and let me show you.”

      Reluctantly, she followed him through a door at the far side of the large viewscreen. What she saw took her breath away.

      There was a vast, round, marble bathing pool with a padded seat running around the inside. Also, a large shower stall which looked a lot like the one she loved on the Kindred Mother Ship back home. But unlike the bathroom in her suite back home, all the walls were mirrored. Every…single…one.

      Still clutching her discarded nightdress to her chest, Alli let out a shaky breath as she looked at the multiple images of herself and the big Kru’ell One reflected again and again and again.

      “This…is a lot,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Too much?” He raised an eyebrow. “Then fix it.”

      “Oh—you mean the, uh, speech to matter transference thing?”

      He nodded.

      “No mirrors,” Alli said at once.

      Immediately all the walls were an opaque gray.

      Kane frowned.

      “No—that’s not enough. I want to show you yourself.” He raised his voice. “Mirrors on one wall,” he directed.

      Immediately the wall in front of them was suddenly floor-to-ceiling mirrors again. Alli gave a little gasp but she wasn’t quite as startled this time. Could it be she was getting used to this?

      “Now, look…” Kane was suddenly behind her with his big, warm hands on her shoulders. “Let go of this,” he murmured, tugging at the nightshirt still clutched in her hands. “See yourself, Allisandra. See yourself as I see you.”

      Alli didn’t want to see—but it didn’t seem she had much choice. Slowly, she let him slide the nightshirt out of her hands until her fingers were empty. She kept her arms crossed over her breasts for a moment…then slowly let them drop.

      “See?” Kane murmured in her ear. “Beautiful.”

      Her reflection didn’t look all that gorgeous to Alli. She liked her breasts well enough—they were still pretty perky with their dark pink nipples. But her tummy wasn’t as firm as she would like and her hips and ass were much too large.

      “If you say so,” she muttered, feeling embarrassed.

      “I do, baby. Now…see yourself as I see you.” Kane’s gravelly voice was soft in her ear. Gently but firmly, he put his hands on either side of her head and placed his fingertips on her temples.

      Something happened to Alli’s vision. It flickered for a moment—as though all the lights had gone out for a split second. But before she could get worried or upset, she looked at her reflection again. What she saw made her draw in a deep breath.

      Her curves were luscious, her breasts were full, her nipples were taut, pink peaks that looked deliciously suckable. Her long red hair flowed around her shoulders like a river of fire and her eyes were like emeralds. She really was beautiful.

      “Wow…” Her voice was shaky. “How did you do that? And is this really how you see me?”

      “Of course.” Kane smiled and ran his hands down her shoulders and along her arms until they landed on her hips. He was still standing behind her but Alli no longer thought their reflections looked so very mismatched. Her own curvy body seemed to compliment his muscular frame. They were like the very definition of male and female—hard and soft… angular and curvilinear.

      Perfect.

      “That’s right, perfect,” Kane murmured in her ear. “You’re gorgeous, Allisandra. And now that you can finally see how beautiful your body is, I’m going to wash it. Going to wash you all over and get you nice and clean, baby. And you’re going to open yourself and let me do it.”
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      “Um…” Alli wasn’t sure what to say to that. “I…I can wash myself,” she offered, lifting her chin. “There’s no need for you to, uh, go to the trouble.”

      Kane frowned down at her.

      “You have to get used to my hands on your body, Allisandra. I’m going to be touching you everywhere while you’re with me.”

      “I…I don’t want you to,” Alli whispered. But it was a lie and she knew it even as she spoke it. That deep throbbing had begun again between her thighs—the need that she’d felt earlier with Douglas—the itch he had failed to scratch was back. Why was that?

      “Because you have needs—needs I’m bringing to the forefront of your mind,” Kane murmured to her. “They’ll get worse too, you’ll see. You’ll not only get used to my hands and mouth on you—by the time I’m finished with you, you’ll be begging for my touch.”

      Alli lifted her chin.

      “Don’t you think that’s kind of arrogant of you?”

      Her defiance only made him smile.

      “You’ll see what I mean a little later, baby. For now, it’s time for your bath.”

      Alli bit her lip, feeling hot and uncertain all over again.

      “Where are you going to wash me?”

      “Everywhere,” he said firmly. “But to start with, in the bathing pool. Go on—get in.” He gave a nod towards the large, oval bathing pool in the center of the room. Reluctantly, Alli went to it and looked in. It looked deep and she wasn’t a very good swimmer.

      “It’s all right, baby,” Kane told her. “I’ll be with you the whole time.”

      “Really?” Alli gave him a quick glance.

      “Of course.” Kane started pulling down his long, black sleep trousers. “How else could I reach you to wash you?” he rumbled.

      Alli looked away quickly as the black silky material slid down his lean hips. She waited for a moment, hoping he would just slide into the pool and tell her to follow. But then she realized he was just standing there, waiting.

      Waiting for what, she wondered?

      “Waiting for you to get your look,” he murmured, in answer to her unspoken question. “Go on—do it.”

      Unwillingly, Alli found that her eyes were drawn to his crotch. Sure enough, his cock was every bit as long and thick as she’d imagined it might be. It put Douglas’s puny equipment to shame. In fact, it put every other male equipment she’d ever seen to shame, and that was including porn images.

      She couldn’t help staring for a moment—he wasn’t even hard! How big would he be if he got an erection?

      “You’ll find out soon enough.” Kane’s deep voice sounded amused. “For now, are you done looking?”

      “Yes.” Alli tore her eyes away, feeling embarrassed. “I…I am.’

      “Good.” And without another word, he finally climbed into the pool. “Now come to me, Allisandra,” he murmured, holding out a hand. “Don’t be afraid to come in.”

      Alli found herself on the lip of the pool and then she was taking his hand and stepping down into the fragrant, steamy water. She gave a little gasp as her body adjusted to the temperature—it was just this side of too hot and it seemed to caress her body like a warm glove.

      When she was all the way in, the water reached just to her chest. Her full breasts floated in front of her, her nipples poking out provocatively.

      “Well, aren’t you beautiful when you’re wet?” Kane murmured in her ear as he slid around behind her. “Here, let’s do something about this.”

      Before she could ask what he meant, he had twisted her long hair deftly into a loose bun at the nape of her neck and secured it with a pin.

      “Now I can reach you better,” he murmured.

      Alli found it disconcerting to have him standing behind her like this when they were both naked. He was so big he loomed over her. She started to turn and face him, even though that would put her breasts on display again, but Kane was too quick for her.

      “No, baby,” he whispered in her ear, his deep voice low and intimate. “Stay where you are—it’s time for me to wash you.”

      “Wash me?” Alli asked breathlessly but then she saw his long arms encircling her from either side. He squirted some kind of soap onto his palms and rubbed them together. Then she felt his hands on her.

      She would have expected that the big Kru’ell One would grab for her breasts at once. Or maybe even dip below the water to reach for her pussy. Instead, Kane started at the nape of her neck and her shoulders, rubbing and massaging with smooth, strong strokes that drew a moan from her lips.

      “That’s right,” Kane murmured. “Relax. Let me ease some of that tension before we start.”

      “Start what?” Alli tried to speak normally but her words came out in a luxurious purr. His big hands felt so good on her and he was soothing away knots of tension that had been there for ages. Douglas never bothered to do this kind of thing for her—it was understood that she wouldn’t ask him for such favors because he was too busy working all the time to bother with what he sarcastically called “grand romantic gestures.”

      “He’s a fool if he doesn’t want to touch you,” Kane rumbled in her ear. “Touch you everywhere.”

      As he spoke, his hands moved lower, stroking her shoulders for a moment before finally coming around to cup her breasts.

      “Have to wash you here, now,” he told Alli as he pulled her back against his broad chest. “Have to make sure you’re all clean.”

      Alli bit her lip as he feathered his fingers lightly over her sensitive nipples before taking each aching bud between his thumbs and fingers and tugging them firmly.

      The gesture sent sparks of pleasure from her bare breasts straight down to her pussy, making her squirm against him.

      Something hot and hard and truly huge bumped against her ass and Alli gasped and jumped.

      “Don’t worry, baby.” Kane’s gravelly voice was amused in her ear. “Not gonna put it in you. Not yet, anyway. Not until you want me to.”

      “What if I never want you to?” Alli demanded. “I don’t…don’t even know you.”

      “We’ve been dreaming of each other for months,” Kane murmured. “You know me better than you want to admit, Allisandra. And you want me more too—almost as much as I want you. Though I have no problem admitting it.”

      He twisted her nipples once more, making her moan, and then his hands traveled lower.

      “Be a good girl and spread your thighs for me, Allisandra,” he murmured in her ear. “Need to wash you everywhere.”

      Alli squirmed uncertainly against him, not sure if she should comply or not. After all, what if she spread her thighs and he put not his fingers, but that massive cock she could feel pressing against her ass, inside her? What if he skewered her right here in the bathing pool?

      “If I wanted to do that to you—if I wanted to fill your sweet little pussy with my cock—I would.” Kane’s deep voice had turned into a silky, menacing growl.

      Suddenly he took Alli by the hips and pushed her to the edge of the pool. Grasping both her wrists, he leaned her forward and pressed her hands down until she was gripping the black marble lip that ran around the circumference of it.

      “Oh!” Alli exclaimed. The stone felt cold against her palms and fingertips. But when she tried to let go, she found she couldn’t. She was frozen to the spot, bent over in a vulnerable position with her bare breasts hanging down and her legs spread wide under the water.

      “That’s better,” Kane growled in her ear. He was still looming behind her, the heat of his big body radiating along the length of her spine. “Now let me demonstrate. If I want to touch you, I’ll touch you. Like this”

      Big hands moved under the water, parting her thighs even wider and then spreading her pussy lips to let the heated water rush in to caress her inner folds.

      “Or like this,” Kane continued. And Alli felt the blunt head of his cock sliding over her slippery inner pussy. He took his time, teasing her clit with his crown, before slipping down to lodge just the tip of his shaft in the entrance of her body.

      “Oh!” Alli gasped, writhing at the sudden intense sensation. “Please…”

      But she didn’t know if she was begging him to stop or to never stop.

      It didn’t matter either way, because Kane didn’t stop.

      “Feel that, baby?” he growled hoarsely as he cupped her breasts again and pressed ever so slightly forward. “Feel my cock right up against your pussy entrance?”

      “Yes,” Alli gasped. “Yes, I…I feel it.”

      “Of course you do.” He kissed the side of her neck gently, slowly, as he massaged her breasts, tugging firmly on her sensitive nipples once more. The head of his cock remained lodged just against the mouth of her pussy as he touched her. He hadn’t entered her—not yet, but the message was clear—the big Kru’ell One could take her any time he wanted to and there was nothing Alli could do to stop him.

      “Please,” she whispered again. “What…what are you going to do to me? Why are you doing this?”

      “I’m proving a point,” Kane told her. “While you’re here with me, your body is not your own. As long as you live in my home, I own you. You’re mine to pleasure or punish as I see fit. Do you agree?”

      Alli bit her lip, a surge of defiance rushing through her, warring with the relentless desire.

      “You can’t just own another person! I never agreed to that when I came with you.”

      “At least you admit that you came and not that I kidnapped you,” Kane remarked. He twisted her nipples again. “You’re going to have to get over the notion that you have free will here, baby. You’re mine and I’ll do as I please with you. That’s part of being a concubine to a Kru’ell One.”

      “What if…” Alli’s heart was hammering. “What if I don’t want to be owned by you? What if I don’t want to do what you say?”

      “You won’t be able to help yourself,” Kane assured her. “Arch your back and open your legs wider now,” he murmured in her ear. “Press back against me and take the head of my cock—just the head—into your pussy.”

      “I…I don’t want to,” Alli whispered, but was that really true? She didn’t know anymore.

      She found herself complying anyway, arching her back and spreading her thighs as he had ordered her to do. Was he making her do this somehow…or was he simply playing off a fantasy of domination, buried so deeply in her subconscious even she hadn’t known it was there until he brought it to light?

      Alli didn’t know. But she continued to obey.

      She was so wet inside from the way he’d been twisting and tugging at her nipples that she found the broad, plum-shaped head of his shaft slipped easily into her. She gave a little moan as she felt Kane breach her entrance and settle inside her. He was so huge—so much bigger than Douglas—she could feel her inner walls stretching to accommodate him, even though he only had the head in her.

      “Just the tip,” Kane rumbled in her ear, stopping her with his hands on her hips. “That’s all, Allisandra. For now, anyway.”

      “Please,” she whispered again, but once more had no idea what she was pleading for.

      “Now this is how it’s going to go,” Kane told her as one big hand came down to cup her pussy mound. “I’m going to pet your soft little pussy while you squeeze my cock with your cunt muscles. I’m not going to fuck you—not yet. But I am going to come in you to teach you a lesson.”

      “A lesson? What lesson?” Alli moaned as his long fingers parted her outer pussy lips and one fingertip started circling her clit.

      “The lesson that I own you—at least for now,” Kane rumbled. “While you’re here with me, you’re mine.”

      “I…I never said…I mean…” She didn’t know how to go on. “Please, at least don’t…don’t come in me,” she finally got out.

      “You resisted me, Allisandra.” Kane nuzzled the sensitive side of her neck gently. “Some females I would spank for that offense. But I think pleasure will be more instructive than pain in this instance. And I promise, I will make it very pleasurable for you while I fill you with my seed.”

      “But…” Alli bit her lip. “But I’m not on birth control!”

      It was one reason Douglas always pulled out right before he came—he had no desire for children, as he had told Alli numerous times. She didn’t think she was as fertile as she had been in her younger years, but she still had regular cycles so…

      “Oh, you’re fertile all right, Allisandra,” Kane murmured in her ear.

      He pressed forward just a little, making her moan as the head of his cock nudged deeper into her tightly stretched pussy.

      “I could make you pregnant this way,” he growled. “I might swell your belly with my seed when I come in you. But that’s a risk you’ll have to take to be my concubine.”

      “I…I never agreed to this!” Alli protested, but even as she spoke, she felt herself squeezing him as he had ordered—her inner muscles milking him as though she wanted him to come inside her.

      “You agreed when you left your domicile and came away with me,” Kane told her, pulling back a bit, only to press forward again. For all that he had promised not to fuck her, this action felt a lot like fucking to Alli. Just because he only had the head of his cock in her didn’t mean he wasn’t penetrating her deeply. He was so big that he didn’t have to have his whole shaft in her to make her feel thoroughly opened…thoroughly owned.

      “That’s right, I own you, baby,” he growled. “And I own your little pussy. So open for me like a good girl and take my come.”

      As he spoke, his fingers flew faster on her clit and then Alli felt a hot, hard spurt deep inside her. She gasped, right on the edge of pleasure herself, as the big Kru’ell One spent inside her, shooting jet after jet of seed deep into the hungry mouth of her pussy.

      It seemed to go on and on with Alli caught between fear and desire. What if he really was making her pregnant right now? What if his seed was taking root inside her? How could she explain having a Kindred baby to Douglas when she got home to him—if she ever got home to him?

      But the fear didn’t drown out her pleasure at all. In fact, it seemed to amplify it in some weird way. Maybe because Kane continued to slowly stroke her pussy even as he came inside her over and over again.

      Yet, though the big Kru’ell One slid his finger around and around her clit, she couldn’t seem to come herself. The pleasure built and built until Alli thought she was going crazy, but no orgasm resulted in the endless cycle of need and desire.

      “You won’t be able to come until I let you,” Kane murmured. “And I usually won’t—I want you at peak desire at all times, baby.”

      “Oh, please!” Alli begged. She was ashamed of the pleading tone she heard in her voice, but she couldn’t seem to help it. It seemed to her suddenly that she had been on the edge for months—ever since the dreams of Kane had started. Months of waiting for this moment, though she hadn’t even known it—and now he was going to deny her, just as Douglas always did!

      The comparison to her fiancé seemed to sting Kane. There was indignation in his deep voice when he answered her thought.

      “I’m nothing like the paltry male you call your fiancé,” he growled in her ear. “Very well—this once I’ll let you come. But I warn you,” he added, leaning down to nuzzle the side of her neck as he spoke. “When you come, I’ll come again with you. And the orgasm you have will draw my seed deep into your womb. You’ll be taking a risk, coming on my cock as I shoot inside you. Do you still want to?”

      Alli bit her lip. Oh God, she really shouldn’t do this, she told herself. Shouldn’t want to do this! But she couldn’t stop herself.

      “Yes,” she whispered, hanging her head in shame and desire. “Yes, I…I’ll take the risk. I need to come.”

      “Spread just a little wider then,” Kane ordered her. “Open yourself as much as you can for me, Allisandra. Open for my seed and take it deep in your body.”

      Suddenly, Alli found she was free to move—her hands were no longer frozen to the black marble lip of the bathing pool.

      She understood that if she wanted to, she could pull away from the big Kru’ell One now. Pull away and wash his seed out of her pussy in the warm water of the pool and not take the awful risk he was offering her.

      But if she did that, she wouldn’t be able to come—wouldn’t be able to scratch the terrible itch that had been tormenting her for ages now.

      Run! shouted the practical little voice inside her head. Are you crazy, Alli? You shouldn’t even be considering this! Get away right now!

      Alli took a deep breath…and ignored the little voice.

      Taking a firmer grip on the lip of the bathing pool, she leaned forward and spread her thighs wider for the big Kru’ell One. As she did so, she felt the head of his cock press even more deeply into her. Biting her lip, Alli tried to relax and let him in—tried to let him get closer to the end of her channel. It might not be fucking, but it felt like Kane was over halfway inside her now, stretching her inner walls as he prepared to come inside her unprotected pussy yet again.

      “Good girl, Allisandra,” he murmured and his fingers, which had stopped their movement while Alli made up her mind, now began to slip over the slick flesh of her inner folds once more.

      Alli had no idea how her natural lubrication worked so well under the water, which should have washed it away. But it didn’t. If anything, she felt more slippery and hot than she had when they had first started this.

      “You’ll be hot and slippery for me wherever and whenever I want you to be,” Kane told her. “Your pussy will always be ready for my fingers or my tongue or my cock. Do you like the way it feels inside you?”

      He pulled back a little and then rocked inside her, a slow gentle motion that spread her even wider for the thick, invading shaft. Then he did it again and again.

      Alli bit her lip, trying not to press back against him, trying not to join his rhythm. But her hips twitched back seemingly of their own accord and her thighs spread wider, opening herself for his cock as it pumped slowly into her.

      “Yes,” she whispered, though she hated to admit it. “I…I do.”

      “Mmm, I can feel you working yourself on me,” Kane growled in her ear. “Working to get more of my cock inside you. Don’t worry, baby—it’s not fucking unless I reach bottom inside you.”

      “It…it feels a lot like…like fucking to me,” Alli whispered breathlessly.

      “But you’re doing it anyway,” he pointed out. “Opening your soft little pussy and helping me fill you.”

      “I…I can’t seem to help it,” she admitted.

      “That’s because you’re a good girl. Such a good girl, Allisandra,” Kane whispered again, sliding his long fingers over the aching bud of her clit as he continued the shallow fucking motion. “Such a good girl to spread so wide for my cock and my seed. You’re going to press back against me and take as much of my shaft as you can now.”

      Alli opened her mouth to say she didn’t want to but no words came out. Instead, her back arched and she pressed her hips back, allowing the thick shaft to sink even deeper into her pussy. Oh, God, he was over halfway in her now! She could feel him stretching her inner walls and it felt so good! She pressed back even further and swore to herself she could almost feel the head of his cock kissing the end of her channel.

      “Good girl,” Kane growled again. “And now that you’ve got my cock nice and deep in your tight little pussy, you’re going to come for me, baby—going to come so hard all over my shaft while I fill you up again…”

      And then, suddenly, Alli was coming—exploding from the inside out—reaching the peak she’d been craving for so long, as his long fingers teased an orgasm from her tender flesh.

      “Ah, God!” she cried and bucked against him, sending his thick shaft even deeper into her pussy. Again she felt the hot, hard spurts of his come as his cock jerked inside her. Again she felt her inner pussy muscles milking him, massaging the thick invader as though to try and get every last drop of his seed inside her.

      Oh God, the practical little voice moaned in her head. What if he’s doing it? What if he’s making me pregnant right now?

      “I might be,” Kane growled, still caressing her clit with one hand while he tugged at her nipples with the other. “I’m certainly trying my best, Allisandra. Trying to plant my seed in your belly while you come on my cock. Do you like it, baby? You like the feel of me trying to swell your belly with my come while I fill your pussy with my shaft?”

      His dirty words and her own fears made her come even harder, her inner muscles contracting so hard around Kane that the big Kru’ell One groaned.

      “Gods, Allisandra—so tight.”

      He didn’t try to withdraw, however. He kept his cock firmly lodged in her pussy as he shot spurt after spurt of hot, forbidden seed deep inside her.

      Alli didn’t know how long it went on for. She had once read that the average human man only came about a teaspoon’s worth when he ejaculated. But the huge cock flexing inside her, pumping over and over, was clearly shooting much more than that into her unprotected pussy. Still her pleasure continued unabated as her inner muscles drew his seed into her womb.

      It wasn’t until Alli moaned and nearly collapsed under the intensity of never-ending orgasm that Kane at last allowed the pleasure to ebb.

      “All right, baby—that’s enough for now,” he murmured. Slowly, he withdrew and gathered her into his arms. Holding her like a child, he cradled her to his broad chest as though she was precious to him.

      Alli couldn’t understand it.

      “What…what are you doing?” she asked weakly. The orgasm he’d given her had been the most intense of her life—she still felt shaky and weak from the force of it.

      “Cuddling you,” Kane murmured. “Weren’t you wishing for more cuddling before and after your lovemaking earlier?”

      Alli did remember thinking something like that as she was timing the sixty seconds that Douglas allotted to that particular activity. God, it seemed so long ago now, but it had only been earlier that night.

      “I…I guess so.” She sighed wearily. She would have liked to fight him but she was too weak—she could only rest in his arms. “Why did you do that?” she whispered, nuzzling against his chest. “Why did you come in me?”

      “I told you—to teach you a lesson. You should be honored, Allisandra—I’ve never given my seed to a concubine before.” He sounded thoughtful. “I’m not completely sure why I chose to now.”

      “I might be pregnant,” Alli whispered. The thought was still blowing her mind.

      “Possibly,” Kane conceded. “Kru’ell Ones are not like other kinds of Kindred. We can easily impregnate a female without bonding with her.”

      “Why?” Alli looked up at him uncertainly. “Why are you different from the others? Is it because you come from a different universe?”

      Kane frowned—his face abruptly going as dark as a thundercloud.

      “Because bonding is death to us. Enough cuddling.”

      He stepped out of the pool suddenly and set her down on her own two feet. Brusquely, he handed her a towel.

      “Dry off,” he growled. “Your first lesson is over…for now.”

      Then he left her there, shivering and uncertain, wondering what in the world would happen to her in the future if this was only her first lesson with the big Kru’ell One.
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      Kane cursed to himself as he made his way to his private rooms. Why had he given the curvy little female his seed? He hadn’t been lying when he’d told her he had never done such a thing before. Despite the many concubines he had taken, he had never given a single one of them his seed—had never come inside a single one of them.

      Nor had he cuddled any of them. It was better to keep a cool, disinterested head when feeding from a concubine’s emotions. Usually Kane could fulfill a female’s desires enough to make her produce nourishment for him without getting involved himself. But somehow, he couldn’t resist the curvy little redhead he’d taken from the other Earth.

      He was in dangerous territory and he knew it. As he had filled Allisandra with his seed, he’d had the almost overwhelming impulse to lean forward and sting the side of her neck at the same time, injecting his lust-honey and bonding her to him.

      But he must not do that, Kane reminded himself—he must never bond! It was death to his kind—it would be the end of him. And yet he’d had the girl less than a day and had almost done exactly that.

      What was wrong with him—giving her his seed like that and nearly bonding her? Was he simply reacting to her desire—so deeply hidden she barely knew it herself—that she might one day have a child of her own to love and care for? That she might feel her belly swell with life and nurse a baby at her breast?

      Kane didn’t know but he did know he needed to stop being soft with her. From now on, he vowed to himself, she would get no special treatment. Allisandra was nothing more than another concubine—albeit, an extremely beautiful and beguiling one. He would treat her like all the others—he would not allow himself to be soft.

      He would feed from her for a time and then take her back where she belonged and then he would never think of her again.

      Kane swore it to himself. And he never broke his word.
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      Alli stood there where he had left her, wrapped in a towel and shivering in the middle of the huge bathroom. What had just happened? Why had he gotten so angry with her after all that?

      And had he made her pregnant?

      Fear and trepidation overwhelmed her. She ought to go to the shower or get back in the pool and try to wash his seed out of her!

      But Alli found she didn’t want to.

      I’m just tired, she told herself. What a crazy night! I just need to lie down and rest for a while. Then I’ll do it.

      She made her way to the bedroom and got to the bed. Her nightshirt was lying discarded on the ground but Alli was too tired to pick it up and put it on. The intense encounter with the big Kru’ell One seemed to have completely drained her strength.

      She climbed under the covers naked and cuddled into herself, wrapping her arms around her legs and trying to keep warm. Between her thighs, she could still feel the warm seed Kane had shot in her filling her pussy. Again the thought that she ought to clean up came, but again she rejected it. She was too tired to do anything tonight—she would just have to sleep with his seed still inside her.

      Tomorrow, she told herself. Tomorrow I’ll clean up and find a way out of here. Maybe I’ll steal a ship and try my luck with the wormhole generator after all. But not now—tomorrow.

      So thinking, she closed her eyes and drifted into an exhausted slumber.
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      Alli was woken by a tinkling sound that made her think of little silver bells. Her first thought was, That’s not the sound of my alarm. And her next, when she opened her eyes was, Where am I?

      Looking around the opulent bedroom, she had a moment of disorientation. This wasn’t her bedroom in the townhouse she shared with Douglas, or her suite aboard the Mother Ship. This was someplace completely different. Someplace…

      Someplace in a whole different universe, whispered a little voice in her head.

      Suddenly, everything came flooding back to her. The way Kane had come for her in the middle of the night…going through the swirling blue vortex of the inter-dimensional wormhole to get to his home, the erotic bath he’d given her and the “lesson” he had taught her by coming deep in her pussy…

      Oh God, he came in me! He came in me—what if I’m pregnant?

      Alli sat up in bed, running a hand through her disheveled hair. She had to get up—had to take a shower. Not that it would probably do any good, but she needed to wash his come out of herself! She just couldn’t understand why she hadn’t done it the night before.

      She had a vague memory of a really intense orgasm which had seemed to go on and on until she was completely worn out, but was that really an excuse for going to bed without at least trying to get his seed out of her?

      I don’t think so! What’s wrong with you, Alli? You’re not normally like this! the practical little voice in her head berated her as she got out of bed and found her discarded nightshirt. She slipped it on and started to go for the shower, her mind still churning.

      She also wasn’t normally submissive and there was no other word for the way she’d acted last night. Why had she given herself up to the big Kru’ell One so easily? Did she secretly desire to be dominated? Or was she just disorientated by the surreal circumstances?

      It must be the latter, she thought uneasily. Surely she didn’t really want to be tied down or blindfolded or anything like that. She had fantasies from time to time, of course—but that was all they were, just fantasies. It wasn’t like she really wanted them to come true. She—

      Her inner monologue was interrupted by the silvery tinkling sound again—the same sound that had woken her up in the first place.

      Irritated, Alli looked around.

      “Where is that coming from?” she said aloud. “It sounds like a bell but I don’t see one anywhere. Where’s the damn bell?”

      At once, a little silver bell with a black handled appeared, floating in midair right in front of her, the same way the candelabra had appeared the night before when she had asked for more light.

      Alli gasped and took a step back, one hand to her pounding heart. God, she would probably get used to things appearing out of thin air when she asked for them eventually, but for right now it was still really disconcerting.

      The bell tinkled briefly and she got the idea that maybe she was supposed to grab it. After all, she had asked for it—sort of. So maybe she needed to take it.

      Hesitantly, she reached out and plucked the little silver bell out of the air. It reminded her of the kind of thing you saw in old movies—the kind of bell a lord or lady might use to ring for the servants.

      The thought made Alli smile. Holding the bell at an arms-length, she rang it briskly and said,

      “I’d like a table laid for one with the finest linen, china, and silverware, please.”

      At once, a small table just the right size for one person appeared in the clear area between the bed and the living room where the couch and the viewscreen were located. It was draped in a white linen tablecloth and laid with a pale blue china plate and gleaming, ornate silverware. There was also a crystal goblet, which she hadn’t specifically asked for, though it was a nice touch, she thought.

      “Wow,” Alli murmured, walking over to the little table. She knocked on it experimentally with her knuckles—it sounded like solid wood. The snowy table linen felt real too.

      By now, she had forgotten all about getting a shower. Looking at the little table with its lovely setting made her think of going to a fancy restaurant back on Earth. Her stomach rumbled at the thought and she realized it had been a long time since she ate anything.

      An ornate wooden chair with a plump blue seat cushion had appeared with the table. Alli pulled it out and seated herself. She thought for a moment, then decided to keep up the pretense that she was in a restaurant. It made things seem less weird, somehow.

      She rang the bell again and said clearly, “I would like a menu, please.”

      Immediately a padded, leather bound book with the word “MENU” in curving gold script appeared in front of her.

      Alli plucked it out of the air and opened it, wondering what she would find inside.

      The script of the menu looked like English at first and there were the usual headings, Appetizers, Entrees, Soups and Salads, Desserts. There was even a listing for wines and drinks.

      But when Alli looked a little closer, she saw that the choices which appeared under the headings, weren’t at all familiar.

      Zornk Stew, read one under the Soups and Salads section. Tasty chunks of young Zornk flesh are slow roasted and braised in a Fulk stock with assorted root vegetables.

      Fresh Chub Steak, under the Entrees category had a star by it. Best served well done, it read. Management not responsible for Chub ordered rare.

      Well, that was weird, Alli thought with a frown. Then again, all of this was pretty strange. She skimmed over the other listings and took a minute to look at the desserts.

      Blib-blabs, read one of the options. Fresh and juicy, plucked from the vine just this morning and rolled in granulated petal-steeped sucrose.

      U’ka-tok, another said. Tender u’ka-tok tentacles and antennae lovingly wrapped in buttery pissa pastry and baked until golden brown.

      Alli made a face. Tentacles and antennae? Well, she was definitely going to give that last one a miss!

      Just then, her stomach growled again. She frowned.

      “Well, I guess I’d better order,” she muttered aloud. She cleared her throat, consulted the menu once more, and said, “I’d like to order the Tika-tika-boo-boo please, with the soondu sauce on the side.”

      This was from the Appetizers part of the menu. The name sounded so ridiculous, Alli just had to see it.

      Immediately a tall, silver metal container appeared in front of her. In it, were an assortment of different colored sticks, all about the same diameter but twice the length of drinking straws. They stuck out of the container is a colorful profusion of bright green, brilliant purple, and pinkish-orange. There was also a small round bowl of pale blue sauce on the side that appeared to be the same consistency as mayonnaise.

      “So…” Alli murmured, looking at her appetizer with interest. “This is Tika-tika-boo-boo with soondu sauce. Well, let’s see how it tastes.”

      Picking out a bright green stick, she saw that it had a hole in the middle of it, which made it look even more like an extra-long drinking straw. The tika stick was clearly battered and deep-fried. It felt crispy and smelled spicy to Alli when she put it to her nose and took a sniff.

      She decided to try the stick by itself at first. Carefully, she bit off one end and chewed it.

      To her disappointment, the tika stick didn’t taste like much of anything. It was bland and vaguely salty. Well, maybe it just needed the soondu sauce to give it some flavor.

      Alli dipped the end of the long, crispy fried straw into the pale blue sauce, getting a generous amount. She took a big bite and began to chew before she realized that the sauce was burning hot—her mouth was on fire!

      Gasping, Alli spit the bite into her napkin and reached for her goblet, only to find it empty.

      “Water!” she gasped, but nothing happened. She tried again but again got no response. Then her eye fell on the menu. Maybe she had to order one of the drinks from there?

      Desperately, she looked at the Drinks section.

      “Mooldonado—now!” she gasped. God, what in the world was in that soodu sauce? It looked so innocent and pale blue but it tasted like the time she’d accidentally eaten a curry sauce with ghost peppers in it!

      Immediately the crystal goblet filled with an opaque green drink that had pink swirls running through it.

      Alli wasn’t sure what to think of this, but by now she was so desperate she would have drunk anything. Picking up the goblet, she took a big swig of the liquid—only to find that it was the most sour thing she’d ever tasted.

      “Ugh!” Alli gasped after she managed to swallow. “Like somebody mixed lemon juice and vinegar!”

      She put the goblet down and frowned at it. So far she was not enjoying the food from Kane’s world at all. At least her mouth wasn’t burning quite so much now, though. Somehow the ultra-sour drink had managed to ease the burning from the soondu sauce. So there was that, at least.

      Sighing, Alli decided to try again. After all, she was still hungry. She picked up the menu again and consulted the Entrées section.

      “Please clear the first course,” she said after a moment and bring me a…um…a Chub Steak. And make it…hmm…”

      She looked at the star beside it again, recommending that this particular dish be ordered well done. Management not responsible for Chub ordered rare, it said. But honestly, she couldn’t stand well-done steak—it tasted rubbery and dry. She decided to order it the way she usually did—rare.

      “Make it rare,” she said decisively. “Chub steak extra rare.”

      At once the long, thin, crispy Tika-tika-boo-boo sticks and their devilishly hot dipping sauce disappeared and a silver platter with a matching silver domed lid appeared in front of her instead.

      “Fancy,” Ali murmured, eyeing the silver dome with its elaborate gold and silver handle. It looked like a serving dish you’d get from room service at a Four Star Hotel—somewhere a ham and cheese sandwich would cost you fifty bucks plus tip.

      Prepared to be amazed, she grasped the handle and lifted the large silver dome off the silver platter.

      At first all she saw was what looked like a large mound of green and purple lettuce. Frowning, she poked at the lettuce with her fork. Was this it? Where was the steak?

      Then she noticed that the lettuce was moving. It seemed to be quivering ever so slightly. Also…was it making a sound? Alli leaned forward and put her ear to the mound of lettuce. Sure enough, there was a quiet crunching sound coming from it. What was this stuff, anyway?

      She poked at it with her fork again—harder this time—and was startled by a piercing squeak.

      “Oh!” Alli gasped and dropped her fork with a clatter. The green and purple lettuce leaves shook and then a small, furry face looked out from between them. The fur was bright pink and the eyes were brilliant green, but other than that, it looked a lot like a guinea pig, she thought.

      “Oh my goodness!” she exclaimed. “Just look at you! Is the rest of you as cute as your face, little guy?”

      Reaching down, she carefully pulled the other lettuce leaves aside to reveal a plump, furry body that matched the face. It really did look like a guinea pig, Alli thought, other than the fact that it had a long, furry tail that looked like it belonged on a Golden Retriever or an Irish Setter. The tail was twice as long as the pink guinea pig creature’s body, when it was unfurled, and had long, feathery fronds floating all around it.

      “So are you an extra rare Chub?” Alli cooed at the little creature. “I’m so sorry I poked you with my fork—I didn’t know you were in there. Hey, could I pet you, do you think?”

      Moving slowly, she reached down to try and stroke the silky little head. But the Chub seemed to take a sudden fright at her gesture. As her hand came down, it reared up on its chubby hind legs and hissed at her, showing long, sharp, green teeth that matched its eyes.

      Then its long, silky tail began to spin a little like a helicopter’s blades. Throwing lettuce in every direction, it lifted right off the plate. Still hissing at Alli, it zipped away, it’s chubby pink body dangling by its swiftly rotating tail.

      “Wow.” Alli watched it go, feeling like she had the one time in college when she’d dropped acid. The little creature dived out of sight behind the bed and abruptly stopped hissing. She supposed she would have to try and find it later. This was definitely turning out to be the strangest meal she’d ever had.

      Not that she’d gotten to eat much of anything. Her stomach growled again and she looked doubtfully down at the menu.

      “I don’t suppose I could just have a chicken Caesar salad or a cheeseburger, could I?” she asked out loud. But nothing happened. Apparently she could only order from the menu.

      “All right.” Alli sighed. “I guess I’ll try the Zornk stew.”

      The silver domed platter and the spilled lettuce disappeared to be replaced by a lovely china soup bowl. It was filled with steaming multi-hued blue broth that had pink and purple chunks floating in it.

      Alli picked up a silver spoon and dipped it into the broth. In it were swirls of sky blue along with streaks of turquoise and navy and cerulean. It looked like someone had taken all blue crayons from a child’s box and melted them into a soup.

      She wasn’t hoping for much, so she wasn’t surprised when the sip she took tasted a little like a cross between sweet dill pickle juice and Vietnamese fish sauce. Sweet…sour…tangy…strange were the words that came to mind.

      Not great.

      Determined to try again, Alli picked up the new fork which had appeared by her plate and stabbed one of the purple chunks. She nibbled it carefully, not sure what to expect.

      The purple chunk had a flavor rather like cooked sweet potato but the chewy texture of tough steak. It was edible, but only just barely. Alli ate it because she was so hungry and then tried one of the pink chunks. This one had the texture of a cooked carrot—which was okay—but the flavor of a half-sour pickle mixed with blackberries, which wasn’t so great.

      She ate a few more of the rubbery steak-textured, sweet potato-flavored chunks and then gave up on the stew.

      “Please take this away and give me, uh…” She scanned the Dessert listings. Well, the U’ka-tok was definitely out—she had no interest in eating tentacles and antennae, no matter how buttery the pastry they were wrapped in was.

      “Give me some of the blib-blabs,” Alli said. They sounded like some kind of fruit, which was nice—she hoped, anyway.

      At once the soup bowl and spoon disappeared to be replaced by a magnificent silver ewer filled with a perfectly arranged pyramid of grape-sized fruit. They were round and seemed to glow slightly with a yellow light from within. Their pale, silky golden skins were covered in sparkling crystals of what looked like light purple sugar.

      “Okay now—this looks pretty good,” Alli murmured to herself hopefully. Maybe for once she would like what she had ordered.

      She picked up one of the glowing fruits and touched her tongue to the pale purple crystals that encrusted its outer skin. The flavor reminded her of candied violets—which happened to be a taste she liked very much.

      “Mmm!” Alli murmured to herself. “Finally—something good!”

      She popped the whole fruit in her mouth and bit down, expecting the juicy sweet gush of a ripe grape covered in crunchy sugar crystals.

      She got the sugar crystals all right, and the juicy gush as well—but it wasn’t sweet.

      “Ugh!” Alli moaned as she chewed. “This tastes like…like turkey gravy.” She spit it into a napkin and balled it up. “Who ever heard of grapes that taste like gravy?” she muttered to herself. “Gross.”

      Looking at the menu again, she said, “Give me a glass of golden wine.”

      It was the plainest name under the Drinks section and she was hoping for something to get the gravy-grape-candied-violets taste out of her mouth.

      She was expecting a white wine—maybe a champagne. Instead, the crystal goblet was suddenly filled with a liquid that looked exactly like melted gold. So much so, in fact, that Alli touched her fingers to the side of the crystal carefully to make sure it wasn’t boiling hot.

      The liquid gold appeared to be chilled, however, so she lifted the goblet and took a tiny sip.

      The golden wine tasted a lot like melted cinnamon sticks, Alli decided, rolling the rather thick liquid around on her tongue. It wasn’t too sweet and it didn’t really taste like wine at all, but the beverage was silky on her tongue and didn’t taste too strange or spicy or weird to enjoy. She drank half the glass and was about to look at the menu again when a deep voice said,

      “I trust you’re enjoying yourself, Allisandra.”
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      Alli gasped and dropped the goblet of golden wine from a suddenly nerveless hand.

      Moving too fast for her to see, Kane caught it in midair before it could spill a single drop. He returned it nonchalantly to the table as though his incredibly fast reflexes were of no account. Then he fixed his mirrored gaze on Alli and frowned.

      “I hope you’ve had your fill,” he said. “Because it’s time for your first Stinging.”

      “My…my first what?” Alli’s heart was pounding. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’ll see. Come.” He held out a hand to her.

      Though every instinct she had told Alli to run, she found she was taking his offered hand instead and letting the big Kru’ell One lead her from the rooms he had designated as hers.

      They walked down the long, dimly lit corridor again until they reached the room she remembered from her dreams—the Hall of Shadows.

      Alli looked around fearfully, her heart beating in her throat as he led her to a new piece of equipment. It was a large black metal structure shaped like an X and there were manacles at all four corners. There was also a kind of padded bench below it, which was obviously meant to be knelt on.

      “That’s right,” Kane said, clearly answering her thought. “And that’s where I want you to kneel right now—on the bench with your legs spread and with your back to the frame.”

      “What…what if I don’t want to?” Alli asked through numb lips.

      “I could make you, of course.” His mirrored eyes flashed. “But it would be better if you would recognize and admit your own desires and allow me to strap you to the Stinging Frame willingly.”

      “The…the Stinging Frame?” Alli asked.

      Kane nodded.

      “This is where you will begin every day—until you learn to hold still without being restrained for your daily Stinging.”

      “But what do you mean when you say ‘Stinging?’” she asked. Then, suddenly, the most frightening part of her dreams rushed back to her. The part where Kane opened his mouth and his tongue grew long and sharp like a needle or…

      “A Stinger,” he finished her thought out loud for her. “Yes, it is a trait of my kind of Kindred to want to inject our concubines with lust-honey—the same way a Blood Kindred injects his mate with his essence.”

      “But…but what if I don’t want to be injected?” Alli exclaimed. She had never liked needles.

      “You may not like it at first,” Kane replied. “But in time, you will come to crave it.” He looked at her, his mirrored eyes half-lidded with lust as his voice dropped to a seductive growl. “You’ll crawl into my lap and offer me your breasts, begging for my Stinging kisses, baby.”

      “You’re going to sting me there?” Alli looked down at her silky nightshirt. Her nipples were hard with fear and the tight little points were clearly visible under the thin material.

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “Among other places. Come on now, Allisandra—kneel for me.”

      “And let you cuff me up and stab me all over with your needle tongue? I don’t think so!”

      She broke and ran, dodging around the crazy bondage equipment, trying to get away—to get anywhere—but here.

      Rushing down the deserted hallway, she threw a desperate glance over her shoulder…and saw that he wasn’t even chasing her.

      “What the hell?” Alli muttered, coming to a halt. Where was Kane? Was he far back behind her, giving her a head start so he could hunt her down? Was that his sick, sadistic little game?

      “This is no game, Allisandra.”

      The deep, gravelly voice came from behind her.

      Gasping, Alli whirled around to see Kane standing there at the end of the corridor. He had gotten around her when she wasn’t looking—but how?

      “This is my fortress. Don’t you think I know every possible way in and out of it?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Allisandra, I am going to Sting you—taking my Sting is part of being my concubine. You must accept that.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” she asked, backing away from him.

      He frowned.

      “Then I suppose I’ll have to do this the hard way.”

      Alli started to run again but he was suddenly right in front of her, blocking her way. God, how could he move so fast?

      “I can do a lot of things, baby,” Kane told her. Then he was swinging her up into his arms and throwing her over one broad shoulder.

      “Hey! Let me go—let me go!” Alli exclaimed, beating on his muscular back with her fists.

      She might as well have been hitting a brick wall. Kane didn’t even flinch from her blows. He simply carried her back to the black metal X and put her down with her knees on the padded bench.

      Alli struggled to no avail—before she knew it, both her hands were above her head and manacled to the arms of the black metal X. This had the effect of thrusting her breasts up and out under the thin nightshirt she wore.

      “And now for your legs,” Kane rumbled. Leaning down, he manacled her ankles as well, making certain her thighs were spread wide apart as she knelt on the padded bench.

      “Please!” Alli tugged on the black leather manacles with their thick silver buckles. “I know you said you can read all my fantasies but I’ve never fantasized about being stuck with needles!”

      “My Stinger is not a fucking needle,” Kane growled. “Now be still while I do what needs to be done. But first, this is in my way.”

      Abruptly, he leaned down and grabbed the neck of her nightshirt. As easily as though he was tearing tissue paper, he ripped the silky material right down the middle, so that the tattered shreds of the night shirt hung on either side of Alli’s now-mostly naked body.

      Alli gasped and tensed, automatically trying to cover herself. But of course she couldn’t, since her wrists and ankles were manacled to the Stinging Frame.

      Kane stood back and nodded, as though in approval.

      “Much better,” he rumbled. “Now you have nowhere to run, Allisandra—and no way to hide your luscious body from me.”

      “Please!” She tugged on the manacles again. “I don’t want this!”

      This declaration would have stopped a normal Kindred in his tracks. The race, as a whole, was biologically hardwired to protect and revere women and never to hurt or abuse them.

      But Kane was no ordinary Kindred—he was a Kru’ell One. And so, he didn’t stop.

      “Easy now, baby.” Leaning down, he stroked the side of Alli’s hot cheek.

      She jerked away and tried to bite him but he quickly withdrew his hand.

      Smiling, as though she’d passed some kind of test, he nodded.

      “Ah, there it is—the fire in you. You didn’t show it much last night when I took you from your home and gave you my seed. But here it is today—I knew you’d show it eventually.”

      Alli’s heart was pounding as she struggled uselessly against the thick leather straps that held her to the Stinging Frame. But his words still filled her with shame.

      “I…I was disorientated last night! I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      “Oh, you knew all right, baby,” Kane rumbled, frowning. “Don’t bother to lie to me or to yourself. More than any sexual fantasy you have—and you have plenty of them—you desire to have a child of your own. That was why you opened yourself so submissively to my cock last night and let me come in you again and again.”

      “I don’t…don’t want a baby!” Alli protested. “I don’t want to be pregnant!”

      But was that really true? She couldn’t help remembering the way her heart had sunk when Douglas had told her he had no wish to have children. Could it be that Kane was right about her?

      But no—surely not! Surely—

      “My Sting is like the bite of a Blood Kindred’s fangs,” he said, interrupting her frantic thoughts. “A split-second of pain followed by deep pleasure.”

      “But I don’t want you to—” Alli began.

      “Now let me see…where shall I Sting you first?”

      There was a frown of concentration on his face and it was clear he wasn’t going to stop. Then he appeared to make up his mind. Leaning down, he cupped Alli’s right breast in one big, warm hand.

      “Please,” she whispered tightly, her whole body tensing against the leather straps which held her in place. Her heart felt like it was trying to pound its way out of her chest as Kane opened his mouth and his tongue elongated and sharpened, becoming the needle-like appendage that had haunted her dreams for months.

      “Hold still, baby,” he murmured—and how his voice could still come out sounding so normal when his tongue was like that was beyond Alli. “It won’t hurt so much if you hold still,” he told her.

      And then he sucked her right nipple deep into his mouth.
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      Alli stiffened as the wet heat enveloped her tender bud. She tried to draw away, but the leather manacles and Kane’s big hands were holding her in place.

      A part of her recognized that this was inevitable now. She tensed, trying to be ready to bear the pain. Trying not to think about what was happening—what was about to happen.

      Over soon, she told herself frantically. It’s all right—everything is going to be all right because it’s going to be over s—

      Her frantic thoughts were cut off by a sharp, piercing pain right in the middle of her nipple.

      But the pain was so brief, she barely felt it. The next moment, she was enveloped in pleasure and the strange feeling of her nipple growing. It was as though the big Kru’ell One was giving her too much pleasure to contain and her nipple and areola were swelling and expanding as a consequence.

      When Kane drew back at last, she saw that the strange feeling hadn’t been her imagination. Her right nipple, which had been a little on the small side before, was now twice as large as it had been. Her areola on that side, which had been about the size of a silver dollar, was now as big in diameter as a teacup.

      “Oh my God,” she moaned, staring down at herself. “What did you do to me?”

      His eyes flashed.

      “Only marked you as my own, baby. Come on—give me your left breast and let me Sting your other nipple too.”

      Alli told herself she didn’t want to do it, yet she found she was thrusting out her breast and feeding her left nipple into his parted lips.

      Kane laid a gentle kiss on the pink point.

      “Very good, Allisandra,” he murmured, just as he had the night before. “Such a good girl to let me Sting you.”

      Then he sucked her left nipple into his mouth and Alli felt the same intense pain and pleasure combination she’d felt before with her right nipple.

      She moaned—she couldn’t help it. She found she was thrusting her breast out, trying to offer him more, trying to get more of the intense, addictive pleasure he gave her with his Sting.

      Kane drew back, a cruel smile playing over his sensuous mouth.

      “Didn’t I tell you that you’d offer your breasts to me and beg for my Sting?” he growled. “Now let’s see—should I Sting you lower, as well?”

      He knelt in front of her spread thighs and Alli had the suddenly, uncomfortable remembrance that she had never taken a shower to wash his seed out of her from the night before, as she’d meant to.

      Kane seemed to notice it too, because he looked up at her with a sardonic smile on his face.

      “So you claim you don’t want to get pregnant. If that’s so, why did you retain my seed instead of trying to wash it out of yourself, Allisandra? I can see it dripping out of your pussy even now.”

      Reaching between her thighs, he casually slipped one long finger into her pussy to prove his point.

      Alli winced in shame when he drew it out, covered in his own seed. God, why hadn’t she taken a shower this morning as she’d meant to? What was wrong with her?

      “There’s nothing wrong with you, sweetheart.” Kane looked up at her and was there something besides cruelty and sadism in his black and silver eyes for a split second? Was there…compassion? “It’s normal for a female to want a child,” he told her. “Your body longs to be filled with life—there’s no shame in that.” He slipped one long finger into her inner folds and began caressing her sensitive clit as he spoke. “Which is why I’m going to Sting you here. So you’ll crave both my kisses on your sweet pussy, and my seed inside you.”

      “No,” Alli whispered. “No, please…”

      But he was already spreading her outer pussy lips and sucking her clit into his mouth.

      Alli gasped at the wet heat and then the sharp sting of his tongue in her tender flesh. But the pain was only for a moment before it turned into a deep, intense pleasure.

      Immediately, she began to come.

      “Ahh!” she cried. Her hips jerked, the orgasm hitting her as hard and fast as a freight train. She could feel her inner muscles contracting, fisting tight inside her, and suddenly she wished she could feel the big Kru’ell One’s cock deep in her pussy, as she had last night. Only this time she wanted him in her to the hilt—filling her, fucking her, coming in her deep, so deep to fill her womb with life…

      No! Alli tried to tell herself. No, I don’t want that—I don’t!

      But if that was true, why did her pussy contract so hungrily, begging to be filled? Why did she ache inside with longing, with need?

      At last Kane withdrew, licking his lips as though he savored the taste of her pain and pleasure.

      “There.” His deep voice was thick with lust as he looked up and held her eyes with his. “Now you’ll crave my cock and my seed inside you, baby.”

      “No, no I won’t,” Alli denied, but she knew she was lying. And moreover, Kane knew it too.

      “Yes, you will,” he said implacably. “And when you do, you only have to come to me and beg to be filled.” Leaning forward, he placed another gentle, sucking kiss on her clit, which also seemed to be swollen and extra sensitive, just like her nipples were after he had Stung them. “Remember,” he told her, pulling away. “I’m always ready to help you conceive.”

      “I don’t want that,” Alli whispered. Something hot and wet was rolling down her cheeks and she realized abruptly she was crying. “I…I swear I don’t, Kane.”

      He frowned.

      “Call me, ‘Master.’ And if I want to get you pregnant, Alli, I will do it—whether you want me to or not.”

      He stood before Alli could deny his words again and cupped her face in both hands.

      “But you do want me to, baby,” he murmured, stroking her tears away with his thumbs. “I’ve seen the desire inside you—it’s buried so deep you don’t want to acknowledge it, but it’s there. So I’m going to make it come true—going to fill your sweet pussy with my seed and swell your belly with new life. Before I let you go, you’ll know that my child is planted in your womb.”

      He stroked one big hand over her lower belly, making Alli shiver.

      “I…I…” She didn’t know what to say. But then speech was impossible because Kane leaned forward and kissed her.

      Alli gasped when she felt the by-now familiar Sting of his needle-sharp tongue as it drove into hers. But then she was flooded with pleasure again—a pleasure too deep to deny.

      She lost herself in his kiss and for a time, knew no more.
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      Kane took himself to task as he finally unfastened her from the Stinging Frame. What was wrong with him, Stinging her mouth so that she craved his kisses? He never kissed his concubines—it was too intimate.

      And why had he promised to give her his seed again? Promised to plant a baby in her belly before he let her go?

      Though many Kru’ell Ones took a long-term concubine to get themselves an heir, Kane had never desired one. Not until he took Allisandra, that was.

      I don’t want an heir, he argued to himself. I’m simply fulfilling her deepest desires and feeding from the emotion that results, as I always do with my concubines.

      But somehow the words didn’t quite ring true. He couldn’t help imagining the two of them together—not as Master and concubine but as lover and lover—mate and mate. Couldn’t help thinking of the way Allisandra would look holding his baby in her arms as he held them both, protected and cared for them…

      No! Kane told himself sternly. That’s impossible and you know it. The OverLord would never allow it. And even if he would, to bond a concubine to you is death because then you can never feed on any other. And when she leaves, you’ll starve. Don’t be a fool, Kane!

      But no matter how he lectured himself, he couldn’t quite drive the longing he felt away, as he helped Allisandra out of her ruined nightshirt and led her to the Dressing Room.
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      “What is all this?” Alli asked, looking in bewilderment at the racks of clothing in the new room Kane had led her into.

      “Clothing appropriate to your new station,” he growled. “Clearly you can’t continue to wear that rag you came here in.” He nodded at the shredded nightdress Alli still clutched to her chest, trying to cover herself with the ragged fabric.

      “If it’s a rag now that’s only because you ripped it up,” she accused, frowning at him.

      Kane shrugged, his broad, bare shoulders rippling with the motion. He himself was wearing a sleeveless black leather vest, black leather trousers, and black boots.

      Looking at the racks of clothing, Alli was pretty sure she was going to wind up wearing black leather too—there was a lot of it here.

      “Is this where you keep the clothes for all your, uh, concubines?” she asked, looking up at him. “You must have had a lot of them.”

      “I’ve had a fair few, though not nearly as many as some Kru’ell Ones,” he said, not bothering to deny her charge. “I prefer quality over quantity. A female must possess a certain spark to get my attention.” He leaned forward and cupped her cheek in one hand. “You, Allisandra, don’t just have a spark—you’re an open flame. The moment your desires reached out to me, I knew I had to have you, even though you were in a whole other universe.”

      Alli bit her lip and looked down.

      “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or not.”

      “Of course it is.” Kane kissed her very lightly on the mouth but she found that even that gentle touch seemed to set a fire in her. She had to fight with herself not to kiss him back and, in the end, only held out through sheer force of will.

      Kane drew back and searched her eyes with his, smiling a little.

      “There’s that fire again. My Sting has made you crave my kisses but somehow you managed to keep from kissing me back. You managed to resist the urge.”

      “Get used to it,” Alli said tightly. “I’m not as easy as you seem to think.”

      Kane cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “The craving and needs caused by my Stings on your body will get worse you know,” he said softly. “I’ll be here waiting when your nipples get so tight you moan or when your womb is thirsty for my seed and your pussy aches so badly you know nothing but my cock and cum deep inside you can ease your pain.”

      “Liar!” Alli exclaimed. “That’s not going to happen.”

      Kane shrugged.

      “Suit yourself. I’ll be here when you change your mind. Now, let’s find you something appropriate to wear.”

      And he turned to the racks of clothing and began hunting through this was all completely normal.

      “I don’t want to wear leather,” Alli said as he searched through the racks. “I don’t like it—it’s hot and uncomfortable.”

      She expected him to fight with her about it since most of the clothing she could see appeared to be leather. But he only shrugged.

      “As you wish. Here—put these on.”

      He handed a hanger to her that held a black lace outfit.

      Well, at least it’s not leather, Alli thought as she took it from his hand.

      “Where can I put it on?” she asked. “Is there a dressing room or something in here?”

      Kane raised both eyebrows in apparent surprise.

      “Are you still ashamed of your luscious curves, Allisandra? You still want to hide them from me?”

      “I just want a little privacy, that’s all,” Alli snapped. “I don’t think that’s too much to ask after everything you’ve put me through.”

      “Very well—if you want a private chamber, ask for one,” he said blandly.

      Oh, right—she kept forgetting about that.

      “I’d like a private dressing stall,” Alli said aloud. “One with a mirror so I can see how I look.”

      At once a wooden stall about as big as a dressing booth appeared, complete with a curtain to keep out prying eyes.

      “Thank you,” Alli said, though it probably wasn’t necessary. Then she stepped into the stall, taking the lace outfit with her.

      At first she had thought it was some kind of long gown, but once she took the pieces of the outfit off the hanger, she saw it wasn’t so. The part she’d mistaken for a gown was just a lacy, see-through robe.

      The actual top was a kind of demi-bra which supported her breasts but didn’t hide them. That function was left to a thin panel of stretchy lace which was affixed to the front straps and came down just low enough to cover her nipples.

      It didn’t, however, cover the bottom curves of her enlarged areolas. Alli looked at them with concern, wondering if they would revert to their normal size after Kane’s Sting wore off or if this was a permanent change.

      Trying not to think about it, she pulled on the panties that went with the bra and frowned. Just as the bra had no real cups, the panties had no actual crotch—just a thin panel of lace which pulled down from the top waistband and barely covered the top part of her pussy slit. As with her areolas, her swollen clit was visible, peaking out from under the lace, as though begging for Kane’s mouth on her again.

      Alli tugged in vain, trying to get the lacy panels of both bra and panties to cover more of her sensitive areas, but in the end she had to give up and just put on the long lace robe that went with the set and try to cover herself that way.

      It wasn’t a very successful attempt since the robe was too small and the panels refused to meet over her breasts. So in the end, Alli felt almost as naked exiting the small dressing stall as she had entering it.

      “Mmm, yes. Nice, very nice,” Kane growled when he saw her. “I knew that soft black lace would frame your fiery beauty well, Allisandra. You look beautiful.”

      “I look exposed,” Alli protested, trying not to blush and failing.

      “But there’s a purpose for that,” Kane purred, his rough voice suddenly gone silky. He pulled her to him. “For instance, what if you need me to suck your nipples? This lace panel comes up nicely to give me easy access.”

      As he spoke, he raised the lace to bare her nipples and began to trace her sensitive peaks with his fingertips in a way that sent shivers through Alli’s entire body.

      “What…what if I don’t…don’t want you to do that?” she asked, nodding down to where he was touching her. “You can’t just…just grab me anytime you want to.”

      “Oh, yes I can, baby,” he growled softly. “You’re mine now—even more than when I first took you from your home universe. You have my lust-honey in your system, which means your entire body cries out for my touch. Which is why you’re not pulling away from me now, even though I’m stroking your hard little nipples.”

      “I…I want to pull away,” Alli protested. But did she—did she really? God, it was so difficult to know when what he was doing to her felt so good… so right.

      “Of course you do,” Kane rumbled. “The same way you’d want to pull away if I touched you here.”

      As he spoke, he lifted the lace panel which partially hid her pussy and slipped his big hand between her legs. Though she told herself not to, Alli parted her thighs for him eagerly.

      She tried not to moan as he slipped his long middle finger into her slippery inner folds and began a slow, gentle caress of her swollen, sensitive clit.

      “That’s right, baby,” Kane murmured, holding her eyes with his own as he continued to explore and pleasure her. “That’s right—give it up for me. You know you want to. Would you like me to eat your soft little pussy now?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Alli moaned, though she knew her answer ought to be an unequivocal no.

      “Well, why don’t we find out?” Kane growled softly. Sliding to his knees before her, he spread her legs wider and laid a soft, hot, open-mouthed kiss on her outer pussy. Then, apparently wanting to get deeper, he lifted Alli’s left leg and placed it over his broad shoulder.

      This had the effect of spreading her pussy open and almost overbalancing her. Alli gasped and leaned forward, grabbing for his broad shoulders for balance as the big Kru’ell One nuzzled between her legs.

      “Gods, so wet,” he growled as he lapped her inner thighs, swiping away her spilled juices with his hot tongue.

      “That…that was what…what my fiancé didn’t like about it,” Alli admitted in a low voice, though she wasn’t sure why she was admitting it.

      “He was a fucking idiot if he didn’t want to lap up all your sweet honey,” Kane told her. Leaning forward, he gave her a long, hot lick, starting at the entrance of her pussy and dragging his tongue all the way up to the top of her slit. “Gods, baby, you taste as good as you smell,” he groaned. “And your scent drives me fucking crazy.”

      “Oh…oh!” Alli moaned as she gripped his shoulders. She didn’t know what else to say—could barely think at all while he was doing this to her. It had always been a fantasy of hers to be with a man who really knew how to eat pussy and who really wanted to do it. And now Kane was fulfilling that particular fantasy perfectly.

      That’s right—he’s fulfilling your fantasies, whispered a little voice in her head. And remember what other fantasies he claimed you had? What about the one where he said you wanted to get pregnant? What about that one, Alli? Are you really just going to roll over for him and let him do anything he wants to you just because he tells you to—just because he used that weird tongue of his on you and Stung you?

      Alli knew the practical little voice was right—it was always right. Acknowledging the truth brought her a moment of clarity and she understood that if she didn’t at least try to resist the big Kru’ell One she would most definitely be going home with his child planted firmly in her belly—if she got home at all.

      I can’t let that happen—I have to resist! she told herself. I have to get away before I wind up begging him to take me—to come in me again like he did last night.

      Biting her lip, she gathered her will. Then, even though her body was crying out for the big Kindred’s touch, she somehow managed to push away from him.

      “Allisandra?” he asked, frowning.

      “No!” Alli gasped, putting up one hand to ward him off.

      She stumbled backwards a few steps, her clit throbbing from the rough, luscious licking he’d given her. Her pussy begging to be filled and her womb already felt thirsty for his come. But she refused to give in to the demands of her body—refused to let herself be used like all Kane’s concubines before her.

      Kane frowned, his sensuous lips still shiny with her juices. But he didn’t come after her.

      “So you want to play ‘hard to get’ as you humans call it—is that it, Allisandra?” he rumbled.

      Alli lifted her chin. Her heart was pounding but she somehow kept her voice from trembling.

      “I just don’t want to end up like your other concubines—used and discarded,” she told him.

      Kane rose from his crouch and towered over her, his face like a thundercloud. For a moment, Alli was certain he would come after her and shake her or maybe roar at her in his deep, gravelly voice. But at last he only said,

      “You are like no other concubine I have ever had.”

      Then he turned and left so swiftly Alli didn’t even see him go.
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      She held out for a whole week—a whole week of sexual starvation that nearly made her crazy.

      Every morning after breakfast—(which she had learned to manage better by asking for specific menus from restaurants she knew on Earth, so that the food she asked for was familiar)—Kane came to take her to the Hall of Shadows.

      Every morning he strapped her to the Stinging Frame and stung her mouth, both nipples, and her clit. He Stung inside her pussy too—promising Alli it would make her crave his seed even more.

      He was right.

      At times, she thought she was going crazy, the need for his hands and mouth on her body, his seed in her pussy, was so great. But somehow Alli held out.

      Part of it was knowing how much time she had left to endure this torture. After the second Stinging session, when Kane had returned her to her room, she called for a calendar which showed how many days she’d been with him and how many days she had left before she went home.

      An old-fashioned paper calendar appeared with three red Xs on it…and twenty-seven clear squares. Every evening, Alli marked off another day and every morning she told herself to hold on because there was one day less before she would be going home.

      That was, if the big Kru’ell One kept his promise. But so far Kane seemed to be true to his word. He didn’t touch her—other than to Sting her each morning. Though that in itself was an ordeal, since he tended to spend a long time kissing and sucking her nipples and lapping her clit and the inside of her pussy before he Stung her. But other than that, he left her alone except for the fact that he expected her to have dinner—or Last Meal—with him every night.

      The dinners were held in his private chambers—vast, shadowy rooms lit mostly by candlelight. They were furnished in heavy, black wood furniture with blood-red upholstery. They reminded Alli of something you might see in a Medieval castle.

      During dinner, Kane was always polite and he proved to be an excellent listener. He asked many, many questions about Alli’s past and present and her hopes for the future. She found herself speaking freely to him about her job aboard the Mother Ship, her life with Douglas, and even her upcoming wedding.

      “So, you do not love this fiancé of yours, but you plan to join your life to his permanently?” Kane asked her one evening, near the end of her first week with him. “Why, Allisandra?”

      Alli shifted in her seat uncomfortably. She knew there was no point in denying his words—they were true. She didn’t love Douglas and Kane could see into her well enough to know it.

      “Douglas is a nice guy,” she said, trying to justify herself. “We both love our work and we don’t bother each other too much.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow and frowned.

      “That sounds more like you’re picking a roommate than a lover to share the rest of your life with,” he pointed out. “Do you really think such monotony and tepid affection will make you happy in the long run?”

      “Well it’s better than sitting up here in a space fortress brooding all day and torturing people sexually!” Alli snapped.

      Her need for his touch had her at a breaking point. It was damn difficult to ignore the desire she felt for the big Kru’ell One sitting across from her when he was so close she could smell his warm, spicy, masculine scent and see his mirrored eyes glinting in the firelight.

      Kane didn’t appear offended by her remarks. He only gave her a sympathetic look and shook his head.

      “Is the need getting to be too much for you, baby?” he asked softly. “Is desire overwhelming you? You know you only have to ask and I’ll do whatever you want. Do you want your nipples sucked? Your pussy licked? Or do you need to be filled with my cock and my come?”

      “If you’ll do whatever I want, then stop Stinging me!” Alli exclaimed. “You’re making me crazy and you know it.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “Sorry, baby, but I can’t do that.”

      “Why?” Alli asked. “Because you’re some kind of emotional vampire and you live by feeding off my pleasure when you…when I let you do…do what you want to do to me?”

      Kane didn’t even try to deny it.

      “Yes,” he said simply. “Though I can live off any kind of strong emotion, I find pleasure most satisfying and nourishing. Many Kru’ell Ones live off pain—it is why we’ve gotten such the reputation of being Sadists.”

      “I suppose I should be glad I didn’t catch the eye of one of those kinds of Kru’ell Ones,” Alli said, frowning.

      His face, which had been mildly amused, went suddenly grave.

      “Very lucky,” he growled. “If you had caught the eye of our Overlord for instance—” He stopped abruptly and shook his head.

      “What?” Alli was intrigued in spite of herself. “The who?”

      “The Overlord who rules us all—the head of the Kru’ell Ones,” Kane explained. “He feeds exclusively off pain. It is said that not many of his concubines survive his…attentions.”

      “How awful!” Alli shivered at the thought. “What happens to your concubines, though?” she asked, frowning at Kane. “Do you let them go home—the way you promised to bring me home when my month is up?”

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “If you’re probing to see if I am still planning to take you home at the end of our solar month together, the answer is yes, Allisandra. I fully intend to honor my word to you.”

      Alli felt something loosen in her chest. She’d been afraid to bring the subject up herself but she wanted desperately to know that she absolutely would be getting out of here after her allotted time was up. Still, she also wanted to know what Kane did with a girl after he was finished “feeding” on her.

      “Thank you,” she said. “That’s good to know. But my question stands—what happens to your other concubines when their month is up? Unless you keep some of them for longer?”

      “I never keep a concubine for longer than a month. In fact, I usually only keep them for a week,” Kane said, frowning. “It’s too easy to grow attached when one is feeding off of pleasure, as I am.”

      Alli wished he would have agreed to let her go in a week, but she didn’t say it out loud. She wanted to wait and see what else he might say.

      “Most of my concubines—in fact, all of them besides yourself—have come from Earth,” he told her.

      “Your Earth, you mean,” Alli said flatly. “The world you took over and dominated for your own use.”

      “Yes.” Kane shrugged. “I’ve never denied that. But the problem with getting concubines from a subjugated people is that they tend to be dull and lifeless—stunned into submission by brute force at first and then kept quiescent by the constant supply of Calm which they’re given as a supplement every day.”

      “Calm?” Alli frowned. “What’s that?”

      “A drug,” Kane said frankly. “Given to all the humans on Earth to keep them from rising up against us. But it also makes the females dull and uninteresting.” He shrugged. “And to answer your question, when I am finished feeding from one of them, I give her a choice. She can either return to the Harem, or go into the general population of Earth, and try to find herself a human mate.”

      “The Harem?” Alli looked at him disbelievingly. This just got worse and worse! “What is the Harem?” she demanded.

      “The complex where all Earth females eligible to become concubines are kept,” Kane answered. “It is where the Kru’ell Ones go when we wish to find a new female to feed from for a time.”

      “Your people really are vampires!” Alli was horrified. “Don’t you have any shame at all about what you’ve done to the people of Earth?”

      “The people of Earth were killing themselves before we came.” Kane’s deep voice was icy. “They were consumed with wars and race riots and they had nearly killed their planet with out of control carbon emissions and climate change. A very few of them held vast wealth, while billions of others went hungry. We changed all of that.” He made a sweeping motion with one hand. “We terraformed the planet and reduced carbon emissions. We reversed climate change. We brought peace and equality to every corner of the world.”

      “By drugging the people!” Alli exclaimed. “I’m sorry, but it doesn’t matter what wonderful things you’ve achieved if you had to take away people’s free will to do it!”

      Kane shrugged. “If it helps, I voted against giving the humans Calm. But I was outvoted. The Overlord wanted it and so most of the Council voted with him.”

      Alli shook her head.

      “I’m just really glad my Earth isn’t like the one your people have ‘annexed’. It would be awful to have to choose between having my emotions fed off of constantly or going to live in a place where nobody has any free will.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Come on now, baby—has it really been that bad, having me feed off your pleasure?”

      “It’s torture,” Alli whispered. Even now her nipples tingled and her pussy throbbed with need.

      Kane had spent an especially long time licking and sucking her nipples and tasting her pussy that morning before he had Stung her and she could still feel his hot mouth on her. Because no matter how much he teased her, he never let her come. Even when he Stung her clit, she wasn’t able to reach the peak—although she would come maddeningly close each time.

      The constant stimulation without gratification was really beginning to get to her. It was making her snappish and desperate and frankly, Alli wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold out.

      “You don’t have to hold out, baby.” Kane leaned across the table, his eyes gleaming. “Just come to bed with me. I’ll give you everything you need.”

      “Including your seed inside me,” Alli said accusingly. “Since you already stated you intend to make me pregnant.”

      “Is that what this is about?” Kane frowned. “You still don’t want to acknowledge your deepest desire? The desire to have a child of your own?”

      “I don’t…don’t want that,” Alli protested, but again, she couldn’t be sure if she was telling the truth.

      Kane’s black and silver eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

      “You want it…but you fear it,” he remarked. “You have to get over your fear of what you want, Alli.”

      “Maybe…maybe I don’t want to.” Alli put down her napkin and rose from the table. “I’m finished eating. I’d like to go to bed now.”

      “By yourself, I take it.” Kane shook his head. “I’ve never had a concubine hold out as long as you, baby. Especially with as much as I’ve been Stinging you. You have enough of my lust-honey in your system to drive ten females wild.”

      Alli had nothing to say to that.

      “I’m going to bed,” she said shortly. “Good night.”

      And she left before she could do something she would regret.
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      That night Alli had a dream so powerful she woke in tears.

      It was still dark when she opened her eyes, a sob rising to her lips and her cheeks wet. It took her a moment to realize she was really awake.

      What was it? What did I dream of?

      Alli couldn’t remember but the sorrow of the dream, whatever it had been, was still so strong she couldn’t seem to stop crying.

      Suddenly someone was there, beside her in bed.

      “It’s all right, baby,” a familiar gravelly voice murmured in her ear. “Everything is going to be all right.”

      And then Kane was drawing her into his arms and Alli found herself resting her cheek against his broad, bare chest and clinging to him for dear life. It was as though the dream was a treacherous undercurrent in the ocean of sleep which had been trying to drag her under and the big Kru’ell One had thrown her a lifeline. She clung to him, feeling surrounded by safety, never wanting to let go.

      “What is it?” she asked brokenly between sobs. “What’s wrong with me, Kane? Why can’t I stop crying? I had a dream—I can’t remember it but it was so sad.”

      “Try to relax, baby,” he murmured. “Let me into your mind and I’ll help you find it.”

      Though she had been on her guard against him for days, Alli found herself doing as he said. Relaxing against him, she opened her mind, letting down her mental and physical guards and simply melting against him.

      She felt Kane giving her a gentle nudge mentally and then images began rising to her mind. She saw herself as a younger woman—just about to enter law school. She was dressed in black and standing by a gravesite—her father’s, she realized. He had died so young—right after she’d gotten her acceptance letter. And Since Alli’s mom had died when she was only seven, her father’s loss left her alone in the world.

      The sight of the grave site faded and she saw her younger self trying to forget her loss—losing herself and hiding her grief in wild parties, drunken nights, hedonistic sex. It seemed to numb the pain somehow, seemed to take her mind off the empty void she felt inside.

      Alli felt contempt for her younger self but then she heard Kane whispering,

      “No, Allisandra. You mustn’t blame yourself for what you did to ease the pain. You were just trying to survive.”

      “Look where ‘just trying to survive’ got me, though,” Alli said harshly.

      For the next images which came up showed her same younger self holding a pregnancy test and running one hand through her hair anxiously.

      “A baby,” she was muttering as she stared at the positive test. “What in the hell am I going to do with a baby?”

      “So your womb did quicken once before,” Kane murmured.

      Alli felt grief catch her by the throat and her voice came out tight and squeezed.

      “Only once. But…I lost it.”

      Images of her younger self clutching her abdomen and crying with a terrible mixture of relief and sorrow filled her head. This was the part of the dream that had affected her so, she realized. This image from her past which was so painful she’d pushed it down and away until she had almost forgotten it herself

      “After that, I threw myself into law school,” Alli whispered. “I tried not to think of the baby I lost or wonder what my life would have been like if I’d been able to have it. And I stopped my crazy ways and got serious.”

      “You put a lid on your desires—repressed them for years,” Kane rumbled, stroking her hair. “No wonder your yearnings called to me across universes. Your needs are so deep they are like a wound inside you, Allisandra. The need to be loved and to love—the need to bring forth new life…”

      “You’ve only been making all those needs worse,” Alli accused him, but there was no real heat in her voice. She was too tired to be angry—too tired to resist anymore, she realized.

      “I did exacerbate them,” Kane admitted unrepentantly. “But they were festering inside you, baby. If you hadn’t let them out, you would have been miserable all your life.”

      “I’ll still be miserable, according to you,” Alli pointed out. “Since I’m going home to marry a man I don’t even love—one who won’t…won’t give me a baby.”

      “I’ll give you one,” Kane promised, his harsh voice unexpectedly gentle. “Though I can’t keep you with me, I can give you what you long for, Allisandra. And I can love you in the way you need to be loved—at least in the time we have left.”

      Alli bit her lip.

      “I shouldn’t let you…shouldn’t want you to,” she whispered, though she did want him to—desperately. “I shouldn’t cheat on Douglas deliberately.”

      “Let me worry about that,” Kane murmured. “Come here, baby.”

      He drew her to him and kissed her deeply, his big, warm hands roving over her body as he did so.

      Alli let herself get lost in the kiss. The practical little voice was shouting in her head that she shouldn’t do this—that it would go too far. But Alli ignored it. All week the big Kindred had been Stinging her and injecting all her most sensitive areas with his lust-honey and all week she’d been fighting the effects. Finally, she could fight no more.

      The dream had shown her that what Kane said about her deepest desires was true. She had pushed them away for years in shame and pain, feeling like the miscarriage she’d suffered had been her own fault because she didn’t want the baby enough. She felt that she didn’t deserve to have another.

      Now Kane was asking her to put that shame and fear and despair away and embrace what she truly wanted. It might be wrong in some ways, but it felt so right in others. Alli was tired of being ashamed, tired of wanting what she felt she didn’t deserve. Now she intended to take it.

      So when the big Kru’ell One bent to suck her nipples, she thrust her breasts up eagerly. When he spread her legs to taste her pussy, she opened for him willingly and arched her back as he thrust his tongue deep inside her, eagerly lapping away the honey she made.

      It wasn’t until he asked her to open herself for his shaft that Alli hesitated.

      “Douglas,” she whispered, feeling the shame creep back in. “We’re supposed to be married in less than a month. How can I do this to him? How can I cheat on him like this?”

      “You know he won’t give you what you so desperately crave,” Kane rumbled in her ear. “You know he won’t give you a child, Allisandra.”

      “That still doesn’t make it right to make love with another man,” Alli protested.

      Kane was silent for a moment and she could almost hear him thinking. Then he murmured, “I have an idea. What if we weren’t actually making love and yet I gave you my seed anyway?”

      “What? How would that work?” Alli protested. “How could you give me your seed without, er, fucking me?” She had visions of turkey basters in her head but Kane murmured,

      “No, Alli—not like that. I would still need to be inside you—deep inside you—to give you my seed.”

      “Then that’s cheating,” she pointed out flatly.

      “Not if what you truly consider cheating is making love—the act of thrusting a shaft in and out of a willing pussy,” Kane pointed out. “What if I thrust into you and simply held still while I gave you my seed?”

      This seemed to be splitting hairs to Alli, but by then her body was on fire. The many times the big Kru’ell One had Stung her directly inside her pussy, had given her womb a thirst for his seed which she sensed couldn’t be quenched any other way. If this was the closest she could get to not-cheating while he filled her with his come, she would have to take it.

      “All right,” she whispered at last. “How…how do you want to do it?”

      “From behind, I think. That way I can cradle you and stroke you as I fill you” Kane murmured. As he spoke, he turned her so that her back was to his broad chest and he was spooning her much smaller body with his big, muscular frame.

      Alli sighed and snuggled back against him, feeling safe and secure—completely surrounded by his warm, spicy scent. He always smelled so good. Did he make his bonding scent for all his concubines, she wondered?

      “I have never made my bonding scent for anyone but you, baby,” Kane rumbled in her ear as he stroked and tugged her tight nipples, sending sparks of pleasure straight to her already-wet pussy. “And I’ve never given another concubine my seed either.”

      “Why me?” Alli whispered, as he lifted her leg and fit the broad, plum-shaped head of his cock to the entrance of her pussy.

      “Because you need it,” Kane murmured in her ear. “And because you’re special to me, baby. So special. Now open for me, open your sweet little pussy and let me slide all the way inside you.”

      Alli bit her lip as she tried to be open enough for him to do exactly that. The first time he’d entered her, he had only put the head and a bit of his shaft inside her—now she had to take his entire long, thick cock deep in her pussy to the hilt.

      “You’re wet enough to take me, baby,” Kane murmured, clearly hearing her trepidation. “Just relax and let me in. Need to get the head of my cock right against the mouth of your sweet womb so I can fill you up completely.”

      Alli moaned softly as she relaxed against him, letting him fill her. She could feel her inner walls stretching but, as Kane had said, she was wet and slippery from the way he had tasted her earlier and the way he was still plucking and teasing her nipples helped too.

      At last she felt him thrust all the way home inside her, the head of his shaft giving the mouth of her womb a deep and thorough kiss.

      “There it is,” Kane growled softly in her ear. “All the way inside you now, baby. Your soft little pussy is completely filled with my cock. Are you ready to take my seed? Ready to let me fill you up?”

      “Y-yes,” Alli whispered breathlessly. “Yes, Kane—do it. Give me your seed!”

      She waited to feel the hot spurts inside her…but nothing happened. Kane simply held still inside her, his massive shaft stretching her inner walls to the limit as he pressed deep inside her.

      “Um…” Alli turned her head to look up at him and found that he was staring down at her, his mirrored eyes glowing softly in the dark.

      “Feels so good inside you, baby,” he murmured raggedly. “But I can’t come without some stimulation.”

      Alli bit her lip. “So you need to thrust inside me after all? Need…need to fuck me?”

      Kane shook his head.

      “No, I said stimulation—I didn’t say it had to be thrusting. You’re going to stimulate me, baby.” As he spoke, one big hand stole down between her legs and began to stroke Alli’s throbbing clit. “You’re going to come for me,” Kane growled. “Going to come so hard on my cock and milk the seed right out of my shaft into your thirsty little womb. Can you do that for me, Allisandra?”

      “Y-yes. I think so.” Alli could barely moan her agreement. Despite all the pleasure he’d given her earlier, Kane had not yet allowed her to come. In fact, she hadn’t come since that first night in the pool—the first time he had given her his seed. Now he was saying he would finally give her a release.

      “Yes, baby—going to make you come,” Kane growled in her ear. “Come so hard on my cock while I fill you up.”

      As he spoke, he kept circling her swollen, sensitive clit—teasing her, tempting her to come, to finally lose control.

      Alli thought later that she had never come so hard in her life. With a wave of overwhelming pleasure, she felt herself finally tip over the edge he’d kept her on all week.

      “Oh!” she gasped, arching her back and tilting her pelvis, trying to get even more of the big Kru’ell One’s thick shaft inside her. “Oh, Kane, yes—yes!”

      “That’s right, baby,” he murmured, his voice thick with lust as he stroked her throbbing clit. “Gods, I can feel you coming all around me. It’s like your soft little pussy is begging me to fill you up—begging me to fill your womb with life.”

      Alli felt it too. As the orgasm rolled through her, she felt her inner muscles contracting, milking the thick cock deep inside her, stimulating Kane until at last, she felt the first hot spurt of his seed at the very end of her channel.

      Pregnant, she thought. Oh God, he’s making me pregnant!

      But this time the thought held no terror for her—only hope. The big Kru’ell One was giving her want she wanted—what she needed—and at long last, Alli was happy to take it.
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      Kane didn’t know how he held back from Stinging her as he filled her with his seed. It was an instinct so strong he could barely control it—especially with her soft little neck so close and vulnerable.

      Only a strong sense of self-preservation kept him from leaning forward and injecting her with his lust-honey as he filled her with his seed, thus bonding the two of them forever.

      I can’t, he told himself fiercely, even as he crushed her to him and filled her womb with life. Can’t let myself go so far. The Overlord does not allow such things and a bond with Allisandra would mean my death after she leaves me.

      Somehow, he managed to hold back—mainly because he wasn’t thrusting inside her as he came in her. Kane was certain if he had been—if he had truly been fucking her—he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from claiming the curvy little female completely. As it was, he was able to stop himself from bonding her—just barely.

      He started to pull out when it was over but a light touch on his arm stopped him.

      “Stay in me,” Alli murmured, to his surprise. “Don’t leave me yet, Kane. Please. It…it’s so lonely in this big room all by myself.”

      His heart fisted in his chest and he cuddled her close.

      “Of course, baby,” he murmured in her ear. “I’ll stay as long as you want me to.”

      “Thank you,” Alli whispered, snuggling back against him with his hard shaft still buried deep in her pussy. She seemed to find it comforting and Kane—like all Kindred—didn’t go soft after coming. So he was able to hold her close in every sense of the word as they finally drifted off together with his cock still lodged to the hilt in her tight wetness.
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      After that night, Alli stopped fighting her need for him. She woke him the next morning by thrusting her breasts into his face. When Kane opened his eyes, she murmured,

      “You don’t have to strap me to the Stinging Frame anymore. You…you can Sting me now, if you want.”

      Kane took her at her word, sucking her sweet nipples into his mouth and Stinging them both until Alli moaned and writhed against him. She opened her legs to let him Sting her clit as well and when he Stung inside the sweet, sucking well of her pussy, he tasted his own seed mixed with her juices and knew that she’d held it within her all night, hoping it would take root inside her.

      “Mmm, baby,” he growled, kissing her mouth to share the taste of both of them with her. “You taste so good with my come inside you.”

      Alli’s cheeks got red but she lifted her chin, clearly determined not to be ashamed of her desire.

      “I want a baby,” she told him firmly. “I know that now. I…accept it. So I want you to do the best you can to give me one, Kane.”

      “I’ll do my best, baby,” he promised hoarsely and proceeded to give her another load of his seed, this time rolling her over on her back to plant it directly in her little pussy as they lay face to face in her bed.

      Allisandra moaned and writhed under him desperately as he kissed her and slid deep inside her. Kane let her work herself on his cock but as before, he didn’t move himself. He didn’t dare to—he was too afraid that if he thrust inside her he wouldn’t be able to keep from bonding her to him. Allisandra had grown on him in a way no other concubine ever had and he sensed he was in real danger of losing his heart to her.

      But I can’t do that, he reminded himself. Can’t love her and can’t Bond her. I can only give her something to remember me by—can only give her the greatest desire of her heart and hope she remembers me after I let her go…
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      Alli stopped feeling guilty about what they were doing—well, mostly, anyway. After all, she told herself, Kane wasn’t actually making love to her—wasn’t thrusting inside her and fucking her. The big Kru’ell One was just giving her his seed and if he had to be hilt-deep in her pussy to do it, well, was that her fault?

      Alli thought not. If Douglas wouldn’t give her a baby, she would get one however she could and they would have to worry about the details later.

      And so she no longer fought the big Kru’ell One when he wanted to Sting her. In fact, she offered her breasts and spread her legs eagerly. And not just when the two of them were in bed together, either.

      They often sat together with Kane’s thick shaft buried inside her as they read or watched a vid together. Alli felt it comforting to have his thick shaft lodged inside her, so much so that she began to feel empty when he wasn’t filling her. Kane would always hold her close, never thrusting inside her, but only stroking and caressing her sensitive clit until she came all around him, milking the creamy seed from his shaft straight into her pussy.

      Deep down, Alli couldn’t help wishing they could have the whole experience together—that she could feel his thick shaft thrusting in and out of her over and over as he made love to her for real. But she knew that would be wrong—would most definitely be cheating. So she held herself back from asking and simply took what the big Kru’ell One offered.

      Then, one evening, near the end of their second week together, Alli came to dinner in Kane’s rooms and saw something new. It was a strange kind of rocking chair with a motor beneath the seat and a set of footrests directly below the arm rests.

      “What in the world” She walked over to give the chair an experimental push. The motor started to whir and the seat dipped downward and then thrust back up as the chair rocked. The motion continued as Alli watched, wondering what in the world the new furniture was for.

      “Ah, I see you’ve found my new Breeding Chair,” Kane rumbled behind her.

      “Your what?” Alli asked in confusion. “What is it for?”

      “It’s more commonly used in your own universe,” Kane explained. “For Kindred who need to breed a female much smaller and more fragile than they are, gently and carefully. Do you see how the seat dips down and then comes back up again as the motor runs?”

      Alli did see it and suddenly the implications became clear. Once more, the big Kru’ell One had known what she wanted and had found a way to give it to her.

      Using this chair, his shaft would be thrusting in and out of her pussy with the slow, rocking motion of the seat and yet neither one of them would be responsible for the action. It would be the chair doing the fucking—not Kane. And yet, Alli would be fucked—well and thoroughly—she had no doubt. Fucked and filled with his seed, just as she longed to be.

      “Do you like it?” Kane asked, his voice a low rumble of desire.

      Alli bit her lip. She knew she ought to feel guilty about what they were about to do, but she didn’t.

      “Yes.” She looked up at him eagerly. “Can we try it out right now?”

      “Of course baby.” He seated himself in the breeding chair and unfastened his trousers, letting his long, thick shaft spring free. “Come here.” He motioned for her. “Come sit in my lap and let me love you.”

      Alli felt her heart tremble at his words. Could it be that the big Kru’ell One actually was beginning to have feelings for her? She was certainly having feelings for him, though she tried to hide them, even from herself. How could she help it though, when he was always giving her so much pleasure?

      She was wearing another one of the many pairs of sexy, crotchless panties that Kane liked her in so there was nothing in the way when she climbed into the big Kru’ell One’s lap and settled down to take his thick shaft deep in her cunt.

      “Gods, baby,” he groaned softly as Alli—with one practiced motion—straddled him and took his shaft inside her pussy down to the root.

      “Mmm, Kane,” she whispered, fitting her feet to the footrests and leaning her cheek against his broad chest. “Feels so good to have you inside me.”

      “It’s about to feel better,” he promised her and started the Breeding Chair’s motor.

      Alli moaned softly as the seat dipped down, drawing his thick shaft out of her until only the head was still lodged in her pussy, and then pressed back up again, thrusting Kane’s long cock to the root inside her. They both groaned as he touched bottom inside her and leaned down to take her mouth in a hot kiss.

      Alli kissed him back and held on tight, loving the feeling of his shaft thrusting inside her at last, even if it was the Breeding Chair doing the thrusting and not him.

      “That’s right, baby,” he murmured when he broke the kiss at last to look into her eyes. “I thought you might like this chair.”

      “I do,” Alli confessed breathlessly. “It’s wonderful, Kane. And…” She bit her lip shyly. “I like the way it moves.”

      “I do too, baby,” he murmured. “Love the way it thrusts my cock so deep in your tight little pussy.”

      Then he kissed her again as the Breeding chair did its work.

      It didn’t take long for Kane to come inside her and Alli to come with him. It seemed that getting properly fucked made her multi-orgasmic, for the two of them came over and over as the Breeding Chair rocked gently, thrusting Kane’s thick shaft into her again and again while Alli squeezed and milked him with her inner walls.

      They spent hours in the Breeding Chair after that, and though Alli sometimes wished for a harder or faster motion, she understood that Kane was giving her everything he could while trying not to cross the line they had drawn.

      She was content and truly happy for the first time in a long time, as the Big Kru’ell One made love to her in the only way he could, and attempted to make her pregnant.

      One day as they finished a long, luxurious breeding session and Kane was still buried deep in her pussy, Alli admitted to herself she never wanted this time to end. Resting her head against his broad, bare chest, she began to wonder about staying on with Kane after her month was up.

      Am I crazy? she wondered. Do I have Stockholm Syndrome? Or am I addicted to his Sting?

      Maybe you’re just falling in love with him, whispered a little voice in her head.

      Alli frowned—that couldn’t be. But how could she help having some feelings for a man who had unearthed her deepest desire and was doing everything in his power to give it to her? Not to mention the fact that the sex truly was mind-blowing—and certainly nothing at all like what she had with her fiancé.

      Comparing her love-making with Douglas to her time with Kane was like comparing a child’s finger painting to the work of the great Masters or contrasting a simple tune to a symphony played by a full orchestra. Or maybe it was more like the difference between fast food and a gourmet meal. The point was, her fiancé simply couldn’t hold a candle to her captor.

      Every time he entered her, Kane looked into her eyes and kept her in the moment with him so that Alli never felt the need to fantasize. He spoke softly in that deep, gravelly voice of his, telling her all the erotic things he wanted to do to her, telling her how much he desired her, making her feel like the only woman in the universe for him. Sometimes he tied her to the bed, blindfolded her, and teased and tasted her for hours before letting her come. And he never let her forget that he found her beautiful and sexy and gorgeous and perfect just the way she was.

      Contrast all that with Douglas’s once-a-week pump, squirt, roll over and snore routine, and there was no contest.

      Alli tried to imagine her life if she stayed with the big Kru’ell One—living in his floating space fortress, eventually having a baby—maybe more than one. But how would she educate them? What kind of life would this be for a child?

      Humans were a subjugated race in this universe—would her children also be subjugated or would they have the status of their father? And could she really allow herself to love a member of the race who had taken over the entire Earth and made humans into their slaves and concubines?

      She wanted to broach these ideas with Kane, but before she could, he read her thoughts.

      “It would never work, baby,” he murmured, looking into her eyes and shaking his head ruefully. “You can’t stay with me. My kind don’t bond. We can’t.”

      Alli frowned. “Can’t or won’t?”

      “We don’t,” he emphasized. “The Overlord has forbidden it. And there are…other reasons as well.”

      “What reasons?” Alli insisted, frowning,

      Kane shook his head. He was silent for a moment, and when he spoke, he didn’t answer her question.

      “Because I can’t bond with you, I would eventually have to take another concubine to feed on. You would hate me for that. And you can’t leave your normal life and your work for me. You’d be unhappy eventually and hate me even more for taking you away from everything that you know.”

      “I suppose so.” Alli looked down at her hands. She hadn’t thought about the possibility of the two of them staying together in such stark terms. Hadn’t understood all the obstacles in the way. “I guess I thought I was different from your other concubines,” she said, still not looking at him. “I hoped I was special to you.”

      “You are—so damn special!”

      Kane lifted her chin, looking intensely into her eyes. For a moment the mirror sheen of his own flickered and Alli thought she saw Kane—the real Kane—looking back at her instead of just reflecting her face and her desires.

      “Alli,” he said roughly. “I don’t want to let you go…but I have to. Please, try to understand.”

      “I understand.” She looked away, not wanting him to see the tears that were stinging her eyes. “It’s fine. I need to go back anyway. I…” She lifted her chin. “I’m getting married soon. Well, if Douglas still wants me when I get back.”

      “He’d be a fool not to,” Kane growled, his eyes flashing. “Gods, I hate sending you back to that idiot. He doesn’t deserve you!”

      “Well, you don’t want me—not permanently, anyway,” Alli snapped her hurt and sorrow turning to anger. “What am I to you, Kane—just a meal? And once you’ve finished with me you’ll go looking for some other woman to feed on?”

      His face hardened.

      “That’s how my kind live, Allisandra. It’s the only way there is for us.”

      “Fine.” Alli disengaged from him and climbed off his lap. “Well the buffet line is over—here at least. I’m done with this.”

      Kane gave a short nod.

      “We only have a few days until I have to take you back anyway. If you’re not pregnant by now, I doubt there’s anything more I can do about it.”

      His words made Alli put a hand to her belly. Was she carrying his child? And how would Douglas react to the news that she was pregnant if, indeed, she was? How could she explain to her fiancé that she was having another man’s baby? He hadn’t wanted to be a father to any children of his own—Alli was certain he wouldn’t want to raise one that had been fathered by another male.

      She shook her head.

      I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. In the meantime, it’s time to cut this off—time to start getting over Kane. Otherwise it’s going to hurt so much worse when he takes me back to my own world.

      As always, Kane seemed to know her thoughts.

      “That’s fine with me, Allisandra,” he told her, his face as hard as granite. “If you want to spend our remaining days apart, be my guest.”

      “Don’t you mean be your captive?” Alli shot back. “Isn’t that what I am?”

      “Think what you want,” Kane growled. He rose from the Breeding Chair and fastened his trousers as he spoke. “I’ll see you at Last Meal tonight,” he said and was gone, moving with that strange, almost supernatural speed which always made Alli feel like she was seeing things.

      But right now, all she was seeing were tears. They blurred her vision and blinded her. So much for loving the big Kru’ell One. No matter how many pretty things Kane said to her, it was clear she was nothing but sustenance to him. Then again, what else should she have expected from an emotional vampire, Alli asked herself.

      She’d been a fool to ever let herself care for him.

      Well, from now until the end of her stay, she was going to keep to her room and see Kane as little as possible. She was determined to keep to herself and ignore him.

      At least, those were her intentions. But that was before the Summons…
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      Kane frowned at the piece of parchment unrolled before him. Alli could tell whatever was written on it was bothering him, though she didn’t know why. It had been delivered by special messenger—a sub-space drone which had come all the way from Earth and brought it to the door of his fortress just as they were sitting down to eat.

      Reluctantly, she decided to break her silence, though she had been determined not to speak to the big Kru’ell One through the entire dinner.

      “What is it?” she asked, nodding at the parchment. “And why didn’t they just send you an email or whatever? Why the need for a drone to come all the way from Earth?”

      Kane’s face creased into a grim expression.

      “It’s a Summons,” he said shortly and went back to perusing the elaborately scripted parchment.

      “Well that makes everything as clear as mud,” Alli said dryly. “A Summons from who? What does it mean?”

      At last, Kane looked up at her. Alli saw that his eyes were hard.

      “A Summons from the Overlord,” he growled. “The head of my kind—the leader of the Kru’ell Ones. And he doesn’t fuck around with electronic communications—not with a feast of this importance.”

      “A feast?” Alli raised her eyebrows. “Is it something you have to go to?”

      “I do,” Kane said. “And you do as well—I’m supposed to bring my current concubine.” He shook his head. “Gods damn it—this is going to be fucking dangerous.”

      “Dangerous?” Alli felt a chill skitter down her spine. “Dangerous how? What are you talking about?”

      “Dangerous in that the Overlord is notoriously unpredictable,” Kane growled. “That’s how he’s remained Overlord for as long as he has—it’s not an elected position. He killed twenty other warriors to get to where he is today.”

      Alli didn’t like the sound of that at all.

      “Do you really have to go? Can’t you make some kind of excuse?”

      Kane frowned.

      “If you had ever met the Overlord, you’d know that no excuse would be good enough to miss an event he has personally invited you to. No…” He shook his head. “We’ll have to make an appearance.” He stabbed a finger at Alli. “But you are going to have to keep a low profile, Allisandra. I don’t want you drawing any unwanted attention to yourself.”

      Alli frowned.

      “Unwanted attention? From who? And how can I keep a low profile?”

      “You’ll have to act like all the other concubines,” Kane told her.

      “But…how do they act?” Alli shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “You’ll see,” he said darkly. “Gods, I hate to subject you to this, but I have no choice.” He shook his head. “At least it’s only one event. We should be able to get through a single feast with no incident…I hope.”

      Alli hoped so too, but she had a bad feeling about the upcoming feast. A very bad feeling indeed.
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      The Earth of Kane’s universe was a gray and colorless place.

      Part of that was because of the thick layer of clouds which blanketed the entire planet. Kane had explained that the sensitive eyes of the Kru’ell Ones, which were capable of seeing into another person’s soul, were ill-adapted to stand direct sunlight. Using terraforming machines, the Kru’ell Ones had covered the Earth in clouds, remaking the planet in their own image and better suiting it to their needs.

      They had bent the humans who lived there to their will as well. Alli saw that first-hand as Kane drove his shuttle through the streets of Washington DC. In her world, the US government still had its buildings and institutions in the capital city. On Kane’s Earth, these had been removed or rebuilt for the use of the Kru’ell One Kindred who had taken over.

      The streets which led to the Overlord’s palace—which was located where the White House had been—were muted and colorless. Ordinary people were out and about, but all of them were dressed in plain, gray, shapeless garments. In fact, the only bit of color Alli saw on any of them was a kind of insignia worn either on the left breast or the right sleeve of their clothing.

      When she asked Kane about it, he explained that the various markings denoted which industry a human worked in or which Kru’ell One household they were attached to. As he explained it, this made for easier identification if the human in question got lost or injured.

      Alli was appalled.

      “So they’re like slaves?” she demanded. “Or like pets with chips in their necks?”

      Kane frowned.

      “More like…worker bees. They keep the planet running smoothly, not just for the Kru’ell Ones but also for themselves.”

      “Because they have no choice!” Alli exclaimed.

      “Look at them, Allisandra,” he said flatly. “Do they look like they want a choice?”

      Taking a closer look at the faces of the people on the streets of the formerly bustling city, Alli saw that he was right. She saw no emotion on any of them. All eyes looked straight ahead, intent on their tasks but not wondering or thinking, or planning ahead, not happy or sad or mad—just blank.

      “This is terrible,” she said in a low voice, too shaken to even be angry. “They’re like robots…zombies.”

      “They’re at peace,” Kane argued, but Alli thought he looked slightly uncomfortable as he said it. “It’s the effect of the Calm—the drug they all take every day. It wipes out any aggression they might be feeling and replaces it with peaceful feelings.”

      “They don’t look like they’re having any feelings at all,” Alli objected. “How can you think this is all right? To do this to another race of people?”

      Kane frowned.

      “Personally, I’m not in favor of it—I voted against giving such a high dosage. But the Overlord has the final say and he doesn’t like to be bothered with insurrection. It was either give the humans Calm, or subjugate them with force. Using the drug instead saved millions—perhaps billions of human lives.”

      “But what did you save them for? To live like zombies?” Alli asked. “To walk through the world in a fog, never truly knowing themselves or anyone else, never experiencing any love or joy or excitement?”

      “Or pain or jealousy or greed or anger,” Kane countered. He sighed and shook his head. “This is what I’ll miss about you, baby. Your spark—your fire.”

      “Of course you’ll miss it,” Alli snapped. “Because you certainly can’t get it from any of the drugged zombies around here! I’m surprised you can get any kind of nourishment at all from these people, if you feed from emotions as you claim to.”

      Kane frowned.

      “The dosage of Calm is decreased for a female once she’s chosen as a concubine. But her emotions are still muted, I admit.”

      “Will you also admit that this is wrong?” Alli made a gesture, encompassing the gray, silent streets with the gray, silent people shuffling along them.

      His frown deepened.

      “It is the way things are, Allisandra. Let it drop.”

      “I won’t let it drop!” she exclaimed. “I’m surprised you’re not ashamed of yourself to be affiliated with all this. What would the Goddess say?”

      “We have no Goddess,” Kane growled. “My people were created by the Cruel Father. He sent us out into the universe to subjugate and to feed on those weaker than ourselves. So that’s what we fucking do.”

      Alli shook her head.

      “You can say this is fine, but I don’t think you really believe it, Kane.”

      “What I believe, is my business. Your business is to keep your mouth shut during this feast and not draw attention to yourself.” His gravelly voice had dropped to a menacing growl and he shot her a warning look.

      Alli glared at him.

      “So all this time you’ve been so sweet to me, making love to me—or should I say ‘giving me your seed’—holding and cuddling me because you knew I craved it—pretending you cared about my opinion—all of that was just an act to you? And now you want me to be as dull and lifeless as the poor humans from your own universe that you’ve drugged into submission?”

      “I want you to be safe, God’s damn it!” Kane’s words were a muted roar in the confines of the small shuttle-car. His eyes flashed as he turned to Alli. “Don’t draw attention to yourself,” he growled. “Don’t let them know you’re different. Just keep your place by my side and stay silent so we can get through this. Do you understand?”

      Alli’s mouth was suddenly dry. He hadn’t shown this side of himself before and his fury was frightening. But despite her fear, she thought she understood.

      He’s not really angry at me, she thought, looking into his mirrored eyes. He’s afraid for me—afraid that if I draw attention to myself I’ll be in danger.

      “That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” Kane said shortly. “You’re already too fucking beautiful for your own good. I don’t need the other Kru’ell Ones to see your spirit and covet you for that as well.” He took a deep breath and ran a hand over his shaved head. “I’m sorry you don’t like the state of your world in my universe, but you’ll be leaving it soon enough. So can you please just keep your feelings to yourself long enough for us to get through the feast and get away?”

      “I suppose so,” Alli said stiffly. She shook her head. “After seeing all this, I’ll be glad to go home.”

      “I’m sure you will,” Kane growled. “Here we are—remember to act like all the other concubines,” he added as he parked his shuttle on the West Lawn of what had once been the White House.

      The structure of the original building still stood, Alli saw, but the building had been painted a foreboding dark gray and surrounded by a high, black, spiked fence. Paired with the banks of gloomy, lowering clouds above it, what had once been a symbol of liberty and justice was now an ominous sight.

      A dictator lives there now, Alli thought, feeling her stomach knot into a fist of tension. He’s taken a place of democracy and freedom and twisted it—perverted it. He has silenced the voice of the people—or did his best to silence it, anyway. What has happened to the country and the world I once loved?

      She didn’t know—she only knew it made her sick with fear and dread as Kane came around to her side of the shuttle and helped her out. What other atrocities would she see when she went with him to the feast?

      Alli simply didn’t know, but she was terribly afraid she was about to find out.
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      “Your concubine can wait with the others in the Harem Complex,” the guard told Kane, as they entered the Overlord’s fortress. “There is a meeting of the Council before the feast can begin.”

      Kane stiffened, his hands curling into fists at his sides. He didn’t like the idea of Allisandra being out of his sight for an instant but there was little choice. If he insisted on dragging his concubine with him into the Council meeting, the Overlord would want to know why. That, in turn, would draw unwanted attention to his lovely little female and the others might want to know why she was so different…so alluring.

      No, he decided, he would have to let her go. There was one thing he could do to protect her, though.

      “She can go,” he told the guard. “But I want a Peace Cloak for her to wear first.”

      The guard’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.

      “Something special is she?” he asked, frowning as he looked Allisandra up and down.

      “She’s mine and I don’t want any other male getting ideas,” Kane said sharply. “As long as we’re here in the Overlord’s complex, I want her in a Peace Cloak.”

      The guard shrugged.

      “Suit yourself. Servant!” he shouted at one of the humans dressed in gray who were busily traversing the corridors.

      An older woman with hair as gray as her garments came quickly.

      “Yes, Kru’ell One? How may I be of service?” she asked blandly.

      “A Peace Cloak is needed—now!” the guard snapped. “Be quick about it.”

      The human servant nodded and scuttled off. She was back very shortly with a long, royal blue cloak which fastened at the neck and had a matching hood attached to it. She held it out mutely.

      “Thank you.” Kane took it from her and turned to Allisandra. “Here—let me put this on you.”

      He swept it around her shoulders and fastened it securely at her throat before standing back and taking her in. She looked good, he decided. The Peace Cloak was a clear sign of ownership—no other Kru’ell One would approach her as long as she was wearing it.

      “Good,” he said aloud, speaking to the guard though he was looking at Allisandra. “Now she’s untouchable. As long as she keeps on the cloak, no other Kru’ell One will dare to bother her.”

      The guard nodded.

      “Can I take her to the Harem Complex now?”

      “I suppose so.” Kane still hated letting her out of his sight, but at least now with the Peace Cloak she had a measure of protection. He just prayed that she would keep a low profile and not draw any attention to herself.

      Catching her eye, he gave Allisandra a stern look.

      “Go with the guard,” he told her. “I’ll see you at the feast.”

      Allisandra’s lovely green eyes widened under the royal blue hood and she nodded.

      “Yes, Master,” she said softly. “I…I’ll see you at the feast.”

      And then Kane had to watch as she followed the guard away to the Harem complex.

      As she walked away, he thought of their conversation on the way here. He’d never spoken to a human about what they thought of what had been done to their world, he realized. To him it had seemed right—necessary even.

      The humans had been in the process of destroying their planet and themselves when the Kru’ell One Kindred had found them. That was all changed now—there were no more wars, no more crime, no more hunger or poverty and the climate was almost back to normal.

      But no more emotions either, he thought, watching the gray-clad servants moving silently through the halls as he found his way to what had once been the Oval Office. No more free will.

      For the first time, he questioned the actions of his people. Of course, the Kru’ell Ones had never been purveyors of peace. They conquered every world they landed on, subjugated every race they came in contact with. They had always assumed it was their God-given right.

      But what makes us better than them? Kane asked himself as he looked again at the servants. Why should we dominate them instead of working with them the way the Kindred in Allisandra’s universe have done?

      He had no answers for these extremely uncomfortable questions and he knew better than to ask them of the Overlord, who was known to rule with an iron fist.

      Kane sighed. Maybe later he could start to make some changes but for now, his first order of business had to be getting himself and Allisandra through the feast without any kind of an incident or drawing any attention to his lovely little female.

      It was the only way he could take her home to her own universe where she would be safe.
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      “This way,” the guard said and led Alli through the maze of hallways until they came to a concealed elevator.

      This must be the way to the secret bunker, Alli thought as she followed him uneasily into the dimly lighted box which had only one button marked with a down arrow. Or what used to be the secret bunker. The place the Secret Service hid the President if he was threatened.

      And now it was apparently the Harem Complex. The place where women who were eligible to become concubines to the Kru’ell Ones were kept until they were chosen one by one, like pieces of ripe fruit to be devoured.

      The thought made her shiver and she was glad for the soft, warm fabric of the Peace Cloak that Kane had draped over her shoulders before they parted. Apparently the cloak imparted some kind of protection from other Kru’ell Ones, which was good. From the way Kane had spoken about the others of his kind, Alli had an idea they were a bunch of sadists—especially the Overlord whom she was not looking forward to meeting.

      The elevator seemed to take a long time to descend and the guard ignored her. So Alli had nothing to do but stare down at her feet. She was wearing soft black slippers that went with the gauzy black dress Kane had given her to wear. It was sheer but not see-through and for once there were no holes for her nipples or pussy to show through.

      All in all, it was the most modest garment she’d worn since she’d first come to stay at the big Kru’ell One’s fortress. Alli had an idea that Kane wanted to shield her from the prying eyes of the others of his kind. She was grateful not to have to go naked or mostly naked in front of a bunch of strangers.

      At last the elevator dinged and the doors opened onto a luxurious area with thick, soft blue carpet and dove-gray walls. The large sitting room they stepped out into was dotted with leather padded armchairs and comfortable looking couches arranged in groups around little round tables, like tiny islands in a carpeted sea. It reminded Alli of one of those informal bistros where they wanted you to feel like you were relaxing at home while the wait staff served you ridiculously overpriced lattes.

      There were women seated at the various islands but none of them were talking very much. Most of them were just smiling vaguely, staring off into the distance as though thinking serene thoughts. Or maybe not thinking about anything at all.

      They must still be under the effects of the Calm drug Kane talked about, Alli thought, looking at them with a frown. She supposed she would have to emulate them in order not to draw attention to herself. Accordingly, she pasted a vaguely content smile on her own face as she looked around the room.

      “Here’s the Harem,” the guard said to her, unnecessarily, Alli thought, as he ushered her into the large underground room. “Pick a seat and wait. Your Master will come back for you when he’s ready, before the feast.”

      As he spoke, Alli looked for a good place to sit—though every seat was about the same as every other. At least in terms of the Stepford Wife-like company she could expect, she thought.

      Then she caught a motion from the corner of her eye. A beautiful girl with long black hair had a book in her lap. She was sitting in the far corner and she had clearly been absorbed in reading. But the moment she heard the guard’s voice, she flinched and whisked the book out of sight, under a fold of the gauzy pink garment she wore.

      Alli felt a twist of excitement.

      Ah-ha—somebody with a working brain in this zombie factory!

      The minute the elevator doors dinged shut behind the guard, she headed for the girl and took a seat on the couch right beside her.

      The girl was pretending to stare blankly off into space but Alli saw her glance over for a quick moment, as though wanting to see what her company was like. Taking a chance, she decided to try and strike up a conversation.

      “Sure is gloomy down here,” she murmured, keeping her voice low, though the other Stepford Wives didn’t seem to notice much of anything going on around them.

      The girl risked another glance in her direction.

      “Who are you?” she whispered. “Are you an Immune?”

      “A what?” Alli frowned and turned to her. “What’s that?”

      “You know—someone who’s immune to the effects of Calm.” The girl glanced all around at the other concubines, all sitting and staring blankly into space. “None of them are—but you’re different.”

      “So are you,” Alli pointed out. “I take it you’re an Immune yourself?”

      The girl gave a quick nod.

      “It runs in my family—it’s like a genetic resistance to the drug. There are others too—the Resistance. Haven’t you heard of them? You must have since you seem to be an Immune yourself.”

      Alli shook her head.

      “I don’t honestly know if I’d be immune to Calm or not. I’ve never had any.”

      “What?” The girl frowned. “How can that be? Everyone gets it at least once a day—twice for those considered more likely to rebel against the oppressors.”

      “Oppressors? You meant the Kru’ell Ones?” Alli asked.

      “Shhh! Keep your voice down.” The girl looked around, her large, beautiful dark eyes darting from side to side. “I don’t think there are any around here but they’re so quick and silent they can sneak up on you before you know it.”

      Alli thought of how quickly Kane could move and had to agree.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’m Alli, by the way. I’m here with Kane—my Master, I mean.”

      “I’m Rachel,” the girl said. “So you’re already a concubine?”

      Alli nodded. “My, uh, Master and I are just here for the feast.”

      “That must be why you have a Peace Cloak on.” Rachel looked longingly at the royal blue cloak and hood Alli wore.

      “Kane made the guard give it to me before I came down here,” Alli said. “But I wasn’t exactly sure what the significance of it was.”

      Rachel’s dark eyes widened.

      “You must not be from around here. A Peace Cloak is a sign to everyone that you’re off limits. Wearing that, you can go anywhere and do anything and none of the Kru’ell Ones will bother you.” She shook her head. “Your Master must truly care about you if he made certain you had one to wear.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Alli said, frowning. “I didn’t think he did, but now I’m beginning to revise my opinion.” She stared intently at Rachel. “So the resistance to Calm is hereditary?”

      “It seems to be.” Rachel nodded.

      “But…how do you keep it hidden?” Alli asked. “I mean, can’t the Kru’ell Ones read your mind? I know my own, uh, Master seems to know my thoughts a lot of the time.”

      Rachel shook her head. “Those who are resistant to Calm are also resistant to being probed. The two traits seem to go hand in hand, thank goodness! Otherwise they would have killed us all off long ago.” She leaned forward. “But tell me more about your Master—does he feed from pleasure or pain? Or a combination of both?”

      “Uh…pleasure, I guess. That is, he’s never really hurt me. I mean, aside from uh, tying me up to Sting me,” Alli confessed, feeling her cheeks get hot with a blush as she remembered her many sessions strapped to the Stinging Frame.

      “You’re so lucky!” Rachel sighed. “Kru’ell Ones who feed only from pleasure are so rare. I only hope my first Master is one of those.”

      “So a lot of them feed from pain, then?” Alli asked.

      Rachel nodded.

      “Most feed from pleasure-pain—from sexual spankings and floggings, the use of nipple clamps and clit-torture—that kind of thing.” She spoke as though this was no big thing—a commonplace occurrence. “But then there are the others—the pure sadists.” She shivered.

      “Meaning they feed only from pain?” Alli asked, frowning. “They must be sociopaths too, then.”

      Rachel’s voice dropped to a whisper.

      “Having a Master who feeds only from pain can break you for life—especially if you’re an Immune and you don’t have even an ounce of Calm in your system to dull the effects of their torture.”

      “It can? Do you know someone that happened to?” Alli asked.

      The other girl’s lovely dark eyes were sad.

      “It happened to my big sister. She was taken by a pure sadist—a Kru’ell One who lived only to feed on pain. Because she had no Calm in her system—or rather, the Calm she did have wasn’t affecting her—the torture made her crazy.”

      Rachel’s voice wavered. “He Stung her, you see—their Stings still work on us, even if their drugs don’t. Stung her and made her beg to be tortured—beg for the pain. It broke her. She…she took her own life when he was done with her.”

      Rachel swiped at her eyes, which were suddenly filled with tears.

      “That’s terrible!” Impulsively, Alli took her hand and squeezed. “I’m so sorry, Rachel.”

      The other girl squeezed back gratefully.

      “Thanks. It was a few years ago now but I still miss her so much. And…and I’m so afraid the same thing is going to happen to me.” She shook her head. “I thought I would be passed over because my family serves here now—we work in the Overlord’s gardens. In fact, my father is the Head Gardener.” There was a touch of pride in her voice but then she looked down at her hands. “Turns out I wasn’t passed over after all, because here I am.”

      “Hopefully you’ll be okay,” Alli said, wishing she could say more to comfort her. “Maybe you’ll get a Master like Kane. One who only feeds from pleasure.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Rachel swiped at her eyes again. “I just hope I don’t get someone like the Overlord himself.”

      “He’s a sadist, is he?” Somehow the news didn’t seem too surprising—especially since Kane had told her that the head Kru’ell One had killed twenty other warriors to get his position.

      “I was in the kitchen once, bringing in a basket of fresh vegetables. It’s right below his bedchamber and I heard one of his concubines screaming.” Rachel shivered. “She was begging him to stop whatever he was doing but he was just laughing and laughing that deep, hoarse, horrible laugh of his. I kept hearing it—laughing and screaming and begging and no one else in the kitchen was even batting an eye because they were all Calmed.” She put her arms around herself and held herself tightly. “I had to pretend it didn’t bother me either, but inside I was screaming right along with that poor girl. I wanted to run and hide, but I knew the guards would wonder why I was acting so frantic.”

      “So you had to hold it all in—everything you were feeling—and just pretend to be a zombie,” Alli guessed. “That must have been so hard.” She squeezed Rachel’s arm comfortingly. “I’m so sorry!”

      Rachel sighed.

      “If only I could get away from here—go and find the Resistance. My big brother and I were going to leave, but the day before we had planned to sneak away, I was swept up and taken down here.”

      “But can’t you get away?” Alli asked. “I mean, isn’t there anywhere to run to once we get out of this bunker? The Harem Compound, I mean,” she added, seeing the other girl’s look of confusion. “You must know this whole area pretty well since you work here, right?”

      Rachel looked indecisive.

      “I know my brother would want me to try. He told me he wouldn’t leave without me when the guards came to take me away. But I don’t see how it’s possible now that I’ve been singled out as a prospective concubine.”

      “Maybe nobody will choose you,” Alli said hopefully.

      “Then I’ll be stuck down here forever, pretending to be Calmed like all the rest of them.” Rachel nodded to the many blank faces of the women sitting around them.

      “Well maybe once you do get chosen and they take you back up, you’ll have a chance to get away,” Alli suggested. “You must know all the ways in and out of here.”

      “I do but…” Rachel shook her head. “I wouldn’t get far, I’m afraid. Especially not if I’d already been chosen—my Master would come looking for me. I’ll just have to take my chances and hope the Kru’ell One who takes me isn’t a pain-only feeder and that the feeding is short.”

      “Do they let you go then, once it’s over?” Alli asked.

      “Oh yes—a Kru’ell One doesn’t feed on the same concubine more than once,” Rachel said. “Sometimes they let you go afterwards—back to your regular life. Of course sometimes…” She hesitated.

      “Sometimes what?” Alli asked.

      “Sometimes they send you back down here—to wait until another Kru’ell One takes a liking to you. I’ve known some girls who stayed down here for months or even years until every single one of the Oppressors has had a turn at her.” Rachel shook her head. “If that happens to me, I think I might do what my sister did. I won’t be able to stand it!”

      Alli didn’t know what to say to that. She wanted to protest that the other girl shouldn’t even think of suicide but Rachel was right—it would be a horrible life, being passed from warrior to warrior, being tortured and fed on multiple times. Especially since the Valium-like Calm wouldn’t work on her to dull the pain.

      “I just think—” she began.

      But just then the elevator door dinged and the silver panels slid open to reveal seven or eight large Kru’ell Ones—including one which could only be the Overlord himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Seven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Kane was among the group, Alli saw with relief. He was standing silently behind the others and his silver eyes scanned the room restlessly until they found her. Alli started to go to him but a quick shake of his head stopped her. Instead of running over, she sat quietly with her hands in her lap and pasted a calm, slightly vacant smile on her face.

      But it wasn’t easy to pretend to be calm—or “Calmed” as Rachel had called the hazy, drugged state—with the huge Kru’ell One warriors prowling around inspecting everyone.

      The one she assumed must be the Overlord was the most frightening. He was seven and a half feet tall—a head taller than all the rest—and absolutely huge. His full black beard reached almost to his waist and it had been braided and knotted at the end with what looked like a bone. He wore a fur cape which made his broad shoulders look even wider and his eyes glinted not black and silver like Kane’s, but black and red.

      Blood red, Alli thought with a shiver.

      The Overlord stalked silently among the seated concubines, looking closely at each one like a man in a butcher’s shop looking for just the right cut of meat. There was a plump, grandmotherly-looking woman with him—Alli hadn’t seen her earlier, possibly because she’d been hidden behind the massive warriors.

      “Is there anything in particular you’re looking for, Sire?” she asked anxiously. “A particular kind of girl I can get for you?”

      Alli wondered who she was—the Madam of the Harem? Or was she just the Overlord’s personal assistant, in charge of getting him whatever he wanted—including concubines?

      For the first time, the Overlord spoke.

      “I’m looking for the Immune.”

      Had she thought that Kane’s voice was gravelly? The Overlord’s tones were like boulders rubbing against each other in a dry creek bed.

      “An Immune?” The grandmotherly lady frowned and shook her graying head. “I don’t understand, Sire. How could we have an Immune here in the Harem without me knowing it?”

      “Nobody knows it,” the Overlord growled. “Except me. I can fucking smell her, though she’s shielding her mind from me. The Immune—that’s the one I want.”

      His words made Rachel jump visibly and a look of terror crossed her pretty face. The next minute, though, she concealed it and looked just like all the others.

      But it was too late—her sudden movement had caught the Overlord’s eye. Like a cat that catches the flutter of a bird’s wing and goes to investigate, he prowled over to the corner where Alli and Rachel were sitting.

      “Hmmm…both so pretty,” he rumbled in his boulders rubbing together voice. “One of you is the Immune—I’m sure of it.” Leaning down, he inhaled deeply, as though trying to decide which of them he wanted.

      Alli’s heart was pounding madly in her chest. She had to fight to keep the frozen smile on her face and not flinch back and away from the massive warrior. Beside her, she could feel Rachel doing the same.

      The Overlord’s black and red eyes flickered over them both. He was so close Alli could smell him, a strange, thick, sour odor that turned her stomach and made her want to gag. He smelled off somehow, she thought—like something that had once been good which had gone deeply rotten.

      His odor was so different from Kane’s warm, spicy scent that she couldn’t help longing for her Master. Her eyes flicked up to find him and she saw that he was standing just behind the Overlord, his eyes narrowed and his teeth bared.

      “The one with auburn hair is mine,” he said, speaking to the Overlord’s back. “See—she wears the Peace Cloak.”

      “So she does,” the Overlord gave Alli a penetrating look. “Have you decreased her levels of Calm to the bare minimum, Kane?” he asked, never taking his eyes off her. “She smells remarkably fresh. And her little mind is racing like a rabbit’s—though I can’t read her thoughts.”

      “I prefer my concubines without Calm,” Kane said, his big hands clenched into fists at his sides. He looked ready to fight, Alli thought but he kept his voice calm and even. “It mutes their emotions too much. Besides, I mostly feed from pleasure which is hard to evoke once a girl has been Calmed.”

      “Ah, yes—you always were a soft-hearted one. Feeding only from pleasure.” The Overlord shot Kane a contemptuous look over one broad shoulder. “Feeding from pain—ah, now that’s when you get the best flavor! The taste of a female’s screams as you skewer her on your cock—especially if she’s never had Calm or if she’s immune to it—are better than the finest wine.”

      He licked his thick lips with a shockingly red tongue and Alli felt her stomach do a slow, forward roll of disgust.

      He’s no better than a serial murderer or serial rapist, she thought, fighting to keep her expression neutral. He rapes women and then savors their agony! Horrible!

      “Well, maybe you’re the one I smelled that I thought was an Immune,” he said to Alli and straightened up with a frown. “So she’s never had Calm at all, Kane?” he asked, throwing the question over his shoulder.

      “Never,” Kane growled shortly. “But she’s mine.”

      “Of course she is.” Turning, the Overlord slapped him on the shoulder. “How long are you feeding from her? A few days? A week?”

      “A solar month,” Kane said. “But after I’m done with her, I have promised to return her to her home.”

      “Is that so?” The Overlord looked at Alli with a lecherous gleam in his black and red eyes. “What a shame. Well…” He sighed and shook his head. “It seems you’re off-limits, my dear,” he said to Alli. “Truly a pity—we could have had such fun together.”

      Alli resisted the urge to gag. The idea of “having fun” with the Kru’ell One Overlord turned her stomach. But thank goodness it seemed like he was going to leave her alone and not pick a fight with Kane. She felt like she’d had a very narrow escape—and she wasn’t out of deep water yet. Still, she could breathe a little easier without his eyes watching her so intently and his strange, rotten-sour stench blowing in her face.

      The Overlord started to turn away. From the corner of her eye, Alli saw the high, tight set of Rachel’s shoulders slowly relax.

      “Well, if I can’t have you, then I guess I’ll have to have to settle for your pretty friend,” he said. And turning back, he struck like a snake, so quickly his huge body was a blur.

      In a moment, he had his long fingers wrapped around the hapless girl’s arm and was dragging her up to face him.

      “Well, well,” he said, giving her an evil smile. “Look what we have here.”
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      Rachel gave a frightened gasp, unable to hold the blank expression on her face in such circumstances. Still, she said nothing, though Alli could see the fear in her large, dark eyes.

      “I knew it,” the Overlord growled. Leaning down, he pressed his face to the side of Rachel’s neck and inhaled deeply. When he pulled back, his eyes had gone a pure, blood-red. “I knew I smelled an Immune in here somewhere. You’ve been holding out on me, girl.” He shook Rachel and glared at her fiercely. “You have, haven’t you? Admit it!”

      “I…I…” Rachel was clearly striving to keep her face neutral. “I don’t know what you mean, Sire,” she said in a trembling voice.

      “Yes, you do—you’re lying to me even now! Well, never mind.” A slow, cruel grin spread over his coarse features. “I have you now, girl, and there are ways to punish you for your deception. Oh yes, so many ways…”

      “Please!” Rachel’s voice was a choked sob. “Please don’t—please, just let me go,” she whispered.

      “Yes, let her go!” Alli’s legs stood up under her and she found that she was glaring the huge Overlord in the face. “You have no right to hurt and abuse her!” she exclaimed, her own voice shaking with rage.

      There was a collective gasp from everyone in the room—well, everyone who wasn’t Calmed anyway, Alli thought—and Kane was suddenly at her side.

      “Allisandra, no,” he growled, taking her by the arm.

      “No, no—it’s all right.” The Overlord looked at Alli with some interest. “You might be wearing a Peace Cloak, my dear, but that doesn’t mean you should press your luck with me. I am, after all, the Overlord.”

      “You’re nothing but a bully!” Alli snapped, still glaring up at him.

      She knew her temper was getting the best of her but she couldn’t help herself. On Earth, before she had joined the Kindred team, she’d often taken pro bono cases, defending abused women from the husbands or boyfriends who wanted to hurt them. She couldn’t just stand by and watch as Rachel was dragged away by the huge asshole to be tortured and raped!

      The amusement in the Overlord’s red eyes died.

      “Enough.” His voice was low and angry as he looked at Kane. “Control your concubine, Kane, or I’ll control her for you.”

      “Come on, Allisandra.”

      Kane took her by the arm and dragged her towards the elevator. As they left, Alli heard the Overlord saying, “I’ll take this one, Matron of the Harem. Have her things brought up for the feast and after that, take her to my private chambers.”

      “Oh yes—yes, indeed, Sire!” The grandmotherly lady fluttered busily around, collecting Rachel’s personal belongings from another room while Rachel herself sobbed with fear.

      “Let me go! Let me go!” Alli exclaimed as Kane all but forced her into the elevator and punched the single button which now had an up arrow on it.

      The minute the doors slid closed, he took her by the shoulders and shook her.

      “What in the Seven Hells is wrong with you?” he demanded, his voice a low, angry roar. “Are you trying to serve yourself to the Overlord on a silver platter? Do you want to be the next female he feeds on?”

      “No one ought to be next!” Alli exclaimed hotly. “A monster like that shouldn’t even be allowed to live, let alone have a whole group of people aiding and abetting him! How can you let him take Rachel like that?”

      “How can I stop him?” Kane growled. “Did you see the personal guard he keeps with him at all times? I’m only one male, Allisandra.”

      Alli glared at him.

      “Sometimes all it takes is one to stand up and say that something is wrong and other people will follow.”

      Kane crossed his arms over his chest and raised one eyebrow sardonically.

      “That’s sure to happen, especially considering that my kind feed on the fear and pain and pleasure of females and most consider it our God-given right to do so. But I’m sure the minute I stand up and say our entire way of life is wrong, every other Kru’ell One will see the light and agree to follow me in an overthrow of our leader.”

      His sarcastic words stung but Alli wasn’t giving up.

      “Well, we can’t just do nothing,” she snapped. “And it’s not like they have to feed on fear and pain. You’ve proved yourself that you can feed only on pleasure and still get along just fine.”

      Kane frowned.

      “Do you want me to challenge the Overlord for the girl? I can if you wish it, but I warn you, he’ll most likely kill me. And then you’ll be left to his tender mercies with no one to protect you or take you home to your precious fiancé.”

      Alli clenched her fists in frustration.

      “Well we have to do something!” she exclaimed. “I know I wasn’t down there long, but I got to know Rachel. She’s a sweet girl and she really is immune to the effects of the Calm. She’s going to feel every bit of whatever that big, sadistic bastard decides to do to her!”

      “Gods…” Kane rubbed his temples. “I had heard there were some humans the Calm didn’t affect but I thought it was a myth. How is this possible?”

      “Rachel says the immunity is genetic—it runs in her family.” Alli dropped her voice. “She already had a sister commit suicide because she couldn’t endure the torture one of your countrymen inflicted on her. Please, Kane—isn’t there anything we can do?”

      Kane sighed and looked down at his boots for a moment, clearly lost in thought. At last, he looked up.

      “There might be,” he said. “But we have to be fucking careful about it. Now listen…”
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      The feast seemed to take forever, Alli thought impatiently. They were all seated at a long, low table on red and black cushions, the concubines beside their Masters while dish after dish of strong-smelling, spicy food was served.

      Not that the concubines got to eat any of it. They were only there to suck their Master’s cocks—literally.

      The moment the first course was placed on the table in huge, steaming, silver trays and the servants started dishing it out, there was a general movement all around the table. To Alli’s astonishment, she saw that every Kru’ell One there was taking out his shaft. And every concubine, without hesitation, leaned over her Master’s lap and took him in her mouth.

      Kane opened his trousers as well and looked at her meaningfully. Alli would have liked to tell him where to shove his equipment, but they had a plan in place and she knew she had to go along and pretend to be a chastened and obedient concubine.

      It wasn’t like she hated sucking him—normally she actually really liked it. When Kane came and gave her his seed, he usually shot it into her pussy, but she’d tasted it as well, many times in their weeks together.

      But it was impossible to concentrate on pleasuring him when she knew the awful things that were happening to Rachel up at the head of the table.

      The minute they sat, the Overlord had kissed her, thrusting his tongue violently down her throat—clearly he was Stinging her. Rachel had gagged and tried to get away but he held her in place with an iron grip until at last he appeared to be satisfied.

      “There, girl,” he said, grinning as he finally released her. “You’ll crave my cum right enough now. Come on and suck me.”

      There were tears running down Rachel’s face as she bent her head to his offered shaft. Alli had been forced to look away or she knew she would start crying herself.

      We’re going to help her, she reminded herself. I’m going to take care of her if only I get a chance. Oh, please—let me get a chance!

      This last part felt like a prayer, though she had never been particularly religious before. She was surprised when she felt a warm presence around her and a strong, feminine voice whispered in her ear,

      “Fear not, daughter—a chance will be given.”

      “Goddess?” Alli whispered uncertainly. While working on the Mother Ship, she had heard from several of her new friends that the Kindred Goddess spoke to her children, but Alli had never expected to hear the deity herself. Still, who else could it be? Though, wasn’t this the wrong universe? In Kane’s part of the Multiverse the Kindred had been created not by the loving Goddess but by the Cruel Father, so how was she here?

      “I am wherever my children need me,” the Goddess whispered in her ear. “Take heart and be ready. You will be given a chance to save the little one.”

      Then the voice and the warm, feminine presence were gone but Alli felt a little better all the same. She swore to herself she would be ready and she prayed that in time Rachel would heal from what was being done to her.

      But right now, all she could do was try to get through this.
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      “Well, a fine feast as usual, I think you’ll all agree,” the Overlord boomed. “Have we all had our fill of food and feelings? I know I have.”

      Reaching down, he pulled Rachel off his shaft.

      “Enjoyed that, did you, girl?” he demanded, giving her an ugly smile. “How many times did you swallow my load? Ten? Twelve? And still you crave more! Has my Sting made you that thirsty for seed?”

      He roared with laughter at his own crude words and the other Kru’ell Ones laughed with him.

      “You’re the best concubine I’ve had in some time,” The Overlord told the trembling Rachel. “The taste of your pain and humiliation was better than any dish served here tonight. How I love the flavor of an Immune!” He chucked her roughly under the chin. “I’ll be feasting on you again tonight, girl!”

      Rachel said nothing in reply. She only wiped at her mouth and streaming eyes with a black linen napkin and then dropped her gaze to her lap, a look of dull humiliation on her lovely features.

      Alli’s heart ached fiercely when she saw that look, but she was ready, she told herself. Ready to get Rachel out of there—if only she could get the chance. And now she hoped it was coming up.

      “After the feast is over,” Kane had told her, in the elevator, “The concubines and their Masters will separate for a time. The concubines will be kept in a female waiting area not unlike the Harem Complex below while the Kru’ell Ones receive their final orders from the Overlord before they go. That is the only time you will have—use it wisely!”

      Alli fully intended to do exactly that. So when the Matron of the Harem showed up to lead them all out of the grand dining room, she followed with her head bowed, trying to look sedate.

      With a little maneuvering, she found herself at the back of the line. She wanted as much time as possible to map out an exit route.

      She tried to be inconspicuous as she scouted out her location but actually, it seemed she needn’t have bothered. Once she raised the royal blue hood of the Peace Cloak over her head, it was as though all eyes looked through her. The Kru’ell One guards didn’t let their gazes linger on her—probably because the cloak made it clear she already had a Master. And the servants seemed to look right through her.

      It’s like having a cloak of invisibility from Harry Potter, Alli thought. For all practical purposes, nobody sees me at all.

      The long line of concubines was filing into a room up ahead that seemed to be lined with bookshelves—maybe some kind of study? Alli lagged behind, looking for a way out. She wished now that she had visited the White House in her own universe back when it was open to the public. But honestly, she doubted the layout of this one was the exact same. In addition to being painted dark gray, it seemed to have been modified extensively to suit the Overlord’s tastes.

      Just as she was—reluctantly—about to go into the study where the other concubines were waiting, she saw a young man about Rachel’s age striding down the hall. He was wearing a gray, shapeless pair of overalls and carrying a basket of fresh vegetables—tomatoes and cucumbers. He also had Rachel’s large, dark eyes.

      Remembering what her new friend had said about her family working in the garden, Alli decided to take a chance. Instead of turning into the study with the other concubines, she followed the young man until he turned down a long hallway.

      Up ahead were a set of black swinging doors. From behind them was coming the clatter and noise of an industrial kitchen. Before the young man could reach the doors, Alli ran up behind him and touched him on the arm.

      He started violently and nearly dropped the basket. Turning, he faced Alli with wide eyes. When he saw she was dressed as a concubine, he dropped his own gaze and spoke mechanically.

      “How can I serve you, my lady?”

      “Quick—I don’t have much time. Do you know Rachel?” Alli asked in a low voice.

      The young man’s eyes widened.

      “I’m her brother. Who are you?”

      “A friend,” Alli said. “Will you still be willing to try and get her out of here?”

      His eyes widened even further but he nodded—a short, sharp jerk of his chin.

      “Of course. But I heard the Overlord picked her as his next concubine.” His mouth twisted and his voice was low and thick with rage.

      “He did,” Alli said calmly. “But it might not be too late to get her away from him. Listen…”

      A few minutes later she slipped back into the room with the other concubines. They were all sitting around in chairs, as before, except for one sharp-eyed servant. She was a middle-aged woman with short brown hair and mean-looking eyes who didn’t appear to be Calmed at all.

      “And where have you been?” she snapped at Alli. “The Matron of the Harem has gone looking for you!”

      “Forgive me.” Alli cast her eyes down. “I was looking for the restroom but I never did find it. And I really have to go.” She squeezed her thighs together tightly and put a desperate look on her face. “Please, can’t someone show me the way?”

      “I can’t leave—I have to watch the girls,” the woman snapped.

      “Maybe someone who knows the grounds then?” Alli asked hopefully.

      “Oh, well…You—Rachel,” the woman said, gesturing impatiently. “Your family works here, don’t they?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Rachel kept her eyes down.

      “Well—can you show this girl to the restroom or not?” the woman demanded.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Rachel said again. She nodded listlessly at Alli. “This way.”

      The moment they were out of the room and Alli was certain the sharp-eyed woman who was apparently the Matron of the Harem’s helper wasn’t watching, she grabbed Rachel by the arm.

      “Come on,” she whispered. “We need to get to the kitchens!”

      Rachel’s eyes widened and the dull look left her face.

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “Just come on!” Alli tugged at her and the two of them walked quickly and quietly along until they turned down the long hallway where she had first met Rachel’s brother.

      He must have been waiting for them, because the moment they turned down the hallway he rushed out to greet his sister.

      “Rachel! Are you all right?” he demanded after gathering her into a tight hug.

      “I’m well enough.” But Rachel couldn’t seem to meet her brother’s eyes.

      “No you’re not—but you will be,” Alli told her. “Look, it’s getting dark outside so the two of you need to leave quickly. This will be the best time to travel.”

      “Leave?” Rachel’s eyes widened. “How can we possibly get away now that the Overlord has…” She choked. “Has chosen me?”

      “Like this.” And Alli untied the Peace Cloak from around her own neck and swept it around Rachel’s slim shoulders.

      “Oh!” Rachel’s large dark eyes went wide. “Oh, you can’t!” she whispered to Alli. “You’ll get into so much trouble if you’re found out!”

      “Let me take care of myself,” Alli said firmly. “You and your brother just get out of here.”

      “I’ll go first,” Rachel’s brother told her. “You follow and meet me outside the back entrance to the kitchens. We’ll take the garden path and stay hidden as long as possible.”

      “But we can’t just walk away—can we?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes, you can,” Alli told her. “I’ve seen the way people look right through me when I’m wearing the Peace Cloak. The Goddess willing, it will be the same for you.”

      She invoked the Goddess’s name deliberately, hoping that the Kindred deity was listening to her. To her relief, the warm feminine presence returned, enfolding her like the warm blue cloak she had just given to her new friend.

      “Fear not, daughter.” The Goddess’s voice was low and intimate—for their ears alone. “I will be with you every step of your journey.”

      “Who is that?” Rachel and her brother looked around, wide-eyed.

      “The Kindred Goddess,” Alli told them matter-of-factly. “That is, she’s a Goddess from another universe. But that’s not important now. The main thing is, she’ll watch over you and keep you safe. The two of you just have to have the courage to go in the first place. Will you?”

      She was speaking mostly to Rachel. She was afraid the girl’s spirit might have been broken by the awful things that had happened at the feast.

      But Rachel straightened her spine and lifted her chin.

      “I’ll go,” she said, looking lovely and regal under the royal blue cloak. “And thank you, my friend.”

      “Be safe.” Alli gave her a quick hug and a peck on the cheek.

      Then Rachel turned in a swirl of blue and followed her brother towards the kitchens. With the hood pulled up and the cloak pulled tight around her, she might have been anyone at all, Alli thought.

      At least she hoped the kitchen staff thought so.

      “Do not fear—she will be well,” the Goddess murmured in Alli’s ear. “Now go back quickly. You and your warrior must leave very soon. Do not worry about the missing cloak—no one will notice.”

      Then her presence was gone again and Alli knew she was guiding Rachel and her brother safely away from the Overlord’s fortress and towards the Resistance.

      She only hoped that she and Kane could get away too…before the Overlord found out what she’d done.
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      “Well now, where is Rachel?” the Matron’s assistant demanded when Alli came back by herself.

      “The Matron of the Harem took her,” Alli said quickly, hoping the lie would fool the woman, at least for a while. “She saw us as we were coming back from the restroom and took Rachel up to the Overlord’s chambers to, er, get her ready for tonight.”

      Apparently this wasn’t unusual because the woman only nodded.

      “All right then. Just have a seat. I think the Kru’ell One’s meeting is breaking up so your Master should be here for you soon.”

      No sooner had she spoken than Kane appeared in the doorway.

      “Allisandra, come,” he snapped. “We must go. I’m in a hurry to do the Overlord’s bidding!”

      “Yes, Master.” Quickly, Alli followed him out of the room and down the long corridor. The left under the watchful eyes of the guards but no one tried to stop them. It was a fairly smooth exit but she didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until they were back in Kane’s shuttle and leaving Earth’s orbit.

      “I take it everything went as planned?” he asked, lifting an eyebrow as he shot her a glance.

      “Yes.” Alli nodded. “I gave her the cloak, just like we planned. Oh—and I met her brother, too. So the two of them are going together.”

      Kane looked skeptical.

      “Well, I hope the two of them make it to safety. Though as I told you before, I consider it a long shot.”

      “There’s something else,” Alli told him. She took a deep breath. “The Goddess was there. The Kindred Goddess—from my Universe, I mean.”

      “The Goddess?” He looked at her in evident surprise.

      “The Mother of All Life. She spoke to me, Kane!” Alli was still overwhelmed by the memory. “She spoke to all of us and promised to guide Rachel and her brother to the Resistance.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “I didn’t even know there was a Resistance.”

      “Just like you didn’t know that some humans were immune to Calm,” Alli pointed out.

      “True.” He frowned. “I thought all the females the others of my kind were feeding on had been numbed by the Calm. I didn’t know…” He cleared his throat. “Didn’t know that the Overlord was torturing his concubines.”

      “He’s a sick, sadistic asshole,” Alli said fiercely. “Somebody needs to get rid of him!”

      “Yes…” There was a distant look in Kane’s mirrored eyes. “Yes, perhaps someone should.”

      The trip back up to his fortress, orbiting the Earth, didn’t take long and before she knew it, Alli was disembarking in the by now familiar ship. Just as she was getting out, the viewscreen started to blink with an incoming call.

      “Go ahead to your room,” Kane told her. “I need to take this.”

      Alli would have liked to talk more to the big Kru’ell One. She felt like working together to help free Rachel had brought them close again. But could she really want to be close to someone who came from such a savage, predatory people? It was clear Kane didn’t practice torture himself, but the other Kru’ell Ones seemed to have no compunction about it.

      Maybe they’d do better if they didn’t have a leader who was so corrupt and evil, she thought. What’s that saying? The fish rots from the head down. If they could just get rid of that disgusting man living in the White House—or what used to be the White House—maybe they could end the corruption and the horrible practices going on right now.

      As she left the docking area and went back to her room, she had no idea that Kane was speaking to that “digusting man” right that minute…or what the consequences of their conversation would be.
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      “Overlord,” Kane said, nodding his head stiffly when his leader’s face appeared on the viewscreen of the shuttle. “What can I do for you? Did I forget something back on Earth?”

      “You did indeed,” the Overlord growled. “You forgot to tell me that your fresh-mouthed concubine helped my new concubine escape.”

      Kane lifted an eyebrow.

      “That’s a serious accusation. Do you have proof?”

      “Do I need it? After the way you let her speak to me?” the other male snapped, his eyes glowing red. “But as it happens, I do. Your concubine and mine left together after the feast and only your concubine came back. She told the Matron’s helper that the Matron had taken my new concubine up to my rooms but the Matron knew nothing about it. By the time she and her helper were able to search my fortress, my new concubine was long gone. Now she’s nowhere to be found.”

      “That sounds more like negligence on the part of your staff than any fault of my concubine,” Kane said blandly. “But I can ask her if she saw which way your new concubine went, if you like.”

      “Gods damn it! You know fucking good and well that your concubine helped mine escape!” the Overlord roared, his eyes glowing blood-red. “And now you’re going to pay for it, Kane! If I can’t find my concubine within the next twenty-four hours, I’ll be coming for yours.” A slow, cruel smile spread across his thick lips. “In fact, I’ll be coming anyway. Your time with that little auburn-haired beauty is almost up and I want my turn with her next. I’m going to teach her a lesson about how to speak to her betters.”

      Kane felt his stomach knot into a fist.

      “You can’t do that,” he said coldly. “I told you, I made a vow to her to take her back to her home when my time with her was over.”

      “Well, I made no such vow,” the Overlord snapped. “I like the idea of having a concubine that’s had no Calm at all in her system—think how she’ll suffer! How she’ll scream.” He licked his lips in anticipation. “She’ll be mine when you’re done with her, Kane. You’d better get used to the idea.”

      And before Kane could say another word, the viewscreen went black.

      He sat there for a moment, fighting his rage at the Overlord and his fear for Allisandra. He couldn’t let her be taken and tortured by the sadistic bastard who led his people! But the Overlord did whatever he wanted and no one tried to stop him.

      Once there had been checks and balances in their system of laws but when the Overlord had taken power, he had systematically driven away any who would oppose him and put yes-men in their places. He had promoted males who had no business being in positions of power just because they agreed with him and fawned at his feet and he went into fits of temper if anyone even tried to question his corruption.

      Truly, their system of governance was broken, Kane mused. He himself had left Earth and elected to stay in his fortress high above the planet when the current Overlord had taken power. He had been hoping to ride out the male’s reign—hoping the Overlord wouldn’t do too much damage to the Earth and its inhabitants before someone came along to unseat him.

      Maybe it’s time to stop waiting for someone else to get rid of him, Kane thought. Maybe the time has come to do something about him myself.

      But first, he had to make certain Allisandra was safe. And there was only one way he knew how to do that.

      It will mean my death, he thought grimly. But he was probably going to die anyway.

      At least I will die with honor, he told himself. And I will die knowing the female I love is safe—even if she is safe in the arms of another.

      It was all he could do.
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      Alli frowned as she leaned over to straighten up the covers on her bed. She had gotten ready in a hurry that morning and hadn’t had time to tidy up. Of course, she could have just used the speech to matter technology of Kane’s fortress to straighten up, but she preferred to do such mundane domestic chores herself. Living on a spaceship where she could instantly make almost anything she wanted appear just by asking for it felt surreal at times. Doing her own cleaning made her feel grounded.

      Not that I’ll be living here too much longer, she thought, feeling a sharp tug of pain at her heart. I’ll be going in just a few days. Should I make up with Kane before I go? Does he want to make up?

      He hadn’t Stung her that morning, as he usually did. But the cold silence they had been keeping between them had been broken by their trip to Earth. So it seemed like a reconciliation was possible. Alli wondered if she ought to bother—it wasn’t like the big Kru’ell One was going to change his mind about taking her back to Earth. Making up with him—making love with him—before she left would only make their parting more painful.

      Still despite the fact that he hadn’t Stung her, she found she craved his big body and warm scent. If she could just feel his hands on her one more time, she thought, as she leaned far over the bed to twitch the coverlet into place, maybe the memory of their time together would help her endure the rest of her life spent living with Douglas…

      Maybe—

      Her thoughts were cut off suddenly when a pair of long, muscular arms encircled her from behind and two big, warm hands cupped her breasts.

      Alli was still wearing the sheer black dress with just a quarter cup demi-bra and crotchless panties beneath it, so it was easy to feel Kane rolling her sensitive nipples through the thin, silky fabric.

      “Kane!” she gasped, arching back against him, not quite sure if she wanted this or not. “What…what are you doing?”

      “Whatever I want to, baby,” he growled in her ear. “It occurred to me that I haven’t Stung you today yet.”

      “Oh, but I…I thought you didn’t want to,” Alli protested rather breathlessly. “Because we were fighting. And…and angry with each other.”

      “Doesn’t matter if I’m angry with you or not—I still fucking want you,” Kane growled. He began to pull up the skirt of the black dress, raising it high over her ass, baring her for him. “Spread your legs, Allisandra,” he commanded in that low, gravelly voice of his. “Spread your pussy for my Sting.”

      “I—” But before she could get out more than that, his hot mouth was between her thighs. Alli gasped as she felt him licking her, his tongue making long, rough, luscious strokes as he plundered her, lapping her outer pussy lips open to taste her inner folds.

      “Ahhh!” she gasped, arching her back and tilting her hips to open herself more for him.

      But even as her body obeyed, her mind wasn’t sure that this was right.

      “Kane!” she protested—or tried to protest. “I thought we said…said we weren’t going to do this again. Have you changed your mind about me leaving?”

      “No,” he growled. “You’re still going, baby. But I’m going to have you one last time before you do. Now spread your pussy open—I’m going to Sting you deep.”

      “But—” Alli began. Then she felt his tongue enter her—warm and soft at first and then needle-sharp. She gave a moan that was half pain/half pleasure as Kane injected his lust-honey not just into her clit or her inner walls but directly into the mouth of her womb.

      He’s never stung me exactly there before, she thought deliriously as the brief instant of pain turned into a warm wave of pleasure that threatened to drown her. What is he doing?

      For Kane was stinging her again and again—all in the same place. She knew how potent his lust-honey was, how it made her crave his shaft and his seed inside her. What would it do to her to be stung so many times in such a sensitive area? What was the big Kru’ell One trying to achieve?

      She had her answer when Kane finished at last, withdrawing his tongue from her pussy channel. He gave her slippery inner folds a rough, luscious, sucking kiss before stinging her tingling clit several times, apparently for good measure.

      Alli cried out and arched her back again as his lust-honey caused her little button to swell with need and become even more sensitive. But despite all the Stinging, she still hadn’t come once.

      She assumed Kane wanted to hold her back for some reason—to build her need to a fever pitch before he finally let her orgasm. But she still couldn’t understand why he was doing this. Up until now their almost-love making had always been so gentle, so tender—long sessions of slow thrusting in the Breeding Chair. Why was Kane acting this way?

      “Because it’s the last time, baby,” he murmured as he placed a final, sucking kiss on her aching clit. “The last time but the first too, in a way. Because I’m going to take you tonight the way I need to.”

      “I don’t…don’t understand,” Alli gasped.

      Kane didn’t answer with words. Instead, he flipped her over so she was lying on her back on the mattress as he loomed over her.

      “Kane?” She looked up at him, panting with need but still uncertain. “What…what are you doing?”

      “What I’ve been wanting to do from the first minute I saw you, baby,” he growled, unfastening his trousers to let his long, thick shaft out. “I’m going to fuck you. Now spread your pussy for my cock or I’ll have to spread it for you.”

      “Oh!” Alli gasped as the broad, plum-shaped head breached her entrance. “But Kane—it’s cheating!” she gasped, though to be honest, Douglas was the last thing on her mind.

      “Don’t kid yourself, Allisandra—everything we’ve been doing has been cheating,” he told her. “You can dress it up however you want, but the fact is, you needed to be properly fucked and filled with seed and your sad little fiancé couldn’t do that for you. But I don’t want to talk about him anymore. Not now and not fucking ever again.”

      He pressed her down, the bulk of his muscular body covering hers, his big frame splitting her thighs wide. As he did, Alli felt the head of his cock nudge deeper into her, followed by the thick shaft stretching her inner walls.

      She moaned and threw back her head. God, she had never felt so helpless—so vulnerable and yet so hot as he pinned her to the bed and slowly drove himself inside her! There was nothing she could do to stop him—no way to get away from him. All she could do was spread her thighs and try to be open enough for him as he invaded her…owned her.

      “Are…are you bigger this time?” she gasped as he eased deeper into her pussy. “I swear I feel you stretching me, Kane!”

      “My shaft is growing larger than usual because this isn’t just another fuck,” he growled, thrusting deeper into her. “This is a breeding, Allisandra—a bonding. I’m going to tie you to me and make fucking sure you’re carrying my child. And to do that, your pussy has to be all the way open to take my seed.”

      “A bonding? But I thought…thought your kind of Kindred didn’t bond,” she protested.

      “We don’t,” Kane growled. “Now relax your inner walls and let me get all…the way… inside you.”

      “But—Ahhh!” Alli gasped, arching her back as he finally bottomed out inside her. The head of his cock gave the mouth of her womb a rough kiss and then held steady as Kane pressed into her, filling her as he had never filled her before.

      Something warm was flowing from him into her, she realized after a moment. Something almost hot which made her tightly-stretched pussy quiver all around him.

      “What…what is that?” she managed to gasp. “It feels…feels different.”

      “It’s my bonding precum,” Kane growled. “Soon it’s going to make the mouth of your womb open just enough to let the tip of my cock inside. At that moment, my seed will spill directly into your womb and at the same time, I’ll Sting you, stimulating your body to conceive. But first…the fucking.”

      Leaning over her, he entwined his fingers with hers. Pushing her hands above her head, he pinned them to the mattress and looked directly into her eyes. Then, holding her gaze with his, he pulled almost all the way out of her and thrust back in, the head of his massive shaft sliding deep to kiss bottom inside her channel once more.

      Then he did it again…and again and again.

      Alli gasped and tried to be open enough to take the hot, rough fucking.

      “Kane!” she moaned his name like a prayer as he thrust into her over and over, harder and harder. “Oh, God—yes! Yes, fuck me—breed me! Bond me!”

      The big Kru’ell One seemed spurred on by her words for Kane increased his speed. And all the time he was looking directly into her eyes, forcing her to meet his gaze as he took her—as he owned her.

      “You’re mine, baby,” he told her, his voice a low, possessive growl. “No matter what else happens, remember that. You’re mine.”

      “I’ll remember,” Alli promised breathlessly. “I’m yours. Oh, God, Kane—I’m yours.”

      At last she could stand it no longer. She was close—so close! She could feel herself teetering right on the edge of pleasure, could feel her orgasm hovering on the horizon like a summer rain cloud, set to break and pour all over her, sweeping her away.

      Kane seemed to feel it too—to know that the moment was near.

      “Turn your head for me, baby,” he commanded, still looking deep into her eyes. “Bare your neck for my Sting. Gonna fill your sweet little womb with my seed and bond you to me at the same time.”

      “Yes, Kane.” Feeling helpless to do anything else, Alli turned her head to one side, baring her throat. Kane had never stung her here before—and had never stung her at all while they were making love. She wondered what would happen when he did. Wondered—

      And then Kane thrust into her one last time, the head of his cock pressing hard against the mouth of her womb. Alli felt something give inside her. It was as though a second mouth had opened deep inside her pussy—a hungry mouth that wanted nothing more than to drink in whatever Kane was going to give her.

      His seed was hot this time—almost too hot, she thought, though her body didn’t seem to mind. Her back arched and her hips bucked up, as though trying to get even more of him inside her.

      And at the same time he was giving her his seed, Kane lowered his mouth to her throat and Stung the vulnerable side of her neck.

      Alli gasped as she felt the needle-like appendage pierce directly through to the blood vessel pumping beneath her skin. As his lust-honey entered her system at the same time his seed was pumping into her womb, she gave a low cry and finally, finally began to come.

      Oh God, too much, too good… she thought desperately as the intense orgasm rocked her body, wringing spasm after spasm from her inner pussy as her womb drank his seed in thirstily and begged for more.

      Kane gave her more—gave her as much as she could handle, Alli thought deliriously. Their bodies seemed locked together, frozen in this moment as they strained eagerly against each other and came and came and came.

      Then the big Kru’ell One pulled back and looked into her eyes.

      He’s staring into my soul, Alli thought. Seeing all my deepest desires and making them reality…

      All her desires but one—that they could stay together.

      “I told you, baby—that can never be,” Kane’s deep voice murmured in her head. “All I can give you is a piece of me to take home with you—a son to show you how Gods damned much I love you.”

      “I love you too!” Alli sent desperately through their newly forged link. “Why, Kane? Why can’t we be together?”

      His mirrored eyes closed briefly and when he opened them again, Alli didn’t see her own reflection in his gaze. Instead, she saw Kane’s soul staring back into hers. He was filled with loss and grief, she saw—a sorrow so deep it burned.

      “We just can’t,” he said aloud, hoarsely. “Gods, I wish we could but we can’t, baby.”

      And then he released her hands and wrapped his arms around her, bringing her closer, holding her tight as though he never, ever wanted to let her go.

      

      They stayed in each others’ arms that night and Kane Stung her and made love to her over and over again. It was as though he was making up for lost time—or trying to burn the memory of their love into both her mind and his. Alli gave herself freely, drowning in the intense sensation and the new feeling of his soul touching hers as he took her.

      It wasn’t until the early hours before dawn when the big Kru’ell One finally withdrew from her. He didn’t let her up, however. Instead he kissed his way down her body until he came to her pussy, which was just beginning to leak the copious amounts of cream he had filled her with.

      As Alli moaned, he pressed his mouth to her inner folds once more and pressed his tongue deeply into her channel. She felt one last Sting to the mouth of her womb and then something inside her seemed to tighten.

      “Wh-what did you do?” she sent through their link.

      “Closed you up, baby,” Kane sent back. He withdrew his tongue, which became soft and hot again and lapped gently at her throbbing clit. “Closed you up so that all my seed will stay inside you.” And he kissed her tenderly.

      “Come up here.” Alli said aloud, holding out her arms for him. “Come cuddle me.”

      “With pleasure,” Kane growled softly. And then he climbed back into bed beside her and wrapped her in his arms.

      Never, Alli thought as she drifted off to sleep cuddled close to his broad chest—she would never forget this—never forget Kane. She would love him forever and maybe someday he would change his mind about them being together. After all, they were bonded now and she was surely carrying his child. Might he not come back when she held the baby in her arms, might he not return to her to see his son?

      She got no answers from Kane but she still had hope as she finally closed her eyes and let a dreamless sleep take her.
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      Kane studied her sleeping face, his own harsh features etched with regret. He had heard her wishes as she drifted off to sleep—her hopes that he would come back to her when she gave birth to their son.

      “I want to, baby,” he murmured, too low to wake her up. “Want to so damn badly—but I can’t. By that time, I’ll be gone.”

      Their bond and link would remain for a little while, at least—for as long as he lived. But Kane was well able to keep a barrier between them to keep her from feeling his mind linked to hers. And it wouldn’t be for long, anyway.

      He watched her for hours, studying her lovely features, memorizing her face so he could take it with him—even into death. But at last he knew he could wait no longer. He gathered her into his arms and gave her a tiny but potent Sting at the base of her skull, brushing her lovely auburn hair aside to do so.

      At once Alli’s breathing changed as her sleep deepened. She was out now—and she wouldn’t wake up until he wanted her to. Kane sighed as he pressed another kiss to her sleeping lips. It was time.

      She slept through the trip back to her home universe and then her home world. In fact, she didn’t even begin to wake until Kane was sliding her beneath the covers, next to the worthless fiancé who damn well didn’t deserve her.

      The male slept on but Alli’s eyes began to flutter as Kane drew the covers up to her chin.

      “Wha…?” She looked at him groggily. “Kane? What’s going on?” Where are we?”

      “You’re home, baby.” Suddenly his throat felt tight and it was difficult to talk. Instead of trying, he kissed her softly. Then, before she could ask any more questions, he pressed his mouth to her temple.

      “Kane, what—?” she began, frowning.

      Before she could finish her question, he Stung her once more on the temple. Through their link, he whispered, “Sleep and forget, Allisandra. Forget me completely..”

      The furrows in Alli’s brow erased themselves abruptly and her eyes closed as her body relaxed back into sleep.

      Kane watched her for a moment longer, his heart throbbing in his chest as the pain of loss speared through him sharply. Gods, he never wanted to leave her! And yet, this was the only way to keep her safe and to redress the wrongs his people had done to her planet in his own universe. The only way to make things right.

      Finally, he turned away. As much as he might love Allisandra, now he had to leave her.

      And he knew he would never see her again.
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      Alli woke with a mild headache and a feeling that she’d been having crazy dreams…dreams she couldn’t quite remember. The first rays of sunlight were just making their way through her bedroom blinds, showing her fiancé sleeping tangled in the covers beside her.

      “Douglas?” she asked, sitting up in bed and blinking. “Douglas, wake up. I had the strangest dream. At least…” She put a hand to her temple which felt tender for some reason. “At least, I think I did.”

      “Darling?” Her fiancé’s eyes slitted open, groggy at first. But when he saw her sitting there, his eyes flew wide in apparent surprise. “Alli!” he exclaimed. “Oh my God—you’re back!”

      “Back?” Alli frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      What followed was a very strange half hour. Douglas insisted that she had been gone for nearly a month—that she had vanished right out of their bed one night and he hadn’t been able to find her anywhere.

      “We’ve all been frantic!” he told her, running a hand through his thinning brown hair. “I looked for you everywhere—I called the Mother Ship and they turned the place upside down! Searched high and low but you weren’t to be found!”

      Alli shook her head.

      “But…I don’t remember going anywhere. What are you talking about?”

      She wouldn’t believe him until he showed her the calendar app on his phone.

      “See? It’s nearly the end of June! Why, we’re supposed to get married in just two days! But I thought you were gone forever. Do you know how worried I was?” He took Alli by the shoulders and frowned at her fiercely.. “I’m relieved you’re back, of course, but it was really inconsiderate of you to make everyone worry so much.”

      “I…I didn’t mean to. Honestly,” Alli protested.

      Douglas gave a long-suffering sigh.

      “Well, I suppose all that matters is that you’re back and safe. Come here.” And he pulled her into a hug.

      Alli let him embrace her, but his arms around her felt…wrong. And the way their faces were on the same level when he hugged her seemed strange too.

      His arms should be stronger, longer—more muscular, she thought. And I ought to have to look up to meet his eyes—way up. He should be a lot taller.

      Then she pushed the strange thoughts away. Why would she think such things about her fiancé? Douglas was short and thin—he always had been. Why would she expect him to be taller and more muscular all of a sudden?

      But he smells wrong, too, whispered a little voice in her head. He doesn’t smell like warm, masculine spice. I don’t like it!

      “Douglas,” she said, pulling out of the hug when she absolutely couldn’t stand it anymore. “Did you, er, change your cologne or deodorant while I was…was gone?”

      It seemed wrong to even say such a thing. Because as far as Alli could remember, she had never left. But since Douglas kept insisting and the calendar seemed to back him up…

      “Of course not—why would you ask such a thing?” he asked and shook his head. “I was too busy looking for you to do anything else! I even handed the Johnson account off to someone else, just so I could concentrate on finding you and you know how lucrative that is! It cost me a great deal of time and effort, you disappearing like you did.”

      Alli shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, Douglas—I just don’t remember any of this.” She sighed. “Maybe I should go up to the Mother Ship. Maybe someone there can help me make sense of all this. ”

      “The Mother Ship?” He frowned. “Why would you go there?”

      “I don’t know.” Alli frowned. “I just have a feeling that somehow this…everything that supposedly happened to me…somehow has to do with the Kindred.”

      Her fiancé threw up his hands.

      “Fine. Just call me once you get there so I know you’re all right. I’ll stay here and make some calls to the Police Department—I have to cancel the Missing Persons report they have on you and ask them to close the case.” He shook his head. “Honestly, this is a relief—they were beginning to ask me some very suspicious questions.”

      Alli frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, they seemed to think I had done away with you somehow!” Douglas made a face. “As if I would, after all the money I’ve already put out on the wedding!”

      Inwardly, Alli winced. Leave it to Douglas to reduce everything to dollars and cents—even her apparent disappearance and the loss of an entire month of her life that she couldn’t account for.

      “I’ll call you when I get there,” she said and kissed him lightly on the cheek, though honestly, she really didn’t want to get anywhere near him. Though she didn’t understand why, getting physically close to her fiancé just felt uncomfortable, which was really strange. It had never bothered her before, but now it felt wrong.

      Well, add it to the list of weird things happening today, Alli told herself.

      She had to get up to the Mother Ship and try to find some answers. As she had told Douglas, she had a very strong feeling that somehow the Kindred had something to do with what had happened to her.

      She only wished she knew what it was.
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      “Oh, I’m so relieved you’re back, all safe and sound!” Sophia gave her a big hug, squeezing Alli tight for emphasis as she pulled her into her suite. “Come on and sit down. You really don’t know where you went?” she asked, examining Alli’s face anxiously as they both settled on her couch.

      Alli shook her head. “I wish. Douglas is going crazy about it but I don’t remember a thing. The last thing I can recall is going to sleep in bed beside him. And the next morning—or what felt like the next morning to me, anyway—when I woke up, he was insisting that I’d disappeared and been gone almost an entire month somehow!”

      “You did and you were,” Sophie assured her. “We thought maybe you’d come back up here to the Mother Ship somehow, even though your shuttle was still at your house on Earth. We turned the whole place upside down looking for you.” She leaned forward and looked into Alli’s eyes. “What we were most afraid of was that you’d somehow been taken by that Kru’ell One you’d been dreaming about. I even had Doctor Lambert monitor her PORTAL, but we couldn’t find you anywhere, even though she was combing through different universes for days!”

      Alli shook her head. This was too much to take in all at once.

      “PORTAL? What’s that?” she asked, skipping over Sophie’s other strange statements about Krue’ell Ones and different universes.

      “Oh, didn’t I introduce you to Doctor Lambert yet?” Sophie asked. “Caroline’s a scientist and she built a machine that acts like a window into other universes in the Multiverse. Or, well, she thought it was a window but it turns out that for certain people, it can act more like a door. Caroline herself got sucked through into a different universe and we had a terrible time trying to get her back again.”

      “Really?” Alli shook her head. “Whoever heard of being sucked into a whole other universe?”

      “Well, that’s exactly what we were afraid happened to you,” Sophie explained. “Especially after you told me about those strange dreams you had about the Kru’ell One warrior.”

      “What?” Alli’s temples began to throb for some reason. “What are you talking about?” she asked, frowning. “I never had any dreams of any warrior.”

      Sophie frowned.

      “Yes, you did, hon,” she said. “You were telling me all about it the last time I saw you. About how you always saw him in a hall filled with shadows and he said he was coming for you.” She shivered. “Really scary stuff! So of course we were afraid that you somehow got sucked through the PORTAL and wound up in his universe.”

      By now Alli’s head was positively pounding.

      “I don’t…don’t remember telling you about any dreams,” she said to Sophie, rubbing her temples to try and ease the ache. “I don’t even remember having any dreams. I’m beginning to feel like I’m going crazy!”

      “Oh dear—I shouldn’t have said anything!” Sophie exclaimed. “I’m so sorry, Alli!”

      “No…” Alli took a deep breath, trying to calm the pounding in her head. “No, it’s all right. It’s just hard to hear that I’ve apparently lost even more of my memory than I thought. I mean, an entire month is gone but so is the conversation I apparently had with you about weird dreams and warriors from an alternate universe.”

      “Sylvan and I were so worried about you after that,” Sophie confessed. “We were actually glad that you went back down to Earth because the PORTAL can’t work there—it has to be out of Earth’s atmosphere and magnetic field. But when you went missing…”

      “Show me the PORTAL,” Alli interrupted. She didn’t know why, but it seemed important to see the machine Sophie kept talking about that led to other universes.

      “Oh well, if you think it will help jog your memory or something,” Sophie said uncertainly.

      “Maybe it will, if I somehow went through it, like you seem to think,” Alli said.

      “I don’t see how, since you disappeared from Earth. Though I supposed it can’t hurt to have a look,” Sophie said thoughtfully. “But you’ll have to stand well back from it—it can be dangerous!” She frowned. “I have to tell Caroline—Doctor Lambert—to cancel her search for you, anyway. Come on—we’ll go see her and the PORTAL now.”

      “Let’s go,” Alli said grimly. “I just want to get to the bottom of all this and put it behind me.”

      “Come on then.” And Sophie led the way.
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      Dr. Caroline Lambert was a plump, pretty woman with wild, fly-away golden-red curls and a shy smile that Alli liked at once. When she found out who Alli was, her pretty face broke into a huge grin of relief.

      “Oh, you don’t know how worried we’ve all been!” she exclaimed, wringing Alli’s hand enthusiastically. “I was so afraid that awful warrior from another universe that Sophie was telling me you dreamed about had somehow used my PORTAL to get in here and steal you away!”

      “I can assure you, nobody stole me away anywhere,” Alli said dryly. But even as she spoke, her temples started to throb again.

      “Can Alli have a look at the PORTAL?” Sophie asked Caroline. “From a safe distance of course,” she added quickly.

      “Of course! I have a guardrail installed now,” Caroline answered. “It reminds people where to stand since they just seem drawn to it when we fire it up.”

      She walked them to the back of her laboratory where the machine was. The PORTAL had a shiny, brass rectangular frame and looked a little like an oversized mirror but with no glass in it.

      “Hmm,” Alli studied it, but the machine which supposedly allowed one to look into other Universes—and sometimes to travel in them—didn’t ring any bells.

      “Does it jog your memory at all?” Sophie asked anxiously.

      Alli shook her head.

      “Not a bit, actually.”

      “Maybe if I start it up,” Caroline suggested. “Though of course, even if you were sucked into the universe with the Kru’ell Ones in it, the chances of you seeing that particular world are pretty slim.”

      “Still, it can’t hurt to look, I suppose,” Sophie said.

      “Of course.” Caroline went over to the PORTAL’s controls. She pushed a button and turned a shiny brass wheel.

      At once the empty brass rectangle filled with a field of stars.

      Alli started to object that all she could see was space when a new object came into view. It looked like a dot and then, as it rushed forward, it grew and grew until it was clearly a planet. A blue-green planet wreathed in clouds.

      “That’s Earth,” Sophie murmured. “But it’s almost hard to tell because of all the cloud cover. Those are way more clouds than our Earth usually has.”

      Alli’s temples gave a warning twinge, signaling the onset of a headache but she found she couldn’t look away as the cloud-covered Earth got bigger.

      You’ve seen this view before, whispered a little voice in her head. Back when you went to the feast.

      Alli frowned. What feast? She had a brief mental image of herself dressed in a long, sheer black gown and a royal blue cloak but when she tried to chase it, the picture evaporated like smoke.

      But now the view on the PORTAL was getting more detailed. They were past the atmosphere of Earth now and hovering over the White House in DC. But…was it the White House? For someone had painted it black—or at least, very dark gray and there was a high black fence all around it.

      “What in the world?” Sophie murmured beside her. “I wonder what’s going on in this world?”

      “Look at the armed guards out front,” Caroline said. “They look like Kindred—don’t they?”

      “In a way. But look at those eyes—black and silver like mirrors!” Sophie shivered.

      He had mirrored eyes but at the very last, you saw into his soul, whispered the voice in Alli’s head. Her temples gave another, stronger twinge—the warning of a truly awful headache brewing on the horizon.

      Still she watched.

      They were rushing into the White House now, speeding down a hallway to a room that seemed somehow familiar.

      That’s where the feast was, the voice informed her. But the long, low table with its black and red cushions had been pushed to the side. Sitting at the far end of the room in a golden, throne-like chair, was a Kindred warrior so huge he dwarfed even the guards around him. He had a thick, bushy black beard that had been braided with a bone at the end of it and he was wearing a cloak made of coarse black fur that was almost the same color as his hair. Instead of black and silver, like the eyes of the warriors around him, his eyes gleamed a deadly black and red.

      “The Overlord,” Alli breathed and then wondered why she had said it. She didn’t know this man—did she?

      “What’s that?” Sophie and Caroline both turned to her, looking concerned.

      “Nothing. It’s nothing.” Alli rubbed her temples again. God, her head was throbbing. And still she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the PORTAL.

      At that moment, another man walked into the scene they were watching. He was tall, with black hair shaved close to his scalp, and the same mirrored eyes as the other warriors. To Alli, he looked strangely familiar.

      You know him, whispered the voice in her head. He’s important.

      Yes, but who was he? Though she searched her mind frantically, Alli couldn’t find a name to match with the tall stranger.

      “So,” the Overlord boomed as the warrior came to stand before him. “You come by yourself this time. Where is that pretty little concubine of yours? The one who’s going to be mine very shortly?”

      “She will never be yours,” the warrior growled. His deep gravelly voice sent shockwaves through Alli. “She has gone beyond your reach.”

      “Liar!” the Overlord snarled. “Did you think to hide her in another universe, perhaps? I can find her there just as well as here.”

      “Even if you do, you’ll never be able to feed on her,” the warrior with the mirrored eyes said. “Because she’s bonded to me. You’ll be unable to get a single shred of emotional sustenance.”

      “What?” the Overlord roared. “How dare you deny me the female I want?”

      “It’s about time somebody denied you,” the warrior snapped back. “You’ve gotten away with far too much already. You’re in the process of ruining our society with your wanton cruelty and corruption! We never used to torture the females we fed from, but you’ve normalized it, just as you’ve normalized so many other forms of evil.”

      The Overlord seemed to grow even angrier for a moment. His eyes glowed blood red. But then, to Alli’s surprise, he threw back his head and laughed.

      “I should be angry with you for putting your little concubine out of my reach, but why bother?” He sneered at the warrior. “You fool—you bonded with her and sent her back to her own place, leaving yourself with no sustenance. You’ll starve to death—you’ve signed your own death warrant!”

      “Not before I sign yours!” The warrior sprang forward and as he did, a glittering silver knife appeared in his hand.

      The Overlord saw it and jumped to his feet. Throwing off the fur cloak he wore, he pulled out a knife of his own. He got the blade up just in time to block the warrior’s attack. But the warrior wasn’t done yet.

      “I challenge you,” he growled as the two males started circling each other before the golden throne. “To a fight to the death—for your throne and title and for the honor of our people. I challenge you, Overlord!”

      “No!” Alli screamed, sinking to her knees. She was clutching her head in both hands, squeezing to try and stop the horrible bolts of pain ripping through her temples like jagged shards of lighting. “No, turn it off. Turn it off!”

      “Alli, honey, are you okay?” Sophie knelt beside her, an arm around Alli’s shoulders while Caroline hastened to shut off the PORTAL.

      “No,” Alli was moaning, over and over again. “No, no, no, no…”

      “What’s the matter, was that him?” Caroline asked, kneeling on her other side. “Was one of those men we saw the one who took you?”

      But Alli could only shake her head. Her mind was in turmoil. The little voice kept insisting that she knew those people she’d seen in the other universe—that the warrior with the mirrored eyes was vitally important. But her brain wouldn’t tell her who he was or how he was important.

      The dichotomy between the two sides was ripping her apart and the pain in her head was so bad Alli felt like it was going to explode.

      “Call Liv!” Sophie ordered Caroline. “Get on the Think-me and get her here now!”

      A few eternities later, Sophie’s twin sister, who was also a doctor, was there.

      “…having some kind of attack,” Sophie was telling her. “Seems to have something to do with something she saw on the PORTAL.”

      They tried to talk to Alli but by that time she was curled into the fetal position, her head clutched in both hands, moaning. The headache was like the worst migraine imaginable and it was made worse by the constant voices in her head.

      You know him! No, I don’t! Yes, you do! What’s his name then? You know him…

      Over and over, round and round, until Alli thought she was going crazy.

      “Some kind of mental break,” Liv was saying. “Need to give her a sedative to help her relax.”

      Then something was being injected into Alli’s arm. As the needle bit into her flesh and darkness began to eat her vision, her last thought was,

      It only hurt for a moment when he Stung me. After that it was all pleasure…

      And then everything went black and she knew no more.
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      Kane stood over the body of the Overlord, his knife dripping red, still clutched in one hand.

      I won, he thought, feeling stunned. How did I do that? How did I best the Overlord?

      But he knew the answer—it was the Goddess. The one from the other universe—Allisandra’s universe.

      After a long and vicious fight, the Overlord had overpowered him. His blade had been at Kane’s throat and Kane had been thinking,

      Dead. I’m dead now and I’ll never see Allisandra again…

      And then he had heard the voice. Warm and strong and feminine, it had filled his head.

      “Do not concede, Warrior,” the voice had urged him. “This evil must end. It is the Cruel Father who gives the Overlord his strength. But I will give you mine and you shall overcome!”

      A rush of new energy had suddenly filled him, like electricity galvanizing a piece of metal when it’s struck by lightning. Kane had thrust the other male’s blade aside and fought afresh—fought like a madman, determined to win—to rid the world of the foul beast who poisoned the land.

      Everything had seemed like a blur and then, somehow, the Overlord was at his feet and he was standing there in a pool of blood and stunned silence.

      At last, the silence broke as the warriors around him cheered.

      “The new Overlord!” Kane heard one of them shout. “Kane is the new Overlord—long may he live!”

      The other Kru’ell Ones took up the cry but even as their words penetrated his brain, Kane realized that something else had penetrated his flesh.

      Looking down, he saw fresh blood seeping from his side. Putting a hand to the wound, he tried to staunch the flow. But there was so much—too much.

      Kane’s last thought as he sank to his knees was that he had killed the Overlord… but it seemed that maybe the Overlord had killed him too. And if he died, he would surely never see his love again.

      “Allisandra,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry…”

      And then all was blackness.
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      “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Sophie looked at her anxiously.

      “Of course. I’m fine—perfectly fine.” Alli gave a jagged laugh that belied her words. To hide the trembling of her hands, she smoothed down the wedding dress—it had been her mother’s, one of the few things her father had kept in storage for Alli after her mother died.

      “But you only got released from the Med Center this morning,” Sophie protested. “Are you sure you’re up to a big ceremony?”

      “Listen, if I try to postpone the wedding, Douglas will have a heart attack.” Alli tried to make her voice businesslike and strong. “I mean, we’ve been planning this for months and, as he would surely point out, the amount of money he’s expended on the reception is too much to waste.”

      Of course to Douglas, any amount of money was too much to waste. But that wasn’t the point, Alli told herself. The point was to get back to normal after the mini-breakdown she’d suffered the day before while watching the events of that other universe in the PORTAL.

      “I’m fine,” she said again, trying to convince herself as much as Sophie. “But thank you for asking. Now—how do I look?”

      She twirled in front of the mirror, the long white gown with its sweetheart neckline showing off her curves to best advantage. Her mother had been plus-sized too and the dress was cut just right to flatter a fuller figure.

      “You look beautiful,” Sophie said, trying to smile. “I just want to be sure you know what you’re doing.”

      “Of course I know what I’m doing—I’m getting married to Douglas just like I’ve planned to for the past year,” Alli said, more sharply than she intended.

      “But, well…are you sure—” Sophie began.

      “Well, well—is everyone ready for the big day?”

      It was Liv, Sophie’s twin sister, poking her head into the bridal tent which was set up on the side lawn of the Sacred Grove, where the ceremony was to take place. She looked at Alli with barely concealed concern.

      “Just thought I’d check in on my patient one more time before the ceremony,” she said.

      “I’m fine,” Alli said, firmly, trying to make it be true.

      Fine except for the little voice in the back of her head, whispering that she had forgotten something…something terribly important…

      Alli ignored that voice fiercely. Today was her big day, after all. She’d been planning it for months and she was damn well going to have it, she told herself. Nothing was going to stop her from having her ‘happily ever after moment,’ as her wedding planner called it.

      Just then, there was a masculine cough outside the tent.

      “Ladies?” Commander Sylvan’s voice said. “Are you ready? Everyone is assembled and waiting.”

      “It’s show time!” Alli said brightly, trying to drown out the annoying little voice in her head with good cheer. “Come on, girls—how do I look?”

      “Beautiful,” Liv said sincerely and Sophie nodded. “But are you sure—”

      “Time to get going!” Alli interrupted. She stepped hastily out of the tent before either sister could say anything else and took Commander Sylvan’s arm. Since Alli’s father had died so long ago, he had considerately offered to walk her down the isle—an offer that Alli had accepted with gratitude at the time.

      But now, as they made their way barefoot down the middle of the Sacred Grove (everyone had to remove their shoes since it was holy ground) she couldn’t feel anything but fear and a sense of wrongness that seemed to grow with every step.

      Forgot, you forgot…it’s important, what you forgot, chanted the annoying little voice in the back of her head. It got so loud that Alli could barely hear the music—a lovely string quartet she and Douglas had picked especially for this occasion.

      Speaking of Douglas, there he was, standing at the end of the aisle in front of the Priestess who was to perform the ceremony. He was smiling, apparently oblivious to the turmoil churning within Alli, though she was certain it must show on her face. He even raised his eyebrows and tapped his watch as if to say, Hurry up, you’re running late!

      Douglas was always so punctual, she thought distractedly. He had probably brought some paperwork up to the Mother Ship and he wanted to get through with the ceremony and reception in time to get some of it done. That would be like him and of course she couldn’t complain—both of them had agreed when they got together that their jobs would always come first and the relationship would be second.

      There was someone else who put you first, the little voice in Alli’s brain informed her. He loved you, cared for you, spent hours pleasuring you…

      Shut up! Alli told it fiercely. I don’t know what you’re talking about—there was nobody like that!

      To distract herself, she looked around at the guests—various friends and family from work and from the Mother Ship. There was Dr. Lambert with her handsome Kindred husband who had apparently come through the PORTAL from another universe…

      No, don’t think about that! Don’t think about other universes! Alli told herself. Quickly, she looked around for other familiar faces. Liv and Sophie were sitting on the bride’s side. Right beside them was Imani, the sweet young attorney that Alli had mentored before she came to work for the Kindred.

      Imani had lovely, creamy brown skin like dark chocolate and big, dark, almond-shaped eyes. Doe eyes, Alli had always thought. She was a tiny little slip of a thing—short but solid, as she liked to say. But her diminutive stature and shy smile belied a fiery spirit. She was working as a civil rights attorney, fighting mainly for those who had been wrongly imprisoned. Alli had been proud to see her grow from a timid intern to a self-confident Councilor.

      “You look beautiful!” her protégée mouthed.

      “Thank you!” Alli mouthed back.

      And then she was past the row where Imani sat and there was nothing to do but join Douglas in front of the priestess.

      “There you are, darling—I was worried for a moment,” he murmured, taking her hand with a condescending smile. “Always late—even to your own wedding.”

      Alli had to fight to keep from yanking her hand out of his. His touch on her skin felt awful—like sandpaper and slime combined—how was that even possible?

      “Sorry.” She smiled at him, hoping the expression looked more sincere than it felt. Right at that moment her smile felt so brittle she thought it might fall off her face and shatter into a million pieces in the grass beneath their feet. But again, Douglas didn’t seem to notice anything unusual.

      “My Children,” the Priestess began, addressing the assembly. She was an older woman with the green streaks in her hair and the green-within-green eyes that most priestesses of the Mother of All Life had. “We are here today to Join these two souls in the sight of the Goddess.” She smiled at Alli and Douglas. “Allisandra and Douglas have chosen to write their own vows and they will speak them now.”

      This was Alli’s cue to start, but suddenly her mind was a total blank. She had some lovely vows she’d written out and memorized ages ago—back when she and Douglas had first planned the wedding and decided to have it aboard the Mother Ship. But now not a single word would come to Alli’s mind—there was nothing in her head but the little voice chanting,

      Mistake, mistake, you’re making a mistake. Forgot, forgot, there’s something you forgot…

      Over and over again until Alli thought she might go crazy.

      “Darling?” Douglas frowned at her.

      Alli shook her head.

      “I…I…you go first,” she said.

      He shrugged and nodded.

      “All right. Ahem…Allisandra,” he began loudly, speaking for the benefit of the assembled guests as well as for her. “When I first met you, I was struck by your practicality. I said to myself—this is a woman who knows how to prioritize. A woman who will let me get on with my life while she lives hers to the fullest as well. A woman I can coexist with peacefully with minimal friction for the rest of my days.” He gave Alli a small, self-deprecating smile. “I know that might not be considered romantic by some, but that’s one thing I like about you, darling—you don’t demand any grand romantic gestures. I guess what I’m trying to say is, will you be mine?”

      Mine! growled a voice in Alli’s head. A new voice—not the nagging little one but a deep, rough, gravelly tone that was clearly masculine. You’re mine now, baby! Mine forever!

      Alli put a hand to her temple, which was throbbing. What was wrong with her?

      “I said, will you be mine?” Douglas repeated, frowning at her. Clearly he was irritated that she was messing up the ceremony.

      “Oh, uh, yes. Yes, of course,” Alli mumbled, trying to smile through the blinding pain building in her temples. Was she going to have another fainting fit right here in the middle of her own wedding? She couldn’t do that! She had to make it through somehow. Had to ignore the crazy voices and just get finished with the ceremony so she could go lie down in a cool dark room with a wet cloth over her eyes. Then she would feel better…wouldn’t she?

      “And now Allisandra will say her vows,” the priestess said, giving her a pointed look.

      “Oh, uh…” Alli searched her memory frantically, but the vows she had written were still gone.

      Gone, whispered the little voice. Gone and forgotten, gone and forgotten…

      “Douglas,” she said desperately, realizing that everyone was staring at her. “I, um, guess we’re here to get married today. So…” She cleared her throat. “So let’s do it. Let’s get married. Okay?”

      Douglas shot her a disapproving look. Clearly this was not what he had been expecting. But then, it wasn’t as though his own vows had been that romantic, Alli thought resentfully. What with him talking about how practical she was. And what could he or anyone else expect of her when she was hearing voices and trying not to go crazy in the middle of her own wedding?

      “Very…er…very nice,” the priestess said doubtfully. “Well, my children—will you please each give me a hand so that I may Join you together in the sight of the Goddess?”

      Douglas held out his right hand and the priestess took it with a serene smile. Alli held out her left but when she slipped it into the waiting hand of the priestess, the other woman gasped.

      “Oh, my daughter!” she exclaimed, looking at Alli, her strange, green-within-green eyes wide with surprise. “I cannot Join you to this man!”

      “What?” Douglas demanded, frowning. “Why not?”

      “Because…” The priestess dropped his hand to cup Alli’s in both of hers. “Because this female is already bonded to another male.”
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      Chaos ensued.

      The music came to a jangling halt. Alli could hear everyone whispering behind them, and Douglas was blustering about how they could have chosen to have their wedding ceremony anywhere but they had settled on the Sacred Grove and he was going to sue the priestess and the entire Mother Ship for breach of contract!

      But Alli barely heard any of it. She was looking into the priestess’s eyes, the green-within-green eyes which seemed almost to glow…

      “What do you mean?” she whispered. “Please tell me—I feel like I’m going crazy. Please help me remember whatever it was I forgot.”

      The priestess’s eyes glowed even brighter and when she spoke again, her voice was not her own. It was a rich, feminine tone which was somehow familiar to Alli. And as she spoke, the entire Sacred Grove filled with a beautiful presence and a sweet scent.

      “My child,” she said, holding Alli’s hands in hers. “Remember.”

      Suddenly, everything came rushing back. Kane in the Hall of Shadows…the look in his silver-black eyes when he bonded her to him…his deep rough voice claiming her, saying, “Mine. You’re mine.”

      “Kane!” Alli gasped, her hand flying to her face. “Oh my God, how could I forget him?”

      “Your mate repressed your memory to protect you,” the Goddess said—for Alli was certain now it was she who was speaking through the priestess. “But now he is the one in grave danger. You must go quickly if you are to save him.”

      “Yes! Yes, of course!” Alli turned and scanned the crowd until she spotted Caroline Lambert, who looked as confused as everyone else. She was about to run to her when Douglas stopped her with a hand on her arm.

      “Now, wait just a minute, Alli,” he said frowning. “What’s all this about? You need to settle down so we can get on with the ceremony.”

      “I’m sorry, Douglas.” Alli shook his hand off impatiently. “But I can’t marry you.”

      He frowned. “You want to postpone the wedding? You don’t want to get married today?”

      Alli shook her head.

      “Not today and not ever. I’m already married—well, bonded—to someone else. Someone who needs me right now.” She pressed his hand briefly. “I’m really sorry. But please try to understand.”

      “Understand?” He glared at her. “Of course I understand! I understand you’re running off and leaving me to foot the bill for this entire ceremony and reception!”

      “I guess I am,” Alli said, shaking her head. “I guess I’m not as practical as you thought.”

      “But…but where do you think you’re going?” Douglas blustered.

      Alli took a deep breath.

      “I have to find the man who really loves me—who’s trapped in a whole other universe, which is where I have to go too, in order to save his life.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “How’s that for a grand, romantic gesture? Now, please excuse me—I have to go.”

      She left him standing there, slack-jawed, and rushed down the aisle.

      “The PORTAL,” she exclaimed, grabbing Caroline by the arm. “Please hurry—I have to get to it and find Kane!”

      “O-okay,” Caroline stuttered. “If…if you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure!” Alli told her firmly.

      She was certain the other woman was thinking of how she had reacted last time she had seen the other universe through the PORTAL aperture. But this time was different. This time she remembered.

      “Come on,” she said, dragging at Caroline’s arm. “Let’s go!”
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      It seemed to take forever for the PORTAL to warm up. All the time Alli kept fidgeting nervously as she watched for the swath of stars and the clouded Earth to appear in the window. She was still barefoot and wearing her wedding dress, having run with Caroline—and Sophie and Sylvan and Liv—all the way from the Sacred Grove to Caroline’s lab.

      “Hurry,” she muttered, as the PORTAL at last began to hum. “Hurry, hurry, hurry…”

      At least none of her friends seemed to think she was acting strangely. Caroline had been startled at first but everyone in the Grove—with the possible exception of Douglas—had felt the Goddess’s presence. And several of them had heard the priestess’s words as well.

      “I’m so glad you got your memory back,” Sophie told her, squeezing Alli’s hand. “I knew something must have happened in that month you were gone.”

      “A whole lot happened,” Alli said distractedly, her eyes still glued to the PORTAL’s aperture. “But for some reason Kane made me forget it. He must have thought I was in danger. But damn it—how could he?”

      “Ask him yourself,” Liv murmured. “Is that him there—on the bed?”

      Sure enough, the PORTAL had rushed through the space and Earth scene so quickly it had been nothing but a blur, and now it was displaying a carved black four-poster bed with a man lying in the middle.

      No, not a man, Alli realized—a Kru’ell One warrior—Kane!

      But something was wrong with him. His eyes were closed and his breathing was shallow. In front of his bed, two other warriors who were clearly guards were talking.

      “Poor bastard,” one was muttering to the other. “He might be the new Overlord, but for how long?”

      “Not long at this rate,” the other replied. “The hell of it is, it’s not his wound that’s killing him.”

      “No?” The first warrior raised his eyebrows in surprise. “That was a nasty scratch the old Overlord gave him.”

      “No.” The second warrior shook his head firmly. “The Medic says the wound is all but healed. His problem is, he’s starving to death.”

      “What?” The first warrior frowned. “Why doesn’t he just take a new concubine to feed from?”

      “Rumor has it he went and bonded himself to another concubine—a female the old Overlord coveted for himself,” the second male said. “He did it to protect her but then he sent her away so the old bastard couldn’t get her.”

      “Then he signed his own death warrant!” The first warrior looked awed. “What male in his right mind would do such a thing?”

      “A male in love, I guess.” The second warrior looked almost wistful. “Have you ever thought of that? Thought of finding a concubine you could stay with forever?”

      Alli didn’t wait to hear the other warrior’s answer. This was the place—the universe she needed to be in. And now she knew exactly what was wrong with Kane—he needed to feed from her emotions. And right now, she was brimming over with them!

      “That’s him—how do I get in?” she demanded, climbing over the guardrail which had been placed in front of the PORTAL, apparently to keep people away. “How do I—?”

      “Oh, be careful!” she heard either Sophie or Liv shout, but their voices seemed very far away. The picture in the PORTAL’s aperture got rapidly bigger and bigger until Alli found she was in it—standing right beside the four-poster bed with its still, silent figure.

      “Hey!” one of the warriors gasped.

      “What in the Seven Hells?” the second growled. “Where did she come from?”

      Alli ignored them both.

      She climbed into bed with Kane, not caring that her wedding dress was getting crumpled, desperate to be by his side.

      “Kane!” she gasped as she gathered his head into her lap. “Kane, wake up! It’s me—it’s Allisandra!”

      His eyelids fluttered open and he looked up at her with his mirrored eyes.

      “All…isandra?” he muttered weakly. “What…what are you doing here?”

      “Saving you—if I can.” She looked at him anxiously. He looked so weak—so helpless! What could she do for him?

      He lives on pleasure, whispered the little voice in her head. Remember, Alli? He lives on emotion and the sensations you have when he touches you. Think about it!

      At last Alli understood—finally she knew what to do.

      “Kane,” she said urgently, putting her neck to his mouth. “Kane, Sting me! Hurry—do it now!”

      She was afraid he might refuse for some reason, but then she felt his mouth opening as he pressed a weak kiss to the side of her throat.

      “Sting me!” she urged again. “Just like you did when you bonded me to you!”

      He groaned weakly but at last she felt the sudden stabbing pain, followed by the intense pleasure. With a gasping cry, she pressed herself to his big body.

      “Yes, Kane,” she moaned, holding him tightly. “Yes, Sting me again and again—as many time as it takes to make you better.”

      The big Kru’ell One did as she said and as the waves of pleasure rushed through her, Alli could feel him growing stronger.

      “What are you doing here?” he sent through their link. “Thought I made you forget.”

      “You did, you big idiot!” Alli was half-laughing, half-crying through gasps of pleasure. It was an emotional overload but she welcomed it eagerly. “You sent me away to keep me safe from the Overlord, didn’t you?”

      “He wanted you.” There was a fierce growl in Kane’s mental voice. “Couldn’t let him have you, baby.”

      “Well someone else almost got me, thanks to your little memory-wiping trick!” Alli scolded him. “Do you know I was actually at the altar with Douglas saying my wedding vows before the Goddess helped me remember you?”

      “You were?” Kane’s eyes flashed and he drew back to speak aloud. “Tell me you didn’t Join with that weak little bastard! He doesn’t deserve you!”

      Alli felt her heart leap in her chest. He was already looking and sounding stronger! He must be feeding off her intense emotions even now. Emotions of joy and love and deep relief that the man she adored was going to be okay.

      “Of course, I didn’t,” she said, stroking his cheek. “I left him at the altar. He’ll get over it—as long as I pay him back for the ceremony and the reception.” She made a face. “He’s more worried about losing his money than losing me.”

      “He’s a fool then.” Kane wrapped her in his arms. “Because now that I have you back, I never intend to lose you again!”

      He started to kiss her but Alli put a hand on his chest.

      “Uh, Kane? The guards?” she said, nodding at the two big warriors who were still staring at them, dumbfounded, as though they couldn’t believe what they were seeing.

      “Guards?” He frowned and looked over at them. “Hey, you two,” he growled at them. “Do you mind? Your Overlord needs some privacy.”

      Their black and silver eyes wide, they both nodded.

      “Yes, Overlord. Of course, Overlord!”

      “And lock the door behind you!” Kane called after them as they left the big bedroom hurriedly.

      He pulled Alli in for a kiss and gave her a smile.

      “I’m going to bond my concubine to me all over again…and I have a feeling it’s going to take a while…”
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      “So this is a Kru’ell One. We’ve heard much of you in my universe, but I never thought to meet one of your kind in person.” Sylvan reached across his desk to offer Kane a warrior’s clasp. The other male took his arm and gripped it firmly before letting go.

      “Pleased to meet you, Brother,” he growled. “I like your ship. We have our headquarters on the Earth itself in my ‘verse.”

      “A much-changed Earth, as I understand it.” Sylvan raised his eyebrows.

      Kane nodded.

      “And it’s going to change even more—for the better, Goddess willing. There are a lot of things we need to do—stop the Calm dosage, elevate the humans to co-equal members of society…”

      “Teach the Kru’ell One warriors they can find one special woman and bond with her instead of just going from girl to girl,” Alli put in, raising her eyebrows.

      Kane grinned at her.

      “Well, that’s already becoming fashionable, now that the new Overlord has already done it.” He pointed a thumb at his own broad chest and laughed.

      “It turns out that many of the warriors were wishing for a permanent relationship with the female of their choice, but having Calm in a girl’s system made her emotions too muted to feed them for long,” Alli explained to Sylvan.

      “But now that we’re no longer dosing the humans, my warriors will be able to find permanent brides like I have, instead of temporary concubines,” Kane added.

      “I’m glad to hear you’re making such sweeping reforms,” Sylvan said, nodding. “But it sounds like you still have a lot of hard work ahead of you.”

      “Which is one reason we’re here,” Alli told him. “I’m afraid that I’m going to have to resign my job with the Kindred of the Mother Ship. My place is at Kane’s side now. I’m going to help him through the legal aspects of setting up the new co-equal human/Kindred society on his version of Earth.”

      “Well, we didn’t really expect you to travel between universes every day to get to work,” Sylvan said dryly. “That is, putting it mildly, one hell of a commute.”

      Alli laughed. “You could say that. Plus, I don’t think I’ll want to be doing too much traveling in the near future.” She placed a hand on her belly which was very slightly rounded. “I’m expecting, you see.”

      Sylvan smiled.

      “Congratulations, Allisandra. I know the two of you will make wonderful parents.”

      “We’re certainly going to try,” Alli said. “But I don’t want to leave you high and dry. I know I’m not exactly giving you two week’s notice, but I’d like to suggest a replacement for my position, if I may.”

      Sylvan looked interested.

      “Please do. Any human Councilor you recommend is certain to have a sterling reputation.”

      “She does,” Alli said earnestly. “Her name is Imani Williams. She was my intern—I mentored her for years and I’ve seen her grow into a fine attorney. She’s a little young and inexperienced but she’s extremely smart and she has a sense of justice and a love of the law that’s unequaled in any lawyer I’ve ever met.”

      “I’d be pleased to meet her,” Sylvan said gravelly. “If you’d like to have her make an appointment?”

      “No need,” Alli said quickly. “I wanted to introduce her in person while I was in this ‘verse, as Kane calls it.” She smiled briefly at her mate. “She’s right outside your office door. Do you mind if I invite her in?”

      “Please do.” Sylvan made an expansive motion.

      Getting up, Alli went to the door and opened it. Imani was sitting there with her briefcase clutched in her lap and a tense expression on her pretty face. She was wearing her best interview suit and when she caught Alli’s eye, she raised her eyebrows in a silent question.

      “Commander Sylvan wants to meet you,” Alli told her, smiling. “Come on—you’ll do great. Just pretend he’s a judge or a jury.”

      One thing about Imani was her contradictory nature. She was shy almost to the point of muteness when meeting new people, but put her in a courtroom setting with a defendant who had been wronged, and she was as fiery as a dragon.

      Rising, Imani brushed her long, black braids behind one ear and followed Alli into Commander Sylvan’s office. Alli saw her lift her chin and make eye-contact and knew how difficult it was for Imani. She liked to call herself an “extroverted introvert”—meaning she could force herself to get over her shyness and meet new people, but it really cost her some effort to do so.

      “Hello, Councilor Imani, is it?” Sylvan raised his eyebrows.

      “Commander Sylvan—so nice to meet you.” Imani’s soft voice was belied by her firm handshake.

      “I understand you’re very interested in using the law to right wrongs which have been done to people,” Sylvan said to her.

      “Yes, definitely!” Imani’s dark eyes flashed as some of her fire came out. “I’m a civil rights attorney and I deal with a lot of cases where people have been wrongly imprisoned.”

      Sylvan nodded thoughtfully.

      “In that case, I think I have something that might interest you. A trial case to see if you and the Kindred are a good fit. Are you interested?”

      “Can you give me the details?” Imani asked.

      “I certainly can, but I have to warn you, this will involve some travel. You’ll have to fold space and go to a distant planet—are you all right with that?”

      Imani lifted her chin.

      “I can do that. Who is the defendant?”

      “A Nightwalker Kindred.” Sylvan frowned. “They’re a very rare branch of the Kindred family tree. Rare to vanishing, I’m afraid. This particular warrior has been charged with murder—but we believe he is innocent. In fact, we have evidence proving it. Will you go and defend him? If you won’t, I’ll have to find someone else quickly. The prisoner is going to be put to death in a matter of days unless someone intervenes.”

      “Put to death?” Imani’s dark eyes flashed fire. “Point me in the right direction, Commander Sylvan—I’ll be there to fight for him as soon as you need me.”

      Sylvan looked pleased.

      “You’re right,” he said to Alli. “She does have a very strong sense of justice.”

      “She feels injustice personally, I believe,” Alli murmured, smiling proudly at her protégé.

      “I do.” Imani nodded. “My big brother was sent to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. He…” Her voice faltered for a moment. “He died there.” She straightened her shoulders. “That’s what made me want to do the kind of work I do and fight for people who don’t have anyone else to fight for them.”

      “Well, you’ll certainly have a fight on your hands,” Sylvan told her dryly. “The court you’ll be arguing in has some very…shall we say odd rules. But I believe you’re up to it.” He held out a hand to her. “Councilor Imani, welcome to the Kindred Legal Team.”

      Imani shook his hand and smiled.

      “Thank you, Commander Sylvan. I can’t wait to get started.”

      Alli smiled with pride at the young woman beside her. It looked like Imani would be going on a little adventure, but she was sure her protégé was up to the challenge.

      In the meantime, she would have a few challenges of her own—including motherhood. She turned her gaze on Kane, who was watching her with a hungry smile on his face.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she sent through their link. “You want to have bonding sex again. But remember, you already made me pregnant!”

      “Let’s try for twins,” Kane growled in her head. “It seems your protégé is going to do well here, so all your loose ends are tied up. Let’s go home, Allisandra—I want you.”

      “I want you, too,” Alli sent him and felt a warm surge of lust through their bond. As she rose and took his arm, she felt as though her heart might overflow.

      Just a month or so ago, she had been ready to settle for a loveless, childless marriage just so she wouldn’t have to spend the rest of her life alone. Now she had a mate she adored and a baby on the way. Her life had done a complete turn-around and she couldn’t be happier about it.

      Thank you, Goddess, she prayed as she and Kane said their goodbyes. Thank you that I was…Captured by the Kru’ell One.
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        Of course not!

      

      

      There are always more Kindred Tales coming. Next up in Imani’s adventure with the Nightwalker Kindred. I want to thank everyone who sent in ideas again. And don’t feel bad if your idea wasn’t used yet, you never can tell what may spark my muse—the next book might be dedicated to you!

      If you have enjoyed Dark and Light, please take a minute to leave a review HERE. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this crazy, crowded e-book landscape. They let other readers know it’s okay to take a chance on a new author or a new series. Plus they give me the warm fuzzies. : ) Thanks for being an awesome reader!

      Evangeline

      PS—The two books in this Duet Novel are very different and I would like to know which you enjoyed the most. If you’d like to let me know, please take a quick minute to fill out this SURVEY asking about what you as my reader like and want from my next book. (It also asks your age but don’t worry, I won’t share the results or tell anyone. A lady never tells, after all ; ) It’s only 4 or 5 questions so if you have a minute, please fill it out. Those who do, are entering themselves in a drawing for a signed copy of Dark and Light. If you win the drawing, I will ship it right to your house with all my love.

      : ) Evangeline
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      Bran O’Connor was hard to look at.

      I don’t just mean he was ugly, although if I was being honest, he really was. He had lank brownish hair, small no-color eyes, and really just terrible skin. Like pizza-face bad is what I mean. He was also shorter than me, thin verging on scrawny, and one of the nicest people you could ever hope to meet.

      Ha—surprised you there, didn’t I? You thought I was just going to go on and on about how awful he looked but I really don’t need to—the popular kids at Nocturne Academy did that plenty. He didn't need me piling it on too.

      He really was a nice guy, though and there was something about him, something I couldn't quite put my finger on…

      But I didn't know that on the first day of our new unit in AP Biology. I just stood there at the front of the room, trying not to let my face sag into an expression of disappointment when Mr. Barron called out,

      “Emma Plunkett, you’ll be lab partners with Bran O’Connor. Go find your seat.”

      Reluctantly, I went to sit beside my new partner. This was my fault—if I hadn’t been late on the first day of this new unit, I might have gotten paired with someone else— someone like Elian Darkwing .

      Yeah, I know his name sounds like something straight out of a vampire romance novel but that's because he is a vampire—or Nocturne, as they call themselves. He's tall and gorgeous and completely unobtainable but hey, a girl can dream right? After all, one of my best friends, Megan, is Blood-Bonded to a Nocturne so maybe it could happen for me too.

      Well, not this time, apparently because now I was stuck with Bran O'Connor which was going to be a problem.

      I don’t mean it was a problem because he was hard to look at. No, the problem was going to be the extra attention having the ugliest guy in school as my lab partner was going to draw from the beautiful people at Nocturne Academy.

      Wow, that sounds incredibly shallow.

      I promise I’m not the prom queen type that can’t be bothered with less than perfect people. I’m a lot less than perfect myself.

      How do I look, you’re probably wondering? Well, look up the word “nondescript” in the dictionary and you’d see a picture of me. And then you’d promptly forget what I looked like because I am that forgettable. Seriously—dishwater brownish-blonde hair, muddy, no-color hazel-ish eyes, no figure to speak of—that’s me. Plain Jane and completely boring.

      Everyone else at Nocturne Academy has something special about them. They’re cool, mysterious vampires, or witches with amazing magical powers. Or they can turn into freaking dragons and fly and shoot fire—which recently happened to another good friend of mine, Kaitlyn. Or they’re pretty, sparkly fairies from the Realm of the Fae just slumming it here in the human world until it’s time to make their debut in the Seelie Court.

      But me? I’m nothing. I’m meh. I’m so bland I make dry toast look exciting.

      Which is why I’m usually able to fly under the radar of the pretty people—in this case, Morganna Starchild.

      Morganna was a Fae with perfectly coiffed honey-blonde hair and huge blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires in her perfectly sculpted face. Like all Faes, she looked a little like an Anime character come to life with eyes and boobs that were just a little too big and perfect, and cheekbones that would make any plastic surgeon retire on the spot. She was just basically perfection.

      And lately she’d really had it out for me.

      I don’t know why Morganna started picking on me. Maybe because I’m not as pretty as her. But then again, to the Fae, all humans look like toads. I mean, we’re just so much less perfect than they are we might as well be one step down on the evolutionary ladder.

      For whatever reason, Morganna had made it her personal mission to make my life miserable lately. And having Bran as a lab partner wasn’t going to help her decide to ignore me and get back to her regular life of being perfect and pretty.

      Speaking of Morganna, she was currently sitting beside my crush, Elian Darkwing and smirking at me as I settled in my chair beside Bran. She was flirting shamelessly with him, which was supposed to be against the rules. For time out of mind The Edict—this really strong magic spell—kept species of Others from dating or having romantic relationships outside their own species. But since my friend Megan and her Nocturne boyfriend Griffin broke the spell, it seemed like all bets were off.

      I tried not to notice the way she was whispering to Elian as she watched me, but I couldn’t help hearing what she was saying.

      “Looks like poor little Emma finally found a boyfriend. And he’s almost as pretty as she is!” she said, in a voice low enough that Mr. Barron couldn’t hear it but loud enough that the pretty people in the room—mostly other Faes with a few Nocturnes thrown in—who were grouped around her like a court around a queen, could.

      A ripple of unkind laughter followed her remark and I felt my cheeks getting hot and red. Great, this was just what I needed this morning—another dose of Mean Girl hazing.

      I didn’t understand why Morganna wouldn’t just leave me alone. But once someone like her decides she’s got it in for you, there’s not much you can do but try to keep your head down and try not to attract her attention.

      Which was why having Bran O’Connor for a lab partner was such a liability.

      As I got settled in my seat, I saw that Bran was looking at me. I didn’t think I’d ever been this close to him before, even though he was also a Norm—a regular human with no magical powers—like me. Maybe because he didn’t live at the school like most students—he stayed with his family and commuted to Nocturne Academy every day. He also wasn’t a Frostproof lifer like me—meaning he didn’t grow up in our crappy little town here in Central Florida.

      In fact, he had just transferred here at the end of last semester, but that was long enough for the beautiful people, (Morganna and her crew) to label him a “troll” and dismiss him as nothing more than an ugly little guy taking up too much of the available oxygen.

      “It’s all right—just ignore them,” he said in a low voice and I got my first surprise—his voice did not match his body. At all.

      It was deep and smooth like dark chocolate melting on the back of your tongue. The kind of voice that sends tingles and chills through your whole body, just to hear it. Hello, ASMR hottie.

      Or he would be if his body matched that voice.

      I looked at him in surprise—or tried to. But somehow my eyes kept sliding away from his face. Frowning, I tried again with the same result. I got only a glimpse of his awful skin, lank hair, and no-color eyes before my own eyes just kind of slid to the side and I found I was staring over his shoulder.

      Weird.

      See, this is what I meant when I said it was hard to look at him. It really was—my mind somehow didn’t want to let me study him too closely.

      Well, maybe it was a psychological thing. I knew having him for a partner was going to make me the butt of more of Morganna Starchild’s jokes so I subconsciously didn’t want anything to do with him.

      Yeah—that had to be it.

      “Okay, people,” said Mr. Barron, interrupting my train of thought. “Today we’re going to start with an easy lab, just to get our toes wet. This exercise is called ‘Measuring Heart Rate Accurately’ and it only has two requirements—a partner with a pulse and a watch. Everybody good?”

      Several of the girls complained that they didn’t wear watches because they always just looked at the time on their phones. Most places in the Nocturne Academy castle cell phones don’t even work—the magic interferes with them. However, Mr. Barron’s classroom was one of the rare exceptions where you could actually get a signal.

      It didn’t matter though because Mr. Barron had a strict no-phones policy in his classroom. He had one of those clear plastic shoe holders hung over the back of his door, only instead of pairs of shoes, the rectangular pockets were numbered. Everyone had to turn off their cell phone and slip it into a pocket at the beginning of class. No exceptions.

      Woe to the hapless student who tried to keep his or her phone or who forgot to turn their phone off or at least on silent. Mr. Barron was pretty easy going about other things but he was death on cell phones ringing or beeping in his classroom. He said he could remember an era when everybody couldn’t get hold of you any time they felt like it and it was a much “better and simpler time.”

      My own phone was in pocket seventeen, down near the bottom of the shoe/phone holder since I was late. It sat there in its plain green case, staring at me mutely from across the room. It wasn’t far from a glittery pink rhinestone case with fluffy feathers sprouting from the top. That one belonged to Morganna Starchild—no surprise there.

      Morganna was one of the girls complaining most vociferously about needing her phone because she didn’t have a watch. But if she thought she was getting it back in the middle of Mr. Barron’s class she was sadly mistaken. Instead, the Biology teacher picked up a battered cardboard box and started handing out rusty, antique looking stopwatches to people with their hands up.

      “You have a watch?” Bran asked me. His deep voice was still freaking me out.

      I pulled back my sleeve and displayed the modestly pretty silver watch my mom had gotten me for my last birthday. It wasn’t an expensive brand but we didn’t believe in luxury items in my house—we couldn’t afford to since it was just Mom and me. The watch was pretty, though, and I wasn’t ashamed to let him see it.

      “Good,” Bran said, showing me his own watch—a chunky leather and metal thing with a face that appeared to show about fifty time zones. It was totally the watch a science nerd would wear, which made me like him a little better. I was kind of a science nerd myself.

      “Okay, now here’s how it works, people,” Mr. Barron intoned in a bored voice. “Using your first two fingers, find the pulse in the thumb-side of your partner’s wrist. Count the number of beats you feel in thirty seconds time. Then multiply that by two to get their resting heart rate. Do this three times each and take the average. Write it all down and then list some activities you think would lower or raise a person’s heart rate.”

      “Any activities?” Morganna Starchild gave Elian Darkwing a flirtatious, side-long look and giggled.

      “Keep it G rated, please Miss Starchild,” Mr. Barron said dryly. “A good rule of thumb is, if you wouldn’t want your parents to read it, then don’t write it. Okay? Everybody got it? Good—go to it.”

      He went back to the front of the room and settled himself behind his desk with a newspaper and a cup of coffee, leaving the class to fend for itself.

      Mr. Barron was not exactly what you’d call a morning person.

      “Okay, well I guess we’d better get started,” I said. Getting out a piece of notebook paper and a pen, I got ready to go. “You want to go first or should I?” I asked Bran.

      “You go.” He held out his wrist to me and I took it awkwardly between my thumb and my first two fingers, feeling for the pulse.

      Touching him this way gave me a strange little tingle, though I didn’t know why. I tried to keep my head down and focus on my watch face but it took me several tries to get an accurate count.

      “You okay?” he asked at last.

      “Hmm?” I looked up at him and the strangest thing happened. For just an instant my eyes focused on his face and I saw…well, I don’t know what I saw but it wasn’t the Bran O’Connor I knew. The face I somehow glimpsed looked like an angel or a god—high cheekbones, blazing blue eyes, a sensuous mouth—

      I gasped and ripped my hand away from his wrist. What the hell just happened?

      “Are you all right?” Bran’s deep voice sounded concerned. He leaned closer to me and for the first time, I noticed his scent.

      It was amazing. He smelled fresh and wild, like cedar wood and salt from the ocean, and some other, wild, dark spice I couldn’t classify.

      Like his voice, his scent didn’t seem to match the rest of him. Of course, I didn’t know what I had expected him to smell like—maybe glue from putting together model airplanes or chemicals from playing with a chemistry set? I don’t know.

      It sounds crazy but I couldn’t help thinking if I just closed my eyes and listened to his voice and smelled his scent, I could almost imagine him as someone else. Maybe the god-like being I’d somehow glimpsed for just an instant when I touched him.

      Which was nuts.

      “Are you okay?” Bran asked again.

      I kept my eyes open and answered him as calmly as I could.

      “Sorry, I just got a little, uh, shock. Like, static electricity—didn’t you feel it?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did,” he murmured in that soft, deep voice of his. I didn’t want to think about how it made me feel so I stuck out my arm at him.

      “Here. You’re turn,” I said.

      He took my hand in both of his and I found that his touch was surprisingly warm and gentle. My body was reacting in all kinds of weird and crazy ways which I was trying desperately to ignore as he found my pulse.

      “Hmm,” he murmured. “Your pulse is jumping all over the place. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said tightly, trying not to look at him because I was afraid I’d get that same freaky optical illusion of his face that I had when I was touching him a minute earlier. “I’m just fi—”

      And that’s when my cell phone started to ring.

      I knew it was mine because the ring tone was the Bach Cello Suite No. 1 Prelude. Yeah, I know I’m a geek but it so happens that I like classical music and I’m not ashamed of it.

      Or I wasn’t until my phone started blaring in the middle of AP Biology.

      Mr. Barron’s head jerked up at once like a dog on a scent.

      “All right—whose is it?” He sounded like a dog too—his voice was a low, angry growl.

      I felt my stomach drop all the way down to my school-issued Mary Janes. Mr. Barron had actually been known to suspend people for cell phone infractions and a suspension does not look good on a college application. Especially when you don’t have the money for college so you’re trying to get a scholarship to get out of this crappy little town in the first place.

      In an instant I saw my whole life flash before my eyes.

      I saw myself suspended for my cell phone, then refused any kind of scholarship, then stuck waitressing at the I-Scream, U-Scream ice cream parlor slash diner, which is currently my after-school job, for the rest of my life.

      All because I forgot to put my damn cell phone on silent.

      Bran seemed to understand at once what was going on—I must have looked really panicked and guilty. That or else my pulse, which he was still taking, had suddenly gone into overdrive.

      “It’s yours?” he asked me in a low voice.

      I gave a quick, jerky nod, unable to speak.

      “All right,” Mr. Barron snarled, slapping down his cup of coffee so hard that the bitter brown liquid slopped over the side and splattered his newspaper. “I said whose is it?”

      “Which pocket?” Bran asked me softly.

      I frowned at him, what was he planning to do?

      “Number seventeen,” I whispered back.

      He nodded and then looked at the shoe rack, concentrating so hard it almost seemed like he was trying to burn a hole in the plastic pocket which held my phone with his eyes. I thought I saw him whispering something to himself but none of the words I heard made sense to me. They sounded like they were in some other language—one I’d never heard before.

      Suddenly my phone cut off in mid-ring. I threw an amazed glance at Bran. Did he do that or was it just a coincidence?

      Whichever it is I wasn’t out of hot water yet. Mr. Barron was stalking over to the phone holder, a scowl still on his face. He looked like he was dying to suspend someone.

      “Whose was that?” he demanded, glaring at the class. “I don’t care that it stopped ringing, whoever owns that phone had better come up here and turn it off now so it doesn’t ring again. If you get up here quick I might only give you detention for a month.”

      Detention for a month? That would spell the end of my after-school job and then I wasn’t sure how Mom and I would make ends meet. She earned enough as a medical transcriptionist to pay the rent on our crappy little apartment and keep the electric on but my salary from the I Scream was what mostly bought the groceries and paid the water bill.

      Still, detention was better than suspension. Maybe my boss, Joey down at the I Scream would let me take a leave of absence or maybe just come in an hour later. I doubted it—he wasn’t exactly the most understanding manager—but I had nothing else to hope for.

      Slowly, I began to raise my hand.

      Only to hear Bran say, “Excuse me, Mr. Barron—I’m afraid that was my phone. It sounded like my ring-tone, anyway.”

      “All right then get up here and turn it off, O’Connor,” Mr. Barron snarled. “And you can count yourself lucky all you get is detention.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      As I stared incredulously, Bran made his way to the front of the room, fished my phone out of pocket seventeen, and turned it off. Thank goodness I didn’t have an overly-girly phone case like Morganna’s. My plain green case really did look like it could belong to Bran or any other guy in the class for that matter.

      “All right, good,” Mr. Barron grumbled as Bran let the phone slide back into its pocket. “And it had better not happen again, O’ Connor.”

      “No Sir, it won’t,” he promised and came back to slide in beside me at our lab table.

      I waited until everyone had gone back to their lab, including Morganna Starchild who was staring with sharp interest at the two of us. But when she finally turned around and focused her attention on flirting with Elian Darkwing again, I felt free to talk.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I murmured to Bran. “I mean thank you—it was amazing—but you really didn’t have to do it.”

      “I know.” He gave me a smile that was surprisingly attractive on his homely face. “But chivalry isn’t dead—at least where I come from. I couldn’t leave a lady in distress.”

      “Where did you come from?” I asked curiously as we resumed doing the lab. “I mean, I know you’re not from this armpit of a town but where did you transfer in from?”

      “Someplace very far away,” was all he said but there was a distant and almost melancholy look in his no-color eyes that touched me somehow. Wherever he came from, it seemed like he missed it and wished he was back there instead of here in Frostproof at Nocturne Academy.

      Not that I blame him—Frostproof isn’t exactly the most exciting place on the planet. It’s just this tiny little town in the belly button of Florida, right in the middle of a bunch of orange groves. The town’s website likes to point out that it’s a short distance from Legoland (if you call an hour and a half drive through the middle of nowhere short.) But really, the orange groves are all it has going for it. In the spring when the orange blossoms bloom, the whole place smells amazing.

      And that’s it. That’s the nicest thing I can say about my hometown.

      God, I wanted to get out of here so badly sometimes I could taste it.

      We finished taking each other’s pulses, making small talk as we did, and I was surprised to find that Bran had a quick, witty sense of humor. Several times he made me laugh and I found myself really enjoying his company. There was just something about him…I didn’t know what it was but it was definitely there, like a gem buried just under a thin layer of dirt.

      Which may not seem like a very nice description of a person, but it was the best I could think up.

      As class was about to end, Bran reminded me that I’d better take his cell phone on the way out the door and he would take mine.

      “I’ll walk with you to your next class and we can switch there,” I told him.

      “Works for me,” he said, giving me that smile again that had no business being so attractive.

      I was a little dazed about the fact that I’d just offered to walk with him even knowing that Morganna Starchild was going to make jokes about us. But suddenly I didn’t care so much what she said.

      Yes, she might make my life here at Nocturne Academy hell, but I wouldn’t be here forever. Someday soon I was going to get far away from this crappy little town and never look back.

      Of course, at that moment I had no idea then how soon my exit from Frostproof was going to be or how far I would go.

      But I was about to find out…
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        Want more? Of course you do!

        Sign up to be notified when Stone and Secret is available at

        www.evangelineanderson.com/young-adult-newsletter.

        Hugs, Evangeline
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      Do you love the Kindred? Do you want to talk about wishing you could go live on the Mother Ship without your friends thinking you're crazy? Well, now it's super easy to get them into the Kindred universe.

      Just share this link, https://bookhip.com/HLNPTP, with them to download Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series for FREE.

      No strings attached—I don't even want to collect their email for my newsletter. I just want you to be able to share the Kindred world with your besties and have fun doing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).
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        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Coming Soon in Audio)

        SWITCHED

        UNCHARTED

        UNBOUND

        SURRENDERED

        VANISHED

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID

        TRAPPED IN TIME

        TIME TO HEAL

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS

        GUARDING THE GODDESS

        STEALING HER HEART

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE

        DARK AND LIGHT

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal
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        Kindle Birthright series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        The Children of the Kindred series

        UNBONDABLE
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        Born to Darkness series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CRIMSON DEBT (Also Available in Audio)

        SCARLET HEAT (Also Available in Audio)

        RUBY SHADOWS (Also Available in Audio)

        CARDINAL SINS (coming soon)

        DESSERT (short novella following Scarlet Heat)

        (Also Available in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume
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        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG BAD WOLF (coming soon)
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        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY

        FANG AND CLAW

        STONE AND SECRET (Coming Soon)
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        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Stand Alone Titles

        (Sci-Fi OR Paranormal Action-Adventure Romance)

        ANYONE U WANT

        BEST KEPT SECRETS (Step-Brother romance)

        BLIND DATE WITH A VAMPIRE

        BLOOD KISS

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also Available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MADELINE’S MATES

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also Available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PURITY (Also Available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE BARGAIN

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also Available in Audio)
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and Masks (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.
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        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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