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        Two detectives, hot on the heels of a killer…

        Undercover as adult actors on the wild planet of Bachanalius

        Will Steel and Cassie find passion while…

        Playing Their Parts?

      

      

      Cassandra Steel and Commander Stone are a unique pair. Together, they comprise the first human/Kindred detective team on the Tampa PD. Their caseload is pretty normal until a heinous new crime is committed—a woman is murdered and it appears that the culprit is a Kindred.

      Knowing that a Kindred warrior would never hurt a female, Cassie and Stone start following the trail of the murderer. But it leads them all the way to Bachanalius, a planet devoted entirely to the production of all kinds of alien adult entertainment.

      Undercover as “actors,” can Cassie and Stone keep their partnership intact? Will making naughty vids together bring them closer together…or drive them apart entirely? And what about the murderer they are stalking? Will they catch him before he kills again?

      You’ll have to read Playing Their Parts to find out.
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        Kristie Haigwood and

        Shreya Basu Chaudhury

      

        

      
        I also want to give a shout-out to Caroline Briggs who had the idea of “Chameleon Kindred” who can change how they look. I riffed on the idea a little in this book, (although I call them Imposters, not Chameleons) and you’ll definitely see more of it in the future.

      

        

      
        Thank you all for being fabulous readers and thanks to Kristie and Shreya for helping me come up with a title for this book.
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      “Hope you two don’t have any exciting plans this weekend because I’m afraid I have something new for you. Fresh homicide.” Captain Perkins handed Detective Stonev—Stone for short—a new dispatch.

      Watching her partner of two years take the paper, Detective Cassandra Steel couldn’t hold back a groan. She and Stone had plans to go see Lady A perform that night at the Tampa Amphitheater. It was a rare, one-night-only performance and she’d been looking forward to it for months. Stone had somehow managed to get them front row seats—though he wouldn’t tell how, something to do with his Kindred connections, she assumed—but now it looked like their seats would be vacant and Lady A would play without them.

      “You have a problem, Steel?” Captain Perkins shot her trademarked laser-beam stare at Cassie. “You object to doing your job, maybe?”

      Cassie lifted her chin.

      “Of course not, Captain. It’s just that Stone and I have plans and it’s almost quitting time. Just this once, can’t the regular Homicide department handle it? I mean, I’m sure it’s just another asshole who got crosswise with some Kindred warrior’s fiancée and got Rage-killed for his trouble, right?”

      Back when the Tampa PD had decided to be the first police department in the world to put a Kindred warrior on their force and open a special branch devoted to Kindred-related crimes, Cassie had been elated to be chosen. Not that she was crazy for the Kindred like so many women were—she wasn’t. But being appointed to the Human-Kindred-Relations or HKR Force, as it was called, was a step up from beat cop—a chance to finally make detective.

      Two years later, however, and the HKR Force seemed less like a step up and more like a dead end. That was because the crimes never, ever changed—they were almost all Rage-killings, which was what happened when a Kindred warrior felt like his human fiancée or wife was threatened.

      The Kindred were, on the whole in Cassie’s opinion, extremely decent guys—some even called them Feminists because they believed so strongly in the equality of males and females. But any Kindred—be they Beast, Blood, Twin, or some other variety—would go into a murderous fit of berserker fury when the woman they loved was put in danger. Woe be to the would-be rapist or assailant who attacked a female attached to a Kindred—they were liable to end up in a puddle of their own blood, gasping their last before they even knew what hit them.

      Because the World Council had ruled that a Kindred warrior could not be prosecuted for protecting his woman, these “Rage kills” as they were commonly called, were completely justified. Which meant that she and Stone spent most of their time interviewing and then releasing the Kindred warriors involved and then closing each and every case.

      There were occasionally a few variations—some crank had called them the week before, complaining that a Beast Kindred was trespassing on his land. But it had turned out that the warrior had simply been getting his girlfriend’s cat out of a tree that was on the very border between her lawn and the neighbor’s. Aside from rare calls like that one, ninety-nine percent of their cases were the justified Rage-kills.

      Besides those, the Kindred just didn’t commit any crimes. They didn’t steal or gamble or get drunk and get into fights with their wives or slap their kids around or kick their dogs. In fact, they were almost too good to be true—honorable and kind to a fault. And, as long as you left their women alone, extremely good citizens.

      Cassie knew that any other homicide detective would have given her left ovary to have a case load that was one hundred percent cleared, but the sad fact was, she was bored. There was never any mystery to the crimes she and Stone “solved.”

      There was always some kind of straight-forward provocation—like a human guy trying to rape a Kindred’s girlfriend—and then a justified killing where the Kindred in question went into Rage and ripped the rapist’s head off. As far as Cassie was concerned, the rapist got what was coming to him, but it still didn’t make the open and shut cases she dealt with on a daily basis any more interesting.

      Which was one reason she wasn’t exactly jumping at the chance to miss a concert she’d been looking forward to for months in order to “solve” another one.

      “Sorry to inconvenience you, Steel, but a regular Homicide unit isn’t equipped to deal with this one,” Captain Perkins told her, bringing Cassie back to the present. “And you and your partner are.”

      “How much training does it take to deal with a Rage-killing?” Cassie asked, frowning. “They’re open and shut, by the numbers all the way. A rookie uniform could deal with it.”

      “This is different,” the Captain assured her. “This is no Rage-killing—at least, we don’t think it is. Or if it is, the warrior in question killed the wrong one.”

      “She’s right, Cassandra.” Her partner, Stone, looked up and Cassie saw with a little shock that his face looked pale. Stone was a Blood Kindred—all cool logic and reason to go with his dark blond hair and piercing, Husky-blue eyes. Nothing ever ruffled his feathers, so what was it about this case that had him looking like he’d seen a ghost?

      “What do you mean?” she asked, leaning across her desk and reaching for the dispatch. “What’s different?”

      “This time the murder victim isn’t male—it’s a female.” Stone’s deep voice was low and shocked. “And the perpetrator appears to have been…Kindred.”
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      “That can’t be right.” Cassie snatched the dispatch out of her partner’s big hands and scanned it rapidly. Sure enough, the victim was a female. “But…Kindred don’t kill women,” she said blankly. “This has to be a mistake—right?”

      “Don’t know until we check it out. Vic was Caucasian, mid-twenties. Found dead in a South Tampa residence on Bayshore,” Captain Perkins said, reciting the facts even as Cassie read them. “The body isn’t even cold yet—just called in by the owner of the house twenty minutes ago.”

      “Bayshore?” Cassie looked at the address again and let out a long, low whistle. “This is going to be a mansion.”

      If Tampa was a Monopoly game, Bayshore Avenue would have been Boardwalk. It boasted the longest unbroken length of sidewalk in the US, which edged Tampa Bay on one side and rows of stately mansions on the other side. The mansions themselves went for millions—even the more modest ones.

      “She must not have been hurting for cash if she was living on Bayshore,” Cassie remarked. “Guess the motive probably isn’t money.”

      “Actually, she wasn’t living there—she was working there,” Captain Perkins corrected her.

      “Working?” Cassie frowned. “Was she a maid? A housekeeper? Cook?”

      “Try porn star,” the Captain said flatly. “According to the owner of the house—who found the body—she and her, uh, Beast Kindred co-star were renting the mansion by days to make some high-class interspecies pornography.”

      “What?” Cassie shook her head. “Now I’ve heard everything.” She looked at her partner. “What do you think, Stone?”

      Stone shook his head. He still looked shocked to Cassie.

      “I will not know until I see it,” he said shortly. “I think we’d better get over there, Cassandra. Come on.”

      Cassie sighed. It looked like Lady A would have to wait for another day. And yet, she was intrigued. Finally, after two whole years, it seemed like they had an interesting case. Not that she wanted anyone dead, but maybe there was an actual mystery involved here.

      And she was determined that she and her partner were going to be the ones to solve it.
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      “You drive. I need to think,” Stone said shortly as he folded his big body into the passenger side of the Kindred shuttle that doubled as his squad car. He’d brought the vehicle with him when he came from the Mother Ship to join the Tampa PD and had taught Cassie to drive it when she’d asked him to, even though it was against regulations.

      Cassie had been secretly pleased that her seemingly silent and uptight partner was willing to bend the rules a little for her. It had been, she thought, the true start of their friendship.

      Teaching her to drive the shuttle had been the start, but their friendship didn’t really take off until about six months into their partnership when her marriage had dissolved.

      Not that the end of Cassie’s marriage was Stone’s fault. Part of it was about the long hours she was working and part of it, she suspected, was the fact that her ex-husband had been ridiculously jealous and controlling.

      Keith hadn’t liked the idea of her riding around all day with a big, muscular, handsome Kindred, even though Cassie had explained over and over again that he was just a partner. Even if she had wanted to put the moves on Stone—which she told herself she most certainly didn’t—the big Kindred was way out of her league.

      Not that she was bad looking. She had a pretty face—really pretty, some said—with big brown eyes and jet-black hair she wore in a tight French braid most of the time. She had good skin too—a smooth olive complexion she could attribute to her Italian grandmother. But that was where her prettiness ended—at least as far as Cassie was concerned. She had big hips and a wide behind and thighs that her ex, Keith had referred to as “tree trunks” when he was being especially cruel.

      There was no getting around the fact that she was a curvy girl, which definitely disqualified her from the beauty queen circuit, while Stone looked like a Greek god descended from Olympus to grace the world with his presence. From his piercing eyes—a pale blue, ringed with black usually only seen in a Husky—to his classically handsome features, he was a catch. Which made it surprising that he was still single.

      Cassie supposed it might be his distant, detached manner that kept her partner from “calling a bride,” which was what the Kindred called courtship and marriage. Stone could seem as cold and hard as…well, as a stone, if you didn’t know him. She’d seen girls who were initially attracted to his movie-star looks quickly repelled by the cold reception they received when they threw themselves at him. The big Kindred exuded an air of chilly austerity that froze everyone out.

      Well, everyone but Cassie. Despite their differences, she had been determined to get to know her partner. She had been curvy all her life and she was comfortable in her skin and she also wasn’t shy about getting to know people. So she’d decided not to let her partner’s good looks and Spock-like inscrutability intimidate her. And little by little, her efforts had paid off.

      Though Stone had been cool and distant when they were first assigned to each other, he had slowly warmed to her. After Keith was out of the picture, he seemed to loosen up—at least around her. It was as though he finally gave himself permission to like her as a person and not just a partner.

      In fact, at one point right after her divorce, she’d almost thought he was attracted to her. That had been foolishness, of course—just wishful thinking on her part. She’d been emotionally vulnerable at the time and she knew it, so she’d drawn back a bit, cautioning herself not to ruin their relationship by reading more into it than was actually there.

      There was no doubt her partner was devastatingly attractive and she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t had at least a little crush on him at one time—which was completely over now, Cassie hastened to assure herself. But when you added sex to a friendship, it almost always ruined the friendship, as she knew from past experience. So it was much better to just stay friends and partners that to try and bring romance into the mix.

      Stone seemed to feel the same because shortly after Cassie’s divorce, they had finally reached a happy medium and settled into a friendly routine. Cassie was glad her new partner had allowed his icy veneer to melt for her. After all, she didn’t want to marry him or even date him, she told herself, she just wanted to know she could trust him to get her back in a tight spot. And she wanted Stone to feel the same way about her.

      Now, after two years together on the ‘HKR Crew’ as the rest of the PD called their unit, they were more than partners—they were best friends. They spent most of their free time together—going to concerts or movies or just relaxing at home. They would order a pizza or one of them would cook a favorite dish for the other from their home world.

      Stone called this their “cultural cuisine exchange program” which cracked Cassie up. It had surprised her to find out he knew how to cook but Stone had assured her it was an important skill for a Kindred warrior.

      “When I Claim the female the Goddess has chosen for me, I’ll need to be able to cook for her and serve her what she likes to eat,” he had told her. “My mother taught me to cook as soon as I was old enough to stand in the food-prep area beside her, banging a tonsa fork on a volcanic cooking rock.”

      Whoever he cooked for would be one lucky girl, Cassie thought, though the idea of Stone going off and marrying some strange woman always gave her a hollow feeling in her chest. She selfishly hoped he wouldn’t find the one the “Goddess had chosen for him” anytime soon. After all, how could her partner and best friend come over for movie night or go out with her to concerts if he had a wife?

      Answer: he couldn’t. But so far it wasn’t a problem because of all the women that threw themselves at him—and there were plenty—he had never shown the slightest interest in a single one. So they were safe for now.

      But because she knew Stone so well, Cassie could tell when something was bothering him. And right now the silence coming from the other side of the shuttle-car spoke volumes to her.

      “Hey, partner?” Reaching over, she put a comforting hand on his knee. “You all right? You’re awfully quiet over there.”

      “I am just thinking.” Stone’s deep voice was a troubled-sounding rumble. He looked up at her from the dispatch he was still studying. “The perpetrator cannot be a Kindred. It is simply not in the realm of possibility.”

      “Why, Mr. Spock—would that be illogical?” Though Stone looked nothing like the famous Vulcan—well, maybe a little around the eyebrows—Cassie liked to tease him that, when he got serious, Stone talked like him.

      But the big Kindred didn’t even crack a smile. If anything, his expression became even more troubled.

      “You know it would be. No Kindred would ever hurt a female—let alone kill one. It would be sacrilege.”

      “Sacrilege?” Cassie arched an eyebrow as she whipped around a semi that was bumbling along in the slow lane. “Isn’t that a pretty strong word?”

      “Not at all.” Stone shook his head. “I don’t think you understand how deeply we Kindred feel about protecting our females.”

      “After working dozens of Rage-kills with you, you think I don’t get it?” Cassie said flatly. “You guys think women are special because they’re so scarce in your society—which is nice. Honestly, I understand.”

      “No, you don’t.” He sighed and ran a hand through his thick, dark blond hair, somehow managing to make it look sexy-messy rather than completely messed up. “You see,” he began, “We believe that there is a little bit of the Goddess in every female—a small spark of divinity that makes her worthy of devotion and worship. The idea of any male harming or killing a female, well…” He shook his head. “It turns my stomach. I would rather die myself that hurt a female—especially one I loved.”

      “Wow…” Cassie shot him a sidelong glance. Stone was often quiet to the point of being taciturn and sometimes displayed so little emotion he seemed almost like a robot. But every once in a while her partner surprised her by opening up and sharing a new side of himself she hadn’t even known was there. This was definitely one of those times.

      “I suppose it’s difficult for you to understand because human males murder human females all the time.” His face twisted as he spoke the words, as though they tasted bitter. “But among my people, for a male to hurt or kill a female is…it’s unthinkable. Revolting. Blasphemous.”

      “I’m sorry, Stone.” Cassie squeezed his knee again, trying to be comforting. “Look, we don’t know for certain that the Kindred last seen with the victim is the killer. Maybe it’s some kind of misunderstanding—an accidental death or something. We won’t know until we look at the crime scene.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Stone’s deep voice was grim. “Because if this is an actual murder of a female by a Kindred warrior…” He shook his head, apparently at a loss for words.

      “It’ll be okay,” Cassie told him. “We’ll figure it out, all right?”

      Stone nodded, but the troubled look refused to leave his face. If anything, it grew.
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      Stone appreciated that his partner was trying to make him feel better, but honestly, her soft hand on his knee was more of a reminder of what he couldn’t have than a comfort.

      He had loved Cassandra from the moment they met. Well, honestly, from before they met. He had dreamed of her for weeks before making the move from the Mother Ship to Earth and the first minute he saw her, he had recognized her as the female of his dreams.

      So he had been bitterly disappointed to learn that she was, at that time, Joined to another.

      “Why, Goddess?” he remembered asking when he had met her mate—a puny, unworthy male who thought of nothing but himself and often said cruel things to her to make her cry. “Why would you let me love a female who has already been Claimed? And by a male so deeply unworthy of her?”

      Stone hadn’t known about the unworthy part on their first meeting, of course, but he had learned it during his first visit to their domicile. Cassandra and her then-mate, Keith, had engaged in a verbal conflict in their food prep area while he was in the fresher, washing his hands.

      Humans always underestimated the sharpness of Kindred hearing. Even over the running water, he’d been able to hear their words. Keith had been angry about the fact that Cassandra had invited Stone to their domicile in the first place. Angry and jealous, it seemed, if his words were anything to go by.

      “You want to fuck him, don’t deny it!” he’d snarled at Cassandra. “I see the way you look at him. I know what you want! You act like butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth but inside you’re a slut—just a fat slut!”

      “Baby, please…” Cassandra’s voice had been shaking—on the edge of tears. “How many times do I have to tell you, I don’t look at him like that? Stone is just my partner—that’s all! I don’t feel anything but friendship for him—I could never love him the way I love you.”

      Her words had been like a spike to Stone’s heart. Though he had promised himself he would leave her strictly alone as long as she was another male’s mate, he had hoped that Cassandra at least found him somewhat attractive. To hear that she didn’t—that she felt nothing for him—was a blow.

      Of course, part of him realized that she was just trying to appease her jealous husband, but her words were burned into his brain anyway, making him doubt himself. He had assumed after all the dreams he’d had of her, that he and Cassandra were Dream Sharing and would eventually come together somehow—maybe years and years down the road if her husband died. But hearing her speak that way—saying she felt only friendship for him—made Stone realize that she’d never said anything about having a dream of him.

      Maybe the Dream Sharing was one-sided, he speculated. It was extremely rare, but it did occasionally happen. Maybe he was doomed to live a life of unrequited love, devoted to a female who could never return his feelings.

      For a while, he had wavered, wondering if he ought to return to the Mother Ship and put the pain of loss behind him. But he had made a mistake—he’d stayed long enough for his dream longings to turn into true love.

      He had been keeping Cassandra at an arm’s length for months, holding onto his heart, grimly aware that once given, it could never be regained. But then came the painful dissolution of her marriage to Keith and it was clear that she needed someone to help her get through it. Her parents lived in another state and didn’t approve of the divorce because of their religion and her little sister was on the other side of the Earth doing an internship in London. Her best friend, Lindsey, was on a cruise with her own husband.

      That left Stone. Though he knew it would be difficult to be so near to the female he wanted and could never have, he had gone to her domicile the night after the divorce was final with a bottle of the best Fireflower Juice he could purchase.

      Cassandra had let him in and thanked him for coming in a dull, colorless voice that hurt to hear. Stone, for his part, had no idea what to say in such a situation. Divorce was something the Kindred never went through. If you lost a mate in the Kindred culture, it was only by death—never voluntarily.

      He had sat with Cassandra on her couch and poured them both a tall glass of the chilled Fireflower Juice, which had the appearance of the Earth beverage milk but the potency of 100 proof alcohol.

      After downing a glass, his partner had seemed to unravel right before his eyes.

      “It’s my fault,” she said, looking up at Stone with tears in her big, brown eyes. “I didn’t try hard enough to make it work.”

      “It seemed to me that you were trying,” he’d said carefully. “You seemed to be, anyway—the times I observed the two of you together. I…” He shook his head helplessly. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what to say to you, Cassandra. My people don’t get ‘divorced’ from each other. Once mated, we stay together for life.”

      “I know.” She sighed and looked down at her hands. “The Kindred are better at everything—from technology to relationships.”

      “Our ‘relationship’ might be only friendship, but I still want to know how to comfort you,” Stone had told her. “Please tell me the right things to say and do and I will say and do them.”

      For some reason, this made her laugh. It was a sad little sound but there was some genuine humor in it, which lifted Stone’s heart.

      “Well, if you’re going to be my supportive girlfriend tonight, you started out right,” she informed him. “Bringing a bottle of alcohol—really strong, good alcohol—is always a great start.”

      “I am glad I have started correctly,” Stone told her. “Please help me continue.”

      “Well, the next step is to tell me that I’m too good for Keith and that he was a jerk and that I’m beautiful and I’ll find someone better,” Cassandra listed rapidly on her fingers.

      “You are too good for him,” Stone said indignantly. “He was a puny, insignificant male unworthy of your love and affection. And, Cassandra…” He leaned closer to her, lifting her chin so that their eyes met. “You are beautiful,” he murmured. “And you will find a male who is worthy of you someday—I know it.”

      “Oh…” Her heart had been pounding so loudly Stone could hear it and her pupils suddenly dilated with what appeared to him, at least, to be desire. Her scent changed too—going from muted and dull to devastatingly feminine in an instant. In other words, her body reacted to his—Stone was sure of it.

      If he had kissed her then, he might have won her—might have moved past what he had heard the humans call “the zone of friendship” and into a deeper relationship.

      But her cell phone had chosen that moment to ring and it had been the Captain, calling them in to investigate a homicide.

      The moment had passed and with it the opportunity to be more than Cassandra’s friend and partner. She had been careful about putting distance between them for some time after that evening and had only gradually warmed back up to him.

      Stone, for his part, was cautious about what he said and how he acted. Clearly he had crossed the line with Cassandra that evening and since he would rather be in her life than out of it, he had accepted the only thing she offered—friendship. And any time he thought about trying to go further, he remembered the words he’d overheard her saying to Keith—telling him that she could never think of Stone as anything but a friend—and stopped himself.

      Stone sighed, looking down again at the small, feminine hand on his knee. He had heard Cassandra refer to herself as a “curvy girl” or “plus sized” on occasion, which seemed to be a bad thing, here on Earth. But she was simply what the Twin Kindred called an “Elite”—a female the Goddess had blessed with extra-generous curves. And she was still so much smaller than him that he felt he had to be careful around her. Her little hand looked like a child’s compared to his own when he took it in his.

      Cassandra didn’t try to pull her hand away. Instead she shot him a sympathetic look and squeezed his fingers.

      “Still worried? Look, I’m sure we’ll find out it was either a human perp or some kind of accidental death. It’s like you said—Kindred warriors don’t kill women, human men kill women.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Stone gave her little hand an answering squeeze and then made himself let it go, though he would have been happy to hold it all evening. There was an easy physical affection between himself and Cassandra now that they had settled into their roles as best friends and partners—they sat close together and she often patted his cheek or rubbed his shoulders if she thought he was tense. She even fell asleep with her head against his arm during their “movie nights” sometimes.

      But Stone was careful not to push it—not to get greedy when it came to touching her. If he’d had his way, he would have run his hands and mouth over every inch of her lush body, but he was well aware that Cassandra didn’t feel that way for him. So he carefully monitored how much he touched her, not wanting to make her uncomfortable and drive her away.

      He wished, not for the first time, that the Goddess had sent him to a female who could return his love. But if it was his fate to live his life in an unrequited relationship, well, then he would do it.

      Because he couldn’t imagine his existence without Cassandra—he didn’t even want to try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      They got to the Bayshore address before the ambulance or the crime scene crew, which was nice for a change, Cassie thought. They didn’t have to warn any EMTs not to track through the crime scene.

      She wondered if the owner of the house who’d called the homicide in had bothered to call an ambulance at all or if she’d just asked for the police. If that was the case, the vic must be really obviously dead with no chance at all for resuscitation.

      To their left, the long stretch of unbroken sidewalk unspooled and beyond that Cassie could see the blue-gray waters of Tampa Bay. The mansion—because it really was a mansion—towered over them impressively with its perfect view of the water.

      “Well, here we go,” she said to Stone, who only grunted in reply. He was back to being his silent self after opening up in the car. Cassie hoped for his sake that they weren’t going to find out the perp really was a Kindred. The idea seemed to bother her partner in a way none of the other homicides they’d worked had.

      The owner met them at the front door, dancing from foot to foot in apparent agitation. She was a blonde girl dressed in expensive yoga pants and a t-shirt with a designer label that probably cost as much as one of Cassie’s car payments. She looked to be in her early twenties—too young to own the huge mansion they were in. Maybe a college student home on break, Cassie speculated.

      “Hello, ma’am,” Stone began. “We are—”

      “Are you the police? Please say you’re the police!” the girl interrupted him in a high, anxious voice. “I called ages ago. Oh my God, please hurry!”

      “We came as soon as we got the call,” Cassie said, frowning. “We understand there’s been a homicide here?”

      “Shhh! Don’t say it so loud!” The girl looked around as though someone might be watching. Actually, someone probably was—a lot of someones. Bayshore was a busy street with people biking and walking and skating up and down the long sidewalk day and night. There was even a business at the far end of it called Bikes and Blades on Bayshore that rented skates and bikes to people. It was a very popular exercise location.

      “Can we come in?” Cassie asked, raising an eyebrow, since the girl was still blocking the doorway with her skinny ass.

      “Oh, yes! Yes, of course—right. Come in, come in!” The girl stepped back and gestured them frantically inside.

      Her eyes widened when she saw Stone’s immense size—he had been standing several steps down when Cassie rang the doorbell. But once he was on the level with her and the girl, he dwarfed them both.

      “You’re a Kindred, too, right?” she asked in a small, trembling voice, looking up at him and taking a careful step away.

      Cassie frowned. This was not the usual reaction her partner drew from the opposite sex. Most women were all over him in a matter of minutes but this girl seemed frightened—her eyes were wide and her breathing was shallow as she looked up at Stone, who towered over her.

      “I am, yes,” he said quietly.

      “What do you mean by ‘a Kindred too’?” Cassie asked her.

      “The other guy—the one who rented the house to film porn—he was a Kindred,” the girl said. “But a different kind—the ones with gold eyes and black hair—you know.”

      “A Beast Kindred?” Stone asked.

      “Yes—yes, that’s the one! That’s even his name. ‘The Kindred Beast,’” the girl said, making air quotes with her fingers. “That’s what he calls himself,”

      “Where did he go? Is he still here?” Cassie asked.

      “Oh, no!” The girl shook her head rapidly. “He left after he…” Her face twisted. “After he killed her.”

      “You need to show us where the victim is,” Stone said urgently. “How do you know she’s really dead? Maybe she needs medical attention.”

      “Did you call an ambulance?” Cassie asked.

      “No, because she’s dead. She’s really, really dead!” And the girl burst into tears.

      It was no good having a hysterical witness. Cassie put an arm around the girl’s shaking shoulders. She was always the one who did the comforting—Stone never touched a female witness if he could help it, though he had comforted Cassie herself on more than one occasion. Other than her, though, he seemed to want to keep his distance from women.

      “Look, Miss…” she began.

      “Hawthorn,” the girl sobbed. “I…I’m Amelia Hawthorn. And I’m going to be in so much trouble if my parents find out about this!”

      Cassie didn’t have the heart to tell her she might be in even more trouble. Depending on how things had gone down, she might be an accessory to murder. But there would be time for that later.

      “Just show us,” she said gently, giving the girl’s shoulders a squeeze. “We’ll take it from here. Where is she? And who is she?” she added. “Did you know her?”

      Amelia shook her head.

      “The Beast never said her name. He just kept calling her ‘sweetie’ and baby-doll’.”

      “We will see if we can find any identification on the body,” Stone said grimly. “Where is the victim?”

      “In there.” Amelia pointed with a shaking finger towards the interior of the house. “In…in the drawing room. That’s where they set up the scene they were filming.”

      Cassie raised her eyebrows. The drawing room? Who the hell had a drawing room in their house anymore? It sounded like something out of a Jane Austen novel. But whatever.

      “You stay here—we’ll have a look,” she told Amelia. Then she nodded at Stone and started in the direction the girl had pointed.

      “Wait—let me go first.” Stone put a hand on her shoulder and pushed Cassie protectively behind him.

      “Stone, come on…” Cassie couldn’t keep the exasperation out of her voice. Her partner was way overprotective at times.

      Stone arched an eyebrow at her.

      “She says the perpetrator is gone but what if she’s wrong?”

      “Then you present a much bigger target than I do,” Cassie pointed out. “Not that I’m skinny but you’re massive, Stone.”

      “I am Kindred and if the perpetrator is also Kindred, I need to be the one to confront him.”

      Cassie sensed this wasn’t an argument she was going to win.

      “Fine—go ahead. We’re wasting time.”

      Stone nodded and went deeper into the house with Cassie following, feeling irritated. She appreciated that her partner wanted to keep her safe but honestly, sometimes he crossed the line from protective to aggravatingly male. After all, they both had guns. A bullet could take down a Kindred assailant, no matter how big he was. They—

      “Merciful Goddess!”

      Stone’s hoarse exclamation stopped Cassie in mid-thought. Her partner had apparently found the drawing room and he was standing there, blocking the doorway with his muscular bulk so that she couldn’t see a thing.

      “Stone?” She pushed at his broad shoulder gently. “You wanna move and let me see, too?”

      Wordlessly, he stepped aside, his eyes wide with horror. Cassie shot him a worried glance—Stone never reacted this way at crime scenes. He was always the three Cs—cool, calm, and collected. But the naked horror she saw on her partner’s face was soon explained when she looked into the drawing room.

      It was even worse than she’d thought and the girl was most definitely dead.
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      Stone stared in horror at the human female hanging suspended from a wooden contraption at the far end of the room. It was shaped like a giant letter X and her arms and legs were strapped to all four corners of it. She had been stripped naked and blood from multiple wounds was running down her arms and legs. Her head lolled limply to one side, her long black hair obscuring her face, like the petals of a flower with a broken stalk.

      “Son of a bitch,” Cassandra whispered beside him. “I guess I can see why the witness didn’t call an ambulance.”

      “This couldn’t have been done by a Kindred.” Stone could hear the horror in his own voice. “One of my people would never do this to a female. Gods, she’s been tortured.”

      “If you mean all the cuts all over her, she wanted him to do that.”

      Stone whipped around to see the female witness—Amelia, that was her name—standing behind him. Her face was still pale and pinched but she seemed better in control of her emotions now, which was a relief.

      Though to be honest, Stone was feeling less than perfectly in control his own emotions right at the moment. He was vacillating between horror at what had been done to the victim and fury at whoever had done it.

      “What do you mean?” Cassandra asked the girl. “You mean you saw him cut her?”

      “I was hiding in the closet. I saw all of it.” She looked like she might start crying again, which caused Cassandra to put an arm around her shoulders once more.

      “Okay, look, my partner and I need to check out the crime scene first but then you’re going to tell us everything you saw. All right?”

      “All right.” The girl nodded rapidly.

      “Good, now did you touch anything in here?” Cassandra asked. She was already pulling a pair of shoe protectors out of her pocket and slipping them over her shoes. Mechanically, Stone did the same. He was trying mentally to divorce himself from the scene—to remain calm and logical. But almost all the homicide victims he and Cassandra dealt with were males. To see a female in this position was…difficult. To say the least.

      “I only touched the side of her neck, to see if she had a pulse,” Amelia said and sniffed. “I was pretty sure she wouldn’t, after the way he was choking her, but—”

      Stone wished he didn’t have to hear this. He supposed he might become accustomed to seeing female homicide victims if he worked with the regular, human homicide team but with the HKR squad, it wasn’t something he had to get used to. And this victim…well, she looked bad. Really bad.

      He approached the body carefully. There was blood splatter everywhere on the expensive-looking tan carpet and a partial footprint as well—a big one—that he avoided. There were also a number of other things scattered around—a black whip, a leather riding crop, and a few other implements that looked like they were good only for giving beatings. Finally he was close enough to touch the body—if he wanted to.

      Stone studied it, looking for clues—for evidence. He hadn’t known this female but he wanted to get justice for her just the same.

      He’d seen worse, he supposed—rapists with their throats ripped out in an animalistic fury or attackers with their genitals torn off or all of their limbs broken in multiple places. A few of the bodies he and Cassandra had examined had even been completely decapitated. But all those victims had been male—and all of them had gotten what was coming to them, in Stone’s opinion. If you caused a Kindred warrior to go into Rage by attacking his female, you had only yourself to blame when he ripped off your head.

      This was worse somehow—much worse. Because it was clear that whoever had killed this girl had not been in Rage. The knife wounds weren’t random looking or even very deep. They formed a neat, precise pattern on the girl’s arms and legs—almost as though the attacker had been feeling artistic, Stone thought, feeling fury rise like bile in his throat.

      He pulled on a pair of gloves and lifted her head. Something grated in her neck and her head wobbled loosely. Her long black hair reminded him of Cassandra’s—a thought he pushed away immediately.

      “Well, there’s no ID anywhere that I can find, so right now she’s a Jane Doe. Broken neck?” Cassandra asked, coming up behind him and nodding at the girl.

      “Apparently. And look.” Stone pointed at the livid bruises around the victim’s slender throat. They had been made by hands as big as his own.

      Kindred hands, whispered a harsh little voice in his brain.

      No! Stone pushed back against the idea. All female life was precious—sacred. No Kindred would have done this. There were human males as big as his people—not many but a few. Most of them were professional athletes but he supposed that there were also some who dabbled in human pornography.

      “He worked her over, all right.” Cassandra’s sweet voice was grim. “And it looks like he enjoyed himself while he did.”

      Stone looked where she was pointing and saw that the victim’s thighs were slick with something that looked like semen. There was a puddle between her spread legs as well, which was inconsistent with his hope that the perpetrator had been a human. Human males only ejaculated a teaspoon or so of sperm when they orgasmed. Kindred males made ten times that amount or more—the better to bond the female they were making love to, to them.

      But somehow Stone doubted that bonding has been on the perp’s mind when he did this to the female victim.

      “At least he was nice enough to leave us lots of DNA,” Cassandra remarked. “We can get some answers after the crime scene guys get a sample.” She cocked her head. “Listen—Amelia is letting them in now. Let’s go brief them on what we need and then sit down with her and find out what she saw.”

      Stone nodded. “I want extra samples—some to send to the Mother Ship just in case…”

      “In case the perp does turn out to be Kindred?” his partner asked gently.

      Stone didn’t trust his voice—he only nodded. He cleared his throat.

      “Let’s go.”

      He had seen enough of this crime scene to last him a lifetime.
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      “Go back to the very beginning when you met this, uh—” Cassie raised her eyebrows and began tapping notes on her phone.

      “Beast—The Kindred Beast. But he just went by The Beast for short,” Amelia said helpfully, leaning forward. They were in the kitchen of the mansion, which was bigger than Cassie’s entire house. It was set up for a professional home chef with a huge marble island in the center and expensive-looking copper pots hanging from racks all around.

      “Where did you meet him?” Cassie asked again. Stone was just standing there, silently. He hadn’t said much of anything while they were examining the crime scene—but he hadn’t had to. Cassie could see how upset her partner was—she could tell by the tense set of his broad shoulders and the tightness of his mouth.

      “I met him in a club in Ybor,” Amelia said. Ybor was Tampa’s historic district with lots of old buildings that used to be cigar rolling factories where Cuban immigrants had lived and worked. Now it was a tourist trap, home to trendy restaurants, tattoo parlors, novelty shops, and of course, plenty of bars and clubs.

      “What club?” Cassie asked.

      “I dunno.” Amelia squinted, furrowing her brow. “The Velvet Noose? Yeah, I think that was the one.”

      “That’s a pretty dark place,” Cassie pointed out. It was also where a lot of the Kink community of Tampa Bay came to play. “What were you doing in a club like that?”

      “I dunno,” Amelia said again, shrugging but her cheeks were definitely pink. “Just curious, I guess. Anyway, I was standing at the bar when I saw him—The Beast I mean. I had never seen a real live Kindred before up close, so I asked him if I could take a selfie with him, ya know?”

      “You have a picture of the perpetrator?” Stone demanded, glaring at the girl. “Do you not think you could have told us this at once?”

      “Oh, uh…” Amelia shrank back from him, her eyes going wide with fright. “Sorry. I…I didn’t think.”

      “It’s all right.” Cassie put a hand on her partner’s arm. Ease down, the gesture said. Their witness was much more likely to talk if she wasn’t frightened half out of her mind, and Stone’s huge size and piercing gaze could be really intimidating. Cassie had seen him extract a confession from an assailant without even saying a word—all he had to do was turn that laser beam stare on people and they were suddenly babbling out all their secrets.

      Still, that wasn’t the approach they wanted to take with Amelia. Cassie had the feeling the girl would tell them everything they wanted if they just let her talk.

      “Let’s see the selfie,” she said to Amelia. “You still have it on your phone?”

      “Oh, uh, yeah. Here…” The girl reached for her cell phone and tapped it a few times before displaying the screen.

      Well, he certainly looks Kindred, Cassie thought, though she didn’t say it aloud to spare her partner’s feelings.

      The man on the screen with Amelia had a heavy black beard, wild black hair, and the vivid golden eyes of a true Beast Kindred. He was wearing a black wife-beater t-shirt that showed his muscular arms and there was a strange-looking tattoo on his right arm. It looked like it might be some kind of a dragon but it was hard to tell because it was blurry—out of focus with the rest of the picture.

      “What’s that?” she asked, tapping the screen with her nail to indicate the tattoo.

      “Oh, that was one of the coolest things about him!” Amelia exclaimed. “He had a living tattoo—at least, that was what he called it. ‘My live ink’ was what he said. It doesn’t just stay on his arm—it goes all over his body—all over his skin, ya know?”

      This was sounding stranger and stranger. Cassie looked up at Stone and raised one eyebrow.

      “Live ink?”

      “That’s a technique they use on Rigelis Four.” His deep voice was grimmer than ever. “The ink is actually a living creature that is injected under the skin. It feeds off the host’s sweat and can assume any form and appear anywhere on his or her body.”

      “Wow,” Cassie muttered. “Well, so much for identifying marks. We can’t exactly put out an APB and say that the suspect has a tattoo that can look like anything and might appear anywhere on his body.”

      “No,” Stone said shortly. “We cannot. Unless we want every male with a tattoo anywhere on his body to be brought in to the station.”

      “Tell me more about this, uh, Beast,” Cassie said, turning back to Amelia. “Did he come on to you? Did you spend the night with him?”

      “Oh, no!” Amelia looked shocked. “My mom and dad would have killed me! But I did invite him and his friend back here to party for a while.”

      Cassie thought their witness was damn lucky she hadn’t ended up strapped to the St. Andrew’s Cross in the drawing room herself. But she only nodded and said, “So he had a friend? Was he Kindred, too?”

      “Uh-uh.” Amelia shook her head. “He was a regular human. You know, like us.” She looked at Cassie and then shot an uncertain glance at Stone.

      “Do you have pictures of him, too?”

      “Sure. Here.” Amelia scrolled through the phone and showed them the screen. This time it showed a middle-aged human man with salt and pepper hair and brown eyes.

      “He looks older than the rest of the crowd,” Cassie remarked.

      “Oh, he was. See, Frank is The Beast’s manager—he was also the one who was bankrolling the, uh, movies they were making.”

      “You mean the porn?” Cassie said bluntly.

      Amelia blushed and nodded. Dropping her head, she murmured,

      “I swear I didn’t know that was what it was going to be, or I never would have let them rent the house. But they said they only needed one room and that they wouldn’t mess anything up and that they had their own, uh, props.”

      “Like the St. Andrew’s Cross?” Cassie asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “The what?” Stone asked, frowning.

      “The black X frame the victim is strapped to,” Cassie told him. She wondered if the Kindred ever got into the Kink scene or had their own form of BDSM. For that matter, did they even do porn? She didn’t know—the subject had never really come up with Stone. They talked about almost everything but somehow always managed to skirt around anything to do with sex.

      Stone frowned at her but only nodded. If he had more questions about the St. Andrew’s Cross or the other BDSM paraphernalia scattered around the murder scene, he was clearly saving them for later.

      “So you asked them to come party and they liked your house so much they asked if they could film a ‘movie’ here—right, so far?” Cassie asked Amelia, getting back to the questioning.

      She nodded.

      “Right. And since my parents are out of town this week, it seemed like a great way to make some cash. And at first, it was.” She looked like she might cry again so Cassie hurried to ask more questions.

      “So they filmed more than one scene?”

      “They’ve been here for the past four days,” Amelia said, nodding. “Frank and The Beast and a bunch of different girls. Only today, it was only the Beast and the…the poor girl in the drawing room.” Her voice trembled.

      “Did anyone else get hurt or killed?” Cassie asked steadily.

      “No—never!” Amelia shook her head rapidly, her blonde hair flying with the force of her negation. “I mean, they did some kind of whipping and spanking things, but nothing that ever…” Her throat worked. “That ever drew blood.”

      “How do you know? Did you always watch them work?” Stone demanded, frowning.

      Amelia blushed.

      “No! Or…not much, anyway. Once I realized what they were really doing, I wanted them to leave—to stop. But Frank had me sign this contract—”

      “So there’s a contract, too?” Cassie couldn’t believe it. “With signatures and last names and everything?”

      “Oh, uh—you want to see it?” Amelia asked uncertainly.

      Could anyone really be this stupid—or this naïve—Cassie wondered? She nodded patiently.

      “Yeah. That would be good. You have it around here, somewhere?”

      “We did it Docu-sign—online,” Amelia said. “But I have a copy on my phone. Look.”

      Taking the phone back again, she scrolled some more until she got to a long document. Taking it from her, Cassie scrolled to the end, enlarging the screen so she could see the signatures.

      “Frank Yarrow, Amelia Hawthorn, and…The Kindred Beast,” she read, frowning. Crap, she’d been hoping for the perp’s real name. But she supposed this was much better than nothing. Also, there was an address under Yarrow’s name—that was helpful.

      “You said they worked with different females every day,” Stone said, frowning as he read over Cassie’s shoulder. “Where are their signatures?”

      “Oh, they had their own contracts, I guess.” Amelia shrugged.

      “Did you meet any of them? Did they seem to be pros? Er…professional actresses?” Cassie asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Amelia said slowly. “A couple of them seemed surprised when they saw the cameras and some of them were upset when Frank told them he wanted to film their, uh, ‘scenes’ with The Beast.” She made air quotes again.

      “Cameras?” Cassie frowned. “I didn’t see any cameras. Did The Beast take them with him?”

      Amelia shook her head.

      “No, today he didn’t have a camera. Not like the ones they used on the other days, anyway. Today he had this little silver ball shaped thing with lights all over it—about as big as an orange.” She cupped one palm to demonstrate. “It flew up into the air and went whizzing all around while he was…was doing what he did,” she finished in a whisper.

      “A holo-recorder camera drone,” Stone growled. “That’s alien tech.”

      Amelia shrugged.

      “I dunno what it was, but he took it with him when he left.”

      “So most days everything was okay—they just shot porn on regular cameras with the girls they brought in here and then they all left with nobody hurt or dead, right?” Cassie asked.

      “Yeah.” Amelia nodded.

      “But today it was just The Beast with a girl and things got violent?” Cassie said.

      Another nod, this one very subdued.

      “Okay, so tell us everything that happened today,” Cassie urged her. “How was it that The Beast didn’t see you watching?”

      “I told you, I was hiding in the closet! See, most days the guys would come early and be setting up and filming by the time I was leaving for school,” Amelia said. “But today is senior skip day so I—”

      “Wait—senior skip day?” Cassie frowned at her. “What school do you go to?”

      “Our Lady of the Sacred Heart over on MacDill.”

      “You mean the Catholic girl’s school?” Cassie shook her head. “I thought you were in college at least! How did you get into a place like the Velvet Noose if you’re still a minor?”

      “I have a friend who knows the bouncer,” Amelia admitted. “She said he would let us in if we at least looked old enough. My mom and dad never let me go anywhere. So when they decided to go on a second honeymoon—”

      “You decided to use your newfound freedom to go exploring on the dark side of town,” Cassie finished for her.

      “I told you, I was just curious,” Amelia protested.

      “And I think you can see where that got you,” Cassie said sternly. “But we’re getting off track. You said today was senior skip day so you what, decided to stay home?”

      “Yeah.” Amelia nodded. “I wanted to see exactly what was going on. So I pretended to go to school, then snuck back in and hid in the closet. I thought I was just going to see, you know, regular porn. And it kind of started out that way. Well, except the girl was really nervous about being tied up.”

      “I bet,” Cassie muttered. “So what happened next?”

      “Oh, The Beast got her calmed down. He’s really good at talking people into things, ya know?”

      “Like talking you into letting him film porn at your house,” Cassie said dryly.

      Amelia hung her head.

      “I guess. But like I said, I didn’t know it was going to be porn—especially not that kind of porn.”

      “BDSM,” Cassie supplied.

      “BDSM?” Stone asked, frowning.

      “Bondage, domination, sadism, and masochism,” Cassie explained to her partner. Apparently the Kindred didn’t do kink.

      “Like I said, what little I saw wasn’t bad until today,” Amelia told her. “I mean, just like spanking and moaning and stuff like that.” She shrugged.

      “But then today, it was different because the girl didn’t want to be tied up?” Cassie asked. “But you said The Beast talked her into it?”

      “He did.” The girl nodded. “But only after he gave her a shot.”

      “A shot?” Cassie asked. “A shot of what?”

      “Dunno.” Amelia shook her head. “He just said, ‘this is gonna make everything all right.’ And then he stuck her in the neck with a needle. At first, she was mad at him—she said, ‘Hey, that hurt! What did you do that for?’ But after a minute, she seemed to change.”

      “Change how?” Cassie asked her.

      “She said she felt warm all over—especially between her legs. And then The Beast asked her if she wanted to be tied up and she said, ‘yes!’ like she was really eager. She even went to the cross-thingy and put up her arms for the ropes. And when he was tying her up, she kept saying, ‘tighter! Make it tighter!’ Then she said, ‘hurt me!’”

      She shook her head and shivered.

      “So what did The Beast do then?” Cassie asked quietly. She could tell the girl was really upset. If she’d really lived such a sheltered existence, it was no wonder seeing such violence had shaken her. Her innocence was gone now and it was never coming back. Not after what she had witnessed.

      “He…he slapped her.” Amelia made a motion with one hand, as though to illustrate it. “Really hard. And then he did it again and again. But no matter how hard he slapped her, she kept begging for him to do it harder. It was so weird.” She shook her head. “It was like the shot he gave her changed her whole personality.”

      “Because she didn’t even want to be tied up at first and then after she got the shot, she was begging for him to hit her?” Cassie asked.

      Amelia nodded.

      “She was screaming, ‘hurt me! Hurt me!’ at the top of her lungs. And then…” She bit her lip. “Then he pulled out a knife.”

      “Did the girl get upset when she saw the knife?” Cassie asked softly.

      Amelia shook her head.

      “No, she got excited. She started begging him to cut her.” Her eyes widened. “So he did. He started cutting all up and down her arms and legs and blood was going everywhere but she just kept begging him to cut her more. Like she liked it.”

      “Sounds like another effect of whatever it was he shot her up with,” Cassie said, looking up at Stone. Her partner had been mostly silent during this interrogation and she wanted his take on what Amelia was telling them.

      “I do not believe it was the blood loss that killed her,” he rumbled. “None of the wounds I saw were very deep.”

      “No, she was fine until…” Amelia’s face went pale. “Until he started choking her. But he didn’t start that until after he started, you know, uh, fucking her.” She whispered the word, as though she thought her parents might hear her using bad language.

      “So he stopped cutting her long enough to penetrate her?” Cassie said, trying to keep things dry and clinical.

      Amelia nodded.

      “He was, uh, doing her and she was begging him to do it harder—to hurt her. And then he said, ‘I’ll hurt you, baby,’ and he started to…to choke her.” Amelia’s eyes started to well up, but she somehow kept talking. “And he was choking and choking her and her face was turning blue and then I heard this awful…this awful cracking sound…”

      “He broke her neck,” Stone said flatly. His tone was dry, almost detached but Cassie could see the fury in his pale blue eyes. The perp had better watch out if Stone ever got his hands on him. Whether he was human or Kindred, her partner would make him pay for the atrocity in the other room.

      “Y-yes. I guess he d-did.” Amelia nodded, and now tears were flowing again. Cassie sighed and put an arm around the girl’s shoulders.

      “Okay and then he left?”

      “Not before he…he finished.” Amelia’s face had taken on a pale, sickly hue. “He actually kept on after he…he killed her.” She put a hand over her mouth and shook her head. “I still can’t believe he did that.”

      “Sick bastard.” Stone’s voice was little more than a growl and Cassie shot him a worried look. He was really angry—furious. She didn’t blame him, actually. Hearing that the perp had actually kept on having sex with his victim after she was dead was enough to make anyone angry and disgusted.

      Or sick. Amelia suddenly pushed Cassie’s arm from around her shoulders and ran to the kitchen sink where she was noisily ill.

      “Sorry,” she gasped, as she finished. She ran water in the sink and splashed some on her face. “I just…when I told you about it, it was like I saw it all over again.”

      “It’s okay,” Cassie assured her. “We understand.” Another thought occurred to her. “Hey, you didn’t happen to catch any of this scene on your phone, did you?” she asked.

      Amelia shook her head.

      “No, I left it up in my bedroom or I would have called you guys sooner—I swear! I had to wait until The Beast left and I was sure he was really gone before I could go get it.”

      Well, it had been worth a shot, Cassie thought.

      “Okay,” she said. “So can you tell us when The Beast left, then?”

      “Right after he, uh, finished, he cleaned himself up and then he stood there looking at the girl for a minute,” Amelia said. “And he said something like—‘Well, this should make Gozer happy.’”

      “Gozer?” Cassie asked. “Who’s that? Maybe another business associate like Frank?”

      Amelia shook her head.

      “I don’t know—I never heard either of them mention the name before. It just stuck in my head because it sounded so funny. I mean, who has a name like Gozer?”

      Cassie glanced at Stone, wondering if it might be a Kindred name, but her partner only shook his head. Apparently he had never heard the name either. She put it in her notes—someone else to check out.

      “What happened next?” she asked Amelia. “What did The Beast do?” Clearly he hadn’t even tried to cover his tracks.

      “Well…” Amelia frowned. “Then he whistled and the round silver thing with all the lights came flying over to him and then he just…he just left.”

      “Guess he decided there was no point trying to take anything with him or clean up the scene,” Cassie said to Stone. “Either he wasn’t worried about being caught or he was leaving a message for someone.”

      “True.” Her partner nodded. He looked at Amelia. “Then what?”

      “After The Beast left, I waited in the closet for a long time until I was sure he wasn’t coming back. Then I snuck out and checked the girl’s pulse, even though I was pretty sure she was…was dead.” Amelia grabbed for some paper towels and blotted her wet face. “And then I got my phone and called you guys—the police, I mean.”

      “And here we are,” Cassie said and sighed. “All right, Amelia—can you think of anything else to tell us?”

      “I don’t think so.” The girl shook her head. “But can you tell me how long this will take to clean up?” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “I mean, I feel sorry for that poor girl but my parents are going to be coming back from the airport in a couple of hours. Do you think you can get it all cleaned up and taken away by then?”

      “Cleaned up and taken away?” Cassie echoed, frowning. The girl really didn’t know which end was up, did she?

      “Yeah,” Amelia said earnestly. “So my mom and dad don’t find out what happened. They’d ground me for like, the rest of my life, if they knew I let Frank and The Beast into the house to make porn!”

      “Amelia, your house is now a crime scene,” Cassie said, trying to make her understand. “The Medical Examiner will take the body away but everything else has to stay like it is while we work on the case and try to catch The Beast.”

      “You mean you’re not going to clean it up?” Amelia’s eyes went wide. “But…but my mom and dad…”

      “Are going to find out one way or another,” Stone growled. He leaned forward and pointed a finger in Amelia’s face. “And you should consider yourself lucky that it isn’t you hanging there with a broken neck! Your reckless behavior was extremely dangerous. Your parents should grind you for the rest of your life, for your foolish disregard for safety.”

      “The word is ground,” Cassie corrected him, half amused. Amelia began to cry again and she patted the girl on the shoulder. “Don’t touch anything in there—it’s all evidence. And if you think of anything else, call me.” She dug a card out of her pocket and pressed it into Amelia’s hand.

      Amelia started sobbing in earnest.

      “What am I gonna do when my mom and dad find out about all this?”

      “Tell them the truth,” Stone growled. “They will find it out anyway. Maybe they will go easier on you if you tell them. Although if you were my daughter…”

      He shook his head, letting the words hang balefully in the air.

      “One more thing,” Cassie said to her. She was scrolling through the pictures and the contract on the girl’s phone, sending all the pertinent images to her own device. “I see an address for Frank Yarrow, The Beast’s manager, on the contract you all signed. Do you know if that’s his home or an office somewhere?”

      “I…I think it’s his house.” Amelia swiped at her swollen eyes with a wad of paper towels. “He told me I could find him there if I ever wanted to…to work for him.” Her blotchy face went even redder as she spoke.

      “Meaning if you wanted to do pornography?” Stone demanded, glaring at her. “Did he not know you were underage?”

      “Sure.” Amelia nodded, as she shrank back from his intimidating glare. “But he said there was a, uh, big market for underage porn. Of course I would never…”

      “I certainly hope not,” Cassie said, frowning at her. Though she had a feeling that once Amelia’s parents found out what their teenaged daughter had been up to, she would never leave the house again—let alone wander over to Frank Yarrow’s place to do porn.

      “My mom and dad are gonna be so angry.” Amelia was starting to cry again.

      “They should be,” Stone told her, frowning.

      Cassie sighed and patted the girl’s shoulder.

      “Call me if you think of anything else,” she told her again.

      And with a final pat on her shoulder, they left Amelia crying in the kitchen, no doubt wondering how her parents would punish her once they found out she’d rented out their house as a porn studio and turned it into a crime scene into the bargain.
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      “I think I know our next stop,” Cassandra remarked as she slid into the passenger’s side seat. “You want to see if our friendly neighborhood porn producer is home?”

      “Give me Yarrow’s address,” Stone growled. He was so angry his jaw was almost too tight to talk. Seeing the crime scene was bad, but hearing exactly how the atrocities he had witnessed had happened was even worse. Also, the Live Ink tattoo seemed like yet another indication that the perp really was a Kindred—or some kind of alien that looked exactly like a Kindred. But what other species looked so exactly like Stone’s own? With his black hair and golden eyes, the murderer was the spitting image of a Beast Kindred.

      But how could any Kindred act with such callous disregard for a female life? How could any male with Kindred blood in his veins be so cruel—so fucking sadistic?

      Stone’s fingers itched to wrap themselves around The Beast’s neck and squeeze. He would be happy to give the sick bastard a taste of his own medicine, as the humans said. He prayed to the Goddess that the guilty male would be at the address they were headed to, with the human who was apparently his manager.

      He wanted to make the murderer pay…and pay and pay for what he had done.
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      “Stone, before we go in there, you and I need to talk.” Cassie put a hand on her partner’s arm and felt the tension coursing through him like electricity. His big, muscular body was thrumming like a live wire, which worried her. She had never seen the big Kindred this worked up before. He was like a bomb about to blow—but she didn’t need him going off right now.

      “There is nothing to talk about.” His deep voice was cold.

      “Yes, there is,” Cassie insisted. “We need to talk about what you’re going to do in there!”

      She nodded at Frank Yarrow’s house, which was a tony, upscale Greek Revival McMansion, not much smaller than the one they’d just left. Apparently filming porn was a lucrative career.

      “What I’m going to do is find out if the bastard who killed that female is in there.” Stone’s voice was little more than a growl.

      “And then what?” Cassie demanded. “You going to make him pay?”

      A deep, furious rumbling was the only answer she got. More alarmed than ever, she tightened her grip on Stone’s arm—which felt wooden with tension under her fingers.

      “Stone, you can’t do that,” she emphasized, frowning up at him. “Remember your training!”

      “On my home planet, if a male kills a female, his own life is forfeit,” Stone growled, glaring down at her.

      Cassie didn’t often think about their size difference—Stone was always so careful and considerate with her it was easy to forget he was seven feet tall and built like a professional wrestler. But now she felt like a Chihuahua staring down a Malamute—a very angry Malamute. Still, she couldn’t give up. If she let her partner go do whatever he wanted, they were both going to get into trouble.

      “Well, you’re not on your home planet—you’re working on Earth now!” she reminded him sternly. “We’re not here to rip the guy’s head off, as much as he might deserve it. We have to take him in and book him—you know that. Stone…Stone, look at me!” she demanded, when he glared out the window at the house. Reluctantly, he looked back at her. “You know that,” Cassie said again, frowning at her partner. “Come on—talk to me.”

      At last, Stone nodded.

      “I know we are not here for vengeance,” he said at last. “But the way he killed her and then left her hanging there, as though she was nothing but a piece of garbage he had used…”

      “I know, he’s a sick bastard,” Cassie said calmly. “I saw the crime scene too. But we see them every day.”

      “Not female victims.” Stone’s deep voice was hoarse with fury. “We don’t see crime scenes with female victims.”

      “No, and I’m glad we don’t if you can’t handle it any better than this,” Cassie said sharply. She knew what she said would cut her partner, but she needed Stone to get hold of himself before they went to Yarrow’s door.

      She could tell her words had hit home because for a moment Stone looked stricken.

      “All right,” he said at last. “I will contain my anger.”

      “Good. Thank you.” Cassie took her hand off his arm. “Now come on and maybe you’d better let me do the talking.”

      Stone gave a short, stiff nod.

      “Agreed.”

      “Good. Then let’s go.”
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      Cassie knocked on the elaborately carved front door and, after a moment, it swung open revealing a hulking guy in a muscle shirt that showed impressive biceps and two full sleeves of tattoos. He was mid-to-late twenties, with buzz-cut black stubble on both his head and his chin, Cassie’s cop brain noted. Also, one silver tooth in front, which showed when he snarled,

      “Whaddaya want?”

      The hired muscle was over six and a half feet tall and would have been intimidating if Cassie hadn’t had Stone at her back. As it was, she simply pulled out her badge and showed it to the thug.

      “I’m here to speak to Frank Yarrow,” she said calmly.

      “Not without a warrant you’re not!” The thug tried to slam the door in her face, but Stone caught it with one hand and forced it back open.

      Yarrow’s hired muscle, who was holding the heavy wooden door with both hands and leaning all his considerable weight against it to close it, looked up at Stone with a mixture of fury and disbelief.

      “You…you can’t fucking…come in without a…a warrant!” he snarled, panting with effort as he tried to close the door.

      “If you do not want us to come in, then send Frank Yarrow to the door.” Stone’s deep voice was low, but controlled, Cassie was glad to note. “Or better yet, send out The Beast.”

      “Mr. Yarrow’s…not…here,” the thug grunted, still trying to force the door closed with all his might. Stone simply stood there, holding it open with one hand with no visible effort at all.

      “They why are you?” Cassie demanded, frowning at him. “I have a hunch guys like Frank Yarrow don’t leave home without their bodyguards.”

      “I wouldn’t call Brutus here my bodyguard exactly,” a new voice said.

      Looking over the muscle’s shoulder, Cassie saw the same middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair she’d seen on Amelia’s phone. He was standing there calmly, sipping something bright green out of a martini glass and looking as cool as a cucumber.

      “What is he then?” she asked, frowning at the man who had to be Frank Yarrow.

      “Oh, just a friend I pay to look out for me—that’s all,” Yarrow said airily.

      “Right. A bodyguard,” Cassie repeated. She flashed her badge at him. “Frank Yarrow, I’m Detective Cassandra Steel and this is my partner, Detective Stonev with the Tampa PD. We need to talk to you.”

      “Now, officers…” Yarrow raised his free hand placatingly. “If this is about little Lucy Stein, I can assure you that she looked much older than fifteen. In fact—”

      “Is the man who calls himself The Kindred Beast here?” Stone interrupted, his voice a low growl.

      For the first time Yarrow looked surprised.

      “Why no, I’m afraid he’s not, officer. Er…would you like to come in and check?”

      “If your ‘friend’ will let us through,” Cassie said sarcastically. Because Brutus—who was clearly not the brightest bulb in the bunch—was still straining mightily to shut the door in their faces. His face was red and sweating with the effort but he couldn’t make any headway against Stone, who was still holding it open with one hand.

      “Brutus, let the nice officers through,” Yarrow said amiably. “They’re just looking for The Beast and you know he’s not here.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Cassie said as Brutus at last released his grip on the door and stood aside, panting heavily.

      “Come right in. Feel free to have a look around,” Yarrow made an expansive gesture with the hand not holding the martini glass. “You’ll see that he’s not here—I haven’t even seen him or spoken to him all day, as Brutus here can tell you.”

      “That’s a very convenient alibi, Yarrow,” Cassie snapped. “Especially since he’s wanted in connection with a murder that was committed earlier today.”

      “A murder did you say?” Yarrow’s face went pale and surprised and Cassie—who made a living reading people’s faces—would have sworn that he was genuinely astonished at this revelation.

      But apparently Yarrow’s surprised expression didn’t impress Stone.

      “Where is he?” In a flash, he had Yarrow by the front of his shirt and was dragging him further into the house.

      “I told you, I don’t know!” Yarrow gasped. The martini glass crashed and shattered on the marble floor, sticky green liquid going everywhere. “I haven’t seen him!”

      “You are lying. You’re going to take me to him now,” Stone growled, in Yarrow’s face—which was slack with shock. “Now!”

      “Hey, no! Lettim go!” Brutus shouted, racing after them. Cassie ran after all three men, her shoes grating on the broken glass shards. Damn it, what was Stone thinking? This was not a good way to handle this situation at all!

      Stone was fast and by the time she got around the corner, she saw the big Kindred had dragged Yarrow into the downstairs bathroom. He had Yarrow by the scruff of his expensive-looking shirt and was shoving his head in the toilet bowl.

      “Where is he?” her enraged partner was growling as he dunked Yarrow face-first in the toilet. “Tell me and I might not drown you. Where is The Beast?”

      “Don’t…know! Swear…I don’t!” Yarrow gasped and burbled. Bright blue toilet water was trickling from his bedraggled salt and pepper hair down his red face.

      “The fuck you don’t,” Stone snarled, dunking him again. “Talk, Goddess damn you! Where is he?”

      Suddenly Brutus was pointing a gun at Stone’s head.

      “Lettim go!” he yelled, his finger tightening on the trigger. “Let Mr. Yarrow go, you Kindred asshole!”

      Oh God, things were spiraling out of control!

      “Hold it right there,” Cassie drew her own gun and shoved it the bodyguard’s ribs. “Drop it,” she ordered grimly. “Or I’m going to blow a hole right through you.”

      By now, Frank Yarrow had completely lost his composure.

      “He’s not here, he’s not here! I swear he’s not here!” he was screeching at the top of his lungs—between burbling every time Stone dunked him. “But I’ll tell you…tell you everything I know. Just let…let me go!”

      “Stone, stop!” Cassie yelled at the big Kindred. “Stop it and let him talk!”

      At last her words seemed to get through to her partner. Stone stopped dunking Yarrow and let him sit up, trembling and shaking, beside the toilet bowel.

      “Good,” Cassie kept her voice firm and calm, though seeing a gun pointed at her partner’s head was making her stomach squeeze itself into a nervous fist. “Now, Stone, you let go of Yarrow and Brutus, you’re going to hand me your gun.”

      “The fuck I will,” the bodyguard snarled sullenly.

      Cassie poked him harder with the muzzle of her own weapon.

      “Hand it over,” she said pleasantly. “If I find out you have a permit for it, I’ll even give it back. I just don’t want it pointed at my partner’s head.”

      “Do what the nice detective tells you, Brutus.” Frank Yarrow grabbed a swatch of toilet paper and blotted his face. “The sooner we talk to them, the sooner this will all be over.”

      At last, to Cassie’s deep relief, Brutus pulled the gun away from Stone’s temple and handed it to her, hilt first. She snatched it and took a step back, putting herself out of reach while she kept her own gun on the bodyguard and Yarrow.

      “Okay now, slowly, we’re all leaving the bathroom,” she ordered. “Stone, come on—let Yarrow up.”

      Stone’s eyes flashed but he released his grip on the porn producer’s collar. Yarrow climbed shakily to his feet and then all three men shuffled out of the bathroom.

      “May I suggest we have a seat in my lounge?” Yarrow recovered quickly. He looked remarkably composed for a man who had nearly just drowned in his own toilet. “We can talk in there. It’s much more comfortable.”

      “That will be acceptable,” Stone growled. “As soon as we search your premises for The Beast.”

      “Go right ahead. I told you from the start you could.” There was a glimmer of resentment in Yarrow’s eyes but he kept his voice low and controlled as he spoke to Stone. He reminded Cassie of a man who’s being very, very careful around an animal he knows is vicious.

      Cassie had to admit she felt shaken herself by Stone’s behavior. In their entire two years together, he had never lost control—not once. They had played good cop/bad cop before, of course, but Stone was already so scary all he had to do was stare at a perp to be the bad cop. Seeing him grab Yarrow and nearly drown the man was deeply unsettling.

      “You okay?” she asked her partner, as they began their sweep of the house.

      He nodded shortly.

      “Forgive me for breaking my word to you. I was…upset.”

      “I’d say that’s an understatement,” Cassie murmured. “Anyway, we can talk about it later. Work first.”

      He nodded briefly. “Work first.”

      They did a once-over of the house and didn’t find a trace of The Beast. They did find a fully functional BDSM dungeon, however, in a room which appeared to have been built on specially to the back of the house.

      “Guess we know where The Beast got his props,” Cassie remarked.

      “I see you’ve found my little playroom, Detective.”

      It was Yarrow, standing in the doorway—well back from Stone, Cassie noticed. He had taken the opportunity to change his shirt and dry his hair and get himself yet another bright green drink.

      “Playroom, huh?”

      Cassie walked in and examined an empty spot in the room, against the far wall. There was an indentation in the carpet there, as though some heavy piece of furniture had been moved.

      “Want to tell us what was here?” she asked, turning to Yarrow. “A St. Andrew’s Cross, maybe?”

      “I see you know your bondage equipment, Detective—most impressive.” Yarrow nodded. “Yes, that is where my cross stays most of the time. At the moment, however, it’s in South Tampa at the site of a little movie I’ve been filming.”

      “Would that be on Bayshore Avenue?” Cassie asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Why yes—I take it you’ve been there and seen it?” Yarrow asked.

      “The last time we saw it, a dead female was strapped to it,” Stone growled. “She had been cut to ribbons before her neck was broken. Do you care to explain that?”

      Yarrow took another step back.

      “As I told you, I’ve been working from home all day. Brutus can corroborate my story, as can several of the girls who work for me.”

      “We’ll need a list,” Cassie told him. “And we need to know everything you can tell us about the man calling himself ‘The Kindred Beast.’”

      Yarrow spread his arms.

      “As I said before, officers, I’ll be completely cooperative. There’s no need for any violence,” he added quickly, when Stone took a step towards him.

      Cassie frowned. Clearly this guy had run afoul of the law before but she found it suspicious just how eager he was to give up the goods. Anyone else would have been screaming “police brutality” after Stone had baptized him in the crapper but Yarrow hadn’t even voiced a complaint.

      Maybe he was just eager to prove that he had nothing to do with the girl’s murder—which she was beginning to believe, actually. She just hoped they could get some useful information on The Beast.

      “Fine,” she said shortly. “Then let’s go back to your, uh, lounge and talk.”

      “This way.” Yarrow led them down the hallway and into a luxuriously appointed room set up like a mini theater. There was a huge screen on the far wall and plush brown leather theater seats which reclined, were lined up across from it.

      “Nice,” Cassie remarked, walking over to examine the screen.

      “This is my viewing room—where I view my work before I release it.” There was a note of pride in Yarrow’s voice.

      “I take it you’ve been in business for a while?” Cassie raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Since the eighties, my dear—the golden age of pornography.” He sighed theatrically. “Of course, the market is flooded now—there’s so much amateur crap crowding the Internet. But there is still a market for good fetish pornography. People with a certain kink want to see it done well, with all the correct props. It’s a niche market, but it serves me well.”

      “Would part of that market happen to be films about underage girls?” Cassie asked, raising both eyebrows this time. “Amelia told us that you’d invited her to star in one of your films—you’re damn lucky she turned you down.”

      “Yes, well…” Yarrow squirmed a bit. “There’s certainly a market for girls who look underage. But I thought you wanted to know about The Beast?”

      “We do,” Stone growled. “Tell us.”

      “Well, to begin with, I only met him a few weeks ago,” Yarrow said quickly. “I was at the Velvet Noose, scouting for fresh talent when he walked over and introduced himself. He said he’d heard I made a certain kind of entertainment and he wanted in. Naturally, I was intrigued. I’d tried to recruit Kindred warriors before—they would be a massive draw because of their size, you know—but I’d never found one who was interested.”

      “Was he actually Kindred, though?” Stone demanded, frowning.

      Yarrow shrugged.

      “Well, as far as I could tell, he was. He was certainly big enough.” He eyed Stone up and down and then looked pointedly at his crotch. “If you know what I mean.”

      “I take it you’re not just talking about his height,” Cassie said dryly. Like most women, she’d heard rumors that the Kindred were extremely well-endowed. She’d never asked Stone if it was true, of course. It would have been rude and racist and they didn’t talk about that kind of thing. But she would be lying if she said she hadn’t at least wondered about it.

      “Of course I’m not just talking about his height!” Yarrow exclaimed. “He was fourteen inches, uncut! Do you know how rare that is? I knew at once that I had a star on my hands.”

      “Well now your star has blood on his hands,” Cassie pointed out. “So where can we find him?”

      Yarrow shook his head.

      “I honestly don’t know. He never gave me an address or told me where he was staying or where he was from. And he never gave me any name but ‘The Beast’ either.”

      “So no résumé, no background, no address and yet you were willing to work with him, anyway?” Cassie demanded.

      “Again…his cock was fourteen inches long,” Yarrow emphasized. “I would have worked with the Devil himself to film a cock like that! It was like he had a baseball bat between his legs.”

      “Okay, we get it,” Cassie said dryly. “So how long did you work with him?”

      “No more than two or three weeks,” Yarrow said quickly. “We did some of our work here in my playroom but then we found a lovely new venue.”

      “Amelia’s house,” Stone growled.

      “The natural light in the drawing room there is just…” Yarrow pressed his fingers and thumb together and kissed them expressively.

      “I don’t think it was natural lighting The Beast was after,” Cassie said, frowning. “Not after what he did to the girl he murdered.”

      “I am…very sorry to hear that.” Yarrow shook his head. “I did have to rein him in several times and explain that domination isn’t really about violence—it’s about control.”

      “Did he ever use a drug or any kind of mind-altering substance on any of his, uh, co-stars during filming?” Cassie asked. “Our witness said she saw him inject the girl he killed with something that seemed to make her want to be hurt.”

      Yarrow frowned.

      “Now that you mention it, he did say that he had something that would make the girls we were filming more, er, eager if you know what I mean. But I have a strict, no-drugs policy on all my sets. For legal reasons, you understand. I don’t want anyone saying they were drugged and made to do something they didn’t agree to,” he added.

      “Makes sense,” Cassie said. “Did he show you the drug he wanted to give them?”

      Yarrow shook his head.

      “No, that was the end of the matter. After that, he just did the scenes as I had written them. Well, mostly. As I said, he tended to go a little overboard with the violence sometimes and I had to rein him in.”

      “Did he only do BDSM scenes, then?” Cassie asked.

      “Not at all—I had him do some vanilla scenes as well. Mostly ‘huge cock into tiny pussy’ type stuff.” He shrugged. “Needless to say, he was a natural.”

      “I’m sure,” Cassie said sarcastically.

      “Did he mention a ‘Gozer?’” Stone asked. “The witness also mentioned that name.”

      Yarrow shook his head.

      “Sorry, that doesn’t ring a bell. He just showed up for work on time and did what I asked him to. He was the perfect star, really he was.”

      “Until he committed murder,” Cassie reminded him. “We’ll need a complete list of the girls he worked with. Once we ID the victim, we’ll want to know if she’s on it.”

      “We’ll also need to see his work,” Stone said sternly. “All of it.”

      “All of it? But that’s quite a lot of footage,” Yarrow started to protest.

      Stone took a step towards him, glaring down at the other man. Yarrow paled and nodded quickly.

      “But doable—absolutely doable. Just give me a moment and I’ll put everything I have on a flash drive. Brutus, bring me a drive,” he added, looking at his bodyguard.

      “Right away, Mr. Yarrow.” Giving Stone a narrow look, the bodyguard left and came back quickly. He handed the small drive, which was shaped like a disk with FY embossed in gold script on it, to his boss.

      “Thank you, Brutus.” Yarrow picked up a laptop lying on one of the theater seats. He was about to start transferring files when Stone said,

      “No. We’ll take the whole thing.” He reached for the laptop.

      “What? No!” Yarrow became visibly upset and tried to pull it away. “This is months worth of work!” he protested as Stone pried his fingers off the laptop and tucked it under his arm.

      “And you’ll get it back—once we finish our investigation,” Cassie told him. “But for now, it’s evidence in a homicide investigation.”

      “Let me at least copy the files I need for the next few days!” Yarrow begged.

      “Do you mean let you erase the scenes with underage girls?” Cassie arched an eyebrow at him.

      “Of course not.” But Yarrow looked distinctly uncomfortable. “Some of them might look a little young, but that’s on purpose. I have everyone who works for me sign a contract stating that they’re over eighteen.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Cassie said dryly. “Whether it’s true or not.”

      He might present himself as a suave auteur who made highly specific pornography as art, but she could tell what kind of man Frank Yarrow really was.

      A predator, she thought, staring at him. One who knows how to get around the law. Well not this time.

      “We’re taking this,” she said, nodding at the laptop under her partner’s arm. “You’ll get it back when the investigation is over.”

      “You can’t take it without a warrant,” Yarrow snapped belligerently. “I know my rights.”

      “I suppose we could fight about it,” Cassie said thoughtfully. “But I’m sure if I make a phone call to my friend, Judge Thompson, he’ll give me a warrant for every piece of equipment you own—cameras, computers, everything. And not just the electronics—every toy in your dungeon is going to be taking a vacation in the PD evidence locker.”

      “What?” Yarrow looked aghast. “You’d strip me bare! How could I continue to work without my equipment?”

      “I guess you could buy more—though that could get pretty expensive,” Cassie mused. “Or you could just release the laptop.” She shrugged, as though she didn’t care either way. “Your choice.”

      “You’re bluffing.” Yarrow narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you can get a warrant that fast.”

      “Okay, let me just give Judge Thompson a call.” Cassie whipped out her cell phone. “Of course, being bothered at dinner time makes him grumpy but I think he’ll understand once I explain that you’re obstructing a murder investigation.”

      “No, no, no—wait!” Yarrow held up his hands. “Fine, you can have the laptop.”

      “For which we thank you,” Stone growled, tucking it under his arm. “Goodbye.”

      “We need the names of everyone The Beast worked with first,” Cassie reminded her partner.

      “It’s all in there,” Yarrow said sullenly, nodding at the laptop, now tucked securely under Stone’s arm. “I keep everything in one place. The contracts the girls signed are filed with the scenes they shot.”

      “Convenient. Thanks.” Cassie nodded at him and gave him one of her cards. “We’ll be in touch. Call me if you think of anything else or if The Beast contacts you.”

      “I doubt that,” Yarrow said bitterly. “If he killed someone by accident during a scene, he’s probably in the wind by now. I’ve lost my best star and all the work he did at the same time.”

      “His victim lost her life,” Cassie snapped, losing patience with his “poor pitiful me” routine. “Think about that next time you hire some psychopath just because he has a big dick!”

      Then she followed Stone out the door, hopefully leaving the porn producer in a cold sweat. The asshole.
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      “Stone…” Cassie stopped, not knowing what to say. They had been driving for fifteen minutes already, back towards their end of town, and she still hadn’t found a way to broach the conversation about how her partner had acted during their visit to Frank Yarrow’s house.

      She had never seen Stone that out of control—that scary. Her partner had always been so cool and calm—so logical. It had been frightening to see him go after Frank Yarrow with such single-minded ferocity. It made her think there was another side to her best friend that even she didn’t know about.

      “Before you say anything, I would like to apologize for my behavior. I know that I crossed a line.” Her partner spoke in a low voice, shooting her a remorseful look as he drove. Clearly he wanted her to drop the subject now that he had apologized, but Cassie just couldn’t.

      “I’ve just…never seen you act like that. Never seen you lose control like that before.” She shook her head. “You put both of us in danger. When I saw his bodyguard pointing a gun at your head…”

      She broke off, her stomach knotting up all over again with the sick feeling of wondering if she was about to watch her partner’s brains splattered all over the wall.

      “It will not happen again,” Stone said, his fingers tightening noticeably on the wheel. His tone was more than a little defensive, Cassie noted.

      “Oh no? What if we find The Beast?” she demanded. “What then?”

      “Then we will make certain he gets the justice that is coming to him,” Stone growled.

      “Stone! That’s not an answer.” She blew out a breath in frustration. “We have to bring him in. You have to promise me that’s what we’re going to do if we run him down. You can’t start dishing out vigilante justice or you’re the one who ends up behind bars.”

      “Since we are asking questions and making demands, I would like to know how you know so much about the kinds of sick scenes The Beast was filming.” Stone shot her another look, his pale blue eyes narrowed.

      “What?” Cassie looked at him blankly. “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that you knew the name of the device the victim was hanging from—that Saint Anthony’s Cross.”

      “Saint Andrew’s Cross,” Cassie corrected automatically.

      “Exactly!” Stone thumped the steering wheel for emphasis. “And the letters—MBDS—”

      “Do you mean BDSM?” Cassie lifted an eyebrow at him.

      “Yes—that. You knew what all that stood for—what it was about. How?”

      Cassie took a deep breath and blew it out. This was awkward—they were getting into territory they carefully avoided, both as partners and as friends.

      “I suppose I could tell you I spent some time in Vice before we became partners, but that’s not the whole truth and you and I don’t lie to each other,” she said to Stone, who was still watching her from the corner of his eye as he drove.

      “No,” he said shortly. “We do not.”

      “All right, well…” Cassie cleared her throat. “All of that has to do with the Kink community—the Lifestyle. And for a little while—about six months or so near the end of our marriage—Keith and I tried it out.”

      “You tried what exactly?” Stone demanded. He suddenly pulled the shuttle-car over into the deserted parking lot of a bank and turned to face her. “Did you let your ex-mate tie you to the cross? Did he beat you? Cut you?”

      “God, no!” Cassie exclaimed. “It was nothing like that with us—those kinds of practices are hard-core and we were barely dipping our toes in the water.”

      “What then?” Stone asked again.

      “That’s kind of personal, don’t you think?” Cassie snapped. Now it was her turn to sound defensive. “You’re basically asking about my sex life, Stone. We don’t usually talk about things like that.”

      “We never talk about it but please, Cassandra…” He reached out and brushed her flushed cheek with his fingertips, very lightly. “Please, I need to know. If he hurt you…”

      “He didn’t—honestly.” Cassie took another deep breath, wondering why this was so hard to talk about. It wasn’t a big deal, really. Lots of people dabbled in kink to try and spice up their relationships—especially after the 50 Shades movies had come out. But the way Stone was looking at her made her feel like she’d done something really deviant.

      “It was nothing, really,” she said, as lightly as she could. “We took a few lessons from a dominatrix and did a little role playing—that’s all.”

      “Role playing?” Stone frowned, clearly not understanding.

      “Pretending—playing parts.”

      Cassie shifted uncomfortably in her oversized seat. The Kindred shuttles were built for the large-framed Kindred warriors and she always felt like a kid when she was riding in the shuttle-car. When she drove, she had to pull the seat all the way forward to reach the pedals.

      “Playing parts?” Stone asked.

      “Geez, Stone—do I really have to spell it out? He was the Master and I was the slave. Or he was the schoolteacher and I was the naughty student who forgot her homework—stuff like that.”

      Her cheeks were flaming now, though she kept telling herself it was no big deal.

      “And he…disciplined you?” Stone raised his eyebrows.

      “Yes, he spanked me. Mostly with his hand, sometimes with a ruler or a paddle,” Cassie said, feeling both embarrassed and exasperated.

      He frowned. “And…you enjoyed this? Being…spanked?”

      “Honestly, no,” Cassie said flatly. “I mean, I think I could enjoy it, with the right person. But with Keith, it just didn’t work for me.”

      “Why not?” he wanted to know.

      Cassie thought about pointing out that was a personal question too, but everything her partner was asking was personal it seemed they had gone too far for her to stop answering now.

      “Well, the dominatrix we were taking classes from, Madam Electra, seemed to think it was because I didn’t respect Keith enough to be honestly submissive to him. She recommended that he try wearing a mask so I couldn’t see his face—I guess to up the fear factor or something. But before we could try that, our marriage crumbled so…” She shrugged.

      “Did he derive pleasure from this…role playing the two of you did? Did he enjoy hurting you?” Stone demanded. “Did it make him hard to beat you?”

      “Whoa, there—he never beat me!” Cassie protested. “It really only amounted to a little light spanking and paddling. And we were only doing it to try and put the spark back in our marriage. Which, as you know, didn’t work worth a damn.”

      Stone shook his head.

      “We have a name for a male who derives sexual pleasure from inflicting pain on a female among my people—we call him a ‘Broken One’. It is shameful to be a Broken One—perhaps the worst thing a male can be.”

      “So I suppose you think it’s shameful to participate in any kind of BDSM or kink at all, then?” Cassie demanded. “I have to say, Stone—I never pegged you for the narrow-minded, judgmental type.”

      He glared at her, his pale eyes burning.

      “And is it ‘judgmental’ to be disgusted by what we saw in the house on Bayshore today?”

      “Of course not! But there’s a world of difference between that murder scene and role playing with your spouse to try and put a little heat back in your relationship!” Cassie snapped. “Besides, you’re one to talk! The Blood Kindred bite their mates when they make love, don’t they?”

      “Only to bond them to us by injecting our essence, which causes instant pleasure—not pain!” Stone protested.

      “Right,” Cassie scoffed. “You can’t tell me you’ve never hurt a woman with those fangs of yours. They’re so freaking long you look like a vampire!”

      Which might not be nice but it was true—she had noticed that Stone’s fangs seemed to get longer, especially when they were in close proximity to each other in an enclosed space. It was the same way his scent—a subtle, spicy, masculine aroma that smelled incredibly good—always seemed to fill the room when they were together. Sometimes he smelled so good Cassie had to physically distance herself from him in order to keep herself from doing something she was sure she would regret. It was then that his fangs were always the longest and the sharpest.

      Like they were now.

      “You think I can’t be careful of my fangs?” Stone demanded, his piercing eyes glowing in the dusk.

      “I’m just saying they’re really long and sharp. I don’t see how you could kiss a girl without biting her,” Cassie pointed out. She wasn’t quite sure how they had started talking about this but it seemed important to carry her point.

      “Fine. Give me your hand.” Stone held out his own, much larger hand for hers.

      “What?” Cassie frowned at him.

      “Give me your hand,” he repeated doggedly.

      Uncertainly, Cassie extended her arm.

      Stone took her hand in both of his and brought it to his mouth. Slowly…deliberately, he began to kiss her. First the back of her knuckles and then he turned her hand over and laid a gentle kiss in the center of her palm. From there his mouth traveled to the delicate bracelet of blue veins on the underside of her wrist, leaving a trail of slow, hot kisses that sent helpless shivers down Cassie’s spine and made her heart pound.

      Oh God, what was going on? Why was her partner acting like this?

      He’s just proving a point, she told herself, even as her heart continued to pound. Don’t read too much into it, Cassie.

      “St-stone,” she stammered at last. “What…what are you doing?”

      “Proving my point.” His voice was a low purr and his glowing eyes were half-lidded in the dim light. “Did you feel my fangs? Even once?”

      “N-no,” Cassie breathed. What was wrong with her? Why was her voice shaking?

      “So you see—a Blood Kindred can give pleasure without pain.” Stone kissed her again, this time laving the tender skin in the crook of her elbow with his tongue.

      “Stone!” she gasped. Her heart was pounding so hard now she could hear the blood rushing in her ears. “You…you shouldn’t.”

      “Why not? I am simply proving my point.” He pulled back at last, holding her eyes with his own. “A male should not cause pain to his female—ever. He should only give her pleasure.”

      “But…I’m not your female,” Cassie pointed out breathlessly.

      “You are my partner…the one I count closest in all of this world or any other. You are my female, Cassandra,” he growled softly. “Do not forget it.”

      Then, without another word, he put the shuttle-car in drive again and pulled back onto the highway.

      Cassie just sat there, looking at him, without a word to say. Her hand and arm still tingled where he’d kissed her and her whole body felt electrified with some emotion she was afraid to name, even to herself.
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      Had he gone too far? Stone didn’t know—and part of him didn’t care. He had wanted to show Cassandra once and for all that he wasn’t like her ex-mate—or like The Beast, for that matter. What they had seen today in the murder scene cast a pall over all Kindred—unless he could prove that The Beast wasn’t what he seemed, that was.

      Which is exactly what I’m going to do, he told himself. Somewhere on the laptop they had confiscated from Yarrow he was certain to find proof that the murderer wasn’t really Kindred.

      He hoped, anyway.

      “Hey, Stone?” Cassandra’s voice broke into his thoughts.

      “Hmm?” He turned his head to look at her.

      “Where are you taking me?” She nodded out the window. “This isn’t the way to the station. We’re going to your house.”

      “Exactly.” Stone nodded.

      “But we need to write up a report,” she protested.

      “And we will. But first we’re going to go through this damn laptop and look for evidence of The Beast’s true identity,” Stone said firmly.

      “But…” She trailed off, as though uncertain of what to say.

      “Do you have a problem with my plan?” Stone asked, frowning.

      Cassandra bit her lip.

      “It’s just…getting a little late. That’s all.”

      “If we had gone to the concert, like we planned, we’d still be there right now,” Stone pointed out. He looked at her directly. “Are you afraid to be alone with me now? After seeing what that other male who calls himself a Kindred did?”

      “Of course not!” Her cheeks flushed angrily. “I know you could never do anything like that, Stone!”

      “You probably thought I would never go after a possible suspect the way I did with Frank Yarrow, either,” Stone said in a low voice. “I have surprised and frightened you more than once tonight, Cassandra.”

      He wasn’t only talking about the way he’d gone for Yarrow and he could tell she took his meaning by the way her cheeks grew even pinker. But she lifted her chin, a determined look on her lovely face.

      “Stone, you’re my partner and my best friend. I’m not afraid of you and not afraid to be alone with you. I just thought the report should come first.”

      “This way we’ll have more to put in the report.” He was pulling into the drive of the modest but neatly appointed domicile he had chosen when he first knew he would be stationed on Earth permanently. It was in the North Tampa neighborhood called “Carrollwood” although no one that Stone had met here was named Carroll and there weren’t many woods to speak of—unless you counted the oak trees which lined the streets.

      “All right then.” Cassandra sighed. “Looks like we have a long night ahead of us then. Guess I’ll pop some popcorn if we’re having a ‘movie night.’”

      “I doubt the ‘movies’ we will be viewing will be anything like our usual fare,” Stone remarked darkly as he followed her to his front door.

      He didn’t know what exactly to expect from the laptop, but he didn’t think he was going to like what he saw.

      Not one damn bit.
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      “Oh, Daddy—it’s too big! You’re hurting me!”

      Cassie cast a wary glance at her partner’s face as they watched the scene on the laptop together. They were sitting side-by-side on the couch, where they usually sat to watch movies when it was Stone’s turn to host. The laptop was sitting on the coffee table in front of them.

      She hadn’t known what to expect while watching porn with her partner. It was, after all, the exact opposite of the kinds of things they usually watched together.

      Cassie had never been much of a “girlie-girl” so she never inflicted rom-coms on her partner. She also avoided weepy, long winded features where the heroine “finds” her true self again, after a prolonged vacation at an exotic local. She much preferred action-adventure films, and though she sometimes had to explain the humorous parts to Stone if there was any comedy involved, he seemed to enjoy them too.

      But her partner was not taking well to the porn they were viewing—not at all. What they were seeing on the laptop was affecting him in ways that not even the most exciting car chase or tense action-packed blockbuster could.

      She supposed she had gotten used to thinking of the big Kindred as though he was a living machine—Stone was extremely smart, exceptionally strong, and coldly logical. But now his face was set in a grimace of angry distaste, as though he couldn’t decide if he wanted to shout at the screen or get sick to his stomach.

      All-in-all, her partner had showed more emotion tonight than Cassie had seen from him during their entire partnership.

      And she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

      “The son-of-a bitch,” he said thickly, pointing to the laptop screen. “He is hurting her!”

      Indeed, the girl on the screen—a petite blonde with her hair in pigtails to make her look even younger than she probably was—was grimacing and gasping as The Beast attempted to fit his mammoth cock into the tiny, tight mouth of her shaved pussy.

      “That’s part of this, uh, type of porn, I think,” Cassie tried to reassure him. “It’s the idea that his dick is so big and manly that the girl can’t take it.”

      “But why?” Stone demanded angrily. “Why would humans want to watch a male hurt a female like this?”

      “I think it’s mostly human men who like it,” Cassie told him. It certainly didn’t do anything for her. “Not all of them, of course. But the ones that do, they live vicariously through it. When they’re watching this scene, they can pretend that it’s them that has the massive dick, so big a girl can’t take it.”

      “I don’t understand—why would that be a good thing?” Stone shook his head. “If a couple was so physically mismatched, it would be very difficult for them to make love. How could a male give his female pleasure if every time he tried to enter her, he gave her pain instead?”

      “Look, I don’t fully understand it either,” Cassie said flatly. “But you can’t tell me this isn’t a problem your people run up against on a regular basis—especially if you’re mating with human women. I mean, The Beast is massive, but aren’t most of you Kindred warriors supposed to be, uh, on the large side?”

      They were getting into territory they’d never talked about before—mostly because it seemed wrong to ask such personal questions, Cassie thought. But this case seemed to have skewed everything. All bets were off and everything was on the table so screw it—she was going to ask. Especially after Stone had made her admit to playing hanky-spanky with her ex.

      “Yes, we are big—much bigger than human males—though I do not know many males as large as that.” Stone indicated the screen with distaste, where the girl was moaning and gasping as the massive shaft pushed slowly into her.

      “So what do you do about it?” Cassie wanted to know. “Since the idea of just plowing your way in clearly upsets you.”

      “We make certain the female is ready to receive us, to start with,” Stone growled. “This ‘Beast’ didn’t even attempt to make her ready. He didn’t taste her or pleasure her to orgasm even once—he simply started forcing his way inside her!”

      “And is that something most, uh, Kindred would do?” Cassie raised an eyebrow at him. “’Taste’ their female first?”

      “Of course.” He frowned. “Any Kindred male would want to taste his lover and prepare her for his shaft before making love.”

      “It sounds like that’s really important to you. Is it…is it something you really like to do?” Cassie squirmed a little in her seat. She couldn’t help imagining Stone down on his knees, with his face between someone’s thighs…

      Your thighs, whispered a little voice in her head. But she pushed it away—she didn’t think of her partner that way. Or she tried not to, anyway.

      “Tasting a female isn’t just something we Kindred ‘like’ to do,” Stone told her, seriously. “It’s a biological need.”

      “Wait—so you’re telling me you need to go down on a woman?”

      Cassie couldn’t help sounding skeptical. She hadn’t been with a ton of guys, but most of them, including her ex, didn’t seem to feel any need—or even much of a desire—to give a woman oral. It was hard to believe the Kindred were that different from human men. They were, after all, still male.

      But Stone was nodding his head emphatically.

      “It helps us bond our mate to us more tightly. It brings us closer to her both emotionally and physically. If I am ever privaleged to Claim the female the Goddess has destined for me, I will spend hours between her thighs, learning her secret flavor and pleasuring her with my tongue until she comes again and again for me.”

      He was looking Cassie in the eyes as he said this and his pale gaze was so intense she didn’t know what to say. Her partner had never spoken so erotically before to her. In fact, Stone rarely said anything to do with sex at all. And now he was basically telling her how much he loved to go down on a woman, not to mention the way he was looking at her while he said it…

      Cassie shifted in her seat again. Damn it, there was his scent again! Masculine and hot with notes of some dangerous, dark spice that seemed to invade all her senses and make her tingle in really inappropriate places. It made her want to lean towards her partner, to get closer to him. To…kiss him?

      Stop it, Cassie! Don’t be an idiot—you’ll make a fool of yourself! You know he doesn’t mean you.

      Of course not. Her partner was talking about some mythical future woman he hadn’t met yet because he believed—as all Kindred did—that their deity, the Goddess, took a special kind of interest in match-making and had just the right female in mind for every one of her warriors.

      And Cassie knew she was definitely not the female for Stone. For one thing, there was no way she could be Stone’s type. He belonged with a supermodel—one who didn’t have thighs like tree trunks, as Keith used to say.

      Though to be honest, it was hard to imagine the big Kindred with anyone. He had spoken of his “future mate” from time to time but he’d never expressed an active desire to find a wife and settle down. In fact, he was usually so cold and logical, it was hard to imagine him opening up and allowing himself to be vulnerable to a woman—hard to imagine him expressing his feelings and desires.

      You mean like he’s doing right now? whispered a little voice in her head. Admitting how this kind of porn bothers him and saying that he wants to be married someday?

      It was all too confusing. Cassie scooted over, putting a bit more space between herself and her partner. Time to get back to the matter at hand.

      “Look, all the foreplay in the world wasn’t going to help that situation.” She pointed at the screen. “That’s like trying to shove a six-foot salami into a tiny keyhole—it’s just not going to work without some damage being done somewhere.”

      “In that case, he should have used some bonding fruit,” Stone said. “To simply force your way inside, knowing that you are hurting your lover, is disgusting and wrong.”

      “Bonding fruit?” Cassie frowned and cast a sidelong-look at her partner. “What’s that?”

      “A special fruit which comes from Twin Moons—one of the Kindred home worlds,” he explained. “It was first developed and cultivated by the Twin Kindred because of their need to share a female between them in order to bond with her.”

      “What is it? Some kind of aphrodisiac?” Cassie asked, frowning.

      Stone nodded.

      “It is. But it also allows a certain…elasticity on the part of the female who eats it. Which enables her to allow her Kindred mate—or mates—to penetrate her completely and bond with her. Hence the name, ‘bonding fruit.’”

      “I see.” Cassie nodded. “Well, that makes sense.”

      “What would make sense, is for ‘The Beast’ to use it in scenes like these. If he truly is a Kindred, he would have access to it.”

      Stone leaned forward and touched a button on the laptop, freezing the scene with the girl only half-impaled on the monstrously thick cock, her mouth frozen in a grimace of sexual agony.

      “I can’t watch this anymore,” he rumbled, his deep voice thick with disgust. “It turns my stomach to see a female in pain. How can anyone derive pleasure from watching what is essentially torture?”

      Cassie thought of trying to explain it to him—how human males were so often insecure that the idea of having a dick big enough to physically hurt their partner made them feel powerful and strong.

      But she could see that it would just make Stone even more disgusted with her species. The Kindred were so careful and respectful of their females and so secure in their own masculinity that the ideas behind this kind of pornography weren’t just incomprehensible to them—they were actually repulsive.

      “Let’s move on,” she suggested, leaning forward. But just as she was about to move to another file in the laptop, Stone put a hand on her arm.

      “Wait!” He leaned forward excitedly. “Look!”

      The scene they had frozen on showed a side view which managed to display The Beast’s entire engorged shaft. But other than its immense size, Cassie really didn’t see anything unusual about it. She squinted, trying to see what her partner was pointing at, which seemed to be somewhere near the base of the monster cock.

      “What? I don’t see anything.”

      “Exactly!” Stone exclaimed triumphantly. “The Beast is not a Kindred—or at least, he is not a Beast Kindred.”

      “He’s not? How can you tell?” Cassie looked more closely at the screen.

      “Because all Beast Kindred have a swelling at the base of their shafts called a Mating Fist,” Stone explained. “It fills the female they are making love with completely until their bonding is finished. All true Beast Kindred have it!”

      “But ‘The Beast’ doesn’t. I see…” Cassie nodded her head.

      “And there is something else—something to do with Beast Kindred.” Stone put a hand to his forehead. “Goddess, why didn’t I think of it earlier?”

      “What? What?” Cassie asked anxiously.

      “Beast Kindred—real ones—secrete a kind of compound. It’s found in their saliva and their precum both and it acts in the same way as bonding fruit—allowing their lover to stretch to receive them. Otherwise no female would ever be able to take a Beast Kindred’s Mating Fist.”

      “I see.” Cassie nodded. “So ‘The Beast” wouldn’t have to, uh, force his way in at all if he really was a Beast Kindred.”

      “Exactly.” Stone pointed to the frozen screen. “This scenario would never happen with a true Beast Kindred—the compounds in his precum would simply allow him to slide right in with no pain to the girl at all.” He shook his head. “Why did I not think of that at once? It should have occurred to me at the very beginning of this scene.”

      “Maybe seeing the girl being hurt upset you so much you weren’t concentrating on the facts,” Cassie suggested carefully.

      “You’re right, Cassandra.” The big Kindred shook his head. “From the beginning of this case, I have been allowing my emotions to get in the way of clear thinking. I must do better.”

      “It’s all right, Stone.” She patted his arm awkwardly. “I mean, this is a really upsetting case. It would put anybody off their game.” She frowned. “But if The Beast isn’t a Beast Kindred, then what the hell is he?”

      “I don’t know,” Stone said grimly. “But we’re going to find out.”
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      Cassie yawned as discretely as she could into her cupped hand. Captain Perkins liked early morning meetings and conferences and she and Stone had been up almost all night examining the contents of Frank Yarrow’s laptop…

      

      Most of it had been more of the same—huge dick into tiny pussy, as Yarrow had told them. But there was also a fair amount of BDSM footage they had to examine and the contracts to look at. Cassie had noted down all the names of The Beast’s “co-stars” but none of the girls they saw The Beast working with had looked anything like the victim they had seen on Bayshore.

      Most of the porn did nothing for her, but Cassie had found herself squirming during some of the scenes. During one, especially, The Beast had been working with a girl with long blonde hair and brown eyes, which looked a little like Cassie’s own. They had been playing a scene where The Beast was a stern boss and the girl was his naughty secretary.

      “Miss Lexie,” he had growled at her, stalking into the office. “Can you explain to me why this paperwork I left for you yesterday still hasn’t been filed?”

      “Oh, dear!” The girl had widened her eyes in mock-alarm. “I thought I had filed those papers, Mr. Thornton! I am so sorry.”

      “Sorry doesn’t cut it around here, you know that,” The Beast growled. “Now I’ll have to punish you to teach you a lesson! Pull up your skirt and bend over my desk.”

      Eagerly, his “secretary” complied—showing in the process that she wasn’t wearing any panties.

      The Beast proceeded to paddle her until her generous ass cheeks were cherry red while the “naughty secretary” yelped and moaned and begged for more because she had been a “bad girl.”

      While the scene was going on, Cassie could feel Stone’s piercing gaze, which was directed at her almost as often as it was to the screen in front of them. She wished like hell that she hadn’t told him about her little foray into kink. What must he be thinking of her now?

      At last he had spoken.

      “So this is the ‘role playing’ you were talking about?” he asked, looking directly at Cassie.

      Stiffly, she nodded.

      “That’s right.”

      “He is hitting her, but the female doesn’t appear to be in much pain—or to mind very much.” Stone had sounded thoughtful.

      “That’s because this kind of, uh, sexual play isn’t just about pain,” Cassie had tried to explain. “BDSM is about power—who’s got it and who’s willing to give it up. She’s giving him power over her body to do whatever he wants—she’s being submissive.”

      “You said that you tried to be submissive to your ex-mate but you could not do it. Correct?” Stone asked.

      “That’s right.” Cassie nodded again and shifted in her seat.

      “And this was the kind of thing you did?” He motioned to the screen, where The Beast had stopped paddling the girl and was now standing behind her, ramming his cock into her pussy as she lay over his desk and moaned and writhed.

      “Well, I mean, I think the production values were higher on this scene,” Cassie said dryly. “But essentially, yes, I guess so.”

      “And did you truly enjoy it?” he wanted to know.

      “Geez, Stone!” Cassie exploded. “Are you seriously asking me if I liked being spanked? I’m your partner.”

      “I am just wondering if I could bring myself to ‘spank’ a female in the context of sexual play,” Stone had said seriously.

      “Oh, and what was your conclusion?” Cassie asked.

      She tried to make her voice sarcastic, but somehow it came out breathy instead. She could imagine Stone dressed as a Dom all too well. He already wore black leather trousers and high black boots most of the time, as most Kindred warriors did. And he was so tall and commanding. All he would need to do was take off his shirt to show his muscular chest and pick up a paddle and…

      And she had to stop thinking this way about her partner, Cassie had told herself sternly. Sitting so close to him, breathing in his arousing scent while they watched porn was really getting to her!

      But Stone still hadn’t answered her question—which he now proceeded to do.

      “If I knew it wasn’t really hurting her and that she enjoyed it, I think I could spank a female—if she wanted me to,” he’d said, giving Cassie a piercing look. “But I would have to know I wasn’t being too rough—we would need some kind of a signal that she could give me if I went too far.”

      “That’s called a ‘safe word’,” Cassie told him.

      “Oh?” Stone looked surprise. “Such a signal already exists?”

      Cassie nodded. “It’s a word the submissive can say to slow down or stop the action. A lot of people use the words ‘green,’ ‘yellow,’ and ‘red.’”

      “Like a stoplight!” Stone exclaimed.

      “Exactly. ‘Green’ means keep going, ‘yellow’ means that the scene is getting kind of intense and you might want to slow down.”

      “And red must mean that the, uh, submissive wants to stop the scene entirely—correct?” He raised an eyebrow at her and Cassie nodded.

      “You got it.”

      “And were those the words you used with your ex-mate?” he wanted to know.

      Cassie sighed. Clearly she and her partner had now crossed some kind of invisible line where nothing was off-limits. Or at least, where questions of a very personal nature were permitted, she corrected herself.

      “Yes, those were our words,” she admitted. “They were what the dominatrix we were working with recommended.”

      “And did you ever have to use them?” Stone inquired.

      Cassie shook her head.

      “Not even once. Keith just wasn’t a, uh, very effective Dom.”

      “Dom meaning Dominant right?”

      “Exactly.” She’d nodded and raised an eyebrow at him sardonically. “Any more questions about my sordid past, partner?”

      “None that come to mind,” Stone said seriously. “But I’ll let you know if I think of any.”

      “I’m sure you will,” Cassie muttered.

      Luckily her very curious partner hadn’t come up with any more personal questions. He had critiqued the porn, however, pointing out again and again how The Beast’s technique differed from what a “real Kindred” would do.

      He didn’t think The Beast was tender or patient enough and he definitely didn’t like the gagging scenes, where his female costars were forced to gag themselves on his enormous cock.

      “This is disgusting and wrong,” he growled, glaring at the screen. “He is hurting her again and she gets no pleasure at all from the act. Look at her—she is weeping.” He pointed to the way the girl’s mascara was running down her cheeks.

      Cassie thought it was more likely that the girl’s eyes were watering from being forced to choke on The Beast’s huge dick, than that she was actually crying, but she could tell the scene really bothered Stone a lot.

      “I don’t like it either,” she admitted.

      “Then why do your people have this kind of entertainment—I still don’t understand.” Stone shook his head.

      “Why do humans have porn? Seriously? Why do you think? Because it turns people on. Not this, necessarily—I mean, not all porn turns all people on but…” She shrugged. “I mean it’s porn—it’s pretty much found in all human societies.”

      “Most of this does not ‘turn me on’ at all,” Stone growled. “Most of it turns my stomach.” He glared at the screen where the girl was still gagging on The Beast’s enormous shaft. “This is not normal or right.”

      “So…are you telling me that the Kindred don’t do porn? Not at all?” Cassie had a hard time believing that. Most Kindred were male and males were visually aroused, weren’t they?

      “Not like this.” Stone made a face. “Well…” He frowned. “The Twin Kindred do dabble in this kind of vid-scene a bit, but their vids are always made with a mated threesome and only depict loving and consensual mating.”

      “And the rest of the Kindred? They don’t do pornography at all?” Cassie demanded.

      “We do, but it isn’t visual,” Stone told her.

      “Not visual?” She frowned at him. “What other kind of porn is there? Auditory? Do you like to listen to recordings of women moaning or something?”

      “No, although now that you mention it, that would be most arousing—as long as it was clear the women being recorded were not in pain,” Stone remarked, looking thoughtful. “But most Kindred pornography is Olfactory.”

      “What?” Cassie looked at him in confusion. “Do you go around sniffing women or something?”

      “We do not,” Stone said with dignity. “But we do buy scent books, which have the scents of aroused females preserved within them.”

      “Wow…” Cassie shook her head. “I knew you guys had much sharper senses than we humans but I had no idea scents could be so, uh, arousing for you.”

      “They can be, though,” Stone growled softly. “When I am attuned to a female, I can pick out her scent, even in a crowd.” He looked at Cassie intently. “I could find you, for instance, with my eyes closed, Cassandra. No matter where we were.”

      Cassie’s heart sped up and she felt her cheeks get hot.

      “Even someplace really crowded?” she asked softly. “Like the Lady A concert we were supposed to go to before this case came up?”

      Slowly, Stone nodded.

      “Even there. Your scent is burned into my brain.”

      Things were getting a little intense. Cassie attempted to get back to the subject at hand.

      “The idea of, uh, smell-porn sounds really strange,” she said, trying to make her voice light. “But I guess it can’t be any stranger to me than our kind of porn is to you.”

      “Human porn is disgusting for the most part.” Stone made a face. “At least if this is any indication.” He nodded at the laptop.

      “It’s not all like this,” Cassie assured him. “There’s actually good porn out there—tasteful porn. Most of it’s made by women, for women. Of course…” She shrugged. “Porn is really subjective, it just depends on what turns you on.”

      “Oh?” Stone looked at her with interest. “And what exactly turns you on, Cassandra? I mean, what do you consider to be ‘good’ porn?”

      Cassie found herself squirming in her seat yet again. How had they started talking this way when they had so carefully avoided any topics of conversation that were even remotely sexual for the past two years?

      “I, uh…” She cleared her throat. “Like I said, there’s porn made for women by women which centers more on the female’s pleasure.”

      “Meaning there is tasting in it?” Stone sounded intensely interested.

      Cassie nodded. “Well, yes. I guess so.”

      Actually, that was her favorite thing to watch, when she did get in the mood for porn. There was a site online called SheComesFirst.com that almost exclusively showed clips of men going down on women.

      But she wasn’t about to tell her partner that.

      “This porn made especially for females sounds interesting,” Stone remarked. “I would like to view it sometime if you would show it to me.”

      “Maybe later,” Cassie said. “Right now, we need to get back to the business at hand.” She pointed to the laptop.

      “Fine, but I cannot watch any more of this,” Stone growled. “We have all the information we need on this witness—let’s go on to the next one.”

      “Sure,” Cassie agreed readily. “Let’s skip to the next scene.”

      But the next scene turned out to be one of The Beast tying a girl down to a four-poster bed. When her arms and legs were spread helplessly and there was no chance of escape, he had pulled out a long, silver knife.

      Cassie felt Stone tense beside her and a low growl began to rise in his throat. Her own heart was drumming against her ribs.

      Oh God, if he hurts her…I really don’t want to see him cut her!

      But to her relief, The Beast hadn’t so much as scratched the girl. Instead, he proceeded to cut off her clothes—which were skimpy to begin with—and then fuck her within and inch of her life.

      “Look at that—again he failed to prepare her!” Stone sounded disgusted, but no longer dangerously angry, which was good as far as Cassie was concerned.

      “You mean he didn’t, er, ‘taste’ her?” she’d asked, casting a sidelong glance at her partner.

      “Exactly. He should have tasted her and given her at least one orgasm with his tongue before he started shoving himself inside her.” Stone shook his head. “Even if we hadn’t seen that he has no Mating Fist, his sexual technique—or lack of it—would be enough to brand him as a fake.”

      “Glad to know it,” Cassie had remarked, not sure what else to say. She was trying hard not to picture her partner going down again. So hard, in fact, that Stone’s next words had caught her by surprise.

      “Actually, I think I can see some of the appeal in this scenario,” he had remarked.

      “What?” Cassie had been surprised. “I thought all this ‘human’ porn left you cold?”

      “I’m talking about the idea of tying your female down—as long as she wanted to be tied, of course.” Stone had sounded thoughtful. “I think I would enjoy tying her down and tasting her until she moaned for me and came on my tongue.”

      “Geez, Stone.” Cassie had shifted in her seat again. “Tell me all your darkest fantasies, why don’t you?”

      His eyes had suddenly gone half-lidded and he had murmured,

      “Do you really want to know what I fantasize about, Cassandra?”

      “Uh, I…” Cassie swallowed hard. “Of course not—I was being sarcastic, you big idiot!” she finally got out, giving him a playful elbow to the ribs, to let him know she was just joking.

      What had gotten into her cool, logical partner tonight? She would have sworn that Stone didn’t even have sexual fantasies and here he was offering to share them with her like they were lovers instead of partners!

      “All right. I’ll keep my desires to myself, then. But I find myself wondering…” He had nodded at the screen. “Did you ever allow your ex-mate to restrain you like that?”

      Cassie shook her head.

      “No, I…I never really trusted him that much, I guess. I didn’t like the idea of not being able to get up and leave if I wanted to.”

      Her ex, Keith, had had a mean streak, and though Cassie hadn’t really been afraid of him, she had been wary of letting herself be vulnerable with him. Although to be honest, he would have been more likely to tie her down and say cruel things to make her feel horrible about herself than to actually hurt her physically.

      Either way, Cassie had never wanted to let herself be helpless with her ex—not even when she thought she loved him.

      “So you didn’t trust enough to let him tie you, or respect him enough to let him dominate you,” Stone had rumbled thoughtfully, breaking into her thoughts. “If you don’t mind me asking, why did you Join with him in the first place?”

      “You might as well ask—you’ve asked me everything else,” Cassie pointed out. Then she sighed. “I don’t know why I married him. I was young and stupid and I thought I was in love.” She shook her head. “Then I spent the next six years trying to convince myself I hadn’t made a huge mistake. Which of course, I had.”

      “If you were Joined to a Kindred, you would have no such doubts,” Stone had murmured, catching her eyes. “Once you form a soul-bond with a warrior, you can hear each other’s thoughts and feel each other’s feelings. There is no room left for doubts.”

      “I…didn’t know that.” Cassie’s heart had been thumping again for some reason at that point. “Really? You can hear each other’s thoughts? Like…all the time?”

      Stone shook his head.

      “No, it’s more like you can communicate mentally.” He sighed. “I long for such a connection with the female the Goddess has chosen for me. Such closeness. Such openness. Being an unmated male is…very lonely at times.”

      Cassie patted his arm awkwardly.

      “Geez, Stone, I didn’t know you felt that way.” And here she had been selfishly hoping that her best friend never found the “one” he was looking for, just so she could keep the big Kindred all to herself. It made her feel like a real jerk.

      “I don’t feel it so much when I am with you,” Stone told her, putting his big hand over her own. “When I am with you, Cassandra, I don’t feel lonely at all.”

      “I…I don’t feel lonely with you, either,” Cassie had breathed. What was happening between herself and her partner?

      They were looking into each other’s eyes and Stone’s lips were slightly parted. She could see the long, sharp tips of his fangs and she couldn’t help wondering if he could kiss her mouth as gently as he had kissed her hand and arm, so that she barely even felt them…

      At that point, the girl on the laptop started screaming so loudly that Cassie’s attention was jerked away from her partner. The scene had changed from the girl tied up on the bed to something completely different.

      There was a new girl now—a tiny petite one with long brown hair and wide hazel eyes. She looked terribly young, but maybe that was only because of her size.

      Cassie hoped so, anyway.

      It was this new girl who had screamed and Cassie didn’t blame her. Because what was happening to her looked like some kind of awful rape fantasy. The Beast was holding the girl down while she fought and struggled and screamed for help that never came…

      The worst part is, we don’t know if this is scripted or real, Cassie thought, feeling abruptly ill. He might really be raping her and they’re filming it for profit. Assholes!

      Stone made a low sound of fury in his throat and stood abruptly. He began to pace, running his hands through his hair.

      “Stop it,” he said in a low, choked voice. “Turn it off. I cannot bear to watch such cruelty!”

      So the mood—whatever it had been—had most definitely been broken.

      

      And now, as she sat in Captain Perkin’s office and tried to attend to the early morning meeting, Cassie wondered if she might have imagined it all. Because this morning Stone was as cool and collected as ever and he hadn’t said a thing to her about all the kinky things they’d seen and talked about the night before.

      “So I thought you two would like to know we got an ID on your victim.”

      Captain Perkins’ voice cut through her thoughts and recalled Cassie to the business at hand.

      “Oh yeah?” she asked, attempting to look alert. “How?”

      “An abandoned car was found down one of the side streets off of Bayshore,” Captain Perkins said. “One of the residents living in the neighborhood reported it—said it was ‘unsightly’.” She made a face.

      “By which they meant it wasn’t a Lexus or a Tesla,” Cassie said dryly.

      “Something like that. Anyway, there was a purse in the trunk with a driver’s license and some pictures on the phone that matched the picture of the victim we put out. Turns out her name was Brittany Harkins and she was a student at the University of Tampa.”

      “Was there any trace of The Beast?” Stone asked, frowning.

      “No trace of him in the car, no. We’re still waiting for the lab report on the DNA he left pretty much all over the scene,” The Captain said.

      “We have evidence to prove that he is not actually a Kindred. Or at least, not a Beast Kindred, Captain,” Stone said. He explained about the lack of the “Mating Fist” and Captain Perkins nodded shortly.

      “All right, that certainly puts a twist on things. I’ll let you know when we get the DNA analysis—it’s going to be interesting to find out exactly what the hell this bastard actually is, if he’s not Kindred.”

      “We need to be looking for the toxicology report too,” Cassie put in. “To find out what exactly he shot the victim up with before he killed her.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for that too.” Captain Perkins nodded. “For right now, I want you two to talk to the victim’s roommate and then track down the other girls this “Beast” worked with. Somebody has got to know where he went—he couldn’t have just disappeared into thin air!”

      “Somebody breathing down the back of your neck on this one, Captain?” Cassie asked her.

      Perkins nodded shortly.

      “Several somebodies, as a matter of fact.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “I have the press wanting to know if this guy is some kind of Satanist serial killer because somebody leaked the dirty details of the murder. Then I have the Mayor wanting me to catch the bastard as soon as possible because having a grizzly murder in town is bad for tourism.”

      “Doesn’t the Mayor have a house on Bayshore herself?” Cassie asked.

      Captain Perkins nodded.

      “Exactly. She said, and I quote, ‘Catch him because I’m not going to be able to sleep at night until you do.’ And of course, the Kindred at the HKR building have been calling and wanting to know what they can do to help. The whole idea of a Kindred torturing a human female to death is extremely bad press for them.”

      “You’re not kidding,” Cassie said. “They’re supposed to be the good guys.”

      “We are the ‘good guys’ as you say, Cassandra. A true Kindred would never hurt a female. What did you tell them, Captain?” Stone asked, frowning. “I already asked that extra samples of everything be taken and sent to the Mother Ship for more in-depth analysis than you can manage here on Earth.”

      “I told them I had my best detectives on it.” Captain Perkins gave them a piercing stare. “So prove me right, you two—catch this bastard.”

      “No one wants to catch him more than we do,” Stone growled, looking menacing.

      “Catch him and bring him in,” the Captain emphasized, giving him a hard stare. “I mean it, Stone.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re planning to do, Captain,” Cassie assured her quickly. “Come on, Stone—let’s start with the roommate and then track down The Beast’s co-stars. One of them must know something.”

      “I certainly hope you’re right,” Stone growled as they rose and nodded at the Captain. “Because he needs to pay for what he’s done. Especially since he pretended to be a Kindred while he was committing such atrocities.”
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      But it seemed like no one had any idea of The Beast’s whereabouts.

      They visited their victim’s roommate first, but all she knew was that Brittany hadn’t come home the night before, though she had called and promised to pay her half of the rent with money she was getting from a “new job.”

      “But she never said what the job was,” the roommate’s eyes were red from crying. “I could have covered her half of the rent! I wish I would have told her so!”

      “This is not your fault,” Cassandra told the girl firmly. “Don’t blame yourself. And please let me know if you think of anything else,” she added, giving the girl her card.

      Methodically, they went down the list, speaking to the females who had “worked” with The Beast in the pornographic scenes they had viewed. Many of them seemed frightened when his name was mentioned, Stone thought. And none of them had worked with him twice.

      Either Yarrow liked to keep bringing in fresh talent, or he couldn’t get a female who was willing to put up with the rough treatment The Beast dished out more than once. Stone was inclined to think it was the latter explanation rather than the former. What female would want to be used and abused so roughly? The thought of it still made him angry and ill.

      Finally, they came to the last witness on their list. Stone hoped she might be able to tell them something the others hadn’t or couldn’t.

      Unfortunately, it was not to be.

      “No, he never told me where he lived or where he stayed.”

      The small human female they were talking to was the one from “the rape scene” as Cassandra had called it, which they had viewed on the confiscated laptop. She looked tiny and fragile to Stone—much too small to withstand the harsh treatment The Beast had dealt her.

      There were still dark bracelets on her bird-thin wrists—bruises the bastard had made while holding her down. And when she looked up at Stone, he could see the fear and distrust in her shadowed eyes. It twisted his heart to know that she was looking at him that way because he was a Kindred—because of what that bastard The Beast, who she also thought was Kindred—had done to her.

      “Can you tell us where you met him, Leela?” Cassandra asked gently. They were sitting in the girl’s domicile—an apartment in a building on the outskirts of Ybor City.

      At least they had been invited in, Stone mused, but that was probably because Cassandra was so good at showing compassion with victims who had been brutalized as this female had been. If he had been there by himself, she probably wouldn’t even have opened the door.

      “I…I met him at the Velvet Noose. He hangs out there a lot, I think.” Leela’s voice was low and she was looking down at her hands. “His manager, a guy called Mr. Yarrow, came over and asked if I wanted to earn some extra money.”

      “And you said yes?” Cassandra made it a gentle question, with no judgment in it.

      “Well, I mean…look at this place.” Leela nodded at the tiny, cramped apartment. The couch they were sitting on was sagging—Stone had been worried that it might not support his weight. The table in front of the couch was made up of stacked milk crates with an old wooden door balanced on them to form the tabletop and the coffee they had been offered was served in chipped, mismatched cups.

      Clearly the girl, Leela, was living on the edge of poverty. It was obvious why the offer to make some extra money would have been enticing to her.

      “Did Frank Yarrow tell you he was hiring you to do porn?” Cassandra asked her.

      “Yes, but he made it sound like it would be classy—almost like an art film,” Leela said. “I’m a scholarship student but my scholarship only covers tuition,” she went on, speaking mainly to Cassandra while she kept a wary eye on Stone. “I can’t afford to live on campus and my car is always breaking down. I’m living on instant Ramen half the time and starving the other half. And The Beast seemed so friendly and personable. I even thought…” She swallowed hard. “I even found him attractive. I’ve always liked Beast Kindred the best. Or I did before…before I worked with him.”

      “We saw what he did to you, Leela,” Cassandra said softly. “I take it that wasn’t the kind of scene Yarrow promised you’d be doing?”

      “No.” Leela looked down at her hands again. “No, it wasn’t. He…he hurt me.” When she looked up again, there were tears in her big hazel eyes. “What he did to me, he…he tore me…down there.” She nodded to the place between her legs, which were crossed tightly, as though to defend herself.

      “I’m so, so sorry.” Cassandra reached out and stroked the girl’s arm gently. “Have you been able to see a doctor?”

      Leela shook her head.

      “Can’t afford to—I don’t have any insurance. I guess I could go to the clinic on campus but they’d think that…that somebody raped me.” She swallowed hard, as though forcing the words out. “And then they’d want to know who did it. And then I’d have to admit to doing porn and I’d probably lose my scholarship.”

      “What about your parents?” Cassandra asked. “Could they loan you the money?”

      “They’re…we’re not speaking right now.” Leela swiped at her cheeks. “Not since I moved out of the house to go to college when they didn’t want me to.”

      “A free clinic then,” Cassandra offered. “I’m sure we could get you an appointment.”

      “Again, I don’t want anybody thinking I was…was raped.” Leela swallowed hard. “They’d want to do a rape kit on me and talk to the police.”

      “You’re already talking to the police,” Cassandra pointed out gently.

      “I know, but not about this.” She nodded at her lap again. “I just…I don’t want to talk about it.” Silent tears slipped down her cheeks. “I prefer to just…just heal on my own.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” Stone tried to keep his voice gentle, though what he wanted was to give way to the fury that tried to consume him at what The Beast had done to the little female.

      “What?” Leela looked at him uncertainly, fear in her hazel eyes.

      “I said, you can get medical attention without any authority figures on Earth having anything to do with it. You can go to the Mother Ship and get treated there.”

      “The Kindred Mother Ship?” Her eyes grew wide with fear. “Oh, I couldn’t go there! What if he’s up there? The Beast?”

      “He isn’t,” Stone said firmly. “Because he isn’t a true Kindred.”

      “I don’t understand.” Leela shook her head. “He looked exactly like a Beast Kindred and that’s what he said he was.”

      “He’s not, though,” Cassandra told her earnestly. “We have evidence that he’s definitely not a real Beast Kindred. He’s lacking certain…physical attributes that all true Beast Kindred have.”

      “Is he human, then, and just pretending to be Kindred?” Leela asked uncertainly. “Because he has that weird tattoo, you know? That Live Ink? I’ve never seen anything like that before—I thought he must be some kind of alien.”

      “He is an alien but he is not Kindred,” Stone said vehemently. “My people revere females—we would never brutalize or force a female against her will.”

      “I used to believe that was true,” Leela said softly. “That…that’s the main reason I agreed to do the porn vid in the first place. I thought, ‘he’s Kindred—he won’t hurt me.’” She shook her head. “But I was wrong.”

      “Please…” Stone leaned forward, his heart tightening when Leela leaned back, away from him, in response. He sat back, giving her space. “Let us take you to the Mother Ship for medical treatment,” he begged her. “Our doctors there know very advanced techniques. They can heal the damage that was done and they won’t ask questions.”

      “Can they heal my mind? Can they take the memory of what he did away?” Leela’s eyes were filled with tears again. “Because that’s what I want—just to forget what happened. What he did to me.”

      “I don’t know if they can do that, honey, but I know they can help you physically.” Cassandra stroked the girl’s arm again.

      “I don’t know.” Leela looked down again. “I have class tonight—I shouldn’t skip it. I…I’ll have to think about it.”

      “Do that.” Cassandra gave her a card with her number on it. “My partner has connections. He can take you up to the Mother Ship and get you looked at.”

      “Just him?” Leela’s voice shook. “Would…would you be there too?” She shot a frightened look at Stone. “Sorry, I just…I don’t want to be alone with another man for a while.”

      “Of course you don’t. I promise I’d be there too,” Cassandra murmured and Stone nodded.

      Though the girl’s fear was like a dagger in his heart, he understood it completely. She had trusted once and been betrayed in the worst possible way. He didn’t’ blame her for not being willing to trust again.

      “Then, I…I’ll think about it.” Leela nodded and tucked Cassandra’s card neatly into her pocket. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help. I only saw him twice—once at the Velvet Noose and once at Mr. Yarrow’s house to…to shoot the scene.”

      She shivered and swiped at her eyes.

      “It’s all right. Just call us if you think of anything else or if you decide you want to go to the Mother Ship to see a doctor,” Cassandra told her. “Thanks for the coffee.” She finished hers in a single gulp and handed the chipped cup back to the shivering girl.

      Stone finished his as well, but left the cup on the makeshift coffee table. He could tell that Leela didn’t want him anywhere in her vicinity—not even to hand back his cup—and he didn’t blame her. He was too male—too Kindred—and her trust had been broken.

      “Thank you,” he simply said and then he and Cassandra left—still no closer to catching The Beast than when they had started that morning.
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      “Somebody must know where he lives!” Cassie blew out a breath in disgust as they got back into Stone’s shuttle-car after interviewing the last witness.

      “Apparently not. He appears to have vanished.” Stone frowned.

      “We should go shake down Yarrow again,” Cassie suggested.

      “We should arrest him,” Stone growled. “Leela made it clear her scene with The Beast was not consensual—he’s an accessory to rape.”

      “Yes, but arresting Yarrow would mean we expect her to press charges and witness in court.” Cassie shook her head. “I don’t think she’s up for that right now.”

      “You’re probably right. She seemed very concerned that anyone might find out she was doing pornography,” Stone said. “I doubt she would testify in the state she is in.”

      “Maybe we stake out the Velvet Noose,” Cassie said. “That seems to be where everybody he ‘worked’ with met The Beast in the first place.”

      “If you can call what he did to them ‘working’ with them.” Stone’s voice went hoarse with fury. “That poor little female…” He looked back up at Leela’s apartment and shook his head. “I want to catch this bastard more than ever now. I want to make him pay.”

      “It was good of you to offer to take her to the Mother Ship,” Cassie remarked.

      “I hope she will take my offer and agree to go,” Stone said seriously. “She needs medical attention and it’s clear she’s not willing to seek it here on Earth.”

      Just then, Cassie’s phone rang.

      “Oh—maybe that’s her now,” she exclaimed. But when she pulled out her phone, she saw that it was Captain Perkins.

      “We got the results of the lab work,” she said, the minute Cassie answered and put her on speaker. “Whoever it was that killed Brittany Harkins, he wasn’t Kindred.”

      “I knew it!” The light of vindication was shining in Stone’s pale eyes. “No Kindred could commit the vile acts The Beast has performed!”

      “Was it a big human pretending to be Kindred, then?” Cassie asked, frowning. “Because with his alien tech and that Live Ink tattoo, I don’t see how—”

      “No—not human either. We don’t know what the hell he is,” Captain Perkins said shortly. “And more bad news—we got the toxicology report back. We can tell the victim was drugged, but we have no idea with what. The chemicals in her bloodstream are completely unfamiliar to us—most of them aren’t even found on Earth.”

      “Do you have any good news, Captain, because I’m afraid we’re drawing a blank, too,” Cassie said. “We’ve visited every single girl on our list and none of them has any idea where The Beast lays his head at night.”

      “Shit.” Captain Perkins sounded disgusted.

      “We were thinking of going back to Yarrow,” Stone growled. “Maybe he knows more than he told us the first time.”

      “Or the Velvet Noose,” Cassie put in.

      “Before you do that, go to the HKR building,” the Captain directed. “I got a call from them right before I called you, asking to speak to the detectives on the case. Maybe the Kindred have got something on The Beast that we don’t.”

      “We’ll go right away—we’re not that far from downtown,” Cassie said.

      “Fill me in when you get done.” Captain Perkins hung up without saying goodbye, which wasn’t unusual for her.

      “Well?” Stone looked at her.

      “Let’s get to the Human/Kindred Relations building,” Cassie told him. “Maybe your people found out something mine couldn’t.”

      “Given our superior technology, I would not be surprised,” Stone remarked, without a trace of humor.

      Cassie punched him lightly on the arm.

      “Same old Stone. Come on, let’s go.”
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      As it turned out, the HKR building was only their first stop. Commander Sylvan himself, the head of the Kindred High Council, had sent word that he wanted to talk to them. So Stone was obliged to seal the shuttle for spaceflight and take off for the Mother Ship itself.

      “I’m kind of excited,” Cassandra admitted, as they left the Earth behind them. “I’ve never been to the Mother Ship before and I’ve always wanted to go.”

      Stone shot her a startled glance.

      “Why did you not tell me? I would have taken you at any time.”

      She shrugged.

      “I don’t know. I guess it seemed kind of geeky and lame to ask you to give me a tour.”

      “It is not ‘geeky’ or ‘lame’ at all,” Stone protested. “I am delighted to find out you have an interest in my culture.”

      “Of course I’m interested—you’re my partner!” She sounded almost indignant, Stone thought. “Of course I want to know where you come from and all about you. The same way you wanted to meet my family and see the house I grew up in.”

      “It was fascinating to see all the photographic evidence your mother had of you when you were younger,” Stone said thoughtfully.

      “Photographic evidence? You make my childhood sound like a crime scene!” Cassandra laughed.

      “According to your mother, it was,” Stone pointed out. “I believe she told me that you were always in trouble. Is that not correct?”

      “Oh, whatever!” Cassandra laughed again. “I’m still waiting to meet your parents and find out what kinds of mischief you got up to as a kid.”

      “Very little, actually. I was always a serious child,” Stone told her. “And I’m afraid you’ll be waiting for a while. My parents don’t live on the Mother Ship, as you know—they still reside on Tranq Prime, the Blood Kindred home world.”

      “Too bad. I bet you weren’t nearly as good a kid as you try to make out.” Cassandra sighed and looked out the viewscreen. They had passed the Earth’s atmosphere and were almost halfway to the moon by then. “God, it’s beautiful out here!” she murmured. “You know, I’ve never even been off of Earth before? It looks so small when you get away from it.”

      “Seeing your home world from space for the first time puts your life into perspective,” Stone remarked. “You realize how unimportant many of your troubles are.”

      “You’re right,” Cassandra breathed. Her big brown eyes were starry and bright as she looked down at the blue-green ball getting smaller and smaller in their viewscreen.

      Stone reached over to take her hand and entwined their fingers. He couldn’t help it—it was the wonder in her face. He wanted to share this moment with her, to touch her as she left her planet for the first time.

      “Stone?” She looked over at him, clearly a bit surprised. He didn’t usually reach out to her unless he was comforting her for some reason. He didn’t trust himself to touch her too much because he wanted her so badly and he feared his desire would show on his face.

      “I wish I could take you to the stars,” he said hoarsely, unable to help himself. “I wish I could show you the whole galaxy—the whole universe—Cassandra.”

      “I wish you could, too.” In the soft glow of the instrument panel, her eyes were large and luminous and Stone thought she had never looked more lovely.

      They had been growing closer lately, he thought—talking about things they never had before. The murder they were trying to solve was the worst one he had ever seen, but at least it seemed to be bringing them together.

      You shouldn’t hope too much, he reminded himself. Remember that she only sees you as a friend. Remember she told her ex-mate she could never see you as anything but that.

      But he couldn’t help the tiny spark of hope that had ignited in his heart. He slowed the shuttle a bit to make their journey last and held his partner’s hand all the way to the Mother Ship.
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      Cassie really wasn’t sure what had gotten into her partner lately. The trip up to the Mother Ship was almost…well, romantic. The chilly black void of space was all around them but the inside of Stone’s shuttle felt like a safe, warm cocoon for just the two of them. The way his big hand enclosed her much smaller one and the way he looked at her when he said he wished he could show her the universe made her heart pound like crazy.

      His scent was working on her, too—she could feel it happening. Her breath was coming faster and she was tingling all over—especially between her thighs. Maybe it was because the shuttle was airtight and Stone’s warm, spicy aroma kept recirculating, she speculated. For whatever reason, though, his scent had never been stronger and her body had never reacted quite so urgently.

      By the time they finally reached the Mother Ship, she was nearly dizzy with desire. She had to remind herself, over and over, that Stone was just her partner—just her best friend and he didn’t think of her that way.

      Don’t make a fool of yourself! Don’t make a fool of yourself, she thought, over and over when all she wanted was to lean over and kiss him. Stay in control—don’t do anything you’ll regret! Don’t ruin the best friendship you’ve ever had in your life by making a clumsy pass he’ll only have to reject.

      And then what? How could she ever look Stone in the eyes again if she tried to kiss him and he had to put her off? His actions might seem romantic, Cassie told herself. But he was only being friendly—holding her hand the first time she left Earth—probably to reassure her.

      She was relieved when they finally touched down in the huge, echoing Docking Bay of the Mother Ship, which was filled with ships similar to Stone’s own, and he opened the doors. Fresh air rushed in, diluting the warm, spicy scent which had been driving her crazy, and Cassie literally breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Well, here we are!” she said brightly and quickly climbed out of the shuttle. She turned around in a circle, taking in the massive size of the Docking Bay. There had to be thousands of ships here and room for even more. “Wow, it’s really big.”

      “The Mother Ship is about a fourth the size of your moon, I believe,” Stone said, climbing out to stand beside her. “Look—Commander Sylvan is coming to greet us.”

      A tall Blood Kindred with short blond hair and blue eyes was coming towards them. He had an air of authority about him, Cassie thought. But it was tempered with an expression that made the Kindred commander seem kind and approachable.

      “Commander Stonev! And this must be your human partner, Detective Steel.”

      “Call me Cassie, please.” Cassie put out her hand and Commander Sylvan took it. Then he offered his forearm to Stone in a warrior’s clasp.

      “We’re very glad to have you both aboard,” he said, looking serious as the two of them gripped arms. “This is a bad situation, made worse by the fact that the murderer you two are chasing is passing himself off as one of us.”

      “He is no true Kindred,” Stone said, frowning. “We have proof of that.”

      “So do we,” Commander Sylvan said.

      “Our lab results say he’s not human and not Kindred but that was as far as we could get,” Cassie said. “Can you tell us what The Beast actually is?”

      “I can.” Sylvan nodded. “But not here—please accompany me to my office. We have much to discuss.”
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      “We have reason to believe that the male calling himself ‘The Beast’ is, in fact, an Imposter from Seculare Four.”

      “An Imposter? What’s that?” Cassie asked, frowning.

      They were all settled comfortably in Commander Sylvan’s office—a spacious room with a carved wooden desk displaying holo-pictures of the Kindred Commander’s family. His wife had long, dark brown hair, green eyes, and a pretty, kind face and his twins—a boy and a girl—were absolutely adorable, Cassie thought.

      “A race that can assume the likeness of any other being in the galaxy,” Stone said grimly. “They are humanoid in their normal appearance—enough so that a group of Kindred even made a genetic trade with them.”

      “Really? Are they affiliated with the Kindred, then?” Cassie asked.

      Sylvan and Stone both shook their heads emphatically.

      “No, absolutely not,” Stone said, frowning. “In fact, because the resulting children of the Imposter/Kindred trade inherited some of the Imposters’ ability to take on the appearance of another, they have been banned from the Mother Ship.”

      “Other branches of the Kindred don’t trust them,” Sylvan explained. “Since they are able to make themselves look like anyone else. It can cause a great deal of mischief.”

      “So is The Beast an Imposter Kindred?” Cassie asked.

      “No.” Sylvan shook his head again. “According to the DNA analysis we ran, he is a pure-bred Imposter with no Kindred genes in his genetic code at all.”

      “I could have told you that,” Stone said grimly. “No true Kindred would treat females the way he has been treating them. It isn’t just the murder, either. The abuse, both sexual and physical that my partner and I witnessed when we viewed his ‘work’…” He shook his head, a look of disgust on his face. “It is enough to make a male go into Rage or be sick.”

      “I understand how difficult this must be for you,” Sylvan said gravely. “No Kindred wants to see a female mistreated in any way. But I’m afraid our tests of the samples you sent revealed something even more disturbing.”

      “What?” Cassie leaned forward. “What did you find?”

      “There was an unknown substance in the victim’s blood—I believe he injected her with something before he killed her?” Commander Sylvan looked at Stone who nodded in confirmation.

      “Yes,” Stone rumbled. “Our witness said that it seemed to make the victim—who was reluctant to participate before—suddenly eager for pain—especially sexual pain.”

      “Well, that’s unsurprising, I’m afraid.” Sylvan sighed. “The substance we found has been extracted from a genetic mutation of Bonding Fruit. A rare variation known as ‘Pain Fruit.’”

      “Pain Fruit?” Stone frowned. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Not many have,” Sylvan admitted. “That’s because it’s such a rare mutation and whenever the farmers who grow Bonding Fruit on Twin Moons see it, they root it out and burn it at once. It’s a scourge—a deviation because it makes whoever takes it long for pain instead of pleasure—which can result in injury or even death. As such, no one had ever tried to cultivate it.”

      “Until now, I guess,” Cassie said dryly.

      “Until now,” Sylvan echoed, nodding.

      “So this Imposter—The Beast—is using this, uh, Pain Fruit extract to make women want to be hurt?” Cassie asked. “Like a pain aphrodisiac.”

      “Actually, he only used it once,” Stone corrected her. “During the murder he filmed. None of our other witnesses mentioned him injecting them with anything.”

      “He filmed the killing he did?” Commander Sylvan looked disgusted.

      “I thought you knew, Commander. Technically, all of the pornographic scenes he did with the human women were filmed,” Stone told him. “But with the murder, it was different. He didn’t use human equipment—he used a holographic recorder—a camera drone.”

      “Oh, and don’t forget what Amelia told us,” Cassie put in. She looked at Sylvan. “Our witness said that after The Beast finished, he called the holo-recorder back to him and said, ‘That should make Gozer happy.’”

      “Gozer?” Sylvan steepled his fingers and nodded. “All right, now the pieces are falling into place.”

      “They are? How?” Cassie asked, leaning forward eagerly. Stone leaned forward as well.

      “Xempi Gozeriam, more commonly known as ‘Gozer,’ is the ruler of Bachanalius. Which is exactly where the ion trail we traced leaving Earth yesterday led,” Sylvan told them. “We didn’t know who might have left the trail since none of our own shuttles had business there, but now I’m thinking your murderer must have been the one.”

      Cassie frowned. “Wait…are you saying that The Beast has left Earth and gone to this…this Bach…bach…”

      “Bachanalius.” Stone’s deep voice sounded so grim that she turned to look at her partner.

      “It’s a small planet—even smaller than your moon,” Sylvan informed her. “But it’s entirely devoted to the production of pornography.”

      “Really?” Cassie asked, surprised. “What kind of pornography?”

      “All kinds of pornography,” Stone growled.

      “They supply most of the galaxy with various types of pornographic materials,” Sylvan told her. “From Andorian ear-stuffing porn to Zoltor toenail painting porn—you name the species and the fetish and Xempi Gozeriam—Gozer—produces some kind of salacious material associated with it.”

      “Ear-stuffing? Toenail painting?” Cassie shook her head. “That sounds so weird.”

      “Only until you consider that different species had different body types and physiology,” Sylvan pointed out.

      “The Andorians have extremely large, sensitive ears, which they consider an erogenous zone,” Stone told her. “And Zoltorians have seventeen feet apiece. The first sixteen are just for walking but the seventeenth is, well…”

      “They call it their ‘sex foot’,” Sylvan supplied. “Painting all fourteen toenails of the seventeenth foot, each in a different color, is considered a highly erotic activity. At least the Zoltarians think so.” He shrugged.

      “A sex foot? But…then how do they actually have sex?” Cassie asked, fascinated.

      “I believe they, er, stomp on each other. Or rather, the male stomps on the female’s sex foot with his own until his genetic material is released all over her toes.” Sylvan cleared his throat. “Of course, if the toenails are painted, the genetic material—the sperm—cannot seep in and find the female’s eggs.”

      “Oh, I get it—so painting the toenails is like birth control!” Cassie exclaimed. “So they can, uh, stomp all they want without getting pregnant!”

      “Essentially, yes.” Sylvan nodded. “A female Zoltorian with painted toenails is considered to be, er, offering herself to whichever male wants to stomp with her.”

      “So painted toenails means she’s up for casual sex. Casual stomping.” Cassie nodded.

      It all sounded ridiculously weird but it made sense that different people with different anatomy would find different things sexy. Hell, there were people on Earth who got off on foot porn—and probably some who had an ear fetish as well—so who was she to judge?

      “So how does this all tie together?” Stone asked. “Are you saying that The Beast is working for this Gozer? Making pornography for him on Earth that includes murder?”

      “It’s called a ‘snuff film.’” Cassie said flatly. “A film that starts with sex and ends in a murder, I mean,” she added, seeing Stone’s confused expression. She looked at Sylvan. “But why would this, uh, Gozer, want to send someone to impersonate a Kindred and make a snuff film for him?”

      “Possibly for revenge.” Sylvan frowned. “He approached me some time ago with a proposition. He wanted some of our Bonding Fruit to make aphrodisiacs with and, in return, he was going to give us some ‘special Kindred porn’ as he called it, produced just for us.”

      “You refused, of course,” Stone said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Of course I did.” Sylvan frowned. “I explained that our Bonding Fruit is sacred—used only to ease the way for matings sanctioned by the Goddess herself. We do not sell it or trade it or give it away for the purpose of mere titillation. I also let Gozeriam know that we had no interest in his pornography. What little we Kindred have, we prefer to produce ourselves.”

      “I’m sure he loved being turned down like that,” Cassie said flatly. Xempi Gozeriam sounded like an alien version of Frank Yarrow to her—a slimy predator who made profit from the pain of others.

      “It went about as well as you’d expect,” Sylvan said dryly. “With Gozeriam vowing revenge for the ‘insult’ I had offered him.” He shook his head. “But I had no idea he would send an agent to Earth to make a, what did you call it, Detective Steel?” He looked at Cassie.

      “A snuff film,” Cassie supplied. She frowned. “I wonder what he’s going to do with it?”

      “Possibly use it to discredit the Kindred.” Sylvan frowned unhappily. “We are known throughout the galaxy to all other sentient species as a race of males who revere and treasure females. Having this reputation enables us to make genetic trades with other humanoid species much more easily. But if other peoples thought we were capable of murdering females…” He shook his head.

      “We need to get that holo of the murder that The Beast filmed and destroy it before he can release it!” Stone exclaimed.

      “I’m also concerned about the Pain Fruit,” Sylvan said seriously. “Bonding Fruit, or any derivative of it, is a powerful aphrodisiac—it should not be in the hands of someone like Xempi Gozeriam.”

      “Well, it sounds like you need to send someone to go undercover on this, uh, Bachanalius planet,” Cassie remarked. “To get back the film and destroy the mutated Bonding Fruit.”

      “You’re absolutely right.” Sylvan nodded. “How about the two of you?”

      “Us?” Cassie was caught completely off guard. “You want Stone and me to go undercover at a porn planet?”

      “Not as performers, of course,” Sylvan said hastily. “But I do have a contact on Bachanalius who can get you into Gozeriam’s orbit in other capacities. I know that he has a laboratory where he grows and develops aphrodisiacs. It’s my guess that the Pain Fruit would be located there.”

      “You want us to pose as lab techs or something?” Cassie said blankly. “Look, Commander Sylvan, I’m really sorry, but I barely passed chemistry in college and I don’t think Stone is much of a scientist either.”

      “Actually, you’d be wrong in that assumption,” Commander Sylvan said mildly. “Before he took the assignment to work on Earth, your partner worked here aboard the Mother Ship in one of our Xeno-microbiology Labs.”

      “You did?” Cassie looked at Stone, who shrugged modestly. “So why did you decide to come to Earth and be a cop?” she demanded.

      “I…dreamed of a different life. That’s all.”

      But for some reason, Stone didn’t quite meet her eyes as he said it. It made sense though, Cassie thought. Her partner’s methodical, analytical way of solving crimes and his cool, logical demeanor should have given her a clue as to his scientific background.

      “Well, you’re all right to work in a lab, I guess,” she said grudgingly. “But what about me? As I said, I’m no scientist.”

      “My contact on Bachanalius informs me that there is also a position open as a personal guard for Gozeriam,” Commander Sylvan told her. He raised an eyebrow at her. “I assume you’d be more comfortable in that position?”

      “Yeah, I can do guard duty.” Cassie nodded. “But what is Captain Perkins going to say?” she asked, turning towards Stone. “She expects us to come back to Earth and keep looking for The Beast.”

      “Whom we now know has left Earth and is most probably on Bachanalius,” Stone growled. “So technically, we would simply be continuing our mission—to track down the killer we’ve been chasing.” He frowned. “The problem is, as an Imposter, he can look like anyone.”

      “He does have that tattoo, though—that Live Ink,” Cassie pointed out.

      She couldn’t help remembering how it had looked, flowing just under their perp’s skin on all of the vids they’d watched on Yarrow’s laptop. Sometimes it looked like a dragon, sometimes a bat, sometimes strange alien creatures she couldn’t identify at all, but it was always there, shifting colors and changing constantly as it moved from one part of The Beast’s big body to another.

      “There is that,” Stone admitted. He looked at Commander Sylvan. “But I am still not sure what our human commander—Captain Perkins—will say about the two of us going off planet for an assignment.”

      “I’ll speak to your Captain,” Sylvan promised. “I’m sure once she knows that you’re still looking for The Beast—as well as the ‘snuff film’ he made and the illegal drug he injected his victim with—she’ll be amenable to sharing your talents with us here on the Mother Ship.”

      “Well…what do you think, Stone?” Cassie could feel the nervous knot of tension that had formed in her stomach. It was part excitement/part apprehension. Was she really going to do this? Go undercover on a whole different world? Part of her was scared to death but part of her couldn’t wait!

      But Stone was frowning.

      “The only part of this assignment I don’t like is the fact that Cassandra and I will be separated. I would prefer it if we were together so that we could ‘get each others’ backs’ as the humans put it.”

      Cassie frowned back at him.

      “Well, it can’t be helped, Stone. The only way we could be together is if we posed as porn stars instead, and I’m not about to go there.” She shook her head decisively. “No, I think a scientist and a bodyguard will be much better covers.”

      “Well…” Stone seemed to be wavering.

      “Please, Commander Stonev.” Sylvan’s voice was low and serious. “Your people need you. We cannot allow Xempi Gozeriam to tarnish our good name. And having Pain Fruit loose in the galaxy is extremely dangerous. Think of all the vulnerable females who might be injured or killed if they are injected with it or ingest it some way.”

      “And don’t forget that we still want to nail that bastard, The Beast,” Cassie reminded her partner. “Remember what he did to Leela—and how he killed Brittany Harkins.”

      Stone looked at her with apparent surprise.

      “Do you really want to do this, Cassandra? You sound eager to go undercover.”

      “I want to catch The Beast before he hurts anyone else,” Cassie said honestly. “And I’d be lying if I said it didn’t sound exciting. Going undercover off-planet? I never thought I’d have a chance to do something like that!”

      “It’s going to be extremely dangerous, Detective Steel,” Sylvan said seriously. “I can’t lie to you about that. Xempi Gozeriam runs Bachanalius with an iron fist. If he finds out you’re not who you claim to be, you could be killed.”

      Cassie lifted her chin.

      “That’s not going to happen. Just get us in there and Stone and I will take care of the rest.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Stone looked at her worriedly. “I don’t like the idea of not being able to protect you if things go wrong.”

      “Stone, after all this time together, don’t you know I can take care of myself?” Cassie gave him a frown and her partner shrugged sheepishly.

      “I know you’re a capable officer, it’s just that you’re so small…so delicate.”

      “Small and delicate?” Cassie barked a laugh. “Those would be the last words I’d think of to describe myself! You’re just a big lug, Stone—like all Kindred.” She looked at Commander Sylvan. “No offense intended.”

      “None taken,” the Kindred commander said mildly. “The size difference between our two peoples is well-known. But just because humans are smaller than us, doesn’t mean they’re less intelligent or capable.” He looked at Stone as he spoke.

      “Of course not.” Stone sighed and ran a hand through his dark blond hair. “All right,” he said at last. “If Captain Perkins approves it, we’ll go.” He pointed at Cassie. “But we’ll need to find a way to check in with each other. I want to be sure you’re safe.”

      “You should both be working in the same place— Xempi Gozeriam likes to keep everything important to him close. His laboratory and filming studio are both located inside his palace,” Sylvan told them. “I saw both when he gave me a tour of his facilities, hoping to make a deal.”

      “Is that also how you got a contact on Bachanalius?” Stone asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Sylvan nodded.

      “I cultivated him after Gozeriam swore vengeance on me. He’s one of the outer palace guards—which is possibly why he didn’t know what Gozeriam had planned with the Imposter and the Pain Fruit. I would have liked to get a contact closer to Gozeriam himself, but he vets his inner circle very carefully.”

      “Well, as long as your contact can get us in, it shouldn’t matter,” Cassie said. She looked at Stone. “What do you say, partner? You up for this?”

      Stone frowned but nodded slowly.

      “I am, but only if you promise to be safe.”

      “Of course.” Cassie nodded. She reached out and squeezed his hand comfortingly. “We’ll both take all the necessary precautions. Come on, Stone—we can do this. Don’t you want to catch that bastard?”

      Stone’s eyes hardened.

      “More than anything,” he growled. “All right, Commander Sylvan—we’re in,” he said, turning to the other Kindred.

      “Very good.” Sylvan nodded. “I’ll put in a call to your Captain at once. In the meantime, let’s get the two of you outfitted so you look the part.” He frowned. “It’s extremely important that you appear to be what you claim. Gozeriam can have absolutely no idea that you’re not who you say you are or the consequences could be…”

      “Fatal,” Stone finished for him, grimly. “Don’t worry, Commander—he won’t have any idea.”

      “Good, then let’s get started.” Sylvan nodded at both of them and Cassie and Stone nodded back.

      Inside Cassie’s stomach, a whole swarm of butterflies had just taken off. This assignment could either be the adventure of a lifetime…or the end of her life altogether.

      What had she gotten herself into?
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      “Okay, doll—you’re ready to go.” Kat—the woman who Sylvan had assigned to get them costumed for their parts—stood back and nodded her head approvingly. She had a full figure and thick auburn hair as well as an assured, professional air about her that made Cassie inclined to trust her.

      But no matter how trustworthy Kat seemed, she couldn’t help grimacing at her reflection in the 3-D viewer.

      “Seriously? I have to wear this? I thought I was supposed to be a body-guard—not a dominatrix!”

      Actually, the costume Kat had created for her looked less like a dominatrix and more like the flimsy “armor” female characters wore in RPG video games.

      Cassie was wearing a gold “breastplate” which was actually just a gold metal bra that molded to her breasts and left her midriff bare. The bottom half of the outfit was a kind of metal bikini bottom with two long strips of crimson fabric attached at the front and the back, which left her hips and the sides of her legs bare. A pair of leather, high-heeled boots that came up to her thighs was her footwear.

      The whole thing looked ridiculous to Cassie. The only saving grace, as far as she was concerned, was the long black cloak that hooked to the top straps of her golden metal bra and was long enough to pull around and partially hide her.

      “You don’t like it?” Kat asked, frowning. “Why? Because it doesn’t cover your curves like that bulky suit you were wearing when you walked in here?”

      “Hey!” Cassie exclaimed. “I like my suits—they’re very professional. You can’t go around dressed like a bikini model when you’re a police detective,” she pointed out. “Skimpy clothes don’t exactly command respect.”

      “I can see that.” Kat nodded. “But you don’t have to dress like a nun or a commercial for the Men’s Warehouse either. You could find something a little more flattering to wear without losing the respect of your male colleagues.” She raised an eyebrow at Cassie. “Or is it just that you’re ashamed of your curves and you want to hide them?”

      It’s not that I’m ashamed of my body. Well…I mean, I don’t love it but I’ve accepted that no amount of exercise is going to make my hips and thighs much smaller,” Cassie admitted. “But it’s just that this…” She motioned to her new costume. “Is so revealing. I mean, I look more like Slave Leia from Return of the Jedi than a bodyguard.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong, doll,” Kat admitted. “Which means you’re going to fit right in. Since you know your Star Wars stuff, you shouldn’t be a bit surprised when you meet your new boss.”

      “Who—Gozeriam, you mean?” Cassie asked. “Why?”

      “Because Xempi Gozeriam isn’t a humanoid,” Kat said casually. “He’s a Slimerian.”

      “A what?” Cassie shook her head. “What kind of alien species is that?”

      “A kind that doesn’t even look remotely human,” Kat told her. “Remember Jabba the Hutt?”

      “Ewww! He looks like that?” Cassie exclaimed.

      “Kind of.” Kat shrugged. “Except he does have legs and feet—ten of them, I believe. So he’s able to get around. Oh, and his skin changes color for some reason—at least, from what I could see when I was doing research for your costume.”

      “Knowing my new, uh, boss looks like Jabba the Hutt with legs makes me want to wear this skimpy outfit around him even less, you know,” Cassie pointed out, looking down at herself.

      “Sorry, doll. But I told you, I looked up images of Xempi Gozeriam’s corps of private bodyguards, and that’s pretty much how they dress. They’re all women too—did you know that?”

      “No, I didn’t.” Cassie frowned. “Are they all, uh, humanoid?”

      Kat shrugged.

      “More or less. There was an Orthonian in the pictures I saw—they look kind of like tall, thin humans but with insect heads. The one I saw looked like a seven-foot-tall super model with the head of a bumble bee. But most of the rest have humanoid features,” she added, as though to comfort Cassie.

      “I don’t really care what they look like—I care what I look like.” Cassie looked down at herself again and grimaced. “Is it really necessary to show my stomach and hips this way?”

      “It is if you want to be taken seriously on Bachanalius. Look…” Kat put a hand on her arm. “You need to start learning to love your curves. You’re gorgeous—what the Kindred call an ‘Elite’—a woman the Goddess has blessed with extra-generous curves. That’s a mark of beauty here on the Mother Ship.”

      “It is?” Cassie looked at her in surprise.

      “How do you think I got not one but two amazingly hot husbands?” Kat put a hand on her own generous hip. “The Kindred love full-figured gals. Especially the Twin Kindred but really, all of them do.” She winked at Cassie. “Including the Blood Kindred, like your hunky partner.”

      “Stone is just that—my partner,” Cassie protested, but she could feel her cheeks heating with a blush.

      “You sure about that?” Kat asked, grinning. “I mean, both of you are single, right?”

      “Yes, but we’re just friends. Best friends,” Cassie stressed. “And I wouldn’t want to do anything to ruin that friendship. It’s pretty much the best thing in my life,” she admitted.

      “I’m sure if we asked your partner, he’d say you were the best thing in his life, too,” Kat murmured. “But never mind—I won’t tease you anymore. I just want you to own your curves and feel fabulous in your new outfit.”

      “I’ll try,” Cassie said uncomfortably.

      “Just remember you won’t be the only one there dressed like that,” Kat reminded her. “Xempi Gozeriam has lots of other guards and he makes all of them wear costumes that look a lot like this one.”

      “Yeah, but I bet Stone won’t have to wear anything this crazy or revealing,” Cassie muttered.

      Just then there was a knock on the door and they heard Stone say, “Excuse me but I am here for my fitting. May I come in?”

      “Oh, no!” Cassie gasped. She made a move to dodge behind the folding screen in the corner of Kat’s office but the other girl put an arm out to block her.

      “Look, doll—he’s going to have to see you in that outfit eventually,” she said, giving Cassie a stern look. “Would you rather have him look now and get used to it, or see it for the first time when the two of you are meeting with Xempi Gozeriam on Bachanalius?”

      “Well…” Cassie hesitated. She supposed Kat had a point. It was better to let her partner get used to her new ‘look’ now rather than later, when they were in a dangerous undercover situation. But damn it, she just wasn’t used to showing this much skin! At work she wore boxy professional pantsuits that covered her completely from head to toe. And when she and Stone were hanging out together at home or going to a concert or a movie, she wore jeans and a t-shirt. Nothing more revealing than that—ever.

      But now, here she was, dressed like a sexy barbarian babe and her partner of two years about to see more of her than he ever had before.

      I hope he likes what he sees, she thought, panic making her brain race like a hamster on a wheel. Or no—no, I don’t care what he thinks! It’s not like we’re anything but partners and best friends! I shouldn’t have to care what he thinks of my body. But oh God, what if he doesn’t like it? What if he doesn’t like me? What if he thinks I’m fat or ugly?

      Stone knocked again.

      “Hello? Is Kat in? I was told by her mates that she was back here.”

      Kat squeezed Cassie’s arm and gave her a level stare.

      “Deep breath, Cassie. You look gorgeous,” she said. “You have nothing to be ashamed of or worried about.”

      “It’s just…” Cassie swallowed hard. “Stone, he…he’s built like a Greek god. And I’m no goddess.” She let out a jagged little laugh.

      “You’re an Elite,” Kat told her calmly. “I don’t care what you learned down on Earth—up here on the Mother Ship, you’re perfect. So don’t let your partner intimidate you with his Kindred looks—you’re every bit as beautiful as he is handsome.”

      And with that, she flung open the door to her office and ushered Stone inside.
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      “Hi, I’m Kat. Come on in and let’s get you ready to go,” the human woman with red hair said to him.

      But Stone didn’t answer—he couldn’t answer. All he could do was stare at Cassandra—was that really her?—in awe.

      She was dressed in a most revealing outfit which showed the curves of her waist and hips. Her full breasts were spilling out of a metal breastplate and long panels of crimson fabric swished enticingly between her legs, emphasizing the luscious, full curves of her hips and thighs, which Stone had always liked. A black cape and black boots completed the look, which was stunning with his partner’s olive skin and long, black hair.

      “Gods,” he said hoarsely, finding his voice at last. “Cassandra, you look…”

      “Amazing,” Kat said crisply, shooting Stone what looked like a warning look.

      “I was going to say breathtaking,” Stone admitted hoarsely. “I…don’t believe I’ve ever seen so much of your skin revealed at the same time, Cassandra.”

      “And you never will again,” she snapped.

      Her cheeks were pink with embarrassment, Stone noted. She had always dressed so modestly before—even when they went to the beach she wore a t-shirt and shorts over her bathing suit. Revealing her body this way couldn’t be easy for her, he realized.

      “Cassie, I believe your partner was giving you a compliment,” Kat said gently. “Remember what I told you—own your curves!”

      “Oh, uh…thanks, Stone.” Cassandra took a deep breath and lifted her chin. She had been trying to pull the sides of her cape around to cover herself, but now she stopped and let the cape swing free, revealing herself completely.

      “Goddess…” Stone growled hoarsely.

      He was usually able to control himself around his partner but now he felt his shaft becoming painfully hard in the tight confines of his leather trousers. He had to force himself to look away and speak to Kat instead of staring at Cassandra.

      “Is my costume ready?” he asked her, trying to keep his eyes from wandering back to his newly revealed partner.

      “It’s pretty basic—just a lab coat. As far as I can tell, Xempi Gozeriam doesn’t make his scientists or lab techs wear any particular uniform under their coat,” Kat explained, handing him a white lab coat.

      Stone tried it on—it fit perfectly and fell to his mid thighs.

      “Excellent,” he said, nodding at Kat. “I feel like I’m ready to go back to the Xeno-microbiology lab.”

      “Yes, I heard you worked there before going to Earth to become a police detective.” She gave him an appraising look. “That’s a pretty big career change.”

      “I…wanted to try something different.” Stone shrugged uncomfortably. He couldn’t exactly tell this stranger that he had chosen to make the change because of the dreams he’d had of Cassandra—especially not right in front of her. He just hoped Kat wouldn’t say anything leading that might make his partner suspicious.

      “Well, here’s your chance to use both your skill-sets,” Kat remarked blandly. “Have both of you got your back-stories down pat?”

      “Yes.” Cassandra nodded. “I’m from Psylon Five—a member of the Elyons—their elite, female warrior class. I’ve been traveling the galaxy as a gun for hire and I’m the best there is at body-guarding.”

      “Perfect!” Kat looked at Stone. “And you?”

      “I am a disaffected Kindred botanist. I left Tranq Prime because I was unhappy that the powers that be there wouldn’t allow me to pursue my research on the genetic manipulation of potentially deadly plant species,” Stone recited rapidly.

      “Excellent.” Kat nodded at him. “Well—it seems to me that the two of you are about ready to go. Are you excited?”

      “We are. And nervous,” Cassandra admitted in a low voice. “The stakes are pretty high on this one. We’re looking for a snuff film, an illegal drug, and a murderer all at the same time.”

      “And we have to find and eliminate them without Xempi Gozeriam finding out who we really are,” Stone reminded her.

      “Right.” Cassandra nodded but Stone noticed that Kat was frowning.

      “About that, doll,” she said to his partner. “Um, can I just recommend to you that no matter what happens, you hang on to your disguises? Don’t let your cover slip even for a second.”

      “Of course we won’t,” Cassandra said, looking anxious. “But why are you so worried?”

      “Well, when I was doing research on this guy, I ran across and article about what happened when some undercover reporters tried to infiltrate his organization. They were apparently writing about how he didn’t treat his, uh, ‘actors’ very well. Anyway, Xempi Gozeriam somehow figured out that they weren’t who they said they were. And, well…”

      “What happened? Did he kill them?” Stone asked harshly. “He killed them?”

      Kat winced.

      “Worse, in a way. He maimed them. Cut off their hands and feet and left them to drift in their ship. If they hadn’t had an emergency beacon, they both would have died. But as it was…” She shook her head. “Let’s just say it’s really, really important Xempi Gozeriam doesn’t find out who you are.”

      Cassandra’s face went pale, Stone noted, but she lifted her chin and a determined glint came into her brown eyes.

      “We’ll be careful, Kat, but we have to go in there. We have to find the Imposter who killed our victim and raped several others while pretending to be Kindred. He’s a complete bastard—he can’t be allowed to go free.”

      “How are you going to get him, though?” Kat objected. “I mean, if you see him in the palace, what can you do to him? It’s not like you can arrest him. I’m pretty sure Xempi Gozeriam isn’t going to allow extradition between Bachanalius and Earth or the Mother Ship.”

      “I’ve thought of that,” Cassandra said. “As soon as I get hold of the snuff film and Stone destroys the Pain Fruit plants, I’ll lure The Beast out of the palace.”

      “Lure him out?” Stone growled, frowning at her. “And how do you propose to do that, exactly?”

      “How do you think?” Cassandra struck a pose, putting a hand on her hip and raising an eyebrow at him. “This outfit’s gotta be good for something, right?”

      “I don’t want you being alone with him!” Stone said harshly. “The Beast is a killer!”

      “So am I.” Cassandra frowned at him. “I won’t be unarmed, Stone, and I know how to handle myself.”

      “I know you do. I just…” He hesitated, trying not to say again how small she seemed to him—how delicate.

      Neither of them had ever had to draw their weapons on the job before last night at Frank Yarrow’s house—mostly because by the time they got to a homicide, it was already over. If the Kindred warrior who had killed a human male bothering his female wasn’t yet over his Rage, they were usually able to talk him down. As long as the warrior’s female was safe, the Rage dissipated quickly.

      But The Beast wasn’t going to be in Rage over a female. He was a cold-blooded, clear-eyed killer who had murdered a female on purpose—breaking her neck as he violated her shamefully, all while filming the whole thing.

      The idea of letting his partner be alone with such a monster made Stone’s eyes feel hot and his vision go red. If he wasn’t careful, he realized, he was going to go into Rage himself.

      “All right,” he said at last and took a deep breath to try and calm himself down. “I know you can handle yourself, Cassandra. I just…I want you to be safe.”

      “I will be,” she assured him. “Don’t worry, Stone. We’re going to catch this creep and get the film and destroy the Pain Fruit plants and be home before you know it.”

      “From your mouth to the Goddess’s ear,” Stone said.

      “Amen.” Kat smiled at them both. “All right—looks like you’re all ready to go!”

      “I suppose we are,” Stone muttered.

      But inside, he wasn’t feeling nearly as certain as he had been when he’d agreed to this mission. He wouldn’t have minded going alone, but seeing his partner in her new, sexualized outfit, looking so vulnerable…so irresistible, gave him second thoughts.

      He was going into a predator’s den and bringing the woman he loved—even though she didn’t know he loved her—with him. Was he making a huge mistake?

      Stone didn’t know and he was afraid he wouldn’t find out until it was too late.
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      “There it is—Bachanalius.” Stone pointed at a round, glowing pink dot on the viewscreen.

      “That’s it?” Cassie leaned forward, staring with interest as the dot grew bigger and brighter. Soon they got close enough to see some details.

      Bachanalius was, as advertised, a little smaller than the Earth’s moon but it was extremely crowded. At least, if the tall buildings and neon pink, gold, green, and blue lights were any indication. Elevated monorail tracks crisscrossed the busy cityscape, their long, multi-car trains zipping along so fast they were nothing but blurs of light in every direction. It was an incredible sight.

      “It kind of looks like if somebody took New York City, covered it in neon, and blew it up big enough to cover the entire moon,” Cassie murmured. “And look—that must be the palace!”

      She pointed to a vast structure that covered multiple city blocks. Unlike the skyscrapers around it, it was a long, low building made of shimmering black marble that glistened with the reflected neon of the rest of the city-planet.

      “That’s it, all right,” Stone said, frowning. “Let’s land and see if we can locate Commander Sylvan’s contact. He told me that the male’s posting is at the Northwest corner of the palace complex—I think I see a public parking area there.”

      They circled low over the palace and landed in a vast, paved lot with many other, diverse-looking vehicles. Some looked like land-bound conveyances, some were clearly spaceships, and many, like Stone’s shuttle, appeared to be a hybrid of both.

      Stone got on a private channel for a moment and began speaking in an alien language which, Cassie found to her delight, she could understand. She’d been given a dose of translation bacteria before leaving the Mother Ship and told that it would enable her to both decipher and speak foreign tongues. But this was the first time she’d seen—or rather heard—the bacteria in action and it seemed amazing that she could understand the strange words coming out of her partner’s mouth.

      “We are travelers from afar, looking for assistance and employment,” Stone said, in the strange, alien language, that sounded a little like French mixed with Russian with some burbling sounds thrown in. “Can anyone help us? We can’t pay, but our appreciation will be eternal.”

      Apparently he was talking in some kind of code because after a moment, a voice came back over the channel he was using, speaking in the same alien language.

      “Travelers from afar, I am willing to offer assistance, though the payment is only your appreciation,” it said.

      “That’s him,” Stone murmured, nodding to Cassie. “Thank you, kind friend,” he replied. “Allow me to give you our coordinates so that we may meet face-to-face.”

      “I await the coordinates,” the voice replied.

      Stone rattled them off and then shut off the communication.

      “Now what?” Cassie asked him.

      “Now we wait.” Stone frowned. “And hope that this contact is as loyal to Commander Sylvan as we were led to believe.”

      “He’s getting paid to be, isn’t he?” Cassie asked, frowning.

      “Yes, that’s the problem. A mercenary who cares only for credit isn’t always the most reliable contact,” Stone said. “In fact—”

      He was interrupted by a knock at the door of the shuttle and a voice hissing, “A friend has arrived.”

      “Well, that certainly didn’t take long,” Cassie remarked as Stone went to open the door, blaster in hand. “He must have been really close by.”

      Stone nodded and opened the door warily, keeping his blaster where the contact could see it.

      When the door swung open, they were greeted by the sight of a short, squat humanoid with greenish-gray skin and a snout like a pig’s. He had small, squinty eyes and he was wearing armor made of what looked like lots of crushed tin cans somehow linked together. They rattled whenever he moved.

      “I am a friend—a friend!” he hissed, when he saw Stone’s blaster. “Put that away!”

      “Let me see your hands,” Stone demanded harshly. “Whose friend are you?”

      “I am Pocker, friend of Commander Sylvan,” the pig-man muttered, dropping his voice so that the name was barely audible, even as he raised his empty hands, which had three thick fingers apiece. “Do not keep me waiting outside—we are in danger if anyone sees me helping you.”

      “Come in, then, Pocker. But keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “Is the trust of the Kindred so little, then?” the pig-man demanded, but he came into the shuttle anyway, still holding up his bare, green-gray hands to show that they were still empty.

      “We’ll trust you when you prove you can be trusted,” Stone told him. He sealed the door and pressed a button on the instrument panel, then turned back to their contact. “All right, we’re sealed in a cone of silence. Now talk—Commander Sylvan told us you could help us get jobs in the palace so we could infiltrate Xempi Gozeriam’s inner circle.”

      “All I can do is introduce you and vouch for you,” the pig-man protested. “I cannot actually guarantee you will get jobs! What jobs are you wanting, anyway? I sent Commander Sylvan several of the listings and of course, there are always openings for new actors.”

      “We aren’t interested in acting in any of Gozeriam’s porn vids,” Stone snapped. “We heard there were openings for a botanist to work in the labs where he grows and develops his aphrodisiacs and a position in the royal corps of body-guards. Those are the jobs we’re looking to fill.”

      “Oh, yes. Yes, indeed!” The pig-man nodded eagerly. “But, forgive me, my Lord Kindred, I do fear that Xempi Gozeriam will not be interested in hiring you for such a position, as all his guards are female.”

      “That’s going to be my job,” Cassie told him. “I’m the one who’s going to apply for the guard position.”

      “You are?” The pig-man looked so surprised that Cassie was offended.

      “Do you think I can’t do it?” she demanded. “I’m a detective first-class on my own planet.”

      “My partner can handle guarding Xempi Gozeriam, with no problems,” Stone assured their contact, backing her up to Cassie’s gratification.

      “Well, there may be one small problem.” Pocker frowned, wrinkling his snout. “Though, I guess you might not find it a problem. Different peoples view things differently, though I always thought that the Kindred were very possessive of their females.”

      “What are you talking about? What problem?” Cassie asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Why, the problem—if you choose to call it a problem— is that the private guard of Xempi Gozeriam are not simply bodyguards—they are also his personal whores.”

      “His what?” Stone’s voice was a muted roar. “What in the Seven Hells are you talking about?”

      “I am talking of the fact that Xempi Gozeriam penetrates all of his guards multiple times a night—sometimes all at once,” the pig-man said matter-of-factly. “Also, he never allows them to leave his service.”

      “But…but I heard he wasn’t even humanoid!” Cassie protested. “Somebody told me he was a, uh, Slimerian, I think.”

      “Oh, so he is!” Pocker nodded vigorously. “Which means that he can exude pseudo slime-shafts from anywhere on his body. These he uses to penetrate his guards—in all available orifices, I might add.”

      “But that’s…that’s horrible,” Cassie exclaimed.

      “Completely unacceptable,” Stone growled. “My partner is not to be penetrated.”

      “Don’t get mad at the messenger!” the pig-man snorted indignantly. “You should be thanking poor Pocker for warning you before you had to spread your cracks and crevices for the slime-shafts of his Greatness.”

      “He has a point,” Cassie said reluctantly, looking at Stone. “But what are we going to do now? We can’t both apply for the lab—I’m no good at science. I wouldn’t have the first idea of what to do.”

      “There is only one position open for the lab, anyway,” Pocker said.

      “Well, are there currently any other, uh, job openings in the palace? Preferably something that would give us the run of the place,” Cassie asked him.

      But their contact shook his head.

      “Alas there are very few non-actor jobs, as of the latest postings, which went up earlier today. And before you ask, new postings will not be up for another solar month.”

      “That’s too long to wait,” Stone said, frowning. “We must find The Beast and bring him to justice before he leaves the palace and hurts any other females.”

      “Oh, The Beast? You have an interest in him?” The pig-man’s tiny eyes widened. “I saw him come in just recently. He’s rumored to be the favorite of his Slimefullness just now. I would imagine he dines at the head table every night.”

      “There—you see? He’s already inside!” Cassie exclaimed. “We have to find a way to get in without anyone suspecting. But how?”

      Stone frowned thoughtfully.

      “You talked about the palace’s job listings,” he said to the pig-man. “Where can we find them?”

      “Oh, that’s easy enough, my Lord Kindred,” their contact said eagerly. “If you have access to the Ether-net, you can look them up.”

      Stone moved back to the control panel.

      “Tell me what to enter.”

      The pig-man rattled off a series of numbers and letters and soon enough, a listing popped up on the viewscreen. It was written in some alien language with lots of squiggly, unfamiliar characters, but Cassie found that after a moment, the characters resolved themselves into English words she could read just fine. Thanks again, no doubt, to the translation bacteria.

      “Look,” she said excitedly. “There’s a position—Head Chef. What about that one, Stone?”

      “I can cook enough to take care of my female—if I ever Claim her—but I doubt my culinary skills are up to the challenge of running an industrial-sized kitchen,” Stone said dryly. “Are yours?”

      “Well, I mean, I helped with my sister’s wedding, that was a pretty big job,” Cassie began doubtfully.

      “Can either of you cook Slimerian cuisine?” Pocker asked cautiously. “Word has it that his Greatness, Xempi Gozeriam, had his last chef executed because he burned the blarba grubs and did not allow the lousen slime to congeal to the correct consistency.”

      “No, we don’t,” Stone said shortly.

      “And it sounds disgusting,” Cassie added.

      “I’m afraid that neither of you had better apply for the Head Chef position, then,” Pocker said, shaking his head.

      “Too bad.” Cassie sighed. “Um…what about that one?” She pointed to the screen. “Tirano trainer. What’s that?”

      “Are you well versed in Zodor death porn?” Pocker asked. “They are a species who find it most erotic to have sexual congress with a beast which might eat them at any time. The tirano trainer is one who minds the giant predatory lizards which are the stars of many of their pornographic scenarios.”

      “Giant predatory lizards?” Cassie asked faintly. She couldn’t help thinking of pictures of the Tyrannosaurus Rex from Earth. Who would be crazy enough to try and have sex with something like that?

      “I believe the last tirano trainer was eaten,” the pig-man told her. “Just last week during the filming of a particularly sensual scene. He and the star of the show were both bitten in two at the moment of orgasm—it was considered an erotic triumph! But of course, now they have need of a new trainer.”

      “We won’t be applying for that position, either,” Stone said dryly. “What about this one?” He pointed to the screen. “Aqueous tank cleaner? There are two positions listed there.”

      “That would be in the west wing of the palace, where all the water-based pornography is filmed for aqueous-living societies,” Pocker told them. “Alas, the job is performed completely underwater. Unless you are able to hold your breath for hours at a time, or the two of you have gills which are not presently visible, I do not believe you will be considered for the open positions in the tank.”

      “Well that’s it for service-based jobs,” Cassie said, throwing up her hands. “The only thing left is this list of actors wanted for different kinds of porn.” She pointed to a long list at the bottom of the screen.

      “I’m afraid you’re right.” Stone scrolled slowly downward, reading silently to himself. At last, he looked up at Cassie. “Cassandra, I’m afraid picking one of these may be the only thing we can do.”

      “But…but, Stone!” Cassie could feel her heart starting to race and her cheeks getting hot. “We can’t do porn together. I mean, we’re best friends and all but that would just be so…so awkward.”

      “I know,” he said grimly. “But I don’t see any other choice.”

      “It’s a simple question, my Lady,” the pig-man said to Cassie. “Would you rather be fucked by Xempi Gozeriam or fucked by your partner? If you’ll pardon my rude language,” he added, bobbing a respectful bow.

      Cassie didn’t even have to think about that.

      “I’d rather have Stone, of course! But I just can’t—”

      “Here it is—I’ve got it!” Stone’s voice was excited. He turned to Cassie, his eyes blazing. “I’ve found the right cover for us, Cassandra.”

      “What? What is it?” Cassie leaned forward eagerly, looking at the listing he was pointing at. She frowned. “What does that mean—performers for Yonnite Pornography?”

      “It means it’s porn for Yonnie Six,” Stone told her.

      “Which is…where?” Cassie shook her head. “I’m sorry, Stone, I don’t see why this is perfect for us. I’ve never heard of this place before in my life and it’s still porn, right?”

      “It is a very specific type of pornography,” Stone told her. “Remember when you told me back on Earth there was ‘good porn’ that was made by women for women?”

      “Uh, yes. So?” Cassie asked, still not understanding.

      “So on Yonnie Six, all porn is made for women by women. It is a planet run entirely by women,” Stone explained patiently.

      “Yes, so it is!” Pocker exclaimed. “And all the males there are body-slaves, so I’ve heard.”

      “Slaves?” Cassie asked uncomfortably. “But Stone, I don’t want to treat you like a slave.”

      “It would only be an act, Cassandra,” her partner said patiently. “Look, the most important thing to know is that the Yonnites never allow a male to penetrate them. So whatever we did, you wouldn’t have to worry about me actually…”

      “Fucking you!” Pocker said brightly to Cassie.

      Stone glared at the pig-man.

      “Your input is not needed here.”

      “Well…” Cassie frowned. “So if there’s no, uh, penetration then what kind of stuff would we be, um doing?”

      “Lots of female worship, I would think,” Stone said. “I know the Yonnites have their bodyslaves massage and bathe them. I imagine it would be a lot of that kind of thing.”

      “But you’d still have to see me naked,” Cassie protested. Her heart was pounding. “And what about, er, tasting?”

      Her voice dropped to a whisper and she could feel her cheeks getting hot. Damn it, she didn’t want to sit here blushing like a schoolgirl in front of Stone! But she couldn’t seem to help herself. The mental image of the big Kindred on his knees, between her thighs was intensely erotic…and intensely scary. What if he didn’t want to do that to her? Or what if he did?

      Either way, it was intensely embarrassing.

      Stone looked at her directly.

      “I believe I have told you how I feel about tasting, Cassandra,” he murmured in a low, sensual voice that seemed to stroke along her skin like silk. “If we are required to do a scene of that nature, I will be more than eager.”

      “But Stone—” she began.

      “Though I imagine what we do will be more in the nature of massage and Mistress-care,” he went on easily. “We can even tell Xempi Gozeriam that is our specialty, if you like.”

      “Oh, yes. Yes, maybe that might be a good idea.” Cassie nodded. She was a modest person, as a rule, but she did enjoy going for a massage once in a while. Though she always asked for a female massage therapist, she remembered uneasily. Since the idea of a strange man running his hands all over her body made her distinctly uncomfortable.

      But it won’t be a strange man—it’ll be Stone, she told herself. And he doesn’t seem to mind the idea of massaging me.

      Besides which, this seemed to be their only chance of infiltrating the palace to accomplish their three goals.

      Destroy the Pain Fruit plants, get the snuff film, and arrest The Beast, she told herself. That’s all you have to do.

      She thought of Brittany Hastings, hanging from the St Andrew’s cross, broken and bloody and of poor little petite Leela, no less broken than the other victim, though she was still alive, after she had been brutalized by The Beast.

      I have to do this for them, Cassie told herself. And if this is the only way to do get into the palace, then I’m damn well going to take it!

      “All right,” she said, looking up at Stone, who had been waiting patiently for her to think things through. “Let’s go for it. I’m your Mistress and you’re my, uh, body-slave. Right?”

      “Exactly.” He nodded. “Let me just tell you a little more about how they act on Yonnie Six and then we will present ourselves at the palace.”

      “Well, it seems my work here is done.” Pocker bowed to each of them. “I must get back to my post before anyone misses me but I will bring you to the palace and introduce you as soon as you are ready.”

      “Just give us a few minutes to get into character and we’ll be there,” Stone told him.

      Pocker bobbed his melon-shaped head amiably.

      “Indeed, indeed. Happy to have been of service. Please let Commander Sylvan know that I am still his loyal friend.”

      “We’ll do that,” Stone said dryly.

      The pig-man nodded and turned towards the door—then turned back.

      “Before I go, might I just warn your Kindred Lordship to be mindful of Xempi Gozeriam’s colors.”

      “His what?” Stone frowned.

      “His colors,” Pocker repeated. “He often won’t tell you if he is pleased or not, but you can tell by the shimmer of his slime. Blue or green means he is in a reasonably good mood. Gray and purple means boredom—which can be dangerous if you are performing for him, for it means your act doesn’t merit his interest. But when he starts to turn yellow or orange or especially red, then watch out! That means His Great Slimefullness is most displeased and a beheading might not be far behind.”

      “A beheading?” Cassie asked, aghast. “Does he really kill people so easily?”

      The pig-man shrugged.

      “Why do you think there are always job listings at the palace, my Lady?”

      “Thank you for the warning,” Stone said, frowning. “We will certainly take it to heart. Now please leave—I have much to teach my partner if we’re going to do a passable imitation of a Yonnite Mistress and her body-slave.”

      “Yes, my Lord Kindred.” The pig-man bowed himself out with obsequious deference, calling, “I will wait for you at the main gate,” before Stone shut the door.

      As Cassie watched their contact go, she wondered again what they were getting themselves into. Then she turned her attention to Stone, who was saying,

      “All right, we don’t have much time to get into our new characters and make up some new back-stories. But the first thing you have to remember about being a Yonnite Mistress is that you are the most important person in the universe and I, as your body-slave, am the least important…”
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      Stone couldn’t help wondering if he was doing the right thing. Was he taking advantage of this situation in order to get closer to his partner—to touch her the way he had longed to for so long?

      For that matter, was he taking advantage of Cassandra?

      But honestly what other choice did they have than to play their current roles, he asked himself, as he instructed his partner on how to act like a Yonnite Mistress. How else could they get into Xempi Gozeriam’s palace and complete their mission?

      You just want an excuse to touch her—to taste her, whispered an accusing voice in his head. You know you’d never be able to otherwise. You know she only thinks of you as a friend. And now you’re taking advantage of that friendship to put her in a position where you can fulfill your own fantasies, with Cassandra none the wiser.

      We’re just role playing, he argued with himself uneasily. Acting out parts because it’s necessary. Besides, if I wasn’t the one touching her, Xempi Gozeriam would be and I know she doesn’t want that! This way at least I can limit how much sexual contact we have. I can choose where and how to touch her and pretend to do more than I actually am.

      It would probably only amount to a massage, anyway, he told himself. Once they proved themselves to Xempi Gozeriam, there would probably be some kind of orientation period before they were expected to begin making pornographic vids. Hopefully, during that time, they could find and destroy the plants, steal the holo-projector with the snuff film on it, and find a way to lure The Beast out of the palace, so they could place him under arrest and get him back to the ship.

      It seemed like a tall order to accomplish in a short period of time when he listed all the tasks together like that, but Stone assured himself they could do it. He and Cassandra were a team—a damn good one. They had accomplished difficult things before and they were up to this task—he was certain of it.

      As for taking the submissive role in their new disguise, that didn’t bother Stone a bit. He knew who he was and it didn’t make him feel less of a male to pretend that Cassandra was his Mistress. In fact, he rather liked the idea of serving her and staying always by her side to protect her.

      The only hole in their last plan, as far as Stone was concerned, was that the two of them would have been separated—him in the botany lab and her in the elite guard. This way, with him playing her loyal body-slave, they could remain together every step of the way, which made Stone feel much better about the odds of getting his partner through this mission in one piece.

      This is a good thing, he told himself firmly. This way I can stay by Cassandra’s side and keep her safe, no matter what occurs.

      He pushed his guilt to the back of his mind and concentrated on that—on protecting his partner, the woman he loved. No matter what else happened between them because of their new cover, it was worth it as long as Cassandra came out of this alive.
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      The palace up close was even more intimidating than it had looked when they were flying over it. Still, Cassie held her head high, as Stone had instructed her to do, and walked purposefully along the wide, white marble walkway that led up to the vast, two-story-tall double doors. Her boot heels clicked on the marble and she was grateful that the guard outfit Kat had designed for her was apparently fitting for a Yonnite Mistress, with just a little alteration.

      Behind her, wearing a leash attached to a black leather collar around his throat, walked Stone. He kept a respectful distance and his eyes were lowered in apparent submission—a sight Cassie would have bet money she would never, ever see in her tall, dominant partner.

      Stone had always had such a fierce, unforgiving glare that the idea of him dropping his eyes and acting submissive seemed strange. Still, it was a necessary part of their deception. She just hoped she and her partner could pull it off.

      As they followed Pocker, who was trotting ahead of them and shouting,

      “Make way for Mistress Cassandra of Yonnie Six!”

      Cassie tried to keep all of Stone’s advice about how to act like a Yonnite Mistress in mind.

      “The most important thing is to project confidence,” he had told her. “Be fierce, Cassandra. Remember how incredibly beautiful you are.”

      “Stone, come on,” she’d protested, feeling her cheeks get hot. “That’s laying it on a bit thick, don’t you think?”

      “Absolutely not.” Lifting her chin, Stone had looked her directly in the eyes. “Cassandra Steel, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen,” he growled softly. “And you must own your beauty completely if we are going to pull this off.”

      His piercing gaze and the way he was talking to her made Cassie blush harder and drop her eyes.

      “Stone…” she protested breathlessly. “Come on…”

      “No, no, no.” Her partner frowned at her. “Accept the compliment as your due! Remember you are a queen—a goddess. If the whole world bowed down to worship at your feet, you wouldn’t be a bit surprised. In fact, you expect such deference and worship.”

      “Wow, these Yonnite Six ladies must be really high-maintenance,” Cassie murmured. Lifting her chin, she’d tried to assume an expression of haughty boredom. “Drop to the floor and kiss my feet, body-slave,” she demanded, trying to exude an aura of confidence.

      To her surprise, Stone had done exactly that. Dropping to his knees, he bent low to place a kiss on the toe of her black leather boot. Then he looked up at her.

      “Have you any other orders, my Mistress?” he murmured, his voice soft and low.

      “I…” Cassie had almost broken character, but she’d made an effort not to. “Not right now, body-slave,” she said. “Just wait quietly. I’ll let you know when I need you.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” Stone rumbled, bowing his head.

      After a moment he’d looked up.

      “You see?” he asked Cassie. “That was perfect. If you can just keep that up, Gozeriam won’t suspect a thing.”

      “You really don’t mind me ordering you around, though?” Cassie asked doubtfully.

      She’d had male partners before and not one of them had been eager to take orders from a woman. Oh, they listened to Captain Perkins because they had no choice. But Cassie couldn’t think of a single one of them who would have stood for this kind of treatment.

      But Stone only shrugged stoically.

      “This is part of our cover story. I’ll do anything I have to in order to catch The Beast and fulfill our other goals.” He’d looked at Cassie. “Why—does it bother you to order me around? I thought you liked this kind of BLT game.”

      “That’s BDSM,” Cassie corrected him, trying not to laugh. “And I told you, I only tried it for a little while with Keith to try and spice things up. Plus, I was never the Dom—I was always the sub.”

      “Well, for this to work, you’ll have to switch.” Stone raised an eyebrow at her. “Do you think you can do it?”

      “Of course I can!” Cassie exclaimed. “I can do anything we have to in order to catch The Best!”

      “Good.” Stone had nodded. “Then let’s go over our back-story one more time and get to the palace.”

      And now, here they were, about to put their new characters to the test, Cassie thought, as they finally came to the vast double doors that led into the black marble palace of Xempi Gozeriam, the porn king of the galaxy.

      There was another pig-man on guard here—this one with slightly nicer armor than Pocker’s rattling tin-can array.

      “And who might this be?” he snorted to Pocker, just as though the other pig-man hadn’t been calling Cassie’s name the entire time they were promenading down the white marble walkway.

      “Why, this is Mistress Cassandra of Yonnie Six,” Pocker said indignantly. “She and her body-slave are here to audition for his Great Slimefullness, Xempi Gozeriam!”

      The other guard frowned at him, his snout wrinkling.

      “And do you vouch for them before I allow them to enter?”

      “I do so vouch,” Pocker said loftily, lifting his snout to the air. “They will be an excellent addition to his Greatness’s stable of actors.”

      “Very well, then.” The second guard nodded and swung open the door, allowing them to enter the vast, golden hallway which lay inside. “Enter and see if you can please his Greatness,” he snorted to Cassie. “Good luck—fortune favors the bold.”

      Cassie certainly hoped that he was right.

      “Thank you.” She nodded stiffly and then, holding her head high, started down the rich golden hallway with her partner in tow.
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      The golden hallway was lined with holograms on white marble pedestals—like moving statues, Cassie thought. When she looked closer, she saw that every single hologram seemed to depict some kind of sex act. But since many of the subjects were non-humanoid beings, it wasn’t always easy to see what kind of sex was being performed, exactly.

      She saw two octopus-like creatures entangling their tentacles on one pedestal and on another, two insects were busy screwing while one of them gnawed on the other one’s half-eaten head.

      Ugh—like praying mantises! Cassie thought, looking hurriedly away. Only to see a hologram of what appeared to be a centaur with a horse’s body and a man’s torso and head making love to a woman with a human body and a horse’s head.

      Oh my God—how is he going to fit himself inside her? she thought, staring at the strange sight.

      “Try not to look shocked,” she heard Stone murmur behind her. “Remember, you’re a worldly Yonnite Mistress—you’ve seen everything before.”

      Cassie realized that the disgust she felt must be showing on her face and Stone had seen it when she turned her head to look at the bizarre holograms.

      “Uh, right. Of course,” she whispered back and made an effort to put on a look of haughty distain. To her mingled relief and apprehension, the long hall was coming to an end. There was another set of doors at the end, every bit as tall as the front doors, except these were round and seemed to be made of solid gold. They looked like two vast, shimmering disks at the end of the hall.

      Standing in front of them was yet another pig-man guard, but this one had on much nicer armor than the other two, along with special-looking gold epaulets on his shoulders.

      “Halt,” he snorted at Cassie. “Give me your rank and station and state your business so that I may announce you to his Greatness properly.”

      “Very well. Stone, tell him.” Cassie tried to sound impatient, though honestly, her stomach was twisted into a knot at the idea of passing through the round gold doors and she wouldn’t have minded putting it off.

      “This is Mistress Cassandra of Yonnie Six,” Stone said, frowning at the guard. “She is here about the job notice for Yonnite pornography.”

      “I see.” The guard nodded. “A moment while I introduce you. I hope your display will entertain his Slimefullness—he has been purple-gray all evening with boredom.”

      “Our display?” Cassie asked, but the guard had already touched a button, which caused the vast, round, gold doors to roll open smoothly. As he did, he bellowed at the top of his lungs,

      “Announcing Mistress Cassandra of Yonnie Six, here to audition for his Great Slimefullness, Xempi Gozeriam, for the position of actor.”

      “Is that so?” a deep, burbling voice remarked, echoing from the end of the enormous, shadowy room beyond the golden doors. The voice was so deep Cassie could feel it in the soles of her feet. “Send her in,” it continued. “We have not had a Yonnite to answer our add in many cycles and we wish to look upon her.”

      The butterflies in Cassie’s stomach were doing loop-the-loops and barrel-rolls by this time but there was nothing to do but lift her head high and march into the throne room of the palace with Stone in tow.

      They seemed to walk forever but at last the end of the huge room was in sight. It was like walking into a theater, Cassie thought, and finally getting to the stage. In fact, there was a real stage and on it was a rectangular platform draped in red velvet. Lying on the velvet drape was a creature that looked like an enormous slug.

      Kat said he looked like Jabba the Hutt but I think that’s an insult to Jabba, Cassie thought, eyeing the slug-person.

      Xempi Gozeriam was about the same size as an elephant, which was to say enormous. He had pale, wrinkled skin, narrow slitted eyes, and a flat, frog-like face. Two tiny sets of arms that looked no bigger than a child’s were folded across his massive belly and five tiny feet dangled uselessly from his bulk on the side Cassie could see. She assumed there were five more on the other side, since Kat had told her the porn magnate had ten in total, but it didn’t look like he could use them to walk at all—he was too huge for them to support his massive, wrinkled bulk.

      But the thing that really caught Cassie’s eye wasn’t his alien body but the film of slime that covered it. A thick, glistening layer coated Xempi Gozeriam’s entire slug-like body like a second skin. It shimmered in the dim light of the throne room and at the moment, it was a dull purplish-gray.

      Surrounding the alien porn magnate were a bevy of beautiful alien women. All of them were dressed in the same kind of metal bikini Cassie was wearing, though their outfits were considerably more revealing since they had openings in the breasts which revealed their nipples. Wide slits in the crotches of their metal bikini bottoms put their pussies on display as well.

      Wow—I’m so glad Kat didn’t put holes in my costume! Cassie thought. Each of the women was armed with a sharp metal spear and they stood around their slug-like lord with an air of casual menace. Cassie counted six of them.

      But soon her attention was drawn back to Xempi Gozeriam himself, because he spoke to her once more in his throbbing, burbling bass voice which echoed in the immense, dimly lighted chamber.

      “So you have come to us looking for employment, Yonnite Mistress?” he asked, staring at Cassie with his slitted yellow eyes.

      “I have, uh, your Slimefullness,” Cassie said, hoping that was the right way to address him. “I have come about the opening for, um, Yonnite pornography. And I have brought my body-slave with me to help me perform it. Bow to his Greatness, Stone!”

      She yanked on the leather leash attached to the collar around Stone’s neck and her partner dropped to his knees at once and bowed low.

      “As my Mistress commands,” he murmured.

      “We see…We see…” Xempi Gozeriam burbled. “Do you know, we generally must cast other actors for your Yonnite pornography because we do not often get true Yonnites here. They tend to have enough wealth of their own without performing for us, to earn more. Have you fallen on hard times, Mistress Cassandra?”

      Cassie thought fast, remembering the cover story she and Stone had cooked up.

      “My financial problems are not known on my own planet, your Greatness” she said respectfully. “And I would rather not go into detail about them here. Sufficient to say that I have a rival who is attempting to buy my best dream gas mine and I need capital in order to fend her off. If I go to a local bank, she will know that I am in trouble. But by earning the credit I need here, well…”

      She let the sentence trail off, shrugging expressively.

      “So you wish to earn without your rival being the wiser. A difficult problem indeed,” burbled Gozeriam. “But easily solved if your performance is to our liking.”

      “I thank you for giving me a chance, your Slimefullness,” Cassie said, nodding her head.

      “We have not offered you employment yet, Mistress,” Xempi Gozeriam rumbled sternly. “First we must witness your display and see if hiring you for our Yonnite pornography would make good business sense.”

      “My…display?” Cassie’s voice went high and she cleared her throat and managed to bring it back to a normal tone. “What display is that, your Slimefullness?” she asked, keeping a straight face.

      “Why, the one you will put on for us in order that we may judge your performance,” Gozeriam burbled. “But first, have your body-slave rise so that we may examine the two of you together.”

      “Rise, Stone.” Cassie tugged on the leash and Stone rose smoothly from his place at her feet.

      “Now turn around, the both of you, that we might see you from all angles,” Gozeriam commanded.

      Feeling slightly ridiculous, Cassie did as he said and Stone did as well.

      “Hmmm…both of you are attractive enough on your own, as humanoids go. Now order your slave to put his arms around you,” was Gozeriam’s next command. “We wish to see you together, to judge the aesthetic value of your pairing.”

      “Stone, embrace me,” Cassie demanded, keeping up her Yonnite Mistress persona, though it felt strange to order her partner to hug her.

      Stone came to her at once and put his arms around her, holding her close to him. Cassie pressed her face to her partner’s broad, bare chest and breathed in his spicy, warm scent. It should have felt awkward but it didn’t. In fact, she found herself melting against him. In this strange, alien place, Stone felt like home to her and his muscular arms encircling her made her feel safe and protected.

      “Hmmm…” Xempi Gozeriam seemed to be considering them. The thick, shimmering layer of slime that covered his body had turned from grayish-purple to a pale shade of blue, which Cassie considered a good sign. At least he seemed interested—if what Pocker had said about the different colors was right, anyway.

      “Hmmm,” he rumbled again. “The two of you look well together, yet you are somewhat mismatched in size. Your body-slave is much bigger than you are, Mistress Cassandra. Are you not the same species?”

      Luckily, they had prepared for this question, too.

      “Stone is a Blood Kindred,” Cassie said quickly. “He was taken by pirates from his people at a young age and raised to serve. I bought him at the Flesh Bazaar five cycles ago precisely because I liked his size and strength. The bigger and stronger one’s body-slave is, the higher one’s status on my home planet of Yonnie Six.”

      Which was true, at least according to Stone, who seemed to know a lot about the strange world Cassie was claiming to be from.

      “We see…yes, we see…” Gozeriam burbled, nodding ponderously. “Very well, then, if the size difference is acceptable—even preferable—to your people, then it should not present a problem. But let us see your body-slave’s shaft.”

      Cassie swallowed hard.

      “His…you want me to show you his…”

      “His shaft,” Xempi Gozeriam repeated, somewhat impatiently and the slime around him began to take on the slightest yellow tinge. As though to illustrate his point, part of the slime suddenly extended into the air in front of him in a distinctly phallic shape.

      “Ah yes. Yes, his shaft.” Cassie cleared her throat. “Stone, allow his Slimefullness to see your, uh, shaft.”

      Again, without a trace of embarrassment or a moment of hesitation, Stone opened the front of his leather trousers and pushed them down, exposing his cock.

      Cassie tried not to look but she couldn’t help herself, she cut her eyes to the left to catch a glimpse of her partner’s equipment. He was soft at the moment, but his size was still quite impressive. Not as big as The Beast but that was a good thing, in Cassie’s view. You didn’t want to be with a guy who was so big he could literally split you in two.

      “Well? I hope my slave it to your liking?” she asked Gozeriam, feeling confident the porn king would say yes.

      But Gozeriam frowned, his wide, lipless mouth turning down at the corners.

      “It is impossible to tell the true size when your slave is flaccid. Take him in hand and make him hard, Mistress Cassandra.”

      “You want me to…to…” Cassie cleared her throat.

      “Were our instructions somehow unclear?” Xempi Gozeriam burbled.

      Cassie opened her mouth to answer—or perhaps make an excuse as to why she couldn’t do what he was asking…And then she saw that Gozeriam’s slime layer was taking on a distinct yellowish-orange tinge. Clearly he was beginning to get annoyed, which was a bad thing.

      “Of course not, your Greatness,” she said quickly.

      Hugging Stone hadn’t been a bit awkward, but actually grabbing hold of his dick and starting to stroke him, was awkward as hell. Cassie hoped her partner wouldn’t mind that she was doing this to him—they hadn’t really discussed how they would handle intimate touching if their cover called for it. They had kind of glossed over it, hoping it wouldn’t be an issue.

      Well, it’s an issue now, Cassie thought to herself. I hope Stone isn’t one of those guys who has performance problems. If having somebody watch while I touch him keeps him from getting hard, we’re going to be in trouble here.

      Luckily, that didn’t appear to be a problem. Almost as soon as she touched him, Stone’s shaft began to grow and harden in her hand. Cassie tried not to stare at it—if she was really his Mistress, she would have touched and handled his body thousands of times by now. But it was hard not to look and to keep the surprise off her face at the impressive size and girth her partner achieved after only a few strokes of her hand.

      Wow, he’s really big! she couldn’t help thinking. She knew all Kindred were supposed to be well-hung but knowing that and actually seeing Stone with his pants down were two different things.

      In fact, the sight was so mesmerizing that she just kept stroking, marveling at the way she couldn’t even wrap her fingers all the way around his thickness and at the silky feel of his skin and the heat and heft and length of his cock and…

      “Mistress…” Stone’s deep voice was hoarse. “Mistress, please…”

      “Hmm?” Cassie looked up and saw a strained look on his face.

      “Forgive me, Mistress, but your hand feels too good,” he grated out. “If you do not stop, I fear I will shame myself.”

      Oh my God—he’s saying he’s about to come!

      Hastily, Cassie yanked her hand away. What was wrong with her, anyway? Gozeriam had told her to make him hard—not jerk him off! How embarrassing! How was she ever going to explain this to Stone when they were finally alone together?

      “Hmmm….” Xempi Gozeriam burbled, his slitted eyes directed at Stone’s crotch. “Most impressive, for a non-slime entity. In fact, he appears to be too impressive to achieve penetration of you, Mistress Cassandra, if your size differences hold true. Do they?”

      “Oh, um…” Cassie cast another sidelong look at her partner. Would Stone fit if they made love? Not that they ever would, of course. But hypothetically, would he?

      I don’t know, she thought uneasily. If he did, it would certainly be a tight squeeze and I would have to be really, really wet for him…

      Just the thought made her want to blush but she knew she couldn’t show any embarrassment or hesitance.

      “Well…” she began.

      “You non-slime creatures are not able to alter your thickness or size,” Xempi Gozeriam went on, ignoring her. “As we Slimerians can,” he added proudly.

      Once more, the slime around his midsection formed into a kind of glistening, clear phallus. It grew and lengthened, snaking through the air until it came to the closest guard—a woman of Amazonian proportions who looked to be around six and a half feet tall at least. She had blue skin and flame-red hair and a stoic expression on her face.

      Cassie watched, fascinated and sickened at the same time, as the slime phallus found the gap in the tall guard’s metal bikini bottom and slid smoothly into her exposed pussy.

      “Do you see?” Gozeriam burbled. “We can adjust our slimeshaft to fill Bertrina here as much or as little as we wish.” As he spoke, the narrow slime phallus which had slipped up inside the guard’s pussy suddenly thickened to twice its original width.

      Bertina’s stoic expression never changed, but Cassie saw the hand holding the spear tighten until her knuckles showed white. The slimeshaft had to be stretching her inner walls to the limit and yet she never said a word as her boss penetrated her cruelly, the thickened slimeshaft thrusting in and out of her unprotected pussy with a wet squelching sound.

      Ugh! That poor girl!

      Cassie had to work hard to keep her expression neutral as she looked away from what Gozeriam was doing to his guard.

      “That…that is an impressive display, your Slimefullness,” she admitted, her throat going dry. She was thanking her lucky stars that Pocker had warned her against applying for the guard job. She felt she would rather die than endure what Betrina was going through at the moment!

      “Our point is, that we are able to adjust our thickness and size,” Gozeriam said, at last withdrawing his slimeshaft from Bertrina’s pussy. “But non-slime persons, such as your body-slave, cannot. Given that he is, in all probability, too large to penetrate you, how do you intend to make a good showing for us?”

      Luckily, Cassie was ready for this question.

      “Your Greatness,” she said, keeping her chin high. “As you probably know, we Yonnite Mistresses never allow a male to penetrate us. So the size of my body-slave’s shaft in comparison with my own, er, opening, is a complete non-issue.”

      “We see…we see…” Xempi Gozeriam nodded. “So what do you intend to do as your display for us today?”

      “If I may answer, Mistress?” Stone looked at her and Cassie nodded.

      “You may, Stone.”

      “Thank you.” He nodded and turned to Gozeriam. “Your Slimefullness, my Mistress and I intend to display for you today an erotic massage in the true Yonnite tradition,” he said. “It is a scenario that will titillate any Yonnie Mistress who observes it and it should prove that we will be excellent performers for your intended pornography.”

      “Very well,” Gozeriam rumbled. “You may proceed.”

      “Um, we’re going to need some props, though,” Cassie protested. “We can’t exactly just lie down in the middle of the floor to do a massage. We’ll need a massage table and oil and towels…”

      She had been hoping that the porn magnate would declare that he didn’t have all of that equipment on hand and they would have to put off the display until later, but Xempi Gozeriam only said,

      “Of course. We understand.”

      He motioned to one of the other guards—not Bertrina—and she pushed a button on the back wall. Suddenly, a glowing orb began descending from the ceiling. It was the size and shape of a volleyball but it shimmered all over, throwing dazzling rainbows in every direction. It was so bright Cassie could barely stand to look at it.

      “What is that?” she breathed, taking a cautious step back from the shimmering rainbow orb. It was certainly pretty, but it might also be dangerous, she thought.

      “That is a dream-star,” Gozeriam rumbled. “One of you must touch it and envision all the things you need for your display.”

      “I see.” Cassie was reaching out to touch the shimmering rainbow surface when Stone put a hand on her arm to stop her.

      “Mistress, may I?” he asked, giving her a protective look. Clearly he was afraid the dream-star thing might hurt Cassie and he wanted to put himself between her and any possible harm.

      Cassie wanted to sigh at his over-protectiveness, but that would be breaking character. So she simply nodded and said,

      “Of course, Stone. As you massage me all the time, you must know even better than I do what supplies we need.”

      “Thank you, Mistress.” Stone touched the glowing orb with his fingertips, his lids fluttering closed as his brow furrowed in concentration.

      And then, suddenly, everything changed.
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      “What…where are we?” Cassie looked around herself in wonder.

      The vast, shadowy throne room of Xempi Gozeriam had disappeared and in its place was a tropical hut.

      She knew the hut was tropical because there was a wide-open door in one wall which showed a shimmering layer of pure white sand outside. Just past the sand was clear turquoise water. Waves were lapping lazily at the beach with a soft shush…shush…shush sound.

      Strands of large, waxy flowers in bright shades of vermillion and crimson had been strung together and hung on the wooden walls of the hut. The air was filled with their heady scent as well as the faint fragrance of coconut. A soft, warm wind from the ocean swirled in through the open door, adding a tang of salt to the air.

      In the center of the hut, was a padded massage table covered in a snowy white sheet. There was another, smaller table to one side which was filled with many different bottles of all different sizes and shapes. Were those…massage oils?

      “What is this place?” she asked again. “How did we get here?”

      “The dream-star has created the environment you find yourself in, Mistress Cassandra,” Gozeriam’s deep, burbling voice answered her from somewhere outside the hut. “It makes thoughts into reality—for a time.”

      “So…you thought all this up?” Cassie asked, turning to Stone. He was still bare chested and wearing his black leather trousers and slave collar, she noticed, but he was barefoot on the sandy floor of the hut.

      She was barefoot herself, Cassie saw. And she was no longer wearing the metal bikini Kat had made for her. Instead, she had on a white halter top which tied at the neck and back and a pair of white boy-shorts to match it. Both were made of the kind of material that would be completely see-through if you got them wet, Cassie thought, and both were much softer than the hard metal bikini.

      “You made all of this—including my clothes?” she asked Stone again.

      He nodded and reached out to brush a strand of hair out of Cassie’s face.

      “I hope you like them, Mistress,” he murmured. “I want you to be as comfortable as possible.”

      Cassie bit her lip. Without her cape and the twin swatches of crimson cloth that had attached to the front and back of the metal bikini bottoms, she felt much more exposed. Which made her wonder—did Stone like to see her exposed? Had he been fantasizing about something like this? After all, the tropical hut in all its minute detail and the clothing she was wearing was a lot to think up on the spur of the moment.

      “We suggest you get on with your display, Mistress,” Gozeriam’s voice burbled. “As I said, the dream-star only lasts for a time. You do not wish to waste your illusion of privacy, or bore and annoy us by wasting our time.”

      Cassie read his message loud and clear—put out or get out. It was time to prove she and her partner could do porn together.

      The trouble was, she was extremely nervous. She’d been in stressful situations at work before—being a cop wasn’t easy or stress-free, after all. But she’d never been in a position that made her feel so vulnerable—so unsure of herself. What if she hyperventilated? What if she couldn’t go through with it? What if—

      “Mistress…” Stone’s voice was deep and soothing as he placed a big, warm hand between her shoulder blades. “Why do you not lie down on the massage table and let me begin to relax you?”

      “Oh, um…okay, sure.” Cassie nodded and shot her partner a grateful look.

      If Stone was angry at her for nearly jerking him off earlier, he certainly didn’t show it. He helped her up onto the massage table and twisted her hair gently into a bun at the nape of her neck to get it out of the way. Cassie stiffened a little when he untied the strings of her halter top, but he didn’t make any other move to take the top off—he simply laid the strings aside.

      “So I do not get massage oil on your hair or clothing, Mistress,” he murmured in her ear.

      “Oh… Thank you, Stone,” she whispered back.

      “You will be all right,” he rumbled softly. “Simply relax and let me tend to you, Mistress.”

      “All right,” Cassie murmured. Taking a deep breath, she tried to relax as Stone began rubbing up and down her bare back in long, slow strokes. His big, warm hands actually felt really good on her and he seemed to know exactly what he was doing.

      In the past, Cassie had taken a sensual massage class with her ex—another failed attempt to save their marriage. According to their teacher, the idea was to massage each other and say nice things about the body part they were massaging as they did. So Cassie was supposed to say things like, ‘What strong legs you have!’ or compliment Keith’s dick while she rubbed him with massage oil in those places.

      Unfortunately, her ex hadn’t been very good at returning the compliments or the massage. He just kept talking about how “thick” her thighs were and how she could stand to lose some weight in her hips and how her ass was too big—none of which translated into a very relaxing or sensual experience for Cassie. Also, he either rubbed her too hard or too soft and he kept stopping to complain that his hands and fingers were tired.

      All-in-all, it had been the worst massage Cassie had ever had. She’d felt judged every minute—which was one reason she always asked for a female massage therapist now.

      It was different, however, with Stone doing the massaging. He worked slowly and methodically, using an oil with a light, delicious fragrance that sent warmth tingling through Cassie’s skin and muscles.

      “Stone,” she murmured, sighing deeply. “You’re so good at this.”

      “Thank you, Mistress.” His strong hands kneaded her shoulders, releasing the tension that had been trapped there ever since they’d walked into the palace. “You are most kind. I feel privileged to handle and massage your beautiful body.”

      “Oh, Stone…” Cassie bit her lip and shifted a little. Did he mean that or was he just saying it because he was playing the part of her devoted body-slave?

      It was hard to tell, but whether he was enjoying giving her a massage or not, her partner was certainly good at it. In fact, Cassie had relaxed so much that her muscles felt like melted butter…until Stone started tugging on the waistband of her shorts.

      “Stone?” Her voice went high and uncertain as he began to pull them down. She had to stifle the urge to reach back and make a wild grab to keep the fabric in place over her hips and ass.

      “Please relax, Mistress,” Stone murmured soothingly. “You know that I always massage you everywhere in order to release tension and maximize your relaxation.”

      “Everywhere?” Cassie’s voice was almost a squeak and she lost the struggle to hold still and snatched at the back of her shorts.

      In that instant, she had forgotten that anyone else was watching and that she was supposed to be playing a part. The tropical hut with the waves shushing outside felt so real, it seemed like it was just her and her partner alone. And normally, Stone wouldn’t be trying to get her naked—the big Kindred was always very respectful of her, especially when it was just the two of them. He had never once made a pass at her.

      But now he was being quite insistent, tugging at her shorts to pull them down as Cassie tried to pull them back up.

      “Mistress…” Stone rumbled warningly. Cassie felt the heat of his big body along her spine as he leaned over to her, and then his warm breath tickled her ear as he rumbled softly, “Gozeriam is watching, Cassandra. Please…trust me.”

      Reality came back and Cassie realized she could be blowing their cover by trying to keep her partner from getting her naked. Reluctantly, she released the shorts and allowed Stone to pull them all the way off, leaving her completely bare on the massage table.

      Well, at least I’m still face-down, she thought, pressing her thighs together tightly. Which meant her partner couldn’t see her breasts and sex. Although he was probably getting an eyeful of her problem areas—her too-large hips, thighs, and ass.

      After a moment, Stone began the massage again—this time starting at her feet and working his way up. Though Cassie was tense with body anxiety, it was impossible for her not to moan softly as her partner worked the tight muscles of her calves expertly with his big hands.

      She was just starting to relax again, when Stone started in on her thighs.

      Tree-trunk thighs, Keith’s voice whispered in her head. You could really stand to lose some weight there, babe. Maybe if you did some exercises that were just for that area you could get them at least a little smaller…

      Cassie squeezed her thighs together even tighter, miserable with the thought that Stone was probably thinking the exact same things her ex had said to her so many times. Was he wishing he had a thinner partner to play this part with? Maybe Melissa from Vice—she was stick-thin.

      She’s also way back on Earth—light years away from where you and Stone are now, Cassie reminded herself. You need to try and get over this insecurity so you can play your part. Remember what Kat said—you can’t let your cover slip, even for a moment! You could be endangering the whole mission because you’re upset about Stone seeing your overlarge ass!

      But all the self-recrimination and lecturing in the world couldn’t help her relax like she knew she ought to. She just laid there feeling miserable and she actually jumped a little when she felt her partner’s big hands being to caress her bare bottom.

      “Mistress,” Stone murmured, as he rubbed her, lightly at first. “Have I ever told you how beautiful I find this part of your body?”

      “Uh…what?” Cassie actually lifted her head out of the face-rest cushion and looked back at him for a moment in shock. What was he talking about? Was he still just playing a part?

      But the look Stone gave her wasn’t like one conspirator winking at another. In fact, quite the opposite. His pale blue eyes were blazing with desire as he continued to stroke her bottom.

      “Your ass,” he growled softly, beginning to knead the body part in question. “It’s so full…so luscious. It’s a pleasure and a privilege to touch you here and try to ease your tension.”

      Oh my God, I think he actually means it!

      Was her partner an ass-man? Did he actually like big butts and hips and thighs? Was her pear shape as lovely to the big Kindred as a skinny girl’s shape would be to a human man?

      Cassie’s head was spinning. She remembered everything Kat had told her about how the Kindred loved full-figured women. It had seemed like a nice concept at the time but Cassie hadn’t applied the idea to her relationship with Stone. Mostly, she supposed, because they were just friends.

      Only friends don’t rub each other’s asses and then say how much they enjoy doing it! whispered a little voice in her head.

      And how did she feel about that, Cassie asked herself? She had always considered Stone incredibly attractive but way, way out of her league. With his chiseled features and big, hard, muscular body, they weren’t even in the same ballpark. But could it be that her partner found Cassie attractive? As attractive as she found him?

      That was hard to believe and yet, the way Stone was looking at her reminded her of a starving man looking at a buffet. That piercing look in his blue eyes was hungry and it seemed that Cassie was exactly to his taste.

      “Um…thank you, Stone,” she murmured weakly at last. “That…that’s very nice of you.”

      Not sure what else to say, she put her face back in the face-rest. But her partner wasn’t done yet.

      “I love to touch you—love to massage you,” he went on, his long fingers digging skillfully into her flesh as he worked on her bottom and her upper thighs. “I dream about it often, Mistress. About stroking your beautiful body and bringing you pleasure.”

      “You…you’re doing an excellent job of it,” Cassie assured him breathlessly. God, she couldn’t believe he was talking this way to her! He didn’t have to say all this stuff in order to play the part of her body-slave, so why was he saying it?

      “I could do even better if I was allowed to use my tongue and not just my hands,” he growled softly. And then he was parting her legs to massage her inner thighs.

      Cassie gasped quietly but didn’t try to stop him. The sensation of her partner’s big hands on her bare body felt too good for her to protest. And now that it seemed he actually liked this part of her body, she felt much less inclined to try and squirm away from him in shame.

      “So beautiful,” Stone murmured, massaging even deeper. “So ripe and full and perfect.”

      She could feel him pressing against her outer pussy lips as he rubbed her now. Though he didn’t enter her, with every massaging stroke, she could feel the pads of his thumbs pressing against her sensitive clit on either side—in essence, giving her a clit massage too, even though he never directly touched it, having never parted her pussy lips.

      Cassie bit her lip as sparks of pleasure rushed through her. She couldn’t hold back the moan that rose to her lips or stop herself from lifting her hips and spreading her legs, giving Stone better access to her bare pussy.

      “Gods, Mistress, so gorgeous,” he growled hoarsely. “Are you ready to flip over and let me massage your front now?”

      “My…my front?” Cassie bit her lip, her uncertainty rushing back. Should she let her partner do this? It was, after all, supposed to be an erotic massage but still…

      “There are certain areas I could reach more easily if you turned over for me,” Stone murmured. As he spoke, his thumbs rubbed relentlessly against her outer pussy lips, caressing her swollen clit within and making Cassie hotter than she could ever remember being.

      “I…I don’t know, Stone,” she whispered. “That seems rather, er, intimate, don’t you think?”

      “Trust me,” he murmured again. “You know that I’ll always be gentle with you, Cassandra. I’ll never hurt you. I just want to give you pleasure.”

      His use of her real name instead of calling her “Mistress” made Cassie wonder if they were going too far. Was Stone forgetting himself? Losing himself in the role he was playing?

      If so, she was definitely in danger of losing herself too. The big Kindred’s hands on her body were incredibly erotic. He touched her with a knowledge and skill that no other lover she’d ever been with had displayed.

      But he’s my partner—my best friend, Cassie reminded herself hazily. I can’t lose sight of that! If I’m not careful, I’ll ruin the best friendship in my life!

      Because how could they go back to being just partners if they went too far together here? Cassie didn’t believe in the idea of “friends with benefits.” She’d tried it once before, with a dear friend in college, and had lost him as a consequence. When you brought physical intimacy into a friendship, it almost always killed the friendship and ruined any relationship going forward. Things just got…awkward after you went too far with a friend.

      But all the reasoning in the world couldn’t seem to compete with the fact that Stone’s hands on her body felt so incredibly good and his warm, rich scent was making her dizzy with lust.

      “Turn over, Cassandra,” he growled softly in her ear. “Let me massage your beautiful breasts. Let me stroke your hot little pussy until you come for me. I can smell your desire—I know you want it as much as I do.”

      “Oh, God!” Cassie gasped, her hips bucking as he continued to rub her pussy with his thumbs. Was she really going to do this? Should she?

      Most definitely not, whispered the voice of reason in her head. But somehow she found she was doing it, turning over to bare her breasts to her partner and maybe even spread her legs for him…

      “Enough. We are satisfied with what we see.”

      The deep, burbling voice startled Cassie so much that she let out a surprised squeak and nearly fell off the table. Once again, she had forgotten that they were being watched. It sent a cold chill down her back to realize that this intimate moment with her partner was being observed by the disgusting, slug-like Xempi Gozeriam.

      “Careful!” Stone caught her and helped her off the table. “Are you well, Mistress?” he asked, looking down at her, his brow furrowed with anxiety.

      “I…I’m fine. I just need to get dressed. I…”

      But when Cassie looked down at herself, she realized that she was dressed. Once more she was wearing the metal bikini, black leather boots, and cape. The soft white massage clothes had disappeared—and so had the tropical hut with the waves shushing gently outside its door. The only thing left to let her know it hadn’t all been a dream was the light sheen of massage oil on her skin.

      “Where…how…” She looked around herself, not understanding.

      “As we told you before, the dream-star makes thoughts into reality but only for a limited time,” Xempi Gozeriam told her. His Slimefullness was unfortunately visible again, up on the stage on his raised dais, surrounded by his female guards—a much less pleasant sight than the tropical massage hut Stone had dreamed up.

      Gozeriam was penetrating no less than four of his guards now, with his slimeshafts, Cassie saw, as she tried to keep the disgust off her face. The guards all had stoic looks on their faces, as though they dealt with this all the time—which they probably did, she thought, feeling ill.

      “So you, uh, found our performance acceptable, your Greatness?” Cassie asked, lifting her chin and trying to retain her “Mistress” persona.

      “Eminently,” Gozeriam burbled. “We must admit, we were becoming bored at first until you introduced the element of the forbidden, Mistress.”

      “Uh, the forbidden?” Cassie frowned, not certain what the huge Slimerian meant.

      “But of course—when you pretended to be reluctant to allow your slave to disrobe you. Most Yonnite Mistresses expect their body-slaves to follow their instructions implicitly. Your body-slave ought to have stopped when you expressed reluctance. Instead, he persisted and rendered you nude. Then he continued touching you and saying things that no proper body-slave would dare to say to his Mistress. And yet you allowed it—even welcomed it. Yes…” Gozeriam nodded ponderously. “It was a most titillating performance.”

      His slime was presently bright pink, Cassie noticed. Was that the color of lust for him? It must be, considering what he was doing to his poor guards.

      “Oh, uh, thank you, your Slimefullness.” She bowed her head respectfully.

      “We will certainly keep it in mind as we write your scripts in the future,” the porn magnate continued. “In fact, we feel so inspired, you may expect a script tomorrow.”

      “I…didn’t know you wrote the scripts yourself,” Cassie said. “That’s…most impressive, your Greatness.”

      “We only write when we feel inspired,” Gozeriam burbled. “Otherwise, we leave the script-writing to our cadre of authors. Speaking of which, you can follow T’lle Vos’don, one of our head writers, to your rooms. We excuse you from our presence so that we may begin the creative process.”

      As he spoke, a small humanoid male with dark purple skin, long silver whiskers, and round pink spectacles perched on his beak-like nose came forward and made a bow to Cassie.

      “Oh, um, hello,” she said uncertainly. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Good day, my Lady.” The little man straightened up and grinned at her. “Do come this way and I’ll show you to the humanoid actors’ rooms.”

      “Thank you.” Cassie remembered to bow to Gozeriam before she turned to go. “Um, and thank you, your Slimefullness, for giving us a chance.”

      “You are most welcome. We will be pleased to watch you and your body-slave continue your excellent performance, Mistress,” the Slimerian informed her. “We will see you tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” Cassie said again. “Good night.” And she and Stone followed the little man with purple skin out of the throne room.
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      “Well, that was quite a remarkable audition, I must say,” T’lle Vos’don remarked to Cassie as he led them away from the cavernous throne room. “The use of the forbidden, was, as his Slimefullness remarked, most unexpected and welcome. Most Yonnite pornography is so straightforward—‘slave touch me here’ or ‘slave lick me there.’ And the body-slave must always obey. Allowing your slave to have the upper hand was a most novel approach.”

      “Yes, we…planned it that way,” Cassie said, hoping he would believe her.

      “Indeed—most creative!”

      T’lle Vos’don nodded eagerly as he led her and Stone through a door in the far corner of the throne room which was much smaller and less impressive than the massive golden disks which had rolled aside to allow them to enter in the front.

      “It turned his Greatness’s slime quite a lovely shade of pink—most impressive!” he went on gushing.

      “Thank you,” Cassie said, giving their guide a weak smile. To be honest, she was still thinking about what had happened between her and Stone and wondering if it was a big mistake. They had never touched each other that way before—had never even come close. Was this mission going to mean the end of their friendship?

      She wondered if Stone was bothered as well, but when she turned her head to look at him, his face was stoic and impassive. Maybe he didn’t feel anything at all about what the two of them had done together. Maybe it was all just an act to him and Cassie was reading way too much into the erotic words he’d spoken as he massaged her.

      Ugh—I have to stop thinking about it! she told herself. Have to get over it and get on with my life! Concentrate on the mission.

      “The palace is huge,” she said to T’lle Vos’don, trying take her mind off her problems with her partner. She waved a hand, indicating the main hallway they were in, which branched out into many other corridors. “Just immense.”

      “Yes, indeed—and some find it to be a bit confusing,” the little purple-skinned man confided. “But it’s not really so difficult. Shall I tell you the secret of finding your way around?”

      “Oh yes, please.” Cassie nodded eagerly. Anything that helped them navigate the maze of hallways and corridors would be most welcome.

      “Well…” T’lle Vos’don looked around, as though he thought someone might be listening. “This is not something everyone knows. In fact, only the most trusted advisors and favorites of his Slimefullness are privy to the information. But he seemed to like you and your body-slave so much, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind me telling you.”

      “You’re very kind.” Cassie smiled at the little man ingratiatingly. “Please, go on.”

      “All right, then. To get anywhere in the palace, you simply tap the wall and say where you want to go. Yes, it’s really that easy!” T’lle Vos’don exclaimed, beaming at her. “Here, allow me to demonstrate.”

      He stepped over to the right-hand wall and tapped it smartly three times with his fingertip. In a low, but stern voice he commanded,

      “By order of his Slimefullness, take me to room four hundred and ninety- seven in the humanoid actors’ wing.”

      At once a tiny dot of light appeared on the smooth, white wall where the little man had tapped. It blinked off and on for a moment and then became a trail of lights, leading further down the hallway.

      “And now we simply follow the lights!” T’lle Vos’don grinned at Cassie again. “They will take us directly to your bed chamber, Mistress!”

      “How amazing!” Cassie exclaimed, not having to pretend to be amazed at all. “And how useful—I wish the buildings back on my home world had light guides like this.”

      She thought of the time her father had gotten his gall bladder removed in Tampa General Hospital, a sprawling building that took up a large chunk of Davis Island. She and her mother had gotten lost twice going to visit him after the operation. A light guidance system like this would be really good in a big, confusing place like that.

      “It is extremely useful, but please remember that it’s not commonly known,” T’lle Vos’don warned her. “Please don’t use it if anyone is around. It’s strictly for those late-night vid-shoots when you’re trying to find your way back to your room and there’s no one about to ask directions.”

      “Of course—I’ll be discrete,” Cassie promised.

      “Thank you. And now…here we are at your room. Just press your hand to the panel in the middle to open it. It will automatically key to your palm print and not allow anyone else to enter.”

      They had turned the corner and ended up in front of a door with a number on it in a hallway filled with doors that were exactly alike. It reminded Cassie of a hotel back on Earth—except the carpet in the corridor appeared to be alive. It was a soft, cushiony moss that was bright red in some patches and orange and brown in others like autumn leaves.

      “Thank you,” she said to T’lle Vos’don again. “You’ve been most kind.”

      “I’m just looking forward to seeing more of your work, my dear.” He bowed to her formally. “My best wishes for a good night’s sleep. In the morning if you’re hungry, simply follow the other actors to the humanoid Dining Hall.”

      Then he nodded again and whisked away, leaving Cassie alone with her partner, feeling awkward in a way she never had before.
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      “Well, we passed the first hurtle,” Stone remarked, after checking their bed chamber thoroughly for bugs and vid devices and assuring himself they weren’t being watched or listened to. “We got the job without blowing our cover.”

      “Yes, I guess we did.” Cassandra shot him an unreadable glance and then looked away, her cheeks slightly pink.

      Stone frowned.

      “Is there something wrong?”

      “Wrong? No, of course not,” she denied quickly. “This is a nice room, isn’t it? Look—we even have a floating beanbag bed. Never seen one of those before.”

      She drifted over to the immense mattress which was shaped rather like the human chair called a “beanbag” and stroked its side. It had a shiny golden cover on it and it was hovering about a meter up in the air. It looked big enough for two, but Stone wasn’t sure they ought to share it. For one thing, it might look strange if a Mistress invited her body-slave to sleep with her.

      And for another thing, you might not be able to keep your hands off her, whispered a disapproving voice in his head. What came over you, telling her exactly how you feel for her and how much you want her as you were giving her a massage? What were you thinking, Stone?

      The answer, of course, was that he hadn’t been thinking. He had allowed his feelings for Cassandra to run away with him and had done and said some very unwise things as a consequence.

      But maybe it was time to let his feelings for her out—time to take a chance, Stone thought. He had smelled her desire for him as he touched her and felt the way her body reacted. Her soft little pussy had been glistening with her juices as he massaged her. Maybe it was time to take a chance.

      I have to tell her, he thought. Have to tell her how I really feel—how I’ve felt from the very beginning.

      “Cassandra,” he began.

      But at the exact same time, she said,

      “Stone, we need to talk.”

      Stone nodded, his heart thumping in his chest. What was she going to say? That she liked the way he touched her? Or that she never wanted him to touch her again?

      “Why do we not have a seat?” he asked, motioning to the sitting area across from the floating bed. It had a long, low couch which was also covered in gold fabric and the same multicolored moss that had carpeted the hallway was on the floor.

      “Okay.” Cassandra went to sit on one end of the couch and Stone sat on the other, careful to give her some space.

      “Please, go ahead,” he told her, once they were settled. “I’m listening—what do you want to talk about?”

      “About…about what happened during our, uh, job interview.” Cassandra bit her lush lower lip, as though uncertain how to go on. “I…I had to touch you, uh, intimately and then you had to do the same thing to me during the ‘massage.’”

      “We knew intimate touching might be a possibility when we agreed to play these roles,” Stone pointed out.

      “Yes, I know…” She nibbled her lower lip some more, clearly unsure how to go on.

      Stone wondered what it would be like to taste her lips, to feel her mouth opening for him in a kiss… Maybe now was the time to admit that he wanted to do much more than just touch her—maybe he should let her know that he wanted to make love to her and bond her to him forever.

      But Cassandra still had the uncertain look on her face.

      “Is it a problem for you—what happened between us?” he asked, frowning. “I’m assuming you would rather have me touch you than allow Gozeriam to violate you as he was his guards.”

      Cassandra made a face.

      “Oh, God! Of course I’d rather have you!” she exclaimed. “It’s just…I’m really worried this will ruin our partnership…our friendship.”

      “Our friendship?” The word sounded flat and dull to Stone—he wanted so much more than just friendship with her! Finally being allowed to touch her beautiful body had taught him that.

      And yet, he reminded himself, Cassandra only saw him as a friend. And she had told her ex-mate that she could never see him as anything else. He’d been hoping that their experience tonight might have awakened her to other possibilities but maybe not.

      “Yes, our friendship,” she repeated earnestly. Leaning towards him, she put a hand on his arm. “Stone, you’re my best friend—the best friend I’ve ever had and that’s important to me. I don’t want to ruin that by…doing the things we’ve been doing on this mission.”

      Stone shook his head.

      “How could being together on this mission ruin our friendship?”

      “Because when you bring sex into a friendship, it almost always kills the friendship!” she exclaimed. “I mean, I’ve tried the ‘friends with benefits’ thing before and it just doesn’t work.”

      Stone frowned. “Friends with benefits? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s…a human term for when you bring sex into a friendship. I tried it in college once. I had a great friend, Gil. We’d been friends since high school and we even decided to go to the same college. We shared an apartment and everything and got along so well and then…” She shook her head. “Well, then we decided we could have it all. We agreed to add sex into the mix. And almost immediately things got awkward.”

      “Awkward, how?” Stone asked. This incident in her life was something Cassandra had never told him before, so he genuinely wanted to know what had happened.

      “Well, we promised each other we wouldn’t get jealous if one of us decided to date other people. Because we weren’t really dating, you know—we were just best friends who ‘scratched the itch’ together when we felt the need. And we honestly thought we could keep it that way. But then Gil started bringing over this cute girl from his Sociology class to study at our apartment and I couldn’t help myself—I got jealous.”

      “He brought another female over while the two of you were in an intimate relationship?” Stone demanded. “That was wrong!”

      He had never been able to understand a human male’s willingness to be with more than one female at a time or to “cheat” on one with another. The Kindred norm was devoting yourself to one special female for life, once you found her. The idea of having more than one female at a time just seemed…unnatural.

      But Cassandra was shaking her head.

      “No, it wasn’t wrong,” she corrected him. “He had every right to have a girl over—we had promised each other we wouldn’t get jealous. I was the one who broke the promise—I got jealous.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Of course you couldn’t,” Stone told her. “It’s very difficult—if not impossible—to give your body without giving your heart.”

      “But don’t you see, that’s just my point!” Cassandra exclaimed. “I don’t want to ruin our friendship the way my friendship with Gil was ruined! We used to be so close we told each other everything—I honestly thought we’d be friends for life. And now I’m lucky if I get a Christmas card once a year and send one to him in return. It’s just…bringing sex into a friendship is bad news.” She squeezed his arm urgently. “I don’t want to lose you like that, Stone. I don’t want to lose our friendship.”

      A friend—that’s all I’ll ever be to her. That’s the way she sees me.

      The knowledge was like a knife in his heart. Especially since he had been about to confess his true feelings for her. But Stone knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that even if he couldn’t have Cassandra as his mate and lover, he still wanted her in his life. Better to live a life of passionate celibacy with the woman he secretly loved, than to never see her again.

      “Cassandra…” He took a deep breath and looked into her eyes. “We are not going to lose each other,” he murmured.

      “But how can you be sure?” she demanded.

      “Because we’re not actually going to have penetrative sex,” Stone reminded her. “Our cover precludes that. Remember, I told you that Yonnite Mistresses never allow themselves to be penetrated by a male?”

      “Oh.” She nodded, biting her lip. “Yes, I remember.”

      “And you are playing the part of a Yonnite Mistress. So, we are not going to have actual sex. I promise you that,” Stone said firmly.

      Though the Goddess knew he wanted to! But it was better not to, considering that he couldn’t bond her to him when all she wanted was friendship.

      “We are doing other things, though,” Cassandra pointed out. “Very intimate things.”

      “Again, we knew we would have to touch each other intimately in order to play these parts,” Stone reminded her patiently. “But I understand if this is too much for you. We can leave if you want to—say we left something in our ship and fly off of Bachanalius before anyone can stop us.”

      “Leave? Before we complete our mission?” Her lovely brown eyes blazed. “No way! I never said I wanted to leave, Stone!”

      “Well then…” He shrugged expansively. “You must resign yourself to letting me touch you and to touching me in return, at least while we are ‘working’ together on these porn vids we are expected to do.” Bending down a little, he looked directly into her eyes. “Does it bother you so much, Cassandra? Having my hands on you?”

      “Well…no.” She dropped her eyes and twisted her fingers in her lap nervously. “I…I guess not. But there’s one thing I need to know.”

      “Name it and I will tell you,” Stone said simply. Though he might be concealing his true feelings for her, he would endeavor to be truthful in everything else. They had always promised not to lie to each other and he intended to keep that promise as much as he could.

      “Those things…the things you said to me while you were, er, massaging me…” Her big brown eyes flicked back up to his and then down again, as though she couldn’t bear to hold his gaze.

      “Yes?” Stone asked patiently.

      “Did…did you mean them?” she almost whispered.

      “You mean when I said that you have a beautiful body and I fantasized about touching you?” Stone murmured.

      “Yes…that.” She looked up at him again. “I mean, I understand if you were just playing a part and—”

      “Cassandra…” Lifting her chin with one finger, Stone looked her in the eyes. “I meant every word,” he told her softly. “Everything I said was true.”

      “Oh!” Her cheeks were pink with a blush, her pupils dilated, and Stone could smell the sweet, feminine fragrance of her desire again. She might only want to be his friend, but she liked the idea that he desired her, he realized. Or at least, her body reacted to his lust—from the look on her face, her mind was still doubtful of the situation.

      “Does it bother you to know that I desire you?” Stone asked her, still holding her gaze. “That I think you are the most beautiful female I have ever seen?”

      “I…I guess not,” she murmured breathlessly. “It’s just…I mean…why didn’t you ever say anything before?”

      Stone lifted his shoulders.

      “How could I? When I first met you, you were still joined to that waste of oxygen, Keith. After that, our partnership had already been established and I was given to understand that it isn’t considered proper to display sexual desire for your partner. Also, I didn’t want you to feel awkward around me, and I thought that you would if you knew how beautiful I find you.”

      “Oh, um…” She shook her head. “Stone, I just…don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything—we don’t have to speak of this ever again, if you fear it will damage our friendship,” Stone offered. “But you asked me and, as you always say, we don’t lie to each other.”

      “No, we don’t,” she agreed. “I…I guess we don’t have to talk about it.”

      “And we don’t have to let what we do here, on this mission, affect our friendship, either,” Stone told her. “In this setting, touching each other is part of our job. After we go home to Earth, we can go back to our more proscribed relationship and forget this ever happened.”

      “I don’t see how I can forget having your hands all over my body,” Cassandra whispered, looking up at him. “Or the things you said to me…”

      “Do you wish me to not tell you how I feel when I touch you?” Stone asked.

      That would be difficult for him—he enjoyed letting a lover know exactly how he intended to pleasure her and how beautiful he found her body. But he would make the effort if Cassandra asked him to.

      But she shook her head.

      “No, I…I think you should do whatever you have to in order to get into character.”

      “Thank you.” Stone nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind when we ‘work’ together in the future.”

      “Which might be tomorrow.” Cassandra ran a hand through her long black hair, which was loose around her shoulders instead of braided for once. “I thought we’d be able to get everything done and get out of here before we had to shoot an actual porno together but now…” She shook her head. “I’m not so sure.”

      “You’ll have to be sure once we start performing,” Stone pointed out. “I was afraid that you were panicking when I attempted to remove your shorts earlier, during the massage. We were lucky that Gozeriam took it to be part of our act.”

      “You’re right.” She nibbled her lower lip again. “I just…never thought of us together that way. I guess I’m just not used to it.”

      “You must get used to it,” Stone said firmly. He reached out to stroke her cheek and she jumped. Frowning, he pulled back his hand. “For instance, you must not shy away from my touch.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” She looked up at him. “I’m just…not used to you touching me in…in more than a friendly way.”

      “Does it bother you?” Stone asked softly, searching her eyes with his own.

      Cassandra shook her head.

      “Not really. I mean, it…it feels good.” Her cheeks were pink with embarrassment. “Amazing, actually. But I’m just not used to it.”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m afraid you will have to get used to it if we are going to maintain our cover.”

      “You’re right, Stone. “Maybe…” She bit her lip. “Maybe we should practice.”

      “Practice?” Stone raised an eyebrow.

      “You touching me. Me touching you. In a more than friendly way.” Cassandra made a motion with her hand. “You know.”

      Stone looked at her in surprise.

      “You want me to touch you in a sexual way even though we are not being observed or filmed at this time?”

      “I mean, you don’t have to, if you don’t want to,” she said quickly. “I just thought it might help if we were…were used to touching each other the next time Gozeriam orders us to, uh, perform.”

      It suddenly occurred to Stone that Cassandra still wasn’t sure that he wanted to touch her. Even though he had told her how sexually desirable he found her, she was still uncertain of her own beauty. Part of it, he thought, probably had to do with her self body image.

      Females who would be considered Elites and extremely desirable aboard the Mother Ship, were often taunted and made to feel less than beautiful on Earth. Stone had overheard Cassandra’s ex-mate criticizing her hips and thighs and ass more than once—the very parts of her that Stone himself found irresistible. He had to fight with himself every day not to stare at his partner’s luscious assets. Even hidden by the boxy suits she usually wore, her large, round ass drew him like a magnet.

      But she doesn’t know that—she still doesn’t understand how desirable she is, he thought.

      Maybe this was a chance to show her—to give her some confidence in her own beauty and let her know how gorgeous she really was.

      “I would love to practice touching with you, Cassandra,” he said hoarsely. “If you think it would help us to complete this mission.”

      “I think it might.” She looked up at him from under her lashes and Stone felt his heart fist in his chest, Gods, she was so lovely! So beautiful and she didn’t even know it, because all her life men like her ex-mate—that waste of space—had put her down.

      “Should we start here?” he asked, reaching out to stroke her cheek again.

      This time Cassandra didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned into his touch like a cat begging to be stroked.

      “Yes,” she whispered, looking up at him. “This is nice.”

      “It can be more than nice,” Stone promised her, his voice dropping to a soft, lustful growl. “If you’ll truly let me pleasure you, Cassandra.”

      “I will. But…but only to help the mission,” she said breathlessly.

      “Of course,” Stone promised. “After this is over, we’ll go back to being just friends and partners.”

      “All right.” She scooted closer to him. “Then let’s practice.”
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      Cassie couldn’t believe what she’d suggested. Practicing touching? With her best friend and partner? Was she crazy?

      The little voice inside her head informed her that she most certainly was crazy and that this was going to screw everything up. But the longing inside her to be touched—and specifically to be touched by Stone—was too great to ignore. His hands on her body felt so good—big and warm and gentle and knowing—and she trusted him not to hurt her or do anything she didn’t want.

      Plus, Cassie admitted to herself, she was lonely—it had been over a year and a half since a man had touched her in any way at all. More like two years, actually, since her sex life with Keith had died well before their marriage had finally been dissolved.

      Not that sex with her ex had ever been exactly great. Keith had a serious problem with premature ejaculation—he would come immediately when they had sex, sometimes even before he was all the way inside her. This wouldn’t have been a problem if he’d been good at foreplay, but her ex had sucked at that too. He never liked going down on her, complaining that his tongue and jaw got tired after about thirty seconds. He was also way too rough when he tried to finger her, resulting in Cassie wincing away from him, which only made him angry.

      No, sex with Keith had not been fun. Not that she was going to have sex with Stone now, she reminded herself. Not even close. They were just going to get a little more comfortable with each other’s bodies, that was all. And it didn’t have to mean anything—in fact, Stone had promised it wouldn’t.

      We’ll go back to being friends and partners when we get home, he’d said, or something to that effect. Up until then, Cassie had almost begun to wonder if her strong, stoic partner might have feelings for her. But after his promise that they would be friends, she realized that just because he wanted her, didn’t mean he wanted to be with her.

      Those were the exact same words her friend, Gil, had said back in college, when she’d confronted him about bringing home the girl from his Sociology class.

      “Look, Cassie,” he’d said reasonably. “I thought we understood each other. Just because I want you, doesn’t mean I want to be with you. We’re just friends and that’s all we’re ever going to be.”

      The words had hurt her badly and pushed Cassie into a string of bad relationships ending with her failed marriage to Keith. But she resolved not to let the fact that her partner only wanted a friendship with her to hurt her now. After all, Stone only wanted what she wanted—not to ruin the best friendship either of them had ever had.

      We can do this, she told herself. We can touch each other intimately and still go back to being friends and partners—as long as we don’t actually have sex.

      The question was, how was Stone going to touch her?

      Gently and slowly, if the way he was stroking her cheek was any indication. Cassie felt herself melting against her partner’s big hand. She was still looking up at him, looking into those piercing, pale blue eyes which had gone half-lidded with desire.

      “So beautiful,” Stone murmured, looking down at her. “Do you know one of the things I love about you, Cassandra? The fact that you have no idea how fucking gorgeous you are.”

      “Stone…” She could feel herself blushing.

      “You said I could tell you how I felt when I touch you,” he reminded her.

      “Yes, I know.” Cassie bit her lip. “It’s just…I never dreamed you thought those things about me.”

      “I could never say them before,” he murmured. His big hand slid down her cheek and Stone cupped the back of her neck instead. Looking into her eyes, he tilted his mouth towards hers.

      “Wait!” Cassie gasped, just as his lips barely brushed hers. She pulled away from him to see that Stone was frowning.

      “What is wrong? I thought we were going to practice touching each other?”

      “Touching but not kissing,” Cassie said.

      “And what is wrong with kissing?” he wanted to know.

      “It’s…too intimate,” Cassie told him. “It’ll make it too hard to go back to being just friends again if we go around kissing each other.”

      “Very well.” Stone nodded and pulled away. “May I kiss other parts of your body, then?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Oh, um…what parts?” Cassie asked. Her heart was drumming against her ribs, and she was getting warm all over.

      “Your hand, for instance.” He lifted her right hand and brought it to his lips, placing a soft, hot kiss on the back of her knuckles. Then he flipped it over and placed another soft kiss on her palm…then her wrist…then the inner bend of her elbow.

      It was the same way he had kissed her when he was showing her that he wouldn’t hurt her with his fangs and once again, it affected her deeply.

      Cassie felt her pulse quicken and her stomach fluttered. His warm, spicy scent surrounded her, making her want more. Once again, she was at a loss for words. Who could have predicted that her big, scary-looking Kindred partner could be such a gentle lover?

      “I…I guess my hand is an all-right place to kiss,” she whispered.

      “What about your neck?” Without waiting for her reply, Stone leaned forward and brushed her hair out of the way. She felt his warm breath against the sensitive column of her throat and then he was leaving a slow, hot, trail of kisses along the side of her neck.

      “Ohhh,” Cassie heard herself moaning. She could feel just the tips of his razor-sharp fangs but they never so much as scratched her. Tingling pleasure ran down her spine—her neck and throat had always been extremely sensitive erogenous zones for her, but she’d never been with a man who had realized that before. The most her ex, Keith, had ever done was give her an embarrassing hickey on the side of her neck. He had never understood how to make her light up from the inside out the way her partner was, with his slow, gentle kisses.

      “Oh, Stone,” she moaned and then she felt his big hand slipping into the metal bra she still wore, to cup her breast and gently thumb her nipple.

      “This is where I wished to massage you earlier,” he rumbled softly in her ear. “Will you allow me to do so now?”

      “I…I suppose it can’t hurt,” Cassie gasped. “If you want to.”

      “I do.” And then he was removing her top so that he could palm both her naked breasts in his big, warm hands.

      Cassie moaned again as the big Kindred continued to kiss the side of her neck, even as he massaged her breasts and teased her tight nipples. She could feel sparks of pleasure rushing through her, her whole body warming and responding to her partner’s gentle, knowing touch, the way it never had when her ex or any other man had touched her.

      And then he slid off the couch and knelt in front of her. He was so tall, they were still eye-to-eye, even with Cassie sitting and Stone kneeling.

      “May I kiss you here?” He thumbed one tight nipple, sending sparks of pleasure from her breast straight to the place between her thighs.

      “You…you want to kiss my nipples?” Cassie whispered, biting her lip.

      “No, I want to suck your nipples.” Stone’s voice was a deep, hungry growl as he looked her in the eyes. “I want to take them deep in my mouth and suck them until your soft little pussy gets wet and hot for me, Cassandra.”

      “Oh, Stone!” she exclaimed breathlessly. But she really couldn’t complain about his dirty talk. She had, after all, told him it was all right for him to say whatever he needed to in order to get into character.

      “If you’re worried about my fangs, don’t be,” he rumbled, tugging gently on her right nipple. “I can take your nipple in my mouth without so much as scratching you. May I show you?”

      “I…I guess so,” Cassie whispered, pressing her thighs together.

      The big Kindred didn’t need any more encouragement. Ducking his head, he sucked one ripe peak into his mouth.

      Sure enough, Cassie didn’t even feel his razor-sharp fangs. She only felt his hot mouth molding around the stem of her nipple while his talented tongue laved her tender tip until she thought she might go crazy with need.

      “Oh…oh my God, Stone. That feels amazing,” she gasped as he switched to the other nipple and began sucking it as well.

      “I’m glad.” He looked her in the eyes. “Are you getting wet for me, Cassandra? When I suck your nipples, does it make your soft little pussy all hot and wet?”

      Cassie shifted uncomfortably on the couch.

      “I…I don’t know,” she whispered. She was ashamed to admit that she’d never been more wet and ready in her life.

      “Can I find out?” His fingertips hovered at the waistband of her metal bikini bottoms.

      Cassie felt a moment of unreality. Was this really her stoic partner, sucking her nipples and asking if he could finger her pussy? And more importantly, should she let him do it?

      “I…I don’t know,” she whispered.

      “It is more than likely that I will have to touch you here when we are filming a vid,” Stone pointed out, his fingertips playing along the low waistband and down over the metalwork that separated them. “It would probably be good for you to get used to letting me stroke your soft inner folds, Cassandra.”

      Cassie couldn’t hold out any longer.

      “All right,” she whispered. “I…I’ll take it off.”

      She reached for the side buckles that held the metal bikini bottoms on but her partner’s long, clever fingers were already there, opening the buckles and helping her slide the bottoms off.

      It suddenly occurred to Cassandra that she was naked now, except for her boots. And yes, she had been naked with Stone before, during the massage, but she had been face down the entire time. This time her nudity was full-frontal and she wasn’t at all sure what her partner would say.

      She didn’t have to wonder for long. Stone was drinking her in, his pale blue eyes roving hungrily over her naked body.

      “So Goddess-damned beautiful,” he murmured hoarsely. “From your full breasts and hips to your soft little pussy. Gods, Cassandra, you have no idea how many times I’ve fantasized about this moment.”

      “You mean you fantasized about seeing me naked?” Cassie fought the urge to cover herself. She still felt self-conscious, but it was clear that Stone liked what he was seeing.

      “Yes, but more than that,” Stone murmured, looking into her eyes again. “I fantasized about you letting me see you naked—about you opening yourself to me and letting me stroke your beautiful body with no shame between us.”

      “No shame,” Cassie repeated breathlessly.

      “Now spread your legs for me,” he murmured, resting one big, warm hand on her upper thigh. “Spread and let me see if your soft little pussy is wet for me.”

      “Stone!” she protested, feeling her cheeks heat with a blush. But she found herself complying with his demand anyway, opening her thighs and leaning back on the couch to let her partner see her sex.

      Cassie looked too and bit her lip with embarrassment to see exactly how wet and ready she was for the big Kindred. Her outer pussy lips were swollen with need and as she parted her legs, they opened to show her pink inner folds, slick with her juices.

      “Gods!” her partner groaned, taking in the sight. “Look how wet and ready you are, Cassandra!”

      Reaching between her legs, he cupped her in his big hand, not touching inside her yet—just holding her possessively.

      “Stone?” she whispered, making his name a question.

      He caught her eyes and held them with his own.

      “I’m going to touch you now, Cassandra. Going to spread open your pussy lips and stroke inside you. And you’re going to open for me and let me do it, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, Stone,” Cassie heard herself whispering. God, what had happened to her cool, logical partner and who was this dominant, sexual male who had replaced him? Stone had never talked to her like this before—never touched her like this before—but she didn’t want him to stop.

      “That’s good, Cassandra,” he murmured. And, keeping his eyes locked with hers, he began to touch her.

      Cassie gasped as she felt one long finger slide into her slippery folds and begin a slow, gentle exploration. Stone seemed to know exactly how she liked to be touched, even though they had never been intimate before. He charted a course around the aching button of her clit, sliding around and around the sensitive little bundle of nerves until Cassie moaned and shifted her hips helplessly.

      “Does it feel good, Cassandra?” he growled softly, still looking into her eyes. “Do you like it when I stroke your soft little pussy and slip my fingers inside you?”

      “Stone!” she moaned, shifting again. “You…you shouldn’t ask me things like that!”

      He looked at her directly.

      “I will ask and you will answer.”

      There was a note of authority in his deep, growling voice that Cassie felt helpless to disobey. She also felt helpless to drop her gaze, even though it felt incredibly intimate to look into the pale, blue depths of her partner’s eyes while he fingered her pussy.

      “All right,” she whispered. “I…I’ll answer.”

      “Good. Now tell me, do you like it when I pet your pussy, Cassandra?” he growled again.

      Cassie bit her lip and dropped her eyes.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, Stone, it…it feels good.”

      “Look at me,” he demanded softly. “Don’t be ashamed, Cassandra—look at me while I touch you—while I make you mine.”

      She raised her eyes again, panting with desire now. As they spoke, he continued to trace around and around her clit, driving her closer and closer to the edge.

      “I’m looking,” she whispered. “I’m looking, Stone.”

      “Good.” He gave her a slow smile. “I want to look into your eyes while I make you come.”

      “While you…while you make me come?” Cassie wasn’t quite sure about this. They were supposed to be practicing touching each other. But wasn’t this going too far? “Stone…” she began to protest, but he didn’t let her.

      “As soon as you come for me, I’m going to thrust my fingers deep in your soft little pussy and fuck you with them,” he growled hoarsely. “I want to watch you ride my fingers and feel your soft inner walls clench all around me and know that you’re coming just for me. Do you understand, Cassandra?”

      His hot, dirty words and commanding tone were too much for Cassie.

      “I…I understand!” she gasped and then she was coming—coming so hard it felt as though the orgasm was a living thing being pulled from her body. Her toes curled and her breath came in short little pants as pleasure washed over her in a tidal wave. She wanted to close her eyes with the intensity of the orgasm but she couldn’t—not while her partner was looking at her, challenging her to hold his gaze as he stroked the last ounce of pleasure from her.

      Then, just as he had promised, Stone slid two long, strong fingers into the mouth of her pussy and deep into her channel. She gasped again as he touched bottom inside her, making her arch her back as fresh pleasure washed over her.

      “Tell me how it feels, Cassandra,” he growled softly. “Tell me how it feels to let me touch you—to let me fuck you so deeply.”

      “It…it feels good!” Cassie gasped, her hips pumping helplessly in time to the rhythm of his fingers inside her. “Oh God, Stone—it feels amazing.”

      “That’s good.” Leaning forward, he kissed her neck again and this time she did feel his fangs, skating dangerously along the sensitive, vulnerable skin of her throat, threatening to pierce the flesh at any moment.

      “Stone,” she whispered. “Are…are you going to…to bite me now?”

      For a moment she felt the tips of his fangs sinking into her flesh. Instinctively, she tilted her chin back, baring her throat, giving him easier access. At that point she would have given him anything—if he wanted to bite her, she was willing to let him. More than willing.

      But then her partner backed suddenly away from her, pulling his fingers out of her at the same time.

      “Stone?” Cassie panted, looking up at him uncertainly.

      “I cannot.” His voice was low and troubled. “If I bite you, I will want to do…other things. Things which have nothing to do with friendship.”

      Then he rose and strode into the ensuite bathroom, leaving Cassie bewildered and alone.
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      Gods, what’s wrong with you? You nearly bit her! Nearly injected your essence!

      Stone paced in the narrow confines of the fresher, trying to get control of himself. Both his fangs and his shaft were aching, longing to penetrate his partner’s willing flesh and Claim her as his own while bonding her to him forever.

      But I can’t do that—I can’t!

      Like every Blood Kindred, his fangs produced a pale blue liquid called essence. This essence was capable of both healing a Blood Kindred’s mate and bonding her to him. When injected into a female’s bloodstream, it produced instant orgasms. But it also engendered a strong feeling of possessiveness in the male who did the biting and injecting—a desire to Claim so intense it was difficult to overcome.

      Stone knew if he bit Cassandra and injected her with his essence, it would be next to impossible not to bond her to him as well. It was simply the logical next step for a Blood Kindred—his body would expect and demand it. If they wanted to keep their friendship and partnership intact after this mission was over, he dared not bite her.

      But that didn’t mean he couldn’t taste her juices and at least dream of biting and bonding her.

      Slipping the fingers he had thrust deep in her pussy into his mouth, Stone closed his eyes and unfastened his leather trousers. Gripping his aching shaft in one hand, he stroked himself as Cassandra’s sweet/salty flavor exploded across his tongue. Gods, how he longed to taste her honey straight from the source!

      But for now, this would have to be good enough.

      Dreaming of filling his partner’s soft little pussy with his cock as he slid his fangs into the tender flesh of her throat, Stone came.
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      Cassie wasn’t quite sure what had happened. Why had Stone left so suddenly? Had her question about him biting her upset him that much? Was he offended somehow?

      Her body was still humming with pleasure and release. She had to admit, Stone had given her the best orgasm of her life. Somehow he seemed to know just how to touch her body to give her pleasure. And that deep, dominant voice of his…the way he’d looked into her eyes and told her exactly what he was going to do to her…well, Cassie wasn’t sure what to think of that.

      He’s a natural Dom, she thought, thinking back to the lessons she and Keith had taken with the dominatrix—a tall woman with ebony skin and a commanding manner who had been named Madam Electra.

      Cassie had stayed “after class” one day, hoping to get some answers for why she just couldn’t allow herself to be submissive to her ex-husband. To be honest, whenever Keith had tried to order her around, she’d had a terrible urge to laugh. He just seemed…silly. And definitely not sexy at all. When she’d explained her feelings to Madam Electra—after Keith had gone, of course—the other woman had nodded thoughtfully.

      “I think your problem, my dear, is that you do not respect your husband enough to be submissive to him. Also, he is not naturally a Dominant, which makes it difficult for him to dominate a strong woman like yourself.”

      “He certainly shouts at me enough—when we’re fighting, I mean,” Cassie had told her. “And orders me around. Well, he tries to. Isn’t that being dominant?”

      “No, my dear.” The dominatrix had given her a pitying look. “That is being a bully. There is a vast difference in submitting yourself to a loving Dominant that you respect and love and allowing yourself to be bullied by someone who doesn’t deserve either your love or your respect.”

      “Hey!” Cassie had objected, frowning. “That’s my husband you’re talking about. And we came here to try and put some spice back in our marriage—not put cracks in it.”

      “The cracks were already there before you came to me,” Madam Electra said coolly. “You asked for my professional opinion and I gave it to you.”

      “But—” Cassie began, but the dominatrix wasn’t finished.

      “A true Dom doesn’t rant and rave like a drill sergeant shouting at a new recruit,” she continued sternly. “A true Dom will rarely raise his voice. He will command your respect without any effort on his part and you will give yourself without hesitance or restraint when he tells you to.” She had brushed Cassie’s cheek gently with her fingertips. “I hope, for your sake, that you will one day find a true Dom, my dear. I think if you do, you will finally be able to give him both your heart and your complete submission.”

      Then she had glided away, leaving Cassie feeling baffled and somehow cheated when she thought of her substandard marriage to Keith.

      It was honestly the talk with Madam Electra that had opened her eyes and let her know it was time to end things with her ex, Cassie admitted to herself now. She had realized that Keith wasn’t worthy of her respect—that he was just a bully who had somehow convinced her that she deserved to be bullied and made to feel bad about herself. It was only after she had left him that she had begun to rebuild her self-esteem and self-respect.

      Stone had been a big part of that rebuilding process, she remembered. Her partner had always shown her deference and respect, right from the beginning. He didn’t treat her like she was less than him because she was a woman or because she was smaller and physically weaker. Instead, he deferred to her greater knowledge of Earth customs and laws, telling Cassie he wanted to learn from her. It was after her marriage ended that their friendship really began to grow.

      And now I’m learning from him, Cassie thought. Though what, exactly she was learning, she wasn’t sure. Maybe that her partner was much kinkier than she’d ever given him credit for? Or maybe she was finally learning to be submissive—at least when the situation called for it. Whatever the lesson was, Cassie had to admit she was enjoying learning it.

      Realizing she was still just sitting there naked, except for her boots, she rose from the couch and looked around for their luggage. They had given it to their pig-man contact, Pocker, who had promised to have it delivered to their rooms if they got the job with Gozeriam.

      Sure enough, she spotted the red carry-all cube Kat had packed for her. It was small but there were plenty of clothes and toiletries inside—all minimized using Kindred shrinking technology. There was also a bottle and a dropper with re-sizing liquid. A few drops on any item would return it to its normal size.

      Cassie found and re-sized the nightgown Kat had packed her—a long, silky sheer black one that emphasized her curves while minimizing her hips. It was also very comfortable.

      “Thanks, Kat,” she murmured, as she slipped it on and looked at herself in the 3-D viewer at the far end of the room, opposite the floating gold beanbag bed.

      Speaking of the bed, how in the world was she supposed to get into it? Looking around, Cassie spotted a three-step stool with railings on either side and wheels on the bottom. It reminded her a little of a fancy miniature staircase—the kind you saw in private libraries where all the books were leather-bound first editions on high shelves that were hard to reach.

      She was just pushing the rolling staircase against the side of the floating bed, when Stone said from behind her,

      “You had better let me hold the bed for you so that you don’t fall when you attempt to get in. It might not be stabilized adequately.”

      “Stone?” Cassie turned to him at once. He had changed as well. He was still bare-chested but instead of his tight leather trousers, he was wearing long black pajama bottoms made of some thick, satiny material. She had to admit he looked mouthwatering in his sleepwear, but then, he always looked hot. She had just tried really hard not to notice it until now.

      “Stone,” she said again. “Are you all right? You disappeared pretty fast, there.” She reached out to touch him but stopped right before her hand made contact with his broad, bare chest. She wasn’t sure if he wanted her to touch him or not.

      To her relief, her partner took her hand and put it on his chest himself. He squeezed gently.

      “I’m all right,” he assured her.

      “It’s just…you left in kind of a hurry.” Cassie bit her lip. “I thought maybe…maybe you were upset over…over what we did.”

      “Why would it upset me to finally get to touch your beautiful body?” Stone looked genuinely confused.

      “Well, I mean…the way you ran off when I asked if you were going to bite me. I just thought—”

      “Cassandra, you think too much sometimes,” he murmured. “Forgive me for making you worry. I just had to leave before I did something we would both regret—before I bit you.”

      “But why?” Cassie shook her head, not understanding. “Why would we both regret it if you bit me, Stone?”

      “Because…” He sighed and ran a hand through his thick hair. “Because biting is an act of possession among my kind. If I bit you and injected you with my essence, it would be extremely difficult for us to go back to being just friends after this mission is over.”

      “I see…” Cassie nodded. “So you feel about biting the same way I feel about kissing—it’s too intimate. Is that right?”

      Stone nodded thoughtfully.

      “Yes, I think that is a good analogy. Although biting is more extreme. If I bit you, I would then have a biological need to Claim you as well—to bond you to me. And that would be wrong if we want to maintain our friendship.”

      “Yes, I guess it would.” Cassie looked away.

      She wished, in a way, that Stone wanted to Claim her and bond her—which was the ultimate step for a Kindred warrior. But she understood that her partner just wanted to remain friends.

      “Well…” She cleared her throat and pulled her hand away from his broad, bare chest reluctantly. “I was about to go to bed. Are, uh, you coming?” She nodded to the floating gold beanbag, which was certainly big enough for the two of them.

      Stone frowned.

      “Do you want me to come to bed with you, Cassandra?”

      “Well, I mean, not to, uh, practice anymore or anything like that…” Cassie could feel her cheeks heating. “But this is a strange place—hell, a strange planet— and I’ve never been off Earth before. So, it might be nice to have someone I trust close by.”

      One side of Stone’s mouth rose in a rare smile.

      “And that someone could be me, I take it?”

      “Of course. But, I mean, only if you want to sleep together. Not that we’d be actually sleeping together,” Cassie said quickly. “I mean—”

      “I know what you mean,” Stone interrupted—which was a good thing because she’d been starting to babble, Cassie thought. “I know what you mean,” he repeated, reaching out to sweep a strand of hair out of her face and tuck it behind her ear. “And I would love to sleep with you tonight, Cassandra.”

      “Oh, well good.” She smiled up at him. God, he was so tall. Now that she had taken off the high heeled boots, she had to tilt her chin back just to look into his eyes. “Just as long as I get to be the big spoon,” she added, joking.

      Stone frowned.

      “The big spoon?”

      “You know—when you sleep with someone else and you lay on your sides together—like spoons in a drawer?” Cassie asked. “The person in back is the big spoon and the person in front is the little spoon.”

      “Ah.” Her partner nodded. “If you wish, you can be the big spoon.” He walked to the foot of the bed and held it steady. “Now you can get in.”

      Cassie climbed the little 3-foot staircase again and crawled carefully into the floating beanbag. The gold material it was covered with was warm and soft and the bed itself was much firmer than a beanbag. In fact, it felt like a really expensive memory-foam mattress to Cassie, though it did sink down in the middle a bit when she laid down on it.

      “Come on in,” she told Stone, once she was settled. “It’s really nice.”

      Stone didn’t need the staircase. He was so tall he was able to easily get into the bed without it. When he settled beside Cassie, the bed sank in the middle some more, pushing the two of them together.

      “Well, this certainly isn’t a good bed for people who want personal space,” Cassie remarked, trying not to elbow her partner as they attempted to sort themselves out and get comfortable.

      “Do you want personal space? I can sleep on the couch,” Stone offered.

      “No, no!” Cassie assured him hastily. “I was just saying, that’s all. Look,” she added, wiggling around. “I was joking about the spooning before, but now I think it might be the only way we can sleep on this bed without squishing each other.”

      “All right. I will be the ‘little spoon’ as you requested to be the ‘big spoon.’” Stone turned on his side, putting his broad, bare back to her.

      Cassie turned on her side as well and tried to get comfortable, but to be honest, it wasn’t working. Stone was way too big for her to spoon him comfortably and the position just felt wrong.

      “This isn’t working, Stone,” she said at last, after shifting restlessly to try and get to a better position. “You’re too big—I feel like a flea on a dog’s back!”

      “It does not work for me, either. Let’s try it the other way.” And Stone turned over to face her.

      Cassie gave a little gasp as his hard, muscular chest brushed against her breasts and their bodies connected front-to-front. She was naked under her thin nightgown and she felt the heat of her partner’s big, muscular body like a brand against her own.

      For a long moment, they looked into each other’s eyes and Cassie thought he was going to kiss her. In that moment, she knew she would have let him—in fact, she wanted him to. But finally, Stone spoke, breaking the breathless silence between them.

      “Turn over, Cassandra,” he murmured, his voice hoarse and low. “Let us see if it works for me to be the ‘big spoon’.”

      Biting her lip, Cassie did as he said. At once, Stone pulled her close, cradling her body with his own, surrounding her completely. His size and strength made her feel like a child again but in a good way. She felt protected…cared for…loved.

      No, don’t be stupid, Cassie. Don’t make this into something it’s not, she lectured herself. Stone is just spooning with you because it’s your first night on a weird new planet and he’s trying to make you feel safe and comfortable. He’s being a gentleman, like always. So don’t start catching feelings—remember what happened with Gil when you let yourself love him.

      But she couldn’t help liking the way her partner’s big body surrounded hers. His warm, dark scent filled her senses and his muscular arms held her close, making her feel safe and secure as she never had while sleeping with any other man.

      “Mmm, this is better,” Stone murmured in her ear. “I think I should always be the ‘big spoon’.”

      “I think you’re right,” Cassie murmured. “I mean, as long as we’re here, anyway.”

      “Yes…” He sighed softly in her ear. “After this mission, we will never have a reason to be spoons together again.”

      His awkward phrasing made Cassie smile but his words made her sad. He was right—they were going back to plain friendship once they got back to Earth. What excuse would they ever have to sleep together entwined again?

      Well, then you’d better make the most of it now, whispered a little voice in her head. Enjoy it while you can, Cassie.

      “We should get some sleep,” she said aloud. “Got a big day tomorrow.”

      “You’re correct. We should sleep,” Stone rumbled in her ear. “Lights, very dim,” he added and the glows in the corners of the room slowly dimmed themselves in response, until the room was in almost total darkness. “Goodnight, Cassandra,” he murmured.

      “Good night, Stone,” Cassie whispered back.

      And settling herself more comfortably against her partner’s broad chest, she allowed herself to sink into darkness.
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      A persistent knocking on the door woke Stone and he frowned as he realized there was someone in bed with him. Someone small and soft who had a sweet, familiar scent.

      Cassandra! he realized, looking down at his partner, who was cradled against him.

      How many times had he dreamed of sleeping with her in his arms? How many times had he longed to touch her, to bring her pleasure? To taste her sweet juices? Many of his dreams had come true the night before—so many that he almost feared he was still dreaming.

      It was a dream he never wanted to end.

      But then the knocking on the door, which had woken him up, came again and someone called from outside,

      “Wake up! By order of his Slimefullness, Xempi Gozeriam, come to the door!”

      “What?” Cassandra stirred in his arms. “Who is it, Stone?” she murmured sleepily. “Tell them to go ‘way.”

      Stone was inclined to do exactly that. But he couldn’t ignore the knocker’s use of their new employer’s name. He was certain that here on Bachanalius, whatever Xempi Gozeriam wanted, Xempi Gozeriam got—and right now he apparently wanted them to get up for some reason.

      With a frustrated growl, he left his half-asleep partner in the warm bed and went to the door. Whoever it was had better have a very good reason to wake them and interrupt the few precious moments he had to cradle Cassandra in his arms. He was well aware that this would be his only opportunity to be so physically close with the woman he loved.

      “Whoever you are, you’d better have a Goddess-damned good reason to wake us up,” he growled as he opened the door. “You—”

      The words died on his lips.

      Standing in the doorway with a smirk on his face was none other than The Beast.
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      The low, menacing growl coming from the vicinity of the doorway woke Cassie up completely.

      It’s Stone, she realized sleepily. And he sounds really pissed off. What the hell is going on?

      Then she heard her partner speak.

      “You,” he snarled in a deep, angry voice. “You dare to come here and—”

      “Stone?” Cassie scrambled out of the gold beanbag bed, which dipped and wobbled alarmingly, and ran for the door.

      All she could see for the moment was Stone. Her partner seemed to have grown to twice his size and was blocking the doorway with his menacing bulk.

      As if he wasn’t big enough already! Cassie thought impatiently.

      “Stone?” She put a hand on his arm, which felt like warm, flexible steel. His muscles were tensed and his entire body was thrumming with fury.

      Cassie began to be really alarmed. Whoever was on the other side of the door, her partner was about two seconds from attacking them!

      “Stone!” she insisted, tugging at him. “Who is it? Move over some and let me see.”

      Very reluctantly, Stone took a step back. Though he kept himself between her and the door, Cassie could at least peer around him to see who it was. When she did, she gave a little gasp.

      The Beast himself was standing there, an uneasy smile on his darkly handsome face. He had the same golden eyes and black, wild hair of any Beast Kindred and the same living tattoo flowed just under his skin she had seen on all the vids he’d made—including the snuff film. It was easy to see since he was wearing a sleeveless leather vest which showed off his muscular arms and most of his chest.

      “Mistress Cassandra?” he asked, frowning at Cassie. “Call off your body-slave, all right?”

      “Oh, uh…” Cassie forced herself to get over her shock and remember their mission. Just because Stone had gone into overprotective male mode was no reason for her to blow their cover.

      “I’m just here to deliver your script.” The Beast held up a transparent sheet with printed lines flowing across it. “His Slimefullness stayed up all night writing it and he wants you to be ready to perform it soon.”

      “Thank you.” Cassie pushed past her partner, who was still growling menacingly, and reached to take the script from The Beast who offered it at arm’s length.

      “He’s really fucking protective of you,” he remarked, nodding at Stone.

      “Yes, as a body-slave should be,” Cassie said. She waved a hand at her angry partner. “You’ll have to excuse him—he doesn’t like strange males getting near me. The last time one tried to touch me, Stone, here, ripped his head off.”

      There—that ought to make the bastard keep his distance!

      “I see.” The Beast nodded and took a step back. “Well, maybe I should go then.”

      Cassie wanted to tell him that yes, he should go, but it occurred to her that she would be wasting a golden opportunity if she did. If they were going to grab The Beast or lure him back to their ship where they could arrest him and take him back to Earth for trial, she needed to befriend him—or at least pretend to. It was the only way to make the bastard trust her.

      “Wait, please,” she said quickly as The Beast turned away. “What’s your name?”

      He turned back and flashed her a cocky grin.

      “They just call me ‘The Beast’ or Beast for short.”

      “Is that because you’re a Beast Kindred?” Cassie asked innocently. “I know about Kindred because my body-slave is a Blood Kindred,” she added.

      “Ha!” The Beast lifted his chin proudly, an arrogant gleam in his golden eyes. “You’d think so to look at me but no, I don’t even have a drop of Kindred blood in my veins.”

      “Where are you from then?” Cassie asked, pretending to be interested and impressed. “I have never heard of any other race of males that looked so like the Kindred before.”

      “I can look like anything I want to.”

      In an instant, his strong features blurred, becoming softer and more feminine. At the same time, his body shrank, losing its impressive height and coming down to Cassie’s level. While all this was happening, he grew curves and his hair, which had been a wild tangle, smoothed itself into a long, black waterfall.

      Cassie blinked when she realized she was looking at herself. And it wasn’t just her face and hair and body The Beast had replicated—he was also wearing her clothes. The long, black nightgown she had on looked a lot more revealing now that she could see it on someone else. Her breasts were nearly visible through the thin, silky material, her nipples poking prominently against the fabric.

      This time she didn’t have to pretend to be impressed or surprised.

      “Son of a bitch!” she murmured, staring wide-eyed at her sudden doppelganger. The only way The Beast now differed from her was the flowing live ink tattoo under his skin. As she watched, it slid from his forearm, up his arm and neck and over his forehead before sliding down the other arm.

      “You like, Mistress?” The Beast asked her in her own voice.

      Cassie shook her head and crossed her arms over her breasts, feeling exposed.

      “How did you do that?” she demanded. When Commander Sylvan had said that The Beast was an Imposter able to take any form he wanted, she hadn’t quite believed him or understood the implications. But watching the nearly seven-foot-tall male turn into an exact replica of herself, brought the truth home.

      The Beast smiled her own smile at her and then, to Cassie’s immense relief, turned back into himself again. Or at least, he turned back into the self she knew him as—his Beast Kindred form.

      “It’s a talent of my people,” he said, shrugging modestly.

      “I bet it’s very useful to his Slimefullness,” Cassie remarked. “You must be able to play any part he wants you to in his, um, productions.”

      “There is that,” The Beast agreed amiably. “Well, except for the underwater parts.” He shrugged. “Can’t grow working gills. I mean, I can simulate them, but they won’t actually help me breathe underwater.”

      “I would really like to know more about you,” Cassie told him. “You’re a fascinating male.”

      As she had hoped, playing to his vanity worked. The Beast puffed up his chest and gave her an arrogant grin.

      “I am, aren’t I? Well, Mistress, if you’d like, I can take you on a tour of the palace before First Meal. I’ll tell you all about myself along the way.”

      “I’d like that,” Cassie told him. “Er—could you just give me a moment to get ready?”

      “Sure. I can wait.” He shrugged and threw an uneasy glance at Stone, who was still glaring silently at him. “Uh, is he coming with us?”

      “My body-slave goes everywhere I go,” Cassie said firmly. “But don’t worry—as long as you don’t touch or threaten me, he won’t hurt you,” she added.

      “He couldn’t if he tried,” the Beast sneered, but he took another step back as Stone began to growl again.

      “Just give me a moment,” Cassie told him again and shut the door firmly in his face.
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      “Why did you agree to let that bastard take you on a tour?” Stone demanded, the moment the door was closed.

      “Because…” Cassie took him by the arm and towed her reluctant partner away from the doorway, in case The Beast was listening. “Because,” she said again, in a low voice. “We need to get close to him—need to gain his trust if we’re ever going to get him out of the palace and back to our ship! You know we can’t arrest him in front of Gozeriam! We can’t afford to blow our cover that way.”

      “I don’t like it.” Stone’s eyes had a murderous red glint far back in their pale blue depths. “I don’t like you being anywhere near that fucking bastard, Cassandra. He’s a murderer and a rapist!”

      “We agreed this was how it would go,” Cassie pointed out patiently. “I mean, not exactly like this, but the plan has always been for me to gain his trust and lure him out of the palace.”

      “I know, but now that I see him in the flesh, I just want to rip his fucking head off!” Stone’s eyes were more red than blue now and his voice had dropped a whole octave to a menacing rumble Cassie could feel in her bones when he spoke.

      “Stone!” she exclaimed, really worried now. “Are you going into Rage? Because if you are, stop. We can’t afford for you to blow our cover!”

      “I don’t want him near you!” Her partner’s voice was a muted roar and Cassie thought she had never seen him so angry.

      It surprised her—she never would have guessed that Stone would go into Rage for her. Kindred warriors usually reserved that kind of berserker fury for when they thought the woman they loved was being threatened or hurt. And Stone didn’t love her—at least, not as more than a friend.

      “All right, all right!” she tried to soothe him. Standing on her tiptoes, she reached up and cupped his face in her hands. “Look at me. Look at me, Stone,” she commanded quietly.

      At last her partner’s red eyes shifted from the doorway down to her face.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Cassie promised him. “I won’t be alone with him—you’ll be with us every minute. He’s never going to touch me—I promise.”

      Stone took several deep breaths as though he was consciously trying to calm himself. Slowly, the red glint of Rage faded from his piercing blue eyes.

      “All right,” he said at last. “All right. Forgive me, I just… I could not bear it if anyone tried to hurt you.”

      He gathered Cassie into his arms in a sudden, bone-crushing hug that made her gasp.

      “Stone!” she exclaimed, as her feet left the floor. “Can’t…breathe!”

      “Sorry.” He loosened his grip but didn’t put her down. “Cassandra,” he murmured, burying his face in her hair. “I cannot lose you. Nothing must happen to you.”

      “It won’t, Stone—nobody’s going to hurt me. Not with you nearby.” Hesitantly, she stroked his back and shoulders. She had never known her partner to be so possessive and she wondered uneasily if it had anything to do with the physical intimacy they had shared the night before. Hadn’t Stone said that it was difficult to give your body without also giving your heart? What if he had been talking about himself when he said that?

      But no—he had specifically said he only wanted to be friends, Cassie reminded herself. She needed to be careful not to read things that weren’t there into her partner’s actions.

      He’s just being extra protective because we’re in a strange place with a known murderer, she told herself. It’s just the Kindred in him coming out—they’re always protective of women.

      She patted her partner’s broad shoulders again.

      “Put me down now, Stone. We have to get ready to go—he won’t wait out there forever.”

      “Very well.” With great reluctance, her partner at last put her back down. But he held her close for a minute more, searching her eyes with his own. “Promise me,” he growled softly. “Promise you’ll be safe. Swear you’ll never be alone with him even for a minute.”

      “How could I be when you’re with me every minute?” Cassie asked him reasonably.

      “All right.” This seemed to make Stone feel better because he at last released his hold on her.

      Cassie stepped back, feeling a little like she’d been hugged by a grizzly bear. Stone was always so careful around her that she was often able to forget his immense physical size and strength. But just now she had felt it, in the panicky tightness of his hug—a vice-like grip that could have squeezed her in two if the big Kindred wasn’t careful.

      It made her damn glad that Stone was on her side.

      The Beast had better watch out if he wants to avoid being pulverized, she thought. If Stone has even the least provocation to pound him, he’s damn well going to annihilate that asshole!

      But speaking of “that asshole,” he was waiting outside their door to give her a guided tour of the Palace. Hurriedly, Cassie ran to her carry-all cube and started pulling out an outfit to resize.

      It was going to be an interesting day.
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      “So this is The Pit, where all the Slime-porn is filmed.” The Beast gestured to a large enclosure with clear plasti-glass walls almost like a huge aquarium. Inside was a knee-deep pool of green slime with numerous alien creatures writhing in it.

      There were Slimerians like Gozeriam, Cassie saw, penetrating each other with their slime-shafts. There were also some small, mud-like people who looked more humanoid—well, except for the fact that they both had six arms. They appeared to be rubbing against each other and then pulling apart, leaving trails of slime in the air between them every time they did.

      The oozing slime trails reminded Cassie in a weird way of the “cheese-pull” shots you saw on food videos when a grilled cheese sandwich was cut in half and pulled open to show how stringy the melted cheese was inside.

      Only I guess instead of “cheese-pull” it’s slime-pull, she thought, feeling slightly ill.

      There were other creatures writhing and cavorting in the slime as well, but it was hard to understand exactly what erotic activities they were engaged in, since they weren’t humanoid and Cassie couldn’t tell which body parts they were putting together. Small round camera drones hovered above each pair—or threesome or foursome or moresome, in some cases—recording their carnal activities from all angles.

      “The Pit, huh?” she said, trying not to let the disgust show on her face. “Did you ever work in there?”

      “Me? Only once.” The Beast made a face. “I had to fill in for a Lush-slump slug who had called in sick with a case of anal valve rot. Didn’t like it much though—that fucking slime gets everywhere.”

      “I bet,” Cassie murmured, nodding. Behind her, she was very aware of her partner standing guard. Stone always ‘had her back’ in any given situation but this time she couldn’t help feeling he was taking that phrase a bit too literally. He was practically glued to her, so close she could feel the heat from his big body radiating against her skin.

      The good thing about her partner’s over-protectiveness was that The Beast wasn’t coming anywhere near her. He stood well back, giving her partner a wary eye as he talked her through the guided tour.

      They had already seen the enormous jungle room which housed the Zodor Death Porn. Bone-chilling roars emanated from its leafy green depths and thundering footsteps could be heard in the distance. There was no porn being filmed there that day due to the recent loss of the tirano trainer but the angry beasts were apparently being kept hungry in order to get them ready for the next vid-shoot.

      Of equal interest was the Aqueous Enclosure, an enormous tank filled with million of gallons of water. It was divided into two sections—the smaller, fresh-water tank and the larger salt water one. In it, various aqueous aliens had been doing all kinds of underwater sexual acrobatics.

      Most of them just looked like fish to Cassie, but she had seen what appeared to be a mermaid and merman engaged in vigorous coupling, which was only made possible by the fact that the merman had a penis that appeared to be something like three feet long. He had been swimming after the mermaid, who appeared to be trying to escape, and poking her from behind with the bulbous red tip of his extra-long penis.

      It was a bizarre sight which left Cassie feeling uneasy. Was this some kind of rape porn? Or was it just the mating habits of the merpeople? She didn’t know and didn’t want to ask The Beast, knowing his own disgusting record of rape and murder.

      Even now it was an effort to pretend to be interested in what he was saying when she mostly just wanted to shoot the bastard right between his fake-gold eyes. She couldn’t help thinking of poor Leela back on Earth and the awful things this asshole had done to her. Not to mention his victim from the snuff film…

      “…the Aphrodisiac Lab,” The Beast said and she realized she had missed what he was saying because she was hating him so hard.

      “Um, sorry—what was that?” she asked, as they started moving again.

      “I said, that way is the Aphrodisiac Lab,” the Beast repeated, pointing to a corridor to one side of The Pit. “But there’s no porn there, so it’s not really worth seeing.”

      “Oh, show me anyway—please!” Cassie begged quickly. “My, uh, body-slave was trained as a botanist before I bought him—I know he’d love to see it.”

      “Uh, sure. Okay.” The Beast cast another uneasy look at Stone and then jerked his head in the direction of the corridor he had pointed out. “Let’s go.”

      Cassie and Stone followed him down the long hallway, around a corner, and found themselves standing in front of another broad, glass window. This area was filled with various plants in pots. Some of them had special, colored lights focused on them and a few were enclosed in clear tanks filled with fine mist. A few of the plants had vivid, bright blossoms but others didn’t look much different from regular grass or moss or mushrooms.

      “What did you say they grew in here?” she asked The Beast, eyeing the door to the lab and wondering which—if any—of the plants they saw through the window were the Pain Fruit variation of the Kindred Bonding Fruit.

      “Aphrodisiacs,” The Beast told her. “Gozer—I mean, his Slimefullness—gathers plants from all over the universe that cause any and every kind of sexual response. I actually tested a new one for him recently,” he added proudly, lifting his chin.

      Fury threatened to choke Cassie but somehow she managed to keep it off her face.

      “Oh? And what was that?” she asked, as casually as she could.

      “A new kind of extract that makes whoever takes it want pain instead of pleasure. It really works too—I was fucking surprised,” the Beast said. “Made the female I was with fucking beg me to hurt her.”

      “I see.” Cassie strove to keep her voice neutral and cool. “And what did you do?”

      “I gave her what she wanted—what they all want.” The Beast’s eyes gleamed and he laughed, as though what he had done to the innocent girl he’d left at the crime scene was some kind of joke.

      You son of a bitch!

      Cassie bit her tongue to keep from saying it out loud. She couldn’t help remembering the multiple stab wounds on the victim’s body and the way her head had wobbled loosely on her neck… She wished she could arrest The Beast right now and slap him in handcuffs but unfortunately, that would blow their cover. Also, he wasn’t their only mission, she reminded herself. They needed to get the snuff film and kill the Pain Fruit plants before they could go.

      “Who works here in the Lab?” she asked, abruptly changing the subject. “Can we get a look inside?”

      “I’m afraid not.” The Beast shook his head. “There’s no admittance unless one of the lab techs or scientists is in there to escort you. Some of those plants in there are really valuable—and some can be fucking dangerous.” He nodded through the glass window.

      “Oh, really? Like what?” Cassie asked.

      “They got ginna plant in there—the plant itself doesn’t do anything but one single seed will give a humanoid male a hard-on that lasts for a solar month. Also, y’claw blooms. One sniff makes just about anyone unbearably horny for an entire day. Of course, afterwards they’re suicidally depressed for a year, but you get some really great performances out of them before the crash.”

      “Why does Gozeriam need aphrodisiacs at all, though?” Cassie asked, frowning. “I mean, he’s assembled the greatest porn actors and actresses from all over the galaxy, right? Yourself, included,” she made herself add, nodding to The Beast.

      He puffed his chest out. “You got that right, beautiful.”

      Stone growled and The Beast took a step back, eyeing the big Kindred warily.

      “Easy, Stone.” Cassie put a hand on her partner’s arm and turned back towards The Beast. “As I was saying, Gozeriam has all these excellent actors, so why the need for performance-enhancing drugs and substances?” she asked, honestly curious.

      “Well, because—Gozeriam likes honest, authentic passion in his porn. In fact, he insists on it.” He shrugged. “To him, there’s nothing worse than bad porn or porn that doesn’t make the watcher feel.”

      “Really?” Cassie couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. Once again she was reminded of Frank Yarrow back on Earth. Just like the sleazy porn producer who lured innocent girls by promising them they would be doing

      “art-house” type films, Gozeriam fancied himself a true artist. Which was probably why he wrote some of his scripts himself, she thought, looking down at the transparent sheet The Beast had given her.

      She wondered uneasily what kind of scene the Slimerian had written and what she and Stone would be asked to do together. Neither of them had gotten a chance to look it over yet.

      “Well, are you hungry yet, Mistress?” The Beast asked her, raising an eyebrow. “We should probably head towards the humanoid Dining Hall if you want to get a bite to eat before you have to hit Wardrobe and get ready for your first performance later on today.”

      “Oh, you think we’ll be performing today?” Cassie couldn’t keep the tremor out of her voice. Of course, Gozeriam had intimated that he might want them to start “acting” immediately, but she had hoped that she and Stone would have more time before they had to jump back into their respective roles as Mistress and body-slave porn partners.

      “Hell yes, you’ll be performing, Mistress.” The Beast shot her an incredulous look. “You think his Slimefullness stayed up all night writing a script for you to just sit around on your juicy ass doing nothing?”

      Stone growled again and Cassie frowned.

      “I think it’s better if you don’t talk about my, er, anatomy like that in front of my body-slave,” she said stiffly.

      “Sorry.” The Beast shrugged and eyed Stone. “Come on—the Dining Hall is this way.”

      “Thank you.” Cassie followed him, trying to think of a way to change the subject. “Tell me—can you really look like anyone at all?” she asked, deciding that a narcissist like The Beast would probably enjoy talking about himself.

      “Hell yes.” He tilted his head arrogantly. “Any living being or thing—you name it—I can be it.”

      “Then I have a question,” Cassie said, frowning. “If you can so perfectly disguise yourself as anyone else in the universe, why would you get a living ink tattoo?” She nodded to the tattoo in question, which was currently making its restless way around the back of The Beast’s neck. “I noticed when you er, became me, I could still see it,” she went on. “Is it visible in every form you take? It seems like it would be a dead giveaway if you were trying to pretend to be someone else.”

      The Beast scowled, his jaunty, arrogant smile slipping for just a minute to be replaced by a sullen sneer.

      “Believe me, getting the Live Ink was not my idea,” he said. “It was a punishment because I was too good at what I do—too good at being other people.”

      “Is that right?” Cassie frowned. “A punishment from whom?”

      “My own fucking people on Seculare Four,” The Beast snapped, looking even angrier. “They accused me of fucking around with some girl, pretending to be her husband. And a few other things too—all of it bullshit, you know?” He shrugged angrily. “So then they decided to tattoo me so everyone on my home planet would know who I was, no matter how I changed my appearance.”

      “That’s…quite a punishment,” Cassie remarked neutrally. She was pretty sure the “few other things” The Beast had been charged with were probably some form of sexual assault, considering how he treated women.

      “It’s fucking bullshit, is what it is,” The Beast repeated sullenly. “They were all just jealous that I was so good at shape-shifting—better than anyone else on Seculare Four.”

      “It does make me wonder how a society of shape-shifters gets along,” Cassie remarked. “I mean, how do you tell each other apart if everyone can change their appearance at any time?”

      “Smell, mostly,” The Beast said. “We all make pheromones that only others of our kind—other Imposters—can sense. The smell is as unique as a fingerprint or a retinal scan is to you humanoids.”

      “Really?” Cassie said. She was genuinely interested this time. “So how did you fake other people’s scents?”

      The Beast lifted his chin.

      “That’s because I’m better than the average Imposter. I can fake smells too—not just change appearance. I’m the next step up on the evolutionary ladder. But the elders of my planet treated me like fucking dirt.” He spat on the mossy carpet and Cassie sidestepped hastily.

      “So that’s how you ended up here?” she asked diplomatically.

      The Beast nodded.

      “Yeah—Gozer, I mean his Slimefullness, has been really good to me. He pays me to do what I was having to sneak around to do on Seculare Four.” He laughed, as though it was a good joke. “Imagine, getting paid to fuck!”

      So he had been sexually assaulting women on his home planet—or at the very least, impersonating their lovers and husbands in order to have sex with them, Cassie thought. Sick bastard. She did have one more question for him, however.

      “What does your real form look like?” she asked, looking up at The Beast. “Since you’re someplace safe, away from your home world, why not wear your real face and body instead of impersonating a Kindred?”

      He scowled and pointed to the large open doorway they were coming up to.

      “Here’s the Dining Hall. Anything you want to eat—there’s the buffet. I’d stay away from the Androgian food though—it’s literally made of edible rocks. It’s hard to work on such a full stomach.”

      It hadn’t escaped Cassie’s notice that he had not answered her last question but she decided to let it pass.

      “Thank you for the tour,” she said politely. “Are you staying to eat breakfast, er, First Meal?”

      The Beast shook his head.

      “Don’t have time. I’m due in The Romance Room for an early scene.”

      “The Romance Room?” Cassie shook her head. “I don’t think you showed us that.”

      “Oh, that’s because it’s one of the filming areas in the humanoid wing,” The beast told her. “It’s for softer porn—all fucking hearts and flowers and shit.” He shrugged.

      “Maybe…maybe Stone and I will see you there, then. After we eat, I mean,” Cassie said uncertainly.

      “Don’t think so. The two of you are more likely to be in The Cave,” The Beast said. “If that scrip his Slimefullness wrote for you is any indication, I mean.”

      “The Cave?” Cassie’s heart was in her throat. She wondered what kind of porn was recorded there.

      “Sure—that’s the place they film the rough stuff. I’ve got to go but it was nice talking to you, Mistress.” The Beast shot her a cocky grin. “Maybe you and I will get a chance to ‘work’ together sometime, while we’re both here.”

      At this Stone, who had been standing right beside her, suddenly pushed in front of Cassie and glared at the other male, a low growl rumbling in his throat.

      “Stone, stop—it’s okay—it’s all right!” Cassie stepped around her partner and nodded coolly at The Beast who had taken a step back.

      “Really fucking over-protective,” he muttered, looking mistrustfully at Stone, who was practically vibrating with fury.

      “My slave is just upset because as a Yonnite Mistress, I would never allow a male to, er, penetrate me under any circumstances,” Cassie told him, frowning.

      “Oh no? No penetration at all?” The Beast cocked an eyebrow at her sardonically. “Think you’d better check that script Gozer wrote for you then, Mistress. You might be in for a nasty surprise.”

      Then he winked at her and sauntered away from the Dining Hall, leaving Cassie to clutch the script in her hand and wonder what in the world it contained and what she and Stone were supposed to do to each other.
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      “Oh my God, Stone, this is awful! It starts out with me tying you up and flogging you!”

      They were sitting in the busy Dining Hall, which was crowded with all kinds of humanoids from triple-breasted females from Erotica Six to males with multiple shafts growing out of all their limbs.

      Stone ate a bite of tooka fruit and looked over his partner’s shoulder—an easy task since Cassandra was so much smaller than him. There was plenty of food to choose from, including a towering rack of tirano ribs, leesa milk pudding, and hot buttered ooloo balls but neither he nor his partner were very hungry. They had grabbed a bowl of fruit and gone to a far corner to study the script Gozeriam had written for them—which was, incidentally, titled “Forbidden One.”

      At least that fucking bastard The Beast was gone, Stone thought. Just being around the murderous asshole made him want to go into Rage—especially when he got anywhere near Cassandra or made remarks about her “juicy” ass.

      If I ever get him alone he’s going to pay, Stone promised himself. There should definitely be time to extract some justice for all the horrible things The Beast had done to helpless females on the way back to Earth.

      “Did you hear me, Stone? I said this script has me flogging you!”

      His partner’s distraught voice brought Stone out of his revenge fantasies and back to reality.

      “So?” he asked mildly.

      “So? Look at this!” Cassandra pointed at the transparent sheet with words scrolling across it. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Stone smiled at her.

      “Cassandra,” he said gently, putting one hand over her much smaller, softer one. “I am not worried in the least about you hurting me, no matter how hard you flog me.”

      She frowned.

      “Are you saying I’m not strong enough to hurt you?”

      “I’m saying you’re not big enough,” Stone said mildly. “Which is not your fault. You are a human female—it is your nature to be tiny.”

      “Tiny,” she snorted and shook her head. “That’s the last word I’d use to describe myself.”

      “Well, you are tiny to me,” Stone told her. “Now what happens next in our script?”

      “It says here, ‘the slave breaks free of his bonds,’” Cassandra murmured, reading on. “And then he…oh my!” Her eyes went wide.

      “He what?” Stone took the script from her and scanned it quickly himself. “Hmmm…” He looked up at his partner. “It seems I turn the tables on you, in a manner of speaking, Mistress.” He read the stage direction aloud, though in a low voice. “The slave ties his Mistress to the flogging frame and tells her he will show her how it feels to be helpless.”

      “What does that mean exactly?” Cassandra was nibbling her lush lower lip, which made Stone wish all over again that she would let him kiss her. Gods, how he wanted to taste her sweet mouth! Almost as much as he wanted to taste her pussy.

      He tried to push the erotic thoughts aside and concentrate on the script.

      “At least we don’t have many lines to memorize,” he pointed out. “Gozeriam seems to expect us to ad-lib our own dialog.”

      “Makes you wonder what he sat up all night doing,” Cassandra muttered, scanning the running lines of print. “Probably wanking off to the idea of the body-slave turning the tables on his Mistress.”

      “Wanking off?” Stone asked, frowning.

      “You know—jerking off…stroking the snake…masturbating,” she said at last, clearly still seeing the frown on Stone’s face.

      “Oh, of course.” He nodded. “So you think that Gozeriam, uh, ‘gets off’ on writing this kind of porn?” he tapped the script again.

      “Sure seems like it,” Cassandra muttered. She frowned. “It looks like you’re going to be flogging me, too. So please go easy on me.”

      “Of course,” Stone assured her. “I would never harm you, Cassandra.” He would rather die than hurt her in any way.

      “Thank you, Stone.” His partner flashed him a smile and then read on. “Well, it seems like a pretty standard BDSM scenario so far.”

      “It’s a good thing you took those classes you told me about,” Stone pointed out. “The knowledge you learned in them should be useful in this scenario, don’t you think?”

      “Well, I…” Cassandra’s voice trailed off and her face went suddenly pale. “Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, no!”

      “What? What is wrong?” Stone looked at the script again, wanting to see what had bothered her so much.

      What he saw made his shaft harden at once.

      “Gods,” he murmured hoarsely, reading over the script rapidly. It was his greatest fantasy come true.

      But when he looked up at Cassandra, his partner looked tense and unhappy.

      “What’s wrong?” Stone asked her, squeezing her hand anxiously. “Cassandra, why do you look as though you saw a non-living entity?”

      “You mean why do I look like I saw a ghost?” She gave a jagged little laugh. “Maybe because I am not comfortable with the direction this script is heading. Look.” She pointed to the part Stone had just read. He read again, aloud. This time.

      “The slave drops to his knees before his Mistress and…” He cleared his throat. “And punishes her with his tongue.” He looked up at his partner. “This bothers you?”

      “Of course it bothers me.” She shifted in her seat anxiously. “I mean, doesn’t it bother you?”

      “Cassandra…” Stone caught her eyes with his. “I have told you how I feel about tasting a female,” he murmured. “It will be my greatest pleasure to ‘punish you’ with my tongue.”

      “Yes, but…” She bit her lip uncertainly. “I just…it’s very…very intimate, Stone.”

      “As intimate as kissing?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “I suppose in a way it is kissing,” he answered his own question. “Though I will be kissing your soft little pussy instead of your mouth.”

      “Stone!” She looked around, mortified. “What if someone hears you?”

      “Cassandra, we are in a Dining Hall filled with pornographic actors,” he said reasonably. “Do you think that anything you or I could say would shock them?”

      “I guess not.” She dropped her eyes. “I just…never dreamed you and I would be in this position, I guess.”

      “I have,” Stone admitted in a soft voice.

      “You have?” Her eyes fluttered up to his.

      “Of course, I have. How could I not dream of tasting you?” Stone asked her. “You know how beautiful and desirable I find you, Cassandra.”

      “But…but what if you find out you don’t like it after all?” she asked in a small voice. “What if you don’t like the smell or the taste or something?”

      “Your scent is incredible—so warm and feminine,” Stone told her, his voice dropping to a growl. “And as for your taste, what do you think I was doing last night in the fresher after I left you so abruptly? I was sucking the fingers I had thrust deep in your soft little pussy and jamming off.”

      A small smile curved her lips.

      “I think you mean jacking off.”

      “Whatever,” Stone told her. He lifted her chin to look into her eyes. “The point is, I love the way you taste, Cassandra. And I’m looking forward to tasting your honey straight from the source.”

      “Oh…” She dropped her eyes, her cheeks getting pink. “Stone, you shouldn’t talk like that,” she admonished softly.

      “Why not?” he asked. “How else can I reassure you, if we don’t talk frankly about what we’re about to do?”

      “I don’t know. I guess—”

      “Excuse me, but are you Mistress Cassandra?”

      The high, self-important voice came from a bird-like creature. Or at least, its head was bird-like with a sharp, curving beak and a crest of multicolored feathers rising from its forehead. The rest of it looked a bit like a short humanoid, though it did have a pair of stubby vestigial wings sticking out of its back.

      “Um, yes.” Cassandra nodded. “That’s me.”

      “Very good! I am here to guide you and your body-slave to Wardrobe. The two of you are late!” And the bird-man clicked his beak together in a sharp noise of disapproval.

      “Oh—sorry!” Cassandra hopped up from the table. “We didn’t know we were supposed to be there at a certain time.”

      “Didn’t The Beast tell you?” The bird-man rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Lazy cretin. Anyway, come on.”

      “Coming.” Cassandra nodded at Stone. “Uh, I guess we’ll have to table our discussion for later,” she said, her cheeks still pink.

      “Not for much later,” Stone pointed out, which made his partner’s cheeks get even pinker.

      “Come on,” she said shortly. And they followed the bird-man out of the Dining Hall.
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      Wardrobe was a bustling department filled with all kinds of humanoids getting dressed in various sexy outfits. The bird-man led them to a harried woman with three heads and four arms who was already dealing with two other actors.

      “Let me see your script,” she said, before Cassie could even introduce herself.

      “All right.” She handed it over and the woman snatched it with one of her four hands while her left head scanned it rapidly. Her middle and right heads continued talking to other people.

      “Right,” the head said, after briefly reading over the script. “Let me look at you.” She scrutinized both Cassie and Stone for a moment, making them turn all the way around so she could see them from all angles. Then she gave a short nod. “Punch in code 343B,” she said to Cassie. “And for your body-slave, 697H.”

      “What? Punch what in where?” Cassie asked uncertainly. The woman’s two other heads were still talking to other actors, making it hard to hear, so she thought she might have misunderstood her.

      “I said code 343B for you and 697H for your body-slave!” the left head repeated impatiently.

      “But punch it in where?” Cassie repeated. “Look, I’m sorry but we’re new here—this is our first time doing por—, uh, acting for his Slimefullness,” she added.

      The woman’s left head sighed in a long-suffering manner.

      “Newbies, are you? Very well. Veena!” the left head shouted, so loudly that her other two heads winced and complained. The left head ignored them.

      “Yes, Wardrobe Madam?” A small, thin girl with bright green skin came rushing up anxiously.

      “These two are new,” the left head told her while one of her arms pointed at Cassie and Stone and another arm shoved the script back into Cassie’s hands. “Show them how the costume rack works, then show them to the dressing room, then take them to The Cave. You’ll need to hold their hand through the whole process because they don’t know anything.”

      Cassie was a little offended at being presented as completely ignorant, but before she could complain, the green-skinned girl had taken her by the hand and was pulling her across the crowded Wardrobe department.

      “Hurry!” she said to Cassie. “You mustn’t be late for your filming!”

      “Um, okay.” Cassie went with her and Stone followed them both until they reached the far end of the vast space.

      Here they found an immensely long row of plain white cabinets, stretching the length of the entire room. On each cabinet was a small keypad and, as Cassie watched, various actors went up, picked a cabinet, and punched in a code. After a moment, the cabinet door popped open and they took out a bundle of fabric from inside.

      “Now then, do you remember the codes the Wardrobe Madam gave you?” the girl asked anxiously. “I hope you do—she hates to be bothered with the same actor twice.”

      Cassie was about to say that she thought she remembered when Stone rumbled, “343B and 697H.”

      “Excellent!” the girl said brightly. “Well—you just punch those codes into any cabinet and your costumes will pop out in a moment! Go on—try it,” she urged Cassie.

      “Okay.” Cassie picked a cabinet at random—it was about as big as a kitchen cabinet back home, she thought—and punched in the first code.

      Nothing happened for a moment but then, just as she was wondering if she had done it wrong, the door popped open to show a neatly folded bundle of fabric on the bottom of the cabinet.

      Cassie took the bundle out and handed it to Stone to hold. Then she closed the cabinet and tapped in his code as well. Just as before, after a moment the cabinet popped open. But this time it had only a leather harness studded with metal inside it.

      “There must be some mistake,” Cassie said, taking it out and frowning at it as she turned it around and around. “This can’t be the only thing Stone is supposed to wear.”

      “Let me see your script,” the green girl said, taking it from her before Cassie could hand it over. She scanned it, looked Stone up and down, and then nodded. “No, this is right. The Wardrobe Madam must have decided that your body-slave’s other clothing was already acceptable so she only had you order him a chest harness to wear with it—that’s all.”

      In fact, Stone was already dressed like a body-slave. He was wearing his black leather trousers and boots and he was bare-chested with only the fake black pain collar around his neck. Cassie supposed the black leather chest harness would look excellent on him—it would strap across his broad chest in a wide X, emphasizing how muscular he was.

      “That’s why you didn’t get boots with your outfit either,” the green girl continued, nodding at Cassie. “Because the ones you’re wearing will go just fine with the outfit the Wardrobe Madam had you order.”

      Cassie was wearing the most modest dress she could find—a long blue one with a V neckline that Kat had packed her. But she’d decided her tall, black Mistress boots were appropriate to wear with everything here—since she was, after all, trying to stay in character. She wondered what kind of outfit the Wardrobe Madam had ordered her to go with the boots.

      It didn’t take long to find out.

      “Over here are the dressing rooms.” The green girl was already pulling her to the far-left side of the room where there were rows and rows of stalls like a changing room at a department store. Actors were bustling in and out of them, dressed in various costumes.

      “Take a dressing room, Mistress,” the green girl said. “If you need help getting into your costume, call me. I’ll be out here putting the harness on your body-slave.”

      Cassie nodded and took back the pile of fabric from Stone before slipping into one of the stalls.

      Inside, it was very much like a dressing room back home on Earth. There were hooks on the wall to hang clothes, a small bench in the corner to sit on, and a long mirror on one wall—apparently they didn’t waste money on 3-D viewers in here.

      Cassie slipped out of her long blue dress and turned to the pile of fabric—which was almost all black.

      “Oh no,” she groaned, when she saw what she would be wearing. The black leather skirt wasn’t so bad—though it was extremely short. But it came with a demi-cup leather bustier and a pair of crotchless panties. Ugh!

      Cassie wondered if she could ask for another costume—one that was less revealing. But she was, after all, doing porn. She supposed she was lucky that she wasn’t completely naked.

      Reluctantly, she began putting the outfit on. The hem of the leather skirt just barely covered the panties, but the bustier was a hopeless case. It supported her full breasts like a shelf but left her nipples completely bare and there wasn’t a single spare scrap of fabric on the costume to hide them.

      “Excuse me, Mistress, but are you ready to come out?” the green girl called from outside the dressing stall. “I fear you and your body-slave will be late for your scene!”

      “Coming!” Cassie took one last look in the mirror. She had worn her long black hair down today and it flowed around her shoulders like a shiny silk waterfall. She felt exposed when she looked at herself in the exotic outfit she was wearing, but she also felt…

      Sexy, Cassie thought, looking at herself from all angles. Wow—I really do look sexy. Maybe I should embrace this—lean into it. It would certainly fit my character as a Yonnite Mistress.

      The idea was appealing. She looked and felt how she had wanted to look and feel back when she’d taken those classes with Madam Electra. It was a little embarrassing—okay, a lot embarrassing—to walk around bare-breasted. But many of the other actors were wearing less than she had on and Stone had already seen her naked the night before, when they were practicing touching each other.

      The memory of how they had “practiced” together made Cassie’s cheeks heat but she lifted her chin and told herself that it was all part of the mission. She felt much more comfortable performing today’s script than she would have been if she and Stone hadn’t practiced.

      The scene they were about to play was also part of their mission. She could either hang her head and mope around trying to cover herself and feeling embarrassed about her exposure, or she could hold her head high and revel in her own beauty. Cassie knew which choice Madam Electra would have picked—she had always carried herself like a queen.

      Cassie intended to do the same.

      I’m going to play the hell out of this part and this scene we’re about to do, she told herself. I have to if I’m going to keep my cover intact. I am a rich, successful Yonnite Mistress and I have no shame about showing myself off.

      She had been planning to cover her exposed front with her blue dress when she came out. But instead, she draped the dress over her arm and stalked out of the stall with her head held high. She heard a low gasp from Stone and turned to see her partner’s piercing blue eyes sweeping over her.

      “Mistress,” he said hoarsely. “You look…amazing.”

      “Thank you, Stone. Here—carry this, will you?” She handed him the blue dress she’d been wearing earlier and looked at the green girl. “Now where do we go?”

      “This way to The Cave, Mistress,” the girl said, nodding respectfully.
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      The Cave looked a lot like a BDSM Dungeon to Cassie. It was a large, dark stone opening that really did appear to be a cave located in a special area of the palace. At the front of The Cave, various bondage equipment was scattered around and several actors were being whipped or spanked by several other actors. There was also a man with dark blue skin crawling on his knees around the long, skinny legs of a woman with pale purple skin, who was dressed pretty much like Cassie herself was.

      “Lick my boots!” she commanded the man, who eagerly complied with her directions, dragging his long green tongue from the toe to the top of her shiny leather boot.

      Well at least Gozeriam didn’t write anything like that for us to do, Cassie thought, as she watched the boot-licking.

      The green girl led them to a long desk just inside the entrance of The Cave. The desk was so elongated, it had five seats, all filled with strange little men. They were all identical with large, round, bald heads and sharp, pointy ears. The little men reminded Cassie a little of Keebler elves, except they weren’t wearing hats and baking cookies.

      In front of every little elf-man was a glowing monitor, being projected in the air above them by a tiny pinprick of light on the desk. Each monitor showed a different scene—all of them with distinct BDSM overtones. All of the little men appeared to be busy watching the scenes and then talking rapidly into tiny microphones glued to the sides of their mouths.

      “These are The Cave Directors,” the green girl said to Cassie. She tapped the little man on the far right of the desk on his shoulder. “Excuse me, Director One, I have the actors for a scene you are to direct.”

      “You do, do you?” The little man turned with an irritated look on his round face. “And who might these be?”

      “This is Mistress Cassandra and her body-slave, Stone. Here’s the script.” The green girl shoved it in front of him. “Written by his Slimefullness himself,” she whispered, looking awed.

      “Is that so?” The little elf-man looked less annoyed. He scanned the script rapidly and nodded to himself. “Mmm-hmm. Mmm-hmm,” he muttered and then looked up at Cassie. “Looks like you’ll need the flogging frame for this scene. It’s in room four, in the back. Do you know the whole scene?”

      “I think so,” Cassie said cautiously. “First I tie Stone, here, to the frame and flog him and then he breaks free and ties me up instead.”

      “And then I punish my Mistress thoroughly with my tongue,” Stone added helpfully.

      Cassie felt her cheeks getting hot but she kept her head high.

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “All right, good, good,” the little elf-man said, nodding. “There is no dialog which means his Slimefullness thinks the two of you are good enough actors to add-lib.”

      “We are,” Cassie said, hoping she was telling the truth.

      “You’d better hope so,” the elf-man said severely. “If you don’t please his Slimefullness, it’s off to the chopping block with the two of you!”

      “What?” Cassie exclaimed. “But—”

      But the elf-man had already turned away from them. He put two fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. At once a little round silver ball came flying over. Cassie recognized it as one of the camera-drone type balls she’d seen recording other porn scenes.

      “All right,” the elf-man said, speaking to the drone. “Scan them.”

      The silver ball emitted a pulse of green light which bathed Cassie and Stone both for a split second. Then it beeped at the elf-man as if to say, “all finished!”

      “Good.” The elf-man nodded. “All right, I’ll be your director for this scene,” he told Cassie and Stone. “I’ll be watching from here as the camera records the two of you acting out the script his Slimefullness wrote for you. If you do a good job, I won’t say a word—don’t like to break the actors’ concentration. But if the two of you aren’t selling it, then I’ll have something to say—you’d better believe it!”

      “Will we be able to hear you from way in the back?” Cassie asked.

      “Of course—my voice goes through the amplifier in the camera drone there.” He pointed at the silver ball, still hovering in place. “But as I said, you’ll only hear me if you’re doing something wrong. Now, before we begin, do either of you require a love aid of any kind?”

      Cassie frowned. “A love aid?”

      “An aphrodisiac!” the elf-man snapped. “We have all kinds if you need them—so do you?”

      “No, of course not,” Cassie said quickly, remembering how The Beast had said many of the drugs made at Gozeriam’s lab were dangerous. She certainly didn’t want to take a whiff of that one blossom that made you incredibly horny for a little while and then suicidally depressed for a whole year afterwards!

      “What about you, lad?” the elf-man asked Stone. “You have any trouble getting it up? Need something to make you hard?”

      “My Mistress’s beautiful body is the only aphrodisiac I require,” Stone rumbled, looking at Cassie. “I am already most eager to enact this scene with her.”

      “Very good, then.” The elf-man director nodded. “Then you’re ready to go. Two things—do your best and don’t touch the camera drone—they’re incredibly easy to break. Understand?”

      Cassie and Stone nodded.

      “Good. Well, go on then, the two of you—this scene isn’t going to act itself. And you, too,” he added, looking at the silver ball. “You lead the way so they know where they’re going.”

      The silver ball beeped an affirmative and whizzed away. Cassie and Stone followed it quickly, with Cassie wondering if they could put on a good enough performance to avoid the dreaded “chopping block.”

      She certainly hoped so!
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      The silver ball of the camera drone led them through the front part of The Cave to a door at the back. It was made of black wood and had a silver number 4 stenciled on it. The drone hovered just in front of it, humming quietly.

      “I, um, guess we’d better open the door for it,” Cassie remarked. She heard the slight tremble in her own voice, cleared her throat, and tried again. “Let the camera ball in, Stone,” she said more firmly.

      “Yes, Mistress.” Stone nodded and pushed open the door, allowing the small silver ball to fly past them, into the room.

      Looking in herself, Cassie saw a large rectangular frame that looked very much like a door frame with no door. It was about ten feet tall, made of thick black wood, and standing right in the middle of the room. There were several sets of leather manacles attached to it. One set, higher on the frame, was larger and clearly meant for someone tall and large like Stone. The second set, attached much lower on the frame, was obviously for a smaller person—perhaps a woman, Cassie thought, feeling a flutter of butterflies in her stomach.

      To one side of the frame was a wooden rack filled with all kinds of whipping implements. There were whips, canes, riding crops, and a cruel-looking gnarled staff with long, sharp thorns sticking out of it.

      Luckily, there were also leather floggers which, Cassie knew from her classes with Madam Electra, could be used to redden the skin without actually hurting whoever you were using them on.

      She turned to Stone.

      “Look, before we go in, I just want you to know I’ll be using the flogger on you—not any of that other scary-looking stuff,” she told her partner in a low voice. “You can hit someone pretty hard with a flogger without really hurting them. It might sting a little but it shouldn’t leave any permanent marks or bruises.”

      He nodded serenely.

      “I trust you, Cassandra. Do whatever you think is best.”

      “Thank you, Stone.” Cassie was touched by his perfect trust in her. “What about those leather manacles?” she asked, nodding at the larger set at the top of the flogging frame. “Think you can break free from them or should I just pretend to fasten them and leave them loose?”

      Stone studied the thick leather straps for a moment, then shrugged.

      “They should present no problem. You can fasten them correctly when you put me in the frame.” He frowned. “Though I do not know how you will reach my arms when they are over my head.”

      “I don’t either. Wait—look.” Cassie pointed to the corner of the room. Clearly, one of the workers had anticipated the problem of someone short punishing someone tall, because there was another miniature staircase, like the one she used to get into the gold beanbag bed. Only this one was painted black, maybe to match the flogging frame.

      “The problem appears to be solved,” Stone remarked.

      Cassie nodded.

      “All right. We’re going to go in there and I’ll be the angry Mistress, berating you for having done something wrong. Maybe you, uh, washed my clothes on the wrong setting and ruined them or something.”

      “A good thought but perhaps not very ‘sexy’,” Stone rumbled. “Given how the scene ultimately goes, maybe you should be angry with me for not pleasuring you correctly. You should say that you will withhold your sexual favors and not allow me to taste you as punishment.”

      “Oh, uh…” Cassie was surprised at her stoic partner adding such a naughty twist to their little scenario. “Okay, that is sexier,” she admitted.

      “Especially given that once I break free, I will have a chance to ‘prove’ my sexual prowess by pleasuring you with my tongue until you come all over my face,” her partner growled softly, giving her a distinctly hungry look.

      “Stone…” Cassie could feel the blood rushing to her cheeks. There he went again, talking dirty! Before this mission, she never would have believed Stone had it in him. But he always seemed to know exactly what to say to turn her on…and make her uncomfortable at exactly how turned on she was!

      Just then, the camera drone beeped impatiently and the voice of their elf-man director came from it.

      “Are the two of you ever going to get started? I have eleven more scenes to direct before Mid Meal—hurry up!”

      “All right, all right—we’re going,” Cassie called back. She looked at Stone. “Are you ready?”

      Her partner’s pale eyes were half-lidded and burning with desire.

      “Cassandra, I have been ready to taste you from the first moment I saw you,” he rumbled.

      “Stone!” she exclaimed again. Then she took a deep breath. There was no point in berating him now—they had to do their scene. Besides, maybe he was just getting into character.

      “Are you ready, Mistress?” Stone asked her, raising an eyebrow.

      Cassie nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Good. Then let’s go.”

      “All right.” Cassie grabbed him by the arm and dragged him into the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get in there!” she hissed, trying to sound like an angry Mistress. “Go to the flogging frame and hold up your arms!”

      “Why, Mistress? What have I done to displease you?” Stone rumbled, frowning in a confused way.

      “You know perfectly well what you’ve done,” Cassie exclaimed. “The pleasure massage you gave me today was completely inadequate—I didn’t have a single orgasm!”

      “Then give me a second chance to pleasure you.” Stone looked at her, his eyes half-lidded with lust. “I promise I can do better, Mistress. I’ll make you come again and again if you’ll only let me.”

      “No!” Cassie insisted. “Get to the flogging frame—I’m going to punish you for your poor performance!”

      She gave her partner a shove in the small of his back and Stone made a show of staggering forward, though she knew very well that if he hadn’t wanted to move, she couldn’t have moved him. She gave him another push to get him inside the flogging frame and then commanded,

      “Put up your arms so I can strap you in!”

      “Mistress, please!” Stone pleaded, but he did as she said while Cassie rolled the little staircase over so that she could climb up it and reach his arms.

      This position put her bare breasts right in her partner’s face—a fact she tried to ignore while she buckled his wrists into the heavy leather manacles.

      Stone, however, didn’t seem inclined to ignore their current positions.

      “Please, Mistress,” he begged, his voice a soft growl. “Give me another chance—let me show you how much pleasure I can give you.”

      And then he sucked her right nipple into his hot mouth.

      Cassie gave a little gasp and looked down to see her partner sucking her nipple, his eyes turned up to hers, as though daring her to stop him. His teasing tongue, circling her tender bud, was sending sparks of pleasure right through her, making her pussy ache with need.

      “St-Stone?” she stuttered at last, still looking down at him. Her own arms were still stretched over her head as she fastened his wrists into the manacles, leaving her bare breasts vulnerable.

      Slowly, he allowed her right nipple to slip from between his lips.

      “Forgive me, Mistress,” he growled. “I just wanted to show you that I can bring you pleasure if you’ll only give me a chance.”

      And then he sucked her left nipple into his mouth and nipped her gently, making Cassie gasp and moan. This definitely wasn’t in the script, but apparently her partner was into improv.

      “Shame on you, Stone,” she scolded breathlessly, though she made no move to make him stop sucking her nipples. “You’ve been bad and now you must be punished!”

      “But Mistress,” he growled, releasing her nipple. “All I want to do is pleasure you with my mouth and tongue.”

      “Forget it!” Cassie snapped, frowning sternly at him. “I say you must be punished and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. In fact, you won’t be allowed to, uh, taste me for a whole week as part of your punishment.”

      She had finished strapping Stone in place now but she was still facing him, frowning down at him for once instead of looking up because she was standing on the little staircase.

      “Mistress,” Stone growled, looking into her eyes. “Flog me if you must, but don’t withhold your favors. You know how I long to taste you—how thirsty I get for your juices. Please don’t deny me the pleasure of licking and tasting your soft, sweet little pussy.”

      Cassie’s breath caught in her throat and a shiver of pure lust went through her at his hot, dirty words and the way he was looking her in the eyes as he spoke them. God, before this mission she never would have guessed her stoic Kindred partner could be so good at being bad!

      But a beep from the camera drone, which was hovering near the ceiling, recording everything, brought her back to herself.

      “I have spoken and I won’t change my mind,” she told Stone sternly. “You must be punished!”

      Climbing down the little staircase, she pushed it back in the corner and went to the wooden rack to select her instrument of torture. For a long moment she pretended to deliberate between the cane and the crop. Then, finally, she reached for the thick leather handle of the flogger.

      Picking it up, she swished it through the air. It had many long, soft suede strips on the end which could be wielded quite effectively if one knew what one was doing. Luckily, thanks to her classes with Madam Electra, Cassie did.

      Sending a silent thank-you to the dominatrix, she took a stance behind Stone and began to flog him with blows that were much softer than they looked.

      The suede tassels of the flogger made a satisfying smack-smack-smack against the taut leather of Stone’s trousers. Cassie had never allowed herself to notice how tight her partner’s ass was before—now it was completely on display and she couldn’t help noticing. God, Stone was really a mouthwatering sight, spread out and tied down as he was, his broad back and muscular chest on display.

      “This is for not pleasuring me correctly!” she exclaimed, flogging him again. “And this is for being a bad body-slave!”

      “I have tried to serve you well!” Stone writhed in his bonds. “But how can I when you withhold yourself from me, Mistress? How can I pleasure you correctly if you won’t allow me to taste you?”

      “You’ll never taste me again!” Cassie vowed recklessly. Caught up in the moment, she threw down the flogger and came to stand right behind her partner. Thrusting her bare breasts against his broad, bare back, she reached around in front of him and found the magno-tabs that held his tight leather trousers closed.

      “Mistress?” There was confusion and lust in Stone’s deep voice as he tried to look over his shoulder to see what she was doing.

      “Be still!” Cassie snapped. This was also off script, but she found that she quite liked a little improvisation herself. Unfastening the magno-tabs, she peeled down the tight leather trousers, exposing Stone’s long, hard shaft.

      It felt as good in her hand as it had the other night—better, because this time instead of being made to touch it, she wanted to touch and stroke her partner here.

      “Do you feel that, Stone?” she asked sternly as she stroked his hard length up and down with deliberate slowness. “Do you feel my hands on you—touching you—owning you?”

      “Yes, Mistress…” His voice was a hoarse growl and he bucked his hips, thrusting into her hand.

      “Listen to me,” Cassie told him. “You’re mine, Stone—mine to do with as I please. And right now, it is my pleasure to punish you and deny you the right to taste my pussy. Do you understand?”

      Her partner gave a low, angry groan and Cassie felt his entire, big body tense.

      “No, Mistress! I do not understand!” Stone snarled savagely. There was a low ripping sound and suddenly the thick leather of the manacles was torn apart and the big Kindred was free.

      “Stone?” Cassie stepped back from him, not having to fake the uncertainty and fear on her face. She had always known Stone was strong but actually seeing him rip through the thick leather manacles like they were made of tissue paper gave her a whole new healthy respect for his immense strength.

      “Mistress.” He turned on her, his eyes blazing with lust and fury. “I think it’s time you got a little punishment of your own!”
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      Cassie tried to back away from him, but her partner was too quick for her. Before she knew it, he had her arms over her head and her wrists strapped into the smaller pair of leather manacles.

      “Stone?” she gasped, tugging uselessly against the thick leather straps. “Stone, what are you doing?”

      “I’m taking what you denied me, Mistress,” he growled. And then he was on his knees before her, pushing up the tight black leather miniskirt to bare her pussy in the black lace crotchless panties she was wearing.

      “Stone, don’t!” Cassie exclaimed, twisting against the strong hands gripping her hips. “I…I command you to stop!”

      “You cannot command me anymore,” Stone told her. “I am making the commands now. And my first command is for you to spread your legs for me, Mistress.”

      “What? Why?” Cassie demanded, trying to twist her hips away from him. It was a useless maneuver since she was manacled to the flogging frame, but she was fully into her part as an outraged Mistress now, so she had to at least try to get away.

      “So I can take what you have denied me,” Stone growled at her. “So I can taste your sweet, soft, pussy.”

      “What? No!” Cassie cried but her partner wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “Spread your legs or I will punish you, Mistress,” he threatened her, his voice a deep, menacing growl.

      “You wouldn’t dare!” Cassie exclaimed.

      Stone’s piercing eyes glowed. “Oh, wouldn’t I?”

      Her partner rose to his feet and reached for something on the floor. When he picked it up, Cassie saw it was the flogger she had abandoned.

      “Stone?” she asked, her voice trembling just a bit. “What…what are you doing?”

      “Punishing you the way you punished me, Mistress,” he growled. “I’m going to spank your ass until you spread your thighs for me.”

      And before Cassie could protest, he had gone around behind her and was pushing her skirt even higher. Then he pulled down her panties to bare her ass completely.

      “Stone, how dare you?” she gasped, still playing the outraged Mistress. “You—”

      The long suede tassels of the flogger hit her bare ass with a stinging hiss, making her gasp.

      God, I can’t believe he’s actually doing it—he’s actually flogging me!

      It didn’t really hurt, other than a bit of stinging, but Cassie writhed and moaned anyway, pretending that she could barely stand it. In fact, this was exactly the kind of scene she’d hoped to play out with her ex when they had taken the BDSM classes together. But she’d never been able to truly respect Keith enough to give herself over to him with such abandon. With Stone, though, she knew her partner and trusted him completely.

      And having him tie her up and spank her was making her so wet she could hardly stand it.

      “Your ass is getting as red as a sunset, Mistress,” Stone growled behind her. “Are you ready to spread your thighs for me and let me taste you now?”

      “All right!” Cassie gasped. “All right, Stone, I…I’ll open for you. Just don’t whip me anymore.”

      “As my Mistress wishes,” he growled and came around to face her. Once more, he sank to his knees. Putting the flogger down carefully to one side, he put his hands on her thighs and looked up at her. “Open for me, Cassandra,” he growled softly. “Spread your soft little pussy and let me in.”

      Moaning wordlessly, Cassie did as he commanded. Spreading her thighs, she widened her stance so that he could reach her pussy.

      “Gods, look how wet you are, Mistress.” Stone’s deep voice was hoarse with lust as he examined her puffy outer pussy lips and her slippery pink inner folds. “I think maybe getting whipped agrees with you.”

      “Of course it doesn’t,” Cassie protested, feeling a surge of embarrassment. The truth was, the flogging her partner had given her had really turned her on. The fact that she was so wet her pussy juices were coating her inner thighs was proof enough of that.

      “Of course it doesn’t,” Stone echoed her, his deep voice soft and sarcastic. “That’s why it made you so wet and needy. Your pussy is begging to be licked and tasted, Mistress. You need my tongue inside you—just admit it.”

      “I…I need your tongue inside me,” Cassie admitted softly. “God, Stone, please!”

      “That’s good,” he rumbled. “I love it when you beg for it, Mistress. Love to hear you beg me to taste your pussy.”

      And, leaning forward, he parted her pussy lips delicately with his thumbs and gave her a long, thorough lick that started at the entrance of her channel and ended at the top of her slit.

      Cassie moaned frantically as she felt his hot tongue drag over the sensitive bump of her clit. God, her partner was good at this! He had only just started but she could already tell he was an expert at going down.

      “Stone!” she gasped, twitching her hips. “Oh, God…”

      Her partner looked up at her, hunger burning in his pale blue eyes.

      “Deeper,” he growled. “Need to taste you deeper, Cassandra.”

      “Yes.” Cassie nodded. “Yes, okay—do it. Please, Stone—do it!”

      She had no shame left anymore, she thought—it had all been swallowed in need. And when the big Kindred took her left leg and put it over his broad shoulder, spreading her pussy even wider for his oral assault, she didn’t even complain. She just tilted her pelvis forward, offering him greater access, begging for his tongue inside her again.

      It was an invitation Stone was happy to take her up on. Leaning forward, he lapped hungrily at her open pussy, bathing her throbbing clit with his tongue and then sucking it into his mouth to circle it over and over until Cassie thought she was going to die of pleasure.

      But it wasn’t just her clit he wanted to taste. Her partner lapped every inch of her swollen cunt, thrusting his tongue deep into the well of her pussy to lick her juices and then came back up again to suck her aching clit some more.

      Cassie couldn’t hold still—she had never been tasted with such enthusiasm and skill before. Her partner’s expert oral attentions had her writhing and gasping as he lapped and sucked and penetrated her with his tongue. His fangs were out too—long and sharp—but he never even scratched her with them once.

      “Stone!” she gasped, pumping her hips helplessly as he lapped her open cunt. “Stone, so close! Just need…need something more to help me come.”

      Her partner looked up at her, his eyes blazing.

      “You need penetration, Mistress,” he growled softly. “You need something long and thick and hard to thrust deep in your soft little pussy—something your inner walls can clench around while you come.”

      “Yes!” Cassie gasped.

      Then his words sank in fully. Was he talking about making love? But that was going too far—if they did that, they’d never be able to go back to just being friends.

      “Wait…Stone?” she asked, looking down at him. “You’re not going to…you can’t, er, do that! I’m your Mistress—you must not penetrate me!”

      “Don’t worry, Mistress—I’m not going to fuck you with my shaft,” he growled. “But I don’t think my fingers are thick enough to do the job and give you what you need. What about this?”

      Cassie gasped when she saw that he was holding up the smooth leather handle of the flogger. It was much thicker than his fingers—though not nearly as thick as his shaft. Also, it was rounded on the end.

      “Stone,” she said, her eyes going wide. “I don’t know…”

      “I do,” her partner growled. “Trust me, Mistress—this will give your soft little pussy something nice and thick to grip while I make you come for me.”

      And without any more hesitation, he pressed the rounded end of the flogger handle into the mouth of her pussy and began sliding it inside her.

      Cassie gasped at the sudden invasion but she tried not to tense up. After all, Stone had said the magic words—“trust me”—and she did trust her partner, implicitly.

      So when he pushed the thick black leather handle deeper into her pussy, instead of trying to get away, she spread wider and opened for him, allowing him easier access to her body.

      “That’s right, Mistress,” Stone growled softly, looking up at her. “That’s right—spread your soft little pussy for me and let me fill it up. Open wide and let me fuck you nice and deep while I suck your sweet little clit until you come for me.”

      His dirty talk and the thick black handle stretching her inner walls, turned Cassie on like nothing else in her entire life ever had. She had dreamed of being with a man who could dominate her—had fantasized of someone who would take control and push her boundaries—and now Stone was fulfilling her dreams and making her fantasies come true.

      It was almost too much—she was so hot she thought she might pass out.

      Her heart was drumming a crazy pattern in her chest and she was right on the edge—so close to coming that just one more little touch would send her right over the edge…

      Then Stone leaned forward and sucked her clit into his hot mouth once more. Lapping her tight little button, he began fucking in and out of her, pressing the thick black handle deep inside her until he touched the end of her channel and found the mouth of her womb.

      It was too much—too much and just enough. With a wail, Cassie began to come. Hips pumping and hands clenching helplessly into fists above her head, she felt the pleasure ripple through her entire body, making her explode from the inside out.

      “Stone!” she wailed, his name like a prayer on her lips. “Stone, please…yes, please!”

      “Say it,” he growled, pulling back, though he continued thrusting. “Say it, Cassandra. Beg me to fuck you—say you want me inside you!”

      “Fuck me!” Cassie gasped, her hips still jerking helplessly as he thrust the thick black handle deep in her wet pussy. “Fuck me, Stone! I want you to—I want you inside me! Fuck me!”

      “My pleasure, Mistress,” he growled. And leaning forward, he began lashing her tingling clit with his tongue, building a second orgasm inside her almost before the first had finished rocking her to the core.
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      Cassie didn’t know how many times she came. In fact, before this experience with Stone, she hadn’t even known she could be multi-orgasmic. But her partner proved conclusively that she could be—mostly because he seemed completely unwilling to stop tasting her and fucking her with the thick black flogger handle.

      They might have gone on for hours except for a voice yelling at them from overhead.

      “Enough! Don’t you hear me, you two? I’ve yelled ‘cut’ twenty times already. The scene is over!”

      It was the voice of their director—the little elf-man, Cassie realized blearily. Clearly he had been trying to get their attention for some time but she and Stone had been too wrapped up in the scene they were playing out to pay him any attention.

      “Uh…Stone?” she looked down at her partner uncertainly. He had his mouth fastened to her clit and was still stroking the thick black handle in and out of her pussy. It felt incredibly good but being reminded that they were being watched—and that all their erotic actions were being recorded—sort of put a damper on Cassie’s lust.

      Besides, she was beyond exhausted at this point.

      “Stone,” she said again and her partner finally looked up. With a last, sucking kiss, he drew away from her pussy.

      “What is it, Cassandra?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “How else can I pleasure you?”

      “No more,” Cassie told him. “Please, Stone—the elf director guy is telling us to stop and I’m all worn out.”

      Stone looked penitent at once.

      “Forgive me,” he murmured, leaning forward to give her thigh an apologetic kiss. “I didn’t mean to wear you out, sweetheart.”

      Cassie blinked. Stone had never called her anything but her full first name—the Kindred apparently thought it was disrespectful to shorten a woman’s name or use a nickname. But he had never called her any endearments like “honey” or “baby” or “sweetheart” before.

      Then again, he never went down on you and fucked you with a flogger handle before either, whispered a little voice in her head. Guess there’s a first time for everything, huh?

      As she watched, Stone slowly withdrew the flogger handle from inside her, leaving her feeling empty inside. Cassie bit her lip when she saw how shiny the black leather was—coated with her honey. She noticed that Stone didn’t put it back on the wooden rack. Instead, he tucked it reverently into his back pocket, as though he was taking a keepsake.

      Then he rose and turned his attention to getting her unfastened. When at last he got her completely unbuckled, Cassie took a step and nearly fell.

      “Mistress! Are you all right?” Stone swooped her up into his arms and cradled her to his chest. “Are you well?” he repeated anxiously, looking into her face.

      “’M okay,” Cassie protested. “Just a little weak in the knees.” She gave an exhausted laugh. “Being tied up and whipped and then given multiple orgasms really takes a lot out of a girl.”

      “You need rest and care,” Stone said, frowning. “I will take you back to our room.”

      “But what about the case?” Cassie protested as he strode out of the room with her still in his arms. “There’s so much we ought to be doing!”

      “It can wait,” Stone said firmly. “First, I must care for you.”
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      As he carried his partner away from The Cave and down the long halls of Gozeriam’s palace, Stone wondered if he had gone too far with her. He had allowed himself to get lost in her unique flavor and her warm, feminine fragrance. Her cries of pleasure and her sweet taste and scent had acted on him like a drug—he hadn’t wanted to stop.

      But now, with Cassandra worn out and limp in his arms, he was upset with himself. He should not have allowed himself to get so carried away. It was just that he had wanted her for so long…hungered to taste her from the very first time he’d dreamed of her…

      She’s so beautiful, he thought, cradling her to his chest. So brave, too.

      Cassandra had gone all in for the scene they were acting together. She had played her part with great vigor—and without shame, though Stone knew it made her feel uncomfortable to be dressed so provocatively. It gave him new respect for her, to see her step outside her comfort zone in order to complete their mission.

      Brave and beautiful—fierce and passionate, his partner was perfect in every way, Stone thought longingly.

      He just wished he could have her as more than a partner when all this was over…but he knew that was impossible.
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      During her classes with Madam Electra, Cassie had learned that one very important aspect of any BDSM relationship was After Care.

      After the scene was done and the Dominant was finished punishing or “playing” with his or her submissive, it was very important for the Dom to care for the sub. This was because submitting yourself to another person totally—especially sexually—could leave a submissive in a very fragile state—both mentally and physically.

      Often a submissive would do or say things during a scene that they might never have imagined doing in real life. Things that left then feeling vulnerable and exposed.

      Things like as allowing your partner and best friend to tie you up and go down on you, Cassie thought ruefully.

      God, maybe that hadn’t been such a good idea. It was going to be really hard to go back to being only friends when every time she looked at the big Kindred, she remembered him lapping her pussy and fucking her with that freaking flogger.

      But she was too weary to worry about the possible repercussions of their actions now. She felt completely wiped out—both physically and emotionally. She was so weak she could barely summon the strength to lift her head off Stone’s shoulder when he carried her into their room.

      He laid her gently on the golden beanbag bed and Cassie turned on her side and wrapped her arms around herself. Cold…she was so cold…

      “Sub drop,” whispered Madam Electra’s voice in her memory. Sub drop was a psychological aftereffect of an intense BDSM scene, which could have actual physical symptoms. It often happened when there was inadequate After Care on the Dom’s part—or none at all, Cassie thought as Stone walked away.

      But how could her partner be expected to know about things like After Care and Sub Drop? He had never done BDSM before or taken classes like she had. Cassie herself knew, however, which meant she ought to be able to bolster herself and avoid the pitfalls of the after-scene experience.

      But as she lay shivering on her side, she couldn’t seem to warm up or stop the thoughts that popped into her head.

      How could she have let herself go so completely? She’d been begging Stone to fuck her and she’d pressed herself against him, opening her pussy to let him do whatever he wanted to her. What would her partner think of her now that he’d seen her act in such a wanton manner? How could he ever respect her again? Would he even want anything to do with her once they got back down to Earth? Would he—

      “Come, Cassandra. It’s time for your bath.”

      It was Stone, leaning over to scoop her up and carry her into the bathroom.

      “What?” Cassie looked at him uncertainly. “What are you talking about? I don’t need a bath.”

      “Yes, you do. You need to relax.” He frowned. “And your skin is much colder that normal. A bath will both warm you up and facilitate relaxation.”

      “Stone, it’s really sweet of you to draw me a bath, but I’m honestly just too tired right now,” Cassie protested.

      “Don’t worry—you won’t have to do a thing,” he murmured. “I am going to bathe you.”

      “What? But you don’t have to do that,” Cassie protested.

      “But I want to. Cassandra, please…” He looked at her earnestly. “I pushed you too far during our scene together. Let me take care of you now—let me bathe you.”

      “Well…” Cassie could feel her willpower slipping. Letting her partner give her a bath was certainly nothing she ever would have done before back on Earth, but then, none of the things they’d been doing together were things she would have let him do before this mission. And honestly, she was too tired to put up a fight.

      “All right.” She sighed. “But don’t be surprised if I fall asleep in the bathtub. I can’t remember the last time I felt so tired.”

      “You just need to be cared for. Here, let’s get you undressed.”

      Stone sat her on the edge of the large, round, marble tub and began undressing her like a child. Cassie wanted to protest that she could undress herself—but honestly, she wasn’t sure she could. She just felt so tired and weak. It almost reminded her of the last time she’d had the flu.

      Sub drop, she thought again. Apparently it was no joke.

      Stone succeeded in getting her out of her Mistress outfit, finishing by unzipping her long, black boots and laying them aside. Then he helped her into the tub, which was filled with pink bubbles and had sweet-smelling steam rising from it.

      Cassie sighed as she sank in up to her chin. The tub was surprisingly deep and Stone had managed to get the water just right—almost but not quite too hot.

      “Mmm, Stone, this is nice,” she confessed, as he sat on the edge of the tub beside her.

      “I’m glad you approve. Give me your arm.”

      He was holding a big purple sponge-like thing that squished out bright purple bubbles every time he squeezed it.

      “I can wash myself, you know,” she pointed out.

      “Not this time. Hold out your hand,” her partner insisted.

      Sighing, Cassie did so. Stone took her much smaller hand in his big one and began to wash her from her fingertips to her shoulder in long, even strokes.

      After that, he washed her other arm, then her legs, and made her lean forward so he could scrub her back. By the time he got around to washing her front, Cassie felt utterly relaxed. She didn’t even complain when he settled behind her and reached around to palm her bare breasts, washing them gently as he cupped them in his big hands.

      “Mmm, Stone, that feels amazing,” she murmured as he dipped lower and washed between her legs with the purple sponge. “You’re good at this.”

      “I am glad you approve,” Stone rumbled. “I enjoy taking care of you.”

      “I’m enjoying it too,” Cassie admitted. Probably more than she should, actually. How were they ever going to go back to being just friends after all this?

      But she decided to push the thorny problem aside and just enjoy letting Stone take care of her. Her partner might not know anything about BDSM or After Care or Sub drop, but he definitely had the right instincts. The tender, gentle way he was bathing her and caring for her let Cassie know he didn’t think any less of her for her behavior during their scene. She felt as pampered as a well-cared-for child—and as safe.

      At last Stone decided she was clean enough, so he got her out of the tub and dried her thoroughly. He wrapped her in a soft, fluffy white robe and carried her back to the couch, though Cassie swore she could walk herself. But Stone wouldn’t hear of it—he didn’t let her feet even touch the ground.

      Once settled on the couch, Cassie saw that there was an array of exotic looking alien pastries on the small table in front of it. There was also a pale purple fizzy drink in tall glasses that tickled her nose when she sipped it.

      “Mmm, Stone, this is wonderful,” she murmured, snuggling against his side as she sipped her drink. “You’re so thoughtful—when did you have time to order all this?”

      “While I was drawing your bath.” He stroked her hair away from her face and leaned over to kiss the top of her head. “I wanted to be certain you had nourishment. I’m afraid your fluids were depleted during our scene together today.”

      Cassie felt her cheeks getting hot when she considered exactly how her fluids had gotten depleted. It was all those orgasms, she thought to herself. No wonder she felt so dehydrated!

      Then it occurred to her that while she had come multiple times, Stone hadn’t even come once. Of course, making him come hadn’t been the point of the scene but still, it seemed unfair.

      “Stone,” she murmured, resting her hand on the bulge in his trousers. He had switched back to his long black pajama bottoms and she could clearly feel the hot length of his cock through the satiny material.

      “Cassandra,” he answered, frowning and putting a hand over hers. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I was just thinking…” Cassie bit her lip. “You made me come over and over but you didn’t even come once. I thought maybe…maybe you’d like a little help?” She looked up at him from under her lashes. “The way you went down on me…no man has ever done that for me before. I mean, not like that.” She stroked the long, thick shaft slowly. “I just thought maybe I could return the favor.”

      “First of all, I want to focus on you,” Stone told her, moving her hand gently but firmly away. “And secondly, you are wrong about me not finding sexual release—I came every time you did.”

      “You did?” Cassie looked up at him in astonishment. “But after you cuffed me to the flogging frame, I wasn’t even touching you!”

      “Yes, but I was touching you,” Stone growled softly. He lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “Didn’t I tell you how long I’ve wanted to taste you? Feeling you come and tasting your sweet juices was enough to send me over the edge with you, every time you went.”

      “Stone…” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” her partner assured her. “Just relax and replenish yourself. I have a feeling we might have a busy night tonight.”

      “You do? Why do you say that?” Cassie asked him.

      “Because, we have to attend the public viewing tonight,” Stone told her. “The director told me as we were leaving. I guess you didn’t hear him.”

      “No, I didn’t. We have to attend the what?” She frowned.

      “The public viewing,” he repeated patiently. “It’s in Gozeriam’s throne room—they show the best, er, porn vids of the day—or at least snippets of them. And apparently, his Slimefullness hands out awards to the best actors.”

      “Oh my God, how many people will be there?” Cassie sat up, feeling suddenly nervous. “Do you think he’ll show our scene? Do you think everyone will see us?”

      “So what if they do?” Stone raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you ashamed of what we did together today?”

      “Well, no…but actually yes! I mean, I just don’t know…” Cassie ran a hand through her hair. “If my parents ever found out I did porn—”

      “I very much doubt your parents will be in attendance in Gozeriam’s throne room tonight,” Stone said dryly. “In fact, no one you know will be there except me. And if we can agree not to be ashamed of doing what we have to in order to successfully complete this mission, you should have no reason to blush.”

      “I’m not blushing!” Cassie protested.

      “Oh, no?” Stone’s long fingers brushed over her hot cheek. “You were beautiful today, Cassandra,” he murmured, looking down at her. “Beautiful and fierce and passionate. I was proud to have you as my partner when we acted that scene together.”

      “Well…thank you, Stone.” She smiled at him tentatively. “That’s really sweet of you.”

      “I mean it, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Every word.”

      He leaned down and Cassie was certain he was going to kiss her this time—and she certainly would have let him. But instead, her partner pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead and then pulled her close to him.

      “Come relax for a while,” he told her. “Tonight will come soon enough.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Cassie sighed and snuggled against his side again.

      She would worry about the public viewing later. Right now she just wanted to be close to her partner and relax in his arms. They might have to go back to being just friends once they got back to Earth, but for now, she could pretend they were a real couple, which was nice.

      More than nice, Cassie admitted to herself. She only wished their new closeness could last after this mission was done.

      But she knew that was never going to happen.
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      “Okay, now I see why the throne room has to be so big—Gozeriam would never be able to fit all these, er, people in here otherwise,” Cassie murmured as she surveyed the crowd of creatures and people assembled in the throne room.

      There were people everywhere and not just humanoids. She saw aliens with multiple heads and limbs, some who looked like animals, though by the way they were conversing, she could tell they were sentient species. There was a cluster of things that looked like giant spiders on one side of the room and an enormous creature that resembled an elephant with only two legs and a dusky dark blue hide. There were even slime tanks and water tanks set up so that the actors from The Pit and the Aqueous tank could attend the public viewing.

      “Where would you like to sit?” Stone asked, looking around at the bewildering array for a couple of free seats.

      “Anywhere but near the giant spiders,” Cassie said. “Preferably near the back so we can sneak out early.”

      “Agreed.” Stone nodded. “Look, I see some free chairs near those chibble-nooks.”

      “Chibble-nooks?” Cassie asked. She looked to where he was pointing and saw three creatures about the size of golden retrievers. Actually, they kind of looked like golden retrievers too, except they had human-looking eyes, green fur, and they were all wearing large, festive hats. As she watched, a fourth one joined them and they all got up to sniff each other’s butts—which was apparently their way of greeting.

      “Uh, maybe not by the chibble-nooks,” she said, frowning. She could just imagine what would happen if the dog-like creatures decided to introduce themselves. She had no intention of letting them sniff her butt—or of returning the favor.

      “Well, we could sit—” Stone began

      “Well, hello there, Mistress,” a familiar voice said in Cassie’s other ear.

      “Huh?” She turned to see The Beast standing just behind her. A split second later, Stone saw him too. A low growl rose in his throat and he came at once to stand between Cassie and the other male.

      “Hey, take it easy.” The Beast held up his hands in a “don’t shoot” gesture. “I just came to tell you that Gozeriam has requested your Mistress and you to take a seat of honor in the front row.”

      “The front row?” Cassie squinted as she looked down the long rows of assembled porn actors and saw a row of mostly empty seats at the front of the stage. On the stage itself, Xempi Gozeriam was laid out on his large, rectangular platform and surrounded by his all-female cadre of guards. Behind him, was a long, red curtain like something you might see at a theater.

      “Yes, the front row!” the Beast exclaimed. “Apparently he was really happy with your performance today, Mistress. You might even be up for an award—and for your first porn-vid! Outstanding!”

      “Oh, um, thank you.” Cassie winced inwardly Not only were she and Stone going to have to sit in the very first row where there was no way of escaping, but they would probably also have to watch their own performance and possibly even get an award for it! How totally humiliating.

      But what else could they do? They needed to stay on Gozeriam’s good side, so they could hardly refuse his invitation.

      “Okay,” she said to The Beast. “Lead the way.”

      “Of course.” Grinning at her and making sure he avoided Stone, The Beast led them down the rows of seated actors to the very front.

      Gozeriam took notice of them at once.

      “Ahhh, there you are. We were wondering where you and your body-slave had gotten to, Mistress,” he burbled at Cassie. “We were most pleased with your performance and that of your body-slave. You truly did justice to our excellent script.”

      “Why thank you, your Slimefullness.” Cassie nodded graciously at the huge Slimerian. “Stone and I are most honored by your praise.”

      “Have a seat,” Gozeriam told her. “The public viewing is about to begin.”

      They got seated in the front row and Cassie found herself in the uncomfortable position of having Stone on one side of her and The Beast on the other. Her partner, of course, didn’t like this a bit. He glared at The Beast and put an arm around Cassie’s shoulders possessively. The message couldn’t have been more clear—Back off—she’s mine!

      Cassie was glad to have her protective partner so close. It didn’t stop The Beast from talking to her but it did remind him to keep his hands strictly to himself.

      “So is this something they do every night here?” she asked him after they were all settled. “This public viewing?”

      “No, more like once a week—sometimes more or less. Depends on how many outstanding performances his Slimefullness has to show off. Tonight, I believe he has several.” He winked at her. “Including yours, Mistress.”

      “Um, thanks.” Cassie nodded, hoping he was wrong. When she’d done the incredibly erotic scene with her partner, she’d never dreamed that she would have to ever watch it—let alone watch it in a crowded theater-setting with hundreds of other people!

      “Oh look—it’s beginning!” The Beast murmured. “See—the curtain’s rising to show the holo-stage.”

      As he spoke, the rich red curtain behind Gozeriam began to rise, revealing a massive silver disk hovering above his slimy head. The disk must be the stage The Beast was talking about, Cassie thought. She wondered if the floating camera drones projected their images directly onto it.

      “Creatures and humanoids,” Gozeriam burbled, raising his voice to be heard above the chatter. “Please direct your attention here.”

      At once, everyone fell silent and all the eyes in the room were fixed on the Slimerian.

      “We are pleased to welcome you all to this public viewing,” Gozeriam went on. “As you know, we view each day’s vids as they are finished and judge them according to their merits. When enough outstanding performances accrue, we hold a viewing so that everyone may learn by studying the successful techniques of the most talented actors. Tonight we have three very fine performances for you to view. Please pay attention!”

      Cassie doubted anyone would dare to disobey. Indeed, everyone in the room was looking fixedly at the vast silver disk above Gozeriam’s head. As she watched the disk, a small silver camera drone flew up and began to project an enormous holographic image onto it.

      She had been worried it would be herself and Stone but instead, the camera drone projected a holo of three female humanoids with puffy halos of bright pink hair around their heads. They also had bright pink, perfectly round spots on their cheeks and bright pink lips. Their nipples and outer pussy lips were the same vivid color but the rest of their naked bodies and faces were chalk-white.

      They look like clowns, Cassie decided, watching the display. Like three weird clowns!

      As she watched, the three “clowns” began to do erotic contortions, twisting themselves into pretzels and knots. At the same time, all three of them were pleasuring each other with long, pink feathers.

      They must be double jointed, Cassie thought, watching in amazement as one of the clown-girls bent her legs all the way over her head so that a second clown-girl could tickle her vulva with a feather. At the same time, she was tickling the third girl with her own feather, held between her toes. Or maybe triple jointed. Wow—how do they do that?

      The act went on for some time until Gozeriam announced, “Enough!”

      At once, the holo winked out and the camera drone that had been projecting it flew quietly back down to the stage.

      “As you could plainly see,” the Slimerian boss remarked. “The three kudza females are adept at pleasuring each other while never forgetting to give their best effort to their contortions. They exhibited excellent teamwork in this segment, for which I commend them.”

      Cassie heard a trio of shrill giggles to her left. Looking past Stone, she saw the three kudza girls sitting in a row. They all had their hands over their mouths and they were nodding at Gozeriam while giggling with embarrassed delight.

      “Thank you, your Slimefullness!” they all called in unison.

      Gozeriam nodded at them.

      “You are to be commended.” He looked at the crowd of actors. “And all of you, please do not forget when you are taking part in a scene with three or more participants, to work together as gracefully as the kudzas do. Teamwork is important!”

      The crowd clapped politely and Cassie considered how weird it was that she had basically just watched what appeared to be an erotic Cirque du Soleil performance and was now being lectured about teamwork by a huge, slimy, Jabba the Hutt look-alike.

      But she didn’t have long to reflect, because another camera drone flew up and the huge silver disk above Gozeriam lit up again. This time it was a scene from the Aqueous Tank. Two creatures that looked like seahorses with long, flowing manes were swimming gracefully around and around each other. Behind them were vividly colored sea plants waving in the currents—a beautiful backdrop for their mating dance.

      The two seahorse people—one had a white mane and the other had a long purple-black mane—swooped and dived around and around, always getting closer and closer together but never quite touching.

      At last, the seahorse person with the white mane held still and the dark-maned one swooped towards it. Long, silvery filaments began to extrude from under the dark-maned seahorse person’s belly. The filaments penetrated the white-maned seahorse person’s skin, which began to glow a luminescent blue. Then he—or she, Cassie couldn’t tell which—began to puff up until he or she was almost as round as a ball.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered to Stone. If he gets much bigger he’s going to explo—”

      Before she could finish her thought, the white-maned seahorse person burst into a thousand sparks of light and everyone assembled in the throne-room gasped at once.

      “Oh my God—he did it—he exploded. Or she did! Poor thing!” Cassie exclaimed under her breath.

      “Don’t worry—that’s just how Horsians procreate,” the Beast said from her other side. “Look…” He pointed at the holo. “See the little sparks? They’re actually brand new Horsians.”

      Leaning forward, Cassie saw that he was right. The tiny sparks of glowing light were actually tiny little seahorse people, swimming all around. The black-maned seahorse person trumpeted to them and they all gathered around him and followed him out of the scene.

      “Now he’ll care for them and raise them,” The Beast told Cassie. “What was once his lover and mate are now his children.”

      At that point the holo ended and everyone applauded again.

      “As you all know,” Gozeriam rumbled, “The mating habits of the Horsians of the oceans of Mugar Six are extremely private. No one has ever filmed them before, so we were highly gratified when Abidgee and Hoogart agreed to come here to Bachanalius to allow us to capture their beautiful union. We are hopeful that this vid will bring us new audiences in the oceans of Mugar Six.”

      Everyone clapped again and there was a sloshing sound to Cassie’s right. Looking way down at the end of the front row, she saw a large tank, about three meters tall, filled with clear turquoise water. In it was the black-maned seahorse person—or Horsian, she supposed—and about a hundred teeny Horsians all about the size of her pinky finger.

      What surprised her the most was the size of the alien seahorse. He was about the same size as Stone—much bigger than any seahorse she’d ever seen in an aquarium back home. He put his muzzle out of the water and bugled happily and the little seahorse babies around him frisked and splashed in the turquoise water.

      Well, they all seem happy about it, Cassie thought, watching them. Although it seemed sad to her that having sex ended in one of the partners exploding. Still, at least the other partner got lots of babies out of the deal. And since it was their way, she guessed they found it completely normal.

      “And now,” Gozeriam said, interrupting the applause. “We have a most excellent scene from a script we wrote ourselves. Please pay attention to Forbidden One!”

      Oh God, here it comes! Cassie squinted her eyes almost shut as she looked up at the silver disk holo stage. It was the same way she watched horror movies she couldn’t bear to look at fully. Beside her, she felt Stone stiffen too.

      And then, there they were—the two of them. Cassie watched as her own image was projected ten stories tall, first flogging Stone and then being flogged and “punished” in turn, and then being pleasured as her partner went down on her with obvious enthusiasm.

      Gozeriam didn’t just play a snippet of their scene either—he played the entire thing, right to the part where the director was yelling at them to cut and Cassie had to beg her partner to stop because she was exhausted.

      Cassie squirmed in her seat—she couldn’t look at Stone. It was one thing to do a sexual scene with her partner—it was something else entirely to be forced to watch it with him right beside her! Oh God, would the humiliation never end?

      At last, it was over. Or at least, the holo faded from the disk. But then they had to listen to Gozeriam’s remarks on their performances.

      “We have seldom seen such exuberance—such creativity and voracious sexual hunger!” the Slimerian announced. “We are very pleased with our two newest actors, Mistress Cassandra and her body-slave, Stone. Please, would the two of you stand and take a bow?” he went on.

      Oh God—it just gets worse and worse! Cassie thought. But what could she do? They couldn’t refuse to bow—it would get them on Gozeriam’s bad side if they did.

      Pasting a grin that felt as real as a three-dollar-bill on her face, she and Stone stood and turned to take a bow to the audience of assembled creatures. They were greeted with clapping and hooting and various other sounds of alien approval and approbation.

      “Thank you.” Cassie nodded at the crowd. “Thank you. I’d like to thank the Academy.”

      “What?” Stone glanced down at her, an uncertain frown on his face.

      “Nothing,” Cassie muttered through clenched teeth as she kept smiling. “Just a little joke. Do you think we can sit down now?”

      “I imagine it would be all right,” Stone murmured.

      “Good.” Cassie gave one last wave and sank gratefully back into her seat, her cheeks flaming.

      Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined she would do a porno with her partner and then get a standing ovation for it. If her life got very much stranger, she was going to have to wonder if someone had slipped her a drug and she was actually sitting in a corner somewhere having vivid hallucinations.

      “Such an excellent performance,” Gozeriam burbled again. “It is so good, in fact, that we shall keep it here in our private chest for further viewing.”

      He nodded at two of his guards who pulled out a large metal chest with a domed lid. They opened it and the little silver camera-drone which had recorded their scene came whizzing down from the high ceiling, where it had been projecting their scene onto the silver disk above Gozeriam’s head.

      One of the guards plucked the ball from the air and turned towards the Slimerian, as though awaiting orders.

      “Title it, ‘Forbidden One’,” Gozeriam told her. “And tuck it carefully into the viewing chest—we shall want to see it again soon.”

      The female guard nodded and pulled out a bright pink, fluorescent writing instrument. She wrote quickly and neatly on the side of the silver camera-ball and then tucked it into the chest, among many others, before shutting the lid carefully.

      “Well, Mistress, that’s quite an honor,” The Beast purred, eyeing Cassie. “His Slimefullness never adds a new vid to his viewing chest unless he really likes it. And I have to say, I can see why he liked it.”

      “Have you ever had a vid added to the viewing chest?” Cassie asked him. She didn’t like the way the big bastard was looking at her—like she was a juicy steak and he was starving—and she wanted to change the subject. But then, he had just watched a porno starring her—which had probably given him ideas. Which made her doubly glad for Stone’s arm around her shoulders.

      “I did—once.” The Beast nodded. “It was the scene I told you about—with the girl I injected with the new aphrodisiac his Greatness was trying out? The one that makes females want pain instead of pleasure?”

      Cassie sat up straighter in her chair. The snuff film! It’s in the viewing box!

      “That’s interesting,” she said, trying to keep her voice level. “And what did he name yours?”

      “Deadly.” The Beast flashed a white, murderous smile at her that made Cassie sick to her stomach. But she refused to be intimidated.

      “That makes sense, I guess,” she said. “Where does his Slimefullness keep his viewing chest, anyway? I suppose it’s always near him, so he can rewatch the vids he likes easily?”

      “It’s stored backstage, I think,” The Beast said, nodding at the female guards who were carrying the huge chest away, behind the long red curtain. “His Slimefullness likes to be able to look at his favorite vids night and day.”

      “Doesn’t he ever sleep?” Cassie asked innocently. “I mean, does he stay up on his, uh, platform there all the time?” She nodded at the rectangular platform the Slimerian was laid out on.

      “Slimerians don’t need much sleep,” The Beast said. He frowned. “I’d say he sleeps…oh, two or three hours a night, maybe. It’s pretty much the only time his guards get to rest, too. They’re always grateful to get a reprieve, since watching his favorite vids makes his Slimefullness horny and he wants to penetrate them.”

      Ugh! Cassie thought but didn’t dare to say aloud—not when she was so close to Gozeriam.

      “That’s interesting,” she said coolly. “Do you know how much longer the public viewing goes on?”

      “Oh, it’ll be over in a minute. His Slimefullness just has to dismiss us,” The Beast said. “Say, after he lets us go, what would you say to spending a little time at my place? We could, er, work on some techniques—maybe you could teach me some of your moves.” He gave her a hungry look and Cassie felt her stomach roll over in disgust.

      Stone glared at the other male, a low growl rising in his throat, as he pulled her even closer to his side.

      “Uh, without your body-slave, of course,” The Beast added, eyeing Stone doubtfully.

      Cassie wanted to say something cutting but she reminded herself again that they were trying to reel The Beast in. At some point she had to get him to follow her back to their ship, so they could take him back down to Earth to stand trial. So she made herself smile at him, even though it made her want to puke.

      “Of course. But I have a better idea,” she purred. “Why don’t you meet me a little later on and we can go to my ship? I have some, uh, special equipment I bet you’d like to try out on me. And of course, there’s more privacy that way.”

      The Beast’s fake-gold eyes lit up with a hungry glow.

      “That sounds fucking perfect, Mistress. When do you want to meet?”

      “When is his Slimefullness usually asleep?” Cassie asked. “We’ll want to be able to sneak out of the palace without anyone seeing us,” she added.

      “Between the hours of one and three is when he usually snoozes,” The Beast said, nodding.

      “Good! Then you can meet me at two,” Cassie told him. That should hopefully give her and Stone time to destroy the Pain Fruit plants and grab the snuff film while everyone else was asleep. Then Stone could wait out in the ship while she lured The Beast outside. And then…

      And then we’ll go home, Cassie thought to herself. The thought made her sad for some reason—not because she liked this crazy porn palace, of course. But because she and Stone would have to go back to just being friends.

      But that was how her partner wanted it and that was how it was going to be, Cassie told herself stoically. There was nothing she could do to change it—nothing at all.
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      “I do not like the idea of you being alone with The Beast,” Stone growled, the moment they were back in their room. “You swore to me that you wouldn’t be.”

      “He’s not going to come if he thinks you’re there!” Cassie protested. “Besides, this gives us time to destroy the Pain Plants and scoop up the snuff film. Then you can go hide in the ship and once I lure him out there, we slap the cuffs on him and take off.”

      Stone frowned.

      “It sounds like a perfect plan. Except the part where you are alone with the Beast.”

      “Stone…”

      “All right, all right.” He sighed. “I know we agreed this would be your part of the mission. But I don’t like the way he looks at you, Cassandra—as though you were something delicious to eat.”

      “Believe me, I don’t like it either—he’s repulsive.” Cassie shivered. “But we have to do our job, partner. And there’s no way he’s coming out to the ship with me if you’re anywhere he can see you.”

      “Is that all this is? Just a job to you?” Stone suddenly gathered her into his arms and looked at her intently.

      “Oh, well…” Cassie was flustered. “I mean, that’s what we agreed, right? That we would get the job done and then go back to normal once we got back to Earth?”

      “Yes.” He sighed deeply. “We did agree that. We will go back to being partners and friends only for the rest of our lives.”

      It was on the tip of Cassie’s tongue to ask if her partner wanted to change his mind. To say that if he wanted to be more than friends, she would certainly agree.

      But what if she was wrong? What if Stone looked at her like she was crazy for suggesting such a thing? What if he had no interest in being more than just friends?

      I’d feel like a fool, Cassie thought ruefully. And things would be awkward between us forever afterwards.

      No, she couldn’t risk it. She would just have to accept that her handsome Kindred partner was only ever going to be her friend and that was it.

      “Come on,” she told Stone, wriggling out of his embrace. “Let’s talk about how we’re going to do this. What if the door to the plant lab is locked—can you get us in?”

      “I believe I can but I’ll need you with me, in case we are discovered,” Stone said. “A body-slave never goes anywhere without his Mistress.”

      “All right.” Cassie nodded. “Let’s game it out. Now what if we do get caught?”

      And she lost herself in the planning, trying to put her feelings for her partner away—far from her, where they belonged.
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      The lights in the aphrodisiac lab were dimmed when they arrived. No surprise, thought Stone, since it was almost one in the morning.

      “You ready for this, partner?” Cassandra asked, looking up at him.

      Stone nodded. “Absolutely.”

      In the pocket of his tight leather body-slave trousers, he had a tiny tin, no larger than his thumbnail. Inside it were a colony of microscopic Nigelian rot-mites. All he needed to do was get close enough to the Pain Fruit plant to open the tin and slip it into the soil. The rot mites would do the rest. In less than twenty-four hours, the Pain Fruit plant would be wilted and dead.

      Of course, if the mites spread—which was very likely—every plant in the lab would be wilted and dead very shortly thereafter. But since many of them were dangerous and had serious side-effects, Stone didn’t consider this to be much of a loss. Gozeriam had ordered the death of an innocent human female and he was trying to pin that murder on the Kindred—he deserved to lose his entire lab full of plants.

      “It doesn’t look like anyone’s around,” Cassandra murmured. She was wearing another one of her Mistress outfits—a black dress with a high collar and a plunging neckline that showed the sides of her breasts and even the pink curves of her areolas on either side. It was split at the bottom as well, plainly showing a pair of bright red panties which contrasted sharply with the black fabric of the dress.

      Stone didn’t like the outfit one fucking bit, because he knew it was meant to attract The Beast and draw him into their trap. But what if the bastard didn’t wait until he got to the ship to strike? What if he attacked Cassandra while they were still in the palace?

      He had brought this idea up to his partner and she had agreed to wear a small communications device inside her dress that could also be activated as a panic button. She had promised Stone that if The Beast tried to hurt or violate her in any way, she would immediately alert him.

      This adjustment to their plan made Stone feel better—but only a little bit. He didn’t trust the murdering, raping Beast to wait until Cassandra got him out to the ship to try something. And just the thought of the other male alone with his partner made Stone’s eyes feel hot and red with Rage.

      I’ll kill him if he tries to touch her, he thought, squeezing his hands into fists at his sides. Kill him just like he killed that poor, innocent female back on Earth…

      “Earth to Stone! Hey, are you with me?”

      Cassandra’s soft voice brought Stone out of his revenge fantasies and back to reality.

      “Sorry,” he said, his voice coming out in a growl. “I was…thinking.”

      “Well, I’d hate to know what you were thinking about that made you look so freaking murderous,” his partner remarked. “Take it easy, Stone—we’re at the lab to kill a plant, not a person.”

      “All right. I am ready.” Stone took a deep breath and blew it out, letting his face go blank. “How do you want to try this?”

      “I say we just walk right in. If nobody’s there, I’ll keep watch while you find and kill the plant. If somebody asks what we’re doing here, I’ll say I want a tour in my best demanding Mistress voice.” She lifted her chin and looked down her nose at the imaginary lab tech. “What do you mean it’s too late for a tour? I demand to be shown the laboratory at once!”

      Stone felt a reluctant smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “You’re certainly an imposing Mistress, when you want to be,” he admitted.

      “Thank you.” Cassandra flashed him a smile. “I’m doing my best. Come on—let’s get this done so we can move on to phase two of our plan—stealing the snuff film.”

      “Agreed.” Stone nodded. “Let’s go.”
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      Cassie walked up to the lab and put her hand on the knob, as though she had every right to be there. She was getting used to playing a Yonnite Mistress now—the haughty sneer she could feel on her face was almost second nature.

      The knob turned easily and the door opened.

      “Huh—no lock?” Cassie looked up at her partner who shrugged. Well, all the better for them. It certainly made breaking into the lab easier when they didn’t have to do any actual “breaking in.”

      They both walked in but as the door swung shut behind them, it emitted a short, sharp beep!

      Oh crap! Cassie looked around to see if anyone had seen them. Sure enough, a man in a long white coat came bustling out from a back room somewhere.

      Well, he had a body like a man’s. But his head was that of an insect—something like a beetle crossed with an army ant with long, twitching antennae and big serrated mandibles that looked sharp enough to cut a hand off at the wrist.

      But when the insect man spoke to them, his voice came out in perfectly modulated tones—it even seemed to have a slight British accent.

      “Yes, hello?” the insect man said to her. “What may I do for you?”

      “Oh, er, hello,” Cassie began and then remembered she was supposed to be a demanding Yonnite Mistress. “I am here for a tour of the laboratory,” she said, lifting her chin high and staring the insect man directly in his bulging compound eyes.

      “I’m very sorry but the laboratory is closed at this juncture,” the insect man said. “If you could possibly come back during daylight hours—”

      “What?” Cassie exclaimed. “You’re denying my request? How dare you? Do you know who I am? I am Mistress Cassandra of Yonnite Six, the star of his Slimefullness’s latest hit vid, Forbidden One. He honored me at the private viewing tonight and told me I could go anywhere I wanted in the palace because he was so pleased with my work. And where I choose to go right now is here. And I want a tour!” she ended her rant.

      “Yes, yes, of course, Mistress!” The insect man backed up, holding up his perfectly normal looking hands in a “don’t shoot” gesture. “Please forgive me, I had no idea you were a person of such importance.”

      “Well, I am,” Cassie said, with a toss of her head. “So please begin the tour, Mr.…”

      “Dr. Sslwx,” the insect man supplied helpfully.

      Cassie frowned. “All right, er, Dr. Sisselwix,” (which was as close as she could come to pronouncing his weird alien name) “Please proceed with the tour.”

      “Of course, Mistress Cassandra. Right this way. I’ll be happy to show you some of our more interesting plants and tell you their uses.” The insect doctor quickly and led her to the far side of the lab. “This, is the cattellis laxis,” he began, pointing to a patch of furry gray moss that was growing on a damp stone enclosed in a lighted terrarium.

      “I see. And what does it do?” Cassie asked.

      “In this form—nothing,” Dr. Sslwx said. “However, if you macerate it with sugar oils from the tempa tree of Tyronious Five, it creates a serum that, when applied to the engorged male shaft of most any species, causes insatiable pain and itching.”

      “Pain and itching?” Cassie frowned. “That certainly doesn’t sound very sexy!”

      “It is when you consider that only the saliva of a female can ease the symptoms,” the insect doctor remarked. “In fact, it is often used in concert with the extract of this plant—succubalis maxalis.” He pointed to a terrarium across from the one with the moss. This one contained what looked like multicolored grass.

      “Really? What does that one do?” Cassie asked.

      “It gives females an endless thirst for male seed,” Dr. Sslwx informed her. “I’m sure you can see that if you apply the serum from the cattellis laxis to a male’s shaft and then give a female a drink of liquid containing extract of the succubalis maxalis, erotic activities are almost guaranteed to be the result.”

      “I get it,” Cassie said dryly. “Put those together and you’ve got the makings of endless blow-job porn.”

      “Well, to put it crudely, yes.” The insect doctor nodded his grotesque head, his antennae twitching in agreement. “But these are very common species. If you’d like to come deeper into the lab, I can show you some truly interesting and exotic varieties I’ve been working with recently.”

      Cassie followed him further into the lab, looking with genuine interest at all the different species of plants. Near the very back of the lab, they entered a kind of greenhouse with long rows of exotic looking flora, all of them drinking in the pink sunlight of Bachanalius’s red giant sun.

      “Now, here we have some experimental plants that his Slimefullness has recently acquired for our lab,” Dr. Sslwx informed her. “This one is a species of folum floxis.” He pointed to a three-foot high toadstool-looking plant, coated in a layer of thick, gelatinous slime. “It comes from his Slimefullness’s home planet,” he added. “Its secretions are excellent ingredients in all kinds of lubrication jellies.”

      “I’m sure,” Cassie said, eyeing the slime oozing from the cap of the enormous toadstool with disgust. “What’s that one?” She pointed to a tall, graceful looking flower with four or five brilliant scarlet blossoms sprouting from a single orange stalk. The petals of the blossoms all had interesting-looking black leopard-type patterns on them.

      “Oh, I must ask you not to touch that, Mistress!” Dr. Sslwx hurried over to interpose himself between Cassie and the mysterious plant. “That is an Amaryllis Fatalis.”

      “What does that mean? What does it do?” Cassie asked.

      “It is a most unusual species—quite deadly if used the wrong way,” the insect doctor assured her. “The petals themselves are poisonous—see these black markings?” He pointed to the leopard spots on the crimson petals and Cassie nodded. “They contain a rare toxin that causes instant, painful death when ingested,” he said.

      “So it kills people? Why would you want to grow that?” she demanded.

      “Why because, when you boil the petals down in a solution of amyl-nitrate and ketagin sap, you are left with a serum that—when injected into a subject—causes the most intense craving for sexual intercourse!” Dr. Sslwx exclaimed. “In fact, the more you inject, the greater the chances that the subject will, in fact die, if she does not immediately engage in coitus and receive a healthy amount of male seed.”

      “So it’s a fuck or die plant?” Cassie asked flatly. “And it only works on women? Bravo, Doctor—you’ve found a species that’s homicidal and sexist.”

      “But the subject does not actually die if she is, in fact, inseminated,” the insect doctor protested. “Although, the semen itself causes a whole new set of problems.”

      “Besides getting her pregnant, you mean?” Cassie raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, yes,” Dr. Sslwx admitted. “You see, though she craves the male’s semen desperately, the female subject will experience his seed inside her in a very different way.”

      “Very different how?” Cassie demanded.

      “Well…” Dr. Sslwx cleared his throat nervously. “It will burn like hot lava inside her. It will not actually physically burn her of course,” he hastened to explain. “It will only feel like she is burning—it’s pain by nerve-induction, you see.”

      “Ugh—that’s horrible!” Cassie exclaimed. “So you give her this stuff that forces her to have sex but when she actually does, the guy’s, uh, ‘seed’ inside her feels like molten lava. Yet she has to have it, because only his seed inside her can save her from the Amaryllis Fatalis’s poison. Have I got that right?”

      “Essentially, yes.” The insect doctor nodded eagerly, his antennae twitching. “His Slimefullness feels it will make for some extremely interesting vids—especially at the moment of climax, if the female who has been injected does not have prior knowledge of the plant’s properties and does not know what to expect.”

      “Right, I’m sure that will be extremely interesting if you’re a freaking sadist,” Cassie muttered. What an asshole Gozeriam was! She hoped he drowned in his own slime.

      “What might this be, Mistress?” Stone spoke up for the first time and Cassie saw that he was pointing at a sapling tree about four feet tall. It had ebony-black bark and leaves and the fruit growing from it was a bruised, rotten-looking purple.

      “Oh, we are most proud of this!” Dr. Sslwx said, rushing over to the small sapling. “This is our Pain Fruit plant! A rare variation of the Bonding Fruit grown by the Twin Kindred.”

      Bingo, Cassie thought.

      “How interesting,” she said, moving over to stand in front of the sapling. She leaned forward, pretending to examine it while blocking the insect doctor’s view of what Stone was doing. “And what does it do?”

      “Oh, well, it makes the subject who is injected with it long for pain instead of pleasure,” the insect doctor told her. “It has already been tested successfully and when the tree produces a few more fruit, we will begin using it on a regular basis—especially in The Cave.”

      Oh no you won’t! Cassie thought, but didn’t say aloud. Instead, she distracted the insect doctor by asking him about another plant while Stone was unobtrusively infecting the Pain Fruit plant with the evil little mites he had brought.

      As soon as her partner was finished, he gave her a tiny nod that said, mission accomplished!

      Cassie nodded back and smiled at Dr. Sslwx.

      “Do you know, this has been the most fascinating tour, Doctor? But I’m afraid I’m all worn out now. It’s getting so late.”

      “You did not seem to think it was late earlier,” the insect doctor objected. “Are you certain you do not wish to see the rest of the lab? I have thousands of other plant species to show you.”

      “Thank you but I believe I’ll come back later to see all those,” Cassie said. She manufactured a yawn. “Goodness, I’m simply dead on my feet! Thank you, Doctor, for your time. I’ll see you later.”

      “Very well. Good night, Mistress. Let me show you out of the lab.” And Dr. Sslwx led her and Stone out of the laboratory courteously.

      Cassie thanked him again but as soon as the door snicked shut behind them, she grabbed Stone by the arm.

      “All done?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer.

      Her partner nodded.

      “Now we only have to hope that Gozeriam is asleep so that we can search the vid chest behind the stage and get the snuff film.”

      “We’ll get it.” Cassie snapped her fingers. “It’s as good as ours—let’s go!”
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      “We need to find a way to get to the backstage area where they store Gozeriam’s vid chest without anyone on the stage seeing us,” Stone said. “But I am not sure if that is possible.”

      “The Beast said this is the time when Gozeriam and his guards sleep,” Cassie pointed out.

      “I very much doubt they all sleep at the same time,” Stone said grimly. “Gozeriam would be leaving himself open to a considerable security risk if at least one of his guards did not keep watch.”

      “And all it takes is one to wake him up and sound the alarm.” Cassie frowned thinking hard. “Wait—what if we try the lights?”

      “What?” Stone frowned, clearly not following her. But Cassie was already trying her plan.

      Tapping the wall beside her she murmured, “By the order of Xempi Gozeriam, take me to the backstage area of the throne room.”

      At once a tiny white dot lit up on the wall and soon it was followed by another and another.

      “There we go!” Cassie grinned up at her partner. “I knew that light trick Gozeriam’s head writer told us would come in handy at some point.”

      “Excellent thinking.” Stone gave her a rare smile. “Come on—let’s follow the dots.”

      The lighted dots led them to a small door which opened into the backstage area. The curtain was down, which meant they had no idea if Gozeriam and his guards, who were on the other side, were sleeping or not, but they didn’t hear any noise of talking or conversation, so Cassie hoped they were all taking a nap.

      “There, I see it,” she whispered, pointing to the large chest—which looked like something an enterprising pirate might store his booty in. It was sitting beside the curtain, just waiting to be plundered, Cassie thought.

      “I’ll go,” Stone murmured but Cassie shook her head.

      “No, let me. I’m lighter than you are. Less chance the boards will squeak when I walk on them.”

      His face went as dark as a thundercloud.

      “I do not like letting you take all the risk.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Cassie said impatiently. “Listen, I think they’re all asleep now. We need to get this done while we can.”

      “All right.” He sighed. “Get the snuff film. I know Commander Sylvan said to destroy it, but it occurs to me that we might need it for evidence in court.”

      “I thought the same thing. I’m going to get ours too, if I can,” Cassie murmured. “I don’t want millions of strangers wanking off to the sight of us, uh, doing what we did.” She felt her cheeks get hot as she remembered the making of their little masterpiece.

      “Agreed,” Stone said shortly. He cocked an eye at Cassie. “Although I would not mind watching it again in private, with you.”

      “Stone…” Cassie didn’t know what to say to that. So she just shook her head and reached down to unzip her tall black Mistress boots. If she had any hope of sneaking up the stairs onto the broad stage without being heard, she couldn’t be wearing those high-heeled monstrosities.

      “Allow me, Mistress,” Stone murmured. He knelt in front of her and began removing her boots for her.

      Cassie leaned over, bracing herself for balance, with her hands on her partner’s broad shoulders. This put her half-bare breasts directly in Stone’s face, but she tried not to notice.

      It didn’t escape her partner’s attention, though. When he finished getting her boots off, he looked up and placed a soft kiss right between her full mounds.

      “Stone?” Cassie looked at him uncertainly.

      “For luck,” he rumbled softly. “Be careful, sweetheart.”

      “I…I will.” Cassie nodded at him. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be right here,” Stone promised. “If you need me, I’ll be at your side in a moment.”

      “Thank you,” she said again, smiling at him. “I know you’ve got my back.”

      “Always,” Stone promised. “Now go while it’s still quiet on the other side of the curtain.”

      Cassie nodded and straightened up. They were on the floor level and there were about ten steps to get up onto the stage itself. She tested the first one and was glad to see it didn’t creak.

      Moving slowly and carefully, she climbed up to the stage and made her way to the vid chest. She was all ready with a tiny lock-pick device she’d stashed in the bodice of her gown, right beside the communicator slash panic button Stone had insisted she wear. But to her surprise, the domed lid of the chest swung open easily and silently. Apparently Gozeriam didn’t think anyone would dare to even try to steal from him—which was probably a good assumption considering what he would do to a thief if he caught them, Cassie thought grimly.

      Aware that time was of the essence, she began sifting through the metal balls that filled the box as quickly and quietly as possible. She found the one that she and Stone had done at once—it was right at the top of the pile. She picked it up and placed it carefully between her feet to keep it from rolling away and resumed looking for The Beast’s snuff film.

      In the dim lighting, she was glad for the fluorescent markers that had been used to write the title of each vid. Otherwise she would never have been able to read them.

      Daring, was the first title she saw.

      Well that must be an interesting one, Cassie thought.

      The next title she read was Provocative and then the more prosaic, Hot Stuff.

      There were some more porny names too like Squlids in Heat and Scratching Jumbo’s Itch. She wondered if that one had anything to do with the weird plants Dr. Sslwx had showed her. If so, she felt sorry for Jumbo’s costar—whoever it had been.

      There were some titles that were worse though.

      Slime in every Crevice, Cassie read and shuttered. And the next one she saw was Moldy in all the Right Places. Fondled by Feelers, was next and then, Tentacle Torture. She tried really hard not to imagine what that one was about.

      Finally, about halfway down in the middle of the chest she found the small silver ball marked, Deadly in bright blue letters.

      Ugh! She felt dirty just handling it, but it was, after all, what they had come to get. She scooped it up, shut the lid of the chest as quietly as possible, and then picked up the ball at her feet which contained the vid she and Stone had done. Then, moving as silently as a cat on her bare feet, she left the stage and rejoined her partner.

      They were very close to being done with this mission. If only the last part could be as easy as the first two…
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      “Mission accomplished,” Cassandra whispered triumphantly as they made their way out of the backstage area.

      “Almost,” Stone reminded her grimly.

      “Yeah, but the last part is easy. Guys like The Beast always think with their dick—I’ll have him out to the ship before you can blink!” she told him.

      “Just remember, you promised to use the panic button on your communicator if he tries anything—anything at all,” Stone reminded her. This was the part of their mission he had been dreading the most—letting his partner be alone with a murderous rapist.

      Of course, he knew that Cassandra could handle herself in a tight situation—he had respect for her capabilities. But he preferred to be with her anyway, to get her back, as she always said. They would only be separated for a little while—just long enough for her to lure The Beast out to their ship, but Stone still felt a wave of anxiety when he thought of leaving her.

      Unable to help himself, he leaned down and gathered her into his arms.

      “Stone!” she exclaimed under her breath and stiffened at first. But then her soft, curvy body melted against his own. “It’s all right, you know,” she whispered in his ear. “I’m going to be just fine.”

      “I do not like leaving you.” Stone nuzzled the vulnerable side of her neck, kissing her gently there. He had an almost overwhelming urge to bite her—to sink his fangs in and inject her with his essence, Claiming her as his own.

      But he knew he couldn’t do that. If he did, he would want to bond her to him and Cassandra had said over and over again that she only wanted them to be friends.

      If that was all she wanted, though, why did her heart pound so much faster when he held her close as he was doing now? Why did her breathing quicken and the sweet scent of her feminine desire fill his nose?

      “Cassandra,” he murmured, “At the end of this mission, we will still be friends?”

      “Of course we’ll be friends, Stone,” she whispered back. “How can you even ask that? We’re best friends and partners—forever.”

      “Forever.” Stone sighed. He would be back in the zone of friendly acquaintance with no hope of getting out of it.

      “Does that upset you?” Cassandra asked, sounding worried. “You do want to still be friends, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do,” Stone made himself say. But he couldn’t help adding, “I will miss being able to hold you, though. And taste you between your legs.”

      “Stone…” She wiggled in his arms and he could feel her soft, nearly-bare breasts against his chest. Her voice expressed displeasure but the scent of her desire intensified considerably.

      She likes it when I speak my desires aloud to her, Stone thought—not for the first time. It arouses her when I tell her what I want to do to her.

      But now was probably not the right time. Although, when would he ever get another chance to speak his desires to his partner after this mission was over, Stone reasoned with himself.

      “I know you don’t like the idea of beneficial friends,” he murmured in her ear. “But maybe I could still taste you sometimes, when we get back to Earth. We could turn off the lights and you could pretend it was someone else lapping your soft little pussy and making you come with his tongue.” He kissed her neck again, sliding the tips of his fangs very lightly down the vulnerable column of her throat to feel her shiver against him.

      “Stone!” she protested again, shifting restlessly in his arms. “Don’t talk to me like that right now—you’re driving me crazy and we still have to finish this mission!”

      “So you admit the idea appeals to you?” he asked, pulling back to search her eyes with his own.

      She shifted again and looked away.

      “I mean, of course it appeals to me! I’d have to be crazy not to find that kind of, uh, offer appealing. But I just don’t know if continuing that kind of thing would be, you know, good for our friendship.”

      “Of course, our friendship,” Stone muttered. Once again, she was placing him in the friendship zone. If only he knew how to get out, damn it!

      “I’m sorry.” Cassandra reached up to cup his cheek with her soft little hand. “Sorry, Stone, but this isn’t the time or place to talk about this and you know it.”

      Reluctantly, he nodded. “I know.”

      She looked at her chronometer.

      “Look, it’s almost time for The Beast to meet me. You’d better get to the ship and wait for us. If he sees you with me, he’s just going to turn right back around and leave.”

      “I know. Because he is a fucking coward,” Stone growled, feeling his eyes get hot and red. He hugged Cassandra as tightly as he dared and looked into her eyes. “Be careful. If you feel you are in any danger at all, call for me—I will always come for you.”

      “I know you will.” Leaning up, she gave him a soft kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, partner.”

      “You are welcome. And please be cautious.”

      “You know I will be but don’t worry—we’re on a roll, Stone, I can feel it.” She grinned at him. “Nothing’s going to stop us now—we’ve got this mission in the bag.”

      Stone hoped she was right but as he at last released her and turned to go out to the ship, he had a deep feeling of apprehension in his gut, as though the good luck they’d had so far that night was about to desert them.
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      Cassie waited impatiently, looking at the chronometer strapped to her wrist every few seconds. Where was he, damn it?

      She wished that Stone hadn’t gotten her so worked up right before he left. If he just wanted to be friends, why did he insist on holding her so close and kissing the side of her neck while he whispered dirty talk in her ear? They were going to have to stop that once they got back down to Earth—it would definitely lead to an attempt to be friends with benefits or “beneficial friends” as Stone called it, which would undoubtedly ruin their friendship and their partnership.

      Cassie wished again they could be more than just friends. But if he wanted that, Stone would have voiced a desire to bond her to him, and he had never done that. He had only said that he shouldn’t bite her because then he would want to bond her. And since he had specifically kept himself from biting her in order to avoid that fate, she had to assume he didn’t want to bond her to him and have her as more than a friend and a partner.

      She sighed deeply. If only—

      “Well, there you are!”

      The familiar voice behind her immediately doused the flames of desire her partner had woken in her. In their place, she felt a shiver of revulsion. But this was no time to let her true feelings show. Cassie plastered a welcoming smile on her face and turned to face The Beast.

      “I was wondering if you were going to stand me up!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been waiting to show you the new equipment in my ship.”

      “I don’t see your body-slave anywhere around,” The Beast remarked, looking around expectantly.

      “No, of course not—I left him back in my room. I don’t take him with me everywhere I go.” Cassie laughed lightly. “So, are you ready to go?”

      “Oh, I’m ready to go, all right.” The Beast tucked her arm through his—a bit more firmly than Cassie liked. Still, she kept up her smile.

      “Good! We’re going to have a lot of fun.”

      “More than you know,” The Beast gave her a wolfish smile and began walking, pulling her along with him. But he wasn’t headed to the entrance of the palace, Cassie saw in dismay. Instead, they were going back towards the throne room.

      “Hey, the ship is that way,” she said, pointing.

      “Yes, but we’re going this way, beautiful.” The Beast made a motion and the round golden disk doors rolled apart.

      “Why?” Cassie tried to laugh as she attempted to free her arm unsuccessfully. “Did you forget something?”

      “Not at all. You on the other hand, are about to learn a lesson you’ll never forget.” The Beast’s smile had grown white and sharp and frightening and he was dragging her into the throne room forcefully now.

      “Stop it!” Cassie exclaimed, deciding to fall back on her haughty Mistress persona. “How dare you treat me this way? I am a Yonnite Mistress—take your hands off me at once!”

      “You are no Yonnite Mistress—you’re a Kindred spy.” This time it was Gozeriam speaking. The Slimerian’s deep, burbling voice made Cassie gasp. Looking up on the stage, she could see that Gozeriam was wide awake and watching them.

      Crap! Our cover’s been blown! Got to warn Stone!

      She tried desperately to reach into her bodice to touch the panic button located there, straining to get her fingers to the small device. But it was on the side The Beast was holding her arm and she couldn’t get to it. She struggled anyway, kicking out at the big asshole.

      “Let go of me! You’re crazy—why would I spy for the Kindred?”

      “This is exactly what you are going to tell us,” Gozeriam said. “Tie her to the frame.”

      “Frame? What frame?” Cassie demanded. But even as she spoke, she saw several of the Slimerian’s guards bringing out a tall silver frame.

      It wasn’t like the flogging frame. Instead of being rectangular, this was a large round hoop in a kind of swivel frame. There were leather thongs at its top and sides and a strange kind of metal and leather U-shaped seat in the middle.

      “What is that thing? Let me go! You’re all crazy!” she insisted. She was determined to protest her innocence until they believed her.

      Then someone stepped out from behind Gozeriam’s bulk and she saw with a sinking heart that it was their contact, Pocker.

      “Pocker?” she gasped, before she could stop herself. “What…how…?”

      “Good day,” the pig man said, bowing to Cassie. “Forgive me for turning you in to his Slimefullness but I was, after all, just doing my job. He ordered me to make myself available as a contact to your Commander Sylvan and relay to him anything that transpired.”

      Cassie felt her heart sink. They had been made from the moment they stepped in the door. Their cover had been blown from day one!

      “We can see by the look on your face that you know our faithful agent,” Gozeriam burbled at her. “So why do we not dispense with the pleasantries, Officer Cassandra Steel? Tell us everything and we will make certain your death is quick.”

      Cassie lifted her chin as The Beast and several of Gozeriam’s guards strapped her into the strange machine.

      “You can’t frighten me or get me to talk just by offering me a quick and painless death, Gozeriam.”

      A sound like rubber boots squelching in deep, oozing mud emanated from the Slimerian’s lipless maw. After a moment, Cassie realized he was laughing.

      “Now then, Officer Steel, we never said your death would be painless. I fear that it will be very painful indeed. But how long the pain lasts will depend on your willingness to cooperate. Now, call your partner so the two of you may die together.”

      “Never!” Cassie glared at him. Now that she knew what Gozeriam had planned, she would never call Stone. She wouldn’t let her partner walk into a trap!

      “Beast, find him,” Gozeriam ordered.

      “I think she was trying to reach him earlier. Weren’t you, baby?” Without warning, The Beast grabbed the top of her dress in both hands and ripped it apart. The deep V neckline had already been wide enough that it barely covered her breasts. Now it parted completely, baring her utterly to everyone in the throne room.

      But worse than her sudden exposure, in Cassie’s view, was the fact that the tiny communicator/panic button flew out and skittered to a stop at the Beast’s feet. Bending down, he picked it up and examined it with satisfaction.

      “Now we’ll see your body-slave—or should I say your partner?” he sneered at Cassie.

      And then he pushed the button.
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      As soon as Stone got back to the ship, he stowed the two silver camera drone balls and strapped on a blaster. He was clipping some cuffs to his belt to restrain The Beast with when he saw a sudden, scurrying movement from the corner of his eye. Turning his head, he saw the oily shine of a beetle-black shell and heard a distinctive scratching sound as the creature disappeared.

      Cursing under his breath, he went to a supply cabinet and pulled it open. Reaching inside, he grabbed a flat packet of compressed sodium spray. He was fairly certain the creature he had seen was a wall-crawler—a type of space insect that could withstand the intense cold of space and liked to stow away on long-range shuttles.

      Wall-crawlers were essentially harmless if there was only one of them—but there was never just one. And if a pilot allowed an infestation of the little bastards to overtake his ship, they would bite through wiring and happily make a meal of the ship’s engine. Which meant that if you saw one, you had to drop everything and hunt it down right away before things got worse.

      The thing that made wall-crawlers so hard to kill was the thin layer of oily slime that covered their flat, hard-as-nails outer shell. The slime could withstand the intense cold of space and the fiery heat of re-entry—you couldn’t kill them by freezing them, burning them, or stepping on them while they were still encased in slime. In fact, about the only thing that worked was to melt their slime layer with the salt spray Stone was currently holding. Once de-slimed, they were vulnerable to the elements and could be killed.

      “Where are you, you bastard?” he muttered, looking behind the seats and then checking the food-prep area. “You’re not getting away from me! I’ll hunt you down and—”

      And then the panic alarm went off on his communicator. Cassandra was in trouble!

      Shoving the sodium spray into his back pocket, Stone drew his blaster and ran for the door of the shuttle. If that bastard The Beast had so much as laid a single finger on her, Stone was going to break it off.

      Break it off and feed it to him.

      “Hold on, Cassandra,” he muttered under his breath. “I’m coming, sweetheart!”
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      She wasn’t outside the ship or in the entrance to the palace, which was surprisingly unguarded. It wasn’t until Stone saw that the huge, heavy gold disk doors of the throne room were open that he knew where his partner must be.

      He was about to charge in, blaster drawn, when he felt the cold muzzle of a weapon against the back of his neck.

      “Be careful with him,” the burbling voice of Xempi Gozeriam called. “We want him alive—for now.”

      “I’ve got him, your Slimefullness—don’t you worry,” The Beast said from behind Stone. He added, speaking to Stone himself, “Don’t try anything funny, Kindred. We’ve got your partner in the fucking-frame and you’ll play along if you want her to live at least a little while longer. Now hand me the blaster.”

      “Where is she?” Stone’s voice was hoarse in his own ears as he fought the Rage that tried to overcome him. He was no use to Cassandra as a mindless beast—he had to retain his reason!

      “Like I said, strapped to the fucking-frame, up on the stage. Come on, give me the blaster and we’ll go see her together.”

      Stone didn’t see that he had any choice. Slowly, he handed his blaster over to the Beast who tucked it into his own belt.

      “Good. Now come on—straight to the stage,” he told Stone, giving him a shove.

      When he got closer to the stage, Stone saw what was going on. Cassandra had been fastened to some kind of silver hoop, her arms and legs splayed out helplessly. Her dress had been ripped open to show her bare breasts and there were tear tracks on her cheeks, as though she’d been crying. Her panties, at least, appeared to be intact—it was easy to see since her legs were spread. She appeared to be seated on some kind of thin metal frame seat, which kept her from sagging in her bindings.

      Stone abruptly found his Rage a little bit easier to control. If The Beast had hurt her—raped her—he would have lost control completely. But it appeared that no permanent damage had been done, which made the possessive, protective berserker part of himself less likely to break free and create havoc—or get them both killed.

      “Mistress,” he said, doing his best to keep his voice level. “Are you well?”

      “You can drop the act, Kindred,” The Beast snarled in his ear. “We know the two of you are spies from the Mother Ship. We’ve known it from the minute you touched down on the planet.”

      Stone felt his heart settle like a rock at the bottom of a pond. So they knew. Their cover, as the humans said, was blown. Still, there might be a way to get out of this—he just needed to keep his wits about him and find a way to get Cassandra free of that strange silver hoop The Beast had called the “fucking-frame.”

      “There is no need for violence,” he said, speaking to Gozeriam and ignoring The Beast. “We didn’t come here to harm you, your Slimefullness—we are here to apprehend The Beast for a murder he committed on a planet called Earth.”

      Gozeriam uttered a muddy laugh.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes.” Stone nodded, feeling the cold muzzle of the weapon brush against his neck again. “Let us take him and we’ll be gone. Name your price and we can pay it.”

      The Beast cursed and shoved him hard in the back, nearly causing Stone to fall.

      “You think his Slimefullness would sell me out?” he demanded. “I’m his star!”

      “We would if we felt like it,” Gozeriam remarked mildly. “However, we are more interested in punishing the Kindred for their refusal to do business with us than we are in more profit. After one has a certain amount of it, more money becomes useless—while revenge is always useful and amusing.”

      “The Kindred couldn’t do business with you because their porn is through their nose. I mean, it’s all about scents—not vids,” Cassandra exclaimed from her place in the silver frame.

      “Shut up!” One of the female guards slapped her hard across the face. “Who asked you to talk, girl?” she exclaimed.

      Stone felt the Rage clawing at his mind and held it back with a grim effort.

      “Don’t touch her,” he growled at the guard, surging towards the stage.

      “You don’t touch her either, big guy.” The Beast was suddenly there, shoving the weapon between Stone’s shoulder blades. “Try that again and I’ll blow a hole right through you!”

      “Let him speak,” Gozeriam commanded. He turned to Stone. “We are curious as to some details. Tell us, are you and your ‘Mistress’ mates?”

      “No.” Stone shook his head. “Just partners and friends.”

      “Well, how surprising. From what we know of your species, it could not have been easy to act out the script we wrote for the two of you if you were not already sexually attached.”

      “We did what we had to in the service of our mission,” Stone said woodenly.

      “For which, you must both be punished. But we think you care more for this female than you care to admit,” Gozeriam said thoughtfully. “So it will be most interesting to watch you as she is slowly killed.”

      “Hurt me, not her,” Stone said at once. “She is not even Kindred—you can let her go and just kill me.”

      “Stone, no!” Cassandra cried.

      “Shut up!” The guard slapped her again and Cassandra spat angrily at her.

      “Let her talk,” Gozeriam ordered. “We are interested in what she has to say as well.”

      “Please, your Slimefullness…” Cassandra’s voice trembled but she did not cry. “I’m sure the Kindred High Council would be willing to pay a ransom for us. Just name your price—please!”

      “Did you not just hear us refuse your partner’s offer of monetary compensation?” Gozeriam demanded, his slitted yellow eyes narrowing in displeasure. “However,” he added thoughtfully, “There may be one thing we would be willing to trade for your miserable lives.”

      “What is it?” Stone demanded. “What do you want?”

      “We were quite pleased with your performance in Forbidden One,” the Slimerian mused. “Perhaps we would be willing to give you your freedom if the two of you would consent to film Forbidden Two, the Sequel, before you go.”

      Stone looked at his partner. He didn’t want to answer for her in this because he wasn’t sure what Gozeriam wanted them to do. What would be in the script of this particular vid? He had a feeling that whatever it was, it would definitely eclipse Forbidden One’s erotic requirements.

      “What do you want us to do?” Cassandra asked Gozeriam bluntly.

      “What do you think, my dear Officer Steel? You are strapped to the fucking-frame, are you not? We expect your partner to fuck you.” Gozeriam gave his mud-sucking laugh again.

      “I won’t rape my partner for your pleasure,” Stone growled, glaring at the Slimerian. “You can kill me before I’ll hurt her that way!”

      “Well, well—it seems you need some incentive. Hallora, bring the injection.”

      “What? What injection?” Cassandra looked around fearfully as one of the other female guards laid down her long, silver spear and brought out a wicked-looking syringe. It was full of some bright red liquid with black specks floating in it.

      “Don’t hurt her! What are you giving her?” Stone surged forward again, only to feel the weapon dig into his back as The Beast muttered, “Easy, big guy!”

      “Don’t Stone—don’t want them to hurt you,” Cassandra gasped as the female guard shoved the thick needle into her neck and pushed the plunger.

      Stone had never felt so helpless—so close to Rage. Only knowing that The Beast would kill him before he could reach Cassandra kept him from going to her. He was no good to his partner dead.

      “What did you give her?” he growled, glaring at the Slimerian. “What in the name of the Goddess have you done?”

      “Hallora has simply given your ‘Mistress’ something to make things a bit more interesting,” Gozeriam assured him. “And to help you make your mind up to record the vid we asked you to do.”

      “But—” Stone began when his partner’s voice interrupted him.

      “Stone! Stone…”

      Stone looked at her anxiously.

      “Cassandra?”

      “Stone…” She had begun to writhe in her bonds. “Stone, please, I need you.”

      “You need me? What do you mean?” He looked at Gozeriam again. “What did you give her?”

      “Merely a bit of one of our home-brewed love drugs to get her ready for you, Kindred,” Gozeriam burbled.

      “But what was it?” Stone insisted. “Tell me!” He knew how many of the aphrodisiacs developed in the palace lab were deadly or had detrimental side and after effects. What if the bastard had given Cassandra one of the deadly ones?

      His worst fears were realized when the Slimerian answered him.

      “We have given her a compound that will kill her if you do not service her, Kindred,” Gozeriam burbled. “You now have two choices—fuck her or watch her die. It is up to you. Either way, we will be very entertained.”
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      Cassie had never felt so horny in her life. No—that wasn’t the right word. Needy—that was it. Hungry would fit too. She was empty inside and she needed desperately to be filled.

      “Stone!” she begged, looking at her partner who had an expression of anger and indecision on his face. “Stone, please—I need you. I want you!”

      “You can let him up on the stage now, Beast,” Gozeriam said to his henchman. “He cannot do anything but fuck his partner or watch her die.”

      “Go on.” The Beast shoved Stone in the small of the back and the big Kindred vaulted onto the high stage and came to stand in front of Cassie, a tortured look on his face.

      “Cassandra,” he said hoarsely. “I do not wish to do this to you against your will.”

      “You’re not!” Cassie assured him. “Please, Stone! I’m so empty I ache inside—please, I want you to do this! Want you to fuck me!”

      The pleas rolled easily off her tongue because they were absolutely true. Her entire body was throbbing by this time. Her nipples were sensitive little buds at the ends of her breasts and her clit was aching to be rubbed. Her inner walls clenched helplessly on nothing and her pussy was as wet as it had ever been. She needed to be fucked.

      “If he won’t do it, I can, your Slimefullness,” The Beast declared. Turning her head, Cassie saw him morph suddenly into Stone. “See—I can look just like him,” he told Gozeriam. “I’ll fuck her to death, if you want me to.”

      “No!” Cassie gasped and Stone’s eyes turned red with Rage.

      “If you even dare to come near her I will rip your head off.” His voice was a growl so low she felt it in her bones when he spoke.

      “It is simple, Kindred—if you do not service your partner then The Beast will,” Gozeriam burbled. “Make your choice. And Hallora, send up a camera drone to record Forbidden Two, the Sequel. This ought to be interesting.”

      That’s all we are to him—just entertainment, Cassie thought bitterly. But only with a tiny corner of her mind. The rest of her was too distracted with needing to be fucked so badly.

      “Cassandra, look at me…” Stone took her face in his hands and stared earnestly into her eyes. “What if the injection they gave you will kill you once I make love to you?”

      “We don’t know that and it will definitely kill me if you don’t. Please, Stone, I feel like a black hole is opening up inside me!”

      Cassie strained in her bonds, the black leather thongs around her wrists and ankles creaking against the silver hoop frame she was tied to. The small metal chair she sat on tilted her pelvis forward invitingly, showing the bright red panties she was wearing. There was a damp spot growing on the crotch where her juices were soaking the silky fabric.

      “Cassandra…” He gave her a despairing look. “I just don’t want to hurt you.”

      “We are afraid you will have to hurt her,” Gozeriam interjected. He was still sitting on his platform, watching them with evident enjoyment.

      “What do you mean?” Stone growled, glaring at him.

      “We mean, you will have to be a bit rough if you are to have any hope of counteracting the injection we gave her.” Gozeriam’s wide, lipless mouth stretched into a rubbery grin. “It should be quite interesting to watch.”

      “You bastard!” Stone’s eyes were red with Rage, with just a thin blue ring around their outer edge. Clearly, he was holding onto his temper, but only by the barest thread.

      In the meantime, Cassie felt as though the black hole inside her was growing…consuming her.

      It’s going to eat me alive—eat me from the inside out if Stone doesn’t fill me soon, she thought desperately. Oh God, it hurts! I need him—why can’t he understand?

      “Stone,” she said desperately. “Please!”

      “All right.” Stone was savage with fury, his deep voice tight as he stripped down the front of his black leather trousers to reveal his shaft. “But I won’t rape you, Cassandra. And I refuse to bond you to me this way—it is wrong.”

      “I know…you don’t want to…to bond,” Cassie gasped. “But please, Stone—I’m dying…”

      She wasn’t lying—the world was getting dim around the edges and her partner’s face was going blurry.

      “Cassandra, no! Stay with me!” With a low growl, he pulled her panties aside and she felt his shaft, thick and blunt, press between her legs. It slid between her slippery folds, bringing a gasp to her lips as it bumped over her tender clit, sending sparks of intense pleasure through her entire body. And then—oh thank goodness—it found the mouth of her pussy and began to slide inside.

      “Yes!” Cassie gasped, trying to spread her thighs even wider, though she was already stretched wide by the frame. “Yes, Stone please do it—please fuck me!”

      Her partner gave an angry growl and continued to press inside her. She could feel her inner walls stretching to take him, filling the awful black hole that had opened up inside her the minute the strange compound had entered her bloodstream.

      “Stone,” she whispered. “More.”

      “Cassandra, sweetheart—this is not how I wanted to do this.” His eyes were angry and regretful at the same time as he finally bottomed out inside her.

      Cassie threw back her head and moaned with the pleasure of being so exquisitely opened and stretched. She had never been with a man half as big as Stone before—he was big enough to split her in two.

      And that was exactly what she needed, she slowly realized. Being filled wasn’t enough—she needed to be fucked. Hard.

      “Stone,” she said again. “More!”

      “All right, sweetheart.” Gripping her hips, he pulled almost all the way out of her and then thrust in again. But though Cassie felt the head of his cock press against the end of her channel, it wasn’t enough. She needed him harder inside her—deeper and faster and more.

      “Please!” She writhed against him helplessly, trying to force him deeper into her. “Please, Stone, that’s not hard enough—harder—faster—deeper!”

      “Don’t want to hurt you!” he growled.

      “But I need you to hurt me!” Cassie argued. “Please!”

      “We would listen to her if we were you, Kindred,” Gozeriam said from behind them. “A weak fucking will kill your partner as certainly as no fucking at all.”

      Indeed, he seemed to be right. Cassie felt the world fading again, and things were beginning to get blurry around the edges. Her head tilted forward to rest helplessly on Stone’s broad shoulder.

      “Cassandra?” He lifted her chin and peered anxiously into her face. “Cassandra are you well?”

      “She won’t be unless you fuck her.” The Beast sounded like he was laughing.

      “Please,” Cassie whispered, looking at her partner, who was fading from her sight. “Please, Stone…hurt me. You have to…have to hurt me to…to save me.”

      A low noise filled with agony and fury came from Stone’s broad chest. Then his grip on her hips tightened—bearing down so hard Cassie was certain she’d have ten finger-shaped bruises there tomorrow—if she lived to see tomorrow, that was, she thought dimly. He pulled almost all the way out of her again and then slammed back in, delivering a harsh blow that woke her with a wave of pleasure-pain she had never experienced before.

      “Master!” Cassie gasped, the word springing naturally to her lips in response to his rough treatment. “Yes, please, Master—take me, own me, fuck me!”

      Stone said not a word but he continued his deep, punishing thrusts, filling her as hard and fast as a jackhammer and with, apparently, just as much joy. There was no love or tenderness or desire on his face, as Cassie had seen when he went down on her in their previous vid. There was only grim concentration, like a man doing a task he desperately doesn’t want to do, but cannot stop doing until it is done.

      Cassie gasped and writhed helplessly with every deep thrust. She felt battered inside—bruised and roughly used—but the black hole inside her still demanded more…more…more.

      Suddenly, she knew what she needed.

      “Master,” she begged him, completely lost in the need that threatened to eat her from the inside out. “Master, come in me! I need you filling me—filling me with your seed!”

      She was so close. She knew if she could feel Stone filling her with his come, she would come too. And then maybe the black hole inside her would finally close…

      Somewhere inside her head a little voice was whispering that this was a bad idea—that she would regret it. But Cassie didn’t listen—couldn’t afford to listen. She still had the black hole inside her which demanded to be fed. And Stone was the only one who could feed it—feed it with his seed.

      “Please,” she begged again. “Come in me, Master—fill me up!”

      Stone’s face contorted with a mixture of lust and self-disgust.

      “I do not want to, but I cannot help it,” he growled hoarsely. “Get ready, Cassandra—I’m going to fill you.”

      Cassie moaned with need and agreement and tried to open herself even wider for her partner…her lover…her Master. Finally she had found a man she could submit to and she never wanted the submission to end!

      With a low roar, Stone gripped her hips even harder and plunged his thick cock to the hilt inside her. The broad, plum-shaped head of his shaft jammed harshly against the mouth of her womb in a rough kiss and then something hot and wet began pumping into her.

      “Yes!” Cassie gasped. This was what she needed, she realized. The feeling of his hot seed…his burning seed…his scalding seed…

      Suddenly she realized that it wasn’t just hot—it was scorching. Her pleasure turned abruptly to agony and she began to shriek and writhe helplessly.

      “Stop it, Stone—please! It burns! It burns!”
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      Stone watched in horror as his partner went from pleasure to agony in a split second. Cassandra, deeply impaled on his shaft, writhed in anguish and screamed that she was burning…burning…

      The Amaryllis Fatalis, he realized, feeling sick. That was what they injected her with!

      He supposed he should have guessed it sooner, but he had been too distracted with the horror of having to use her this way—and use her so roughly at that. But at least, before, she had been enjoying the rough treatment, even though Stone didn’t enjoy giving it to her. Now she was in severe pain and it was all his fault.

      Horrified, he ripped himself out of her and yanked up his trousers.

      “Cassandra?” he gasped, taking her face in his hands. “Cassandra, please—please…”

      “Do not worry, Kindred.” Gozeriam’s voice sounded like he was laughing again. “Your ‘Mistress’ will feel better as soon as we put her out of her misery.”

      As he spoke, Stone saw a movement from the corner of his eye and realized it was The Beast pointing a blaster at Cassandra’s head.

      “No!” At last, the Rage he had been fighting from the moment he walked in and saw his partner strapped to the silver fucking-frame overtook him. A red curtain fell over his eyes and the next thing he knew, Stone had whirled around and was ripping at the other male’s throat with his fangs.

      He barely got in a bite, though, before The Beast writhed backwards and changed shape before his eyes, becoming something much shorter and smaller so that Stone’s second bite missed, his teeth clicking on empty air.

      He did, however, manage to grab the blaster. He shot low, hitting the Imposter directly in the middle of his mass of writhing tissue just as he was shifting to another shape.

      The Beast let out a high, ululating scream and collapsed on the stage in a heap of unidentifiable flesh.

      One down, but Stone wasn’t nearly done yet. Turning, he pointed the blaster at Gozeriam—only to see that the slug-like Slimerian was laughing at him. His coterie of female guards stood alertly around him, their long silver spears held at the ready, but none of them moved to try and stop Stone from shooting.

      “Go on,” the Slimerian roared, still making his mud-sucking laughter. “Shoot me, Kindred. See how well it works for you.”

      Enraged, Stone pointed the blaster and shot a full-force blast—only to see it bounce off the thick layer of slime that covered his enemy.

      “Did you think our slime was only for pleasure purposes?” Gozeriam burbled. “It is our armor! No weapon can penetrate it—not laser or metal or fire. We are invulnerable and now you will be dead! You and your partner shall die and we will record it all and pleasure ourselves to it afterwards!”

      As he spoke, the female guards began advancing on Stone. He froze, the Rage leaving him abruptly. He could not hurt females. And behind him, he heard the sounds of more guards coming. Soon he would be surrounded. He needed to get Cassandra down from the round silver frame but how could he, if he was fending off Gozeriam’s guards?

      As he stood there, momentarily frozen by indecision, he suddenly heard a strong, feminine voice speaking to him.

      “The slug is not so invulnerable as he thinks, Warrior,” the voice told him. “You will find what you need to defeat him and end his evil in your own back pocket.”

      “Goddess?” Stone asked hoarsely. He could think of no one else who could have spoken with such power. But there was no answer and he had no more time to wonder—he had to act on what the Goddess had said or die.

      Reaching into his back pocket, he found something thin and flat. Pulling it out, he recognized it as the pressure-compressed sodium solution he had gotten to kill the wall-crawler he’d seen in the ship, what felt like a hundred cycles ago.

      At first he just stared at it. How could this possibly help him? If a shot from a powerful blaster didn’t kill the Slimerian, how could the sodium spray?

      Think, whispered a little voice in his head. How does it get rid of the wall-crawlers? It doesn’t actually kill them—it just dissolves their slime and leaves them vulnerable.

      Finally, Stone understood. Waving his blaster to draw attention away from his other hand, he stepped forward.

      “You want to shoot us again, do you, Kindred?” Clearly Gozeriam hadn’t heard the Goddess’s voice, though it had sounded like thunder in Stone’s ears. “Go ahead. Let him try once more, guards. It amuses us to see the Kindred’s failure.”

      Stone didn’t say a word, he simply lowered the blaster and raised the nozzle of the sodium packet instead. Turning the setting to “full,” he blasted out a stream of compressed sodium vapor that surrounded the Slimerian like a cloud.

      “What? What’s this?” Gozeriam’s voice—formerly deep and rumbling—was getting higher. “Help!” he screeched as the cloud coalesced around him, forming into sodium particles that ate into his precious coat of slime.

      His guards drew back, looking at him uncertainly. As the thick slime was eaten away, his true skin became visible—a dull gray, wrinkled hide like an elephants’, only not nearly as thick. In fact, it looked quite thin and easy to penetrate to Stone.

      He took aim once more, but the Goddess spoke again and this time her voice was not just in Stone’s head. It thundered through the entire throne room, making everyone look up in awe and terror.

      “Listen, guardians of Gozeriam,” she said, clearly talking to the Slimerian’s personal guards. “You have been held in bondage long enough to this creature. For years some of you have been here, longing to escape but knowing he would have you killed if you tried to leave. Countless times he has defiled and violated you. Take your vengeance now, before it is too late. This is your only chance!”

      The thunderous voice stopped and Gozeriam’s personal guards looked first at each other and then at the thin-skinned, wrinkled, mewling thing that had been their boss.

      Xempi Gozeriam was much diminished. In fact, without his slime, he was barely half of his normal size. It made Stone realize that the slime had not only protected him, it had magnified his size and strength exponentially.

      “You heard the Goddess,” he said, turning to the guards. “Buy your freedom with his life. He cannot hurt you anymore.”

      The guards looked at each other once more and Stone saw all of them nod their heads at once. As one, they raised their sharp silver spears…and plunged them down.

      “No! Nooooooo!” shrieked Gozeriam as the spears continued to rise and fall. His voice was so high now it hurt Stone’s ears. “No, you cannot…you must n—”

      The hideous shrieking was cut off suddenly and Stone knew that Xempi Gozeriam was no more. His evil had ended in a fitting way, as he was skewered by those he had violated countless times. The Slimerian had gotten exactly what he deserved.

      Good fucking riddance.
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      Sending a prayer of heartfelt thanks to the Goddess, Stone was at last able to get back to his partner.

      Cassandra was no longer writhing in pain. Instead, she hung limply from the leather bonds that tied her. Looking at her hanging from her bindings, Stone had a horrible flashback of the crime scene back on Earth. The Beast’s victim had hung just like that, limp and motionless from the St. Andrew’s Cross.

      “Please, Goddess,” he prayed hoarsely. “Oh, please no!”

      Gently, with a hand that trembled, he brushed her long black hair away from her face.

      “Cassandra?” he whispered. “Gods, sweetheart, please tell me you’re alive!”

      “Stone?” She looked up and Stone saw that her eyes were red and her cheeks were streaked with tears.

      “Sweetheart!” Stone cupped her face tenderly. His heart felt as though an iron hand was squeezing it ruthlessly.

      “It hurts, Stone,” she whispered, her tears sliding over his fingers. “Oh God, it hurts so much…”

      Stone was horrified. He had assumed that she had passed out from the terrible but momentary pain but that it was over now. Now he realized she had simply run out of energy to cry out or thrash but the burning pain was still tormenting her. To know that she was still in agony—agony he had caused—made him wish to die.

      “I’m so sorry,” he told her, his voice breaking on the words. “Oh Gods, sweetheart—so damn sorry! I never meant to hurt you.”

      “Make it stop,” Cassandra begged him, her eyes huge and filled with agony. “Please, Stone—make it stop.”

      Stone opened his mouth to say he didn’t know how to make it stop—he didn’t know the antidote for the Amaryllis Fatalis serum or even if there was an antidote at all—and stopped. He suddenly realized that he did have a way to stop her pain after all—or at least, he could counter pain with pleasure.

      “Hold on, sweetheart,” he told Cassandra. “I don’t know if this will stop the pain, but I hope it will.”

      And, tilting her chin to one side to bare her throat for him, he opened his mouth and sank his fangs in deep, pumping as much essence as he could into her bloodstream.

      Please Goddess, he thought. Let it work—let this ease her pain. Please!
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      The burning agony inside was the worst pain Cassie had ever felt. She had heard lots of women say childbirth was the worst. Of course, she hadn’t had kids so she couldn’t say, but it was hard to know how anything could top the horrible feeling of being burned alive from the inside out.

      The pain was so bad it seemed to have sapped all her strength. She could barely even raise her head to talk to Stone when he came back to her. She had a vague idea he had been fighting—maybe for his life—but she had been completely unable to get free and go to his aid. The pain was so bad it ate up everything else and soon, Cassie feared, it would eat her sanity.

      There was just no way anyone could hurt so badly for so long and stay sane.

      Then, for some reason, Stone bit her.

      Cassie wanted to protest—she knew he didn’t want to bite her. That would make his body think he ought to bond her too, which was the last thing he wanted to do, since he only wanted to be friends.

      She opened her mouth to say all this…and then a blessed coolness ran through her veins. It washed through her like a river of relief, quenching the horrible burning inside her, putting out the fire that had been tormenting her for so long.

      Cassie began to sob again, tears running down her face as the pain finally eased.

      Oh thank you! she prayed, though she wasn’t sure who she was praying to. Oh thank you for finally making it stop. Thank you for making the pain go away.

      But her tears must have made Stone think he was hurting her because he pulled away quickly.

      “Cassandra?” he asked, looking at her anxiously. “Did I make it worse?”

      “N-no…” Cassie shook her head weakly, wanting to make him understand. “No, the pain…it’s finally going away. It doesn’t hurt anymore, Stone…or not as much.”

      “I’ll give you more essence,” he said and bit her again. And then again and again. And again the cool rivers ran inside her, damping the last embers of pain. At last, he pulled back and looked into her face again. “Is it gone? All gone this time?”

      “Yes.” Cassie nodded. “Thank you, Stone. I know…know you didn’t want to do that but thank you for doing it anyway. It hurt so much.”

      His face looked stricken.

      “I know I hurt you, sweetheart and I am so fucking sorry. If I could take the pain I caused you on myself instead, I would.”

      “Better now,” Cassie assured him. “Really, Stone, don’t be upset—I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not,” he said fiercely. “But I’m going to take you back to the Mother Ship for healing.”

      He started to untie the black leather thongs that held her in place, cursing under his breath when the knots gave him trouble.

      “Can I help, Kindred?”

      Looking up wearily, Cassie saw it was one of the guards—not the one who had slapped and injected her. Stone looked at her too, giving her a distinctly unfriendly glare.

      “You helped us kill our captor,” the girl told him. “Many of us have been here for years, longing to be free from the Slimerian’s horrible penetration. Please, allow me to help you free your partner.”

      Stone’s expression softened somewhat.

      “All right, if you would. I cannot get these knots free.”

      “Here—there is a trick to it.” The guard’s small fingers were nimble and quick and before she knew it, Cassie found herself untied and cradled in her partner’s strong arms.

      “Thank you,” Stone said to the guard. “Your help is much appreciated.”

      “Is there anything else we can do?” the guard asked him.

      “That one.” Stone nodded down to what remained of The Beast. “I need to bring him—or it—back with me for trial, if it still lives. Can you carry it to my ship? I do not want to leave my partner.”

      “Of course.” The guard hefted The Beast’s strange shape and tossed it easily over her shoulder. “Lead the way—I will bring him to your ship for you.”

      “Thank you,” Stone said again. He looked down at Cassie, who looked up at him.

      “Stone,” she whispered wearily. “Let’s go home.”

      “Yes, sweetheart.” Gently, he kissed her forehead. “That’s exactly where we’re going.”
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      Cassie was in and out of consciousness during the flight home. She had a vague memory of Stone buckling her in and covering her with a warm blanket to conceal her torn dress. She heard him calling to the Mother Ship to open the fold in space that would take them home and then she slipped into darkness.

      When she woke, gentle hands were loading her onto some kind of floating gurney. She could feel it bobbing under her as she looked up and the Docking Bay of the Kindred Mother Ship swam into focus.

      “We have two for the Med Center and one to be locked away in a secure cell,” she heard Stone’s deep voice saying.

      “I see,” Commander Sylvan returned. “I can tell that your partner is one for the Med Center and the strange creature cuffed to your back seat must be The Beast, who we will, of course, put in a secure cell. But you look unharmed yourself, Commander Stonev.”

      “I am the one you must lock away,” Stone said harshly. “I am the one who hurt Cassandra. As for The Beast, he must have medical treatment, if he still lives—I shot him with a blaster just as he was transforming.”

      Cassie wanted to protest that it wasn’t true—that Stone wasn’t to blame. But when she tried to speak, her voice came out as a whisper and no one heard her. In fact, she couldn’t even hear herself.

      “You hurt your partner?” Commander Sylvan sounded doubtful. “Why, Stone?”

      “I did not want to,” Stone said stolidly. “Nevertheless, I did. She has also been injected with a serum made from the Amaryllis Fatalis plant. She needs a full exam including…” He swallowed hard and his voice went harsh and low. “Including a rape kit.”

      This time, Cassie did manage to speak up.

      “Stone, no!” she croaked, her voice harsh and painful from all the screaming she’d done earlier. “He didn’t,” she managed to get out, looking at Commander Sylvan. “Stone didn’t…”

      “All right. All right, Officer Steel.” Commander Sylvan leaned over and took her hand in his. “It’s all right,” he told her soothingly. “Clearly a lot has happened to both of you and there are some…problems to be ironed out. But don’t worry, we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      “Thank you,” Cassie managed to husk out. And then the blackness took her and she didn’t wake up again until much later.

      

      “She’s been through a lot,” an unfamiliar female voice was saying. “Her blood work looks like chemical soup!”

      “Poor thing!” another female voice answered, but this one sounded familiar. “I wonder what happened to her?”

      “Kat?” Cassie croaked, opening her eyes, which felt like they had lead weights tied to them. “Kat, is that you?”

      “Yes, doll—it’s me.” Kat sat on the side of her bed and took one of Cassie’s hands in both of her own. She peered anxiously into Cassie’s face. “Are you all right? My friend, Liv, here says it looks like you took a beating!”

      “Not exactly a…a beating…” Cassie coughed harshly, her throat was still raw.

      “Oh, here—I know your throat is a mess. Now that you’re awake, we can take care of it.” The owner of the unfamiliar voice who Kat had called, “Liv,” was a pretty woman with blonde hair and silvery-gray eyes. She held a cup with a metal straw in it up for Cassie to sip, which she did.

      Something cool and sweet rushed into her mouth and the minute she swallowed, it seemed to coat her ragged throat with a healing chill. Also, she began to feel more awake and alert.

      “Oh!” Cassie widened her eyes in surprise and took another sip. She finished the entire cup and when Liv pulled it away, she put a hand to her throat. “It doesn’t hurt anymore!”

      “That’s Kindred medicine for you,” Liv said, smiling as she tapped the empty cup. “Isn’t it great? You know, I had so many cases of strep throat when I was a kid—I would have killed for this stuff!”

      “I bet.” Cassie coughed experimentally and nodded. “Yeah—it’s really all better.”

      “Well, that’s more than we can say for the rest of you,” Kat said, eyeing her critically. “What happened to you, doll? It’s clear somebody hit you in the face more than once and there are bruises all over your hips and thighs.”

      “Whatever it is, you can tell us.” Liv patted her arm comfortingly and lowered her voice. “Your partner said that you needed a rape kit done? If that’s the case—”

      “That’s not the case!” Cassie exclaimed. She sat up in bed and groaned—she ached inside. “Ugh—it feels like somebody went after me with a jackhammer!”

      “That’s kind of what it looks like too, hon,” Liv said seriously. “Look, I can tell you’ve had some pretty rough sex recently…was that consensual?”

      “Yes,” Cassie said firmly. “Yes, it absolutely was. And it was Stone but he had to do it. I would have died otherwise.”

      “You would have died if he didn’t diddle you?” Kat looked supremely skeptical. “Care to explain that, doll?”

      Cassie took a deep breath. This wasn’t something she really wanted to disclose but she was afraid if she didn’t, Stone’s guilt over what had happened would send him straight to jail. He had already tried to have himself locked up once—she didn’t want him to try again and possibly succeed just because she was too embarrassed to admit the truth.

      “Okay,” she said to Kat and Liv. “I’ll tell you everything. But I’m only going to tell this once, all right?”

      “Got it, doll.” Kat squeezed her arm. “Go ahead—spill it.”

      Cassie went over the entire mission. Partly to get it off her chest and partly because she couldn’t bear to start with the scene in the throne room—she needed to work up to it. Kat and Liv listened silently, only rarely interjecting to ask questions.

      “And that’s why I’m such a mess,” she finished at last. “But as you can see, none of it was Stone’s fault.”

      “That’s not how he feels, I’m afraid,” Liv said, frowning. “He’s already asked Sylvan to lock him away several times.”

      “I need to talk to him,” Cassie said. “He needs to know it’s not his fault. Only…” She bit her lip. “Only, he might not want to be alone with me.”

      “Why?” Kat asked, frowning.

      “Because he bit me—multiple times, like I told you. It was the only way to counteract the burning from the stuff they injected me with after he, you know, finished inside me.” She coughed. “And he always said that if he bit me, he would want to do more than bite me.”

      “You mean he was afraid if he bit you, he would want to bond you to him?” Liv asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Exactly.” Cassie nodded. “And he doesn’t want to bond me to him. He wants us to just stay friends.”

      “He does?” Kat’s voice was more skeptical than ever. “Come on, Cassie—you expect us to believe that?”

      “It’s true!” Cassie protested. “He’s said it all along—that we should just stay friends.”

      “But didn’t you also say that he admitted he had always wanted to taste you?” Liv asked, frowning. “Generally a Kindred Warrior who wants to do that to you, wants to do a whole lot more.”

      “Like bonding!” Kat exclaimed.

      “But…but that’s not what he said!” Cassie protested. “And besides, just look at him. He belongs with a super model. Some girl who’s six feet tall and gorgeous and bone thin. Not…” She trailed off but Kat finished for her.

      “Not a curvy girl like you? Is that it, hon?” she asked gently.

      “Exactly.” Cassie nodded. “He’s out of my league.”

      “No, he’s not,” Liv said firmly.

      “Didn’t I tell you that you’re an Elite?” Kat demanded. “Plus, you’re gorgeous! With that long black hair and those big brown eyes—come on, any guy would be lucky to get you, doll!”

      “I have a feeling that maybe your partner keeps saying he only wants to be friends because he thinks that you only want to be friends,” Liv said, frowning thoughtfully. “I bet if you admitted how you really feel, he would admit to feeling the same way.”

      “Do you really think so?” Cassie asked doubtfully. “I just don’t know…” She shook her head. “I would hate to put him on the spot like that only to find out he doesn’t feel the same. It would ruin our friendship for good!”

      “Then the two of you will just be stuck wanting each other the rest of your lives without doing anything about it,” Kat said, frowning. “It sounds to me like all either of you can look forward to is a passionate celibacy.”

      “I just don’t know what to do!” Cassie exclaimed. “I mean, it would be great if he really cared for me the way…”

      “The way you care for him?” Liv asked softly.

      Cassie nodded. “Yes, I…I guess so. I didn’t used to want to admit I had, um, feelings for him, but after what we went through in the palace at Bachanalius…”

      “You can’t hide it from yourself anymore, can you?” Kat asked.

      Cassie nodded again, reluctantly.

      “I’ve been lying to myself for the last two years, I guess. Trying to tell myself that I just liked being with Stone because he was such a good partner. Or that I liked spending time with him because he’s so handsome and he always smells so good.”

      “Wait—what about his smell?” Liv looked at her alertly.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Cassie said. “If it’s some kind of cologne, it’s amazing. But every time we get close it seems to get stronger and it makes me just want to—”

      “Jump his bones?” Kat asked, grinning.

      “Well…yeah,” Cassie admitted.

      “That’s his Bonding Scent! He’s making his Bonding Scent for you!” Kat exclaimed.

      “His what?” Cassie frowned.

      “It’s a type of pheromone that Kindred males make when they’re trying to attract a specific woman to bond with them,” Liv explained. “And it’s actually tailored to the one woman that they want. In this case, Stone’s scent is tailored to attract you.”

      “It pretty much guarantees he wants you as much as you want him—probably more,” Kat assured her. “Otherwise, his body wouldn’t make it for you.”

      “Really?” Cassie asked doubtfully. “Stone never mentioned anything like that to me before.”

      “He might not know he’s making it,” Liv told her. “You know, you don’t usually notice your own smell. And the scent is something a Kindred’s body makes without any conscience effort on his part. It just happens when he finds the woman he wants to be his mate.”

      “If that’s true, why hasn’t he said he wants to bond me to him?” Cassie objected.

      “Again, he probably thinks you don’t want him to bond you, for some reason,” Liv said.

      “He’s probably afraid of losing you if he asks you to be his mate and you say no,” Kat pointed out.

      “And now he thinks he’s hurt you,” Liv said frowning. “Which means his guilt will be through the roof and he’ll feel like he doesn’t deserve you.”

      “You’re going to have to find a way around that, doll and I’m afraid it won’t be easy,” Kat said.

      Liv nodded. “Kindred take their honor very seriously.”

      Kat frowned, then her blue eyes widened in excitement as she turned to Cassie.

      “I know! You could ask him to heal you. Blood Kindred can do that—they can heal their mates or the women they want to become their mates!”

      “Heal me how?” Cassie said uncertainly. She thought Stone might have said something about this but she wasn’t sure.

      “With his essence—the blue liquid that comes from his fangs. The same stuff he injected you with to heal the burning pain you were having,” Liv told her.

      “Oh, I don’t know…” Cassie tried to move again and winced. “Ow! The places I’m hurting…”

      “Are probably exactly the places he’d want to lick you to spread his essence,” Kat finished for her, grinning. “Just ask him, doll. And see where it goes from there.”

      Cassie still wasn’t sure about the idea of asking her partner to “heal” her at all.

      “I’ll think about it,” she said firmly. “But that’s all for now.”

      “Of course.” Liv smiled at her. “Would you like to soak in a nice hot bath and drink a glass of wine and think it over? It might help you get your head on straight if you could just relax and process some of the craziness you’ve been through.”

      Cassie smiled back.

      “I’ve never heard of a doctor who proscribed a hot bath and a glass of wine as a treatment.”

      “Best treatment there is for almost anything,” Liv said, grinning. “So—what do you say?”

      “I say yes,” Cassie said gratefully. “Um…” She looked around the Med Center room she was in. It was much nicer than a hospital room down on Earth, but it still looked kind of medical. “Do you have a bathtub around here?”

      “We can get you into one of the guest suites—there will be a nice deep bathing pool in there,” Liv told her.

      “What? You’re already discharging me?” Cassie asked, surprised.

      “I don’t see why not.” Liv shrugged. “Your blood work showed a lot of chemicals, but all of them have been neutralized. And you’re kind of bruised and sore but you don’t have any injuries that time—or a Blood Kindred—can’t heal.” She winked.

      “I still don’t think she ought to be by herself,” Kat objected.

      “She won’t be,” Liv said. “I’m going to release her into the care of her partner. Which means they’ll have to spend time together and sort everything out.”

      “But—” Cassie started to protest but Liv fixed her with a stern look.

      “Doctor’s orders,” she declared. “I prescribe a hot bath, a glass of wine, and a night to work things out with your partner. If you have any problems, you can call me in the morning.”

      “I doubt that.” Kat winked at her. “Have fun, doll. We’ll be rooting for the two of you.”

      Then they both left the room, leaving Cassie to wonder exactly how awkward following her new doctor’s orders was going to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifty-Nine

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I, um, hope you don’t mind staying here with me,” Cassie said lamely as Stone helped her get settled on the large, overstuffed couch in front of the fireplace. She liked the cozy, romantic atmosphere of the guest suite they had been assigned, but it made her miserable to see how unhappy Stone looked.

      Her partner’s mouth was set in a grim line and he hadn’t said two words to her since he had come to pick her up from the Med Center and bring her here. He had been completely silent, only nodding when Liv gave her discharge orders that Cassie was to have a warm bath and some wine to calm her nerves and that she wasn’t to be left alone for any reason.

      “She still has some chemical residue in her bloodstream, so I’ll want you to keep a close eye on your partner, Commander Stonev,” she’d said sternly. “Please stay by her and give me a call if any problems arise.”

      Stone had nodded his agreement and then picked Cassie up and carried her silently and stoically to the guest suite, which was close to the Med Center. And now, here they were and what was she going to do if her partner never spoke to her again Cassie wondered? He was just standing there, staring into the flickering blue and gold flames of the fireplace, as though lost in some private remorse.

      “Stone,” she said. “Did you hear me? I said I hope you don’t mind staying with me for a while.”

      “Of course I do not mind,” he said stiffly. “Though I should not be here—I ought to be locked in a secure cell.”

      “Why? Because of what we did on Bachanalius?” Cassie demanded.

      He turned to look at her.

      “Maybe you should say what was done to you. You certainly were not a willing participant.”

      “What? What makes you say that?” Cassie demanded, frowning.

      “Because you were tied up and helpless,” Stone shot back, his voice harsh. “And then you were drugged, making you unable to consent to what I did to you in any meaningful way.”

      “What you did to me saved my life,” Cassie pointed out. “We both know that drug was the serum from the Amaryllis Fatalis plant that Dr. Sslwx told us about in the lab! If you hadn’t, uh, done what you did, I’d be dead right now!”

      “I used you roughly.” Stone looked down at the fire again. “I bruised you, Cassandra. I hurt you.”

      “You had to,” Cassie said gently. She patted the couch cushion beside her. “Look, Stone, won’t you come over here and sit so we can talk this out?”

      He shook his head stiffly.

      “There is nothing to say.”

      “Yes, there is, damn it!” Cassie exclaimed. Forgetting her injuries, she tried to jump up to go shake some sense into him. But the bruising pain inside made her gasp and nearly stumble to her knees.

      “Cassandra!” Stone was there in a flash, scooping her into his arms. “Don’t try to move!” he said earnestly. “You’re hurt inside—I know because I hurt you,” he added, his voice going low and miserable.

      “Oh, Stone…” Cassie sighed and cupped her partner’s cheek. He was wearing his Kindred uniform—black trousers with a satiny pale blue shirt that made his pale eyes stand out gorgeously. But when she looked into those eyes, Cassie saw they were suspiciously bright.

      The sight shook her. She had never seen Stone cry over anything or anybody. He was as stoic as they came. But now his pain over having hurt her seemed to have overcome his emotional barriers and he looked close to breaking down.

      “Stone,” she said again and kissed him gently on the cheek. “How about if you help me take that bath, Dr. Liv ordered? She said it would help with the pain and soreness.”

      “Of course.” Stone nodded at once. “I believe the fresher should be just through here.”

      He carried her through a bedroom that had a perfectly enormous bed with a champagne-colored spread on it and into a bathroom with what looked like a small swimming pool set into the floor. Scented steam was rising from it and there were stacks of fresh towels and some soap and sponges beside it. Someone had even thoughtfully provided a bottle of chilled white wine and two slender wine glasses.

      “Wow, this is nice,” Cassie exclaimed. “This whole apartment is set up like a honeymoon suite.”

      “I believe the suites aboard the Mother Ship were built to please the human females we Kindred wished to Claim as mates,” Stone remarked. “So it is not surprising that you like it.”

      It was on the tip of Cassie’s tongue to ask if Stone wanted to Claim her as his mate, but shyness stopped her. What if he said “no,” or looked at her like she was crazy? And anyway, right now, she had to work on convincing her partner that he was not to blame for her injuries.

      “This bathtub-pool thing looks perfect,” she remarked. “Um, would you mind helping me in?”

      “Of course not. Let us get you undressed,” Stone said.

      It wasn’t hard to do, since she was only wearing a Med Center gown. After all the times he had seen her naked on Bachanalius, Cassie was no longer ashamed of her body around her partner. But she did feel bad when he winced in shame as he saw the finger-shaped bruises he had left on her hips and thighs.

      “Stone,” she said softly, when he would have simply held her hand to help her into the water. “Would…would you mind coming in with me?”

      He frowned. “You wouldn’t mind that? The two of us…naked together?”

      “Of course not!” Cassie said, frowning. “Do you think I’m afraid you’re going to attack me or something? Give me some credit, Stone—I know you better than that.”

      “I just thought after what happened…” He shook his head. “I just don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

      “Doctor Liv said I shouldn’t be left alone at any time for any reason,” Cassie reminded him. “Besides…” She put a hand on his chest. “Do you remember the way you, uh, took care of me after we filmed Forbidden One?”

      “Of course I do.” His eyes softened. “It was my pleasure to do so.”

      “Then…would you do it again?” Cassie asked softly. “Please, Stone? I could really use some TLC right about now.”

      “TLC?” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Is that like BDSM?”

      “Hey, you got it right that time!” Cassie laughed delightedly. “No, TLC stands for ‘tender loving care.’”

      Stone’s expression relaxed.

      “In that case, I would be pleased to offer you some ‘TLC’ Cassandra. If you truly want me to.”

      “I do. Please, Stone…” She looked up at him appealingly.

      “All right. If you think you can stand on your own for a moment so I can undress.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Cassie promised eagerly.

      She couldn’t help watching as her partner stripped down. He looked amazing, she thought as his broad chest and tight ass were revealed. So handsome—it was difficult to believe Kat and Liv’s assurances that he was truly as in love with her as she was with him. Could they really be right?

      Maybe it’s time to find out, Cassie thought.

      Maybe it was.
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      Stone winced as he saw the purpling bruises his hands had left on his partner’s tender flesh. How could he have done that to her? He knew she didn’t blame him for it, but Stone blamed himself. He would rather die than hurt the female he loved so desperately—loved but didn’t deserve, he reminded himself ruthlessly.

      It twisted his heart to see how trustingly Cassandra held out her arms to him to be picked up when he had finished undressing. She had no fear of him, it seemed, even after everything they had been through.

      “Come on, Stone,” she murmured in her sweet voice. “Let’s take a bath. We’ll both feel better after a long, hot soak.”

      Stone doubted that, but he did hope that the warm water would ease some of her aches and pains.

      “Of course,” he murmured, swinging her up into his arms. Holding her soft, curvy body close to his chest, he stepped carefully down into the bathing pool, which was a deep one.

      “Mmm, this is nice,” Cassandra sighed as they sank into the steaming water. “Doctor Liv was right—this is exactly what I needed.”

      “What about the second part of her prescription?” Stone asked, nodding at the wine bottle which someone had thoughtfully provided. “Would you like a glass of soothing alcohol?”

      Cassandra laughed, as she did when he spoke sometimes, even though Stone was reasonably certain he was using the words properly. English was a strange language, however, so maybe he was wrong.

      “Yes,” she said, when she finished giggling. “I would like a glass of ‘soothing alcohol.’”

      “Then I will pour you one. Will you be all right if I put you down?” Stone asked her.

      She nodded. “I’ll just relax here on the edge of the tub.” She leaned back, her arms along the rim of the bathing-pool, and closed her eyes while Stone reached for the wine bottle and poured them both a glass.

      “Mmm, good vintage,” Cassandra remarked, after taking a sip.

      Stone nodded and took a sip himself. Kindred metabolized alcohol quickly and so were less likely to get inebriated than humans, but he appreciated the calming quality that sipping a good vintage could have on the nerves.

      His partner drained her glass and then put it down and looked at him.

      “Stone,” she murmured, “What are you doing all the way on the other side of the tub? Why don’t you come over here?”

      Stone wasn’t sure if he should. He wanted to be with her—wanted to hold her. But he didn’t deserve to do that. And also, he was afraid he might want to do more. He had, after all, bitten her to inject his essence multiple times. Having marked her as his own, his body wanted to do more—to bond her to him forever. But of course, that was impossible. Even if Cassandra could forgive what had happened in the throne room—and it seemed that she had—she still only wanted his friendship, not his love.

      But then she called him again.

      “Stone, please…you’re leaving me alone and you know you’re not supposed to. Doctor’s orders, remember?”

      “Right. Doctor’s orders,” Stone murmured. Giving in to his desire, he went to his partner and scooped her up in his arms. “Better?”

      “So much better.” She sighed and laid her head on his chest trustingly. “Mmm, this is nice. I like being close to you.”

      “I like being close to you, too, sweetheart,” Stone murmured, the endearment slipping out before he could stop it. Cassandra didn’t seem to mind, though. She smiled and snuggled closer to him, her bare breasts coming out of the water to show the ripe tips of her nipples.

      Stone tried not to look. The rough sex they’d had back on Bachanalius hadn’t done anything for him—especially considering he knew he was hurting his partner as he did it. But the sight of her curled in his arms like a sleepy kitten, unashamed of her beautiful body, so trusting and naked, made his shaft ache with desire.

      “You’re so beautiful, Cassandra,” he murmured, unable to help himself. “So perfect in every way.”

      She gave him an uncertain smile.

      “Thank you, Stone. I could say the same.”

      “Really?” he asked, surprised. “You think I am attractive?”

      “How could I not?” She gave an embarrassed little laugh. “I mean, you’re built like a Greek god!”

      “What gods did the Greeks worship?” Stone asked, frowning. He was trying to remember Earth cultures and religions but there were so many of them he sometimes got them confused. The Kindred only worshiped the Goddess, but humans had all kinds of deities they called on.

      “What gods? Oh, Zeus…Apollo…” Cassandra frowned. “Although with your hair and eye color, I think you probably look more like Thor. If you had a beard, I mean.”

      “Really? You want me to grow a beard?” Stone asked. He would do it for her, if she really wanted him to—he would do anything he could to please her.

      “Not really.” She laughed again. “You’re fine without one. More than fine.” Reaching up, she stroked his cheek. Stone turned his face and placed a soft kiss in her palm, making her sigh. “Stone,” she murmured. “There’s something I want to ask you, only I don’t want to, uh, impose on you.”

      “Nothing you could ask would be an imposition,” Stone assured her. “Ask, Cassandra.”

      “Well…” She nibbled her lush lower lip. “I’ve heard that Blood Kindred can heal with their essence—is that right?”

      Stone nodded. “Yes, that’s right. It’s the reason I bit you so many times on Bachanalius. I was hoping my essence would lessen the burning you felt.”

      “It did.” Cassandra said earnestly. “It was like a soothing, cool river flowing over me and putting out the flames—it was wonderful. But, well…” She shifted in his arms and winced. “I’m kind of having a different kind of pain right now.”

      Stone frowned.

      “You mean you’re in pain because I was rough with you.”

      “Because you had to be,” she reminded him again.

      “That doesn’t matter—you are still in pain,” Stone growled, frowning.

      “Then why don’t you heal me?” Cassandra demanded in apparent exasperation. “Heal me with your essence, Stone—like you did when you bit me.”

      He frowned again.

      “In order to heal the places you are injured, I could not simply bite you. I would need to lick you and spread my essence to your injured areas with my tongue.”

      Cassandra’s cheeks went pink and her breathing sped up. At the same time, her pupils dilated—a sign of desire, Stone thought.

      “I don’t mind that if you don’t,” she said softly.

      Stone felt his cock surge and was glad for the waters of the bathing pool which were hiding his reaction. He wanted desperately to heal her—to taste her—but he knew he shouldn’t.

      You might not be able to stop with just healing her, he told himself sternly. You’ve bitten her so many times and there’s so much of your essence in her it’s going to be very difficult not to want to Claim her and bond her too.

      But the shy, hopeful look on Cassandra’s lovely face was too much to resist.

      “If you would really like me to heal you,” he told her. “Then we must get out of the bathing pool and dry off.”

      “All right.” She nodded eagerly. “I’m ready.”

      Shouldn’t be doing this, Stone told himself again.

      But instead of listening, he reached for a towel.
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      Cassie hoped she was doing the right thing. Should she really take Kat’s advice and ask her partner to heal her with his tongue?

      But it was too late to take it back now. They were both out of the pool and Stone was drying her off as carefully as though she was fine china that might break if he handled her too roughly.

      This is how he wants to treat me—to touch me, Cassie realized as he finished on one leg and started on the other. Gently, with care and love and tenderness. That’s one reason it was so hard on him to be so rough back at the palace. That’s why he feels so guilty.

      Well, maybe she could help ease his guilt by letting him treat her the way he had always wanted to. She held out her arms and let her partner dry her completely and then Stone swung her up and carried her back into the bedroom. Laying her gently on the bed, he looked into her eyes.

      “I’ll start with the bruises I made on your hips and thighs, sweetheart,” he murmured. “And then move down. Let me know if you want me to stop for any reason.”

      “All right, Stone,” she whispered as he moved down her body. But inside, she was vowing that she wouldn’t stop him for anything. They were finally headed in the right direction—she wanted the momentum to continue.

      Stone’s tongue felt warm and soothing against the bare skin of her hips. He healed her with long, slow licks, as though he was savoring the taste of her skin. Cassie watched in surprise as the dark bruises that had formed after the big Kindred had gripped her there, began to fade.

      “That’s amazing!” she exclaimed, when the bruises were all gone. “I can’t believe your essence healed me so completely.”

      “That is what it is for—to heal the female I care for,” he murmured, looking up. “Are you ready for me to heal you lower now, Cassandra?”

      Cassie bit her lip, feeling herself clench with desire. The hot bath had worked wonders for her but she still ached inside… She longed to feel his tongue soothing those aches and pains.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, Stone—please heal me.”

      “As you wish,” he murmured and laid a soft kiss on her hip bone.

      Then he began to work his way down, kissing a soft, ticklish trail down her belly until he came to the apex of her sex.

      “Spread your thighs for me, sweetheart,” he murmured, looking up with half-lidded eyes. “Let me heal inside you.”

      “Yes, Stone,” she whispered, spreading her legs obediantly.

      He frowned at what he saw, a look of regret coming over his face.

      “Your poor, soft little pussy. I was so rough with you!”

      “Then heal me,” Cassie whispered. “Heal me with your essence, Stone—heal me with your tongue.”

      “I don’t deserve to ever taste you again,” he murmured. “But the Goddess knows I want to.”

      “Then do it.” Reaching for his head, Cassie tugged impatiently on his hair. “Heal me, Stone. I want…want to feel your tongue inside me,” she admitted breathlessly.

      His eyes were suddenly half-lidded again.

      “As you desire, Mistress. But it might take a while to heal you thoroughly. Why don’t you guide me to the places you need me most?”

      Cassie understood that he had liked it when she grabbed his hair. Hmm, so maybe her dominant partner had a bit of a submissive side too. Or maybe he just liked servicing her. Either way, she was completely there for it.

      “All right,” she murmured, tugging his hair again and tilting her pelvis up. “You can start by licking me here.”

      As she spoke, she pulled him down until his mouth finally came in contact with her aching pussy.

      Stone didn’t have to be told twice what to do. With a low groan of pure desire, he buried his face between her thighs and began to heal and taste her with long, slow laps of his tongue.

      “Oh!” Cassie gasped as his essence soothed her aches and pains and his tongue glided over her inner folds. Her hands fisted in his hair as she bucked her hips to get more of his tongue inside her.

      Stone didn’t seem to mind at all. In fact, he growled hungrily and licked her deeper, thrusting his tongue into her inner channel and bathing her aching places with his essence as much as possible.

      Then Cassie tugged him up again and had him concentrate on her clit. She moaned and writhed against him as he sucked her tender little button between his lips and teased it sweetly with his tongue. Sparks of pleasure filled her body like fireworks and her breathing got faster as she gripped his head with both hands, straining against her partner’s mouth. Oh God, she was getting close…so close.

      But before she could get any closer, Stone looked up, his mouth and chin shiny with her juices.

      “Gods, sweetheart, you taste so good,” he growled, his eyes hot with desire. “But how do you feel?”

      “Much better,” Cassie assured him, panting. “Lick me some more, Stone. Please!”

      “In a moment, sweetheart. I need to know—are you all the way better? Are you completely healed?” Stone looked at her sternly, demanding an answer before he would go back to pleasuring her.

      “Well…” Cassie shifted her hips restlessly. “Maybe…maybe it still aches inside, a little,” she admitted.

      Stone frowned. “I was afraid of that. My essence can only do so much when applied topically. I might need to bite you again.”

      Cassie looked at him uncertainly.

      “But I thought you didn’t want to bite me?”

      He laughed ruefully.

      “I’ve already bitten you so much, it doesn’t matter. Unless you don’t want me to?” He raised his eyebrows.

      “Oh, no…” Cassie shook her head. “No, I don’t mind at all.” She still remembered the wonderful, cooling sensation she’d had when he injected her with his essence the first time. The blessed river of cold that had put out the fire. It wasn’t as amazing as feeling his tongue in her but if Stone felt like it was necessary to heal her completely, she was willing to let him do it.

      “Good.” He turned his attention back to her inner thighs, which were spread open for him. “Now let me see—where should I bite?”

      “You need to bite me there?” Cassie asked, frowning.

      “As near to the spot you’re in pain as possible,” Stone told her. “Is it more painful on the right or the left?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “It just hurts inside.”

      “Both thighs then,” Stone decided. “But perhaps the left first.”

      Nuzzling his cheek against her pussy, he opened his mouth wide and Cassie felt the sharp points of his fangs find the flesh of her inner thigh. Then, with a quick downward motion, her partner bit deep.

      Cassie gasped as her entire body stiffened in sudden overwhelming pleasure.

      “Oh!” she gasped as the orgasm she had been seeking rushed through her. “Oh, Stone…Stone!”

      He pulled back at once, looking up at her.

      “Cassandra, are you well?”

      “I…I’m more than well!” she managed to get out. “Stone, why didn’t you warn me? That was the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had in my life! It wasn’t like that when you bit me before.”

      He frowned.

      “Maybe because I was biting you to cool the burning you felt. And this time, while I was trying to heal you, I also wanted to give you pleasure.”

      “You certainly did that,” Cassie admitted. “Is…is it always like that? When you bite someone, I mean?”

      His eyes went half-lidded again.

      “I don’t know. Why don’t we find out?”

      And then he sank his fangs into her right inner thigh and Cassie cried out again, her hips bucking helplessly as another intense orgasm rushed through her. It was like being electrocuted with pleasure!

      “Stone! Oh God, Stone!” she moaned when he finally withdrew. “Warn a girl when you’re about to do that—you’ll give me a heart attack!”

      “I take it you received pleasure again?” Stone asked, giving her a knowing smile.

      “You know I did!” Cassie let out a breathless laugh. “To think I spent two years with you, not knowing I had a partner who was better than any vibrator I ever owned!”

      “I am glad my bite could bring you pleasure,” he murmured, kissing her inner thighs gently, and then rubbing his cheek against her pussy. He inhaled deeply, his eyes closing in apparent ecstasy. “Mmm, I love your scent—I could bathe in it!”

      “You smell pretty amazing to me, too,” Cassie admitted softly, thinking of what Kat and Liv had said about a Kindred only making his Bonding Scent for the woman he loved.

      She wanted to ask Stone if he felt that way about her, but she was still shy. But another idea came to her.

      “Stone,” she murmured, running her fingers through his thick hair. “I think I’m all healed inside now.”

      “Are you certain?” he asked, looking up to frown at her sternly. “You feel completely healed?”

      “Well…” Cassie nibbled her bottom lip. “We could always test it and find out.”

      His frown deepened.

      “And how would we do that?”

      “Well…” She stroked his hair again. “We could try having you inside me.”

      Stone shook his head.

      “After the way I used you on Bachanalius, I do not deserve to make love to you.”

      “Well, maybe I deserve it,” Cassie said crossly. “And maybe I want it—did you think of that?”

      Stone looked surprised at her demanding tone.

      “You really feel that way? You want me inside you again, despite how rough I was before?”

      “Look, Stone, there’s a time and a place for rough sex and that was definitely it,” Cassie told him. “But there’s a time for gentle sex too. For just holding each other and feeling you inside me.” She stroked his face. “I’d like that right now, with you. Do you want it?”

      “More than anything, sweetheart.” His voice was hoarse. “But I never thought…”

      “Stone? Shut up and make love to me.” She tugged at his broad shoulders. “Come on, let’s prove that you’ve healed me completely.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” Stone gave her one of his rare smiles. “Your wish is my command.”

      “Good—then roll over,” Cassie commanded. “This time, I’m in charge.”

      His eyes blazed with desire as he rolled onto his back for her, his thick cock standing up stiffly between his legs as though to prove how much he wanted her.

      Cassie wanted him too. Throwing a leg over his narrow hips, she straddled her partner and took his pulsing shaft in one hand. Fitting the broad head of his cock to the mouth of her pussy, she took a deep breath and sank down on him, impaling herself on his thickness.

      After the delicious tongue bath and all the intense orgasms he’d given her, Cassie was more than wet enough to take him. She moaned with pleasure as he slid inside her, stretching her inner walls to the limit until she felt the head of his cock kiss the mouth of her womb.

      “Mmm, Stone,” she whispered breathlessly. “Feels so good to have you inside me.”

      “It doesn’t hurt? You have no pain?” He looked at her anxiously.

      “None at all,” Cassie assured him. She wiggled her hips, getting him seated more deeply. “In fact, I think I’m going to take a little ride.”

      Stone gave her a half-lidded look of lust.

      “Mmm, sweetheart, you’re making me so fucking hard, talking like that! Go on a do it—fuck yourself on me.”

      His hot, dirty words excited Cassie as much as hers had excited him. With a challenging little smile, she raised herself up a few inches and then came down again, moaning in pleasure as she felt her partner fill her completely. Then she did it again…and again and again.

      Stone gave a low growl and gripped her hips—though much more gently than he had before. Holding her close, he joined her rhythm, building the delicious friction between them as Cassie took him in deep with every thrust.

      She didn’t know how long they rocked together, she only knew she could feel her pleasure building again as she rode Stone, her hands braced on the hard muscles of his abdomen.

      “Oh, oh, Stone,” she gasped. “I…I think I’m getting close!”

      “I am too, sweetheart.” His voice was ragged but it seemed that he was fighting to keep control. “But I think I’d better not come in you.”

      Cassie frowned.

      “Why…why not?”

      “Because…” Stone clenched his jaw. “There might still be some of the Amaryllis Fatalis serum left in your blood. I wouldn’t want you to be in pain again.”

      Cassie winced, remembering the awful searing pain. But then she had an idea.

      “Stone,” she said, “Maybe if…if you bit me at the same time you, you know, came in me, your essence would cancel out the Amaryllis serum.”

      His eyes widened for a moment.

      “But if I do that, if I bite you and fill you with my seed at the same time, I will bond you to me.”

      Cassie bit her lip. Well, here goes nothing!

      “I…I wouldn’t mind that,” she said shyly. “If…if you wouldn’t, Stone.”

      “Sweetheart…” Reaching up, he brought her down and held her to him. “Do you mean it?” he whispered hoarsely in her ear. “You’d let me bond you to me? Forever? For life?”

      “Yes, Stone.” Half laughing, half crying, she looked into his eyes. “I’d like that—I’d like it a lot. If you would too, I mean.”

      “It is all I have desired from the first time I dreamed of you,” he murmured, still looking deeply into her eyes. “Hold tight to me, sweetheart.”

      And then, in one motion, he flipped them over so that he was on top. Looking down into Cassie’s eyes, he stroked deep, increasing the tempo of their mutual rhythm as he thrust inside her.

      “Stone…” Cassie gasped. “Oh God, getting close…really close now.”

      “I am too, sweetheart,” he growled. “Bare your neck for me. Let me bite you as I fill you. Let me bond you to me.”

      “Yes.” Cassie turned her head to one side, offering the vulnerable side of her throat for his fangs, welcoming him in, wanting him with all her heart.

      “I love you,” Stone said hoarsely and then she felt the sharp bite of his fangs, followed by a heated pulsing inside her.

      This time there was no burning pain—there was only pleasure. Deep, unending waves of pleasure that carried her up and up, over and over until Cassie felt drunk with the exquisite sensation.

      “Stone!” she moaned, wrapping her legs around his waist and holding on tight as they strained together. “Oh God, I love you too! So much!”

      “Forever,” she heard him whisper. “We will be together forever and I will love you always, Cassandra. We will never be parted.”

      At first Cassie wasn’t sure what was going on. She knew he was speaking in her mind, since his mouth was still locked to the side of her throat. Then she remembered what Stone had said about how a Kindred and his mate could talk telepathically through the soul bond they created when they bonded.

      That must be what’s happening—we must be bonded now, she thought.

      “Yes, we are bonded,” Stone told her. “I never thought the Goddess would bless me so richly but she has.” He withdrew his fangs and the overwhelming orgasm waned, allowing Cassie to catch her breath.

      “Stone,” she whispered, reaching up to cup his cheek.

      “Cassandra…my darling.” His voice was deep with emotion. “I cannot believe you are finally mine. I thought I would spend the rest of my life loving you from a distance and never having you.”

      “What?” Cassie looked at uncertainly. “So Kat and Liv were right? You’ve been in love with me all along?”

      “From the first night I dreamed of you,” Stone admitted.

      “You…dreamed of me?” Cassie asked.

      “A Kindred Warrior often dreams of his bride before he finds her. Usually she dreams of him as well,” Stone told her. “But this was an incomplete Dream Sharing—I think you did not dream of me because you were still Joined to another.”

      “To Keith.” Cassie made a face. “What a waste of space, he was! But if he was all that was standing in your way, why didn’t you ask me out after I got divorced?”

      “I wanted to pursue you, so much,” Stone told her earnestly. “But I had overheard you telling your ex-mate that you could never feel anything but friendship for me. So I thought…” He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling with the gesture.

      “Oh, no!” Cassie wanted to slap herself on the forehead. “I don’t even remember that but I do remember Keith being crazy-jealous of you. He was so insecure.” She sighed. “I’m sure I was only saying that to reassure him. I didn’t really mean it, Stone.”

      “I am glad.” He nuzzled her jaw affectionately. “Tell me, Cassandra, when did you come to care for me?”

      “Well…” She bit her lip. “I mean, I’ve always thought you were really attractive. Maybe too attractive. I, um, always just thought you were out of my league.”

      “What?” Stone looked almost comically startled. “But how could you think that?” he demanded. “When you are so beautiful and an Elite? Any male would be blessed to have you! I lived in fear for the last cycle and a half after you divorced, that you would find another male and Join with him because you are so gorgeous!”

      Cassie laughed.

      “Well, it seems like we have a mutual admiration society going on here.”

      “I know I have always admired you,” Stone said seriously. “But I feared it would always have to be from afar.” Leaning down he kissed her gently on the lips. “I am so glad we finally admitted how we truly feel to each other, Cassandra.”

      “I am too.” She kissed him back and wiggled her hips. Though he had come when she did, he was still hard inside her. “Hmm, Stone, how about we go for another ride? This time I want you to bite me in the beginning and keep your fangs in me the whole time.”

      His eyes went half-lidded with desire and he nipped her ear gently.

      “It would be my pleasure, sweetheart. Bare your neck for me again.”

      With a shiver of desire, Cassie did as he asked. And as her partner sank his fangs into her neck and his shaft deep in her pussy, she knew that Stone was more than her partner now. He was her mate, forever.

      And it had all started so simply, with the two of them…Playing Their Parts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Of course not!

      

      

      There is always more Kindred to come. If you’ve enjoyed Playing Their Parts, please take a moment to write a short review HERE. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this crazy-crowded e-book market. They let other readers know it’s okay to take a chance on a new book or a new series. Plus, they give me the warm fuzzies. : ) Thanks for being such a great reader!

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline, Jan 2021

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Give a Hot Kindred Warrior to a Friend!

          

        

      

    

    
      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. : ).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Evangeline Anderson

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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 (Also Available in Audio)

        SWITCHED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNCHARTED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNBOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        SURRENDERED

        VANISHED

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        STOLEN

        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

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

      

      

      
        
        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 (Also Available in Audio)

        TRAPPED IN TIME (Also Available in Audio)

        TIME TO HEAL (Also Available in Audio)

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR (Also Available in Audio)

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS (Also Available in Audio)

        GUARDING THE GODDESS (Also Available in Audio)

        STEALING HER HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS (Also Available in Audio)

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE (Also Available in Audio)

        DARK AND LIGHT

        PROTECTING HIS MISTRESS

        UNLEASHED BY THE DEFENDER

        SUBMITTING TO THE SHADOW

        SECRET SANTA SURPRISE

        THE PRIESTESS AND THE THIEF

        PLAYING THEIR PARTS

        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

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess
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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)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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 (Also Available in Audio)

        FANG AND CLAW (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE AND SECRET (coming coon)
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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

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

        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

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess

        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
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        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

        BROKEN BOUNDARIES (M/M romance)

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        COMPANION 3000 (coming soon)

        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)

        ’TIL KINGDOM COME (M/M romance)
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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) (Also Available in Audio)

        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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