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        A warrior bound in chains

        A defender sworn to free him

        When Imani meets J'are, she accidentally claims him as her own.

        But someone is trying to kill her—can he protect her from the threats?

        Read Unleashed by the Defender to find out. 

      

      

      Imani is a crusader for justice. After a tragic event in her family, she has sworn to fight for those who are unjustly accused and imprisoned. So when she is asked to go to another planet and fight for the rights of a Kindred warrior who is scheduled for execution, she jumps at the chance. But there's one problem—he's a Nightwalker Kindred, a species so dangerous even the other Kindred shun them. Imani is fearless and determined to free her new client but what happens when she accidentally claims him as her own?

      J'are has been locked in the hole for so long that his feral side has completely taken over. When he is brought into court, he's no better than a snarling, snapping animal, ready to tear out the throat of anyone who comes too close. But when he sees Imani, things change. He's dreamed of her—dreamed of her beautiful dark eyes and gentle voice and he knows she's the female for him. But enemies surround them and Imani is being attacked from every side by deadly forces she knows nothing about. Can J'are protect her from the death threats? And can he protect her from the most dangerous enemy of all—his wild feral side who is intent on bonding her to him for life?

      You'll have to read Unleashed by the Defender to find out...
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      Pale green eyes, glowing in the darkness. Savage eyes…a beast’s eyes.

      Imani put up a hand to ward them off. They were coming for her—coming and there was nothing she could do to save herself—nowhere to run, no place she could hide. The eyes would find her and then…

      She woke up with a start, her heart pounding, her palms sweating.

      “Stop it,” she told herself out loud, wincing at the sound of her own voice in the darkness. “Stop it, it’s just a dream. Only a dream!”

      But she couldn’t stop herself from searching the dark confines of her bedroom aboard the Kindred Mother Ship. Couldn’t stop thinking that she saw those eyes watching her…waiting for her.

      Waiting for what?

      Imani didn’t know but she was desperately afraid she was going to find out…
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      “I’m sorry, but I just can’t wear this—especially not to argue a case in court!”

      Imani Williams looked down at the crazy outfit her new friend and advisor, Kat, had put her into with shock and dismay. It looked like something she might wear if she wanted to dance around a silver pole at a strip club—not a respectable ensemble she might put on to go to a courtroom.

      The top half—because yes, it was actually a two-piece that showed her midriff—consisted of a thin band of mostly see-through pink lace that barely covered her nipples. This normally wouldn’t have worked for Imani, since she was big up top and needed serious support for her double D cup breasts. But Kat had given her tiny little devices called “float dots” to use which, when applied to the bottom of each breast, right where they met her chest, caused her boobs to lift effortlessly and look positively perky.

      The float dots were nice, Imani had to admit, but putting her breasts on display like this most certainly was not.

      The bottom part of her new courtroom attire was a long, tight skirt, a darker shade of pink than the barely-there lace top. It would have been okay if not for the slit up the middle which went all the way to her navel. There was a lace panel which covered her panties—also made of lace—but it didn’t do a very good job since it was mostly see-through and extremely short.

      “I can’t go into a courtroom on another planet looking like a prostitute!” Imani said, turning to Kat.

      “You won’t look like a prostitute, doll—you’ll look like a high-powered female litigator—this is how they dress on Yonnie Six,” Kat assured her. “And believe me, if you don’t dress correctly, they won’t give you the time of day. Those Yonnite women are ruthless when it comes to fashion.”

      “But how can it be a sign of female empowerment to show off my body this way?” Imani argued. She would rather crawl under a rock than appear in this get-up in public! “Showing your body means you’re displaying yourself for a man or men and I thought Yonnie Six was ruled exclusively by women.”

      “It is,” Kat said patiently. “And on Yonnie Six, showing your body is a sign of empowerment. Essentially you’re saying, ‘look at me—I can show my body and not a single man here can touch me.” She shrugged. “Because they’re pretty much all slaves.”

      “Like my client.” Imani frowned, her mind temporarily diverted from her current dress debacle. “He’s been locked up in the Yonnite jail for days now and he’s scheduled to be executed if I can’t get him off.”

      “What are the details?” Kat asked curiously. “I’ve heard a little bit about this from Sylvan, but I don’t know the whole case.”

      “There aren’t many,” Imani admitted. “I’m supposed to get more detailed information from a Kindred informant once I reach Yonnie Six. He’s working undercover there and he’s supposed to give me evidence to use in court. But essentially, my client has been accused of murdering his Mistress in cold blood.”

      “Wow!” Kat’s lovely blue eyes widened. “That’s a tall order, isn’t it? Have you ever defended a murderer before?”

      “I don’t believe he is a murderer,” Imani said, frowning. “Apparently there are some very fishy circumstances surrounding the crime. But the Yonnie Peace Keeper Squad didn’t even try to find any other suspects—they just slapped my client in jail and charged him with murder. It’s not unlike some cases I’ve seen on Earth, actually.”

      “So you have defended people in his position before, then,” Kat said.

      Imani nodded. “I haven’t been an attorney for very long, but my specialty is defending people who have been wrongly accused and imprisoned. You’d be surprised and appalled at how many people have been locked away for crimes they didn’t commit—just because those in authority wanted someone to blame and they were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “You sound like it’s personal for you,” Kat remarked.

      “It is.” Imani sighed. “It happened to my older brother, Rashaad.” Even now she couldn’t think about her big brother without a lump forming in her throat. What had happened to him was so unnecessary—so wrong. Every time she took a new case she thought of him—thought of the justice she would get for her client, which had been denied to her brother.

      “What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?” Kat asked quietly.

      Imani shook her head. It hurt too much to talk about the intimate details of her brother’s death. But she could give her new friend the quick and dirty version.

      “A routine traffic stop which turned into a drug bust,” she said tightly. “Only Rashaad didn’t do drugs—he was a health freak, wouldn’t even put caffeine in his body, let alone cocaine—which was what the cops claimed they found. And they claimed they had found enough of it to throw him in jail without bail because they said he was a flight risk.”

      “That’s horrible!” Kat exclaimed. “Couldn’t your family do anything about it?”

      “We tried,” Imani said. “My parents are well connected—my dad’s a tax attorney and my mom is a doctor—a Pediatrician. They hired the best defense attorney they could find. But before the case could even get to court, my brother was…” She took a deep breath. “He was stabbed and killed. We only got word when my Mom and I went to visit him. My Mom was…” She shook her head, remembering the way her mother had broken down, sobbing, right there in the visitors’ area. “She was devastated. We all were.”

      “Of course you were. How terrible!” Kat looked truly horrified. “And that’s what made you want to go into law?”

      Imani nodded.

      “The next day I changed my major from pre-med to pre-law.” She lifted her chin. “I wanted to fight for people like my brother—people who were unjustly accused and railroaded into prison.”

      “I think that’s wonderful.” Kat gave her an admiring look. “The fact that you’re turning your personal tragedy into a crusade for justice.”

      Imani sighed.

      “It’s the best I can do, since there was nothing I could do for my brother. I’ll do anything to help my clients.” She looked down at herself and sighed. “Even, apparently, dress like a stripper.”

      “Believe me, doll, you won’t be the only one there dressed like that,” Kat assured her. “And don’t worry, I’ll be packing you more of the same, so if the hearing goes on multiple days, you’ll have plenty of fashion choices.”

      “All of them obscene, I suppose?” Imani raised an eyebrow at her. “At least this color looks good with my complexion,” she remarked. The dark pink did an excellent job of emphasizing her chocolaty brown skin tones—perhaps too good a job, she thought wryly, since so much skin was on display.

      “They’re all pretty skimpy,” Kat admitted matter-of-factly. “But again, that’s Yonnie Six for you. You have to dress the part or they won’t have anything to do with you.” She shrugged. “But at least you don’t have to pretend to be one of them—if you were, we’d have to find a willing Kindred warrior to pretend to be your bodyslave.”

      “Bodyslave?” Imani asked, horrified.

      “Sure.” Kat nodded. “In Yonnite high society, you’re nothing if you don’t have a big hot guy on a leash and a pain collar trailing around after you. But since they already know you’re coming from the Kindred, you don’t have to pretend. Not that Sylvan won’t send a guard to protect you, if you want one,” she added.

      Imani shook her head firmly.

      “No thanks. I prefer to work alone. Besides, from what I’m reading about the Nightwalker Kindred, it’s much better for me to come for him by myself than to present another male that he might see as a challenge. Nightwalkers are extremely territorial.”

      “Really?” Kat looked interested as she handed Imani a short, pink lace jacket that matched the band of lace covering her breasts. “Here, put this on—it might help you feel a little less naked.”

      A very little bit, Imani thought, as she tried the jacket on. It covered her arms all right but didn’t meet in the middle, which meant her breasts were still exposed.

      “Thanks,” she said doubtfully.

      “You look gorgeous if it’s any consolation,” Kat told her, smiling. “Better put on your regular clothes though, Sylvan wants us to come to a briefing before you go.”

      Imani was more than willing to take off the skimpy Yonnie Six court outfit and slip back into her normal workday clothes of a conservative button-down blouse and pencil skirt. She gave a sigh of relief as she stepped out from behind the folding screen Kat had set up in her office, which also included a clothing simulator—an amazing machine which could print out clothes from on-line images like a 3-D printer.

      “Well, you look much more conservative now,” Kat said, grinning as Imani emerged from behind the screen. “Ready for the briefing?”

      “Ready.” Imani nodded. She was eager to learn more details of the case she was about to try. She’d been taking a crash course in Yonnite Law from Lizabeth Paige to prepare for it. Lizabeth and her husband, Lone, headed up the Kindred’s legal team but they had new twins to care for, so Imani had been chosen to go take care of this particular case.

      Of course, the case would have fallen to her mentor, Allisandra Stone, but she had recently moved to an alternate universe to be with the Kindred husband who had Claimed her—which was mind-bogglingly weird as far as Imani was concerned. But everyone aboard the Mother Ship seemed to take it as a matter of course. Apparently strange things happened all the time when you associated with the Kindred.

      Imani just hoped none of them happened to her.
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      “Now, I understand you’ve been studying both Yonnite Law and the Nightwalker Kindred to prepare for this case.” Commander Sylvan steepled his fingers as he leaned across his desk. He was the head of the Kindred High Council and also the one who had hired Imani in the first place—on the recommendation of her mentor.

      “Yes.” Imani nodded seriously. She sat across from Sylvan, and Kat was sitting right beside her.

      The full-figured redhead was tasked with getting her ready to go to a whole different planet and she had done everything she could from making Imani a whole new Yonnie wardrobe to making sure she got a shot of translation bacteria so she wouldn’t have to deal with a language barrier. Imani sort of wished she could take Kat all the way to Yonnie Six with her, for moral support, but Kat had her hands full with two husbands and three sons to take care of so Imani was on her own.

      “I’ve got the law procedures down pretty well,” Imani told Sylvan. “But the literature I could find on the Nightwalker Kindred was limited.”

      “Let me see if I can fill in the gaps.” Sylvan sat back and his deep voice took on a lecturing tone. “Back when the Kindred first discovered Ulle Prime—the Nightwalker home world, a great catastrophe had just swept over the planet.”

      “Right—a disease that killed everyone with a Y chromosome.” Imani nodded. “I read about that.”

      “Exactly,” Sylvan said. “So when they came, the Kindred found only females. And since we are a race of mostly males, it made sense to make a genetic trade with them. Many Kindred males called Nightwalker brides.”

      “That sounds like an ideal situation,” Kat remarked.

      “It seemed so.” Sylvan frowned. “Until the first children came along. You see, the original Nightwalker males were much different from their females who were kind and sweet-tempered. But as even-tempered as the females were, they still bore the traits in their DNA that made their sons into Nightwalker males.”

      “So, what was wrong with that?” Kat asked, frowning. “I thought Kindred genes usually mix well with the genes of other species?”

      “In this case, they mixed too well.” Sylvan’s voice was grim. “You see, the original Nightwalker males were about twenty percent smaller than the females. But they were absolutely savage. Once the Kindred genes were added, that savagery was compounded by size, since the children all inherited the Kindred propensity to be extremely large and muscular.”

      Imani frowned.

      “I read something about that, but I didn’t really understand. Do you mean they’re all crazy or what?”

      “No, not exactly.” Sylvan shook his head. “The Nightwalker Kindred are a little like the Wulven Kindred.”

      “The ones who change into a beast at the full moon?” Kat’s eyes widened.

      “Yes, but the Nightwalkers don’t change—well, their physical appearance doesn’t change, anyway.” Sylvan leaned forward again. “You see, the Nightwalkers aren’t separate from their beasts—they are their beasts. That savage, wild temperament is always there, just below the surface. It’s said they can go into Rage for any reason—not just to protect a female. And once they are in Rage, it’s very difficult to get out of their feral state.”

      “Rage?” Imani frowned.

      “It’s a kind of berserker fury a Kindred warrior goes into if he thinks his woman is being threatened,” Kat explained. She looked at Sylvan. “But you’re saying the Nightwalker Kindred are in Rage all the time?”

      “If provoked, they can go into a feral state where they are more animal than man,” Sylvan said, nodding. He looked at Imani seriously. “It’s extremely important that you don’t allow your client to become provoked into that state.”

      “But what if he gets provoked and she can’t help it?” Kat demanded. “Won’t she be in danger if she has a huge, enraged feral warrior on her hands?”

      “Actually, no,” Sylvan said mildly. “Because, like almost all other Kindred, the Nightwalkers won’t harm a female.”

      “Which is why we know the charges against my client must be false,” Imani put in.

      “You mean the charges that he murdered his Mistress?” Kat asked.

      Imani nodded firmly.

      “Exactly. Kindred are biologically incapable of harming a female, so the charges must be faked.”

      “Is that what you’re going to argue in court?” Kat asked.

      “Along with whatever evidence I’m presented with,” Imani said.

      “You’ll get it the first night you’re there,” Sylvan promised. “We have an operative there who’ll get you a file you can use during the pleading.”

      “How will I know him?” Imani asked.

      “You’ll know him,” Sylvan said. “He’ll approach you and say, ‘Excuse me, Mistress—I think you dropped something.’ Take the file he offers you and use it well. We believe that this Nightwalker Kindred—savage and bestial though he may be—is completely innocent.”

      “And a Yonnite jail is no place for an innocent man,” Kat remarked.

      “That’s certainly true.” Sylvan sounded grim. “With the help of Councilor Lizabeth and her mate, Lone, we were recently able to see that their worst prison, BleakHall, was shut down. But as I understand it, none of their correctional facilities is exactly progressive.”

      “That’s putting it mildly. When I think of some of the awful stories we heard about BleakHall…” Kat broke off with a shiver.

      “True.” Sylvan nodded. “We don’t want to leave him in that place any longer than is absolutely necessary. Your job, Councilor Williams, is to gain his freedom and bring him back to his home world, where he can hopefully live the rest of his days in peace.”

      “I’ll do it,” Imani promised. “I’ll get him out, Commander Sylvan.”

      “Good.” He nodded. “Then since Kat informs me that you’re all packed, you can leave tonight. You’ll be staying at The Luxx—the finest hotel in Opulex, which is the capital city of Yonnie Six.”

      “Oh, you didn’t have to put me up in such an expensive place!” Imani protested.

      “Oh, yes we did,” Kat said dryly. “Believe me, status matters to the Yonnites. You have to appear as rich and powerful as they are to get anywhere with them.”

      “Kat is absolutely right,” Sylvan remarked mildly. “Don’t worry about the bill. The High Council can afford it and we want to be certain you have the best chance possible to free the Nightwalker.”

      “Does this guy have a name?” Kat asked, frowning. “We keep talking about him and referring to the kind of Kindred he is but what is he called?”

      Imani had wondered the same thing—Kat had taken the question right out of her mouth.

      Sylvan frowned.

      “You know, I’m not certain of his name. We got this information from our informant in the first place—a secret transmission out of Yonnie Six that a Nightwalker was about to be executed and he had proof that the accused was innocent of the crime he was charged of.” He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling. “That’s all we have for now. I’m sorry, Councilor Williams.”

      “That’s all right,” Imani said, lifting her chin. “I’m sure I’ll find out the details from the court documents once I get there. You said they’ll be waiting in my hotel?”

      “Yes, just ask at the front desk of the Luxx and they’ll give you a packet,” Sylvan promised. “We’re sending you early so you have time to prepare. The prisoner’s hearing is set a week from now.”

      “Perfect.” Imani nodded. “Then I’m ready to go.”

      “Excellent.” Sylvan rose and offered her his hand. “Good luck on your quest for justice then, Councilor.”

      “Thank you.” Imani smiled and shook hands with the big Kindred, who was her new boss—or would be if this case worked out and the High Council decided to hire her permanently. Soon she would be on her way.

      She thought again about her big brother. How Rashaad had been stabbed by another inmate over a can of Coke. His promising young life had been snuffed out so early—so senselessly.

      I won’t let that happen to my client, she promised herself firmly. It doesn’t matter that I have to dress in crazy clothes and travel halfway across the galaxy. I’ll see that he goes free no matter what I have to do in order to make it happen!

      She had no idea how far and to what extremes that particular vow would take her. If she had, she might not have made it. But by the time she stepped into the ship which was to take her to Yonnie Six, it was too late…
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      “Hello, my name is Councilor Imani Williams. I believe there’s supposed to be a packet waiting for me?” Imani said politely to the front desk attendant. Well, as politely as she could while keeping a safe distance. Because the front desk attendant appeared to be a very large, pink praying mantis. Imani wasn’t wild about bugs—especially not big ones. So bugs that were bigger than her, were definitely on her Avoid-at-all-costs list.

      The mantis attendant twisted its triangular head, the overhead light glinting on its chitinous pink shell, and regarded Imani for a long moment.

      “Ah yezz, I wazz told to expect you, Councilor Williamzzz,” it said in a high, buzzing voice. “Welcome to the Luxx. We are pleazzed to host you.”

      “Uh, thank you.” Imani nodded gratefully—but still from a safe distance. She had seen a nature show about praying mantises when she was a kid. The way they grabbed their prey and gobbled them down, starting at the head, while the prey were still alive and twitching, was a scene she just couldn’t un-see.

      “Let me zzee if I can find that packet for you,” the mantis desk attendant said helpfully. “Hmmm….” It turned to the wall behind and searched through a number of compartments until it found what it was looking for. “Here we are,” it buzzed and extended a thick brown envelope across the desk. “You are in room zzeven zzeventy-five—our penthouzze zzuite. Zzhall I call and attendant to help with your luggage?”

      “No thank you,” Imani said quickly. “I don’t have much at all, see?” She held up the pink carry-all cube Kat had packed her miniaturized outfits into along with a dropper bottle of growth serum to enlarge them to proper size when she needed them. Right now they were all the size of Barbie clothes.

      Imani wished she could leave them that way and not wear them at all. At the moment she was still wearing her regular, modest Earth clothing consisting of a button-down blouse and a pencil skirt. But she could already see that Kat had been right about how the Yonnites dressed. All across the opulent lobby, she saw women wearing the most elaborate—and skimpy—outfits she’d ever seen.

      They’re all dressed like Vegas showgirls, she thought, watching as one Mistress walked by in a jewel-encrusted bikini with a long, trailing train made of feathers. She—like most of the other women—had a large, muscular body-slave trailing behind her on a leash attached to the thick black pain collar around his neck.

      The pain collar was something all the male slaves seemed to be wearing—for some it was their only piece of clothing, though others had on either tight black leather trousers or black speedo-looking bottoms that clearly showed the bulge of their cock. Imani couldn’t help wincing as she watched one Mistress point a small remote at her slave and use it, punishing him for some minor infraction.

      “Bad boy, Treav!” she exclaimed. “You must behave!”

      The slave—a tall, hulking male that outmassed her three times over—winced and went stiff as the collar activated his pain receptors. A sound of pure agony was drawn from his lips.

      “Mistress…” he gasped, his face turning purple. “Forgive me…please.”

      Mercifully, the display was brief.

      “Very well, don’t do it again.” The Mistress pressed the remote again and her bodyslave sagged in relief. “Now thank me for your punishment,” she demanded, frowning at him. “You know I only do it to keep you in line and help you be a good boy.”

      The slave’s dark eyes flashed but his voice was impassive as he spoke.

      “Thank you for my punishment, Mistress,” he said mechanically. “I know it’s for my own good.”

      “It most certainly is!” the Mistress said, nodding decisively. “Now come along, Treav,” we can’t stand here loitering in the lobby forever.”

      She gave a tug on the leash and the two of them started off again, crossing the vast marble lobby in brisk strides with the bodyslave staying a respectful three feet behind his Mistress.

      But not all the slave and Mistress interactions Imani saw were quite so brutal. Just to her right, as she left the reception desk with the thick packet clutched to her chest, she saw a young blonde Mistress who looked like she couldn’t be older than her early twenties. Her slave was positively huge next to her petite frame—it was easy to see, because she was sitting on a circular padded bench upholstered in plush pink and gold velvet and he was right between her legs.

      “Now, Karn,” she exclaimed, giggling as her huge bodyslave buried his face between her thighs and inhaled deeply, as though breathing in her scent. “Stop it! You know you mustn’t kiss my panties in public unless we’re being announced somewhere!”

      The bodyslave lifted his head, his eyes flashing.

      “But my Mistress,” he rumbled. “I just love to make my obeisance to you. How else can I show my reverence?”

      “Well…” The girl bit her lip. “Maybe…maybe just a little kiss then. If you must.”

      “I must.” The bodyslave’s deep voice was a low, needful growl. “Spread your legs, Mistress, and let me show how much I love and respect you.”

      With a little moan, the girl did as he said. The bodyslave sat back for a moment, as though savoring the sight of her panty-clad pussy and Imani saw that the panties he was so intent on kissing were tiny. Nothing but a wispy triangle of pink silk covered the girl’s sex.

      The tiny triangle had gotten pulled down so that the young Mistress’s plump pussy lips were clearly visible above the lacy edge. They had parted slightly, showing the bud of her clit like a little pink pearl.

      “So fucking gorgeous,” the bodyslave growled hoarsely. He met the girl’s eyes for a moment. “Thank you for allowing me to honor you, Mistress.” And then he dived in, his lips landing not on the panties, but on the girl’s sensitive, exposed clit.

      “Oh…Oh!” she gasped and wove her fingers through his thick hair. “Oh, Karn—that’s not…not my panties,” she gasped, but Imani noticed she wasn’t making any move to push the huge bodyslave away. In fact, she spread her thighs wider and tilted her hips, as though to give him better access to her pussy.

      Nor did the huge bodyslave seem to be in a hurry to finish his “obeisance” to his Mistress. He stayed between her thighs, licking and sucking and even thrusting his tongue deeply into her pussy, clearly intent on driving her right to the edge of orgasm even though the two of them were in the middle of a hotel lobby in public.

      It wasn’t until the young Mistress was panting and moaning and seemingly about to come that the bodyslave pulled back, his lips and mouth shiny with her juices.

      “Oh…” His Mistress writhed uncomfortably. “Oh Karn, for a minute there when you were paying your obeisance I felt so close,” she told him. “I wish you hadn’t stopped!”

      Her bodyslave smiled and licked his lips, clearly savoring her juices.

      “I’ll pay my obeisance to you again—much more thoroughly—later, Mistress,” he promised thickly. “Maybe even without your panties in the way.”

      “Oh, Karn!” The girl’s blue eyes widened. “I don’t know—what would Mother say about that?”

      “She doesn’t need to know,” the bodyslave assured her. “After all, didn’t she buy me for you so that you could have a gentle, obedient male as your first bodyslave? I’m only showing you the proper way a bodyslave acts with his Mistress.”

      “You are very gentle and sweet.” The young Mistress stroked his cheek lovingly. “You’re the best bodyslave a girl could ask for as her first, Karn.”

      “I’ll be your first in every way, Mistress,” he growled softly, taking her soft little hands in his and kissing the palms. “I’ll teach you everything there is to know about letting your bodyslave pleasure and care for you. I swear it by the Goddess.”

      Just at that moment, he turned his head and seemed to catch sight of Imani, who was standing there with her packet clutched to her chest. Imani met the huge bodyslave’s eyes and realized two things.

      One, she had been standing there staring at a very intimate moment between him and his Mistress. And two, he was a Kindred—though what kind of Kindred, she couldn’t really tell, since he had mismatched eyes—one gold and one blue. No wonder he was so huge, though!

      She looked away hurriedly, embarrassed that she’d been caught staring, but it was too late.

      “Excuse me for a moment, Mistress,” the bodyslave murmured to the blonde girl. Coming over to Imani, he bent, as though picking something up from the floor and held out his hand to her. “I think you dropped this, Mistress,” he said and pressed a tiny fingernail-sized drive into her hand.

      “Oh… thank you.” Imani stared down at the drive in her palm and then back up into the mismatched eyes of the Kindred warrior. So this was the undercover agent Commander Sylvan had told her to expect. Well, he was certainly playing his part well, she thought dryly. The little blonde Mistress who thought she owned him was obviously completely fooled. She wondered if he really cared for her, or if he was just pretending.

      “You’re very welcome, Mistress.” He nodded respectfully and then murmured, “the Nightwalker’s name is J’are and he is in desperate trouble.” Then he nodded again and went back to the petite blonde girl.

      “What was that about, Karn?” Imani heard her ask.

      “Nothing, Mistress. I simply saw that the other Mistress had dropped something and I didn’t want her to lose it,” he rumbled, kneeling down beside her once more.

      “Oh, Karn—you’re so sweet.” Leaning forward she pressed a soft kiss to his cheek—or she would have if the big Kindred hadn’t turned his face at the last minute so that her soft lips met his. For a moment, they held the kiss, and then she pulled back. “Karn, you’re so naughty! You know a Mistress mustn’t kiss her slave on the mouth.”

      “Yes, I know, Mistress. Forgive me.” His mismatched eyes flashed again. “Maybe you can punish me later.”

      The blonde girl giggled and then made an effort to be serious. She pointed a finger at him and frowned.

      “Now, Karn, don’t tempt me! I might have to do exactly that.”

      “I will submit, Mistress. To anything you do to me.” The Kindred’s deep voice was a rough purr and the intent way he was looking into his young Mistress’s eyes seemed to fluster her somehow.

      “Let’s…let’s go home,” she murmured. “I mean, back to my suite.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” He raised an eyebrow. “But I thought you wanted to tour the city before your appointment at the conception center?”

      “Of course, but…I think I might have forgotten something back in the suite. Come, Karn.”

      Rising from the round bench, she gave a gentle tug on the big Kindred’s leash. He followed her willingly enough to a bank of elevators with shiny gold doors.

      Which was probably where Imani ought to be headed, she told herself. Looking down at the tiny drive in her palm again, she clutched it tight. Time to get to her suite and find out exactly what was going on with the Nightwalker Kindred whose name, apparently, was J’are.
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      Like everything else she’d seen so far on Yonnie Six and the Luxx in particular, Imani’s room was both ostentatious and opulent. Thick golden carpeting that actually massaged her feet as she walked on it covered the floor. There were gold brocade bedclothes on the bed which was big enough for six people and golden drapes covering the windows which she opened to see all of Opulex laid out beneath her like a massive, many-faceted jewel.

      The golden theme continued in the bathroom where the black marble tub and shower both had golden faucets and knobs. Even the toilet, hidden in a discrete little alcove, appeared to be made of solid gold.

      “Geeze,” Imani muttered to herself. “Who decorated in here—a deranged billionaire?”

      But she had no time to waste looking at her surroundings—she only had a week to prepare for this hearing and a man’s life hung in the balance.

      Drawing the drapes again so she wouldn’t be distracted by the sights of the city, she settled down in a comfortable chair which molded itself to the contours of her body and opened the packet.

      Inside were some legal documents—a lot of legal documents, actually, it was a good thing she had a week to get through all of them—as well as a flat tablet about the size of an e-reader. Imani flipped it on and was immediately greeted by the sight of yet another pink praying mantis.

      “Good day, Counzzilor Williamzz,” the mantis said. “I am the court-appointed liaison to bring you up to zzpeed on the cazze of the City of Opulex vs the Nightwalker Kindered, J’are Tanlor. In order that you will be ready to plead on the court date of—”

      The mantis mentioned a date which made Imani jump.

      “What?” she muttered. “But that’s today!” She looked at her watch, which she had set to Yonnie Six time the minute the Kindred shuttle had dropped her off in front of the Luxx. In fact, the court date was less that two hours from now and she didn’t even know her way to the courtroom! She hadn’t even had time to study the evidence! What was she going to do?

      Quickly she gathered her materials together, including the small drive which she hadn’t yet had time to watch. Whatever evidence was on it, she would have to wait and see it at the Opulex courtroom.

      

      But getting to the legal building where the courtroom was located turned out to be an almost overwhelming task in and of itself. The first three ride services the hotel called for her claimed they didn’t take the cred chip she’d been given to pay all her expenses with.

      The fourth ride service agreed to take her, but then the driver insisted on taking her on a tour of the city instead of driving her directly to the legal building.

      “I’m telling you,” Imani snapped for the fourth time, “I don’t want to see any more landmarks. I’m due in court in…” She consulted her watch and grimaced. “In less than an hour. So stop talking and take me there now!”

      “At onzze, Mistrezz. At onzze,” the driver—yet another of the pink mantises (Imani was really beginning to loathe the huge insects)—finally agreed to her demands. It stopped its vehicle on the side of an extremely busy road and gestured with one of its long, chitinous arms. “There it izz,” it buzzed. “The legal building.”

      Imani frowned. The mantis driver was pointing at a tall, black building across the street.

      “Well then, take me there,” she exclaimed. “Hurry and get us over to the other side.”

      “I am afraid thizz izz azz far as I can take you,” the driver said.

      “What?” Imani glared at it. “But there are six lanes of traffic going one way and six going in the other,” she exclaimed, gesturing at the busy road. “How do you expect me to cross that?”

      “There izz a pedestrian crozz walk zzeveral blockzz down,” the mantis informed her. “Good luck on your legalitiezz.”

      “But…but you can’t just expect me to walk! I’m going to be late for court!” Imani protested. In her entire legal career she had never been late—not once. And she didn’t intend to start now when a man’s life was hanging in the balance.

      But instead of answering, the mantis driver simply activated the door mechanism. The back door of its luxurious vehicle swung open and then Imani found that her seat was tilting.

      “Hey…hey!” she gasped as she found herself spilling out onto the sidewalk. She landed with a thump and all her documents and files wound up in a pile on the ground beside her.

      The seat tilted back into place and the door shut with a final sounding thunk. Then the vehicle sped off in a burst of wind which scattered her documents everywhere.

      “Oh, no!” Imani gasped, throwing her arms over the papers that were left. There were considerably fewer of them than she had started with—most of them were currently being flattened by the fast moving vehicles in the street beside her, which sped by so quickly she barely caught a blur of color before they were gone again.

      Since there was no way to gather the lost documents without being flattened by an alien vehicle going two hundred miles an hour, Imani pulled together the much smaller pile of paperwork and clutched it to her chest.

      Well, at least she still had the drive the Kindred operative had given her. Unfortunately, she had no way to look at its contents since the tablet had also been lost, along with most of her paperwork. She could see it, not five feet away from her, already flattened on the road by hundreds of whizzing wheels.

      She was going into this case blind and with no way to look at the evidence which might exonerate her client.

      The thought hit her like a hammer but Imani wasn’t one to give up easily. Grimly, she gathered what she could. Far up ahead she could see a raised crosswalk, arching high over the busy road. She would have to use it to get to the other side and then walk all the way back down to the legal building.

      Imani just hoped she could make it in time. With another glance at her watch, she started off at a brisk pace. It was beginning to seem like someone didn’t want her to make this court date but she’d be damned if anything was going to stop her!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m afraid I can’t let you go in.” The female attendant at the door—who was dressed more like a sex worker than a bailiff as far as Imani could see—sneered at her.

      “What? But I made it—I’m on time. I’m even five minutes early,” Imani protested. She didn’t need this right now—it had taken almost forty minutes of walking to finally get to the legal building and find the right courtroom. She was exhausted and her feet were aching. “I’m the councilor for the defendant—I have to get in there!” she exclaimed.

      Even though she had no idea what she was going to say or do once she got inside, she thought unhappily.

      “I’m sorry,” the attendant snapped. “But you can’t go into Judge Thoughtgood’s courtroom dressed like that.” She nodded in derision at Imani’s conservative button-down blouse and pencil skirt. “I mean, you look like a peasant. The judge will never consider your motions if you cover yourself so completely.”

      “My clothes? You’re keeping me out of the courtroom because of my clothes? Because they cover too much?” Imani demanded. She had served with conservative judges back on Earth who demanded that people dress up for their court and not wear jeans or flip-flops or tank-tops, but she had never been told she wasn’t showing enough skin to get into court.

      “It’s disrespectful to the court to dress in such a dowdy fashion,” the attendant informed her icily. “I can’t let you in unless you do something about your appearance.”

      For a moment, Imani was at a loss. The case was going to start in less than five minutes—what was she going to do? Then she saw a woman walking by wearing a bikini top studded in diamonds and she had an idea.

      Quickly, she began stripping off her outer clothing, right there in front of the courtroom door. Off came the white silk button-down blouse and down came the black pencil skirt. Soon Imani was wearing only her bra and panties—thankfully, a nice white lace set which looked lovely against her chocolate-brown skin.

      She tied the arms of the blouse around her waist, making a kind of abbreviated skirt, which was open in the middle and still showed her panties. Finally, she took her long black braids down from their tight bun and let them swing free around her shoulders.

      She looked up at the attendant who had been watching the whole process with a bemused look on her face.

      “Well?” she demanded. “Am I decent now? Can I go into court?”

      “Yes…” The woman nodded, a look of grudging respect on her formerly sneering face. “Yes, I think you’ll do—barely. You can go in.”

      Imani didn’t thank her. She just grabbed her crumpled skirt, her remaining papers and the tiny drive the Kindred operative had given her and finally entered the courtroom.
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      “All rise for the honorable Judge Thoughtgood,” another female attendant dressed like a stripper was announcing just as Imani slid into her seat at the front of the courtroom. She looked around as she stood, but didn’t see her client anywhere. Had they not brought him out yet? Where was he?

      She couldn’t ask anyone because just at that moment, a female judge with bright blue hair entered the courtroom. The hair in question was done into an elaborate, massive up-do that towered three feet above her head and was decorated with all manner of jewels and sequins and flowers.

      Her outfit was equally splendid—a pale blue, diaphanous silk gown which was completely see-through and encrusted with tiny diamond and golden flowers. Beneath the gown it was apparent that she had pierced nipples with large diamond drops hanging from each taut peak.

      Wow, Imani thought. She had never dreamed she’d see a judge dressed in such a fashion, but then, this was Yonnie Six, she reminded herself, where apparently anything was possible.

      There was no jury, she saw, dragging her eyes from the judge, but there were three people sitting opposite her on the prosecution’s side of the courtroom. One was a woman with bright lemon-yellow hair, done up in a series of elaborate ringlets that framed her face and made her look older than she probably was. She was wearing a pink gown with the top cut down to her navel. The other was a professional looking woman with short, electric-green hair and an abbreviated bikini-type top and bottom, not unlike Imani’s new look.

      She must be the lawyer for the Prosecution, Imani thought and was glad her new “outfit” wasn’t that different.

      The third person sitting on the prosecution’s side—if it could be called a person—was yet another one of those damn pink praying mantises. What the hell was going on with those things? Imani wondered. Nobody at the Mother Ship had warned her about them and they seemed to be everywhere she went. Were they indigenous to Yonnie Six? If so, why had no one told her about them?

      “All right, you may be seated,” Judge Thoughtgood said, as she settled herself behind the high podium at the front of the room. “Bailiff?”

      “This is the case of the City of Opulex vs the Nightwalker Kindred bodyslave, J’are Tanlor, who is accused of murdering his Mistress, Lady Zangelo,” the bailiff announced in a bored-sounding voice. “The honorable Judge Thoughtgood presiding.”

      “Thank you, Bailiff.” The judge nodded, her mountain of bright blue hair quivering with the gesture. “Now, I understand we have a Defender from the Kindred people here to represent the murderer—is that right?”

      “Here, your honor.” Imani raised her hand. “But I must object to your honor’s calling my client a murderer when the case has yet to be decided. It is our position that J’are Tanlor never murdered anyone.”

      “He most certainly did murder her!” the woman with the lemon-yellow hair exclaimed. “My good friend, Tanta Zangelo, would still be alive if it weren’t for that horrible Kindred!” She began to sob noisily while the green-haired lawyer tried to comfort her.

      “Well, that has yet to be adjudged, as the Kindred Defender has pointed out,” Judge Thoughtgood said dryly, apparently not impressed with the other woman’s waterworks. “Who would like to speak first—the Defense or the Prosecution?”

      “The Prosecution can speak first, your honor,” Imani said quickly. She still hadn’t had a chance to go over the details of the case—hopefully the Prosecution would at least give her the highlights and let her know what she was working with.

      “Very well.” The judge nodded, her hair-tower quivering again. Looking at the green-haired lawyer she said, “Prosecutor, please proceed.”

      “Very well, your honor.” The lawyer rose. “First a bit of background—it is our belief that J’are, the Nightwalker Kindred bodyslave, was not always the stone-cold killer he is today. He was raised from childhood by the kind but eccentric Lady Hownow, who told all her friends that she had always wanted male progeny—that is, a ‘son.’”

      This drew a frown from the judge and Imani was reminded that the Yonnie elite took care that they would only have daughters. Apparently they went to conception centers to get pregnant where the sperm was sorted so that only female embryos resulted. But Judge Thoughtgood only made a gesture with one hand and said,

      “Go on.”

      “After Lady Hownow’s death—of natural causes—it was a condition of her will that the Kindred be set free and that he inherit her assets. Essentially, she wanted him to be her heir.”

      “A male heir? That’s unheard of!” the judge said, frowning.

      “Exactly, your honor. My aunt was senile at the time she wrote that will,” the lemon-haired woman said quickly, before the Prosecutor could speak. “Why, no one in their right mind would simply set such a valuable slave free and leave all her possessions to him!”

      Judge Thoughtgood raised one bright blue eyebrow.

      “So you contested her will?”

      “I did.” The woman nodded. “As her niece and closest living relative, all of her other possessions went to me—I felt that the Kindred bodyslave should also be mine.”

      “I see.” The judge nodded impassively. “But you apparently did not keep him?”

      “He was completely unmanageable!” The lemon-haired woman fluttered her hands expressively. “He wouldn’t walk on a leash, he snapped and snarled at me anytime I came near him. And then I found out that my aunt, Lady Hownow, had never even put a pain collar on him before!”

      Both the judge’s eyebrows rose this time.

      “Never?”

      “Never.” Lady Hownow’s niece shook her head. “It turned out that she had raised him as her child and treated him the way any of us would treat a natural-born daughter.”

      “Eccentric indeed,” the judge murmured.

      Why, because she didn’t treat him like a slave? Like an inferior or an animal just because he wasn’t one of you? Imani wanted to shout.

      Her temper had been rising as she listened to the testimony but she knew that she had to hold her tongue. Sounding off in the middle of court wouldn’t do her client any good. And speaking of that, where was her client anyway? The case had started and he still wasn’t here!

      “Anyway,” the lemon-haired woman continued. “I was going to have him put down but then I decided to auction him off instead—at a troubled bodyslave auction. He was a prime specimen and I hated to waste him. I thought maybe someone else might have better luck training him than I had.”

      Just like he was a valuable but vicious animal, Imani thought angrily. That’s how they see males here, I guess.

      “So you auctioned him off and I take it the victim, Lady Zangelo, bought him?” Judge Thoughtgood asked.

      “That is exactly what happened, your honor,” the green-haired attorney said. “Even though Lady Bittlebum, here, specifically posted a warning about the Kindred bodyslave.”

      “Yes—I tried to warn her!” the lemon-haired woman who was apparently Lady Bittlebum exclaimed. “But Tanta just wouldn’t listen. She always had to have the biggest, baddest, most intractable bodyslaves and she swore she could tame this one. Oh, how I wish she had listened to me!” And she broke down into noisy sobs once more.

      The green-haired Prosecutor patted her shaking shoulders absently as she continued talking to the judge.

      “Six solar months ago, after acquiring and failing to tame the Nightwalker Kindred bodyslave, J’are Tanlor, Tanta Zangelo was killed in her bed on the Lunar month of Tebrulary the thirty-third at midnight. Specifically, she had her head ripped off and partially eaten,” she said blandly.

      “What?” Imani exclaimed before she could stop herself.

      The judge glared at her.

      “Councilor, do you have something to add?”

      Imani attempted to recover from the shocking statement.

      “I…I’m sorry, your honor,” she said. “I just don’t believe my client could be capable of such savagery.”

      Up shot the bright blue eyebrow again.

      “Councilor, have you seen your client?” Judge Thoughtgood demanded.

      “Well…no.” Imani cleared her throat. “Actually, I haven’t had a chance to visit with him yet because someone changed the trial date to today instead of a week from now.”

      The green-haired Prosecutor spoke up.

      “That request was placed by the Prosecution because your client has since killed five more people—all fellow inmates—while being held in our correctional facility here in Opulex,” she said. “We were hoping to move up his execution date before he killed anyone else.”

      “What?” Imani exclaimed again.

      “Oh, so you didn’t know that either? Do try to keep up, Councilor,” Judge Thoughtgood said, frowning.

      “So now I need to defend him on six murder charges, not just one?” Imani asked. “I’m just trying to clarify, your honor.”

      “Oh, no.” The judge shook her head, her towering hair quivering with the motion. “As the Council for the Prosecution said, your client’s other victims were fellow inmates—other males. We don’t consider their deaths worth prosecuting. But your client must still die for the vile murder of Lady Tanta Zangelo.”

      “But your honor, the Prosecution hasn’t yet proved that he did, in fact, commit the murder!” Imani protested. “All they have said was that the victim’s head was ripped off and, er, eaten. What proof do they have that my client is to blame?”

      “Only the fact that he was the only other person in the house with her that night—since she’d given her other servants the night off,” the Prosecutor said. “And the fact that her blood was smeared all over your client’s hands, face, and chest when he was found the next day.”

      “Which appears to make him extremely guilty,” Judge Thoughtgood remarked. “And since he’s nothing but a male, I’m inclined to rule in that direction and grant the Prosecution’s request that he should be executed tomorrow morning.”

      “Wait!” Imani exclaimed. Things were spinning out of control so quickly! Her client was about to be sentenced and executed and she hadn’t even had a chance to defend him yet! “Wait, please, your Honor!” she said again. “I…I haven’t even had my turn to speak yet.”

      “All right then—is the Prosecution finished?” Judge Thoughtgood looked at the green-haired lawyer, who nodded.

      “Yes, your honor. The Prosecution rests.”

      “Very well. You may speak,” the judge said to Imani. “Now what can you possibly have to say that will change my mind about putting down a rabid animal who would kill a poor, innocent Mistress who took him in and gave him a home?”

      Poor innocent Mistress my ass! She was probably using a pain collar on him and torturing him just because he wouldn’t obey her every whim! Imani thought indignantly.

      But of course, this was Yonnie Six where males were second class citizens—actually, not even citizens at all. They were treated like pets and like a pet that has gone crazy and hurt someone, her client was about to be put down. Unless she could say or do or show something to prove his innocence, he was going to die before she ever even got to meet him!

      Frantically, she scrambled among the papers on the long table in front of her—she hadn’t even had a chance to read them yet! She—

      Then her hand fell on the tiny, fingernail-sized drive the Kindred operative had given her. Picking it up, Imani realized it was her only chance.

      “Your honor,” she said, holding out the drive. “I would like to submit this drive into evidence and ask the court to examine its contents thoroughly.”

      “Objection! The Defender can’t just offer new evidence without giving us a chance to examine it,” the green-haired Prosecutor exclaimed.

      “Normally, she could not. However, my curiosity is piqued,” Judge Thoughtgood remarked. “Let’s all examine it together—shall we? Bailiff, set up a screen, please.”

      In short order, the female bailiff positioned a large screen at the front of the courtroom which was hooked to a smaller one set up on the judge’s desk.

      Her throat dry with anxiety, Imani watched as the tiny drive was plugged in and the blank screen came to life. What was she going to see? Was the evidence—whatever it was—really enough to keep J’are from being executed?

      She supposed she and everyone else in the courtroom was about to find out.
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      At first the screen was black. Then it resolved into a single image of a room—a room filled with cages. Strong, metal structures that looked big enough to house an extra-large dog, Imani thought. All of the cages were empty—all except one.

      In that cage—at the far end of the room—a sleeping figure lay curled on his side. It was a large, muscular Kindred and his face was slack with sleep—a sleep so deep it didn’t’ seem natural to Imani. Was that her client? Could he have been drugged?

      He certainly wasn’t moving or twitching at all, as many people did in their sleep. He was completely inert, his long black hair hiding his eyes, his mouth slightly parted in slumber. There was a thick black pain collar around his throat and a chain attached to it led to the end of his cage.

      “All right, we see it—this is clearly your client asleep in Lady Zangelo’s kennel,” Judge Thoughtgood remarked. “But what is this supposed to tell us, Councilor?”

      At first Imani didn’t know how to answer. Then she saw the time stamp at the bottom of the screen. Tebrulary the thirty-third at midnight.

      “Look, your honor,” she said excitedly. “That’s the date and time of the murder! What this evidence shows is that my client clearly could not have committed this crime since he was chained up and fast asleep in his, er, cage at the time.”

      “Then how did he get the victim’s blood all over his face and hands?” Judge Thoughtgood asked, frowning.

      As if in answer to her question, the lights in the room suddenly dimmed. Then a shadowy figure entered the room and crept towards the cage with the sleeping Kindred. The figure was covered in a hooded robe, so the face was impossible to see, but what it did next was obvious.

      The shadowy figure in the robe unlocked the Kindred’s cage and reached inside. Quickly but thoroughly, its hand swiped over the Kindred’s mouth, hands, and broad, bare chest. The figure also left some smears on the metal cage and the floor in front of it.

      Even in the dim room, it was clear to see what had been left behind—blood.

      As soon as the sleeping—or drugged—Kindred was thoroughly smeared with crimson, the figure unhooked the chain from his collar. Then it glided away, leaving the cage door standing open.

      After that, the vid images ended and the screen went blank.

      Imani drew a deep breath. Thank goodness for the Kindred operative who had found this footage and given it to her! Without it, her client would surely have died. Now, he would live. There was no way the judge could ignore such blatant evidence that J’are had been framed. No way she could sentence him to death now.

      “Your honor,” she said, rising as the Bailiff wheeled the screen away. “I think this evidence speaks for itself. I would ask that all charges be dropped and that my client be released.”

      “I’m afraid not, Councilor,” Judge Thoughtgood said dryly. “Though it is clear that your client was framed for the murder of Lady Zangelo, it is the position of this court that he should still be put to death.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Imani exclaimed, jumping up. “Is this because he killed some other inmates? He was probably just protecting himself!”

      “All the same.” Judge Thoughtgood frowned. “I’m afraid he can’t be allowed back into our society—or any society for that matter. He is simply too dangerous.”

      “But why?” Imani demanded. “I demand to see my client, your Honor! This instant!”

      “Very well, Councilor.” The judge looked like she didn’t much care one way or another. “Bailiff,” she said and made a motion. “Please have the guards bring in Councilor Williams’ client so that she can see why death is the only option for him.”
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      Imani waited, her heart in her mouth, as the female bailiff left the courtroom. What in the world was she about to see? How could the judge decide to execute her client after the evidence she’d presented clearly exonerated him? What—?

      Her thoughts were cut off when the heavy wooden doors of the courtroom banged open and four Horvath guards entered. The lizard-like humanoids had green, scaly skin and long forked tongues. They were often used by the Yonnites as prison guards or for other dirty, menial jobs the wealthy Mistresses who ruled the planet wanted nothing to do with.

      Between the four of them was a huge figure but he was struggling so hard Imani couldn’t get a good look at him. Each of the Horvaths—all pretty big themselves—had a chain in his hands and all four of the chains were hooked to the slave in some way. Yet still he fought so hard they could barely contain him.

      “Guards!” Judge Thoughtgood said sharply. “Control that prisoner!”

      “We are trying, your honor!” hissed one of the Horvaths. “But he isss very ssstrong.”

      At last the four guards and their prisoner reached the front of the courtroom. They hooked the ends of their long chains to bolts in the floor Imani hadn’t noticed earlier and then stood back.

      What she saw when the prisoner finally held still, took her breath away.

      He was huge and muscular of course—what Kindred wasn’t? But his size and apparent strength weren’t what made Imani catch her breath.

      His long hair had been shorn to stubble atop his head and his skin was covered in some kind of shiny black substance. Was it tar? Paint? Imani couldn’t tell, but it covered every inch of his face, arms, chest, back and torso.

      And out of the shiny black paint stared his eyes. Pale green eyes—the eyes of a cornered beast, trapped and ready to kill or die to get free.

      Eyes Imani had seen in her dreams.
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      “Well, Councilor—I trust you can see why your client must be executed.”

      Judge Thoughtgood’s voice broke through the spell that had fallen over Imani when she looked into the pale green eyes of her client.

      “What?” she asked, looking away from J’are, who had stopped struggling, at least, and was simply crouching on the floor, growling menacingly like a cornered dog.

      “I said, I trust you can see why this Kindred must die,” the judge repeated impatiently. “He is a menace to our society—the moment he got loose, he would not hesitate to rip out any number of innocent throats.”

      Imani thought that there probably weren’t many of those, considering how the Yonnites lived. But she kept that thought to herself. Right now, she had to find a way to keep her client alive despite himself.

      “I must respectfully disagree, your honor,” she said, lifting her chin. “I believe my client is simply, er, upset but that he can be calmed down and taken safely out in public.”

      “Is that right?” Judge Thoughtgood’s blue eyebrows were almost up to her blue hairline. “And would you care to make the attempt of ‘calming him down’ yourself, Councilor?”

      Imani felt a quiver of fear in her stomach. She remembered Commander Sylvan telling her that Nightwalker Kindred were prone to going into a “feral state” and how he had warned her she must not allow her client to go into that state.

      But here he was, growling like an animal and clearly out of his mind. What had been done to him in the Yonnite correctional facility to force this reaction from him? And how in the world could she reverse it?

      Please, she thought. Oh please, I have to find a way to fix this—a way to bring him back and save him. What can I do?

      She took another look at the snarling, feral Kindred and a memory suddenly surfaced in her mind.

      Her best friend in high school, Kara, had been raised on a farm. When her mom and dad split up, Kara had moved to the city to live with her mom. But she spent holidays and breaks at her dad’s farm, riding horses and helping him with his favorite hobby—training and rehabilitating abused wolfdogs.

      A wolfdog was a crossbreed—a dog bred with a wolf in an attempt to marry the physical characteristics, strength, and stamina of the wolf with the tractable nature of a dog.

      It didn’t always work out.

      Imani remembered one particular wolf dog who had been rescued from a kill shelter. He had started out as a sweet puppy, the previous owner had claimed, but as he grew he became a menace. A huge, savage, untrainable animal that snapped at everyone and everything and growled menacingly whenever anyone approached him. Yet somehow Kara’s father had managed to quiet him in just a few minutes.

      Imani had been watching from a safe distance when he did it and afterwards she’d asked how in the world he had managed to get the savage wolfdog to calm down.

      “It’s all in your energy,” Kara’s father had replied obliquely. “Animals don’t react well to unstable energy. You have to be calm and have faith in yourself—absolute confidence. And the animal has to feel that you want what’s good for him—that you’re not just another asshole out to hurt him. He had to feel that you’re a good guy.”

      That’s me, Imari thought. I’m the good guy in this situation. I’m here to help. I just have to trust that I can make him understand that.

      Still, she would be taking an awful risk. Even though J’are hadn’t killed his Mistress, he had killed five other inmates in the Yonnite jail—so he was no stranger to violence. He might rip out her throat the minute she got near him. Then they would both be dead.

      But it was a chance she would have to take

      “Well, Councilor?” Judge Thoughtgood said, frowning. “I’m waiting. Can you demonstrate this savage beast is fit to take into public or not?”

      Imani stilled the panicky little voice in the back of her head shouting that she needed to run away as fast as possible and never come back.

      I just have to show no fear and have confidence in myself, she told herself firmly.

      Taking a deep breath, she began to walk towards the snarling Nightwalker, who was still crouched low on the floor, looking at her distrustfully. Remembering that the best way to introduce yourself to a new dog was to let them smell you, she put out a hand.

      “All right now,” she said softly but firmly. “All right now, boy—come on. It’s okay. It’s o—”

      But the words died in her throat when he suddenly shot up to his full height of almost seven feet. Looming over her, he bared his teeth and snarled—a low, menacing sound whose meaning couldn’t be clearer:

      Back off or you die!

      Imani caught her breath and put the hand she’d offered him to her pounding heart. He had fangs, she saw—but not like a Blood Kindred, who only had fangs in the upper jaw. No, J’are had fangs in both his upper and lower jaws.

      Teeth like a wolf, she thought. Or maybe like a panther.

      No wonder the Yonnites had assumed he had ripped his Mistress’s head off—he was certainly equipped to do it.

      Standing there in her bra and panties with an angry killer Kindred looming over her, Imani wanted desperately to run away.

      He was wearing a harness, she saw—thick leather straps which held his arms close to his body and manacled his hands in front of him. That and the pain collar around his neck with the chains linked to it were keeping him in place. He couldn’t get to her if she just took a few steps back.

      But I can’t do that—can’t back off, she thought desperately. If I do, they’ll kill him! I can’t let that happen. Oh please—I need to get through to him somehow!

      Suddenly she felt a warm presence all around her and a powerful feminine voice whispered in her ear, “Courage, daughter.”

      Imani took a deep breath. Could that be the Kindred Goddess? Her mentor had told her before she left the Mother Ship that the female deity was real and sometimes stepped in to help her children in times of need or danger. Was she with Imani now, watching over this situation?

      If you are watching, Goddess, I need you now! Imani thought as she looked up at the snarling, feral Kindred. With that shiny black stuff—whatever it was—all over his skin and those pale green eyes gleaming at her, he looked like something out of a nightmare. She had to find a way to tame him! Or at least calm him down and bring him back to himself.

      I’ve been treating him like a cornered dog, Imani thought. But he’s not a dog or a wolf—somewhere inside, he’s still a man. Well, a Kindred anyway. I have to find that part of him and bring it forward.

      So she took another step towards him and did what she knew you’re not supposed to do when confronted by a snarling dog. She looked the big Kindred directly in his pale green eyes—the same eyes she’d seen in her dreams.

      “J’are,” she said softly but firmly. “J’are, come back to me—come back to yourself. I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to help.”

      As she looked into his pale eyes, she tried to project calm energy, to show with her face, her voice, her body language, that she was only here to help.

      “Please,” she murmured. “Please, J’are— I’m here to bring you home.”

      Pale green eyes clashed with hers for a long, breathless moment. Then, slowly, a change came over the big Kindred.

      His shoulders loosened just a bit and his big, muscular body lost some of its tension. The curled upper lip began to relax, hiding the sharp white teeth and the two sets of fangs in his upper and lower jaws. Lastly, sentience flooded his face in a way that was difficult to define but it centered in his eyes.

      “I…have…no home.” His voice came out deep and hoarse and his words were hesitant, as though he hadn’t talked in a long time and was trying to remember how.

      But at least he’s talking! Imani thought, a thrill running through her. He’s talking and thinking—he’s out of the feral state.

      But he was just barely out of it. She sensed that one wrong move—one wrong word—could send him right back into that animalistic rage.

      “I’ll be your home,” she said softly. “If you’ll let me, “J’are.”

      “You know…my name.” He frowned uncertainly. “But I don’t know yours.”

      The words were coming a bit less hesitantly now and she sensed he was remembering himself more and more.

      “My name is Imani and I’m your Defender,” she said. Then something made her reach up to him and lay a hand on his rough cheek.

      It was a long stretch, since he was so tall and Imani was what she liked to call “height challenged.” But J’are met her halfway. Chains clinking, he leaned down and accepted her gentle caress. For just a moment, his eyes closed as though in pleasure at her touch. When they opened again, he was looking directly at Imani.

      “You are here to Claim me?” he asked hoarsely. “You name me as your own?”

      Imani bit her lip. There seemed to be some significance to his words—some hidden meaning she was missing. She wished desperately that she’d been able to find out more about the Nightwalker Kindred before she came on this mission. But it was too late now—she’d just have to go with it.

      “Yes,” she said firmly. “I Claim you, J’are. I name you as my own—you are mine and I will take you home.”

      “That you most certainly will not.” Judge Thoughtgood’s strident voice cut through the magical spell which seemed to have fallen over Imani and the big Kindred.

      She looked up, her hand still pressed to his cheek.

      “Why can’t I take him?” she asked, forgetting to address the judge correctly, though she had never forgotten court protocol before in her life. “You can see that he’s no threat.”

      “I see that he’s no threat to you. At least, not right now,” Judge Thoughtgood said, frowning. “But it remains to be seen if he will be safe for anyone else to be around.”

      “Just let me take him with me,” Imani pleaded. “I’ll take full legal responsibility for his actions.”

      It was a rash promise but there was something about the big Kindred that touched her heart. Maybe it was the way he had come back to sentience just for her, or the way she had just claimed him as her own, but she wanted more desperately than ever to save him and get him off this awful planet.

      Judge Thoughtgood frowned.

      “I tell you what, Councilor,” she said to Imani. “I will give you a short trial period. You may take the Kindred male back with you to wherever you’re staying for the night. Then, come back with him to court this time tomorrow. If you’re still unharmed and he seems lucid, I’ll make a further ruling then.”

      It looked like the best offer she was going to get so Imani nodded.

      “Thank you, your Honor. I appreciate your clemency.”

      Judge Thoughtgood frowned.

      “You won’t be thanking me if he rips your throat out in the middle of the night, Councilor,” she said dryly. “But I’m willing to at least allow you to try to tame him. Listen to me, though…” She raised a finger and narrowed her eyes at Imani. “When I say keep him with you, I mean he must be with you at all times. You’re not to leave him alone for an instant—not even to go into another room. Do you understand?”

      Well that was going to make having a shower tonight interesting, Imani thought. But she had no choice.

      “Yes, your honor,” she said firmly. “I understand and I am willing to undertake the risk and responsibility in order to take J’are home with me.”

      “Very well.” Judge Thoughtgood nodded, an expression of grudging respect in her blue eyes. “I hope I’m not making a mistake here, Councilor. But you seem like a very determined young woman—I respect that.”

      “Thank you, your honor.” Imani looked up at the big Kindred, who was still held in place by the chains attached to his collar and the bolts in the floor. “Could you please have the guards unchain J’are so I can take him home with me?”

      At a nod from the judge, one of the Horvath guards came forward and started to unlock the chains. But the moment the scaly lizard man came close, J’are’s eyes flashed and he bared his teeth, showing his fangs again.

      Imani frowned. She had heard reports of how badly the Horvaths mistreated prisoners under their care. They were a sadistic, cold-blooded people who enjoyed torture. She didn’t need the guards triggering J’are again and forcing back into his feral state.

      “Stop!” she exclaimed, frowning at the guard. She held out her hand. “Give me the key. Let me do it,” she demanded imperiously.

      The lizard man looked at her dubiously and then up to the judge who nodded her head.

      “Give the Defender the key, guard.”

      With a shrug of his scaly shoulders, the Horvath guard dropped the key—a smooth metal disk with a burnished copper stud sticking out in the middle—into Imani’s palm.

      “You pressss it to the locksss,” he explained and then took a step back.

      “Thank you,” Imani said stiffly. Then she turned her attention back to J’are. “All right now. All right,” she murmured in a low, soothing voice. “Come down here please—I can’t reach you way up there.”

      The big Kindred relaxed his defensive stance at once and bent towards her. Imani pressed the round disk to the locks that ringed his pain collar. One by one they popped open and the chains slithered, clinking and clanking to the floor, where they lay in piles like defanged snakes.

      “Good.” Imani caressed his cheek again. “Excellent, J’are.”

      As soon as she got him home she had to get that shiny black stuff off of him, she thought. It felt slightly tacky to the touch and had a strange, unpleasant chemical odor. But despite that, she didn’t want to draw away.

      “That’s good, J’are. You’re free now,” she told the big Kindred.

      “Not free yet,” he rumbled and nodded down to the thick leather harness which strapped his arms to his body and kept his hands and wrists bound in front of him.

      “Judge Thoughtgood?” Imani looked up at the judge who was watching with a wary expression on her face. “May I please have the key to J’are’s harness as well?”

      “You may have it,” the judge answered. “But you may not use it until you get the Kindred back to your own domicile and the doors are safely locked,” she added firmly. “This male is far too dangerous to roam around unrestrained. And I want him locked up in that harness again when you bring him back into court tomorrow. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, your honor.” Imani nodded respectfully and looked up at J’are. “Sorry, big guy—I’m afraid you’ll have to wear it just a little while longer until I can get you home. Okay?”

      Slowly, he nodded.

      “All…right.”

      “Okay.” Imani stroked his cheek again. It occurred to her that she was touching him way more than was proper between an attorney and her client. But it seemed to calm him down and besides, she found she liked touching the big Kindred—even if he was covered in some kind of weird black tar-paint.

      One of the Horvath guards handed her another kind of key—this one a slightly larger disk which was hung on a metal chain.

      “Wear thisss clossse to you,” he hissed at her. “When you wish to use it, pressss it to the locking mechanism by his wristssss.” He nodded at the thick manacles which extended from the heel of J’are’s big hands all the way up his forearms.

      “Thank you,” Imani said stiffly. She took the harness key and slipped it over her head. Then she looked at J’are. “All right—are you ready to go?”

      “Not without a leash! And the remote to his pain collar!” Lady Bittlebum spoke up for the first time. She gave Imani a withering look. “How in the world do you expect to control the beast otherwise?”

      At the sound of her voice, J’are’s eyes blazed and he turned on the lemon-haired Mistress with a low growl.

      “No, no!” Imani said quickly. Reaching up, she captured his chin and pulled gently but firmly. “Look at me, J’are,” she said urgently. “Don’t pay any attention to her—just look at me.”

      Slowly, the big Kindred turned back to face her.

      “She likes pain,” he said simply. “Being with her hurts.”

      Imani felt as though he was squeezing her heart with his words. She had a sudden flash of what life with Mistress Bittlebum must have been like. She’d been the first one to own J’are after the kind but eccentric Lady Hownow, who had apparently treated him like a son. Then her niece had come along and introduced him to the pain collar and who knew what other torture devices the Yonnites used on their male bodyslaves?

      It must have been terrible for him to go from a home where he was loved and cared for to a place where he was constantly shocked into submission.

      “It’s all right,” Imani told him, stroking his cheek again. “She can’t hurt you anymore. She’s never going to hurt you again. No one is—you’re mine now.”

      As she spoke those words, she felt the truth of them. She wasn’t just saying the words—she really was claiming the big Kindred as her own. Somehow he had gotten under her skin and she wanted nothing more in the world than to keep him safe.

      J’are’s blazing green eyes looked into hers for a long moment.

      “I’m yours now,” he repeated in that hoarse, deep voice of his. “Yours and not hers.”

      “Mine,” Imani agreed. “Come on now—you’ll be all right. Just focus on me. Stay with me, all right?”

      “Yes.” He nodded slowly. “I’ll stay with you.”

      “I must agree with Lady Bittlebum, Councilor,” Judge Thoughtgood’s voice cut in again before Imani could take the big Kindred’s hand to lead him away. “You’ll need the remote to his pain collar to keep him under control. And you cannot take him out without a leash—it simply isn’t proper.”

      Imani wished she could argue that she wasn’t afraid of the big Kindred and thus didn’t need to use the pain collar. And also, putting him on a leash was dehumanizing. But right at that moment, she just wanted to get out of there before the judge changed her mind.

      “All right,” she said evenly. “Give me the leash and remote.”

      Another Horvath guard stepped forward and handed her a long black leather leash and a small black rectangular box that looked like a mini TV remote.

      Imani took them but when J’are saw the small remote in her hand, he at once began to growl.

      “No, no—look at me. Look at me,” Imani told him, reaching up to stroke his cheek. “I’m not going to use this,” she said, showing him the remote. “I promise—not even once. I have to take it because they won’t let me take you with me otherwise. But I’m not going to use it.”

      Slowly, his green eyes cleared and the animalistic rage leaked away. He frowned.

      “You swear by the Goddess?”

      “I swear,” Imani said firmly. She tucked the remote into the front of her bra, since she had no other place to put it. “See? Out of sight, out of mind.”

      “Mmmm.” J’are agreed, but his pale green eyes were fixed on the tops of her breasts, cupped snugly in the white lace bra.

      Uh-oh… Imani wished she had some way to cover herself, but she couldn’t exactly put her blouse back on at the moment—she would risk offending the judge.

      She tried to ignore the big Kindred’s interest and turned her attention to the leash instead. She didn’t like using it on him but again, she didn’t see any way around it.

      “I have to put this on you now,” she told him. “I’m sorry, J’are—I don’t want to but I have to.”

      He nodded with surprising acceptance and lifted his chin, baring the thick black collar with its metal rings. Imani wished she could take that off him as well, but she knew better than to ask. She would have to see if there was some way to remove it once they got back to her hotel room.

      She clipped one end of the leash to the front ring of his collar and held the other end awkwardly. It seemed so strange to be leading a grown man on a leash like a dog, but there was no way around it—not here on Yonnie Six.

      “All right, now we’re ready to go,” she told J’are.

      “I’ll see you here this time tomorrow, Councilor,” Judge Thoughtgood said, drawing Imani’s attention away from the big Kindred for a moment. “And remember, you are not to take his leash and harness off until you are safely in your residence. Am I understood?”

      “Completely, your honor,” Imani said, nodding at her. Then she looked at her new charge. “Come on, J’are,” she told him. “Let’s go home.”
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      She was the One and she had come for him, to Claim him. So many nights dreaming of her—dreaming of her warm brown skin and big dark eyes. So many nights seeing her luscious curves when he closed his eyes at last to the torments of the hole and was able to drift away for a few precious minutes of sleep.

      J’are followed her willingly. He was aware that his feral side was still more than halfway in charge—his senses on high alert as long as they were out in the open. Seeking danger and finding it, when he saw the Horvath guards (Gods damn them to the Seven Hells and let them burn there for all eternity!) and the Cruel Mistress who had first shocked and hurt him.

      But even with danger all around, she was unafraid. The feral part of J’are wanted to fight—wanted to kill the guards who had harmed him, wanted to hurt the Cruel Mistress the way she had hurt him. But she said he must not and the sentient part—the thinking part—also said not to. So he listened and followed her out of the cold, echoing room full of danger.

      Followed her out into the open and away from all the bad people towards home.
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      Imani hadn’t arrived at the legal building until late afternoon and the trial—if you could call it that—had taken several hours. By the time she and J’are emerged onto the sidewalk outside the tall black building, twilight had fallen.

      The big Nightwalker Kindred looked like a vast shadow in the deepening gloom—all except his eyes, which glowed eerily in the gathering darkness. He didn’t seem too happy to be so close to the heavy traffic, still whizzing by.

      He whined uneasily as an especially large vehicle whooshed past, flattening Imani’s skirt and blouse(which she had put back on as soon as she left the courtroom) against her body with the force of its passing. If he had been a dog, she thought, his ears would have been flat back and his tail would have been tucked.

      “Come on now, J’are.” Imani could feel the tension in the leash as she tugged it gently. She was well aware of the awesome physical strength on the other end of the black leather strap she was holding. If the big Kindred decided he didn’t want to go where she was leading, he damn well didn’t have to. There was absolutely no way she could force him because she was not going to break his trust by using the remote to the pain collar, which was still tucked into her bra.

      The phrase Got the tiger by the tail popped up in her mind. Yup—that was pretty much what this amounted to. She had a huge, only semi-sentient beast who had killed five people on the end of a leash and it was nearly full dark outside. How was she going to manage to get him home?

      At first she tried hailing the Yonnie Six equivalent of a taxi or an Uber, but the traffic was whizzing by much too quickly for anyone to stop. Or maybe the drivers just didn’t like the look of the huge, bound male who was covered in black gook from head to foot. What was that stuff on J’are’s skin anyway and how hard would it be to get off?

      Well, that was a question for when they got back to her suite at the Luxx—if they could even find a way back, that was, Imani thought grimly. She wished she had arranged for a ride to pick her up, but she’d been in such a hurry not to miss the court date that the idea hadn’t even occurred to her. She sighed.

      Well, maybe she would have better luck finding a ride back where the last driver had dropped her off before court. It had seemed to be some kind of a drop off and pick up zone. Unfortunately, it was across the street.

      “Come on, J’are. I know you don’t like the traffic but just try to bear with me, okay?” she said coaxingly. “I promise we’ll be home soon and then I’ll get you a nice bath and a yummy supper? All right?”

      She realized she was talking to him like he was a pet or a tired child, but it just seemed natural to do that when his more animalistic side came out. Back in the courtroom, he had almost seemed lucid for a moment. But now that they were out in the busy street with the Yonnite vehicles whizzing by and the stink of alien exhaust rising in the night, he seemed to have reverted to his feral state.

      Imani just hoped he didn’t start growling again. She didn’t know how well she could calm him down now that the light was gone from the sky. Did Nightwalkers get even more feral at night? She wished desperately that she had more information on his kind of Kindred, but the sources that talked about Nightwalkers had been few and far between.

      Basically once the Kindred High Council had determined that the offspring of the Kindred males with the Nightwalker females resulted in such terribly dangerous and unstable children, they had shut off any further cross-breeding and quarantined the planet. Imani wished they had sent some scientists to do further study on the small, remote world. If she ever got back home to the Mother Ship, she would certainly recommend it.

      “Come on, J’are. Come on,” she coaxed, tugging gently on the leash. She led the big Kindred back the way she had come, down the sidewalk and over to the base of the cross walk. J’are came willingly enough and they climbed the long, winding stairs that led to up to the raised bridge together.

      Imani was beginning to think everything was going to be okay because the big Nightwalker was following her lead beautifully. They walked together over the whizzing traffic which looked like blurred lines of light below in the darkness. But when they got to the middle of the bridge, J’are balked.

      There was no warning. One minute they were walking along and the next minute Imani was pulled up short because the big Kindred had stopped moving.

      She tugged at the leash but it was like pulling on a steel beam.

      “J’are?” she turned around to see that he was standing stock still in the middle of the bridge. His pale green eyes were glowing as he looked intently into the darkness at the other end of the bridge. A low growl was rising from deep in his chest. He looked for all the world like a dog or wolf who senses danger ahead.

      “J’are?” Imani said again. Her heart was suddenly pounding. “J’are, what is it? What do you see?”

      She didn’t expect an answer—not a verbal one anyway—but the big Nightwalker surprised her. Without looking away from whatever he was watching at the other end of the bridge he growled out,

      “Free…me.”

      “What?” Imani put a hand to her rapidly beating heart as she saw that he was holding out his manacled wrists. He wanted to be let loose from his harness—which was something Judge Thoughtgood had specifically forbidden. Then again, she had also wanted to put the big Nightwalker to death. But still, doing what J’are asked would be violating a court order and Imani had never done that—never even dreamed of doing it—for her entire legal career.

      Still, the low growl rising from the big Kindred’s throat was raising the short hairs at the back of her neck. Clearly J’are was seeing something she couldn’t—sensing danger that was still invisible to her. She remembered her best friend’s dad—the one who rescued wolfdogs—saying you should always trust your dog’s instincts. He often said most of his animals had better common sense than any of the people he knew.

      Of course, J’are wasn’t really an animal but he certainly seemed to have the instincts of one. Abruptly, Imani made a decision.

      “All right,” she said, getting out the key to the manacles, which still hung around her neck on the thin chain. “All right, I’ll set you free but you have to promise not to get into trouble.”

      J’are made no answer as she unlocked his harness. He simply shrugged his broad shoulders, letting the loops of leather fall to the walkway.

      “Okay, we can’t just leave this here. The judge will expect to see you wearing it again in court tomorrow.”

      Imani was just stooping to pick up the harness when something whooshed over her head and J’are’s growl turned into an angry roar.

      “Oh!” she gasped and overbalanced, falling back onto the rough walkway on her behind.

      J’are was grappling with someone or something in the darkness. It was difficult to see what it was but Imani thought the dim lights from the traffic below illuminated huge, insectile eyes. She caught blurred impressions of snapping mandibles and multiple long limbs flashing in and out of the shadows. Whatever it was, she realized, it was trying to get to her. But J’are was holding it back.

      The attacker—whoever or whatever it was—fought in perfect silence punctuated only by the occasional grunts and growls of effort and anger from the big Kindred. Suddenly he gave a roar and there was a wet ripping sound like thick flesh being torn.

      The assailant finally made a sound—it let out a high-pitched, unearthly shriek which set Imani’s teeth on edge as a cold finger of fear skittered down her spine. Then, whatever it was, scrambled away into the darkness.

      “J’are?” Imani got shakily to her feet. The big Nightwalker was standing there, breathing heavily and still growling fiercely under his breath. In one hand he was clutching something long and stiff which still twitched and jerked spasmodically.

      “J’are? What’s that you have?” Imani heard the quiver in her own voice and she tried to make it sound steadier. “What is it?” she asked him again, coming closer.

      In the dim light from the traffic below, she saw what he was holding was some kind of a leg—an insect leg—but a huge one. It had long, chitinous spines along its underside and wickedly sharp claws on one end. The other end was a bleeding stump, leaking black ichor.

      “Ugh!” Imani took several big steps back in disgust. “Get rid of it, J’are!” The thing he was holding looked like it had been pulled off a giant roach!

      Or maybe a giant praying mantis, whispered a little voice in her head. A praying mantis like the ones she kept seeing everywhere including her hotel, the ride services she’d tried to call, and in the courtroom besides Lady Bittlebum!

      Something was going on here—but what?

      “Wait,” she told J’are. “Wait, don’t—”

      But it was too late—he had already tossed the grizzly souvenir of his battle off the bridge into the darkness below.

      Luckily, it didn’t hit any of the cars that were whizzing by—or at least, Imani didn’t see any evidence that it had. But the evidence of J’are’s midnight battle had been lost and along with it, any chance she had to bring it before the court. Not that Imani knew what she would say even if she did.

      “Excuse me, your honor, but ever since I got to Yonnie Six I’ve been seeing these giant pink praying mantises everywhere and one attacked me on my way home from court.”

      What could Judge Thoughtgood do about that? And what did it even mean? Did it have anything to do with whoever had tried to frame J’are for the murder of his old Mistress?

      Imani didn’t have any answers and suddenly she was bone weary. She’d had a long, long day which had started in a whole different part of the galaxy, light years away. Right now she just wanted to get back to the Luxx, kick back and relax.

      “Come on, J’are,” she muttered, pulling at the leash which was still attached to his pain collar. “Is it safe to go now?”

      He looked down at her and nodded once.

      “Safe.”

      “Okay, good.” Imani nodded wearily towards the end of the bridge. “Then come on—we have to go.”

      She was just wondering if they would be able to catch a ride at the place she’d been dropped off that afternoon, when one of the flying shuttle-cars which normally flew high above the ground traffic swooped down and hovered alongside of the bridge.

      The window slid down to reveal a round, curious face.

      “Hello there, little Mistress,” the driver said, frowning. “And what might you and your bodyslave be doing out here so late at night?”

      “Trying to get home—or at least, back to my hotel,” Imani said warily. “Are you a ride service?” she asked. She knew there were a few free males living and working on Yonnie Six, though not many of them.

      “That I am, but I’m none too sure about taking on a fellow as big as that.” The man nodded at J’are who was standing protectively close to Imani, looking ready to fight if the other male tried to encroach on his territory.

      “Who, J’are? He’s a sweetheart!” Imani said quickly. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

      “He wouldn’t, eh?” The cabbie—if that was what he was—didn’t look convinced. “Well what’s that black stuff all over his skin?”

      “I don’t know,” Imani said desperately. “But it won’t rub off on your seats, I promise. See?” She rubbed her thumb over the big Kindred’s forearm and then showed her hand to the cabbie who looked at it thoughtfully.

      “Hmm. Well, where are you headed, Mistress?”

      “The Luxx,” Imani told him. “Can you take us there?”

      “The Luxx, eh?” His eyes widened. “Well, if you’re staying there you can certainly afford to pay.”

      “Yes, I can,” Imani said. She was thankful she had the no-limit cred chip Commander Sylvan had given her. “In fact, I’ll pay you twice the going rate. Only please, just take us home.”

      “Twice you say?” This offer seemed to make up the cabbie’s mind. “All right—hop in, Mistress. Only mind that big bodyslave of yours doesn’t mess up my upholstery.”

      “He’ll be as quiet as a lamb,” Imani promised. She looked at J’are. “You’ll be good for me—right, J’are?”

      He nodded stiffly once and repeated, “Good,” in that deep, hoarse voice of his.

      “All right—climb in then.”

      The cabbie slid open the back compartment of the shuttle, which meant Imani had to climb over the waist-high railing of the bridge to get in. She was just about to do so when a pair of big hands took her by the waist and simply lifted her into the flying shuttle-cab.

      “Oh!” she barely had time to gasp before J’are was climbing in after her.

      “All settled back there?” the cabbie asked, looking at them from behind a thick plasti-glass shield which separated the front and the back of the cab. When Imani nodded, he said, “All right then—off we go!”
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      The shocked looks Imani got leading J’are through the lobby of the Luxx would have made her blush with embarrassment at another time. But at the moment she was so tired and worn out, she honestly just didn’t even care.

      She walked with her head down, intent only on getting to her room and refused to notice the whispered remarks about how “filthy” her bodyslave was or snobbish references to people who didn’t belong on the planet in the first place.

      At last they reached her suite and she was able to bring him inside. She wanted to collapse on the bed but one look at the shiny black paint stuff all over him made her reconsider. Clearly her job wasn’t done yet.

      She considered putting him in the shower but she wasn’t sure the black paint would wash off easily. Maybe it was better to give him a good soak in the tub—she might have better luck getting it off him that way.

      “J’are, what is this stuff?” she asked, picking at the black paint on one arm after she had gotten the water running in the huge marble tub in the center of the bathroom.

      He frowned.

      “Makes safe. Need to keep safe in the dark.”

      “You do?” Imani asked, puzzled. “Is it…very dark in the Yonnite holding jail then?”

      He nodded.

      “In the hole it is.”

      “The hole?” Imani shook her head. “Do you mean solitary? Solitary confinement?”

      But J’are shook his head vigorously.

      “Not solitary. Not…alone. Other inmates in the hole. And…things. Biters…crushers…bad things.” He shook his head again. “Not alone. Never alone.”

      “Oh, you poor thing!”

      Imani’s heart went out to him. He must have been fighting for his very existence for months! And it sounded like the Yonnite jail was worse than even the worst prisons on Earth.

      “Well,” she told J’are. “You don’t need this anymore, so we’re going to wash it off. Okay?”

      He drew away from her, frowning mistrustfully.

      “Need it to keep safe! Safe in the dark!”

      “But I’ll keep you safe now,” Imani promised him. “I mean, I won’t let you get put back in jail. You’re mine—remember? I Claimed you,” she added, hoping this would help him relent and get into the bath. She couldn’t take him everywhere with her as he was now, covered in the shiny black paint.

      “I’m yours.” Slowly J’are nodded. Since the fight on the bridge, he had regressed even more into his feral state but this seemed to get through to him. “You’ll keep me safe?” he said, looking at Imani hopefully.

      She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. The fact that a seven-foot-tall, huge, muscular Kindred warrior was asking for her protection seemed like a joke. But until she could get him completely free of the Yonnite court system, she was actually his best bet for safety.

      “I’ll keep you safe,” she repeated. “So how about getting into the nice warm tub and washing this stuff off. Would that be okay?”

      J’are appeared to think about it for a moment.

      “You wash me because you Claimed me?” he asked.

      “Yes, exactly.” Imani nodded her head vigorously.

      “All right.” He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      “Good.” Imani led him into the bathing area. “Okay now, take off your clothes and get in,” she said, showing him the big marble tub filled with steaming water and pink foamy bubbles.

      Without waiting for her to turn her head away, J’are began stripping down the black trousers he’d been wearing. It was impossible to say if they were meant to be black or if they’d been painted with the same stuff that covered his skin but Imani could at least see that where they had covered him, he wasn’t painted. A firm, tan, muscular ass came into view before she could look away as J’are finished undressing and climbed into the tub.

      “Warm,” he remarked as he sank into the pink bubbles. “No warm water in the hole. All cold all the time.”

      “That sounds terrible,” Imani said. She tried to hand him a sponge. “Do you think you can wash that stuff off yourself?”

      But J’are leaned away from the sponge.

      “What’s that? Don’t like!”

      Imani sighed.

      “It’s just a sponge. It will help get you clean—see?” She knelt by the side of the tub and reached both arms into the tub herself. Then she made a show of scrubbing one hand with the sponge while J’are watched. “It’s soft—it doesn’t hurt,” she told him.

      His suspicious frown lessened and he held out his own arm to her.

      “Make clean,” he said, nodding.

      Oh, so he was willing to get scrubbed as long as Imani was the one doing the scrubbing. Well, she didn’t really mind if it made him feel better about getting cleaned up.

      “Here we go,” she said, taking his huge hand in her much smaller one and beginning to scrub his arm in long strokes. The black paint stuff seemed stubborn at first, but then it finally began flaking and peeling off in long strips.

      As she worked, Imani was reminded again of her friend from high school and how the two of them had spent days on her dad’s farm. She wasn’t thinking of the wolfdogs this time, however, but of the horses. They had spent hours grooming their favorite mounts, currying and brushing the big animals. That was a little like cleaning J’are, because he was so big.

      Not that I’d ever want to “mount” him, Imani thought and felt her cheeks get hot with a blush. Now where had that idea come from?

      Pushing it out of her head, she continued to peel away the paint. But along with his firm, tan skin, she found something else under the thick, shiny layer.

      At first she thought the lines she saw were more paint but they weren’t shiny and they didn’t come off, no matter how hard she scrubbed. J’are watched her trying for some time. Finally he said,

      “You scrub hard.”

      “I know, I’m sorry,” Imani apologized. “It’s just…I can’t get this other stuff off your arm. See?” She pointed to the thick, black marks on his skin. “Is this some other kind of paint?”

      J’are shook his head.

      “No paint. Those are k’dra—my markings.”

      Imani stopped scrubbing at once.

      “Oh, so they’re supposed to be there?”

      He nodded again. “My k’dra.”

      “I see. I’m sorry,” Imani said. She couldn’t tell if the thick black markings were some kind of tribal tattoos or maybe just natural skin colorations but she didn’t think she could get the big Kindred to understand her question, so she didn’t ask.

      “Let’s move on to the other arm then,” she said briskly.

      Obligingly, J’are gave her his other arm and she scrubbed it free of paint as well. This was a bit easier, since it had been soaking for some time.

      Imani did his chest and back as well, noting that the thick black markings—which looked very much like tattoos to her—ran up both arms and across his back and his broad, muscular chest as well. She wondered if they had some special meaning to him or the family he had been taken from as a boy.

      There were so many questions she wanted to ask but she didn’t think now was the time to try to get through to the big Kindred. He was letting her scrub him, but he still looked rather wary. He especially didn’t like it when she washed his face and hair.

      Remembering the long, flowing hair she’d seen on the evidence vid that had been recorded on the tiny drive, she wondered—as she scrubbed the short stubble that remained—who had cut it. Had he been shorn before he entered the Yonnite jail or was that something that had been done to him down in ‘the hole’ as he had put it? She wondered what else had been done to him there and felt a surge of pity.

      At last his face and scalp were free of the black paint. To finish the bath, Imani had the big Kindred lean back and stick his feet out of the water. She noted, as she scrubbed, that he would probably wear a size fourteen or sixteen shoe—he was really just huge all over.

      “There,” she said at last, throwing the sponge into the tub, which was now filled with floating strips and scraps of the shiny black paint. “All done.”

      J’are shook his head.

      “Not done.”

      “Really?” Imani wiped her forehead with the back of her hand tiredly. “Do you have paint someplace else?”

      “Not done,” J’are insisted. Then he stood up in the tub, naked and dripping wet.

      Imani bit her lip.

      “Well…all right,” she said.

      Picking up the sponge again, she stood and went around to wash his lower back, where there were still a few patches of paint she had missed earlier. The markings he had called his k’dra extended all the way down to the top of his buttocks, she saw.

      “There—I think I got all the paint off now,” she told him at last.

      J’are twisted halfway around to frown at her.

      “Wash more,” he said. “Wash everywhere.”

      “What…you mean here?” Imani took a tentative swipe with the sponge over his round, firm ass which didn’t have any paint on it at all. This seemed to make J’are happy, however because he nodded.

      “Keep washing.”

      Bemused at the weirdness of actually giving her client a bath, Imani dipped the sponge in the water and washed some more, running it over the big Kindred’s muscular ass and the backs of his upper thighs until J’are seemed satisfied.

      “There, finished,” she said and was about to throw the sponge in the water when J’are turned around to face her.

      “Not done,” he said, frowning and pointed between his legs. “Not done—wash everywhere.”

      “What?” Imani stared at the shaft between his muscular thighs. Even only half hard, it was absolutely huge.

      He really is like one of the stallions I used to groom back at the farm, she thought and shook her head.

      “No, J’are—not there,” she said firmly.

      The big Nightwalker got a stubborn look on his face.

      “You Claimed me,” he pointed out. “You wash me!”

      “But I can’t…I shouldn’t…” Words failed Imani. How could she explain to him in a way he would understand that she was just his attorney and that she had already done much more for him than was strictly ethical? How could she make him understand that she really shouldn’t be washing him there?

      “You wash me,” J’are said again, frowning. “Or you don’t Claim me.”

      “I didn’t know that was part of the bargain!” Imani protested. But his pale green eyes were looking more and more upset and his fangs were beginning to show. She didn’t think he would bite her, but she didn’t want him to feel like she was rejecting him, either.

      Telling herself this was a necessary action in a difficult situation, Imani finally gave in.

      “All right,” she said, wringing out the sponge and getting some fresh water. “I’ll wash you everywhere.”

      She reached for him but J’are flinched away at first contact with the sponge.

      “Too rough!” he exclaimed, frowning. “Wash better.”

      “With what?” Imani protested. She looked around for something—anything else—she could use but there was nothing. Not even a washcloth or a face cloth. What kind of fancy hotel didn’t provide a washcloth?

      At last, in desperation, she scooped up a handful of bubbles and reached for his shaft.

      J’are seemed to approve of this. He made a soft, humming growl in the back of his throat as she stroked up and down his shaft with the bubbles.

      “You like that?” Imani asked him and her voice came out sounding strangely breathless. She found that she was no longer washing his shaft so much as just stroking it. It had gotten much harder and bigger now—so much so that she couldn’t fit her fingers all the way around it. God, how could he use something like this on anyone? How could any woman possibly accommodate such length and girth?

      “Like…that,” J’are echoed her in a soft growl.

      Looking up, Imani saw that his pale green eyes were half-lidded, like half-moons in his dark face. She saw desire in his gaze—desire and need and hunger…hunger for her.

      Oh God, I should really stop now! This is getting to be too much!

      But she didn’t stop. Instead, she found herself reaching between his thighs with her other hand to stroke the heavy sac hanging there. She cupped it lightly, weighing his balls in her hand, while she continued to caress his shaft in long, slow, deliberate strokes.

      “You…Claimed me.” J’are’s deep voice was rough and she felt his cock getting even harder in her hand.

      “Yes, J’are—I did,” she murmured. “I Claimed you.”

      “I am…yours.”

      The last word came out in a low growl and then he was coming—shooting thick spurts of seed into the bathwater while Imani held his shaft in her hand.

      She should have jerked her fingers away but somehow she couldn’t. She just watched, feeling hypnotized by the sight as the big Kindred came over and over, his eyes locked on her face as he shot his seed.

      It seemed to go on forever but at last he stopped shooting—though his shaft refused to go down and get soft, the way a human male’s cock would have.

      Oh my God, I just stood here and basically jerked him off! Shouldn’t have done that—why did I do it? Imani asked herself as she quickly disengaged and got him a towel to dry off with.

      What was wrong with her, acting this way with a client? Especially one that wasn’t really in his right mind? If anyone had been watching, they would have thought she was taking advantage of the big Kindred. Or at the very least, being extremely unethical.

      It won’t happen again, Imani promised herself. I’ll get him dried off and dressed and—

      She stopped, realizing she didn’t have anything to dress the big Kindred in. He couldn’t put back on the trousers he had just taken off—they were completely filthy and stiff with the black paint it had been so difficult to get off his skin and out of his hair.

      “I’ll have to call down and see if they can provide me with some clothes for him,” she muttered to herself. “I’ll have to see—”

      A sudden, low growl interrupted her monologue and she looked up to see J’are clutching his stomach.

      “Hungry,” he said. “Not much to eat in the hole.”

      “Oh, of course you are!” Imani felt bad for not thinking of this before. “I’ll get you something—I promise! You just get dried off.”

      And she bustled out of the bathroom to search for whatever they used here in place of a phone to call room service and get some food and clothing sent up.
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      What the Yonnites had in place of a phone was actually a kind of intercom system, Imani found, after searching all around the room. She never would have found it at all if she hadn’t heard a soft burst of static coming from it and looked up to see the sleek white box mounted on the wall above the bed.

      “Hello?” she called, looking up at it uncertainly. “Uh, is anyone there?”

      “Yezz Mizz Williamzz?” buzzed the familiar voice and Imani was certain she was talking to one of the huge pink praying mantises again. “How may I zzerve you?” it asked.

      “Uh, I’d like to order some room service.”

      “Room zzervice?” the voice sounded confused.

      “Oh—some food, I mean,” Imani said.

      “Very well. Pleazze look at the menu and plazze your order at your convenienzze,” the voice buzzed.

      “What menu?” Imani asked but almost before the words were out of her mouth, a small light on the underside of the box began to glow and a holographic menu was suddenly projected right in front of her in green light letters.

      Imani looked at it in surprise at first…and then incomprehension. She had no idea what the exotic-sounding dishes on the holo-menu were.

      “What in the world?” she muttered, looking at a dish called “ootor-flak.” "What is that?”

      As she spoke, she touched the menu item with one finger, as she would a real menu.

      The item turned from green to red at once and Imani pulled back her finger. Oops! Did that mean she had ordered it? She certainly hadn’t meant to, yet when she touched it again, it remained red so there didn’t seem to be anything she could do about it.

      At first she was upset but then she realized it didn’t matter. Since she had no idea what any of the items were, so she might as well pick some at random. She chose a few more menu items—trying to get one from each section of the menu in hopes that she would find something edible the big Kindred enjoyed. Finally she called to the sleek white box on the wall,

      “Okay, I’m finished with the menu.”

      “Very good, Mizzz, Williamzzz,” the buzzing voice told her. “Your selectionzz will be zzent to your room very zzoon.”

      Just at that moment, J’are wandered from the bathroom into the bedroom. He had finished drying himself but hadn’t felt the need to keep the towel, she saw with some dismay. He was completely naked and it didn’t seem to bother him a bit.

      “Wait—there’s one more thing,” Imani said to the box quickly. “Could you please also send me some clothing for a male? Uh, size extra, extra, extra large,” she added.

      “Zzertainly, a zzelection of bodyslave clothing will be zzent to your room along with your food,” the buzzing voice told her. Then it clicked off and the white box was silent.

      “Well,” Imani muttered, trying not to look at the huge, naked Nightwalker who was wandering around the room, obviously completely comfortable in his skin. “I guess we’ll see how long that takes to get here.”

      “Food soon?” J’are came over and looked down at her with a hopeful expression on his face.

      “Yes, food soon,” Imani promised him, trying not to look down at his still-hard shaft. God, didn’t he ever go down?

      Now that he was clean with no black paint on him, she couldn’t help but admire his physique. He was so big and muscular everywhere and he had a kind of unconscious, animal grace when he moved. He sort of flowed across the room, moving so smoothly he reminded her of a huge cat. The thick black tattoo-like markings that ran down his arms and back and across his chest made him look exotic and dangerous.

      Well, he certainly was dangerous—she knew that for a fact, considering how many other prisoners he had killed. But now that she had “Claimed” him, she didn’t feel threatened by the big Nightwalker at all. Though he did seem to feel that her Claiming had some unusual and unexpected connotations, she thought, remembering the way he had demanded she wash him “everywhere.”

      The memory of jerking him off made her cheeks get hot again. Why had she done it? She should have refused. But she’d felt almost hypnotized by those pale green eyes and the way he had said, “I am yours,” as he came.

      Her illicit thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door.

      Imani went to answer it, but J’are was suddenly there ahead of her, growling low in his throat as he stared at the door.

      “It’s all right,“ Imani put a hand on his arm soothingly. “It’s just room service. Just food,” she corrected herself, seeing that he didn’t understand.

      But even the mention of food couldn’t make J’are back down. He stood there naked, blocking the door, so that Imani was forced to reach around him to open it.

      Outside was a male servant dressed in the golden livery of the Luxx. He was pushing a golden cart which hovered three feet off the ground and had a number of golden domes resting on it. His eyes widened when he saw the huge Kindred standing there, blocking the way.

      “D-delivering what you ordered, My Lady?” he stammered, seeing Imani peering around J’are’s broad shoulder.

      “Oh yes, thank you. You can bring it right in,” Imani told him. She put a hand on J’are’s arm. “Come on now—let him bring it in. That’s our dinner, okay?”

      J’are’s nose wrinkled and he inhaled deeply, as though assessing if the male servant posed any threat. At last he stepped back and allowed the man to push the hovering cart into the room.

      “I’ll just set your Last Meal up here on the dining table, if I may, My Lady?” the servant asked, still keeping a nervous eye on J’are.

      “Dining table?” Imani asked but the servant was already opening a door off of the living area, which she had assumed was another bathroom. Inside was a lavishly decorated dark wood dining table with eight gold brocade chairs and a crystal chandelier hovering—-apparently without any ropes or cords—high above the surface of the table.

      The servant went to work quickly, unloading the gold-domed plates along with some eating utensils and napkins. He even left a covered basket, which he told Imani was a selection of tropical fruits—“On the house, of course, because you ordered so many fine dishes. The kitchen wanted to send its respects and gratitude.” He was about to leave when he looked at J’are one more time and snapped his fingers.

      “Oh, I almost forgot, My Lady! Here are the clothes you ordered. If they don’t fit, you can call for a different size.”

      From under the cloth covering the floating cart, he drew out several silk-wrapped packages and stacked them in one of the chairs.

      “Thank you so much.” Imani smiled at him. “Um, I’m not sure how tipping works here—I’ve never been to this planet before. Do I add a gratuity to my cred chip for you?”

      “No gratuity needed, My Lady,” the servant said quickly. “Just happy to be of service.” And he left as fast as he could, still eyeing J’are on his way out.

      “I think you made him nervous,” Imani said to the big Kindred, who was still glaring at the shut door. “And I can’t say that I blame him. Well—let’s see if any of these clothes work for you.”

      She opened some of the silk-wrapped packages and found a pair of dark blue silky sleep trousers, a pair of leather trousers with the crotch cut out, another pair which mercifully had the crotch intact, and several pairs of skimpy Speedo-looking underpants in various colors. There were no shirts—apparently bodyslaves didn’t get to wear them. There was, however, a pair of calf-height, black boots which looked like they might fit the big Kindred.

      “Here—put these on,” she told J’are, handing him the dark blue sleep trousers, which had fancy golden curlicue designs printed all over them. He pulled them on without comment and was finally covered. Which made it much easier to look at him without remembering what she had just done while she was bathing him, Imani thought, feeling her cheeks get hot. Honestly, what had gotten into her?

      Well, whatever it was, it wasn’t going to happen again, she promised herself firmly. And she wasn’t going to think about it anymore. Right now it was time to eat and she was really hungry.

      “Come on,” she said to J’are as he finished adjusting the trousers. They hung low on his narrow hips and emphasized the broadness of his bare chest. “Let’s eat.”
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      Imani wasn’t sure what to expect when she took the golden dome off the first plate but it certainly wasn’t a squirming mass of live, dark blue and purple worms.

      “Ugh!” she exclaimed and banged the lid back down hastily. “How awful! Is that normal Yonnite food?” she asked, looking up at J’are.

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling, which seemed to make the thick black markings on his arms and chest ripple.

      “Is skriglers.”

      “Skriglers?” Imani shuddered. “Well, I don’t want any of those, that’s for sure!”

      Hoping the other food wouldn’t still be alive, she pulled the dome off a second plate. A rush of savory-smelling steam emerged, blocking her sight but making her mouth water.

      “Oh, this is more like it!” Imani exclaimed. “This smells absolutely…uh…”

      The words died in her throat when the steam cleared and she saw what was on the large plate.

      It appeared to be the head of some kind of creature—it looked a little like a wild pig or boar. But along with its long, wrinkled snout and ugly tusks, it also had a single spiral horn right in the middle of its forehead.

      Ugh—it’s a pigacorn! Or maybe a hogacorn, Imani thought, feeling slightly ill. The long snout gaped open with a blackened fruit jammed between its jaws. The eyes were still intact—they gazed at her with mute reproach as she looked down at the decapitated head.

      “That’s even worse!” Imani exclaimed, slamming the second lid back down. “Didn’t I order anything edible?”

      As it turned out, she hadn’t.

      Every single one of the dishes was disturbing either to look at or to smell. At one point Imani thought she’d found a bowl of granola she could eat, only to look closer and find it was a mass of tiny insects about the size of ladybugs with spotted yellow and brown shells that were slowly crawling all over each other.

      Then there was the thick cut of meat which looked a little like a steak but was bright green. Imani didn’t love the color, but she was willing to try a bite—until she leaned closer and smelled it. The reek of rotten meat mixed with dirty socks met her nose, making her jerk her head back sharply and mutter, “Nope. No way. Uh-uh!”

      There was also what appeared to be a cheese tray, with many different kinds of cheeses, all shaped into neat wedges. But when she went to use the small, ornamental knife that came with the tray to cut off a promising looking wedge, the “cheese” she was cutting emitted a high-pitched shriek and writhed away, leaving a trail of bright red slime that looked suspiciously like blood.

      Imani shrieked herself and dropped the knife, which clattered onto the tray. This outburst caused J’are to look at her anxiously, as though wondering if she was all right. Imani was sorry she’d scared him, but she was scared too—scared of the crazy food the Luxx served. Was all Yonnite food this awful? If so, why hadn’t Kat warned her and packed her about two dozen protein bars for just this kind of contingency?

      “I give up!” she exclaimed at last, taking a step away from the table and throwing up her hands. “I guess I’ll be fasting while I’m here.”

      Which wasn’t a great idea, since extreme dieting gave her a headache that wouldn’t quit and made it hard to think. Imani knew that from hard personal experience, when she’d tried desperately to lose weight to impress a guy she liked in college. After days of headaches and dizziness with no results, she’d realized she would just have to make peace with her curves.

      But right now, it seemed like maybe she was going to be losing weight the hard way—because there was nothing to eat that wasn’t disgusting or still alive or both on this freaking planet!

      “You…don’t like food?” J’are, who had been watching her closely as she uncovered the various dishes asked.

      “No, I don’t like the food! I don’t want to eat anything that’s staring at me or smells like rotten meat and old socks. And I especially don’t want to eat something that screams and bleeds when I cut it because it’s still alive!”

      Imani sighed and ran a hand over her braids, trying to get a grip on herself. She looked up apologetically at J’are, who was watching her with wide eyes.

      “Sorry—I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s just…this isn’t the kind of thing I’m used to at all. I mean, I’m not opposed to trying new things, just not things that scream when I try to take a bite,” she added, looking mistrustfully at the “cheese” tray, where most of the wedges were now clumped together at one end as though they were trying to keep each other safe.

      “You don’t like…fancy food?” J’are seemed to be struggling to get to the idea he was trying to express. Maybe he was still fighting his feral side, Imani speculated.

      “No.” She sighed. “Not even back on Earth—my own planet. I’ve never been much for caviar or truffles or anything boushie like that. I like something simple, without too many ingredients.” She thought longingly of her grandma’s sweet potato pie and sighed.

      “You like…fruit?” J’are asked. He lifted one of the discarded golden domes and indicated the complimentary fruit basket that Imani had forgotten about. “Simple,” he pointed out. “Not many…ingredients.”

      “Oh, you’re right!” Imani exclaimed. “Thank you, J’are! I forgot all about that. Now, let me see…”

      She selected a small pink fruit about the size of a kiwi with tiny blue dots and took a nibble. To her relief, it tasted normal. Well, if not exactly normal, then at least good. It was sweet and tart and had notes of watermelon, lime, and strangely, buttered toast. But somehow the flavors worked together and Imani was happy to finish the fruit right down it its three, round, bright green seeds.

      After that, she tried something that looked like a large, purple banana. It had a thick, crunchy texture that reminded her more of a macadamia nut than a fruit, but since she liked macadamia nuts, that was fine with Imani. The purple banana was slightly salty as well as sweet and very filling. By the time she’d finished it, she felt satisfied.

      “Ahh,” she sighed, wiping her mouth and fingers on a gold brocade napkin. “Well, I guess I’m going Vegan while I’m here—or maybe Fruitarian. But at least now I know what to order—thank you, J’are.”

      The big Kindred smiled at her. He had been sampling some of the other dishes, though thankfully not the screaming, bleeding “cheese,” and he seemed satisfied as well.

      Do you actually like all that?” Imani asked. “Because there’s plenty more fruit if you want some.” She nodded at the still mostly full basket which still held a wide variety of exotic looking fruit.

      J’are shrugged, his tattoo-like markings flowing with the motion.

      “Fancy food not best—but better than in the hole.”

      Imani wondered again what awful things had happened to him in the Yonnite prison. Would he ever come all the way out of his feral state so she could ask him? Or was this as far out of it as he got? Maybe he always talked like a caveman and that was just part of being a Nightwalker Kindred.

      She had no idea but she did know she was horribly tired. It had been a long, long day and she just wanted to get a shower and some rest.

      But that presented a problem.

      She had promised Judge Thoughtgood that she wouldn’t leave J’are alone—not even to go into another room. So how was she going to take a shower and ask him to be in the bathroom with her while she did, without him getting the wrong idea?

      He already has the wrong idea, Imani, chided a little voice in her head. Mainly because you told him you were Claiming him and then jerked him off in the bath!

      Imani winced again at the shameful memory. No matter how many times she swore she wouldn’t think of it ever again, the mental image of herself slowly stroking J’are’s long, thick shaft wouldn’t leave her mind.

      She pushed it forcefully out of her head and turned to face him.

      “J’are,” she said carefully. “Remember how I promised the judge in court that I wouldn’t ever leave you alone?”

      He nodded eagerly.

      “We stay together because you Claimed me.”

      “Yes, exactly.” Imani nodded. “But just because I Claimed you, doesn’t mean…” She stopped, shaking her head. “I mean I need to take a shower now and I need you to be in the same room with me while I do. But I don’t want you to get the wrong idea? Do you understand?”

      J’are was looking at her blankly and she had the idea she was being too subtle with him. Nerving herself up, she blurted out,

      “I’m not going to have sex with you tonight. Not going to, er, mate with you. All right?”

      She had expected the big Nightwalker to frown or growl or show some other sign of disappointment or anger. But J’are only shrugged again.

      “Claiming time not finished,” he said. “Bathing now. But holding, scenting, tasting, and bonding later. Right?”

      “Uh…” Imani wasn’t sure what to say about that. “Bathing tonight,” she agreed cautiously. “I mean, I bathed you and now I’m going to bathe myself—all right?”

      This time J’are did frown.

      “Bathing tonight,” he rumbled, in that deep, hoarse voice of his. “Imani bathed J’are, now J’are bathes Imani.”

      “No, no!” Imani held up her hands and shook her head. “No, that’s not going to work. We can’t…I mean, I can’t let you…”

      Suddenly he was right there, looming over her. Looking down into her eyes, he cupped Imani’s cheek with surprising tenderness.

      “J’are bathes Imani,” he murmured, letting his fingertips trail lightly down the sensitive skin of her throat. “Don’t worry,” he added. “J’are is gentle. No tasting or bonding tonight. That is…later.”

      Imani licked her lips, which were suddenly dry. God, he was so close she could feel the heat of his big body radiating against her own. And now that the sticky black paint stuff had been washed off, she could smell him too—a spicy, dark, wild musk that made her want to get closer to him—much closer.

      Damn, if they could bottle that stuff back home, some perfume company could make a million dollars on it, she thought, looking up at him.

      But she couldn’t let his scent or his closeness work on her. No matter how sexy he was, J’are was still her client. And she couldn’t let him go any further than they had already gone—which was way too far—Imani told herself.

      “I’m sorry, J’are,” she said firmly, holding his pale green eyes with her own. “But no, you cannot bathe me tonight.”

      A little growl of frustration left his lips.

      “Scenting tonight then?” he asked. “Holding?”

      “Uh, sure, I guess.” Imani wasn’t sure what she was agreeing to, but surely it couldn’t be as bad as letting him take a shower with her and wash her—right?

      She hoped not, anyway.

      “All right.” J’are took a step back, looking mollified. “Bathing later.”

      “Look, I never said—oh, never mind.” Imani threw up her hands. “Just come with me to the bathroom so I can get this shower over with and go to bed. I’m dead tired.”

      She just hoped she could get in and wash herself off without feeling too awkward about the strange situation. When she’d taken this job, she had never expected that part of it would be bathing her client or letting him watch her bathe in turn. But she couldn’t help remembering her first impression that when dealing with the Kindred, strange things happened.

      And now they’re happening to you, Imani, that little voice in her head whispered. Better get used to it—this case isn’t over yet. Not by a long shot!
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      Why wouldn’t his female let him bathe her?

      J’are watched, confused, as she disrobed in front of him—though she had her back modestly turned as she did—and stepped into the steaming water of the rain room.

      She had bathed him everywhere, which was as it should be, and caused him to spill his seed, which was right when a female Claimed her male. But now she didn’t intend to let him return the favor. At least, not tonight.

      Why was she prolonging the Claiming period, J’are wondered? As well as he could, anyway. Since it was after dark, the feral part of him was dominant, making cognizant thinking difficult.

      Speaking of the feral part of him, it wanted to ignore what she had said and get into the rain room with her to bathe her anyway. She was so small and delicate—yet so lusciously curvy. He wanted to run his hands all over her naked body and give her pleasure, just as she had given it to him.

      No! J’are worked hard to rein in his feral impulses. Above all, a male must respect a female’s wishes, he reminded the wild, animal part of himself. He could not hurt or force her—that would be wrong and it would ruin the Claiming. Besides, she had promised that they would be doing holding and scenting tonight and that was something.

      They were going somewhat out of order, his rational mind thought, as well as it could. The Claiming period for a Nightwalker Kindred was normally Holding, Scenting, Bathing, Tasting, and Bonding. Imani had started in the middle, which was a bit disconcerting for his animal side.

      But it doesn’t matter what order we go in, he told himself. As long as we get to bonding in the end.

      And then Imani stepped out of the rain room, wearing only a towel wrapped around her luscious body and all rational thought deserted him as the feral side took over almost completely.

      He could smell her sweet scent, even under the soap she had used to clean herself, and it was intoxicating. J’are couldn’t wait to smell her more deeply—to know her through his sense of smell and touch as he knew her through his sense of sight.

      Rising from the place on the floor where he had been crouching in a patient squat as she showered, he looked down at her.

      “Now,” he said to her, “Scenting.”
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      “Uh, what?” Imani looked up at the big Nightwalker uncertainly. He’d been waiting and watching her patiently as she took a shower in the luxurious shower stall—his pale green eyes on her body had made her feel nervous. Now she was even more nervous since he seemed to think it was time to do something she had promised him.

      Well, you did promise him, remember? asked that maddening little voice in her head. You told him the two of you could do “holding” and “scenting” whatever that means. Guess you’re about to find out.

      Well, not yet, she wasn’t, Imani thought.

      “I’m sorry, but I, uh, have to brush my teeth first,” she said, fumbling for an excuse on why they couldn’t do “scenting” yet. “It’s part of my bedtime routine and I can’t skip it. You should brush your teeth too,” she added, frowning. “Good oral hygiene is important.”

      “Brush…teeth?” J’are looked confused.

      “Look, I’ll show you.” Imani reached for her toiletry kit—which she had brought with her into the bathroom—and pulled out her toothbrush and toothpaste. As J’are watched in bemusement, she began to brush her teeth.

      At last he seemed to get the idea.

      “Clean teeth!” he exclaimed.

      Imani nodded and rinsed her mouth.

      “Exactly. Now let me see if I packed an extra toothbrush…”

      She started digging through her kit but J’are was already ahead of her. Reaching one long arm over her shoulder, he pressed a small silver panel which was located to the left of the 3-D viewer over the sink. It popped open, showing a selection of long silver styluses that looked a little like a cross between a writing instrument and a dental device.

      As Imani watched, the big Kindred plucked one of the silver pens from the panel and pressed a tiny button on its side. At once a beam of pale red light shot out—but it was only about an inch long. J’are aimed the light at his teeth and began to make motions like he was using a water pik.

      It was Imani’s turn to be fascinated. Was this how they cleaned their teeth here? Experimentally, she took one of the silver pens and turned it on. Carefully, she tested the short red beam of light against her finger and found that it felt a little like a water pik too. There was a gentle pressure and a rushing feeling which was actually quite pleasant.

      When she tried it on her teeth, she was surprised at how well it worked. It not only cleaned the enamel, it also whitened it as well, so she looked like she’d had a whitening treatment at the dentist. Perhaps the strangest thing, though, was that the short beam of pale red light actually had a flavor. It tasted slightly spicy and sweet—a little like cinnamon, Imani thought.

      When she was done using the light pik, as she had decided to call it, she thought her mouth had never felt so fresh and her teeth had never looked so white. It was nice to find there was something to like on this world, when she had begun to think she hated the entire planet.

      “That was really refreshing,” she told J’are as they put their piks back in the silver compartment. “But now I need to get dressed for bed.”

      “Bed,” he agreed, his eyes glowing. “Holding and scenting.”

      “Um, about that…” Imani wasn’t sure what to say. She wished she hadn’t recklessly promised him they could do “holding and scenting” when she didn’t know exactly what they entailed. But he had agreed there would be no tasting or bonding, so how bad could it be? She hadn’t been aboard the Mother Ship long, but she knew what those two meant and they were very sexual—she would just have to hope that holding and scenting were less so.

      Deciding that she might as well get to bed, Imani turned her back on the big Kindred to shimmy into the silky white nightgown Kat had packed her.

      Not for the first time, she wished she had insisted on packing a few of her own clothes as well. Her usual sleepwear consisted of an oversized t-shirt and cotton granny panties that went nearly up to her belly button.

      The nightgown and panties that Kat had given her, couldn’t have been more different. They were both made of some silky, diaphanous material which showed her chocolate brown skin easily—especially the dark points of her nipples, which pressed against the thin fabric in a way that was much too enticing. At least if the way J’are was eying her was any indication.

      The panties were short and sweet—not nearly as tiny as the formal panties she had to wear when she went out in society—but a far cry from her comfy granny panties, Imani thought with regret. They barely covered the top of her mound—which she’d had to shave in order to look good in the Yonnite formal wear—and were whisper thin, just like the gown.

      She got into the nightclothes, well aware that J’are was watching her every move, and then turned around to face him.

      “Well,” she said as brightly as she could. “Let’s go to bed now—okay?”

      But the big Kindred shook his head.

      “Scenting now.” His voice was a low, lustful growl that sent shivers down Imani’s spine.

      “Uh, now?” She looked at him uncertainly. “I thought—”

      But before she could finish her sentence, he was leaning down and pressing his face to the sensitive side of her neck.

      Imani gave a little squeak of surprise as he inhaled deeply, his scratchy cheek rubbing against her throat and then the nape of her neck. This had always been a sensitive area for her and she tried not to gasp as she felt his hot breath on her there.

      So this was what “scenting” was. Imani tried to calm her suddenly thundering heart.

      It’s okay, she told herself. He just wants to smell you—that’s all. No doubt it’s an animal thing—a Nightwalker thing.

      Whatever it was, it wasn’t just her neck the big Kindred wanted to smell. And he wasn’t just smelling, Imani realized as he dropped to his knees and pressed his face between her breasts. Though he was inhaling deeply, as if he was trying to memorize her personal scent, he was also rubbing his cheeks and mouth against her skin—through her nightgown, of course—as though he was trying to mark her with his scent as well.

      Imani gasped when he rubbed against her nipples. The thin fabric of the gown felt almost like it wasn’t there at all when his scratchy cheeks pressed against her sensitive peaks.

      “Oh, J’are!” she exclaimed and put her hands to his head, feeling the silky-rough brush of his buzz-cut hair against her palms as she tried to warn him to be careful.

      J’are seemed to realize he was rubbing a very sensitive area because he turned his head and used his mouth instead, pressing his lips to her tight points and making Imani gasp all over again.

      He looked up at her as he did it, holding her eyes with his. Slowly, he opened his mouth to envelope one ripe peak in his hot mouth. He sucked gently and Imani felt the hot brush of his tongue through the thin fabric of her nightgown.

      “Oh! No, J’are.” She shook her head quickly. “No, we…we can’t do that,” she protested.

      The big Kindred gave a final suck and then allowed her nipple to slip from his mouth slowly.

      “Only scenting and holding,” he said, as though reminding himself. “No tasting. Not yet.”

      “Not…not yet,” Imani repeated breathlessly, though she knew she ought to be saying not ever. She stroked her fingers over his short, silky hair. “Not yet, baby,” she murmured.

      J’are nodded.

      “Later,” he repeated in a soft rumble, before ducking his head to rub his bristly cheek against her belly.

      “J’are…” Imani heard herself protesting, her voice high and uncertain. And then he was pressing his cheek even lower, and she could feel him rubbing against her mound.

      The soft scratch of his stubble against her recently shaved pussy sent a quiver through Imani’s insides.

      “Now, J’are…” she said again, warningly as he rubbed his cheek against her and then turned to use his mouth. He pressed his lips to her slit in what looked like a reverent kiss, though she had an idea he was scent-marking her again somehow—like a cat marking its territory.

      “J’are…” This time her voice was almost a moan as she felt her outer pussy lips part under his gentle assault and his hot breath against the throbbing button of her clit. Even through the double layers of her nightgown and panties, it seemed to burn her—to set her on fire. J’are didn’t attempt to lick or suck her again, but he didn’t stop pressing his mouth to her open pussy either, rubbing against her and breathing her in at the same time.

      At last he pulled back and spoke.

      “Sweet,” he growled softly, looking up at her. “So sweet.”

      “Th-thank you,” Imani stuttered, not sure what else to say. “But scenting is over now—all right?”

      Reluctantly, he nodded. Rising smoothly to his feet, he loomed over her again.

      “More scenting later,” he announced and swung her into his arms.

      “Oh!” Imani gasped as he carried her from the vast marble bathroom into the even larger bed chamber. He deposited her in the middle of the huge, puffy mattress and climbed in after her. Then, before Imani could protest, he was on top of her and rubbing against her.

      “What…what are you doing?” she managed to pant as she felt the hard ridge of his shaft rubbing against her mound. Despite the layers of clothing between them, she could clearly feel the heat of his big body branding her most sensitive areas.

      J’are looked down at her.

      Scent marking,” he growled softly. “Part of scenting.”

      “But I never…I mean, I didn’t know, uh, know this was…was part of it. Of scenting, I mean,” Imani started to protest. “Besides, we said more scenting later.”

      “Later is now. My scent on yours,” J’are insisted in a low growl. Leaning down, he pressed his mouth and nose to the side of her neck again, inhaling deeply as he continued to work his hips and rut against her, rubbing the thick ridge of his cock deeply into the folds of her pussy.

      “Oh!” Imani felt like her whole body was on fire! Somehow her legs had opened and she was spread wide for him, though she knew she shouldn’t be. But it felt like her body was on overload. She was being bombarded with sensations, from his hot breath against her sensitive throat to his big body working against hers as he pressed his shaft rhythmically against her open pussy.

      This was what we called “dry humping” back in high school, she thought deliriously. She had been a good girl back then, not wanting to get into any kind of pregnancy trouble but she had done her fair share of this kind of activity in the backseat of her boyfriend’s car. Nobody had ever done it quite like J’are was doing it, however. He was grinding against her, rubbing the silky little panties right into her pussy and driving her absolutely crazy with the way he was nuzzling her neck.

      If he doesn’t stop soon, I’m going to come! Imani realized, feeling dazed with pleasure. He’s not even really touching me—well, not skin-to-skin anyway—but I swear I’m going to come!

      Inside her head, she knew this was wrong and the little voice of her conscience was screaming that there was no way she could do this with a client. But her body wasn’t paying any attention to what she should or shouldn’t do. Her clit was throbbing and aching and God, J’are smelled so good as he rubbed his big, hard, muscular body against hers…

      Suddenly she was up and over the edge of orgasm, though she tried desperately to hold it back. Waves of pleasure flooded through her and Imani threw her head back in a moan of pure release.

      “Oh!” she heard herself gasping. “Oh, J’are! You…you shouldn’t…”

      But of course he didn’t stop. He just kept rubbing as she quivered against him, until at last he seemed to sense her orgasm was over.

      “Oh,” Imani murmured again, but this time her voice came out in a weak moan. “Oh, J’are. We…we shouldn’t have… shouldn’t have done that.”

      She could barely get the words out. After such a powerful orgasm, she felt exhausted—her whole body limp with the sudden relaxation of tension.

      The big Nightwalker seemed to sense this because he climbed off her and pulled the covers over both of them. Then he settled Imani in the curve of his big body, spooning her protectively.

      “Holding now,” he growled softly in her ear. “And sleeping.”

      “Yes…” Imani yawned and snuggled back against him. Though she knew she shouldn’t spend the night in the arms of her client, she was so tired from all the excitement and stress of the day, not to mention the intense orgasm, she was barely awake. She felt she couldn’t have left J’are’s side even under the threat of being disbarred.

      “Lights…off,” she heard him growl and the dim golden light which lit the bedchamber was extinguished, plunging the room into darkness.

      But not complete darkness, Imani realized sleepily. There was a very soft glow coming from somewhere. Looking down, she saw that the black tattoo-like markings on J’are’s muscular arms, were no longer black. In the dark room, they were glowing a pale, shimmering silver.

      It wasn’t bright enough to disturb her rest. Actually, it was quite beautiful.

      He has his own nightlight, she thought fuzzily and then sleep swallowed her whole and she knew no more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seventeen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      J’are woke with a clear head for the first time in months and the feeling that he’d been doing something he shouldn’t do.

      At first he wondered why he was so comfortable. The concrete sleeping tube he’d been assigned in the hole was rough and dank and dirty, but he was lying on a soft, giving surface that cradled and cushioned his entire body.

      And speaking of bodies, a female one was cupped in the curve of his own. But that must be a dream—he was never destined to have his own female—not here on Yonnie Six. No matter what old Mother Hownow had said.

      Opening his eyes, he looked down and saw that it wasn’t a dream after all. The girl in his arms was lying on her side, sleeping deeply. She had creamy brown skin and long black eyelashes that curled on her high cheekbones. She had luscious curves too, he saw with approval—he’d never liked a female without something to hold on to.

      The girl looked familiar somehow and he had the feeling he’d seen her somewhere before. Maybe in his dreams when he’d been buried in the hole?

      But that whole experience seemed like a bad dream to him now. How long had he been in there? How long had his feral side had free rein? A week? A month? Three months? A year?

      J’are couldn’t remember. It was all just a dark, nightmarish blur of beatings and starvation and fighting for his life. In a situation like that, it was easier to let his feral side take over—it was much better at keeping him alive than his fully-functioning cognitive mind.

      Then she had come.

      He looked down again at the girl in his arms. Seeing her in the courtroom had been like seeing a candle in the darkness—a candle glowing just for him. J’are had known she was his savior from the moment she Claimed him as her own.

      Wait—had she Claimed him? Or had that been another dream? A misunderstanding by his feral side?

      He frowned, his forehead wrinkling as he tried to remember. He could only get vague flashes of the night before…

      The Goddess damned Horvath guards using pain prods on him and chaining him up so they could drag him into the courtroom…a judge with blue hair…seeing that yellow-haired bitch, Mistress Bittlebum, who had locked him in a pain collar and then sold him to Lady Zangelo, who was even worse.

      She had used the pain collar and the pain prod on him over and over again and then he woke up, covered in her blood and they said he’d killed her. But had he? J’are couldn’t remember it if he had, he only knew that he’d been thrown down into the hole with all the other killers and scum, waiting his turn to be executed…

      Wait…J’are shook his head. He was losing his train of thought here. Everything was a big muddled mess. He was trying to reconstruct what had happened to him last night from the confusing images supplied by his feral half—it was like looking through a series of bright, jumbled vid-pics played in rapid succession and trying to make a coherent story out of them.

      So he had been dragged back into the court and then the lovely girl he was somehow sleeping with had Claimed him. Or at least, she had convinced the Yonnites to free him and she had taken him back with her to this place—wherever it was. He had vague memories of her putting him in the tub and scrubbing something off of him—oh right—the black synther paint he’d used to hide his k’dra markings so they wouldn’t give him away in the darkness of the hole. And then—

      The girl in his arms stirred and opened her eyes.

      “J’are?” she mumbled, looking up at him. “You all right?”

      J’are felt his heart start to pound as he looked down into her lovely dark eyes. Maybe she had Claimed him, after all.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to her. “But I don’t know your name. Could you tell me who you are and how I got here?”
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      “What?” Imani stiffened in the big Kindred’s arms. “What do you mean you don’t know my name? I told you when I came to get you—I’m Imani—the attorney, er, Defender—the Kindred of the Mother Ship sent to represent you in court.”

      He frowned.

      “If you’re my legal Councilor, why are we sleeping together like this?”

      “I…you…you mean you don’t remember that either?” Imani felt her cheeks getting hot. “And how come you’re not talking like a caveman anymore?” she demanded.

      “A what?” His frown deepened. “You want me to talk like I came from a cave?”

      “No, no—that’s not…” It was really uncomfortable talking to him about all this when she was still wrapped in his arms and he was looming over her.

      Quickly, Imani disentangled herself and sat up in bed, facing him.

      “Last night,” she said, trying to make sense of everything. “You were different. I think maybe you were in your, uh, feral state?” She wasn’t sure if that was offensive to say or not but she didn’t see how else she could put it.

      “My feral state?” He raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you know about that?”

      “Only what I was told on the Mother Ship,” Imani said quickly. “That you’re a Nightwalker and you have this kind of…of animalistic fugue state you go into and I was warned never, ever to let you get into that state but when I finally made them bring you into the courtroom, you were already in it. At least, it seemed like it because you were snarling and growling and even when you calmed down you weren’t talking in complete sentences. And—”

      She broke off abruptly, realizing she was babbling in her embarrassment and haste to explain.

      “And?” he inquired, clearly wanting her to finish.

      “And I don’t really know that much about your people, so I’m sorry if I offended you,” she said. “I know it’s really awkward to wake up in a bed with some woman you don’t even know and believe me, I feel awkward too. But last night—”

      “Yes, what exactly happened last night?” J’are’s pale green eyes seemed to pierce right through her. “I have some very strange memories but they’re all over the place. The feral part of me—yes, you got that part right—isn’t very good with communicating.”

      “Last night…” Damn! Imani could feel her cheeks getting hot. Last night she had done things with him no attorney ought to do with her client. And now he was in his right mind and asking what she had done.

      Imani felt like a felon—like she had taken advantage of him in his altered state of consciousness to do sexual things with his big body without asking for consent. How could she tell him what had happened and still expect him to trust her to defend him in court? He would probably just see her as another Yonnite Mistress, out to use him for his body and force him into submission.

      “Last night…” she began again and took a deep breath.

      She wanted to tell him that nothing had happened between them, but that would be the height of dishonesty and Imani despised lying. No, there was nothing she could do but try to explain as truthfully as she could and hope her client could forgive her and learn to trust her again.

      “Last night,” she said for the third time as he waited patiently, “We did some things that were…not appropriate between an attorney and her client. I realize that you were in your feral state and you probably feel taken advantage of—”

      “What things?” he interrupted, his green eyes burning.

      Oh God. This was just getting worse and worse.

      Imani lifted her chin.

      “Well, first of all, I gave you a bath. But I had to,” she went on quickly. “Because you were all covered in this shiny black paint stuff—I mean covered.”

      He nodded stiffly.

      “The synther paint. I used it to cover my k’dra.”

      “Your markings, you mean?” She nodded at the black tattoo-like designs on his arms and chest and back. She had a faint memory of them glowing a soft silver in the darkness the night before, but she had been so sleepy at that point it was hard to remember clearly.

      “Exactly.” J’are nodded. “They kept barrels of the stuff in the store room—it’s what they used to keep the hole so dark—it absorbs light. I have a memory…” He closed his eyes briefly, frowning. “I think I do, anyway, of smearing it all over my body.”

      “Because otherwise your markings would have given you away?” Imani asked hesitantly. “Because they glow—right? Glow in the dark?”

      He nodded. “On my home world the k’dra are a mating symbol. They allow a female seeking to Claim a male to find him in the dark on Bonding Night. But in the hole they were a fucking liability.” He shivered reflexively, like a man trying to throw off a nightmare.

      “I’m so sorry you were put there,” Imani said softly. She put a hand on his muscular arm but he twitched away from her. “Oh, sorry.” She pulled her hand back quickly.

      “It’s all right.” He shook his head and looked away. “It’s just…touching. I can’t…I haven’t been touched with anything but a fist in I don’t know how long.” He looked up at her. “How long was I in there, anyway?”

      “About three of your months, I think,” Imani said. “You were scheduled for execution.”

      “Because I killed her? Killed Mistress Zangelo?” He had a haunted look in his eyes. “Did I kill her? I know I woke up all covered in blood and they said—”

      “No, no! You didn’t kill her.” Imani put out a hand again, wanting to comfort him, and then stopped herself just in time. She couldn’t blame him for not wanting to be touched after everything he’d been through.

      “I didn’t? Are you sure?” he demanded harshly. “Because the Goddess knows I thought about it often enough. Especially when she was fucking shocking me with the pain collar…” He put up a hand to the thick black collar around his neck and winced, as though with remembered pain.

      “Anyone would feel that way,” Imani said quietly. “But no—you didn’t kill Mistress Zangelo. We have definitive proof that you were framed for her murder but you had no part in it.”

      “I was? Who did it then?” J’are demanded.

      “I don’t know.” Imani had a sudden thought. “Would you like to see the vid file? Maybe you can give me an idea about the identity of the killer.”

      J’are nodded.

      “Yes, that would be good. Show it to me, please.”

      Imani nodded and hopped out of bed. She was really glad they were off the subject of what had happened between them last night and back onto the case. Maybe, if she was lucky, J’are could give her an idea of who had framed him—that would be good information to present in court—if they would take the word of a lowly male, that was.

      She got the tiny fingernail-sized drive, which she’d gotten back from the bailiff after the hearing, and her own personal tablet. She was glad she’d brought with her, since the one that had come with J’are’s files had been destroyed.

      Getting back on the bed, she plugged the drive in and showed him the vid.

      “That’s you, right?” she asked, pointing to the image of J’are lying asleep or drugged in his cage with his long hair covering his eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s me.” He grimaced. “She chained me up like a fucking animal. Used to braid pain receptors into my hair—I was glad when they shaved it off my first day in the hole.”

      “It sounds like you’re remembering a little bit more,” Imani said cautiously.

      He shrugged.

      “Some. It’s like a few vivid images in a long stretch of black.”

      “Can you remember if you were drugged that night?” Imani asked, pointing to the date signature on the bottom corner of the vid.

      J’are frowned.

      “I don’t know. I seem to remember my food tasting awful but then, it was never very good. Mistress Zangelo didn’t believe in rewarding bad bodyslaves with good food. I was more likely to get the pain prod for dessert than anything decent to eat when I was defying her.”

      “What a horrible woman!” Imani burst out before she could stop herself. “I’m sorry,” she said, when J’are raised an eyebrow at her. “It’s just…I’m not from here. And it’s hard to understand how anyone could treat another person so horribly.”

      “I take it you come from a more enlightened society?” J’are inquired.

      Imani sighed.

      “I’d like to think so but unfortunately, it’s not. I guess it’s just not as blatant as what goes on here in Yonnie Six—although it certainly was in the past.” She shook her head. “That’s one of the reasons I became a Councilor in the first place—to fight against injustice and inequality.”

      “Well, I thank you for coming to fight for me, my Defender,” J’are said gravely. “I would have been executed if you hadn’t come.” He nodded at the vid, which Imani had paused. “Play the rest of that, would you? I want to see who framed me and put me in the hole.”

      Imani unpaused the vid-clip and they watched together as the shadowy, cloaked figure came into the room and smeared blood all over J’are and his cage and the floor around it.

      “Well, whoever they are, they certainly did a thorough job,” he muttered as they watched the shadowy figure slink away.

      “So you don’t recognize anything about them?” Imani’s heart sank. “I realize it’s a long shot since the vid is so dark and they’re basically hiding their face but anything at all? The way they move? Something?”

      “Sorry, no,” J’are said. He frowned, concentrating on the screen. “Though by the size, you can tell it was either a female or a very small male. And there aren’t many small males on Yonnie Six, since the Mistresses like their bodyslaves big and muscular as a sign of status.”

      “Is that why your original Mistress picked you?” Imani asked curiously. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” she added quickly. “I just thought—”

      “No, it’s all right.” He shrugged, indicating that he didn’t mind talking. “I was only a young one of five or six cycles when old Mother Hownow came and took me away from the forests and jungles of my home world.”

      “Mother Hownow?” Imani asked.

      “That was what she wanted me to call her,” J’are told her. “I was an orphan and she wanted me to think of her as my mother.” He shrugged. “In time, I did. She was always very kind to me—she even wanted me to be her heir.”

      “Yes, I heard that in court,” Imani said cautiously. “I understand that’s kind of a radical idea here on Yonnie Six. Having a male heir, I mean.”

      “Radical?” He snorted. “Try insane. Saying you want a male heir makes everyone think you’re out of your fucking mind. But that was Mother Hownow. She was…eccentric to say the least.”

      “It’s not crazy where I come from,” Imani told him. “In fact, in our not-too-distant past in a lot of places on Earth, it was women who weren’t allowed to inherit.”

      “Role reversal. Interesting.” J’are nodded. “Well, Mother Hownow thought she could make a difference. Of course, she’d counted on having me Claimed by some understanding and loving Mistress before she died.” He swallowed hard and looked away. “That…didn’t happen. Unless…” He looked up at her and Imani felt again like those pale green eyes were piercing right through her.

      “Yes, J’are?” she asked softly, her heart beating in her throat.

      “Did you…Claim me last night? In the courtroom?” he asked hoarsely. “I know it sounds crazy since we just met but I have this persistent memory…”

      “I guess I did. Or well, I sort of did.” Imani shook her head. “It’s kind of complicated. You—or rather, your feral side—thought I had come to Claim you. And I kind of went along with it to get you to calm down.”

      He frowned.

      “So you only told me you had come to Claim me to make me calm during the court appearance?”

      “I’m sorry,” Imani said. “I guess I still don’t fully understand the, er, implications of ‘Claiming’ someone. I haven’t been working for the Kindred for very long,” she added, apologetically.

      “It’s all right.” J’are shook his head. “I should have known it was too good to be true when I woke up with you in my arms. So beautiful and curvy.” His eyes roved over her body and Imani was suddenly acutely conscious that she was still only wearing the thin white nightgown that showed the points of her nipples clearly. “I should have known a goddess like you wasn’t for the likes of me,” he murmured.

      “J’are, I…I don’t know what to say.” Imani’s heart was thumping. “I’m so sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.”

      “It’s my fault—it’s the feral side of me that’s to blame.” He shrugged. “When you washed me, I must have thought we were doing the bathing part of the Claiming period.” He frowned. “Come to think of it, I seem to have memories of Scenting and Holding too. Or is that another dream?”

      “No, uh…that really happened.” Imani was feeling embarrassed and uncomfortable again. “Tell me about this ‘Claiming period,’” she said, hoping he wouldn’t remember everything they’d done the night before. “You talked about it last night but I found it kind of confusing.”

      J’are frowned. “I thought you said you worked with the Kindred.”

      “I do but I’ve been with them less than a month,” Imani said. “So I’m still learning—especially about your kind of Kindred—about the Nightwalkers.”

      “There aren’t many of us,” J’are said grimly. “And we Claim differently from other kinds of Kindred. With us, the female Claims the male instead of the other way around.”

      “Doesn’t the male have any choice in the matter?” Imani asked curiously.

      He shook his head.

      “Not a conscious choice, since the Claiming is done at night when the male’s feral side is dominant. But there’s always an attraction—a kind of magnetism between two who are right for each other. A feral male Nightwalker won’t come to the call of his name if the female who is calling him isn’t one he wants to belong to.”

      “Oh,” Imani said softly. She couldn’t help remembering how J’are had calmed down almost at once when she had called his name and told him she was Claiming him. As for the attraction, well, that was there as well, she had to admit. At least, she certainly felt attracted to the big Kindred and from the way he was looking at her, the feeling was mutual.

      But of course, she had to ignore the sexual sizzle between them because he was her client, she reminded herself firmly.

      J’are cleared his throat.

      “So the Claiming itself is different, but I believe we do the Claiming period itself about like the other Kindred.”

      “Claiming period?” Imani frowned.

      “Oh, you don’t know that either? They really should have briefed you better,” he remarked. “Essentially, once the male has been Claimed, he has the right to do certain things at certain times with his female. With the other branches of the Kindred, they do a Holding week, where the warrior can hold his bride, a Bathing week, where he gets to bathe her…” He gave Imani a significant look. “Or where she bathes him, in some cases.”

      “Cases like when he’s covered in black paint?” she asked, smiling a little.

      “Exactly.” J’are grinned. “Anyway, after that is the Tasting week, where the warrior is allowed to taste his bride.”

      Imani felt the smile fall off her face as her breath caught in her throat.

      “Taste her…”

      “Between her legs. Lap her soft little pussy.” J’are’s voice had dropped to a soft growl. “Though of course, we Nightwalker Kindred do the Scenting time before the Tasting.”

      “Ah yes, scenting.” Imani swore her face was so hot her hair was about to catch on fire. She couldn’t forget the way he’d marked her the night before with his own scent, rubbing the long, thick length of his shaft against her open pussy until she came…came so hard…

      “Speaking of Scenting…” J’are leaned over and inhaled deeply. “It seems that I scent marked you last night, Councilor. I can smell myself all over you and damn does it smell good.” His eyes were half-lidded and his voice had dropped to a soft growl.

      “Oh, I…you…” Imani stuttered and stumbled, not sure what to say. “It wasn’t my idea,” she finally blurted out. “I mean, I did…other things, but the scent marking, that was all you. Or, your feral side, at least.”

      “I can believe that.” J’are nodded. “Even now I can feel that side of me wanting to mark you as my own and bond you to me.”

      “What…what does bonding entail?” Imani asked.

      “Breeding,” J’are said at once, his eyes flashing. “For the Nightwalker Kindred, anyway. I know it’s different for other branches of the Kindred, but once a Nightwalker male goes into the breeding frenzy, his only object is to get the female who has Claimed him pregnant with his child.”

      “Really?” Imani felt her eyes getting wider.

      J’are nodded seriously.

      “That way there’s no chance that she can Claim another male and leave him.”

      “But… what is the ‘breeding frenzy?’” Imani asked, shaking her head. There was so much about Nightwalker Kindred that she didn’t know!

      “A kind of…point of no return,” J’are said, frowning, as though trying to think how to explain. “It’s the time when a male goes completely feral—the conscious part of his mind is utterly gone and only animal instincts remain. That’s when he’s intent on bonding and breeding his female at all costs and nothing will deter or stop him.”

      “Nothing at all?” Imani whispered, putting a hand to her throat.

      “Nothing.” J’are shook his head. “He’s determined to breed his child into her. It’s one reason why a male Nightwalker’s shaft swells to fill a female’s channel at the moment of ejaculation.”

      “It does?” Imani couldn’t help thinking this just got stranger and stranger. But strange or not, it gave her a sexual thrill to hear him talk to her about the way his species bonded in such an open and direct way.

      “Oh, yes,” J’are murmured. “It ties the two of them together and ensures she can’t escape when he fills her with his seed. He can’t pull out immediately, either. It takes quite some time for his shaft to go down so he can withdraw. That way he can be sure she’s carrying his child.”

      “But surely a woman who, uh, gets with a Nightwalker Kindred doesn’t get pregnant every time,” Imani objected. “I mean, a woman’s cycle—”

      But J’are was shaking his head.

      “It doesn’t matter where she is in her cycle,” he said. “The Nightwalker’s seed has a hormonal compound in it which, when introduced into a female’s body, will cause her to ovulate immediately.” He gave Imani a level look. “If you bond with a Nightwalker Kindred, you will get pregnant. That’s something to remember, Councilor.”

      “I…I’ll remember,” Imani said softly.

      “I’m sorry if I’m scaring you.” He sighed and ran a hand over his short hair. “It’s just…I can feel the feral half of myself wanting to bond you even now. So I thought it was important for you to understand how my people work.”

      “You…you can?” Imani looked at him with wide eyes. “But I mean, that side of you isn’t in control right now, right? I mean—”

      “Don’t worry.” J’are raised his hands in a “calm down” gesture. “I’m not going to hurt you. And…” His voice dropped. “And I’m sorry if I did last night. Apparently my feral half thought you had Claimed me as your own and he was eager to seal the deal.”

      “No apologies necessary,” Imani said quickly. “We both, er, made mistakes. But now that we know who we are, well…” She took a deep breath. “We can start over and have a professional relationship, like we ought to.”

      “Of course.” J’are nodded. “That’s proper. You’re my Defender, after all—not the female the Goddess sent to Claim me.”

      “I still find it fascinating that the females Claim the males in your branch of the Kindred,” Imani said, looking away. “Especially when it’s the other way around in all the other branches—at least the ones I know of.”

      J’are nodded.

      “Well, we’re also some of the only Kindred who live two whole different existences. “During the day, the males of my kind are in their ‘thinking mind’ as we call it. But when the light fades, the feral side or ‘animal mind’ takes over— unless we exert a great effort to hold it a bay.”

      “So you can hold back the feral part of yourself?” Imani asked. “Even at night?”

      “It’s difficult but we can do it—unless something triggers our feral half,” J’are told her. “We’re not meant to be in our thinking mind during the dark hours. On my home world, males spend their nights in the jungle, running free and wild, hunting prey.”

      “And you said the women have to come and find them to Claim them?” Imani asked.

      J’are nodded again.

      “One night a year, when all three moons converge, the young women who are ready to call mates go into the jungle and search for the male they want. They can tell him by his k’dra—his markings—which are unique.”

      “So you’re born with those?” Imani nodded to the thick black markings. “I thought they were some kind of tattoo.”

      J’are shook his head.

      “No—every Nightwalker male is born with a different pattern. So every female has an easy time finding the male she wants to Claim. When she finds him, she calls him by name.”

      Just like I called J’are, Imani thought and her heart started beating hard again as she remembered the way she had tamed the big Kindred and called him by name in the courtroom. No wonder he thought I was there to Claim him if that’s the way his people mate!

      “So when she calls him, he comes with her?” she asked hesitantly.

      “Yes.” J’are nodded. “If she’s the right one for him, of course.” He gave Imani a direct look. “I must have thought you were the right one for me.”

      “I…I may have had something to do with that,” Imani confessed. “You were so upset and I was trying to calm you down so I called you by your name. I thought it would help you calm down and come back to yourself.”

      “It certainly calmed me down.” J’are sighed. “And I’m back in my right mind—my thinking mind—again, so that’s good.” He shook his head. “Please don’t apologize, Councilor Imani. You were doing your best to save my life and you succeeded.”

      “For now, I did.” Imani bit her lip. “I’m afraid, though, that we have to appear in court again. We have to prove to the judge that you’re safe and sane and not a threat to society.”

      To her relief, J’are didn’t seem upset or angry about going back to court.

      “I can imagine how antisocial I was acting yesterday,” he said dryly. “I have memories of being surrounded by Horvath guards with pain prods. Not to mention seeing Mistress Bittlebum—who was Mother Hownow’s niece.”

      “I understand she was the one who had your aunt’s will overturned and first put you in a pain collar,” Imani said quietly. “I’m sorry you had to see the woman who stole your inheritance and hurt you so badly.”

      He shook his head.

      “I was never going to inherit what Mother Hownow left me. As I said before, she was hoping that a kind and understanding Mistress would Claim me before she died. Then she could have inherited the property along with me. Her hope was that I would live as a mate to my new Mistress, not just a helpless bodyslave. But…” He shook his head. “That was never going to happen—not here on Yonnie Six. But Mother Hownow was an optimist and extremely eccentric.”

      “It was nice of her to try, I guess,” Imani ventured. “It sounds like she loved you a lot—I can understand her wanting to make plans for your future.”

      J’are barked a short, unhappy laugh.

      “Well, I’m damn sure her plans didn’t include me being framed for murder and thrown in the hole to rot.” He looked at Imani. “If you hadn’t come along…”

      “I came because the Kindred sent me,” she said quickly, feeling her heart begin to flutter again under his intense gaze. “And because one of your fellow Kindred warriors found that vid-clip and passed it on to me.”

      “Who was it?” J’are asked. “I’d like to be able to thank him.”

      Imani shook her head.

      “I don’t know him—he’s just an undercover operative working here on Yonnie Six. I, uh, think he’s pretending to be a bodyslave.”

      “Lucky bastard—he’s only pretending,” J’are growled. “I didn’t truly understand how bad it could be until after Mother Hownow died and I ended up with Mistress Bittlebum and then, after she sold me, Lady Zangelo.”

      “You’re not a bodyslave anymore,” Imani told him fiercely. “I’m getting you out of here. All we have to do is make a good showing in court today and I’m certain Judge Thoughtgood will let you go.”

      “You really think so?” J’are looked at her hopefully.

      “I do.” Imani nodded firmly. “All we have to do is stay out of trouble until this afternoon and then impress the judge with your calm attitude.”

      “I can do that.” J’are nodded. “As long as the court date is during the daylight hours. It gets…more difficult to control my feral side when it gets dark outside.”

      “I understand,” Imani said. “And luckily, our court time is during the daylight. I promise you, J’are…” She leaned across the bed and put a hand on his knee. “I’m going to get you off this awful planet and take you home. And I won’t let anyone hurt you again—I swear it!”

      He twitched a little but didn’t try to brush away her hand. Instead, he covered it with his own and looked into her eyes.

      “You’re fiercely protective, aren’t you, Councilor Imani? Or should I call you my Defender?”

      “Just call me Imani,” she whispered, feeling hot all over. “But yes, I am protective of my clients. If someone wants to hurt you, they’ll have to go through me first!”

      He rumbled laughter but there was genuine appreciation as well as amusement in his face.

      “Gods, you’re gorgeous when you’re fierce,” he murmured. “No wonder my feral side fell so hard for you. Any male would be lucky to have such a brave, beautiful female Claim him.”

      Imani wasn’t sure what to say about that. She found she was looking into his pale, intense eyes and she couldn’t look away.

      J’are reached up and cupped her cheek, just as he had the night before when he’d wanted to “scent” her. He was leaning towards her and, even though she knew she shouldn’t, Imani leaned towards him too.

      Their lips met and she thought she could still taste the faint flavor of the cinnamon-like light pik from the night before. J’are growled low in his throat and pulled her closer, deepening the kiss. Oh God, she really, really shouldn’t be doing this. She—

      A sharp rapping on the outer door of the suite made her jerk her head back, breaking the kiss.

      “Who is it?” she called, feeling like she’d been saved at the last minute from doing something very foolish. Foolish but extremely pleasurable. She could still taste the big Nightwalker’s lips on hers.

      “Room zervise,” buzzed an insectile voice from the other side of the door. “Complimentzz of the houze.”
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      “I guess I’d better get that,” Imani said. She started to get off the bed, but J’are was already there, in front of her.

      “Let me get it.” His voice was a low, protective growl. “I don’t like the sound of whoever’s on the other side of that door.”

      “I think it might be one of those giant pink praying mantises you have all over the place here,” Imani said anxiously. “Why—do you know something I don’t about them?”

      “Praying mantises?” He threw a frown over his shoulder. “What are those?”

      “Oh, it’s a kind of insect on my home world—on Earth,” Imani explained. “Except on my planet the mantises aren’t usually much bigger than your finger and they can’t talk. Here, they’re huge.” She shivered in disgust.

      “I think you mean the morphids,” J’are said. “They’re an alien race from another star system, not far from Yonnie Six. But they’re really not that common.”

      “They’re not?” Imani raised her eyebrows. “But I’ve seen so many of them since I came here yesterday! There was one at the front desk, checking me in and then several of them driving the transport cars when I was trying to get to the courthouse. Oh, and I think there was one last night!”

      She put a hand to her mouth. So much had happened, she’d almost forgotten the attack on the bridge.

      J’are frowned.

      “What do you mean, one last night?”

      “One came after me last night when we were leaving the courthouse—at least, I think it did. You were in your feral state and you fought it off. You ripped off one of its limbs but then you threw it away.”

      “Fucking morphids,” J’are growled. “I never liked them. Mistress Bittlebum always used to have them working for her—cheaper than buying more bodyslaves. Though of course, after she ‘inherited’ Mother Hownow’s estate, she didn’t need to cut corners anymore.”

      “Well—” Imani began.

      The loud rapping on the door of the suite interrupted her.

      “Room zervice!” the buzzing voice insisted impatiently. “For Mizz Williamszz.”

      “Leave it,” J’are bellowed. “We’ll get it in a minute.”

      “I cannot leave it until I am zertain that Mizz Imani Williamzz has rezieved it!” the voice insisted.

      “Fine.” Imani frowned impatiently. Striding past the big Kindred, she flung open the door and saw another one of those hovering room service trays. This time it had a silver domed plate in the center.

      “I didn’t order this,” she said…but realized she was talking to no one—there was nobody pushing the cart.

      Looking up and down the long hallway, she thought she caught a glimpse of a shiny pink serrated leg disappearing around the corner.

      “That’s weird,” she muttered. “Why would it just run away like that?”

      “It what?” J’are pushed past her and looked out into the hall. Then he looked down at the silver-domed plate on the table and Imani saw his nostrils flare.

      “J’are?” she asked—or started to ask because before she could quite get his name out, the big Nightwalker had shoved the hovering cart as hard as he could. It went careening madly down the long hallway, spinning as it went.

      Before Imani could ask what he was doing, he grabbed her and dove to the ground.
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      “What—?” was all Imani got out before there was a thundering explosion.

      Suddenly the air was full of flying shards of metal but she didn’t see much of them because J’are was covering her, shielding her with his big body. She heard him grunt in pain as several of the shards hit him but he never moved—just held her closer, his arms wrapped protectively around her head as he did his best to cover her completely.

      “Is…is it over?” she asked at last, her heart pounding wildly. “What happened? Was it some kind of bomb?”

      J’are rolled off her carefully, wincing.

      “Must have been.”

      “But…how did you know?” Imani’s head was still ringing. Far down the hallway, she heard someone screaming. The sound set her teeth on edge and made the short hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

      “Smelled the explosive,” J’are said shortly. “Did you see anything before I pushed you down?”

      “I…I thought I might have seen one of those praying mantises—er, morphids—going around the corner.” Imani pointed with a shaky hand. “But—”

      “Stay here.”

      The big Kindred was up at once and running down the hallway. There were streaks of blood on his broad back but he was moving easily so Imani was hopeful no permanent damage had been done.

      Not to J’are, anyway, but what about the screamer down the hallway?

      Shakily, she got to her feet and started to go investigate, only to find she had to watch where she stepped—twisted pieces of the silver dome and hover tray were imbedded in the carpet everywhere.

      Imani picked her way down the hall anyway, being careful where she placed her feet, until she came to a hole in one of the walls. This must be where the spinning hover tray had ended up after J’are shoved it—right before it exploded.

      She was afraid of what she would see when she looked inside but she was more afraid not to look. After all, the bomb had been meant for her—she was sure of it. So in a way, if anyone had been hurt by it, was her fault.

      At least it felt like her fault.

      Peering carefully through the jagged hole the bomb had blasted in the wall, Imani saw a Mistress with bright pink hair lying in the middle of a vast bed with a bodyslave collapsed on top of her. It was clear they had been in the middle of what the Yonnites would doubtless call “illegal penetration” and that the bodyslave had been injured when the bomb blew. Now he was slumped on top of his Mistress and she was screaming and beating on his broad shoulders, trying to get his heavy body off her.

      “Oh, are you all right? Is he okay? Can I help?” Imani asked, stepping carefully through the hole in the wall. The pink-haired Mistress didn’t appear to hear her.

      “Get off me, Frone, you brute!” she shrieked, still trying to shift the heavy body off her own. “Get off, get off right now!”

      “I don’t think he can hear you,” Imani said, raising her voice to be heard above the screams. She made her way to the bed and leaned over to check the bodyslave’s vitals. Thankfully, he was still breathing and she didn’t see any wounds. There was, however, a large chunk of concrete-like material on the mattress by his head and a smear of blood on his temple. Imani thought that it must have hit him and knocked him out.

      “Hello, can I help you?” she asked, looking over the bodyslave’s broad shoulder. “Maybe we can roll him off you together?”

      “Who are you?” the pink-haired Mistress exclaimed. “Yes, get him off me, please!” she added, before Imani could answer.

      Imani put her shoulder to the bodyslave’s side and began to push. Gasping and shoving, she finally managed to get the heavy male rolled off his petite Mistress.

      “Oh, thank you. Thank you!” The pink-haired Mistress was almost in tears. “Is he all right? Please don’t tell anyone what you saw!” she said in the same breath.

      “I won’t,” Imani assured her. “And he’s still breathing—I think he just got knocked in the head by a chunk of flying concrete.”

      “A chunk of what? Oh my dear, you have no idea how frightened I was!” The other woman widened her eyes. “Why there we were, when all of a sudden the wall just exploded!”

      “I know—my room is down the hall,” Imani said evasively. She didn’t want to admit the bomb had been meant for her. “If you’re all right, I’d better be getting back to my own bodyslave,” she added, hoping that J’are would have returned by the time she got back to her room.

      “Oh yes—yes of course! I’ll straighten myself out and call for some medical aid,” the pink-haired Mistress fluttered, holding out her hand. “Oh, and I’m Mistress Yank’doodle. Thank you so much again. And you are?”

      “Oh, uh, Mistress Williams,” Imani said, taking the offered hand and smiling.

      “Williams?” Mistress Yank’doodle frowned. “What an odd name.” She shrugged. “Well, odd or not, I’m so grateful you came to help me out. If you ever need anything, please let me know!”

      “I will, thank you.” Imani smiled at her once more and then exited Mistress Yank’doodle’s suite the same way she had entered it—by the gaping hole in the wall.

      “J’are?” she called hopefully as she entered the door, which had been left standing open. “J’are? Where are you?”

      But though she searched the whole suite, the big Nightwalker was nowhere to be found. Imani was beginning to think she’d better slip out of her nightdress and put on some decent clothes—if Yonnie Six clothing could be called “decent”—and go look for him when she saw him coming down the hallway.

      The only problem was, he wasn’t alone. Marching on either side of him with pain prods at the ready were two big, scaly Horvath guards and trailing after them was an angry-looking woman who appeared to be some kind of manager—if the gold nametag with elaborate script pinned to her collar was any indication.

      Uh-oh… Imani bit her lip.

      It looked like there was going to be trouble.
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      “I’m very sorry, Ms. Williams, but you simply cannot stay here at the Luxx any longer. I’m going to have to ask you to pack your things and go.”

      The manager, a Mistress with short, no-nonsense black hair, fixed Imani with a glare.

      “What are you talking about?” Imani demanded, putting a hand on her hip. “Your employee was the one who tried to blow me up! And now you’re kicking me out?”

      “You have absolutely no proof of that,” the manager said frostily. “And I have an eye-witness account from the Mistress in the room across from yours that she saw your bodyslave detonate the bomb that damaged our building and nearly killed one of our guests!”

      “What?” Imani exclaimed. “That’s crazy! It was your praying mantis—I mean your morphid—that brought up the bomb on a tray and pretended like it was a complimentary breakfast! You ought to be questioning your own staff instead of accusing me and J’are!”

      She nodded at the big Kindred who was growling menacingly at the two Horvath guards on either side of him. She couldn’t tell if he had gone into feral mode or not but he certainly didn’t look happy.

      “I beg your pardon, we have no morphids on staff here,” the manager said icily. “We do not allow non-humanoids to work at the Luxx.”

      “What? But I was checked in by one at the front desk yesterday!” Imani protested. “And when I called for dinner last night, I talked to another one. And—”

      “And I believe you have overstayed your welcome, Ms. Williams,” the manager interrupted her. “I will give you and your bodyslave half an hour to vacate the premises. After that, I’ll have my guards escort you out.”

      Without another word, she turned and strode down the hallway, followed by the two lizard-looking Horvath guards who flanked her on either side.

      “J’are?” Imani looked up at the big Kindred uncertainly. She still didn’t know if he was in his feral state or his “thinking mind” as he had put it. “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Fine.” He took a deep breath and blew it out, then did it again. It looked like a calming technique to Imani. “Don’t worry,” he added, when she continued to look at him anxiously. “I’m still in my thinking mind—my feral side hasn’t taken over.”

      “Oh, good.” Imani felt a rush of relief. “I was afraid those Horvath guards…”

      “They did make it more difficult not to revert to my feral state—especially since I spent the last three or four months in it,” J’are admitted, running a hand over his hair. “But I’m trying to stay in my thinking mind—I’m no good to you if I revert to my wild side.”

      “You’re fine either way but it is easier to have a conversation with your, uh, thinking mind,” Imani admitted. She sighed. “Though for right now, all there is to talk about is how fast we can pack and get out of here. I can’t believe the manager is throwing us out when it was her employee that tried to kill us! Did you see anything when you ran down the hall?”

      J’are shook his head.

      “No, but that doesn’t prove anything. Fucking morphids are quick.”

      “Who do you think sent it?” Imani looked around nervously. Even if they hadn’t been kicked out of the Luxx, she would have wanted to leave. There had been two attempts on her life in the past twenty-four hours and both of them had involved the huge pink praying mantises which seemed to be everywhere around here—no matter what the manager said.

      “Don’t know.” J’are shook his head. “Probably whoever killed Mistress Zangelo.”

      “But why?” Imani asked. “Do they think you know something? You didn’t recognize whoever it was on the vid-clip.”

      “Yes, but they don’t know that,” J’are pointed out. “I was in my feral state in court yesterday.” He shook his head grimly. “Someone must think I know something and they want to keep both of us quiet. My guess is we’ll need to be on our guard until we can get off Yonnie Six.”

      “Well, right now I want to get out of this hallway.” Imani led him into the suite which wouldn’t be theirs for much longer and closed the door. There were too many people milling around—Mistresses and their bodyslaves poking their heads out to see if things were safe—for her liking.

      She chose an outfit at random from her cube and was about to go into the bathroom to put it on when she caught sight of J’are’s back. The broad, muscular surface was streaked with blood and there were still several pieces of jagged metal sticking out.

      “Oh, J’are!” she exclaimed, causing him to turn around with a surprised look.

      “What is it? A problem?”

      “Your back!” Imani felt terrible that she hadn’t noticed it before. He had gotten those wounds saving her—how could she forget?

      “What about my back?” he frowned.

      “What about it? You have pieces of shrapnel still stuck in you from the tray bomb!” Imani exclaimed. “Can’t you feel them?”

      “Oh those…” He looked over his shoulder and shrugged dismissively. “Don’t worry about it—Nightwalkers are excellent healers.”

      “Of course I worry about it!” Imani said. “Come on—let’s get you fixed up.”

      She took his arm and tugged until he went with her into the bathroom where she had him sit on the edge of the huge marble tub. Digging through her carryall cube, she found a pair of tweezers.

      “Don’t move,” she told J’are and began to extract the shrapnel as well as she could. “God, your poor back!”

      “It’s nothing,” J’are said stoically. He didn’t even flinch as she pulled the twisted metal out of his flesh. “I’ve had worse in the hole.”

      Imani heard the pain in his voice, even though it didn’t show on his face and her heart went out to him.

      “I’m so sorry, J’are,” she murmured, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I wish I could have gotten here sooner to free you from that awful place!”

      “You’re here now.” He turned his head and caught her eyes with his own. “That’s all that matters,” he rumbled. “You saved me, Imani.”

      Imani found she was getting that breathless feeling again and her heart was pounding.

      “You…you saved me too,” she pointed out. “If you hadn’t realized that breakfast tray was a bomb and thrown yourself on top of me…you risked your life to keep me safe.”

      “A male must always protect his female, once she’s Claimed him,” he growled softly.

      “J’are…” Imani didn’t know what to say. She wanted very much to go where this was leading but it wasn’t right—he was her client. Also, they were about to get kicked out of the Luxx and she wasn’t packed or dressed yet.

      “Of course, I know you didn’t really Claim me,” J’are said, looking away. “It only feels that way.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Imani said softly. “But it really would be inappropriate for us to get into a, er, relationship of any kind. I mean, you’re my client so—”

      “I understand.” J’are cleared his throat. “Are you almost finished? We don’t have much time to get out of here.”

      “I’ve got all the metal out—just let me wash off your back,” Imani told him.

      She was glad, in a way, that he was being understanding about the fact that they had to maintain a professional relationship. But another part of her wished the big Nightwalker would take her in his arms and, well, take her. She couldn’t help remembering the feral, forceful way he’d climbed on top of her the night before and rubbed his thick shaft against her pussy until she came so hard she saw stars.

      Stop that! she scolded herself as she sluiced water down his broad back. There’s no point wishing for something you can’t have and you know it. You—

      Her train of thought was cut off by what she saw. As the blood washed away from the big Kindred’s skin, the torn flesh began to knit together.

      “Oh my God!” Imani whispered to herself as she watched the savage wounds healing themselves. “That’s amazing!”

      “What is?” J’are twisted his head around, trying to look at his own back. “Am I growing a tail or something?”

      “Of course not. But your wounds…they’re healing! Just healing themselves,” Imani breathed.

      “Oh.” J’are shrugged. “That’s normal for my kind. Told you Nightwalkers have good healing abilities.”

      “You certainly do!” Imani said. “I can hardly believe it!”

      “How do you think I survived in the hole for so long?” His deep voice was harsh. “I was torn apart more times than I can count, but my body always healed.” He looked away. “Even when I didn’t want it to.”

      “Oh, J’are…” It seemed clear that he was remembering more and more of his experience in the Yonnite jail and it was obvious the memories weren’t pretty. Imani didn’t know what to say. “If…if you want to talk about it, I’m here,” she told him gently, washing away the last of the blood. “And I’m ready to listen.”

      “Thanks. But some things are better left forgotten.”

      “Well…”

      Imani didn’t want to push—he would talk if he wanted to in his own time. She cleared her throat.

      “Um…since you’re all healed, I’m going to get dressed. And then I guess we have to figure out someplace to go until our court date—which unfortunately, isn’t for hours.” She sighed. “Someplace public too—that might be safer in case Lady Zangelo’s murderer gets any ideas about trying to kill us again.”

      J’are frowned.

      “What about the public anti-grav pool?”

      “The what?” Imani frowned.

      “It’s a place Mother Hownow used to take me when I was younger—mainly because she didn’t want the trouble and expense of dealing with having an anti-grav pool of her own,” J’are explained. “There’s a place to eat where bodyslaves and Mistresses are allowed to dine together, too.”

      “That sounds perfect.” Imani smiled. “Do you know the way to get to it?”

      “It’s not far from here at all,” J’are told her. “Let’s both get dressed and I’ll show you.”

      “Okay.” Imani looked at her watch. “We’d better hurry, though—we have to get out before they throw us out.”

      “We’ll make it,” J’are promised. “Come on—let’s get going.”
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      J’are cursed himself for a fool as they packed their things and left the Luxx. He had to stop feeling the way he did for Imani—had to force his feral side to understand she wasn’t his female after all.

      It was all a mistake, he told himself. She didn’t come to Claim me on purpose. She was just trying to get me to calm down so she could get me out of jail.

      What about the kiss they had shared that morning, though? Gods, her lips were so soft and sweet! And what about the memories that kept popping up from last night? Had she really held his shaft in her hand and stroked him until he came? It seemed like a dream but maybe not—the other memories he’d had seemed to be true.

      Especially the ones from the hole. He winced as flashes of the innumerable fights for his life in the dark passed across his mind’s eye. Gods, how had he not died down there?

      You didn’t die because you were waiting for her—dreaming of her, whispered a little voice in his head. Her smooth brown skin, her big dark eyes, her luscious curves…

      J’are pushed the thought away. Surely it wasn’t true—he couldn’t have been dream-sharing with Imani while he was down in the hole. She wasn’t meant for him—wasn’t the female the Goddess had chosen to Claim him. He had to get over his desire for her since it was clear she wanted to keep a professional distance between them.

      I have to leave her alone—respect her wishes, he told himself firmly. But deep inside, the feral part of him was growling, insisting that the little female was his and his alone and that soon he would bond her to him and fill her womb with his seed…

      No! J’are shook his head. He would never hurt Imani that way—never do something she didn’t want him to do or take what she was unwilling to give. Even in his feral state, he wasn’t the kind of male to engage in rape. He would never breed Imani and bond her to him—never.

      But what if you smell the Willingness on her—what if you smell her heat? whispered that little voice in his head. What if she wants it?

      She doesn’t, J’are told himself firmly. She said so and I’m going to abide by her wishes.

      And that was that—he was certain of it.
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      The public anti-grav pool reminded Imani of visiting the YMCA with her mom when she and her brother were little. Her mother had taken them both there for swimming lessons and then, after they learned to swim, she’d taken them just to play and have fun.

      There was a long white counter at the front where you checked in and paid and rented a locker for your things. This was also the first place on Yonnie Six where Imani had seen any children. They were all little girls, there with their Mistress mothers or nannybots, and they ran, screaming and laughing, down the echoing corridors inside.

      As J’are had told her, the anti-grav pool was located in a tall, white building not far from the Luxx. He explained that the pool itself took up several stories in the middle, with the ground floor devoted to a sprawling restaurant, while the top floors were private spas.

      Imani was hungry by the time they got seated and she was glad that J’are was allowed to sit with her. As he explained it, this was one of the few restaurants in the city of Opulex where this wasn’t frowned on.

      “Yet another reason Mother Hownow took me here,” he said dryly. “It was one of the few places she could treat me like her son in public.”

      “It’s nice.” Imani looked around the large dining area with kids running back and forth while their mothers sat and talked with friends and bodyslaves. The chairs and tables were made of some kind of green wicker and there were potted plants everywhere, which gave the whole place kind of a casual jungle feel.

      J’are nodded stiffly.

      “I haven’t been here since she died.”

      Imani put a hand on his.

      “You must miss her a lot,” she murmured.

      He nodded stoically, but she thought his eyes were suspiciously bright.

      “Sometimes I hated her for taking me from my home world and bringing me here, but mostly I loved her. She was a good mother—a little strange for Yonnie Six—but wonderful all the same.”

      “She really must have loved you a lot to want to adopt you from so far away,” Imani said.

      “Oh, she did her research before she got me,” J’are said seriously. “She honestly thought I would be well-suited for life on Yonnie Six because the females of my people Claim the males.”

      “So she equated that to a Mistress owning a bodyslave?” Imani asked.

      He nodded. “As I said, she always hoped some kind Mistress would fall in love with me and Claim me. She even had a special room built in her home for that exact purpose. It simulated the environment of my home world exactly. You can even watch and see the three moons converge in the sky to simulate the Night of Claiming and the Night of Bonding.”

      “Wow, she really thought of everything!” Imani exclaimed.

      “Everything but the fact that no Mistress actually wanted to Claim me and let me Claim her in return,” J’are said ruefully. “Since bonding with a Nightwalker means being immediately impregnated with his child, which has a 95% chance of being male…” He shook his head. “No self-respecting Mistress was willing to take a chance on that—not even to inherit all of Mother Hownow’s money and property.”

      “Because having a male child here is a big no-no, right?” Imani asked.

      “It’s a sign that you’ve been penetrated by a male,” J’are said grimly. “Which is pretty much the worst crime you can commit here on Yonnie Six. It’s also social suicide if anyone finds out.”

      Imani thought of the Mistress with the pink hair who’d been caught with her bodyslave on top of her when the tray bomb had exploded back at the Luxx. Clearly penetration between bodyslaves and Mistresses did happen—it just wasn’t admitted to in polite society.

      “Pardon me, Mistress—what will you be having today?”

      She looked up to see a male server standing behind her shoulder with a pad in one hand and a stylus in the other. He was wearing a long black apron which covered him from neck to heels and an expectant expression on his face.

      “Oh, uh…”

      Belatedly she fumbled with the paper menu—another sign this place was more casual than the Luxx—and looked down at the listed dishes. Just like the night before, a daunting list of foreign-sounding words met her eyes—none of which meant anything to Imani.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I’m not from here so I don’t really know what any of this is. Maybe I should just get some fruit.”

      “You can do better than that,” J’are objected. “Unless you really just want fruit?” he added, raising an eyebrow.

      “Well, I mean, I’d like to try something else but everything I ordered from room service last night was just awful.” Imani shivered when she remembered the decapitated, roasted pigacorn head and the screaming, bleeding cheese.

      “Let me try ordering for you,” J’are suggested. “I bet we can find something you enjoy. And we can get some fruit for a backup, just in case you don’t like what I pick.”

      “Okay.” Imani smiled and passed the menu to him. “Go for it.”

      “All right. We’ll have the terkle cutlet, a bundum salad and some w’resh bread to share. Oh, and a bowl of fresh fruit,” J’are told the server. “With sparkling fresha to drink.”

      “Very good.” The server noted everything down. “Everything will be up in a minute.”

      “Thanks.” J’are nodded at him as he sauntered off. “This is one of the few places in the city where free males can work,” he told Imani. “I think it was another reason Mother Hownow liked to bring me here—she wanted to show me that not all males are bodyslaves.”

      “I can’t wait to see what you ordered us,” Imani told him. “I don’t know how much you remember about last night, but it seemed like every single thing I’d ordered from the room service menu was terrible.”

      “If you ordered from the Luxx’s menu, you were probably being served premium fare—that’s much fancier than everyday food,” J’are told her. “I have a vague memory of you getting upset—what did you order?”

      “Well, let’s see…” Imani counted things off on her fingers. “One thing I got turned out to be a bowl of bugs. And then there was the decapitated, roasted head. And the screaming, bleeding cheese…” She shivered. “Ugh—all of it was just disgusting.”

      “Mother Hownow never liked fancy food either,” J’are told her comfortingly. “I promise what I ordered is very plain. Oh, and none of it is still alive.”

      “Thank you,” Imani said gratefully. She really was beginning to get hungry by now. It had been a long time since dinner the night before—which had only consisted of two pieces of fruit, at least for her.

      Luckily, it didn’t take long for the server to bring the items J’are had ordered. They were served on bright green plates, that matched the tables and chairs, which made the food itself really stand out.

      The cutlet was a deep red with grill marks. It tasted a little bit like a spicy hamburger steak, which was nice—Imani didn’t like things too bland. There was also a kind of bread that reminded her of the zucchini bread her grandmother used to make from the fresh zucchini she grew in her own garden. It was studded with crunchy turquoise nuts and had a sweet, moist texture that melted in her mouth the moment she took a bite. The salad looked a little bit like purple kale but had the flavor of broccoli and cheese, which Imani loved. And the sparkling drink was pale blue and tasted delicious.

      “This is wonderful!” she exclaimed, after she’d tried all of it. “So much better than all that weird stuff they served at the Luxx. I’m beginning to be glad we were kicked out!”

      Speaking of which, she really needed to send a report about everything that was happening to Commander Sylvan. He would be expecting to hear from her, Imani knew.

      Pulling her tablet out of her carryall cube, she typed him a quick message detailing their second court appearance and sent it off. She didn’t put in anything about the two assassination attempts because she felt that now that she and J’are were in a public place, they were safe.

      She didn’t want Commander Sylvan to worry and think he had to send in some kind of extraction squad, which she knew would complicate the Kindred’s political relations with Yonnie Six. So she only said there had been some “complications” and that she hoped she would be finished and ready to leave Yonnie Six very soon.

      “How long do we have until our court time?” J’are asked, as she finished sending the message and put away her tablet.

      “Um…” Imani looked at her watch. “Plenty of time still—four and a half hours before we have to be there.” She looked around the restaurant. “I don’t really want to sit here for that long but I think it’s better to stay in a public place so I guess we’re stuck.”

      “But we’re not stuck in the restaurant,” J’are objected. “Why don’t we go swimming?”

      “Swimming?” Imani asked. “In the, uh, the anti-grav pool thing you were talking about?”

      “Of course. Haven’t you ever been in an anti-grav pool before?” J’are asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Imani shook her head.

      “Nope. All our pools on Earth most definitely have gravity—that’s what keeps the water in the pool. Why—is it hard to swim in a pool with no gravity?”

      “It’s fun.” J’are’s eyes glowed with excitement. “I haven’t been since I was a young one. Do you want to try it?”

      “Well sure—why not?” Imani smiled. It had been a long time since she’d been swimming herself. “Oh, but I don’t have a bathing suit,” she added, frowning. “And neither do you.”

      “That’s all right—we can buy them in the changing room. They have a bot that specializes in fittings.”

      Imani wasn’t sure about that, but the swimming did sound fun.

      “All right,” she said. “Let’s try it.”

      “Okay then—come on.” J’are grinned. “I think you’re really going to like it.”
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      They rented a locker and two changing rooms—which turned out to be wooden booths in a long row of identical stalls. But of course, before they could use the stalls, they had to have something to change into.

      “This is the suit bot,” J’are said, taking Imani to the front of the locker area where a silvery droid sat. It appeared to consist of three parts—a round, bulbous head, two long, skinny silver arms, and a squat rectangular box, all sitting on a wide counter and connected by long wires.

      “Um…how does it work?” Imani eyed the droid uncertainly. The bulbous head had glaring red eyes which made it look kind of scary in her opinion.

      “You just let it scan you and then it prints out the perfect sized suit,” J’are told her. “Watch—I’ll go first.”

      He stepped directly in front of the bot and said, “Scan,” in an authoritative voice.

      The round red eyes lit up at once, shooting out twin beams of red light which scanned J’are completely, starting at the top of his head and ending at his feet.

      “Male, extra, extra, extra large,” the bot said in a mechanical voice. “Working.”

      The rectangular box sitting beside it began to chug and after a moment, it spat out a white piece of cloth. Before the cloth could fall to the ground, the skinny arms with their skeletal silver hands caught it in long fingers and presented it to J’are.

      “Please enjoy your anti-grav bathing attire,” the bot said. “And please do not forget to wear a mask for your safety.”

      “A mask?” Imani frowned. “What’s that all about?”

      “It’s just a device you put on so you can swim safely in the anti-grav environment,” J’are explained. “Once you’re in the middle of the pool and entirely surrounded by liquid, you couldn’t breathe without one—because of course you’ll die if you inhale too much water. So it would be really foolish not to wear one.”

      “That makes sense.” Imani nodded. “Where do we get the masks?”

      “They have them as you’re entering the pool,” J’are told her. “But first we have to get you some bathing attire.” He smiled at her. “Your turn.”

      “Okay, I got it.”

      Heart thumping, Imani stood directly in front of the suit bot, just as J’are had done and said, “Scan,” loudly.

      The twin beams of light shot out of the bot’s red eyes. Imani halfway expected to be incinerated, they looked so much like evil laser beams from a scifi movie. But she didn’t feel a thing as the red light passed harmlessly over her, scanning her from top to bottom just as it had scanned J’are.

      The moment the scan was finished, the bot said, “Female, petite but full-figured. Working.”

      The rectangular box whirred and chugged and after a moment two pieces of white fabric were spit out. The two skeletal silver hands caught them with no problem and presented them to Imani.

      “Please enjoy your anti-grav bathing attire,” the bot said, just as it had to J’are. “And please do not forget to wear a mask for your safety.”

      “Okay. Um, thanks.” Imani clutched the two-piece suit to her chest and nodded nervously. The bot seemed harmless enough but so had the huge pink praying mantis when it had first checked her in at the Luxx and later it had tried to kill her.

      “Come on—let’s go change.” J’are’s pale green eyes were glowing with anticipation. “I haven’t been anti-grav swimming since I was a kid,” he told Imani. “But I used to love it.”

      She couldn’t help smiling at his excitement.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      Back in her dressing stall, she took off her Yonnie Six dress of the day—which was bright pink with panties to match—and prepared to put on the white two-piece suit the bot had made for her.

      But there was one problem—the suite was way too small.

      “This can’t be right,” Imani muttered as she surveyed herself in the tarnished 3-D viewing panel which was located on one wall of her stall. “I mean look at this thing—it’s worse than my Yonnite clothes!”

      It really was.

      The top consisted of two tiny triangles connected by strings that barely covered her nipples and left the wide, berry-dark bands of her areolas bare. The bottom was another triangle which didn’t even cover her entire pussy. If she pulled it up high enough to hide the top of her slit, it clearly showed her outer lips. But if she pulled it down to cover her lips, the top of her slit was visible.

      Imani thought about complaining and trying to get the creepy suit bot to make her another suit. But then she considered where she was. Here on Yonnie Six, it was no big deal for a woman to wear skimpy clothing—in fact, it was expected. Though she didn’t love it, she was going to just have to live with it.

      But that didn’t make her any less embarrassed when she finally stepped outside the changing booth.

      “Gods…” J’are sucked in a breath when he saw her. “So gorgeous,” he murmured, eyeing Imani appreciatively.

      “You look pretty good yourself,” Imani said lightly.

      He did, too. The tight white speedo-like suit the bot had made him wouldn’t have looked good on most of the men Imani knew. But it looked fabulous on J’are, emphasizing his toned torso and long, muscular legs. Not to mention the thick ridge of his shaft, which she tried not to notice pressing against the thin white material.

      “The new suit really does you justice,” J’are murmured, clearly still admiring her.

      “Thank you.” Imani smiled at him, trying not to feel self-conscious. She certainly would never have worn anything so revealing back home, but at least J’are seemed to think she looked good in it—that helped a lot.

      Not that she ought to care what he thought, since he was only her client, she reminded herself hastily as they locked up their things in the locker they had rented and headed for the pool. But somehow knowing that such a big, handsome warrior thought she looked beautiful when she showed her curves gave her a boost.

      The pool itself took up the five middle floors of the tall white building and the changing rooms were in the floor directly above it. After walking down a steep ramp, they came to a broad platform overlooking what appeared to be a clear pink ocean with swirls of blue and purple and green running through it.

      Looking down, Imani felt like she was on a high dive. She could see people swimming through the pink liquid—a lot of them kids—while their mothers lounged on chairs around the perimeter of the pool and watched them, as they chatted with their friends and bodyslaves.

      “Here’s your mask,” J’are said, handing her what appeared to be a scuba mask that fitted over her eyes and nose. “There’s an oxygen filtration unit inside,” he explained, as he helped Imani put it on. “You breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth.”

      He put on a mask as well and then turned to her.

      “Well? Are you ready to go?”

      Imani hesitated, looking down into the pink water which was about fifteen feet below.

      “I thought this was supposed to be an anti-gravity pool,” she objected. “But I’m not floating or anything.”

      “Oh, the anti-grav field is only around the water itself,” J’are explained. “So when you jump in, gravity pulls you down into it and then you swim through it.”

      “What happens when you want to get out?” Imani asked.

      “You swim to the bottom and drop down to the bounce floor,” J’are told her. “Then you take the lift back up to the changing rooms—or the spa if you want a treatment. Or you can just take the ramp back to here and dive in again.” He nodded at the pink ocean below them. “Are you ready?”

      Imani wanted to point out that it seemed awfully high up but just then two little girls ran past them, holding hands and giggling. They poised on the edge of the ledge for a moment and chanted in unison,

      “One, two, three!”

      With a peal of laughter, the two of them launched themselves out as far as they could into midair. Imani watched, her heart in her throat, as they dropped into the swirling pink water below.

      “See—they’re fine.” J’are had evidently been watching her watch the girls. “Are you ready now?”

      After seeing the two little girls jump in so fearlessly, Imani didn’t feel like she could admit to a fear of heights herself.

      “Okay.” She held out her hand to J’are. “On three?”

      “You count,” he agreed.

      They walked to the edge.

      “Okay.” Imani took a deep breath.

      “One…two…three!” she exclaimed, and she and J’are jumped.

      Her heart nearly stopped as they leaped and gravity dragged them downwards. Their momentum carried them directly into the swirling pink water below, but the moment they slid into the liquid, Imani felt a strange sense of weightlessness.

      Of course, one always felt somewhat weightless when suspended in water, but this was more pronounced—nothing weighed anything at all. She could see her long black braids floating in every direction around her head like a dark starburst and though she could feel the water surrounding her, she encountered no resistance when she waved her arms to push herself through it.

      It was more like flying or floating than swimming, Imani thought as she and J’are glided through the pink liquid. Of course, because of the zero G, they would never have gotten anywhere without something to pull or push off of. Suspended in the pink water at intervals were puffy blue and green cushions. They were soft enough so that if someone ran into one, they wouldn’t be hurt, but firm enough to grab onto and push off from.

      Imani thought later that as long as she lived, she would never forget the experience of swimming in an anti-grav pool. It was magical—gliding through the clear pink water with its swirls of emerald and cerulean and violet while holding hands with J’are and pushing off the green and blue cushions to go deeper and deeper into the pool.

      There were little clusters of kids playing at the top level of the pool but lower down it appeared to be reserved for adults. There were a few Mistresses and bodyslaves swimming but even further down it seemed that she and J’are had the place to themselves.

      Imani could see the perimeters of the pool—it was a vast pink cube, seemingly floating in midair—a cube that was almost five stories high and five stories wide. She saw the people sitting and chatting on the ledges that overlooked it at various levels, but inside the pink liquid there was only the soft rushing of the water in her ears and the gentle, cool caress of it on her mostly bare skin.

      It was both soothing and invigorating and not nearly as tiring as swimming in a pool with gravity. She felt like she could go on floating like this forever but at last J’are pointed to the watch on her arm and she saw that they now had only two and a half hours until court. Maybe it was time to start getting out.

      She nodded at him and he nodded back and began to lead the way downward. Looking down, Imani saw the bottom surface of the vast, floating cube of water. Far under it—another ten or fifteen feet—was a blue surface.

      As she watched, a bodyslave whose blond hair was floating all around his head, grabbed onto one of the stationary blue cushions and pushed his way out of the pool. Gravity took hold of him once more and he dropped like a rock.

      Imani’s heart rate doubled as she watched, wondering if he was going to smash to pieces on the floor below. To her immense relief, he only bounced twice and then made his way to the nearby exit.

      J’are, who had been watching too, pointed downward and raised his eyebrows. Imani nodded and they also found a blue cushion. Gripping its soft surface, Imani pushed with her feet downward, just as she had seen the blond bodyslave do.

      In an instant, she was in freefall. A scream of excitement rose to her lips and she let loose with a whoop of joy as she landed and bounced upward like she was on a trampoline.

      J’are whooped with her and laughed as he bounced too. Imani put a hand to her face and realized the corners of her mouth hurt from smiling. Had she been grinning like a fool the whole time they were swimming? She felt like she must have been. She had the same feeling she’d had as a kid when she rode a rollercoaster—a scary but exciting thrill that made her heart beat faster and her adrenaline rush.

      “That was so much fun!” she gushed to J’are as he took her hand and they walked in big, bouncy steps over to the exit. “I wish we could do it again.” She sighed. “But I’m afraid we have to get ready to go—it took me forever to get a ride to the legal building yesterday so there’s no time to spare.”

      “It did?” J’are frowned. “But it’s not that far from here. Why did it take so long?”

      Imani told him about all the drivers who wouldn’t take her and then the one who had but who had insisted on giving her a tour of the city first and then dropping her off on the wrong side of the road.

      “Of course, all those drivers were those awful praying mantises—those morphids,” she added and frowned. “Considering what happened with them—the attack on the bridge and the tray bomb this morning, I can’t help wondering if all of them were working together to try and make me miss my court date.” She looked at J’are. “Or is that paranoid of me?”

      “Not at all.” He shook his head. “Morphids have a hive mind—they report back to a queen, who tells them what to do. As many as you encountered yesterday, it’s not impossible that they were all from the same hive and taking orders from the same person.”

      “You know, your mother’s niece, Lady Bittlebum, had one with her in court yesterday,” Imani said thoughtfully.

      “Yes, because they’re cheaper than owning more bodyslaves,” J’are shrugged.

      “But…do you think it’s possible she’s behind all this?” Imani raised her eyebrows at him.

      J’are frowned.

      “I suppose it’s possible but what’s her motive? Why would she want to kill Mistress Zangelo? They were friends—at least as far as I could tell.” He shook his head. “I just can’t think of a reason why she would want to off Lady Z and then cover it up.”

      “Well…” Imani sighed. “I guess all we can do is keep our eyes open and get ready to go to court.”

      “But you don’t have to rush,” J’are told her. “There’s a hover car service attached to the upper level so clients can come and go, getting spa treatments without having to visit the lower levels if they don’t want to. We can get a car there and be at the legal building in fifteen minutes.”

      “That would certainly be better than all the back-and-forthing I had to do yesterday to get there,” Imani admitted. “But will they still have to drop us off on the other side of the road?”

      “Of course not.” J’are frowned. “I never heard of any car service doing something like that before. Maybe you’re right and someone didn’t want you to get to court. All you have to do is ask them to drop you at the hover entrance—it’s located three stories up so you bypass the lobby.”

      “That sounds perfect.” Imani nodded. “Can we go order a hover car and let them know what time we want to leave? If we can get that settled, I’d love to go for another dip in the pool.”

      “I’d like that,” J’are growled softly, looking her up and down.

      Imani became suddenly aware that her tiny, thin white suit was now completely transparent. She hadn’t really noticed it when they were swimming because she’d been so excited but now she felt self-conscious again.

      Also, had the white suit shrunk in the water? It seemed that the tiny triangles were even smaller, so that just the tips of her nipples were covered now. Looking down, she saw that the triangle which was supposed to be covering her pussy was now no bigger than a penny and wasn’t covering much of anything at all. It had gotten pulled up so that it was resting on the top of her mound and only the thin white string at its bottom was covering her slit.

      “Um, are there towels anywhere?” she asked, looking around. “I think this suit has shrunk somehow.”

      “Oh, it’s supposed to,” J’are said casually. “That’s the way the Yonnite Mistresses like it—they want to show off at the pool, you know.”

      “Well, I’d like to cover up—I’m cold,” Imani said, putting her arms across her chest and shivering. “And yours didn’t shrink. Or, er, maybe it did,” she added doubtfully, eyeing the white speedo which emphasized his tan skin.

      Maybe it wasn’t that his suit had shrunk, so much as what was inside it had grown, she thought. The outline of his long, thick shaft, standing up against his belly, was clearly evident through the wet fabric.

      “Sorry,” J’are said gruffly when he saw where her eyes had landed. “Can’t help myself when you look so fucking beautiful. I know I’m just your client and you’re just my Defender, but damn, Imani—you look amazing in that little suit.”

      “Oh, uh, thank you.” Imani could feel her cheeks getting hot. She had a sudden urge to step up and rub herself against him—to let him feel the hard points of her nipples against his broad chest. But of course she couldn’t do that. Pushing the impulse sternly away, she said, “Maybe…maybe we both need a towel.”

      “Here.” J’are led her to a cart piled high with soft, fluffy towels and Imani wrapped one around herself gratefully. It really was chilly now that they were out of the water. “Better?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Imani nodded.

      “Much better—thank you.”

      “Good.” J’are nodded. “Then let’s go order that car and then we can go for a second swim.”

      That sounded good to Imani, though she hoped her suit wouldn’t shrink any more when they dived in again. If it got much smaller she would be wearing nothing but strings!
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      Gods, she was gorgeous in that tiny little suit! J’are’s shaft was as hard as a rock, making it difficult to walk. He was glad of the towel he’d wrapped around his waist and equally glad that Imani had wrapped one around herself so he could no longer see the tight points of her nipples poking through the thin white material of her suit or her plump pussy lips, her slit only hidden by that tiny white string.

      His feral side growled that she should be his—that he should take her and bond her to him, so she couldn’t Claim another male. J’are had to remind himself again and again that she hadn’t really Claimed him—that she wasn’t really his.

      But damn, how he wanted her!

      He pushed the wanting away as they reached the top floor, where the private spa was located. This was an area he’d never been to before, since Mother Hownow hadn’t approved of it for some reason. Most Yonnite Mistresses, however, loved it from what he had heard.

      The entrance to the spa was a long archway of curving, belfa branches. The feathery fronds, each as long as J’are’s arm and made of many tiny green and blue tendrils, made soft, musical chiming sounds as they swayed overhead.

      “Oh, this is beautiful,” Imani murmured, looking around at the archway. “But where is the car service?”

      “There’s a desk up ahead. I think we can get a car reservation there.” J’are pointed to the white marble counter at the end of the curving archway. Manning it was another bot—this one distinctly feminine in appearance. It had soothing blue-green eyes that matched the fronds overhead and a permanent smile was stamped on its silver lips.

      “Greetings, Mistress,” the bot said, turning its glowing blue-green eyes on Imani. “How may I be of service to you today?”

      “I’d like to reserve a hover car to take me to the Opulex legal building in about two hours,” Imani told the bot.

      “Excellent. And do you have a membership here?” the bot inquired, cocking its head to one side mechanically.

      “I…I’m afraid not.” Imani frowned. “Is that a problem?”

      “I’m afraid only those with memberships can access our car service,” the bot said. “However, for a small fee I can give you a day-long membership. It comes with a free spa treatment and a relaxation chair in our pleasure grotto,” it added.

      “How much?” Imani asked.

      The bot named a price that made her frown but then she shrugged.

      “Well, Commander Sylvan did tell me I was authorized to spend whatever was necessary,” she murmured to J’are. “And it’s certainly necessary to be sure I can get to court on time. All right, I’ll take the one-day membership deal,” she said, nodding at the bot.

      “Very good, Mistress. If you could just show me your cred chip?”

      “Oh, it’s locked up with my clothes!” Imani said.

      “That’s all right,” J’are told her. “It should be on file since you used it to pay for our meal.”

      “If your chip is on file, all I need is your name,” the bot said to her.

      “Oh, it is.” Imani nodded. “Um, look under Mistress Imani Williams,” she told the bot, who accessed the chip information easily.

      After the transaction was complete, the bot said, “And now, allow me to lead you to the treatment room for a soothing massage.”

      “Oh, I don’t—” Imani started but then she stopped. “You know, actually, a massage might be nice. I always get so tense right before court.” She looked at J’are. “Do you mind if we don’t go swimming again right away?”

      “Not at all.” He shook his head. “But if you think I’m letting anyone else massage you but me, you’re crazy.”

      “What?” Her eyes got wide. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it,” J’are leaned down and murmured in her ear. “There have already been two attempts on your life. What makes you think they won’t try again? Once you’re alone in a room with some stranger—”

      “Okay, I get it!” Imani whispered. “But, well…” She looked at him uncertainly. “You, uh, really want to massage me?”

      “I want to protect you,” J’are emphasized. “And don’t worry,” he added, giving her a grin. “I’ve taken private lessons in several massage techniques, so I know what I’m doing.”

      “You do?” Her eyes got even wider.

      He nodded. “Mother Hownow sent me to the classes, hoping it would help me find a Mistress who wanted to bond with me.”

      “I…I don’t know that I’m exactly, uh, dressed for a massage, though,” Imani pointed out.

      “Don’t worry,” J’are growled softly. “You can leave your bathing suit on.”

      Her saw her nibble her lush lower lip while she thought about it. At last, she nodded.

      “All right. I…I guess that would be all right.”

      Her words sounded uncertain, but there was nothing unsure about her scent. J’are could smell the heat on her—the unmistakable feminine fragrance of a female in need. She wanted him to touch her as much as he wanted it. But he would have to take things slowly and not overstep her boundaries.

      J’are swore to himself that he could do that—that he could give her what she wanted—what they both wanted—without going too far. After all, it was still daylight outside and his feral side was locked up tight.

      He swore to himself he would be certain it stayed that way.
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      Imani couldn’t believe she’d just agreed to let the big Nightwalker massage her. But now that she’d agreed, she found she didn’t want to take it back.

      It’s not a big deal, she told herself. He has to protect me, like he said. And I can keep things professional.

      You mean like you did last night when you gave him a bath and jerked him off? a little voice whispered in the back of her head.

      Shut up! Imani told it. That was all a mistake—a misunderstanding. And besides, J’are was in his feral state then. He’s in his thinking mind now so nothing’s going to happen.

      Right?

      “Come this way,” the reception bot said, interrupting Imani’s inner argument with herself. It whizzed down another long arching corridor of feathery fronds and Imani hastened to follow it with J’are right behind her. They came to a stop in front of a dark red doorway with a curving top and a silver knob directly in the middle of the door.

      “This is your treatment room,” the bot intoned.

      It opened the door with a click, revealing a dim cave of a room lit by flickering candlelight. A waft of some exotic spice and soft strains of relaxing music issued from within.

      “I will send your massage therapist at once,” the bot told Imani.

      “Oh, well actually, my, uh, bodyslave here is trained in the arts of massage,” Imani told it. “So if we could just have access to the room and any massage oils or products or whatever, we’ll be fine.”

      “As you wish.” The bot nodded its head. “Many Mistresses prefer to let their own bodyslave give their treatments. You will find all necessary items within. If you find you are lacking anything, please return to the counter and I will supply it.”

      Then it gave a final nod and whirred away, back to its post behind the reception counter.

      J’are caught Imani’s eye and nodded at the open room.

      “Well, I guess we’d better go in.”

      Heart thumping, she nodded.

      “I…I guess we should.” Turning, she stepped into the dimly lit room and took a deep breath of the spicy air. She really shouldn’t be doing this but really, what harm could it do? After all, this was just a massage, right? A massage to help her feel less tense before court—that would be nice. She could—

      “All right, Mistress,” J’are rumbled, shutting the door behind her. “If you’d please lay face down on the table and get comfortable?”

      “J’are, you don’t have to call me Mistress in here,” she protested. But the big Nightwalker shook his head.

      “While I’m massaging you, I’d prefer to keep things professional. I think that will make things…easier for both of us.”

      “Oh, of course.” Imani nodded. “That’s fine—thank you.”

      “My pleasure, Mistress. Would you like help onto the table?” he asked.

      Imani shook her head.

      “No, that’s okay.”

      She walked over and sat on the padded surface. It looked like a pretty standard massage table, she thought. Well—except for the two shallow wells right below the headpiece, just at chest level.

      “Um, what are these?” She pointed them out to J’are.

      “Those are breast cups,” he explained. “They’re so you can lie down flat on the table.”

      “Oh, okay. That’s nice.” Imani liked the idea of a massage table designed especially for women. Because of her big breasts, every other time she’d gone to get a massage, she’d had to lay on a specially made pillow that didn’t really do a very good job of supporting her.

      “The cups adjust,” J’are told her. “Depending on the size of your breasts and if you need special treatment for sensitive areas.” He showed her a little button at the head of the table. “Just press that until the cups are the right size for you.”

      Imani wondered what he meant by “special treatment” but wasn’t sure if she ought to ask. Lowering herself face down onto the padded massage table, she inserted her breasts into the cups—or tried to, anyway. They were too small.

      Frowning, Imani touched the little button and watched as the cup’s irises opened, expanding to fit her. As she watched, they got wider and wider until she was certain they could easily accommodate her large breasts. She was just about to let up on it when the bottom of the cups opened as well.

      Imani looked at the now-open cups uncertainly but J’are didn’t seem surprised.

      “I see you’ve opted for the special treatment, Mistress,” he murmured.

      Please lie still so I can ease your tension.”

      Special treatment?

      Imani bit her lip, but did as he said, getting situated so that her breasts were fully in the cups and her face was in the padded face rest. The breast cups were padded too, she found, and supported her breasts very comfortably. Well, except for the fact that her nipples were hanging down into the open air. Of course, they were still covered by the tiny dime-sized triangles of white fabric but honestly, the suit she had on was so small and skimpy she might as well be naked.

      A fact which was brought home to her when she felt J’are’s big, warm hands begin to work on her.

      He started by simply rubbing his palms up and down her body, from the heels of her feet all the way up to the back of her neck and back again. This gave her such a soothing feeling that Imani began to relax and lose some of her nervousness. He was using some kind of lightly scented lotion which smelled like fresh flowers. Nothing too heavy, though—the scent was barely there and extremely refreshing.

      After running his hands up and down her back and arms and thighs and ass several times, J’are began the actual massage at her neck and shoulders. Imani moaned with delight as he found the knots of tension she’d been carrying ever since she’d taken this difficult and dangerous assignment and kneaded them out with his powerful thumbs.

      “Oh, J’are,” she sighed as he rubbed her. “You weren’t kidding—you really are good at this!”

      “I’m glad that my Mistress is pleased,” he murmured formally. “You’re certainly very tense. It’s good you’re allowing me to ease some of your pain.”

      “You can ease my pain anytime,” Imani assured him. “This feels amazing.”

      “Thank you,” the big Nightwalker rumbled. “You’re very kind, Mistress.”

      Imani sighed in appreciation as he worked his way down her body, kneading and stroking and caressing, finding the lines of tension and working them away with his powerful hands. She didn’t even flinch when he got to her ass and began squeezing and rubbing—by that time she felt like her body was made of Jell-O.

      “Part your legs please, Mistress, so that I can massage your inner thighs,” J’are directed her.

      “Okay,” Imani murmured. Obligingly, she spread her legs and moaned softly as he caressed and massaged her inner thighs. It didn’t escape her notice that the new position gave the big Nightwalker a clear view of her pussy, hidden only by the tiny, thin string of her suit. As he rubbed her inner thighs, she could feel her outer pussy lips parting, no doubt letting him see her inner folds. But his big hands felt so sensual and right on her body, that she didn’t care. She just wanted the delicious sensation of him massaging her to go on and on.

      “Mistress,” J’are murmured at last. “Now might be a good time to ask if you want special treatments performed on you.”

      “Special…treatments?” Imani frowned. “What does that mean? Special treatments where?”

      “Why, of all the most sensitive parts of your body, of course,” J’are murmured. “Shall I show you what I mean?”

      “Okay,” Imani murmured. “I…I guess that would be all right.”

      “Very good, Mistress.” The big Nightwalker left his position at the foot of the table and came back to the head of it. He knelt down and reached under the table. Soon, Imani felt both her breasts cupped in his big, warm hands.

      “Oh,” she whispered, but didn’t try to pull away or protest. She simply moaned in appreciation as J’are gave her a very gentle breast massage, kneading her heavy globes with his long fingers.

      “Are you enjoying your special treatments, Mistress?” he rumbled.

      “Mmm-hmm,” Imani agreed.

      “Good. But for this next part, I’m afraid I must pull your suit to the side.”

      “You… you do? But it’s barely there, already,” she protested. “I mean, those little patches barely cover my, uh, nipples.” Her voice dropped low with embarrassment.

      “But it is your Goddess peaks that I need to have access to in order to perform the last part of your upper special treatment,” J’are told her. “I promise I’ll be gentle, Imani,” he added in a soft voice.

      “All right,” Imani heard herself say. “You can…can move my suit if you need to, J’are.’

      “Thank you for trusting me,” he murmured and then Imani felt the tiny cloth triangles shift away from her nipples, leaving them completely bare.

      She had expected that maybe J’are would squeeze or massage her tender peaks, but he surprised her with his gentleness. Instead of taking her nipples between his fingers, he began a very light circling with his fingertips. Starting at the outer ring of her areolas, he began to circle inward until at last he was brushing lightly over her sensitive peaks.

      The barely-there touch was surprisingly erotic. Imani felt her nipples get even harder and she moaned softly as J’are continued to caress her. When he finally did begin to lightly pinch and tug on her tight peaks, she moaned aloud with pleasure.

      “Oh, J’are! That feels…feels so good,” she told him breathlessly.

      “I’m very happy you’re enjoying your upper special treatment, Mistress,” he rumbled, still working on her. “Would you enjoy an additional oral massage?”

      “An oral massage?” Imani whispered. “I don’t…I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Allow me to demonstrate,” J’are growled.

      He raised the table so that his face was on the level of her breasts. Tilting his head up, he captured one of her throbbing nipples between his lips and sucked it deeply into his mouth.

      “Ohhhhh,” Imani moaned as sparks of pleasure ran straight from her nipple down to her throbbing pussy. “Oh, J’are! That feels amazing but, well, I’m not sure that we should…”

      “But why, Mistress?” he murmured, allowing her nipple to slip from between his lips at last. “After all, it’s still just part of the massage process here on Yonnie Six.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…I guess it’s not so bad,” Imani heard herself saying. “I suppose you can go on.”

      “Thank you, Mistress,” he growled and sucked her other aching bud between his lips as he massaged the first with his fingers.

      Imani moaned and writhed as he sucked and tugged her nipples. She’d had lovers who liked her breasts before, but none of them had ever paid so much attention to her so intimately or stimulated her in such a unique way. Since she was still lying on her stomach on the massage table with her breasts hanging down through the padded holes, she felt naked and vulnerable and sexy—helpless to stop the big Kindred from having his way with her.

      At last, just as she was beginning to wonder if she could come from having her nipples sucked, he stopped and murmured,

      “Mistress, would you also like a lower special treatment?”

      “A…a lower treatment?” Imani repeated. “How?”

      “Would you allow me to massage your sex?” J’are asked.

      “But…there’s no opening in the table down there,” Imani protested.

      “No, but the table splits at the bottom,” J’are explained, still tugging gently at her throbbing nipples. “It allows me to stand or sit between your thighs and work on your pussy.”

      “Oh…I don’t know,” Imani murmured. “I want to let you but, well, you’re my client, J’are.”

      “No, right now you’re my client, Mistress,” he reminded her. “And I’m trying to relax you so that you can do the best possible job defending me in court.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…” Imani shifted on the table. Her nipples felt so tender and sensitive now that even his lightest touch was making her crazy. Her pussy felt hot and wet—liquid with desire. But should she really let him massage her there?

      “You can keep your suit on,” J’are reminded her softly. “I can work around it.”

      “Oh, well…” Imani bit her lip.

      Shouldn’t do this, whispered a little voice in her head. But when she opened her mouth she heard herself say,

      “Maybe just a little. As long as I keep my suit on, like you said, J’are.’

      “Of course, Mistress,” he murmured. “I will not remove it.”

      He left his place at the head of the table and Imani felt him doing something to it. After a moment, she felt it split in two and then her legs were spreading wider to offer him complete access to her pussy.

      She bit her lip as she felt her pussy lips spread as well, opening like a thirsty flower. And then J’are was settling between her legs and she could feel his big, warm hands on her inner thighs. She moaned softly as he began to massage her outer pussy lips with his thumbs, rubbing gently in such a way that he was stimulating her aching clit with every move, even though he hadn’t even directly touched it.

      Unable to help herself, Imani shifted her hips and tilted her pelvis, opening herself even more to his gentle caress. God, had she ever been so hot and wet and ready before? She didn’t think so but it was hard to think at all when she was feeling so aroused.

      Then she felt J’are moving the thin string of her bathing suit to one side.

      “J’are?” she asked uncertainly. “You said you wouldn’t remove my suit.”

      “I’m not, Mistress. But in order to perform the inner massage on your Goddess pearl, I must move it to one side,” he murmured. “Is that all right?”

      Goddess pearl? Imani could guess what he was talking about and she knew she ought to say no, it wasn’t all right. But she couldn’t help herself—she wanted more.

      “Go ahead,” she told him softly. “Massage my Goddess pearl, J’are. I…I trust you.”

      “Thank you, Imani,” he murmured, breaking character for a moment. He did something else to the table which caused the part under her lower abdomen to tilt upward, which opened her pussy even more. And then Imani felt one long finger slide into her slippery inner folds.

      “Ohhhh,” she moaned as he began a slow, circular massage around her aching clit. He never quite touched her directly on her throbbing button, but the way he stroked all around her made Imani gasp and wiggle against him.

      “Mistress…” J’are’s deep voice was hoarse with lust. “Your Goddess pearl appears to be very sensitive.”

      “It…it is. Yes, it is,” Imani admitted breathlessly. “Why?”

      “Well, because often if a traditional massage by hand is too stimulating, often an oral massage is more beneficial,” he murmured.

      “You…you mean you want to…”

      “Massage your pussy with my tongue.” There was hunger in his tone now—a deep desire to lap and suck and taste. “Both inside and out,” he added. “I need to lap and suck your Goddess pearl and then press my tongue deep inside your sweet little cunt channel to soothe your aches and pains.”

      “Oh, J’are…” Imani knew she ought to say no but she couldn’t resist. “Do…do you really want to?” she asked hesitantly.

      “I need to.” His voice was a deep, hoarse growl and she could feel his hot breath on her open pussy. “Please, Imani—let me taste you.”

      They were past the pretense of it being a massage now, she realized. Now they were just a man and a woman needing each other.

      Because she needed this too—how long had it been since a man had touched her? Much too long, Imani thought. And she’d never wanted a man to touch and taste her nearly as much as she wanted J’are. The big Nightwalker seemed to have found a place in her heart the first moment she’s seen him—maybe because his eyes were the same color as the eyes she had dreamed of so many nights before she’d come here to defend him.

      “Yes, J’are,” she heard herself saying as she tilted her hips and spread her thighs even more. “Yes, you can…can massage me with your tongue. You can taste me.”

      “Gods…” His voice was ragged with need and then she felt his face press hard between her thighs. Lying on her stomach as she was, she couldn’t reach him to hold on to him. Instead, she gripped the sides of the massage table and gasped as she felt his tongue lash over her sensitive clit. He lapped her over and over and then drew back to press deep into her channel, as though he wanted to taste her juices straight from the source.

      Imani moaned and writhed helplessly on the table. She’d never expected to be in this position with the big Nightwalker—so helpless and hot as he satiated his hunger for her. But at that moment, she didn’t even care how vulnerable she felt—that was part of the experience—part of the pleasure. She just wanted it to never end.

      Then, J’are was back to lapping her clit. At the same time, Imani felt two long, thick fingers find her entrance and slide deeply into her pussy. She moaned and bucked her hips up, loving the sensation of being filled while he tasted her. And as J’are began a slow, deep, fucking motion with his fingers, he continued to circle her throbbing clit with his tongue.

      Imani felt her pleasure building as she writhed helplessly on the table. She was close, so close…

      “J’are,” she whispered breathlessly. “Oh, J’are…”

      And then the big Nightwalker sucked her clit into his mouth and rubbed hard with the flat of his tongue. The intimate kiss sent Imani flying over the edge and she heard herself moaning with pleasure as her inner muscles squeezed his invading fingers and she bucked her hips, riding his tongue to orgasm.
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      J’are never wanted it to end. She tasted so sweet and her cries of pleasure were music to his ears. He loved her warm, feminine fragrance and wanted to stay here with his face buried between her thighs forever.

      But deep inside himself, he heard his feral side growling…

      The tasting is done. Now for the bonding.

      No! J’are pushed the thought away. He couldn’t bond her to him—she wasn’t really his.

      But the feral part of him insisted on pushing images into his brain—images of him standing up and taking out his shaft and pressing it to the opening of her pussy. Thrusting long and hard and deep inside her until he filled her pussy with his seed and her belly with his baby.

      She would be his then, his completely and she could never leave him or Claim another male. She—

      “She doesn’t belong to you!” J’are growled, jerking his face and fingers away from Imani with sheer force of will.

      “What?” she lifted her head and turned back to him, her dark eyes dilated with pleasure and worry. “What…who are you talking to, J’are?”

      “Sorry…” He sighed and ran a hand over his hair. “Just…my feral side. I probably shouldn’t have done that—shouldn’t have tasted you. Because now it thinks…”

      “Thinks what?” Imani twisted around and sat up on the table and looked at him anxiously.

      “Never mind” J’are shook his head. “Everything is under control. It’s just…remember how I told you about the different parts of the Claiming period?”

      “Oh, right. Yes.” She nodded.

      “So the feral side of me thinks that we’ve done all of them—bathing, scenting, holding, and now tasting. So it thinks it’s time for…”

      “For bonding,” Imani whispered. “J’are—”

      “You don’t have to say a thing.” He held up his hands in a “Don’t shoot” gesture. “I know you’re my Defender and I’m your client and we can’t do that. As I said, I have it under control.”

      “I believe you,” Imani said, though she still looked troubled. “I know we…I shouldn’t have let you, er, give me such an intimate massage. But…well, there’s no excuse I guess.” She shook her head.

      “No excuse for me either. I just wanted so damn badly to taste your soft little pussy—to lap your honey right from the source,” J’are told her hoarsely.

      “I wanted it too,” Imani admitted. “But maybe…maybe we ought to get going now.” She looked down at her watch. “The car will be here in a little while. Maybe we’d better get dressed.”

      “That’s probably for the best.” J’are nodded and helped her off the table. “Thank you for letting me massage you, Mistress,” he said softly. “It was the greatest pleasure of my life.”

      “Oh…” Imani put a hand to her heart. “You gave me great pleasure, too, J’are. I’m sorry things can’t be different between us.”

      “It’s all right.” He shook his head. “I understand. I’ll try not to overstep the boundaries again.”

      “I’ll try as well,” she promised. “For now, I guess we’d better get ready for court.”

      J’are nodded and stepped back. But he couldn’t help licking his lips for the last traces of her honey. And when the feral side of him growled, Mine, he didn’t try to disagree. In a very real way, he had Claimed Imani, just as she had Claimed him.

      The tasting had been deep and satisfying for both of them and no matter how much he tried to reason with his feral side, he couldn’t help thinking how badly he wanted to bond with Imani and make her his forever.
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      Imani walked into the courtroom on shaky legs. Though the massage had been meant to calm her and ease her tension, she couldn’t help feeling more tense than ever.

      Shouldn’t have done that, whispered the little voice in her head. You know you shouldn’t have let him do that to you, Imani. How can you keep any professional distance between yourself and your client when you let him lap your pussy and make you come all over his face that way?

      Imani didn’t know but she did her best to push the scolding little voice away as everyone rose for the entrance of the judge. Opposite her were Mistress Bittlebum and the green-haired Prosecutor, as well as another one of the morphids. The way the light caught on its shiny pink shell made her feel sick to her stomach.

      Judge Thoughtgood had lime-green hair today and an outfit to match. She looked sternly down her nose at Imani.

      “Well, Councilor, I thought you promised me you could prove that big brute of a Kindred was safe to be around?”

      “I beg the court’s pardon, your Honor, but what do you mean? My client is perfectly well behaved.” Imani nodded at J’are, who was sitting quietly and wearing the thick leather harness around his arms again. She had hated to put it back on him, but she knew the judge wouldn’t be happy to see him without it. Still, as big and menacing as he looked, he had been as quiet as a lamb. So what could Judge Thoughtgood be talking about?

      “I’m referring to the fact that he blew a hole in the wall of the Luxx hotel and caused thousands of credits of property damage!” Judge Thoughtgood exclaimed. “I find it truly shocking that you would dare to show your faces in my courtroom and pretend like nothing happened this morning!”

      “What? But your Honor, that is simply not true!” Imani exclaimed. “J’are wasn’t responsible for the bomb that went off—it was planted there by a third party. Possibly the same one that attacked me on the access bridge last night, as we were leaving court and trying to get back to the hotel.”

      “Is this true?” Judge Thoughtgood frowned. “You were attacked?”

      “I have had two separate attempts on my life since leaving your courtroom yesterday, your Honor,” Imani said, nodding. “And both, I believe, involved morphids.”

      She looked pointedly at the huge pink praying mantis sitting beside Lady Bittlebum. The immense insect looked back, it’s vast, compound eyes completely blank.

      “That’s ridiculous, your Honor!” Lady Bittlebum cried, before her lawyer could say anything. “Everyone knows that morphids are completely harmless. They can only mindlessly obey the one who owns or controls them—the person they acknowledge as the ‘queen’ of their hive.”

      “Well maybe this ‘queen’ of theirs is the one having them attack me,” Imani shot back. “And you’re the only one I see with a morphid sitting beside you, Lady Bittlebum.”

      “Oh, how dare you? How dare you?” Lady Bittlebum sputtered, her lemon-yellow hair quivering with rage. “Your Honor, I must protest this rude talk, right here in the courtroom!”

      “Careful, Councilor.” Judge Thoughtgood glared at Imani. “You’re on very shaky ground right now. Unless you have better proof that Mistress Bittlebum was trying to kill you than just the fact that she happens to have a morphid servant, I’ll ask you to keep your suppositions to yourself.”

      “I apologize, your Honor,” Imani said coolly. “My nerves are just a little on edge right now—considering that someone has tried to kill me twice in the past twenty-four hours.”

      “Well, that would tend to unsettle one,” the judge admitted grudgingly. “Still, I also had reports of your client running down the hallway and having to be restrained by guards. From what I heard, many Mistresses were frightened out of their minds by the display.”

      “He was trying to catch the morphid who set the bomb in the first place,” Imani protested. “I’m sorry if anyone was frightened but J’are was just trying to protect me.”

      “Yes, well, he does seem very attached to you,” Judge Thoughtgood mused. “But I’m still not convinced that he can be allowed out in polite society safely.”

      “We were at the public anti-grav pool for several hours today,” Imani offered. “And absolutely nothing illegal or improper happened.”

      She felt her cheeks get hot as she spoke. Nothing improper except the fact that she’d allowed her client to go down on her and massage her with his tongue. God, she still couldn’t believe she’d let him to do that! What was wrong with her being so unprofessional?

      But here in court was not the time for self recrimination. She pushed her guilt aside and concentrated on keeping her face blank.

      “Be that as it may, I would like to see this exemplary behavior for myself,” Judge Thoughtgood said.

      “Can your Honor not see now?” Imani gestured at J’are. “Look how calm and composed my client is.”

      “Yes, but this is a quiet setting, not a crowded area with a lot of noise and people, Councilor.” The judge gave her a stern look. “I cannot have this bodyslave unleashed upon the public until I see with my own eyes that he won’t become triggered in some way and go berserk in a public setting.”

      “But—” Imani began but Lady Bittlebum interrupted.

      “If I may make a suggestion, your Honor,” she said. “I’m having an intimate little party at my house tonight—just fifty or sixty of my closest friends. Why not have the Defender and her client come? And your Honor is, of course, invited as well. That way you can observe the brute properly.”

      “Well, now that’s an idea.” Judge Thoughtgood looked thoughtful. “I suppose a gathering like that would be an ideal setting to judge if the Nightwalker can be trusted in public.”

      “I also have Horvath guards on hand, in case he gets out of control,” Lady Bittlebum said.

      “Your Honor, I must object to this idea,” Imani protested. “The Horvaths abused my client when he was down in the “hole” in the Yonnite detention facility. Seeing them again is difficult for him. Also, Mistress Bittlebum’s home is the place he grew up with his adopted mother, Mistress Hownow. Being in that setting—in a home which would rightfully belong to him if he hadn’t been cheated out of it—will be extremely stressful!”

      “Which makes it an even better test of his self control,” Judge Thoughtgood said decisively. “I like this idea, Lady Bittlebum. It was very kind of you to suggest it and offer your home as a setting for this test,” she added, nodding at the lemon-haired Mistress.

      “Thank you, your Honor. I just want to see that justice is done.” Lady Bittlebum preened importantly. She turned a poisonous gaze on Imani. “The reception starts at nine tonight. See that you and that scruffy bodyslave aren’t late.”

      J’are glared at the lemon-haired Mistress, a low growl rising in his throat.

      Quickly, Imani put a hand on his arm to calm and silence him.

      “May I ask if the court is doing anything to find the real killer of Lady Zangelo?” she asked, arching an eyebrow at Judge Thoughtgood. “Since it has been proven that my client is innocent?”

      Judge Thoughtgood frowned.

      “That is a matter for the Yonnite Peace Keepers force and not you, Councilor. Kindly confine yourself to your own case.”

      Imani wanted to protest that the murder which someone had tried to pin on her client was her case—or an integral part of it, at least. And she also wanted to protest the idea that she and J’are go to the reception at his old house. But it was clear that the judge’s mind was made up.

      “Yes, your Honor,” she said woodenly.

      “Very good. Then I’ll see you tonight at Lady Bittlebum’s party. If I judge that your client is behaving himself in a civilized manner and that he poses no harm to those around him, I’ll release him permanently into your custody and you can take him wherever you like,” Judge Thoughtgood said. “If, however, I do not like his behavior, it’s back to the detention center he goes and from there, immediate execution. Do I make myself clear, Councilor?”

      “Yes, your Honor.”

      Imani swallowed hard. Tonight would be a test and failing it would mean J’are’s life. Could he pass this trial? Especially during the evening hours, when his feral side would be so much harder to control?

      He’ll have to, she thought, casting a sidelong glance at the big Nightwalker. If he doesn’t, he’ll die.

      And there would be nothing she could do to save him.
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      “How do I look?” Imani held out her arms and did a slow turn.

      “Well, the pain collar remote is very prominently displayed. Judge Thoughtgood will be pleased” J’are said dryly.

      He nodded to the beaded necklace she wore with the remote dangling from it like some kind of strange ornament. They had decided it would be best for her to wear it openly, so that the judge could see that Imani was being prudent and responsible—not that she would ever use it. She had assured J’are of that and he believed her.

      “No, not the pain remote—the dress. Is it too much?” Imani asked anxiously, indicating the Yonnite dress she was wearing.

      It was the fanciest one she’d worn yet—a brilliant turquoise blue with a short cape of blue and green feathers which looked spectacular against her brown skin—and she looked gorgeous in it.

      But then, J’are happened to think she looked gorgeous in anything…or nothing at all.

      “Fucking perfect,” he said, trying not to look at the matching lace panties, which clearly showed the top of her pussy slit. But when he looked away from her pussy, his eyes fell on her breasts instead, which were barely covered by a band of turquoise lace. The plump, dark points of her nipples were pressing against the thin fabric, making him ache to suck them again.

      Gods, this wasn’t going to be easy, he thought, forcing himself to look away altogether. His feral side was so close to the surface. By rights, it should have free reign at this hour. But J’are was staying in his thinking mind with a conscious effort of will and holding his feral half at bay. He couldn’t let it take over tonight—the result might mean his death.

      “Are you all right?” Imani asked softly.

      “Fine.” He kept his eyes down on her feet, clad in dainty little black slippers.

      “Then why won’t you look at me?” Imani asked. “J’are, if this is about what happened at the spa—”

      “It’s not. Well, not exactly.”

      They’d already had a talk earlier about how the tasting at the spa had been a “mistake”—one Imani apparently didn’t intend to repeat. J’are had agreed that they shouldn’t have done something so unprofessional together and that they shouldn’t speak of it or do it again. But he couldn’t help the way he felt—couldn’t bury the knowledge that he was falling in love with his lovely Defender.

      “What do you mean ‘not exactly?’” Imani asked, frowning.

      “I mean my feral side…” J’are shook his head. “Look, I know we can’t repeat what we did at the spa. My thinking mind knows that, anyway. But my feral side…”

      “What…what about your feral side?” Imani put a hand to her throat and took a tiny step backwards. The fear and uncertainty in her eyes made J’are hate himself.

      “Never mind,” he said savagely, looking away.

      “No, tell me.” She took a deep breath and lifted her chin as though gathering her courage. Then she stepped towards him again and put one soft, little hand on his arm. “Please, J’are—tell me.”

      He sighed and ran a hand over his hair.

      “It’s just what I told you at the spa—we’ve done every part of the Claiming period—Holding, Scenting, Bathing, Tasting…every part except Bonding. And because we’ve gone though all the rest, my feral side expects that Bonding is next.”

      Imani’s dark eyes grew wide.

      “J’are,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry but I can’t…can’t do that with you. After this is all over and I get you free of Yonnie Six, you’re supposed to go back to your own home world.”

      “Because the other Kindred think Nightwalkers are dangerous, right?” he asked bitterly. “Because they don’t believe we can be trusted?”

      “I don’t know all the reasons behind the decision—it wasn’t mine to make,” Imani said softly. “But I do know that my work and my life—my family—are all back on Earth and the Mother Ship. I don’t know anything about your home world or how to live there.”

      “Neither do I,” J’are growled. “I was taken when I was only a child. I have no parents—no tribe to belong to.” He shook his head. “Maybe you should have left me down in the hole.”

      “J’are, no! Don’t say that!” She looked at him anxiously. When J’are wouldn’t meet her eyes, she reached for him and took his face in both hands, turning him to look at her. “Please,” she said. “Don’t ever say that. You were unjustly imprisoned and wrongly accused. You don’t belong there.”

      “I don’t belong on my home world either,” J’are said, but he couldn’t remain bitter when she was looking at him with those big, dark eyes. He could feel himself melting under her soft touch. “Imani…” He sighed and turned his head to place a tender kiss in the center of her palm.

      “Oh, J’are…” For a moment she looked like she might cry. “I’m so sorry I can’t…can’t give you what you want. But I can’t leave my family and my career and go live on an alien planet where I don’t know any of the customs. And besides, what we’re doing is very unprofessional.”

      “Falling in love is unprofessional?” he asked, his voice husky with emotion he couldn’t seem to contain.

      Imani’s eyes widened.

      “J’are—”

      “Never mind—forget I said it.” He took a deep breath. “Thank you for coming to rescue me. And please forgive me for making you uncomfortable.”

      He took a step away from her and turned to look at his own outfit in the 3-D viewer provided in the hotel they had checked into. This place wasn’t nearly as fancy as the Luxx, but it was comfortable and had food he was pretty sure Imani would enjoy.

      He was wearing black leather bodyslave trousers with the crotch cut out to show his shaft, as was the custom for formal Yonnite parties. He was still half hard, despite the emotional scene between them—probably because he wanted her so damn much and she looked so enticing in the turquoise gown.

      “I think I’ll pass for a proper bodyslave tonight, don’t you?” he asked, trying to make his tone light.

      “J’are, we’ve been over this—you don’t have to act as my bodyslave!” Imani protested.

      He frowned.

      “Oh, yes I do. Judge Thoughtgood is going to be studying my every move and watching for ‘proper’ behavior. That means behavior fitting to a subservient male—a bodyslave. If she sees me behaving the way she expects a well-trained male to act, she’ll be much more likely to agree to let me go free.”

      “I suppose…” Imani looked troubled. “I just hate the idea of you having to act subservient to me—it really rubs me the wrong way.”

      “It’s only for one night,” J’are said shortly. “And anyway, it doesn’t bother me. I was raised with the idea that I would someday belong to the right female. It’s not just a Yonnie Six idea—my own people, the Kindred Nightwalkers—feel that way too.”

      “I know they do.” Imani sighed. “It just seems so…wrong. The idea of one person belonging to another…my country fought an entire war about how wrong it is.”

      “I agree that it’s wrong to own someone and treat them as your slave,” J’are said. “But being Claimed by the right female is different. When you’re bound to her by love—” he broke off, shaking his head. “Never mind. We’d better call a hover car—we’re due at Lady Bittlebum’s reception in thirty minutes.”

      “Will you be all right?” Imani looked at him anxiously. “I mean, it’s dark outside and you’ll be in your old house…”

      J’are lifted his chin.

      “I’ll be fine because I have to be,” he said.

      “And your feral side?” Imani raised an eyebrow.

      “In control,” J’are promised her. “It’s not getting out tonight—I swear it, Imani.”

      “Good.” She looked relieved. “Then we should be fine. We’ll just go to the party, make sure Judge Thoughtgood sees you behaving beautifully, and leave. We’ll be back here in two hours.”

      J’are hoped she was right. Because despite his iron will to keep his wild side contained, he could feel the feral part of him beating at the bars of the mental cage he had locked it in.

      It didn’t like being restrained—not one damn bit. It was going to take all his willpower to hold it back, J’are thought grimly. It was a contest of wills—one he had better not lose.

      If he did, it would cost him his life.
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      “Welcome, Mistress Williams—your name is on the list.” The servant dressed in lemon yellow livery nodded at Imani graciously. “If you’d like to step to the back of the line and wait your turn to be announced, please?”

      He ushered her and J’are to the end of a short line of five or six other Mistresses who were waiting with their bodyslaves to be called up and announced to the party.

      “Oh, thank you.” Imani nodded at him and smiled. “Um, if you’ll forgive me, I haven’t been to one of Lady Bittlebum’s parties before. What exactly do we do when we’re announced?” she asked before the servant could turn away.

      “Oh, it’s the usual routine, Mistress,” the servant said casually. “Just step up on the stage, allow your bodyslave to kiss your panties, and then you can descend and mingle with the other guests.” He smiled at her. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I see more guests arriving.” And he hurried away.

      “Let my bodyslave…” Imani trailed off, feeling her cheeks get hot.

      “That’s standard here on Yonnie Six when you’re being introduced at a party,” J’are told her. He was standing beside her, in his crotchless black leather trousers and the pain collar and leash Imani had to make him wear in public, though she hated to. “Don’t let it bother you,” he added.

      “Bother me? I was more worried about it, um, bothering you.” Imani’s cheeks got even hotter. “I mean…will you be okay with this?”

      “Will my feral side be all right, do you mean?” he growled softly. In the dimly lighted hallway, his pale green eyes seemed to glow with a wild, animal light.

      “Well, yes.” Imani cleared her throat. “I mean after what happened at the spa—”

      “Don’t worry, Mistress,” he growled. “I have more self-control than to go down on you in public in front of a crowd. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay, all right.” Imani nodded quickly as the line moved forward. “Then I’ll be fine too.”

      “Good.” J’are took a deep breath and tugged at his pain collar with one finger, like a man tugging on a tight shirt collar. “Then we’ll both be fine,” he said, but his voice came out more than half growl.

      Oh dear…Imani bit her lip. Though he wouldn’t admit it, holding back his feral side was really taking a toll on the big Nightwalker—she could tell. They needed to get in and out of this party as soon as possible. Imani just hoped Judge Thoughtgood was already here so they could make a good impression and then leave.

      At last she heard her name being called.

      “Mistress Williams,” another servant, also dressed in lemon-yellow livery announced.

      Quickly, Imani took her place on the small stage overlooking a grand ballroom. It was filled with other Mistresses, all with one or more bodyslaves, laughing, talking and mingling as they drank expensive-looking drinks that fizzed and smoked and came in every conceivable color.

      “Mistress Williams,” the servant said again, loudly, and J’are dropped to his knees before her, as though on cue. Looking up at her, he placed his hands on her hips and murmured,

      “Mistress, I make my obeisance to you.”

      Then he pressed his lips to her panties and performed a deep, hot kiss that sent helpless shivers all the way down Imani’s spine. She couldn’t help remembering the way he had tasted her so gently and so thoroughly at the spa…the way he had spread her legs wide and pressed his tongue deep inside her and then lapped her sensitive aching clit…

      And then the moment was over and J’are was pulling away.

      “Mistress,” he growled, looking up at her again and Imani saw that his eyes were definitely glowing. “I need to taste you again.”

      “J’are,” she whispered, her heart thumping as she ran a hand over his short, spiky hair. “You know we can’t—especially not here.”

      “Later then,” he growled. “Just once more before we part. Let me lap your sweet pussy and feel you coming all over my face—please.”

      “All…all right,” Imani agreed breathlessly, though she knew she shouldn’t agree to any such thing. “But for now, let’s go down to the party.”

      “All right.” He rose smoothly and followed her down the short flight of steps into the crowd of drunk, laughing Mistresses.

      “Let’s mingle for a minute,” Imani whispered to him. “But if you see Judge Thoughtgood, let me know.”

      “She’s right over there.” With his superior height, J’are could, of course, see over the heads of the entire crowd. He put a hand on Imani’s shoulder and pointed her in the right direction.

      All she could see was a towering hairstyle—purple this time—but she could tell it must be Judge Thoughtgood.

      “Perfect,” she whispered. “Let’s make our way over there and find someone to talk to, so she can see how well you’re behaving. Then we’ll kind of bump into her by accident.”

      “All right.” J’are came with her, obediently walking two paces behind as Imani made her way through the crowd.

      On the way, she picked up a lime green drink that fizzed and crackled from the tray of a passing waiter, just to look like she was taking part in the festivities. She took a small sip of it and winced—it tasted like someone had mixed lime Kool-aid with Mad dog 2020.

      Well, I won’t be drinking any more of that, she thought, fighting not to cough as the tiny sip she’d taken burned the back of her throat. But she kept the drink in hand, the better to preserve the illusion that she was just another guest having fun at the gathering.

      Looking around, she could see that J’are’s adopted mother must have had serious money. The ballroom had a black marble floor that had been polished to a shiny, mirror-like sheen. She could see her own reflection in it when she looked down. It was surrounded by black marble columns and filled with huge urns with rare, flowering plants whose exotic scents drifted through the air. Gold leaf ran around the tops of the columns and outlined the walls.

      A fountain with a vast white marble statue depicting a female goddess riding some kind of chariot in its center dominated the middle of the room. The goddess held the reigns of four creatures that looked very like dragons to Imani. They reared, their marble mouths open to spout water which had been filled with golden glitter.

      Yes, very fancy indeed.

      “A vulgar display, isn’t it?” someone said in her ear.

      “Excuse me?” Imani turned and saw the pink-haired Mistress she had rescued from under her bodyslave that morning at the Luxx. “Oh, Mistress Yank’doodle!” she exclaimed. “How are you?”

      “Very well, thank you, Mistress Williams.” The other woman nodded her head civilly.

      “And how is your bodyslave?” Imani asked. “I hope he wasn’t seriously harmed?”

      “Oh, he’s built like a brick wall.” Mistress Yank’doodle made a shooing motion with one hand—she was holding a smoking blue drink in the other. “He’s about as smart as one too, but he’s nice to look at and very, er, accommodating, as I’m sure you remember.”

      She tittered as though she’d told a naughty joke and for a moment her cheeks went as pink as her hair.

      “Oh, yes,” Imani said, smiling. “Um, this is my bodyslave, J’are.”

      “My, my, my…” Lady Yank’doodle ran an appreciative eye over J’are, taking him in from head to foot and lingering on his shaft. Her eyes widened when she saw his size. “He must have Kindred blood,” she remarked. “They’re always so well endowed.”

      “As a matter of fact, he does,” Imani said. “Um, what were you saying about the fountain, though? Just a minute ago?” She wanted to change the subject away from J’are’s extra large endowment—it didn’t seem right to be talking about how huge he was right to his face.

      “Oh, I was just commenting on how vulgar and garish it is! All that gold glitter clogging up the water! And the gold leaf that’s been added everywhere…” She motioned with one hand. “Why, old Mistress Hownow must be turning over in her grave at this outlandish display and the way her old home has been abused!”

      “Really?” Imani asked, surprised. “I’ve never been here before but I thought—”

      “Thought that it had always been like this? I’m sorry to disabuse you of the notion, my dear Mistress Williams, but it’s not so. No, Natilda Hownow was a simple, honest woman—who also just happened to be extremely wealthy,” she added, looking around. “Not that the one who inherited her wealth is using it very well. Though she’s lucky to have it—before she got her hands on old Mistress Hownow’s estate, she was going straight to the poor house by way of the debtors’ prison, if you know what I mean.”

      “Are you talking about Mistress Bittlebum?” Imani asked, surprised. “Our host tonight?”

      “Of course I am!” Mistress Yank’doodle exclaimed. “Why, you never saw such a money-grubber in your life. Always lived above her means, she did—trying to reach the top echelon of Yonnite society—though she didn’t have the money to do it. So she begged and borrowed and some say stole, and she was just about to be arrested for non-payment of her debts right before she inherited this place.” She made a sweeping motion with one hand, indicating the vast mansion.

      “I heard she didn’t inherit it though—I heard she got it by discrediting Mistress Hownow’s original will,” Imani said, casting an oblique look at J’are, who was standing quietly to her right with an impassive look on his face.

      “Oh my, yes! That was such a scandal, the old lady trying to leave all her property to a male.” Mistress Yank’doodle shook her head and made a tsking sound with her tongue. “She might have made it work if she could have found the right Mistress, willing to take her ‘son’ along with this lot, but none were. He was too big and wild and fierce, you see.” She shivered. “Mistress Bittlebum tried to take him in hand, but of course she couldn’t manage him. So then she sold him to Lady Zangelo—her closest friend and greatest rival, don’t you know? And then he was implicated in her death!”

      “Oh, but I don’t think he killed her—I heard he was acquitted,” Imani said quickly.

      “Well, if that’s so, then I guess Mistress Bittlebum’s plan went awry,” Mistress Yank’doodle remarked.

      “What?” Imani could hardly believe her ears. “You think Mistress Bittlebum meant for the bodyslave she sold to Lady Zangelo to kill her?”

      “Well, how else was she going to get out of her debts? She’d borrowed more from Lady Z than anyone else put together,” Mistress Yank’doodle took a sip of her smoking blue drink and grimaced appreciatively. “I mean, she would have had to sell this whole place just to pay the interest on the loan she took with Lady Z! And she certainly didn’t want to do that—she’d finally made it to the tippy-top of society when she came into old Mistress Hownow’s property. She wasn’t about to lose her place after all that scrambling to get there!”

      “You certainly seem to know a lot about it,” Imani remarked.

      “Oh, well we have the same bank manager, Mistress Bittlebum and I. And you wouldn’t believe what a terrible gossip she is—the bank manager, I mean.” Mistress Yank’doodle widened her eyes. “It’s just scandalous what she lets slip out.”

      “I’m sure,” Imani murmured, nodding.

      “Oh, there’s Mistress Bittlebum now! Will you excuse me, Mistress Williams? I have to go pay my respects,” Lady Yank’doodle said.

      “Of course. It was, uh, nice talking to you.” Imani nodded her head.

      “Nice chatting with you, too, my dear!” The pink-haired Mistress gave her a bright smile and then hurried over to where Mistress Bittlebum was standing in the middle of a crowd of other Mistresses, all talking at once.

      There were more than just Mistresses around her, however, Imani saw. There were also seven or eight of the huge pink morphids in a ring around their Mistress.

      As she watched, Imani saw something strange going on. Though Mistress Bittlebum was mostly talking to her friends, she often addressed a comment to a particular morphid as well—or maybe it was an order. Because when she spoke to them and pointed, they went bounding off, presumably to do her bidding.

      “Look at her—holding court where my mother used to drink her evening tea.” J’are’s deep voice was bitter but he kept it low, for Imani’s ears alone.

      “I’m sorry, J’are.” She reached for his hand and squeezed it comfortingly.

      “Mother Hownow would never have allowed those filthy morphids in her house,” he growled, still looking at Mistress Bittlebum. “Look at the way she has them going all over the place!”

      “She certainly does.” Imani frowned as she watched Mistress Bittlebum’s interaction with her alien servants more closely. How was she controlling them? She and J’are had both said they had a hive mind and only obeyed their queen—or the person they acknowledged as their queen, anyway. Was that how they saw Mistress Bittlebum?

      “Look,” she murmured to J’are. “Every time she gives one of them an order, she touches them. Look—she did it again.”

      As they watched, Mistress Bittlebum ran a hand over her lemon-yellow hair. Then, as she leaned forward to give an order to one of the morphids, she passed her hand over its antae as she spoke. It was a barely-there touch, but to Imani, it seemed to have some significance. Was she using the touch to direct them somehow? She knew that honeybees and ants used scent to give each other directions. Maybe Mistress Bittlebum was doing the same thing somehow.

      “She’s definitely acting as their queen,” she murmured to J’are. “Look at the way she orders them around. Did you hear everything that Mistress Yank’doodle was telling me just now?”

      “Caught some of it. Why?” He raised his eyebrows at her.

      “Because I’d like to see if we can’t do a little digging, now that we’re here. It’s clear from what Mistress Yank’doodle told me, Mistress Bittlebum did have a motive to kill Lady Zangelo.”

      J’are’s eyebrows went higher.

      “So we’re back to thinking Bittlebum is the one who killed Mistress Zangelo?”

      “She has the morphids,” Imani pointed out. “And the motive. She tried to use you as her weapon but when you didn’t cooperate, she had to find another way. Maybe we could find something to prove that.”

      “Maybe…” J’are frowned. “If anyone would be arrogant enough to keep evidence of a crime in her domicile, it would be Mistress Bittlebum.”

      “Do you think you could stand to stay here longer than we originally planned?” Imani asked him softly. “It would be poetic justice if we could pin Lady Zangelo’s murder on the woman who stole your inheritance.”

      His eyes flashed.

      “I wouldn’t mind that a bit. Yes, I think I can hang on.” He shifted uncomfortably. “If we can just get out of this crowd. My feral half doesn’t like crowded environments—makes him feel trapped.”

      “Let’s go say hello to Judge Thoughtgood, like we intended to in the first place. Then I can ask someone where the bathroom is and we can slip away,” Imani suggested.

      He nodded.

      “Lead the way, Mistress. I’ll be perfectly well behaved.”

      “Excellent. Come on.” Imani took his leash and they threaded their way through the crowd until she came to Judge Thoughtgood, who was wearing all purple tonight.

      “Ah, Councilor Williams,” she said, inclining her head to Imani, which made her tower of purple hair bend forward alarmingly. “And how are you and the Nightwalker enjoying the party?”

      “Very much, your Honor,” Imani said, smiling as naturally as she could. “As you can see, J’are is having no trouble at all here, even though it’s very crowded.”

      “It is crowded.” Judge Thoughtgood fanned herself with one hand. “I don’t know when I’ve been so warm! I thought Mistress Bittlebum said she was only inviting fifty or sixty guests but it seems like all of Opulex is here!”

      She seemed much looser and more relaxed than she had in court, Imani thought, eyeing the judge. Maybe the fizzing pink drink in her hand had something to do with it. If it was anything near as strong as the one she had tasted, a little bit of it would go a long way towards lowering inhibitions.

      “Mistress, your ribbon has become untied. May I fix it for you?” J’are murmured.

      Looking down, Imani saw that one of the little black slippers she was wearing—which did, in fact have long satin ribbons which laced around her ankles—had become untied.

      “Why thank you, J’are—of course you may,” she said, smiling at him.

      Gracefully, the big Kindred dropped to his knees and began to retie her ribbon. When he finished, he kissed the top of her foot gently before rising again.

      The overly submissive display made Imani uncomfortable but when she looked up at Judge Thoughtgood, she understood why J’are had done it. She was smiling and nodding approvingly as he rose to his feet.

      “Well, Councilor, it seems that beauty has tamed the savage beast,” she remarked to Imani. “I never would have believed when he was brought into my courtroom, snapping and snarling, that this male could be made into a halfway decent bodyslave!”

      “He was just upset by his time in the hole, er, the detention center, your Honor,” Imani said earnestly. “He’s not a bad-tempered male at all—but he was fighting for his life down there and it made him half crazy. Now that he’s with someone who understands and cares for him, he’s a completely different person.”

      “I can well believe it.” Judge Thoughtgood scanned J’are with her sharp eyes and nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I can. Listen, Councilor Williams…” She looked at Imani. “Bring him to my courtroom, first thing tomorrow morning, and I’ll officially release him into your custody. Then you can take him anywhere you like.”

      “Thank you, your Honor!” Imani nodded gratefully. “We’ll be there, first thing.”

      “I’ll see you then.” Judge Thoughtgood nodded dismissively. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I see someone I must talk to.”

      “Yes, of course. And thank you again.” Imani got out of her way and watched as she stalked off to speak to another Mistress with a tower of white hair swaying above her head. Maybe all judges on Yonnie Six wore their hair three feet high, she thought.

      But she was too excited to care much about judicial hairstyles at the moment. She turned to J’are and grabbed his hand.

      “Did you hear that? You’re going to be free to go! All we have to do is show up in court one more time!”

      “Thank the Goddess.” He nodded, a look of relief coming over his face. “We should go back to the hotel and celebrate,” he added, giving Imani a half-lidded look.

      That look—a look of pure lust—reminded Imani that she’d agreed to let him taste her “just one more time.” A shiver of desire ran down her spine…but it was accompanied by a feeling of guilt. No matter how badly she wanted to let the big Nightwalker lap her pussy again, she knew she really shouldn’t do it.

      “We can’t go yet,” she said, stalling for time. “We agreed to try and find some clues here, remember?”

      “Right.” He nodded reluctantly. “Come on, then—the easiest way out of the ballroom is this way.”

      Imani breathed a sigh of relief as they edged their way out of the crowd. She had put off doing anything else that was unprofessional and wrong—at least for a little bit. And in the meantime, she really did want to see if there was anything in the vast house tying Mistress Bittlebum to Lady Zangelo’s murder.

      It might be a long shot, but it was definitely worth checking out.
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      J’are’s eyes glowed dimly in the darkened corridor. The effect was a little scary, Imani thought—like the eyes of a wild beast stalking its prey. But she was glad to be able to see anything in the dimness.

      “Are you sure this is where she’d have her bedroom?” she murmured to J’are, keeping her voice down even though they appeared to have the entire top floor of the huge mansion to themselves.

      “Definitely,” he murmured. “The grandest bedchamber in the entire house is up here. Mother Hownow always slept in one of the smaller ones—she said it was more cozy and not so drafty during the cold months. But nothing but the best would do for Lady Bittlebum.”

      “It certainly sounds like she’s a social climber,” Imani said as they walked down the corridor, passing doorway after doorway, all of them elaborately carved and gilded.

      “Which was one reason Mother Hownow despised her,” J’are said, nodding. “She couldn’t stand anyone who pretended to be what they weren’t. She’d come from relatively humble beginnings herself and built an empire—whereas her niece only pretended to have one. Here—this is it.”

      He had stopped in front of a room which had a set of double doors, twice as high as Imani was tall. They were elaborately scrolled and carved with golden doorknobs.

      “Do you think it’s locked?” Imani asked anxiously.

      “Oh, I’m sure it is.” J’are seized one of the doorknobs and began to jiggle it in a deliberate way. “Luckily, I grew up in this house—I know how to get in and out of any room here.”

      As he spoke, Imani heard a faint click and the door abruptly opened.

      “And here we are,” J’are remarked as they walked into the room.

      It certainly was a grand bed chamber, Imani thought. It looked like something you might see in a palace. There was a vast bed with a high canopy, all decorated in rich gold brocade with rubies and emeralds worked into the pattern. The bedclothes were made of the same fabric and the pillows were each as long as Imani was tall.

      But it wasn’t the bed that interested her—sitting on a dressing table across from it, were seven or eight dummy heads, each one wearing an elaborate wig.

      Imani walked over to the dressing table, studying the wigs with interest. Some were high and puffy and some were sleek and straight but all were the exact same shade of lemon-yellow.

      “Well, at least she’s consistent,” she remarked, looking at the wigs. “They’re all exactly the same color.” She wrinkled her nose. “And they all smell kind of musty, too.”

      “That’s not the only thing with a bad smell in here,” J’are growled.

      Turning, Imani saw that he was holding a long black cloak with a hood in one hand.

      “What’s that?” She frowned. “I don’t smell anything.”

      “That’s because you don’t have a Kindred sense of smell.” He sniffed the black fabric and his eyes flashed an even brighter green for a moment. “This is stiff with dried blood—and not just any blood, Lady Zangelo’s blood.”

      “Oh my God!” Imani put a hand to her mouth. “You’re sure?”

      He nodded. “I’d recognize that scent anywhere. I woke up covered in it—remember?”

      “But why in the world would she keep the bloody cloak she was wearing when she, uh, killed Lady Zangelo?” Imani still just couldn’t believe it.

      “I told you—she thinks she can get away with anything. I’ve never met anyone more arrogant in my life,” J’are growled. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a vid of the murder somewhere around here, too. She’d keep it for a trophy to watch later and laugh at the fact that nobody caught her.”

      “Where would that be, I wonder?” Imani looked around the dressing table, which held other things besides the elaborate collection of wigs. There were also a number of pieces of jewelry displayed in a large velvet case. Some of the pieces looked too ostentatious to be real but knowing Lady Bittlebum, they probably were the genuine article.

      At random, she picked up a gold ring with a rounded, opalescent stone about as big as a large marble. She stroked the stone with her fingertip and was surprised when the top flipped open and a tiny insect, no bigger than a gnat, came buzzing out.

      “Oh! What in the word?” she exclaimed, swatting at it.

      “You found a spy fly, I see,” J’are remarked. “Leave it be—it will return to its home when it’s ready.”

      “A spy fly?” Imani frowned, but stopped swatting at the nearly invisible insect. “What’s that?”

      “A recording device,” J’are explained. “It flies all around and takes pictures which it stores and sends back to its home base. It can be very useful when you want to see what’s going on without anyone knowing you’re watching and recording them.”

      “Like a teeny miniature drone,” Imani murmured. “Interesting!”

      “It might have some critical information saved on it,” J’are said. “I say we take it along with the cloak and get back to the hotel where we can look at it more carefully.”

      “Good idea. Er…how do I get the, uh, spy fly back to his home base?” Imani asked, gesturing to the ring.

      “It will come back when it’s ready. Don’t worry about it—they always find their way home,” J’are told her.

      “Okay.” Imani shrugged and tucked the gaudy ring into the tiny pocket in the side of her dress. She was glad she had a place to put it—the outfit didn’t leave a bit to the imagination and there wasn’t much hiding space on it.

      “Now I just need to find something to wrap this cloak in and we can leave,” J’are remarked.

      “Oh, you’ll be leaving, all right. But not with that cloak.”

      Imani’s head jerked up and she felt a shiver of fear run down her spine.

      Standing in the doorway, flanked on either side by huge, pink morphids, was Lady Bittlebum.

      She had a blaster in one hand which she was pointing right at Imani’s head.
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      “I swear by all the Gods, if you try to hurt my female…” J’are took a step forward, putting himself between Imani and Lady Bittlebum.

      “Oh, I’m not going to hurt her—you are.” Mistress Bittlebum waved the blaster at them. “Now come out of there, both of you. And drop that cloak, Nightwalker.”

      J’are didn’t do as she asked. Instead, he stood there growling, the cloak still fisted in one big hand.

      “I said drop it!” Lady Bittlebum said sharply. “And don’t think about trying anything. I’ll blast a hole right through you and then my lovely morphids will tear that sweet little Defender of yours apart—just like they tore apart my dear old friend, Lady Z. Why, they ripped her pretty head right off!”

      Imani stared at her.

      “So you admit you were behind Lady Zangelo’s murder?”

      “Of course I was,” Mistress Bittlebum spat contemptuously. “And I had to do the dirty work myself, thanks to this big idiot.” She gestured at J’are. “When I inveigled Lady Z to buy him, I was certain he’d kill her at once. She was never very kind to her bodyslaves and I knew what a wild brute he was—especially at night.” Her eyes gleamed. “But the weeks went by and still she lived! Also, she was beginning to demand that I pay off my loans to her, which was most inconvenient.”

      “Wasn’t that after you stole J’are’s inheritance?” Imani demanded. “Didn’t you have the money to pay her back then?”

      “If I’d sold my new house, of course I did. But I wasn’t about to do that.” Lady Bittlebum sniffed. “Keep moving—get out of there and leave the cloak,” she added to J’are, who reluctantly dropped the dark cloak as he and Imani edged their way out of the bedroom with their hands raised.

      “So you killed her because you didn’t want to pay her back?” Imani thought it was best to keep the other woman talking—maybe it would also keep her from shooting.

      “Well, my morphids did,” Lady Bittlebum said. “I had to be there to direct them, of course—and to smear the blood on that big brute.” She nodded at J’are. “This way now—into this room here.”

      She was herding them down the hall and into a vast room much bigger than the grand bedchamber—a room which was completely empty with blank white walls and floors.

      It suddenly occurred to Imani that there was no way the wily Mistress would be confessing this if she intended to keep them alive. Maybe she had brought them into this bare room to murder them because the crime scene would be easier to clean up than in the fully furnished bedchamber.

      “If you kill us, the Kindred will be after you,” she said quickly. “They won’t stop until they get you!”

      “Oh, I don’t intend to kill you—no, no.” Mistress Bittlebum made a shocked face that looked a little too fake to Imani.

      “Then why are you telling us all this?” J’are demanded. “Why are you confessing?”

      “Well, for one thing, because I’m quite sure no one would believe you—especially now that you don’t have any evidence.” She turned to one of the morphids and spoke. “Go and burn that cloak—the one lying on my bedchamber floor.” Running her free hand—the one not holding the blaster—over her hair, she then brushed her palm over the giant insect’s twitching antennae and it bounded away.

      “So you’re not going to kill us because you think no one will believe us?” Imani asked doubtfully.

      “Exactly.” Lady Bittlebum smiled brightly. “But also because, by the time this night is over, I’ll have something every bit as damning on you as you have on me.”

      “What are you talking about?” J’are growled. “We’ve done nothing you can use against us in court.”

      “Oh, but you will. Before the night is over, you most certainly will.” Lady Bittlebum smirked at them unpleasantly. “You, Nightwalker, are going to commit the ultimate crime—the crime of penetration. And if my research about your kind is correct, you’ll be committing the crime of impregnation at the same time! And all with that pretty little Defender of yours.”

      “What are you talking about?” Imani demanded. “J’are’s not going to…to do that to me!”

      “And I’m not one of those damn morphids you order around. You can’t make me rape my Defender,” J’are growled.

      “Oh yes he is and oh yes I can,” Lady Bittlebum said, speaking to both of them. “Don’t you recognize this room, Nightwalker? It’s the simulation area my foolish aunt, Mistress Hownow, made for you so that you’d feel more at home in her house.”

      She snapped her fingers and suddenly the blank white walls and floor and ceiling were gone. In their place was a tropical jungle, complete with trailing vines, tall trees, bushy ferns, and sweetly scented tropical blooms. It was night in the forest, Imani saw, but there was still light coming from over head.

      Looking up, she saw three round, pale moons in the sky. One had a slightly reddish cast and the other two had a blue glow.

      J’are had looked up too and when he looked down again, she saw horror and fear in his pale green eyes.

      “No,” he said hoarsely to Lady Bittlebum. “You can’t do this to us! Don’t make me do this—please, just let us go and I swear we’ll never say a word about what we know!”

      “I’m afraid your oath isn’t good enough for me, Nightwalker,” Lady Bittlebum spat. “I don’t want to kill the two of you—it would invite entirely too many questions, especially since you would be last seen at my party. But I can’t have you blabbing either. So I require assurances.”

      “I…I don’t understand.” Imani shook her head and looked at J’are. “What assurances? What is she talking about?”

      “This is the room I told you about—the one Mother Hownow made to simulate my home world so I wouldn’t get homesick,” J’are said tightly.

      “Okay. So?” Imani shook her head again, still not getting it.

      “So, the three moons are in the sky,” J’are growled. “The Water Twins and the Blood Brother. If they converge, my feral side will think it’s Claiming night. Or worse—Bonding night.”

      “Bonding night?” Imani put a hand to her throat. “J’are, we can’t—”

      “I know!” he exclaimed. “I know that—which is why we have to get out of here!”

      “You’ll get out when the deed is done—not until,” Lady Bittlebum said coldly. “And don’t forget, I’m recording all of this.”

      She made a motion with one hand and the morphid beside her scurried to slam the door. There was a loud click and Imani knew they were locked in.

      “Oh no,” she whispered, looking up as the three moons got closer together. Their edges were touching now, forming a kind of triangle in the night sky. The pink moon was at the apex of the triangle with the two blue moons forming the base beneath it.

      “Fuck,” J’are muttered hoarsely—he was also staring at the moons. “Blood over Water.”

      “What?” Imani stared at him, her heart pounding. “What does that mean?”

      “Water above leads only to Love

      Water above and below, Claiming in the moons’ glow.

      But Blood over water, get ready to flee

      If you enter the jungle, it’s Bonded you’ll be.”

      J’are sounded like he was quoting some ancient piece of wisdom as he recited the strange poem. Imani felt a chill go down her spine.

      “J’are, please—you’re scaring me,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “What does all that mean?”

      “It means that Lady Bittlebum is playing the simulation of Bonding Night.” His deep voice was rough. “And I’m afraid when the three moons converge, my feral side will come out and try to Bond you, Imani.”

      “But you won’t let that happen, will you? You told me you could control your feral side!” Imani said quickly.

      “I’ll try.” He looked up at the sky again, where the three moons were now merging into one. The light they cast was no longer only reddish and bluish, a purplish tingle had entered the mix.

      “You’ll try?” Imani whispered. That didn’t sound good to her.

      J’are nodded grimly.

      “I swear by the Goddess I will. I’ll try with all my might to hold on to my thinking mind.” He looked down at his hands and then back to Imani again. “But I have to tell you, I’ve never heard of a Nightwalker who can hold back his feral side on Bonding Night when the three moons converge.”

      “What…what does that mean?” Imani asked, fear skittering down her spine like a cold, skeletal finger.

      J’are looked at her again, his pale eyes glowing like lamps in the dimness.

      “It means you’d better run,” he growled. “Run and hide like your life depended on it—unless you want to end the night bonded to me forever.”
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      For a moment Imani stood frozen, pinned by that pale green gaze like a deer trapped in the blinding glare of oncoming headlights. Then the paralysis that gripped her broke and she turned and ran—ran as hard as she could into the jungle.

      If she hadn’t been so terrified, she would have stopped to marvel at the reality of the scenery around her. The verisimilitude was complete, from the heavy, damp scents of the plants to the humid heat of the jungle at night.

      She felt like she was back in her home state of Florida, running through the Everglades at night. Only it wasn’t gators and snakes she had to watch out for now—it was the male she’d been sent to defend.

      The one who would track her down and breed her if she couldn’t get away.

      No, I can’t let him! I can’t! Imani told herself wildly. It wasn’t that she didn’t want J’are—she found him devastatingly attractive and part of her yearned to give in and give him what they both needed so badly.

      But if I do, that means giving up my future! Giving up my family and career—going to a distant planet where I don’t know anyone!

      She didn’t want that. She loved Earth and she loved her parents—it would devastate them to lose another child. She didn’t want to be stuck light years away from them—didn’t want to live out the rest of her days on a planet which had been quarantined because of the savagery of its inhabitants!

      One of which was chasing her now.

      Imani knew he was, because she could hear him crashing through the underbrush, not even trying to be quiet. It was as though he was so confident of catching her, he didn’t even feel he had to make an effort to be silent.

      There was a stitch beginning in her side and her breath was turning into ragged, panting gasps. Imani wondered wildly how long she’d been running. How big was this room anyway? How come she hadn’t reached a wall yet? Maybe a wall with a door? A way out? Was she just going in circles?

      She had no answers to her questions and it seemed like everything in the jungle room was against her. The branches whipped at her cheeks and the creepers tangled around her ankles and tried to trip her up and bring her down. It was as though the entire simulated jungle—which felt all too real—wanted her to give up and submit to her fate.

      No! Imani thought again. No, I won’t—I can’t!

      Doggedly, she ran on.
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      After she disappeared into the jungle, J’are stood still and held back the change for as long as he could.

      I can’t do this to her—I won’t! he thought, his fists balled at his sides as he struggled to hold the door of the cage he’d locked his feral side into closed. He gritted his teeth, his nails digging into the meat of his palms until they cut the skin and blood pattered down to the jungle floor. His breathing became heavy and labored as he struggled to resist the wild impulses inside. It hurt to hold back his feral side—hurt like all the Seven Hells.

      Despite the pain, J’are held fast. I love her! I won’t betray her—won’t take what she doesn’t want to give! he told himself desperately. I won’t—I won’t!

      But the moons were converging—the Blood Brother was covering the Water Twins. He felt the pull in his blood—the relentless, endless tide which dragged his thinking mind back to the savage, to the animalistic and wild side. The side which had only two functions—to kill and to breed. In the hole it had protected him, but now it would betray him—and betray the female he loved. He couldn’t let that happen!

      But he was fighting a losing battle.

      To J’are, it seemed as though he was buried up to his neck in sand and the tide was rushing in. Soon he—or his thinking mind anyway, would be buried—would be drowned in the wild waters. There was no holding back the tide—no matter how he struggled against it, it was going to come in and sweep away all rational thought. Already it was eroding his thinking mind, little by little, like waves sweeping over a structure made of sand.

      Please, he thought as he felt the bars of the mental cage he had built bending, felt his feral side beginning to slide free. Please, I can’t—I can’t!

      And then the cage broke and the tide rushed in.

      All thought was gone and only instinct remained.

      J’are’s eyes glowed a brighter green and the last vestige of rational thought left him. Lifting his nose to the night sky, he inhaled deeply and smelled her sweet scent. Her—the female—his female. The one he was supposed to bond to him—the one he was supposed to breed.

      His k’dra markings glowing under the light of the three converging moons, he set off into the jungle, intent on hunting her down and making her his forever.
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      Imani didn’t know when she’d been this frightened. The breath was sobbing in her throat and she was panting with terror. She thought she must be running in circles because no matter how far she went, she couldn’t find the exit—or even a wall. And the crashing sounds in the underbrush behind her kept getting closer.

      At last she gave up on finding the way out. She wasn’t going to be able to escape from the simulated jungle of J’are’s home planet. So the next best thing was to hide.

      Panting, she came to a halt in front of a tree that looked like it might be climbable. It had low, sweeping branches that were thick and sturdy enough to support her weight. And best of all, it had lots of leaves—big, broad ones, as large as her head—which would hopefully hide her from sight.

      She hadn’t done much tree climbing since she was little and her brother had led her on wild adventures through the woods in the park near their house. But Imani found you didn’t forget the basic skills—find a low branch, grip the rough bark, pull yourself up, find another branch, repeat.

      She went up as high as she could, until the ground was far below her, and settled herself on a branch which was sheltered by a large overhanging bunch of the wide, flat leaves. Putting her eye to an opening between the rustling greenery, Imani looked out into the jungle landscape.

      At first she didn’t see anything. But then a pair of glowing green eyes appeared down in the darkness below. Those were followed by the pale, silvery markings of J’are’s k’dra. They glowed like pale fire all along his big, muscular body, an unmistakable harbinger or what was to come.

      Imani didn’t dare to move—she barely dared to breathe. Holding tightly to the branch she was straddling, she squeezed herself tight, praying that the big Nightwalker would pass her by…would just go away.

      And for a moment, it seemed like he would. The pale green eyes turned aside and the silvery k’dra markings melted into the darkness.

      Somewhere else, Imani thought, her heart thumping. He’s hunting somewhere else! I’m safe!

      But her elation lasted only for a moment. There was a rustle in the leaves behind her and when she turned, the pale green eyes were looking directly into her own.

      J’are was right on the branch beside her.

      Imani screamed and lost her tenuous grip on the rough bark. With a shriek, she plunged towards the ground in a fall that would certainly have broken several bones—or maybe even her neck.

      But before she could land, J’are dove out of the tree and padded neatly to the ground. Holding out his arms, he caught her as easily as though he’d been standing there waiting the entire time.

      Imani had never seen anyone move so quickly. She stared at the big Nightwalker in surprise and fear as he cradled her close to his broad, bare chest.

      “J’are?” she whispered, her heart pounding in her throat. “J’are, please if you’re in there…if you can hear me, talk to me. Tell me you’re still aware of what’s going on!”

      The big Nightwalker opened his mouth and a single word came out. Looking Imani right in her eyes he growled,

      “Mine.”
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      “J’are, please—we went over this. You know why I can’t be yours,” Imani begged, knowing it was no good. She could tell from looking into his eyes that the thinking part of him was gone—off on vacation, at least until the lights came back on and the jungle and its three moons disappeared.

      Still, she had to try.

      “God knows part of me wants you—yearns for you the way you yearn for me,” she started. “But J’are listen, please. We can’t—”

      But it was clear the big Nightwalker wasn’t hearing her. Or at least, he wasn’t processing anything she had said.

      Carefully, he laid her down on the soft grass under the tree. Imani started to get up, but she found that his long arms were on either side of her head, effectively caging her in. Before she could try again to move, he buried his face in her neck.

      Imani’s breath caught in her throat—was he going to bite her now? Going to rip out her throat in some savage display of passion turned lethal?

      But no—though she felt his teeth—especially his fangs—along the sensitive flesh of her throat, he didn’t bite or tear. Instead, he lapped her gently, as though he simply wanted to taste her skin.

      And then he started to move lower.

      Imani bit her lip as she felt his hot breath through the thin lace that barely covered her breasts. Her nipples were instantly erect and though she knew she shouldn’t be aroused, a bolt of sudden desire shot through her, making her moan and shift her hips restlessly.

      J’are seemed to take this as an invitation because he took the edge of the lace in his teeth and began to pull.

      Oh my God, he’ll rip it! And then how am I going to be able to get out of here without anyone knowing what happened?

      There was only one thing to do if she didn’t want her dress to be ruined and her secret exposed. With trembling hands, she reached up and pushed the lace band down, baring her breasts for him.

      J’are growled approvingly, deep in his throat and leaned down to lap one of her nipples. Imani gasped as a bolt of pure pleasure shot through her when his warm tongue bathed her tender bud. God, she shouldn’t be getting off on this desperate situation, but somehow she couldn’t help it!

      Part of it was that her nerves were still so tense—keyed up to the breaking point. It kept the adrenaline coursing through her, making her pant with fear and desire. But another part—a very large part—was his scent.

      She’d always loved the way the big Kindred smelled—the dark, spicy, animalistic musk that he carried with him everywhere he went. But now the scent had been doubled—no—trebled in intensity. Imani felt as though it was getting inside her—making her doubt her own will, making her want the male on top of her no matter what the consequences might be.

      Stop this-have to fight it! Have to fight! she told herself fiercely.

      “No!” she tried to shout, but it came out as a whisper as J’are sucked one of her nipples into his hot mouth and played with the other, tugging lightly in a way that made her moan.

      Sparks of pleasure shot down Imani’s spine and straight to the throbbing spot between her thighs. She could feel her pussy getting hot and wet and she was desperately afraid that was where the big Nightwalker would head next.

      As it turned out, she was absolutely correct.

      After sucking and stroking her breasts for a good long time, J’are at last began to lick his way down her trembling belly.

      “No,” Imani said again but again it came out as a whisper. “J’are,” she begged. “Please…”

      But he was already tugging at her panties with his teeth.

      For a moment, Imani tried desperately to hold them up. Gripping the thin lace sides, she hung on grimly as he tugged. Even though they barely covered her—in fact, didn’t quite cover her mound, since they allowed the top of her slit to be seen—she didn’t want to lose them. They were her last barrier—without them, she feared J’are could do whatever he wanted with her.

      And she knew what he wanted.

      Then, abruptly, J’are stopped tugging. He released his grip on the top of her panties and began kissing the top of her mound—hot, open-mouthed kisses that made Imani feel like she was melting from the inside out.

      “Oh,” she whispered, running her hands over his short, spiky hair. “Oh, J’are…that’s not right, you’re not playing fair. Oh!”

      This last exclamation was because she felt his hot tongue slip deftly into her slit. He parted her inner folds easily and lapped lower, teasing her aching clit and sending fire through her veins.

      “Oh!” Imani cried again and now she found that, rather than fighting to keep her panties up, she was pushing them down. Pushing them down and spreading her thighs to give him greater access to her pussy.

      J’are seemed to approve of this. He growled hungrily and intensified his lapping, spreading her open to lick from the entrance of her well all the way up over her button and to the top of her slit before diving down to repeat the process again.

      “Oh, J’are…” Her hips worked as she rode his tongue, rubbing against him wantonly as he tasted her honey. She shouldn’t be doing this but it felt so good, felt so right…

      And then, to her horror, Imani found that she was suddenly right on the brink of orgasm.

      God, she shouldn’t be going along with J’are this way! She ought to be fighting to get free—wiggling and kicking and biting. Not lying here with her thighs spread and her hands on his head, guiding him lower, tilting her hips to get more of his hot, wet tongue inside her…

      And yet she felt helpless to stop. Again, she thought maybe it was his scent. It was so strong—so wild and enticing. It seemed to act on her like a drug, making her do things she wouldn’t normally do—like slide her panties all the way off and spread her legs as wide as she could while the big Nightwalker lapped her throbbing pussy until she started coming…coming so hard she could barely breathe as her hips bucked up to meet his hot tongue lashing her swollen folds…

      The orgasm seemed to clear her head a little, but Imani had no illusions about running now. There was no way she could get away from J’are—no way he wouldn’t catch her and bring her down to the ground.

      So when he nudged her to turn over, she didn’t try to fight him. Instead, she got on her hands and knees, complying with his mute demands and directions.

      In this position, she could feel the remote to his pain collar swinging between her breasts. Looking down for a moment, she contemplated the big red pain button at its center. But she couldn’t use it on J’are—she wouldn’t. It would be a betrayal of his trust.

      And it would also stop the action, wouldn’t it? a little voice sneered in her head. So you’re not touching that remote, no matter what, are you, Imani?

      Imani did her best to push the little voice away. Instead, she concentrated on J’are—on what was about to happen.

      “You…you want me like this?” she whispered, looking back at him. “Is this the way you need to take me?”

      In answer, he put his hands on her hips and spread her legs wider, pushing them apart with his knee until Imani could feel her pussy opening like a flower for him. Then something hot and blunt and thick was sliding over her inner folds. With a gasp, she realized it was his shaft.

      “J’are!” she exclaimed, trying for a moment to wiggle free. The big Kindred held her effortlessly, not even tightening his grip much. At last Imani had to admit to herself that she wasn’t strong enough to get away. With a little moan, she stopped fighting and tilted her pelvis up, mutely accepting the thick invader waiting at her entrance.

      “All right,” she whispered, her voice soft and broken in her own ears. “All right, J’are, you can…can take me. I can’t stop you, so go ahead.”

      With a low growl, she felt his thickness breach her entrance and then he was pushing inside her in short, hard thrusts, working his way into her tight, slippery pussy with his massive shaft.

      “Oh!” Imani moaned and hung her head, just trying to be open enough to take him. She felt powerless to resist the big Kindred—powerless to stop him. All she could do, she realized, was try to let him in—try to let him fuck her and breed her—until he was done.

      To her surprise, it didn’t hurt.

      The first time she’d seen his shaft, she had wondered who could possibly accommodate such a thick monster. But though she felt her inner walls stretching to take him, there was no pain—only a deep pleasure she had never known before with any other lover.

      At last, she felt the blunt head of his cock press against the end of her channel and knew he was all the way inside her, no doubt leaking dangerous amounts of precum against the mouth of her womb.

      “J’are,” she whispered brokenly as she felt him fill her completely. “In me…in me so deep.”

      His only reply was a low growl of pleasure and then he was pressing forward even harder and she felt something hot and wet inside her. Her eyes widened as she gripped the long, cool grass beneath her. What was happening? Was he coming in her already? Or was it some kind of biological compound—a kind of precum—he was pumping into her, to get her ready for him?

      Before she could find an answer to her question, she felt the thick shaft pull almost all the way out of her and then thrust in again.

      “Ahhh!” Imani gasped, as a bolt of pleasure so deep it was almost painful shot through her. “Oh God…oh, J’are!”

      And then he pulled back and did it again…and again and again.

      She lost track of time, lost track of the thrusts inside her. For a time, she simply gripped that grass, trying frantically to hold steady against his savage fucking.

      But she couldn’t hold steady—she was driven from hands and knees to her elbows. From there, she simply buried her face in her arms and moaned with her cheek against the ground as he thrust inside her again and again, over and over.

      J’are’s feral side seemed to be insatiable—either that or it was determined to breed her as thoroughly as possible. Imani didn’t even try to stop him—nor could she stop the pleasure from rolling through her. With each thrust of his thick shaft into her pussy, his heavy sac slapped against her already sensitive clit, sending bolts of sensation through her that made her gasp and moan his name as she tried desperately to be open enough for his fucking.

      “J’are,” she heard herself moaning brokenly. “Oh, J’are, please…please…”

      Then, just as she was certain she was going to come again, the big Nightwalker thrust as deeply as he could inside her and she felt him begin to swell.

      Oh my God, no! Imani thought wildly. How can he be getting even bigger? How can I take anymore? He’s already so huge!

      But there was nothing she could do to stop it or get free. She could only hold still as his shaft filled her to the limit and beyond. Then, just as she thought she couldn’t take any more, Imani felt a flood of heat pouring into her.

      Breeding me, she thought wildly. Oh God, this is it—he’s breeding me! Making me pregnant!

      And at that moment, she began to come again—an orgasm so hard and fierce that for a moment she felt like she was drowning in pleasure.

      “Oh!” she cried as the sensation overwhelmed her. “J’are, too much! Can’t…can’t take any more!”

      But still he kept pumping his seed deep in her pussy. And as he did, Imani felt as though something had opened inside her—some inner mouth that was thirsty for what he was providing. Her body drank it in eagerly, taking everything he had and asking for more.

      The pleasure became too great and she began to see patches of blackness eating into the fabric of her vision.

      “J’are…” she moaned unsteadily. “Too much…too much.”

      In answer, she felt his teeth in the back of her neck, biting her, marking her as an animal would its mate. The sharp little pain brought her back to herself for a moment and she cried out in protest.

      The big Nightwalker let go of her and then she heard his voice rasping in her ear.

      “Mine,” he growled in her ear. “MINE.”

      “Yours,” she whispered. “I’ll always be yours, forever now.”

      Slow tears slipped down her cheeks and a sob escaped her lips.

      Then darkness ate the world and Imani knew no more.
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      J’are woke with a strange feeling of connection the next day—a feeling that for the first time in his life, he wasn’t alone in the universe.

      Ever since he had been orphaned at the age of five cycles, he’d had the feeling that it was him against the world—that he had no one to get his back, to watch over and protect him. Even after old Mother Hownow had adopted him and brought him to live with her in her luxurious mansion, he’d still had the feeling that he was, essentially, alone.

      He didn’t feel that way anymore.

      He felt…connected. Like there was someone with him—holding his hand. Someone who would never—could never—leave him.

      It was the feeling of being Claimed—connected—owned. It felt right.

      “Oh good, you’re up. We have to get to court soon.”

      Opening his eyes, he saw Imani looking down at him. She looked lovely in a deep red dress that showed her full breasts and panties—the usual Yonnie Six attire.

      What wasn’t usual was the look on her face—it was deeply unhappy.

      “Imani?” He frowned up at her, realizing that he was lying in bed—a hotel bed. The hotel they’d checked into yesterday after being kicked out of the Luxx.

      But how had he gotten here? He had vague memories of attending a party at his old home—Mother Hownow’s mansion. But after that…nothing.

      What had happened? And why was Imani so sad?

      “Imani?” he asked again. “What happened?”

      “You mean you don’t remember?”

      “No, I d—” He broke off suddenly, realizing that her voice had come from inside his head. “Imani,” he said carefully. “How did you do that? How did you speak inside my head like that?”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” she asked, aloud this time.

      “I…” J’are frowned and put a hand to his head. “I remember going to the party at my old home—Mother Hownow’s place. And then…nothing.”

      “So you don’t remember the two of us going to look for clues? And Lady Bittlebum catching us? And then putting us into the simulation room?”

      “The simulation room?”

      J’are began to get a vague, uneasy feeling that something bad had happened—something wrong.

      “Let me jog your memory,” Imani said tartly and suddenly his head was full of images.

      He saw the two of them in the simulation room, saw the three moons, the Water Twins and Blood Brother, converging overhead—only he saw it from outside himself.

      From Imani’s point of view, he thought, feeling dazed. She’s showing me her memories of last night.

      He saw himself as she must see him, tall and muscular and frightening, with eyes that glowed in the dim moonlight. Then he heard himself repeating the ancient warning poem…

      “Water above leads only to Love

      Water above and below, Claiming in the moons’ glow.

      But Blood over water, get ready to flee

      If you enter the jungle, it’s Bonded you’ll be.”

      After that, he saw her running—watched through her eyes as she fled in terror, trying to get away from him.

      But I wouldn’t let her go, J’are thought. I couldn’t—I hunted her down.

      “Yes, you damn well did.”

      It was Imani’s voice in his head again and this time he saw what he had done to her. The way he had caught her when she fell out of the tree and then laid her on the ground, the way he had lapped her nipples and pussy and then forced her to her hands and knees and pushed himself inside her…

      “Gods, no! I didn’t—did I?” J’are growled hoarsely. “Please tell me I didn’t do that to you!”

      But it appeared that he had. He had taken Imani against her will—taken her and filled her with his seed and bonded her to him, all without her consent.

      “Imani…” He looked up at her. “Oh Gods, I’m so sorry! So fucking sorry.”

      “I know that…that you weren’t in your right mind,” she said, looking away. “But I thought you should know what happened. After all, it’s not like I could hide it from you—hide the…the connection we seem to have now.”

      “It’s called a soul-bond. But I swear I never meant to force it on you. Please…”

      J’are reached for her hand.

      “Don’t.” Imani pulled away.

      “Did I hurt you?” His voice was hoarse with emotion. “Are you…are you injured?” He wished desperately that he could examine her and heal any wounds that he might have inflicted—though he was certain she would never want him to touch her again.

      “Strangely enough, it didn’t hurt.” Imani’s normally warm voice was cool, detached. “All I felt was overwhelming pleasure…and afterwards, overwhelming regret.”

      She turned her face away, not looking at him as she spoke.

      “After we both…finished, I blacked out for a moment. When I woke up, Lady Bittlebum was standing over me. She was quite pleased.” She cleared her throat. “It seems she recorded the entire…encounter. She promised me that she’ll be in court this morning and if we say one thing against her, she’s prepared to show Judge Thoughtgood everything that happened between us.”

      “That bitch,” J’are spat. “How could she—”

      He broke off abruptly. Mistress Bittlebum would have nothing to show if he’d been able to keep control of himself—if he’d been able to stop his feral side from coming out.

      But he hadn’t been able. He’d failed and the broken look on Imani’s face was the result.

      “Imani,” he whispered. “I’m so damn sorry. I should be executed for what I did to you.”

      “Well, you’re not going to be,” she said briskly. “You’re going to be released from Yonnie Six and then you’ll go back to your home world. I suppose…” her voice cracked a little. “I suppose I’ll be going there too.”

      “You don’t have to,” J’are said quickly. Though he desperately wanted her by his side, he couldn’t blame her for not wanting to go—not wanting to be exiled to an alien planet with her rapist.

      “I never said you raped me,” she said sharply, and J’are realized she had heard his thoughts. “I had the pain collar remote the whole time—I could have used it but I didn’t.”

      “What in the Seven Hells else would you call it?” he growled. “When I chased you down and—”

      “You weren’t in your right mind, as I said,” she interrupted. “And I…well, I’m a grown-ass woman—I can take some responsibility for my own desires. It’s just that…” She shook her head. “That indulging this particular desire is going to have some life-changing consequences for me.”

      “You don’t have to come live with me, just because we’re bonded,” J’are pointed out. “I know why you don’t want to—I know how much you love your home world and your career and family and how you don’t want to leave them.”

      “I do love them, but I’ll have to leave them,” she said grimly and one hand stole to her lower belly. “I don’t have a choice. Not when I’m going to have a Nightwalker baby that will almost certainly be a son.”

      “Gods…” J’are groaned. He sat up and scrubbed a hand over his face. Shame stung him fiercely. “I didn’t even think…”

      “I can already feel the baby moving,” Imani told him quietly. “How is that possible? When…when it just happened?”

      “Nightwalker babies quicken almost immediately,” J’are told her. “They grow at a tremendous pace.”

      “I see.” She nodded coldly. “I’ve informed Commander Sylvan of…of the situation, and also asked him to have a Kindred escort waiting for us when we get out of court. We’ll be going to your home world by way of the nearest wormhole, since I understand that folding space isn’t…isn’t good for the baby…”

      She broke off and looked away, her face a study in misery. Two large tears rolled silently down her cheeks and J’are could feel her regret and sorrow like twin wounds in his own soul.

      He ran a hand over his face again. Gods, what a mess! How could he have done this? Even in his feral state, how could he have hurt the woman he loved so deeply and ruined her life so completely?

      “I’ll take care of you,” he said roughly. “You and the baby. I know you don’t want to hear it now, but I swear by the Goddess, Imani—”

      “No, I don’t want to hear it now,” she said sharply. “Right now what I want is for you to get up and get going. We’re due in court in half an hour and we don’t want to be late. Especially when Judge Thoughtgood has so generously agreed to let you go.”

      “Imani…” This time he tried reaching out mentally, using the link that had been formed when they bonded. But he felt her mental rejection like a slap in the face.

      “Don’t!” she sent. Aloud, she said, “Get dressed. In your regular trousers—nothing crotchless today. We’re going to court, not a fancy party.”

      “All right.” J’are couldn’t say anything else. He had never felt so much shame, so much remorse, in his life. To think that he had hurt the female he loved so deeply—to think that he had run her down in the jungle and raped and impregnated her against her will…

      It was almost more than his mind could take.

      I’m to blame, he thought as he got out of bed and pulled on the tight black leather trousers. It doesn’t matter that it was my feral side that did it—he’s part of me. A part I failed to control. I hurt her and now she’ll hate me forever.

      There was a darkness gathering inside him—a cloud of shame hovering over his head.

      I ought to be punished…ought to be put to death for what I did, he thought, looking at Imani’s lovely, tear-streaked face. She came to save me—to be my Defender—and look what I did. Look how I repaid her.

      This time Imani’s mental voice didn’t contradict his dark thoughts. Either she wasn’t listening, or she agreed with him.

      J’are was afraid to know which it was.
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      Judge Thoughtgood’s hair was still purple this morning and it looked a bit wilted. The judge, herself, looked wilted as well, Imani thought. Like she was fighting a fierce hangover. She was glad she hadn’t taken more than a sip of her drink at the party last night—clearly overindulgence led to pain.

      Overindulgence in all kinds of things leads to pain, Imani, whispered a little voice in the back of her head. She remembered the intense pleasure she’d felt the night before when J’are had been inside her, bonding her to him. She’d had the strongest orgasms she’d ever known when the big Nightwalker was taking her…but now it was time to pay the price.

      And the cost was the loss of her family and career and spending the rest of her life on a strange planet.

      That’s a pretty hefty price tag for a one-night stand, whispered the same little voice.

      Only it wasn’t a one-night stand—the Kindred didn’t do one-night stands, Imani reminded herself. She and J’are were stuck together for life and she didn’t know how to feel about that.

      She wanted to hate the big Kindred, who was slumped beside her, a look of misery on his face—wanted to despise him for what had happened between them. And honestly, part of her did hate him…but she hated herself too. Hated the way she’d been so eager to spread her legs for him, the way she hadn’t even tried to get away when he was preparing to breed her. She hadn’t tried to fight or run or hide, she’d just gotten to her hands and knees and spread her legs for his cock…

      “Enough,” Imani muttered to herself. It was time to stop thinking of what had happened last night and concentrate on what was about to happen here in court. She would need all her wits about her if she was going to do what she had planned.

      Because this wasn’t going to be just a simple hearing to formalize J’are’s freedom—Imani wanted to see justice done—no matter what it cost her.

      She looked to the other side of the courtroom and caught sight of Lady Bittlebum, sitting with the Prosecutor and several of her morphids. The lemon-haired Mistress caught her looking and shot Imani a knowing smile that was more like a smirk.

      You don’t dare talk, that smile said. Because if you do I’ll let everyone know what you did. Everyone, including the judge.

      Imani looked away and lifted her chin. She would not be intimidated—would not be blackmailed. If this was the last case she was ever going to get to try, the last time she went to court, well then, she was damn well going to make it count!

      “Now, then…” Judge Thoughtgood put a hand to her wilted purple hair and winced. “Let’s make this quick.”

      “Before we begin, your Honor, I have something to say,” Imani said.

      “You do, do you?”

      Judge Thoughtgood frowned at her and from the other side of the courtroom, Imani could see Mistress Bittlebum giving her a worried glare. She ignored her.

      “Yes, I do,” she said firmly, rising from her seat. “Your Honor, I know who killed Lady Zangelo.”
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      “You what?” Judge Thoughtgood sat up straight, her wilted hair and hangover apparently forgotten. From the other side of the room, Mistress Bittlebum was glaring daggers at Imani.

      Imani didn’t care.

      “I said, I know who killed Lady Zangelo.” She pointed across the courtroom. “And she’s sitting right here in this courtroom—it was Mistress Bittlebum.”

      “Your Honor, I must protest this nonsense!” Mistress Bittlebum was on her feet before the Prosecutor could utter a word. “And I must inform your Honor that I have some evidence to present.”

      “Oh, really?” Judge Thoughtgood turned a skeptical eye on her. “What kind of evidence?”

      “It is evidence that Councilor Williams is hoping to suppress,” Mistress Bittlebum said quickly. “Which is why she is making such wild allegations about me now. If your Honor would care to watch it, I have it all here.” She held up a small drive and the bailiff took it.

      Judge Thoughtgood frowned.

      “Well, it seems this has turned from a simple release trial into something else. What evidence is this, anyway, Mistress Bittlebum?”

      “You’ll see, your Honor,” Lady Bittlebum said quickly. “It has to do with the Nightwalker,” she added. “And it proves conclusively that he must never be allowed to go free—that he, in fact—should be executed immediately.”

      “That will be my decision—not yours,” Judge Thoughtgood snapped at her. “However, now my curiosity is piqued.” She looked at Imani. “Councilor Williams, you’re surprisingly quiet over there. Don’t you wish to protest this evidence?”

      Imani shook her head firmly.

      “No, your Honor. I feel certain that my client will be exonerated in the end.”

      “Very well. Bailiff, fetch a screen,” Judge Thoughtgood said.

      A large viewscreen was rolled in and the drive was plugged into it.

      Imani bit her lip and tried to ready herself. She knew very well that the judge was not going to like what she was about to see but she was confident that the other woman could be persuaded to understand.

      For now, she just had to endure this before she would be allowed to explain.

      The scene started in the simulator room after Lady Bittlebum had closed and locked the door. Imani watched, feeling detached, as she took off running and J’are chased her.

      She saw something surprising, however—she saw the big Nightwalker struggling with himself. She watched as he clenched his hands into fists, squeezing until his nails bit into his palms and blood ran down to patter on the jungle floor. He gritted his teeth and fought the powers of the three converged moons and Imani watched as he struggled not to let his feral side go free.

      He tried, she thought. He really, really tried. He didn’t just give in immediately—he really didn’t want to hurt me.

      She could feel deep remorse coming from J’are through their link and knew that she was right.

      At last, however, the battle was lost. Imani watched on the screen as the sentience leaked out of the big Nightwalker’s pale green eyes and the chase was on. She watched herself climb a tree, saw J’are stalking her, catching her…

      “What is this?” Judge Thoughtgood interrupted sharply, staring at Imani. “Some kind of strange game the two of you were playing?”

      “No, your Honor,” Imani said quietly. “It was no game.”

      “Keep watching, your Honor,” Lady Bittlebum said quickly. “We’re coming to the good part now.”

      They were all silent for a moment and Imani felt her cheeks get hot as she watched J’are’s rough seduction and her own reaction to the big Nightwalker. She watched herself pull down her top to bare her breasts and take off her panties and spread her thighs for his tongue.

      And then, worst of all, she watched as she got to her hands and knees and spread her legs for him, giving him what he wanted—what they both wanted—so desperately.

      “This is what you call the ‘good part?’” Judge Thoughtgood interrupted again. She turned to Lady Bittlebum, who had a satisfied little smile curving her thin lips. “Mistress Bittlebum, may I inquire as to why you have brought obscene pornography which violates the highest law of our planet against male penetration into my courtroom?”

      “Why, because, your Honor…” Mistress Bittlebum put a hand to her chest and pasted a shocked expression to her face. “It shows that this brute cannot be trusted! This was recorded in a room at my own home—you can see how he acts when he doesn’t think anyone is watching! Why, he chased down his own Defender and forced himself on her!”

      “J’are did not rape me,” Imani made her voice crack like a whip. “Did you see me use the remote to his pain collar? No, you did not,” she answered her own question. “I could have stopped him at any time, but I didn’t.” Which was true and she knew it.

      “Oh, please, Councilor Williams,” Lady Bittlebum spat incredulously. “We all saw just now how you ran from him, how he caught you and held you down and—”

      “He did all that because it was his instinct. Because you locked us in the simulator room—which was built by my client’s adopted mother in order to simulate his home world—and then drove him crazy by setting it to the bonding setting—the breeding setting,” Imani said. “You knew that when the three moons converged overhead he would be helpless to stop himself—helpless to keep his feral side from coming out.”

      Judge Thoughtgood frowned at Imani.

      “Regardless of why or how it was done, that was still a vid of male penetration of a female, Councilor—which we Yonnites find wrong and repugnant.”

      “I understand that, your Honor, but you must make some allowances for different cultures,” Imani said, keeping her voice calm and her face impassive. “In my culture, males regularly penetrate females—it is part of a normal relationship between them.”

      Judge Thoughtgood raised her eyebrows.

      “So you don’t believe that you were wronged in any way and you don’t wish your client to be executed?”

      “No, I don’t,” Imani said firmly.

      “Yes, she does!” J’are shot up from his chair. “I should be executed for what I did!” he said, staring at the judge. “I should be skinned alive and eviscerated—I would welcome the pain.”

      “J’are—stop!” Imani grabbed for his arm and tried to pull him back down. “It wasn’t your fault—you weren’t in your right mind!” she exclaimed.

      “You see? Do you see?” Lady Bittlebum crowed. “Even the Nightwalker knows he deserves to be put to death!”

      “No, he doesn’t!” Imani insisted.

      Watching the vid of herself with J’are had given her a strange feeling—and a new understanding of the events that had transpired between them. She was still upset with him but she had seen the way he fought with himself, seen how he had tried to hold back the change.

      “Sit down!” she sent through their mental link. “I mean it, J’are! I didn’t expose Mistress Bittlebum just so you could throw yourself on the mercy of the court and get killed for your trouble!”

      “I forced you and ruined your life—I should die for it,” he sent back.

      “No, you shouldn’t! Now SIT DOWN!”

      Imani sent her last words with the force of a mental shout. At last the big Nightwalker sank back into his seat, though he still looked upset and she could feel the waves of self-recrimination coming from him.

      “Are we going to continue now, Councilor?” Judge Thoughtgood raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Yes.” Imani cleared her throat.

      “Really, your Honor, after that outburst—what more do you need to hear?” Mistress Bittlebum interrupted.

      “Mistress Bittlebum—when I want to hear from you, I’ll ask,” the judge said sharply. She waited until the other Mistress sank back into her seat, red-faced and fuming at the rebuke, before turning back to Imani. “All right, go on Councilor Williams. Please tell me why I shouldn’t have your client executed for committing such a vile offence as penetration?”

      “Because it’s not against the law in his culture—or in mine,” Imani said quickly. “Here on Yonnie Six, allowing yourself to be penetrated by a male is the worst thing a Mistress can do. Though I know for a fact, that some of them do it anyway—in the privacy of their own bedrooms,” she added.

      “Well…” Judge Thoughtgood cleared her throat. “There have been…rumors from time to time. Proceed.”

      “On Earth, where I come from, male penetration of a female is the norm,” Imani said. She turned to look at Lady Bittlebum. “Mistress Bittlebum made a critical mistake—she thought she could shut me up by shaming me. And while, I admit, it’s not pleasant to have a courtroom full of people watch me having sex, I refuse to allow any shame or fear to stand in the way of telling what I know.“ She pointed a finger directly at the yellow-haired Mistress. “Which is that Mistress Bittlebum murdered Lady Zangelo!”

      “Lies! All lies!” Mistress Bittlebum shouted, her face getting redder and redder. “She and that brute of a Nightwalker should both be summarily executed!”

      “Once again, Mistress Bittlebum, I will determine who—if anyone—is sentenced to execution. This is my courtroom!” Judge Thoughtgood exclaimed. She turned back to Imani, two spots of angry color burning in her cheeks. “Now then, Councilor, if you’re going to make such dramatic accusations, I certainly hope you have some evidence to back them up.”

      “As a matter of fact, your Honor, I do,” Imani said coolly. From an inner pocket of her dress, she withdrew the opalescent ring she’d found on Mistress Bittlebum’s dressing table the night before.

      “Oh—my ring! Your Honor, that’s my ring!” Mistress Bittlebum exclaimed. “I must insist that she return it to me at once—she stole that from my room last night!”

      “Yes, I did,” Imani said calmly. “But I think before I give it back, Judge Thoughtgood needs to see what it recorded.”

      She stroked the round, marble-shaped jewel set in the center of the ring and it opened and let the spy fly out. It buzzed out into the center of the room and, when Imani stroked the ring again, it began projecting a 3-D image of the lemon-haired Mistress from the night before.

      “Oh, you’ll be leaving, all right. But not with that cloak,” she said, brandishing her blaster at Imani and J’are.

      “Your Honor, I must protest!” Lady Bittlebum exclaimed, starting up from her seat again.

      “Silence, Mistress!” Judge Thoughtgood snapped, glaring at her. “You were allowed to show embarrassing and incriminating evidence involving Councilor Williams. Now, it seems, it is your turn.”

      “But—” Mistress Bittlebum began.

      “Speak one more word and I’ll hold you in contempt of court!” Judge Thoughtgood said sharply. She turned her attention to Imani, who had paused the recording, which was playing out in the clear space in the middle of the courtroom before the judge’s podium. “You may proceed with your evidence, Councilor.”

      “Thank you, your Honor,” Imani said quietly. She stroked the ring again and the spy fly continued projecting.

      She hadn’t intended to record any of the events of the night before. In fact, she’d forgotten all about the ring until she’d been undressing after they got back to the hotel. She’d been playing with it to distract her mind while J’are was passed out on the bed—his feral side apparently all worn out from bonding with her—when the spy fly had flown out and started projecting.

      Imani had figured out how to work it and had been immensely surprised when she’d seen what it had recorded. Now she watched with satisfaction as Mistress Bittlebum’s entire confession of the murder of Lady Zangelo played out for the judge and all the rest of the court to see. Her recording might not be as lascivious and X-rated as the one Lady Bittlebum had played of Imani and J’are, but it was certainly much more incriminating.

      The recording ended right after Mistress Bittlebum had locked them in the simulation room—for which Imani was grateful. She really didn’t want to have to watch herself and J’are having bonding sex again. It was too damn embarrassing!

      After the spy fly stopped projecting and flew quietly back to its ring, there was dead silence in the courtroom. Finally, Judge Thoughtgood turned to Mistress Bittlebum, who had been getting redder and redder in the face as the recording played.

      “Well, well—it would seem we have solved the murder of your very good friend,” she remarked, raising an eyebrow. “What do you have to say for yourself? You know the penalty for killing another Mistress is death.”

      “Death, yes.” Mistress Bittlebum rose suddenly. She was stroking her lemon-yellow hair, which Imani now knew was a wig, in a reflective way. “Death, but not for me,” she said.

      Turning to the three morphids she had sitting in a row beside her, she waved her hand over their antennae and shouted,

      “Kill them—kill them all!”
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      The courtroom exploded into violence.

      The morphids seemed to be everywhere. One bounded towards Judge Thoughtgood, only to be stopped by the bailiff, brandishing a blaster. But before she could get off a shot, the morphid closed its shiny pink, serrated mandibles around her neck and sawed off her head.

      Blood fountained out of her neck and Imani had a moment to see the surprised look on the bailiff’s face as her head fell to the floor. Then she realized another morphid was headed in her direction.

      She braced herself for impact but J’are was suddenly there, putting himself between her and the huge insect.

      “No you fucking don’t!” he growled, his eyes blazing. “Stay way from my female you fucking bug!”

      He gripped its two front legs, holding it back, but the morphid leaned forward, its serrated mandibles snapping in his face.

      Imani’s heart was pounding and there was an acrid taste on the back of her tongue—the taste of fear. How long could the big Nightwalker hold the overgrown insect back? She couldn’t help remembering documentaries she’d seen before, about how ants could carry ten times their body weight. Were Praying Mantises that strong too?

      J’are had fought one of these before, she reminded herself—on the first night she’d been here. But he had been in his feral state then and now he seemed to be still in his thinking mind. Would it make a difference?

      “J’are,” she sent through their link. “Go feral if you have to!”

      “No—I’m never going feral again.” His mental voice was filled with strain as he fought to keep the mandibles away from his neck. “I hurt you the last time I did. I’m locking that side of myself away forever!”

      “J’are—”

      She was interrupted by a scream from Judge Thoughtgood. The third morphid was stalking her, while the second one—the one that had ripped off the bailiff’s head—was fighting with the two Horvath guards who had rushed into the courtroom when they heard the struggle.

      And standing beside the shocked Prosecutor, who was looking at the bloody scene in a daze, was Mistress Bittlebum. She was laughing and stroking her hair, Imani saw. It reminded her of a villain in an old silent movie laughing while he twirled his mustache.

      Have to stop her—have to stop this! But how?

      At that moment her attention was dragged to the morphid J’are was fighting with again. She felt a surge of pain and rage from the big Nightwalker through their link and saw, with horror, that the alien insect had managed to get its mandibles locked around his throat. In fact, the only thing that was keeping it from cutting off his head was the thick leather pain collar around his neck.

      “Yes, the pain collar—use the pain collar! Shock it, Imani—shock it!” J’are shouted to her mentally.

      “But I’ll be shocking you, too!” Imani protested. “I don’t know—”

      “Do it! Set it on maximum and do it!” he commanded.

      Imani fumbled for the pain collar remote, which she still wore on a chain around her neck. It nearly squirted from between her fingers but she finally managed to get a hold on it and press the big red pain button in the middle.

      Immediately, J’are stiffened and she felt a wave of pain rolling through him. The morphid was caught in the pain loop too—its body started spasming and a high, unearthly shrieking sound rose from between its parted mandibles, which were still hooked into the pain collar.

      Imani started to let up on the button but J’are shouted mentally,

      “No! Keep it up—it’s the only way!”

      “But I’m afraid the collar will overload your system!”

      How long could his heart hold out with so much pain coursing through his big body? How long—

      “No! Give me that—I won’t let you harm another one of my children, you little bitch!”

      Lady Bittlebum shoved Imani and grabbed for the remote. Imani started to fall and reached out reflexively, grasping for something to hold onto. By chance, her fingers caught in the looping curls of the lemon-yellow wig the other woman was wearing.

      The wig came off in her hand and Lady Bittlebum shrieked and grabbed at her head—which was mostly bald, with only a few tufts of mousy brown hair scattered here and there.

      “My hair! Give me back my hair, you bitch!” she shrieked at Imani. Forgetting about the pain collar remote, she made a frantic grab for the wig.

      Imani almost let it go—she had the impulse to throw it in the other woman’s face to use it as a distraction. But then something made her hold onto it.

      “Use it, daughter—you know how!” a warm, feminine voice said in her ear.

      Goddess? Imani thought wildly and then images flashed across her mind’s eye—pictures of Lady Bittlebum rubbing one hand over her hair and then over the morphids antennae as she ordered them to do her bidding.

      Gripping the wig tighter, she tore it away from the other woman’s grasping hands and started to go to J’are, who was still locked in a rictus of pain with the morphid twitching on top of him.

      “Here! Come here, my children and help me!” Lady Bittlebum shouted, distracting her.

      Looking up, Imani saw that the two morphids who had been stalking Judge Thoughtgood were coming towards her. They had killed the Horvath guards—the two scaly bodies lay decapitated on the floor in pools of black blood. The judge had dived under her podium and was cowering there with only her tall purple hair sticking out and quivering with fear.

      Imani saw all this in a split second and then the two morphids were advancing on her.

      Her first impulse was to run but then she remembered the wig. She clutched it tightly in her hands and as the first of the giant insects came at her, she waved it over the morphid’s antennae and shouted,

      “Her—get Lady Bittlebum—not me! Get her!”

      The morphid stopped for a moment, as though confused, its antennae twitching as its big black compound eyes switched from Imani to Lady Bittlebum and back again.

      The second morphid came bounding up as the first one was trying to make up its mind. Now Imani had two huge alien insects looming over her. Her knees felt like jelly, she was so scared, but she knew she couldn’t back down now.

      “You fool!” Lady Bittlebum snarled at her, a fierce smile of triumph on her face. “They don’t recognize you as their queen! I raised them from the egg—my children will never turn against me!”

      We’ll just see about that! Imani thought grimly.

      “I’m your queen now!” she told the morphids, fighting to keep her voice from shaking. “I control you. Now go on—get her! Get Lady Bittlebum!”

      As she spoke, she waved the wig over the insects’ antennae again, wafting the musty smell—which she assumed was the pheromone that controlled them—into the air.

      For a moment, they still hesitated. Then the two of them turned at the same time and bounded towards the balding Mistress.

      Lady Bittlebum’s eyes grew wide with horror.

      “Wait, my children!” she exclaimed, waving her hands at them. “Wait, you mustn’t! You can’t hurt me—I’m your mother—your queen! Your—”

      Her words were cut off when one of the morphids jerked forward and snapped off her head with a single neat click of its serrated mandibles. Blood fountained from her stump of a neck and sprayed across the courtroom in a gaudy crimson arc.

      Imani didn’t stop to watch the gory scene. Turning, she saw to her horror, that J’are’s big body was still spasming in pain. Oh God, how long had he been under the influence of the pain collar? How long could he be shocked by it without the awful device causing permanent nerve damage?

      Quickly, she fumbled for the remote, which was thankfully still hanging around her neck on the chain and turned the damn thing off. Running over to J’are, she waved the yellow wig over the morphid’s antenna.

      “Get off him—get off him right now!” she commanded.

      “It’s…dead. I think.” J’are’s voice was hoarse and faint and Imani saw he was trying to push the still-twitching corpse of the alien insect off him.

      “Here—don’t try to talk.” Grimacing with disgust, she grabbed the morphid by one thick, hairy leg and yanked on it. The thing seemed to be stuck, however, its mandibles still clamped around the big Nightwalker’s neck. Possibly they were stuck in his collar.

      Gritting her teeth, Imani yanked harder.

      “Get…off!” she gasped as—with a final huge pull—the morphid corpse finally rolled off J’are’s chest.

      It was then that Imani saw the blood.

      Bright red, it was jetting from the side of J’are’s neck. The pain collar had been severed there, she saw, and the morphid’s jaws must have sawed into his flesh after they finished cutting through the thick leather. There was a long, jagged wound bisecting the strong, corded side of the big Nightwalker’s throat.

      “No! Oh, no!” Imani gasped. She was no doctor, but she knew an arterial pulse when she saw one. The steady jetting of crimson could only mean that some vital blood vessel in the side of J’are’s neck had been severed.

      Dropping to her knees, she fumbled at his neck, pressing hard to try and stop the sticky red jets. Why wasn’t his body healing itself? Was it because the wound was too deep—too severe—to mend?

      “Let me go.” J’are’s mental voice was faint but his eyes were clear as he looked up at her. “Let me go, Imani. You’ll be free of me—free of our bond. Just let me go.”

      “No!” Imani gasped, tears choking her. When had she started crying? She had no idea, but now salty streams were running down her cheeks and she didn’t know how to stop them.

      “J’are,” she sent through their link. “J’are, hold on!”

      “Don’t want to hold on. I hurt you—I deserve to die,” he sent back. “Please, Imani—let me go.”

      “No, I can’t! I…I love you!”

      As she sent the words, Imani realized they were true. It seemed crazy to think that in the short time she had known him, she had fallen for the big Nightwalker. But somehow it had happened—maybe it was because she had Claimed him—maybe she really was the female the Goddess had intended for him.

      Imani didn’t know. She only knew that now, on the verge of losing him, she finally understood her true feelings for J’are.

      “Don’t go—stay with me!” she told him fiercely. “You have to stay with me so we can raise our baby together!”

      He didn’t answer and she realized he had lost consciousness. Also, the flow under her hand, which she was trying desperately to staunch, had grown weaker. Was it because his body was finally healing itself? Or was it because he had run out of blood to pump?

      Imani was afraid to know the answer.

      “Help!” she screamed at the top of her voice, looking around the bloody, corpse-littered courtroom. “Please, somebody help me!”

      There was no answer but a moment later the double wooden doors of the courtroom burst open and a group of Kindred warriors poured in.

      “What is it—what happened?” It was Commander Sylvan, Imani saw, down on his knees beside her. “We were waiting outside to take you home after the court hearing and I heard the Goddess urging me to come to you. Where’s the injury?”

      “His neck,” she gasped. “The…the artery got cut, I think. I’m trying to stop the flow, but—”

      “Let me see.” Gently, Sylvan moved her hands and examined the wound. “That’s not good,” he said grimly. “We need to get it sealed up.”

      Reaching into a bag he’d brought with him, he pulled out a small device and began using it to seal the wound. It seemed to be gluing the jagged flesh together somehow with a beam of light, Imani thought numbly. But would it be too late?

      “How…how did you know to bring your medical supplies?” she asked dully as Sylvan worked.

      He shrugged.

      “I had a strong feeling I might need them just as we were leaving the ship and I never ignore my instincts. You never can tell when the Goddess is speaking to you. When I heard her voice urging me to go to you, I knew I had made the right call. There.” He sat back and surveyed his work. “That’s the best I can do here. We need to get him back to the Mother Ship where I can stabilize him and do a more thorough exam.”

      “Will he live?” Imani was crying again—maybe she had never stopped. “Please tell me he’s going to live, Commander Sylvan. Please, he can’t…can’t d-die.” She stuttered out the last word, barely able to make it pass her lips.

      “I’ll do everything I can for him.” Sylvan’s voice was grim. “But his pulse is very weak and it looks like he lost a lot of blood.” He nodded at the pool of crimson they were both kneeling in.

      “He can’t die. Please don’t let him die!” Imani whispered. It was a prayer—a desperate plea. “Please, oh please don’t let him die!”

      But if the Goddess heard her prayer, she was silent.

      Imani knew there was nothing she could do but wait and see.
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      Leaving the courtroom was a blur.

      As the Kindred warriors were loading J’are onto a floating stretcher, Judge Thoughtgood came out from under her judicial podium. Her purple tower of hair was completely wilted around her shoulders and she had a shocked look on her face.

      “Councilor Williams, I have not released your client,” she said, frowning, as though she was trying to get back to normal despite the carnage all around them.

      “That’s too damn bad,” Imani snapped. “My client is in need of medical care so we’re taking him.”

      “Yes, well…all right, I suppose.” The judged nodded, still looking shocked. “But…what about those?” She nodded at the two remaining morphids which were standing silently over Lady Bittlebum’s headless body.

      “Here.” Imani thrust the bloodstained blonde wig at her. “Wave this over their antennae and give them an order. I’m pretty sure that’s how Lady Bittlebum was controlling them—there’s some kind of scent or pheromone in the wig they respond to.”

      “All right, well…” Judge Thoughtgood gingerly took the grimy wig, which was now more orange than yellow due to the blood it had soaked up, between her thumb and fingers and held it at an arms’ length.

      “I have to go,” Imani told her. “And I’m never coming back to your horrible planet again!”

      Turning, she followed the floating stretcher as the Kindred warriors steered it out of the courtroom.

      Just let J’are live, she thought to herself as she walked. Please, just let him live!
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      “Hey, doll, how are you doing?” Kat peeked into the room at the Med Center where Imani was sitting on an exam table. “I heard you were back here and I thought—”

      Imani burst into tears.

      “Oh, Kat!” she exclaimed, shaking her head. “Everything is such a mess!”

      “Oh no! What’s wrong? What happened?” Kat came over at once and put a comforting arm around Imani’s shoulders.

      “J’are’s going to die,” Imani sobbed. “I just know he is! And it’s all my fault for getting so angry at him and wishing we hadn’t gotten bonded!”

      “Wait a minute—start from the beginning!” Kat exclaimed. “Who’s J’are and how did you get bonded to him?”

      “He…he’s my client. Or he was my client—now he’s my mate. Or he will be if he lives—but oh, Kat—I’m so afraid he’s going to die!”

      Imani couldn’t help herself. She was full of guilt and self-recrimination. She felt certain that because she hadn’t wanted to be bonded to the big Nightwalker in the first place, she was going to be punished by losing him. How could she have only realized she loved J’are when it was too late? And how could she live the rest of her life without him?

      “Imani, honey…” Kat sounded bewildered. “You’ve only been gone a few days and you’re telling me you’re already bonded?”

      At that moment Liv, the doctor who had been taking care of Imani since she got back to the Mother Ship, entered the room. She was looking down at a chart and talking as she came in.

      “Well, you’re right about one thing—you’re definitely pregnant,” she told Imani. “But I’m afraid it’s too early to tell if it’s a boy or a girl.”

      “What? Pregnant?” Kat exclaimed.

      Liv looked up.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Imani—I didn’t know anyone else was in here with you. Kat, you’re supposed to ask before you go in to see a patient!” she admonished her friend.

      “Sorry, doll—I just heard Imani was here and I wanted to check on her since I’m the one who got her ready to go to Yonnie Six in the first place,” Kat said. She squeezed Imani’s shoulders. “It sounds like things happened pretty fast over there, huh?”

      “Extremely fast,” Imani agreed, swiping at her swollen eyes with a sleeve of the large medical gown she was wearing. She was grateful for it—it certainly covered more than her Yonnie Six court clothes.

      “Want to talk about it?” Liv asked, coming to sit on the other side of Imani on the exam table.

      “First can you tell me if J’are is all right?” Imani looked at her hopefully.

      “The last I heard Sylvan was still working on him. He lost a lot of blood and I think there was some nerve damage from the pain collar,” Liv said gently. “But please don’t worry, hon—Sylvan is a very good surgeon and he’s being assisted by our Tolleg surgeon, Yipper. You couldn’t ask for a better team to work on your guy.”

      “She’s right about that,” Kat agreed. “So why don’t you tell us what’s going on—what happened on Yonnie Six—to keep your mind off things?”

      Imani took a deep breath, trying to gather herself.

      “It…it all started when I Claimed J’are by accident,” she said, looking at Kat. “You see, with the Nightstalker Kindred, the females Claim the males and not the other way around…”

      She told about dealing with J’are in his feral state and how different he was in his thinking mind…told about the morphids and the mystery of who had really killed Lady Zangelo…told about the growing attraction between herself and the big Nightwalker.

      “I knew it was wrong,” she told Kat and Liv. “I mean, he was my client—it wasn’t ethical to have any kind of relationship with him!”

      “Well…not to toss ethics aside, but sometimes the heart wants what the heart wants, doll,” Kat said sympathetically.

      “Yes, but things just kept going farther and farther,” Imani exclaimed. “Until we ended up in the simulation room in his old house and Mistress Bittlebum locked us in and simulated the Nightwalker Bonding night.”

      “What?” Liv frowned. “They have a special night for Bonding?”

      Imani explained about the three moons converging and the way J’are had literally lost his mind when his feral side came out.

      “He…he hunted me down,” she said in a low voice. “And bonded me.”

      “Oh, no!” Kat put a hand to her mouth. “Imani, hon, that doesn’t sound exactly…consensual.”

      “It wasn’t…and yet in a way, it was.” Imani had been struggling with this herself. “Rape is never okay,” she said firmly. “Never. But, well…this wasn’t rape—not really. I was as hot as J’are was. I mean, I was scared out of my mind but somehow that only made me hotter.” She shook her head. “Does that even make any sense?”

      “I think so,” Liv said thoughtfully. “I think it means that deep down you trusted him not to hurt you.”

      “He didn’t,” Imani said. “And, honestly, it wasn’t the sex itself that upset me so much—it was the consequences of the sex.” She put a hand to her lower belly as she spoke, where she could occasionally feel the flutter of new life growing inside her. The baby—J’are’s baby.

      “You mean getting permanently bonded or getting pregnant?” Kat asked.

      “Both, I guess.” Imani sighed. “It’s just that I knew that J’are would have to go back to his home planet because the Kindred of the Mother Ship don’t trust the Nightwalkers and think they’re dangerous. And I knew if I got pregnant with his baby, it would almost certainly be a son, which would mean I would have to be exiled to the Nightwalker home world too. And I didn’t…I don’t…” She felt a sob rising in her throat again and tried to choke it down. “I didn’t want to leave Earth and my mom and dad and my career,” she whispered. “Only now I feel like I’d give all that up gladly, if only J’are could be okay!”

      She lost the battle with her emotions and the sob she’d swallowed came out as her tears started afresh.

      “Oh, hon…” Kat gave her a comforting squeeze.

      “I just…just felt drawn to him,” Imani sobbed. “I tried to fight it but somehow, the minute I saw those pale green eyes of his and they were so much like the eyes I dreamed of before I met him—”

      “Wait—you dreamed of him?” Liv interrupted.

      “Of his eyes, anyway.” Imani sniffed. “Why?”

      Liv and Kat exchanged a glance.

      “They were Dream Sharing,” Kat murmured.

      “Dream Sharing? What’s that?” Imani asked.

      “It’s a sign the Goddess means for you to be together,” Liv said gently. “When you dream of a Kindred warrior and he dreams of you before you even meet—that’s Dream Sharing.”

      “So all along we were meant to be together?” Imani felt a fresh sob rising in her throat. “And I was so angry with him!”

      Kat squeezed her again. “Oh, hon—I don’t know what to say.”

      “I do,” Liv said. “It sounds to me like you’re taking on a lot of guilt that doesn’t belong to you.”

      “What…what do you mean?” Imani looked up at her, swiping a hand over her streaming eyes.

      “I mean, of course you were upset about getting bonded against your will—any woman would be!” Liv exclaimed. “And of course you didn’t want to give up everything you know and the career you’ve worked so hard for and the parents you love at the drop of a hat—that’s completely understandable.”

      “But so is falling for J’are—especially if the Goddess put you two together,” Kat said gently. “You’ve got to forgive yourself too, Imani—not just J’are.”

      “I just want him to live,” Imani said fervently. “And I swear, if he does, I won’t complain about having to move to his home planet. I just want him to be okay. He’s part of me. I can feel him here.” She put a hand to her heart. “And I don’t know how I’ll live if he dies.”

      “Well, if you can still feel him—feel your connection with him—that’s a pretty good sign he’s still alive,” Liv said comfortingly. “Would you like me to check and see how the surgery is going?”

      “No need.”

      They all looked up as Sylvan came through the door. Beside him was a little creature that looked like a cross between a chimpanzee and a hound dog, Imani thought. He had big, soulful eyes and long, floppy ears.

      But she was much more worried about J’are than the strange alien creature beside Commander Sylvan.

      “What do you mean, ‘no need?’” she demanded. “Please tell me he’s okay!”

      “He’s okay,” Sylvan echoed and gave her a tired smile. “It was touch and go for a while, but luckily my colleague, Yipper here, is excellent at repairing nerve and vascular damage.”

      “He also lost a lot of blood, yes he did, yes he did,” the little creature named Yipper said gravely. “But we were able to give him a transfusion.”

      “It’s also helpful that Nightwalkers heal with incredible rapidity—that’s probably what saved his life in the first place,” Sylvan said. “That and the fact that you got to him and stopped the flow with your hand.”

      “When can I see him?” Imani asked.

      “He’s resting now,” Sylvan told her. “But I think you could go sit by the side of his bed and wait for him to wake up, if you want.”

      “Maybe you could get cleaned up first, though,” Kat said to her. “I don’t want to be rude, but you are kind of covered in blood, doll.”

      Imani looked down at herself and saw that it was true. Her hands and arms were coated in dried crimson and under the Med Center gown, her Yonnie Six clothes were stiff with dried blood.

      “You’re right.” She nodded. “I’m going to get a shower and then go sit with him. But…could you keep checking in on him just in case?” She looked at Liv. “I’m still just so worried about him.”

      “Of course we will. But you know, you can check in on him yourself, hon,” Liv said gently. “Through your bond, remember?”

      “Oh…right.” Imani shook her head. “I guess I’m just not used to being bonded.”

      “It takes a little getting used to.” Kat smiled at her. “But you’ll get the hang of it.”

      “I know I will.” Imani lifted her chin. “Because I want to stay bonded to J’are—no matter what the consequences are.”

      She was going to stick by her new mate, stick by the man she loved, she promised herself.

      And she was never going to regret her decision—no matter what.
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      J’are woke from a dream that he was drifting in space. There was blackness all around him but when he looked up, he saw light. Pink and blue and purple light from the three converging moons.

      Blood over water, he thought, staring up at the three moons coming together. Bonding night…

      The thought made him sad, but he didn’t know why. Didn’t understand why it should upset him so much to think of bonding…

      “J’are? J’are, can you hear me? Are you okay?”

      The voice was familiar—it was the voice of the woman he loved.

      The woman he had betrayed.

      Instinctively, J’are turned away, turned inward. He shouldn’t still be here—he ought to be gone by now. He ought to be dead so she could be free of him…

      “I don’t want to be free of you, damn it! J’are, come back to me right now!”

      Imani’s mental voice was so insistent that he opened his eyes at once and saw her looking down at him. He was lying flat on his back on something soft but firm and she was leaning over him.

      “Where…where am I?” His voice was a husky croak.

      “You’re in the Med Center recovering from surgery. Don’t try to talk—just speak to me through our bond,” Imani told him. “We ought to practice mental communication anyway—we need to get used to being bonded.”

      “But…I thought you didn’t want to be bonded to me?” He frowned up at her uncertainly. “Thought you didn’t want to leave your home and your family?”

      “Wherever you are is my home now,” Imani told him. “And the three of us will be a family.”

      Taking his hand, she placed it gently on her belly.

      J’are felt a hesitant sense of joy but then he came crashing back down to earth when he remembered how the baby had gotten in her belly in the first place.

      “I hurt you, Imani,” he sent through their link, not bothering to try and hide his shame and guilt. “I don’t deserve you—or the happiness you’re offering me.”

      “We got off to a rough start,” she admitted. “But I forgive you for that, J’are—I forgive myself, too. We both went much further than we should have. But, well…” She shrugged. “Here we are. We’re together and I love you and want to be with you.” She looked at him shyly. “Do you feel the same way about me?”

      “Imani…” Her name broke from his lips and he was reaching for her, dragging her down to the bed with him so that he could hold her close in his arms.

      “Be careful!” she exclaimed breathlessly, as she snuggled beside him. “You just got out of surgery a few hours ago!”

      “I feel good—I feel strong,” he promised, kissing her forehead. “And I love you so much! I knew you were the one the Goddess meant to Claim me—at least my feral side knew. I tried not to listen, not to hope too hard, but all the time I wanted you so desperately.”

      “Well, you’ve got me now.” Imani sighed contentedly and put her arms around him, squeezing gently. “We’ve got each other.”

      “Where will we live, though?” J’are asked uncertainly. “I know you don’t want to go back to my home world.”

      “We will if we have to,” Imani told him firmly. “Wherever we end up, the main thing is that we’re together.”

      “Together,” J’are echoed. “I love you,” he added aloud.

      “I love you too.” Tilting her chin up, she kissed his cheek. “Now get some rest and we’ll talk about the future more later. For now, knowing that you’re going to be okay is enough for me.”

      J’are relaxed in her embrace, feeling like the luckiest male in the universe. But a part of him still worried about their bonding night—still felt shame for how it had gone. It was well and good that Imani had forgiven him, but he hadn’t forgiven himself.

      He didn’t know if he ever would.
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      Imani gave her new mate a worried look as the clock above the fireplace chimed nine in soft, measured tones.

      One of the things she liked about the suites aboard the Mother Ship was that all of them had a fireplace and a bathing pool. They weren’t as luxurious as the vast mansions and expensive hotels she’d visited on Yonnie Six but they were really nice. They also didn’t have sadistic Mistresses everywhere, so she was fine with being on the ship.

      Not that they could stay on the Mother Ship—not for much longer anyway, she thought, her mind running over the worry that had been dogging her morning and evening.

      The Kindred High Council still didn’t believe that Nightwalker Kindred were safe enough to live in close proximity to other people. J’are was only allowed to stay a short time, until he was declared fully recovered. After that, they would have to find someplace else to live.

      But where?

      Imani didn’t know. She only knew that as long as she and J’are were together, they would be okay.

      Only now, she had doubts about that, too.

      J’are had been discharged from the Med Center almost a week ago. He was completely well, as far as Imani could see. She had the idea that Commander Sylvan was deliberately holding off on clearing him completely in order to give them time to get their plans in order. He was also talking to the High Council about the possibility of allowing J’are to stay aboard the Mother Ship, under the presumption that he was safe to be around because he was bonded, but so far he hadn’t made much progress.

      Well, the Council didn’t need to be worried about J’are, Imani thought, casting a sidelong look at her new mate. Even though the clock had just struck nine o’clock at night, he still showed no signs of going into his feral state. In fact, he hadn’t gone feral since the two of them had come aboard the Mother Ship over a week ago.

      This was worrying for Imani. At first she had wondered if her new mate wasn’t switching to his feral side at nighttime as he was supposed to because they were in an artificial environment with no moons in the sky to trigger him. But now, watching J’are from the corner of her eye and seeing the strained look on his face, she thought there must be a different explanation.

      J’are wasn’t going feral because he wasn’t letting himself go feral. He was holding it back, somehow. Although how he could hold back part of himself that was as natural as breathing was beyond her. She had spoken about it briefly with Liv, who was a doctor. Liv had made some suggestions and given her some equipment to try, but Imani hadn’t made use of it yet.

      But it wasn’t just his refusal to go feral that was worrying Imani. It was the fact that her new mate hadn’t touched her once since being discharged from the Med Center.

      Oh, he hugged her when she hugged him first and was willing to cuddle on the couch. But when Imani tried to take things any further, he suddenly had to get up and go to the bathroom or he wanted a snack or he had forgotten something in the other room or any of the hundred other little excuses he used to keep from making love with her. They hadn’t had any sex since their bonding night back on Yonnie Six and Imani was beginning to feel really neglected and worried.

      At first, she had told herself the big Nightwalker was just still tired and healing from his surgery. But his wounds were closed completely and he moved without any pain. In fact, he went running around the common area parklands in the center of the ship every morning for an hour and a half. Surely if he could run that much without any problem, he could make love to his wife—right?

      Wrong, apparently. Because J’are was always making excuses not to do it. Imani, hurt, had retreated and stopped trying. She would have given up all together, if not for the fact that every now and then she caught him looking at her with lust glowing in those pale green—lust and a longing so deep it nearly stopped her heart.

      It was clear to her that J’are still wanted her—wanted her as much as she wanted him.

      So what was stopping him?

      Imani didn’t know, but she abruptly decided to find out—both about the sex (or lack thereof) and his continued refusal to go into his feral state. She thought the two might be connected, though she couldn’t prove it.

      Well, no time like the present, she told herself. Rather than enduring another lonely night of hurt and rejection, she was going to get to the bottom of this—right now.

      “Hi, baby,” she said, sitting down beside him on the couch in front of the fireplace. It was a clean device which generated no waste, and warm blue and green flames were crackling quietly in the hearth. J’are was staring into the shifting flames with a strained look on his face.

      “Hmmm?” He looked up at her for a moment and then back to the fire. “Hello,” he muttered.

      “It’s evening—after dark. At least, it would be on a planet,” Imani pointed out. “Shouldn’t you be feeling frisky by now?”

      “Frisky?” He frowned, clearly not understanding the Earth euphemism.

      “You know, frisky. Wild. Feral,” she emphasized. “It’s nighttime—shouldn’t your feral side be dominant right now?”

      J’are frowned.

      “No.” he said shortly. “I don’t do that anymore.”

      “What?” Imani frowned at him. “You can’t just stop doing something that’s part of your nature!”

      “I can and I have,” he said firmly.

      “Why?” Imani asked reasonably.

      “I was in my feral state for more than three solar months when I was in the hole on Yonnie Six,” he said, still not looking at her. “I’ve had enough of it for a while. Besides…” He cleared his throat. “I like to be in my thinking mind when I’m around you.”

      Imani frowned.

      “And why is that?”

      “You know why.” J’are still wouldn’t look at her.

      “No, I don’t until you tell me.” Imani crossed her arms over her chest. “You might as well spit it out—I’m not leaving until you do.” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Well?”

      “I don’t want to go feral because I hurt you the last time I did, all right?” J’are threw her a tense glance. “You know that, Imani—you heard me swear I would never go feral again.”

      She frowned.

      “I remember you saying something like that in the court room, but things were so crazy at the time I didn’t even think about it.” She shook her head. “You can’t just cut off a part of yourself because of one incident, you know.”

      “That incident as you call it, was me bonding you to me against your will,” J’are growled. “I’m not going to risk anything like that happening again, all right?”

      Imani was beginning to get the picture but she wanted to make sure she had it right.

      “So you won’t go feral because you’re afraid it will make you want to make love to me?” she said slowly, spelling it out. “And I’m guessing you’re avoiding making love with me because you’re afraid it will make you go feral. Am I right?”

      J’are nodded reluctantly.

      “That’s…pretty much it.”

      “But J’are, don’t you see—that’s a vicious cycle,” Imani protested. “You won’t go feral so you don’t lose control and you won’t lose control—sexually at least—because you’re afraid to go feral. And in the meantime, we haven’t made love once since our bonding night and I miss you.”

      He turned towards her at last and she saw that agony in his pale green eyes.

      “Gods, Imani, I miss you too. And I want you—so fucking much! But I don’t dare touch you—I’m afraid I’ll hurt you like I did last time.”

      “You didn’t hurt me,” Imani countered. “You did bond me but it wasn’t painful, J’are. Even in your feral form, you weren’t cruel.”

      “I don’t care,” he said stubbornly. “I don’t want to risk it. I’m sorry, Imani, but I’d rather never go feral again than lose control and hurt you.”

      Imani felt her heart swell. Lots of guys wouldn’t have given a damn if they hurt her, as long as they got what they wanted. But J’are loved her—loved her so much, he was willing to deny his own needs and his own nature!

      Well, it looked like it was time to use the tools and suggestions that Liv had given her.

      “What if I told you I have something that might help?” she asked. “Something to keep me safe even if you do lose control and go feral?”

      “You do?” J’are frowned at her suspiciously. “What do you mean?”

      “Come in the bedroom and I’ll show you.” Imani got up from the couch and grabbed him by the arm. “Come on,” she said tugging gently. “Just come see—please, J’are?”

      At last, with a sigh, the big Nightwalker rose and came with her into the bedroom. Once inside, he looked around with a frown.

      “Well? Where is this miracle solution? I don’t see anything.”

      “Look closer,” Imani murmured. “On the bedposts.”

      J’are walked over and looked with a frown at the padded handcuffs hooked to the bedposts on either side.

      “What are those? Some kind of restraints?”

      “Exactly.” Imani smiled at him. “Liv gave them to me. Apparently lots of couples use them to ‘play’ when they’re making love, but these are actually really strong—made to Kindred specifications. So you can trust that they’ll hold.”

      “So…you want to chain me up while we make love?” J’are’s green eyes flashed. “Is that it?”

      “I think it’s the best way for you to feel safe,” Imani told him. “This way if you go feral in the middle of our lovemaking, you can’t, er, get into any trouble.” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Plus, maybe this time I want to be in charge. What do you think?”

      “What do I think?” J’are went to lie down in the middle of the bed and raised his arms. “I think you should chain me up immediately,” he growled, his voice deep with lust. “Because I fucking want you, Imani—it’s been killing me how much I want you—I just didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” she assured him as she went to lock the padded cuffs around his wrists.

      They were made of dark gray plastisteel—an extremely strong substance, Liv had assured her. They ought to hold firm even if J’are went feral in the middle of their lovemaking. Although, remembering the hot, wild way he had rubbed against her on their first night together when he was scent-marking her, Imani couldn’t help feeling a little sorry as she locked the gray bracelets around his wrists. She had been scared during their bonding night, but also incredibly turned on. His feral side seemed to bring out her own wild instincts.

      Once J’are was secure, lying on his back with his long, muscular arms stretched out on either side of him, she sat back to admire the view. He was wearing only a pair of silky black sleep trousers which left his top bare. The black k’dra markings all up and down his arms and chest and shoulders made him look exotic and dangerous and his pale green eyes were filled with hunger for her.

      A hunger Imani felt for him as well.

      “All right now,” she murmured, giving him a lazy smile. “How should we begin?”

      “How about taking off that little robe you’re wearing?” J’are murmured, his eyes flicking over her from head to foot. “I’ve been trying so damn hard not to look at you but I’ve been dying to see your sweet body again, baby.”

      “Mmm, I guess I could do that.”

      Imani gave him a naughty little smile and untied the sash of the emerald green robe she was wearing. Under it, she had on a pretty little outfit she’d bought at one of the stores near the common area while J’are ran in the morning. It was a silky deep green teddy with lacy, see-through cups which tied right between her breasts and came down just barely far enough to cover the green lace panties that went with it.

      The panties themselves might have come straight from Yonnie Six. They were small and lacy but best of all, they had a slit running right up the middle, making them essentially crotchless when Imani spread her legs.

      “Gods!” J’are’s voice was a deep, hungry growl. “If I’d known you were wearing that under the robe, I don’t know if I could’ve held myself back from taking you!”

      “Well now you don’t have to hold back,” Imani pointed out, arching an eyebrow at him. “Because the cuffs will do it for you.”

      “Come here.” His voice was hoarse with desire. “Come closer and let me see you better, baby.”

      “I’d be happy to.” Straddling his waist, she sat down, pressing her panty-clad pussy against the long ridge of his shaft, which was straining against the black material of his trousers.

      “Gods!” J’are groaned as she rubbed against him. “You’re driving me crazy!”

      “Mmm, but I’ve only just started,” Imani purred. Slowly, deliberately, she untied the deep green teddy and let it fall open, revealing her bare, thrusting breasts. Her nipples were tight with desire—they looked like ripe berries begging to be sucked.

      Imani cupped her full globes and slowly ran her fingers up to pinch her own nipples, putting on a show for her lover, who was watching with half-lidded lust in his eyes. She couldn’t believe she was being so wanton—so naughty. But she’d been aching for the big Nightwalker—needing his hands and mouth on her so badly it kept her up at night. All that pent-up desire seemed to have made her bold.

      “Gods damn it!” J’are swore hoarsely. “Come closer than that—I want to touch you, baby!”

      “But you can’t, because you’re chained up,” Imani pointed out. She raised an eyebrow at him. “Want me to unlock you?”

      “No,” he said at once, with no hesitation. “No, this is the only way I feel safe doing this with you—the only way I’m not afraid to make love with you.”

      “Well, then I guess you can’t touch me with your hands.” Imani shrugged and pretended to look thoughtful. “Though it occurs to me that your mouth is still free.”

      As she spoke, she crawled up his body until she was straddling his broad chest. Leaning over him, she rubbed one ripe nipple against his lips.

      Groaning with desire, J’are opened his mouth and sucked her tight peak between his lips. Imani moaned as he lashed it with his tongue, sending sparks of pleasure straight from her nipple to the hot wet spot between her legs.

      J’are sucked her long and hard and deep, taking as much of her breast in his mouth as he could before drawing back to slowly lap her taut peak while he looked into her eyes.

      Imani loved the way he was looking at her—loved the way he was tasting her. She withdrew the first nipple and gave him the other one to suck as she writhed above him.

      When she finally pulled back, her nipples shiny from his attention, both of them were panting with desire. J’are’s eyes were glowing again, just as they had during the bonding night.

      “Want to taste more,” he growled. “Give me your pussy, baby—let me taste your sweet little cunt. Want to lap you until you come all over my face.”

      Imani felt a surge of desire between her thighs. Her first instinct was to give him what he wanted—what they both wanted—at once. But then she decided she wanted to play a little first—to tease her new mate.

      “Oh, you mean this pussy?” she murmured, raising up so that he could see the naughty little crotchless panties. “But I’m afraid I’m awfully wet.”

      Reaching down, she parted her pussy lips—which were clearly outlined by the green lace of the panties—and showed J’are her glistening inner folds.

      “Gods!” It was a low groan, drawn from his lips. “Gods, baby—so wet and hot! I want to taste you so damn much.”

      Imani thought of the way he’d tasted her when he was giving her a massage—the hot way his tongue had gone to work on her sensitive clit. Then, she had been the one lying on the table while he had the upper hand. But now she was in control and J’are was the one chained down.

      The thought made her hotter than ever, somehow—was she getting off on handcuffing him to the bed? Maybe there was more of the Yonnie Six Mistress in her than she knew!

      The thought made her smile. Inching forward, she pressed her pussy to his mouth and murmured,

      “Here you go, baby. You can give me a kiss if you want to—but just a kiss—all right?”

      “Just a kiss,” J’are agreed hoarsely. And then he was pressing his lips to her pussy in a hot, open-mouthed kiss that nearly took Imani’s breath away.

      She moaned breathlessly and gripped the headboard as he nuzzled deeper, sucking her aching clit between his lips and circling it with the tip of his tongue.

      “Oh! Oh, J’are!” she moaned as she pressed even closer, riding his tongue shamelessly as she took pleasure from her mate. “You know you were only supposed to give me a kiss! Not lap me with your tongue and taste me like that.”

      “Can’t help myself, baby.” He pulled back for a second, panting. “You taste so fucking good—need to lap your sweet pussy and get all your honey.”

      Then he dove in again, swirling his tongue around and around her throbbing clit until Imani threw back her head and cried out with pleasure.

      “Oh, God, J’are— feels so damn good!”

      The big Nightwalker’s hands were clenched into fists. It was clear he was dying to break free and grip her hips so he could control the tasting more himself. But though he strained against them, the plastisteel cuffs held—barely. Were the chains bending a bit? Imani didn’t know and at this point, she didn’t care.

      Right now, she was enjoying being in charge. She never would have dreamed she might like this kind of thing, but she really did enjoy pulling back from his seeking mouth to tease him and then pressing close again to let his long, hot tongue invade her and slip deep into her channel.

      When she finally pulled away completely, she was panting with need and J’are wasn’t in much better shape.

      His shaft was thick and hard, pressing against the thin material of his sleep trousers and his mouth and chin were shiny from her juices. A deep growl of desire was rising in his throat as he looked up at her.

      Imani had the idea that he was very close to going feral—but she wasn’t afraid. In fact, part of her wanted to push him over the edge—to see if the plastisteel cuffs could still hold him in his other mental state.

      What’s wrong with you? she scolded herself. You shouldn’t want that—shouldn’t want him to lose control. It’s better this way with him chained down—safer for everyone involved.

      But at the moment she didn’t want to be safe—she wanted to be wild.

      “Why did you pull away?” J’are growled hoarsely, looking at her. “I wanted to feel you coming on my tongue—wanted to taste your juices as you came for me, baby. Why did you stop before you finished?”

      “Maybe because I wanted to finish another way.” Scooting down his big body, Imani ran a hand over his straining shaft.

      J’are groaned and bucked his hips up to meet her light touch.

      “Gods, that feels so damn good! But I don’t…don’t know if we should. I can feel my feral side getting really close to coming out,” he panted.

      “I don’t care about that.” Imani looked at him. “I’m not afraid of you, J’are—it doesn’t matter if you’re in your feral or your thinking mind. I just want you inside me.”

      “Take me then,” he growled, his eyes flashing. “Fuck me, baby. You’re in charge—do what you want with me.”

      His hot words excited Imani even more. Again she couldn’t believe her own boldness as she pulled down his trousers, allowing his thick shaft to spring free.

      He was right—she was in charge and damn did it feel fine!

      She stroked his shaft gently from root to tip, enjoying the feel of velvet over steel as he pulsed in her hand. God, he was so big. How had all that fit inside her on their bonding night?

      Imani had heard that some kinds of Kindred had compounds in their precum that helped a female open for them. Maybe J’are had the same kind of thing—it was the only explanation she could think of.

      Only right now, she didn’t want to think—she wanted to act.

      Straddling his lean hips, she positioned her pussy right above the broad, flaring head of his cock. Sinking down a little, she let J’are watch as she rubbed him against her. She loved the contrast of his tan skin against her slippery dark folds, loved the hot way it looked when she slid against him and pressed him just a little way inside her.

      “Gods, baby—this is almost too much.” J’are’s deep voice was hoarse with emotion. “Maybe you’d better stop now,” he begged. “I feel…feel closer than ever to going feral.”

      “I told you, I’m not afraid,” Imani said. And taking him more firmly in hand, she positioned the broad head right at the entrance of her pussy and sank slowly down, impaling herself on his thickness.

      She moaned as his girth stretched her inner walls, forcing her to be more open for him. God he was big! But somehow she was able to take him.

      The effect on J’are was immediate. As Imani sank down on him, a low growl of pure lust rose from his throat and the thick muscles of his arms began to bulge. He gave a violent jerk and Imani gasped as both of the thick plastisteel handcuffs abruptly parted, setting him free.

      “J’are?” she gasped, looking down into his pale green eyes—eyes that no longer had sentience in them. They were glowing with animalistic lust and the desire to breed. They were the eyes of an animal—his feral side was out and it was hungry.

      Hungry and ready to breed.

      Before she knew it, their positions were reversed as J’are gripped her hips and flipped her over so that she was lying on her back with the big Nightwalker between her legs.

      “Oh!” she gasped, looking up at him. He was still buried to the hilt inside her pussy and she could feel him filling her, opening her, making her his. But for the moment, he made no move to thrust—he only pinned her to the bed and looked at her, the wild light in his eyes both fierce and hungry at the same time.

      Imani was well aware of what he could do—of how much bigger he was than her and how much stronger. Also, she was in an incredibly vulnerable position, flat on her back with his thick cock buried inside her.

      But she didn’t want this to be a repeat of their bonding night—didn’t want J’are to feel bad about it when he ‘woke up’ to his thinking mind again and accessed the memories from his other side.

      “J’are,” she whispered again and reached up to cup his cheek. “J’are, you might not completely understand me but I love you. And…I trust you.” She opened her thighs even wider, trying to make herself more open, trying to give him more room to thrust inside her. “Take me,” she told him. “Fuck me, J’are—own me.”

      She wasn’t sure if it was her words or her submissive posture, but something seemed to set the big Nightwalker in action. With a low growl, he bent down and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close as he pulled halfway out of her pussy. He buried his face in the side of Imani’s neck and she felt him breathing her in, inhaling her scent as he pressed a hot, wild kiss to the side of her throat. Then he thrust into her again, making her moan with surprised pleasure.

      “Oh!” she gasped as he did it again…and again and again and again. “Oh, J’are, yes—yes! God, that feels so good! Don’t stop—don’t stop!”

      Her pussy was already hot and wet and ready from the way he had tasted her earlier and suddenly Imani realized she was right on the edge of orgasm. She could feel his fangs sinking into her flesh—not to rip and tear but to hold and mark, to claim her as his own. At the same time, his thick cock was thrusting deep inside her, the broad head giving the mouth of her womb rough, delicious kisses with every stroke as he pounded inside her.

      So good, oh God, so good! she thought deliriously as the big Nightwalker opened her and owned her completely—making her utterly his as he took her.

      Just as her orgasm rushed over her, she felt him thrust as deeply as he could inside her and then his shaft began to swell.

      Imani cried out, helpless to stop the inner spasms of pleasure as her pussy gripped his thickness, massaging him, begging for the hot seed that spurted out to bathe her womb.

      As it had before, the feeling of his seed inside her set off another intense orgasm. The pleasure was so great she almost passed out, just as she had on their bonding night. Somehow she managed to retain consciousness.

      Which meant so she was awake and aware when J’are finished his own orgasm and came back to his thinking mind.

      “Imani?” He looked down at her uncertainly, taking in the way they were still joined together with his shaft hilt-deep in her open pussy. Imani watched as fear bloomed suddenly in his no-longer glowing eyes. “Gods, are you all right?” he asked anxiously. “I thought you chained me down so I couldn’t hurt you!”

      “You broke the chains but you didn’t hurt me!” Imani assured him quickly. “You just…loved me, J’are.” Reaching up, she stroked his cheek. “Very thoroughly and very deeply but you didn’t hurt me, I promise.”

      “Gods…” He looked like he wanted to pull away and roll off her, but he couldn’t yet. Just as he had told her, it took some time for a Nigthwalker’s shaft to deflate after breeding. So they were stuck together a little while longer.

      “Why don’t you roll over so I’m on top?” Imani asked him, a bit breathlessly.

      He complied and, with one swift move, she found herself where she had started, sitting astride him with his thickness buried inside her. But J’are still didn’t look happy.

      “I can’t believe I let my feral side out after so many nights of keeping it back,” he growled morosely. “Can’t believe I let it get to you again!”

      “Hey, look at me.” She reached down and tilted his chin so that their eyes met. “Don’t talk about ‘it’ like that. Your feral side is part of you,” she told him. “A part that I love just as much as I love your thinking mind. And I promise you, once and for all, you did not hurt me.”

      “Honestly?” J’are had begun to look more hopeful.

      “Honestly.” Imani wiggled against him. “In fact, I might be up for round two…if you’re interested.” She gave him a naughty smile.

      His eyes went half-lidded as he took in her expression.

      “I could definitely be interested in that. But this time I want to take things slowly—want to stay in my thinking mind.” Reaching up, he cupped her cheek gently in one big hand. “I don’t want to just fuck you or breed you, Imani—I want to make love to you.”

      Imani felt her heart swell.

      “Oh, baby—I want to make love to you, too. That sounds wonderful.”

      “Ride me then.” J’are’s voice was hoarse and his eyes were half-lidded. “Let me watch you taking me the way I took you. Let me feel you all around me, my Defender.”

      “I’m more than your Defender now,” Imani reminded him breathlessly as she began to raise and lower herself on this thick shaft. “I’m your wife—your mate. And soon I’ll be the mother of your child.”

      “You’re the one the Goddess chose to Claim me,” he growled softly. “The female who was sent to set me free. I love you so much, Imani.”

      Imani felt her heart swell.

      “I love you too, J’are,” she murmured as he began to thrust up into her again, picking up her rhythm. “And we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together.”

      “And all because you trusted me and came for me,” he murmured.

      “Yes,” Imani agreed, moaning as she rubbed herself against him, taking him deeper. “God, yes, J’are!”

      In that moment she knew that somehow the two of them would find a place to live—a place to raise their child and make a new life for themselves and they would never be parted again.

      All because the Goddess had put them together and she had come to set him free—because J’are had been… Unleashed by the Defender.
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      “So are you ready to find out if it’s a boy or a girl?” Kat squeezed her hand excitedly as they waited for the little machine Liv had put Imani’s blood test into to finish its business.

      “I am but I’m so nervous.” Imani put a hand to her heart. “Of course I know it’s probably going to be a boy, which means we’ll either have to go live on J’are’s home planet or go back to Yonnie Six.”

      “Yonnie Six?” Liv looked shocked. “Why in the world would the two of you go there?”

      “Well, because we got a message from Judge Thoughtgood—the judge who was trying J’are’s case,” Imani said. “She let us know that since Lady Bittlebum, was dead, the property and money she had stolen had all reverted to J’are, as his adopted mother originally intended.”

      Kat snorted. “About time! So I guess you two could go live in the lap of luxury?”

      “Yes.” Imani nodded. “I could pretend to be his Mistress and he could pretend to be my bodyslave.” She sighed. “It’s not really how I want to live but neither of us knows anybody on his home world and I really don’t want to be exiled to a planet that’s mostly wild and covered in jungle.”

      “You could just go back to Florida and live in the Everglades if that was what you wanted,” Liv pointed out.

      “We thought about that,” Imani said seriously. “About going back to Earth—maybe buying a place near the wilderness so J’are could run through the woods when he goes feral at night.”

      “Why don’t you, then?” Kat asked. “That sounds like the perfect solution.”

      “Because the Kindred High Council won’t allow it.” Imani sighed unhappily again. “Not because of J’are—Commander Sylvan has spoken to them and made them see that he’s safe now that he’s bonded to me. But when I have the baby, if it’s a boy, well…”

      “You’re going to need someplace an unbonded Nightwalker Kindred male can grow up safely,” Liv said softly, finishing her thought.

      “Exactly.” Imani nodded. “Which is one reason we were thinking of moving back to J’are’s old house on Yonnie Six. It has the simulator room where our son could run and play as he grows up, just like J’are did.”

      “But what an awful culture to raise a child in!” Kat exclaimed. “You don’t want to raise your little boy in a place where he’s considered a second-class citizen.”

      “No, I don’t…” Imani bit her lip. “But I hate to move to an alien jungle planet where neither J’are or I know anybody, either. Which is why this is such a tough choice!”

      “And it’s all because you’re probably pregnant with a boy, right?” Kat asked sympathetically. “I mean, if you were having a girl, you could either stay on the Mother Ship or move down to Earth.”

      “Exactly,” Imani said sadly. “But I know that’s not going to happen. I’ve been praying about it, of course. Praying that the Goddess will help me make the right choice and accept whatever comes…”

      At that moment, the little machine dinged musically.

      “Oh, the test is done!” Liv exclaimed. She reached into the little slot at the bottom of the coffee-maker-sized machine and curled her fingers around something. “Are you ready to find out?”

      “Yes.” Imani gripped Kat’s hand tighter and nodded her head. She knew it was going to be a boy—or, well, she was ninety-five percent sure it was going to be, anyway. That was the way it was with the Kindred—they almost always fathered sons. But still…

      “Here you go.” Liv opened her hand, revealing… a small, delicate flower with a lovely pink bloom.

      “Oh! Oh my God!” Kat exclaimed excitedly. “Imani, it’s pink—that means a girl! You’re going to have a girl!”

      Imani stared with disbelief at the lovely little pink flower.

      “A girl?” she whispered, cradling it in her hand. “But…but this means we can live wherever we want!”

      “You can sell the place on Yonnie Six and buy a big farm by a forest on Earth and then you can commute to the Mother Ship by shuttle if you want to,” Kat suggested.

      “That…that sounds just perfect.” Imani’s heart flooded with joy and relief. It wasn’t that she didn’t want a son—but this made things so much easier. And she loved the idea of a delicate little daughter to raise and love. Her mom and dad would be overjoyed too, that she didn’t have to leave Earth and her family.

      “I think the Goddess heard your prayers,” Liv said, giving her a smile. “I’m glad—we don’t want to lose you around here!”

      “Thank you.” Imani swiped at her eyes which were suddenly filled with tears of relief and gratitude. “Thank you so much,” she murmured.

      For a moment, she felt a warm presence enfolding her—as though some powerful, invisible being was giving her a hug.

      “You are welcome, daughter,” whispered a soft voice in her ear. “Be well and grow in love and laughter for you are one of my children…one of the Brides of the Kindred.”

      Then the warm presence was gone but Imani knew she would never forget it. For the rest of her life whenever she felt worried or upset or sad she could close her eyes and remember that hug and know that the Goddess was watching over her, as she watches over all of her children.
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        OF COURSE NOT!

      

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a short review. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this crazy-crowded e-book landscape. They let other readers know it’s okay to take a chance on a new author or a new series. Plus they give me the warm fuzzies. : )

      Thanks for being such an awesome reader!

      Hugs,

      Evangeline

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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. : ).
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        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Also Available in Audio)

        SWITCHED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNCHARTED

        UNBOUND

        SURRENDERED

        VANISHED

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID (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

        GUARDING THE GODDESS

        STEALING HER HEART

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE

        DARK AND LIGHT

        PROTECTING HIS MISTRESS

        UNLEASHED BY THE DEFENDER

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal
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        Kindle Birthright series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        The Children of the Kindred series

        UNBONDABLE
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        Born to Darkness series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CRIMSON DEBT (Also Available in Audio)

        SCARLET HEAT (Also Available in Audio)

        RUBY SHADOWS (Also Available in Audio)

        CARDINAL SINS (coming soon)

        DESSERT (short novella following Scarlet Heat)

        (Also Available in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume
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        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG BAD WOLF (coming soon)
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        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY (Also Available in Audio)

        FANG AND CLAW

        STONE AND SECRET (Coming Soon)
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        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates
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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

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also Available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MADELINE’S MATES

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also Available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PURITY (Also Available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE BARGAIN

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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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        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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