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Kindred Birthright, Book One

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A female Blood Kindred who hates her fangs

        An Unbondable warrior who loves her...and them

        Will Kara and Raak be able to stay together?

        Or will their love be shattered because he is…Unbondable?

      

      

      Kara is a rare Blood Kindred female...unfortunately for her, she has the fangs to prove it. To Kara's dismay, it's hard to find a warrior who wants to get bitten when things get hot and heavy. She's tried dating humans too, but that doesn't work out either. So when she meets Raakshas, a Kindred warrior with dark, silver-ringed eyes who actually likes her fangs, it seems like her troubles are over.

      But there's a problem...Raak is half Y’lyn—a kind of demon without a soul. And without a soul, there's no hope of forming the permanent soul-bond that all Kindred have with their mates. Without the possibility of forming a bond, how can Kara give her heart to the big Warrior? And what will happen when she goes on an adventure to try to shrink her fangs and winds up naked in the Unseen Palace?

      You'll have to read Unbondable, the first book in the new Children of the Kindred series to find out.
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      “Ow—you bit me! Again.” Jason jerked away from her, abruptly breaking their kiss.

      Kara put a hand to her mouth, horrified at what she’d done.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, Jason. I didn’t mean—”

      “Look, Kara, I just don’t think this is working out.” He took a step back from her, shaking his head. “We’re just…not right for each other. Maybe it’s a cultural thing—you being Kindred and me being human…”

      “I’m half human too,” Kara reminded him. “My mother, Sophia, came from Earth.”

      “Well, whatever. You look a lot more Kindred than human.”

      His eyes hovered on her mouth and Kara closed her lips self-consciously, so her decidedly un-ladylike fangs wouldn’t show. Surreptitiously she ran her tongue over the sharp, double points on either side of her mouth where a human’s canine teeth would be, but she didn’t taste any blood. She hadn’t even broken the skin—so why was Jason breaking up with her?

      “Jason, please,” she began. “If you’ll just give me a chance—”

      “Look, I’m just not into biting.” He eyed her mouth again. “And let’s be honest, Kara—with fangs like yours, that’s bound to happen at some point.” He shrugged. “Maybe you should find a guy who’s into pain or something.”

      Kara wanted to protest that the pain was only momentary—that the instant she sank her fangs into his flesh she would inject a pale blue liquid called “essence” that would give him immediate pleasure. But she held her tongue…because she didn’t know if that was true.

      Certainly, those facts applied to male Blood Kindred—her father, Sylvan, was one and her mother Sophia had told her how she had feared his fangs until she learned the truth about how it really felt to be bitten by a Blood Kindred. But to Kara’s knowledge, there had never been a female Blood Kindred with fangs. They were strictly a male trait and the fact that she had them made her an anomaly…and extremely unfeminine, at least in the eyes of most of the warriors aboard the Mother Ship where she lived.

      None of them wanted to date her—though they were all polite about it. At first Kara had thought it was because her father was the Head Chancellor of the Kindred High Council or because her twin brother, Kaleb, was extremely over-protective. But gradually she came to realize that it wasn’t her status or her family that was scaring off the unmated males of the Mother Ship…it was her fangs.

      I don’t know why I thought dating a human would be any different, she thought dismally as she watched Jason walk away. He had seemed like a nice enough guy, even though he was about an inch shorter than her. Kara was tall—6’1”. But she also had curves in the right places, long, pale blonde hair and her father’s ice-blue eyes.

      Jason, who was on a work assignment from a company based on Earth, had seemed willing to overlook her fangs at first. But over time he had gotten tired of being “nipped” when they kissed and he was always extremely nervous when Kara nibbled his neck, even though she was always careful not to break the skin. Apparently, their kiss tonight had been the last straw.

      Kara sighed and looked up into the darkening sky of the parklands in the center of the Kindred Mother Ship. The artificial green sun, the power source of the ship, was dimming as it did every evening to simulate a planetary nighttime, and a soft breeze rustled through the green and purple leaves of the trees of the Sacred Grove to her left.

      For a moment, Kara considered going into the Grove and asking for guidance…but uncertainty held her back. She always felt that the priestesses, who were also Kindred females, disapproved of her because of her distinctly masculine fangs. No other female had such a male trait—it was almost as bad as having a penis! No, not quite as bad, Kara admitted to herself, but still—it was bad enough.

      Why do I have to have these things? I hate them! Savagely she bit her own tongue but the only result was a mouthful of blood and a needle-sharp pain that made her gasp. Apparently, her essence didn’t work on her own body—and who knew if it would work on a male either? If she could ever find one that wanted to be bitten—which was doubtful since it was seen as submissive and emasculating—maybe she could find out.

      She spat blood onto the green and purple grass and sighed as she felt the healing tingle in her tongue. At least she healed like a Kindred—quickly and cleanly. That was definitely a plus for her heritage.

      “Hey, Sis—what are you doing out here?”

      Looking up, Kara saw a tall, broad-shouldered shape coming towards her out of the dimness. It was her twin brother, Kaleb who had the same dark brown hair and deep green eyes as their mother.

      “Not much,” she said as her twin reached her. “Just getting dumped…again.”

      “What? That asshole human dumped you?” Kaleb’s eye flashed angrily. “You want me to teach him a lesson?”

      Kara sighed and smiled as she shook her head. Her twin wasn’t usually violent but he had always been extremely protective of her, especially after puberty hit them both and she started to grow fangs, making her different from all the other females aboard the Mother Ship.

      “It wasn’t Jason’s fault. He had good reason to dump me.”

      “There’s no reason good enough to hurt my sister,” Kaleb growled. “Seriously, Kara, let me go find him and pound him.”

      “Now you sound like War,” Kara said, half-laughing. “With Peace running after him, trying to calm him down.” The Twin Kindred brothers were almost like siblings to her and Kaleb—they had all grown up together here on the Mother Ship.

      “I just get upset when someone hurts you.” Kaleb offered her his arm. Kara took it and they began walking compatibly through the whispering grasses of the parklands, heading by mutual unspoken consent for the edge of the park nearest to the public transport. “Why did he break up with you?” he asked.

      “I…I bit him,” Kara admitted, her voice little more than an embarrassed whisper. “I swear I didn’t mean to, Kaleb but sometimes the urge to bite someone is so strong…” She looked at him hopefully. “Do you know what I mean?”

      Kaleb cut his eyes to the side and shook his head quickly.

      “Sorry, no. You know a male’s fangs don’t sharpen until he meets the female he wants to bond to him. Guess I just haven’t found the right girl yet.”

      “Um…yeah.” Kara wished she could take the shameful admission back. It was kind of like saying that she felt constantly horny, which was not something she wanted to be talking about with her brother, even if they were really close.

      But to be honest, she’d been having the almost overpowering urge to sink her fangs into male flesh for the past two years since she came of age and it was only getting worse. Maybe that was why she hadn’t been able to keep herself from nipping Jason when they kissed. She just wanted to bite someone so much but it was completely socially unacceptable—a need that had to be suppressed at all costs.

      “Well…” Kaleb looked down at her hand on his arm. “It’s going to be okay, Sis,” he said uneasily. “You’ll find somebody—you’ll see.”

      “You mean a male who doesn’t mind being bitten?” Kara laughed bitterly. “Right, I’ve been doing great at finding one of those so far. Why do you think Jason ran away? Even though I bit him by accident, he still didn’t like it.”

      “Uh…” Kaleb looked uncomfortable but he didn’t push her away. Talking about biting was like talking about sex among Blood Kindred. It wasn’t something you discussed in polite company but Kara and her twin had always been frank with each other.

      “Sorry,” she said, seeing that she had made him uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean—”

      “No, no—it’s okay.” Kaleb shook his head dismissively. “Anyway, it’s good he left,” he said, frowning. “You can’t tell me you wanted to bond with a human.”

      “Why not?” Kara demanded. “Kindred warriors bond with human females all the time. Our father did. Where would we be if Dad hadn’t found Mom?”

      “Yeah, but that’s different. Human females are small and delicate. Human males are puny and weak—that Jacob couldn’t have defended you in a fight,” Kaleb said.

      “His name was Jason and who says I need someone to defend me?” Kara demanded, glaring at her brother.

      “Nobody. I’m just saying I’d feel better seeing you with a Kindred warrior—or at least someone who isn’t half a head shorter than you.”

      “Who’s shorter than Kara?” rumbled a new voice.

      Looking up from her argument with her twin, Kara saw their cousin, Daniel, striding over to meet them. He was the son of their Aunt Olivia and Uncle Baird, a Beast Kindred, and he looked like both of them. Tall, and broad shouldered as all Kindred males were, he had a wild mane of black hair streaked with blond and strangely compelling gold and silver ringed eyes. Kara thought she had never seen a more perfect mixture of two people since Olivia had blonde hair and silvery-gray eyes and Baird had black hair and gold eyes.

      “The human Kara was dating is shorter than her,” Kaleb said, answering their cousin’s question.

      Kara gave her twin a quick shake of her head. Daniel was the leader of their circle since he was the oldest and she liked and trusted her older cousin, but she didn’t want him to know any more about her secret shame than he already did.

      But Daniel was already shaking his head sympathetically. He put a heavy hand on Kara’s shoulder.

      “Did he break your heart, little Kara? Want me to teach him a lesson? I’ll go get War and Peace and the three of us will let him know he can’t mess with our kin.”

      “No. Goddess!” Kara twitched her shoulders irritably, shrugging off her cousin’s hand. “Why are you all so over-protective of me? I can take care of myself! Getting dumped isn’t the end of the world—it’s just part of life.”

      Which was true. It was the reason she had been dumped which really stung—and which she also really didn’t want to talk about in mixed company.

      “Sorry.” Daniel shook his head. “Just trying to help, Kare-kare.”

      Her childhood nickname drew a reluctant smile from Kara’s lips.

      “All right, thanks,” she told her cousin. “I know you’re trying to be nice. I just…need to deal with this myself.”

      “What are you doing out here anyway?” Kaleb asked Daniel. “Looking for us? Did our mother send you? Because she could have just bespoken one of us.”

      “Nope—looking for War and Peace and Ziza,” Daniel answered, smiling. “War and Peace are supposed to be coming from Seeker-Finder training so of course Aunt Kat couldn’t bespeak them for fear of messing up their connection. And wherever the two of them are, Ziza can’t be far behind.”

      “Are you supposed to get everyone rounded up for the family dinner?” Kaleb asked. Every Wednesday night their parents got together for a dinner in the largest suite, which was their Aunt Kat’s since she was mated to Twin Kindred—their Uncles Deep and Lock. For as far back as Kara could remember they had been eating together and sharing fellowship and fun—it was one of the reasons she was so close to her cousins and friends.

      But Daniel was shaking his head.

      “Nope—this week’s dinner got pushed to Thursday night. I’m supposed to tell everyone so they don’t all converge on Aunt Kat—she’s got a headache.”

      “Oh, okay.” Kara felt a strange mixture of relief and disappointment. Part of her was glad she didn’t have to face her friends and family and explain about the break-up. But another part was sad that she would be away from her support system.

      Of course, she always had Kaleb—she and her twin had never been separated, not even for a day. Kara couldn’t imagine going anywhere without him. They would probably have to mate siblings so they could all stay together on the Mother Ship and raise their kids together, the way their mothers, who were also twins, had done.

      As if sensing her thought, Kaleb squeezed the hand which rested on his arm reassuringly.

      Everything’s okay, that gesture said. Everything is going to be all right as long as we stick together.

      Kara squeezed back gratefully. It was good to have a twin to count on. She felt sorry for only children like Daniel and their second cousin Ziza, who was the daughter of Aunt Lauren and Uncle Xairn. It must be awful having to go through life alone without someone always by your side to stick up for you.

      “Well, consider us told,” Kaleb told Daniel. “I guess we’ll see you tomorrow night at Aunt Kat’s then.”

      “See you.” Daniel smiled at them and reached out to give Kara’s shoulder a squeeze. “Hey, Kare-kare—it’s going to be okay. You’ll find a warrior who’s worthy of you—I just know it.”

      Kara rolled her eyes.

      “Now you sound like Shad when he’s being all mysterious and Shadow-twin-y.”

      Shad was the brother of War and Peace and he was also the first one in their circle to be mated. He had found a girl on Earth named Harper and after a very brief courtship—so brief nobody even actually heard about it—he had gotten bonded and settled down. By all accounts he and his new bride were deliriously happy but they saw a bit less of him now that he was mated. Still, Kara hoped he would come to the family dinner on Thursday—he always seemed to know more about what was going on than anyone else somehow.

      “Shad has his ways,” Daniel said, smiling mysteriously, showing white teeth, gleaming in the gloom of the artificial twilight. “But I have mine too—and I know the Goddess has someone for you, Kara. She has someone for everyone.”

      “Everyone normal you mean.” Kara sighed and ran her mostly-healed tongue over her fangs again.

      Daniel frowned.

      “Kara—”

      “Never mind.” She waved a hand at him and tugged with her other at Kaleb. “Come on—we need to get home. Mom and Dad will be worried.”

      Despite being fully grown, the two of them still lived with their parents. Part of it was because the massive Mother Ship had begun to fill up with all the mated couples and part of it was because Kara just didn’t feel quite ready to leave the nest yet. She liked looking around the dinner table and seeing her family’s familiar faces. Her parents were in their mid and late forties now but they were still wildly in love—Kara couldn’t help wishing she could find such love for herself someday.

      Not that it will ever happen with these, she told herself ruefully, running her tongue over her fangs once more.

      “See you later,” Kaleb said to Daniel as Kara dragged him out of the parklands. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

      “See you at the family dinner.” With a final wave, Daniel wandered off, probably following his sensitive Beast Kindred nose to sniff down War, Peace, and Ziza.

      “Come on,” Kara tugged at Kaleb again. “I want to get home. I’m tired.”

      “Okay.” Her twin shrugged compatibly and they walked in comfortable silence towards the public transport station, which was unusually crowded, Kara saw.

      “Hey, what’s going on here?” she asked, watching as a trio of strange, long-necked aliens with purple skin ducked into the glass-walled transport beside them.

      “The Convention of Acceptance,” Kaleb explained in a low voice as the transport hummed to life and started moving them smoothly through the Mother Ship. “Don’t you remember Dad talking about it? It’s the one time of year when the High Council accepts applications for acceptance from other species—especially ones we Kindred have made a genetic trade with. If the Council votes to recognize the trade, they can consider themselves a new branch of the Kindred with legal rights to representation, mediation, and protection from the Kindred as a whole.”

      “Oh, right.” Kara’s eyes flickered around the crowded transport and lighted on a large male who was facing away from them. He stood a head taller than anyone else in the crowd—even Kaleb—and he had long, wild dark hair and very broad shoulders, made even broader by the heavy, silver-toned uniform shirt he was wearing. The shirt was trimmed in black and tucked neatly into tight black flight leathers, which most Kindred warriors wore as part of their uniform. Was he a Beast Kindred?

      But when the male turned towards them, she saw that his eyes weren’t the pure liquid gold of a Beast Kindred but midnight-black ringed in pure silver. The strange combination gave the stranger a piercing look that made Kara want to drop her eyes the moment she met his.

      But she didn’t like feeling intimidated. Instead of looking down or away, as would be polite on a crowded transport, she lifted her chin and gazed evenly at the big stranger, giving stare for stare and refusing to look away. She had the strangest feeling she had seen him somewhere before but that was impossible—she would have remembered such a striking-looking male, she was certain of it.

      The silver-ringed black eyes, as dark as bottomless pits, widened slightly in apparent surprise, and then crinkled at the corners. The strange male had strong features to go with his striking eyes—a knife-blade nose and a full, sensuous mouth with naturally red lips framed in a neatly trimmed black beard and mustache. Seeing that she was still studying him, he bowed mockingly, as though saluting her bravery in some way.

      “Kara, what are you doing?” Kaleb yanked on her hand, drawing her attention away from the handsome, irritating stranger.

      “What?” Kara jerked guiltily. “What do you mean? I was just looking around.”

      “Looking at that strange male, you mean,” Kaleb growled, frowning. “He’s a Y’lyn—one of the Unbondable.”

      “Unbondable? What are you talking about?” Kara snuck a glance at the stranger again who appeared to be listening, though he was surely too far away to hear their conversation. There was a faint smile on his sensuous mouth, as though he found them amusing.

      “Unbondable because they’re part demon,” Kaleb explained impatiently. “Demons have no souls. You can’t form a soul bond with someone who has no soul.”

      “Oh…I guess not. How can you tell, though?” Kara risked another glance and the stranger gestured subtly at his eyes, as though trying to answer her question.

      “The black, silver-ringed eyes,” Kaleb said at once, though he was looking pointedly away from the stranger and hadn’t seen the gesture. “As well as the extra height and mass. Unbondables are always on the larger side.”

      “Shouldn’t you call them Y’lyn Kindred instead?” Kara asked. The term “Unbondable” seemed rude to her, especially since she was fairly certain the stranger was hearing their conversation.

      “No,” Kaleb said shortly. “Because they haven’t been recognized by the High Council as a legitimate branch of the Kindred. And they won’t be, either,” he added. “The Council will never allow Unbondables the legitimacy they’re seeking—that would send a clear signal that it’s all right for other Kindred males and females to mate with them.”

      “Are they really so bad?” Kara couldn’t help looking at the stranger again. He wiggled his bushy black eyebrows at her and made a mock-evil face, pretending to twirl his mustache. She started to giggle and put a hand over her mouth self-consciously to hide her fangs.

      “They’re unbondable,” Kaleb repeated patiently. “That means they can abandon their mate at any time.”

      “Humans do that when they mate with other humans,” Kara pointed out. “They call it divorce.” The concept was completely alien to Kindred, who mated for life because of their soul bond but she knew it was fairly common on Earth.

      “It’s not just that,” Kaleb said darkly. “The soul is the source of morality—of decency. Without a soul, a person can be as evil as they want without a pang of conscience. Which means that all Unbondables are essentially sociopaths—they don’t give a damn about anyone but themselves and they don’t care who they have to hurt to get what they want.”

      “Oh,” Kara said in a low voice. The handsome stranger at the back of the transport no longer seemed quite so intriguing. Still, she couldn’t help risking one more glance at him.

      This time he was standing quietly, the grin wiped off his face. When Kara looked at him, he nodded once, soberly. She wondered if he was confirming what her brother had said about him. Was he admitting that he was an evil person? Or at least, an amoral one? But would a truly evil person admit they were evil?

      She made herself face front and look away. Soon after, the transport came to their stop and she and Kaleb made their way out. Kara didn’t allow herself to look back at the Unbondable male but she could swear she felt those strange eyes, the silver-ringed pools of blackness, staring at her back until the transport pulled away.
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      “I’m worried about her, Sylvan.”

      Her mother’s voice made Kara freeze in the hallway and hang back instead of entering the family living area on her way to find a midnight snack in the food prep area as she had planned.

      “She’ll be fine, talana. She just has to find her place, that’s all.”

      “But she’s so different…she can’t even keep a human boyfriend because of those awful fangs!”

      Peeking around the corner, Kara saw that her mother had tears in her large green eyes. Though she was forty-five now, Sophia still looked like she was in her early thirties. Kindred aged slowly and anyone soul-bonded to one aged slowly as well. Sylvan, her father, looked distinguished with just a hint of silver at his temples—it was nearly invisible in his pale blond hair. Besides that, he had a few wrinkles around the corners of his eyes which made him look wise.

      “May I remind you, talana, that it was by my ‘awful fangs’ that we were bonded and have stayed together all these years?” Sylvan said dryly. He was sitting on the couch in front of the fireplace and Sophia was curled up at his side.

      “Yes, but you’re male—it’s socially acceptable for you to have fangs,” Sophia pointed out. “I’m afraid that Kara having them will condemn her to a life of loneliness. She’s such a beautiful girl but none of the warriors on the ship want anything to do with her.” She put a fist to her chest. “It just hurts my heart, Sylvan.”

      “From a father’s point of view, lack of suitors isn’t exactly a problem.” Sylvan sighed. “But I understand how you feel, sweetheart. It’s hard when your child is different—hard to see them rejected and hurt. At least Kara has her brother to stand by her.”

      “And what happens when Kaleb finds a mate?” Sophia demanded. “It won’t be long now. Shad is already bonded and you know War and Peace have had their eyes on Ziza forever. And Daniel’s bound to find someone soon too. What happens if they all pair off and Kara is left all alone?”

      “I don’t believe that’s going to happen,” Sylvan said calmly. “I remember when I myself despaired of ever finding a bride. I even took an oath never to call one—don’t you remember?”

      “That was just because that old girlfriend of yours on Tranq Prime broke your heart,” Sophia objected. “Speaking of Tranq Prime, I heard a rumor somewhere that they have a treatment for fangs there. They use it on Kindred males but—”

      “Don’t even consider that.” Sylvan’s voice was uncharacteristically harsh and Kara saw her mother’s eyes widen at his tone.

      “I just thought…your aunt and uncle, Zeelah and Grennly are there—”

      “No!” Sylvan’s voice cracked like a whip in the quiet living area. “It’s dangerous, Sophia. Something the Primes invented because of their hatred of the Kindred. Don’t speak of it again.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sophia said in a low voice and the tears that had been glimmering in her eyes rolled down her cheeks. “I just worry about her so much, Sylvan! And if it wasn’t for those fangs—”

      “Fangs or no, Kara will find someone in the fullness of time,” Sylvan said firmly. He gathered his mate into his arms and cradled her close to his broad chest, kissing her tears away. “Don’t cry, talana—the Goddess has someone for everyone. She brought you to me, didn’t she? She won’t allow Kara to live a lonely, unfulfilled life. You just have to have faith.”

      “It…it would be different if she wanted to be alone.” Sophia sniffed miserably. “It’s not because I want grand babies, although you know I do someday. Some people are made to be single but I just don’t believe Kara is one of them.”

      “The Goddess will send her the right male,” Sylvan said again. “It’s all right, sweetheart. Everything will be all right…”

      As he went on comforting Sophia, Kara slipped back to her room. Her appetite had deserted her—her stomach was tied in knots. Her mother must have heard about the break-up with Jason and that was why she was so upset. But her assumption that Kara would never find a male who would accept her as she was shook Kara to the very core. If even her own mother didn’t think there was any hope for her, well…then what hope was there?

      At least Daddy still has faith in me…or he has faith in the Goddess, anyway, she thought darkly, crawling into bed. Closing her eyes, she tried to go to sleep.

      But the conversation between her parents kept running through her mind and the memory of her mother’s tears kept Kara up long past the time she usually drifted off.

      Those awful fangs, she heard her mother saying over and over. It was something Sophia would never have said to Kara’s face—no one would have. And her mother meant no harm—she loved Kara and just wanted her to have a happy, normal life.

      But what chance did she have of that when she wasn’t normal herself?

      I wonder what that procedure she was talking about was—the one on Tranq Prime?

      Her father had seemed to think it was dangerous but Kara was beginning to feel desperate. Maybe it was something to consider, whatever it was. She did have relatives there—her father’s aunt and uncle. Kara had never met them but she knew the people of Tranq Prime were intensely clannish—she was certain if she could get to her father’s home planet they would welcome her as part of the family.

      Maybe, she thought as her eyelids at last began to grow heavy. Maybe it’s something to consider. She didn’t want her fangs pulled or anything drastic like that, but if she could somehow shrink them so they became unnoticeable…

      And maybe if my fangs shrank, the urges that go with them would shrink too, Kara told herself. It would be such a relief not to have the desperate urge to bite anymore…to sink her fangs into willing male flesh as that same flesh was sinking into her…

      Unbidden, an image of the Y’lyn Kindred—the Unbondable—rose in her mind’s eye. He was so tall…his shoulders so broad. Kara could imagine sweeping his heavy curtain of wild black hair to one side and sinking her fangs deep into the strongly corded throat…she could almost hear his low rumble of pleasure as he gave himself to her. And down below, she would be giving herself to him…riding him…taking his shaft deep inside her pussy…

      No, she told herself uneasily. No, that would be wrong. I can’t let myself think like that… can’t fantasize about letting him change the color of my eyes…

      She knew enough of Tranq Prime heritage that once she had sex with a male it would have an obvious outward physical effect. Her eyes, which were the same ice blue as Sylvan’s, would change color to reflect the fact that she was no longer a virgin. And Kara could just imagine her parents’ reaction if she came to the breakfast table one morning with different colored eyes and she was still unbonded.

      Her mom and dad were fairly progressive about a lot of things but her father was extremely old-fashioned when it came to sex—specifically sex outside of a bonded relationship.

      And you can’t bond with an Unbondable, she reminded herself uneasily. Still, why was she getting worried about such things? The Unbondable male was only here for a short time and the Mother Ship was a big place. Kara would probably never see him again.

      I don’t even know his name, she thought sleepily.

      Yet it was his darkly handsome face and those silver-ringed eyes that followed her down into sleep when she at last began to dream.
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      Kara had a job in the tech hub of the Mother Ship and the morning commute on the public transport was unusually crowded. To one side of her she was jostled by three Kindred warriors with a glittery sheen to their skin, which appeared to change colors subtly as they moved. Kara wondered if it was some kind of camouflage. To her right, were two venerable-looking elders of the Fr’Enson people.

      The Fr’Ensons had excess skin all over their bodies, much like a Shar Pei dog, which puffed up when they felt upset or threatened. The unfortunate fact that they also had their organs of sexual reproduction protruding from their foreheads like some kind of floppy, obscene unicorn horn, made them look decidedly strange—at least to Kara.

      She wondered why they were here—as far as she knew, no Kindred had ever wanted to bond with a Fr’Enson. Maybe the two elders had other business with the Council. She looked away from the odd-looking aliens and instead tried to concentrate on the scenery of the Mother Ship rushing past the clear panels of the transport.

      At every stop on the way to the hub, it seemed to get more crowded until Kara was practically squeezed into a corner. At the next-to-last stop, she heard a deep voice saying, “Excuse me. Make a little room, would you?”

      Looking up, she caught sight of the big Unbondable Kindred she and Kaleb had seen the night before. He pushed his way through the crowded transport, politely excusing himself but shoving forward all the same, which made some of the people around him grumble in protest. At last he came to rest beside the Fr’Enson elders, his back half turned to Kara.

      He was much closer to her than he had been the night before so she could truly appreciate his size. Goddess, he must be seven and a half feet tall at least! He made even Kara feel short in comparison, which wasn’t easy to do. His wild mane of black hair fell to his shoulders and from where she stood she thought she could catch his scent—something wild and spicy and undeniably masculine.

      “Well, I never!” grumbled one of the Fr’Ensons as the Unbondable wedged himself in beside them. “The nerve of some people, pushing their way in like they own the transport!”

      The words were spoken loudly enough for anyone to hear them—clearly the Fr’Enson had meant for his complaint to be audible to its intended target.

      If someone had complained about her that way, Kara would have gone scarlet with embarrassment and tried to make herself small and inconspicuous but the Unbondable male obviously wasn’t one to be intimidated.

      “Excuse me?” He leaned down, looking directly into the Fr’Enson’s saggy face. “Are you talking about me? You got a fuckin’ problem?”

      “I most certainly do.” The Fr’Enson puffed up, his saggy skin going round and rigid as a beach ball. Unfortunately, this had the effect of making his sex organ, which had been sagging from his forehead, go rigid as well. It pointed like a purple oversized finger directly at the Unbondable Kindred.

      “You better get the fuck away from me,” the Unbondable growled. “I don’t think you can complain about anyone else taking up too much room in the transport when you’re sticking your dick in people’s faces.”

      Kara felt a smile tickling the corners of her mouth at the big Kindred’s words. But clearly the Fr’Ensons were not amused.

      “How dare you?” demanded the other Fr’Enson elder. He, too, puffed up as big and round as an oversized beach ball which caused the flaccid member dangling between his eyes to go suddenly rigid as well.

      They really do look like some kind of obscene unicorns, Kara thought and giggled. Just then the transport jolted to a stop and the two Fr’Enson emissaries were thrown together so that the rigid member of the first Fr’Enson poked the second Fr’Enson in the eye.

      “Oh! My eye! You have dishonored my ocular socket with your member!” the second Fr’Enson howled.

      “My member has touched the socket of another male! I am dishonored!” wailed the first Fr’Enson. “Stop the transport—I must go for cleansing!”

      “I too, must be cleansed,” moaned the other.

      “Well,” remarked the big Unbondable. “I guess that’s what the two of you get for being literal dick-heads.”

      Kara couldn’t help herself—a shout of laugher escaped her. The two Fr’Ensons stared at her in affronted silence for a moment.

      “You…” One of them pointed at her. “How dare you insult us so?”

      “Me?” Kara put a hand to her chest. “But I never said anything.”

      “The laughter of an unvirtuous female is the worst insult a male can endure,” said the other Fr’Enson, sounding as though he was quoting some kind of religious text. “How dare you flash your teeth at us?”

      “I…I…” Kara shook her head and put a hand self-consciously over her mouth.

      “If you’re so afraid of being laughed at maybe you should cover your junk before you go out,” the Unbondable rumbled, stepping between her and the Fr’Ensons. “You look fuckin’ ridiculous, you know. Maybe get a jock-strap hat or at least wear some safety goggles so you don’t go poking each other in the eyes when you literally start dicking around.”

      Kara laughed again—she couldn’t help it. But she made certain to keep her hand over her mouth when she did, hiding her fangs.

      “Outrage! Once more the unvirtuous one laughs at us,” exclaimed one of the Fr’Ensons, pointing at her. He glared at Kara. “I know who you are.”

      “What?” Kara shook her head. “But I’ve never even met you before.”

      “You are the only female to have fangs—you must be the progeny of the Chancellor of the Kindred High Council.” He nodded decisively, his sex organ bobbing rigidly from his forehead. “Your father will know of this insult. Oh yes—indeed he will.”

      “But…” Kara had a sinking feeling in her gut. All their lives, she and Kaleb had been warned to be on their best behavior because of their father’s position on the High Council. Her dad wasn’t going to be happy when he heard the Fr’Enson elders complain about her. Plus, were her fangs really that noticeable? She put a hand to her mouth again, self-consciously.

      As the doors opened, the two emissaries waddled out, exclaiming over and over that they had been dishonored and insulted. Both were still huge, their saggy skins puffed up with outrage, so they looked like a couple of balloons.

      Balloons with dicks sticking out of their heads, Kara thought and giggled again despite herself.

      A great many other people left the car and Kara should have too. It was the last stop on the transport’s line before it returned to the station at the far end of the Mother Ship. If she stayed on, she would be making the entire return trip and would doubtless be late for work.

      But somehow, she felt frozen to the spot. She didn’t want to leave—didn’t want to get off at the same stop as the offended Fr’Ensons.

      The big Unbondable Kindred stayed too, standing quietly beside her until the doors slid smoothly closed and the transport started its return journey. Then he turned to Kara.

      “Well that was a fuckin’ interesting way to start the day.”

      “Oh, um…I guess so.” She nodded uncertainly at him and realized uneasily that they were the only two people left in the transport car. She remembered her brother’s words about the Y’lyn Kindred being amoral and doing anything they wanted. Would the big male try to hurt her now?

      But to her surprise, he didn’t lift a hand to her. Instead, he apologized.

      “I’m afraid I got you in trouble, making you laugh at them that way. Sorry about that,” he rumbled.

      “It’s okay,” Kara mumbled, looking down. This close to the big male, she felt rather intimidated, although she didn’t like to admit it. She was used to being almost as tall as many of the males around her but the Unbondable was so huge and muscular and wild-looking with his mane of ebony hair and his silver-ringed eyes. He towered over her in a rather daunting way.

      “Are you really the High Chancellor’s daughter?” he asked.

      Kara nodded. “Yes, Commander Sylvan is my father. He, uh, won’t be very happy when he hears about what just happened. Although I don’t see how I could help laughing,” she added mutinously. “They looked so ridiculous, all puffed up and poking each other in the eye with their, uh, parts.”

      “Like I said, literal dick-heads,” the Unbondable said. He put one long finger out and held it to his forehead as he mimed staggering back and forth and poking it in the air. Then he clapped a hand over his eye. “Oh, my eye! You have dishonored me with your dick!” he moaned in a high voice which was an eerily good imitation of the Fr’Ensons.

      Kara clapped a hand to her mouth and laughed, unable to help herself.

      “Like…like dick-headed unicorns,” she gasped, still covering her fangs since she couldn’t stop laughing.

      The Unbondable was laughing too, a deep rumbling chuckle that seemed to come from the very bottom of his chest. It was an infectious sound and somehow it made Kara laugh even harder until her sides ached.

      “What’s a…a unicorn?” he asked at last, apparently having trouble getting the words out through his laughter.

      “A legend from Earth—the planet we orbit,” she explained, still giggling. “It’s supposed to be a beautiful, magical creature with a horn growing from the center of its head.”

      “Hmm…beautiful…magical…and horny. I guess one out of three isn’t bad,” he remarked.

      Kara laughed again, keeping her hand close to her mouth.

      “Oh, stop,” she begged. “My sides ache as it is—I haven’t laughed so hard in a long time.”

      The big Unbondable Kindred was suddenly serious.

      “Why do you do that?” he asked, looking at her.

      “Do what?” Kara looked up at him with wide eyes.

      “That.” He gestured to her hand. “Why do you cover your mouth when you laugh?”

      “I…um…” Kara looked down at her hands, now clenched together in front of her. “I guess to hide my fangs,” she admitted in a low voice, although she didn’t know why she was telling the big male, whose name she didn’t even know, such an embarrassing thing.

      “Why should you hide them?” He sounded genuinely curious, as though he really couldn’t imagine why she ought to hide her shame.

      “Well, because…they’re unladylike,” Kara said. “Only males are supposed to have fangs.”

      “Says who?” the Unbondable demanded. “Males who feel intimidated by you? Assholes with little dicks who can’t stand to see a female doing things they think only they should do?”

      “Oh…” His assessment shocked Kara. “I…I don’t know. But I do know that no one I’ve, uh, dated had liked them very much,” she admitted. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this,” she added. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Raakshas.” He made a sweeping, theatrical bow which caused the ends of his long, wild black hair to almost brush the tops of his boots. “But you can call me Raak for short. And you are Kara.”

      “You know my name?” Kara wasn’t sure if she ought to feel worried or flattered.

      “I asked around a little. You made…quite an impression on me last night.” He grinned showing sharp white teeth. “So, was that male I saw you with last night one of those you dated who doesn’t like your fangs?”

      “Oh no—that was my brother, Kaleb,” she explained quickly. “Did, uh…” She cleared her throat. “Did you hear what he was saying about you?”

      “About me being half demon and one of the Unbondables? Yes, of course.” He nodded easily. “We Y’lyn Kindred have extra sharp senses, especially when we’re attuned to someone, like I was to you last night.”

      “Oh, um…” Kara was beginning to feel uncertain again. On one hand the way he was looking at her with such obvious interest made her heart beat harder and her cheeks feel hot. No male had ever looked at her that way—especially after they learned she had fangs. On the other hand, she had been specifically warned against Raak.

      “Let me see them,” he said abruptly, breaking her train of thought.

      “Excuse me?” Kara looked up.

      “Let me see them—your fangs.” His big hand hovered over her cheek, near enough that she could feel the heat of his skin against hers. “May I?”

      Kara’s first instinct was to cover her mouth with her hands. But the silver-ringed pools of blackness that were his eyes looked into hers and somehow she found herself opening her mouth instead.

      Raak cupped her cheek in his big, warm hand and bent down, examining her mouth as intently as though he was a new dentist assessing her.

      But I never went to a dentist that made my heart feel like it was trying to pound its way out of my chest before, Kara thought, feeling her cheeks get even hotter.

      To her horror, she suddenly realized the feel of his skin against hers was having a definite effect on her—most specifically, on her fangs. She could feel them lengthening and getting sharper as the big Unbondable looked at her. Oh Goddess, were they actually growing right before his eyes? What must he think of her? She remembered the thoughts she’d had of him the night before…the way she’d imagined herself sweeping that wild curtain of black hair aside and sinking her fangs deep into his strong throat.

      Her fangs throbbed at the thought and she felt an answering throb in her pussy—along with a decidedly unladylike urge to do exactly that—to bite him. But she couldn’t do that—she mustn’t!

      Abruptly she jerked away from his hand and snapped her jaws shut—then gave a muffled cry as her elongated fangs sank into the flesh of her lower lip.

      “What did you do that for? You hurt yourself.”

      “I…I just thought…” Kara could hardly talk. The sudden pain and embarrassment had brought tears to her eyes and she blinked fiercely, trying to will them away.

      “Hey…” Raak cupped her cheek again and lifted her face gently so their eyes met. “They’re beautiful—your fangs. Fuckin’ gorgeous. And anybody who can’t see that isn’t worth your time. If they don’t like you just the way you are, fuck ‘em, baby girl.”

      “I…” She blinked and the hot tears spilled over her lids and ran down her cheeks. “You’re just saying that.”

      “Nope, I never lie. Don’t care enough about what other people think to bother.”

      Kara stared up at him, wide-eyed.

      “I think you really mean that,” she whispered.

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling. “I live life on my own terms—if people don’t like it, too bad.”

      “Wow…” she breathed, shaking her head. “I wish I could feel like that. My whole life, I’ve always cared what everybody thought about me.”

      “Which is one reason you’re so fuckin’ miserable,” Raak pointed out.

      “I can’t help it,” Kara said, a bit defensively. “My father is the head of the Kindred High Council. My brother, Kaleb, and I were always told we had to be on our very best behavior, especially in public so I have to care what other people think.” She sighed. “Which is one reason my fangs are such a liability. Nobody ever heard of a proper Kindred female with fangs.”

      “Nobody likes the idea of a Kindred warrior without a soul, but here I am.” Raakshas spread his muscular arms in a ‘take me or leave me’ gesture. “You’ll go crazy if you spend your life trying to please everybody else. Better to just please yourself and have a good time while you’re doing it.”

      “You really have no soul?” Kara asked doubtfully.

      “Nope.” He shrugged. “Don’t miss it either.”

      “But…one of your parents was Kindred. Doesn’t that mean you got at least half a soul?” Kara asked.

      Raak laughed.

      “You got me there. My father was Kindred and my mother was Y’lyn—a demon with no soul at all. Sometimes the child of a union like that will have a soul or at least a partial soul, since one of the parents does.”

      “So…you do have one then?” Kara asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Not that I ever felt. And I’m sure the people I do business with don’t think so.” He grinned again, showing those sharp white teeth. They looked almost as sharp as her fangs to Kara, though they weren’t nearly as long.

      “The people you do business with?” she asked.

      “I captain a merchant vessel and we do a lot of trade among the known Kindred worlds,” he said. “Also, I have a very lucrative side business in, shall we say, hard to get items.”

      Kara stared at him. “You’re a smuggler!”

      “Yup.” He grinned. “Got it in one, baby girl.”

      “But…isn’t that against the laws of the Kindred High Council?” Kara demanded.

      “Right again.” He laughed that deep rumbling laugh. “But at least I’m not an outright pirate like most of my Brother Y’lyn Kindred. Which is probably why they picked me to come and make the case that the High Council should recognize us as a legitimate branch of the Kindred.”

      “Do you think they will?” Kara couldn’t help asking.

      “Absolutely not. It’s a fool’s errand and I only agreed to come because I was hoping to make some new contacts for future trade deals.”

      “And have you?”

      “I’m making one now, aren’t I?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “What—me?” Kara put a hand to her chest. “What kind of contact am I? I can’t get you any new trade deals.” She had a sudden thought which made her frown. “And if you think I’ll talk to my father about you—”

      “Oh, I think that would be a pretty fuckin’ bad idea, baby girl,” Raak rumbled. “I don’t think he’d like hearing that you spent the day with an Unbondable.”

      “Spent the day with you? What are you talking about?” Kara demanded indignantly. “I’m on my way to work! I only spent a transport ride with you.”

      “Work, huh? Last I heard, there isn’t much work out here in the residential area of the Mother Ship—it’s all in the hub, which we left behind at that last stop,” Raak pointed out.

      “Well…” Kara bit her lip and winced—her fangs were still extra-sharp for some reason.

      “Admit it—you were supposed to get off at the last stop but you didn’t want anything else to do with those dick-heads,” Raak said. “Which means you’re missing work, which further means you might as well spend the day with me. What have you got to lose?”

      “What about you?” Kara demanded. “Weren’t you supposed to get off at the hub stop too?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged. “But when I saw that you were staying put, I decided to stay too. I thought getting to know you was more interesting than the boring meeting I’m blowing off right now, baby girl.”

      “I’m not your ‘baby girl,’” Kara said, annoyed. “And why would you miss a meeting for a female you’ve never even met before?”

      “Because there’s something about you—someone inside you I want to get to know better,” Raak rumbled. “I think inside that scared, shy shell of yours there’s a wild woman waiting to break out.” He grinned. “I want to be there when she finally gets free.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Kara said, but inside she couldn’t help feeling flattered. Of course, he could be lying to her—she couldn’t discount that since he was without a soul and therefore completely amoral. But the idea that he would miss an important meeting just to get to know her was extremely flattering, especially considering the way most males would go out of their way to avoid her once they saw her fangs.

      “You know what’s ridiculous?” Raak said. “You missing work and getting into trouble with nothing to show for it. Spend the day with me, baby girl. Let’s live a little.”

      “Well…I can’t leave the Mother Ship,” Kara said cautiously. She’d been warned all her life never to get into a ship with a stranger. All kinds of people visited the Mother Ship and though most were Kindred and therefore honorable, there were the occasional exceptions. “But I guess we could get a cup of coffee or klava together.”

      Raak made a face. “Why in the Seven Hells would we want to do something boring like that?”

      Kara frowned. “Well, what do you suggest?”

      “I took a little tour of the Mother Ship yesterday when I got here and I saw a place that looked like fun…”
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      “The Rainbow Mountain? This is where you wanted to go?” The pretty little female looked skeptical as she eyed the artificial mountain spewing multicolored streams of water down its craggy sides. It was about fifteen or twenty meters high, Raak estimated, and shaped like a miniature volcano with a crater at the summit where the water poured out. The warm, rainbow streams pooled around the wide base of the mountain in a sandy area where a few young ones were playing under the watchful eye of their guardians.

      But it was the crater at the top which interested Raak.

      “Sure,” he said. “I want to know how they color the water and keep the different streams separate.”

      “I think there’s some kind of fountain at the top.” Kara waved one slim hand vaguely. “Honestly, I haven’t been here since I was a kid—it’s mostly a place to bring toddlers so they can play in the sand and the water.”

      “Well, I’m going to the top.” Raak gave her a challenging look. “When I see something I’m interested in, I go for it. You want to come with me?”

      “How?” A frown creased her pretty features. Damn, she really was a beauty, he couldn’t help thinking. He didn’t usually bother with females who seemed like they would want a long-term commitment. After all—he literally didn’t have a soul to commit with and anyway, he didn’t like feeling tied down. But there was something about this little Kindred female—not that she was actually extremely little, like most of the human women were, he thought musingly.

      Kara had curves and height to go with them—Raak liked that. He didn’t see how the other Kindred males could want to mate with such tiny, fragile-looking females. He much preferred someone like Kara with a bit of meat on her bones.

      “I said, how are you going to get up there?” she said, breaking his train of thought.

      “Climb, of course—how else?” Raak said reasonably. He measured the miniature mountain with his eyes. “Looks like there are plenty of hand and foot-holds. I should be fine.” He grinned at her. “So, you want to come?”

      “It’s twenty meters up,” she protested. “I can’t climb that far—I’m not a monkey!”

      “Don’t know what that is,” Raak answered. “But you don’t have to do any climbing, just hold on to me.” He motioned to her. “Come on…jump on my back.”

      She eyed him uncertainly.

      “I don’t know…”

      “Oh come on, baby girl,” he urged her. “Live a little. Didn’t you ever look up there when you were little and wish you could see the very top?”

      He could see he had her there. Kara was a curious girl, even if she tried to pretend she was all prim and proper. Raak was certain she had a spirit of adventure in her somewhere and he wanted to unlock it and set her free.

      “Come on,” he urged again.

      “I…there’s no way I could hold on to you,” she protested feebly, as though looking for an excuse. “Your uniform shirt is too slippery.”

      If she thought that would stop him from taking her to the top, she was wrong, Raak thought. Quickly, he unbuttoned and let the heavy, silky fabric fall in a shimmering silvery heap on the ground.

      “Never liked those damn uniform shirts they make us wear aboard the Mother Ship anyway,” he muttered, flexing his arms and enjoying the light breeze swirling around his bare chest. He kicked off his boots too. “Easier to climb barefoot,” he explained when she looked at him questioningly. “Now come on, baby girl—let’s go.”

      Kara looked slightly dazed but she at last agreed to climb on his back and wrap her arms securely around his neck and her legs around his waist. He liked to feel her weight on his back and the warm press of her body against his. Damn if the hot little female wasn’t giving him a hard-on!

      Down, boy, he told himself. It’s going to be fuckin’ hard to scale a mountain if your wood gets in the way.

      “I don’t see how you can climb this way,” Kara said in his ear. “I’m not exactly tiny like so many of the Earth girls that get called to the Mother Ship.”

      “I know—that’s one of the things I like about you,” Raak told her. “Along with those sexy little fangs. Now, hold on.”

      Before she could protest any further, he grabbed for the first outcropping on the side of the artificial volcano and started pulling them up.
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      Kara couldn’t believe she was doing this.

      I ought to be at work right now, she thought as she clung like a spider monkey to the big Unbondable’s back and watched as he pulled them steadily higher up the side of Rainbow Mountain. I should be dealing with that new project I just got assigned—not playing hooky like a kid skipping school.

      But there was just something about the big Y’lyn Kindred she couldn’t resist or ignore. He was persuasive for one thing—maybe because he seemed to know things about her she kept hidden, even from herself. She really had always wanted to go to the top of Rainbow Mountain and see inside the crater at the top as a kid. Also, it was nice to feel accepted for who she was instead of being shunned for it.

      And also, Raak is damned sexy and you’re attracted to him—admit it, whispered a little voice in the back of her head.

      Well, yes that was true, Kara reluctantly admitted. Being this close to him, she could smell his warm, spicy, masculine scent much better. Was that his bonding scent? Probably not, she decided, since he had no soul and couldn’t bond to anyone. Goddess, they were getting high up here!

      She spared a look down and wished she hadn’t. Could Raak really get them all the way to the top? He’d better or they were going to splat on the sandy beach that surrounded Rainbow Mountain and make a multicolored mess of themselves.

      “Look at that, Mommy! Look at the man and lady up top!”

      “Wow—look at them climb! I thought you said we couldn’t do that, Mommy. Why come the man and lady can and we can’t?”

      Looking down again, Kara saw two adorable kids pointing up at her and Raak. They weren’t the only ones, either. A few moments ago Rainbow Mountain had seemed almost deserted. Now there was quite a sizeable crowd gathered and all of them were staring and pointing at her and the big Y’lyn Kindred.

      “Is that the Chancellor’s daughter?” Kara heard one of the mothers ask. Due to a trick of the air flow, she could hear her quite clearly, despite the fact that they were getting higher and higher up the mountain.

      “Mmm-hmm, I think so. I saw her flash her fangs a minute ago.” The other mother shuddered. “I don’t know how she ended up with those—I thought only males were supposed to have them.”

      “Must be some kind of genetic mutation,” the other mother said. “It makes me really glad I’ve only had boys since my hubby is a Blood Kindred.”

      “Oh yes—what would you do if your child was born deformed like that?” the other mother asked. “It would be so sad. Of course you would love them no matter what but still…”

      Kara felt her cheeks going hot. Suddenly the crazy climb up the side of Rainbow Mountain didn’t seem quite so fun anymore. She wondered if Raak had heard the women’s conversation too—if so, he hadn’t said anything about it, even though they continued to talk.

      “And what is she doing up there with that guy anyway?” the other mother went on. “Isn’t there some kind of rule that prohibits climbing up the side of the mountain?”

      “If there isn’t there should be. It’s a bad example for the children. Someone ought to complain.”

      “I’ll bespeak my hubby right now and you bespeak yours. We’ll get someone here pretty quickly if we tell them it’s the Chancellor’s daughter pulling this stunt.”

      This was too much for Kara.

      “Stop!” she said in Raak’s ear. “We have to go back—those women down there are going to complain to my father and get me in trouble.”

      “Sounds like the story of your life, huh, baby girl?” Raak grunted, as he continued to climb. “Someone always running to daddy to tell on you?”

      “Well…yes.” Kara thought of all the years she’d had to be perfect in school so the other kids wouldn’t think she got special treatment because of her father’s status. “But that’s beside the point,” she said. “We have to get down before we make a scene.”

      “I have news for you—we already made one. Also, here we are at the top. Let’s look inside the crater like we wanted to.”

      Raak was standing on a ledge just about four feet below the lip of the crater and looking down into the hole. Of course by now he was soaked from the multicolored streams of water which flowed down the side of the mountain and Kara was pretty wet herself. His warm, wet skin was slippery to hold on to but Raak reached behind him and supported her easily with one big hand under her thigh.

      Kara bit back a moan at the sudden contact and bent over his shoulder to examine the inside of the crater, interested despite herself in the water pumping mechanism. Science, tech, and mechanics had been her three favorite courses in school and she had also excelled in piloting, which her Uncle Baird had taught her when she was barely twelve cycles old.

      “Look at that,” Raak murmured. “Looks like they have a flow disbursement mechanism but how do they keep the colors of the water separate?”

      “Maybe repelling nanites in each of the streams?” Kara suggested. “Watch…”

      Leaning down over his shoulder, she scooped some of the yellow water into her hand and then held it under the blue stream. But instead of mixing to form green, the blue water made a little jump and went back to its own stream, avoiding the yellow water in her palm completely.

      “You were right, has to be nanites,” Raak growled.

      “Cool,” Kara breathed, trying again with two different streams with the same result. “Why didn’t I ever notice that when I was a kid?” Maybe because the last time she’d come here she was only 4 or 5.

      For a moment she was completely mesmerized by what she was seeing. Then a familiar voice came floating up from below.

      “Kara? What are you doing up there? Come down—that’s dangerous!”

      Looking down, she saw her twin brother with a horrified look on his face. There was a large knot of people gathered around him pointing and talking too.

      “Uh-oh,” Kara muttered.

      “Guess it’s time to go back down, huh, baby girl?” Raak growled. “Okay, hold on tight.”

      He climbed down the side of the artificial mountain as quickly and competently as he had climbed up it. Much sooner than she could have wished, Kara found herself facing her outraged twin.

      Kaleb was red in the face, his green eyes narrowed to slits. But it wasn’t Kara he was glaring at.

      “Who in the Seven Hells do you think you are and how dare you risk my sister’s life?” he demanded, poking a finger at Raak. “She could have been killed if she fell from such a height!”

      “Your sister was never in any danger—I wouldn’t have let her fall.” Raak eyed the other male coolly, his silver-ringed eyes unreadable.

      “You shouldn’t even be with her in the first place—you’re an Unbondable!” Kaleb continued.

      Raak’s eyes flashed but he spoke mildly enough.

      “I wasn’t trying to bond her to me—we were just having a little fun.”

      “A little fun? You—” Kaleb surged forward as though he wanted to punch the big Y’lyn Kindred but Kara stepped hurriedly between them.

      “Stop it, Kaleb! It’s not like Raak forced me to go up the side of the mountain—I wanted to go.”

      “And make a spectacle of yourself? What is Father going to say?” her twin demanded.

      “You let me worry about that,” Kara snapped. “It’s my problem, not yours.”

      Her father and mother were probably not going to be very happy but really, where was the harm? It wasn’t like she and Raak had hurt anyone or damaged any property—they were just having fun.

      Kaleb stepped back, a hurt look in his eyes.

      “Sorry for caring, sister. I was just worried about you.”

      “Well, I’m fine.” Kara felt completely miserable now. She and Kaleb never fought. It felt wrong and it worried her to be at odds with her twin. “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to make her voice softer. “I just…I’ll have to deal with this on my own—okay?”

      “Just come home with me, all right?” There was no demanding in Kaleb’s low tone—more a note of pleading, Kara thought. He’s frightened for me—that’s what made him angry, she realized and felt guilty all over again.

      “Let me say goodbye to Raakshas,” she told her twin. “I owe him that much. Then I’ll come.”

      “I’ll wait.” Kaleb took a few steps back, crossing his arms over his broad chest. He kept a stern eye on Raak, who didn’t seem to even notice, anymore than he noticed or bothered with the crowd that had gathered when they were on the side of the mountain.

      He really doesn’t care what anyone thinks, Kara thought enviously. Wish I could be that way.

      “Looks like I got you in trouble again, huh, baby girl?” he rumbled when she turned to him. “Sorry about that. I guess I should have warned you from the beginning that I’m bad news.”

      “I had fun,” Kara said, lifting her chin. “I don’t…don’t care if I got into trouble.”

      “Sure you do. But that’s okay.” He cupped her cheek, looking down into her eyes. From the corner of her vision she could see Kaleb make a restive move towards them and then pull himself back. Clearly it upset him to see Raak touching her—even minimally. “At least we had a day you’ll never forget,” the big Y’lyn Kindred growled softly.

      “No, I…I won’t.” For some reason Kara’s voice came out sounding breathless and faint. “And I…I’ll never forget you, Raak.”

      “We might see each other around sometime. I’m leaving tonight for Tranq Prime in a cadre of a bunch of other trading ships. But you never can tell when I might show up at the Mother Ship again.”

      From the corner of her eye, Kara saw Kaleb’s mouth twitch into a tight-lipped frown. She knew her twin well enough to realize he was biting his tongue on purpose—probably to keep himself from telling Raak he wasn’t welcome here ever again. Which would almost certainly be true once her father heard about her little “adventure” today.

      “Goodbye,” she said and felt strangely like crying. Which was ridiculous—she barely knew the big Unbondable and it wasn’t like they could have had any kind of relationship. Why should it upset her never to see him again?

      “Bye, baby girl.” Leaning down, Raak brushed a swift, feather-light kiss to her lips.

      At once, Kara’s heart began to pound and she felt her fangs sharpen and start to ache. The urge to grab the big warrior, brush his hair aside, and bury her teeth in his neck was almost insurmountable. But somehow she held herself back. Biting was a sexual act among the Blood Kindred—not something one would ever do in public—especially not in front of her brother.

      “Goodbye,” she said again and watched as Raak gathered up the silky silver uniform shirt and walked off, without bothering to put it on again. His broad, muscular back flexed powerfully as he sauntered off, pushing through the thinning crowd as though he didn’t give a damn what any of them thought.

      Kara couldn’t help the small sigh that escaped her lips. I’ll probably never see him again.

      Then Kaleb’s hand was on her elbow.

      “Come on.” Her twin’s voice was low and tight. “Let’s go home.”
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      “What were you thinking, Kara?” Her father ran a hand through his short blond hair, his eyes filled with concern. He wasn’t shouting at her—there was honest bewilderment in his pale blue eyes, so much like her own.

      “Father, I…” Kara started and then trailed off—she honestly didn’t know how to explain. They were in Sylvan’s study with the door shut, just the two of them and she felt like a little girl all over again, in trouble with her father.

      “You’ve been perfectly behaved all your life and then I get two formal complaints about you in one day.” Sylvan shook his head. “You’re far past the age of adolescent angst and rebellion. Yet the Fr’Enson elders said that you laughed at them and mocked them openly. Then directly afterwards you go and risk your life by climbing up the side of Rainbow Mountain with a very unsuitable male. Why, Kara?”

      “First of all, I didn’t mock anyone,” Kara said, finding her voice at last. “I only laughed because I couldn’t help it—they were all puffed up and poking each other with their…anyway, they looked ridiculous,” she ended lamely and cleared her throat. “But I didn’t mean to insult them.”

      “All right.” Her father nodded thoughtfully. “And the other stunt you pulled?”

      “It wasn’t a ‘stunt’,” Kara protested. “I’ve always wanted to know what the mechanisms inside Rainbow Mountain look like—how they work. You know that—I remember asking you when you took Kaleb and me there when we were little.”

      Sylvan sighed and ran a hand through his hair again.

      “Yes, I remember,” he said reluctantly. “You always did want to know how everything worked. I remember when you took apart the chronometer your mother gave you for your tenth birthday—how upset she was. She thought you were being destructive but I told her it was just your natural curiosity.”

      “Exactly.” Kara felt a surge of hope that her father would understand. “That was all it was—curiosity.”

      “It was more than that, Kara.” Sylvan spoke in a low, gentle voice. “It wasn’t just the fact that you climbed up Rainbow Mountain—it was who you climbed it with.”

      “Raakshas isn’t a bad male,” Kara protested. “Just because he’s a Y’lyn Kindred—”

      “He’s an Unbondable.” Her father’s voice went suddenly harsh. “He can’t form a permanent bond with anyone—he’ll only hurt you, Kara.”

      “It was nothing like that,” Kara protested. “Raak is just a friend.”

      Sylvan frowned. “I know males like that and friendship isn’t what they’re after.”

      He thinks Raak wants to change the color of my eyes, Kara thought and felt a mortified blush creep into her cheeks.

      “Father, please.”

      “Sweetheart…” Sylvan sighed, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I know you’ve been having some…problems lately. But you’re a beautiful, special female. You don’t have to stoop to consorting with a male who only wants sexual favors. You’re better than that.”

      “Goddess!” Kara felt ready to burst with embarrassment. Her father never spoke to her about these kinds of things. He had left “the talk” to her mother who had spoken to Kara about the birds and the bees and her changing body years before. But now her father went on relentlessly, as though he was determined to have his say.

      “I should have spoken to you before this,” he said, studying her face, which felt as hot as an oven. “I did speak to your brother about it but I didn’t know…exactly how to broach the subject with you.”

      “What…what subject?” Kara’s mouth was dry and she wished she could sink through the ground and disappear. Anything to end this embarrassment.

      “It’s about your fangs,” her father said heavily. “Sometimes when they start growing in they can give you…urges that are hard to control. And you might feel—”

      “I don’t want to talk about this!” Kara burst out, yanking away from his hand on her shoulder. “I shouldn’t have to. I shouldn’t have these stupid fangs in the first place—everything always comes back to my fangs!”

      “Well, sweetheart…you’re unique.” Sylvan raised his hands, palm up. “No one has ever heard of a Blood Kindred female with fangs before. Personally, I believe it’s an effect of the way your mother’s human DNA mixed with my Kindred DNA.”

      “I don’t care why I have them! I just wish they were gone. Or I could…could shrink them somehow.” Kara felt tears stinging her eyes.

      “Don’t wish to be someone you aren’t, my daughter.” Her father’s voice was low and grave. “You are beautiful and perfect and precious—so precious to me and your mother. You are exactly as the Goddess intended you to be.”

      “Then why does everyone talk about me?” Kara burst out. She remembered the hurtful words of the women at the Rainbow Mountain—the way they’d talked about her being “deformed.” And the way Jason had broken up with her—the way every male she knew looked at her like there was something wrong with her. Everyone but Raakshas had looked at her that way.

      Is it any wonder I was drawn to him? she thought desperately. He accepted me, fangs and all. Who else besides my family is willing to do that? No one! I’ll never have a normal life and all because of these damned fangs!

      “Kara, sweetheart—” her father began but Kara couldn’t stand anymore.

      “I have to go.” She raced for his study door and yanked it open. But she stopped in the doorway. Turning, she half-met Sylvan’s eyes. “I’m sorry I shamed you, Father. It…it won’t happen again.”

      He opened his mouth—probably to protest or to call her back—but Kara couldn’t bear to stay. She rushed out the door, her eyes filled with hot, angry tears.

      Her fangs—it was always her fangs. They made her recognizable enough that everyone knew she was the Chancellor’s daughter. Kaleb didn’t have to put up with such instant recognition and retribution and why? Because it was normal for a Blood Kindred male to have fangs. And as for what her father had tried to tell her about the fangs giving her urges…

      Kara shuddered with embarrassment at the thought. But then a little voice inside her spoke up.

      It’s true, isn’t it? Haven’t you been having the urge to bite someone—to bite a male—for a long time? Doesn’t the ache in your upper teeth make you shiver with need? Isn’t that why you “accidentally” bit Jason? You were hoping he might ask you to bite him again, in a different place, weren’t you? But instead he dumped you. It’s the story of your life, the damn fangs mess up everything.

      Well, maybe it was time to do something about them. Kara dashed the tears out of her eyes and thought again of her mother’s words the other night when Sophia had thought she and Sylvan were alone. “I’ve heard of a treatment…on Tranq Prime…”

      I’ll go there, Kara suddenly decided. Of course it would mean “borrowing” a long range shuttle from the Docking Bay but she could manage that—hadn’t she been taking piloting lessons since she was twelve cycles old? She could outmaneuver most anyone but Uncle Baird himself. Still, a long range shuttle wouldn’t get her all the way to Tranq Prime, which was hundreds of light years away…

      Then she had a thought. Hadn’t Raak said there was a cadre of trader ships going to the Blood Kindred home world tonight? She was certain he had. So if she could borrow a shuttle and fly out with the rest of them, she could slip through when the Mother Ship folded space and no one would be the wiser.

      I can call Great Aunt Zeelah and Great Uncle Grennly and I’m certain they’ll let me stay with them once I explain who I am. I bet they’ll help me find the right doctor to perform the procedure or the treatment or whatever it is too.

      What the procedure was, Kara had no clear idea. She had a vague mental image of a serious but kindly physician handing her a tube of toothpaste-like medicine and telling her gravely, “Now you rub that on your fangs twice a day for two weeks and they should shrink back down to the size of normal teeth.”

      “And the…urges? The way I want to bite someone so badly?” Kara imagined herself asking.

      “Why, the medicine will take care of those,” the imaginary physician said, smiling. In Kara’s daydream she was a kindly, gray haired old lady. “You won’t have to worry about a thing—you’ll be perfectly normal in just a little while.”

      “Oh thank you—thank you!” Kara imagined herself hugging her and thanking her over and over, tears of gratitude in her eyes. “You’ve changed my life forever,” she would say.

      And the kindly gray-haired physician would smile and tell her to go have a beautiful, normal life and everything would be all right.

      The vision was so strong in her head that Kara wasn’t even looking where she was going. She nearly ran head-long into Kaleb, who was standing in the hallway directly between their two rooms.

      “Oof!” she gasped as she careened into her twin brother’s broad chest.

      “Hey, watch where you’re going.” Kaleb grabbed her by her upper arms to steady her. “Where are you going anyway? Did the talk with Dad go that badly?”

      “No.” Kara shook her head. “No, he was mostly understanding.”

      “Then why the rush?” He frowned. “I watched you—you ran out of his office like your hair was on fire and your ass was catching.”

      It was an expression they’d heard from their Aunt Kat on occasion and it usually cracked Kara up. This time, however, she could only muster a small smile.

      “I just…wanted to get away. He…” She cleared her throat. “Dad wanted to talk to me about my fangs. About how they give you…” Her voice dropped. “Urges.”

      “Oh…” Kaleb let go of her, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “He had that talk with me too—but years ago.”

      “Yeah, well…he seemed to think it was long overdue for me.”

      “So…um…” Kaleb didn’t seem to know what to say. Looking up at her twin, Kara realized that if she followed her plans, she would be leaving him for the first time. They had never been apart before—not even for a day. And now she would be gone for who knew how long when she left for Tranq Prime.

      On impulse, she hugged him.

      “Hey…” Kaleb’s arms came around her and he squeezed back uncertainly. “What’s that for?”

      “Because I love you. And…” Kara cleared her throat. “And I’ll miss you.”

      “Miss me? What do you mean?” Kaleb’s green eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Where are you going? You’re not chasing after that Unbondable are you?”

      “No, this has nothing to do with Raak,” Kara said firmly. “It has to do with me—something I have to do for myself.”

      “What?” Kaleb sounded mystified. “What do you have to do?”

      Kara hesitated for a moment—should she tell him? Normally she could always trust Kaleb to keep her secrets but she knew that if he thought she was in danger; her twin would tell her father and mother for no other reason than to keep her safe. And her father had said that the treatment on Tranq Prime was dangerous.

      That thought made her a little uneasy but Kara shoved the feeling away. It was probably only dangerous for male Blood Kindred and since she was female it should be no problem.

      She hoped.

      “Kara?” Kaleb was looking at her worriedly and she realized she’d taken too long to answer.

      “I’m…moving out for a little while,” she said, which was technically true. “It’s time, you know?”

      “I’ve been thinking that too,” Kaleb admitted in a low voice. “So, do you want to get a suite together?”

      “Oh, uh…” Kara swallowed hard. She ought to have anticipated that her twin would make such an offer. Most sisters and brothers wouldn’t care to live together but Kaleb was more than her brother—he was her best friend and closest confidant.

      “Kara?” he asked again, frowning.

      “I’m sorry,” she said as gently as she could. “But…I think I want my own space for a little while. Do you understand, brother?”

      “Oh…oh, yes of course. I just thought…” Kaleb shook his head. “Well, I’ll help you move your stuff if you want,” he said, a bit stiffly.

      “Not that much to move,” Kara said brightly. “You know all the suites come fully furnished. And I’ve never been much of a clothes horse like Ziza.”

      Their second cousin was a fashion icon—with her creamy brown skin and gold-on-black eyes she was a striking beauty and she made the most of it.

      No one ever says Ziza is deformed or strange, Kara thought, suppressing a surge of resentment. Her eyes are way more visible than my fangs but nobody ever makes fun of her.

      Of course, Ziza had a natural flair that seemed to carry her through life. And she had an added advantage—her father wasn’t the head of the Kindred High Council. Plus, she liked being the center of attention.

      Whereas I just want to blend into the crowd, Kara thought ruefully. Well, soon enough she would. She’d be on her way to Tranq Prime to take care of her pesky fangs once and for all.

      “Well…okay, I guess.” Kaleb’s face, which still looked worried and uncertain, brought Kara back to the present.

      “Love you, brother,” she said and gave him another hug and a swift peck on the cheek. “But now I have to pack. Oh, and…” She bit her lip. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

      He gave a confused-sounding laugh.

      “You sound like you’re moving to a different galaxy, not just half-way across the Mother Ship.”

      “No, of course not,” Kara hastily denied, but she couldn’t meet her twin’s eyes while she lied. “I’ll just…miss living close to you and Mom and Dad—that’s all. But…it’s time I left.” She took a deep breath. “Past time. You know?”

      “I know. You take care of yourself too then, Kare-kare,” he murmured, squeezing her tight. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to you. I love you; you know that—right?”

      “Of course I do. I love you too.” Kara squeezed him back and then extracted herself from his embrace. She had to hurry if she was going to be ready to go when the cadre of trader ships left for Tranq Prime.

      “See you later, brother,” she said, smiling wide enough to show her fangs. Next time he saw her, they would be normal sized and regular-looking, she was certain. Next time Kaleb saw her, she would be a whole different person.

      She had no idea how right she was or how scary her journey to “normal” was going to be.
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      “All ships, you are cleared for take off. The Fold is open. Repeat, the Fold is open and you are cleared for take off,” came the voice of the Flight Controller from her ship’s com.

      “That’s my cue,” Kara muttered to herself. Making certain she stayed in the center of the cloud of trade ships as they lifted off en mass, she pulled on the steering yoke, bringing the little shuttle smoothly up to hover in midair.

      To her left, she caught a glimpse of a big black ship with red markings—Raak’s vessel. She’d seen him boarding it as she was choosing a shuttle to borrow and had been immediately tempted to go tell him she was also going to Tranq Prime. But two things stopped her.

      First, she didn’t want to seem desperate. What if Raak thought she was only going to Tranq Prime because he was going there as well? What if he thought she was throwing herself at him when they barely knew each other? Kara didn’t want the big warrior to think she was some kind of stalker chick, crazy to be with him for life when they’d only had a few hours together.

      Her dignity demanded that she keep her distance so no matter how fiercely her fangs throbbed when she saw his muscular form, she kept quiet and stayed to the shadows so he wouldn’t see her.

      The second reason she didn’t seek Raak out was because she’d told Kaleb that this time she was taking away from her family was for her—and that was absolutely true.

      She was a grown woman who still lived in her parents’ house, was still a virgin, had never had a long-term relationship, and had never been on any kind of adventure. When she thought about it, Kara decided that was kind of pathetic. She listened to her mother and her Aunt Liv and Aunt Kat and Aunt Lauren talk about the amazing things they had done when they were Kara’s age. Why, Aunt Kat and Aunt Lauren had actually met for the first time on the Scourge home world! And her own mother had been to First World and Tranq Prime and…well, the list went on and on.

      Kara had never been anyplace but the Mother Ship and Earth, which was boringly tame compared to some of the planets her mother and aunts had visited.

      Of course, it wasn’t like Tranq Prime was as wild as Rageron, the Beast Kindred home planet, but it was a whole lot colder than anything she was used to from her life in the climate-controlled Mother Ship. As insurance against the freezing temperatures, she had packed her thickest boots and her father’s old vranna skin coat—made from the pelt of the fearsome beast which he had killed when he was only twelve cycles old.

      Kaleb had wanted to try killing a vranna too when he’d heard that story as a boy but their mother had firmly vetoed the idea. Kara was glad about that—she’d heard that a grown vranna was taller than a polar bear from Earth and twice as fierce. Still, she was glad she had the soft, warm coat of turquoise fur. It should keep her from freezing when she walked from the landing area to the entrance of the grotto where her great aunt and uncle lived.

      Kara hoped they wouldn’t mind her popping up unannounced but she was afraid if she called them they might alert her father and tell him where she was.

      And I don’t want anything to spoil the surprise, Kara told herself. The next time I see my family my fangs will be normal-sized and all my unladylike urges will be gone.

      It was a happy thought and she held onto it hard as she guided her little craft into the red gash in space—flying through the Fold for the first time on her own.
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      Folding space was always a strange sensation—one which she had only experienced once or twice when her father took his family with him on a diplomatic mission. But even then she and her brother had always been confined to the shuttle.

      This time I’m on my own and I’m going to get out and explore and see anything I want to, Kara told herself. There’s nobody holding me back—I’m going for it!

      Luckily, her great aunt and uncle lived in the largest grotto on Tranq Prime and that was where most of the trading ships were headed. Kara followed along, looking at the frozen wastes that flew by beneath her ship and reviewing the planet’s history in her head.

      The frozen Blood Kindred home world was also home to a race called the Primes. The Primes were a proud people—they had been there before the Kindred and had welcomed them grudgingly onto their planet, allowing them to call brides from their people only when it appeared that an epidemic of Blood Fever might wipe out the entire female population. But after the epidemic was over, the Primes had tried to push the Kindred out, saying that they needed to purify their bloodlines. There were still some Blood Kindred here but many had migrated to the Mother Ship and other Kindred home worlds where they felt more welcome.

      Aunt Zeelah and Uncle Grennly are Primes, Kara remembered with a twinge of unease. I hope they won’t mind that I’m half Kindred. I hope they’ll honor our kinship and let me stay with them.

      Of course if they didn’t, she could always stay in the public hostel. For centuries upon centuries Tranq Prime had been a closed planet, meaning that if you didn’t have kin to stay with there, you couldn’t stay at all. There were no hotels or motels or anyplace else for a trader or merchant or wanderer to lay his or her head at night in the underground grottos where the people lived. And of course, staying outside the grottos on the freezing cold surface of the planet was unthinkable.

      But during Kara’s lifetime, Tranq Prime had finally opened its doors—albeit grudgingly—to outsiders. Each of the larger grottos had built a public hostel and though there were strict limitations as to how long a visitor could stay, it was now possible to visit Tranq Prime for trading purposes, although they still discouraged any kind of vacationers.

      But I’m not a vacationer—I’m family, Kara told herself as confidently as she could. She landed her ship a little way away from the rest of the trader vessels and made certain her landing gear was on steady ground. Then she took a deep breath and punched in a number on her viewscreen.

      A moment later, two elegant, somewhat older people appeared before her. The woman had ice blue eyes and pale blonde hair, swept up into a tasteful twist at the top of her head. The male beside her had somewhat watery blue eyes and a long, bony face. He didn’t have much hair but what he had was carefully scraped over the bald dome of his head in straggly blond wisps.

      Kara recognized them from old holo-pictures she’d seen in her father’s family photo library—this had to be her great aunt and uncle.

      “Yes?” The woman frowned at her, a sour expression on her thin, elegant features. “Who might you be and why are you calling us?”

      “Aunt Zeelah? Uncle Grennly?” Kara asked hopefully. “I’m sorry to call you out of the blue like this but I’m here on Tranq Prime and I was hoping to meet you in person.”

      “Meet us? Who are you?” Grennly demanded.

      Kara gave them a close-mouth smile, being careful to hide her fangs.

      “I’m Sylvan’s daughter,” she said. “Sylvan—your nephew. Or…sister’s son,” she said, remembering the round-about way they named kinship bonds here.

      “Oh, good gracious!” Aunt Zeelah’s face cleared and she put her clasped hands to her heart. “Oh Grennly—it’s little Hara! My sister’s son’s daughter!”

      “It’s Kara,” Kara corrected her gently. “And yes, that’s me! I came all the way from the Mother Ship.”

      “Such a long way! Er…is anyone else with you?” Grennly peered at her anxiously, as though Kara might be hiding all the rest of her family in the back of her shuttle.

      “Nope, it’s just me,” she said brightly. “I’d very much like to meet you in person, Uncle Grennly, Aunt Zeelah.”

      “Well, of course, my dear!” Aunt Zeelah said. “Just come to the main grotto and we’ll meet you by the reflecting pool.”

      “Wonderful!” Kara wanted to grin but instead she gave them another closed-mouth smile. “I’ll be right there.”

      “We’ll see you soon!” Aunt Zeelah trilled and Uncle Grennly waved a hand at her in a friendly way before the connection was cut and her viewscreen went blank.

      There, that wasn’t so bad—they’re welcoming me with open arms! Kara told herself as she pulled on her boots, grabbed her carryall cube and swathed herself in the thick vranna skin coat. She put on thermal gloves and a thermal face shield too, just to be safe. She well remembered the story her parents had told about how her mother had nearly died from exposure, even in the short amount of time it took her father to carry her from their ship to the entrance of the grotto, when she first came to Tranq Prime.

      Finally, when she felt she was as shielded from the weather as she could be, Kara popped open the door to her shuttle…and was nearly knocked flat on her back by the gust of icy wind that shoved through the entrance like an overeager customer at an all-you-can-eat buffet.

      “Whoa!” she muttered, bracing herself against the wind. “Good thing I’m covered up!”

      She stepped out into a cold so icy it seemed to steal her breath. It made her nose and mouth go numb and her lungs ached when she breathed it in, despite her thermal face shield. Kara knew that she needed to get out of it quickly before she froze.

      Up ahead, moving in a group over the snowy plain, she saw the traders and merchants. Raak was among them—a head taller than everyone else. He was also the only one not wearing any kind of face and head protection. His long black hair whipped in the icy wind but Kara didn’t think he looked distressed or even particularly cold. He moved easily, walking at the front of the pack of merchants and looking around, his silver-ringed eyes taking in everything while all the other traders were solely focused on the door in the vast stone wall that rose to their left.

      Kara was focused on the grotto door too. She didn’t want to draw unwanted attention from the traders or let Raak know she was there but neither did she want to get left behind. Moving quickly and blessing the fact that the thermal face shield would mask her features, she made her way to the back of the group and was the last one through the rusted metal door before it clanged shut behind her.

      She found herself in a long tunnel made of rough, brown stone walls which stretched downward at a mild slope as though going into the heart of the earth.

      “Whew—fucking cold out there!” one of the merchants complained, blowing on his hands—which were large and blue and had seven fingers each. He looked like a Durstan from Drusia Seven to Kara.

      “You’re not kidding,” muttered another. “Hope this stop is worth it.”

      “If you’ve got the right wares to sell, you’ll make it worth it,” a deep voice said.

      It was Raak speaking, Kara saw, glancing up quickly. She saw his nose twitch as he caught her gaze momentarily and she was glad all over again for the face shield. It would be so awkward if he knew who she was—thankfully her cold weather disguise allowed her to be anonymous.

      Not wanting to make small talk with the rest of the merchants, she hurried down the long access tunnel, the vranna fur coat trailing behind her.

      “Look at him go—must have a buyer already lined up,” she heard one of the merchants say.

      “Nah—just trying to get warm. Damned hard on a ball of ice like this,” came the muttered reply. And then Kara was far enough ahead that she couldn’t make out their words anymore, which suited her just fine—as did the fact that they had apparently assumed she was male.

      After many twists and turns, she emerged from the long tunnel into a much larger, open area—the grotto. It was enormous for an underground space, Kara thought—at least as big as two football fields from Earth put together. It was also open and airy, so that she could only dimly see the natural rock ceiling glinting far above.

      The plain brown walls of the tunnel had given way to vast sheets of pinkish rock that were streaked with what must be mineral deposits in every imaginable color. A purplish-blue vegetation that was short and fuzzy like moss covered the floor which sloped down to a center area, where a grove of pale trees with silvery leaves grew around a still blue lake.

      “Oh, beautiful,” Kara breathed to herself as she surveyed the scene. Then she saw two familiar figures standing by the side of the lake—her great aunt and uncle waiting for her.

      “Aunt Zeelah! Uncle Grennly!” Kara waved eagerly to them and then hurried down the purple moss-covered slope to the shores of the placid blue lake. “It’s so good to meet you at last!” she exclaimed, pulling off the hood of the vranna skin coat and stripping off her thermal mask.

      “Oh yes, my dear—we’re happy to see you too.” Aunt Zeelah gave her a tight little smile. She was dressed in a furry brown dress that Kara recognized at once.

      “Oh, a tharp! My mother still has hers—the one that gave her so much trouble when she and my father visited Tranq Prime before they were bonded,” she said.

      Her Uncle Greenly was also dressed in furs, although unfortunately, his didn’t suit him quite as well as Aunt Zeelah’s. He was wearing a kind of furry purple skirt which came to mid-thigh and furry purple boots to match. This outfit left his scrawny, somewhat concave chest bare and didn’t do his skinny legs any favors either.

      But Kara didn’t care about appearances—she was just happy to see her distant relatives and hopeful that she might soon get the treatment she so desperately needed.

      “Well, well—tell me, my dear, what brings you to us so unexpectedly this way?” Uncle Grennly asked. “Are you hoping to see the grotto when the Snowdrop trees are all in bloom?”

      “Oh yes, that must be it,” Aunt Zeelah exclaimed. “After all, the Snowdrop Festival is tomorrow. You must sit at our table during the feast, my dear. We’ll get you some…suitable clothing.” She looked at the vranna skin coat—which really was rather old and worn—with a highly skeptical eye.

      “That sounds beautiful and I would love to sit with you during the feast,” Kara said. “But…well…that’s not exactly why I came.”

      “Why then have you come, wife’s sister’s son’s daughter?” Uncle Grennly asked, frowning.

      “Well…” Kara hesitated but there didn’t seem to be any easy way to say it. “I came because of these,” she said. Parting her mouth, she pointed to the sharp, double set of fangs on either side of her mouth, exactly where a human had their canine teeth.

      “Oh my goodness gracious!” Aunt Zeelah actually went pale.

      “Are those real?” Uncle Grennly demanded.

      “I’m afraid so,” Kara said apologetically.

      “Close your mouth at once!” Aunt Zeelah was looking around, as though wondering if anyone had seen the shameful sight. “Blood Kindred males are bad enough but a female with fangs? Who ever heard of such a thing?”

      “No one,” Kara admitted. “I’m the only one that I know of.”

      “Well that is just completely unacceptable!” Uncle Grennly blustered, as though she’d grown the fangs on purpose.

      “Really most shocking,” Aunt Zeelah agreed, fanning herself with one hand. “Kara, dear, I’m afraid we can’t be seen with a fanged Kindred female. In fact, I think we’d better go now. Come, Grennly.” She tugged on her husband’s skinny arm.

      “But…but I came here because I heard you had a treatment for Blood Kindred—for their fangs, I mean,” Kara pleaded.

      “A treatment?” Aunt Zeelah frowned for a moment…then her expression cleared and she lifted an eyebrow, studying Kara intently. “Ah yes…the treatment.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere, Kara thought.

      “Yes, exactly!” she said anxiously. “Please, can you just tell me where I can get it done? I’m so tired of living with these.” She pointed at her mouth, though she was careful not to bare her fangs since her relatives had been so shocked and horrified by the sight of them earlier.

      “Well, of course you are.” Aunt Zeelah was beginning to sound kind rather than offended again, which seemed like a good sign. “After all, nobody wants to go through life disfigured if they can help it.”

      Kara didn’t like to think of herself as “disfigured.” That sounded like someone had splashed acid in her face or she had been horribly burned in a fire. But she supposed she would have to keep her mouth shut—both literally and figuratively—if she wanted her relatives’ help.

      So she simply nodded her head humbly.

      “Can you help me find the right doctor to help me? I have credit so I can pay. And I can stay in the public hostel while I wait to have the treatment done.”

      “Stay in the public hostel?” Aunt Zeelah looked shocked. “Where anyone might see those…” She dropped her voice to a whisper, as though she was saying a dirty word. “Those fangs of yours and then find out you’re related to us? Certainly not!” She shook her head decisively. “No, you’ll just have to stay in our domicile and I’ll ask the doctor to make a house call.”

      “Are you sure you don’t mind?” This was exactly what Kara had been hoping for but she didn’t want to push things too far. “I don’t want to impose.”

      “No imposition at all,” Uncle Grennly said, a bit too heartily.

      “That’s exactly right, my dear,” Aunt Zeelah agreed. “The doctor can treat you in private and then, when you’re ready to come out in public for the Snowdrop Festival, no one will be the wiser.”

      “Oh, is the treatment really that fast?” Kara exclaimed. “I mean, it can be done in only a day?”

      “It’s pretty much instantaneous,” Uncle Grennly assured her. “I’ve seen it done before—it makes an immediate difference.”

      “That’s wonderful! What is it?” Kara asked. “I mean, what’s the treatment? Is it some kind of gel or paste you rub on the fangs that makes them shrink to normal size?”

      “Something like that, dear,” Aunt Zeelah said evasively. “Doctor ThrobGood can tell you about it in detail.”

      “Dr. ThrobGood?” Kara frowned. It seemed like an odd name for a doctor but then, she did remember from her mother’s stories of Tranq Prime that the people had weird names here.

      “Oh yes, he’s the preeminent extract—I mean doctor—here in the main grotto.” Aunt Zeelah looked over Kara’s shoulder and frowned at the bunch of merchants who were just now arriving in the main grotto. “But come—we can’t just stand around here in public talking about such a delicate subject. Let’s get you back to our domicile.”

      “Of course,” Kara agreed. She threw a quick glance over her shoulder as she followed her great aunt and uncle out of the grotto. Raak was standing there, among the other merchants, already haggling over the price of goods with one of the Tranq Prime natives. Kara thought his nose wrinkled but he didn’t look up at her. Which was good, she told herself—he must have no idea she was there.

      But as they skirted the pale blue lake and made their way out of the main grotto, she couldn’t help remembering the big warrior’s words to her when he’d first seen her fangs.

      “They’re beautiful—fuckin’ gorgeous. And anybody who can’t see that isn’t worth your time. If they don’t like you just the way you are, fuck ‘em, baby girl.”

      But I’m the one who doesn’t like my fangs, Kara argued with herself, feeling uncomfortable. I’m going to have this treatment done for me—so I can be happy and live a normal life. Right?

      Holding on to that thought, she followed her great uncle and aunt into another hallway—this one vast and richly carved—and lost sight of Raak completely.
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      Aunt Zeelah and Uncle Greenly lived right off the main grotto in the wide tunnel which was called the Central Corridor. They seemed quite proud of their proximity to the grotto and Kara thought it must be some kind of status symbol.

      “Here you are, my dear.” Uncle Grennly opened the front door, decorated lavishly in elaborate gold symbols, with a flourish, revealing a tastefully appointed room with a steaming, purple stream running through the middle of it. The stream went through the entire house, apparently providing heat to the chilly underground cavern. Kara admired it and was careful not to step in it as she entered the domicile and looked around.

      “Now, I think we can put you in Nadiah’s old room,” Aunt Zeelah said, smiling. “Nobody’s using it since she never comes to visit. Of course she says it’s because that mate of hers can’t leave his planet for some reason but I really think that’s an excuse. I never get to see my daughter’s children.” She sighed. “But never mind about that—come this way, my dear.”

      Actually, Kara had heard the story of Nadiah and how Aunt Zeelah and Uncle Grennly had tried to force her into marriage with a male she didn’t love, so she didn’t really blame her for not visiting.

      The thought gave her an uneasy feeling but she tried to push it aside.

      That’s been more than twenty years ago—surely they’ve mellowed since then, she told herself as she followed Aunt Zeelah down the hallway, being careful not to step in the purple stream.

      “Here we go—I hope you don’t mind, I neatened it up a bit but other than that, we’ve kept the room just as Nadiah left it,” Aunt Zeelah said, opening a door.

      “It’s fine,” Kara assured her as she stepped inside. The room looked like a teenage girl still lived there—the bed was covered with a bright purple spread and there were curling posters of Kindred warriors on the walls. Kara, who had talked with her Aunt Nadiah over the viewscreen enough to like her, could almost feel her bubbly presence here. It was nice—comforting in a way. After all, wasn’t she doing what Nadiah had done so many years ago? Going off on an adventure—looking to change her life?

      There was a holo picture of Nadiah herself sitting on a tall chest of drawers. It had been taken years ago, before she had met and married Councilor Rast and he had changed the color of her eyes. In this picture they were still blue and she was laughing and waving. In a way, Kara almost felt like she was waving at her. She smiled warmly at Aunt Zeelah.

      “This is lovely. Thank you so much for welcoming me into your home.”

      “Of course, my dear. You’re very welcome.”

      Aunt Zeelah smiled back, a bit tightly, Kara thought. Then she realized her own smile was showing her fangs. Quickly she closed her lips, scaling her smile down considerably.

      “You just make yourself comfortable,” Aunt Zeelah told her. “Last meal will be ready shortly and then I’m sure you’ll want to get some rest before you see Dr. ThrobGood tomorrow morning.”

      “Oh, of course. It has been a long day.” Kara almost yawned and then realized that would show her fangs again. So she held the yawn back and just smiled until her great aunt left.

      Kara wanted to explore Nadiah’s room and see if there were any more bright little sparks of her personality left around but she’d barely gotten started before Zeelah was back.

      “Here we are, my dear—a selection of tharps for you to try,” she said, putting a heap of furry, multicolored fabrics on the bed.

      “Oh, thank you!” Kara was cautiously excited. She had always wanted her own tharp—a semi-sentient living creature which doubled as an article of clothing. As a child, she had heard horror stories from her mother about how Sophia’s tharp had double-crossed her during an important dinner and caused no end of problems by tickling her and grabbing the guests who were sitting on either side of her.

      Of course, that had only made Kara want one all the more. She could remember that every time their mother told that story she and Kaleb had laughed until their sides ached. The idea of their quiet, dependable mother being tickled by her living dress and making a scene at a big banquet had seemed deliciously funny.

      “Now let’s see…which one would suit you best…”

      Kara shed the heavy vranna skin coat and Aunt Zeelah started holding up the different tharps to her cheek. To an outside observer it might look like she was seeing which color matched Kara’s complexion the best but Kara knew differently. More important than matching coloring was finding a tharp which matched your personality. That had been the problem with her mother’s tharp—the two of them were a mismatch which had led to all the confusion and problems.

      “Well now,” Aunt Zeelah said at last. “I think this one will do nicely.”

      To Kara’s delight, her new tharp was a deep, royal blue which brought out the color of her eyes. She pressed it to her cheek and could almost feel a hum of delight coming from the fuzzy fabric. It was as soft as velvet against her skin and she felt an instant affinity with it.

      “It’s lovely,” she said. “How can I ever repay you for your kindness?”

      “Nonsense, my dear. You’re family which means you have to look presentable. Your uncle Grennly and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Kara thanked her again and as soon as Aunt Zeelah had gone, she took off everything but her boots to try the tharp on. It felt a little funny to be naked under the soft blue fabric but sensuous too.

      “Mmm, you feel wonderful,” Kara told the tharp, draping it around herself in a one-arm-over-the-shoulder toga look. “And you’re gorgeous too. I just know we’re going to get along—nothing like my mother and her tharp.”

      She could have sworn she heard a barely audible purr of approval and the friendly tharp molded itself more firmly to her breasts and hips, emphasizing her hourglass figure.

      “Oh, that’s nice!” Kara exclaimed, stroking it gently. “I wonder if you’re a male or a female?” Did tharps have sexes, she wondered? And if so, how would you ever tell the males and females apart?

      The tharp responded to her gentle caress with a caress of its own. Suddenly the royal blue fabric seemed to be tighter around her nipples and below, it was brushing inward, to stroke the soft patch of blonde curls between her thighs.

      “Hey!” Kara wasn’t sure about this. It was one thing to be friendly with your clothing but something else to have it be friendly back—especially since the tharp seemed to be edging past friendly and into sexual harassment territory.

      “Take it down a notch!” She tried plucking the blue fabric away from her chest but it only clung tighter.

      “You must be a male tharp,” Kara told it through gritted teeth. “You really have to stop this!”

      Just then, there was a knock on her door and Uncle Grennly stuck his head in.

      “Your Aunt Zeelah asked me to get you for last meal, my dear. You uh…look lovely,” he added, his eyes crawling greedily over her body and taking in the way the royal blue fabric was molded to her curves.

      “Oh, uh—thank you. I’ll be right out.” Kara crossed her arms over her chest, hiding her breasts as well as she could, feeling horribly uncomfortable. Uncle Grennly had seemed so nice before but the way he was looking at her gave her the creeps.

      “Very well—our dining area is just down the hallway and to the left of the heat stream.” With a final lingering look, Uncle Grennly withdrew.

      “Behave yourself!” Kara hissed to the tharp under her breath as the living fabric squeezed her nipples until they stood out like hard little buds. “If you think I won’t take you off and put back on my other clothes—the ones that don’t molest me—you’re wrong!”

      The tharp responded by loosening a little around the breasts and thighs which made her breathe a sigh of relief. Good, maybe she just had to show it who was boss.

      “That’s better,” she told it as she finally exited Nadiah’s room and made her way to the dining area. “Now be good at dinner, all right? I’m trying to make a good impression.”

      When she got to the large dining table her great aunt and uncle were already seated. The table was heavy, elaborately carved stone and looked like it could seat twenty if need be but there were only three spaces set. Her aunt and uncle were seated on either end and there was a spot directly in the middle just for her.

      Somewhat awkwardly, Kara took her seat. It seemed strange that the three of them were so far apart but maybe Aunt Zeelah and Uncle Grennly liked Last Meal to be a formal occasion.

      “Ah, we’re so glad you could join us, Kara,” her aunt said. “I hope you enjoy gumby stew.”

      “I’ve never had it before but I’m sure it will be delicious,” Kara said politely. She hoped she liked the stew—she had a full bowl of it in front of her. Picking up a spoon with a square-shaped bowl and a long handle, she poked at the strange mixture. It was full of dark green meat-like chunks swimming in pale green broth and the smell of it was slightly spicy, like the Tex-Mex food her Aunt Kat loved.

      “Well, go on—eat up,” Aunt Zeelah commanded, taking a bite of her own stew.

      “Oh yes, of course.” Kara took a spoonful of the mixture and began eating.

      She had heard horror stories from her mother about the food on Tranq Prime but to her relief, the gumby stew wasn’t that bad. It was spicy and tangy with a slightly metallic aftertaste but it wasn’t horrible. Kara was able to finish the entire bowl which seemed to satisfy her elderly relatives.

      There was bright blue woo to drink but it burned Kara’s throat and she stuck to the water, which was in her other goblet. It was rather awkward trying to make small talk across such a large expanse of the long table, but her aunt and uncle seemed more interested in eating anyway. At last, they were all finished.

      “Did you save room for dessert or are you too tired, my dear?” Aunt Zeelah asked when the last mouthful of green stew had been swallowed.

      Kara had to suppress another yawn. It really had been an incredibly long day. She couldn’t believe that only that morning she had been offending the Fr’Ensons and climbing Rainbow Mountain with Raak and now, tonight, she was on a whole different planet. But she didn’t want to offend her relatives by refusing dessert outright.

      “Well, if you made something special—” she began.

      “Oh no.” Aunt Zeelah waved one perfectly manicured hand negligently. “Nothing special. I just know we have some frozen sweetened xarna mucus in the icehole.”

      “Oh, uh…that sounds delicious but if you don’t mind, I’d rather get some rest,” Kara said carefully. Growing up on the Mother Ship, she had tasted all kinds of foods from many different cultures but she had no desire to eat any kind of mucus.

      To her relief, Aunt Zeelah nodded approvingly.

      “That’s a good idea dear—get some rest. We’ve booked quite an early appointment for you with Dr. ThrobGood and you want to be at your best for the, uh, procedure.”

      Kara wanted to ask again about the procedure but having a full stomach was suddenly making her horribly sleepy. She put a hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn.

      “Thank you, Aunt Zeelah, Uncle Grennly,” she said, nodding to each of them. “May I please be excused?”

      “Such lovely manners.” Aunt Zeelah beamed at her. “Of course you may. Have a good night’s sleep, my dear. And if you need anything, please let me know.”

      “Thank you so much.” Kara smiled at them both, being careful to keep her fangs covered, and then made her way back to Nadiah’s room.

      “Time to go to bed,” she told her tharp, which had behaved nicely during dinner, much to her relief. “I wonder if I should wear you to sleep in too. Or if I should put on the pajamas I packed in my carryall cube?”

      The tharp responded with a gentle, non-sexual caress—a soft brushing of its velvet surface against her skin—which felt like a plea. Remembering that the living fabric drew nourishment from being next to her skin, Kara relented.

      “All right, you were very good at dinner,” she told her new dress/pet. “I guess I can wear you to bed too as long as you promise to behave.”

      There was no answer except another soft, pleading caress, but that was enough to decide her. Taking off her boots, Kara slipped under the purple coverlet and snuggled into Nadiah’s bed. The last thing she saw as the wall glows faded to dim was the holo-picture of her Aunt Nadiah waving and smiling. The image followed her down into sleep, making her feel safe and secure.
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      “Wake up. My Child, you must wake up.”

      Kara was having the strangest dream. The picture of Aunt Nadiah was speaking to her. But the voice wasn’t light and bubbly like Nadiah’s voice. Instead it was a warm, resonant, feminine tone filled with authority and power.

      It doesn’t sound like Aunt Nadiah, she thought in her dream. But then who is it? Who’s talking to me?

      “Wake up,” the holo-picture said again and now Kara saw that it had changed. Aunt Nadiah was no longer smiling and waving. Instead she had a worried look on her pretty face and she was motioning urgently at Kara. Also, her eyes had gone the strange green-within-green that Kara associated with priestesses of the Goddess.

      The Goddess, she thought sleepily. It couldn’t be her talking to me, could it?

      The thought brought her fully awake and she opened her eyes in the strange bed, feeling disoriented for a moment. Then she became aware that there were low voices coming from somewhere outside her room. She was tempted to roll back over and go to sleep but then she caught her name in the low murmuring and realized that her aunt and uncle must be talking about her.

      Need to check this out, she thought and stumbled out of bed, straightening her new tharp, which had somehow gotten twisted around her breasts and between her legs as she slept.

      Feeling a sense of déjà vu, Kara crept out the door and down the hallway, listening as she went. She could hear her Aunt Zeelah and Uncle Grennly talking but there was someone else as well—a well modulated, slightly fruity male voice.

      Peeking carefully around the corner, Kara saw her older relatives sitting on a stiff, rather uncomfortably looking brown-spotted sofa. Sitting across from them in an equally uncomfortable looking high-backed chair was an older male.

      He was a Prime, like Aunt Zeelah and Uncle Grennly, since he had no fangs and his bony shoulders were narrow, unlike a Kindred males would be. He was dressed like Uncle Grennly in a furry orange tharp-kilt and boots but he pulled off the look much better. Maybe because he had a full head of silver-gray hair and an important air about him. He was also carrying a small black bag which looked made to hold medical instruments.

      Dr. ThrobGood—that must be him, Kara thought. But what is he doing here so late? Or is it early?

      She frowned. Aunt Zeelah had told her that they had made her an early appointment with the doctor. Had she overslept? Or was it still the middle of the night?

      Kara checked the chronometer on her arm, which she had set to Tranq Prime time when she got to the planet’s surface. Sure enough, it was three o’clock in the morning, which meant she had been sleeping only about five hours. What was going on?

      She started to go out and ask—maybe announce her presence and explain that their talking had woken her and she had decided to introduce herself to the doctor. But something stopped her. Maybe it was the lingering effects of her strange dream but she decided to hang back a bit and listen to what was being said.

      “I’ve never performed the procedure on a female before,” Dr. ThrobGood was saying to her aunt and uncle. “I never dreamed I’d be called to do it. A female with fangs—Gods, what an abomination!”

      “Yes, Doctor, we quite agree. So you can imagine how desperately we need your help.” Her Aunt Zeelah leaned forward, clasping her hands pleadingly.

      “And how much we are relying on your discretion,” Uncle Grennly added grimly. “If anyone found out the girl is related to us…”

      “Social suicide.” Aunt Zeelah threw up her hands dramatically. “That’s what it would be—social suicide!”

      “Of course you can trust me to be discrete.” The doctor nodded his distinguished looking silver-gray head. He hesitated for a moment. “You do realize there may be…side effects, though?”

      Side effects? Kara’s heart began to pound. What was he talking about?

      “Side effects?” Uncle Greenly said, echoing her thought. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, when we do this procedure on a Kindred male it tends to neuter them sexually. The fangs are inextricably tied to the sex drive in a Blood Kindred.”

      They are? Kara thought wildly. But when she considered it, the doctor’s statement made sense. Wasn’t biting seen as a sexual act? And when her fangs throbbed and ached to bite a male, didn’t her pussy also throb and her nipples get tight? Yes, her fangs were definitely a sexual part of her.

      “It’s very possible that extraction of the fangs may have the same effect on your niece,” Doctor ThrobGood continued. “She may be unable to experience sexual desire after the fangs are taken out.”

      Extraction? Fangs taken out? Kara felt sick. All her nice daydreams of a kindly old doctor giving her cream to rub on her fangs to make them shrink were rapidly imploding. As much as she hated the effect her fangs had on the people around her, they were still a part of her. She didn’t want them removed—she just wanted them to be less noticeable.

      What the doctor was talking about sounded drastic…not to mention painful. She’d had a tooth pulled once when she was younger and it had not been a pleasant experience. And her fangs were different from the rest of her teeth—they were so much more sensitive, so much more important somehow.

      Kara put a hand to her mouth protectively. She felt as though she’d come out in the middle of the night and heard her relatives talking about giving her a clitorectomy—a female circumcision—as some of the primitive tribes down on Earth used to do, or something awful like that. How could they seriously be thinking about killing her sex drive without even asking her first?

      But then it got worse.

      “She may even be unable to conceive children,” Doctor ThrobGood continued. “I have no way of knowing but I would surmise that the extraction of her fangs might seriously jeopardize your niece’s chances of reproducing.”

      “Well, that’s no great loss.” Aunt Zeelah waved a hand as though shooing away an annoying fly. “After all, who wants more fanged females running around? Really, we’d be doing her and the entire universe a service.”

      Kara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Were they serious? She’d thought her aunt and uncle liked her. How could they feel this way? That she was an abomination that ought to be neutered for her own good? What was wrong with them?

      “Personally, I feel the same way—it’s irresponsible to allow such a person to breed and possibly pass on her mutation. So if you’re willing to sign the papers of consent on her behalf, then I’ll be more than happy to perform the extraction,” Doctor ThrobGood said. He reached into his bag and pulled out a roll of parchment and a writing instrument.

      “Of course we’re willing. Here.” Aunt Zeelah took the paperwork and, without even bothering to read the scroll, simply signed her name on the bottom. She was passing it to Uncle Grennly when Kara’s paralysis broke and she stumbled out from the hallway.

      “You can’t be serious,” she said, looking from her aunt to her uncle. “I can’t believe this—I mean, I heard all the stories about how you tried to make Aunt Nadiah marry a male she didn’t love but I never dreamed you’d do something like this. How can you be so heartless and cruel?”

      Uncle Greenly’s eyes opened wide and Aunt Zeelah’s mouth made a perfect O of surprise but Dr. ThrobGood kept his cool.

      “Hello, my dear—you must be Kara.” He rose smoothly, black case still in one hand as he approached her.

      “Yes, I am.” Kara took a step back from him. “And I’m also not interested in being neutered like an animal against my will. I thought you could give me something to shrink my fangs or make them less noticeable—not yank them out of my head and ruin my sex drive and my ability to have kids!”’

      The doctor laughed—a soft, kindly chuckle that belied his earlier sinister words.

      “Now, now my dear—I’m not a miracle worker or a Kaji from Xephron Five!” he exclaimed. “I’m afraid the only way we have to deal with your…deformity is to remove what’s causing you to be deformed.”

      “I’m not deformed—just different,” Kara protested. “And what if I want a family some day?”

      “Come now, Kara—you don’t want to bring more children into the world with your problems, do you?” Aunt Zeelah asked coaxingly, coming towards her. “Really, this is best for everyone.”

      “You mean it’s best for you and Uncle Grennly so nobody knows you have a niece with fangs,” Kara exclaimed. “I’m sorry you feel that way but I don’t.”

      “Your Aunt Zeelah is right, Kara,” Uncle Grennly was also closing in on her now, forcing Kara to take a step back. “It’s better not to pass on such mutations to the next generation.”

      Kara took another wary step back.

      “If you would rather I leave, I’ll be happy to go,” she said nervously. “Nobody even has to know I’m here. I’ll just slip back to my ship and fly home.”

      “But I’m afraid I already told a number of my friends that our great niece was going to be appearing at the Snowdrop Festival with us,” Aunt Zeelah objected. “You can’t get out of going now, my dear. It’s a social obligation.”

      “And in order to appear in public, you must get those fangs pulled,” Uncle Grennly said. “There’s no other way it would be socially acceptable.”

      “So I have to get my fangs pulled out just so I can go to a fancy party with you? I don’t think so!” Kara exclaimed. “Do you hear yourselves? That’s crazy!”

      Aunt Zeelah looked miffed.

      “It most certainly is not crazy,” she snapped. “We are sticking our necks out for you, introducing you to the crème de la crème of our society, Kara dear. The least you can do is make yourself presentable before the festival!”

      “You’re talking like I’m refusing to wear the right dress but this is permanent damage—pulling my fangs would change me forever in a way I don’t want to be changed!” Kara objected.

      “It’s not just social standing at the Snowdrop Festival at stake, my dear,” Dr. ThrobGood said. “I happen to agree with your aunt and uncle—it’s our moral obligation to be certain someone with such an obvious deformity doesn’t procreate. And since the paperwork has already been signed, I feel I must perform the procedure.”

      “What? No! Don’t I get any say in this?” Kara demanded.

      “Of course you do—you’ll get to choose the prosthetic teeth I insert into the empty cavities left by your fangs. I promise you, I have some very nice ones,” the doctor assured her. “Nice and white and normal looking.”

      “No!” Kara yelled. “You know that’s not what I meant! What’s wrong with you?”

      “Not a thing, Kara—it’s what’s wrong with you that we want to fix. This is all for your own good,” Aunt Zeelah said, smiling sweetly. “Now be a good girl and come along…”

      The three of them were still advancing on Kara and she was beginning to feel cornered. Her great aunt and uncle and the doctor were getting closer and closer—in a moment there would be no way out!

      Breaking away, she ran towards the front of the domicile, trying to keep to one side of the heating stream so she didn’t fall into it and twist her ankle.

      Have to get away from here—get out now! she thought, her heart drumming so hard she could barely breathe.

      She got to the door but found to her horror that it wouldn’t open.

      “Hey, what’s wrong with this? Let me out!” she cried, tugging at the handle but the thick door was shut tight.

      Suddenly Dr. ThrobGood was right behind her.

      “Take it easy now, my dear,” he murmured. “Let me just give you something to relax you and then we’ll continue this at my office.”

      Something sharp bit the side of Kara’s neck and she gasped, feeling like she’d been stung by a wasp. She raised her hand to push whatever was hurting her away but noticed almost at once that her arm didn’t want to work right.

      “Hey!” She turned to Dr. ThrobGood and nearly fell as her legs started to give way. “Hey…wha…what did you give me? Whas wrong with…with my body?”

      “Just an effect of the relaxing agent, my dear.” He slipped an arm under her on one side and nodded at her uncle. “Grennly, I believe I’m going to need your help. She’s not exactly pocket-sized is she?”

      “Do be careful!” Aunt Zeelah exclaimed as Kara’s great uncle grabbed her other arm. “Be sure you keep her absolutely quiet on the way to the office! We can’t have word of this leaking out—we just can’t.”

      “Don’t worry, Zeelah—we have the situation well in hand,” Grennly said, doing something to the door which made it unlock.

      “The paralytic will reach her vocal cords momentarily,” Dr. ThrobGood added. “And no one ought to be up at this hour. We’ll have those fangs extracted and bring her back to your domicile before even the earliest riser is up.”

      As he spoke, he and Grennly had Kara by the arms, dragging her out into the Central Corridor. It was dark and quiet at this hour, only dimly lit by some natural luminescence from the ceiling above. Kara’s feet were dragging on the ground as they pulled her along and every moment it felt as though more and more of her body was going numb. Soon she would be completely under the spell of the drug the awful doctor had given her and then it would be too late…

      “No!” The voice that spoke in her head was as loud as a shout but it was clear that no one but Kara heard it. “No, my daughter—you must fight this!” it insisted. It was the same voice that had spoken to her from Nadiah’s picture, Kara realized. “Fight it, Kara,” the voice urged. “Call for help and it shall be given to you.”

      Kara’s mouth already felt heavy and her lips felt rubbery, as though she’d been given a huge dose of numbing agent at the dentist’s office. But somehow she managed to call out.

      “Help! Somebody help me!” Her lips were so numb the words sounded more like “som-bod hel ee” but her voice carried surprisingly well down the echoing Central Corridor.

      “Stop that!” Grennly hissed, clamping a clammy hand over her mouth. “Do you want the entire grotto to know you’re here?”

      “She doesn’t need the entire grotto to know—she only needs me.”

      The new voice coming out of the darkness ahead of them made Kara jerk her head up despite the drug she’d been given.

      Standing there, blocking their path like a pillar made of smoke and shadow, was Raakshas.
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      The big Unbondable was bare-chested and wearing nothing but a pair of loose sleeping trousers and boots but he was still a terrible sight to behold. His muscular arms were crossed over his chest and his hair was a wild black wave around his angry face. His silver-ringed eyes flashed in the dim light.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing with Kara?” he demanded, his deep voice rolling and echoing in the long, broad tunnel.

      “Who is this and how does he know your niece?” demanded Dr. ThrobGood, sounding incensed.

      “I have no idea!” Grennly exclaimed. “He appears to be one of the merchants who came with the last batch—some kind of Kindred spawn—but I don’t know him.”

      “You’re gonna know me in a minute if you don’t take your hands off Kara.” Raak’s voice was a deep, menacing growl.

      “You have the wrong idea, my good fellow,” Dr. ThrobGood said smoothly. “We are simply taking this young lady for a necessary medical procedure and as you can see, time is of the essence. Now if you would just move aside…”

      “I don’t think so.” Raak took a step forward, bending down to look Kara in the eyes. “Hey, baby girl,” he said softly, his own eyes concerned. “What’s going on here?”

      Kara tried to answer him but the drug was creeping up on her again. She opened her mouth but no words came out this time.

      “As you can see, she’s very ill!” Grennly exclaimed. “We need to get her to the doctor’s office at once! Now will you please get out of the way!”

      Raak frowned and for a moment Kara was desperately afraid he was going to believe their lies and let them take her. Then he leaned closer, looking intently at her.

      “Just tell me this, Kara—are you going with these two of your own free will?” he asked.

      With a mighty effort, Kara somehow found the strength to shake her head back and forth.

      “N…no,” she forced out with a gasp.

      “Didn’t think so,” Raak said and punched her Uncle Grennly right in the face.

      “Oh!” Cursing and swearing, Grennly toppled over, dropping his hold on Kara’s arm which caused her to sag to one side. She would have fallen to the floor except Dr. ThrobGood was still holding doggedly to her other arm.

      “All right…” Raak turned to the doctor next, his big fists ready and the light of battle in his silver-ringed eyes. “Are you going to let her go or do you want some of what he got?” He nodded at Grennly who was rolling on the floor, cupping his hands to his bleeding face and moaning about a broken nose.

      “You don’t seem to understand—this girl has a deformity.” The doctor spoke clearly and distinctly, as though to a slow child he was trying to explain things to. “I am taking her back to my office to fix her. To help her.”

      “Yeah, well it doesn’t look to me like she wants your help.” Raak stepped forward. “Come on—give her up.”

      Angrily, Dr. ThrobGood dropped Kara’s arm and shoved her away from him. She would have fallen flat on her face if Raak—moving with amazing speed—hadn’t caught her and swung her into his arms.

      “This is an outrage!” The doctor’s fruity voice trembled with anger. “You cannot get away with this! You’ll be expelled from this grotto at once!”

      “Oh yeah? You go ahead and try,” Raak growled.

      “I’ll do more than that. I am one of the guardians of this grotto and I have the means to defend it!” Dr. ThrobGood declared, his voice echoing with righteous rage.

      Cradled against the side of Raak’s chest, Kara could still see the doctor standing beside Grennly, who was still crouched on the floor. Dr. ThrobGood was fumbling inside his furry orange tharp-kilt as though looking for something in an inner pocket. When he got it out, she saw a long, tubular piece of silver with a mouthpiece at one end.

      What is that? she thought fuzzily. Some kind of dog whistle?

      She got her answer shortly. Putting the silver tube to his lips, Dr. ThrobGood blew a long, loud, shrill blast which echoed all up and down the Central Corridor.

      “Help!” he shouted. “Rouse out! Come to the Central Corridor—there is an intruder who must be expelled! The safety of the grotto is imperiled. Rouse out!”

      Raak stiffened.

      “Oh shit,” Kara heard the big warrior rumble. Then he pulled her closer to his chest. “Hang on, baby girl—I think we better get out of here or we’re in for a world of hurt.”

      Kara couldn’t say anything, couldn’t do anything since the paralysis of the drug was now complete. As the citizens of the grotto started tumbling out of their domiciles, all armed and looking for trouble, she thought she had never felt more helpless. All she could do was hope that Raak could save them both as the big Unbondable turned and ran with her in his arms.
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      “We’re in the shit now,” Raak remarked as he ran down the access tunnel, Kara still clutched in his arms. He didn’t know if he was talking more to her or himself. Whatever they had given her—and he was certain the so-called doctor had definitely given her something—had made her nearly inert. She wasn’t a small female but luckily Raak was strong and he had no trouble keeping ahead of the angry mob that was now chasing them, even carrying her in his arms.

      Still, there was going to be trouble when they got out into the sub-zero temperatures of the Tranq Prime night. Being half Y’lyn, he had self-heating blood which would keep him from freezing to death but he knew Kara didn’t. Plus, she was only wearing a skimpy blue garment which barely covered her body, leaving her extremities bare. She was in no shape to go out in the bitter cold.

      Yet he was afraid he didn’t have a choice. The mob behind him was getting closer and by their yells and shouts, they were out for blood. He had to make a decision—either risk Kara’s life outside on the trip between the grotto and his ship or let her be taken by the mob.

      Raak knew what he was going to do—he couldn’t give her back to those bastards who had been dragging her like dead weight down the hallway of the grotto. He had to take a risk—he was pretty sure it was what Kara would want him to do. He had seen the fear in her eyes when he asked if she was there of her own free will and he had heard the desperation in her voice when she called out.

      They would just have to risk it.

      “Hold on, baby girl,” he told her as he came to the grotto’s exit—the same door they had entered by just a few hours before. “It’s going to be fucking cold out there but I’ll get you to my ship as soon as possible. Okay?”

      Of course she couldn’t answer but the shouts of the mob were getting closer. Taking a deep breath, Raak shouldered open the heavy door and plunged out into the freezing night.
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      Cold…she was so cold. The wind howled around them, pounding them with stinging pieces of ice, making Kara’s hair whip around her face crazily. The bitter freezing chill knifed at her lungs every time she drew breath and made her face—the only part of her that wasn’t completely numb already—sting and throb. It was easily the worst weather she’d ever been out in—like some kind of a super chilled category 5 hurricane.

      Raak’s own long black hair was whipping around his head like a flag but he didn’t hesitate a moment. The second they were out the door, he clutched Kara tighter and began to run, his feet crunching in the icy snow that covered the ground.

      Though she was still feeling stunned from the drug, Kara couldn’t help marveling at the big warrior’s sheer speed and power. He was sprinting over the frozen ground as easily as another man might run on a level, even track on a sunshiny day. And her own weight—considerable though it was since she was both tall and curvy—didn’t seem to slow him down a bit.

      It was as though he was running a race—but a race against who? It appeared that the angry mob had been left behind in the grotto. Which made sense—who wanted to come out in weather like this? You could freeze to death inside of a minute if you weren’t adequately protected.

      Suddenly Kara realized why Raak was racing so desperately. He wasn’t running from the mob and he wasn’t running for himself—she had seen him walk through the bitter cold earlier without a care, as though it didn’t bother him at all.

      He’s running for me, she realized woozily. He’s worried I’ll freeze. Not surprising considering all she had on was her new royal blue tharp.

      I wonder if I’ll die out here? she thought in a strange, detached way. Or get frostbite everywhere and lose all my fingers and toes?

      That certainly wouldn’t be pleasant. She was pretty sure that Yipper, the Tolleg surgeon who lived aboard the Mother Ship, could fit her with new prosthetic fingers and toes that would look extremely real and function perfectly, but it just wouldn’t be the same.

      I don’t want to lose any part of me, Kara realized. Not even my fangs.

      At the present, she couldn’t tell if her extremities were in danger or not. Since she was already numb from the shot Dr. ThrobGood had given her, it was impossible to say.

      Suddenly they jolted to a halt.

      “Here we are, baby girl,” she heard Raakshas rasp. Since her face was turned up, Kara could see that they were standing under the belly of a large black ship with red markings. Raak transferred her to one arm only and did something with the other which caused a gangplank to descend from the belly of the ship. He jumped aboard it before it was even finished coming down, his boots clanking on the metal. The move jolted Kara but she was still in no shape to protest. She simply lay limp in his arms as he ran up the plank and into his ship.

      What else could she do?
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      The minute they were inside with the door shut tight behind them, Raak carried her to the back of the ship and laid her on a long, low sleeping platform.

      “Okay, let’s see the damage,” he muttered and began to examine her.

      Kara still couldn’t move but the feeling was beginning to come back to her body slowly. She was able to feel his big hands as he ran them anxiously up and down her arms and legs, paying special attention to her fingers and toes.

      She cried out weakly when his touch caused pain and Raak frowned.

      “Goddess damn it, I got us here as fast as I could but you’re still in a bad way. We need to get you warmed up, baby girl.”

      He left for a moment and Kara heard the sound of water running in the other room. In a moment he came back and lifted her off the bed.

      “Wh…where?” she managed to get out.

      “Tub,” Raak responded shortly. “Gotta get your core temperature back where it needs to be.”

      Kara wanted to protest that she didn’t want him bathing her—the very idea was extremely embarrassing—but there wasn’t much she could do. Though some of the effects of the drug ThrobGood had given her were slowly fading, she still couldn’t move her arms and legs. She did manage to wiggle her toes but she cried out in pain when a sharp stabbing feeling ran through her foot at the motion.

      “Easy now,” Raak cautioned her, laying her gently down in a deep tub which was already half full of warm water. “We need to get you heated up but slowly, baby girl. Can’t go too fast or we’ll make things worse than they are.”

      At least he didn’t take off her tharp, Kara thought distractedly as the warm water started to lap around her skin. That would have been extremely embarrassing—no man had ever seen her naked before and she wasn’t exactly ready to start now.

      The big warrior bent his attention to splashing water over her hands and feet. The warmth of the water sent painful shocks through her fingers and toes but she tried to keep from crying out. Clearly the pain was a good sign—it showed that her extremities were still in working order.

      But the water began to rise and the drug in her system meant her head was sinking down as the warm liquid lapped against her cheeks. Kara gave a little cry of fear as she tried in vain to lift her head. Was she going to escape being frozen only to be drowned?

      Raak heard her cry and turned quickly, frowning as he saw what was happening.

      “Hang on, baby girl—I’ve got you.”

      Quickly he slipped into the tub with her, insinuating his muscular bulk behind hers. Kara found herself comfortably supported with her back against his bare chest and his long legs on either side of hers. He had managed to take off his boots, she saw, but he still had on his black flight leathers which were currently getting soaked.

      Not that Raak seemed to care.

      “It’s okay, Kara,” he murmured, stroking her wet hair out of her face and cradling her gently in his arms. “Everything is gonna be all right now—I promise.”

      She still couldn’t talk but she looked up at him trustingly. How had he found her? How had he known she was in trouble in the first place?

      Kara supposed it didn’t matter. The main thing was that he had rescued her from what was literally a fate worse than death—having her fangs pulled and being neutered forever.

      The feeling was slowly returning to her fingers and toes and she felt safe in his arms. Soulless or not, Raak was certainly acting like any concerned Kindred male when a female he cared about was in trouble.

      Does he care about me though? She supposed he must or he wouldn’t have come to her rescue. And he wouldn’t be taking such good care of her now. As she looked up into his silver-ringed ebony eyes she felt…

      Something twisting and squeezing her nipples.

      “Ahh!” Kara gasped and struggled weakly. What in the Seven Hells was going on? Was Raak touching her? Taking advantage of her weakened state?

      But no—she could see his big hands resting on his knees on either side of her when she looked down. So what was happening? Who or what was molesting her?

      The tharp! she realized as the soft fabric tightened around her nipples even more. They were already erect from being in the extreme cold and now the royal blue tharp was stroking her aching tips, its downy fabric more gentle and yet more persistent than any lover’s hands could be.

      Not that Kara had ever had a lover but still…

      She squirmed uncomfortably in Raak’s arms. The big Unbondable frowned and looked down at her anxiously.

      “Kara? You okay?” he rumbled.

      “Uh…uh…” Kara’s mouth and tongue still didn’t want to work properly. But even if they did, what could she say—help, I’m being molested by my dress?

      At that moment, she felt the soft fabric of the tharp stroking between her thighs as well, gently teasing the top of her mound and the slit of her pussy.

      “Ahhh!” Kara gasped in protest and flopped like a fish trying to get away. But there was nowhere to run—she was literally paralyzed and at the mercy of the perverted tharp which continued to stroke her nipples and now was gently opening the lips of her pussy.

      Kara tried desperately to close her thighs but though the smaller muscles of her fingers and toes seemed willing to work, the bigger muscle groups were still frozen in place. There was nothing she could do as the tharp molded itself around her throbbing clit and began a gentle massage. In the warm water she was half submerged in, it felt almost like a knowing tongue lapping her open pussy.

      That thought brought another image to mind—one of Raak between her thighs, going down on her. Kara had never let a male do that to her before, despite the fact that it was something all Kindred males craved. She had wanted to save her first tasting for the right one. But now images filled her head—thoughts of the big Unbondable lapping and sucking her pussy until she moaned and tugged his wild black hair, begging him to do more, to bring her to the edge…

      No! I can’t be having these thoughts—what’s wrong with me? Kara wondered. I ought to be angry, not horny—this damn tharp is molesting me!

      And she was angry—furious in fact. But that didn’t change the fact that what the royal blue tharp was doing felt good. Gasping, she shifted in Raak’s arms again. Oh Goddess, if the damn thing kept this up she was going to come—come while he was watching.

      “Baby girl?” he rumbled, frowning down at her anxiously. “What’s got you all upset? What’s happening?”

      Can’t you tell? Kara wanted to ask him. Can’t you see the way this damn tharp is fondling me?

      But she supposed he couldn’t. The water was making the wet fabric cling to her so it probably just looked like she was a contestant in a wet t-shirt contest, which was a thing she’d heard about that happened down on Earth.

      “Uhhh…” Kara tried again to talk and nearly cut her tongue on something extremely sharp. To her horror, she realized it was one of her fangs. But it was so long.

      Oh no—my fangs!

      The realization that they had lengthened and sharpened mortified Kara even more than the fact that the perverted tharp was stroking her and was about to make her come. She supposed this must be what males felt like when they had an erection they couldn’t hide. She started to shut her mouth, but Raak had already noticed.

      “Look at your fangs, baby girl,” he murmured, bending over her, a look of intent interest in his silver-ringed eyes. “Gods, they’ve gotten so long and sharp. What’s going on with you?”

      Kara writhed miserably in his arms, feeling more shamed than she ever had in her life. Goddess, she couldn’t believe he was seeing her like this—so helplessly aroused and almost ready to come with her fangs long and throbbing, aching to bite…

      But that thought brought on an even more vivid fantasy than the first, where Raak was going down on her. This time, Kara imagined herself sitting astride him, her legs spread wide as he thrust into her, his thickness filling her completely. He would look up at her, his silver-ringed eyes half-lidded and growl,

      “Bite me, baby girl. Go on, do it—I want you to.”

      The mental image and the stroking of the tharp between her thighs and at the sensitive tips of her nipples was too much. With a moan of mingled pleasure and horror, Kara began to come.
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      Raak stared down at the girl in his arms, completely mystified. What in the Seven Hells was going on with her? One minute she’d been barely conscious and now she was gasping and moaning and writhing around like a female in heat.

      And in fact, he could smell her heat. Despite the water lapping around them, enough of her flesh was exposed to allow the warm scent of her desire to reach his nose. And damn if the hot little female didn’t smell, well…hot.

      Kara moaned and writhed some more, her eyes squeezing shut as her back arched, thrusting her tight nipples into the air. Raak had been trying not to notice them—had been trying to be a gentle-male. The other Kindred assumed that Unbondables were all soulless, remorseless beasts that would take advantage of a female the first chance they got. And Raak didn’t deny he had such urges—dark desires that a normal Kindred male with a soul would never even entertain.

      But he wasn’t stupid—Kara was the daughter of the Head Chancellor of the Kindred High Council. If she went to her father and told him that Raak had taken advantage of her, there would be all Seven Hells to pay. Just because she was helpless in his arms didn’t mean he would ravish her—no matter how much he might want to.

      He could control his darker impulses—most Unbondables could—which was something the other branches of the Kindred tree didn’t seem to understand. It was simply self-preservation to help her and not take advantage of her—no matter how ripe and luscious her full curves looked under the tight blue fabric she was wearing.

      At least that was what Raak told himself.

      “Oh…ahhh!” Kara moaned, her hips pumping as whatever drug they had given seemed to finally wear off. Her pearly fangs were long and sharp—like delicate daggers, Raak couldn’t help thinking. Damn, she looked sexy like that, with her mouth open and those sharp little points all poised to bite!

      But what was going on with her? His nose twitched as he again caught the scent of her arousal.

      He frowned. Could she be…coming?

      “Oh…ahh…nnnnooo!” Kara’s inarticulate moans finally became words. “Nooo,” she gasped and began plucking at the tight royal blue gown she wore which had molded itself to her body. “Get…get it off,” she begged, pulling at the sodden fabric.

      Raak’s eyebrows shot up.

      “You want to get undressed?”

      “Yes!” She nodded her head, still tugging at the fabric. “Please, it…it won’t stop otherwise. It’s going to make me…make me come again.”

      Her cheeks were stained with a blush as she spoke but it was clear she was serious. Somehow the damned fabric she had on—was it one of those living cloths the Primes wore? Anyway, somehow it was touching her in a way she clearly didn’t want to be touched.

      Raak frowned and a low growl rose in his throat. Goddess damn it, nobody and nothing was going to hurt Kara or touch her against her will! He would fucking end anyone or anything that tried.

      “Hang on, baby girl,” he told her. Gripping the fabric just above her breasts, he pried it up, though it tried to cling to her. Kara attempted to help him, but she still had no strength in her hands. “No, let me,” Raak told her and took a firmer grip on the wet fabric.

      The damned thing was surprisingly strong but he was a hell of a lot stronger. With an effort, he managed to peel it down her body—almost like peeling an unripe tengu fruit, he thought, where the outer skin didn’t want to come off to reveal the sweet, creamy center inside.

      And Gods, sweet and creamy were certainly good adjectives for little Kara. Because as the royal blue fabric finally peeled away, he could see the full swells of her breasts and the dark pink nipples that capped them—not to mention the barely-there tiny triangle of damp blond curls at the very apex of her plump little pussy mound.

      Gods, she’s fucking perfect! Raak couldn’t help thinking and felt his shaft getting hard at the sight of her lush, naked body.

      But there was no time to ogle the little female. At the moment, he was still struggling with the front of the wet fabric which twisted in his hands and seemed determined to get back to her.

      With a mighty effort which actually rolled Kara over onto her face, Raak finally pulled the thing free and tossed it out of the tub. It landed with a wet slapping sound on the tiles, twitched once, and was still.

      “There,” Raak said with satisfaction. “Got that fucking thing off you, baby girl."

      Then he looked down and saw that Kara’s sweet face was pressed directly against his crotch.
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      Oh my Goddess! Kara couldn’t believe what had happened. Had she thought that being molested by the tharp while Raak held her in his arms and watched her coming was embarrassing? Well being naked with her face pressed right against the long, hard ridge of his shaft was even worse!

      Even through the black leather of his trousers she could smell the hot, dangerous spice of his arousal. And he was hard as a rock and throbbing against her cheek.

      She wanted to move but she knew if she raised up, she would be completely revealed. Desperately, she weighed her options—would it be less embarrassing to flash the big Unbondable with her naked body or to stay pressed against his shaft?

      “Hey, baby girl,” he rumbled.

      Kara tilted her chin and rolled her eyes up to see him staring back down at her.

      “Um…” Suddenly the choice seemed to be no choice at all—she had to get out of this embarrassing position!

      Raising up, she tried to scramble to her knees and cover herself with her hands. But though the paralytic drug had mostly worn off, she was still weak. She ended up getting only halfway up before she started to fall back down again.

      “Whoa there, Kara.” Raak caught her by her upper arms and supported her so that they were kneeling face to face in the large bathtub.

      “Please…” She tried to get loose from his grip to cover herself but the minute he let her go, she started overbalancing again.

      “Hey!” Raak exclaimed when she started to fall again. “Okay, nope—that’s not gonna work,” he muttered. He put his arms around her and rose smoothly, the water sluicing off the slick black leather of his trousers. In a moment, Kara found herself being cradled once again in his muscular arms.

      “Please!” she pleaded again, crossing her arms over her naked body. “Put me down, Raak!”

      “Not while you’re still as weak as a newborn chilla,” he said, frowning at her sternly.

      “But I…I’m…I don’t have any clothes on,” Kara protested, feeling her cheeks burn with mortification.

      “I can see that, baby girl.” His voice got a little softer. “I know you’re naked and you don’t want me to see you. I won’t look if you don’t want me to—even though it’s damn hard not to admire all your sweet, luscious curves.”

      Did he really think that about her—that she looked “luscious?”

      Kara bit her lip and gave a muffled cry of pain. Her fangs were still so long, damn it! It seemed like coming as she had while the tharp was molesting her would have made them go down but unfortunately, that hadn’t happened. Was this what Kindred males felt like after they came but still kept an erection?

      “Hey, you bit yourself!” Raak frowned as he carried her into a sleeping chamber and laid her down on the bed. “What’s going on with you and those fangs of yours?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he threw a soft blanket—thankfully not a tharp over Kara and went back into the fresher. When he returned, he had a damp, cool cloth which he used to wipe her cut lip carefully.

      “Thank you,” Kara murmured, taking the cloth from his hand. “But I can manage that.”

      “Okay. Suit yourself.” Raak shrugged and looked down at himself. “I’m fucking wet. Gonna change.”

      He disappeared into a walk-in closet—his ship really had a surprising amount of storage, Kara thought—and came back out in a moment wearing another pair of tight black flight leathers as well as a sleeveless black shirt that molded to his chiseled chest and left his muscular arms bare.

      He looked absolutely mouthwatering, Kara couldn’t help thinking and her fangs throbbed again at the thought. To her continued mortification, they were still long and sharp and refused to go back to their normal size.

      “All right now?” Raak asked, sitting on the side of the bed beside her.

      “Fine.” Kara nodded and then it occurred to her that she hadn’t yet thanked him for saving her. “Thank you,” she said, trying to smile though she was still embarrassed. “For saving me, I mean. Um…how did you find me anyway when my Uncle and that horrible Doctor ThrobGood were dragging me down the hall? Did you hear me?”

      “Not at first.” Raak frowned. “I had this weird dream that a female’s voice was telling me you were in danger. When I woke up, I heard you calling—sound really echoes in those damn grottoes, you know.” He paused and looked at her closely. “Wait a minute—you say one of those males was your uncle?”

      “Uh-huh.” Kara nodded. “He and the doctor were taking me down to his office to…” She trailed off, feeling embarrassment flood her again.

      “To what?” Raak demanded.

      “Uh…to pull my fangs,” Kara confessed.

      “What?” Raak growled. “Why in the Seven Hells would they try to do something as asinine as pulling your pretty little fangs?”

      Kara hung her head.

      “I thought there was some kind of treatment here on Tranq Prime—some way of shrinking my fangs—that’s why I came. Also, I have kin here and I thought they would help me. But instead of helping, my Aunt and Uncle just wanted to yank them out.” She shivered and put a hand to her mouth involuntarily. “Which would have had…all kinds of awful consequences,” she finished lamely.

      “Yeah—the same kind of consequences I’d get if I decided to cut my shaft off,” Raak said shortly.

      Kara was surprised at his understanding how important her fangs were to her sex drive.

      “Well…yes,” she said, nodding. “But how did you know that?”

      He shrugged.

      “Figured it was the same for you as for a male Blood Kindred. Their fangs are tied to their sexual urges, right?”

      “Um, yes.” Kara looked down at her hands, more humiliated than ever. Did this mean that he knew that when her fangs grew long and sharp, she was feeling aroused? Oh Goddess, she hoped not!

      “Hey, you don’t have to look so ashamed of it.” He lifted her chin gently and looked into her eyes. “I told you before, baby girl—your fangs are beautiful. Why would you want to get rid of them?”

      “I don’t want to get rid of them, just shrink them some,” Kara protested. “It’s really embarrassing when they’re so, uh, prominent,” she added lamely.

      “You mean like they are right now?” Raak raised an eyebrow at her. “I think they’re sexy. Did they get so long because you were getting, uh, excited?”

      “Excited? Oh, you mean…” Kara trailed off, blushing.

      “I mean aroused,” Raak said frankly. “Which again, is nothing to get so embarrassed about. Everybody has a sex drive—everybody’s got needs, little girl.”

      “Yes but most females don’t show their needs like this.” Kara gestured to her mouth.

      He shrugged. “So?”

      “So males don’t like it!” Kara burst out. “They think it’s unlady-like… not feminine.”

      “I would think most guys would be happy to have such a clear signal you were feeling amorous,” Raak remarked. “Although, even without the fangs, I could tell by your scent you were getting hot.”

      “I couldn’t help it,” Kara muttered, feeling her cheeks burn. “It was that damn tharp my Aunt Zeelah gave me to wear. It was molesting me!”’

      Understanding dawned in his silver-ringed eyes.

      “Huh, no wonder you wanted to get it off.”

      “It got me all, uh, hot and bothered and now my fangs won’t go down,” Kara held a hand over her mouth as she spoke, too ashamed to look at him now. “I mean, they won’t go back to their normal size. They’re driving me crazy.”

      He frowned.

      “Crazy how?”

      “They’re throbbing and aching,” Kara admitted. “Almost like they want to…to sink into something,” she finished in a whisper.

      To her surprise, Raak laughed that deep rumbling chuckle of his.

      “Sounds like my shaft when I’m aching to make love with a warm, willing female.”

      Kara understood that he was drawing the right conclusion—equating her fangs to his shaft—but it still surprised her that he was so completely okay with the idea.

      “Most males don’t like the idea of my fangs, uh, piercing them,” she said carefully. “They seem to think it’s emasculating. Well, the Kindred males do, anyway. The humans I dated just don’t like being bitten.” She sighed.

      “So you bite them then? The males you’ve been with?” Raak raised his eyebrows.

      “Oh, no!” Kara said hastily. “I mean, I’ve never actually been with anyone like that. I mean, uh…” She trailed off, feeling mortified. Had she just admitted she was a virgin to the big Unbondable? How could she make an already embarrassing situation worse like that?

      But again, Raak seemed unfazed by her admission.

      “I didn’t think you had been, baby girl,” he said easily.

      Kara was a little irritated by his nonchalant attitude. Was she that easy to read?

      “So it’s that obvious I’m a virgin?” she demanded, putting a hand on her hip—which caused the top of the blanket she was clutching to her chest to fall down. Kara gave a little shriek and tugged it back up again, but not before flashing Raak with one bare breast.

      He shot her that white grin of his.

      “Oh yeah, baby girl—it is. But not just because of the innocent way you act—because of your gorgeous pale blue eyes. You’re a Blood Kindred female. So the minute you make love with some lucky male, your eye color is going to get darker and change for good, right?”

      “That’s right.” Kara nodded, feeling foolish. Of course the color of her eyes proclaimed to anyone who saw her that she was innocent. For a moment she wondered what color her eyes would be if she made love with Raak. The big Unbondable had such black eyes—well, except for the silver ring around their outer edge. Would her eyes turn a much darker shade—maybe midnight blue? That would be really obvious…

      Then she gave herself a mental shake. There was no way she could even think of doing such a thing with Raak. He was Unbondable, after all and if she let him change the color of her eyes without forming a lifelong soul-bond with him, well…she didn’t like to think of her parents’ reaction.

      Still, when she looked at the strong cords of his neck, her fangs ached to pierce his flesh…

      “What are you thinking, baby girl?” Raak asked in a low voice. “You wanna bite me?”

      “Yes!” The word was out before Kara could call it back. Then she put a hand over her mouth feeling mortified. “Oh, I shouldn’t have said that—shouldn’t have admitted it.”

      “Why? Because biting is sexual?” Raak’s eyes had gone half-lidded as he looked at her.

      “Well…yes.” Kara could hardly look at the heat smoldering in his dark eyes. “But I’m not…not going to do that with you,” she added defiantly.

      “Because I’m an Unbondable, right?” he rumbled. “Your mom and dad wouldn’t be too happy if you came home with different colored eyes and no mate to show for it.”

      “Exactly.” Kara looked down at her hands.

      “But if you don’t bite someone—some willing male—then how are your fangs ever going to go down, baby girl?” he asked reasonably.

      “I don’t know.” Kara shook her head. “They’ve never…never gotten so long and sharp like this before. I guess…” She picked aimlessly at the blanket. “I guess I’ll just have to learn to live with it.”

      “No you don’t—you can bite me.”

      “No, I can’t,” Kara said instantly. “I can’t just—”

      “Shhh…” Raak lifted her chin gently. “Look at me, baby girl—it doesn’t have to lead to sex,” he rumbled softly.

      “It…it doesn’t?” Kara met his eyes cautiously. “But how can it not? I mean, the sexual energy generated when you’re biting someone, at least when a male is biting a female—I don’t know how it’s going to be for me…”

      “We’ll find another way to deal with that,” Raak told her. “But I give you my word, Kara—you can bite me and I swear I won’t try to take you—won’t make love to you tonight, no matter how much I might want to.”

      The word of an Unbondable…how much is that worth? whispered a skeptical little voice in the back of Kara’s head. But that was just what everyone else believed about Raak’s people—not what she believed about him, she told herself. So far he had been nothing but honorable. He had saved her from getting her fangs pulled and now he was offering to let her use them on him—offering to let her do what she’d been itching to do for the past three years at last—finally bite a willing male.

      Just the thought of that—of sinking her fangs into his flesh—made Kara’s nipples feel tight and her pussy feel wet. Goddess, how she wanted him! Wanted to bite him!

      “All right,” she heard herself saying. “But…but I need to get dressed first. I can’t just, uh, bite you when I don’t have anything but a blanket on.”

      Raak’s eyes were heavy-lidded and he rumbled with amused laughter.

      “I understand, baby girl. I think we can manage that.”
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      Raak watched her emerge from his closet wearing one of his silver, long-sleeved uniform shirts. He himself was still bare-chested, wearing nothing but a pair of flight leathers—which got considerably tighter in the crotch when he saw her.

      Damn if she wasn’t the sexiest female he’d ever seen, he couldn’t help thinking. With her long blonde hair down around her shoulders and the silky material of his uniform shirt clinging to her full curves and bare breasts, outlining the tight little points of her nipples, and her long bare legs—the shirt covered her to mid-thigh—she was a combination of adorable and delectable that Raak just couldn’t resist.

      His eyes roved over her body and then came back up to rest on the sharp points of her fangs. He really had no problem letting her bite him—in fact, he relished the thought. Though he wasn’t into extremely rough sex play, he did like a little pain with his pleasure and the idea of letting the sexy little female climb into his lap and sink those sharp little fangs into his flesh had him rock-hard and throbbing for her.

      “Gods, baby girl, you look amazing in my shirt,” he murmured as Kara came towards him, an uncertain expression on her lovely face. “Can’t wait to feel you in my arms and feel those little fangs of yours in my neck.”

      “You really don’t mind?” It seemed like she could hardly believe it. Raak wondered why no other warrior had ever seen how incredibly sexy she was. Maybe because she grew up on the Mother Ship where a female with fangs was an unwelcome anomaly. But for whatever reason, it was clear she needed reassurance.

      “I really don’t mind,” he assured her. “In fact, I want you to. Come here and bite me, baby girl. Come take what you need.”

      Kara couldn’t seem to resist his offer. With a hungry little cry, she flowed into his arms and pressed herself against him, her fangs sharp and ready to pierce his flesh.
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        * * *

      

      Somehow Kara found herself straddling the big Unbondable, which meant her legs were spread wide over his leather-clad crotch.

      Raak was sitting with his broad back to the backboard of the bed with his long legs stretched out on the bed. He welcomed Kara into his arms and cupped her hips in his big, warm hands, drawing her even closer.

      For a minute, Kara felt uncertain. Should she really do this? Under his silky silver uniform shirt she was naked—her pussy spread wide as she straddled his hips. She could feel how wet and open and vulnerable she was down there—it wouldn’t take much for him to pop open his flight leathers and let loose the massive shaft she’d felt pressed against her cheek in the bathtub earlier. And then all he would have to do would be to thrust up into her…

      No, we’re not doing that, she reminded herself sternly, though her pussy throbbed at the thought of being filled by his thickness. We’re not doing penetration—not having sex. I’m just biting him.

      As if echoing her thoughts, Raak looked up at her, his silver-ringed eyes blazing.

      “Well, baby girl?” he growled softly. “Are you gonna bite me?”

      As he spoke, he pulled aside his wild black hair, exposing the left side of his strong throat. And suddenly Kara couldn’t help herself anymore.

      Bracing her hands on his broad, bare shoulders, she leaned forward, breathed in his hot, spicy scent, and struck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Seven Hells!” Raak groaned aloud as the sharp points of her fangs drove into the side of his neck. The pain was good but the pleasure that followed after was even better, he decided, as a rush of overwhelming desire ran through him.

      He had heard that when a male Blood Kindred bit a female, he injected a pale blue chemical compound called essence that gave instant orgasms and he had wondered if Kara had the same capabilities.

      Well, he didn’t have to wonder any longer, he thought hazily as pleasure flooded him. Goddess-damn if he hadn’t already come in his pants like a damned adolescent twice and he was going to go for round three if she didn’t stop.

      Kara did stop, to his mingled surprise and disappointment. She pulled back from him, an agonized expression on her pretty face. Raak could tell at once she was in distress.

      “What is it, baby girl?” he asked anxiously, frowning at her. “What’s wrong? Did it hurt you to bite me?”

      “Not…not exactly.” She shook her head but the miserable expression remained on her lovely features.

      “Then what is it?” Raak urged. “Come on—tell me. Something must have gone wrong—though it was fucking amazing for me.”

      “It was amazing for me, too,” she assured him quickly. “But I just…now I feel…” She shook her head, her cheeks stained with a blush. Clearly she was too embarrassed to finish. But the hot scent of her desire gave Raak an idea of what was going on.

      “Biting me felt good…maybe too good. Am I right?” he asked, looking up at her as she sat straddling his aching shaft.

      Briefly, Kara nodded. “Something like that,” she nearly whispered. “In fact, it was wonderful. But now I’m so…so empty inside.” She looked at Raak pleadingly. “What am I going to do? I ache…down there.” She nodded down to where the silver shirt barely covered her pussy. “It makes me want to…want to…”

      “Makes you need to make love—need to be fucked, doesn’t it, baby girl?” Raak growled softly, feeling his shaft surge again. But he’d promised not to do that to her, he reminded himself. He’d promised not to change the color of her eyes.

      Kara seemed to be thinking along the same lines because she blurted out,

      “I can’t let you change the color of my eyes but I can’t stand this feeling either! Raak, what am I going to do?”

      “This,” Raak told her.

      And started unbuttoning the shirt to bare her naked body.
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      “Wait!” Kara put up trembling hands to stop him but the big Unbondable was too fast for her—he already had the silver uniform shirt unbuttoned and spread wide to show her bare breasts and open pussy.

      “It’s all right, baby girl,” he assured her in that deep, rumbling voice of his. “Everything’s gonna be all right. I’m not gonna make love to you tonight—just gonna help ease your ache.”

      “But how?” Kara whispered weakly. She wasn’t trying to stop him anymore—her body needed whatever he was offering too badly for that. From the minute she’d sunk her fangs into his flesh she had known it was a mistake—a sweet, forbidden, miscalculation that she might pay a very heavy price for.

      That was because the moment her fangs pierced his flesh, her pussy started throbbing and clenching—almost begging to be filled. Kara had heard how it was for male Blood Kindred—how after they bit a willing female their bodies wanted desperately to go on with the bonding process. It was because biting was an act of possession—a marking of the prospective mate—and the natural instinct was to finish claiming and bonding after that first bite was made.

      But I didn’t think it would be the same for me, Kara thought desperately as her pussy clenched helplessly on nothing. She needed to be filled but how could she be without ruining her future?

      “It’s all right, baby girl—I’ve got this. I’ve got you.”

      Raak’s firm, deep voice seemed to bring her back from the brink of despair. Kara looked down at him hopefully.

      “How?” she whispered.

      “Like this,” he told her. And leaning forward, he captured one aching nipple in his hot mouth and slipped a big, warm hand between her legs.

      Kara moaned and threw her head back as she felt two long, strong fingers slip into her virgin channel. Luckily, since she was half Kindred, she had no maidenhead to impede the way, so though she was tight, Raak was able to slide his long fingers deep inside her until he reached her core.

      “Oh!” Kara gasped as she writhed on his lap. “Oh, yes, Raak—yes!”

      The big Unbondable growled in approval at her reaction and continued pumping into her pussy as he sucked her aching nipples.

      It was exactly what Kara needed. She writhed in his lap, for once unashamed of her need as her pussy clenched hard around the invading digits. Goddess, it felt so good to finally be filled! To have him so deep inside her.

      If only it was his shaft, though, a little voice whispered in her head. If only he was filling you up—making you his—coming deep inside you…

      The forbidden thought pushed Kara over the edge. With a cry of pure need and desire, she felt her orgasm overwhelm her. Pleasure rushed through her in a warm wave as she ground herself against Raak’s big hand, his palm rubbing her sensitive clit as his fingers continued to pump into her spasming pussy.

      He stopped sucking her nipples and looked up at her, his eyes heavy-lidded with lust as he watched her.

      “That’s right, baby girl,” he growled softly. “That’s right—come for me. Come all over my fingers while I fuck your sweet little pussy.”

      His hot, dirty words seemed to bring on another orgasmic wave. Kara moaned and gave herself up to it—for once in her life completely unembarrassed by her own sexual needs. Goddess, it was so good…so good.

      She never wanted it to end.
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      Raak never wanted it to end.

      The little female was so fucking gorgeous as she writhed on his lap and he could feel her pussy clenching hungrily around his fingers as she rode him. Gods, what he wouldn’t give to fill her with his shaft instead!

      Despite the multiple orgasms she’d given him when she bit him, he was still rock hard and ready to go. But he knew he couldn’t go there with Kara—couldn't Claim her and change the color of her eyes. If he did, she would be in disgrace when she finally got home to the Mother Ship.

      So he had to content himself with making her come, which was pretty damn fine with Raak. There was nothing sexier—as far as he was concerned—than making a female completely lose her inhibitions. And from the way Kara was writhing and moaning on his lap, it was clear hers had gone out the shuttle window long ago.

      “Raak!” she gasped, moaning his name like a prayer. “Oh Goddess, that feels so good.”

      “That’s right, baby girl,” he growled, feeling her spasm around his fingers again. “That’s right, give it up. Give it all up for me and let yourself come as hard as you need to.”

      She moaned again, her breasts thrusting out as her back arched in pleasure and Raak took the opportunity to capture one tight pink nipple and lave it with his tongue. Kara gasped and pressed against him, giving herself up completely to the pleasure of his touch, letting herself go in a way that made his heart ache almost as much as his shaft.

      Gods, she was so innocent, so trusting, Raak thought. No other female would have trusted an Unbondable to pleasure them without taking what they weren’t willing to give. But Kara trusted him and gave herself up to him completely and without reservation.

      Raak swore to himself he wouldn’t betray that trust, no matter how much he might want her.

      At last she collapsed, panting, with her head on his shoulder.

      “Oh,” she whispered in his ear. “I…I’ve never come so hard in my life.”

      “You’re not the only one, baby girl,” Raak told her, stroking her back.

      “Really?” She sat up and looked at him. “You, uh, came too?”

      “The minute you bit me and then twice more,” Raak admitted. “Shot off in my pants like a damn kid. Couldn’t help myself.”

      “Then I do have essence, after all,” Kara remarked. “It’s the pale blue chemical compound that Blood Kindred—male Blood Kindred, anyway—inject into the female they want to, uh, bond…” She turned pink suddenly. “I mean, not that I was trying to…you know, Claim you.”

      “I know, baby girl.” Raak shrugged. “It wouldn’t matter even if you had been trying to Claim me. I’m Unbondable—remember?”

      For a moment he felt a rush of regret for that fact. But then he pushed it to the back of his mind. After all, he had no soul so he couldn’t be sorry he wouldn’t be able to share his life with a female—not even a sweet, curvy, luscious, smart-as-a-whip female like Kara—right?

      Right, he told himself firmly. So don’t even think about it.

      Kara was still looking at him a bit anxiously.

      “Um, right,” she said at last. “Of course. But thank you for letting me bite you, just the same.”

      Her prim little thank-you speech after the hot sexual encounter they had just shared cracked Raak up for some reason and he started to laugh.

      Kara’s lips twitched uncertainly and then she started laughing too. She had a sweet, musical laugh that Raak liked at once. Hearing it made him laugh even harder.

      “What…what’s so funny?” she finally managed to ask, wiping tears from her eyes. “Why are we laughing?”

      “Because—you thanking me so prim and proper like that, when both of us just came so hard we’re nearly cross-eyed and I still have my fingers deep in your sweet little pussy,” he explained, still chuckling.

      “Oh!” Kara looked down and her cheeks got pink with a blush. “You, uh, you do, don’t you?” she murmured and Raak could tell she wasn’t sure how to handle the situation at all. He supposed they didn’t teach proper young ladies on the Mother Ship how to ask a male to remove his fingers from her honey pot once they were done with the loving.

      Taking pity on her, he slipped his fingers out without another word, and brought them to his face, still wet with her honey.

      “Oh…” Kara looked at him uncertainly. “What are you…?”

      “Scenting you,” Raak told her. Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply, taking in her fresh, sweet scent and loving it. “Gods, baby girl, you smell so damn good,” he growled, looking at Kara.

      “I…I do?” she looked down at him, wide-eyed.

      “Uh-huh. Let’s see if you taste as good as you smell,” Raak growled, and sucked his fingers into his mouth.

      Her juices were sweet and salty and perfect, just like Kara herself, he thought. Damned if he didn’t have the urge to put her on her back, spread her legs, and taste her honey straight from the source!

      But Raak knew if he went that far, he’d want to go farther. And he couldn’t let himself do that—couldn’t take Kara’s virginity and change the color of her eyes when he couldn’t offer her anything in return.

      So he contented himself with slowly sucking her sweet juices off his fingers while he held her gaze with his, never looking away as he tasted her honey.

      “Raak,” she whispered at last, but then seemed to not know what to say.

      Raak finally drew his fingers out of his mouth.

      “Delicious,” he growled, letting her know exactly how much he loved her secret flavor. “You have the sweetest pussy honey I’ve ever tasted, baby girl.”

      “Oh, um…” Kara turned bright red and bit her lip…which resulted in her giving a little cry of pain.

      “My fangs!” she exclaimed, reaching up to feel them.

      “What about them?” Raak asked, frowning. She had drawn blood again, he noticed—her lush lower lip had a ruby red droplet on it.

      “They feel every bit as long and sharp as they were before!” Kara scrambled off his lap and ran into the fresher to check her appearance in the 3-D viewer. Raak followed her—more from a desire to clean himself up than anything else. The inside of his flight leathers was a sticky situation after the way her bite had made him come so much.

      He found her looking at her reflection with tears in her eyes.

      “Hey, now, baby girl,” he murmured, putting a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not so bad as all that.”

      “Yes, it is!” Kara exclaimed, still staring at herself. “Just look at me! I thought biting you would make them go down but my fangs are even longer and sharper and more prominent than they were before. What’s wrong with me?”

      “Nothing is wrong with you,” Raak told her firmly. “You’re beautiful, baby—perfect.”

      “You might think so but no other male aboard the Mother Ship or on Earth is going to think so.” Kara looked ready to cry. “I came to Tranq Prime to shrink my fangs but now they’re longer than ever. This is awful.”

      “Well…who says you have to go straight back to the Mother Ship?” Raak asked, trying to cheer her up. “I mean, why not fly around the galaxy with me for a while? I didn’t get many trade goods on Tranq Prime but I’ve got a hold full of items for Xephron Five, which is my next stop.”

      “Xephron Five?” Kara’s head yanked up as though he had said a magic word. “I’ve heard of that planet before.”

      “You have?” Raak frowned. “Not many people go to it, even to trade. It’s a fucking strange place. Takes some getting used to.”

      But Kara was pacing around the fresher, running a hand through her hair excitedly.

      “I remember where I heard it now! The doctor my Great Uncle and Aunt got to try and pull my fangs—Dr. ThrobGood—when I asked why he couldn’t just shrink my fangs, he said, ‘Oh my dear, I’m not a miracle worker or a Kaji from Xephron Five!’

      “A Kaji, huh?” Raak frowned. “As a matter of fact, the being I trade with on X-5 has that title. He—or she, or it—it’s fucking hard to tell—just goes by the name Qi though.”

      “Does he, er, it, have some kind of magical or medical power?” Kara asked anxiously. “Do you think it could help me shrink my fangs?”

      Raak frowned. “I really don’t think they need to be shrunk, Kara.”

      She scowled and put a hand on her hip.

      “My body, my choice. Don’t be a caveman, as they say back on Earth, and try to act like you know what’s best for me. I want my fangs shrunk back down to normal at least—that’s not too much to ask, I don’t think.”

      Raak held up both hands in a “don’t shoot” gesture.

      “Whoa baby girl. Don’t worry about me trying to tell you what’s best for your body. I’m just giving you my opinion—your fangs are fucking gorgeous and they feel incredible when you sink them into me. But if you want them gone, we’ll try to find a way. Even though if you ask me, it would be like deciding you wanted to cut off your luscious full breasts for no reason or get rid of your soft little pussy.”

      Kara looked stricken.

      “You really think that?”

      Raak nodded. “I’m not kidding or exaggerating, baby girl—your fangs are beautiful and they’re part of you—a very sexual part.” He shrugged. “But if you want to try and get rid of them or shrink them, I’ll try to help you.”

      Her pale blue eyes softened.

      “Thank you, Raak,” she whispered and threw her arms around his neck. Since the silver uniform shirt she was wearing was still unbuttoned and gaping open, this meant that her full breasts were pressed to his bare chest but for the moment she didn’t seem to mind.

      “Mmm, baby girl,” Raak murmured in her ear as he pulled her even closer. “You feel so good against me.”

      He wished he could change her mind about trying to shrink her fangs. He had meant what he said—they were part of her—a very sexy part and he hated to see them go. But Kara was determined and as she had said before, it was her body and her choice so all Raak could do was help and support her.

      He just hoped that her quest to get her fangs to shrink didn’t go wrong somehow. Xephron Five was a fucking weird planet where anything was likely to happen.
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      “That’s it? But it looks like some kind of disco ball!” Kara exclaimed, as she watched Xephron Five growing in the viewscreen.

      “A what?” Raak frowned at her for a moment before turning his attention back to the ship’s instrument panel.

      “It was this big mirrored ball that hung from the ceiling during an ancient dance ritual down on Earth. My mom told me about it, though it was before her time.” Kara sat forward in the passenger seat and looked at the glittering, diamond-like planet more closely. Its many-faceted surface did seem to sparkle and shine the same way the round glowing ball had in the vids her mom had showed her.

      Sophia had decided it was important for Kara to learn about the human part of her heritage as well as the Kindred side and was always giving her tidbits of strange but interesting information about life on the world the Mother Ship orbited.

      “It sparkles like that because of the natural refractors in the vegetation,” Raak explained. “It can make looking around difficult—blinding. Which is why I have these.” He popped open a compartment in the pilot’s chair and took out a couple of pairs of large, bulky looking sun shades.

      “Oh, sunglasses!” Kara exclaimed, taking a pair of them and putting them on. “Uh, really big ones, too,” she added. For as soon as they touched her face, the shaded lenses grew to envelope her entire orbital region, sealing themselves around her eyes just above her eyebrows and just below her cheekbones.

      “They’re heavy-duty, all right,” Raak agreed. “But that’s necessary to keep the damned planet from blinding you. Believe me, the first time I came to trade here, I didn’t have any and I was seeing spots in front of my eyes for a solar month afterwards.”

      “That sounds intense.” Kara tugged at the dark glasses which immediately unmolded themselves from around her eyes sockets and let her take them off. “Why did you come here in the first place? Didn’t you say not many people do?”

      Raak shrugged.

      “I like adventure—like trying and seeing strange, new things. And believe me, baby girl, Xephron Five and its inhabitants are about as strange as it gets.”

      Kara felt her heart pound as the disco ball planet grew bigger in the view screen.

      I just hope one of those strange inhabitants can help me shrink my fangs, she thought. She no longer wanted them completely gone—she knew that now, after the awful encounter with Aunt Zeelah and Uncle Grennly on Tranq Prime. But she couldn’t go back to the Mother Ship with them in the state they were in now—so long and sharp and prominent and noticeable. It would be like a male walking around with an erection all day, right out in plain sight. It just wasn’t feasible.

      If this Qi, whoever or whatever he was, could help her, Kara would be forever grateful.

      But then I’ll have to go home and never see Raak again, she thought and felt a sharp dart of sadness pierce her. He won’t want to hang around the Mother Ship where everyone disapproves of him except me—not when there’s no way we can ever be together. Well, not permanently, anyway.

      The memory of exactly how they had recently been together made her blush and squirm in her seat. Goddess, she’d never let a male touch her the way Raak had—and he had been so good at it. The few fumbling encounters she’d had with her last boyfriend—Jason, the human who had dumped her for biting him—had been nothing like that.

      Raak had touched her with authority, as though he knew exactly how to make her body respond. And it certainly had, Kara thought, remembering how hard he’d made her come. Not to mention the hot, dirty way he’d talked to her while he touched her and sucked her nipples…

      Just thinking of that made her nipples feel tight and her pussy feel wet all over again. Her fangs were throbbing too, as if they wanted to sink into his neck again…

      No, stop it! Kara told herself firmly. You have to stop thinking like that—it only makes your fangs worse when you’re constantly horny for Raak.

      But she could hardly help herself. Just the memory of the way he had touched her and made her come was enough to make her want it again and again…and again.

      “I said, we’re about ready to land. Hey, you listening, baby girl?”

      His deep voice snapped her out of her guilty fantasy and Kara looked up at him quickly, realizing she’d missed part of what he had been saying.

      “Uh, sorry. I was, um, thinking,” she murmured, feeling her cheeks get hot with a blush.

      “Thinking, huh?” Raak’s nostrils flared and he inhaled, clearly taking in her scent. “I bet I can guess what you were thinking, sweetheart.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “You need to bite me again before we go down there?”

      “Oh, um…no. No, I’ll be okay,” Kara said quickly, though honestly, she wanted to take him up on his offer. But she was afraid that if she bit him and let him touch her again they might go further—might go too far.

      She couldn’t help remembering the way he’d sucked her juices off his fingers and declared how delicious they were. It would be a short step from that to letting him get between her thighs and lap her pussy. And an even shorter step to letting him change the color of her eyes.

      No, she had to be careful, Kara told herself. Had to keep herself in control. So she shook her head more firmly and repeated, “I’m fine. Let’s get ready to go. But, uh, I can’t go looking like this, right? I mean, what am I going to wear?”

      She looked down at herself. She was still wearing his silver uniform shirt and nothing else, since she didn’t trust the royal blue tharp, which was hanging up on a rack and drying out in the fresher. She knew it was a living creature which would die without contact from her but she had decided to wait a while before she went near it again.

      She had considered getting rid of it completely but then it occurred to her that the tharp had been trying, in its own way, to resuscitate her when it seemed like she might be dying or frozen to death. The thought had kept her from pitching the royal blue fabric creature but it was still on what Kara thought of as a “time out.” She was going to wait a while before she touched it again—or let it touch her. It needed to learn a lesson about not molesting her when she was helpless!

      “Believe it or not, you’re dressed just right for Xephron Five,” Raak told her.

      “Really?” Kara didn’t try to hide her surprise. “But how can that be?”

      “You’ll see, baby girl.” he nodded mysteriously. “As soon as we dock and get out there, you’ll see.”

      And he wouldn’t say another word about it, no matter how Kara tried to get answers, as they docked on the silvery planet’s surface.
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      It turned out to be a really good thing Raak had the big adjustable sunshades because the surface of Xephron Five was even brighter than it had appeared on the viewscreen.

      Everywhere Kara looked she saw nothing but reflective surfaces. It was, she thought, like walking through the hall of mirrors at a carnival she’d visited with her mom once, down on Earth.

      It was really hard to tell where they had landed and what was around them due to the fact that all the surfaces were covered in the mirror-like finish but Kara thought they might be surrounded by some kind of plants. Plants with really big leaves that showed her own reflection when she tried to examine them, which was beyond strange.

      “Where are the people?” she asked Raak as she carefully touched one of the leaves to see if the mirrored surface was hard or soft. To her surprise, it was, in fact, soft and flexible, just like a plant leaf back home.

      “You’re touching one right now.” Raak sounded amused.

      The leaves of the “plant” Kara was touching rustled and a high, tinkling voice like glass wind chimes said,

      “Greetings, visitors.”

      “Oh!” Kara dropped the “leaf” she’d been fondling and jumped back, her head swirling with questions.

      What if the leaf wasn’t a leaf at all? What if she’d just been groping a strange alien like some kind of pervert? Maybe she’d actually been stroking a breast or a…but it didn’t bear thinking about.

      “I’m so sorry!” she babbled to the creature she’d mistaken for a mirrored plant. “I didn’t know you were sentient! I’ve never been here before.”

      “No offense is taken, visitor,” the tinkling voice told her. “We are unlike your kind and you are unlike us, as you sadly have no reflective surfaces.”

      “Oh, um, yes. Very sad,” Kara agreed quickly, trying to be polite. She was relieved the plant creature didn’t seem to think she’d been groping it.

      “Greetings,” Raak said to the mirrored plant person formally. “We have come to make exchanges with your Kaji, Qi.” He pronounced the name like “Kwi” with a long I sound.

      “Ah, yes—I am certain our Kaji will be pleased to see you,” the plant person said, rustling its leaves again. “But you must be willing to enter his Palace of the Unseen. Will you do so?”

      “Gladly,” Raak said, nodding again. “If you would please lead the way?”

      “Of course.” The mirrored leaves rustled again. “Come.”

      It started moving off from them and Kara hastened to follow. She was trying to keep her eyes on the plant person and not lose it in the forest of other, almost exactly similar creatures, but it was almost impossible. Everywhere she looked, there were plant people with huge, mirrored leaves that reflected her own image back to her.

      It really is like a hall of mirrors, Kara thought as she and Raak made their way through the bewildering maze. How in the world does anyone know where they’re going around here?

      But no matter how strange it was, Raak seemed to know exactly where he was headed. He strode confidently along and Kara followed, anxious not to lose him in the shiny, reflective crowd.

      As they went, many of the leaves brushed against her arms and her bare legs, since she still just had on Raak’s spare silver uniform shirt. She wondered if the plant people—the Xephronians—were touching her on purpose. Maybe they were as curious about her as she had been about them when she was touching their guide’s leaf.

      The touches were constant but soft and gentle, barely brushing her skin, so Kara tried not to mind.

      It’s just like walking through a forest, she told herself uneasily. A forest with lots of trees all crowded together and really thick branches.

      But the branches of normal trees didn’t touch you on purpose. And besides, the Xephronians didn’t seem to be shaped like regular trees anyway. They were more like the tropical plants that sometimes grew in Florida, the place on earth that was her mother’s birthplace, with their broad, fan-like leaves which were almost as big as Kara’s head.

      She heard some of them murmuring in their rustling, tinkling voices. However, it was difficult to understand what they were saying even though she’d had a dose of the translation bacteria the Kindred gave to all females who were human or half human that allowed them to understand almost any foreign or alien language.

      “What are they saying about us?” she whispered to Raak. “And why do they keep touching me?”

      “They’re just curious, baby girl,” he assured her. “Don’t worry—I’ve been to Xephron Five several times now—nothing here is going to hurt you. The natives just like new things, that’s all.”

      In fact, after a moment, Kara realized that was what the rustling mirrored plant people were saying.

      “New,new,new,new,new,” they tinkled and chimed over and over in a kind of harmonious chorus as they continued to brush her lightly with their “leaves.”

      “Why do you come here, other than the fact that you like to explore?” Kara asked the big Unbondable. “I mean, what do you get from the, uh, Xephronians in trade?”

      “Their leaves,” he told her.

      “What?” Kara was momentarily horrified. “But isn’t that like trading away a hand or a limb?”

      Raak shook his head.

      “Nah. They shed them the way you and I shed pieces of hair or clip our fingernails. They can always grow more, and the flexible, highly reflective leaves have a lot of uses in the tech industry—especially when focusing lasers or scopes.”

      “Oh, I can see how that would be true,” Kara said thoughtfully. “But…what do you give them in return for their, er, hair and fingernail clippings?”

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      “Pretty much anything, actually. They have an insatiable thirst for new things—they’ll sit and contemplate a dish or a boot or whatever you have for hours.” He shrugged again. “It makes them happy and their old leaves are valuable to me so that makes me happy. It’s a win-win situation.”

      “I see.” Kara was fascinated that he’d managed to not only make contact with such a disparate species, but also to make a lucrative trade deal with them as well. “How did you make the deal with them in the first place?” she asked, wanting to know more.

      “I decided to land here—even though a lot of traders avoid Xephron Five like the plague—and check it out. At first they didn’t know what to make of me—a whole bunch of them surrounded me and started stroking me all over and chanting “New,new,new” like they’re doing now.”

      Kara’s eyes widened.

      “That must have really freaked you out!”

      “A little,” he admitted. “But I realized pretty quickly they weren’t hostile. I asked about making a trade with them and they told me I would have to speak to their Kaji first. Once they took me to him, er, it, and Qi approved me, I was free to trade with them as much as I wanted.” He grinned at her. “And I’ve been coming back ever since. It’s a pretty lucrative deal and the Xephronians are nice people, when you get to know them.”

      Once more, Kara was impressed with his nonchalance and open-mindedness. Of course, the Kindred were genetic traders by nature but they mostly made contact with other people they could possibly mate with or found animals with little or no sentience they could modify genetically to suit their purposes. She liked that Raak didn’t rule out an entire species just because they weren’t genetically compatible or biologically useful.

      “So this Qi,” she said, keeping her voice low, though they were speaking in the Kindred Standard tongue, so she was pretty sure none of the Xephronians could understand them. “What is he, um, it, like? I mean, what does it look like? Is it the same as the rest of the people here?” She motioned at the sea of reflective plant people they were still wading through.

      “Couldn’t tell you what it looks like because I’ve never seen it,” Raak told her.

      “What? But then how…I mean, I don’t understand.” Kara shook her head.

      “Qi is one of the Unseen,” Raak told her. “He has achieved what all the Xephronians hope for—complete invisibility. And here we are at his domicile now,” he added as they came to a halt.

      Kara looked to where he was pointing but saw nothing…literally nothing. There was just a very large square of cleared land, about as big as a football field, with nothing to see but hard-packed dirt. Or was it dirt? She frowned and squinted her eyes at it. It was black, whatever it was, providing a strange contrast to the silvery reflective surfaces of the Xephronians all around it.

      She reached down to touch some of the black stuff to see what it actually was…and found that she somehow couldn’t reach it. Though she could see it plain as day, when she reached for it, her seeking fingers encountered something hard and smooth that wouldn’t let her make contact with the black stuff.

      “Hey—why can’t I touch it?” She looked up to see that Raak was grinning at her.

      “You’re doing the same thing I did on my first visit here,” he remarked. “You can’t touch it, baby girl, because Qi’s palace is in the way. It’s like you’re trying to reach through the brick wall of a domicile to touch the foundations—it can’t be done. Well, not unless you’re able to phase through matter.”

      “So this whole thing is a building?” Kara flung out a hand, gesturing to the vast, empty-looking square of black dirt. She winced as the back of her hand banged into something. “Ouch!”

      “Uh-huh—the Palace of the Unseen. You okay?” Raak asked, frowning. He took her hand and examined it carefully. “Gotta be more careful, baby girl. Just because you can’t see something doesn’t mean it can’t hurt you.”

      “Okay.” Kara flexed her bruised fingers and frowned. “Um, if we can’t see the entrance, how do we get in?”

      “I will open the door for you,” their plant-person guide said in its clear, tinkling voice. “But first you must disrobe and become all-flesh.”

      “Uh, what?” Kara asked, frowning at it uncertainly.

      “It means you have to strip.” Raak was already tugging his shirt over his head to reveal his muscular chest and unfastening the magno tabs that held his flight leathers closed.

      “What?” Kara wrapped her arms around herself protectively. “You didn’t tell me we had to get naked.” She put a hand on her hip. “This is why you said I was dressed perfectly for Xephron Five, isn’t it? Because I only have one thing to take off to be completely nude.” She gestured down at his silver uniform shirt and frowned at him.

      He frowned back.

      “Didn’t think you’d mind. After all, baby girl, didn’t I just see you naked not that long ago? Or mostly naked, anyway.” His dark, silver-ringed eyes scanned over her body and his voice dropped to a low growl. “Saw you and touched you too, as I recall.”

      Kara felt her cheeks grow hot with a blush and her fangs throbbed with the memory of their time together. But she was still hesitant.

      “Well…yes, I know that,” she said, frowning. “But just because I let you see me naked doesn’t mean I feel comfortable letting a whole bunch of strangers see me naked too!”

      Plus, she’d been out of her mind with lust and need when she’d acted in such an uninhibited way around him. She was more in control of herself now and the idea of taking all her clothes off in front of the big Unbondable—not to mention a bunch of strange aliens—made her distinctly nervous.

      “Don’t worry,” Raak told her. “Nobody here but me has any sexual interest in your sweet, curvy little body, baby girl. And they’re only going to see you for a minute anyway. In fact,” he added mysteriously, “You’ll only see yourself for a minute too—or me—so enjoy the sight while it lasts.”

      He flashed her that wild grin of his—a white slice in his dark face—and held out his arms as though to let her look at his body, which was, by now, completely nude.

      Kara tried not to look and found she couldn’t help herself. She’d seen Raak with his shirt off, of course, but the big Unbondable completely naked was a sight to behold. Her eyes ran up his long muscular legs, cut torso, and broad chest and shoulders before sliding back down to rest on the long, thick shaft that nestled against one thigh like a sleeping snake.

      He’s so big! she couldn’t help thinking and her fangs throbbed at the thought. Goddess, if he was that huge when he was completely soft, how enormous must his shaft get when he was hard?

      And what would it feel like inside her?

      Unbidden, the image of her straddling him as she had before, rose in Kara’s mind. Only this time, instead of just biting his neck, she was piercing him with her fangs as he pierced her below with his shaft. She couldn’t help imagining him thrusting up into her as she sank her fangs into his throat, the two of them penetrating each other for hours and hours…

      Her fangs throbbed again as the forbidden image filled her mind and she had to force herself to look away.

      “Seen enough, baby girl?” Raak sounded amused and she wondered if he had somehow guessed the naughty thoughts going on in her head.

      “Shouldn’t we be going in?” she asked, deliberately not answering his question.

      “Not until you get naked,” Raak told her. His deep voice became suddenly serious. “It’s an offense to the Kaji to show any part of yourself and the effects of the Palace of the Unseen don’t work if you’re wearing clothes.”

      “The effects?” Kara asked frowning.

      “You’ll see,” he promised her. “Or you won’t if you don’t take off your clothes. Of course, if you want, I can leave you out here and try to make the deal with Qi on your behalf.”

      “You mean you’ll leave me here all alone?” Kara looked around at the rustling, reflective plant people that still surrounded them chanting,

      “New,new,new,new,” in their soft, tinkling voices.

      It was like being surrounded by a chorus of leafy wind chimes, she thought. Though she knew they meant her no harm, it was kind of creepy to think of being left alone with them.

      Raak shrugged.

      “Sure, if you want.”

      “No, I’d rather go with you,” Kara said quickly.

      “Well then, get naked, baby girl.” he motioned at her.

      “All right.” Taking a deep breath to nerve herself up, Kara quickly slipped the silver uniform shirt over her head and dropped it on the pile of clothes Raak had already discarded. Then she stood there shivering, her arms wrapped around herself to hide her nakedness.

      Raak’s dark eyes softened.

      “Come on,” he told her, his voice dropping to a lower register, “You don’t have to hide yourself like that, Kara. You’re fucking gorgeous, you know?”

      “Um, thanks,” Kara muttered. But his warm words and the honest and obvious admiration in his eyes made her stand up straighter and drop her arms to her sides. She could see her nude body reflected in the hundreds of mirrored leaves of the Xephronians around them, but somehow that didn’t seem to matter.

      Raak thinks I’m beautiful, she told herself. And you know what—I am beautiful. I’m a strong, powerful female and I’m not afraid to show myself.

      The words of self-affirmation helped and she lifted her chin, determined not to be ashamed of her nudity. After all, if Raak could be so comfortable and unconcerned about being naked, it hardly made any sense for her to be cringing and trying to cover herself all the time. Especially when, as he had pointed out, the Xephronians had no interest in her sexually.

      “All right,” she said, lifting her chin and letting her arms hang free at her sides. “I’m ready to go.”

      “And gorgeous too.” Raak’s dark eyes ran over her body, taking her in the same way she’d looked at him and Kara couldn’t help noticing that his shaft twitched and came to attention as he admired her. “Too bad I won’t get to see you once we get inside,” he added cryptically. “But of course, if I could, it would probably only distract me so much I couldn’t make a good trade with Qi.”

      “What do you mean you won’t be able to see me?” Kara asked, frowning.

      “You’ll see, baby girl.” Raak motioned to the plant-person who had led them here. “Okay, we’re ready. Open the door and let us into the Palace of the Unseen.”

      “As you wish,” the Xephronian said in its high, tinkling voice.

      With a rustle of its silvery leaves, it did something to the air in front of where they were standing and then made a motion with its remaining leaves that seemed to beckon to them.

      “Enter, esteemed guests of the Kaji,” it said. “And remember, you must be unseen in order to be seen by Qi.”

      Kara didn’t understand this at all, but Raak was already taking her by the hand and leading her through the invisible doorway.

      “Come on, baby girl,” he murmured. “Let’s go see if Qi can help you with your fangs.”

      And then they went through.
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      They stepped into…nothing. The door slid shut behind them with a soft whooshing sound and then they were completely enclosed in what looked and felt like a box of empty air. Even the black dirt under the Palace of the Unseen had disappeared—there was literally nothing to see.

      Not even herself.

      “Oh!” Kara exclaimed, looking down and not seeing her feet or legs—or any of the rest of her body for that matter. “I’m invisible!” she exclaimed, dropping Raak’s hand to feel her own unseen body. To her relief, she was still there, even though she couldn’t see the body parts she was feeling.

      “Uh-huh—that’s a feature of the Palace of the Unseen. Everything inside it disappears.” Raak sounded completely unconcerned so Kara tried to take her cue from him.

      “It’s very…unusual,” she said, trying to keep her voice casual. “It, uh, sort of makes me feel like I’m going blind.”

      “Only because your eyes are always looking for stimulation and there isn’t any here,” Raak said. “I’d tell you to shut them but it doesn’t make any difference since your lids are invisible too which means they don’t block out any of the light.”

      In fact, light was all there was to see around them, though even that didn’t vary in the slightest. The area around them was uniformly lit with a soft, golden glow which seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

      “Come on, we can’t keep Qi waiting,” Raak said and she heard him shift, as though about to move forward.

      “Wait—at least take my hand. I’ve never been here before and I have no idea where I’m going!”

      Reaching back, Kara grabbed for his hand, only to feel something long and hard and hot in her palm. Whatever it was seemed to throb as she wrapped her fingers around it.

      Kara frowned. What in the world?

      “Uh…that’s not my hand, baby girl.” Raak’s deep voice sounded slightly strangled. “That’s my, uh…”

      “Oh!” With a little gasp, Kara snatched her hand back. She was certain that her cheeks were bright red with a blush of mortification, even if Raak couldn’t see them right now. “I’m so sorry,” she exclaimed. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “I know you didn’t,” Raak interrupted her. “Don’t worry about it. Just hold out your hand and I’ll hold out mine.”

      Kara did as he said and after a bit of fumbling in the empty air between them, they managed to take hands again and then Raak gave her a little tug.

      “How do you know which way we’re going?” she asked as she stepped forward tentatively, following him. The floor beneath her feet felt smooth and cool and featureless.

      “Just walking straight ahead—it’s what I did the first time I met Qi and eventually I ran into him,” Raak said. His deep voice coming from the empty air at her side was both comforting and unsettling at the same time.

      This must be what it feels like to be a ghost, Kara thought to herself. Present but unseen.

      Raak led her along for what felt like a long way. Kara wondered if the whole house was bare or if there was furniture somewhere and they were just walking past it. Maybe they were in a long hallway that led off to other rooms and if she let go of Raak’s hand, she would find them.

      But then again, what if there was something awful waiting in the emptiness on either side of her? What if there was some kind of alien monster she couldn’t see or hear which was watching her hungrily from only a few feet away?

      The thought made her shiver and grip the big Unbondable’s hand even tighter until he murmured,

      “You all right, little girl?”

      “Fine.” Kara tried to make her voice sound normal but it came out high and squeaky instead. “Just a little freaked out, maybe,” she admitted in a low voice.

      “Don’t be,” Raak assured her, giving her hand a little squeeze. “Everything is gonna be just fine, baby girl—I promise you.”

      “It is my palace you are standing in and so I shall be the one to make the promises,” a voice said.

      It was soft and high with just a hint of the chiming quality of the reflective plant people outside, Kara thought. Also, it was coming from about ten feet above their heads. How big was this Qi anyway? If it was Qi who was speaking to them. She had a mental image of one of the silvery plant people grown to an enormous height and towering above them, huge but unseen.

      “Greetings, Qi,” Raak said, addressing the invisible being with ease. “I have come to trade with your people once again but this time I bring a female with me who has need of your infinite wisdom.”

      “My wisdom, is it?” The soft, high voice sounded amused. “Well then, I will be pleased to help your female if I can, Raakshas. You are welcome in my Palace of the Unseen, as always. But before I can offer any assistance, you and your female must consume comestibles with me.”

      “Uh, he wants us to eat with him?” Kara whispered to Raak.

      “It’s a courtesy,” the big Unbondable whispered back.

      “But what do they eat? Is it even safe for us to eat their food?” Kara asked.

      After all, if the Xephronians were plant-based life forms, weren’t they likely to live on a diet of dirt and water and carbon dioxide? What kind of meal would that be? Would she be able to make herself swallow mouthfuls of dirt? And how would that affect her later?

      “Do not fear, female of Raakshas,” Qi’s voice floated softly down to her. “All that you are served, you will be able to consume with pleasure. Come—will you consume with me?”

      “Of course we will,” Raak answered quickly. “We would be most honored to consume comestibles with you, oh Qi. Thank you for your kind invitation.”

      “Very well. Then bend your stalks, for I know your species prefers to be in a bent position while consuming,” Qi told them.

      “Uh…bend our stalks?” Kara asked.

      “I think he means he wants us to sit down,” Raak murmured back.

      “Yes, that is the word—it escaped me for a moment,” Qi said and she heard a rustling as though his leaves were rubbing together in agreement. “Sit down, please, my guests.”

      “Um, that’s very kind of you but where should we sit?” Kara asked doubtfully.

      “Simply sit down where you are,” Qi answered serenely. “There will be a seating platform for you when you bend your stalks and drop your posteriors.”

      Kara wanted to protest that she knew there was no “seating platform” directly behind her because she would have had to walk right through it or at least around it and that hadn’t happened. But Raak squeezed her hand again and murmured,

      “It’s okay. Sit down.”

      Doubtfully, Kara began to bend her knees and lower herself backwards. She felt like she was getting into “chair pose” in Yoga and wondered how long she would have to hold it for.

      But just as she was wondering, she felt something firm and smooth pressing against the back of her legs and then her thighs and butt came in contact with a seat.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed in surprise as she relaxed and felt the chair holding her weight. “Oh, but how—?”

      “Who knows?” Raak murmured from beside her. From the way his voice was close to her ear, Kara could tell the big Unbondable had taken a seat as well.

      “But he, I mean, it, somehow made a chair appear out of nowhere!” Kara protested in a low voice. “How is that possible?”

      “I am afraid your small mammalian meat brain could not begin to understand,” Qi’s voice said from somewhere over her head. “Only one with a plant brain—one whose roots reach far and branches spread wide—can begin to contemplate the wonders and mysteries of bringing matter into and out of existence with a mere thought.”

      “Oh. Okay,” was all Kara could think to say. She had never considered her “meat brain” to be a liability before but it was clear Qi did and since he was their host and she was hoping to get some help from him, she had better play along.

      “Now place your hands before you onto the table,” Qi instructed.

      Kara started to ask, “What table?” but then just decided to do as she was told.

      Lifting her hands, she placed them in front of her and—sure enough—found that they were resting on a hard, flat surface that was a little higher than waist height to her.

      Though she knew she shouldn’t be surprised after sitting on an invisible, magically appearing chair, the invisible table still surprised her. She felt around carefully with her fingertips on its smooth, flat surface but found nothing as far was she could reach.

      “I don’t feel any food,” she hissed to Raak.

      “Because I have not called any comestibles into being yet,” Qi’s soft voice said. Wow, he—or it—really had a good sense of hearing! And apparently he could understand the Kindred Standard tongue as well. Kara made a mental note to be careful what she said around him—or it—in the future.

      “We await your pleasure, oh Qi,” Raak said formally.

      “Then please partake of these luscious xanthos,” Qi told them and suddenly Kara felt several round balls appear under her fingers.

      “Oh, what in the world?” she exclaimed, feeling the strange things. They were firm yet squishy with the texture of a well-filled water balloon and they ranged in size from a pea to a golf ball.

      “These are xanthos,” Qi repeated patiently. “They are a rare delicacy. Please enjoy them.”

      “Thank you, Qi,” Raak said. “They are indeed delicious.”

      “Uh, yes—thank you,” Kara said. She wondered if Qi could see them or not and decided it probably could in some way. Which meant she was going to have to eat at least some of the round, squishy balls she felt under her fingers if she didn’t want to offend it.

      Hesitantly, she picked up a pea-sized ball and popped it into her mouth. It burst the moment she sank her teeth into it and a liquid which was both sweet and bland coated her tongue.

      Well, that isn’t so bad, Kara thought to herself. It’s a little bit like weak tea.

      Feeling braver, she popped a slightly larger ball into her mouth and bit down on it as well. This one had a different flavor—it was blander and the liquid seemed a tiny bit thicker but it still wasn’t horrible.

      “Are you enjoying the xanthos?” Qi asked as Kara chewed and swallowed the thin skin of the ball she had eaten—which was a little like a grape skin, she thought.

      “Oh yes—very much. Thank you,” she said quickly, nodding politely though she wasn’t completely sure if Qi could see her or not.

      “Very good. Try a large one,” their host urged her. “Those are the most mature—the ripest, you might say.”

      “Oh, okay.” Kara picked up a ball the size of a small lime. “If you don’t mind me asking, oh Qi,” she said, addressing the invisible plant being the same way Raak had. “Where do you get these, uh, xanthos? They’re delicious,” she added politely, though honestly they were some of the blandest things she’d ever eaten.

      “Why, I grow them myself upon my own lower branches,” Qi told them just as Kara popped the large ball gamely between her lips and bit down on it. “You could say they are a kind of waste product. But since our species need such very different things to survive, our waste is actually very nutritious for you.”

      “What?” Kara tried to say, but the exclamation came out garbled because her mouth was flooded with a slimy, cold liquid that had the same texture and consistency of a raw egg yolk.

      Did he say waste? she thought wildly as she struggled not to choke on the weird, slimy liquid. Was the invisible plant alien actually feeding them its poop balls?

      Ugh! Even if she hadn’t known that, Kara would have found it very difficult to swallow the raw egg yolk stuff that was coating her tongue. As it was, she felt some of it dribbling from the corners of her mouth and down her chin. She wished desperately for a napkin that she could spit the slimy mess discretely into, but of course, she had nothing like that. All she could do was try to swallow as fast as she could and wipe at her dripping chin with the back of her hand.

      She nearly choked but at last she got the disgusting stuff down, though her stomach rolled afterwards. The remaining balls slid under her fingers but there was no way Kara was eating even one more of them—not after hearing what they actually were.

      To her relief, Qi didn’t urge her to eat any more. The next time it spoke, it addressed them in a polite and formal tone.

      “Well, now that you have consumed comestibles, please tell me in what way I can help you,” it said, its invisible leaves rustling.

      “Would you like to tell Qi about your fangs or should I?” Raak asked her in a low voice.

      “I will.” Kara lifted her chin and addressed the seemingly empty air before her.

      “Oh, Qi, thank you for your offer to help,” she said politely. “My problem is my teeth—my fangs, actually.” She bared her teeth and pointed to her fangs, hoping the invisible being could see what she was talking about.

      “Why are they a problem?” Qi sounded genuinely mystified. “Do not all meat creatures have dentition?”

      “Well yes, they do,” Kara conceded. “But mine are long and sharp and they’re really prominent. I’d like them to be the same size as my other teeth, that’s all. Oh, and not so sharp and obvious-looking.”

      “Their size and prominence should prove no problem to alter,” Qi said with a confident rustle of its leaves. “However, I fear I must warn you, if you repress that which presently flows outward, it will flow inward instead.”

      Kara wasn’t sure what the alien plant person meant by that. Maybe that her fangs would retract into her skull? That didn’t seem like it ought to present a problem, though, she thought. As long as the part of them that people could see got smaller and less obvious she wouldn’t care if the upper part of her fangs were hidden.

      “That’s okay,” she said quickly. “I don’t mind.”

      “Well, if that is your will, then wish it and it shall be so,” Qi told her.

      “Uh…wish it?” Kara frowned uncertainly. If she could have wished away her fangs, she certainly would have done so by now! “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” she said politely. “How can wishing help me?”

      “You are in my Palace of the Unseen and you have eaten of my xanthos,” Qi told her. “These have transferred some of my power over matter to your small meat brain. If you wish your dentition to be smaller or less prominent, you have only to tell them to be smaller and less prominent and it will be so.”

      This sounded crazy to Kara, but she reminded herself that Qi had been able to call a table and chairs into existence out of thin air. So maybe she could also tell her fangs to shrink.

      She was about to do just that when Raak put a hand on her arm and murmured.

      “Wait a minute, baby girl.”

      “Wait for what?” Kara asked. “I’m finally going to shrink my fangs.”

      “I know that’s what you want but I have a bad feeling about this.” He squeezed her hand for emphasis and Kara could almost imagine him looking at her seriously with those silver-ringed eyes of his. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “It’s all I’ve ever wanted—ever since these stupid fangs grew in the first place,” Kara told him. “Now please, Raak—let me do it.”

      “All right.” She could almost see him shrugging. “It’s your body, baby girl and I’ll support whatever you want to do. I just want you to be safe—that’s all.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Kara assured him a touch impatiently. She was afraid if she didn’t get this done soon, the power of the xanthos would wear off and she would be forced to eat another one of the slimy poop balls—which she did not want to do.

      Closing her eyes—though it made absolutely no difference in her vision—she concentrated as hard as she could on the sharp, curving, double set of fangs she had where a human would have their canine teeth.

      Smaller, she told them. Shrink down or retract or whatever you have to do but look like a normal person’s teeth! Oh, and don’t bother me so much anymore—I don’t want to have the urge to bite people all the time. Just leave me alone and be normal!

      At first she didn’t feel anything but then there was an itching sensation in her upper jaw.

      Kara put her fingers up carefully and found that the sharp points of her fangs were blunted. Not only that, they seemed to be getting smaller—shrinking under her fingertips as she felt them.

      “It’s working!” she exclaimed, feeling like she might cry for joy. “They’re getting smaller—I can feel it happening! Oh, I wish I could see it!”

      “Ah yes, I forgot how much you meat creatures depend upon your sense of sight,” Qi said. “Please feel free to exit my palace if you like so that you can observe your new dentition.”

      “Thank you! Thank you so much!” Kara jumped up from the invisible chair, which was suddenly not there anymore the minute she stopped touching it. “Raak?” she said anxiously. “Do you know the way out?”

      “Of course, baby girl. We just walk back the way we came until we come to the end,” he told her, his deep voice sounding slightly amused. “Come on—hold out your hand.”

      Kara reached for him and soon enough found his large, warm hand gripping hers.

      “Thank you again, Qi,” she said formally to the invisible being. “You’ve changed my life—you really have!”

      “You are most welcome, meat female,” Qi told her with a rustle of its branches. “Only remember, that which cannot flow outward, must flow inward. I hope that your new dentition will bring you joy.”

      “It will! I know it will,” Kara told it. “Come on, Raak,” she added, tugging at the big Unbondable’s hand. “I want to go see my new teeth!”
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      They found their way back to the invisible door, which opened when Raak touched it, and out into the brilliant light of Xephron Five once more.

      Kara blinked, trying to get her eyes adjusted to the brilliance which felt blinding after the soft, ambient lighting of Qi’s palace. At least she wouldn’t have to look around to find a mirror, she thought. They were literally surrounded by reflective beings on every side. As they emerged from the Palace of the Unseen, the Xephronians surrounded them.

      “Did you enjoy your visit with our Kaji?” one asked.

      “It is said that Qi is all-powerful and completely unseen,” another chimed.

      “Yes, indeed—I enjoyed it very much,” Kara told them, as she pulled the silver uniform shirt back over her head. “Um, could I look at your leaves for a moment?” she asked the closest plant person.

      “Of course, meat creature.” The Xephronian held still and allowed Kara to peer at her reflection in its broad, mirror-like leaves.

      At first all she could see was that she had dark blue lips—and a blue tongue and blue all down her chin as well.

      What in the world? she thought, wiping at the blue stains. Then she remembered the raw egg yolk liquid inside the last squishy ball she’d eaten. It must have been blue—though of course she couldn’t tell that when everything was invisible.

      She managed to get most of it off her chin and then examined her teeth anxiously. They had a blue sheen too but despite that, she could tell that her fangs were definitely smaller. In fact, they could hardly be called fangs at all anymore. They just looked like regular canine teeth—like any girl might have.

      Nobody would look twice at her now, she was certain—her awful fangs—the bane of her existence for so many years—were finally gone. Or at least shrunk down so small that nobody would even know they were there.

      “It worked,” she breathed, feeling her teeth with her fingertips to be sure. “It really worked!”

      To her joy, the tips of her fangs weren’t even sharp enough to cut flesh anymore. She could press as hard as she wanted without being afraid she’d poke herself and draw blood.

      “Well, baby girl—are you happy?” Raak rumbled from behind her.

      “Happy?” Kara looked up at him, her eyes filling with tears of joy. I’m ecstatic. Oh, Raak—this changes everything!”

      “I’m glad you feel that way.” His voice was carefully neutral and Kara couldn’t help remembering his warning—that he had a bad feeling about her shrinking her fangs.

      Well, they were my fangs to do what I wanted with, she reminded herself defensively. So he gets no say in it. After all, it’s not like we were going to get bonded and be together forever. He’ll never see me again after he drops me off at the Mother Ship, so it doesn’t matter if he misses my fangs or not.

      Kara was certain she certainly wouldn’t miss them! Though she had to admit the thought of never seeing the big Unbondable again made her sad.

      “I feel wonderful,” she told him firmly. “Thank you so much for bringing me here, Raak.”

      “You’re welcome, baby girl,” he growled. “Just hope you still feel happy about losing your fangs in the future.”

      Kara frowned. “What is that supposed to mean? You think something is going to go wrong?”

      “Didn’t say that exactly,” Raak rumbled. “I just hope this works out for you.”

      “It’s already worked out,” Kara told him, smiling broadly. “Look—my smile is perfect now! Well, other than the fact that I have blue teeth at the moment,” she added, laughing.

      Raak’s face relaxed and he laughed with her.

      “Yeah, you got one of the bigger xanthos, I take it. I stuck with the smaller ones myself. Less, uh, juicy if you know what I mean.”

      “Ugh—I do now.” Kara shivered. “I never want to have to eat one of those things again!”

      “I don’t see why you would have to—now that you got what you want,” Raak remarked mildly. “Come on, I still have some trading to do and then we’ll go back to the ship.”

      As Kara followed him back through the crowd of mirrored plant-people, she thought that she had never been so happy in her life.

      She had no idea how drastic the consequences of her actions would be.
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      “Well, baby girl—are you ready to go back to the Mother Ship yet or would you like to make one more stop with me?” Raak asked, giving her a sideways glance as they got settled in the cockpit of his cruiser.

      The trading on Xephron Five had been excellent—mainly because by now most of the natives there had begun saving their discarded leaves for him. They had piles of them just waiting and Raak had taken them gladly after distributing the goods he had brought to trade with them.

      In this shipment he had included lots of shiny, multifaceted light beads which the Xephronians loved. They were especially enamored of the way the flashing lights of the beads were reflected in their own shiny leaves. Raak had the satisfaction of knowing that he'd left many happy customers behind when they finally lifted off the “disco ball planet” as Kara called it.

      Now he watched her from the corner of his eye as he asked the question in a casual tone. Though he kept his voice light, his heart was pounding. He had a feeling—a strong feeling—that he needed to keep her near him. Raak didn’t know why and he didn’t question the certainty he felt—he was used to trusting his gut.

      He was prepared to offer several reasons why she ought to stay with him for a while longer so he was relieved when she grinned at him and said,

      “I’ll stick around for a while, if you don’t mind. I’ve never really been anywhere but the Mother Ship and Earth until now. And since I finally have my fangs taken care of, I’m ready for an adventure.”

      “An adventure, huh? I think we can manage that, baby girl,” Raak told her. As for the fangs in question, he couldn’t help looking at her shining smile with regret. Her fangs had been beautiful—they gave her face character. Not to mention dishing out multiple orgasms when she sank them into his neck.

      But it was selfish to feel that way, Raak told himself sternly. Just look at Kara—she was so much happier now. So much less tense. Shrinking the unruly fangs had clearly made her feel confident and relieved—it was wrong of him to wish for their return.

      However, though Raak was able to push down his own sorrow at the loss of her lovely little fangs, he couldn’t quite quench the feeling of unease he felt when he thought of what Qi had said.

      “Whatever is flowing outward will be forced to flow inward.”

      Wasn’t that it? But what had Qi meant by it?

      Should have asked, Raak thought, trying to keep his worry for Kara from showing on his face. Shouldn’t have just let her rush in and shrink them like that.

      But she had been so eager—so happy. How could he deny her the very thing she’d been longing for, for years?

      “…are we going?” Kara asked and Raak realized he’d zoned out, focusing on his worry instead of listening to the lovely little female speak.

      “Where are we going? Well, I’ve always wanted to try trading on Yi’pisselon. It’s only a hop-skip-and a wormhole from Xephron Five,” he told her, picking up the thread of the conversation. “Yi’pisselon’s in a binary star system and the people there are binary too.”

      “Binary?” Kara frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “You’ll see.” He grinned at her. “Anyway, they’re known for producing some of the most exquisite artwork in the galaxy. Only problem is, Yi’pisselon is a closed planet. They don’t trade with outsiders at all.”

      “They don’t?” Kara frowned. “Then how do you expect to get to trade with them?”

      “I can’t…not by myself,” Raak told her. “But if you’re willing to help me, I think I have an idea…”

      “What kind of idea?” she frowned. “Is it even legal?”

      “Not quite,” Raak admitted. “Art from Yi’pisselon is extremely rare and outlawed in most other worlds because they don’t believe in fucking around with a closed planet. But I have some buyers lined up that will pay top-credit for anything I can bring them. If you help me make the deal, I’ll give you half,” he offered.

      Kara nibbled her lower lip and he could see her thinking it over. She was a good girl who wasn’t used to breaking the law, but he could tell the situation appealed to her—not necessarily for the credit, though—more for the adventure.

      “We won’t hurt them, will we? The Yi’pisselons, I mean? There must be a reason other planets don’t want to bother them.”

      “They don’t want to mess up their culture,” Raak said. “But I have a way to trade with them without bothering them a bit. They won’t even know we’re there—even when we’re right under their noses.”

      “Really?” Kara looked at him wide-eyed and he couldn’t help thinking how beautiful she was, even when she was indecisive. Gods, the little female had really gotten under his skin, somehow, hadn’t she?

      “Really,” he promised her roughly. “I may be a soulless bastard, baby girl, but I don’t go around hurting other people for the hell of it. I can get us in and out of Yi’pisselon without anybody even knowing we’re there.”

      He could see on her face the moment she decided to trust him and for some reason it made his heart squeeze like a fist.

      “Well,” she said at last. “All right—what do I have to do?”

      “I thought you’d never ask, baby girl,” Raak said, grinning at her again. “Let me show you…”
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      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Kara asked doubtfully, looking at the leather harness Raak had gotten his replicator to cobble together.

      “Sure I’m sure.” He grinned at her. “Why baby girl—you getting hot feet? Wanna turkey out?”

      She frowned. “For a Kindred who’s never been to Earth before, you’re not bad at the idioms. But it’s ‘cold feet’ and ‘chicken’ out. And no, I’m not getting cold feet. I’m just wondering what the natives of Yi’pisselon will do to us if they figure out we’re not one of them.”

      “They’re never gonna figure it out,” Raak said confidently. He strapped on the harness and knelt so that his broad back was facing her. “Come on, baby girl—climb on and I’ll show you.”

      Reluctantly, Kara slipped her legs into the two loops hanging down on either side of his hips and seated herself in the leather saddle-type seat which rested at the small of his back.

      “There,” he said. “Comfortable?”

      “I suppose so. It reminds me of the way you held me when we climbed up Rainbow Mountain,” Kara remarked, looking down at the way she was attached to him with her legs on either side of his hips and her arms around his neck. It was nice being so close to him again—close enough to breathe in the warm, spicy scent that smelled so good even if she was positive it couldn’t be his Mating Scent.

      “It is like our first adventure together, isn’t it? Except for the harness.” He turned his head and grinned at her. “But this way we can stay together as long as we need to—no worries about you getting tired hanging on. Plus, we have to have four arms, like the natives.”

      “Four arms and two heads,” Kara remarked. “But are you sure the holo-projection will really make us look like we come from Yi’pisselon?”

      “Take a look for yourself and see.” Raak activated the holo collar he was wearing and, with a soft buzzing sound, they were suddenly covered in flowing green fabric which hid the fact that Kara was a separate person riding on Raak’s back.

      She looked in the 3-D viewer to their right to gage the full effect and had to bite back an exclamation of surprise. It wasn’t just the holo-fabric that hid the fact that they were two instead of one—the shapes and coloration of their faces had been changed as well.

      Instead of her blonde tresses and Raak’s wild black mane, they both had muddy-green hair now. The long, straggly strands looked like limp seaweed scraped over their scalps. Their eyes were different too—vivid yellow with slitted pupils like a reptile’s—they stared out of the 3-D viewer with an alien expression that was hard to read.

      Their skin tones were now a muddy gray and scaled, a little like an alligator’s, Kara thought. Their arms—all four of them—protruded from the sweeping green holo-garment making them look like a single person with two heads and four upper limbs.

      “We’re fucking gorgeous, right, baby?” Raak asked, grinning at her as she studied their new look in the viewer. “But this is the way the Yi’pisselons look. So we have to look the same.”

      “It’s definitely different, all right,” Kara admitted, shivering as she took in their extremely altered appearance.

      She still felt uncertain about the plan but she had to admit that infiltrating a closed planet and disguising themselves as one of the natives definitely fell under the heading of “adventure” which was what she’d asked for.

      It was just that riding “piggy-back” on the big Unbondable’s back and pretending they were one person instead of two was a little bit weirder than any adventure she’d ever imagined.

      Still, she decided to go with it. Even if being this close to Raak and his warm, enticing scent was kind of distracting…

      Suddenly she felt a tingling in her upper jaw, where her fangs had been.

      Oh no! Are they growing back out again?

      Hastily, Kara felt her teeth with her fingertips. But to her utter relief, her fangs were still tiny and blunt. Hmm, the tingle must have been her imagination.

      “Well, baby—are you ready to go down to the surface and do some trading?” Raak asked her.

      “Of course!” Kara smiled brightly which looked awful in their current disguise. “Let’s go.”

      She just hoped her former fangs didn’t start tingling again. It was a strange sensation and it bothered her more than she liked to admit.
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      “Okay, I’m going to be the main head and you’ll be the secondary,” Raak told her as they walked into the Yi’pisselon town he had chosen for trading. Or rather he walked and Kara rode on his back. “That means everything I say, you just agree with me. Got it?”

      “How come I don’t get to be the primary head?” Kara objected.

      He flashed a grin at her, which looked odd with his Yi’pisselon disguise.

      “That would be because I know what I have to trade and what I’m looking for and you don’t, baby girl. I’m not being sexist—just practical.”

      “All right.” Kara could see his point, though she still didn’t like just being the “yes man” of the two of them. Or would it be the “yes woman” or simply just the “yes head?”

      Whatever you wanted to call it, she supposed she could put up with it since they were only going to be here a few hours. Just long enough for Raak to get some of the local art and then they were heading back to the Mother Ship.

      She frowned. The thought of going home and never seeing the big Unbondable was stuck in her mind like a splinter in her finger. And like a splinter, the more she worried it, the more it hurt.

      I don’t want to never see Raak again, she couldn’t help thinking. We make a great team! He’s funny and sweet and considerate and protective—he has everything any girl would want in a mate.

      Well, except for a soul, she reminded herself. Raak didn’t have that and without a soul, no bonding was possible.

      But even without a soul, she didn’t want to leave him, she realized. Just being near him made her body react. Especially when she was this near—plastered against his broad back as he carried her into the alien town. His warm scent was working on her again, making her heart pound and the place where her fangs had been tingle once more.

      Surreptitiously, Kara felt the blunt little points again. Nope, they still hadn’t grown. So why were they tingling so much?

      And it wasn’t just her fangs tingling at this point—the tips of her nipples were suddenly more sensitive too. As soon as she realized that, her pussy joined the chorus—it throbbed hotly between her legs, reminding her that she was spread open with her thighs on either side of Raak’s hips and her crotch rubbing against his lower back.

      Kara suddenly wished she could get down from the big Unbondable’s back and press her thighs together to ease the ache that was growing there. She was still only wearing his spare uniform shirt and the thin fabric between her pussy and his back didn’t seem like enough of a barrier.

      An awful thought occurred to her. What if she started getting hot and slippery as she pressed against him? Raak was sure to feel it and wonder what was going on. How embarrassing! What would she do if that happened?

      She wanted desperately to ask him to stop so she could get down and adjust herself somehow. But they were almost to the town’s borders now, and they couldn’t risk being seen out of disguise by one of the Yi’pisselons. Reluctantly, Kara decided she would just have to try and ignore the distractingly sexual sensations.

      “Hey, baby girl—you all right?” Raak turned his head and she saw his nostrils flare, as though he was scenting her. Knowing how easily he could smell her heat made her feel flustered and embarrassed.

      “Fine,” she said quickly. “Just…a little nervous—that’s all. I’ve never gone undercover like this before.”

      Raak shrugged.

      “I do it all the time when I land on closed planets. The trick is to imitate the mannerisms and speech patterns of the person you’re talking to. People like it when you mirror them—even if they don’t realize you’re doing it. It also helps to agree with their opinions and throw in a few compliments. You get them to like you and before you know it, you’ve got a lucrative deal.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Kara remarked. “I thought you didn’t care what other people thought of you?”

      “Oh, I don’t.” He laughed. “But it’s good to pretend you do when you’re making a deal. You know, baby girl, once we make a few trades here, you’ll have enough credit to do anything you want—go anywhere you want,” he told her.

      Kara thought about saying she didn’t want to go anywhere except with him, but she managed to bite her tongue and not speak the words aloud. After all, it wasn’t like they could be together on any kind of a permanent basis.

      Instead she just nodded neutrally and looked around the town.

      At first glance, the Yi’pisselons didn’t seem to be a very advanced society. They lived in wooden huts with straw roofs and the few vehicles Kara saw on the packed dirt roads didn’t even have motors of any kind. Instead, they were drawn by animals—large, slow-moving beasts that looked a little like a giant tortoise from Earth with the head of a Bassett Hound.

      The Yi’pisselons themselves appeared to be in no hurry to get much of anywhere either. They plodded along, their lumpy, two-headed bodies almost seeming to move in slow motion. Some of them were bartering in the market square she and Raak were approaching, but even there, the speech was slow and ponderous, punctuated with much wagging of heads and deliberate gestures.

      “Where is this amazing art you were talking about?” Kara muttered in Raak’s ear. “All I see are wood huts and primitive vehicles.”

      “Look closer,” Raak told her. “Have you noticed the carvings on the sides of the huts or the paintings on the shells of the beasts that pull their vehicles?”

      Kara had to admit she hadn’t. She narrowed her eyes, focusing on the side of the hut they were passing.

      To her surprise, she saw a geometric pattern of multi-dimensional prismatic shapes carved into the simple wood. It was done with incredible precision and accuracy and had a subtle but complex beauty she would never have seen if she hadn’t looked harder at it.

      Looking around, she saw that the other huts and buildings had the same kinds of carvings, though no two were exactly alike.

      A closer examination of the shell of one of the huge Bassett-tortoises pulling a cart beside them, showed the same kind of thing. The shell was a pattern of grays and greens and browns that Kara had assumed were just the animal’s natural coloration. But now she saw that their real shell color was black and the subtle pattern of colors had been painted on—again in rows and columns of geometric patterns that must have taken ages to do.

      “Oh,” she murmured in Raak’s ear. “I see now—it’s subtle but it’s really beautiful in a minimalist kind of way.”

      “Exactly.” He nodded approvingly. “Just because something doesn’t scream, ‘look at me!’ doesn’t mean it’s not worth looking at.”

      Kara could see his point.

      “Got it,” she whispered. “So what kind of art are you looking to buy here?”

      “That.” Raak pointed to a stall where a slow-moving Yi’pisselon merchant was standing behind a table filled with carved wooden bowls and serving platters.

      “Oh.” Kara stared curiously at the display. “They’re beautiful but why those things specifically?” When he’d said he was looking to buy art, she had imagined a more literal interpretation like a painting or a sculpture.

      “Because,” Raak murmured back. “It’s exactly the kind of thing the bored house-mistresses of Tava Prime will go crazy for. They’ve got nothing to do all day but spend their husbands’ credits and compete with each other over who has the most exclusive possessions. I bring them something like this—a set of serving bowls and platters from a closed world that no one else can get—and they’ll start a damn bidding war to see who can get them. The winner will pay me ten times what they’re worth so she can host a dinner party for the losers and make them eat off the plates they couldn’t get for themselves. They’ll all have to pretend to be happy for her while inside they’re eaten up with envy.”

      “Sounds like a charming society,” Kara said dryly. “I’m glad I don’t live there.”

      “No, you wouldn’t like it at all,” Raak told her. “Bunch of back-biting, back-stabbing females who hate each other and pretend to be best friends. But right now, we need to concentrate on Yi’pisselon, not Tava Prime. After all, we have to get the platters and bowls before we can sell them.”

      “And I suppose you’re the master dealmaker?”

      “Just watch and learn, baby girl,” Raak told her. “Watch and learn.”
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      Kara kept silent as they approached the merchant with the beautifully carved bowls and platters. She wondered how long it had taken to make each one—for all she knew the intricate carvings could have taken years.

      There was another customer ahead of them, so Raak stopped and waited politely, his eyes flitting over the array of dishes while the merchant transacted his business.

      “The little missuss might like this one,” the customer’s main head said as he lifted a large, carved serving platter in his first pair of hands.

      “Ayup—that she might,” his secondary head said, nodding vigorously.

      “That’s a good choice, that is,” the merchant remarked. “Good craftsmanship and built to serve a fair few guests if you’ve got ‘em.”

      “That’s so, yes it is,” the merchant’s secondary head agreed, also nodding.

      “Well then—I think we’re all in agreement,” the first head of the customer said. “We’ll take it!”

      “Yes, we will. Yes indeedy-do!” the second head said, nodding enthusiastically. “We’ll take it—we surely will.”

      “We’ll wrap it up for you,” the merchant said and his own second head nodded in complete agreement as he moved slowly to wrap the carved serving platter with all four hands.

      Credits changed hands—all eight of them, Kara saw—and at last the transaction was done. She was relieved to see that they were finally next. Though Raak seemed confident in what he was doing, she most certainly was not.

      All you have to do is agree, she reminded herself. Just agree with everything he says. You can do that—how hard can it be?

      Not hard at all, she was certain. So she opened her eyes wide and smiled a bland but pleasant smile, which was the expression she had observed on many second heads around the marketplace.

      “Good morrow,” the merchant said to Raak as they approached. “How may I be of service to you on this fine day that Gooshen has created for us?”

      Gooshen must be their deity, Kara thought as Raak nodded back to the merchant.

      “Good morrow,” Raak responded. “To begin with, you can show me some of your finest serving platters. I’ll be wanting to buy a fair few if you’ve got them.”

      Wow, he really sounds like a Yi’pisselon,” Kara thought. She didn’t say anything but then Raak surreptitiously elbowed her and she remembered she was supposed to be agreeing with him.

      “Oh! Uh, yes—yes we do. We want to buy a bunch of your fine platters and bowls,” she said quickly.

      “Well, that’s a fine thing to hear on such a lovely day,” the merchant’s first head said.

      “Isn’t it though? Just the finest day Gooshen ever created,” his second head agreed.

      “Gooshen must be praised for this fine day,” Raak said, nodding piously.

      This time Kara was ready.

      “Gooshen really is the best,” she said, nodding as well.

      “So he is. So he is,” the merchant’s first head said. “Well now, which platters were you looking at?”

      He and Raak bent over the array of finely carved platters and bowls and Kara tried not to look too bored. Some adventure this was turning out to be. Despite being in disguise, all she got to do was nod and agree while Raak bought tableware. That wasn’t very exciting at all!

      Just then the place where her fangs had been began itching again—then throbbing.

      Kara frowned and rubbed the blunt little points with the tip of her tongue, willing them to stop. What was wrong with her, anyway? She’d thought that her fangs were cured completely in Qi’s Palace of the Unseen so why were they still bothering her?

      But in just a moment, it wasn’t only her fangs that were itching. The strange sensation moved down to her nipples and then to her pussy. These parts of her had felt sensitive before, but now they began to throb and ache fiercely—almost as though someone was tugging and twisting her stiff, sensitive peaks and reaching between her thighs to stroke her pussy.

      “Oh!” Kara gasped, writhing against Raak’s broad back. “Oh, what in the world?”

      Her exclamation brought an astonished look from both of the Yi’pisselon merchant’s heads.

      “Are you quite all right there, friend?” the first head asked and the second one frowned in concern as well.

      “Just fine,” Raak said heartily, shooting a glance back at Kara.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, trying to find a reason for her sudden outburst. “I think something just, uh, stung me.”

      “No it didn’t,” Raak said pointedly, frowning. “Or I would have felt it too.”

      Of course he would have, since they were supposed to be two heads attached to the same body, Kara realized. Feeling stupid, she tried to salvage the situation.

      “Have you noticed what very fine clouds Goocher put in the sky today?” she asked, pointing up towards the pale purple sky where some silvery wisps were drifting by.

      “Goocher?” The merchant’s first head frowned.

      “Oh, uh, Goochy,” Kara quickly corrected herself. No, that wasn’t right either, she realized when both the merchant’s heads looked at her blankly.

      Damn it, what was the name of the Yi’pisselon deity again? Somehow it had flown right out of her head! It would probably be easier to remember if her nipples and pussy weren’t aching so fiercely. She was beginning to be in real pain here!

      “Gooshen, is certainly good to us,” Raak said, agreeing with her, even as he shot her a baleful look.

      “Right, right—Gooshen,” Kara said quickly. “He is the absolute best weather deity anybody could ask for. I mean, I don’t know about you guys but he’s right at the tip-top of my list. Am I right?”

      But her words didn’t seem to have the calming effect she hoped for on the merchant. Both his heads were frowning now.

      “Gooshen is not the god of weather!” the first head said, frowning. “He is the god of being and belonging as all devout Yi’pisselons know. Pooper is the god of weather!”

      Pooper? Seriously?

      But of course she couldn’t comment on the ridiculously named deity without giving herself away.

      “Oh, uh, for sure—of course,” Kara said quickly. “Um, praise be to Pooper for the really nice weather today.”

      “Praise be,” Raak agreed, nodding. “Now, about those platters. I think I’d like to take all you have available.”

      He and the merchant got back to haggling but just as they had agreed on a price and Raak was saying, “Well, I think we’re all in agreement here,” another sharp twinge, almost like an electrical shock shot right through Kara’s throbbing nipples and aching pussy.

      And then she felt herself beginning to get wet between her thighs—really wet.

      “Ouch! Oh, no,” she moaned, writhing uncomfortably against Raak’s back.

      “No?” The merchant, who had been about to hand Raak a stack of carved wooden platters drew back in alarm. “I thought we all agreed?” he asked and his second head murmured in agreement.

      “We do,” Raak said, glaring over his shoulder at Kara.

      “Yes, um…sure we do,” she agreed weakly. But then another sharp shock ran through her. The feeling of being electrocuted in her most sensitive parts was too much. “I can’t!” she exclaimed wiggling frantically. “I can’t do this!”

      The merchant’s frowns deepened.

      “See here,” he said, drawing himself up as both heads glared at Kara. “If you’ve got a haunted second head I don’t want nothing to do with you—so I don’t! It’s bad luck to deal with someone that can’t agree with themselves.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Raak said. “We’ll just be going now.”

      But the merchant had caught the eye of another Yi’pisselon, who was wearing a shiny round badge pinned in the center of his chest.

      “Constable! Oh Constable!” he called. “See here—this fellow has a haunted head.” He pointed at Raak and Kara and all the rest of the Yi’pisselons stared in their direction.

      “Shit!” Raak muttered under his breath as the constable made his ponderous way towards them.

      “A haunted head? What is he talking about?” Kara asked under her breath.

      “I think it’s their form of schizophrenia—when the two heads can’t agree with each other,” he shot back. “What’s wrong with you, anyway baby girl?”

      “I—” Kara started to explain but just then the Yi’pisselon Constable started shouting at them.

      “See here,” his first head was saying loudly, as he came towards them. “We can’t have no haunted heads in this town. It’s against the will of Dingle so it is.”

      “Dingle? Who in the Seven Hells is Dingle? Pooper…Dingle…Gooshen…I mean, how many deities do these people have anyway?” Kara exclaimed.

      “More than I want to hang around and find out about,” Raak growled. “We need to get out of here—fast.”

      The Yi’pisselon Constable began to pull a weapon out of his robes—at least Kara assumed it was a weapon—but Raak didn’t give her a chance to get a really good look.

      “Hold on, baby girl,” he told her. “We’re gonna have to make a run for it.”

      “Now, you’re coming with me and I don’t want no trouble about it so—” the Constable began.

      Raak didn’t wait for him to finish his ponderous statement of arrest. He dodged suddenly around the Constable, knocking into the merchant’s rickety table and spilling a heap of platters and bowls on the dusty ground in the process. Then he ran around one of the slow-moving Bassett-tortoises who was pulling a wooden cart and began to pelt down the road with Kara clinging to his back.

      There were cries of, “Stop him!” and “Haunted head!” behind them, but none of the Yi’pisselons were built for speed and Raak was really fast, even with Kara on his back. Before she knew it, they were back to his ship and the pursuing natives had been left in the dust.

      “All right,” Raak growled, panting a little after his exertion. “You wanna tell me what the Seven Hells that was all about back there, baby girl? I nearly had the sale in the bag and then you started going crazy.”

      “Down—let me down!” Kara demanded, writhing against him. She couldn’t wait another minute. Whatever was wrong with her, she had the idea that the big Unbondable’s close proximity had something to do with it.

      “Fine.” He took off the holo collar so he could see what he was doing and helped her get out of the leather harness he wore strapped around his waist.

      With a gasp, Kara staggered free. She felt better for a moment…until she looked down at herself.

      “Oh…oh, no,” she moaned at what she saw.

      There were two large wet patches on the silver uniform shirt she wore like a dress—directly over her nipples. Not only that, but her thighs were slick with moisture too.

      What was happening to her?
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      “What’s happening to me?” Kara moaned when they got back into the ship. “Why am I leaking?”

      “Are you, baby girl? Let me see,” Raak said anxiously. He felt bad for being upset with her for ruining the sale earlier. He hadn’t had any idea all this was going on.

      Should have had an idea though, he thought grimly. Qi tried to warn us there would be a price for shrinking her fangs. This must be it.

      Whatever this was.

      “Come on,” Raak told her. “Let’s get you into the fresher and out of that shirt so we can see what’s going on.”

      Though he knew how modest she was, she allowed him to lead her into the fresher and open the shirt. Raak thought that she must really be in pain not to protest at all when he leaned down to examine her nearly nude body.

      Her nipples were bright red and looked achingly hard. But that wasn’t all—they were also leaking a pale blue fluid like nothing Raak had ever seen before.

      Wait a minute—never seen before? Yes, you have! he told himself. It’s essence—the same stuff that used to leak from her fangs when she bit you. Only now it’s coming from her nipples. What in the Seven Hells?

      “Raak, it hurts!”

      Kara’s soft cry of pain drew his attention from her full breasts to her face. She was nearly crying, he saw, his heart twisting for her pain.

      “I know, baby girl,” he said quickly. “I know it hurts. Come on—let’s see if we can help you.”

      Quickly, he drew a bath for her in the deep tub where he had warmed her after their escape from Tranq Prime. Maybe soaking in the warm water would help ease her ache, he reasoned. Maybe it would draw out the essence that was filling her breasts and causing her such pain.

      But it wasn’t only her nipples that were leaking, he saw as he knelt beside her to adjust the water temperature. Her inner thighs glistened too, as if with her honey. But Raak could tell by the faint blue sheen that it wasn’t her honey but her essence that was coming from the sensitive area.

      That which once flowed outward must flow inward, he thought. Well, Qi tried to warn us. I just hope I can ease her pain!

      When the tub was nearly filled, he helped Kara into it but she begged him to come in too.

      “Please, Raak,” she whispered. “Hold me like you did after Tranq Prime. Please.”

      “Of course, baby girl,” he said roughly, his heart twisting in his chest again. Quickly, he stripped off his clothing and climbed into the tub with her, pulling her close to his chest. He would do anything to try and make her feel better and truth be told, he wanted to hold her but he’d been afraid she wouldn’t want his touch when she was in pain.

      But it turned out that Kara did want his touch—very much. She writhed against him restlessly, moaning as the water around them turned a pale, delicate blue from her essence.

      “Please, Raak—can’t you help me?” she begged, looking up at him in a way that tore at his heart. “Please, it hurts so much.”

      “I was hoping the warm water would help you, baby girl,” he told her. “Maybe help pull some of the essence out of your breasts and pussy.”

      “Essence?” She sat up between his thighs and looked down at herself, her eyes almost drugged with need and pain. She gestured at her full breasts, still leaking the pale blue liquid. “You think this is my essence?”

      “What else could it be?” Raak asked reasonably. “Looks like it.” He leaned forward and swiped his tongue against one swollen nipple. The familiar sweet taste he associated with kissing her filled his mouth. “Tastes like it too, baby girl,” he murmured, looking up at her.

      “Oh!” Kara gasped and thrust her breasts outward. “Do…do that again, please Raak,” she pleaded. “For just a minute when you licked me, it felt better.”

      Raak frowned.

      “You sure, baby girl? I thought now that your fangs were gone you didn’t want to do that kind of thing with me anymore.”

      “Of course I want to, but this isn’t about that,” Kara exclaimed. “It’s about feeling like someone is running an electric current through all my most sensitive spots. Please, Raak—help me! If…if you don’t mind, I mean…” She bit her lip. “I mean, the essence leaking out…”

      “Tastes as sweet as your kisses, baby girl,” he said firmly. “Of course I want to help you…want to lick you and suck you if you think it’ll make you feel better.”

      Kara shook her head.

      “I…I don’t know. But would you…could you just try?”

      “Sure I will, sweetheart. Come here.”

      Putting his hands on her waist, Raak pulled her closer so that her full, bare breasts were swaying in his face. He felt his shaft harden at the sight. Gods, she was lovely! But she was also in pain—and he wanted nothing more than to ease the ache she was feeling.

      Carefully, he took one tight pink nipple between his lips and laved it with his tongue.

      “Oh!” Kara threw her head back and pressed her breasts forward, pushing more of her nipple between his lips. “More!” she begged. “Please, Raak—do more.”

      Encouraged by her obvious desire and the relief he was bringing her from pain, Raak sucked her nipple—gently at first, and then harder. The sweet pale essence flowed into his mouth reminding him of spiced honey, only slightly thinner. In no time, he had a mouthful. He swallowed and sucked some more as Kara moaned and pressed against him.

      That’s right, baby girl, he thought as she fed her ripe nipples into his mouth, pressing desperately against him. That’s right, take what you need. Just take what you need and let me suck your sweet nipples for you.

      At last, the flow from her tight pink peaks slowed and then stopped. Kara, who had been kneeling on her knees in the bathtub between his thighs, sighed and sat back. With a weary moan, she collapsed against his chest.

      Raak held her tight.

      “Better, baby girl?” he asked, looking down at her anxiously.

      “Sort of,” Kara admitted.

      “Sort of?” Raak frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It just means, I…” She looked up at him, biting her lip with those white little teeth of hers—teeth that were missing their fangs, Raak couldn’t help thinking.

      “Go on,” he urged her. “Tell me, baby girl.”

      “Well, it’s just that…that while my breasts feel much better now, I still have a, uh, a problem.”

      Kara’s cheeks went red with embarrassment as she spoke and Raak understood what she was trying to say.

      “Let me guess—your pussy aches as much as your sweet little nipples did a minute ago,” he said, looking down at her.

      Clearly ashamed, Kara hung her head.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “But I don’t like to ask you to, well…”

      “You don’t want to ask me to lick your pussy?” Raak asked, raising an eyebrow. “Baby girl, don’t you know that’s what I’ve been wanting to do to you since the first minute I saw you back on the Mother Ship?”

      “I know,” Kara said in a low voice. “It’s what every Kindred male wants. But now I’m leaking this stuff…”

      “It’s just your essence, sweetheart,” Raak told her firmly. “It’s like Qi warned us—whatever can’t flow out, has to flow in—or at least in a different direction.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “You really think that’s what’s happening to me?”

      “I do—what else could it be?” Raak asked reasonably. “Getting your fangs to shrink was a big deal—there was bound to be a price.”

      “Well, I don’t know how I feel about paying it,” Kara said, frowning.

      “I do.” Raak rose from the water, lifting her in his arms.

      “Oh!” Kara gasped as the water sluiced off them. “What are you doing, Raak?”

      “Taking you to the bedroom, baby girl.” He felt his shaft surge again at the thought of finally getting to taste her and his voice dropped to a soft growl of desire. “You need your pussy licked and I’m damn well going to lick you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Seven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Kara couldn’t believe they were doing this. It was so embarrassing! And yet, she knew that Raak was right—she needed it badly. She could do nothing but moan softly as the big Unbondable carried her into his sleeping chamber.

      He took a moment to towel her off gently and then laid her carefully on the bed with her lower legs hanging down over the edge. After toweling himself off as well, he knelt on the floor between her knees and parted her legs.

      Kara wanted to protest as he opened her thighs, revealing her swollen pussy. She was embarrassed for one thing and for another, she’d been saving her first tasting for her mate. But none of the reasons she could think of not to do this could match the urgency of pain and need she felt throbbing between her thighs.

      There was simply no choice—she had to let the big Unbondable taste her and try to ease the ache in her pussy the same way he had eased the ache in her breasts.

      “Raak,” she moaned, as he wrapped his big arms around her thighs and pulled her even closer to the edge of the bed. “Please…please be gentle. I…I’ve never been tasted before.”

      “Of course I’ll be gentle, baby girl.” His voice was rough with desire but his silver-ringed eyes were tender. “I’ll never hurt you,” he promised. “Just want to help you feel better. Can you relax now and open for me? Relax and let me taste you?”

      “I…I think so,” Kara whispered. Looking down, she couldn’t help biting her lip as she watched him part her swollen folds with his thumbs to reveal her slippery inner pussy.

      Raak gave a low groan.

      “Gods, baby girl, you’re so damn beautiful,” he told her. Then he leaned forward and placed a hot, sweet kiss on her inner folds.

      Kara moaned and jumped, her hips bucking in response to his soft, oral caress. She could feel the need building inside her but just that one simple touch of his mouth to her pussy had already eased some of the ache. This was what she needed—she knew it now.

      “Please, Raak,” she whispered, pushing her hips forward to give him better access. “Please…more.”

      She didn’t need to ask him twice. He looked up at her, his eyes blazing.

      “You need me to lick you deep, baby girl? Get my tongue all the way inside your soft, wet little pussy?”

      To Kara’s mingled desire and embarrassment, that was exactly what she needed.

      Biting her lip, she nodded.

      “Yes,” she whispered, looking down at him. “Oh, please yes, Raak.”

      “That’s good, baby girl—because that’s what I need too,” he assured her. “Need to taste that hot little pussy until you come for me—come while you’re riding my tongue.”

      His hot, dirty words seemed to send a bolt of desire right through Kara’s entire body. She moaned and arched up towards him, mutely begging for more.

      Raak was quick to give her what she needed. Leaning forward, he lapped her open pussy again, this time using the flat of his tongue to cover as much area as possible.

      Kara gave a little cry and arched against him, bucking her hips shamelessly against his invading tongue, opening her thighs as wide as she could to let him in. Any lingering embarrassment she’d felt at the awkwardness of the situation faded as the big Unbondable pressed his face eagerly between her thighs and lapped her slippery folds, bathing her pussy with his tongue and sucking to draw out the essence which still came from her.

      “Raak…Raak!” Kara heard herself moaning. Somehow she had buried both hands in his thick, wild hair and was tugging eagerly as she thrust up to meet him. Gods, could that really be her moaning his name and begging so shamelessly for him to taste her, to lick her harder…deeper…more?

      It must be because she was suddenly right on the edge—the sharp painful ache turned into a constant flow of pleasure. Though she had never had a male’s tongue between her legs before, Kara knew she would never forget her first tasting. It was so good, so exactly what she needed that she could feel the pleasure trying to peak inside her, her orgasm hovering just over the horizon…

      “Raak,” she moaned, bucking up against him. “Raak, I’m close…so close. I just need…oh, I don’t know what I need!”

      He looked up for a moment.

      “I do, baby girl,” he rasped. Then he ducked down and captured her clit between his lips, swirling the tip of his tongue around and around the sensitive little button. At the same time two long, strong fingers filled her pussy channel and began to fuck deeply into her.

      The penetration seemed to be exactly what Kara needed to push her over the edge. With a low cry, she felt the pleasure take her, sweeping in like a tidal wave and washing her out to sea.

      “Raak!” she moaned, tugging the big Unbondable’s hair as she arched against him. “Oh Gods, Raak, yes…yes!”

      Raak rode out her orgasm, never ceasing his steady licking and sucking even as she bucked fiercely against his mouth. At last, though, when Kara collapsed, panting on the bed, he looked up, his mouth shiny with her juices.

      “Gods, you taste so damn good. Feeling better, baby girl?” His voice was hoarse with lust and he licked his lips as though he was ready to taste her again if she needed him to.

      “I…I think so.” Kara was still trying to catch her breath. “Goddess, Raak—that was so…” But she couldn’t think of a word that adequately described the sudden shift from pain to pleasure.

      Raak seemed to understand because he nodded.

      “For me too, baby girl. You have the sweetest little pussy I’ve ever tasted. And I fucking love the way you pull my hair and moan while I’m going down on you.”

      Kara felt her cheeks getting hot but there was no point in being embarrassed now, she told herself. After all, she and Raak had just done something that was usually reserved for people who were either bonded, or about to be bonded.

      But thinking of that made her sad. Because she and Raak were never going to be able to bond.

      “Thank you,” she said, trying to push her regret away. “For…for helping me. For healing me.”

      He frowned. “Don’t know if I managed to heal you, exactly. I think only time will tell about that.”

      Kara bit her lip. “You think it’ll come back? The essence, I mean? You think it’ll happen again?”

      Raak looked serious.

      “I hope not for your sake, baby girl. But I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

      “I guess,” Kara said hesitantly. “But I feel so much better now, Raak. So much…” She yawned suddenly. “Oh my, so much sleepier.”

      He smiled at her.

      “Not surprised, considering how hard you came. Of course you’re all tired out afterwards.”

      “Will you hold me?” Kara held out her arms to him. “Can we just take a nap together, please? I…I feel better when I’m in your arms,” she confessed, though she knew she shouldn’t.

      His dark eyes, which had been half-lidded with lust, went soft.

      “Of course I’ll hold you, baby girl. I’d love to hold you.”

      He climbed into the sleeping platform with her and pulled her close to his broad chest.

      Kara sighed and snuggled closer, not even minding that both of them were nude. In the past such a sleeping arrangement might have felt dangerous. But she trusted Raak to do the right thing by her always and besides, it was so comforting to have his bare skin next to hers.

      I’m better now, she told herself as she pillowed her head on his broad chest. All better. Raak cured me by sucking out the essence that had been flowing in and down and out the wrong way. I’ll never have to worry about it again.

      That was what she thought, anyway…until the sharp, aching pains woke her again in the middle of the night.
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      “We can’t go on like this.” Raak ran a hand through his hair wearily. Not that he didn’t love going down on Kara—Seven Hells, he’d do it forever if he could. But the constant cycle of her need was wearing after a while, even for her.

      Her tight little nipples were sore from him sucking them so much and her little clit was swollen and over-sensitized from the way he’d been licking her almost constantly for the past twenty-four hours.

      It had been a non-stop marathon for the past day and night, Raak thought as he looked at her, lying panting on the bed from her last orgasm. Her hips had begun to twitch away from him, her body trying to protect itself from over-stimulation even though she needed to come to get over an “essence attack,” as he had started calling the episodes in his head.

      No matter how gentle Raak tried to be when he sucked her nipples and lapped her pussy, those sensitive areas weren’t meant to be continuously stimulated over and over for hours on end. Yet there was no other way to ease Kara’s pain and need and she swore that the electrical shocks she got in her nipples and pussy were worse than the over-stimulation of those same areas when Raak licked and sucked her.

      He was willing to keep on for as long as it took for her to get over the essence attacks but as time wore on, it became clear that they weren’t going to stop on their own. Kara needed help and he could only think of one place to find it.

      “We need to go back to the Palace of the Unseen,” he told her. “Need to go back and see Qi again. Maybe he can undo all of this.”

      “And make my fangs grow out again?” Kara looked near tears at the thought.

      “What other choice do we have, baby girl?” Raak asked. Seeing her pale blue eyes swimming with tears, he gathered her close to his chest and held her.

      Gods, how his heart ached to see her pain! He didn’t know why he was feeling the way he was for the sweet little female—he’d been around the galaxy and been with plenty of women but none of them had touched him like Kara. He wanted desperately to make her well—to help her through this crisis.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was falling in love with her, he told himself dryly.

      But of course that was impossible. He had no soul and without one, it was impossible to fall in love or to bond—everyone knew that.

      “I don’t want my fangs to grow out again,” Kara whispered against his chest.

      Raak cuddled her close.

      “I know you don’t, baby girl,” he murmured gently. “But if it’s a choice between visible fangs and feeling like you’re being electrocuted in your nipples and pussy all the time, which is better?”

      “The fangs, I guess.” She looked up at him, her lovely pale blue eyes swimming with tears. “You’re right, Raak—we have to go back. We have to ask Qi to make my fangs grow out again. I know you’re willing to help me as much as you can, but I’m exhausted. And you must be getting lockjaw by now from, uh, licking me so much.”

      She blushed pink as she spoke, which made his heart twist again.

      “Well, I will admit you’re testing my endurance.” Raak massaged the sides of his jaw with one hand ruefully. “But I’ll keep going as long as you need me to—I love tasting your pussy, Kara. You know that.”

      “I know.” Her blush deepened. “But you’re right—we can’t live like this. These attacks are happening more and more frequently and we can’t spend the rest of our lives in bed.”

      “Well if we had to, you’re the one I’d want to spend mine with,” Raak told her, grinning tiredly. “But I think I’d better set us a course for Xephron Five. We need to get back to Qi as soon as possible.”

      “Yes.” Kara sighed and then gave a sharp little moan.

      Raak’s senses were on high alert—by now he knew all the signs of an impending essence attack, so he knew exactly what that little cry of pain meant.

      “Is it coming on again?” he asked her anxiously. “You need me to lick you some more, sweetheart?”

      Kara winced and nodded.

      “Yes, but I can…can wait while you set a course for Xephron Five,” she told him. “Go on, Raak—I’ll be okay.” She winced again. “For a little while, anyway.”

      “I’ll hurry,” Raak promised her. He jumped off the sleeping platform and ran to the front of the ship to lay in a course to the “disco ball planet.”

      He only hoped they could get there before Kara was in so much pain he couldn’t help her anymore.
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      “Because you are in my Palace of the Unseen and have eaten of my xanthos, you can, of course, cause your fangs to return to their normal configuration,” Qi said, from his invisible perch somewhere ten feet or so above them.

      “Oh, thank you!” Kara had never thought she’d be so glad to hear that her fangs would be long and sharp—exactly the way they’d been before she messed with them.

      She’d been reluctant when Raak first suggested coming back to Xephron Five to get the process reversed. But the constant shooting pains in her most sensitive areas had convinced her that she would much rather have prominent fangs than the feeling she was being electrocuted all the time.

      She had eagerly taken off her clothes to enter the invisible palace and had willingly swallowed the biggest, squishiest xanthos ball she could find the minute the invisible plant alien produced them. Anything to be rid of this awful agony!

      “I want my fangs back,” she said, closing her eyes and concentrating hard. “Make them grow back just like they were.”

      At once she felt the familiar itching-tingling sensation in her upper jaw right where her canine teeth should be. To her relief, when she explored the area with the tip of her tongue, she felt the long, sharp tips of her fangs just where they should be.

      “It worked!” she told Raak, who was sitting, quiet and invisible beside her. “They’re back—now we can go back to normal!”

      “I am afraid not,” Qi said with a rustling of its invisible leaves.

      “What?” Kara looked up into the empty air, wishing she could see the invisible alien to get some idea of what it was talking about. “What do you mean? My fangs are back—everything should go back to normal, right?”

      The invisible leaves rustled again.

      “Regrettably, reversing the process may not solve your problem,” Qi murmured in its soft voice. “Only time will tell, but such a drastic physical change is not without consequences, even when you seek to correct it.”

      “Are you telling me I got my fangs back for nothing?” Kara demanded, her heart sinking.

      “Not for nothing,” Qi assured her. “For at least now you have the means to fix that which was broken.”

      “What? I don’t understand. Oh!” Kara gasped. To her horror, she felt the now-familiar sensation of electrical shocks running through her nipples and pussy.

      “What is it, baby girl?” Raak asked anxiously. Though he was invisible, Kara could almost see the concern in his dark, silver-ringed eyes. “Is it happening again? Another attack?”

      “Yes.” Kara didn’t trust herself to say any more than that. She felt like crying. Why had she gone to the trouble to grow her hated fangs back out if it wasn’t going to solve her problem? And what was she going to do?

      “It’s okay, Kara. We’re going to get through this somehow,” Raak rumbled. He squeezed her hand, offering her strength. “And I’ll be by your side, every step of the way—I promise.”

      “But what are we going to do? Where are we going to go? If Qi can’t help me, who can?” Kara asked, her voice tight with tears. She felt sick with fear—she couldn’t live like this! But there didn’t seem to be any options left, since restoring her fangs hadn’t fixed the problem.

      “Don’t know,” Raak admitted, squeezing her hand again. “But we’ll think of something—I promise you that.”

      “There is a Tolleg hospital ship visiting our quadrant of space at the moment,” Qi said unexpectedly, breaking into their conversation. “One of their surgeons came to visit me—a female by the name of Silki. She asked for some of my leaves and xanthos for experimentation in her lab—a request I was glad to grant for the Tollegs have a fine reputation as healers of all creatures—both meat and plant based.”

      “The Tollegs—of course!” Raak’s voice was excited. “Why didn’t I think of that? If anyone can help you, they can, baby girl,” he said to Kara.

      “Oh yes—we have a Tolleg surgeon on board the Mother Ship,” she exclaimed. “Yipper is his name—he’s amazing.”

      “Would you rather go back and see him, then?” Raak asked. “I mean, it’s probably a longer trip than finding the Tolleg surgical ship in this quadrant but if you’d feel better being at home…”

      Kara thought of going back to the Mother Ship and being forced to admit to her parents what was going on with her and what Raak had been doing to help her with her problems.

      The mental image made her cringe with embarrassment.

      “No,” she said quickly. “No, I can’t wait that long. Let’s find the Tolleg ship, Raak. Let’s find it as soon as we can,” she added, feeling the electrical pain run through her again. “Please.”

      “You got it, baby girl. Come on.” He rose and Kara followed him.

      “Thank you, oh Qi,” she said, though she couldn’t help thinking that the plant-based creature had certainly done her more harm than good. After all, it could have warned her in a less cryptic way how badly her wish to shrink her fangs would turn out!

      “You are thinking that I should have warned you of the consequences of your original wish more clearly,” Qi said, surprising her.

      “I, uh…” Kara fumbled for a moment. Then she decided that she was through being polite. “Well, yes, actually,” she said boldly. “Why didn’t you?”

      “It was not given me to see any more clearly,” Qi told her. “I warned you as strongly as I was able. But you meat creatures are so stubborn in your desires I do not think that anything I could have said would have dissuaded you.”

      Reluctantly, Kara had to admit he was right. She’d been so set on shrinking her fangs that she’d barely paid any attention to the warning Qi had tried to give—she’d even brushed off Raak’s misgivings without a second thought. Maybe she would have gone ahead, even if Qi’s warning had been clearer.

      I did this to myself, she thought ruefully. I can’t blame anyone else. I let my own vanity and my wish to look “normal” get in the way of my common sense. I should have just learned to live with my fangs instead of trying to get rid of them or shrink them.

      “Kara? You okay? You’re awfully quiet over there,” Raak murmured, pulling her out of her self-recrimination.

      Kara sighed and then winced as another bolt of pain shot through her.

      “I was just thinking that this is all my fault,” she said in a low voice. “I did it to myself. I never should have messed with the fangs the Goddess gave me in the first place.”

      “Look, baby girl, you can’t change the past,” Raak said reasonably, squeezing her hand. “All you can do is move forward and hope for a brighter future. And I promise, I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      Kara felt a surge of grateful affection for the big Unbondable. She was certain any other male she didn’t have a soul bond with would have abandoned her by now for being too needy. But Raak was sticking by her, despite his lack of a soul. He was her rock—the one certainty she could cling to in this sea of swirling chaos she suddenly found herself swimming in.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was in love with him, she thought, leaning towards him and feeling his heavy, muscular arm wrap around her shoulders and squeeze comfortingly. Of course, she knew better than that—she couldn’t let herself feel so deeply for the big Unbondable.

      But the seeds of gratitude, caring, and affection were already planted and she couldn’t help the way her heart throbbed when he hugged her and whispered encouragement in her ear.

      I am starting to love him, she thought, even as she hugged him back while they made their way out of Qi’s invisible palace. I can’t help myself. Oh Goddess, what am I going to do?
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      Luckily for Kara, the Tolleg ship was closer than they’d thought. It was orbiting the next planet over— Xephron Six—and they hailed it within the hour as soon as they got back to Raak’s ship. An hour later, they were docking in the massive Tolleg hospital ship and introducing themselves to Silki, the same Tolleg that Qi had told them about.

      “It’s very nice to meet you. Yes it is, yes it is!” she said, nodding her head so that her sharply pointed, furry ears swiveled with the rapid motion.

      Kara had always thought that Yipper—the Tolleg surgeon who lived aboard the Mother Ship—looked like a cross between a baboon and a hound dog. But Silki looked much more like a Pomeranian. She had reddish fur, fox-like features, and big bright eyes which she trained with laser focus on Kara as she hesitantly explained her problem.

      “I know of the Blood Kindred, yes I do, yes I do,” she said nodding rapidly again. “And I have studied the anatomy of their fangs. I will need to run some tests before I can make a diagnosis but I think I have some idea of what your problem is. Indeed I do, indeed I do.”

      “You do?” Kara felt a rush of relief. “Oh, thank you! So you’ll be able to cure me, right?”

      “Let us hope so,” Silki said—a little more carefully than Kara liked. What she wanted to hear the Tolleg doctor say was that she was certain she could make everything all right again.

      “But…you can cure me, can’t you?” she asked. “Please, I need some help!”

      “I will do everything in my power for you, my dear. Yes I will, yes I will,” Silki said firmly. “Come—let’s get you to our diagnostic suite. We must run some tests at once. Yes we must, yes we must.”

      Kara’s feeling of relief faded and she looked at Raak uncertainly.

      “It’s okay, baby.” He looped an arm around her and gave her a comforting squeeze. “Everything is gonna be all right. And I’ll be with you every step of the way—I promise.”

      “You must be her mate. Yes you must, yes you must,” Silki said, looking up at him from her diminutive height of about two and a half feet.

      Kara opened her mouth to say that they weren’t mated but Raak said firmly,

      “For all intents and purposes, yes. I’m Kara’s mate. And I want to be with her through every bit of the testing.”

      “Very well, very well.” Silki nodded, her furry ears swiveling. “There is only one scan that I know of where you cannot be present but it is non-invasive and painless. We will save that one for last. Yes we will, yes we will.”

      “Okay,” Kara said and winced as a familiar shock of pain ran through her.

      Damn it, she was so tired of this endless cycle of agony and need! Despite the fact that Raak had gone down on her and made her come three more times right before they docked in the hospital ship, another essence attack was already hitting her.

      “Can we please hurry?” she asked through clenched teeth. “I’m, uh, already in pain again.”

      “You need me to help you, baby?” Raak asked, looking at her anxiously.

      “No, I’ll be okay.” Kara shook her head. She was determined to get through the tests and find out what was going on as soon as possible. She would just have to endure the agony until that was over.

      “All right. Well if you change your mind…” Raak raised his eyebrows expressively. “I mean, we can always go back to our ship for some, uh, privacy.”

      “Thanks.” Kara felt her cheeks get hot with a blush. “But I’d rather just get these tests over with.”

      “This way then,” Silki said to them, gesturing with one paw-like hand. Though most Tollegs were skilled surgeons, they did their surgeries with their long, talented, prehensile tongues, not their fingers.

      Kara followed her, trying to suppress the twinge of fear and uncertainty she felt. Why wouldn’t the little Tolleg give her assurances that everything would be all right? Why did she look so serious?

      It’ll be okay, she told herself, trying to ignore the fear that tried to fill her like dark water pouring into a cup. Everything is going to be okay. Everyone knows the Tollegs are the most skilled surgeons and doctors in the galaxy. I’m sure they can help me—I’m sure of it.

      But if she was so sure, why did her stomach clench like an icy fist as she followed Silki out of her consultation room and towards the diagnostic suite of the ship?

      And why did she feel such a sense of foreboding, as though what she had done to herself by altering her fangs could never be cured?
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      “I don’t see why I can’t be in there with her.”

      Raak frowned as he stared through the large clear window to where Kara was lying in the center of a vast round bubble filled with diagnostic gas-entities which swirled like colorful wisps of smoke all around her supine form.

      “You said the diagnostic gasses weren’t painful or harmful,” he reminded Silki, who was sitting beside him, reading the information the gasses relayed through the bubble on a small, scrolling screen. “So why can’t I sit with Kara while you do the test?”

      “You must be here with me so I can talk to you. Yes, you must, yes, you must.”

      Silki’s high voice was serious and quiet and there was something like fear in her large, dark eyes, Raak saw with concern. Fear for Kara, he realized suddenly, which caused a knife of terror to twist in his own guts.

      “What is it?” he demanded roughly. “What do you need to talk to me about? What’s wrong with Kara?”

      “Kara is dying. Yes she is, yes she is.” There were tears in Silki’s eyes now and a mournful howl in her voice. “How I wish you would have come to me at once—yes I do, yes I do! But I’m afraid the essence poisoning is too far gone now to save her.”

      “What? Essence poisoning?” Raak had to restrain the urge to grab the little Tolleg doctor by her slight shoulders and shake her. “What in the Seven Hells is that?” he demanded angrily.

      “It is a very rare occurrence that happens sometimes to Blood Kindred, yes it does, yes it does,” Silki told him. “When the flow of the essence is reversed and it goes inward instead of outward it can poison the body—overload it with chemicals and hormones. If it isn’t reversed within the first twenty-four hours, I’m afraid it’s fatal. Yes it is, yes it is.” She lifted her pointed little muzzle and howled sadly, as though she could barely stand to think of Kara’s impending death.

      Raak knew how she felt.

      “Please,” he begged roughly. “Please, there has to be something you can do! Some cure—some therapy or surgery or treatment!”

      Silki shook her head, her bushy ears swiveling with the motion.

      “I’m afraid there’s no cure. No there isn’t, no there isn’t,” she said mournfully. “Well, except…but no.” She shook her head again. “No, I must not say it.”

      “Please, say it!” Raak fell to his knees before the little doctor, gripping the arms of her chair so tightly his knuckles turned white. “Please,” he begged. “If there’s any chance—any chance at all… I’ll do anything to save her. I love Kara!”

      As he said the words, he knew they were true. Though it ought to be impossible for him to fall in love and care for anyone because of his soulless state, somehow he had fallen for the curvy little female with the pale blue eyes and the long, sharp fangs. Somehow he had fallen in love and now the thought of losing her was like the thought of someone ripping out his heart—unthinkable. He couldn’t lose her—he wouldn’t, he swore to himself.

      “Please,” he begged again. “I’ll do anything—anything at all!”

      “Would you trade your life for hers?” Silki asked quietly.

      “What?” Raak frowned. “What are you talking about? Is there some way for me to take the poison instead of Kara? If there is, tell me about it!”

      “There is a way, but it is lethal—will be lethal to one such as yourself,” the little Tolleg told him. “You are one of the Unbondable Kindred—are you not, are you not?”

      “I am.” Raak nodded. “But what does that have to do with anything?”

      “You told me you were Kara’s mate, but she is Blood Kindred and her eyes are still a pale blue,” Silki remarked, maddeningly not answering his question. “Therefore, I surmise that the two of you are not really bonded and have not even attempted to bond, no you haven’t, no you haven’t.”

      “She comes from a really strict family,” Raak said, frowning uncomfortably. “I didn’t want to change the color of her eyes when I knew I couldn’t bond her to me since I have no soul.”

      “Ah, it’s too bad you don’t have a soul. Yes it is, yes it is. You might survive that way, when the soul-bond formed. But without a soul—no bond is possible. No it isn’t, no it isn’t,” Silki said sadly.

      “What are you saying?” Raak demanded. “Tell me how to save Kara—I don’t care what happens to me as long as I can save her.”

      Silki peered into his eyes for a long moment.

      “You truly mean that, I think. Yes I do, yes I do,” she said at last. “Very well—I will tell you. In order to give Kara even a chance at survival, you must change the color of her eyes and let her bite you at the same time.”

      “You mean we have to make love,” Raak said bluntly. “Have to have sex while she bites me. But why?”

      “The force of her orgasm when you change the color of her eyes should reverse the flow of the essence. Yes it should, yes it should,” Silki explained earnestly. “But when that happens, the amount of essence her fangs pump into your body will very probably overload your own system and stop your heart.”

      “Stop my heart?” Raak looked at her blankly. “That can really happen?”

      “In this case, yes.” Silki nodded seriously. “If it is any consolation, it will not be painful at all. In fact, you will be dying of what is basically a pleasure overload,” she added helpfully. “Yes you will, yes you will.”

      “So I’ll orgasm to death,” Raak said dryly. “What a fucking way to go—literally.” He laughed harshly.

      “You see why I didn’t want to tell you,” Silki said earnestly. “It’s not a pleasant choice, no it isn’t, no it isn’t. And as one of the Unbondable and a male without a soul, there’s no possible way you’ll want to do this. So—”

      “Oh, I’m doing it all right,” Raak interrupted her. “I’m absolutely doing it if it’s the only way to save Kara.”

      Silki’s dark eyes opened wide with surprise.

      “I had assumed…that is, a male without a soul…”

      “I may not have a soul but I still have a heart,” Raak said roughly. “And I’d rather have it stop while I was curing Kara than let it keep beating while she…” He swallowed hard. “While she dies.”

      “But—” Silki began.

      “You can’t tell her,” Raak interrupted. “Not a thing now and not a thing afterwards. In fact, I want you to examine my body and pretend to find some genetic defect—some weakness that carried me away, so she doesn’t feel guilty or bad about my…” He swallowed again before he could go on. “About my death.”

      Silki looked shocked.

      “But I cannot lie to a patient. No I can’t, no I can’t!”

      “She won’t be your patient anymore at that point because she’ll be cured,” Raak pointed out. “I mean, this will cure her—right? It’ll make her all better, no questions asked?”

      “Absolutely. Yes it will, yes it will.” Silki nodded vigorously. “It should reverse the flow of her essence and rebalance her system as long as she bites you at the right time and holds the bite long enough.”

      “I’ll make sure of that,” Raak said grimly. He nodded at the clear bubble where Kara was still lying with the colored wisps swirling around her. “Is this almost done?”

      “It has been finished for some time, yes it has, yes it has,” the little Tolleg admitted. “I simply wanted a chance to speak to you in private about Kara’s diagnosis.”

      “Well, you’ve had your chance—now I’ll take mine,” Raak said firmly. “You’re going to let Kara go and not tell her any of this. I’ll take her back to my ship but we won’t undock—I want you to be there for her the minute she calls for help. Understood?”

      “I understand, yes I do. Yes I do.” Silki nodded vigorously. “But, Raak…” She leaned forward, the large eyes troubled. “Are you quite certain this is what you want to do? That you want to sacrifice yourself for Kara? Are you sure, are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,’ Raak said firmly. “I love Kara and I’m damn well going to save her—no matter what it takes.”

      Even if the cost was his life.
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      “Are you sure this is the only way?” Kara looked at him uncertainly. They were back at his ship in the sleeping quarters together and Raak had just told her about the only treatment for her cure.

      “I’m sorry, baby girl,” he murmured, cupping her cheek in one big, warm hand. “I know you were saving yourself for bonding. But, well, this is the only way—the only way to reverse the flow of your essence and stop all this pain you’ve been having.”

      Kara winced as another bolt of agony/need struck her. She was willing to do almost anything to end this wretched cycle. But to let him change the color of her eyes…

      “I know it’s hard,” Raak said again, echoing her thoughts. “To let me change the color of your eyes like this.”

      “I don’t mind that so much,” Kara interrupted him. “It’s just…what will happen afterwards? Will you leave me? Take me back to the Mother Ship and forget me? I know I shouldn’t be so needy but I don’t want you to do that, Raak.” She looked at him pleadingly. “I don’t want to never see you again after we make love.”

      “Kara, baby…” The big Unbondable shook his head and Kara thought she saw a flash of sadness in his silver-ringed eyes. He took her hands in his. “I don’t want to leave you,” he said earnestly. “I’m not looking to change the color of your eyes and then send you home in disgrace. I want to be with you forever, baby girl. I love you.”

      “Oh, Raak…” Kara felt her eyes fill with tears. “I love you too,” she admitted. “I know it was foolish to let myself fall for an Unbondable, but I just couldn’t help it. You’re so sweet and kind and strong and you’ve been there for me from the very beginning. I love you, Raak—I love you with all my heart!”

      She stood on her tiptoes and threw her arms around his neck, pressing herself to his broad chest and trying to get as close to him as she could.

      “I love you too, baby girl,” he rumbled in her ear, wrapping his arms around her holding her close. “And I swear to you, I’ll be with you until death do us part—just like the humans say when they take their Joining vows.”

      “Til death do us part,” Kara repeated, pressing her face to the side of his throat to breathe in his warm, spicy fragrance. “Yes, Raak—oh, yes.”

      She had no idea how soon his vow would come true.
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      Despite the fact that he’d been tasting her pussy and sucking her nipples over and over again for the past two days, Raak still found that he was hard as a rock when he thought of finally filling Kara with his shaft and making her his.

      Only for a moment, though, whispered a little voice in his head. You’ll only have her for a moment before the essence overloads your heart.

      Raak pushed the voice away fiercely. He didn’t care about that—didn’t give a damn, he told himself. Up until now he’d led a selfish, uncaring life—a self-centered existence that was all about him.

      Kara, on the other hand, was sweet and innocent and kind and giving. She was the kind of person who would really make a difference in the cold, uncaring universe. If saving her life cost him his, it was a bargain, he told himself. A trade worth making.

      And though she would grieve him at first, she had a loving family that would help her get over him. She would heal eventually and continue shining her sweet, wonderful light into the darkness of the galaxy. Someday she would love again but she would never forget him or the adventures they’d been on together—of that he was sure.

      So it was with a light heart that he gave himself up for her. He loved her—that was all there was to it.

      What else could he do but what he was doing right now?

      “Love you, baby,” he murmured, and cupped her cheek to bring her in for a kiss.

      “Oh, Raak,” Kara breathed and kissed him back eagerly. He traced her fangs with his tongue, glad that they were back in their rightful places. She was so damn sexy with those sharp little points—he hoped that someday she would realize how devastatingly erotic they were and accept herself the way she was. In the meantime, all he could do was try and show her how beautiful she was and hope she remembered it forever.

      “Come to bed with me,” he told her, drawing her over to the sleeping platform. “Let me fill you up, baby—I want to be inside you.”

      Kara nibbled her bottom lip delicately with the sharp points of her fangs, her breath catching in her throat. Raak could tell how his dirty talk and desire for her were turning her on—he could smell her heat and her need. The sweet scent of her desire only made him harder as he pulled her onto the bed with him and kissed her again.

      “I want you on top of me,” he told Kara, stroking her hair back from her flushed cheeks when the kiss finally broke. “Want to be able to look up into your eyes while you take me inside your soft little pussy.”

      “Oh Raak, I want that too,” she whispered breathlessly. “I want you so much I can hardly stand it!”

      Knowing that she wanted him as much as he wanted her was a fucking turn-on, Raak thought. He opened the silver uniform shirt she was wearing eagerly, slipping the buttons loose so quickly that a few popped off and went flying across the room.

      Then he frowned.

      Kara’s full breasts were swollen—filled with the essence which was dripping from her tight red nipples. And her pussy also looked as though it needed attention. Despite his desire to cure her, Raak didn’t want her to be in any pain when they made love.

      “Baby,” he said gently. “I know you’re really tender and sore right now, but why don’t you let me help you just one more time before we do this?”

      Kara looked down at herself uncertainly.

      “It really does hurt,” she admitted, wincing. “But I don’t know, Raak—I’m already so sensitive and achy…”

      “I’ll be gentle,” he swore. “So gentle, baby. Please—I don’t want you hurting when I change the color of your eyes…when I Claim you and make you mine.”

      His soft words seemed to have an effect on her. Raak saw the indecision leave her eyes and she nodded and thrust her breasts forward.

      “All right, Raak—I trust you. I know you’ll be as careful as you can.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Stripping off his own clothes, he sat back against the solid wooden headboard of the bed and beckoned her to straddle him.

      Kara did as he bid her, coming to sit in his lap, her swollen pussy rubbing against his rock-hard shaft as she pressed her bare breasts trustingly up to his seeking mouth.

      As gently as he could, Raak lapped gently at one tender peak, trying to get her ready to let him suck it fully into his mouth. The sweet taste of her essence and the salty flavor of her skin was familiar to him by now, but no less delicious for all of that.

      After a tense moment, Kara sighed and seemed to relax. Pressing forward, she fed him more of her nipple, letting him know she was ready for more.

      Tenderly, Raak sucked the tight little nub between his lips, still bathing it gently with his tongue. Kara moaned softly and pressed closer to him, mutely begging for more. He tasted the rush of essence on his tongue as her body released for him, allowing him to ease the ache she felt and bring her pleasure at the same time.

      Gods, no matter how often he did this, it was never enough, Raak thought to himself as he sucked her breast until the pressure eased and turned his attention to the other. She tasted so good, his luscious, curvy little female, and felt so good in his arms—especially when she gave herself up to him completely.

      When he finished with her breasts, he wanted to turn his attention to her pussy. But Kara was already ahead of him.

      “Mmm, Raak…” she murmured, reaching between them. Grasping his thick shaft in one hand, she rubbed the broad head against her swollen inner folds

      “Gods, baby—that feels so damn good,” Raak growled. “But if you don’t stop, you’re gonna make me come.”

      Already he was fighting for control. He’d been tasting her over and over for almost two straight days with no relief for himself. Not that Raak cared about such things—right now Kara was his sole focus. But he couldn’t deny the needs of his own body when she was touching him so blatantly.

      “Why don’t you then?” Kara asked, her blue eyes half-lidded. “Why don’t you come for me—come on me, Raak? I think…think it would help ease the ache.”

      “You think so, baby?” He looked down to where her soft pussy lips were enveloping the broad crown of his cock. Damn if it didn’t feel amazing the way she was rubbing her wet little pussy against him while she stroked his shaft!

      “I really do.” Kara nodded. “It feels good when you lick me too but I want to try it this way this time. Please?”

      “As my lady wishes,” Raak growled softly. After all, who was he to tell her no? And it wasn’t like coming would put him out of commission—like all Kindred males, he was multi-orgasmic. He would remain hard after reaching the peak, even if he came again and again.

      “Good.” Kara was fairly purring as she spread her thighs wider and rubbed him boldly against her tender clit. “Oh, Goddess—that feels so good,” she moaned as she pressed against him. “Oh, Raak…”

      “Gods, baby—feels good to me too.” Raak’s voice was hoarse in his own ears but he couldn’t help it. The sight of the curvy little female all spread out and open on his lap as she rubbed her slippery, open pussy against his bare cock was damned erotic. Already he could feel the hot seed building in his balls. If she kept this up, he was going to come all over her slippery inner folds.

      Which was, apparently, exactly what she wanted.

      “Mmm, Raak,” she moaned, drawing his name out like a prayer. “You feel so right against me and I can feel how hard you’re getting.” She looked him boldly in the eyes. “Are you going to come for me soon? Are you going to give me a creamy pussy?”

      “Damn, baby girl—didn’t know you knew how to talk dirty,” Raak growled.

      Kara blushed prettily.

      “Well, I had a good teacher. You’re a pretty good dirty talker yourself.”

      “Keep it up,” Raak told her. “And keep rubbing my shaft against that soft little pussy and Hell yes I’m gonna come all over that sweet little slit of yours. Might even come right up inside you if you want me to.”

      Kara bit her lip.

      “That’s exactly what I want—to feel you coming inside me, Raak,” she admitted. “But first I want to feel your cream on the outside of my pussy.”

      “Then spread wide, baby girl, because here…it…comes,” Raak growled. On the last word he stiffened and felt his orgasm overtake him.

      They both watched as spurt after spurt of his hot cream painted Kara’s slippery inner folds. And then, after a moment, she pressed the thick head to the entrance of her pussy and let the last few shots go directly inside her.

      It was the sexiest sight Raak had ever seen and it was all he could do to keep from flipping her over onto her back and thrusting deep inside her right then. But somehow he remembered that he needed to be on the bottom, not the top, and kept his position.

      When Kara finally pulled away, he groaned at what he saw—his seed dripping from her soft little pussy almost as though they had already made love.

      “More,” he told Kara, holding her eyes with his. “I want more, baby—want to be inside you.”

      “That’s what I want too,” she assured him. “Please, Raak—fill me up. Take me and make me yours.”

      She didn’t have to ask him twice.

      “Come here, baby girl,” he growled. “Come here and let me fill that sweet little pussy and Claim you forever.”

      Or for as long as they had. But he pushed that thought away. All he wanted now was Kara and he refused to think of anything else. He would concentrate only on her—on her pleasure and the love in her eyes as she pressed against him.

      It was all he could do.
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      Kara couldn’t believe they were doing this—couldn’t believe she was actually going to let the big Unbondable change the color of her eyes. But the way her body ached for him let her know that he was right—this was the only way to cure her and get her essence running through her fangs instead of her nipples and pussy again.

      Besides, she wanted him.

      Not just want—I need him, she realized as she positioned the broad head of his cock against the entrance to her pussy once more. Need him inside me, filling me up and coming inside me when I bite him.

      Just the thought made her fangs throb with need. She knew that the essence which was presently flowing from her nipples and pussy needed to be coming from her fangs instead and she was certain that when she sank their sharp points into Raak’s throat, that was exactly what would happen.

      But first she needed him inside her.

      With a little moan, she sank down on him, taking more of his thick cock into her pussy.

      She was glad, now, that she’d had the idea to let him shoot some of his cream on her inner folds and even up into her pussy. The extra lubrication was very welcome as she strained to take his massive shaft inside her.

      “Careful, baby,” Raak murmured anxiously, watching as she tried her best to fit him inside her. “Take it easy now—don’t hurt yourself.”

      “I’m okay,” Kara told him, and found that it was true. Though she could feel her inner walls stretching to take him deep inside her, it hardly hurt at all. If anything, it was a good kind of pain—a deep, delicious stretching sensation as her pussy opened for a shaft for the very first time.

      “Slowly,” Raak urged her. He was gripping her hips, not wanting to let her impale herself on his thickness too quickly. Kara obeyed him and took things slowly until she felt the broad head of his cock kiss the mouth of her womb. Then she moaned and pressed down even harder, loving the feel of him being all the way inside her, filling her completely.

      “Goddess, yes,” she moaned, rocking back and forth experimentally to feel him move inside her. “Oh Raak, that feels so good.”

      “Feels pretty damn fine to me too, baby girl,” he growled. “Just gonna sit here for a minute and watch you please yourself—watch you fuck yourself on my cock.”

      “Mmm, I want to ride you all night,” Kara told him boldly. Her nipples were tight little points and her pussy had never felt so full before. “But you’ll have to help out too,” She leaned forward and kissed him before whispering, “Want to feel you moving inside me, Raak. Want to feel you fucking me.”

      Her hot words had a definite effect on the big Unbondable. With a low growl, he wrapped his big hands around her hips and squeezed, pulling her down even harder on his shaft.

      Kara moaned and braced her hands on his broad shoulders. Gods, she’d never imagined her first time like this—so hot, so almost animalistic. In all her fantasies it had been sweet and tender. But now that her first time was already on her, she found that she was too hot to stop—she needed Raak inside her. Needed him to fuck as deeply into her as he could, filling her to the brim with his seed.

      And she needed to bite him.

      Kara could feel her fangs filling with essence, could feel their sharp tips itching to pierce his skin and drive into the strong column of his throat. But not yet—she couldn’t do that until he filled her with his seed. Only then could she let herself bite him.

      They had a regular rhythm going now—the big Unbondable thrusting up inside her and pulling her down to meet him as he filled her with his shaft. Kara braced her hands on his broad shoulders and spread her thighs wide, trying to be open enough to take him deep. She was crying out his name like a prayer, her breasts bouncing with every deep thrust, the world spinning around her. There was nothing she wanted more than this—nowhere she would rather be than here, making love with Raak. He was everything she needed—everything she loved.

      And then he rasped in her ear,

      “Gods, baby girl, wish I could make this last forever but you feel so good around me. Think I’m gonna come again soon—can you come for me first so I can feel your sweet little pussy squeezing all around me?”

      “Y-yes, I th-think so,” Kara stuttered. She was, in fact, very close. She just needed a little something more to help push her over the edge.

      As though reading her mind, Raak moved his hand from her hip and then she felt the broad pad of his thumb come in contact with her swollen clit.

      “Oh, oh—yes!” Kara threw back her head as Raak rubbed her sensitive bud while he continued to thrust inside her. “Oh Goddess, Raak—right there! Touch me right there and don’t stop!”

      “Right here, you mean, baby girl?”

      He rubbed hard, one more time over her aching bud and then Kara found herself flying. The orgasm seemed to give her wings this time and she felt herself rushing upwards on a wave of pleasure that seemed designed to make her lose all control.

      “Raak,” she moaned breathlessly. “Raak, I’m coming—you’re making me come so hard.”

      “You’re about to make me come too,” he growled hungrily. “Gods, baby girl—I can feel your sweet little pussy squeezing me—it’s like you’re milking the seed right out of me!”

      “Come in me,” Kara begged him. “Come in me now, Raak—fill me up. Make me yours.”

      “Only if you make me yours at the same time, baby,” he rasped. “Come on—bite me while I come in you. Claim me while I Claim you…while we Claim each other.”

      Kara didn’t even think twice about it. Biting him was exactly what she wanted to do—what every instinct she possessed told her was the right thing to do.

      As she felt the first hot spurt of his seed filling her pussy, she leaned over and sank her fangs deep into the side of his neck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      For a moment the feeling of pleasure and connection was almost more than Raak could bear. He had already been coming when she bit him but when the massive rush of essence hit his bloodstream, his body jumped to attention and redoubled its efforts. He felt himself spurting inside her even harder, as though his shaft was trying to fill her with as much of his seed as possible before it was too late.

      Too late, he thought deliriously. Never too late. Gods, baby, love you so damn much…

      And then the pleasure peaked even higher as Kara’s essence continued to fill him and he began to go into overload.

      Too much, he thought dimly as his heart pounded harder and harder and a second, even stronger orgasm was forced from him. Too much, too good, can’t stand it…

      And yet he made no attempt to push her away as she continued to pump him full of her essence. It was the only way, he knew, to get it flowing the right way—to save her life. And if that meant giving up his own, well, so be it.

      “Kara,” he whispered hoarsely, wrapping his arms around her as he gave himself to her completely. “Gods, baby, I love you. Always remember that—remember I love you.”

      And then the pleasure ebbed—everything ebbed—his vision was beginning to turn gray around the edges. He became aware that his arms were losing their grip around her hips and his body was slumping backwards. He tried to stay upright, but he could feel himself sliding down the headboard, his limbs loose and disjointed. Only his shaft remained awake and alive, valiantly filling her with his seed until the very last, as though determined to Claim her completely, no matter what.

      Then even that gave out and Raak felt his heart give a final thump…and stop.

      When it did, the world went from gray to black and then he knew no more.
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      “Raak? Raak, are you okay? Raak, what’s wrong?”

      It was Kara’s voice, Raak thought, only it seemed like it was coming from far away—from somewhere below him somehow.

      He opened his eyes and looked down…to see himself lying on the bed with Kara still sitting on top of him. There was a look of worry on her face as she patted his cheek.

      “Did you faint?” Raak heard her say. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m fine,” he tried to say, but his lips didn’t move—Raak could see that from where he was, floating somewhere near the ceiling.

      Wait a minute—why could he see his own lips? It also occurred to him to wonder why he was looking down on himself. How could he be two places at once—on the bed and floating near the ceiling? It shouldn’t be possible, right? What was going on?

      “You died, Warrior—that’s what’s going on. You gave your life for the woman you love.”

      Raak started in surprise. He knew that voice! It was the same strong, feminine voice which had roused him from sleep that night on Tranq Prime when Kara was in danger. The same one that had told him he had to get up and save her at once before irreparable damage could be done.

      But who could it be?

      “Can you not guess?” the voice asked dryly. “I am the Goddess.”

      The Goddess? Raak was given another jolt of surprise.

      “But why are you speaking to me?” he asked, though his voice didn’t seem to make any sound. “I am soulless—Unbondable. What use has the Goddess for one without a soul?”

      “Do you really think you have no soul, Warrior?” the Goddess asked. “If that is true, then how are you speaking to me now, since your body lies abandoned below?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Raak admitted. “But I thought—”

      “You have a sliver of a soul—just a tiny bit, like all Unbondables,” the Goddess told him. “It is not enough to bond with and in most cases, not enough to give an Unbondable male a moral compass. And, if you had not met Kara, it would almost certainly not have been enough to save you from drifting off into the void of nothingness once you died.”

      “Is that what’s going to happen to me?” Raak felt a great swell of sorrow overtake him at the thought. “I don’t have a hope of ever seeing Kara again?”

      “You will see her again,” the Goddess told him. “I was speaking of what might have been—if you had not met and cared for Kara.”

      “What do you mean?” Raak asked. “I don’t understand.”

      “In caring for her—in putting her needs above your own—you have allowed your soul to grow,” the Goddess informed him. “And in offering your life for hers, your soul has grown so large that you are now able to bond with her. You are no longer Unbondable.”

      “Truly?” Raak felt a cautious kind of joy beginning to fill him. “I’ll be able to be with her forever?”

      “Forever,” the Goddess promised him. “But you must tell her not to revile her fangs any longer. I gave them to her for a purpose—without them, she would not have been able to bond you to her. It is her essence in your bloodstream that has allowed the bond to form.”

      “Has it already formed, then?” Raak asked hopefully.

      “It has,” the Goddess told him.

      “But what good is it if I’m stuck up here and my body is down there? And look at Kara—she’s getting really frightened!”

      Raak watched as she took him by the shoulders and shook him, calling his name, begging him to come back to her. Any minute now she would figure out that he was dead. A great longing filled his heart—a longing to be with her. All he wanted was to go back to his body and spend the rest of his life loving the curvy little female and making her happy.

      “Goddess,” he begged, “Send me back to her!”

      “You must find your own way back,” the Goddess told him. “Use the bond to help you. Feel for it within yourself and let it guide you home. Farewell, Warrior.”

      And then she was gone.

      “Wait! Use the bond—how?” Raak called, but he didn’t feel her presence anymore. Well, he thought, he would just have to figure it out himself.

      Taking a deep breath—mentally, of course—he felt around himself for something—anything—to hold onto. The experience reminded him a little of being in Qi’s Palace of the Unseen and feeling for the invisible xanthos.

      Just when he was about to despair, he found what felt like a thin rope. Strangely, it seemed to be connected to his chest somehow—or the part of him that would have been his chest if he’d been in his body.

      My heart, he realized. It’s connected to my heart!

      It certainly seemed to be true. The rope was thin but strong and when he tugged on it, he felt himself bobbing, like a cork bobbing in liquid.

      Experimentally, he gave a stronger tug and found himself floating downward, closer to his supine body. This gave him a better look at Kara too and what he saw twisted his heart.

      There were tears on her cheeks and she was shouting his name and tugging at his shoulders frantically.

      “Raak! Raak, come back to me! Come back, I love you! Don’t leave me—don’t leave me!”

      Distressed by her sorrow, Raak gave another tug on the rope—only this time it was a mighty heave. He had to get back to her!

      He found himself whizzing downward, on a collision course with his own body. He tried to brace himself for impact but when it came, the sudden meeting of his soul with the flesh shell that encased it was so rough, it shook him to the core.

      Like slamming into a steel wall at a hundred clicks an hour, Raak thought, feeling dazed.

      He tried to move but every part of him seemed heavy—like a machine that had stopped working and didn’t want to get started again. Inertia had set in and even lifting his eyelids was too much work—they seemed to be made of lead. His heart was like a useless lump of clay in his chest—it didn’t want to beat.

      But if I can’t make my body work, I’ll be forced out of it again, Raak thought, with something close to panic. At the very least, I have to breathe—I have to make my lungs work.

      It was the hardest thing he’d ever done—like trying to push a huge, heavy boulder up a hill. But somehow, he managed to pull in a small sip of air and get it down into his lungs. Slowly, they inflated and then he heard a low, faltering thump.

      It was followed by another thump and then another until there was a steady rhythm. Thump- thump … thump-thump -… thump-thump…

      My heart, he realized, it’s started beating again!

      His lungs expelled the air he had sipped in and then expanded again—much more broadly this time—as he took another, deeper breath.

      The engine was working again, Raak thought with relief. Thank the Goddess, his body was beginning to come back!

      He forced his eyelids open and saw that Kara was staring at him with tears in her eyes—her dark blue eyes—with a silver ring around the irises.

      Raak wanted to tell her how beautiful her new eyes were, but his mouth still wouldn’t move. It seemed some parts of his body were coming back faster than others. Still, he had another way to communicate with her now, didn’t he?

      “Your eyes are beautiful, baby girl,” he sent through their newly formed bond. “They’re dark blue with a silver ring now.”

      Kara’s lovely eyes flew wide and she looked at him in astonishment.

      “Raak,” she whispered in a voice hoarse from crying. “Are you okay? And did you just speak inside my head?”

      “That’s right, baby girl,” he sent, and found that his mouth was at least able to grin, though his lips still felt too clumsy to form words. “I’m talking to you through our link—we’re bonded now.”

      “But…how?” Kara shook her head in disbelief. “You’re an Unbondable.”

      “Not anymore, I’m not—you bonded me to you when you bit me just now, baby. That’s the reason you have your fangs in the first place—so that when the two of us got together you could bond me to you. The Goddess told me so.”

      “The Goddess?” Kara sent through their link, a look of shock on her face. “When did you speak to the Goddess?”

      “Just now—when I was dead,” Raak told her.

      “When you were what?” she demanded out loud.

      So then of course, he had to explain everything.
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      Kara listened in disbelief as Raak finally explained what had happened. How his sliver of a soul had grown as he came to care for her and love her and how the Goddess had granted them the ability to bond as a consequence.

      “But how did you die in the first place?” she demanded. “Did it have something to do with you growing a soul?”

      “Exactly,” Raak said, nodding a little too quickly, Kara thought. She was almost certain there was more too it—in fact, she could feel that he was keeping something from her. But she could also sense, though their new bond, that he thought knowing his secret would hurt her and he wanted to keep her safe.

      Reluctantly, Kara decided to leave it alone—for now. What really mattered was that Raak was back with her and he seemed to be as healthy as ever. In fact, as soon as he had finished explaining everything, he immediately wanted to make love again.

      “Not so fast,” Kara told him sternly. “Before you do any more physical exertion, I want to get you checked out by Silki.”

      She left him grumbling about how a male couldn’t even die for a minute or two before being forced to see the doctor and went to find the little Tolleg.

      Silki’s pointed ears perked up when Kara informed her of the circumstances and she frowned in apparent surprise.

      “So you say he was dead but now he’s alive again? Yes he is, yes he is?”

      “He says the Goddess sent him back,” Kara told her. “But I want you to check him out—okay?”

      “Of course I will, of course I will! I have to see this—yes I do, yes I do!” Silki exclaimed. She came with Kara at once and gave Raak—who by then had gotten up and put on some trousers—a complete examination. Only when the little Tolleg doctor had pronounced him to be in perfect health, did Kara breathe a sigh of relief.

      “See, baby girl?” Raak growled at her. “Told you I was fine. Now how about if we find some privacy for a little while?”

      “Only if Doctor Silki says it’s okay,” Kara said cautiously. “And since I seem to be cured too,” she added, because she hadn’t had an essence attack in the past hour while the little Tolleg was examining Raak and her fangs seemed to be working properly again.

      “It should be safe for the two of you to resume your love-making,” Silki said with a frankness that made Kara blush. “But I would like to be notified at once if either of you dies again. Yes I would, yes I would.”

      “Nobody’s gonna die,” Raak growled. “But thank you for your help, Doc Silki,” he added, nodding graciously at her.

      “Just Silki is fine, yes it is, yes it is,” she said, nodding her furry head. “I’ll leave the two of you alone. No—don’t bother. I’ll see myself out—yes I will, yes I will.”

      “Now then, baby girl,” Raak said, turning to Kara as soon as they heard the cabin door thunk shut. “Where were we? Come here—I want you.”

      “All right.” Kara stepped into his arms. “But slower this time—we need to be careful.”

      “Baby, we can be as slow and careful as you want. We’ll take all night.” Raak grinned wolfishly. “Gonna bond you to me all over again.”

      And he did. Because, thanks be to the Goddess, Kara thought as she kissed her new mate, he was no longer Unbondable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “You ready for this?” Raak shot her a sidelong glance filled with concern. “Sure you don’t want us to come with you?”

      “Not at first.” Kara took a deep breath. “Let me explain to my parents and my twin brother first—I’ll give you a call when I’m ready for you to come out—both of you.” She shot a quick glance at Silki, who had begged to come back with them and take a tour of the Mother Ship. Since the little Tolleg doctor had been so helpful, Kara hadn’t had the heart to refuse.

      “We will wait here. Yes we will, yes we will,” Silki promised, nodding her head and swiveling her furry ears.

      “Yup—right here.” Raak settled back into the pilot’s seat and nodded. “We’ll be waiting for your call, baby girl.”

      “You’ll hear it in a minute,” Kara promised and then let herself out on the passenger side and went to meet her waiting family.

      They were all there—her mom and dad and Kaleb—as well as Yipper, whom they seemed to have brought along with them to check her out.

      “Kara! Oh, thank the Goddess you’re safe!”

      Her mother, Sophia, was the first to reach her. Running forward, her sandals clattering on the floor of the Docking Bay, she grabbed Kara and pulled her into a tight embrace.

      “Oh, my little girl!” She was nearly crying. “We thought you were lost for good!”

      “Mom, I’m not that little anymore, you know,” Kara pointed out, looking down at her much shorter mother. But she couldn’t resist the hug—it felt too good to see her mom again.

      “Kare-kare!” Kaleb was next, pulling her into a rough embrace. “Gods, where did you go?” He gave her a reproachful look. “You said you were moving out—not leaving the Mother Ship entirely!”

      “You’ve given us all a terrible fright.” Sylvan frowned, his face filled with loving concern.

      “Your family was most worried—yes they were, yes they were,” Yipper told her, shaking his head so that his floppy ears flew.

      “When Baird told us that one of the extra ships was missing and we heard about a disturbance on Tranq Prime, we figured out where you’d gone,” Sophia said.

      “But then your trail went cold and we had no idea where to look!” Kaleb exclaimed. “All we knew was that Great Uncle Grennly and Great Aunt Zeelah said you’d run off with that Unbondable bastard!”

      Kara took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves.

      “First of all,” she said, “Uncle Grennly and Aunt Zeelah tried to have my fangs pulled. Secondly,” she went on, speaking over their shocked exclamations of dismay. “That ‘Unbondable bastard’ saved my life. Not only that, but he’s now my mate.”

      “What? Oh, Kara, no!” her mother cried. She took a closer look at Kara. “Oh, your eyes! Please tell me you didn’t Join yourself to a male you can never bond with!”

      “Well, that’s kind of the third thing.” Kara smiled at her. “It turns out Raak isn’t unbondable after all.”

      “He’s not?” Sylvan asked blankly. “And how would you know that?”

      Kara shrugged, grinning at all of them.

      “I know because we’re bonded.”

      This caused so many questions, all shouted at once in the echoing confines of the Docking Bay, that she had to hold up her hands for silence and practically yell to be heard.

      “Take it easy, you guys! I promise I’ll explain everything.”

      “For now, all you need to know is that it involves the Goddess,” a deep voice said behind her.

      Turning, Kara saw her new mate coming up behind her with Silki scampering at his side. When Raak reached her, he put an arm around her shoulders and drew her close.

      “Hey, I thought you were going to wait for my call,” she sent through their link.

      “Got tired of waiting. And it seemed like you could use some backup.”

      He smiled at her family and then spoke to her father.

      “Forgive me for not asking you formally before taking your daughter as my mate,” he told Sylvan. “But please let me assure you that I love her with all my heart and we were bonded in the sight of the Goddess.”

      “And we want to have our Joining Ceremony here in the Mother Ship—in the Sacred Grove,” Kara put in quickly.

      “Oh, well…of course, I guess.” Sophia looked flustered. “We’ll have to ask Kat to plan it, I suppose. I mean, there’s so much to do…”

      Kaleb was still frowning at Raak distrustfully, however.

      “Kara,” he growled, “How do we know the two of you are really bonded and not just pretending?”

      “Kaleb! How can you even say that?” She gave her twin brother a little shove, just as she had back when they were kids and he was being a pain.

      “I’m saying it because this ‘mate’ of yours is supposed to be Unbondable.” Kaleb frowned stubbornly. “Which means he shouldn’t be able to bond!”

      “I know what Unbondable means,” Kara snapped. “Honestly, Kaleb! What do you want me to do—prove it?”

      “Exactly.” He frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “Come with me and I’ll whisper something in your ear—something only I could know. If you can send it by your bond-link to your new ‘mate’ over there, I’ll believe you’re really bonded.”

      “Honestly, Kaleb—I don’t believe you!” Kara bristled but Raak squeezed her shoulders gently.

      “It’s all right, baby—I don’t blame your family for doubting and this is as good a way as any to prove ourselves. Go on—go over there with your brother and then send me what he tells you.”

      The echoing Docking Bay was suddenly silent as her family waited to see what would happen. Furious with her twin for doubting, Kara grabbed Kaleb by the arm and towed him behind one of the parked ships where they could be alone. She didn’t want her brother to accuse Raak of lip-reading to find out what he was saying to her when they spoke. Things were crazy enough as it was.

      “All right,” she snapped in a low voice. “Speak! Tell me something and you’d better make it good.”

      Kaleb scowled back.

      “I’m trying to think of something—you already know almost everything I do because we’re twins. And twins tell each other everything—especially when they’re planning to run off and leave the ship!”

      Kara felt herself melting a little. Of course her brother was mad—he’d been worried about her and had rightfully thought that she ought to have included him in her plans.

      “Okay…” she sighed. “I know—I’m sorry. I should have told you I was going but I was afraid you would try and stop me. And Kaleb, I had to go.”

      He frowned. “You could have told me. I wouldn’t have betrayed your trust.”

      “Unless you thought I was in danger,” Kara pointed out. “In which case you would have told Mom and Dad in a hot minute.”

      It was Kaleb’s turn to look uncomfortable.

      “I would have come with you,” he finally said. “If you thought it was so important to go, you should have taken me with you.”

      “If I had, I never would have ended up bonded to Raak,” Kara pointed out. “You would have run him off because you don’t like him.”

      “I don’t like him because I don’t trust him,” Kaleb hissed. “And you shouldn’t either, Kara—he’s got you fooled somehow, I just know it.”

      “How dare you?” Kara exclaimed. “I’ll have you know—”

      “Raak gave his life for your sister. Yes he did, yes he did.”

      The squeaky voice stopped them both and Kara looked down and saw Silki standing there, her furry ears tilted forward as though she had been listening to everything they said.

      “What?” she and Kaleb said at the same time.

      “I said that he gave his life to get your essence flowing the right way again.” the little Tolleg doctor looked up at Kara seriously. “He didn’t want me to tell you but the only way to cure you and save your life was to allow you to bite him and inject an overdose of your essence into his blood. The overload is what stopped his heart and killed him. Yes it did, yes it did.”

      “Oh my Goddess…” Kara felt suddenly weak. So that was what Raak had been hiding from her! “He…he never told me,” she whispered faintly. “He told me he died growing a soul so that the two of us could bond!”

      “Wait a minute—he died when the two of you, uh, bonded?” Kaleb demanded.

      “Yes—but only for a few minutes,” Kara said distractedly. “Then the Goddess sent him back.” She put a hand to her forehead. “And I’ve been biting him over and over ever since then every time we…oh my Goddess!”

      “The same Goddess who sent your mate back to you. Yes she did, yes she did,” Silki said helpfully.

      “I don’t believe this—he should have told me!” Kara’s voice was still a hoarse, horrified whisper. “I never would have bitten him again! Oh, I feel terrible!”

      “That’s what I was afraid of, baby girl—that’s why I didn’t tell you. Didn’t want you to feel guilty.” Raak was suddenly by her side, putting an arm around her shoulders. “Kara,” he said earnestly. “I can tell how upset you are but please forgive me—I didn’t mean to keep secrets from you.”

      “Raak…” She shook her head. “I just…I can’t believe you let me bite you knowing it was going to kill you!”

      He shrugged. “I figured your life was worth more than mine. Besides…I love you.”

      Kara just shook her head—she didn’t know what to say.

      “I guess now you know how it feels,” Kaleb remarked, crossing his arms over his chest. “Having something really important kept from you.”

      “Oh, you!” Kara threw her twin a furious glance and then glared at Raak too. “You’re both just impossible!” she exclaimed.

      She saw a look pass between the two males and Raak asked,

      “Does she always get this upset when you don’t tell her everything?”

      Kaleb gave his new brother-in-law a reluctant grin.

      “Even more. You should have seen her when we were kids and I didn’t tell her I was getting bullied at school. Of course, it was because I knew she’d try to fight the bully for me.”

      “Which I did—when I finally found out,” Kara put in, frowning.

      “And got punched yourself for your troubles,” Kaleb pointed out.

      “But then you got involved and there was no way Vektor could take on both of us at once,” Kara reminded him. “We sent him home with his tail between his legs!”

      Raak was looking back and forth between the two of them, grinning slightly.

      “I can see I have a lot of family history to catch up on here,” he rumbled.

      “The main thing you have to know is that Kara and I always stick together,” Kaleb told him. “In fact, running off to have adventures and get bonded to you was the first thing she’s ever done without me.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I think I can promise it won’t happen again,” Kara said dryly.

      “No, I guess not.” Kaleb looked Raak up and down. “So you swear you’re going to do right by my sister?”

      “Kaleb! Didn’t you just hear Silki say he died for me?” Kara’s head was still reeling from that bit of news. “How much ‘righter’ can he do than that?” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe that!”

      “I’m sorry, baby—I should have told you,” Raak rumbled. “Just didn’t want you to feel like you couldn’t sink those sexy little fangs into me anymore.”

      “Please don’t worry about that, Kara—it’s perfectly safe for you to bite Raak again whenever you make love. Yes it is, yes it is,” Silki exclaimed. “You should never again have enough essence in your fangs to cause a critical overload.”

      “Well, that’s good to know, anyway,” Kaleb muttered. He had gone red in the face—no doubt because of all the talk about biting and bonding.

      Raak looked at Kaleb directly.

      “Listen, I love your sister,” he told Kara’s twin. “Love her so damn much, I came back to life just to be with her which was the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever done. I swear to you now, I’m never going to leave her or hurt her or do anything to make her unhappy.”

      “Or keep anything serious like the fact that you died for me from me again,” Kara put in sternly.

      “Or keep secrets,” Raak agreed. He looked at Kaleb again and held out his arm. “What do you say? Will you accept me? Since Kara and I are already bonded, it’s gonna be a hell of an awkward situation if her twin hates me.”

      Kaleb hesitated for a moment, then sighed.

      “Well…all right. But only since you really seem to love her.” He looked at Kara. “And keeping secrets is out for you too!”

      “I promise.” Kara smiled at him. “I swear I’ll never run off and get bonded again without telling you first.”

      Kaleb snorted laughter.

      “All right then—I forgive you.” He took Raak’s offered arm in a Warrior’s clasp. “Welcome to the family,” he told the other male. “It can be a little crazy at times, but we’re glad to have you.”

      “Thanks.” Raak grinned at his new brother in law. “Glad to be here. Crazy or not, with Kara is the only place I want to be.”

      “Excuse me but are you all right? Are you, are you?”

      This time the squeaky voice interrupting them belonged to Yipper, who was looking up at the three of them with great concern.

      “Your parents sent me to check and see if you were well. Yes they did, yes they did,” he told Kara and Kaleb.

      “They are perfectly fine now that Kara knows that Raak died for her and has forgiven him for not telling her. Also, Kaleb has forgiven Kara for leaving the Mother Ship to get bonded and not asking him to come with her,” Silki answered for them before Kara could open her mouth.

      “Is that so, is that so?” Yipper looked sharply at the other Tolleg with wide eyes. Then his focus seemed to change as he examined her more closely. “If you do not mind me saying so, you have lovely fur. Yes you do, yes you do.”

      “Oh, well. Thank you, thank you.”

      If Tollegs could blush, Kara was certain the little Tolleg doctor would have been blushing. She swiveled her ears towards Yipper and looked at him with her big dark eyes.

      “I have heard much about your surgical knowledge from Kara,” she told him. “And your skill in replacing parts and doing enhancements.”

      It was Yipper’s turn to look like he wanted to blush.

      “Why thank you, thank you,” he said in turn, nodding his head so that his floppy ears flapped. “Would you like to see my surgical suite? Would you, would you?”

      “Yes I would, yes I would!” Silki exclaimed eagerly. “Can we go there now?”

      “I don’t see why not. No I don’t, no I don’t,” Yipper remarked. “Come with me—Silki, was it?”

      “Yes indeed, yes indeed.” Silki smiled at him and held out one paw-hand shyly. “And you are Yipper.”

      “Yes I am, yes I am.” Instead of shaking the offered hand, however, Yipper leaned forward and sniffed it deeply. When he straightened up, his eyes were droopy with pleasure.

      “You smell good, Silki. Yes you do, yes you do!” he announced.

      “Oh, thank you, thank you!” Silki sniffed him in turn. “And so do you,” she said, her ears swiveling faster.

      “Come on—let’s visit my suite,” Yipper told her.

      “Let’s go, let’s go!” Silki exclaimed.

      And without another word to Kara and Kaleb and Raak, the two Tollegs scampered off together.

      “Well,” Raak remarked dryly. “Do you think they’re going to his surgical suite…or his sleeping chamber?”

      “Raak!” Kara elbowed her new mate but she saw Kaleb snickering behind his hand.

      “Sorry, Sis but he’s right—if that’s not love at first sight, I don’t know what is,” he remarked. “Come to think of it, it kind of reminds me of that first time you saw Raak—in the transport. Remember?”

      “At least I didn’t go over and sniff him!” Kara objected but then she had to laugh too. “You’re right,” she admitted. “I think maybe Yipper’s in love.”

      “Looks like you two won’t be the only ones getting Joined in the Sacred Grove.” Kaleb gave her a grin. “Come on—let’s go tell Mom and Dad.”

      “All right.” Kara linked her arm through Raak’s and then offered her other arm to Kaleb. After a moment’s hesitation, he took it and the three of them went out to talk to her parents.

      As she walked with the two men she loved best in the world, Kara couldn’t help sending a prayer of thanks to the Goddess. She was happily bonded and safely home on the Mother Ship. And if Kaleb had accepted Raak into their family, she was sure that her Mom and Dad would too. Also, it looked like love was in the air for Yipper and Silki which was just the cutest thing.

      Kara gave a sigh of contentment as her parents came to meet them. Everything was going to be all right. Because even when things were at their darkest, the Goddess was still watching over all of her children…the children of the Kindred.
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      Bran O’Connor was hard to look at.

      I don’t just mean he was ugly, although if I was being honest, he really was. He had lank brownish hair, small no-color eyes, and really just terrible skin. Like pizza-face bad is what I mean. He was also shorter than me, thin verging on scrawny, and one of the nicest people you could ever hope to meet.

      Ha—surprised you there, didn’t I? You thought I was just going to go on and on about how awful he looked but I really don’t need to—the popular kids at Nocturne Academy did that plenty. He didn't need me piling it on too.

      He really was a nice guy, though and there was something about him, something I couldn't quite put my finger on…

      But I didn't know that on the first day of our new unit in AP Biology. I just stood there at the front of the room, trying not to let my face sag into an expression of disappointment when Mr. Barron called out,

      “Emma Plunkett, you’ll be lab partners with Bran O’Connor. Go find your seat.”

      Reluctantly, I went to sit beside my new partner. This was my fault—if I hadn’t been late on the first day of this new unit, I might have gotten paired with someone else— someone like Elian Darkwing .

      Yeah, I know his name sounds like something straight out of a vampire romance novel but that's because he is a vampire—or Nocturne, as they call themselves. He's tall and gorgeous and completely unobtainable but hey, a girl can dream right? After all, one of my best friends, Megan, is Blood-Bonded to a Nocturne so maybe it could happen for me too.

      Well, not this time, apparently because now I was stuck with Bran O'Connor which was going to be a problem.

      I don’t mean it was a problem because he was hard to look at. No, the problem was going to be the extra attention having the ugliest guy in school as my lab partner was going to draw from the beautiful people at Nocturne Academy.

      Wow, that sounds incredibly shallow.

      I promise I’m not the prom queen type that can’t be bothered with less than perfect people. I’m a lot less than perfect myself.

      How do I look, you’re probably wondering? Well, look up the word “nondescript” in the dictionary and you’d see a picture of me. And then you’d promptly forget what I looked like because I am that forgettable. Seriously—dishwater brownish-blonde hair, muddy, no-color hazel-ish eyes, no figure to speak of—that’s me. Plain Jane and completely boring.

      Everyone else at Nocturne Academy has something special about them. They’re cool, mysterious vampires, or witches with amazing magical powers. Or they can turn into freaking dragons and fly and shoot fire—which recently happened to another good friend of mine, Kaitlyn. Or they’re pretty, sparkly fairies from the Realm of the Fae just slumming it here in the human world until it’s time to make their debut in the Seelie Court.

      But me? I’m nothing. I’m meh. I’m so bland I make dry toast look exciting.

      Which is why I’m usually able to fly under the radar of the pretty people—in this case, Morganna Starchild.

      Morganna was a Fae with perfectly coiffed honey-blonde hair and huge blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires in her perfectly sculpted face. Like all Faes, she looked a little like an Anime character come to life with eyes and boobs that were just a little too big and perfect, and cheekbones that would make any plastic surgeon retire on the spot. She was just basically perfection.

      And lately she’d really had it out for me.

      I don’t know why Morganna started picking on me. Maybe because I’m not as pretty as her. But then again, to the Fae, all humans look like toads. I mean, we’re just so much less perfect than they are we might as well be one step down on the evolutionary ladder.

      For whatever reason, Morganna had made it her personal mission to make my life miserable lately. And having Bran as a lab partner wasn’t going to help her decide to ignore me and get back to her regular life of being perfect and pretty.

      Speaking of Morganna, she was currently sitting beside my crush, Elian Darkwing and smirking at me as I settled in my chair beside Bran. She was flirting shamelessly with him, which was supposed to be against the rules. For time out of mind The Edict—this really strong magic spell—kept species of Others from dating or having romantic relationships outside their own species. But since my friend Megan and her Nocturne boyfriend Griffin broke the spell, it seemed like all bets were off.

      I tried not to notice the way she was whispering to Elian as she watched me, but I couldn’t help hearing what she was saying.

      “Looks like poor little Emma finally found a boyfriend. And he’s almost as pretty as she is!” she said, in a voice low enough that Mr. Barron couldn’t hear it but loud enough that the pretty people in the room—mostly other Faes with a few Nocturnes thrown in—who were grouped around her like a court around a queen, could.

      A ripple of unkind laughter followed her remark and I felt my cheeks getting hot and red. Great, this was just what I needed this morning—another dose of Mean Girl hazing.

      I didn’t understand why Morganna wouldn’t just leave me alone. But once someone like her decides she’s got it in for you, there’s not much you can do but try to keep your head down and try not to attract her attention.

      Which was why having Bran O’Connor for a lab partner was such a liability.

      As I got settled in my seat, I saw that Bran was looking at me. I didn’t think I’d ever been this close to him before, even though he was also a Norm—a regular human with no magical powers—like me. Maybe because he didn’t live at the school like most students—he stayed with his family and commuted to Nocturne Academy every day. He also wasn’t a Frostproof lifer like me—meaning he didn’t grow up in our crappy little town here in Central Florida.

      In fact, he had just transferred here at the end of last semester, but that was long enough for the beautiful people, (Morganna and her crew) to label him a “troll” and dismiss him as nothing more than an ugly little guy taking up too much of the available oxygen.

      “It’s all right—just ignore them,” he said in a low voice and I got my first surprise—his voice did not match his body. At all.

      It was deep and smooth like dark chocolate melting on the back of your tongue. The kind of voice that sends tingles and chills through your whole body, just to hear it. Hello, ASMR hottie.

      Or he would be if his body matched that voice.

      I looked at him in surprise—or tried to. But somehow my eyes kept sliding away from his face. Frowning, I tried again with the same result. I got only a glimpse of his awful skin, lank hair, and no-color eyes before my own eyes just kind of slid to the side and I found I was staring over his shoulder.

      Weird.

      See, this is what I meant when I said it was hard to look at him. It really was—my mind somehow didn’t want to let me study him too closely.

      Well, maybe it was a psychological thing. I knew having him for a partner was going to make me the butt of more of Morganna Starchild’s jokes so I subconsciously didn’t want anything to do with him.

      Yeah—that had to be it.

      “Okay, people,” said Mr. Barron, interrupting my train of thought. “Today we’re going to start with an easy lab, just to get our toes wet. This exercise is called ‘Measuring Heart Rate Accurately’ and it only has two requirements—a partner with a pulse and a watch. Everybody good?”

      Several of the girls complained that they didn’t wear watches because they always just looked at the time on their phones. Most places in the Nocturne Academy castle cell phones don’t even work—the magic interferes with them. However, Mr. Barron’s classroom was one of the rare exceptions where you could actually get a signal.

      It didn’t matter though because Mr. Barron had a strict no-phones policy in his classroom. He had one of those clear plastic shoe holders hung over the back of his door, only instead of pairs of shoes, the rectangular pockets were numbered. Everyone had to turn off their cell phone and slip it into a pocket at the beginning of class. No exceptions.

      Woe to the hapless student who tried to keep his or her phone or who forgot to turn their phone off or at least on silent. Mr. Barron was pretty easy going about other things but he was death on cell phones ringing or beeping in his classroom. He said he could remember an era when everybody couldn’t get hold of you any time they felt like it and it was a much “better and simpler time.”

      My own phone was in pocket seventeen, down near the bottom of the shoe/phone holder since I was late. It sat there in its plain green case, staring at me mutely from across the room. It wasn’t far from a glittery pink rhinestone case with fluffy feathers sprouting from the top. That one belonged to Morganna Starchild—no surprise there.

      Morganna was one of the girls complaining most vociferously about needing her phone because she didn’t have a watch. But if she thought she was getting it back in the middle of Mr. Barron’s class she was sadly mistaken. Instead, the Biology teacher picked up a battered cardboard box and started handing out rusty, antique looking stopwatches to people with their hands up.

      “You have a watch?” Bran asked me. His deep voice was still freaking me out.

      I pulled back my sleeve and displayed the modestly pretty silver watch my mom had gotten me for my last birthday. It wasn’t an expensive brand but we didn’t believe in luxury items in my house—we couldn’t afford to since it was just Mom and me. The watch was pretty, though, and I wasn’t ashamed to let him see it.

      “Good,” Bran said, showing me his own watch—a chunky leather and metal thing with a face that appeared to show about fifty time zones. It was totally the watch a science nerd would wear, which made me like him a little better. I was kind of a science nerd myself.

      “Okay, now here’s how it works, people,” Mr. Barron intoned in a bored voice. “Using your first two fingers, find the pulse in the thumb-side of your partner’s wrist. Count the number of beats you feel in thirty seconds time. Then multiply that by two to get their resting heart rate. Do this three times each and take the average. Write it all down and then list some activities you think would lower or raise a person’s heart rate.”

      “Any activities?” Morganna Starchild gave Elian Darkwing a flirtatious, side-long look and giggled.

      “Keep it G rated, please Miss Starchild,” Mr. Barron said dryly. “A good rule of thumb is, if you wouldn’t want your parents to read it, then don’t write it. Okay? Everybody got it? Good—go to it.”

      He went back to the front of the room and settled himself behind his desk with a newspaper and a cup of coffee, leaving the class to fend for itself.

      Mr. Barron was not exactly what you’d call a morning person.

      “Okay, well I guess we’d better get started,” I said. Getting out a piece of notebook paper and a pen, I got ready to go. “You want to go first or should I?” I asked Bran.

      “You go.” He held out his wrist to me and I took it awkwardly between my thumb and my first two fingers, feeling for the pulse.

      Touching him this way gave me a strange little tingle, though I didn’t know why. I tried to keep my head down and focus on my watch face but it took me several tries to get an accurate count.

      “You okay?” he asked at last.

      “Hmm?” I looked up at him and the strangest thing happened. For just an instant my eyes focused on his face and I saw…well, I don’t know what I saw but it wasn’t the Bran O’Connor I knew. The face I somehow glimpsed looked like an angel or a god—high cheekbones, blazing blue eyes, a sensuous mouth—

      I gasped and ripped my hand away from his wrist. What the hell just happened?

      “Are you all right?” Bran’s deep voice sounded concerned. He leaned closer to me and for the first time, I noticed his scent.

      It was amazing. He smelled fresh and wild, like cedar wood and salt from the ocean, and some other, wild, dark spice I couldn’t classify.

      Like his voice, his scent didn’t seem to match the rest of him. Of course, I didn’t know what I had expected him to smell like—maybe glue from putting together model airplanes or chemicals from playing with a chemistry set? I don’t know.

      It sounds crazy but I couldn’t help thinking if I just closed my eyes and listened to his voice and smelled his scent, I could almost imagine him as someone else. Maybe the god-like being I’d somehow glimpsed for just an instant when I touched him.

      Which was nuts.

      “Are you okay?” Bran asked again.

      I kept my eyes open and answered him as calmly as I could.

      “Sorry, I just got a little, uh, shock. Like, static electricity—didn’t you feel it?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did,” he murmured in that soft, deep voice of his. I didn’t want to think about how it made me feel so I stuck out my arm at him.

      “Here. You’re turn,” I said.

      He took my hand in both of his and I found that his touch was surprisingly warm and gentle. My body was reacting in all kinds of weird and crazy ways which I was trying desperately to ignore as he found my pulse.

      “Hmm,” he murmured. “Your pulse is jumping all over the place. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said tightly, trying not to look at him because I was afraid I’d get that same freaky optical illusion of his face that I had when I was touching him a minute earlier. “I’m just fi—”

      And that’s when my cell phone started to ring.

      I knew it was mine because the ring tone was the Bach Cello Suite No. 1 Prelude. Yeah, I know I’m a geek but it so happens that I like classical music and I’m not ashamed of it.

      Or I wasn’t until my phone started blaring in the middle of AP Biology.

      Mr. Barron’s head jerked up at once like a dog on a scent.

      “All right—whose is it?” He sounded like a dog too—his voice was a low, angry growl.

      I felt my stomach drop all the way down to my school-issued Mary Janes. Mr. Barron had actually been known to suspend people for cell phone infractions and a suspension does not look good on a college application. Especially when you don’t have the money for college so you’re trying to get a scholarship to get out of this crappy little town in the first place.

      In an instant I saw my whole life flash before my eyes.

      I saw myself suspended for my cell phone, then refused any kind of scholarship, then stuck waitressing at the I-Scream, U-Scream ice cream parlor slash diner, which is currently my after-school job, for the rest of my life.

      All because I forgot to put my damn cell phone on silent.

      Bran seemed to understand at once what was going on—I must have looked really panicked and guilty. That or else my pulse, which he was still taking, had suddenly gone into overdrive.

      “It’s yours?” he asked me in a low voice.

      I gave a quick, jerky nod, unable to speak.

      “All right,” Mr. Barron snarled, slapping down his cup of coffee so hard that the bitter brown liquid slopped over the side and splattered his newspaper. “I said whose is it?”

      “Which pocket?” Bran asked me softly.

      I frowned at him, what was he planning to do?

      “Number seventeen,” I whispered back.

      He nodded and then looked at the shoe rack, concentrating so hard it almost seemed like he was trying to burn a hole in the plastic pocket which held my phone with his eyes. I thought I saw him whispering something to himself but none of the words I heard made sense to me. They sounded like they were in some other language—one I’d never heard before.

      Suddenly my phone cut off in mid-ring. I threw an amazed glance at Bran. Did he do that or was it just a coincidence?

      Whichever it is I wasn’t out of hot water yet. Mr. Barron was stalking over to the phone holder, a scowl still on his face. He looked like he was dying to suspend someone.

      “Whose was that?” he demanded, glaring at the class. “I don’t care that it stopped ringing, whoever owns that phone had better come up here and turn it off now so it doesn’t ring again. If you get up here quick I might only give you detention for a month.”

      Detention for a month? That would spell the end of my after-school job and then I wasn’t sure how Mom and I would make ends meet. She earned enough as a medical transcriptionist to pay the rent on our crappy little apartment and keep the electric on but my salary from the I Scream was what mostly bought the groceries and paid the water bill.

      Still, detention was better than suspension. Maybe my boss, Joey down at the I Scream would let me take a leave of absence or maybe just come in an hour later. I doubted it—he wasn’t exactly the most understanding manager—but I had nothing else to hope for.

      Slowly, I began to raise my hand.

      Only to hear Bran say, “Excuse me, Mr. Barron—I’m afraid that was my phone. It sounded like my ring-tone, anyway.”

      “All right then get up here and turn it off, O’Connor,” Mr. Barron snarled. “And you can count yourself lucky all you get is detention.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      As I stared incredulously, Bran made his way to the front of the room, fished my phone out of pocket seventeen, and turned it off. Thank goodness I didn’t have an overly-girly phone case like Morganna’s. My plain green case really did look like it could belong to Bran or any other guy in the class for that matter.

      “All right, good,” Mr. Barron grumbled as Bran let the phone slide back into its pocket. “And it had better not happen again, O’ Connor.”

      “No Sir, it won’t,” he promised and came back to slide in beside me at our lab table.

      I waited until everyone had gone back to their lab, including Morganna Starchild who was staring with sharp interest at the two of us. But when she finally turned around and focused her attention on flirting with Elian Darkwing again, I felt free to talk.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I murmured to Bran. “I mean thank you—it was amazing—but you really didn’t have to do it.”

      “I know.” He gave me a smile that was surprisingly attractive on his homely face. “But chivalry isn’t dead—at least where I come from. I couldn’t leave a lady in distress.”

      “Where did you come from?” I asked curiously as we resumed doing the lab. “I mean, I know you’re not from this armpit of a town but where did you transfer in from?”

      “Someplace very far away,” was all he said but there was a distant and almost melancholy look in his no-color eyes that touched me somehow. Wherever he came from, it seemed like he missed it and wished he was back there instead of here in Frostproof at Nocturne Academy.

      Not that I blame him—Frostproof isn’t exactly the most exciting place on the planet. It’s just this tiny little town in the belly button of Florida, right in the middle of a bunch of orange groves. The town’s website likes to point out that it’s a short distance from Legoland (if you call an hour and a half drive through the middle of nowhere short.) But really, the orange groves are all it has going for it. In the spring when the orange blossoms bloom, the whole place smells amazing.

      And that’s it. That’s the nicest thing I can say about my hometown.

      God, I wanted to get out of here so badly sometimes I could taste it.

      We finished taking each other’s pulses, making small talk as we did, and I was surprised to find that Bran had a quick, witty sense of humor. Several times he made me laugh and I found myself really enjoying his company. There was just something about him…I didn’t know what it was but it was definitely there, like a gem buried just under a thin layer of dirt.

      Which may not seem like a very nice description of a person, but it was the best I could think up.

      As class was about to end, Bran reminded me that I’d better take his cell phone on the way out the door and he would take mine.

      “I’ll walk with you to your next class and we can switch there,” I told him.

      “Works for me,” he said, giving me that smile again that had no business being so attractive.

      I was a little dazed about the fact that I’d just offered to walk with him even knowing that Morganna Starchild was going to make jokes about us. But suddenly I didn’t care so much what she said.

      Yes, she might make my life here at Nocturne Academy hell, but I wouldn’t be here forever. Someday soon I was going to get far away from this crappy little town and never look back.

      Of course, at that moment I had no idea then how soon my exit from Frostproof was going to be or how far I would go.

      But I was about to find out…
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Evangeline Anderson

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Coming Soon in Audio)

        SWITCHED

        UNCHARTED

        UNBOUND

        SURRENDERED

        VANISHED

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID

        TRAPPED IN TIME

        TIME TO HEAL

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS

        GUARDING THE GODDESS

        STEALING HER HEART

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS

        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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        * * *

      

      
        
        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

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG BAD WOLF (coming soon)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY

        FANG AND CLAW

        STONE AND SECRET (Coming Soon)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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)

        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.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg
Do You Audiobooks?





images/00002.jpeg
E%an%eﬁﬂe






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
#OV@

BRIDESefe KINDRED KlNDRED ALIENWn}fZ
KINDRED TALES INDEX

COUGAR-  BORN TO
VILLE DARKNESS






images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
EVANGELINE ANDERSON

NYTAND USA T00AY BEST SELLING AUTHOR






images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg
R |
KEEP UP WITH
YOUR favorite

...AND JOIN
my newsletter
TODAY






