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        Two Sisters in need of protection

        Two Warriors who have sworn to keep them safe

        With Melli and Liosh, it’s love at first sight

        But Jodi and Vorn clash at once.

        Will the sisters be safe and can they succeed at…

        Taming Two Warriors?

      

      

      Jodi and Melli are sisters who are in grave danger. The scaly, lizard-like Varians are after both of them, which means both sisters need bodyguards.

      Enter Vorn and Liosh. The two Kindred warriors are sworn to keep their charges safe, even at the cost of their own lives. But when they have to split up and live with the two sisters, things get complicated…

      Jodi and Vorn drive each other crazy. Jodi can’t figure out why she finds the big Beast Kindred so annoying and Vorn has no idea what Jodi’s problem is. Will the two of them kill each other…or give in to the passion simmering just beneath the surface?

      Melli and Liosh have an instant attraction. Liosh knows at once that Melli is the one for him—the female the Goddess has sent for him to Claim. But Melli has a shadowed past and she doesn’t believe she’ll ever be able to be with the tall Blood Kindred, no matter how much she loves him. Can Liosh heal her of her trauma so the two of them can bond?

      The situation gets even more complicated when Jodi’s fiancé comes home and the Varians sniff her and Melli out. Now Vorn and Liosh are in a desperate race to save the women they love—will they succeed?

      You’ll have to read Taming Two Warriors to find out…
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      “Can’t believe we have to bring Kindred bodyguards home with us just to be safe down on Earth. This is so screwed up!”

      Jodi punched a message savagely into her cell phone, no doubt giving her fiancé, James, a heads up on the fact that she was bringing another man home with her, Melli thought, watching her big sister as she muttered and tapped.

      Melli didn’t know what Jodi was so upset about—it wasn’t like James would care. He wasn’t the type to get jealous—even of the seven-foot-tall Beast Kindred who was currently riding in the front seat of their shuttle. Vorn, as he was called, would be dogging Jodi’s footsteps from morning until night, making certain the awful lizard aliens who had nearly killed them back at their mom’s house, didn’t get to her again. It was for her own safety, but Jodi obviously wasn’t happy about it at all.

      Of course, Melli had a Kindred bodyguard of her own, too.

      Liosh, the Blood Kindred, sat beside Vorn, who was piloting, the two of them talking quietly in low voices that Melli couldn’t quite make out. They were probably talking about bodyguard business or something—or maybe the best way to keep the lizard aliens—the Varians, they were called—away.

      For her part, Melli was glad to have a Kindred protector—she honestly felt like she needed one!

      All this had started when their mother had accepted a date with a Kindred warrior on Valentine’s night. He had taken her clear off planet for what Melli was certain was a more than platonic outing on their very first date—which was, of course, exactly the kind of thing their mother always lectured her and Jodi, never to do. How many times had she said, “Never, ever go off with a man you don’t know to an isolated place—it’s dangerous!”

      And then she had gone and done exactly what she’d always told Melli and Jodi not to.

      Unfortunately, their Mother’s much-younger Kindred boyfriend, who had turned out to be a master thief, had stolen a valuable artifact from the lizard guys which made them extremely grumpy. This had resulted in them penetrating the protective field the Kindred had placed around the Earth twice while searching for said artifact. And since they seemed to believe that either Melli and Jodi or their mom still had it, none of them were safe until the hole in the security system was patched and filled.

      Their mom, Vicky, was just fine—she had elected to stay on the Kindred Mother Ship with her new guy, Chain. They had already bonded—although that was another thing their mother always lectured about, forming attachments too quickly—and had decided to start a life together up there.

      Melli was grateful her mom was safe and happy, but she and Jodi were still in danger. And it wasn’t like they could just decide to move to the Mother Ship with their mom. Melli was still in her sophomore year at USF and Jodi was in grad school at the same college. Pulling up roots and moving off planet just wasn’t practical for either sister right now.

      Which was why Melli was so grateful to have her own bodyguard—the Blood Kindred, Liosh.

      He had come to her rescue when the Varians attacked her mom’s house and Melli had fallen out of a tree and broken her leg. He had fought off the disgusting, lizard-like aliens—blasting them into grease spots—and then examined Melli carefully before gathering her into his arms and holding her close to comfort and protect her.

      It was the closest Melli had been to a man in a long, long time and she was surprised that her panic response didn’t kick in when the big Kindred held her. Maybe it was the fact that he wasn’t human and her body responded to him on a visceral level because of it. He didn’t even smell human, Melli thought—he smelled amazing—fresh and clean like the Arctic ocean with a warm hint of masculine spice underlying it.

      Her bodyguard was tall too—nearly seven feet to her five-six, which meant they had a significant size difference. He had lifted Melli with no problem, even though she had put on a little weight since moving out of the house and starting college. And the way he looked at her with those pale, husky-blue eyes of his made Melli want to reach out and touch him—made her wish to be wrapped in his arms again.

      Stop it, she scolded herself, forcing her eyes away from the front seat where she could see Liosh’s profile as he talked to Vorn. You know nothing permanent could come of it so you might as well not start in the first place.

      Inwardly, she sighed. Yes, that was true enough. She was probably going to be single and alone forever, no matter how many handsome Kindred warriors came into her life. It was time to just admit that to herself and try to keep things light and casual between her and Liosh.

      Once she had thought that she’d be able to date and marry and raise a family—but those dreams seemed very far away now. They had been torn away from her back in high school, the night of her junior prom. They—

      But no. It didn’t do any good to dig up past wounds. Melli had mostly gotten over what had happened to her—mentally anyway. But physically was a different story altogether—it was like her body just couldn’t let go of the trauma.

      I’ll keep it friendly and casual with him, she promised herself, stealing another look at the big Kindred with his neatly clipped dark blonde hair and pale blue eyes. And I won’t hang all over him—no matter how much I might want to.

      She balled her hands into tight fists at her sides, making the promise fiercely. She was, by nature, a touchy person who liked a lot of physical contact—or she had been before…

      Melli pushed the thought away and looked out the window of the shuttle at the blue-green curve of the Earth getting bigger and bigger. Soon they would be home. Thank goodness that the Kindred medical technology meant her broken leg was already mostly healed. Commander Sylvan—who was also a doctor—had said she would need to be a little careful with it for a while, but on the whole, he thought she would recover completely and not have any long-term problems from the break.

      I’m lucky, Melli told herself. My leg is going to be okay and I have a big, strong bodyguard to keep me safe until the danger blows over.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t believe how unlucky I am, Jodi thought, as she punched savagely at her cell phone. They weren’t within contact distance yet, but she had a message all ready to send to her fiancé, James, the minute they hit the Earth’s atmosphere and her cell carrier kicked in.

      First we get attacked by aliens, then Melli breaks her leg so we have to go up to the Mother Ship and then I get saddled with that Wookie in the front seat. That Vorn.

      She glared at the Kindred warrior in question, who happened to be piloting the shuttle taking them back to Earth. It was hard to put her finger on why he got on her nerves so badly but he certainly did.

      Maybe it was because he was everything her fiancé James wasn’t, Jodi speculated. Vorn was huge and muscular—seven feet tall if he was an inch—while James was barely taller than her own 5’7 and frankly, kind of slim. Of course, he made up for it with his acerbic wit and fierce intelligence, but there was no denying there were times Jodi wished she could wear heels instead of flats when they went out.

      Also, it would be nice if he could help her with things like opening tight jar lids or fixing things around the house when they broke. But James disdained such traditionally masculine duties, preferring to live the “life of the mind” as he

      called it, and concentrate on loftier concepts than who was going to fix the car if it broke down or open the lid on a jar of pickles.

      Of course, “the life of the mind” was all well and good. Jodie was in grad school herself and appreciated academia and the mindset that went with it. But on a practical level, it could be kind of a pain sometimes, especially when she ended up doing what she had been raised to think of as “man stuff.”

      After all, pickle jars didn’t open themselves.

      But she digressed. There were other ways the big Kindred contrasted with her fiancé that also irritated her, she thought.

      For instance, James was nearly hairless—as sleek as one of those naked cats breeders sold to people who wanted a cat but were allergic to them. He barely even had any pubic hair, which Jodi had found odd until she got used to it. He was also prematurely balding up top—his scalp showing clearly through his thin, light brown hair.

      Vorn, on the other hand, had long, thick, wild black hair that was streaked with gold. His eyes were golden, too above his dark, neatly trimmed beard, giving him an almost savage, feral appearance that couldn’t have contrasted more strongly with her fiancé’s neat, buttoned-down, clean-shaven academic look.

      Of course, Jodi had no idea what Vorn looked like naked—she strictly forbid her mind to go there and speculate—but she was betting he wasn’t in the hairless cat category. He probably had a lot of chest hair to go with all that hair on his head—which she normally liked. But somehow on the big Kindred, it was just annoying.

      Where are we going to put him? she wondered to herself. She and James shared an apartment near the USF campus—but only nominally. Half the time her fiancé slept at the big mansion on Bayshore Drive—the ritzy part of Tampa—that his father had given him when he earned his first doctorate. He was working on his second at the moment, in astrophysics and once he got a few drinks in him, he never let anybody forget it.

      He’d offered to let Jodi move in with him and let go of the apartment for good, but Bayshore was in South Tampa—a long drive from the USF main campus. Also, she liked her independence. It was good to have her own space—a space the big Kindred was shortly going to be invading, Jodi reminded herself in irritation.

      It wasn’t like they didn’t have a guest room in their apartment—they did. But Jodi used it to store things. Personal things. It was also where she went when James was home and she wanted a little privacy. With the big Kindred installed there semi-permanently, she might never get what she liked to call “alone time” again, which was going to be very bad for her mood.

      Still, she couldn’t put him on the couch when they technically had a spare room to put him in, Jodi admitted to herself grudgingly. Her mom had taught her how to be a good hostess and the strict code of Southern manners she’d been raised with couldn’t be easily set aside, no matter how much the big Kindred got on her nerves.

      If only he didn’t smell so damn good! she thought, glaring at Vorn again. This time he caught her look from the corner of his eye and shot her an answering stare in return. Clearly he wasn’t any happier about this assignment than she was.

      Jodi looked away first, telling herself she shouldn’t distract their pilot, though honestly, it was difficult to hold that wild, golden gaze for too long. Even though she was sitting in the back seat, his wild, musky scent seemed to invade her senses. It reminded her of wood smoke from a campfire mixed with leather and an underlying spicy note that smelled both dangerous and somehow completely masculine.

      Like some kind of freaking pheromone! Jodi thought resentfully, shifting in her seat and pressing her thighs together tightly. For some reason the scent of the big Beast Kindred made her long for a little “alone time” which she was pretty sure she wasn’t going to get. Damn it, how was she going to manage time to herself to take care of necessary things if that stupid Kindred was constantly with her all the time?

      She was seriously going to go crazy!
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        * * *

      

      She’s making me fucking crazy, Vorn thought, as Jodi finally broke their little staring contest and looked away. Her pretty mouth was curved down into an irritated frown and he could tell by her scent—which he was already more attuned to than he liked—that she was agitated.

      What was it about the curvy little Earth girl that got under his skin so fucking much? He had no idea—he only knew that the moment he’d seen her jump out of that tree at her mother’s house and try to protect her little sister from the Varians with nothing but her bare hands, he had become intently focused on her.

      He could still remember how Jodi had looked—her green eyes flashing, her long dark hair wild around her shoulders as she shouted angrily at the lizard-like aliens to “leave my little sister alone, you assholes!”

      In that moment she had been magnificent—a warrior woman that might have come straight from one of the warring tribes on his home world of Rageron. Then she’d twisted her ankle. But even after she did, she’d been trying to shield her sister with her body, before Vorn and Liosh had blasted the Varians who were after her into nothing but grease spots in the grass.

      But was she grateful?

      Not one fucking bit, he thought sourly, glancing back at her again. She’d gotten angry at him for picking her up and carrying her—even though she’d been injured and clearly needed the assist. She’d said something about being too big to lift—which was frankly ridiculous. Sure, she was curvier than a lot of Earth girls but just because she had deliciously thick thighs, wide hips, and a big behind didn’t make her difficult to carry.

      But Jodi had refused to believe him when he’d said she was light as a feather—even though she was—at least to him. And she’d persisted in being irritated with him, even when he stayed with her in the Med Station while her hurt ankle was being healed.

      All in all, Vorn decided, Josephine—“Just call me Jodi!”—Erickson was probably the most aggravating and contrary female he’d ever met.

      So if she’s such a pain in the ass, why did you volunteer for this mission? a little voice in the back of his head demanded. Why not bow out and let some other warrior deal with her?

      To be honest, Vorn didn’t have an answer for that. He tried to tell himself it had to do with honor. He had been the first on the scene at her mother’s house—he had rescued her from the Varians—and that made him responsible for her.

      But deep down, he knew that wasn’t really true. Rescuing somebody once didn’t mean you had to keep on rescuing them—didn’t mean you had to follow them home and keep them safe even if they got under your skin like a Frenarian sand burr that itched and irritated until it made you crazy just being around them.

      Gods, had he made a huge mistake? He was committed now and who knew how long this assignment might last? He and Liosh might be Earth-side for months and who could tell how badly he and Jodi were going to get on each other’s nerves in that time?

      Sighing, Vorn tried to concentrate on piloting the ship and stop speculating about how long this new mission might be. Not thinking about it was the only way to stay sane, he was sure.
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        * * *

      

      I wonder how long this assignment is going to last? Liosh thought, risking a look back at Melinda, who was riding in the back seat with her older sister, who was tapping furiously on her small communications device. He hoped it was a long time—maybe even a few solar months or even longer. As long as he got to spend it by Melinda’s side, he would be perfectly happy.

      From the moment he’d seen the small, delicate Earth girl in danger from the Varian invaders, Liosh had wanted to Claim her.

      Of course, he couldn’t tell Melinda that—it would frighten her off for certain. And there was already something fragile about her—something that made him want to be careful of her and protect her. He sensed instinctively that he needed to be cautious in their interactions—in the way he spoke to her and how he treated her.

      But that was hard to keep in mind when all he wanted to do was sweep her into his arms and hold her close—when all he wanted was to breathe in her sweet, feminine scent and never let her go.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering how she had clung to him in fright after he and Vorn had disposed of the invading Varians. Those scaly bastards hadn’t stood a chance. The minute Liosh had seen Melinda injured on the ground with her golden curls all tangled around her shoulders and tears of fright in her big, blue eyes, something inside him had risen up and declared that he would kill or die to protect the little female.

      After that it was just a question of which of the Varians died the fastest.

      Afterwards Liosh had held her—taking her into his lap as naturally as though they’d known each other all their lives. And Melinda had held him right back, nuzzling against him like a small, wounded creature in need of comfort, making his heart swell as he cradled her against his chest.

      She hadn’t wanted to let go of him. Even in the Med Center while Commander Sylvan had set her leg, she’d kept hold of Liosh’s hand, squeezing it with her own small one while she bit her lush lower lip to keep back a low cry of pain.

      But that was then—she was injured, Liosh reminded himself. She’s almost better now. You’ve got no call to touch her all the time like that anymore. Remember what you learned about North American Earth culture—most humans like their personal space. She won’t want your hands on her all the time or wish to sit in your lap and cuddle now that she’s well.

      But she wasn’t completely well yet, a little voice in his head pointed out. In fact, hadn’t Commander Sylvan told her to keep the weight off her leg for a little while yet? In which case, he, Liosh, would be perfectly justified in picking her up and carrying her wherever she needed to go—right?

      Right, he told himself firmly. Though of course, if she asked to be put down or displayed any reluctance to having him carry her, he would certainly back off. Kindred were, above all things, respectful of a female’s right to choose what happened to her body and how and when and where she was touched.

      But so far, he hadn’t received a single mixed signal from Melinda. Everything about her seemed to welcome him in and damned if he could keep himself from going to her when he wanted to hold her as badly as she wanted to be held.

      I’ll be careful, Liosh told himself. I’ll…what is it the humans say? Oh, right—I’ll play it by nose.

      He thought that was the expression, anyway. It certainly seemed to make sense— if he smelled any kind of anxiety or uncertainty on Melinda when he went to pick her up or touch her in any way, he would immediately back off. But if she wanted to cuddle and be held as much as he wanted to cuddle her and hold her, well then, Liosh was there for that.

      He was there for that in a big way for as long as they were together.
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      The Human/Kindred Relations building in Tampa was a big, well-staffed one that had vehicles to spare. This turned out to be a good thing, since they were apparently splitting up at this point.

      “I’ll take one of the other shuttles,” Melli heard Liosh tell Vorn after they parked in the back of the building. “I understand our charges live in two separate areas so we’ll need two vehicles.”

      Vorn nodded.

      “Be well, Brother. Did you pack a Think-me?”

      Liosh nodded. “I’ll be in communication with you if I see anything suspicious. You be-speak me if anything odd comes up on your end, too.”

      “Absolutely.” Vorn nodded and Liosh turned to look at Melli.

      “My Lady Melinda,” he said formally, “Just give me a moment to get a second shuttle ready for you and then I’ll come get you and help you into it.”

      “Oh, thank you.” Melli felt her heart start pounding. “But…I can probably walk?” She made it into a question, a little uncertain if she really ought to put much weight on her newly healed leg or not.

      Liosh frowned.

      “Better not, my Lady. Commander Sylvan said you’re to take it easy on that newly mended bone for some time. If you don’t mind, I’ll carry you to the new vehicle as soon as I get it ready to go.”

      Melli felt herself blushing harder and her heart started pounding double-time in her chest.

      “No, I…I don’t mind,” she murmured, looking up at him from under her lashes. “If…if it doesn’t bother you to, um, carry me.”

      Liosh’s pale blue eyes went half-lidded and his voice dropped to a soft, deep rumble.

      “I don’t mind a bit, my Lady. In fact, it would be my very great pleasure to carry you.”

      “O-okay,” Melli stuttered. “I’ll, um, just wait for you here, then.”

      “I won’t be a moment,” he promised and left the shuttle to go get another ready.

      “Listen to yourself, Melli,” Jodi whispered to her fiercely. “Falling all over him and letting him carry you all over the place!”

      “So what?” Melli hissed, frowning at her big sister. “Just because you don’t like your Kindred guard doesn’t mean I have to hate mine!”

      Then she remembered that Kindred were supposed to have really acute senses—including a phenomenal sense of hearing.

      “Oh, uh, sorry,” she said, sparing a glance for the front seat, where Vorn was staring straight ahead. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” he growled, shooting a look over his broad shoulder. “I know exactly how your sister feels about me and I don’t give a fuck.”

      “Nice language,” Jodi snapped, though she had been known to drop an “F bomb” of her own, from time to time, as Melli well-knew. “I’m just trying to warn my little sister to be careful and not fall in love with her Kindred guard just because he’s acting like the perfect gentleman right now.” She turned a piercing look at Melli. “You know what I mean, Melli. You’re going to be alone with this guy so be careful. Remember high school.”

      The reminder made Melli feel like she’d swallowed a whole bucket of ice cubes. Her hands fisted in her lap and everything from the waist down seemed to clench painfully. She knew her big sister was just trying to look out for her, but why did Jodi have to dump cold water on her heart, just when she was feeling warm and safe and happy around a man for the first time in years?

      “Actually, Liosh is a perfect gentleman,” Vorn growled from the front seat. “I’ve served with him for five solar years now and observed him in every situation. He would never harm a female—no Kindred would. So if you’re trying to warn your little sister to be careful of him because you think he’s not trustworthy, don’t bother. Liosh is one of the most steadfast and honorable males I know—he will give your sister the respect and deference that Melinda is due.”

      Somewhere deep inside, Melli felt a knot that had begun to tighten, suddenly loosen again. Somehow the Beast Kindred’s words reassured her—maybe because they corroborated the feeling she already had—that Liosh was one of the good guys.

      “See?” she said to Jodi, who was still frowning skeptically. “Liosh is okay—I’ll be fine, Jodi.”

      “He’s okay according to his friend,” Jodi pointed out. “But you don’t really know either of them, Melli. Neither of us do.”

      “Liosh is more than a friend—I consider him a brother, though we come from different branches of the Kindred tree,” Vorn growled. “And please don’t slander him before you get to know him—or me, for that matter. We’re here to protect you and as I said before, no Kindred will ever hurt a female.”

      “Why is that?” Melli asked curiously. “I mean, is it just because you worship a Goddess? Is it a religious belief?”

      “It’s more than that,” Vorn told her. “Protecting and caring for females—revering all that is feminine—isn’t just a religion—it’s in our fucking DNA.”

      Jodi frowned skeptically.

      “So you’re genetically programmed to protect women and never abuse them?”

      Vorn nodded, but apparently seeing the skepticism in Jodi’s face, he continued to elaborate.

      “Look—you see our race. We’re ninety-five percent male,” he pointed out. “Females are a valuable resource—they’re precious beyond measure.” He half turned in the seat and gestured animatedly as he continued to speak. “Think about what’s scarce in your own world. I know in some places, humans don’t have much access to clean drinking water. So if water is in short supply, you don’t go wasting it or polluting it, right?”

      “Actually…we humans haven’t exactly done the best we could when it comes to conserving our natural resources,” Melli said, frowning.

      “And human males aren’t always very good at treating females like they’re ‘precious’ either,” Jodi said dryly. “Ask just about any woman you run across—all of them have had bad experiences with men in one way or another. Hence the #MeToo movement and my very natural skepticism about men who just want to be ‘nice’ to women all the time.” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Though it is interesting to know that you consider us in the same light as a natural resource like fresh water or pig iron.”

      “No, damn it—that’s not what I meant!” Vorn ran a hand over his tangled black and gold hair in obvious irritation. “It’s not just that females are vital to the survival of our species—although of course they are. We also believe that there’s a little piece of the Goddess within every woman—a little spark of divinity that deserves to be worshipped and protected.”

      “I thought you said your attitude towards women wasn’t religious,” Jodi pointed out, frowning. “You can’t have it both ways, you know. Either women are a commodity, like fresh water or arable farmland to grow crops on—in this case, the crops would obviously be new Kindred babies—or they’re goddesses to be put on a pedestal and worshipped. Which is it?”

      Vorn’s dark brows pulled down over his golden eyes and he looked so fierce Melli wondered how her big sister dared to bait him. But Jodi just looked at him coolly, her arms crossed over her full breasts as she tapped her fingernails, waiting for a response.

      “They’re both, damn it,” Vorn growled at last. “Why should I have to choose just one reason to treat females the way they deserve to be treated?”

      “Present company excepted?” Jodi asked, raising an eyebrow. “Maybe irritating bitches like me don’t quite deserve the same reverence nice ones like my little sister, do?” she said pointedly, looking at Melli.

      “I never said that,” Vorn said, frowning. “Every female deserves reverence—even the ones that get under your skin and itch like a fucking Frenarian sand burr.”

      His golden eyes met Jodi’s green ones and their gazes locked, both of them glaring at each other in a way that made Melli really glad looks couldn’t actually kill. Because if they could have, both Jodi and Vorn would probably have dropped dead on the spot.

      “And on that note, I’m leaving,” she remarked, as a second Kindred shuttle, which converted to look like a car, pulled up beside them. Liosh got out and opened the passenger side door before coming around to open her door as well.

      Jodi dragged herself away from the impromptu staring contest and gripped Melli’s hand.

      “Be strong and stay safe, little sis,” she said, smiling briefly at Melli, though her eyes were serious. “Text me when you get home and let me know you’re okay.”

      “Will do,” Melli promised, giving her big sister a smile. “You do the same. And cheer up, big sis—having a guard is for your own protection.”

      “Right. I know,” Jodi said flatly. “Love you, Melli. Give me a hug.”

      Melli—never one to refuse a hug—squeezed her big sister tightly. In some ways, she was closer to Jodi than anyone else in the world. Her sister knew things about her she hadn’t told anyone else—hadn’t even been able to tell their mother.

      “Love you, Jodi,” she said, echoing her sister’s words. “Be safe and careful and watch out for lizard aliens.”

      “Oh, I will,” Jodi assured her. “You, too.”

      And then the back door closest to Melli opened and Liosh said,

      “May I carry you to our new vehicle, my Lady?”

      Melli’s heart fluttered despite her own uncertainty and her sister’s warning. And, contrary to the promise she’d made to herself earlier not to touch the big Kindred unnecessarily, she held out her arms eagerly.

      “Yes, please, Liosh,” she said shyly. “And you can just call me Melinda, if you want. I don’t mind.”

      “As you wish, my Lady Melinda,” he rumbled and then he was gathering her into his arms and holding her close to his broad chest. He kicked the door shut with his foot and then they were alone—just the two of them.
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      Now I’m all alone with him. What am I supposed to do? Jodi thought, eyeing the still-glaring Beast Kindred in the front seat of the shuttle as the second shuttle with her little sister and Liosh in it drove away.

      Vorn seemed to be wondering the same thing.

      “Would you like to sit up front?” he asked at last, raising an eyebrow at her. “It would probably be easier for you to give me directions to your domicile that way.”

      “Yeah, okay—sure,” Jodi muttered, though getting any closer to the big Kindred was the last thing she wanted to do. She started to get out of the back seat, only to have him come around quickly to open the door for her before she could get it for herself.

      Jodi felt a flash of irritation.

      “You don’t have to do that, you know,” she said, frowning up at him. “I mean, always open my door or pull out my chair. I’m a liberated woman—I don’t need to be treated like an invalid or a child.”

      “I’m treating you with respect whether you want me to or not,” the big Kindred growled. “So if you want to get your own doors and chairs, that’s too damn bad.”

      Jodi thought about arguing that he wasn’t respecting her wishes not to be respected, but even in her head that sounded too ridiculous—like she was picking a fight just for the sake of fighting.

      Well, aren’t you? whispered a little voice in her head. Aren’t you fighting with him in order to put the way you feel around him out of your head?

      Jodi pushed the little voice aside. It was ridiculous. She didn’t feel any specific way around Vorn except irritated.

      But was it irritation that caused her to press her thighs together and shift in her seat when she was settled in the front of the shuttle beside him? Or was it that maddening, masculine scent of his, invading her senses and making her bra feel too itchy against her suddenly sensitive nipples and her panties feel too tight against the tender skin of her pussy?

      Jodi didn’t know. She only knew the big Kindred affected her and the effect he had on her was bad. As she gave him curt, clipped directions back to her apartment just off the USF campus, she couldn’t help thinking that she really, really needed some alone time, damn it.

      Hopefully soon, she would get some. Although how she would manage it with the big Kindred in the house, she had no idea.
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      Gods, had her scent gotten even stronger and sweeter?

      Vorn cast a sidelong glance at his passenger as she told him in a tight, annoyed voice how to get to her domicile. He hadn’t thought it was possible for her feminine fragrance to affect him more, but damn if his shaft wasn’t at full mast and snarling in his flight leathers for release just because she was nearby. He could practically smell her pussy getting hotter by the minute—almost as if she was going into some kind of fucking heat.

      Did that happen to Earth females?

      Vorn tried to remember if he’d learned anything about that when he was studying human anatomy and culture before being cleared to go Earth-side. But he couldn’t recall if he’d learned anything to that effect or not.

      Well, if she is going into heat, it’s got nothing to do with you, he told himself firmly. Probably she’s just been away from this fucking fiancé of hers she keeps talking about for too long. Probably she needs him to service her. That might lighten her mood, too. The Goddess knows it couldn’t get much heavier than it is now.

      Actually, Vorn was interested to meet the male in question. Jodi was a formidable female—it must have taken a real Alpha to bring her to the brink of Joining—or marriage, as the humans called it.

      Though the human idea of a life-long commitment was laughable, he thought. Over half of their relationships ended in divorce—a mutual parting of ways. This was a foreign concept to the Kindred. Vorn remembered how puzzled he had been when he first learned about it.

      Divorce, to him, didn’t make any damn sense. How could you abandon the mate the Goddess had chosen for you and take another? It would be like cutting off a foot or a hand and trying to find a new one to sew on in its place—an idea which was as stupid as it was strange.

      Still, that was humans for you—a big mass of confusing contradictions, Vorn thought, casting another side-long look at Jodi from the corner of his eye. He just hoped that her fiancé was home and could service her quickly when they reached her domicile.

      Not that he relished the idea of another male doing anything to the curvy little female sexually—that was actually a really uncomfortable thought. But something had to be done about her obvious need—Jodi was shifting her lush ass around like her seat was red-hot and rubbing her thighs together like she was trying to start a fire—or maybe put one out, Vorn thought dryly.

      He wondered idly if she was one of those females who could orgasm just by pressing their thighs together. They were rare, but he knew they existed. Maybe Jodi was trying to get off and ease the obvious need she felt before they got back to her domicile.

      If so, he wished she wouldn’t do it right here in the vehicle. It was hard enough being around her without having to witness her coming right in front of him.

      A sudden picture filled his head—Jodi naked, with her full breasts and delicious thick thighs on display. Her head was thrown back and all that long, lovely, silky black hair was trailing down the small of her back. Her lush mouth was open in a silent moan and her cheeks were flushed pink with desire as she rode his shaft, taking her pleasure with him, taking every thing she needed while he thrust up into her and she squeezed him so tightly with her soft, wet pussy…

      No! Fucking stop that right now! Vorn lectured himself sternly. She’s already attached to a male.

      And even if she hadn’t been, the first rule of Protection was never get involved with the one you were protecting.

      Second rule—never picture them naked and coming on your cock.

      Yeah, right. That wasn’t really a rule but in this case it should be.

      And it wasn’t like Jodi would want anything to do with him that way. Every breath he took seemed to be a personal insult to her. She wasn’t looking to become a Kindred bride—especially not his bride—which was just as well, Vorn told himself.

      Since he was here to guard her—not Claim and mate her.

      “Here we are,” she said tightly, and pointed out a row of neat buildings painted dark gray, which all seemed to have several dwellings in them. She frowned as she looked at the empty driveway. “And it doesn’t look like James is home yet.”

      Vorn guessed he would have to put off the pleasure of meeting the human male who had managed to subdue the formidable woman at his side and claim her as his own. But in the meantime, he and Jodi were going to be alone in her domicile.

      Well, at least it shouldn’t be as cramped as it was inside the vehicle, he told himself. Maybe if they got some space between them, the scent of her feminine desire wouldn’t be so maddening…so fucking tempting. And maybe his shaft, which was still painfully hard, would finally go down.

      He could only hope, anyway.
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      “Here we are—this is my dorm.” Melinda pointed to a big tan building that looked like it could potentially house hundreds. There were students going in and out of the doorways at a steady rate and no guards anywhere—at least, that he could see—which made Liosh frown.

      This was a security risk and no mistake.

      He looked at her. “Will I be permitted to stay here with you? I am a stranger, after all.”

      “Oh, sure—it’s a co-ed dorm,” Melinda told him. “Though…” she bit her lip and eyed him thoughtfully. “It might be easier for you to blend in on campus if you had some more, uh, normal clothes. Not that there’s anything wrong with your uniform,” she added, looking at his tight black leather trousers, tall black boots, and the satiny pale blue button-down shirt which indicated he was a Blood Kindred.

      Though of course, the double set of fangs on either side of his upper jaw would prove that as well, for anyone looking closely enough.

      Speaking of his fangs, they were sharp enough to cut through anything—including his own tongue—as Liosh had learned to his detriment on the drive over here. It had happened when Melinda had been making a point and she reached over to place one small, soft hand on his thigh for just a moment.

      She’d been telling him which way to turn, Liosh thought, but at that moment he couldn’t focus on anything except how good she smelled and how much he wanted to hold her again.

      As a consequence of his inattention, he had bitten his tongue—hard enough to draw blood—and turned the wrong way—which made their trip longer than it needed to be.

      He had apologized, of course, with an excuse about misunderstanding her. But the truth was, he was thinking about his fangs and the fact that they had suddenly grown sharp for the first time in his life.

      Any Blood Kindred knew what it meant when their fangs first sharpened—it showed you were in the presence of the female you wanted to Claim—wanted to mate. Of course, this really wasn’t a surprise to Liosh—he had felt an instant affinity for Melinda. It was more surprising that his fangs hadn’t sharpened the first minute he saw her.

      Though he was grateful they hadn’t—he would have had a difficult time fighting the Varians effectively if he’d had to worry about his newly sensitive and sharp fangs.

      He supposed that now he would start producing essence—the pale blue liquid which was secreted by the fangs of sexually mature males in order to heal their mates of any small injuries or bond them to the Blood Kindred who bit them.

      No, don’t think about it! Don’t think about biting her! Liosh told himself firmly. It’s wrong—you’re here to protect her, not Claim her.

      Besides, there was that something fragile about Melinda that he had noticed right from the start. She might not want to be Claimed—by him or by anyone. He needed to keep himself in line and not do anything to upset or frighten her.

      “…your clothes?” she said and he realized he had missed what she was talking about in his effort to rein himself and his newly sensitized fangs in.

      “Forgive me, my Lady—what?” he asked, frowning.

      “Oh, I said, do you mind changing your clothes?” she asked, looking at him anxiously. “I just thought—since Commander Sylvan said you and Vorn should try to blend into the background…”

      “Oh, right—of course.” Liosh nodded. “No, I don’t mind. Do you have a place where I can get new clothing that would fit me?” He looked doubtfully around at the puny human males he saw outside the vehicle. The Earth species was definitely on the small size.

      Melinda pursed her pretty pink lips.

      “Well, I think there’s a big and tall men’s store in University Mall. We could go there, um, if you have any money,” she added, rather apologetically. “I’d offer to pay but I’m kind of strapped for cash right now. I got let go from my job and I’m still looking for another one.”

      “Commander Sylvan has given Vorn and myself an unlimited line of credit in the form of this small, flat card.”

      Liosh took the small, rectangular piece of plastic from the breast pocket of his uniform shirt and showed it to her.

      Melinda’s eyes went wide.

      “Wow! A platinum card?”

      “Is that good?” Liosh asked.

      She nodded, apparently awed. “Very good.”

      “Excellent.” He smiled with satisfaction. “Well then, as long as I’m staying with you, please let me pay for all the food and other necessary items. And I can pay for my own clothing as well. Er…should we go and get some right now? Am I too conspicuous?” He looked down at himself again.

      Melinda laughed.

      “You might as well have ‘Kindred Warrior’ tattooed on your forehead. Which wouldn’t be a problem, except if you’re going to stay in my dorm with me, you’ll need to blend in more. You know, in case Security comes snooping around.”

      So there was some kind of security system—or at least guards—somewhere on the sprawling campus. That was good, Liosh thought with some satisfaction. It made him feel a little better about Melinda staying in such a crowded place.

      “That’s fine,” he said. “Should we go get the new clothes now?”

      “Well…sure. Why not?” She shrugged and smiled shyly at him. “I don’t have any classes today and there’s nothing else to do but watch TV or surf the Internet. Not if I want to stay off my leg, anyway. Oh, but—” She paused, frowning.

      “What’s wrong?” Liosh asked, immediately concerned.

      “Nothing. It’s only that…” She nibbled her lush lower lip pensively. “Only that the mall is a big area with a lot of shops in it, so there’s a lot of walking involved. So I’m not sure—”

      “I can carry you again,” Liosh offered.

      “Really?” She looked at him uncertainly. “I mean, it’s a really long way. You might get tired of lugging me around everywhere.”

      “I could never get tired of that.” Liosh offered her a smile, which she returned with a rosy blush in her cheeks. “Honestly, my lady, you weigh so little I could carry you all day and never get tired of it,” he told her.

      He hoped she would let him. He loved cradling her close to his chest, loved the feel of her small, soft body pressed against his much larger, harder one.

      Melinda seemed to like it too, because she nodded after a moment.

      “If you’re really sure you don’t mind?”

      “My Lady,” he murmured, looking into her eyes. “It would be my very great pleasure.”

      Her cheeks got even pinker and her big blue eyes sparkled.

      “All right then,” she said. “To get to the mall you just have to follow that road up ahead and turn left…”

      As he followed her directions, Liosh admitted to himself that he couldn’t wait to hold her again—and that he never wanted to put her down.
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      “So this is it.” Jodi opened the door with a flourish—at least her apartment was always kept spotlessly neat, unlike her little sister’s dorm room, as she happened to know. She liked to keep a tight rein on her environment—a place for everything and everything in its place. Whereas Melli was more catch-as-catch-can when it came to housekeeping.

      The apartment was a little nicer than most student housing—the duplexes up and down the street were mostly occupied by grad students and professors waiting to make tenure—all of whom were serious about their studies. It was, however, on the small side and the big Kindred had to duck his head as he came in.

      Holding the door for him as he passed, Jodi was struck again by just how huge he was. It was like hosting a pro-basketball player crossed with a professional wrestler in her tiny, snug little apartment.

      She and James fit here nicely, since she was the normal height for a woman and he was much less than the normal height for a man. But Vorn looked like a giant standing in the middle of her postage-stamp-sized living room.

      Most of the apartment was decorated in a severe black and white motif with a black loveseat with white cushions, a round, braided, black and white rug on the floor, eggshell-white walls, and black curtains in the windows. The ebony end tables on either side of the loveseat held elegant black porcelain lamps with white shades and the pictures on the walls were framed Ansel Adams prints.

      Jodi had done the decorating herself and all her friends admired it and talked about how sophisticated it looked. So she waited for Vorn to say something complimentary as he looked around her living area speculatively. But all the big Kindred said after staring around for a minute was,

      “Huh.”

      “Huh?” Jodi asked, frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. Just wondering if this is how you see the world.” He waved one ham-sized hand around. “In black and white—in absolutes.”

      Jodi glared at him, offended.

      “Why you…look, the way I decorate my apartment reflects my taste—not my world views!”

      “In my experience, the two usually go hand-in-hand. But whatever…” He shrugged, his big shoulders rolling under the crimson uniform shirt which looked annoyingly spectacular against his dark tan skin. “I’m here to protect you, not criticize your design choices.”

      He looked down at the loveseat, which looked a little like a child’s toy beside his muscular bulk.

      “I take it that’s my bed while I’m here? Or would you rather I slept outside the front door on the ground?”

      “Of course I’m not going to make you sleep on the ground and there’s no way you’d fit on the loveseat. Not without breaking it,” Jodi snapped. “Just give me a minute and I’ll get my, uh, office ready for you. There’s a spare bed in there.”

      Without waiting for his reply, she marched into the spare room and closed the door firmly behind her.

      God, why did he get on her nerves so damn much? What was it about the big Kindred that was so damn irritating?

      Well, maybe it was the fact that she was going to be losing her “play room” as she privately called it, for as long as he stayed here. Speaking of which, she needed to get a lot of things cleared away before she let him in.

      Jodi stared around the small room in dismay as she realized this. She was neat to a fault, but due to lack of storage space and the complete disinterest James displayed in her more…esoteric interests, she had let herself spread out in here which left a lot of things on display.

      Things that really shouldn’t be on display. At least not in polite company.

      Well, they would all have to go, she decided. And since there was no way she was going to carry them out right under the big Kindred’s nose, they were all going to have to go into the tiny closet at the far end of the room.

      The closet was unfortunately, already packed with seldom-used winter clothes, however. She was going to have to get creative with the space.

      Well, never let it be said that she couldn’t pack creatively—or quickly. Marching to the closet, Jodi threw it open and began bundling away the contents of her playroom where Vorn would never, ever find them.

      She was damned if she’d discuss her private hobby with the big Kindred—it was none of his damn business.
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      Melli felt like a princess in the arms of her prince, being carried down the wide hallways of University mall in Liosh’s strong arms. A few of the mall patrons stared but the fact that she still had a light cast on her leg seemed to answer any questions. Most people just smiled at the considerate young man carrying the sweet young lady instead of using a wheelchair or crutches to get her around.

      They found the big and tall men’s shop in the middle of the mall with no problem and Liosh carried her around to the different racks so she could pick out some clothes for him. After she’d selected several pairs of jeans and some XXX-L t-shirts she thought would fit him, he asked the store manager for a chair and made sure she was settled comfortably before going into the dressing room to try some of the things on.

      He came out in the first pair of jeans and a T-shirt which had the Nike logo on it and turned slowly around for her benefit.

      “Well? What do you think?”

      Melli clapped her hands and smiled up at him.

      “You look perfect! Way more human now. Well…” She hesitated. “Except for your size and your, uh, fangs.”

      “Ah yes, my fangs.” He ran the tip of his tongue over the sharp ridges thoughtfully.

      Melli couldn’t help thinking that the double set of fangs on either side of his upper jaw were much more prominent than they had been when she first met him. They looked longer and sharper—almost savage now.

      She suppressed a little shiver and looked away. She’d heard that Blood Kindred liked to bite their mates when they made love but that idea bothered her so she tried not to think about it.

      “Well, you’re all set,” she said brightly, putting his fangs out of her mind. “I mean, except for some shoes. You can’t wear your boots with those jeans.”

      “I guess not.” He looked down at his feet doubtfully. “But do humans have footwear that will fit me?”

      It took a little time but they did, indeed, find some shoes for Liosh to wear and afterwards they had lunch in the food court. Liosh insisted on getting something from each of the vendors and Melli couldn’t help gasping at the mountain of food he brought back to the table.

      “Oh my God, I hope you’re going to eat all that because I certainly can’t,” she remarked. “About ninety-nine percent of this stuff is not on my diet.”

      “Diet?” Liosh frowned as he looked down at the array of food he’d bought. “Why would you need to diet when you’re already the perfect size?”

      “The perfect size?” Melli nearly burst into laughter before she realized he was serious. “Wow, that’s… really nice of you to say but it’s not true. I wish I was the perfect size.”

      “Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “If you’re not the perfect size, then who is?”

      “Well, she looks really nice,” Melli observed, pointing surreptitiously at a slender, petite girl who looked to be around a size two walking past their table. “Or she’s really pretty,” she went on, nodding at a tall, thin model-type swaying like a graceful giraffe on the other side of the food court.

      Liosh frowned.

      “But both of those females are so thin you can see their skeletal structure. Is that really what your people consider attractive?”

      “Well, sure.” Melli shrugged. “It’s what most men consider attractive, anyway.”

      His frown deepened to a puzzled expression.

      “Human males have very strange tastes, then.”

      “Not according to social media.” Melli shook her head. “You ought to see some of the Influencers on Instagram.”

      “The what on where?” Liosh asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Oh—it’s a site on the internet.” Melli took out her phone to show him, but realized that the battery had died while she was up in the Mother Ship. “Crap—it’s dead.” She sighed. “Well, I’ll show you on my laptop when we get home.”

      “That would be nice. Although if you’re just going to show me more pictures of skeletal women, I’m not sure how much I care to see them,” Liosh said frankly. “Are you honestly going to sit here and tell me you think someone like her is more attractive than a female who has curves, like yourself?”

      Melli looked where he was pointing…and could barely suppress a groan. Liosh must have seen the look on her face because he frowned in concern.

      “What’s wrong? Why do you look so unhappy all of a sudden? You smell almost panicked.”

      “I smell panicked?” Melli frowned at him, then waved aside the strange comment. “It’s just that I know her,” she said in an undertone. “I used to go to high school with her and now she’s in my Sociology class this semester. It’s like I can’t get away from her.”

      The “her” in question was none other than Amanda Brannigan, former head cheerleader of the Midtown Mustangs and the same girl who had set her up on her fateful date with Jason Sykes.

      Just seeing her tied Melli’s stomach in knots. Unfortunately, Amanda seemed to know that because she always made a point to stop and talk to Melli every time she saw her.

      Or maybe “torment” might be a better word.

      Melli looked away, hoping not to be noticed but no such luck. Amanda spotted her and made a beeline straight for their table, a nasty-nice smile plastered on her pretty face as her size-zero, non-existent ass swayed with the motion of her impractically high heels. Her bouncy auburn hair, which looked shiny enough to be in a shampoo commercial, fluttered becomingly with each step and her cute little nose with three perfect freckles across the bridge wrinkled in a way every boy at Midtown High had found unbearably sexy and adorable.

      “Well, hello Melli-the-belly,” she said, using the unkind nickname Melli had been stuck with in high school even after she’d lost some weight. “And what are you doing here?”

      “Oh, hi Amanda.” Melli looked up, giving her a weak smile. “It’s, uh, nice to see you again. We’re just shopping.”

      “You’ve been shopping, all right. Is all this for you?” Amanda eyed the huge pile of food disapprovingly. “There’s an awful lot of empty carbs here, Melli. Don’t you think you ought to be cutting back, rather than beefing up?”

      Melli felt her whole face get hot. It was just like high school again, when Amanda and the popular crowd would come by her table at lunch and criticize whatever she happened to be eating.

      Melli had almost developed an eating disorder because of them. Until after the Junior Prom, that was—after that she’d lost her appetite for nearly a year and the weight had come off. Now, in college, she’d started to work past some issues and the pounds had come back. Not all of them, but she wasn’t quite as thin as she’d been at graduation, she had to admit.

      “It’s not all for me,” she said quickly. “I would never, uh, eat all this stuff. We’re just trying some new things—that’s all.”

      “I see. But who is ‘we’?” Amanda eyed Liosh with open and undisguised admiration.

      “Oh, sorry—this is Liosh,” Melli said. “Liosh, this is Amanda Brannigan.”

      “Well, Liosh—nice to meet you.” Amanda stuck out a hand with perfectly manicured nails.

      The big Kindred took the offered hand with a notable lack of enthusiasm, shook it exactly once, and let go.

      “It’s agreeable to meet you,” he said, not quite sounding like he meant it.

      But Amanda Brannigan wasn’t put off in the least. She was used to wrapping any guy she wanted around her little finger and it was clear she considered Liosh prime meat.

      “Well it’s agreeable to meet you, too,” she purred, sliding one hand over his thick bicep appreciatively. “My, you’re a big boy, aren’t you? Are you Melli’s tutor or something? She always was hopeless in school. Why, she nearly failed our junior year!” She laughed nastily and rolled her eyes as though Melli was some kind of an idiot.

      Melli felt her stomach clench miserably. There was a damn good reason she’d nearly failed her junior year of high school—a damn good reason she hadn’t been able to think or study or concentrate on anything but the awful turmoil churning inside her.

      “No, Liosh isn’t my tutor,” she said woodenly, wishing Amanda would just go away. “He’s my, uh…”

      She paused for a moment—what could she call Liosh? She couldn’t admit he was her Kindred guard because then she would have to tell why she needed a guard in the first place.

      Amanda loved gossip—the more salacious the better and she would spread it everywhere. Melli might as well post a video to the school YouTube channel explaining how the Earth was under the threat of alien invasion and she, Melinda Erickson, was being targeted specifically so she had to have a Kindred warrior to protect her.

      “I’m her boyfriend,” Liosh said, unexpectedly. He put an arm around Melli, as though to prove the point, and Melli happily snuggled close. Just being near the big Kindred made her feel instantly better. He smelled so good—that warm fresh scent of his was both comforting and encouraging somehow.

      “You’re Melli’s boyfriend?” The disbelief was clear in Amanda’s voice and the set of her sharp brown eyes. “But I mean…what is someone like you doing with someone like Melli-the-belly?”

      “If you’re referring to my female’s luscious curves, then please use a less derogatory tone or I’ll be forced to think you’re insulting her.” Liosh’s voice had dropped to a growl and his pale blue eyes were ice cold as he stared at Amanda. “And as for what I am doing with her, I am with Melinda because she is beautiful—both inside and out—agreeable to be with, humorous, intelligent, and kind to others. Which is unfortunately an attribute some females seem to lack.”

      “Well…” Amanda’s big brown eyes widened—she didn’t seem to know what to say to this. “You…you must not have known her for long,” she came up with, at last.

      Liosh only looked pointedly at Amanda’s perfectly manicured fingers, still splayed possessively on his shoulder.

      “Would you mind removing your hand? I am exclusively with Melinda and I do not desire the touch of any other female.”

      At last Amanda seemed to take his not-so-subtle hint. Her brown eyes narrowed and she snatched her hand away as though she’d been burned.

      “I hope you enjoy your lunch, Melli,” she spat, glaring at her. “You might as well pack on a few more pounds since your new boyfriend seems to be a chubby chaser!”

      Then she flounced off, her bouncy auburn hair waving like an angry flag with every step.

      Melli watched her go with feelings of mingled triumph and shame. It was nice that Liosh had put the awful Amanda in her place, but it sucked that he’d had to hear all the terrible things the other girl had to say about her. Melli felt fat and ugly and adolescent all over again—she just wanted to crawl into her shell and hide.

      “Hey…” Liosh murmured in her ear. “What’s wrong, Melinda? Why do you smell so sad?”

      It was the first time he’d called her by her first name without “My Lady” in front of it, which was nice, but she couldn’t let his comment go unanswered.

      “How can you smell how I’m feeling?” she asked, giving him a curious little frown. “I mean, is that even a thing?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a thing for Kindred—we have much more sensitive noses than humans. I guess you could say we smell pheromones and translate them into emotions.”

      “What—so you could go up to anyone in this mall and sniff them and know how they were feeling?” Melli asked, not sure whether to believe him or not.

      “Well—I mean if they were feeling an extreme emotion like pain or fear, probably,” Liosh said. “But we usually only ‘smell’ the emotions of someone we’re extremely attuned to.”

      “Oh, of course.” Melli looked down at her hands. “And you’re attuned to me because you’re guarding me. That makes sense.”

      “Well yes…and no.” Liosh sounded hesitant. “The truth is…” He cleared his throat and Melli looked up at him. He looked like he was trying to decide exactly what to say next.

      “Yes?” she asked, to keep him going.

      “The truth is, I think I’ve been attuned to you from the very first moment I saw you,” Liosh admitted in a low voice.

      “You…have?” Melli looked at him uncertainly. “But why?”

      He shrugged.

      “It just…happens sometimes with Kindred. When we find a female who…” He cleared his throat again. “Who needs to be protected. It’s like instinct kicks in and we just…become attuned.” He looked slightly uncomfortable, as though he wanted to be saying either more or less, Melli thought, but maybe she was reading too much into his expression.

      “Well, I think it’s nice you became attuned to me,” she said, smiling at him shyly.

      “I’m certainly glad I didn’t become attuned to someone like that female that just left us,” Liosh said frankly. “I can see now why the women in your culture feel the need to be too thin—it’s because they are tormented and made to believe their curves are not beautiful.”

      “Something like that.” Melli looked down at her hands again.

      “Hey,” Liosh murmured and put one finger under her chin so she lifted her eyes to his. “You are, you know—beautiful, I mean,” he murmured, his deep voice soft. “I don’t care what skeletal Amanda made you think—you’re gorgeous, Melinda.”

      “Oh…” Melli felt her heart stutter in her chest and her cheeks were suddenly hot. “You…you don’t have to say that,” she said. “Just to make me feel better, I mean.”

      “I’m not,” Liosh said simply. “I’m saying how I feel. Please don’t let her ruin our buying binge together.”

      Melli couldn’t help smiling.

      “I think you mean ‘shopping spree’ and I won’t let her ruin it. Especially not since you’re my ‘boyfriend’ now.” She put comic emphasis on the word, wondering how he would take it. A human guy who was commitment shy would have backed down from that hastily and helped her turn it into a joke. But Liosh only frowned thoughtfully.

      “I hope it was all right that I said that?” he asked. “I thought it would be the best way to get rid of her.”

      “You thought right.” Melli’s smile widened. “I don’t think Amanda Brannigan has ever been turned down by a guy in her life—you really put her in her place.”

      “Which was also the idea,” he admitted, giving her a sly wink. “But you know, it’s a very convenient fiction for explaining my presence near you all the time. Do you think it would be a good idea if we kept it up as long as I’m guarding you?”

      “Oh…” Melli bit her lip. “If…if you want to.”

      “I do.” His voice had gone low and soft again. “Of course, that means we will have to act like romantic partners. I mean, I’ll put my arm around you, hold your hand…”

      “Cuddle me?” Melli asked wistfully and then wished she could take the words back—they sounded so needy.

      But Liosh only murmured, “If you like.”

      Melli dared to look up at him and saw that his intense, pale blue eyes were half-lidded again. Shouldn’t be doing this, a little voice in her head informed her. It’s not safe. What if he wants something real? Something long-term? You know you can’t give him that, Melli.

      But somehow she couldn’t stop herself from nodding.

      “Cuddling…might be nice.”

      She was thinking of the way he had held her after she broke her leg, of how wonderful it had been to lean against his broad, muscular chest and just breathe in that warm, fresh scent and relax knowing he could keep her safe. She hadn’t felt that way since she was a little girl.

      “I think it would be very nice,” Liosh murmured. He cleared his throat. “And of course, it will prove to people that we are romantic partners.”

      “Oh…oh, yes—of course.” Melli nodded quickly.

      Liosh looked down at the food.

      “Do you mind if we take this with us back to your domicile? I think I would rather not be in this crowded, noisy environment anymore.”

      “That would be fine.” Melli put some of the new clothing together to get an empty bag and began packing away all the food-court delicacies. Luckily, Liosh had inadvertently gotten almost all of them to go, so they were easy to pack away.

      The big Kindred was right, she thought—it was time to go home. At least back in her dorm room, she could be sure she wouldn’t run into awful Amanda Brannigan again—she was rooming someplace else entirely, thank goodness!

      And maybe you and Liosh can cuddle, whispered a little voice in her head. Melli tried to shush it. There would be no need to cuddle at her dorm room—they would only be doing that in public, to prove they were a couple.

      Still, she couldn’t push the thought away entirely. There was a part of her that ached for warm, gentle physical contact with the big Kindred. A part that just wanted to be wrapped in his muscular arms and held close to his broad chest for hours on end.

      Stop thinking like that, she warned herself. Wanting to be loved-on all the time isn’t right—it’s exactly what got you into trouble with Jason Sykes.

      That particular thought got her back in line quickly. Above all else, she never wanted to go there again. Even a cold, dry existence without ever being touched again was better than that.

      Melli was sure of it.

      In fact, she didn’t even want to think about the possibility of the past repeating itself. Better to just keep her needs under wraps, as she’d been doing for so long, and try to act like a normal person, she told herself.

      Better to just try and forget what she longed for so desperately and get on with her life, than to stir up the sludge at the bottom of her memory and let the monsters that lurked there come out.
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        * * *

      

      Liosh thought Melinda seemed subdued on the ride back to her domicile. Was she still upset about their encounter with the awful Amanda Brannigan? She had been a nasty piece of work, Liosh acknowledged to himself. She had said awful things to Melinda but in a way that made it seem as though she was trying to be friendly. He shook his head. What a strange contradiction—why weren’t Earth people more straightforward?

      But was it only the chance encounter that was making the lovely little female quiet and withdrawn? Or was there something else? Something more specific?

      Liosh ran over the conversation they’d had with Amanda in his mind in detail. Melinda had seemed especially upset when the other female had mentioned she had almost failed a certain grade in the school they went to together. Her eyes had widened and her scent had become sharp with pain and fear…but what was hurting or frightening her? Why had a remark like that caused such a visceral reaction?

      Liosh had no answers but he wanted to find out. He shot Melinda a sidelong glance and saw that she was looking out the window with a melancholy expression on her lovely face. What had put that look there?

      Melinda had a secret, he decided—something she wasn’t telling him. Something that was making her sad.

      Whatever it was, Liosh wanted to find it out. Maybe he could help her with it and put a smile on her face again. That was all he wanted—just to care for her.

      If she would let him.
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      “Here you are—make yourself at home.” Jodi spread her arms, indicating the small room which was apparently now Vorn’s—at least, for as long as he stayed there.

      The words sounded hospitable but the look on the Earth female’s face was anything but. The set of her eyebrows and the downward curve of her mouth didn’t say “guest”—they said “intruder.” Vorn wondered if she knew how easy it was to read her…how poorly she concealed her emotions.

      Her scent was hostile too—hostile and hot, Vorn decided. Not that her being upset with him made him aroused. No, what he smelled on her was sexual frustration—a tension so thick you could cut it with a knife.

      It was the same way it had been in the car—why in the Seven Hells didn’t she just go take care of herself, he wondered? It wasn’t like he was stopping her.

      Or was he?

      There were other strange smells in this room as well—not just Jodi’s unaddressed heat, he realized. Under the overpowering, artificial flower stink coming from the small device plugged into the wall, there were much more interesting things for his sensitive nose to decipher.

      His nostrils wrinkled. Was that leather he smelled? And latex? And the smell of her pussy—stronger and sweeter than ever. But this time it wasn’t coming from her.

      Was this room—the one she had given him to stay in—the place where she normally took care of herself? Had she given him her own sleeping chamber and that was why she was so upset with him?

      Or one reason why, anyway.

      “What’s wrong?” Jodi asked, breaking his train of thought. “Why are you just standing there wrinkling your nose? Do you smell something funny?” She frowned and sniffed the air herself. “I only smell the Glade plug-in air freshener I put in here.”

      “Yeah, would you mind taking that fucking thing out?” Vorn asked her. “Kindred have a really sensitive sense of smell and that artificial flower stink is giving me a headache.”

      “Sorry,” Jodi said tersely, going to the wall and wrenching the tiny stink-making machine out of the electrical socket. “I was just trying to be a good hostess,” she explained stiffly. “My mom always says if you have a guest over you offer them a neat, clean room that smells nice.”

      Vorn thought of telling her that the best smelling thing in the whole damn domicile was her hot little pussy, but of course there was no way he was speaking that particular thought out loud. Better to keep such observations to himself.

      “I appreciate the gesture,” he said. “But…is this your room? Have you given me your own sleeping chamber? Because that’s really not necessary.”

      Jodi frowned.

      “What would make you think that?”

      Only the fact that I can smell you everywhere here—and not just you—I can smell your heat.

      Again, a thought best kept to himself.

      “It’s just that I can tell you’ve been in here,” he said. “The scent of your…uh, hair and skin is very strong here.”

      Jodi stiffened visibly.

      “I take regular showers, you know. So if you’re going to insult me by saying I stink, you can go right back up to the Mother Ship and—”

      “Whoa…whoa!” Vorn put up both hands to stop her. “Seven Hells,” he growled. “Why is it when anybody ever mentions anything at all about personal scent, humans always assume we’re talking about a bad smell?”

      Jodi’s frown deepened into a look of puzzlement.

      “Well…because, when you say somebody ‘smells’ that’s mostly what you mean—that you can smell their body odor because they haven’t bathed properly.”

      It was Vorn’s turn to look puzzled.

      “So you’re saying the only time you can smell other people is when they’ve skipped a few bathing periods?”

      “Well…yes.” She shrugged. “Except for when they have on a really strong cologne or perfume or you’re really close to them—like almost close enough to touch. Then you might smell their shampoo or body wash or something like that.”

      Vorn gave her a horrified look.

      “You mean your sense of smell is that weak? You have to be right up next to someone to smell their personal scent?”

      “Well, yes—with most people, anyway.” She gave him a penetrating look. “I take it, it’s different for Kindred?”

      “Fuck, yeah it’s different,” Vorn growled. “Listen, Josephine—I mean, Jodi,” he corrected himself, before she could get upset—though it felt wrong and disrespectful to him to shorten her name. “Everybody has a personal scent. It’s not good or bad—it just is. And when you smell that scent in a very concentrated form in one certain area, you assume they spend a lot of time there. Which is why I thought this…” He gestured to the room. “Must be your sleeping chamber that you were, for some reason, giving up to me in order to be ‘a good hostess’ as you put it. Which is not necessary, believe me.”

      She sighed. “It’s not my bedroom—I sleep in the room right next to it with my fiancé, James. This room is just my…home office. I do a lot of, uh, work in here so that’s probably why it smells like me.”

      She was lying and Vorn damn well knew it.

      If she had actually only been working in this room, he would have mostly smelled her hair and skin—trace scents that anyone gave off wherever they went. But what he smelled in this room was her pussy—hot and wet and ready. So there was no way she just “worked” in here. Unless her work involved a hell of a lot of getting off.

      But again, these were things he absolutely couldn’t say to her. Clearly she wasn’t about to discuss her masturbation habits with him—nor should he expect her to. So they would have to keep to the polite fiction that she was just giving up her home office when Vorn knew damn well that she was actually giving him the room where she regularly got herself off.

      The question was—why?

      Not why was she giving him the room—clearly it was the only other place to sleep besides the already-occupied sleep chamber she shared with her fiancé. No, Vorn’s question was, why was she getting herself off in a solitary space instead of getting off with her fiancé? Was she also getting plenty of sex in the other sleeping chamber and she just had a really high sex drive? Or was this the only place she was able to relieve her needs?

      He had no idea, but he wanted to find out—even though he knew it was none of his business.

      “I like the decorations in here,” he said, though the room was done in black and white, the same way the living area was. “You, uh, kept the same color pattern, I see. Is it the same in your sleeping chamber?”

      Jodi looked at him mistrustfully, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Well…yes. Do you want to see it?”

      Vorn held up his hands.

      “Only if you want to show me. Sleeping chambers are private areas. Sometimes people keep the mess they like to hide from visitors shut away and prefer not to show them.”

      Jodi’s back stiffened.

      “None of my house is messy! Come on.”

      She marched out of the spare room and led him to the room right beside it. Flinging open the door, she stood to one side and gestured.

      “See for yourself.”

      Vorn kept back a little smile. He had suspected that Jodi was extremely house-proud and that alluding to a possible mess would get him a glimpse of her sleeping chamber.

      Only it wasn’t a glimpse he wanted—it was a smell.

      He stepped inside her bedroom—which was a little larger than his own and had an en-suite bathroom—and glanced around.

      This room was also done in black and white, but there were at least some accent colors here and there. Some blue pillows on the bed and a framed picture on the wall of a single tree and a pond reflecting the light of a blue moon.

      “Nice picture,” Vorn remarked, nodding in approval. “Who painted it? Is the artist local?”

      Jodi gave a reluctant smile.

      “You could say that. I painted it at a ‘Wine and Shine’ event with a group of friends.”

      “A what?” Vorn asked.

      She waved a hand, looking embarrassed.

      “Oh, it’s just this place you can go for a girl’s night out. You bring a bottle of wine and everybody gets drunk and paints. It’s fun.” She shrugged. “But I kind of liked the way this turned out—so I kept it.”

      “I like it too,” Vorn said frankly. “You seem to have real talent. Are you going to school for art? For painting?”

      She stifled a laugh.

      “Hardly. I’m getting a Masters degree in Sexual Psychology and Counseling. I’m going to be a Sex Therapist.”

      “A what?” Vorn had never heard of this particular profession. He was almost afraid to ask what it entailed.

      “A Sex Therapist—someone who helps other people when they have sexual dysfunctions to overcome or work through.”

      “How exactly do you help them?” Vorn asked. “Do you show them what they’re doing wrong or—”

      “No, no!” Jodi gave a short laugh. “No, I’ll talk through their problems with them—help them see the source of the dysfunction. Then together we’ll work out a plan to resolve it.”

      Vorn was still confused.

      “I’m sorry but…do humans really have that much trouble just making love?”

      “Kindred don’t?” she shot back.

      “Well…no.” He shrugged. “Once you bond a female to you, the two of you have a mental link. Knowing what the other person is thinking and feeling most of the time kind of keeps you in sync. Like…if I was bonded to a female and she wasn’t reaching orgasm when I made love to her, I would know right away. And I would damn-well fix it—not go talk to somebody else about it.”

      Jodi shifted, pressing her thighs together.

      “Well, it’s not quite so straight-forward with humans. We don’t form any kind of mental bond with our partners. So a lot of times sexual dysfunction creeps in and one partner is afraid to tell the other one, for fear of hurting their feelings. It can go on and on for years, getting worse and worse until it can end a relationship.” She shook her head. “Of course, I won’t only be doing couple’s counseling. I’ll be working with anyone who isn’t having a fulfilling sex life in order to make them feel most comfortable with their sexuality.”

      “Sounds nice,” Vorn said noncommittally, though inwardly he was thinking she ought to see to her own relationship first. Despite the faint scent of a male in this room—whom he assumed must be the elusive fiancé she kept talking about—there was almost no smell of sex. Either she and James made love someplace else entirely…or they rarely, if ever, had sex at all.

      Which was just sad, considering the intense sexuality Jodi exuded. Maybe she had picked her profession based on her desire to heal her own dysfunctions, Vorn speculated.

      At any rate, it was none of his business.

      “Thanks for giving me the tour,” he said, exiting the room. “If you don’t mind, I’ll get my carry-all cube from the vehicle and unpack.”

      Jodi’s full lips became a narrow line.

      “Do you think you should? You might not be here long.”

      Meaning she wanted him to leave as soon as possible, Vorn thought dryly.

      “Hopefully not,” he said blandly. “But I’m here at least for the night. I’ll need my sleep trousers and oral hygiene kit.”

      “Oh, right.” She nodded grudgingly. “Of course—make yourself at home. James should be here any minute. He—”

      A buzzing from the small communications device she carried everywhere with her interrupted her words.

      “Excuse me.” She reached in her pocket.

      “You get that. I’m going out to get my cube,” Vorn told her.

      He went out to the vehicle and grabbed his cube (as well as a breath of fresh air—the warm scent of Jodi’s pussy was making it damn hard to think straight)—and reluctantly went back inside.

      When he stepped into the living area, he noticed that Jodi was wearing a dissatisfied frown on her face.

      “Problems?” he asked neutrally.

      “No. It’s just that James can’t make it home tonight.”

      “He can’t?” Vorn’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “So he’s going to leave his female alone with another male all night? I mean, not that I’m a threat but if it was me—”

      “James isn’t the jealous type,” Jodi snapped, clearly irritated. “He’s working late at his lab and he’s decided he’d rather spend the night at his other house—it’s on Bayshore. He likes the bed better there—says he sleeps better.” She shrugged. “So he won’t be joining us for supper. I was just going to get take-out, anyway.”

      “Whatever it is, I’ll pay for it,” Vorn offered. But inside he still couldn’t believe it.

      What kind of a male would leave his female alone in their domicile with a strange male present? Vorn was an honorable male—sworn to protect females and never hurt them—but James didn’t know that. For all he knew, Vorn might be out to make a move on his female, but he didn’t even care enough to come home and sleep in the same bed with her. What was wrong with him?

      It was un-fucking-believable, at least as far as Vorn was concerned. He wished he could get hold of this James and tell him his female was suffering and needed to be serviced. But of course he couldn’t do that. And clearly Jodi didn’t want to say anything else about it.

      “I’ll call in some Chinese food,” she said shortly. “If you want to pay, you can, since you’re staying in my apartment.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Just give me a call when you’re ready for the payment. I’m going to unpack.”

      He left her looking at a paper menu and punching numbers into her phone and went back to the room which was permeated with her scent. He was going to have to live in here and smell her hot pussy every night while he slept and try to ignore it.

      His shaft snarled in his tight leather trousers and Vorn sighed.

      Gods, this was going to be a long, long mission, no matter when it ended.
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      “So my dorm is kind of messy, I’m afraid,” Melli said apologetically as Liosh carried her through the halls.

      Everywhere students were laughing or talking or studying with headphones on. They got a few strange looks but nobody stopped them to ask who Liosh was—students were used to the hook-up culture where anyone might have anyone else over at almost any time of the night or day for a little action. Nobody minded except the elderly security guards who occasionally tried and failed to keep order. USF wasn’t exactly considered a party school…but it wasn’t all academics all the time either.

      Melli liked that it was somewhere in the middle—not that she was a big party person herself but she would occasionally go out if a friend invited her. Right now, though, she was wondering if she could get things cleaned up in any way before Liosh saw them.

      The moment he put her carefully down—with her weight resting on her good leg—she began unlocking the door and talking at the same time.

      “Maybe you should go back and get the rest of that food and bring it up,” she said. “I mean, you wouldn’t want it to go bad and stink up your space car.”

      Liosh smiled that dazzling, sunny smile she was beginning to like so much. It showed his fangs but she found she didn’t even mind.

      “I’ll get you settled first. Then I can go back for it,” he told her.

      “Better not,” Melli said earnestly. “The Florida sun can make things go bad fast. One time Jodi and I forgot a dozen eggs in the car and when we came back for them, half of them were practically hard-boiled. And I know another girl who used to put a piece of aluminum foil on her dashboard with blobs of cookie dough on it so she could have fresh chocolate chip cookies when she came back from her afternoon classes. The sun was so hot it baked them.”

      Liosh frowned.

      “The temperatures here on your part of Earth are certainly much hotter than what I’m used to back on Tranq Prime. But I hate to leave you without getting you to a safe spot.”

      “I’ll just hop right over to the loveseat,” Melli promised him. “I’ll be fine. Go ahead—go on…” She shooed him away as she slipped inside the dorm room and cracked the door so that only her face was peeping out. “I’ll see you in a minute,” she said and closed the door, hoping Liosh would take the hint.

      “All right—I’ll be back shortly,” he called at last, which made Melli breathe a sigh of relief. Okay good—the trip back and forth to the parking lot was a bit of a hike, so she had at least ten minutes to straighten up—where should she begin?

      Her dorm room wasn’t very big at all, which made her decide to start right where she stood. Bending down awkwardly, she grabbed the pair of crumpled jeans she’d left there a few days ago and then hopped into the tiny living room, gathering stray clothes as she went. She was careful on her hurt leg but found that it hardly twinged at all as she went on her clothes-gathering mission.

      It wasn’t that she was a slob, exactly, Melli told herself. More like she was distracted and too busy to constantly be cleaning, which was what Jodi was always telling her to do.

      “If you’d just clean up as you go, you won’t have such a big mess all the time,” she always lectured, whenever she visited Melli and took the opportunity to straighten up.

      At least the dorm was too small to get very messy, Melli thought. There was the tiny living area with a single love-seat and a TV… a galley kitchen which had a half-sized fridge, a tiny microwave, and a hot-plate as the only appliances…a bathroom with a sink, shower stall, and bathtub…and a bed room with two beds in it—one full-sized and one twin—and that was it. That was the entire dorm room.

      It was actually nicer and larger than many dorms, Melli knew. She was rooming with her good friend, Cindy, whose parents were both surgeons at Tampa General Hospital and who could afford the upgrade. But Cindy much preferred living with her long-time boyfriend, Kyle. She couldn’t tell her strict Catholic parents that, however, so she kept letting them pay for the dorm—where only Melli lived—which allowed them to believe that she was living there, when in fact she was in Kyle’s apartment off-campus almost all the time.

      All Melli had to do was tell Cindy’s parents she was out of the dorm anytime they dropped in and keep up the convenient fiction that her friend still lived there full-time. She always texted Cindy to let her know when her parents were on the prowl so she could “come back home” and see her mom or dad, saying she had only been out to grab a bite to eat or had been in the library studying.

      All this subterfuge made Melli a bit uncomfortable, but Cindy’s parents didn’t drop by often and it was really nice having the place all to herself. It was better for studying—though it did get lonely at times. She never brought boys back here with her because of her difficult past so Liosh was the first male she’d had in the little dorm. Speaking of the big Kindred, she needed to get things cleaned up before he got back!

      Hopping quickly around the dorm, she finished gathering up the dirty clothes strewn around and dumped them into her hamper. Then it was into the bathroom to clean her hair products and make-up off the back of the toilet and cram them all into the medicine cabinet where they belonged. The tub and toilet were clean, thank goodness and there were some fresh towels in the linen closet. The tub, in Melli’s opinion, was the best feature of the dorm room. It was actually deep enough to take a really nice long soak in.

      Thinking of that made her realize she hadn’t had a bath or shower since before the Varians had attacked her mother’s house. She’d had a kind of quick sponge bath up in the Med Center of the Kindred Mother ship, but that hardly counted. Suddenly she felt grimy. Ugh—she was definitely going to get a nice long soak in the tub tonight. Well…she eyed the deep sides of the tub uncertainly…if she could get in and out of it by herself without re-injuring her leg, that was.

      Bathroom taken care of, she hobbled swiftly to the tiny kitchen and surveyed it with a frown.

      The crumbs on the counters were easily swept away and she put away the cereal boxes and instant ramen packs quickly enough. But the sink was full of dishes and there was no quick fix for that.

      At least the dishes weren’t crusty with drying food or anything like that. Melli was always careful to rinse everything off before she put it in the sink. It was just that after she rinsed it, she rarely got around to actually washing it until just about everything in the dorm was dirty and she was completely out of dishes, bowls, cups, and silverware to eat from. Then she would do a big wash, all at once, and take care of everything only to start the cycle again the next day.

      Unfortunately, she had been just at the point of doing a big wash right before she’d gone to her mom’s house for movie night and ended up being attacked by aliens and taken to the Mother Ship. So just about everything in the dorm was dirty and Melli doubted she had time to clean it up before Liosh got back.

      Still, she rolled up her sleeves and got to work. She had filled half the sink with hot, soapy water and was sliding in the first pile of dishes when there was a knock at the door and Liosh came back in, his arms filled with bags of clothes and the food from the food court.

      He frowned when he saw Melli standing at the tiny sink.

      “What are you doing? Why are you standing on your injured leg, my Lady?”

      “Oh, um—my place is kind of a mess,” Melli confessed, feeling her cheeks get hot. “I just…didn’t want you to think I was a slob. And I’m being careful—see?” She motioned down to where she was standing stork-like only on her good leg and keeping the other one carefully off the floor.

      Liosh’s frown deepened.

      “I still don’t like it. Here, let me help you over to sit down and I will finish this.”

      “You will?” Melli squeaked. “But, um, you mean you don’t mind doing dishes?” Her father had never helped around the house at all in any way—well, other than traditionally masculine duties like getting the car fixed if it broke down and opening tight jar lids and things like that. So the idea that the big Kindred might be willing to do dishes—especially dishes he’d had no hand in dirtying—was surprising to her.

      But Liosh only shrugged.

      “Why shouldn’t I help with the domestic duties while I’m staying with you? It’s only fair, don’t you think?”

      “I, uh, guess so,” Melli said hesitantly. “But, well, you didn’t even help make this mess.”

      He shrugged again.

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t help clean it up. Come—I don’t like seeing you on your feet when you’re supposed to be careful of your leg.”

      He helped her over to the little blue overstuffed loveseat and got her settled with her leg propped up on some cushions. Then he went back to the tiny kitchen and Melli heard him humming happily to himself as he washed the dishes.

      Wow…she couldn’t help thinking. What a great guy!

      Were all Kindred this nice? If so, every girl should have one.
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      Vorn looked around the room he had been assigned with a frown. He had taken off his crimson uniform shirt in order to change into something less formal for supper, but now he found he had nowhere to hang it. Bare-chested, he wandered around the small room, wondering if there were any kind of hanging or storage facilities available but finding none.

      He supposed he could ask Jodi, but he could still hear her voice murmuring into the phone, presumably ordering them Last Meal, and he didn’t like to interrupt her. There was a small door across from the bed. He had thought that maybe it led to the fresher but it was worth a try.

      Pulling open the door, Vorn sucked in a breath and was nearly knocked over by the sudden intense barrage of scents.

      This was where the other smells that permeated the small room were coming from, he realized—the scents of leather and latex he had noticed earlier were all coming from this tiny storage area.

      Surprisingly, the source of the smells was not immediately apparent. There was no leather or latex in sight. Just a clothing rack filled with hangers and on each one seemed to be a warm, puffy piece of clothing that would only be comfortable in a much colder climate.

      Vorn pulled one out, still on the hanger and puzzled over it. It was soft and pink and furry and had long sleeves. He thought he had heard humans call this kind of garment a “sweater” or some of them called it a “jumper.” But why Jodi needed such garments—and so many of them—when even in the supposed winter season here, it was warm enough to walk outside with nothing but a thin shirt on, was more than he could understand.

      Well, maybe she took trips to colder climates sometimes, he reasoned to himself. That was certainly possible since this part of the Earth was warmer than a lot of places on the small green-blue planet.

      He was about to wedge the sweater back into the packed storage area when he noticed that the garment next to it was neither warm nor puffy. Pulling it out, he examined it in surprise.

      The garment dangling from this hanger was most certainly not a sweater. It was a long, slinky dress which appeared to be made entirely of black latex. There was no doubt it would be skin-tight on Jodi—if she was the one wearing it.

      A quick sniff left no doubt in his mind—she had definitely worn this—and in the recent past, too. Damn…and she had been hot while she was wearing it.

      Vorn started to put it back, aware that his shaft was rock hard in his trousers, when he saw yet another garment which was not a sweater.

      Pulling it out, he found it was a kind of corset—at least, he thought that was what humans called this kind of thing. It was made of red leather and it laced up the front with black ties. Black lace trimmed the edges of the cups which would hold the breasts.

      Jodi’s breasts, Vorn thought, before he could stop himself. Somehow he couldn’t help picturing her in the red leather corset—her generous curves on display and her full breasts spilling out the top, maybe even showing a hint of rosy pink nipple…

      Taking a deep whiff of the leather corset, he knew she had been wearing it recently too. And she had been hot and bothered while she had it on.

      Was this what she did in here? Get all dressed up and touch herself? Damn, he could just see her now, strutting around in these sexy little outfits, spreading her legs to stroke her hot, wet pussy…

      Stop. Stop right fucking now.

      Vorn had to shake himself mentally. This was wrong—completely wrong. If Jodi had wanted him to see these things, she would have left them out. Instead, she had hidden them away like a secret only for her. He had to respect her privacy. Had to put this stuff away and never look at it—or smell it—again.

      He forced himself to hang everything up just where it had been and decided he would just drape his clothes over the foot of the bed. But…He frowned. His hostess seemed to like things really neat and clothes all over the bed would look messy. Maybe he could put his uniform shirt back into the carry-all cube and store the cube at the top of the small storage area. There seemed to be room on the shelf, which was higher than his eye-line.

      Taking the cube, he attempted to fit it into the small space—only to find it wouldn’t go. There was something in the way—something obstructing it.

      Putting down the cube, Vorn reached up and felt something round and flat. He pulled it off the shelf and found he was holding a kind of collar in his hand.

      Vorn turned it over in his hand, studying it. It looked the right size to fit a woman’s slim neck and was studded with rhinestones that formed little hearts and stars. On the front, in the same, fake, glittery jewels he read, Sex Kitten.

      Sex Kitten? What in the Seven Hells does that mean?

      Vorn frowned. He was pretty sure that a kitten was the immature form of the Earth animal called a cat. It was a small, furry creature that made a low, rumbling sound when you stroked it—he had been able to see one once at a friend’s domicile.

      They were most agreeable animals, but Vorn couldn’t help wondering why one would equate them with sexual encounters. It was all very strange.

      Well again—not his business.

      Shrugging, he went to put the collar back in its place but this time his searching fingers found something else—something long and thick and cylindrical.

      Frowning and wondering what in fuck he’d found now, Vorn pulled the thing down off the high shelf—and nearly dropped it.

      “Holy fuck,” he muttered, staring at it.

      It was a phallus, almost as large as his own, made of bright purple plastic. Other than the vivid color, the phallus was life-like—right down to the broad, plum-shaped head and the ridges and veins on the shaft.

      Before he thought about it, Vorn brought it to his nose and sniffed experimentally.

      Seven Hells!!!

      His shaft was suddenly so hard he felt like it might tear a hole through his tight leathers. The scent of Jodi’s ripe pussy was all over the bright purple phallus. It was absolutely the best damn thing he’d ever smelled and it made him so fucking horny that he could hardly think straight.

      Need to jerk off, he thought hazily. Gods, this is too damn much. She can’t put me in a room with all this stuff that has her scent on it and expect me to just ignore it!

      He supposed it would be like putting a human in a room full of pictures of naked females. Which was nice—of course it was. But the scent of a ripe and ready pussy was more attractive to Vorn any day. And this was almost more than he could stand.

      Have to put this damn thing away—I can’t just stand here holding it, he told himself roughly. Have to—

      And that was the exact moment Jodi walked into the room.

      “I have the Chinese place on the line,” she said. “So if you want to pay…”

      The words died in her mouth as she stared at what he was holding.

      Vorn felt his face go hot.

      “I can explain—” he began.

      “Down. Put it down right now!” Jodi’s own cheeks were flushed too and her eyes were narrowed in anger and embarrassment.

      “I will—of course I will! I didn’t mean to grab the damn thing in the first place,” Vorn growled.

      Hastily, he started to put the phallus back. He still had his shirt in the other hand so he fumbled a bit with it. But he must have somehow pressed some hidden switch because the purple phallus suddenly came to life in his hand.

      “What the actual fuck?” Vorn growled as the damn thing began to vibrate and then rotate around and around like it had a life of its own.

      For a long moment he and Jodi both watched it twisting and writhing in his hand like a crazy snake desperate to escape. Then Jodi’s face went completely red and she shouted,

      “Oh my God, what is wrong with you? Drop it—just drop it!”

      Reflexively, Vorn did as she said. The purple phallus fell to the wooden floor with a sharp crack and was abruptly still.

      “Well fuck,” Vorn muttered. “I killed it.”

      Jodi looked down at the phallus, her face first red, then white with rage. Two little white dents appeared at the sides of her nostrils and her jaw clenched with fury. At last she pointed a finger at Vorn and said two words.

      “Get. Out.”

      Then she turned and stormed out of the room, leaving him stunned, with the purple phallus lying broken on the floor.
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      “So you said you would show me some of your social media,” Liosh reminded Melinda after they had finished eating and the remains of the food was stored in the small cold unit in her food prep area. Not that he wanted to see pictures of emaciated females, but he had heard a lot about the Earth’s Internet and was interested to try it for himself.

      “Oh, of course. Here—hand me my laptop, please.” Melinda pointed to the small computing device and Liosh got it and settled beside her on the small couch in the living area which she had called a “loveseat.”

      You would certainly need to love someone to sit in it with them, Liosh thought. It was extremely cramped and small. He couldn’t even settle into it comfortably without crushing Melinda beside him.

      Not that she seemed to mind. She snuggled in beside him, flipped open the laptop and started typing.

      “Okay,” she said. “First thing we’ll do is set you up with an email account so you can send and receive emails.” She looked up at him. “Do you know about that?”

      Liosh shrugged. “I guess. Is it a way of sending communication directly to another person?”

      “Uh-huh.” Melinda nodded.

      “But…why not just use a Think-me?” Liosh asked, confused.

      “A what?” Melinda looked up at him, frowning.

      “A device that lets you speak directly into another person’s mind. Look—I’ll show you.”

      He got up again and when he came back, he was holding the thin circular wire that enabled thought-transference.

      “What’s that?’ Melinda eyed it in apparent confusion.

      “A Think-me. It works like this—watch. Or maybe I should say listen.”

      Liosh adjusted the thin gold wire around his temples like a kind of crown and thought at her,

      “Hello, my Lady Melinda.”

      “Oh!” Melinda nearly jumped off the loveseat. She put a hand to her temple. “Oh, my goodness! Was that you speaking inside my head?”

      “Yes, it was,” Liosh thought at her. “Do you like it?”

      “I’m not sure…” She looked at the thin wire wonderingly. “It’s certainly a lot faster and more convenient than texting or email. Can I try it? I mean, would it work for me?”

      “Of course. Here.”

      Liosh took the Think-me off his own head and adjusted it on Melinda’s temples instead. The thin wire shrunk automatically to fit her and soon it was snugly in place.

      “Now what?” she asked, looking up at him.

      “Now just…think at me,” Liosh told her. “Concentrate on me and send your thoughts into my head. It’s called be-speaking,” he added. “Sending your thoughts to someone, I mean.”

      “Be-speaking,” she murmured. Then she closed her eyes and appeared to concentrate.

      After a moment Liosh got the strong feeling that someone was trying to communicate with him. He opened up to the communication and heard Melinda say,

      “Hi, Liosh—can you hear me?”

      Her mental voice was as soft and shy as her physical one and he liked the intimacy of hearing it in his head.

      “Yes, I can,” he said softly, knowing she could hear his words both in her mind and with her ears since the Think-me enabled thought transference in both directions. “Think something else at me,” he urged.

      “Oh, what should I think?” he heard Melinda thinking to herself. She was new to thought communication so she hadn’t learned to clear her mind and concentrate on only the things she wanted to say.

      “Should I tell him he smells good? No—that’s too embarrassing. Maybe I should say I want to go take a bath. But what if he feels like he needs to help me? I don’t know how I feel about him seeing me naked. I mean, he says he likes plus-sized girls but does he really? And even if he does, I’m shy about letting him see me. He might get the wrong idea and think I want him to try something and that’s no good because nothing can ever happen between us. Oh, I wish it could, though! He smells so good. Wish I could climb in his lap and just cuddle him and smell him all night. Is that weird? Wanting to smell him? He’d probably think so—I better not say that.”

      Liosh frowned. Obviously she didn’t know that her thoughts weren’t private. She must think that he could only hear the things she intentionally “sent” to him and she didn’t know her entire stream-of-consciousness was coming through loud and clear over the Think-me.

      He didn’t want her to know he’d just heard all her inner-most thoughts so Liosh cleared his throat.

      “Melinda?” he asked aloud.

      “Oh, sorry—I was trying to decide what to say,” she said apologetically. “Um—here goes.”

      “Hi again!” she sent to him. “This is really weird but it’s cool too. Thank you for sharing the Kindred technology with me.”

      Liosh smiled at her as she removed the Think-me.

      “You’re welcome, Melinda. It’s the least I can do when you’re sharing Earth technology with me.” He nodded at her forgotten laptop.

      Melinda made a face. “Oh, but after the uh, Think-me thing, the Internet looks like nothing! Oh well…” She sighed. “Where were we? Right—let’s get you an email address…”

      She tapped at the keyboard in silence for a minute, giving Liosh time to think about the candid inner monologue he’d overheard. He wasn’t surprised she was shy about him seeing her naked—they had only just met, after all, and Melinda seemed like a very modest female. He was also determined to help her get a bath if she wanted one. He could keep his eyes closed and lower her into the tub if necessary.

      As for her thinking that he smelled good, the explanation for that was simple. His fangs had sharpened for her, which meant he must also be exuding his Mating Scent.

      When a Kindred warrior found the female his body wanted to bond with, it tailor-made a pheromone-based scent exactly formulated to lure her to him. It wasn’t done on purpose or with any intentional forethought—it just naturally happened when a Kindred found his perfect female—the one the Goddess had set aside only for him. He could no more turn it off than he could make his fangs become blunt again—it was just a fact of life.

      And that’s what Melinda is for me, Liosh thought, running the golden wire of the Think-me between his hands as he watched her work. She’s the one the Goddess set aside for me—I know it.

      But how could he convince the curvy little Earth girl that they were right for each other? And why was she so certain they were wrong?

      Liosh didn’t know, but he intended to find out. He wished for a moment that he’d let her leave the Think-me on just a little longer…but that would have been dishonorable. No, he would just have to find out the hard way—through patience and persistence. But that was all right—he could wait.

      Melinda was worth waiting for.
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      “So now you’re all set up to get email—you can check it on my laptop anytime you want,” Melli told the big Kindred. “Just be careful never to click on attachments—you could download a virus onto the computer. Oh, and you’d better not click any links either or you might end up on a porn site.”

      Liosh frowned in apparent confusion.

      “Porn?”

      “Oh—short for pornography,” Melli explained, feeling her cheeks get hot. “You know—naked pictures and vids of people, uh, having sex?”

      “Your people allow themselves to be recorded doing such intimate things with their mates?” Liosh looked surprised.

      “Well, it’s not usually with their mates, I don’t think,” Melli confessed. “A lot of times it’s professional actors and actresses and sometimes it’s just people doing it for fun. You mean the Kindred don’t have any kind of porn?”

      “The Blood Kindred certainly don’t.” Liosh shook his head. “Well, not visual pornography anyway,” he amended. “Though we do have what we call ‘scent books’.”

      “Scent books?” Melli asked, confused. “What’s that?”

      “Well…” He shifted on the couch uncomfortably. “It’s a collection of the scents of unmated females when they are aroused.”

      “Really?” Melli was both embarrassed and fascinated by this idea. “I knew that the Kindred had really sensitive noses but I never dreamed they would rather smell a girl than see her.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, my Lady—we like the sight of a beautiful woman as much as the next male,” Liosh said. “But it’s disrespectful to take pictures of a female undressed and then ogle them later—it objectifies women and strips away their dignity—it makes them into nothing but subjects of lust. A warrior and his female might occasionally take pictures themselves for their own private usage but you won’t find pictures of random nude females for sale in any Kindred culture.”

      “Hmm, that’s a really interesting take on porn,” Melli admitted. She kind of wished more human men felt that way. Though some porn could be nice if it was kind and consensual and the people in it seemed to be really enjoying themselves and each other’s bodies, there was an awful lot of it that wasn’t nice where the women looked like they were being coerced or even hurt.

      The thought made her shudder. But she still had some questions.

      “Okay, so you don’t watch visual porn, but you do have these, uh, ‘scent books?’” she said, making sure she got it right. When Liosh nodded, she asked, “But how do you collect these scents?”

      “Well…” he shifted uncomfortably again. “I believe the, uh, females who agree to contribute to such a book wear a sex-shield—a thin strip of fabric pressed tightly between…” He cleared his throat. “Between their legs for a certain period of time.”

      “Oh, like panties?” Melli’s face felt hot but this was a fascinating subject and she wanted to learn more.

      “Panties?” He frowned.

      “Oh, um, little thin underwear that women wear here on Earth,” Melli told him, thinking how glad she was that she’d picked up the several pair she’d left strewn around the floor before he saw her dorm room. Just think—if smells were what turned Kindred on so much, it would have been like leaving a bunch of porno magazines lying around for him to find! Thank goodness all her panties were safely tucked away in the hamper.

      Liosh’s eyes widened.

      “You mean Earth females wear sex-shields all the time?”

      “Well, I mean, not for the purpose of collecting sex smells,” Melli said hastily. “Although I have heard of some people selling stuff like that on the Internet. I, uh, suppose that some Earth guys like scents too—just not as much as Kindred, apparently. So these, uh, sex-shield panties the women wear,” she went on, still fascinated by the subject. “They just put them on and wear them for a while and then they put them in a book for guys to, uh, sniff?”

      “Well…” Liosh cleared his throat. “They don’t just wear them all around. They, er…” He coughed, his face getting red. “Are you sure you don’t mind talking about this? I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

      “It’s all right,” Melli assured him. “I feel really comfortable with you, Liosh.”

      Which was true, for some reason. Discussing porn with a human guy might have freaked her out, but the big Kindred made her feel safe—not threatened in the least. “As long as you know that talking doesn’t lead to, uh, doing,” she added, just to be sure.

      Because she knew human guys—plenty of them—that might consider this kind of conversation to be a kind of foreplay. She didn’t think Liosh was like that, but it didn’t hurt to lay the cards on the table and be on the safe side.

      “Oh, no—of course not!” he said quickly. “I’m here to guard you, My Lady—not seduce you, after all.”

      “Of course,” Melli echoed, her cheeks getting hot again. “So…you were about to tell me what…what the women do while they’re wearing the special panties?” she asked, feeling tingly all over in places she hadn’t felt tingly in a long time.

      “They, er, pleasure themselves,” Liosh admitted in a low voice. “They bring themselves to the edge to make their honey flow all over the fabric—that is where the strongest and best scent comes from.” He cleared his throat. “And then the shields are preserved and put into a book and the books are sold to warriors who don’t have a mate yet. They are, uh, very popular in the Unmated Males section of the Mother Ship.”

      “They are, huh?” Melli mused.

      It sounded really kinky—sitting around, sniffing a book filled with used panties. But then again, some of the visual porn on the Internet was way kinkier. Not that she looked at porn much—it was too easy to get triggered if she saw the wrong thing. But still, there was some pretty strange stuff just a few clicks away at any given time.

      “Do you have any of those smell books—I mean scent books?” she asked Liosh before she thought.

      Then her hand flew to her mouth as she realized she’d basically asked if he liked porn—or the Kindred version of porn, anyway—which was really too intimate a question for a guy she’d only known a day or two.

      “Oh, I’m sorry—you don’t have to answer that,” she said quickly. “I, uh, shouldn’t have asked.”

      But Liosh was shaking his head.

      “No, I don’t mind. I don’t have any scent books,” he said. “It’s not that I haven’t been tempted, but…”

      “But what?” Melli asked, still fascinated.

      “Well…” He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling. “Arousal scents are all well and good and I won’t deny they’re very stimulating. But I don’t want to just smell any random female. I want the scent of the female I want to Claim—the one the Goddess has chosen for me. When I find her…” His pale blue eyes were suddenly half-lidded… “When I find her, I’ll want to bathe in her scent and mark her with my own. That’s what I truly want—what I’m waiting for. Which is why I don’t find the scent books as tempting as some do,” he finished.

      “Oh,” Melli whispered, biting her lip. “You really feel that way? But how…how will you know when you find her? The right girl, I mean?”

      “Well…” He appeared to be thinking carefully about what to say. “I might Dream-Share with her—that’s where she’s dreaming of me and I am dreaming of her at the same time.”

      “Really? That really happens?” Melli asked, wide-eyed.

      He nodded. “It’s very common, though it doesn’t always happen. Or sometimes you might be Dream-Sharing with someone and not even know it—it depends on if you remember your dreams or not.”

      “Well, how will you know if you’re not uh, Dream-Sharing with her or you’re forgetting your dreams?” Melli asked.

      “My body will…give me certain signals. “But he was starting to look uncomfortable and Melli sensed they were moving into sensitive territory.

      Liosh was so nice and polite he would probably answer any question she asked him, but Melli didn’t want to make him feel awkward around her. After all, she’d already asked him about his porn habits—maybe it was time to back down a bit.

      “That’s all right—you don’t have to tell me,” she said quickly. “You’ve already given me more information about the Kindred than I ever expected to know. Your people are fascinating.”

      “Thank you.” Liosh smiled at her. “We find humans fascinating too. Especially human females—I’m afraid we don’t have much use for the males.”

      Melli laughed.

      “I guess not. Well…” She shut the laptop and looked at him uncertainly. “If you don’t mind, I’d really like to try and get cleaned up.”

      “Do you want to take a bath?” Liosh raised his eyebrows questioningly.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say yes and ask him to help her…but at the last moment, Melli chickened out.

      “Just a shower will be okay,” she said. “I, uh, think I can manage on my own. There’s a rod inside the shower stall I can hang onto and I won’t have to stand for long.”

      She thought the big Kindred looked slightly disappointed but Liosh only nodded.

      “As you wish, my Lady. Please let me know if you need any help.”

      “Like I said, I think I’ll be okay,” Melli told him. She stood unsteadily, balancing herself on the arm of the loveseat, and made a few experimental hops on the good leg while keeping the weight off her mostly healed leg. “See? I’m good.”

      “Will you go to sleep after you finish?” Liosh asked her. “Would you like me to turn down your sleeping platform and get it ready?”

      “Oh, that’s okay, really—I can manage that,” Melli said quickly. “But I’m not really tired yet. I thought maybe we could watch something on TV? There are lots of good shows streaming. You could, uh, learn more about Earth culture by watching.”

      Liosh grinned.

      “I’d like that. It’s always good to know more about your host culture.”

      “Good. Then we’ll do it.” Melli grinned back as she hopped to the bathroom. “See you in a few.”

      As she shut herself up in the small bathroom, she thought with anticipation of how nice it would be to sit so close to the big Kindred and watch some movies or shows. One thing she longed for—had longed for all her life—was physical contact. Unfortunately, most guys interpreted the wish to cuddle and be close as the wish for sex, which wasn’t necessarily true. In fact, it was never true for Melli. Not that she didn’t want to have sex sometimes. She just…couldn’t.

      But she was certain that Liosh wouldn’t read anything into them being close together on the loveseat. He might even put his arm around her and then she could cuddle up to his side and feel surrounded by his warmth and his wonderful scent.

      That would be nice—beyond nice, Melli thought. And she thought with anticipation of the night ahead.
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      Jodi was dreading the night ahead. How could she ever face the big Kindred again after he’d seen her private toy collection? Hell, he’d done more than see them—he’d held them! And quite possibly broken her most expensive dildo!

      The mental image of him holding the damn thing—which had been marketed under the name “the python” because of its squirming action—while it writhed in his hand, made Jodi so embarrassed and angry she could barely breathe. Not even James had seen the python—mostly because she was afraid it might make him insecure about his own equipment if he saw what she really craved—but still!

      This is it, she told herself. I can’t stand one more minute of this! I can’t have that big bastard living under my roof one second more!

      She had told the big Kindred to get out in the heat of the moment but now she decided that was the best idea. Vorn needed to leave—she couldn’t stand to have him here where she would have to look at him and remember him holding the squirming python in his big fist. He had to go.

      “Jodi…” Vorn came out of the spare room, still bare-chested, both hands held up in a gesture of truce.

      Jodi was irritated to see that he did, indeed, have a nice amount of chest hair on his muscular pecs, just as she had speculated. He also had elaborate blue tattoos running up both bulging biceps.

      “What do you want?” she demanded. “What part of ‘get out’ do you not understand?”

      “Listen,” he said in a low, careful voice. “I want you to know, that was just a mistake. I didn’t mean to go snooping in your private stuff—I was just looking for a place to hang my shirt and store my carry-all cube. And then I smelled your scent and, well…” He shrugged, his broad, bare shoulders rolling with the movement. “I got curious.”

      “You can save your lying explanations,” Jodi snapped, glaring at him. “I told you to get out and I meant it. So get out of my house right now.”

      He frowned, his heavy brows drawing down over those golden eyes.

      “Now look, sweetheart,” he growled. “I can’t do that. I was assigned here to keep you safe. What if the damned Varians come back tonight and I’m not here to protect you?”

      “I can take care of myself!” Jodi spat—a rather reckless claim since she’d had exactly one self-defense lesson several years ago. She and Melli had taken it together, after the incident at Melli’s Junior prom. Jodi had been hoping that it would make her little sister feel empowered but it was good to feel safer herself too.

      At the time, she had promised herself she would come back for more lessons—maybe even take a whole course or start learning Jujitsu or something like that. But then life had gotten in the way and she had never quite gotten around to it. Still, she wasn’t about to let the big asshole standing half-naked in her living room know that!

      “I’m fine on my own,” she told Vorn, lifting her chin to stare him in the eyes. “You go ahead and go.”

      “Fine on your own, huh?” He raised one eyebrow skeptically. “As I recall, you didn’t look so fine the last time I saw you being attacked by Varians.”

      “I sprained my ankle!” Jodi exclaimed. “But I’m fine now and I can take care of myself. I’ve taken lessons in self-defense, you know,” she said, exaggerating just a bit. “I’m well prepared to take on any opponent—even one that’s bigger than me.”

      “Is that right?” Vorn said flatly. “So you’re suddenly an expert at hand-to-hand combat and I should just leave you to your own devices and go back and tell Commander Sylvan he shouldn’t have bothered to assign a Protector to you in the first place.”

      “Yes. Exactly,” Jodi snapped. “So get your things and get out.”

      To her surprise, he nodded.

      “Fine, I will.”

      “You will?” Jodi looked at him uncertainly.

      “Absolutely.” Vorn nodded. “Providing one thing.” He held up one finger to illustrate.

      “What?” Jodi gave him a suspicious look.

      “You say you’re so good at self defense that you can take down an opponent bigger and stronger than you, right?” he asked, lifting his eyebrows.

      “Well…yes.” Jodi lifted her chin. “Yes, that’s true,” she said firmly.

      “Okay, sweetheart. Then take me down once—just once—and I’ll leave,” Vorn told her.

      “I beg your pardon?” Jodi frowned.

      “You heard me. Show me your skills—take me down to the ground just one time and I’ll believe you’re able to defend yourself. At that point, I’ll feel comfortable leaving you alone and I’ll go back to the Mother Ship and never bother you again.”

      “Um…” Jodi stared at him. Bare-chested as he was with his thick, black and gold hair spread over his broad shoulders and his golden eyes blazing, he looked like a wild beast, ready to spring. And he was so big—how could she possibly take him down?

      Vorn lifted one sardonic eyebrow again.

      “What’s the matter? Are you afraid, sweetheart? Maybe you exaggerated your skills just a little?”

      His taunting words caused her anger to flare back to life. Suddenly, Jodi saw red.

      “I am not your sweetheart, you big fucker,” she snarled at him. “And I will take you down and send you back to the Mother Ship with your tail between your legs!”

      His golden eyes widened in apparent surprise.

      “Nice language, sweetheart,” he growled, his grin a white slice in his dark face. “Come at me then.”

      He spread his arms wide, as though offering himself.

      The taunting gesture and words were like a red flag to a bull. Jodi had worked all her life to control her temper but under her outer veneer of the civilized academic, she was a primal creature who did not like to be fucked with.

      With a scream of pure rage, she rushed at the big Kindred, intending to hit him hard in his midsection and crumple him to the ground, like a football player making a tackle.

      Vorn didn’t even try to stop her or guard against her rush. He just stood there, booted feet slightly apart and arms spread as though he was expecting a hug instead of a shoulder to the gut.

      Jodi hit him as hard as she could, ramming her right shoulder directly into his rock-hard abs. But her expectation that he would fold and pitch backwards was sadly mistaken.

      It was like hitting a brick wall. The big Kindred gave a soft grunt at the impact, but he didn’t even move an inch. He just looked down at her, one dark eyebrow raised mockingly as if to say, “Is that all you’ve got?”

      For a moment Jodi was nonplussed. She’d never practiced with anyone his size during the one self-defense lesson she had taken. In fact, she and Melli had been partners and her little sister was even smaller than she was. But she remembered some of the techniques the instructor had taught for taking on bigger opponents and decided to try one now.

      Reaching up to grip Vorn’s right bicep with her left hand, she put her own right arm around his trim waist and then turned so that her hip was flush with his thigh. Pulling him with her, she attempted to lift his body and flip him over with the strength of her back and legs.

      It was called a hip-roll and once upon a time, Jodi had been pretty good at it. But again, she’d never practiced with an opponent this big. Vorn felt like he weighed a ton—it was like trying to flip a huge, heavy mattress.

      The big Kindred allowed himself to be pulled by the move but when Jodi attempted to lift and flip him, he set his legs and simply wouldn’t let her.

      “Okay, now if I let you do this move you’re going to hurt yourself, sweetheart,” he said, sounding maddeningly reasonable. “Kindred aren’t just bigger than humans—we’re heavier too. Our bones are more solid so our skeletal structure weighs more. Not gonna let you hurt your back just to prove a point.”

      “You bastard!” In pure frustration, Jodi turned to beat against his broad chest. “You asshole!” she shouted.

      In a flash, Vorn had grabbed both her hands in one of his and twisted her around so that her back was to his front. Wrapping one muscular arm around her waist, he held her in place effortlessly, pinned against his big body.

      “Let me go—let me go!” Jodi snarled, doing her best to kick back and catch him in the balls.

      But Vorn didn’t allow that either. Instead, he dragged her over to the loveseat and sat down on it, still holding her trapped in his lap. One long leg came around and captured hers and then Jodi found herself tied neatly in a knot with the Kindred’s muscular arm pinning her arms to her body and her legs immobilized too.

      “Stop it! Let…me…go!” But no matter how much she squirmed and wiggled, she couldn’t get free—couldn’t even move an inch. She was fighting like crazy to no effect and it didn’t even seem like Vorn was exerting that much effort to hold her.

      At last she ceased her efforts and slumped, panting, against his broad chest.

      “Finished now?” Vorn rumbled in her ear. “Good, now listen to me, little girl,” he went on, not waiting for her to answer. “Because we’re gonna have a little talk.”

      “Let me go or I’ll scream!” Jodi threatened breathlessly. But honestly, she didn’t know if she would be able to. There was something about this position—about being held immobile and pinned against his big, hard body while he murmured in her ear that set her heart racing and her pulse spiking. Still, she couldn’t let him get away with this! “I…I swear I’ll scream,” she told him again, though her voice came out in an unsteady whisper.

      “You don’t want to do that.” His other big hand—the one that wasn’t currently pinning her against him and holding her arms down—came up and loosely encircled her throat. He didn’t press—not a bit—but Jodi could feel his long, warm fingers caressing the pulse-points of her neck. “It only takes six seconds of air loss to make someone unconscious,” he told her softly. “I don’t want to do that to you—I don’t want to hurt you in any way, Jodi—but I can’t have you calling the Earth peacekeepers and telling them I’m the bad guy just because I happened to find your little fuck-toy by accident.”

      “You…how dare you?” Her breath was tearing in her throat now in a strange mixture of fear, anger…and some other emotion she couldn’t name, even to herself. This position, this situation, it reminded her of an old fantasy—one she hadn’t entertained since she’d gotten together with James and he had made it clear he had n interest in such things.

      Stop it, she told herself fiercely. Stop it, Jodi—you are not getting off on this—you’re not!

      “Now listen,” Vorn growled softly in her ear. “I’ll apologize again—I’m sorry I found your secret stash of playthings. It was an accident. I know you’re angry with me, but I think we just proved you’re not up to defending yourself if a hoard of angry Varians comes looking to find you, so I’m staying.”

      “You bastard,” Jodi whispered, but her anger was changing into something else—something she couldn’t define. Maybe it was his low, growling voice in her ear, or the way she felt completely restrained by his big body. Or maybe it was his hot, animal scent invading her senses.

      For whatever reason, Jodi found herself almost leaning into him as he spoke, his deep voice and hot breath blowing against the sensitive shell of her ear.

      “You know your problem, Jodi?” he asked, still holding her tight.

      “Besides that a huge…asshole is…is holding me against my…my will?” she demanded, but her breath came out in gasps and pants.

      “No, baby.” There was humor in Vorn’s deep, growling voice. “You’re hangry.”

      “What?” Jodi was so surprised she half twisted her head around, trying to look at him.

      “Hangry,” Vorn repeated patiently. “It’s an Earth slang word I picked up last time I was down here—a portmanteau of hungry and angry. Meaning when you get hungry enough, you start to get angry.”

      “I’m not hungry!” Jodi scoffed, both wishing he would let her go and somehow wishing the exact opposite at the same time.

      “I’m not talking about being hungry for food,” the big Kindred growled. “Look, I’m gonna be blunt, sweetheart—you need to get off and you need it bad. You’re so sexually frustrated right now you’re climbing the fucking walls and it’s making you and me both miserable.”

      “What?” Jodi twisted her head around again and he allowed it so she could see the look in his golden eyes. He was serious, she realized. “How dare you talk to me like that?” she demanded.

      “Because I’m tired of beating around the fucking tree—or whatever that Earth saying is,” he growled. “Look, you might lie to yourself but you can’t lie to me—I can smell your heat, baby. You’re in bad sexual need and it’s making you really, really hard to be around.”

      “If you don’t like my mood, you can get out,” Jodi snapped, wriggling against his unbreakable grip out of pure frustration.

      “It’s not your mood I’m talking about—though you’re not exactly a ray of fucking sunshine right now,” Vorn growled. “I’m talking about your scent. As long as you stay as hot as you are right now, I can’t help noticing it and it’s driving me almost as crazy as your sexual tension is making you. You’re in need—deep in need—you’ve got to get off.”

      “I’m not ‘in need,’” Jodi denied hotly. “If you’re using this lame excuse so you can justify raping me—”

      “Whoa, no. Absolutely not!” He sounded almost angry at the suggestion. “Sexual violence against a female runs counter to everything a Kindred feels and believes—me included.” He shook his head. “I would never do that to you, Jodi. Please believe me.”

      “They why won’t you let me go?” she demanded.

      “Because you’re still angry. I’ll let you go when you calm down completely—when we finish our little talk,” Vorn told her. “Now listen, ideally your mate—or fiancé or whatever you want to call him—ought to come and take care of you.”

      “What? You think James ought to be responsible for…for meeting my sexual needs?” she demanded, too angry to deny that she did, in fact, have needs anymore.

      “Yes, he should,” Vorn said firmly. “If you were my female, I wouldn’t leave you wanting like this. He ought to meet your needs on a regular basis either with his tongue or with his shaft—otherwise he’s fucking neglecting you.”

      “This is crazy—I’m a grown woman and I can take care of my own, uh, needs,” Jodi snapped.

      “Well then do it—before you drive us both fucking crazy,” Vorn growled. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to be in an enclosed area with you when your pussy is sending out ‘come fuck me’ scents like a female gleen in heat?”

      “I am not!” she exclaimed, horrified at the idea that he was smelling exactly how horny she really was.

      But Vorn only made a noise of irritation.

      “Yes, you fucking-well are, little girl. My sense of smell is about a thousand times more sensitive than a human’s and you might as well be walking around your fucking domicile stark naked as walking around in need like you are right now.”

      His imagery shook her to the core. Was her sexual frustration really that apparent—and that distressing—to the big Kindred? Was he really that bothered by her “heat” as he called it?

      But she wasn’t about to give in.

      “What I want or need is none of your business,” she snapped at him. “You’re here to guard me—not comment on the status of my sex life.”

      “Or lack thereof,” Vorn said in a low voice. “Tell me something, baby—why is it I don’t smell any sex in your bedroom? When was the last time your male took care of you the way he ought to?”

      Jodi stiffened against him.

      “Again, not your business,” she snapped.

      “Yes it damn well is,” he snarled. “How do you think the Varians track their prey, anyway? By scent. So if you’re going around putting out sex pheromones like you’re in Goddess-damned heat, how much more easily do you think they’re going to find it to track you down? I’m telling you, for your own safety and for my sanity, you need to get off. And if that fucking fiancé of yours can’t be bothered to come and do his duty by you, you need to do it yourself.”

      Jodi bit her lip, a maelstrom of dark emotions swirling inside her. Rage, embarrassment, lust, need…

      “I can’t believe you’re saying this to me,” she bit out at last. “This is wildly inappropriate.”

      “Inappropriate or not, it’s fucking true,” Vorn growled. “I’m just trying to keep you safe, Jodi—that’s my job and you’re making it damn hard to do. Now look…” He seemed to shift tone, from irritated to coaxing. “Is there something in the room you gave me to stay in that you need to help you?” he asked her. “You need that big purple shaft thing? You need to have your pussy filled really full in order to get off?”

      Jodi felt a rush of heat wash over her.

      Holding me down…talking dirty to me…Yes, Master…anything for you…anything at all…

      She tried to push the forbidden fantasy away but it was no good. Her nipples were suddenly hard little points at the tips of her breasts and her pussy was throbbing between her thighs. It was like the big Kindred had flipped a switch inside her and she was powerless to shut it back off again.

      “What…what do you mean?” she demanded breathlessly, wanting him to go on, though she knew damn well she shouldn’t.

      “I’m just saying that different females have different needs,” Vorn murmured in a reasonable tone. “And you shouldn’t be ashamed of those needs, baby. If you need to have your little pussy stuffed full of a long, hard shaft that you can clench around to help you come—that’s all right. Or if you need your soft little clit licked and your ripe nipples sucked and tugged, that’s okay too. It’s all right to want to use toys and you shouldn’t be ashamed of them.”

      “I’m not ashamed,” Jodi denied, although the memory of the big Kindred holding her favorite vibrator in his hand still brought a blush to her cheeks. “I’m going to be a sex therapist, remember? I know I can use toys—and I do use them.”

      It was strangely liberating to admit this, especially since she’d hidden that fact from her fiancé for so long. She had once tried to bring a tiny little finger-vibe to bed with them, but James had reacted badly and accused her of trying to “emasculate” him. After that, Jodi had kept her little toy habit to herself—along with her other interests.

      “You fucking-well do use them.” There was admiration in Vorn’s deep voice that surprised her. “That damn purple thing is nearly as big as my own shaft—I didn’t think human females could take something with that kind of girth and length without using bonding fruit or having a Beast Kindred’s precum to ease the way first.”

      “I don’t…don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jodi said. The big Kindred still had her wrapped in his arms, but his grip had loosened to the point that she probably could have twisted away from him and gotten free. But for some reason, she didn’t move an inch—just remained as she was, with her back against his broad, warm chest as she sat on his lap.

      “I’m talking about the fact that a human female usually can’t take a shaft that big without help,” Vorn rumbled. “That’s why I thought you might need that, uh toy I found to help yourself get off.”

      “I don’t need it,” Jodi protested. “I just…sometimes I, uh, use it when…when James can’t come home or he’s too busy with his research to, um, spend time with me.”

      She couldn’t believe she was telling the big, irritating Kindred this. But she felt almost drugged by his warm leather, smoke, and spice scent and by the way he was still restraining her and speaking directly into her ear.

      “Too busy to spend time with you? Too busy to do right by you, you mean,” he growled. “What the fuck is wrong with him, anyway? How can he be blessed by the Goddess with a beautiful, intelligent, curvy female who obviously has such a high sex drive and not want to come home and satisfy you every damn night?”

      “James…James does fine,” Jodi protested, which was pretty much a blatant lie. “And he doesn’t have to satisfy me—it’s not like it’s his job.”

      “Humans must have strange sex lives,” Vorn rumbled. “It fucking-well is his job if he’s the male in your life. He ought to be on his knees eating your soft little pussy every damn night of the week until you come all over his face and then filling you up with his shaft afterwards if that’s what it takes to keep you happy and sexually content.”

      “James…James doesn’t do that,” Jodi said, barely believing she was admitting this. “He doesn’t like, uh, going down. Not that it’s any of your business,” she added, rather belatedly.

      “Doesn’t like to eat pussy?” The incredulity in Vorn’s deep voice was the same as if she’d declared her fiancé didn’t like blow jobs or chocolate or winning the lottery. “What kind of male doesn’t want to eat pussy?” he demanded.

      “Lots of them,” Jodi said with irritation. “Or they don’t know how to do it right. Look—why are we even talking about this?”

      “Because you need some help and it doesn’t sound like your fiancé is up to the job,” Vorn remarked. “Why are you even with him if he won’t go down on you?”

      “Because oral sex isn’t the entire criteria I base my relationships on,” Jodi snapped. God, how had they even started talking about this in the first place? She was beginning to feel like she’d revealed too much—way too much—and her embarrassment and annoyance was beginning to dissipate the strange kind of drugged lust-haze she’d fallen into.

      “What do you base your relationships on, then?” Vorn sounded honestly confused. “If it’s not mutual compatibility and sexual pleasure?”

      “None of your God-damned business,” Jodi snapped. “Look, are you ever going to let me go?”

      “Are you going to get yourself off?” he demanded in return, his arms tightening around her again. “Promise you will and I’ll let you go free.”

      Jodi couldn’t believe him.

      “Are you honestly telling me you’re not going to let me go unless I promise to…to…”

      “To pet your soft little pussy until you come?” Vorn growled in her ear. “Hell, yes. And you need to come hard, baby—and maybe more than once. You’re in really deep need right now—you need to spend some serious time easing your sexual tension.”

      Jodi bit her lip in frustration. How could she tell him that wasn’t how things worked for her? That she needed the props from her playroom to really ease her sexual desire and reach the peak?

      But if I tell him that, he’ll know I’m using them, she thought, feeling her cheeks heat with embarrassment. He’ll imagine me wearing one of my outfits or filling my pussy with one of my dildos.

      He would probably hear her too. Didn’t everyone say that Kindred had almost superhuman senses? She already knew he could smell her most embarrassing secret—how horny she was on a daily basis. She didn’t need him listening through the paper-thin walls as well while she got herself off!

      But he wasn’t going to let her go unless she promised, she realized. The big Kindred seemed prepared to hold her restrained on his lap all night until she gave him her word that she would masturbate until she had an orgasm.

      “Okay,” she said at last, knowing she was telling a lie. “I…I’ll do it. I…I’ll try, anyway.”

      “Good. That should put us both out of our fucking misery,” Vorn growled. “The hotter you smell, the harder it is to be around you, baby.” Slowly he released his grip on her.

      Jodi stood up on shaky legs and turned to face him. Even though she was standing and he was sitting, they were still almost eye-to-eye. He was that huge.

      She knew she ought to be angry with him—and part of her still was. He had held her down, talked to her about her intimate sex habits, criticized her relationship, and made her promise to masturbate—if that wasn’t grounds for anger, she didn’t know what was.

      But somehow she couldn’t summon the white-hot rage she’d felt earlier. She just felt wobbly on her legs and her pussy was throbbing so hard she had to squeeze her thighs together to try and ease the ache. God, what was wrong with her? Was it the way he had held her down and basically talked dirty to her—fulfilling a fantasy that James had no interest in? Or was it his incredible scent, invading her senses and making her dizzy? Or a combination of the two?

      Vorn’s nostrils flared and he inhaled and shook his head. There was a definite lump in the crotch of his tight leather trousers and now that she thought of it, Jodi realized she’d felt his hardness pressing against her ass nearly the whole time he’d been holding her.

      “Go take care of yourself, sweetheart,” he told her, frowning. “Do you need the things from your room?”

      “N-no,” Jodi shook her head stiffly.

      “Fine. Then I’m going to bed,” Vorn said shortly.

      “But…but we haven’t had supper yet,” Jodi said inanely. She realized belatedly that she’d completely forgotten about her half-placed order of Chinese food. That phone call seemed like it had been hours ago.

      “I’m not hungry for food,” Vorn said darkly.

      “You’re not?” Jodi frowned. “What are you saying?”

      His nostrils flared again.

      “I’m saying you’re not the only one in need right now, little girl. Smelling your sweet little pussy all night has me hard as a rock and I need to take care of business. So if you don’t need anything out of that room, I’ll be going to bed now.”

      Oh God, was he really admitting to her that he was going to go into her office and jerk off?

      A forbidden image formed in her mind—the huge Kindred lying on the spare-room bed, where she usually got herself off—with a long, thick shaft fisted in his big hand, slowly stroking up and down until he spurted all over his flat belly…

      No! Jodi pushed the thought away with effort. She supposed it shouldn’t be surprising that he was admitting he needed to get off when he’d basically made her promise to do the same thing.

      “Fine.” She took a step back, crossing her arms protectively over her breasts. “Just…go to bed then.”

      “You should too.” He pointed at her. “You promised, remember? You need to take care of that heat right now. Otherwise it’s like putting out a damn beacon for the Varians to find you.”

      Jodi felt a twinge of unease. The lizard-like aliens that had attacked her mother’s house had been horrible. Could the big Kindred really be telling the truth? Was her unrequited lust really causing her to make pheromones that made her easier for the alien predators to track her?

      Or maybe he just wanted to listen through the wall while she got off and he did the same.

      The idea of the two of them getting off at the same time did something strange to her—made her stomach do a fluttery flip and her pussy ache with need.

      Jodi did her best to ignore it.

      “I’ll go to bed when I’m good and ready,” she snapped instead. “This is still my home, even if I am forced to let you stay here.”

      His golden eyes narrowed and he rose swiftly, coming to his towering height of seven feet all in one smooth motion. For a long moment, he just glared down at her.

      Jodi glared right back, lifting her chin to meet that golden gaze. For a moment, his scent seemed to intensify. Then he shook his head and stepped around her.

      “Good night, little girl,” he growled and headed for the spare room.

      “I’ve had about enough of the demeaning nicknames,” Jodi called after him, her hands balled into fists at her hips. “I’m not your ‘sweetheart’ or your ‘baby’ or your ‘little girl,’ you big bastard!”

      Vorn turned at the doorway and looked her in the eyes.

      “Fine. Goodnight, Josephine,” he said, deliberately using her full name which he knew she hated.

      Then, before Jodi could say another thing, he went into the room and closed the door behind him, ending their stand-off—at least for that night.
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      Melinda came back from her shower all rosy-pink and smelling as fresh as a flower. Her long blonde hair was damp and little lovelocks were curling around her face, framing her big blue eyes in a way that nearly stopped Liosh’s heart in his chest.

      Gods, she was lovely!

      She was wearing a pair of loose pink cotton shorts and an oversized cotton t-shirt that matched, with a picture of a sleepy puppy on it. Under the puppy, in curving script Liosh read the words, “Snuggle-Pug.”

      Melinda looked absolutely adorable in the silly little outfit. He just wanted to gather her up into his arms and hold her—but Liosh knew he couldn’t do that. Though he knew from listening to her private thoughts earlier that she wanted to be held and cuddled, he had to approach this in a round-about way.

      “I like your sleepwear,” he remarked, smiling at her.

      “Oh…” Melinda gave an embarrassed little laugh. “I know it’s pretty silly but it’s all I have clean right now. I really need to do a load of laundry.”

      “It’s adorable,” Liosh said, speaking his earlier thought aloud. “Should I change into my sleepwear as well?”

      “Oh, sure.” She smiled at him. “I’d like to see what Kindred pajamas look like.”

      “Give me just a minute then.”

      Rising, he took his carry-all cube into the fresher—what the humans called a bathroom—and did a quick change. When he came out he was wearing a long pair of black sleep trousers made of the cool, thick, satiny material which the Kindred had developed for maximum comfort during sleep—and nothing else. He’d forgotten to pack the top of his sleepwear, much to his chagrin.

      Melinda turned around to see him when he opened the door and her eyes went wide.

      “Oh, wow!” she breathed, her eyes roaming over his broad, bare chest.

      “I forgot to pack the top of my sleepwear,” Liosh said apologetically. “I can put on one of the cotton t-shirts I bought at the mall, if you like.”

      “Oh, no. I mean, not if you don’t want to,” Melli said quickly. “I think you look fine just like that. Uh, more than fine,” she added and then her cheeks went pink with a blush.

      Liosh was pleased that she liked the way his body looked because he certainly liked hers.

      “Well, if you really don’t mind,” he said and came to sit beside her on the small loveseat.

      As before, they were crammed in together but, also as before, Melinda didn’t seem to mind. She settled against his side happily, but Liosh wanted her closer.

      He racked his brains, trying to think of a way to get her into his lap without sounding strange or perverted. He wished he could just offer to hold and cuddle her, but she might get the wrong idea. And after all, he wasn’t trying to find a way to get her to have sex with him—he genuinely just wanted to be near her and feel her soft little body resting against his own again.

      At last he came up with an idea—it was a weak one, but he hoped it might work.

      “Er…” He cleared his throat and Melinda turned to him.

      “Yes?”

      “Remember…” Liosh took a deep breath. “Remember when we agreed that we would pretend we’re in a romantic relationship and that I will be your ‘boyfriend’ so as not to attract unwanted attention?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes. Of course.” Melinda’s cheeks went rosy again. “Of course I remember.”

      “Well I wonder if this might be a good opportunity to…to practice?” Liosh said. “Not kissing or doing anything, uh, sexual,” he added hastily. “Just…holding each other. ‘Cuddling’ as you humans call it—so it will appear more natural when we act like lovers in public.”

      “Oh, do…do you really want to?” Melinda’s eyes lit up like stars and he could smell her hopeful longing. She looked almost like someone who had been starving for years, suddenly offered a trip through an all-you-can-eat buffet.

      Liosh frowned to himself. Did she really yearn to be touched that much? Why was she so starved for physical affection? Melinda was so beautiful and sweet—it seemed she could never lack for males willing to hold her close and give her the affection she so craved.

      Maybe one of them did more than just cuddle her, a dark little voice whispered in his head. Maybe she’s been hurt in some way and that’s why she thinks she can’t have another relationship.

      It might explain some things, but Liosh certainly hoped he was wrong. The thought of anyone hurting the adorable little female was monstrous. If he ever found out something like that had happened to her, he would want to seek out the perpetrator and skin him alive…slowly.

      In the meantime, though, Melinda was still looking at him with that hopeful, hungry look that said she was starved for what he was offering her. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to starve for it while he was around, Liosh decided. He would cuddle her as much as she wanted—it would be his greatest pleasure.

      “Yes, Melinda,” he murmured, smiling at her. “I really do want to hold you.”

      That was all he had to say. She came to him at once and crawled into his lap like a little girl. Then she settled herself against his bare chest and sighed in happy contentment, nestling into him with warmth and trust that made Liosh’s heart fist in his chest.

      “Comfortable, Talli?” he asked, using a nickname from his native language that meant something like “sweet little girl.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” She sighed contentedly and snuggled even closer. Her soft, curvy body felt wonderful against his and her hair was silky against his bare skin. Liosh was suddenly very glad he had forgotten to pack his sleep shirt.

      “What do you want to watch?” he asked, when they were comfortably settled.

      “Oh, anything…” Melinda murmured happily. “Or…we could just talk if you want to.” She turned her face up to look at him. “You could tell me about the planet you come from.”

      “You really want to hear about Tranq Prime?” Liosh asked, amused at her curiosity. “It’s mostly just a lot of ice and snow and freezing winds and vrannas.”

      “Yes, of course I want to know,” she insisted. “I want to major in Cultural Anthropology and spend my whole life studying other cultures. And what’s a vranna?”

      So Liosh told her all about his home world—how the people there had to live underground in grottos because of the freezing surface temperature…how their domiciles were heated by hot springs running through the middle of the house… the living fabric they wore which could take any configuration and was called a tharp…the huge, hungry predators called vrannas that roamed the icy planes eating anything and anyone they could devour…

      And through it all, Melinda watched him with wide eyes and asked many, many questions as she curled comfortably in his lap. It was like they were getting to know each other in reverse order, Liosh thought. Normally it would take days or maybe even weeks of talking politely with a female for her to feel comfortable enough to sit in your lap. But with Melinda, the two of them just seemed to fit together so well—like puzzle pieces that were meant to be joined.

      “This is so nice,” she sighed at last, after they had been talking for what seemed like hours. “I mean, cuddling like this—even though we’re only practicing.”

      Liosh smothered a smile.

      “I like it too,” he confessed. “It’s very comfortable.”

      “I used to sit like this with my dad when I was a little girl, all cuddled up in his lap,” Melinda said dreamily. “Until I got too big when I was around twelve and he stopped letting me. Um, not that I have ‘daddy issues’ or anything,” she added quickly.

      Liosh frowned. “What are ‘daddy issues?’”

      “Oh, you know…” Melinda waved a hand vaguely. “Sometimes when a girl doesn’t get enough attention or affection from her father, she goes, uh, looking for it elsewhere. Like in other men.” Her cheeks were getting pink as she explained. “But it’s not like that with me, honestly.”

      Liosh didn’t understand.

      “Why would it be bad if you had these ‘daddy issues,’ though?” he asked. “Why shouldn’t you want to get the love and affection you missed as a child? Especially if you have a male who wants to give it to you?”

      “Oh, uh…” Melinda bit her lip. “It’s just that girls with daddy issues are supposed to be needy and wanting attention all the time.” She shrugged. “You know.”

      “No, I don’t.” Liosh honestly didn’t see the issue. “Why is it bad for a female to want to be cuddled and held by a male? Why is it bad for her to want his attention and affection?”

      “Well, because…it gets on a lot of guys’ nerves, I guess,” Melinda said. “I mean, most guys are happy to cuddle as long as it leads to, you know, sex…” Her cheeks got red. “But there aren’t many who are willing to just sit there and hold you if there’s no sex on the table at all.” She looked at him shyly. “The way you’ve been holding me.”

      “I like holding you,” Liosh admitted. “Even if we weren’t practicing looking like a romantic couple, I would still want to hold you, Melinda.”

      “You’re so sweet,” she whispered. “I really do feel like a little girl again being held like this.” She sighed. “I know it sounds silly.”

      “It’s not silly at all,” Liosh protested. “Tell me more about it—what it was like when your father held you.” After all, she’d spent the last few hours quizzing him about his background, home planet, and family He wanted to know more about hers.

      “Oh, sometimes we made up silly stories together,” Melinda said, smiling. “And sometimes he told me about his day. And sometimes he just held me and we watched TV together. I used to fall asleep in his lap sometimes and then I would wake up when he was tucking me into bed. But I would keep my eyes closed, you know, and pretend I was still sleeping because it felt so nice and warm and secure to be tucked in like that.”

      “I imagine so,” Liosh murmured, brushing a strand of hair out of her eyes and tucking it gently behind her ear. “What a beautiful memory.”

      Melinda nodded. “And every once in a while when I was sitting there, he would squeeze me tight in his big strong arms and kiss me on the forehead.” Her smile grew until an adorable dimple appeared on her right cheek. “That was the best of all—he called them ‘Daddy-bear-hugs.’ He was the Daddy bear and I was the baby bear, you know.” She nibbled her lower lip in apparent embarrassment. “Wow, when I say that out loud it sounds so immature.”

      “I think it sounds nice,” Liosh murmured. “Very warm and caring. But why did your father stop holding you?”

      Melinda shrugged sadly.

      “He said I was getting too old to be sitting in his lap. I’m not for sure, but I think that might have been right around the time he started having an affair with his secretary. He pretty much pulled away from the whole family then—my mom included.”

      “Having an affair?” Liosh asked, frowning.

      “Cheating,” Melinda clarified. “You know—having sex with one person while you’re still married to another?”

      Liosh frowned. “That is reprehensible. Human males actually do that?”

      “Kindred males don’t?” she countered, obviously surprised.

      “Of course not. When you’re bonded to the one female in the universe the Goddess has chosen just for you, why would you go looking for anyone else?” Liosh asked reasonably.

      “I don’t know.” Melinda shook her head sadly and looked away. “I don’t know why men cheat—human men, anyway. I guess they get bored of their wives and their lives and their families and they want to start fresh.” There was a little catch in her voice and a single tear trickled down her flushed cheek as she spoke.

      “That’s wrong.” Liosh cupped her cheek and brushed the tear away with his thumb. “It must have hurt you very much when your father abandoned you like that.”

      “Oh, he didn’t actually leave us until I started college,” Melinda said quickly. “He was still in our house until then—mostly because he didn’t want to have to pay child support,” she added dryly. “At least that was what he told my mom when he left her right after I went off to college.”

      “Maybe he didn’t abandon you physically, but he certainly did emotionally,” Liosh pointed out. “It must have been very painful for you to be turned away by the male who was most important in your life and suddenly denied the love and affection he used to give you.”

      “Well…yes,” Melinda admitted in a soft voice. “But how did you know?”

      “It’s written all over your face.” Liosh brushed away another tear. “It’s all right, Talli—you can cry if you want,” he added, seeing she was trying to hold back more tears from falling.

      Melinda buried her face in his chest for a moment, as though she was trying to get control of herself. Finally, she looked up at him and sniffed. She wasn’t sobbing but her eyes were certainly red, Liosh thought, feeling his heart twist for her pain. What a worthless bastard her father had been to push her and the rest of his family away just because he had a sexual interest in another female! It was clear he had wounded Melinda deeply—possibly affecting her ability to trust a male ever again.

      “Thank you,” she said at last, giving Liosh a trembling little smile. “I know we’re just practicing pretending we’re a couple but you’re one of the sweetest guys I’ve ever met.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way. I find you to be very sweet as well,” Liosh murmured. On impulse, he gave her a brief, tight squeeze and kissed her gently on the forehead. “Thank you for letting me cuddle you. Melinda,” he said.

      “Oh…” She put a hand to her forehead uncertainly, her eyes going wide for a minute, then she kissed him back—her soft lips like butterfly wings against his cheek.

      That soft, tentative kiss did as much or more for Liosh than an erotic or passionate embrace would have done for another male. He felt his heart twist again and a deep need to protect and care for the girl in his arms washed over him.

      Gods, he was gone on her—completely gone. He hoped he could convince her that they belonged together and they ought to bond. It was the only way he could keep caring for her like this for the rest of their lives, which was all that he wanted.

      For a moment they looked into each other’s eyes and Liosh almost kissed her more directly. Her pink lips looked so soft and inviting it was all he could do to hold himself back from tasting them. His fangs longed to pierce her flesh and inject the essence he could feel building up in them—marking her as his and Claiming her forever.

      Only the very strong feeling Liosh had, that rushing this situation would be a bad idea, kept him from kissing and then biting her.

      He knew a little of her past now and thought he understood why she was so hungry to be cuddled, but he suspected there was more—some other pain she hadn’t shared with him yet. Some reason he needed to be wary and take things very slowly.

      So instead of kissing her, he murmured,

      “It’s getting late, Melinda. Should I put you to bed and tuck you in now?”

      Her blue eyes widened.

      “If…if you don’t mind,” she said softly.

      “Of course I don’t.” Liosh smiled and rose easily from the loveseat, still holding her in his arms.

      “Oh!” Melinda gave a little gasp at the sudden upward trajectory and put her arms around his neck to hold on.

      Still smiling, Liosh carried her the few feet from the small loveseat into the dormitory’s bedroom.

      “Which bed is yours?” he asked, looking at the two sleeping platforms there. One was somewhat larger than the other but both had colorful quilts and blue sheets on them.

      “Oh, I usually sleep in the full bed—that’s the bigger one,” Melinda explained. “But you’re so much bigger than me—you take it and I’ll sleep in the twin—that’s the little one,” she added.

      Liosh frowned. “I do not wish to turn you out of your own bed.”

      What he actually wanted was to have Melinda sleep with him, curled up against his side as warm and trusting as she had been on the couch. But of course, he couldn’t ask for that. She had to come to him on her own—had to trust him enough to be vulnerable even in her sleep.

      “I don’t mind,” Melinda told him. “Oh…” She bit her lip. “The only thing is, I haven’t changed the sheets yet this week. And I’m afraid my spare set is in the dirty clothes hamper—along with most of my clothes.” She made a face. “I really have to do a load of laundry.”

      “It doesn’t bother me sleeping in sheets you’ve slept in,” Liosh told her. In fact, quite the opposite. If he couldn’t hold her, the next best thing would be smelling her sweet scent on the pillows and sheets around him all night.

      “Well…if you really don’t mind.” Melinda looked troubled. “My mom would skin me alive—she always said you have to offer a guest a nice clean room when they come to stay.”

      “But you didn’t know you would be having a guest,” Liosh pointed out. “Truly, Melinda—I don’t mind. Now here—let’s get you tucked in.”

      Stooping down with her still in his arms, he helped her slide between the sheets of the smaller bed and then tugged the colorful quilt up to her chin.

      “There,” he said, smiling down at her. “All tucked in.”

      “Yes, I am.” She smiled back at him sleepily and yawned. “Thank you, Liosh—this has been the nicest night I can remember.”

      “I feel the same way,” Liosh murmured. On impulse, he leaned down and kissed her gently on the forehead again. “May your sleep be sweet and your dreams be beautiful,” he told her. “Never fear in the night for I am near.”

      Her smile widened, showing that distracting little dimple again.

      “I like that—where did you hear it?”

      “My mother used to say it to me when she put me to bed when I was little,” Liosh told her. “I went through a period where I had night terrors that woke me up. But knowing she was nearby and that I was safe always made me feel better.”

      “Well, it makes me feel better knowing you’re nearby,” Melinda told him and yawned again. “Oh, I’m sorry—suddenly I’m so sleepy.”

      “You’ve had a long couple of days and you got hardly any sleep the night you spent on the Mother Ship,” Liosh reminded her. “It’s all right, Talli—got to sleep now.”

      “I will…” She yawned again. “But first tell me—what does ‘Talli’ mean? You’ve been calling me that all night.”

      “Oh, well…” It was Liosh’s turn to be embarrassed. “It’s just a word in my native language that means ‘sweet little girl.’ I, uh, hope you don’t mind that I called you that.”

      “No, I don’t mind. I think it’s nice.” Another sleepy smile showed her dimple again. “You can…can call me that if you want to.”

      “All right.” Liosh smiled back in relief. He was glad the little nickname, which had just slipped out, hadn’t made her angry. It just seemed to fit her somehow. “Goodnight, Talli,” he murmured and, giving her blankets one last tuck, went to slip into the other bed himself.

      The sheets felt clean and cool against his skin and after he turned off the bedside lamp, Liosh was able to press his face to the pillow and breathe in Melinda’s sweet scent. Oh no, he didn’t mind sleeping in her bed one bit.

      He only wished she was sleeping in it with him.
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      Sleep was a long time in coming to Vorn. Every time he turned his head on the pillow, he smelled Jodi’s hot, sweet scent and it made him fucking hard all over again. Gods, what had she done—rolled all over this damn bed while she touched herself? It seemed like everything in the whole damn room smelled like her heat—it was driving him over the edge of sanity, Goddess-damn it!

      With a low, frustrated growl, he took himself in hand again. How many times had he come now? Five? Seven? He’d lost count and still he was hard.

      Kindred males were multi-orgasmic, not requiring any refractory period between orgasms before they could come again. Vorn had never before appreciated just exactly how inconvenient that fact of his anatomy could be until now, though. He just wanted to rest but Jodi’s hot scent wouldn’t let him.

      It didn’t help that he was picturing her on the other side of the thin wall, doing the same thing. At least, he certainly hoped she was. He didn’t need a repeat of tonight’s performance.

      Holding her in his lap and talking her down when she was so angry with him had been a risk, he knew that. But he’d had to try it in order to stay near her—in order to keep protecting her. Because as aggravating as the curvy little female was, he was damned if he’d leave her for the fucking Varians. She might think she could handle them on her own but Vorn knew better.

      The talking down part had worked—well, sort of. It worked to the extent that he was still here in her domicile instead of out on the street. But damned if holding her hadn’t made her even hotter than she had been in the first place!

      It didn’t make any sense but when he had restrained her in his lap and was talking in her ear, her scent had gotten even sharper and sweeter. Not only that but her pulse rate had doubled and her breathing had gotten short.

      Either one of those could have been panic responses but unless having a panic attack made her pussy hot, Vorn knew that wasn’t the problem she’d been having.

      Somehow holding her down had increased her heat. By the end it had been pure torture just being near her—just smelling her hot, wet pussy and knowing how badly she needed to be fucked.

      She’s not mine and she doesn’t fucking want me, Vorn had to remind himself. She’s with another male.

      He snorted. Right—a male who didn’t take care of her needs. And Jodi had admitted the bastard wouldn’t even go down on her! What was wrong with that idiot? How could he have a female that smelled that hot and sweet and not want to have a taste? If she belonged to Vorn, he’d have his head up her skirt every hour on the hour, lapping that sweet little cunt until she moaned and cried and rubbed against him, calling his name and pulling his hair while she came all over his face…

      “Gods!” Vorn groaned aloud as his seed spurted all over his fist. He knew this was wrong—knew he shouldn’t be jerking off to fantasies of a female who belonged to another male. But somehow he couldn’t seem to stop himself.

      This is it, though, he told himself sternly. The last fucking time. No more tonight—have to get some sleep or I’ll be dead on my feet tomorrow!

      Reaching for the undershirt he was using for the purpose, he cleaned himself up again and tried once more to get to sleep. His eyes started to close and then, in the darkness, he heard something.

      Frowning, he sat up and put his ear to the wall that separated his bedroom from Jodi’s. The sound was coming from there.

      After a moment, he heard it again—a low moan so full of sexual frustration it made his still-rigid shaft ache with sympathy.

      “Damn it!” he heard Jodi mutter to herself, probably talking in a voice she thought was too low for him to hear. Of course, she had no idea how sensitive Kindred senses were—especially once a Kindred warrior was attuned to a particular subject, as Vorn was—regrettably—attuned to her.

      “Damn it, it’s no good. I can’t,” he heard her mutter.

      Can’t what? Vorn wondered. Can’t get off?

      That seemed to be the case because after a moment, he heard a very faint buzzing sound followed by soft but heavy panting, as though Jodi was trying to keep herself quiet as she tried to come.

      There was more buzzing and more panting and then a frustrated curse and the sound of something thrown across the room.

      A picture formed in Vorn’s mind—the curvy little female lying on her bed, her legs spread as she played with her pussy using a vibrator. But for some reason she wasn’t able to get there—couldn’t quite reach the peak. In sheer frustration, she must have thrown the little toy across the room.

      His guess was confirmed when he heard the soft pad of her feet on the hardwood floor and then the scraping sound as she picked up the toy she’d thrown.

      “Great,” he heard her mutter. “Two broken in one night. Now what am I supposed to do?”

      Well, one thing she apparently wouldn’t be doing was getting off, Vorn thought grimly. Which meant tomorrow was going to be every bit as bad as today—possibly even worse since Jodi’s sexual frustration would have grown.

      He wondered again if she’d needed the purple phallus he had broken to help her get off. He’d been serious when he asked if she needed to have her pussy filled to have an orgasm. Most females needed clitoral stimulation more than anything, but there were some that just really needed to have a shaft deep in them, filling them to the hilt in order to reach their peak. Maybe Jodi was one of those—maybe he should have insisted she take the long purple phallus with her.

      Except you broke it, a little voice in his head reminded him. You broke the damn thing and it might be the only way she has to get off. Great…just great.

      Turning his head to the side, he tried to get to sleep again. But he couldn’t get the image of Jodi’s tight little pussy stretched by a thick shaft out of his mind.

      The trouble was, in his imagination, the shaft stretching her out was his…
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      Jodi sighed and gave up trying to come. No matter what she did, it just wasn’t happening. The frustrating thing was, she could get right up to the edge…and then lose the impending climax completely for no apparent reason.

      It’s the case of the amazing disappearing orgasm, folks, she thought dryly as she examined the broken vibrator in the palm of her hand.

      It was only a little finger-vibe—the cheap kind they gave you as an “extra bonus gift” when you ordered from that big sex toy site online. It was too weak to do her much good and barely the width of the finger it was named for, so Jodi didn’t know how she had expected it to get her off anyway. But being around the big, obnoxious Kindred made her so unreasonably hot, she’d thought that maybe just this once, it might do the job.

      Well think again, she told herself. Admit it, Jodi—you can’t come without your props and toys.

      It was sad and sick but it was also true. What she needed to get off were all the things tucked neatly away in the spare-room closet, where Vorn was doubtless fast asleep by now. Although a few minutes ago, she had heard him say something and give a low groan. Was he having bad dreams…or jerking off?

      Jodi tried not to think about it. Instead, she concentrated on her own problem.

      One of the reasons she’d decided to become a sex therapist was because she’d always had an intense interest in alternate forms of sexuality—specifically BDSM.

      She’d read 9 ½ Weeks by the time she was thirteen. She could still remember the powerful sense of her own awakening sexuality when she devoured the dog-eared little paperback loaned to her by an older student. Her pussy had clenched at the parts of the book where the narrator’s lover ties her up or handcuffs her to the table. A few years later, she’d managed to rent the movie when her parents were out of town for one of her dad’s seminars and had been intrigued by the blindfolding scenes and the use of the riding crop.

      From almost the minute she began to have sexual urges, Jodi had known she wasn’t cut out for a “vanilla” lifestyle. But just as she had finally gotten old enough to get out of the house and started exploring the kink community (which was quite large in Tampa) that awful thing had happened to Melli.

      Seeing her sister’s trauma and pain had effectively shut Jodi down. How could she possibly desire some of the same things that had happened to her little sister—things which had nearly caused Melli to want to end herself?

      For months, Melli had teetered on the brink of suicide and Jodi, full of guilt, had kept her secret and done her best to keep her little sister safe. She had submerged the part of herself that longed for black leather instead of lace and thrown herself into helping Melli recover.

      And it had worked—Melli might still have some physical issues, but she was mentally in a much better place than she had been. She still wouldn’t date, but she had regained her appetite and seemed happier than she had been in a long time. Jodi was really happy for her and hoped that eventually her little sister would make a full recovery.

      But in the meantime, she had been trying to live a vanilla life for so long, she’d almost forgotten she was interested in kink in the first place. Ironically, it was James who had reminded her of her old desires.

      It was because sex with her fiancé was so very boring and humdrum that Jodi had gone looking to spice things up…and had found that old, dog-eared copy of 9 ½ Weeks again.

      During the bad time with Melli, she had buried her true desires so deeply she had almost managed to convince herself they didn’t even exist. But flipping through the pages and reading snatches of the book which had wakened her sexually in the first place, Jodi felt the first new stirrings of desire she’d felt in a long, long time.

      She’d tried to introduce the idea to James—suggesting that they try blindfolding each other or asking him in a careful, round-about way how he felt about bondage or spanking. She’d even suggested that they try going to one of the many kink clubs down in Ybor city, the historic part of Tampa.

      James had thrown cold water over her attempts immediately.

      “Really, darling—spanking?” he’d asked, an incredulous little smirk playing around the corners of his mouth. “As though you were a naughty school-girl? How juvenile! And why would we want to go to one of those grimy clubs where they have sticky floors and everyone dresses like it’s Halloween all year round?”

      Jodi had felt ashamed and had withdrawn her ideas at once. James could be cuttingly sarcastic when he wanted to be and she didn’t care to get into a fight with him about this. So spicing up her sex life with her fiancé was a no-go. Still, she had to do something—after years of suppressing her sex drive and her true desires, she was going crazy!

      And so, the “playroom” was born. Jodi began spending all her extra cash on various accoutrements that struck her fancy. It wasn’t hard to do—since the 50 Shades phenomenon, everything was readily available on the Internet so it wasn’t like she had to go to some sleazy store with no windows and shop in person.

      She got sexy outfits like her red, demi-cup leather corset and the black latex dress, not to mention some thigh-high black boots and a riding crop just like the one in the old 9 ½ Weeks movie she’d liked so much when she was younger. A collar that said sex kitten was next and then came the toys…all the wonderful toys.

      Some of them were quite expensive. Jodi was working as a TA and didn’t have a lot of cash, though it helped that James paid the rent on the apartment. Sometimes she saved for weeks or even months to get a particular toy that she really wanted. She sighed sadly thinking of the now defunct python which had filled her pussy so delightfully.

      One of Jodi’s favorite things to do was go home, put on one of her many naughty outfits, and parade around the apartment. (Only on nights James wasn’t home, of course.) She would watch herself in the mirrors she had set up in nearly every room, sometimes spreading her thighs and feeding a long, thick toy into her pussy, watching, mesmerized, as the girl in the mirror did the same.

      As she did, she imagined a range of scenarios and fantasies—imagined being tied down by a cruel master, spanked or punished in some other way. Perhaps he would make her suck his cock, or maybe he would tie her legs apart and lick her pussy until she was trembling and begging to come.

      The possibilities were endless and the orgasms were many. When she was dressed in her kink clothes and had her toys to help her, Jodi could be multi-orgasmic and enjoy every minute of it.

      The problem was, though, she appeared to have become kind of addicted to her own little sexual fantasy world. Deprived of it, she couldn’t seem to get to where she was going. Each and every impending orgasm simply melted into thin air, leaving Jodi so frustrated she could almost cry!

      She felt like crying now, she needed to come so badly. That big bastard, Vorn, had no idea what he had done to her when he’d held her down and whispered those dirty things in her ear! In one way he’d fulfilled a fantasy she’d had for years…and yet left her wanting at the same time. How could he be so cruel, damn him?

      Deep down, Jodi was pretty sure that Vorn had no idea what intense desires he had stirred in her. But this whole situation still felt like it was his fault. If it wasn’t for him, she could have gotten the privacy she needed to get off properly, the way she needed to. Instead, he had invaded her home and now he was keeping her from meeting her needs—needs even he admitted she had!

      Damn the big asshole, how much longer was he going to be here? And how could she take care of herself until he was gone?

      Jodi didn’t have an answer for that. She only knew she had an itch that she couldn’t scratch and it was driving her crazy.

      Sighing, she turned on her pillow and tried to go to sleep.
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      Melli woke up to the smell of something delicious in the air. Mmmm…what was that?

      She sat up in bed and frowned when she saw she was sleeping in the twin bed instead of the full one, which was where she usually slept. What was she doing here?

      Then she remembered the wonderful night she’d spent with Liosh, just cuddling and talking. The way he was so gentle with her…the way he had tucked her into bed and kissed her goodnight…

      The memory made Melli feel warm and tingly all over.

      What an amazing guy!

      And now it smelled like he was cooking breakfast for her. Talk about a keeper!

      Only you can’t keep him, Melli, a little voice in her head whispered. You know you can’t. He might be willing to just cuddle you and tuck you in right now, but you know all guys eventually want sex. And you can’t give that to him—you can’t give it to anyone.

      Her stomach clenched with unhappiness and for a moment she felt the cold, gray curtain of depression that had haunted her in high school trying to descend.

      But no—she wasn’t going to let that happen to her, Melli decided firmly—though with an effort. She was going to live in the present—not the past or the future. She wasn’t going to project her doubts and worries and speculations onto today—she was just going to enjoy being with Liosh for as long as she could and leave it at that.

      This was a technique she’d learned in therapy—living in the present—and while it was a real effort sometimes, it often saved her sanity.

      Live in the present, Melli told herself again. What can I do right now, today, that will make my world a better place?

      Her eyes fell on the dirty laundry hamper which she knew was almost full and she sighed. Well, laundry wasn’t her favorite chore, but it would certainly make a positive impact and she definitely needed some clean clothes to wear to class later today.

      She got out of bed and took a tentative step on her recently-healed leg. To her relief, she didn’t feel any kind of pain at all. In fact, the light cast she had on seemed to be loosening on its own.

      Melli frowned. Hadn’t Commander Sylvan said that when her bone was completely healed, the cast would come off spontaneously? So much had been happening, what with she and Jodi being assigned personal Kindred guards, that the medical instructions he’d given her had gotten kind of jumbled up. But she was pretty sure she was right.

      Experimentally, she wiggled her leg and the cast suddenly slipped right off.

      Melli looked at it and smiled. Well—that certainly seemed to be a good sign.

      See? she told herself. The day is starting off on a good note. Just enjoy it!

      And also, she needed to do the laundry—all the laundry, which meant she was going to have to go scouting under the bed for anything that might have fallen or been kicked or pushed under there.

      Squinting, she looked under the full-sized bed—which was now neatly made up. She was pretty sure she could see her favorite t-shirt down there and maybe a pair of socks. She needed to get everything gathered up and into the wash soon if she wanted to get it all washed and dried before her first class.

      Though her leg was now apparently healed, Melli was still a bit dubious about getting down on her hands and knees. Still, how else was she going to get to her half-hidden clothing?

      She was just starting to lever herself down when the bedroom door opened and Liosh came in, smiling.

      “Good morning, my Lady. I made you First Meal if you’re hungry.”

      Then his smile turned into a frown when he saw Melli down on the floor.

      “What are you doing down there? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Melli assured him. “In fact, my cast fell off this morning which means my leg is all healed—see?” She pointed to the discarded cast and smiled at him.

      “All right, but that still doesn’t explain why you’re down on the floor,” Liosh remarked. “Did you drop something?”

      “Several somethings,” Melli admitted. “I need to do a load of laundry today but a bunch of my clothes are under the bed. I, uh, pushed them under there the last time my absentee roommate’s parents came to see her. I didn’t want them to think I was a slob.” She made a face. “Although, I kind of am—at least if you listen to Jodi.”

      “Your domicile is fine—just a little cluttered,” Liosh said kindly. “But please don’t strain yourself—even if your leg is healed, it might still be fragile. Let me.”

      And he promptly got down on the floor beside her and began reaching under the bed.
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      With her hair rumpled up into a golden halo and her blue eyes still a bit sleepy, Liosh thought Melinda was even more adorable in the morning than she’d been the night before. He hoped she liked the First Meal he had made her on the hot plate—he had used the chicken embryos that humans called “eggs” and seasoned them with some spices he had found in her cabinets. They tasted good to Liosh, so hopefully he had done it right.

      Now he reached under the sleeping platform with his long arm, trying to gather all the discarded clothing that had somehow gotten under there. He would feed her a delicious First Meal and then help her wash her clothing, he thought to himself. Of course, he knew what he was doing—he was caring for her as though they were already bonded, even though they weren’t and Melinda seemed to think for some reason, that they could never be.

      Liosh hoped to find a way to change her mind. And in the meantime, he honestly didn’t mind doing domestic duties. It was only fair that he share the chores, since he was living in her domicile.

      “Oh look!” Melinda exclaimed, as he pulled an article of clothing out from under the bed. “My favorite pair of jeans! I thought I’d lost those.”

      She was a little less enthusiastic about the next item of clothing he pulled out, though—a tiny, wispy scrap of lace that seemed to have no purpose.

      “What’s this?” Liosh asked, holding it up—it was practically see-through and seemed to be held together with stretchy strings—it did have a very intriguing scent, though. What could be its purpose? “It doesn’t seem big enough to cover any part of you,” he remarked. “Unless it’s a hand or foot covering? But what use are the strings?”

      “Oh!” Melinda’s cheeks went pink. “Those are just…they’re a pair of my, uh…”

      “Your what?” Liosh looked at her with confusion.

      “My panties,” she said in a low voice.

      “Panties?” Suddenly Liosh remembered their conversation of the night before, when he had been telling Melinda about the scent books they sold in the Unmated Males section and how she had said that Earth girls wore sex shields called “panties” all the time.

      So this little lacy undergarment he was holding was something she’d been wearing right next to her sweet, soft little pussy.

      The realization made his shaft swell with a sudden, fierce heat. He’d been holding back his sexual desire for Melinda because he sensed that she might have a shadowed past—a reason for fear or distrust. But that didn’t mean that he didn’t want her—he did. He longed to kiss her and caress her and show her how loved and lovely she was—he wanted to eat her sweet, creamy pussy for hours and feel her coming against his tongue before sliding his shaft to the hilt inside her and bonding her to him forever.

      But now was not the time. Some things just couldn’t be rushed.

      “Forgive me,” he said, giving her the panties. “I hope I didn’t embarrass you.”

      “Oh, no—it’s fine.” She gave a self-deprecating little laugh. “There’s probably a matching bra under there too if you can find it.”

      “A bra?” Liosh frowned.

      “It’s like the top part of a set off underwear,” Melinda explained. “It lifts and supports your, uh, breasts.” Her cheeks were pink again but she was smiling at him in that shy way she had that showed her dimple. “Don’t the women on Tranq Prime wear any support garments?” she asked.

      “Well…I believe that the tharps I told you about provide all the support they need,” Liosh told her. “Let me see if I can find this support garment you’re talking about, though.”

      He reached back under the bed, stretching his arm as far as it would go but this time what his seeking fingertips found wasn’t cloth—it was cool to the touch and felt rather like plastic.

      Frowning, Liosh wrapped his fingers around it and pulled it out. It was indeed, a clear plastic box. Inside it were a number of long, cylindrical objects that seemed to range in size from the circumference of a pencil, to that of a small cucumber. There were about five of them in all and they were all made of the same smooth, pale pink plastic and were all tapered at one end.

      “Hmm…” Liosh looked at the box uncertainly. “What are these? Some kind of writing implements?” he asked Melinda.

      But she didn’t answer and when he looked up, he saw she had gone extremely pale, though there were two spots of color burning high on her cheeks. Liosh was immediately concerned.

      “Melinda?” he asked. “Is everything all right?”

      “Fine. Everything is just fine.” She snatched the box out of his hand and shoved it quickly under the smaller bed, which was behind her. “So—what’s for breakfast? I can smell that you’ve been cooking,” she said brightly, clearly trying to change the subject.

      Liosh looked at her in surprise. What in the world had those cylindrical objects been and why had they made her so upset? He wished he could ask, but clearly the subject upset her. It seemed at this point the best thing he could do was let it drop.

      But there was one thing about them that still intrigued him—the box with the objects in it had had the same faint but delicious scent as the wispy panties he had found earlier.

      Both of them smelled like Melinda—specifically, like her sweet little pussy.
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      Can’t believe he found those!

      Melinda looked down at her plate as she ate the undeniably delicious scrambled eggs Liosh had made her. He had put soy sauce in them of all things, but somehow it worked. The eggs were some of the best she’d ever had…but she wasn’t really enjoying them.

      Can’t believe he found them, she thought again. I thought they were hidden.

      He found them because your idea of hiding anything is shoving it under the bed, whispered a little voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like her sister.

      Jodi was always lecturing Melli about the need to be neater—in this case, maybe she’d been right. But the problem was, Melli had forgotten all about the things that Liosh had found. Maybe because she’d given up on getting them to work a long, long time ago…

      “Are you well, Melinda?” Liosh’s voice broke into her thoughts and Melli looked up to see the big Blood Kindred staring at her with a worried look on his handsome face.

      “Oh, fine,” she said quickly. “I’m just…just thinking about…about all the things you told me last night, about your home world.”

      “You are?” Liosh smiled.

      “Uh-huh. I was wondering if I could use you as the subject for my Sociology paper,” Melli said, coming up with the idea on the spot. It was actually a good idea though, since she still hadn’t thought of anything to write about yet. “I’m supposed to write about the courting and marriage customs of another culture,” she went on. “And I was hoping you would let me interview you about the Blood Kindred.”

      Liosh laughed.

      “Is that why you were so curious last night? I don’t know what else I can tell you but certainly, I’d be honored to be the subject of your paper.”

      “Not you specifically—just your people. The Blood Kindred of Tranq Prime,” Melli explained. Now that she had come up with the idea, she was really getting into it.

      “That’s fine.” He nodded. “What do you want to know?”

      “Oh just things like…how do you attract your mates in the first place? And what are your marriage customs? And things like that,” Melli said.

      “Well, if you want to know about our Joining ceremony, it can be rather formal—everyone has to wear the traditional dress of our people, which is a tharp of course, though males and females wear them differently,” Liosh told her. “But more important even than the Joining, is the Bonding.”

      “The, uh, Bonding? What’s that?” Melli asked, taking another bite of her eggs.

      “It’s the way a Kindred warrior ties his female to him for life,” Liosh explained. “It’s a way to form a permanent mental and emotional bond with the female you love.”

      “A mental and emotional bond? How do you mean?” Melli asked, fascinated.

      “Remember how it was when one of us wore the Think-me and we could hear each other’s thoughts?” Liosh asked.

      Melli nodded. “Yes, that was amazing.”

      “Well, the bond between a Kindred and his female is kind of like that,” he explained. “Only it allows not just thoughts but also emotions to flow between the two of them—which enables a sense of unity and oneness that never fades for as long as they live.”

      “Oh!” Melli exclaimed. “That must be the reason you guys don’t have divorce or cheating in your culture. How could you cheat if you always had your spouse in your head?”

      “I think you mean, why would you cheat when you are bound both mentally and emotionally to the female the Goddess has chosen for you,” Liosh said gently. “It’s a wonderful thing, to find the female who is right for you and to bond her to you. It is what all Kindred hope for, you know.”

      “That’s beautiful,” Melli breathed. “Really romantic. But…” she frowned. “How does this amazing bond form in the first place? Is it something that just grows after the two of you get married…er, Joined?”

      Liosh shook his head.

      “Different kinds of Kindred bond with females different ways,” he said. “With Blood Kindred, though, it has to do with our fangs.”

      “Your…your fangs?” Melli faltered.

      Though Liosh was such an incredibly nice guy, she could never quite forget that he had those two sets of very sharp fangs in his upper jaw, just where a human man would have his incisors. It made him look a little like a handsome vampire, which was kind of scary. She didn’t like being poked with needles and the idea of being bitten wasn’t very appealing either.

      “Do you…do you drink your, uh, female’s blood to bond her to you?” she asked, eyeing the sharp-looking points in his mouth.

      Liosh shook his head.

      “My fangs aren’t for drawing blood—they are for injecting essence.”

      “Essence?” Melli frowned. “What’s that?”

      “A pale blue liquid that my fangs produce,” he explained. “I will use it to bond my female to me when the time is right…or I may also use it to heal her if she has any kind of injury or abrasion.”

      “Really?” Melli was intrigued. “So you have a kind of pharmacy in your mouth?”

      He laughed. “I don’t know if I’d call it that but those are the main purposes of essence—healing and bonding.”

      “So—what? You just bite her and inject your essence and then the two of you are bonded?” Melli asked.

      “Not…exactly.” For the first time she thought Liosh looked a little uncomfortable. “There’s…a bit more to it than that,” he admitted at last.

      “There is? What? Melli asked, taking another bite of eggs.

      “Well, in order to bond a female to him, a Blood Kindred also has to be…intimate with her as well.”

      “Intimate? How intimate?” Melli asked, taking a sip of the excellent coffee he had made.

      Liosh took a deep breath.

      “In order to bond his female to him, a Blood Kindred must have his shaft inside his female—all the way inside. He must be injecting her with his essence as the same time he fills her with his seed,” he explained.

      Melli felt as though someone had just thrown a glass of ice-water in her face. She let her fork with the next bite of egg drop back to the plate.

      “Oh,” she somehow managed to say. “Is…is that so?”

      “Yes—that is the only way to bond a female.” Liosh looked at her in obvious concern. “My lady Melinda, are you all right? You seem upset all of a sudden.”

      “I’m fine,” Melli said quickly. “Just…digesting all this information…along with the wonderful soy sauce eggs you made.” She tried to laugh. “Um, so do Kindred warriors always bond their, uh, females to them? I mean, do any of them just stay together but, you know, not bond?”

      Liosh frowned.

      “Why would anyone do that? Why would you deny yourself the richness and love and companionship that comes with a strong bonding with your bride? Having a relationship without bonding would be like having a delicious dessert and never taking a bite of it but only looking at it every day.”

      “Oh…” Melli’s heart felt like it was made of lead—it had dropped right down to her toes. “I…I see,” she somehow managed. “Yes, I guess that makes sense.”

      “Are you all right?” Liosh asked again. “Your face is so pale now.”

      “It’s fine…I’m fine.” Melli made a desperate effort to try and smile. But inside she felt like crying…or dying.

      Somehow the night before when Liosh had been holding her on the loveseat and they had been talking about everything and nothing, she’d gotten the silly fantasy into her head that they might stay together. And maybe, just maybe, Liosh was such a nice guy that he wouldn’t mind that she couldn’t have sex and he’d want to be with her anyway.

      But she knew now that she’d just been fooling herself. After all, what man would want to stay with a girl long-term who couldn’t give him sex? All men wanted it—even wonderful, kind, honorable Kindred warriors did. In fact, they needed it even more than human men did because it was the only way for them to form their all-important bond with their wives.

      It’s time to stop being a fool and living in a fantasy land, Melli, whispered an unkind little voice in her head. It’s time to admit that no man—ever—is going to want you when you can’t give them what they all want and need.

      When you can’t give them sex.
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      The morning meal was tense but Vorn kept his head down and helped with the dishes, which Jodi seemed to appreciate, and somehow they got through it. Then she announced she was going to the University and he could stay at her apartment if he wanted to.

      “I don’t fucking think so,” Vorn had growled. “I’m supposed to stay with you all the time and that’s what I’m gonna do.”

      “But I have to teach today!” she protested. “And then I’m having lunch with James.”

      “Oh, the fiancé, right? I’ll be interested to meet him,” Vorn remarked. He still wondered what kind of amazing specimen Jodi’s mate-to-be was. He must have some pretty remarkable attributes to make up for the fact that he didn’t go down on her or satisfy her sexually in any way.

      “Nobody invited you to have lunch with us!” Jodi’s face had flushed red as though she could read his thoughts and knew they weren’t complimentary to James in any way.

      “Fine, I won’t,” Vorn had growled. “I’ll just sit at the next table over and mind my own business while I guard your pretty little ass from any Varians who might be trying to sniff you out.”

      Jodi had stiffened at his allusion to her bewitching but very prominent scent and Vorn wished he could call the words back. He might as well have accused her of not getting off to lessen her scent, as she had promised to do—though he was pretty sure she had at least tried.

      “Look,” he began. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Never mind.” Jodi held up a hand to stop him. “You can come with me if you have to—just stay in the background.” Her face was frozen into a mask of irritation but it was clear she didn’t want to fight.

      Which was a relief to Vorn. After their exchange the night before, he was happy to have some peace.

      They had ridden to the USF campus together, Vorn driving and trying to ignore her sweet, strong scent that called to him so alluringly. It was like a low, feminine voice whispering naughty things in his ear every minute he was in close proximity to her and it nearly drove him fucking crazy.

      To judge from the way Jodi was shifting around in her seat and clenching her thighs together, she was a mass of un-met needs as well. But neither one of them said anything about it and it was a great relief to Vorn when they finally parked and exited the car.

      Jodi was a TA, and also taught some of the lower level classes so Vorn sat in the back of the room and just watched her teach. She looked damned sexy in the black pencil skirt and white silk blouse she was wearing but he was listening too—not just looking. He was surprised at how interesting her classes were—especially the Counseling class she was teaching.

      Her lecture that day had to do with the five love languages—words of affirmation, physical touch, quality time, acts of service, and thoughtful gifts.

      “Now, the reason to know about the love languages in couples’ counseling is that you’ll need to teach your clients to show love to their partners in the way their partners can internalize it,” she said, pacing up and down the lecture hall while the students scribbled notes or tapped furiously on their laptops. “Because everyone shows love in their own love language—but it doesn’t always translate to their partner’s love language. For instance, an acts of service husband might take out the trash and mow the lawn but if his wife’s primary love language is words of affirmation and he never tells her that she’s beautiful or intelligent or wonderful or that he’s proud of her, she’s going to feel unloved.”

      Vorn thought that made a lot of sense. You had to show love in a way the other person could appreciate it. Though it seemed kind of sad that humans had to be taught this principle. Kindred didn’t have to worry about finding out their partner’s love language because when you had a deep and intense mental and emotional bond to your mate, you didn’t have to ask—you just knew what they wanted or needed at any given time.

      “Now, I want you to pair up with at least one other person,” Jodi told the class. “And try to find out each other’s primary and secondary love languages. Here’s a hint if you’re paired with a guy,” she went on, “Almost all of them crave physical touch, if you know what I mean.”

      The class broke out into laughter and Vorn smiled himself, liking the easy way she handed herself and managed the class. Truly, she was a formidable female and fiercely intelligent too.

      As the students worked, Jodi came over to where he was sitting, “auditing the class” which is what she’d told him to say if anyone asked what he was doing there.

      “Well?” She raised her eyebrows, arms crossed over her full breasts. “What do you think? Are you enjoying the class?”

      “Yes, I am,” Vorn said honestly. “The love languages thing is fucking interesting.” He gave her a level look. “Though I think it’s safe to say that males aren’t the only once who crave physical touch.”

      Jodi flushed, her cheeks going red. But she lifted her chin and refused to look away.

      “If you’re referring to my love language, don’t bother, Kindred. I have a fiancé, remember?”

      “As if you’d ever let me forget,” Vorn growled. “When do I get to meet this idiot who won’t go down on you?”

      “Shhh!” Jodi hissed, looking around to make sure none of her students had heard him. “I told you, you don’t get to meet him. We’re having lunch at the Panera on campus after this class but if you want to come you have to promise to stay at a different table and don’t talk to me or interfere in my conversation with James.”

      “Your wish is my command, Mistress,” Vorn growled sarcastically. “The Goddess forbid I should bother you while you’re eating pastry with the male who won’t eat your pussy.”

      “Stop it, will you?” Jodi snapped under her breath. “What makes you think that even matters to me? Lots of guys don’t go down. Why is it such a big deal?”

      “It might not be if your primary love language was ‘words of affirmation’ or ‘thoughtful gifts,’” Vorn remarked, throwing her own lesson back at her. “But you and I both know that’s not true, sweetheart. And if you’re with a male who isn’t even trying to speak your language, then you’re with the wrong male.”

      “Oh, and I suppose you would be the right male?” Jodi demanded, glaring at him.

      The thought startled Vorn. He hadn’t known the curvy little Earth female for long, but she’d gotten under his skin from the first minute he’d met her and stayed there. It hadn’t occurred to him to think of Claiming Jodi as a mate because he’d gone into the situation knowing that she was taken. Now that she’d put the idea into his mind, though…

      No—no way. We’d drive each other crazy! he thought. But still, the idea of Claiming her, of bonding her to him through a night of passionate sex with his shaft and mating fist buried deep in her soft pussy, suddenly filled his mind.

      Not that he was about to let Jodi know that.

      “I never said I was the right male for you, baby,” he rumbled. “But at least I’d go down on you and eat your sweet, creamy little pussy until you came as much as you needed to.”

      “You…you…” Jodi’s cheeks went hot pink with embarrassment and Vorn gave her a slow grin.

      “How do you like those words of affirmation, little girl?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at her.

      Jodi didn’t answer—she just flounced off to the other end of the lecture hall and began teaching again, pointedly ignoring him the whole time.

      By the time Mid Meal rolled around, she still wasn’t talking to him so Vorn followed her silently to the dining establishment she had named and wedged himself into the human-sized booth across the restaurant from hers. That way he could be out of the way and still hear everything she said to her fiancé without actually saying anything to either one of them, though he doubted Jodi knew that.

      She probably thought she was far enough to speak privately to her fiancé but Vorn knew that no matter how loud the lunch rush got or how far she was from him, he would still hear her—he was that fucking attuned to her, unfortunately.

      Jodi ordered some food and then came back to the table with it and put it down—a salad for herself and some kind of soup and sandwich thing for her fiancé, wherever he was. Vorn was having a sandwich himself and it was a pretty good one, as human food went, though there wasn’t enough meat.

      He was just beginning to think that Jodi’s amazing fiancé must have stood her up when a short, balding human male wearing a white lab coat called her name.

      “Jodi, there you are!”

      Jodi got up at once and went to him and kissed him. In the heels she was wearing, she was almost an inch taller than him.

      The male, who must be James, frowned.

      “Well, you’re looking tall today, darling.”

      “Sorry,” Jodi mumbled, looking down at her heels. “I’m teaching today so I wanted to look professional.”

      “Ah, yes. Well, as professional as one can be while teaching one of the soft sciences,” James said and followed this rather derogatory comment with a fruity laugh, clearly meant to say, I’m only joking!

      “James…” Jodi rolled her eyes. Clearly this was an argument they’d had before. “Just because Psychology isn’t one of the hard sciences doesn’t make it worthless. People have to live in the real world, you know—we can’t all have our head in the clouds all the time.”

      “Like some astrophysicists you know?” He grinned self-deprecatingly, though it was clear to Vorn he was inordinately proud of his self-proclaimed title.

      Jodi sighed. “Yes, exactly. Come on—our food will get cold.”

      They sat in the booth and though Vorn tried to keep his eyes on his own plate, he couldn’t help throwing an incredulous glance at the two of them. Really? This was the male who had won Jodi’s heart? Vorn had expected a whole hell of a lot more—not just physically, though he had thought the male would at least be taller than Jodi—but emotionally as well. So far James didn’t seem like a very attentive partner at all.

      Still, maybe I’m missing something, Vorn thought, looking back down at his own plate and the half-finished sandwich again. He decided to just listen to their conversation and try to see what Jodi saw in the diminutive male. Maybe there was more to James than met the eye.

      “So, how has your day been going, Darling?” he asked Jodi. “Been having a bit of a rough patch lately, haven’t you?”

      Being attacked by Varians who wanted to kill her, brought up to the Mother Ship, and sent back down again with a Kindred guard she apparently couldn’t stand was more than a “rough patch” as far as Vorn was concerned. But before Jodi could reply, James was speaking again.

      “Been having a bit of a rough patch myself lately, actually,” he told her. “Do you know Dr. Barnes in the lab said my theory of…”

      And he went on, rattling off a theory in scientific jargon that Jodi probably wouldn’t know unless she had studied astrophysics herself—which Vorn was pretty sure she hadn’t.

      He, however, had. He wasn’t just a warrior—he was a pilot and navigator as well, which meant he knew more than just the basics of how a ship maneuvered in space and the physics behind how it worked. As he listened, he became convinced that James had no fucking clue what he was talking about—though of course, to someone who hadn’t’ studied his field—he would probably come off sounding like a Goddess-damned genius.

      Jodi listened sympathetically to the whole speech—which took up most of their lunchtime together—making understanding and encouraging comments the whole time as though she actually cared. It wasn’t until they had both finished their food that James finally stopped for breath and asked her again how she was doing.

      This time, Jodi was quick to jump in, probably, Vorn thought dryly, because she knew if she didn’t, that self-centered asshole would start talking about himself again.

      “It’s been kind of rough without you these last few days,” she told him. “Are you coming home tonight?” She leaned across the table and put her hand on her fiancé’s. Looking into James’ eyes she murmured, “I really miss you. I’d like to spend some quality time together, if you know what I mean.”

      If he doesn’t pick up that clue, he’s a fucking idiot, Vorn thought, shooting a glance across the restaurant. Even from here, he could catch her hot, needy scent. Jodi was practically begging her fiancé to come home and fuck her. And while Vorn knew a human male probably couldn’t smell her heat like he could, her desire ought to be apparent in her big, gorgeous green eyes which were pleading with her fiancé to meet her needs.

      But James frowned and shook his head.

      “Afraid I can’t tonight, darling. I’m scheduled to speak at that conference in New York. But don’t worry, I’ll only be gone a few days.”

      “A few days?” Jodi exclaimed. “But James, it’s been so long since we’ve, uh, been together.”

      “And whose fault is that?” He raised an eyebrow at her reprovingly. “Didn’t we have our twice-monthly date scheduled for the other night? And then you never came home from the mother-daughter movie night so I wound up sleeping alone.”

      “I never came home because my mother’s house was attacked by aliens,” Jodi hissed under her breath. “I wound up on the Mother Ship and now I have this huge Kindred warrior following me everywhere I go!”

      “Oh yes, forgive me, darling—you did say something about that, didn’t you?” James sighed and shook his head. “You’ll have to pardon me—you know by now how it is living with an absent-minded genius.”

      Genius? Vorn snorted a laugh and quickly turned it into a cough when Jodi shot him a suspicious glance from the other side of the restaurant.

      “Where is this Kindred guard of yours, anyway?” James asked.

      “There.” Jodi pointed at Vorn, who looked down and pretended to be interested in the rest of his sandwich.

      “Well—he is a big fellow, isn’t he?” James raised his eyebrows and then looked away dismissively. “All brawn and no brains, I shouldn’t wonder. I’m sorry you’ve been saddled with such a big oaf, my dear.”

      Vorn felt a low growl rise in the back of his throat but restrained himself. The asshole clearly didn’t know what in the Seven Hells he was talking about. Better to just let it pass.

      “Vorn’s not stupid,” Jodi protested, to his surprise. “It’s just…awkward having a strange man, er male, in the spare room while you’re away.”

      “Well, I’m sure he’s there for your own protection.” James patted her hand patronizingly. “And hopefully it won’t be for long.”

      “Hopefully,” Jodi muttered, echoing him. “Well, what about if you come back to the apartment for an hour before you have to go to the airport?” she asked. “We could have some alone time then.”

      She’s all but begging for it! Vorn shot a glance at her pretty, pleading face. What he saw was a female deep in need, asking the male she trusted and loved to service her.

      But James seemed to see nothing but an inconvenience.

      “Sorry, darling, but you know what a pain it is getting through security,” he said, frowning. “I’m afraid there just won’t be time. But don’t worry…” He patted her hand again. “We’ll have a bit of ‘alone time’ when I get back. I promise.”

      “Okay.” Jodi sank back in her seat looking deflated and unhappy but again, James didn’t appear to notice that anything was wrong.

      “Well, I ought to be getting back to the lab,” he said, standing up and patting the pockets of his lab coat as though to be sure everything was in place. When he was certain it was, he nodded at Jodi. “Give me a kiss goodbye since I won’t see you for a while, Darling.”

      Jodi rose automatically and put her arms around him. James gave her a cold, dry kiss on the cheek and then left, humming to himself in apparent unconcern for the woman he had left behind.

      Jodi on the other hand, sank slowly down in her seat and heaved a sigh before starting to stack up the dishes and silverware into a neat pile. Though she irritated the ever-loving-piss out of him, Vorn couldn’t stand to see the curvy little female looking so down.

      Getting up, he dumped his own dish in the receptacle for it and slid into the booth across from her where James had been sitting.

      “Had a good lunch?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Fine,” Jodi said shortly. “It was nice to see James again.”

      “I’m sure it was,” Vorn said neutrally. Then he couldn’t be neutral anymore. “If you don’t mind my asking, what in the Seven Hells do you see in that guy?”

      Jodi bristled at once.

      “I see a sweet, kind man that I’m going to marry—not that it’s any of your business!”

      “Really? Because he didn’t seem all that ‘sweet’ to me,” Vorn growled. “He talked about himself the whole time—could barely be bothered to listen to you, even after the shit you’ve been through lately. He even forgot you’d been attacked by Varians, for the Goddess’s sake!”

      “James has a lot on his mind—he’s brilliant,” Jodi snapped. “He can’t be expected to remember every little thing.”

      “Hate to break it to you, but brilliant he’s not,” Vorn said flatly. “I was listening in and that little theory he was telling you is wrong from start to finish. If you tried to fly through space using his math, you’d wind up sideways in the middle of a worm hole. Which, believe me, you don’t want to do.”

      “So you were listening to us? The whole time?” Jodi’s face was scarlet with mortification and rage.

      Uh-oh… Vorn knew he should never have admitted such a thing but now the cat was out of the pot, as the humans said. Or some kind of saying to that effect.

      “Couldn’t help it,” he said shortly. “I can’t not hear you if I’m in the same room with you—I’m fucking attuned to you, sweetheart.”

      “That’s a lie! You were listening on purpose,” Jodi accused him.

      Vorn glared at her.

      “I don’t fucking lie. I couldn’t help hearing you. So I also heard him refusing to come home with you and meet your needs. What kind of male turns down a beautiful woman who’s practically begging him to fuck her? What in the Seven Hells is wrong with that asshole, anyway?”

      “I was not begging,” Jodi hissed, her cheeks turning scarlet with mortification. “I only asked if he was going to be home tonight.”

      “Which he’s not. Because his lecture is more important to him than your sexual needs,” Vorn pointed out. “What’s wrong with him? Can’t he smell how hot you are? How much you need it, baby?”

      But at this point it seemed he had finally gone too far. Without another word, Jodi raised the cup of water she’d been drinking from and splashed the contents in his face.

      Then she turned and marched, stiff-shouldered, out of the restaurant leaving Vorn to blink and wipe water out of his face with an inadequate paper napkin as the humans around him stared and whispered about what had just happened.
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      “My Lady, what’s wrong? You’ve been quiet all day.” Liosh eyed Melinda with some concern. She had seemed so happy and lively at breakfast. Then something had seemed to suddenly change and she’d been quiet and sad the whole rest of their time together.

      “Oh, have I? I’m sorry.” She looked up and smiled at him but Liosh could tell what an effort it was for her. It hurt his heart to see her so sad and down and he wanted badly to make her feel better.

      “Was it something that happened in one of your classes?” he asked. He’d been with her through all three classes she had scheduled that day and nothing untoward had happened as far as he could see. Well, except for the fact that they had run into Amanda Brannigan again—the same female who had been so nasty to Melinda at the mall.

      “Oh hello, Melli-the-belly,” she’d sneered, giving Melinda that same insincere smile she’d used on their previous meeting. “I see you still have your guy with you—what’s the matter, can’t you go anywhere without him?”

      “She chooses not to,” Liosh had said, when Melinda seemed reluctant to answer. “We love each other,” he added. “We have a bond—why should we be apart?”

      “A bond, huh?” Amanda had put a hand on her non-existent hip.

      “One stronger than you could possibly understand,” Liosh told her. He knew he was carrying things a bit far, but he wanted to put Amanda in her place. It was clear that she’d been cruel to Melinda in the past which made him feel angry and protective of the curvy little female at his side.

      “Well, I’m sure that’s just wonderful for both of you,” Amanda said nastily. “Let’s just see how long it lasts, right?”

      “A bond with the right person lasts a lifetime,” Liosh had told her. “And that is how long I intend to be with Melinda—for the rest of our lives.”

      “Well…” Amanda had said, and then, apparently running out of nasty things to say, she simply added, “Whatever,” and flounced away.

      After she left, Liosh had looked at Melinda to see how she’d taken the exchange. He was hoping that his declaration—though it was supposedly pretend—might make her feel better. But her cheeks were red and she seemed more miserable than before, if possible.

      Her reaction made Liosh worry that he had said too much. He had felt safe saying it though. If Melinda objected, he could always say that he was just pretending to be her significant other and acting the part. Later, when she was ready to return his emotions, he could admit that he had loved her right from the start.

      Now, as they sat in her dorm room on the loveseat again, he looked at her in concern.

      “Was it our meeting with that Amanda Brannigan that has you so disturbed?” he asked, since she hadn’t answered his previous question.

      “Not…exactly.” Melinda shook her head, still looking miserable.

      Which wasn’t really a “no.”

      “Was it the things I said to her?” Liosh asked. “Did I express my feelings for you too freely? I was just acting the part of your boyfriend, after all,” he added, hoping to defuse the situation.

      “I know you were.” Melinda looked up at him with a tremulous smile. “It was nice of you to try and put Amanda in her place.”

      “She is what I have heard Lady Kat call, ‘a nasty piece of work,’” Liosh remarked. “Was she very cruel to you when you were in high school together?”

      Melinda looked down at her hands.

      “You could say that. But she wasn’t the one who really affected me the most. That was…” She trailed off. “Never mind. It’s ancient history.”

      “If you want to talk about it, I’m happy to listen,” Liosh told her.

      But Melinda shook her head.

      “Thanks but I’d rather not dredge all that up. It was hard enough to live through it in the first place.” She sighed. “I think I’d just like to take a bath and go to bed.”

      Liosh wished he could offer to help bathe her but now that her cast had fallen off, he really had no excuse to be with her in the fresher. He cast about in his mind, trying to think of anything else that might cheer Melinda up.

      “Would you like to practice cuddling again after your bathe?” he asked, hopefully. In truth, he had been wishing he could hold her again all day. The night before when the two of them had been so close and comfortable with each other made him long for more of the same.

      But Melinda looked down at her hands and shook her head.

      “I don’t think…don’t think that would be a good idea,” she said in a low voice.

      Liosh frowned.

      “Why? You seemed to enjoy our cuddling the night before.”

      “That’s the problem.” She looked up at him. “I did enjoy it. Too much.”

      “But…how can you enjoy something too much?” Liosh asked, confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “I mean, I enjoyed cuddling with you so much I’m afraid it might…might lead to something more.” Melinda twisted her fingers in her lap. “Do you know what I mean?”

      She’s frightened of me, Liosh thought, his heart fisting in his chest. She’s afraid I’ll want more than she’s willing to give.

      “Melinda,” he murmured, lifting her chin to look into her eyes. “Have I made you uncomfortable in some way? Have I made you believe that I’ll demand sexual favors you’re unwilling to give? Because I promise, I would never ask you to do something you’re not ready to do.”

      “But what if I’m never ready?” she burst out, her big blue eyes filled with pain. “What if it’s not that I’m unwilling, but that I’m unable to give you what you want, Liosh?”

      Then she seemed to get hold of herself because she shook her head and sniffed deeply.

      “Sorry—that was stupid of me,” she said in a low voice. “Here I am acting like you really like me when we’ve only been pretending and practicing and—”

      “I do like you, Talli,” Liosh said softly. He stroked her cheek gently with one finger, still looking into her eyes. “It’s probably too early to declare myself, but, well…from the moment I saw you, I wanted you for my own. I want you to know, though, that I’m willing to wait. And if you don’t feel the same way—”

      “But I do feel the same way,” Melinda exclaimed. “I felt the same way about you right away—that you were the one for me. But…but I can’t, Liosh.”

      “Can’t what?” he asked gently, still cupping her cheek.

      “I can’t ever bond with you.” She shook her head, her eyes filling with tears.

      “Why not?” Liosh was utterly confused now. She had admitted to feeling for him the same way he felt for her, so why was she saying they could never be bonded? “I don’t understand,” he said again.

      But Melinda only shook her head.

      “You should forget about me and try to like some other girl once this assignment is over for you,” she told him. “You don’t want me, Liosh. I…I’m broken. I’ll never be able to be with you the way you want me to.”

      Then, before he could say anything else, she rushed into the bedroom and closed the door behind her.
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      The ride home was terse and silent. Jodi was still pissed off at the big Kindred. How dare he critique her relationship with James? How dare he say such awful things about her fiancé right to her face?

      Don’t you mean, how dare he say such true things? a little voice whispered in her head. Vorn only talked about James not being responsive to your needs or sensitive to what you’ve been through lately. Admit it—he’s not wrong.

      But Jodi wasn’t willing to admit that. She was too angry and not just at the way the big Kindred had talked to her. No, she was also pissed off that she was going to have to go home and spend another night with his warm, leather and smoke and spice scent tormenting her while she was completely unable to meet her needs.

      What the hell am I supposed to do with myself? she wondered as the sleek Kindred shuttle-car cruised down Fletcher Avenue. How am I ever going to get to sleep tonight? I’m so horny I’m climbing the walls!

      Yet she knew that she wouldn’t be able to do anything about it—anything to help herself. If James had come home for some “alone time” as she had requested, she might have been able to get off. But without any of her props to dress in or her toys to play with, the orgasm she needed was going to be out of reach.

      Admit it, Jodi, that little voice whispered again. You use James as a prop too. You close your eyes when he’s inside you and pretend he’s someone else…someone bigger…someone who will make you mind…

      Jodi was trying so hard to push that particular thought out of her mind that she nearly missed the fact that the shuttle-car had stopped. But after a moment her eyes registered that the scenery outside was now stationary instead of moving.

      It was also extremely eye-catching.

      Blinking in pink and red neon outside the window was a sign that said, “The Todd—Couples Superstore!” In smaller script below it read, “Proudly serving the Tampa Bay Area since 1969!”

      “What the hell?” Jodi turned to glare at Vorn. “Why did you stop? What do you think you’re doing, bringing me here?”

      “I think I’m trying to make peace,” Vorn said heavily.

      “What? By bringing me to a porn shop?” Jodi demanded.

      “Look…” He spread his big hands in a gesture of truce. “Let’s not beat around the tree—we both know what you need and we both know your fiancé isn’t here to give it to you.”

      “What are you saying?” Jodi glared at him. “That you’re hoping this place will get me hot and bothered enough to ask you to give it to me?”

      “No, Goddess-damnit!” Vorn growled. “I’m saying I broke your favorite toy—the one you need to get off, apparently. So we’re going to go in here and I’m going to buy you a new one so you can fucking get yourself off and both of us can get some rest tonight.” He stabbed a finger at her. “Because I damn well can’t take another night like last night. Your scent is every-fucking-where in that domicile and it’s driving me fucking crazy.”

      Jodi opened her mouth, intending to tell him coldly to take her home and then take himself back up to the Mother Ship. She leaned forward…

      And somehow found herself kissing him.

      What the hell are you doing, Jodi? What’s wrong with you? Stop this—stop it right now! a little voice in her head was screaming, but somehow she couldn’t seem to stop—didn’t want to stop.

      The big Kindred’s mouth tasted hot and spicy, like cinnamon candy that burned your tongue. And he was kissing her back, running those big, hard hands all over her body, cupping her breasts, twisting her nipples in a way that shot sparks of pleasure straight down to her pussy which was hopelessly, helplessly wet.

      Jodi kissed him back, tugging at his thick black and gold hair, trying to get closer, wanting to press herself against him, to feel that big, hard body covering her own, holding her down, filling her up…

      Then Vorn was pushing her away, panting harshly with the effort.

      Jodi found she was panting herself. She looked down and saw that her blouse was half unbuttoned and her bra was clearly visible. Her hair had pulled loose from the neat bun she’d pinned it in to teach that day and a glance in the rearview mirror showed that her lipstick was smeared from the famished kiss they’d shared.

      “We can’t,” Vorn said, his voice coming out in a low, hungry growl. “You know we can’t. You’re fucking spoken for.”

      “No, I know, I know.” Jodi tried to straighten her hair and button her blouse with hands that shook. She wiped at her smeared lipstick. Why had she done that? Why had she attacked him that way?

      And why had he stopped her?

      “You can’t do that.” Vorn pointed a finger at her. “It’s hard enough to resist you as it is, Jodi. You can’t fucking jump me like that.”

      Jodi glared at him.

      “I didn’t mean to do it! And besides, it’s your fault I’m this hot! You talk about my scent but yours is driving me insane!”

      For the first time since she’d met him, the big Kindred actually looked shocked.

      “My scent?” he asked, frowning. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s that…that musk you exude,” Jodi snapped. “I don’t know if it’s some kind of aftershave or a Kindred cologne or what but every time I’m close to you I smell it and it makes me want to…to do things I shouldn’t do,” she ended weakly and then looked away. “Things like what I just did,” she whispered.

      God, what had she just said? What had she just admitted?

      And what had she just done?

      “My scent,” Vorn repeated, as though stunned.

      “I guess you can’t smell it, huh?” Jodi demanded. “Any more than I can smell the scent of my ‘hot little pussy’ as you so bluntly put it last night. But it’s there—it’s all around me.” She made a swirling motion with one hand, indicating the way the scent filled the interior of the car. “It’s like leather and smoke and spice and sex and it makes me think of all the things I want but can never, ever have!”

      God, she really had to stop talking—the things she was saying were stupid…crazy…

      True.

      Vorn still looked stunned.

      “But you can’t be smelling my scent,” he growled. “That would mean my body was putting out its Mating Scent, which is completely wrong.”

      “What the hell is a Mating Scent?” Jodi asked, frowning at him.

      “A scent—a pheromone-based smell that’s meant to draw a female to you—to a Kindred, I mean,” he explained. “But only the right female. Only one you’d want to bond with for life.”

      “Well…” Jodi threw up her hands. “I guess we know that’s a stupid idea. We’d want to strangle each other.”

      “If we didn’t fuck each other to death first,” Vorn said darkly. “There’s something about you, little girl. Something that calls to a part of me I haven’t thought of since I left my home world of Rageron. A custom of my home tribe that…” He shook his head. “Never mind. The point is you’re taken by another male—even if he is a sorry excuse for a human—and you hate my guts. So there’s no way my body ought to be making my Mating Scent for you.”

      “Well, I wish you’d tell your body to turn it off, then,” Jodi snapped. “Because it’s driving me every bit as wild as the scent I’m apparently putting out is driving you.”

      “We’re pushing each other higher and higher,” Vorn murmured, frowning. “This is a vicious cycle, baby. If we don’t break it, one of us is going to snap and I’ll wind up buried balls-deep in your sweet little cunt before the end of the night.”

      Jodi felt a thrill of fear…mixed with something else.

      “You…you told me Kindred wouldn’t commit acts of sexual violence against women,” she reminded him.

      His golden eyes narrowed.

      “Who kissed who just now? I didn’t say I was going to rape you—more like we’re going to end up raping each other if we can’t stop this.”

      “You could just go back to the Mother Ship,” she pointed out.

      Vorn shook his head.

      “Already told you, that’s not happening. What if the Varians come while I’m on my way to find a replacement to guard you? I’m not leaving you alone, little girl—especially not at night.” He gestured to the gathering dusk outside the car.

      Jodi put a hand on her hip.

      “Well then, what are we supposed to do to, uh, break this ‘vicious cycle’ as you put it?”

      Vorn looked out the window for a moment before turning back to her.

      “Exactly what I wanted to do in the first place,” he said. “We’re going to go into this fucking store and buy you every-fucking-thing your little heart—and pussy—desires. Whatever you need to get off, we’re getting it.”

      “I don’t think you understand,” Jodi protested. “Sex toys—at least really good ones—are expensive. And I’m living on a TA’s salary. I don’t have a whole lot to spare from groceries to feed the ‘spank bank’ as I’ve heard some of my male students call your personal fantasy life.”

      “Don’t worry about the cost,” Vorn told her. “It’s on me. It’s the only way to save both your relationship with that asshole James and my sanity so I’m more than willing to pay.”

      “But…but you can’t just buy me sex toys!” Jodi exclaimed.

      “Why not? I broke your best phallus, didn’t I?” Vorn sounded completely reasonable. “And in my culture, when you break a possession of the host while staying as a guest in their home, you pay it back ten times over.”

      “Ten times over?” Jodi arched an eyebrow at him. “You do know that the python—that’s the dildo you broke—cost me over a hundred dollars, right?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He pulled a platinum card out of an inner pocket and showed it to her. “Come on, baby—stop beating around the tree and let’s go in there and find something to make your little pussy happy.”

      To her utter surprise, Jodi burst into laughter.

      “The expression is ‘beating around the bush’,” she exclaimed, through a fit of giggles. “And could you please not talk about my pussy like she’s a spoiled princess who needs a spending spree to keep her happy?”

      “Hey, whatever she needs to be happy, she gets,” Vorn said seriously, but she thought the corners of his mouth were twitching too. “Because when pussy’s unhappy, we’re all fucking miserable.”

      This only made Jodi laugh harder and soon he joined in, a deep, rumbling chuckle that seemed to vibrate her bones and was somehow extremely pleasant to listen to.

      At last, her stomach aching with the unaccustomed laughter, Jodi finally wound down.

      “Oh—I can’t remember when I’ve laughed so hard!” She wiped at her streaming eyes and pushed her hair out of her face.

      “It’s been a while for me, too,” Vorn admitted, swiping at his own eyes. “Goddess, I’m glad we cleared the air. Living with you when you’re mad is like living with a fucking thunder cloud, sweetheart.”

      “Well, you’re not exactly a calm, sunny day yourself,” Jodi pointed out. “And speaking of clearing the air, shouldn’t we get out of this enclosed car? I can, uh, still smell your Mating Scent and it seems like it’s stronger than ever.”

      It was true—the warm musk of spice and leather and smoke was calling to her, making her want to lean forward and kiss him again. Not that she would, Jodi told herself. But still…

      “Yeah, your little pussy is calling my name too, baby,” Vorn growled. “We’d better get out of the car before we go at it again. Don’t know if I could stop myself next time from spreading your sweet thighs and lapping up your sweet honey.”

      “I don’t know if I’d want you to,” Jodi said honestly, though she felt her cheeks getting hot at the mental image of the big Kindred with his face between her legs tasting her pussy. She shook her head, trying to get rid of the erotic thought. “We really need some fresh air.”

      It was surprising how easy it was to talk to him now that the intense tension between them had been broken, she thought. And good to know she wasn’t going crazy. His scent had been affecting her—as apparently, hers had been affecting him.

      “Fresh air it is.” Vorn nodded. “Come on, baby—let’s go shopping.”

      He got out of the shuttle-car and came around to open her door.

      Jodi let him and didn’t even complain about the way he’d called her ‘baby.’ In fact, she almost caught herself thinking it was kind of nice. James never called her anything but “darling” and he said it in such a condescending way…

      No, stop that right now, she warned herself. You can’t start thinking negative, derogatory things about your fiancé. You love James and you’re going to marry him, remember?

      But why? whispered that skeptical little voice in her head.

      Jodi resolutely squashed it and turned to see that Vorn was offering her his arm. The courtly, old-fashioned gesture caught her so much by surprise that she found herself taking it before she could stop.

      The big Kindred grinned at her—his smile a white slice in his dark face—and then pulled her towards the door.

      The Todd awaited.
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      Vorn couldn’t believe he and Jodi had finally had it out—or that they’d managed to do it without killing each other. He was really glad they’d cleared the air—both literally and figuratively, he thought dryly. One more night of living with the pissed off and extremely horny Jodi might have done him in.

      Or we might have ended up fucking on her bed and ruining both our lives, he thought. Or her life anyway—since she was already engaged to be Joined to another man. For his part, Vorn was actually starting to like the little female and think that maybe being bonded to her wouldn’t be so bad.

      Not that that would ever happen. She was, after all, going to get Joined to another male.

      A male who doesn’t deserve her, Vorn thought, frowning. A male who won’t even meet her needs. Fucking James is the one who ought to be taking her shopping for new toys—not that Jodi would need them if he’d do right by her.

      But that was none of his business. His only job right now was to protect Jodi and keep her happy. And if a whole basket of new toys would do the trick, he was damned-well going to get them. And he was going to keep his hands off.

      Still, he couldn’t help remembering the hot, forbidden kiss they’re shared. The taste of her sweet mouth, crushed under his…the feel of her full breasts filling his hands…the needy little moans she’d been making as they devoured each other from the mouth down…

      Stop it, Vorn warned himself Stop thinking of her like that. Remember, she’s taken.

      Great—but try telling that to his shaft. It was still at full mast from the kiss and the conversation. It was all Vorn could do to keep his hands off her and only knowing that it was wrong to break the vows of a female for another male kept him from it.
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      The Todd wasn’t nearly the sticky den of iniquity Jodi had imagined it would be. It was brightly lit with fluorescent bulbs and the shelves were laid out in neat rows, almost like a grocery store.

      She wandered down an aisle that seemed to be devoted entirely to lube—warming lube…cooling lube…lube that worked with latex…and lube that was only for latex-free toys. She picked up a little tube of pink lube that said,

      “Mmm-mmm! Sweet strawberry gel for a pussy that’s finger-licking-good!”

      “You don’t need that stuff.” Vorn’s deep voice in her ear startled her and nearly made her drop the little tube.

      “What?” She turned around, her heart pounding.

      “I said, you don’t need that stuff. Your pussy would taste delicious without it. In fact, any pussy would.” He plucked the tube from her fingers and put it back. “That crap is for males who are too much of a pussy themselves to get on their knees and taste a real pussy. You know?”

      Jodi bit her lip.

      “And just how would you know what my pussy would taste like?” she demanded. God, were they really having this conversation?

      “By your scent, of course.” He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling under his crimson uniform shirt. “If it smells good, it’s going to taste good, right?” He inhaled, his nostrils flaring. “And I’ve never smelled anything half as sweet as your pussy, little girl. Therefore, I’m sure it would taste fucking amazing.”

      “Well, you’re not going to get a chance to find out,” Jodi said lightly, amazed all over again at the easy banter between them. “That’s what we’re in here for, right?”

      “Right—so let’s stop fucking around with this stuff and go find the toys,” Vorn said. “C’mon.”

      He led the way down the well-lighted aisles past a display of sex-swings and a fucking machine that looked like someone had mounted a phallus on a piston until they came to a long, long row of vibrators and dildos.

      There must have been hundreds of them. Long ones, short ones, thin ones, fat ones, realistic ones with veins on their shafts like a real cock, candy-colored, neon ones that glowed in the dark, some that vibrated in twenty different rhythms, and jelly ones with a suction cup at the end you could stick to the shower wall and impale yourself on…the Todd had everything.

      Jodi’s eyes got wide as she scanned the abundance before her. There were so many to choose from! She had only ever shopped online before and somehow seeing so many products all lined up for her to pick from felt like an embarrassment of riches.

      Vorn looked at the display and nodded in approval.

      “Good, this is good. Well go on, sweetheart—pick one,” he urged her. “Or two or three if you want. Remember, I’m paying and the sky is the limit.”

      Hesitantly, Jodi reached for a vibrator called “The Slim Jim.” It was long enough but it certainly wasn’t very thick. Still, it was embarrassing to reach for what she really wanted.

      “Hey, don’t waste your time or my money, little girl.” Vorn plucked the Slim Jim out of her hand and put it back. Then he picked a new dildo out for her. This one was two or three times as thick and the package read, “The Big Daddy.”

      Jodi blushed and looked around. It seemed weird to be shopping for sex toys as openly as she might run to Wal-Mart for shampoo. But though there weren’t many people in the shop at this hour, she saw several browsing with the same nonchalance Vorn was displaying. One aisle over a gay couple was debating the merits of one butt plug over another and several aisles down a girl was on her cell phone asking someone which would be better for the bachelorette party—the penis-shaped straws that made you look like you were sucking a cock or the candy necklaces made of penis and ball Sweet-tart candies. Or maybe she ought to get both and the penis balloons too? They blew up huge and were such a scream!

      “It’s okay, little girl.” Vorn’s voice had dropped to a low growl. “Just get what you want—get what you need. And you don’t need to give a flying fuck what anybody thinks about it.”

      “Well…” Jodi bit her lip, thinking that it almost seemed as though he had read her mind. “If you’re sure?”

      “I’m fucking sure, all right,” Vorn told her. “Come on—let’s get you a variety. But first, is this one good?” He nodded at the Big Daddy. “Will it be thick enough to fill you up right?”

      Jodi found herself blushing but she answered as though they were having a normal conversation, “I think so. It looks about the right, uh, size.”

      “Good.” He nodded and put it in the shopping basket he had picked up from somewhere. “Just want to be sure your little pussy is happy, baby. Now, what about one that vibrates?”

      He picked out a rabbit vibrator with “tickler” ears and showed it to her.

      Jodi bit her lip. God, was she crazy going sex toy shopping with the big Kindred? But somehow now that the air had cleared between them, it almost felt natural to talk to him like this. In fact, it felt like a relief.

      She could never talk to James about her little fantasies or show him her toys and he would certainly never offer to buy her new ones. James was a strictly missionary-position-in-the-dark kind of guy and he showed little to no interest in anything else.

      It was refreshing, Jodi thought, to be with a man who not only wasn’t threatened by her desire for toys but who also wanted to know which ones would help get her off the hardest and fastest. Even if Vorn was only doing this in order to help her stop making the “in heat” scent she was apparently putting out, Jodi liked the big Kindred’s practical and completely un-embarrassed approach to what they were buying.

      “What do you think?” he asked again, still holding out the rabbit vibe. “You like that? Like to have your sweet little clit tickled while you get your pussy filled?”

      Jodi felt her cheeks getting hot but since they were talking so honestly, she wasn’t going to lie.

      “That’s nice,” she said, nodding to the rabbit. “But for me it isn’t so much the stimulation as the fantasy that goes along with it.”

      “The fantasy, huh?” Vorn arched one black eyebrow. “What fantasy would that be, baby?”

      “Well…”

      Jodi bit her lip. Should she tell him? But she’d already come this far…

      “I don’t just use the toys for how…how they make me feel,” she admitted. “I like the way they look too. I like the way I look when I’m all dressed up in a naughty little outfit and I’m using a toy on myself. So the visual aspect is almost as important as the sensory one,” she finished, trying for a normal tone of voice—as though it was perfectly usual to be discussing things with the big Kindred she’d never admitted to anyone.

      Vorn sucked in a breath, his golden eyes narrowing.

      “So what do you do—get all dressed up and then parade around that bedroom you put me in and watch yourself getting off?”

      “Something like that,” Jodi admitted. Her cheeks were flaming but she kept her head high, refusing to feel ashamed. “Sometimes I walk around the whole apartment. I like…” She cleared her throat. “Like to pretend I’m putting on a show, you know?”

      “That’s a show I’d fucking like to see,” Vorn growled, his golden eyes still hooded.

      “Maybe you will,” Jodi said lightly. “But remember—you can look but don’t touch.”

      “Got it.” He nodded and seemed to bring himself back from some inner fantasy. “So this little guy—in or out?” he asked, holding up the rabbit vibe.

      “Actually, I like him.” Jodi nodded at the purple jelly rabbit ears. “And those look like they would feel extremely nice. So I’ll take it.”

      “You got it.” Vorn put it in the basket. “Now what else…”

      They perused the isle, finding a few more dildos Jodi liked and then came to a section of vibrators that were only for clitoral stimulation. Jodi picked one up and examined it, looking at the back of the package.

      It was a round disk, about two inches thick and six inches across—about the size and shape of a roll of duct tape. Sticking out of it at intervals were pink latex tongues. Apparently once you turned it on the tongues turned in a circle, lapping at whatever was placed against them.

      Luscious Licking Action! proclaimed the packaging. Your pussy has never felt so pleasured!

      “You want that, baby?” Vorn said in her ear.

      Jodi frowned. “I’m not sure. I, uh, doubt it would feel like the real thing.”

      “Do you know what the real thing feels like, though?” he asked. “I thought that idiot James wouldn’t go down?”

      “Yes, but he’s not the only guy I’ve ever been with,” Jodi pointed out. “I had a few boyfriends as an undergrad who were, uh, somewhat willing to try it.”

      “Willing to try?” Vorn sounded like he couldn’t believe it. “You make it sound like some kind of fucking chore!”

      “Well…that’s how some guys treat it,” Jodi admitted. “Like it’s something they have to get through in order to get to the good part.”

      “Baby, licking pussy is the good part,” Vorn told her, his golden eyes blazing. “Getting on your knees between your female’s thighs and eating her until she’s shaking and crying and calling your name—it doesn’t get any better than that. What the fuck is wrong with human males?”

      Jodi sighed. “I don’t know. I just know that none of the ones I’ve ever been with have been very good—or very eager—to uh, go down.” She put the twirling tongue vibrator back on the shelf. “I guess that’s why I pretty much gave up on it.”

      Vorn shook his head.

      “That’s a damn shame, little girl. Every female deserves to have her pussy worshiped by a male who knows what the hell he’s doing and enjoys it.”

      “Well, who knows? Maybe James will suddenly develop an interest.” Jodi shrugged uncomfortably, knowing that wasn’t very likely. “Um…can we look at the other side of the store?” she asked, wanting to change the subject from her fiancé’s shortcomings. “They have outfits over there.”

      “Sure, baby—whatever your little heart—and pussy—desires,” Vorn said agreeably. “C’mon—let’s check it out.”

      They wound up picking several outfits like ones Jodi had been eyeing online but couldn’t afford. A naughty school girl set that came with a short plaid skirt, a thin white blouse that tied under the breasts, and thigh-high white stockings was one she really liked. But the leather mini skirt that zipped up the front and the back and a demi-cup black lace corset with naughty little see-through lace panels that could be pulled up or down to either cover or expose her nipples, was exciting too.

      Jodi wished there was a dressing room, but even though there wasn’t, she was able to pick out her sizes by sight. She liked that they had a plus-sized section, since her hips and ass and thighs most definitely fell into that category.

      Vorn bought her a variety of underwear too—a lot of crotchless panties and nipple-less bras that Jodi couldn’t wait to try on and parade around in. Anytime she worried about the price, he told her not to.

      “Get what you want—everything you want,” he told her. “Money is no object when it comes to making your little pussy happy.”

      Jodi took him at his word but when they brought everything to the register and the bored-looking female clerk rang it up, the final price horrified her.

      “Three thousand dollars?” she exclaimed. “That’s a car down-payment!”

      “No, baby—it’s a pussy investment,” Vorn said with such a straight face that she couldn’t help laughing. “Don’t worry about it,” he assured her. “I told you anything you want and I meant it.”

      “You two seem to be smart customers,” the clerk remarked, as she bagged up the last of their stuff. She looked at Vorn. “Are you one of them Kindred?”

      “I am one of them Kindred,” Vorn said, grinning genially and making Jodi laugh again. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well because—we just got a new shipment of dildos they call The Kindred Line. S’posed to be the same size and shape as real Kindred equipment, if you know what I mean.” The clerk peered over her glasses at Jodi. “Though maybe you wouldn’t be interested, seeing as how you got the real thing right here.” She nodded at Vorn.

      “Oh, well…” Jodi started to demure.

      “Let’s see them,” Vorn said. “Bring a Beast Kindred one,” he told the clerk. “I want to see how accurate this ‘Kindred Line’ is.”

      “You got it.” The clerk bustled off to the back room for a moment and then came back with an extra-large box in her hand. “Here you go—you can open it if you want to,” she said, handing the box to Jodi.

      Curiosity getting the better of her, Jodi did exactly that. What she saw made her eyes pop.

      The dildo was extremely realistic with ridges and veins running down its considerable length and a broad, plum-shaped head only a little smaller than her fist. It was longer and thicker than her python had been but the strangest feature had to be at the very bottom.

      “What’s this thing?” she asked, sliding her fingers around the thick ridge of flesh that ran in a ring around the base of the shaft, just above the balls.

      “The mating fist.” Vorn’s voice was a low growl. “Once it slips inside a female, she is tied to the Beast Kindred for hours until their bonding is complete.”

      “Hours?” Jodi looked up to see that his golden eyes were blazing. “But how…how does he even get it in, in the first place? I mean, is this thing accurate to size?”

      He nodded. “Looks about right.”

      “But then how—I mean, this is really big,” Jodi protested.

      “Beast Kindred have compounds in their precum and cum that help a female open up,” he explained. “That’s what makes bonding sex possible.”

      “Bonding sex. Meaning…they’re tied together for life, right?” Jodi asked, looking up at him.

      Vorn nodded again, his golden eyes blazing down into hers.

      “Exactly.”

      “Oh,” she whispered, looking back at him. Their eyes locked and suddenly her head was filled with images—images of the big Kindred between her thighs…thrusting his long, hard cock inside her…filling her up completely…making her his…

      “So do you want it or not?” the clerk asked and Jodi realized she’d forgotten all about the other woman during her intense conversation with Vorn.

      “We’ll take it,” he growled. “Add it to the bill.”

      “But—” Jodi started to protest. She’d seen the price tag—the Kindred-sized dildo was crazy expensive.

      “No buts,” Vorn told her. “Think of it as a memento, baby,” he told her. Leaning over, he murmured in her ear, “Something to remember me by when this is all over.”

      Just a few hours before the idea of her time with the big Kindred being over would have filled Jodi with relief. Now she somehow didn’t like to think of Vorn leaving. But she nodded, anyway.

      “All right,” she murmured. “Thank you, Vorn.”

      He flashed that white grin at her.

      “Anything for you and your pussy baby.” Then he looked at the clerk. “Ring it up.”
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      Liosh sat in the darkened living area, tapping disconsolately at Melinda’s laptop. He hadn’t wanted to disturb her after she ran to the bedroom and shut the door behind her, but it broke his heart to hear her muffled sobs through the thin wooden panel.

      What had happened to her to make her so certain they could never bond? What did she mean when she said she was “broken?”

      Liosh didn’t know but he wished he could find out. Right now, however, he didn’t want to intrude on Melinda’s private misery. So he was “checking his e-mail” as she had told him to do any time he wanted—not because he thought he might have anything interesting but just for something to do.

      There were a lot of emails that were what Melinda called “spam”—apparently junk content full of offers that were untrue or outright falsehoods. There was one, however, that intrigued him.

      Girls broken by a cruel Master! screamed the e-mail. See these fresh young hotties—barely eighteen—put in their place!

      It was the “broken” part that caught Liosh’s eye. It made him think of what Melinda had said—that she was broken somehow. Could this have anything to do with what she had told him?

      Though she had warned him not to click on any links, he decided to chance it just once. Anything that might give him more information about what the woman he loved was upset about was worth risking.

      The link opened a site called Bound and Broken. The screen was filled with small boxes, each of them with an arrow in the center, indicating they would play a vid when pressed. The pictures in the boxes were small and grainy and it was difficult to see exactly what was going on in them.

      Out of curiosity, Liosh tapped one of the boxes and it expanded to fill the whole laptop screen.

      The first thing he saw was a girl who looked to be Melinda’s age or a little younger. The girl had long brown hair and her arms had been yanked up behind her back and tied to a hook in the ceiling above her. It looked like a painful position to Liosh—it forced her to lean over at the waist so that she couldn’t see clearly because half of her hair hung into her eyes.

      Her very frightened eyes, Liosh saw, with a growing sense of unease. She was naked and her whole body shivered with fear, her brown eyes rolling as she tried to look around her.

      Then a male came into the camera’s view. He was big—much bigger than the girl—and there was a cruel smile playing around the corners of his mouth.

      “Hello, you little slut,” he snarled, looking down at her. “Looks like you’re all ready to be raped today.”

      Raped? Liosh recoiled from the screen. Surely this couldn’t be real, could it? Surely it was some kind of a joke? If it was, it certainly wasn’t a very funny one. In fact, it was awful but somehow he couldn’t look away.

      The girl on the vid certainly seemed to react in a realistic fashion. She moaned and clamped her thighs together tightly, shaking her head.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Please, I just…just want to go home.”

      “This is Bound and Broken, slut—you’re not going home until you’re broken,” the male said, leering at her. “And we have the legal right to break you—remember, you signed a consent form.”

      The girl shook her head wildly.

      “I thought this was just regular porn! Nobody said anything about tying me up and…and hurting me!”

      The male laughed harshly.

      “Guess you should have read the fine print, whore!” He slapped her hard across the face, causing the girl to whimper as tears came to her eyes. “Now spread your legs—you’re about to get broken.”
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      Melli turned over in bed, wondering what Liosh was watching on TV. She’d just about cried herself out by now and all that was left was a dull, heavy ache in her heart.

      She and Liosh could never be together, but she supposed she couldn’t stay in the bedroom the rest of the time he was here. At some point she would have to face the big Kindred.

      Maybe they could just watch some TV together and chill, she thought. It was better than hiding in her room, trying to wish her past away.

      With a sigh, she got off the bed and opened the door, meaning to ask Liosh what he was watching.

      But the words died on her lips.

      The Blood Kindred was sitting on the loveseat with her laptop on the coffee table in front of him. Playing on it was a scene that looked like it was straight out of Melli’s recurring nightmares.

      There was a girl with tears in her eyes, her arms tied behind her back to make her helpless. She was crying openly as the man on the screen slapped her and spat on her and called her awful names like “whore” and “slut.” Then he went around behind her and started shoving himself inside her with what were obviously hard, painful strokes.

      “Is this what you like, slut?” he demanded as the girl screamed and cried, the tears running down her face. “You want to be raped? You want to be my little cum-dump?”

      Oh my God, I can’t believe Liosh is watching this! Melinda felt herself shaking and shivering and suddenly she couldn’t get a deep enough breath to fill her lungs. I thought he was one of the good guys. How could he like this kind of thing?

      At that moment, the big Kindred bolted off the couch and pushed past her without even saying ‘excuse me.’ He ran into the bathroom and barely made it to the toilet before he started to heave.

      The sounds of him being sick seemed to do something to Melinda—unfreeze her somehow. Automatically, she walked to the bathroom, grabbing a towel along the way. She waited until Liosh had finished being sick and offered it to him.

      He took it and nodded at her gratefully. She noticed that his eyes were red. Had he been…crying? Or were his eyes watering just a consequence of him being violently ill like that?

      Melinda didn’t know and she felt too cold inside to care. She watched as he rinsed his mouth out at the sink and blotted his face on the towel she had given him.

      “Thank you,” he said and his deep voice was shaken. “What…what was that?” He nodded at the laptop screen, where the video had mercifully come to an end. “Why did he treat her that way? Was it real? Should we call the authorities and ask them to try and find her?”

      Melinda shook her head.

      “That was…just porn,” she said flatly. “I warned you, didn’t I, that you might run into it on the Internet?”

      “That was human pornography?” He looked at her disbelievingly. “You mean humans masturbate to that? But it’s sick! And wrong! He was hurting her.”

      “I know,” Melinda said. She still felt far away and cold—detached from her own body. Mechanically, she went to the loveseat and closed the laptop. Then she sat down, thinking nothing in particular. Most especially not thinking of the night after her Junior Prom with Jason Sykes…

      Liosh came and sat beside her.

      “Surely this kind of thing has to be outside the norm,” he said, his deep voice still sounding shaken. “Shouldn’t we notify someone to take it down?”

      Melinda gave a humorless laugh.

      “You’d have to take down half the Internet if you did that,” she told the big Kindred. “That video wasn’t that unusual, you know. It’s just another part of rape culture.”

      “Rape culture?” Liosh sounded more horrified than ever. He took Melli by the arms and stared down into her face. “I don’t understand this, Melinda. How could any male make a vid about…about raping a female and how could other males be aroused by it? What’s wrong with your people?”

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know why men want to do that. I don’t know why Jason Sykes did it to me.”

      “What?” Liosh’s pale blue eyes got even wider. “What are you talking about? Someone hurt you like that? Who was it?” His eyes narrowed in murderous rage. “I’ll fucking kill him.”

      The big Kindred’s anger seemed to break through to Melli in a way nothing else could have. She jerked away from him, her breath tearing in her chest.

      “It was a long time ago. I shouldn’t have said anything about it. I don’t know why I did!” she cried, wrapping her arms around herself. “I’m sorry, Liosh. Please…please forget I said anything. Please.”

      “Melinda, you’re shaking.” His voice was gentler now and his eyes had gone from murderous to concerned. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said automatically. But then the years of therapy she’d undergone came back and she whispered, “No. No, I…” She shook her head, trying to rid it of the awful images she’d seen. “I’ll be okay in a minute. That video just…just triggered me.”

      “Triggered you?” Liosh sounded confused.

      “It sent me back to a bad time…a dark place in my past,” Melli explained. “To the time I was…was raped,” she finished in a voice so low she could barely hear it herself.

      Liosh was silent for a long moment, as though trying to think what to say. At last he asked,

      “Is this what you meant when you said you were ‘broken’? Is this why you think you can’t bond with me? Do you believe I would hurt you like that?”

      “No—no of course not.” Melli shook her head. After seeing his violent reaction to the awful rape video, she could never think such a thing about the big Kindred. He had been triggered too, in a way—he had cried and puked when he saw it and now he was apparently disgusted with all human-kind.

      Not that Melli blamed him. She was pretty disgusted with it herself, sometimes.

      “Melinda…” Liosh reached for her hand tentatively. “Please…talk to me. Do you want to tell me what happened to you?” His eyes were filled with pain. “It will be…difficult to hear, but I will hear it if you need to tell it.”

      Melli looked down at their hands—his so much bigger, enclosing hers gently, keeping her safe.

      “I don’t really want to tell it,” she said at last. “But…but I think I need to. So you can understand why we can’t…can’t ever be together.”

      “Tell me,” he said gently.

      So Melli told.
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      “I was fat in high school,” she started. “I mean, plus-sized, or whatever you want to call it. More than I am now. And the other kids—Amanda Brannigan and her friends—used to tease me about it. At the same time, everything in my home seemed wrong. My dad was distant and my poor mom was trying to hold things together for me and Jodi, but it was clear she and my dad were having a bad time of it.” She sighed and shook her head. “I just wanted to be loved, you know? I just wanted to be cared for by someone who mattered.”

      Liosh squeezed her hand, not speaking but letting her know without words he was listening.

      “So, Amanda and her friends teased me so much I started starving myself. By the time my Junior year rolled around, I was actually a lot thinner.” She sighed. “Which seemed to attract the attention of some of the boys, you know.”

      Liosh squeezed her hand again.

      “So one of the boys was Jason Sykes.” For a moment the name seemed to stick in her throat but somehow Melli made herself go on. “He was…what you call the ‘big man on campus.’ The quarterback of the football team, you know? Everybody thought he walked on water. And then Amanda came to me and said that he wanted to take me—little nobody Melli—to the Junior Prom.”

      “I take it he was not all he seemed,” Liosh said, with a growl in his deep voice.

      “No.” Melli shook her head. “But I didn’t know that then. I thought he was amazing. He was so big and tall and handsome and popular and suddenly he was paying me all this attention. He walked me back and forth to classes, held my hand in the hallway, told all his friends I was his girlfriend…” She shook her head, remembering how completely her younger self had been taken in by Jason’s load of bullshit.

      “He got you to trust him,” Liosh said in a low voice.

      She nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. And…” She cleared her throat. “And he got me to agree to give him my virginity on the night of the Junior Prom. That was important to him—that he got my consent,” she added. “So I couldn’t say afterwards that he’d taken advantage of me. He swore he would make it so good for me—swore that my first time would be special—unforgettable.” She shook her head. “He was right—I can’t forget it, no matter how hard I try.”

      Liosh looked down for a moment at their clasped hands as though he was dreading what must be coming next.

      “I am guessing he was not…not gentle with you,” he said at last.

      “No,” Melli whispered. “No, he…he wasn’t.”

      She took a deep breath, trying to continue. She had never told anyone all the details of what had happened to her that night. Not even her therapist—not even Jodi, though she had told her sister more than anyone else—and now she wished she hadn’t.

      She had an idea that her own experience had somehow messed up her older sister too, in a way. It wasn’t long after the rape that Jodi had started dating that awful, stiff, buttoned-down James who seemed so completely wrong for her. It was like she was repressing a part of herself in response to what had happened to Melli, if that made any sense.

      Jason Sykes had ruined more than one life on the night of her Junior Prom, she thought distractedly. She wondered if he’d be proud, if he knew.

      “He took me to a hotel room after the dance,” she said, surprising herself by abruptly continuing her story. “He kept talking about how I would never forget what he was going to do to me. I was getting really nervous and wishing I could back out but he kept reminding me that I’d already told him yes. ‘You promised, babe,’—that’s what he said. ‘You promised and you can’t back down on a promise.’”

      “Of course, you can!” Liosh sounded angry. “A female has a right to change her mind at any time about giving herself to a male.”

      “I know that now,” Melli said calmly. “After years of therapy to process what happened. But back then I was so young—I didn’t know anything. Hadn’t been with anyone.” She shook her head. “I didn’t feel like I could say ‘no.’ So I let him take me to the hotel and that was where…” She had to swallow hard. “In the hotel room things got…rough.”

      “He hit you?” Liosh’s voice was flat, as though he was trying to state the facts without giving way to fury.

      “Among other things.” Melli looked down at their hands again. “He tied me up—tied my hands behind my back and when I started to cry, he gagged me. He laughed at me too—called me a ‘stupid little slut’. ‘You really thought I liked you, you stupid little slut?—that was what he said. He told me the only part of me worth a damn was what was between my legs.” She shook her head. “He acted like he’d earned the right to that…that part of me by treating me so nice around all the popular kids the past couple of weeks. Like being my ‘boyfriend’ earned him the right to do anything he wanted.”

      She spoke in a cool, unemotional voice now—just a robot telling a story that had happened to someone else. She knew she was disassociating from the facts, but that was all right—sometimes you needed to disassociate—sometimes you needed to take yourself away.

      “He ripped my dress open and forced my legs apart,” she said, thinking of the lovely lilac lace gown she’d been wearing that night. She’d been so proud of it when she left the house—she’d felt like a princess.

      When she’d come back home that night, she felt like a whore. Less than a whore.

      “I tried to get away,” she told Liosh. “I was scared—terrified. But he wouldn’t let me go until…until he got what he came for.” She ran a trembling hand through her hair. “It hurt so bad I screamed and screamed—but I was gagged, of course. So no one heard. No one came. Jason slapped me and spit on me and laughed at me when I cried. He told me he had the right to do anything he wanted to me—he told me I asked for it.” Her robot voice was wavering now, breaking down. But still she kept talking. “When he was done, the sheets were all bloody. Some of it was because it was my first time. But…but not all of it, I don’t think.” She shook her head as Liosh squeezed her hand convulsively.

      “Oh, Talli…” His voice was thick with pain.

      “He let me go to clean myself up,” Melli said. “And he kept reminding me over and over that I’d given him consent—that I had asked him to…to fuck me.” The word tasted ugly in her mouth. She looked away. “And I believed him. I didn’t think I had the right to say anything just because I’d said yes earlier. I know now how wrong that was, but back then I was so young and I just…just had no idea.”

      “Melinda…” Liosh shook his head, clearly not knowing what to say.

      “He wore a condom, so at least I didn’t have to worry about being pregnant,” Melli heard herself tell him. “Of course, as it turned out, I never had to worry about being pregnant again.”

      “What?” Liosh looked at her in undisguised horror. “Did he injure the inside of you that badly? Did he hurt your womb?”

      “No—nothing like that.” Melli shook her head. “But the next time I had my period I tried to put in a tampon and, well…” She shrugged her shoulders. “I couldn’t.”

      “I’m sorry—a what?” Liosh looked confused.

      She explained briefly about tampons.

      “They’re only the size of a finger—the ones I use, anyway. Well, used to use. But when I tried to put one in, it was like everything down there just clenched up.”

      She made a fist to show him what she was talking about.

      “That’s not surprising,” Liosh said gently. “The body remembers trauma.”

      “Well, mine can’t forget it, no matter what I do.” Melli sighed. “The rape was years ago and I’ve had so much therapy since then. I don’t hate myself anymore—I don’t even hate Jason. I had to let go of that in order to heal—though of course the healing process is different for everyone.”

      “I hate him,” Liosh growled. “How could he treat such a beautiful, innocent little female in such a shameful way? Such evil should be punished.”

      “I just never want to see him again,” Melli said. “Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do if I did.” She shivered.

      “But in the meantime, he left you with lasting trauma,” Liosh said, it wasn’t a question.

      Melli nodded.

      “He did. I can’t…can’t open up down there. Not for anything. It’s a condition called ‘vaginismus’—‘an involuntary contraction of muscles around the opening of the vagina in women with no abnormalities in the genital organs. The tight muscle contraction makes sexual intercourse or any sexual activity that involves penetration painful or impossible,’” she quoted. “That’s literally what it says when you Google it.”

      “So you tighten up whenever you, uh, try to…”

      “Put anything at all in my vagina,” Melli finished for him. “And believe me, I’ve tried to fix it. Those things you found under my bed this morning? They’re called dilators. The idea is that you start with the smallest one and gradually work your way up to the biggest—which is supposed to be the size of a normal human-sized penis.” She looked at Liosh directly. “But I’ve heard all the rumors about the Kindred—about how all you guys are hung like horses.”

      “We are larger than human males in every way,” Liosh admitted, frowning. “So the dilators didn’t help?”

      Melli shook her head.

      “I couldn’t even get the smallest one inside me. It hurt too much so I stopped.” She looked at him appealingly. “So do you see now why we can never be together? You told me yourself that in order to bond with me, you’d have to be all…all the way inside me, making love to me while you bit me and injected your essence.” She shook her head. “That’s never going to be possible, Liosh. It’s just not.”

      To her surprise, the big Kindred didn’t immediately agree with her. Instead, he bowed his head and appeared to be deep in thought for a long moment. At last he looked up at her.

      “Melinda,” he asked. “Would you allow me to try and heal you?”
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      “Heal me? How?” she looked at him fearfully. But Liosh thought he also saw the tiniest spark of hope in her eyes. “Do the Kindred have medicine for this kind of thing?” she asked.

      “For the aftermath of sexual trauma, no,” Liosh said. “Though we do have something called bonding fruit which enables a female to open herself for a shaft much larger than she normally could take. The Twin Kindred use it for bonding—it would be impossible for them otherwise. But that isn’t what I’m proposing—not yet, anyway.”

      “What, then?” There was definite hope in Melinda’s big blue eyes now. “How would you—could you—heal me, Liosh?”

      Liosh took a deep breath, trying to think how to express his thoughts to her.

      “Remember how I told you that the essence my fangs make is able to heal the wounds of my mate?”

      “But I’m not your mate,” Melinda protested. Her face went pale. “And I don’t know how I feel about you biting me in such a sensitive place.”

      “I wouldn’t have to bite you to spread my essence,” Liosh told her. “I could do that just by licking and kissing you.”

      Her cheeks got rosy.

      “You want to lick and kiss my, uh…”

      “Your pussy. Yes.” Liosh nodded.

      “Well…” She seemed to be considering it. “But it’s not like what’s wrong with me is a cut or a scrape. My body healed from the trauma of the rape a long time ago. At least, outwardly. Jodi says she thinks my vaginismus is psychological.” She sighed. “She’s the one who suggested the dilators, you know? I think what happened to me is one reason she decided she wanted to be a sex therapist.”

      “I agree with your sister that a lot of your problem is probably due to mental and emotional trauma,” Liosh said. “But I think the body has muscle memory too. You said that when this happened to you, when this male…took you…” He couldn’t bring himself to say the word ‘rape’—it made him sick just to think it. “When he took you,” he went on, “It was your first sexual experience? Correct?”

      Melinda nodded.

      “I was a virgin up until then,” she whispered. “I went home that night feeling like a whore—because he told me I was. Because he told me I wanted it.” Angry tears filled her eyes. “Nobody wants to be treated like that! Nobody wants to be raped!”

      “Of course not, Talli.” Liosh felt like his heart was breaking open for her, like her hurt and pain were seeping into him and they were almost too much to bear—yet he wanted to help her bear them. “Melinda,” he whispered hoarsely. “Can I hold you?”

      At first she seemed uncertain but when he held open his arms, she flowed to him quickly. Liosh pulled her into his lap and cradled her against him, stroking her long blonde hair as she sobbed and feeling her anguish as though it was his own. In a way, it was his. For she was the female the Goddess had set aside for him—of this he was absolutely certain. Melinda might think of herself as broken or damaged but to him she was perfect and beautiful and the only female in the universe for him.

      Oh Goddess, he prayed silently as he held her close. Please help me to heal her—help me heal the female you sent me to love. And if I cannot, let us be together anyway. Let our love be strong even without a bonding to cement it. For I never, ever want to give Melinda up or let her go.

      For a moment, he thought he felt a healing warmth surround him and a strong, female voice seemed to whisper in his heart,

      “Be patient, Warrior, and your love shall be rewarded.”

      Then the warmth faded and the voice died away but Liosh was certain he was on the right track.

      “Melinda,” he murmured when she finished crying and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of the green and gold sweatshirt with the USF logo she was wearing.

      “Yes?” She looked up at him, her eyes red and uncertain.

      “I would still like to try and heal you,” Liosh told her firmly. “As I said before, I think the body has muscle memory. Maybe if the muscles that were traumatized were bathed with my essence, it might help them to relax.”

      “Do you really think so?” Melinda asked, and that spark of hope was back in her eyes.

      “It might not happen all at once,” Liosh cautioned her. “It might take many, many sessions of gentle licking and bathing your sweet pussy with my essence to help you begin to relax.”

      “Many sessions?” Melinda looked at him doubtfully. “And…you wouldn’t mind that? Because not many guys I know would be all right with going down on a girl time after time with no pay-off guaranteed.”

      “Talli, tasting you is the pay-off.” Liosh stroked her cheek gently as he looked down into her lovely blue eyes. “And I promise you now, even if it doesn’t work—even if I can never make love to you with anything but my tongue, we’ll still stay together.”

      “Liosh, don’t!” she exclaimed. “You can’t make promises like that—we barely know each other.”

      “I know you enough to understand that you’re the one female who’s perfect for me—the one the Goddess meant for me to find,” Liosh told her. “And I’ve known it from the first minute I saw you sitting in your mother’s yard under that big old tree with the Varians attacking you. I knew you were the one I’m meant to Claim. So will you let me try it? Please?”

      “Um, now?” Melinda looked at him uncertainly.

      Liosh shook his head.

      “No, you’ve been through enough tonight. Reliving your pain and telling it to me, which I know wasn’t easy. No, tonight I just want to hold you in my arms and keep you close to me.”

      A tremulous little smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

      “I…I’d like that too,” she admitted. “There’s something about you, Liosh—you have such a warm, kind, comforting presence. From the minute I saw you, I just wanted to crawl into your lap and stay there.”

      “That’s because you felt it too,” Liosh assured her. “The knowledge that we were right for each other—that the Goddess meant us to be together.”

      “I don’t know about the Goddess,” Melinda murmured. “But I certainly felt drawn to you from the first. Maybe it’s because you’re not a human guy—you’re a Kindred. And I know a Kindred would never do…what was done to me.”

      “No, never,” Liosh agreed fiercely. He still felt the Rage in his heart—the fire that burned bright and hot against the male who had wronged her so callously. Who had decided that her innocent body was something to plunder for his own greedy pleasure and her gentle spirit was something to be broken.

      If I ever find him, Liosh promised himself, I’ll make him pay for what he did to my Talli. I’ll visit the agony of the Seven Hells upon him and make him beg for death.

      But for now the embers of his vengeful Rage were banked, ready to blaze up in the future if they were needed. Right now, he just wanted to hold Melinda and let her know how perfect and beautiful she still was, despite what had happened to her. Tonight he just wanted to show her his love.

      “Come on, Talli,” he murmured in her ear. “Let’s go to bed and hold each other.”

      She looked up at him and he saw her heart in her big blue eyes.

      “All right,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”

      Liosh gave her a gentle squeeze and kissed her forehead. Then he rose with her still in his arms and carried her into the bedroom to hold her close all night.
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      The ride home from The Todd was stiff with sexual tension. But at least it wasn’t angry sexual tension, anymore, Jodi thought to herself. She and Vorn understood each other now—understood that they had unconsciously been driving each other crazy and that the feeling between them wasn’t either one of their faults.

      Feeling…right, sneered a sarcastic little voice in the back of her head. Don’t you mean desire? Or maybe lust would be a better word. And don’t forget, you’re engaged.

      Jodi could hardly forget it. The diamond on her left hand wouldn’t let her. And yet, the animal magnetism of the big Kindred sitting in the car beside her was undeniable…inescapable. Just smelling Vorn’s Mating Scent in the enclosed area was making her nipples hard and her pussy wet.

      From the way Vorn’s nostrils were flaring and the hot looks he was throwing her way, he was feeling the effects of their mutual cycle of arousal as much as she was.

      “You know, baby,” he growled, when they were about halfway back to her apartment. “I don’t wanna be pushy, but I think it might be a good idea if you used those toys on yourself the minute we get in the door tonight. Your scent is so sweet and hot it’s kind of making me crazy right now.”

      “Don’t forget, your scent does the same thing to me,” Jodi pointed out, a bit breathlessly. “And I fully intend to break in some of the toys we got. Only…” She hesitated for a moment.

      “Only what?” Vorn growled, shooting her a glance.

      “Only, I just thought that maybe…maybe I would put on a little fashion show first,” Jodi heard herself saying.

      God was she really saying this? And did she really want to go through with it?

      The tingling in her pussy was answer enough. Jodi loved to dress up and pretend she had an audience watching her. If she actually did have someone looking while she paraded around in her sexy new clothes…God! Just the thought alone was almost enough to make her come!

      “A fashion show, huh?” Vorn’s deep voice was definitely interested. “What kind of fashion show do you mean?”

      “The kind where I put on some of the naughty little outfits you just bought me and you get to see how they fit,” she said lightly. “Of course, it would be a strictly look-but-don’t-touch event,” she added quickly. Because after all, if the big Kindred didn’t touch her, it couldn’t be considered cheating—could it?

      Jodi was pretty sure it couldn’t.

      “Of course.” Vorn agreed. His golden eyes had gone half-lidded and his Mating Scent had intensified until it was all Jodi could do not to crawl across the seat and straddle him while he drove the damn car. “I’d be pleased to watch your fashion show, little girl,” he told her. “You think it’ll help you get off? Having somebody watch you be sexy?”

      Blushing, Jodi nodded.

      “It always helps me to imagine I have an audience,” she admitted. “I guess I’m just an exhibitionist at heart.”

      He shook his head.

      “So damn much like the Krining. I knew there was a reason I was drawn to you.”

      “What’s the Krining?” Jodi asked, frowning. “Is it some kind of Kindred thing?”

      “It is but it’s only in my home tribe back on Rageron,” Vorn said. “It’s a kind of ritual a male and his chosen bride go through before they can be formally Joined.”

      “Oh?” Jodi was immediately intrigued. “And is this a, uh, sexual ritual?”

      “You got it in one.” Vorn nodded. “It’s kind of a public Claiming—a way for the male to let every other male in the tribe know that the female he has chosen—and who has chosen him—is off-limits.”

      “Oh?” Jodi asked again, shifting in her seat. “And…what exactly does he do?”

      “First the whole tribe gathers—well, all the unmated males and females, anyway,” Vorn told her. “This show is strictly for them, so they’re the only ones who have to see it. So anyway, they all gather in the center of the Claiming Grove—which is a special spot in the center of a group of trees designated for that purpose. They all form a ring around the pair and then the Krining begins.”

      “What exactly do they do?” Jodi asked, shifting towards him.

      “Well…” Vorn frowned. “I don’t want you to be shocked. Some people say it’s a savage custom—that it makes public what ought to be private. But my tribe carries on the tradition anyway.”

      “Tell me!” Jodi reached out to put a hand on his arm and the tingle between them was almost electrical when they touched.

      Vorn looked down at her small hand and then up into her eyes. The heat in his golden gaze was unmistakable.

      Jodi quickly withdrew her hand.

      “Tell me,” she said again, trying to ignore the way her pussy felt so much wetter than before she’d touched him. “Tell me about the Krining.”

      “Okay, well…” Vorn cleared his throat. “First the male takes a vine and binds it around his chosen bride’s wrists. He ties the vine to a tree branch above. And then he ties her ankles wide apart as well—so she’s open and helpless in front of everyone.”

      Jodi felt her breath catch in her throat. To be helpless in front of so many people—to be in the hands of your Master and know he could do to you what he wanted…

      The mental image turned her on so much she could barely breathe. But there was something that bothered her.

      “But this is consensual, right?” she asked. “I mean, it’s not something the male forces the female to do?”

      “Hell no, sweetheart—don’t you know by now that Kindred aren’t willing to do anything a female doesn’t want?” Vorn asked. “No, believe me—the females are as into it as the males. More even.” He shot her a glance. “You give off that vibe, you know—the feeling of a female waiting for her Krining. Maybe that’s what made my Mating Scent come out for you—because you remind me of home.”

      “Well, what happens next?” Jodi asked, trying not to sound too breathless. “Once he has her all tied up, what does the male do?”

      “Well first, he cuts or rips her clothes off—usually with his teeth,” Vorn told her. “He has to make her bare before the whole tribe, you see, in order to mark her as his own. So he makes a big show of stripping her while the female stands there, tied up and helpless. He bares her breasts and her pussy in order to Claim her.”

      Jodi felt her breath catch in her throat as her own pussy clenched with need. Oh, God…

      “That…that sounds interesting,” she finally managed to say. “What…what does he do next?”

      “Touches her,” Vorn growled softy. “Runs his hands all over her body. You have no idea how erotic it can be to watch—the way he circles her in the firelight, cupping her breasts…tugging her hard little nipples…running his hands up and down her sides and finally, down to claim her pussy…”

      “Oh,” Jodi whispered, squeezing her thighs together.

      “He tastes her too,” Vorn said, his golden eyes gleaming in the dark car beside her. “The whole tribe watches as he sucks her nipples. And then, when her pussy is good and hot, he goes down on his knees before her and buries his face between her thighs.”

      “And…and the whole time she’s tied up and can’t…can’t do anything to stop him?” Jodi asked, shifting in her seat again. Oh God, she was getting so hot!

      Vorn nodded. “Not a damn thing. She just has to stand there and let him taste her—has to let him spread her sweet pussy with his tongue and lap all her honey while everyone watches.”

      “Mmmm…” Jodi squirmed in her seat, unable to sit still. She was certain her panties were soaked by now but she couldn’t seem to help it—she was getting so damn hot. “And then…then what happens?” she finally managed to ask, nearly panting as she did.

      Vorn gave her a direct look.

      “They he fucks her, baby,” he growled. “Then he fills her soft little pussy with his cock and fucks her until she comes all over his shaft for the whole tribe to see.”

      It was all Jodi could do to keep from reaching between her thighs to pet her hot little sex right then and there. She clenched her hands into fists and pressed her thighs together as her pussy throbbed, begging for a release. God, she was going crazy! She’d never needed to come so bad in her life!

      They pulled up to the apartment just then and not a moment too soon. Jodi was about to jump out of the car. She already had her fingers on the handle when Vorn reached across and put his hand on hers, stopping her from opening the door. Again she was flooded with that electrical tingle that contact between them seemed to cause.

      “What?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Wait just a minute, baby,” he rumbled. “I want to ask you something before we go inside.”

      “Yes?” Jodi looked at him, trying not to notice how close he was or think about how damn badly she wanted to kiss him again.

      “The story I just told you about my tribe’s custom—that turned you on.” It wasn’t a question.

      “You…you know it did,” Jodi admitted, feeling her cheeks get hot.

      “I know,” he acknowledged. “But what I want to know is why. What did you like about it? The idea of the female being tied up—being restrained?”

      “That was part of it,” Jodi admitted. “I…that kind of thing is…I guess you could say that it’s my ‘kink’. I like the idea of restraints—though I tried not to, for a while.”

      He frowned. “Why would you try not to like what you like?”

      Jodi sighed. “Because something really bad happened to someone I love and that kind of thing was involved. But it wasn’t consensual, what happened to her. Still, it kind of…messed with my head.” She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “I tried to put this whole part of myself away after that. The part that likes to dress up and plays with toys…the part that likes to be restrained and maybe…maybe even spanked.” She shot him a quick glance to see what he thought of that but Vorn only nodded so she went on. “I tried to shove that part of me down. But lately…” She shrugged. “Lately it’s been kind of…breaking free.”

      “You can’t deny your true desires forever,” Vorn remarked. “I told you I felt those Krining vibes coming off you. And when I felt them was the other night when I held you in my lap to talk you down after I broke your toy.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Were you hot then?”

      Jodi bit her lip.

      “I’m sure you know I was. You could probably smell how hot that made me. When you held me down and talked dirty in my ear like that…”

      “Talked dirty?” Vorn frowned. “I was just asking you what you wanted—what you needed.”

      “But the way you put it!” Jodi protested. “You asked me if I needed to have my pussy filled in order to come! You told me it was all right if I needed to have my nipples sucked and my clit licked to get off. If that’s not dirty talk, I don’t know what is.”

      “No, it would be dirty talk if I told you I wanted to fill your pussy and suck your nipples and lick your clit,” Vorn objected. “If I said…” His voice dropped to a low growl. “Jodi, when we get in the house, I’m going to strip off your clothes and suck those tight little nipples I can see under your blouse until you moan and beg me to do the same thing to your pussy…’ Now that would be dirty talk.”

      Jodi bit her lip. God, when he looked at her like that and said those things…

      “Well, you’ve already said something like that about, uh, licking me several times,” she pointed out breathlessly.

      He shrugged.

      “Yeah, I’m not going to lie, little girl. I’d love to get my face between your thighs and spread your hot little cunt with my tongue.” His golden eyes blazed. “I’d love to feel you pulling my hair and hear you calling my name while you came all over my face. I mean, we’re not going to do that because you’re spoken for, but I won’t say I don’t want to—because I fucking well do.”

      Jodi’s breath caught in her throat again. She’d never been with a man—any man—who seemed to crave the taste of her pussy the way the big Kindred did.

      Well, it’s a craving that will have to go unmet, she told herself. Because we can’t do this.

      “We can’t do this,” she said out loud. “I mean…I can’t let you, you know, taste me.”

      “I know you can’t,” Vorn growled. “But just tell me this—would you like to? Do you wish you could spread your legs for me and let me lap and suck and kiss your sweet little pussy until you came on my tongue?”

      “God, yes,” Jodi admitted in a rush, unable to hold herself back. “I know I shouldn’t, but yes—I wish we could do that, Vorn. That I could let you do that to me.”

      He nodded. “That’s all I wanted to know, sweetheart.” His nostrils flared and he inhaled deeply. “Goddess-damn your pussy is hot! C’mon—we need to get out of this car before your wish becomes a reality.”

      “All right.” Shakily, Jodi opened the car door and climbed out on legs that trembled with need. She had never been so aroused that it made her feel weak in the knees before—but then again, she’d never had any man talk dirty to her half as well as the big Kindred did. How was it that just talking with Vorn made her hotter than making love with James?

      Stop it, she warned herself. Stop it—you can’t compare the two of them. That’s not right and you know it.

      It probably wasn’t right to go into the house and put on a fashion show for Vorn either, she thought. But that was exactly what she was going to do and consequences be damned.

      Tonight she was going to get off as she had never gotten off before and she couldn’t wait to do it.
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      Vorn went to change into his sleep trousers and Jodi went to change into her first outfit the minute they got in the door. He couldn’t deny that he’d decided to change so he could have easier access to his shaft. If he was going to watch the curvy little Earth girl parade around in some of the sexy clothes he’d gotten for her, he was damn well going to have to jerk-off.

      There was just no other way to keep himself from taking her—especially knowing that she wanted him as badly as he wanted her. So he fully intended to be rubbing his cock while he watched her little show—it was the only way to get through it.

      He sat on the loveseat, one hand cupped loosely over the bulge in his sleep trousers and looked at the array of sex toys laid out on the coffee table in front of him. The good thing about The Todd was that they checked every toy they sold and put fresh batteries in the ones that needed them. So the various vibrating dildos—including the little purple bunny with his long jelly ears—were all ready to go.

      He wondered which one Jodi would use first.

      After a minute that seemed like an eternity, the bedroom door opened just a crack and Jodi put her head out.

      “Are you ready for this?” she asked, giving him a playful grin.

      Vorn arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Are you, little girl? Are you ready to bare yourself in front of me? To show me how sexy you can be?”

      The challenge made her lift her chin.

      “Wait and see,” she said. And then she came out.

      Vorn sucked in a breath at the sight of her. She was wearing a strappy teddy-type thing with a black lace bra that barely covered her nipples and a tiny little triangle of black lace over her pussy. The black straps accented her full curves, especially her thick thighs and full bottom, which he loved so much. High black heels that made her legs go on for miles finished the look.

      “Well?” Jodi came strutting over to him, one hand on her full hip. Her long dark hair was loose around her face and her green eyes were hot. The scent of her pussy was stronger than ever as she paraded in front of him, strutting on the high heels with her breasts thrust out to show off her gorgeous, curvy body.

      “Gods-damn, baby!” Vorn breathed, feeling his shaft harden almost painfully in the loose black sleep trousers. “You look like a fucking sex goddess!”

      “Well, thank you.” Jodi gave him a naughty, satisfied smile—the look of a woman who feels truly beautiful and truly powerful. As far as Vorn was concerned, there was nothing sexier. Clearly she loved putting on a show.

      Which was fine with him because he sure as hell liked watching it.

      “I got all your toys ready for you,” he remarked. Leaning over, he took the smallest vibrator they had gotten—one about as long as his middle finger but with powerful vibes—and handed it to her. “Why don’t you use that on yourself and let me watch, baby?” he growled.

      Jodi’s eyes widened but clearly she was up to the challenge. Taking the vibe from him, she turned it up on high and began rubbing it across the tight little buds of her nipples, clearly visible through the thin black lace.

      “Mmmm…” She moaned, shifting her hips.

      “Feels good, baby girl?” Vorn growled. When she nodded he said, “Why don’t you pull down your top and see how it feels on your bare nipples, then?”

      Jodi didn’t hesitate. Pulling down the lace cups of the bra, she rubbed the humming toy over the tight pink peaks of her nipples, causing Vorn to shift restlessly as he watched. Damn, he wished he was sucking those ripe little berries himself instead of just watching her tease them with the toy!

      “God, that feels good,” Jodi moaned.

      “Bet it would feel even better lower down,” Vorn growled. “Why don’t you rub that little toy against your panties, baby?”

      “Oh, is that an order?” Jodi licked her full lips, waiting for him to reply.

      Though she was clearly not the kind of girl who would willingly take orders outside the bedchamber, Vorn had an idea that she might like taking them just fine inside it.

      “Yeah, baby,” he growled. “That’s an order. Rub that toy all over your hot little panties and let me see how nice it feels.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Jodi ducked her head submissively and then pressed the small vibe to the thin lace panties, right between her pussy lips. She moaned and her hips twisted as the little toy did its work.

      Vorn rubbed his crotch—damn she was making him so hard with her little display. But he wanted to push her farther.

      “All right, little girl,” he growled. “Now let’s see you put that sweet little toy inside your panties and rub it against your hot pussy. And that’s an order.”

      “You mean like this, Sir?”

      Innocently, Jodi tugged the front of the panties down so that her wet slit was revealed. She was shaved, Vorn saw, with only a tiny little patch of brown curls at the very top of her mound. Her little pussy lips were all swollen and hot, opening to reveal her inner folds and the pink pearl of her clit.

      Moaning a little, Jodi lowered the rounded end of the vibrator and rubbed it in a circle all around her throbbing little button, her hips jerking with pleasure as she did as he had ordered.

      “Goddess damn,” Vorn breathed as the scent of her pussy suddenly intensified. “How does that feel, little girl?”

      “Oh God, it feels so good,” Jodi moaned as she pleasured herself. “Feels incredible, Vorn!”

      “Almost as good as it feels to show off your gorgeous body to me, right baby?” Vorn asked her. “You like it when I watch you get yourself off? You like putting on a show?”

      Mutely, she nodded. But then, just as Vorn was sure she was going to come, she pulled the toy away from her wet pussy.

      “Jodi?” he asked, making her name a question. “Thought you were about to come, baby.”

      “Not yet.” Her eyes flashed. “I want to try on at least one more outfit before I, uh, get off.”

      Vorn had no objections.

      “Go on then, baby—let’s see it,” he told her. “Go change into something even sexier to show off your perfect curvy body.”

      “Yes, Sir.” She gave him another naughty smile as she pulled back up the panties and then sashayed back to the bedroom, her full hips swaying.

      Vorn groaned as he watched her go. Deep down, he knew they probably shouldn’t be teasing each other this way. Jodi was off limits but if she kept showing him her ripe nipples and hot little pussy he was going to snap and do something he shouldn’t. Like spreading her thighs and licking her honey until she came for him.

      He rubbed his shaft some more, wondering if he ought to go ahead and get himself off at least once to ease the tension. But before he could decide to, Jodi came back wearing something even hotter than the strappy black teddy.

      It was what she’d called “a naughty schoolgirl outfit” when they looked at it together at The Todd. The top of it was a wispy, almost see-through white shirt that tied just under her full breasts and the bottom was a tiny plaid skirt that started low on her hips and didn’t even reach her upper thighs. Clearly it was designed to show off the tiny white panties which barely covered her pussy lips and her rounded ass when she bent over. The outfit was completed by white, thigh-high hose and she was wearing the same black heels she’d had on before.

      “What the Seven Hells is this for?” Vorn had asked, when she showed him the package the costume came in. “What’s a naughty schoolgirl, anyway?”

      Jodi had explained that it was a common human fantasy, where the female dressed up as though she was still in school and the male played the instructor or teacher and punished her for supposed wrong doings.

      “And how does he punish her?” Vorn had asked, interested in the strange but intriguing Earth fantasy.

      “Well…” Jodi’s green eyes had gone smoky with lust. “Sometimes he frisks her—you know, touches her all over to be sure that she’s not hiding a copy of the test she’s not supposed to have. And then sometimes he pulls her over his knee and spanks her, because she’s been so bad.”

      From the way her breathing had gotten short and the hot smell of her desire, Vorn had been able to tell this was a powerful fantasy for Jodi. So when she came out in the naughty schoolgirl outfit, he knew exactly what to do.

      “Miss Erickson,” he growled, standing up from the loveseat and glaring at her. “Get over here right now.”

      Jodi’s eyes widened but she was quick to catch on. Biting her lip and assuming the expression of someone who has been caught doing wrong, she came reluctantly over to him, her hands clasped behind her back, which pressed her full breasts out in front of her.

      “Yes, Sir?” she asked, looking up at him hesitantly. “You, uh, wanted to see me?”

      “I certainly did,” Vorn told her. “Some of the other students told me that you have a copy of tomorrow’s test—which you know is not allowed.”

      “But I don’t!” Jodi protested. “I swear I don’t.”

      Vorn shook his head.

      “I’m afraid I can’t take your word on such a serious matter,” he told her. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to search you, Miss Erickson. It’s the only way to be sure you don’t have the test on you. Now, get up against the wall!”

      He took her by the arm and led her roughly over to the nearest wall. Jodi moaned as he got her into a spread-eagle position with her hands braced against the wall and her legs far apart.

      “All right, Mr. Vorn,” she said breathlessly, turning her face to look at him. “But…but remember that school policy is you can’t search me under my clothes—you can only feel on top of them.”

      Vorn growled impatiently but he knew what she was doing—she was reminding him that there were limits to this kinky little game they were playing together—lines he couldn’t cross because she belonged to another male.

      In that moment, all he wanted to do was take out his cock, press her little white panties to one side, enter her and Claim her. But he knew he couldn’t do it.

      Instead, he leaned forward and took a double handful of her full breasts, loving the way he could feel her hard nipples through the thin, white material of her blouse.

      “That’s all right, Miss Erickson,” he growled in her ear, knowing it would make her hot to feel helpless under him as he touched her and talked dirty to her. “I can search you without touching your bare nipples…” He tugged at her pink points through the white top, feeling her writhe under him. “Or your hot little pussy,” he went on, sliding one hand down to cup her tiny white lace panties. “Although I might have to search you very thoroughly through your clothes,” he told her as he rolled her left nipple with one hand and rubbed her panties with the other.

      “Yes, Sir,” she moaned, pressing back against him so that her curvy ass rubbed against the aching ridge of his shaft. “I…I understand.”

      “Good, then you’ll understand why I have to do this.”

      Shifting his grip, Vorn pressed his middle finger against the thin lace of her panties, pressing the slippery fabric up into her swollen folds and rubbing the hot little button of her clit mercilessly.

      “Gods, your pussy is so wet, baby,” he growled in her ear as he stroked her. “Wish I could put my fingers deep in your hot little slit and fill up your pussy and fuck you with them.”

      As he had known it would, the dirty talk ramped her desire up another notch.

      “Oh!” Jodi gasped bucking her hips against him. “Oh, God, Vorn! I’m so…so close!”

      “Don’t you mean, Mr. Vorn?” he growled in her ear, still rubbing. He could make her come like this, he knew—she was right on the edge. But he wanted to try something else first—something Jodi had mentioned several times that he thought she might really want. “You know, that’s very disrespectful, calling me by my first name,” he told her, pulling his probing fingers out of her pussy. “I think it calls for a punishment.”

      “A…a punishment?” Jodi’s eyes—almost drugged with lust—looked into his uncertainly.

      “A spanking,” Vorn clarified. He pulled her away from the wall and marched her back to the loveseat. Then he sat down and pointed to his lap. “Come on, little girl—let’s go,” he growled. “Get over my knee and take your punishment.”

      Jodi couldn’t get over his knee fast enough. As she settled face down in his lap with her ass high in the air and her ripe tits swaying, Vorn had the idea that this was a scenario she’d been waiting for years to play out. Well, too bad for James that he was too much of an idiot to play with his hot little female—Vorn was taking over and he wasn’t going to stop this time until she came.

      “Let’s see now,” he murmured, flipping up the little skirt to bare her round ass completely. “I think you’ve been very naughty so ten spanks to start with.”

      Jodi squirmed in his lap and nibbled her lower lip. “Yes, Sir,” she moaned.

      “Very good.” Vorn nodded. “And I want you to count. Starting now.”

      He gave her a swift, stinging slap to her rounded buttocks, which made Jodi gasp and writhe against the stiff rod of his shaft, which was pressing against her belly in this position.

      “Oh!” she gasped. “One, Sir.”

      “Good girl,” Vorn growled and gave her another. From the way she was twisting and jerking her hips and panting as she counted, this little fantasy was really doing it for her, he thought. And damn if it wasn’t doing it for him, too. He had never tried erotic punishment before—well, other than watching his friends go through their Krinings back home on Rageron, but he sure as hell wasn’t opposed to it—especially when it had this effect on the woman he desired.

      By the time they got to “ten” Jodi’s rounded ass was the color of a sunset and the scent of her pussy was so hot he couldn’t ignore it anymore.

      “Please, Sir—please!” She was nearly crying as she wiggled in his lap.

      “Please what, baby?” Vorn growled roughly. “Please get you off?”

      “Yes, Sir!” she moaned. “Please, I really, really need to come!”

      “Of course you do, sweetheart,” Vorn told her. “And don’t worry—I’m gonna take you there.”

      He wanted to do it with his fingers. Wanted to rip down the little thong panties she wore and press inside her pussy to feel her hot, wet walls clenching all around him as he finger-fucked her to a screaming orgasm. But since touching was against the rules…

      Leaning over, he selected the purple rabbit vibrator from the collection on the coffee table. Then he sat back and spoke to Jodi in a low, measured tone.

      “All right, little girl—now it’s time for some special punishment.”

      She twisted her head to look at him, her green eyes hazy with lust.

      “What…what kind of punishment, Sir?” she panted.

      “The kind that gets your sweet little pussy stuffed with cock,” Vorn growled and held up the rabbit vibe to show her. “So I’m going to need to take your panties off now, baby. Take them off and spread your thighs so I can fit this into your tight little slit.”

      Moaning, Jodi raised her hips to allow him to slide the soaked little panties down her hips and legs. Vorn raised them to his nose and took a moment to inhale, enjoying her sweet scent one more time. Then he spread her thighs and found the tight, wet entrance to her pussy with the head of the rabbit toy.

      Jodi moaned and writhed in his lap as he slowly inserted it into her. It wasn’t as thick as the one he’d broken, but it was thick enough to stretch her little hole and make her buck back against him as he slid it home.

      “Now just relax, sweetheart, and take your punishment,” Vorn growled. “Take it deep in your pussy while I make you come.”

      And then he flipped the vibe on.
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        * * *

      

      Jodi began coming the minute the little purple jelly ears of the rabbit vibe started caressing her clit. The orgasm rushed through her in a wave, making her pussy clench hard around the toy’s purple shaft. And as she came, she couldn’t stop herself from moaning the big Kindred’s name aloud.

      “Vorn! Oh, God, Vorn!”

      She couldn’t remember ever being this hot before—this insanely turned on. Maybe it was because she’d always played solo in the past and never had a partner. She had tried to interest James in these kinds of sexy little games, but he always scoffed and called her “immature” for wanting something so silly. Which left Jodi to play on her own.

      Vorn, however, had jumped whole-heartedly into her fantasy, acting the part of the strict professor perfectly and making her so hot she could barely breathe. Even now he was still talking dirty to her, still pushing her higher even as her orgasm took her.

      “That’s right, baby,” he was growling. “That’s right, come hard on that little toy. Gods, wish it was my cock inside you right now, filling you up. Wish I could feel you squeezing my shaft with your tight little cunt!”

      Jodi wished it too. In that moment, if he had pulled out the rabbit vibe and shoved his cock in her instead, she wouldn’t have done a thing to stop him. In fact, she would probably have spread her thighs wide to help him get as deeply into her pussy as possible.

      But Vorn was true to his promise—though he fucked her with the rabbit vibe and made her come several more times while he kept on talking dirty, he never touched her bare flesh—never crossed the boundary they had set for themselves.

      No matter how much Jodi secretly wished he would.
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        * * *

      

      Afterwards, Vorn jerked-off slowly while she watched. He had an idea she wished she could offer to help, but he knew that would violate the non-contact rule they had made for themselves.

      So she only watched with wide eyes, her nipples and pussy still on display in the naughty school girl outfit, as he came, his hot seed fountaining out of the top of his cock and running down over his fist as he watched her watching him.

      “God, I think you’re bigger than that Kindred- shaft toy you bought me,” she breathed as he groaned and gave in to pleasure. “How do you even fit that into a girl’s pussy? I mean, how would you fit it into mine? If…if we ever did that, which we’re not,” she added quickly.

      “Told you, little girl,” Vorn growled. “I have compounds in my precum and cum that would help you open up for me. Help me slide my whole cock—including the mating fist—deep inside your sweet pussy and bond you to me.”

      “Oh, right.” Her eyes had been wide and fascinated. “How come you’re not getting soft when you just came so much?” she asked.

      “Kindred males are multi-orgasmic,” Vorn explained. “The better to keep on fucking you and breeding you and bonding you, baby. By the time I finished with your soft little pussy, you’d be completely filled with my cream if we ever fucked.”

      “Oh…” Jodi had clenched her thighs, her eyes smoky with desire. “God, I like the sound of that.”

      “You like the idea of being under me with my cock buried to the hilt in your pussy, baby?” he growled. “You like the idea of me filling you with my cream?”

      “Yes,” Jodi admitted and then Vorn was coming again, his cock spurting more seed over his fist as she watched, fascinated and aroused…

      

      He didn’t know, later, how long they were at it. It was like they couldn’t get enough of playing together—like Jodi was starved for this kind of naughty, kinky little game and now that she was finally getting what she needed, she didn’t want to stop.

      Vorn didn’t mind—he didn’t want to stop either. He just wished they could go further—that he could touch her and taste her and bond her for real.

      But that, he reminded himself as he finally collapsed into bed, spent and exhausted, was impossible. They would just have to make do with what they could have and if this way of playing together was all that was possible, well, he was damn well going to make the most of it.
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      “It’s been a long day. Are you ready to relax?” Liosh asked as they cuddled on the loveseat.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Melinda seemed content just to rest in his lap, her head pillowed on his chest as they talked.

      They had gone to all her classes together—this time thankfully not running into Amanda Brannigan—and then to a nice, quiet restaurant for Last Meal. Liosh had chosen the place for its romantic ambiance and the good reviews on-line. He was learning to use the Internet while avoiding the horrific stuff he’d run into a few days before.

      For the past several days he and Melinda had been “taking it easy” as she put it—just cuddling and talking on the loveseat at the end of every day. They had been moving gradually towards being more physical with kissing and other displays of affection, but Liosh was deliberately taking things very slowly in that area. He wanted the memory of the vid that had triggered her to fade some before he tried anything more extreme than a few kisses and caresses. And he also wanted Melinda to feel ready to be healed when he finally tried to heal her.

      There was no rush, as far as Liosh was concerned. No race to the finish line. Of course he hoped to be able to heal her completely the first time he tried but he was prepared to try again and again and again if he didn’t.

      Melinda was worth waiting for.

      So they were just getting to know each other, chatting about everything and nothing as she lay curled against his chest every night. Melinda loved being held and cuddled—it seemed to feed a part of her soul that had been starved since she was a young adolescent. That was fine as far as Liosh was concerned—he never got tired of touching her and holding her. He sometimes thought that even if they could never make love, their relationship would be able to survive on the strength of their connection and their mutual love of cuddling and being close.

      Apparently, he and Melinda weren’t the only ones getting along, either. Only that morning Liosh had gotten a Think-me call from Vorn. He’d been sitting quietly with nothing to do while Melinda took a test in one of her classes when he had gotten the very strong feeling that someone wanted to talk to him. Knowing it must be Vorn, he had opened himself up to the call…

      

      “Hello, Brother—how goes it?” Vorn’s mental voice was as deep and growling as his physical one. Liosh was glad to hear from his friend.

      “Very well. And you?” he sent back silently. “Have you seen any sign of the Varians?”

      “None on my end,” Vorn sent back. “What about yours?”

      “Nothing,” Liosh told him. “Any word from Commander Sylvan?”

      “Jodi and I went to the HKR building yesterday,” Vorn told him. “He said they found the weakness in Earth’s security net and are working to patch it but it may take some time yet. In the meantime, nobody has seen any more of those scaly, lizard-looking bastards.”

      “Maybe they gave up on retrieving the T’lix-Kruthe,” Liosh suggested, naming the sacred artifact that the M-Switch Kindred, Chainor, had stolen back from the Varians.

      “Maybe.” But Vorn had sounded doubtful. “Anyway, we just have to be vigilant and protect our charges.”

      “And how is that going on your end?” Liosh had asked. “I know you and the Lady Josephine weren’t exactly getting along the last time I saw you.”

      “Oh, well…we’re getting along considerably better now. We came to an…understanding.”

      There was a surprising heat in Vorn’s mental voice and Liosh had gotten a quick flash of the Beast Kindred and the human female he was guarding in an extremely intimate position.

      Sitting in the back of the classroom while Melinda took her test, he had uttered an involuntary exclamation of surprise.

      “Goddess!”

      Heads turned and the professor—who had agreed to allow Liosh to “audit” the class—glared at him. Melinda shot him a look of concern and Liosh gave a quick shake of his head, to indicate everything was fine. He also mouthed, “Apologies” to the professor as all the students went back to their tests.

      Looking back down at his hands, clenched on the top of the desk he was sitting at, Liosh concentrated on his link with Vorn.

      “What in the Seven Hells was that I just saw, Brother? I thought you and the Lady Josephine disliked each other. And I further thought that she was spoken for and Joined to another male.”

      “They’re not Joined yet,” Vorn sent back, his mental voice sounding irritated. “They’re just engaged to be Joined. Not that the bastard deserves her!”

      “Still why are you doing that with her if she is linked to another male?” Liosh asked, sending back the mental image he’d picked up from his friend. It was extremely unusual to get images and not just thoughts during a Think-me conversation. Vorn must have been thinking about it hard for him to catch it.

      “Oh, you saw that, did you?” Vorn growled. “Well, yes, we have been, er…playing a bit together as Jodi puts it.”

      “Playing?” Liosh frowned. “There didn’t seem to be anything playful about what I just saw. It looked extremely serious to me, Brother.”

      “Don’t judge me,” Vorn sent back and it sounded as though he was frowning as well. “None of this is my fault. Jodi’s scent was driving me crazy—you know how attuned to her I am. And then it turned out that my scent was making her crazy as well—my Mating Scent, that is. Apparently my body started making it in response to certain…similarities Jodi has to females of my home world. So we were trapped in this kind of…cycle where both of our scents were making the other one more and more, er, aroused and we had to fucking do something about it or we were going to end up, well…fucking.”

      “So…your body is making your Mating Scent for her?” Liosh asked, extremely surprised. If anyone had asked him, he would have said that his friend and Melinda’s big sister were completely incompatible.

      But apparently Vorn’s body thought differently.

      “Yes, it fucking is,” Vorn growled in his head. “And you know how it is—the Mating Scent is an involuntary biological function. I can’t shut it off and since it keeps affecting Jodi and making her hot so that she makes her scent, we can’t stop, er…playing. Not that I want to,” he added honestly. “She’s amazingly inventive with our play. Not to mention gorgeous and intelligent and sexy-as-hell—she’s a truly formidable female, Brother.”

      Liosh tried to hold back a laugh.

      “It sounds to me like you’re completely gone on her,” he told Vorn. “Why don’t the two of you stop ‘playing’ and get serious—Claim her, Brother. It’s clearly what you want to do.”

      “I can’t.” Vorn’s mental voice was filled with frustration now. “She’s been with this idiot fiancé of hers for several years now and she thinks they ought to be together—even though he doesn’t even try to meet her needs. You know he doesn’t even want to, uh, give her oral gratification?”

      “He doesn’t?” Liosh couldn’t keep the shock out of his mental tone. As a Kindred, he couldn’t imagine any male not wanting to lick his female’s pussy and give her pleasure with his tongue. Such a specimen was only half a man in his estimation—less, for he wasn’t putting his female’s needs first. Then again, he reminded himself, Josephine’s fiancé was human and human males had a lot of bizarre and distasteful likes and dislikes, as he had learned from the disgusting rape porn vid he’d had the misfortune to see.

      “No, he doesn’t,” Vorn said, sounding irritated and disgusted. “How he can call himself a male is beyond me. But Jodi still thinks she loves him. So there’s nothing I can do—if I push too hard, it’ll only drive her away. Which means I’m trying to be patient—and that’s much more your forte than mine, Brother.”

      Liosh had to admit that was true. Of the two of them, he had the cooler head. Vorn was much more likely to rush into any given situation while Liosh tended to stop and analyze things first.

      “That must be a difficult situation for you,” he sent to his friend. “You have my sympathy.”

      “Thanks.” Vorn gave a mental sigh and Liosh had a brief mental image of his friend running a hand through his long, black and gold hair. “Anyway, how are things on your end?”

      “Good,” Liosh reported. “Er…very good, actually.”

      “Oh, really? Meaning what?” Vorn asked.

      “Meaning you’re not the only one making your Mating Scent,” Liosh admitted. “I think I’ve been making mine for Melinda almost from the first moment I saw her.”

      “I had a feeling about you two.” Vorn sounded completely unsurprised. “So have you Claimed her yet? Are the two of you bonded?”

      “Not quite yet. There are…complications.” Liosh didn’t want to reveal Melinda’s secret—not even to his best friend. She very obviously wanted to keep it to herself, having only told him and her big sister about her past. But to his surprise, Vorn seemed to already know at least some of what was going on.

      “She has a shadowed past, doesn’t she?” he asked, using the euphemism Kindred employed to name a female who had been abused or molested by a male sometime in their life.

      “I’m afraid so—but how did you know? Did the Lady Josephine tell you?” Liosh asked.

      He got the mental feeling that Vorn was shaking his head.

      “Not is so many words but she’s mentioned several times that someone dear to her was attacked. It, uh, had a very deep effect on her—almost made her lose a part of herself she doesn’t want to lose. I just figured it had to be Melinda.”

      “Well, it was.” Liosh sighed. “She was badly hurt and the effects are long-lasting. But I’m hoping to be able to help her heal from them. She’s been through a terrible ordeal and I…I love her, Vorn. So much.”

      “Of course you do, Brother.” Vorn’s mental voice was surprisingly gentle. “I knew she was for you the minute you picked her up and held her in your arms after the Varian attack. You’ll heal her—I’m sure of it.”

      “From your mouth to the Goddess’s ear,” Liosh told him. “I haven’t tried yet, but I hope to very soon—when she’s ready.”

      “You will,” Vorn said. “You’ll see, Brother.”

      “And you will make the Lady Josephine see that she should be with you and not that human male who refuses her oral pleasure,” Liosh sent back. “These are the females the Goddess has meant for us, Brother. We will win them in the end.”

      “Now it’s my turn to say I hope your words reach the ears of the Goddess,” Vorn sent back. “Look, I have to go now. The class Jodi is teaching is almost over.”

      “And the one Melinda is taking is coming to a close as well,” Liosh told him. “We will talk again later.”

      “Later then,” Vorn had agreed. “Stay strong, Brother.”

      “You as well,” Liosh told him and then the connection had been broken.

      

      He thought of the conversation now, as he held Melinda in his arms. She seemed completely relaxed and much happier than she had been in the day or so after she had seen the awful vid which had brought her trauma rushing back. Could it be that tonight was the night he could try to heal her?

      As though in answer to his question, Melinda reached up to stroke his cheek.

      “Liosh,” she murmured. “Kiss me.”
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      Melli loved the feeling of her big Kindred’s mouth on hers. And also the feeling of his big hands roaming gently over her body.

      For the last several nights, they had simply been cuddling and making out— taking things slowly and not going too far or too fast. The patience Liosh displayed was amazing to Melli. She knew most men couldn’t wait to get to the sex part of a relationship but the big Kindred seemed perfectly content to just hold her in his arms and kiss and caress her. And even though she felt the hard ridge of his shaft growing under her bottom while she sat on his lap, he never pushed for more than she was ready to give.

      For Melli, it was like a slow re-awakening of her entire body. After the attack, she had felt as though the sexual side of her was dead—that Jason Sykes had killed it on that one awful night and she would never feel any kind of sexual desire again. But Liosh was showing her that the part of her that craved sex wasn’t dead—it had only been deeply asleep. And slowly…patiently…he was waking it up.

      It started with the kissing. His mouth tasted faintly like spearmint, Melli thought—which happened to be one of her favorite flavors. Maybe it was his essence she was tasting—the pale blue liquid which came from his fangs that his body made just for her.

      It was like his scent—fresh and clean and yet warm and comforting, too. She loved it—loved tasting him while he tasted her, their mouths meshing and tongues entwining. Liosh kissed her and touched her as though she was precious—priceless—and he never went further than she wanted or pushed for more than she was ready to give.

      The way he treated her made Melinda feel not just loved but cherished—protected and cared for in a way she had never been before, not even as a child. And little by little, she began to want more.

      After they had been kissing for a while, she had begun to want him to touch her. Not under her clothes—not yet—but Liosh seemed to understand that. For when she moved one of his big hands to cup her breast, he stroked her lightly over her t-shirt, stimulating her nipple gently through the thin cotton of her shirt and the material of her bra, making Melinda arch against him as the surprising sensations of sexual pleasure that had been so-long absent from her body began to return.

      The next night she hadn’t worn a bra at all and when she invited Liosh’s big hands to go roving, the sensation of his warm fingers sliding around her sensitive tips with nothing but the thin, worn cotton between them made her gasp in pleasure. He had done that for what seemed like hours, slowly stroking her nipples as he kissed her deeply, until Melli was practically writhing in his lap in pleasure and need.

      God, it felt so good to be touched like that—caressed and pleasured so slowly and carefully! It was almost as though Liosh knew exactly what speed she needed to go sexually and kept himself strictly in line to avoid frightening or triggering her.

      When he had first proposed trying to heal her, Melli had assumed he meant to try immediately, and she had been rather dreading the frightening intimacy of his mouth between her legs.

      Now, she found she was looking forward to it.

      Only the night before, they had been talking about it as Melli got used to the idea of letting him taste her.

      “Tell me,” she’d asked, after they had been kissing while Liosh slowly stroked her nipples through her t-shirt. “How are you going to, er, heal me without uh, cutting me with your fangs? I mean, not that you won’t be careful, I’m sure, but they seem so long and sharp and that’s kind of a delicate area.”

      In fact, she knew how long and sharp they were—she had been tracing them with her tongue only a moment before—a dangerous but extremely pleasurable pastime.

      Liosh had given her a smile.

      “Don’t you believe I can be careful with my fangs by now, Talli? Maybe you need a demonstration.”

      “A demonstration?” Melli’s breath seemed to catch in her throat and she felt a little surge of anticipatory pleasure. “What…what exactly do you mean?”

      “Well, maybe I can show you how gentle I can be with certain…delicate areas,” Liosh suggested.

      “What…what areas?” She was a little afraid—but a lot intrigued. Was he finally going to try healing her now?

      “Not where you’re thinking—not yet,” Liosh had told her, making her feel both relieved and disappointed. “But what about if I kissed you here?”

      His long fingers had traced the hard point of her right nipple, a questioning look in his eyes.

      Melli had trembled with need under his touch but she knew she finally felt ready to feel his tongue on her.

      “Yes,” she whispered and she had lifted her shirt and taken it off, baring her breasts for him.

      Liosh’s pale blue eyes went half-lidded as he drank in the sight of her sitting topless in his lap.

      “Gods, Talli, your breasts are so beautiful,” he said hoarsely. “Thank you for trusting me enough to bare them.”

      “You…you’re welcome.” Melli had smiled at him tentatively. After the attack she had felt ugly…disgusting. But the way Liosh looked at her made her feel like a goddess—beautiful…desirable…worthy of worship.

      And that was exactly what he had proceeded to do. Slowly, gently, he had worshiped her breasts with his mouth, lapping carefully around the hard points of her nipples, drawing out her pleasure until she was panting and moaning before finally sucking the ripe peaks into his mouth. And though Melli felt the sharp points of his fangs bracketing each tender peak as he sucked and pleasured her, Liosh had never once even scratched her.

      He was indeed, very good at being careful and gentle. So good that Melli had almost told him she was ready to be healed that night. But though the tender way he kissed and licked and sucked her ripe nipples aroused her and made her pussy feel wet and ready for the first time, well, ever that she could remember, she still hadn’t felt quite ready to take that next step.

      Nor had Liosh pushed her. He had taken what seemed like forever just licking and sucking her until she was squirming in his lap, feeling like her jeans were too tight as their seam rubbed against her sensitive clit.

      At last he had looked up at her, his eyes dilated almost to black with desire.

      “I can scent your heat, Melinda,” he had murmured, locking gazes with her. “Why don’t you do something about it?”

      “Do…something about it?” Melli had looked at him uncertainly. “I don’t…don’t know what you mean.”

      “Why don’t you touch yourself?” Liosh suggested. “Bring yourself pleasure below while I bring it above?”

      The thought hadn’t occurred to Melli, who hadn’t masturbated since the attack. Self-pleasure just hadn’t occurred to her at all for years—it wasn’t even on her radar. But now that the sexual side of her was awake again, she remembered that she had enjoyed touching herself—enjoyed it very much—before the awful night of her Junior Prom.

      Still, she had never done it in front of anyone before and the thought made her feel a little embarrassed.

      “What just…take off my jeans and panties and start…start touching myself in front of you?” she’d asked Liosh, her voice sounding high and breathy in her own ears.

      “Just your jeans,” he suggested. “Why don’t you leave your panties on if you don’t want me to see too much?”

      “Well…” Melli had shifted in his lap, a bit uncertainly. She wanted to do this, she realized. She wanted to reclaim this piece of her herself—and Liosh was offering to help her do it. “All right,” she said at last and, standing up, had wiggled out of her jeans so that she was wearing only her thin t-shirt and a pair of tiny pink panties.

      “Gods…” Liosh’s pale blue eyes drank her in hungrily as she stood there in front of him only half dressed. “You’re so lovely, Talli,” he had murmured as his gaze traveled down her body and then back up again to her eyes. “Come back to me now and make yourself feel good.”

      And that was how Melli found herself lying across his lap as he lapped and sucked her sensitive, bare nipples and she slid one hand into the lacy waistband of her panties.

      At first she just cupped herself, marveling at how open and wet she felt under her own palm. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like this when she touched herself. Back when she had attempted to use the dilators, her pussy had felt tense and cold and dry—almost like a lump of hard, un-worked clay. Now she felt almost fluid—warm and responsive. And it was all thanks to Liosh and his slow campaign of sensual pleasure.

      He had stopped sucking her nipples for a moment and asked,

      “How does it feel, Talli? Does it feel good to touch yourself?”

      “Yes,” she had whispered. “I…I never thought it would again but it does, Liosh. I…I like it, even though I’m only cupping myself.”

      “Spread your pussy lips,” he murmured, his eyes half-lidded with desire for her. “Stroke inside your folds, Melinda. Reclaim this part of yourself.”

      Moaning breathlessly, she did as he commanded, opening her outer pussy lips with her first and ring fingers and sliding her middle finger into her own wet depths.

      The tingling shock of the pad of her finger making contact with her clit made her gasp and jerk her pelvis. God, that felt good! Even better than she remembered.

      “Feels good?” Liosh asked her, his deep voice a sexy rumble.

      “Y-yes,” Melli admitted, stroking carefully around the bud of her clit. “I’m just so…so sensitive.”

      “Thank you for telling me,” Liosh murmured. “I’ll be certain to be very, very careful when I taste you there and run my tongue all over your wet folds.”

      His dirty talk and the way he was looking at her as he spoke, made Melli shiver with desire.

      “Are…are you going to do that now?” she asked, stroking herself again.

      But Liosh had shaken his head.

      “Not yet. You’re nearly ready but not quite. For tonight, I want you to explore your body, Talli. Relearn yourself and take back your pleasure. Tonight I just want you to make yourself come.”

      Melli had bitten her lip.

      “I…I don’t know if I can,” she’d confessed. “It’s been so long.”

      “Just try,” Liosh had urged gently. “Stroke your soft little pussy, sweetheart. Give yourself pleasure below while I give you pleasure above. Even if you can’t come, at least you can re-learn how good it feels to try and reach the peak.”

      “O…okay,” Melli had agreed. “But…keep talking to me, Liosh,” she’d begged. “I…I think it helps when you talk to me.”

      “You mean when I tell you how beautiful you look in my lap, wearing nothing but those little pink panties while you touch yourself?” he growled softly. “Or how hard the scent of your hot little pussy makes me? Or how I can’t wait to lap between your legs and taste it for myself…”

      Melli had moaned and arched in his lap, loving the sound of his deep voice saying naughty things while she stroked and caressed her aching clit with one careful fingertip. His warm scent seemed to surround her with safety and comfort and his hooded gaze on her body as she touched herself let her know how perfectly beautiful and desirable she was. Everything about the big Kindred spoke of safety and love and commitment and desire.

      Feeling so beautiful and loved allowed Melli to drive out the fear and pain that had haunted her for so long and finally give in to desire.

      In a surprisingly short time, she’d felt her pleasure building to a peak. Her fingers flew faster and faster over the aching bud of her clit and before she knew it, she was experiencing the first orgasm she’d had in years.

      “Oh…oh!” she had gasped, arching in Liosh’s arms. “Oh, Liosh…Liosh, I’m coming!”

      “Of course you are, Talli,” he had murmured encouragingly. “Go on and come—let the pleasure take you—you worked hard for this, enjoy it.”

      Melli had enjoyed it—thoroughly. Which was why she was so surprised when, after the pleasure faded, she burst into tears.

      But Liosh hadn’t seemed to think it was strange or unusual for her to be crying out in pleasure one minute and then sobbing on his chest the next. He only held her close and murmured in her ear,

      “It’s all right, Talli—let it out. Just let it all out.”

      “I…I don’t know why I’m crying,” Melli had whispered at last, after the sobs slowed down to sniffles. “That felt amazing.”

      “A physical release often triggers an emotional release,” Liosh told her. “It’s all right, Melinda—some tears are healing.”

      And he seemed to be right. After her orgasm and the mini-breakdown that went with it, Melli had felt amazingly free and relaxed. She had nestled against Liosh’s broad chest as he sucked her fingers clean, clearly relishing her flavor, and then taken her to bed where he could cuddle her all night long.

      They had woken up in the middle of the night and repeated the process, only this time Melli had taken off her panties and let him watch as she touched and stroked herself. It had helped that they didn’t have to turn on the light for him to see her—his Kindred night vision was sharp enough to see by the dim light of the moon coming through the crack in the shade.

      He had held her close and murmured how beautiful and sexy she was as she caressed her pussy, telling how he was looking forward to licking her and tasting her honey right from the source…

      

      Now, remembering the hot middle-of-the-night masturbation session, Melli felt aroused all over again. She looked up at Liosh, wondering if he was feeling the same and found that his pale blue eyes were studying her face.

      “Liosh?” she made his name a question and he smiled at her.

      “Talli,” he murmured. “I think you’re finally ready…ready to let me heal you. But there are a few preparations I want to make first…”
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      As Melli was waiting for Liosh to run her a warm bath—he said he wanted to take care of her in every way that night, before he got to the healing—she got a very strong feeling that someone wanted to talk to her.

      By now she knew the feeling of someone wearing a Think-me and trying to communicate—she and Liosh had been practicing with the Kindred technology and sometimes Melli wore the thin gold wire under her long hair so they could communicate via thought during some of her longer and more boring classes. Even the dullest class could be rendered amusing by the big Kindred’s droll commentary on whatever it was the professor was saying.

      Thinking that maybe Liosh had taken the Think-me into the bathroom to talk to her while he prepared the bath, Melli opened herself to the mental communication and was surprised to hear her sister on the other end of it.

      “Hello, Melli? Is this thing working?”

      “Jodi?” Melli sent back. “I’m here. Are you calling me on purpose or were you trying to get Vorn? And why didn’t you just text me or call me on the phone?”

      “Because I don’t want any record of this on my phone,” Jodi sent back. Her big sister’s mental voice sounded decidedly agitated, Melli thought.

      “Um, okay—but why?” Melli asked, even more confused.

      “Because I don’t want James to see it. And because it has to do with me cheating—well, sort of cheating on him,” Jodi confessed.

      Melli sat bolt-upright on the loveseat where she’d been lounging.

      “Cheating on him? But Jodi, that’s so unlike you! I thought you said after Dad left Mom that you’d never cheat—that it was the lowest, most despicable thing anyone could do to the person they loved. Also, who are you cheating with?”

      “Who do you think? Vorn, of course,” Jodi sent back. “And I’m not really cheating, only sort of cheating. I mean, technically Vorn has never touched me—well, not under my clothes, anyway.”

      This was almost too much for Melli to take in. The fact that her steady, buttoned-down and straight-laced older sister was cheating—or sort of cheating—on her fiancé was shocking enough. But what she really couldn’t get over was who Jodi was doing the cheating with.

      “But…but I thought you and Vorn hated each other?” she sent, feeling completely bewildered. “The last time I saw you and him together, I remember thinking that if looks could kill, the two of you would be stone-cold dead!”

      “I know…” Jodi sent a mental sigh. “It’s…complicated. It turns out that I was mad at him because he was making his Mating Scent for me without knowing it which was driving me crazy and which made me make, uh, scents for him and we were locked in a kind of circular thing and… Anyway, like I said, it’s complicated.”

      “Oh, is Vorn making his Mating Scent for you?” Melli asked. “Then the two of you must be meant to be together. I know because Liosh is making his Mating Scent for me.”

      “So the two of you are together now?” Jodi didn’t sound very surprised. “Is he treating you right?” she asked, with her characteristic big-sister protectiveness.

      “Better than all right,” Melli assured her. “He’s so patient and caring and all around wonderful I…Jodi, I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”

      “That’s wonderful, Melli. I’m really happy for you.” Jodi’s love and joy for her little sister’s contentment were clear in the mental link. “But, well…how are you handling, you know, the sex part of it? Did the dilators work?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Melli sent. “But Liosh is being very slow and patient. See, Blood Kindred make this stuff called essence with their fangs that can help when their mate is hurt. I don’t want to get into details because it’s kind of embarrassing, but he thinks he can, uh, heal me. And if not, there’s this other stuff called ‘bonding fruit’ on the Mother Ship that we can use. So I’m hopeful we’ll be able to bond soon—and then we’ll never be apart.”

      “I’m so glad you finally found your Mr. Right, Melli,” Jodi sent warmly. “I’ll be sending good thoughts your way that the healing works, whatever it is.” Another mental sigh. “I just wish things were so straight-forward on my end.”

      “Vorn is making his Mating Scent for you—how much more straight-forward can it be?” Melli asked. “The fact that his body has the, uh, hots for you means you’re the one woman in the universe he’s meant to be with.”

      “I’m not sure it’s that simple,” Jodi sent pensively. “See, I think he’s only making it because I remind him of women from his original tribe back on his home world. In which case, it’s just a case of mistaken-identity. His body has mistaken mine for a hometown girl he can mate with—that’s all.”

      “I don’t think that’s all there is to it,” Melli objected. “From what Liosh says, the Kindred Goddess picks just the right woman for every Kindred warrior and they don’t start making the Mating Scent until they meet her.”

      “Maybe…” But Jodi still didn’t sound convinced. “But I can’t help thinking that what Vorn and I have is just, you know, completely physical. If we didn’t have the hots for each other so bad, we’d have nothing in common.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Melli sent firmly. “You two are a lot alike, Jodi. You’re both stubborn and hard-headed and fiercely determined to get whatever you set your sights on. He might be an alien from another planet but it seems to me like he was tailor-made for you—the same way Liosh was for me.”

      “Well, even if that’s true—and I’m not convinced it is—Vorn knows that what we have is strictly temporary. It’s only until James gets back into town and can, uh, help me out,” Jodi sent. “I mean, we even agreed on rules so what we’re doing won’t really be cheating. And we both know that after the Kindred patch the hole in their security system, I’ll be getting married to James and he’ll be going back to the Mother Ship.”

      “But why does it have to be that way?” Melli demanded. “Look, I’ve never said anything about it before, but I don’t like James, Jodi. I don’t like him and I don’t think Mom likes him either. He doesn’t treat you right—doesn’t respect you like he should. And he doesn’t seem to put your happiness first.”

      “James is a good man,” Jodi argued and Melli wondered if her big sister was trying to convince her…or herself. “Besides,” she went on, “We’ve been together for years now. We have a life together and the wedding is all planned and paid for. I can’t just back out of such a long, stable relationship because of some fleeting physical attraction for another guy who’s clearly wrong for me!”

      Melli wanted to say that it was James who was clearly wrong for her big sister. But she knew Jodi well enough to realize that if she started arguing for Vorn, her big sister would dig her heels in even harder and completely refuse to see reason.

      So instead, she sent a mental shrug.

      “Well, if that’s how you feel then you’d better stop ‘almost’ cheating.”

      “That’s the thing—I’m trying to.” Jodi’s mental voice sounded almost desperate. “But I can’t seem to stop. It’s almost like…almost like I’m addicted to him. Addicted to Vorn, I mean—not James.”

      Yeah, nobody could get addicted to James, Melli thought.

      “Hey, I heard that, you know!” Jodi sent with a sense of mental indignation.

      “Sorry, I thought I was thinking that to myself. Look—you have to do what you’re always telling me to do—stand up and face your problems, big Sis,” Melli told her. “If you feel like you can’t do whatever it is you’re doing with Vorn anymore, then tell him so. Didn’t you say James was coming back home soon?”

      “Tomorrow.” Jodi didn’t sound very happy about it. “He’s been at a conference in New York but it ends tomorrow and he’s coming home.”

      “So you at least have tonight to try and get things straightened out,” Melli sent her. Then, hearing a soft call from Liosh in the bathroom, she sent, “Look, I’d like to dissect this with you some more but Liosh is calling me.”

      “Okay.” Jodi sighed. “You’re right—I need to just man-up and tell Vorn it’s over and we can’t do this anymore.”

      “Well, if that’s your choice,” Melli sent, letting the doubt in her mental voice sound loud and clear. “I mean, if you’d really rather be with James than with a big, strong, handsome Kindred…”

      “There are good things about James too!” Jodi protested. “He has lots of good qualities. He’s smart and stable and dependable and reliable—”

      And full of himself and way too impressed with his own intelligence and kind of a jerk, Melli thought to herself.

      “Hey—I heard that!” Jodi exclaimed.

      “Oops, sorry! Didn’t mean to send that,” Melli sent quickly. “Look, I’m not going to stay on the line and fight with you right now, Jodi. Because I’m not the one you need to be fighting with—or rather, talking to. I’m going to spend some quality time with my Kindred—you ought to do the same with yours.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Jodi sent but there was no real anger in her mental tone. “All right—have fun with Liosh. I hope everything works out for you two.”

      “I hope so too,” Melli sent and then broke the connection. Liosh was calling her and she wanted to go see what he wanted.
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      Liosh was waiting in the bathroom for her next to the tub, which was filled with steaming, fragrant water. There were even rose petals floating in it—a very sweet, romantic touch, Melli thought.

      “Hello, Talli,” he murmured, smiling at her when she came in. “Are you ready for your bath?”

      “Yes, that sounds wonderful.” Melli smiled at him. “But I thought you said I was finally ready and you were going to try to…to heal me tonight?”

      He nodded. “This is part of the healing. I want you to feel completely relaxed the first time I taste you. So I’m going to bathe you and massage you, just like a warrior does for his bride during their Claiming period.”

      Melli felt her heart squeeze in her chest. She was so lucky to have such a sweet, considerate guy like Liosh! Impulsively, she went to him and threw her arms around him. Since he was kneeling by the tub, she was—for once—taller than him, which resulted in his face being pressed against her breasts. And since Melli wasn’t wearing a bra, this turned out to be a very interesting position.

      “Mmm, Talli,” he murmured, rubbing his cheeks against the inner slopes of her breasts as he looked up at her. “I love to be close to you.”

      “I love to be close to you, too,” Melli told him, smiling down at him. “You make me feel so safe, Liosh. Even though you’re so big and strong, I never feel afraid of you. Well…” she bit her lip. “Except maybe just a teeny bit afraid of your fangs.”

      His blue eyes softened.

      “I want you to feel safe with me, sweetheart. And I promise I won’t bite you unless you ask me to—though it would be a quick way to deliver a big dose of my essence to your system.”

      Melli nibbled her lip some more.

      “Can I think about it? I think I like the idea of you, uh, spreading your essence with your tongue while you’re, um, licking me, more than getting bitten.”

      Liosh’s eyes went half-lidded.

      “Oh, I’m definitely going to taste you tonight, Talli—don’t worry about that. I can’t wait to spread your thighs and lap your sweet little pussy—I’d want to do that even if I wasn’t trying to heal you.”

      “Really?” Melli asked, a little surprised. “You like to, uh, go down that much?”

      “All Kindred do,” he assured her. “It’s a biological need for us, tasting our female’s pussy. It brings a warrior closer to his mate and helps her open for him more easily, which is why he craves the taste of her honey right from the source.”

      Melli felt her breath getting a little short and she pressed her thighs together, feeling the heat rising there. After so many years of having no sexual feelings at all, getting turned on still felt like a new experience. And a very nice one, too, she had to admit.

      “The way you talk about it makes me feel kind of hot,” she admitted to Liosh, who was gently kissing her tight nipples through the thin t-shirt she wore.

      “Me too,” he growled softly. “But that’s going to be at the end of our evening—we’re still at the beginning right now. May I bathe you, my Lady, and help you relax?”

      “I’d like that,” Melli admitted, giving him a trusting smile. “Just let me get undressed.”

      “Let me,” Liosh put his hands on hers, to stop her from pulling her blouse off herself. Smoothly he rose to his full height, looking down at her with desire and love in his eyes. “Let me do everything for you tonight, sweetheart—including undressing you.”

      “Oh…okay.” Melli felt her cheeks getting hot with a blush.

      “Thank you for your trust in me,” Liosh murmured and bent down to take her mouth in a gentle kiss.

      Melli sighed and leaned into the kiss, giving as good as she was taking. God, she loved the taste of her Kindred’s mouth—she could totally understand what Jodi meant when she said she felt “addicted” to the warrior she was with—Melli felt the same way.

      She was sure that Liosh was going to undress her now but to her surprise, he kept kissing her as he ran his hands all over her body, over the clothes she was wearing. Feeling his big hands cup her breasts through the t-shirt and then slip down to rub her pussy mound through the soft little pajama shorts she wore made her even hotter.

      “Mmm, Talli, is your sweet little pussy getting wet for me?” Liosh murmured in her ear as he rubbed her. “Do you like the feel of my hands on you?”

      “Yes,” Melli whispered. “Yes, Liosh—I love the feel of your hands on me! But…I’m not sure about the other thing,” she added, biting her lip.

      “You’re not sure if your little pussy is wet or not?” He raised an eyebrow at her and Melli blushed and nodded. “All right then,” he murmured, “What if I check for you and find out?”

      Melli nibbled her lip some more. Despite all his gentle touching, Liosh had yet to touch her there. But she wanted him to, she realized—she felt ready now.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, Liosh, you can…you can touch me there.”

      “Touch your pussy, you mean?” he murmured, still rubbing her mound through outside of her shorts.

      “Yes.” Melli nodded.

      “Then what about if I do this?” Liosh asked. Slowly, he slid down her shorts and the little panties beneath them. Then he took off her t-shirt, slowly and gently, and tossed it to one side.

      Finally Melli stood completely naked before him. She had the sudden urge to cover herself, but the way Liosh was looking at her stopped her. His worshipful gaze made her feel like a work of art—like someone who ought to be admired.

      “This…this is all right,” she whispered to him.

      “And what about this?” Liosh asked. He was standing behind her now and he let one long arm reach down the front of her body to cup her bare little pussy. “Do you like this, Talli?” he asked gently.

      “Yes,” she said, with no hesitation this time. “Your hand is so big and warm, Liosh. It gives me tingles when you touch me there.”

      “Mmm, well why don’t we see if we can increase those tingles some?” he murmured in her ear. “Watch me, Talli—watch me touch you.”

      Melli looked down as he instructed and watched as two long fingers—his index and ring finger—slowly parted her pussy lips to show her slippery pink inner folds.

      “Gods, sweetheart,” Liosh groaned. “Look how wet and slippery you already are. Can I touch inside you? Can I slip my finger into your soft pussy and stroke your sweet little clit?”

      Melli felt mesmerized by the sexy sight between her thighs. She loved how slowly Liosh was going—and the way he checked with her first, not just assuming she would be all right with anything he wanted to do.

      “Yes,” she whispered, wiggling against him. “Yes, Liosh, please—touch me.”

      “With pleasure, sweetheart,” he murmured and then his middle finger was sliding into her wet pussy and circling the throbbing button of her clit, slowly and gently.

      “Oh!” Melli gasped, throwing her head back to rest against his broad chest. She felt weak in the knees—so much that she nearly collapsed. Only Liosh dropping to his own knees to support her saved her from falling over onto the floor.

      “Gently, Talli,” he murmured, his fingertip still lightly caressing her heated bud. “Does it feel that good?”

      “Feels amazing,” Melli admitted. “Way different than when I touch myself.” She leaned back against him, opening her legs a little more for his touch. “Oh, Liosh…”

      He stroked her a little while longer, but just as she was feeling her pleasure build, he turned her gently to face him.

      “It’s almost time to get into the tub, Talli,’ he murmured. “But first I want to kiss you.”

      “Kiss me?” Melli felt almost drugged with pleasure. “Kiss me where, exactly?”

      “Here.” He nodded down to her pussy, where her puffy outer lips were spreading on their own to show her silky wet interior.

      “I…I thought you were going to bathe and massage me first,” Melli asked. “Before…before you tasted me.”

      “I won’t be tasting you just yet,” Liosh told her. “I just want to kiss you—once—to get you used to the idea. Then I’ll put you in the bath.”

      “All right.” Melli nodded. “How…how do you want me? Should I just stand here?”

      “Lean back a bit against the side of the tub,” Liosh suggested. “That way your pussy will be more open and I can give you a nice, long kiss.”

      The heat in his deep voice and the desire in his eyes made butterflies flutter in her belly. Doing as he said, she leaned back against the high side of the tub and spread her thighs, just a little.

      “Gods, such a gorgeous little pussy,” Liosh growled softly. “I can’t wait to spread you open and take my time tasting you, sweetheart. But for now, just a single kiss.”

      Then he leaned forward and placed a soft, hot, open-mouthed kiss on her spread pussy. He held the kiss for a long time and Melli felt him press just the flat of his tongue against her heated depths and throbbing clit.

      “Liosh!” she moaned and her hips jerked forward before she could stop herself, feeding more of her pussy into his mouth.

      For a moment, Liosh’s grip on her hips intensified and he pressed forward, seeking an even deeper kiss. Then, very reluctantly, he finally pulled back.

      His mouth and lips were shiny with her juices and the hungry look in his eyes as he licked his lips, said he wanted more.

      But for now, he appeared to be able to restrain himself.

      “We need to get you into the tub, my Lady,” he told Melli. “Before I want more than just a kiss.”

      “All…all right,” Melli whispered and let him help her into the steaming, rose-petal water.

      Liosh let her soak for a while and then he took a soft sponge and washed her—every body part from head to toe. As he caressed and stroked her, Melli experienced a languorous mixture of relaxation and desire. She had never felt so safe and so soothed and yet so turned on at the same time.

      Though she tried not to, she couldn’t help remembering the jumpy, unhappy state of nerves she’d felt on the night of the Junior Prom with Jason Sykes. It had been her body trying to tell her something was wrong—something was off, she thought. She should have listened to her instincts and tried to get away instead of listening to Jason reminding her how she had promised him her virginity.

      Then she pushed that thought and the ugly memory that went with it away. She didn’t want anything to spoil this night with Liosh. He was so completely different—so gentle and kind and considerate—and his big, warm hands felt so good and soothing on her body.

      After he finished scrubbing her, the big Kindred helped her out of the tub and patted her down gently with a towel. Then he led her into the bedroom, where more towels had been laid out on the larger bed.

      By this time, Melli was over any shyness she might have felt about letting him see her naked. Liosh made her feel beautiful—not only with the compliments he paid her, but with the gentle way he touched and caressed her –as though she was precious and must be handled with care. She felt like a princess when he laid her face down on the bed and told her to relax.

      “Mmm…what’s next?” she asked sleepily as he knelt over her.

      “A massage,” Liosh told her. “I don’t have access to all the different kinds of massage oils I would have on the Mother Ship, but I managed to find a few nice ones here. Just relax, my Lady, and let me serve you.”

      Melli was happy to let him do just that and when his big warm hands, slick with oil, began working their way down her back and buttocks, she felt like she’d died and gone to heaven.

      Liosh took his time massaging every inch of her from her shoulders all the way down to the tips of her fingers and toes. But Melli thought that her favorite part was when he reached between her legs and stroked and caressed her inner thighs. The motions of his big hands spread her pussy open, making her moan softly as he worked on her.

      “Gods, Talli, I can smell your sweet scent,” he growled softly as he continued to massage her there. “You smell so good. Can’t wait to taste you.”

      “When…when will you? Taste me, I mean?”

      “Soon, though not soon enough, apparently.” There was amusement in Liosh’s deep voice. “Are you eager for it, Talli? Eager to have my tongue between your legs?”

      “Maybe…” Melli admitted breathlessly as he had her flip over.

      “Soon,” Liosh promised again. “I must massage your front half first.”

      He suited actions to words by spreading the warm, slick oil over her bare breasts and nipples. Melli moaned as he circled her sensitive buds with his fingers and then tugged lightly, which sent sparks of pleasure directly to her pussy.

      By the time the big Kindred had worked his way down to her feet again, Melli was arching under his touch, eager for more. Liosh seemed to understand she was ready because he had her switch positions again so that she was lying with her calves over the edge of the bed. Then he propped pillows under her head and one under her bottom, the better to raise her up into a comfortable position. Last, he dropped a final pillow on the floor.

      “For my knees,” he explained and gave her a slow smile. “I intend to be here for while.

      Then, before Melli could say anything else, he bent his head and gave her pussy another long, slow kiss. When he looked up, his eyes were heavy-lidded with pleasure and desire.

      “Talli,” he growled softly. “In order to heal you, I need you to be completely open for me. Can you open your thighs wide so I can reach your sweet folds with my tongue and spread my essence all over your pussy?”

      “Yes…all right, Liosh,” Melli whispered. A long sigh fell from her lips and she found herself spreading trustingly for him in a way she never would have believed would be possible.

      After being hurt so badly, she had never believed she would ever trust another man again. But of course, Liosh wasn’t a man—he was a Kindred—and that made all the difference.

      She expected Liosh to dive right in and start licking her but he spent a moment just looking at her, drinking in the sight of her spread pussy.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured and leaned down to rub his cheek against her pussy mound and inhale deeply. “Such a soft, sweet, wet little pussy.”

      He framed her throbbing pussy with his big hands and Melli gasped when she felt him parting her outer pussy lips with his thumbs to bare her inner folds. He looked up at her, his eyes half-lidded with lust and need.

      “Going to kiss you some more first, sweetheart,” he told Melli, who was nibbling her lip. “Just to get you used to the feel of my mouth on your open pussy. And then I’m going to lick you to spread my essence. All right?”

      Melli nodded.

      “Yes, all right, Liosh,” she whispered. “Just…be gentle.”

      He looked at her seriously.

      “Sweetheart, I’ll never be rough with you. I just want to heal you and make you feel good.”

      Then he leaned down and kissed her open pussy gently, in the same way he would if he was kissing her mouth.

      Melli moaned and her hips bucked up involuntarily, searching for more. Liosh was more than happy to give it to her. After the long, lingering kiss, he lapped gently over her spread pussy, pressing his warm tongue against her throbbing clit. Then he licked her again…and then again.

      Melli moaned again and found that somehow her hands had found their way into his thick blonde hair and she was tugging at Liosh’s head. When she realized what she was doing, she made herself stop but the big Kindred looked up with a little frown on his face.

      “Why did you stop touching me, my Lady?”

      “Oh, I…I didn’t want to pull your hair,” Melli faltered uncertainly.

      “You weren’t,” Liosh assured her. “But even if you did I wouldn’t mind. I love to feel your hands on me—love to know that you’re enjoying yourself when I taste you.”

      “Yes, Liosh,” Melli whispered and reached for him again. “Like this?” she asked, pulling him boldly down to lick her open pussy again.

      His eyes widened for a moment, then went half-lidded with pleasure as a low growl rose in his throat.

      “Exactly like that, sweetheart,” he murmured and then bent to the business of licking and tasting her once more.

      As the big Kindred continued to lap her open pussy, Melli almost forgot why he was doing it. She knew he was spreading his essence over her wet folds with his tongue but the way he was rubbing and licking her clit was so distractingly pleasurable than she was moaning and tugging his hair and not even thinking of being healed when he finally looked up, his mouth shiny with her juices and murmured,

      “I’ve spread a lot of essence over your sweet folds and I’m going to try entering you now, sweetheart.”

      “You…you are?” Melli felt the familiar tightening in her lower belly as fear tingled through her.

      Liosh seemed to sense her worry and uncertainty because he stroked her inner thighs soothingly with his big, warm hands.

      “Only with my tongue to start with,” he promised her. “I’m just going to taste inside you, Talli, that’s all.”

      “Well…” Melli nibbled her lower lip. “All right,” she whispered at last. “As long as it’s only with your tongue.”

      “Of course, sweetheart.” He kissed the inside of her thigh gently. “Now let’s just get you a little more open…” He readjusted the pillow under her bottom and twined his long arms around her thighs, spreading her wider.

      Melli gasped, at first uncertain about the new, more open position. But again, Liosh seemed to sense her uncertainty because he didn’t dive right in. Instead, he went back to kissing and licking her inner thighs and outer pussy lips for a while, rubbing his cheeks against her periodically, almost as though he was marking her like a cat.

      Only when he felt the tension in her body calm and relax did the big Kindred go back to lapping her open pussy, using long, slow strokes that built Melli’s pleasure back to where it had been before. Then slowly, tenderly, he pressed the tip of his tongue to the entrance of her pussy and began to enter her.

      Melli bit back a little gasp of surprise as she felt him slip into her. She hadn’t been able to get anything inside herself—not even her own finger—for so long that at first it seemed strange to have something entering her pussy. But Liosh was being so gentle and slow about it that she began to relax and enjoy the sensation. For the first time she understood that it could feel good to be opened by a lover—understood that penetration didn’t have to be about pain.

      Liosh didn’t just stop there, either. Once he had eased into her, he thrust his tongue delicately in and out, making small but pleasurable strokes inside her as Melli moaned and tugged his hair, tilting her pelvis up to give him better access to her open pussy.

      “Liosh,” she whispered, her hips making helpless little circles of pleasure as he tongue-fucked her. “Oh, Liosh, yes—that feels so good.”

      At last he looked up at her and Melli saw his pale eyes were dark with desire.

      “You’re opening up so beautifully for me, sweetheart,” he murmured, his voice husky with lust. “We can stop here for tonight if you want…or I can try with my finger as well.”

      Melli bit her lip. Should she try? She was almost afraid to risk the progress they had made and yet she wanted him so much—wanted to be able to bond with her Kindred and she knew until she overcame this problem, she never would.

      “I want to try a little more,” she whispered. “But…slowly, all right?”

      “Of course,” Liosh promised. He unwound his right arm from around her thigh and cupped her pussy gently in his big, warm hand. “I’m going to keep tasting you—keep lapping your sweet little clit—as I enter your pussy,” he told Melli. “If you want me to stop at any time just say so and I’ll withdraw at once. All right?”

      “All right.” Melli nodded, loving how slow and careful and sweet he was being. Though he was big enough to break her in half, he was treating her like delicate crystal. In his hands she felt completely safe and loved and cared for.

      Liosh bent to his task again and she felt his hot breath on her open pussy as he continued to lap the tingling button of her clit. She kept feeling like her body was trying to reach the peak, but somehow tonight it was difficult to get there. Her body was waking up under Liosh’s tongue, though. She felt a little like Sleeping Beauty being kissed awake by Prince Charming—though of course the kissing going on here was much more intimate.

      As his tongue circled the throbbing button of her clit, Liosh’s fingertip began slowly stroking the entrance to her pussy. Melli tensed at first but when he didn’t try to shove into her but just kept stroking and caressing lightly, she began once more to relax.

      Slowly…gently, Liosh began to press inside her. To her relief and pleasure, Melli felt her body open for the gentle invader rather than rejecting him.

      He’s in—I’m letting him in, she thought as the big Kindred breached her entrance and his long finger slid all the way inside her. And oh God, it feels good!

      “All right, sweetheart?” Liosh asked, looking up at her briefly.

      “Yes, Liosh!” Melli felt like she might cry, she was so happy. It wasn’t like she was cured completely—after all, in order to bond, she would need to be able to take his massive shaft to the hilt inside her pussy and right now even his finger made her feel incredibly full. But it was a start—a really good start.

      “You’re so brave, sweetheart.” Liosh kissed her tingling clit again and gave her a warm look. “So brave to open yourself and let me in.”

      “It’s because you’re so kind and patient with me,” Melli told him. “I never could have opened for anyone else—I couldn’t even open for myself. But there’s one thing…” She shifted her hips a little, liking the feeling of his finger inside her as she did.

      “Yes, Talli?” Liosh looked at her expectantly.

      “Well, I’m so close to…to, um, coming,” Melli told him, her cheeks feeling hot as she spoke. “At least I think I am but I can’t quite seem to, you know, tip over the edge.”

      “That must be frustrating,” Liosh told her, frowning. “I’ll lick you some more—let me taste your little clit and see if that helps you come.”

      “More licking sounds nice,” Melli agreed. “But I think…well, I think I want you to…to bite me, Liosh,” she said in a voice that trembled only a little bit.

      “Bite you?” He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Are you sure?”

      Melli nodded. “Didn’t you tell me that the rush of essence into a woman’s body when a Blood Kindred bites her causes intense pleasure?” She was pretty sure he’d said something of the kind when they were talking about the effect his essence would have on her.

      “Yes, it does.” Liosh nodded. “But the level of pleasure can be kind of extreme. I don’t want you to be frightened, Talli.”

      “I won’t be frightened,” Melli promised. “Not as long as you’re here with me, Liosh.”

      He smiled and kissed her inner thigh again.

      “I’ll always be here with you, Talli. I’m never going to leave you.”

      His words of reassurance and the look of love in his pale blue eyes made Melli feel warm all over.

      “Do it then, Liosh,” she whispered. “Bite me—I want you to.”

      His eyes were suddenly half-lidded with lust.

      “As my Lady wishes,” he murmured. “But first I’ll taste you some more to get you ready for it.”

      And bending his head again, he dragged his tongue over her throbbing clit.

      Melli moaned and bucked her hips up to meet his mouth, loving the feel of him tasting her while his finger was still deep in her pussy.

      “Liosh,” she whispered, tugging at his hair. “Oh, Liosh, that feels so good. Love to have your mouth on me!”

      Her words seemed to have a definite effect on him because she heard a low growl of approval and desire and he redoubled his lapping. Melli began to have the feeling that she was climbing towards the peak again—that elusive place she wanted so badly to visit again.

      “Liosh…Liosh,” she moaned, chanting his name like a prayer as she bucked her hips to meet his lapping tongue. “Oh God, I’m so close…so close…”

      And then he bit her.

      Melli had only a moment to register the quick, sharp pain of his fangs in her inner thigh and then her body was flooded with pleasure—a pleasure so deep and hot and bright that for a moment she thought she knew what a star must feel like when it goes supernova.

      I’m exploding! she thought disjointedly as her back arched and her toes curled. Oh God, I’m flying apart but it feels so good I don’t care…I don’t care!

      Her whole body felt like it was tensing at once and she felt her inner walls contract around Liosh’s finger as he thrust inside her. Then the orgasm washed over her like a tidal wave and she couldn’t think anymore—she could only feel.

      And everything she felt was pleasure.
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      Liosh watched her carefully, trying to be certain not to overload her system. She was so small and delicate, his Talli. He needed to be certain he pleasured her without hurting her.

      “Oh…Oh, Liosh!” Melinda gasped, her back arching as she writhed under him. Her pussy muscles clenched strongly around his finger and for a moment he wished it was his cock inside her—that he was thrusting deep in her sweet pussy to bathe the mouth of her womb with his seed and bond her to him forever.

      But he knew they were a long way from that step. It might take many more healing sessions before Melinda could even begin to accept his shaft inside her but this was the beginning and he had faith that in the end, they would be able to bond.

      When he judged that she’d had as much as her small body could handle, he withdrew his fangs and lapped at the small puncture wounds on her thigh, healing them with more of the essence he had just injected.

      Melinda collapsed, panting on the bed.

      “Oh,” she whispered, meeting his eyes with an exhausted but happy look. “Liosh, that was amazing. I’ve never come that hard before!”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Liosh couldn’t help smiling at her satisfaction. She looked like a cat who had gotten into the cream, as he’d heard an old human saying put it—completely satiated and contented. It made him feel good to know he’d pleasured her so thoroughly and completely.

      “And it worked, too.” Melinda nodded down to where his finger was still inside her soft little pussy. “You were able to get inside me—able to open me up.”

      “No, Talli—it was you who was able to open to me.” Liosh withdrew the single finger gently and bent down to give her pussy another lingering kiss. “You’re so beautiful and so brave. Thank you for letting me taste you tonight.”

      “Hold me now,” Melinda begged softly, reaching for him. “I love to feel your mouth on me down there but you’re so far away. I want to cuddle.”

      Liosh smiled.

      “How could I refuse such an offer?”

      And then he was gathering her into his arms and tucking both of them under the covers. As Melinda nestled securely in his arms, her soft, naked body pressed against his own, he sent a prayer of thanks to the Goddess.

      It might be a small step, but he had faith that they would reach their journey’s end together and someday be able to bond.
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      “We can’t do this anymore.” Jodi pushed herself off Vorn’s lap and stood up on wobbling legs. “We have to stop.”

      Vorn frowned and put down the paddle he’d been using on her naked behind.

      “What? Now you’ve decided you don’t like being spanked? I thought it got you off like crazy, baby.”

      Jodi’s cheeks went red.

      “No, I love the spanking—you know that. I’m talking about everything—all of this.” She waved a hand to indicate the props on the coffee table—the dildos and vibrators and lube as well as the sexy outfits that had been discarded after her last costume change.

      She was currently wearing nothing but a black lace garter belt, some thigh-high hose, and three tiny black patches of sticky fabric—two on her nipples and one that just barely covered the slit of her pussy. Her gorgeous, full ass was as red as a sunset from the way Vorn had been paddling her and she was nearly panting with lust. Vorn had been just about to try the really big dildo inside her—the Kindred-sized one—at her own request, and now she decided they had to stop?

      “What exactly are you saying?” he asked flatly. “You mean you want to stop doing what we’ve been doing entirely?”

      “We have to,” Jodi said, frowning. “James is coming home tomorrow.”

      “So?” Vorn raised an eyebrow. “Tell him you’ve found someone else—a male who’s willing to fulfill your sexual desires and actually wants to lick your pussy.”

      If only she would let him.

      But no matter how kinky the two of them had gotten together in the past few days, Jodi had kept the “no skin-to-skin contact” rule firmly in place. Well, except for the fact that the outfits she’d been wearing during their “playtime” had been consistently getting smaller and smaller, Vorn thought, eyeing the tiny black patches on her nipples and pussy.

      But Jodi was looking at him as though he was crazy.

      “I can’t do that. James and I are engaged.”

      “What—still? You still consider yourself tied to another male after all you and I have been doing together?” Vorn demanded, rising from his seat on the couch to glare down at her.

      Their first night together had been necessary—to take the edge off. He was certain that if he and Jodi hadn’t acted out some of her fantasies that night, they would have been fucking each other’s brains out instead within hours.

      But when she came out of the bedroom dressed in another naughty outfit the next night and practically begged for a spanking, he’d assumed they were moving towards a more committed relationship. One that didn’t involve that idiot, James.

      Then they had begun “playing” as Jodi called it, during the day, too. One of the things Vorn had bought her was a remote-controlled panty vibe. He dared Jodi to wear the vibe in her panties—right against her pussy—while she taught class. He had sat to one side of the room and “buzzed” her at random times, while Jodi had to keep teaching and pretend that nothing was happening. He kept it up, pushing her closer and closer to the edge but never quite letting her come.

      After that particular day at work, she’d barely been able to get home before she was climbing all over him. Vorn had fucked her with the next-to-largest toy they had bought together—the “Big Daddy”—and she had come so hard it was a wonder she hadn’t broken the damn thing in two!

      It wasn’t just the sex, either. Now that the tension was broken between them, they talked constantly—finding they had more in common than Vorn ever would have believed possible when he first met the pretty, prickly little Earth female. They had the same interests, liked the same kinds of foods—Jodi had introduced him to Korean barbeque—which he loved, and Vorn had cooked her a version of Tch-pah, a specialty from his home world that was spicy and delicious—which Jodi had enjoyed immensely. They watched entertainment programs together, cuddled on the loveseat after “playtime” was over and generally really enjoyed each other’s company.

      Considering all of that and how hot they continued to be for each other, it had seemed reasonable to assume that when James came back, Jodi might finally hand him his walking papers. But now she seemed to be saying just the opposite—it was Vorn she was planning on showing the door.

      What he couldn’t figure out was, why?

      “James is my fiancé. You and I…we never should have started playing like this in the first place,” Jodi said now, pacing across the room in a way that made her nearly-naked breasts sway and made Vorn’s shaft jump to attention, despite his irritation with her. Damn it to the Seven Hells, did she have to be so fucking gorgeous?

      “This isn’t really ‘playing’ and you know it,” he growled. “What we’ve been doing here is serious business, little girl. We’ve been meeting each other’s needs. Is James gonna do that for you?”

      Her cheeks got even redder but she lifted her chin.

      “It’s none of your business what James and I do!”

      “Well, is it going to be his business what you and I have been doing?” Vorn demanded. “You’ve basically been cheating on him, Jodi, and I’ve been helping you do it. But I never would have kept it up if I thought you were going to go back to him the minute he came back into town.”

      For a moment she looked deeply ashamed.

      “I know that—I know what we’ve been doing is wrong,” she whispered, looking down at her shoes. “Which is why we have to stop.”

      “No, it’s why you need to tell James he’s not needed anymore,” Vorn growled. “You don’t belong with him, little girl—you belong with me. You know it and I know it. We understand each other—we have the same needs.”

      “We have the same kinks, you mean,” Jodi said flatly. “You can’t build a relationship on kinky sex, Vorn.”

      “Why not?” he demanded. “You can’t build a relationship on vanilla sex either—especially if that’s not what you’re craving. What are you going to do the next time you want to be spanked, little girl? Or tied up and talked dirty to? Is James going to let you be his ‘sex kitten’ and wear that little collar and put that long furry tail butt plug in your hot little ass while he rubs your pussy to make you purr or—”

      “Stop—stop it!” Jodi held up a hand. “Vorn, please!”

      “I’m just saying what we both know is true,” he growled. “James won’t be into any of that and you know it. He’s going to leave you wanting night after night. Hell, he wouldn’t even come home and meet your needs the night before he went out of town for almost a week!”

      “He was busy,” Jodi said, making excuses for him as she always did. “He didn’t have time.”

      “Damn it, baby—a male who cares about you will make time to meet your needs,” Vorn told her. “Not just your sexual needs, either—all of your needs. Can’t you see James is never going to do that for you?”

      “You don’t know him.” There was a stubborn set to Jodi’s delicate jaw and a crease between her eyebrows that Vorn had learned meant he shouldn’t push her.

      He pushed anyway.

      “I know enough to know he’s not the right male for you,” he told Jodi. “Baby, you’ve got a sex drive that’s set to light speed and ol’ James is poking along in the slow lane. He’s never going to even want as much vanilla sex as you do, let alone be willing to get nasty with you.”

      Jodi flushed.

      “I am not nasty. I just enjoy exploring alternative sexualities. But I won’t need to do this anymore once you’re gone and I’m not constantly smelling your Mating Scent anymore.”

      “Oh, no? You don’t think so?” Vorn arched an eyebrow at her. “You think you’re going to be able to put the naughty side of you back in the box? Just fold it away and forget it?”

      “I don’t know what I think, okay?” Jodi burst out, her hand clenched into fists at her sides. She took a deep, trembling breath, as though trying to calm herself. “Vorn, try to understand, after my dad left my mom, I swore I’d never do that to a partner. I shouldn’t have cheated either, but at least we never, um…never actually had sex.”

      “No, but we should have,” Vorn said bitterly. “If I’d shoved my own shaft inside you instead of always using all the fucking toys we’d be bonded by now and this whole thing would be a moot issue.”

      “Well, you didn’t,” Jodi snapped. “And you’re not going to, either. Because you’re going to go back to the Mother Ship and I’m going to marry James like I’m supposed to and we’ll never see each other again!”

      Vorn felt like she had stabbed him in the heart. He actually took a staggering step back and collapsed onto the loveseat.

      “So that’s how you feel?” he asked hoarsely. “You just want me to get the fuck out of your life and never see you again?”

      “I never said that!” Jodi was already backpedaling, looking miserable. “Vorn, meeting you has been amazing. But I just can’t…I can’t throw away such a long, committed relationship just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Just because you and I had a few kinky nights with each other. I mean, James and I have a life together. We have this apartment and our wedding is all booked and paid for and we know what names we’re going to give our kids when they come along and…and…and I just have everything all planned out,” she finished at last.

      “Right.” Vorn rose to his feet and nodded heavily. “And I’m not part of the plan. I get it.”

      “Vorn—” she started but he shook his head.

      “Don’t. I don’t want to hear any more.” He went into the spare room and stood in the doorway, turning to face her. “I’ll be here if you need me. But only if the fucking Varians kick down the door—otherwise, I don’t think we have anything else to say to each other.”

      Then he went into the room and closed the door behind him.
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      Jodi watched him go, feeling miserable. As she gathered the toys they’d been using with stiff, jerky motions, she tried to tell herself she was doing the right thing but somehow she couldn’t quite manage to believe it.

      But I can’t just leave my fiancé to go off with a guy I just met a week ago! she told herself. A guy I couldn’t even stand at first. I can’t just run off on James the way Dad ran off on Mom—that isn’t right!

      Of course the things she’d been doing with the big Kindred weren’t exactly right either, she knew that. And she also knew she was going to have to come clean to James eventually. But she couldn’t just leave him out of the blue with no warning—couldn’t just abandon him and the whole life they had built and planned together, could she?

      “No, I definitely can’t,” Jodi told herself sternly. “If I do that, I’m no better than Dad. I can’t just give up on my relationship because I found somebody sexier.”

      Someone who made her hot and bothered just being around him…someone who had let her call him “Master” and fulfilled her every sexual desire…well, almost—there were definite limits when they weren’t allowed to touch skin-to-skin. But still, Vorn had done a damn good job considering their restrictions. He had—

      No, stop thinking about everything you and Vorn did together, Jodi told herself firmly. That’s over now—it has to be over. James is coming home tomorrow night and you have to be ready to see him. You love him, remember?

      But try as she might, Jodi couldn’t seem to bring up any warm feelings for her fiancé—or any hot feelings either. She told herself it didn’t matter—the feelings were there, they were just buried. They would come back eventually.

      Maybe when the feelings she had somehow grown for Vorn started to fade…
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      “You’re sure you’ll be okay alone while I go get the peace-ahh?” Liosh asked with concern.

      Melli tried to stifle a grin. “It’s a pizza, not a ‘peace-ahh’ and yes, I’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Go on and go—I’ll find us something good to watch while you’re gone.”

      “Well…” he frowned. “All right. But promise you’ll stay in the dorm while I’m gone. I don’t like leaving you alone—not even for a few minutes.”

      “Liosh, I’ll be fine.” She put a hand on her hip. “Honestly, didn’t Commander Sylvan tell you just today over the Think-me that the security system around the Earth has been mended? Ships might be able to get out, but nothing new can get in. So unless there’s a Varian ship that’s been lying low down here on Earth for over a week…”

      “Which is possible,” Liosh said, his frown deepening.

      “But not likely,” Melli pointed out. “I mean, don’t you think they would have tried something by now if they were going to? They’re not exactly the most subtle guys, now are they?”

      “Subtlety is not a Varian trait, no,” Liosh admitted.

      “Look, if you don’t go soon our ‘peace-ahh’ is going to be cold,” Melli told him. “And I promise you, it’s never as good when you reheat it as it is piping hot.”

      “Well…” He sighed. “All right. Just be safe while I’m gone.”

      “I’ll stay right here in the dorm and not move a muscle,” Melli promised.

      “All right.” He gave her a lingering kiss on the mouth and looked into her eyes. “I love you, Melinda.”

      Melli felt her heart squeeze in her chest.

      “I love you too, Liosh. Now go.” She pushed him gently towards the door. “If we start kissing, we’re never going to get dinner and I’m hungry. Don’t you want to try pizza for the first time?”

      “I’d rather stay here and eat your pussy,” Liosh rumbled, giving her a half-lidded look.

      Melli blushed.

      “Later,” she told him, giving him another gentle shove. “I promise, all right?”

      He nodded. “All right. I’m really going now.” He sighed. “I suppose we must have something a bit more substantial for Last Meal. Though I swear I could live on your sweet honey.”

      Melli blushed even harder, laughing as she pushed him out the door. Since their first healing session the night before, Liosh seemed insatiable. He had woken her that morning with his tongue between her legs and Melli had skipped her last class so they could come home early and he could taste her yet again.

      She was opening more easily to him now and this afternoon, the big Kindred had gotten two long fingers inside her and stroked her G-spot while he licked her clit until she had literally come all over his face.

      It was the most intense orgasm Melli had been able to have without him biting her and it felt like real progress. She was certain that before too much longer she would be able to take Liosh’s long, thick shaft deep inside her pussy and they could finally bond.

      She couldn’t wait for that moment. Liosh was the one male in the world who was exactly right for her—she was certain of it. He spoke often of how the Goddess had brought them together and how they were meant to be in each other’s lives. He had already promised to ask for a posting down on Earth so Melli could continue with college. Then, when she graduated, they would move up to the Mother Ship together to live with her mom.

      It was going to be a beautiful life.

      Melli was just settling down on the loveseat to find something good to watch and humming happily to herself when her cell phone chimed.

      Thinking it must be Jodi, wanting to talk in a more traditional way this time, she picked it up to check. But to her surprise, it wasn’t her big sister’s name that popped up on her screen…

      It was Amanda Brannigan’s.
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      “Hey, Melli—hope you don’t mind me texting. I really wanted to apologize for last time we met,” the text read. Beside it was a sorry-face emoji and a little pink heart.

      Melli blinked at it in surprise. The last time Amanda Brannigan had apologized for anything was…well, never. The other girl never apologized. What was going on? Maybe she was trying to turn over a new leaf?

      Or maybe she just wants to be a bitch again and she’s trying to catch you off your guard, whispered a little voice in Melli’s head. Ignore it, Melli. Ghost her—you don’t need that kind of toxic person in your life!

      She almost did what the little voice suggested but then another text popped up.

      “I’m kind of going through something right now,” Amanda had sent. “Trying to make amends to all the peeps I’ve wronged. Please, can’t we just talk?”

      “Well…” Melli stared at the screen doubtfully for a moment. Was Amanda going through some kind of twelve step program? If so, that was kind of sad. Melli hadn’t been aware that the other girl had any kind of substance abuse problem. Maybe she ought to give Amanda a chance. With a sigh, she texted back,

      “Sure. We can talk next time I see you in class.”

      “Has to be now,” Amanda texted back at once. “It’s the next step I have to take. Promise it’ll only take a min. I won’t even ask to come up—you can come down to the dorm lobby. Please?”

      Melli frowned. She had absolutely promised Liosh she wouldn’t stir from the dorm room while he was gone. Still, it sounded like this was going to be quick—she doubted Amanda wanted to spend all night apologizing. Probably she would be able to get down and talk to the other girl and back up to the dorm room before Liosh even got back with the pizza.

      Making a decision, she went to find her favorite pair of flip-flops. Despite the fact that it was March, here in Tampa summer was already breathing its heavy, humid breath over the landscape. The shorts and thin t-shirt Melli wore along with the flip-flops would be fine for a short excursion down to the dorm’s main lobby.

      “Okay,” she texted Amanda. “On my way. See U in a min.”

      “See you!” Pink hearts filled the screen of Melli’s phone and floated away like tiny balloons.

      Before they were even finished, she was already out the door.
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      “Oh, there you are!” Amanda threw her arms around Melli the minute the elevator doors dinged and she exited into the lobby.

      It was a large space, filled with comfortably shabby furniture, battered tables, and vending machines where students lounged and studied and listened to music and played on their phones and laptops. Melli felt at home there, though the hug from Amanda was kind of surprising. The other girl had certainly never been so affectionate before.

      “Hi, Amanda,” she said, trying on a smile. “It’s uh, nice to see you again.”

      “No, it’s not!” Amanda exclaimed. “It can’t be nice for you to see me. I’ve been horrible to you, Melli—I realize that now. I was mean to you all through high school and then I was mean to you again when you introduced me to that gorgeous boyfriend of yours. I’m just so sorry.”

      Her eyes filled with tears and she looked so sad that Melli actually felt bad for her.

      “Aww, Amanda…” she said, squeezing the other girl’s hand. “It’s okay—don’t cry.”

      “I can’t help it.” Amanda sniffed and stepped back, swiping at her eyes. “When I think of how mean I’ve been to you, Melli. And I’ve been trying so hard to do better!”

      “Well, I forgive you if that helps any,” Melli said.

      “You’re so sweet!” Amanda’s tragic face broke into a sunny smile. “You always were so sweet and kind and innocent, Melli! Several of us from high school got together recently and we were all saying how sweet and innocent you always were.”

      Melli shifted uncomfortably.

      “Well…thanks, I guess,” she murmured.

      “And we were all saying how we needed to make amends to you,” Amanda went on. “Because we teased you so bad and were all so mean to you. In fact, I have someone else with me, out in my car, who wants to apologize too, only they were too ashamed to come in with me.” She put her hands together in a pleading gesture. “Please, won’t you come out and forgive them, too? It would mean so much!”

      “Oh, I…I don’t know…” Melli stared out into the gathering darkness outside the dorm. “I’m kind of waiting for Liosh to get back. He just ran to get a pizza and he’ll be here any minute.”

      “Well a minute is all it will take,” Amanda said brightly. “Please, Melli? We’re all just trying so hard to make amends.”

      “Well…” Melli still wasn’t sure this was a good idea but Amanda seemed to take her hesitation as agreement.

      “Oh goody—I knew you’d come. You were always so sweet and forgiving!” she exclaimed. Hooking her arm through Melli’s, she towed her out of the dorm’s lobby with surprising strength in her skinny body.

      Wow, she must do strength training, Melli thought as Amanda pulled her out the door and into the night. The main exterior of the building was well lighted and so was the parking lot but there were places in between the two where shadows lurked. Melli stared at them uneasily as they walked.

      “This way,” Amanda said and began to tug her into a darker section of the campus.

      “But the parking lot is that way,” Melli protested, pointing.

      “It’s a short cut,” Amanda promised. “Come on, it’ll only take a minute.”

      Melli allowed herself to be led, rather unwillingly, the longer grass whispering in chilly little tendrils against her flip-flopped feet. She didn’t know what kind of short cut Amanda though she had taken, but she was glad there were two of them together. She wouldn’t have felt safe out at night on campus in the dark like this without someone else with her.

      “Honestly, Amanda, you must be mistaken,” she said at last, when they had been walking quite a long way. The USF campus was huge and they seemed to be almost in the center, near a tall stand of bushes that ran the length of a field. “Where did you park by?”

      “Oh, there’s no mistake.” Amanda suddenly stopped and dropped Melli’s arm.

      “Huh?” Melli looked around, frowning. “What are you talking about? I thought you said there was someone waiting to talk to me.”

      “There is,” a new voice said—a horribly familiar voice that sent a chill right down Melli’s spine.

      There was a rustling in the bushes and a tall form stepped out.

      “There is someone waiting for you, Melli-baby,” Jason Sykes said, grinning at her. “But maybe we could do more than just talk.”
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      Liosh stared having a bad feeling about Melinda almost as soon as he picked up the pizza—which admittedly, smelled delicious. He paid but he could hardly keep his mind on the large flat box in the front seat behind him.

      The worried feeling about Melinda was growing and he wished he either had a cell phone like hers or that he had brought his Think-me so he could call her. Once they were bonded, he would have no need of such devices, but they weren’t bonded yet, which made Liosh feel vulnerable in a way he didn’t like.

      When a Kindred set his sights on a female and knew she was his fated mate, he liked to bond her as soon as possible. Also, Liosh had been biting Melinda to inject his essence—a sure sign to his body that they would and should be bonding soon. Being away from her without the all-important bond established made him feel anxious in the extreme.

      “It’s fine,” Liosh tried to tell himself. “Melinda is fine and you’re getting all worked up for nothing.”

      But despite his reassuring words to himself, he couldn’t get back to the dorm fast enough. He pushed the shuttle-car to the limit and was greatly tempted to just fly back—it would have been so much faster. But that kind of thing was frowned upon, especially in the city. The humans were very proprietary about their air space and Tampa International Airport wasn’t that far away.

      Reluctantly, Liosh kept to the ground but the minute he got back to the huge building on the USF campus that housed Melinda’s dorm, he grabbed the large, flat box and ran inside. The elevators were too slow, so he took the stairs—three at a time—and arrived back at her floor, panting a little, in no time.

      Liosh didn’t know what he had expected to see—the dorm door broken open and everything a mess inside with obvious signs of a struggle? There was none of that, though. The door was firmly closed and everything in the hallway looked peaceful.

      Feeling foolish for being so worried, Liosh knocked on the door and called Melinda’s name.

      No answer.

      Frowning, he turned the knob and found that the door was unlocked—which it absolutely was not supposed to be. Melinda had locked the door when he left—he was certain of it because he had stood there and listened for the click before going.

      He pushed open the door, calling her name.

      “Melinda? Talli? Where are you? If this is a game, it isn’t funny!”

      Again, no answer. Liosh looked everywhere for her, the pizza box forgotten on the coffee table, but she was nowhere to be found. He sniffed deeply—he didn’t smell any scents but his own and Melinda’s, and there was no sign of a struggle—so then, where was she?

      He didn’t know but the bad feeling had returned and intensified, like a lump of ice in his belly.

      Melinda was missing and he had no idea where she had gone.
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      Liosh retraced his steps, following her scent. It was somewhat obscured by the strong smell of the pizza but luckily Melinda had gone down the elevators, not the stairs. So once he was past the dorm, he was able to isolate her scent and follow it exclusively.

      It led him down into the lobby where it was mixed with all the other various smells of students—sweat and take-out food and perfume and after-shave and vending machine snacks and every other damn thing, Liosh thought in concern and irritation. Luckily, he was extremely attuned to Melinda so he was able to pick out her sweet fragrance among the cacophony of other smells and odors.

      As he followed it, he noticed another familiar smell entwined with it. Frowning, he stopped in the middle of the floor, lifted his head and inhaled deeply. Some students who were trying to get by shot him dirty looks as they walked pointedly around him, but Liosh didn’t even notice. He had isolated the other scent and knew who it belonged to—Amanda Brannigan.

      Now why in the Seven Hells would Melinda go off with her? The other female wasn’t even nice to her and had said many hurtful things to Melinda.

      Still, Liosh knew his mate-to-be’s pure, innocent heart. Possibly Amanda had tricked Melinda into going with her in some way. But for what purpose?

      Nothing good, that’s for damn sure! muttered the voice of instinct in his head.

      Liosh agreed with it. Keeping his head lifted to follow her scent—which was several minutes old—he continued on out the door and into the night.

      Melinda, wherever you are, I’m coming for you. Please, just be safe, Talli!
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      “Wh-what do you want?” Melli hated the waver in her voice but it was a wonder she could talk at all. Being faced with her attacker all these years later was like a slap in the face. No—it was more like someone had punched her in the gut, she thought distractedly. She could feel everything from the waist down tightening up and turning to ice as Jason Sykes took a step towards her.

      “What do you think I want, Melli-baby?” he cooed, giving her that I’m the big man on campus, aren’t you lucky I’m paying attention to you? grin he had always used in high school. Well, until he’d gotten what he wanted from her and thrown her away like a used tissue, that was.

      Melli still felt frozen. All she could think was that Amanda had brought Jason here to apologize for what he had done.

      But some things just can’t be forgiven.

      “I’m going,” she said, her paralysis breaking abruptly. She pointed a shaking finger at Jason. “I don’t want to hear your apology—I just want you to leave me alone and never come near me again.” She turned to Amanda. “I know you don’t know it, but what Jason did to me was way worse than teasing me about my weight like you and the rest of the popular girls did. You shouldn’t have brought me out here to meet him—especially not at night.”

      She started to go but Amanda grabbed her arm.

      “Oh, and what exactly did he do to you, Melli-the-belly?” she cooed. The nice, “I’m-so-sorry” look had been wiped off her face and there was a mean kind of enjoyment in her eyes.

      “Never mind,” Melli said sharply, trying to pull away. “I just want to go back to my dorm now.”

      “But not until I get to spend some time with you, Melli-baby.”

      To Melli’s horror, Jason Sykes was suddenly right in front of her. How had he gotten there so fast? He seemed even bigger than he had in high school and his grin held the same mean enjoyment that Amanda’s did. But it was also tinged with something else—lust.

      Melli remembered that look on his face during the attack. The vicious, grinning enjoyment she saw on his All-American features as he hurt her so badly she cried and begged and screamed and bled.

      “Shut up, you little slut!” he’d said, slapping her as he continued his assault. “Shut up or I’ll give you something to cry about!”

      “L-leave me alone,” she said, raising her chin, trying to be brave and shut out the past. “I told you, I’m not interested in your apology.”

      “Who said I wanted to apologize?” Jason Sykes asked, his grin widening. “Maybe I just want to see if your pussy is still as tight as it was back in high school.”

      “What?” Melli took a step back, only to find herself yanked forward again by Amanda, who still had her arm linked through Melli’s.

      “Now, Melli-the-belly,” she said, laughing a little. “Is this any way for you to behave when you see an old friend from high school? Why don’t the two of you kiss and make up?”

      “Leave me alone!” Melli yanked at her arm, trying to get away. “You don’t know what he did to me!”

      “Oh, yes I do.” Amanda’s eyes flashed. “Who do you think put him up to it?”

      “What?” The admission caught Melli completely off guard. She stared at Amanda. “But…why?” she asked, feeling bewildered. “Why would you…would you do that to me?”

      Amanda grinned at Melli meanly.

      “Maybe just because you got on my nerves. You were always such a goody-two-shoes—such an innocent little virgin—or we were all pretty sure you were. After all, nobody wants to fuck a fat girl.” She jabbed Melli in the ribs with one bony elbow. “So I bet Jason fifty bucks that he couldn’t find out if you were a virgin or not.”

      “And I took the challenge because I always did like tight pussy,” Jason sneered down at Melli. “Even if it is attached to a fat chick.” He laughed—a coarse, awful sound she remembered from the attack. “All I had to do was bring the bloody sheets with me to prove it and Amanda here had to pay up.”

      “Yes, I did,” Amanda sniffed. “That particular bet cost me a sweater I really wanted at Macy’s because I didn’t have enough money go buy it before it was taken off sale.”

      Melli’s head was spinning and she felt like she might throw up. She remembered now how Jason had stripped the sheets off the bed when he was finished with her. She’d assumed at the time that he wanted to hide the evidence of what he had done. But now it seemed clear he had only wanted the sheets to win a bet.

      “Fifty dollars?” she heard herself saying as she looked between them. “That was all I was worth? You paid him fifty dollars to rape me?”

      “Rape? What are you talking about?” Jason Sykes demanded, glaring down at her. “You consented, Melli-baby—remember? Not only that, you loved every minute of it! Bet you’ve never had it so good since, huh?” He grinned and did a little bump and grind with his hips that nearly made Melli puke.

      “Get away from me,” she said to both of them. “Leave me alone—I don’t ever want to see either one of you again!”

      “I don’t think so.” Jason was suddenly looming over her, much closer than he had been before. “I think we’re gonna have a little high school reunion, Melli-baby. Right here and now. Of course, you’re not a virgin anymore but I bet I can still make you scream.”

      Melli wanted to scream right now—wanted to open her mouth and shriek at the top of her lungs. But fear seemed to have stolen her voice. All she could do was whisper, “No…no, please!” as Jason Sykes took her by the shoulders and pushed her to the cold ground.

      “There you go.” Amanda was looking down at her in satisfaction. “See, I told you the person I brought would be happy to see you, Melli-the-belly.” She put her hands on her skinny hips self-righteously. “This ought to teach you to go running around with that boyfriend who’s too good for you and being snotty to your old friends from high school!”

      Melli licked her lips.

      “You…you were never my friend,” she whispered harshly.

      Amanda frowned.

      “You know, I was going to go and give you two some privacy. But just for that, I think I’m going to stay and watch.” She grinned at Jason. “You don’t mind, do you big guy?”

      “Hell, no,” Jason grunted. “I like having an audience. Makes me fucking hot, baby.”

      “Then I’ll stay.” Amanda put her hands on her hips and leered down at Melli. “Does it feel good, Melli-the-belly? Let me know when he puts it in, okay?”

      “No. No!”

      But though she was trying to shout, Melli’s voice came out so low even she could barely hear it. She wanted to say more—wanted to fight and scream and kick—but her body seemed very far away from her now. In fact, she almost seemed to be floating above herself and looking down. Dimly she could tell that Jason Sykes was trying to pull down her shorts but the fact that she was so completely limp was giving him some trouble.

      “Damn it, don’t just lay there,” he grunted at Melli as he yanked. “Come on, Melli-baby—scream for me! I’ll never forget how you screamed in high school—best fuck I ever had.”

      “And this will be the last breath you ever draw,” a deep, growling voice said from behind him and Melli saw a pair of red, glowing eyes in the shadows. “Because when I am finished with you, you’ll be fucking dead.”
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      Liosh had never gone into Rage before. But of course, he had never been in love before, until he’d met Melinda, either.

      He had heard other warriors describe the feeling of going into the berserker-type state when a much-loved female was threatened. He had heard them speak of how a red curtain dropped over their vision and the overwhelming, burning fury that filled their entire body as the instinct to protect turned into the undeniable urge to kill and maim and rend and destroy until nothing, nothing was left of the attacker and the beloved was either safe or avenged.

      Nothing he had heard could compare with the actual experience.

      He rushed at the male who had Melinda on the ground, knocking him off her and locking his arms around the other male in a punishing grip as they rolled in the cold grass together.

      “Hey…hey, let me go!” The other male was struggling but there was no hope of escape. From what Liosh had heard, not only had this male been the one who had raped Melinda so many years ago he had also been intent on repeating the crime.

      Such a male did not deserve to live and Liosh fully intended to make sure that he didn’t see the sun rise tomorrow.

      The other male was big and strong but he was no match for a Kindred in Rage. In short order, Liosh had him flat on his back on the ground with both hands locked around his throat.

      “Hey…man…let go,” the male who must be Jason Sykes gasped, his eyes bulging from their sockets.

      “Yeah, let him go!” Amanda Brannigan called, from a safe distance. “You big creep! I’ll call the police—I swear I will!” She held up a cell phone in warning.

      Liosh was past caring about any of that. Melinda was still lying limp on the ground, her shorts half-way pulled down and a vacant look in her lovely blue eyes. She had been hurt—maybe hurt so badly that she might never return to him.

      Liosh would kill to avenge her.

      “Wasn’t…gonna hurt her,” Jason Sykes rasped. He was pawing at Liosh’s hands, which were still fixed firmly around his throat.

      “No, you were only going to rape her…again.” Liosh’s voice was very cold, which surprised him, since he was so angry he could barely even see the male beneath him. His fangs felt long and sharp and brutal in his mouth and his whole body was flooded with the Rage—a fury so deep nothing but blood could end it.

      “Wasn’t…gonna…” Jason Sykes denied. “Hands…off, man!”

      “All right,” Liosh agreed equably. He removed his hands…

      And promptly leaned down to rip the male’s throat out.
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      The spray of arterial blood looked black in the shadows. Some of it fell on Melli’s face and somehow that brought her back to her body. She didn’t want anything of Jason Sykes on her—not even his blood.

      Her hand came up to wipe at her forehead and she realized she could move again. Not only that, but there was chaos going on around her.

      Not far away from her, Liosh was bent over something on the ground and ripping at it like some kind of animal. The side of his face was bloody and for a moment, he reminded Melli of those nature documentaries you see about lions on the African savanna. Liosh looked like they did when they pulled down an antelope and ripped it open to feed on it.

      The startling thought seemed to bring her back to herself a little more. The numb feeling she’d had began to fade, though Melli wished it wouldn’t. Being numb was so much more comfortable—so much less scary.

      She became aware that a girl was screaming someplace close by. At first she thought it was her, but then she realized it couldn’t be, because she still couldn’t seem to speak. Looking to her left, she saw Amanda Brannigan on the phone—screaming and shouting that this was an emergency, that a man had been attacked for no reason, that the big bastard was killing him and there was blood everywhere!

      Blood everywhere, Melli thought. Even on me.

      Looking down at herself, she saw that the blood had indeed sprayed on her. It had made a pattern of dark droplets on the skin of her upper thighs which were exposed because her shorts were halfway pulled down.

      Melli pulled them back up reflexively. She had a vague memory of Jason Sykes fumbling with them while she floated above her body looking down, but she didn’t think anything had come of it. Mainly she thought that, because he still had his jeans on—they weren’t even unzipped. She could see that from where she was, though Liosh’s big body was obscuring him from the waist up as he leaned over to rip and tear with his fangs which had grown monstrously long and sharp…

      His fangs…oh my God, his fangs! For some reason the sight seemed to trip something inside her brain. Melli blinked, feeling more awake—more there somehow.

      His fangs, she thought again. He’s using them to rip out Jason’s Sykes’ throat!

      Suddenly everything began to make sense and she remembered…

      Remembered even though she wanted so desperately to forget.
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      The chiming of Jodi’s phone broke the extremely awkward silence between herself and James and Vorn.

      James had come home on time and Jodi had been quick to let him in when she heard him at the door. She had already decided she would tell her fiancé everything—it was the only right thing to do.

      But before she could get even the first sentence out of her mouth, Vorn had come from the spare room and stood there, glaring down at James like a thundercloud about to break.

      “Oh, er…hello.” James had looked at the big Kindred uncertainly. “I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced.”

      “The name’s Vorn,” Vorn said, still glaring. “Nice to meet you. I’m the one who’s been protecting and caring for your female while you ran off without even seeing to her needs first.”

      “What?” James stared at Vorn blankly. Then he looked at Jodi. “Darling, he’s still here? I rather thought he’d be gone by now.”

      “Don’t worry—I’m leaving today,” Vorn said, again before Jodi could speak. “The security net around the Earth is fixed now. So there’s no need for me to stay where I’m not wanted.”

      He glared pointedly at Jodi who frowned fiercely back—she did not need for the big Kindred to make a scene, damn it! Not when she was trying to find the courage to admit what she’d done with him to James.

      “It’s good to have you back, honey,” she said to her fiancé, giving him a peck on the cheek. “How was your trip?”

      “Oh, most illuminating.” James laughed his fruity laugh. “I wish you could have been there, Darling. My research was quite well received. And we went to the most marvelous Thai place—flavors you simply can’t imagine. I do believe it was the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.”

      “Well, we all know what you won’t put in your mouth,” Vorn growled, still glaring at him.

      “Excuse me?” James looked at him in obvious bewilderment. “What are you talking about? You don’t even know me.”

      “I know enough to know you don’t deserve Jodi.” Vorn’s anger was obvious. “You’re not even willing to meet her needs.”

      “What needs?” James demanded. He looked at Jodi in bewilderment. “What is this big idiot talking about?”

      “You better watch who you’re calling an idiot.” Vorn loomed over him, his big hands balled into fists at his sides.

      “Vorn, please!” Jodi put a hand on his broad chest and felt the anger thrumming through him like an electrical current. “Now is not the time!”

      “When is the time, then, baby?” Vorn growled, looking at her. “There is no more time—I’m about to leave. Are you really not going to come with me?”

      “What? Why ever would Jodi go with you?” James frowned. “You’re nothing but a bodyguard—and one who has overstayed his welcome. I think you’d better go now.”

      “I’ll leave,” Vorn growled. “But not until Jodi gives me an answer.” He looked at her pointedly. “Come with me now or we’ll never see each other again. Well, Jodi?”

      “Jodi?” James echoed, and also stared at her.

      At that moment Jodi wished the earth would open up and swallow her. She had meant to tell James what she and Vorn had done but not like this! And how dare the big Kindred give her an ultimatum? Also, the idea of Vorn leaving and the two of them never seeing each other again tugged at her heart, making her feel almost sick with indecision.

      He’s right—I can’t stand it if we never see each other again! But on the other hand, I can’t just leave James the way Dad left Mom! What am I going to do?

      She opened her mouth, not sure what was going to come out, and at that moment her cell phone chimed.

      Oh, thank God!

      Jodi grabbed for it like a drowning woman reaching for a lifeline.

      “Darling, I hardly think now is the time to answer your phone,” James remarked, but Jodi was already staring at the screen.

      “It’s Melli,” she said, sudden concern stabbing at her heart. “But she never calls—she always texts. What’s going on?”

      Before either man could answer, she accepted the call and brought the phone to her ear.

      Melli was sobbing.

      “Melli? Melli—oh my God, Melli—what’s wrong?”

      Jodi’s heart was pounding. The last time she’d gotten a call like this from her little sister had been right after the awful events of Melli’s Junior Prom. She had called crying and begging Jodi to come get her but not to tell Mom and Dad anything.

      “Melli?” she said again. “Please, honey, try and talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong?”

      What she got back was a garbled mass of words so jumbled only a sister could have understood. Luckily, Jodi was good at decoding Melli’s hysteria.

      “What do you mean Liosh killed someone and the police are taking him away?” she asked blankly.

      Vorn was instantly on high alert.

      “What? Where? Where are they taking him?”

      “Shhhh!” Jodi shushed him furiously, waving a hand in his face as she tried to make out Melli’s next words.

      “I s-said he d-didn’t k-ku-kill just anybody. He k-killed Jason Suh-sykes!” Her little sister’s voice shook and wavered on the name of her attacker.

      Jodi felt her stomach roll. Suddenly things began to make sense. She had heard of how extremely protective Kindred could be of their females. If Melli had told Liosh that bastard Jason had attacked her, it wasn’t surprising that Liosh had gone after him. Though she couldn’t imagine the seemingly mild-mannered Blood Kindred killing anyone.

      She put a hand over the phone and looked at Vorn, who looked ready to pull his hair out as he waited to hear what was going on.

      “Apparently Melli and Liosh ran into the guy who, uh, hurt her in high school and Liosh went after him. Somebody called the police and now it’s a big mess.”

      He nodded, his golden eyes glowing.

      “Not surprising. Liosh probably went into Rage when he saw the bastard who hurt his female.”

      Jodi nodded distractedly and went back to her sister.

      “Take a deep breath,” she told Melli. “I’m sure he didn’t really kill him. Everyone is probably over-reacting.”

      “Amanda Brannigan is here telling the police that he killed Jason on purpose,” Melli sobbed. “I can’t get them to listen to me when I tell them he was trying to…to hurt me again. And Liosh had blood all o-over h-his f-face!”

      She was dissolving into incoherence again and Jodi knew she had to get some information fast.

      “Where are you?” she demanded. “I’m coming to get you right now.” She looked at the big Kindred, who nodded grimly. “And Vorn will go after Liosh. Everything is going to be all right—you’ll see, Melli. I promise.”

      As soon as she hung up, James started talking.

      “Darling, what is going on?” he demanded. “What was your little sister blathering on about? And where do you think you’re going?” he added, frowning as Jodi grabbed her purse and keys. “I believe we were in the middle of a very serious discussion!”

      “It’ll have to wait, James,” Jodi snapped. She looked at Vorn. “We’d better take separate vehicles. I need to get Melli and it sounds like Liosh got taken to the police station.”

      He nodded grimly.

      “Where are we going?”

      Jodi gave him the address and then ran to her car, leaving James to stand there gaping.

      But as she and Vorn raced to their respective vehicles, neither one of them noticed the shadowed figure hiding around the side of the duplex or heard the soft hissing whisper as a forked tongue flickered out to taste the air.
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      “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe the police wouldn’t let Liosh go! Now he’s going to go to prison forever and it’s all my fault!” Melli slumped on her big sister’s couch and put her head in her hands.

      “Honey, no! It’s not your fault at all!” Jodi put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed reassuringly. “And nobody is taking Liosh to prison. You know the Kindred have diplomatic immunity! Also, they passed that law a while back saying they couldn’t be prosecuted for hurting a man who was attacking their mate.”

      “But I’m not Liosh’s mate—not yet!” Melli protested. “And they wouldn’t even believe Jason Sykes was attacking me—thanks to Amanda Brannigan.” She curled her hands into fists. “When I think that she was the one who set him on me in the first place! And then she was telling the police lies about how she and Jason were just talking and all of a sudden Liosh came out of nowhere and attacked him! That isn’t what happened at all!”

      “She’s a piece of work, all right,” Jodi said grimly. “But you know that you and I both testified that Sykes was attacking you and that he’d done it before and Liosh told them the same thing once he, er, calmed down.” She cleared her throat, obviously trying not to think of the big Kindred all covered in Jason’s blood. “So it’s three against one.”

      “But Amanda is so good at lying and making everyone believe it!” Melli exclaimed. “It was like that in high school too—the minute she started a rumor everybody took it as the gospel truth. She already had half the policemen convinced before we even made a statement!”

      “You have to try and relax,” Jodi told her firmly. “Vorn is calling that lawyer from the Mother Ship—the one who helped get the law passed that Kindred couldn’t be sued or prosecuted for protecting their females in the first place. She’s going to come down here and get Liosh set free—you’ll see.”

      “I hope so.” Melli shook her head, her eyes still blurred with tears.

      Everything had happened so fast and no matter what Jodi said, she was sure it was her fault. She never should have believed Amanda’s fake tale of woe about wanting to make amends. And she certainly never should have followed her off into a dark part of the campus. But how could she have possibly known that the other girl would have such a horrible surprise in store? Who could have guessed that Amanda had been behind the attack that had happened in high school the whole time?

      Not that Jason wasn’t also to blame—he was a horrible person. Well, had been a horrible person, Melli amended to herself. There was no way he had survived what Liosh had done to him. From what she had seen when the police dragged the big Kindred off him—and it had taken seven of them to do it—Jason was officially gonesville.

      Of course he deserved it, but the killing had been savage. Melli was still having a hard time wrapping her mind around the idea that the gentle, tender Liosh, who was always so careful not to hurt her in any way, had turned into a brutal killing machine and ripped another man’s throat out with his teeth. Well, technically with his fangs, but still…

      But Vorn had explained, at the police station, that Liosh had gone into Rage—a state of berserker fury that came over Kindred warriors when they saw their females being threatened. According to Vorn, something would have been wrong if Liosh didn’t go into Rage when he saw Melli being attacked—it was just another proof that he loved her and intended to take her for his bride.

      Melli was glad the Beast Kindred had explained everything to her but it didn’t seem to matter how many times he explained to the police, they just weren’t listening.

      “Let’s hope the lawyer from the Mother Ship will help,” she said dully. But what if she couldn’t? What if the police still refused to listen and Liosh was sent away for life? What if—

      A crash in the kitchen swept the gloomy thoughts out of her mind. She jerked her head up and so did Jodi. The two sisters exchanged glances and Melli couldn’t help remembering what had happened the last time they’d been together and heard a strange noise in the other room. They had been at her mom’s house for a family movie night. And then—

      Another crash sounded, interrupting her thoughts.

      “What do you suppose that is?” James asked, frowning.

      He was the only one in the room who wasn’t crying. In fact, he had a cool look of disinterest on his face, as though whatever was happening in the kitchen was much more entertaining than sitting here watching Melli cry while Jodi comforted her.

      “Do you think a raccoon or something somehow got it?” he said to Jodi, as he went towards the kitchen.

      “James, don’t!” Melli and Jodi exclaimed at the same time, but he was already pushing open the door that led to the small kitchen and dining nook.

      The minute he opened it, a scaly green hand with seven fingers shot out and grabbed his wrist. Melli screamed and Jodi jumped to her feet.

      “Fight it, James—we have to get out of here!” she shouted.

      But James was standing there like a idiot, staring at the hand around his wrist like he didn’t understand.

      And of course, by that time it was too late. The lizard-like Varians came pouring into the living area, holding those deadly little weapons that looked like ballpoint pens but which could cut a hole the size of a trashcan lid in anything, as Melli remembered with a shiver.

      She and Jodi gripped each other, fright filling them.

      Oh my God, Melli thought. But they’re gone—aren’t they all supposed to be gone? How did they get through the new security net? Or have they been here all along, just waiting for Jodi and me to be without our Kindred protectors?

      “Take them,” one of the Varians, who seemed to be the leader hissed. “Thessse are the femalesss we are looking for.”

      “What about the male?” the one holding James asked.

      The leader shrugged. “We have no quarrel with him.” He peered at James. “Unlesss you intend to cause a ruckusss when we take the femalesss?”

      “What? Me cause a ruckus? Certainly not!” James held up his free hand in a “don’t shoot” gesture. “Take them—take them both. Just leave me alone.”

      “James!” Jodi looked at her fiancé, clearly aghast.

      “Sorry, Darling but really, what can I do?” he asked, shrugging at her. “They’re armed aliens. And we’re completely outnumbered.”

      “What you could do is fight for me!” Jodi said fiercely. “That’s what Vorn would do!”

      “Well, Vorn isn’t here right now,” James snapped. “But I’ll be sure to let him know you send your regards when next I see him.”

      Even through her fear, Melli could scarcely believe her big sister’s fiancé was being such a coward! Not only that, he was being really nasty too—acting like he wasn’t sorry a bit that she and Jodi were about to be abducted by aliens that looked like a cross between an iguana and an alligator.

      Jodi seemed to feel the same way Melli did—or else maybe the way James was acting was bringing some long-buried emotions up to the surface because she suddenly rounded on her fiancé.

      “I cheated on you, you know,” she spat at James. “Not nearly as much as I wanted to but I most definitely cheated while you were gone.”

      “Yes, I surmised as much from our earlier conversation,” James said dryly. “That’s quite all right, Darling—I spent every night of my conference with a very attractive female colleague myself. She’s so much more intellectually gifted than you.”

      “What?” Jodi gasped. “But I only sort of cheated and only because I couldn’t help it. I mean, not at first, anyway. What excuse do you have?”

      He shrugged again.

      “Do I need an excuse? Dianne and I spend every conference together. I guess you could say it’s sort of our thing.”

      “Your thing? How long as this been going on?” Jodi demanded. “Weeks? Months?”

      “Years, Darling, and before you ask, no, I had no notion of stopping once we were wed. I didn’t think I should have to give up all the little pleasures in life simply because I had finally consented to make an honest woman of you.”

      For a moment Jodi seemed at a loss for what to say. Finally, she said,

      “I just hope you satisfied that skank Dianne better than you did me. Do you know I never once had an orgasm with you? I had to finish myself off after you went to sleep every time!”

      At last she seemed to have struck a nerve. James’ face went red , then white.

      “The reason I couldn’t ‘satisfy’ you was because of your perverted sexual appetites,” he spat. “Spanking and bondage and all that other filth. You disgust me, Jodi—you and your twisted sexual needs.”

      “You uptight little asshole!” Jodi snarled. “Just because I’m not a prude who insists on only having sex in the missionary position with the lights out does not make me perverted. Lots of people enjoy alternative sexual practices!”

      “Lots of sick people, you mean,” James hissed.

      “Why you…” Apparently at a total loss for words this time, Jodi took off the large diamond engagement ring she’d been wearing for the past few years and threw it at him. It bounced off James’ skinny chest and tinkled on the floor. “The wedding is off. I never want to see you again!” she shouted.

      James made a mock sad face.

      “Well, I don’t suppose you ever will, Darling—considering that you’re being abducted by aliens.”

      Melli couldn’t believe he was being so cold.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she demanded. “Didn’t you ever love Jodi at all?”

      “Well, what is love, anyway?” James began philosophically. “If one consults the writings of Aristotle and Plato—”

      “Enough of thisss,” the leader of the Varians hissed. “We have no more time. Bring the femalesss to the sship.”

      “Let us go! Let go!” Jodi shouted, struggling as two Varian soldiers came to grip both her and Melli by the shoulders.

      “We don’t have the T’lix Kruthe,” Melli told them. “It’s up on the Kindred Mother ship. There’s no way we can get it for you.”

      “Of thisss, I am aware,” the Varian leader hissed. “We have not come to get the ssacred artifact. We have come to exact revenge.”

      “Exact revenge?” Jodi’s normally strong voice shook. “What…what does that mean?”

      “It meansss that ssince you cannot produce the T’lix Kruthe, you sshall pay the price for it,” the leader hissed. He nodded at his soldiers. “Take them away!”
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      “What do you mean, they’re gone?” Vorn demanded, glaring down at the skinny little asshole who was Jodi’s fiancé.

      

      They’d been hours at the police station with Liosh being held just because he had done what any Kindred would do by defending his female. Despite his diplomatic immunity, the human peacekeepers had refused to release the Blood Kindred until Lizabeth Paige, the famed human attorney who ran the Kindred’s legal defense, came down from the Mother Ship and basically forced them to let him go.

      “You cannot hold him, gentlemen,” she had said firmly to the angry cops who were muttering about turning murderers loose just because they had immunity. “He was only doing what any Kindred warrior does when his mate or the female he intends to make his mate is threatened.”

      “But he killed Jason! He ripped out his throat!” Amanda Brannigan exclaimed. She had been there at the station too, playing the horrified heroine to the hilt, making the attempted rape on Melli and the subsequent killing of the would-be-rapist somehow all about her.

      Lizabeth and turned to give the girl a cold look.

      “And you can be thankful you didn’t get in the way, Miss Brannigan,” she said coolly. “When a Kindred warrior goes into Rage, he cannot be held responsible for his actions. I assure you, he wouldn’t have attacked and killed this other man unless he saw him attacking his female first.”

      “Which is exactly what happened,” Liosh said quietly. He was in his right mind and cleaned up—wearing the spare uniform shirt Vorn always kept in the back of his shuttle. “When I came up, Melinda was on the ground and that…” His voice dropped to a lower register and his eyes began to gleam red. “That bastard was pulling down her shorts to rape her. Again.”

      “Again?” Lizabeth said sharply. “You don’t mean he had already assaulted her once tonight?”

      Liosh shook his head.

      “Not tonight, no. Back when they were in school together. He lured her to a human mating ritual called a ‘prom’ and attacked her afterwards.” His voice ended in a positive growl and eyes were getting redder and redder as he spoke.

      Vorn looked at his friend, alarmed. If even the memory of what had happened to Melinda could send Liosh into Rage again, they were all going to be in trouble.

      Lizabeth Paige seemed to realize the same thing.

      “Listen, officers,” she said to the policemen, who were muttering uneasily among themselves as they stared at the changes Liosh was displaying. “If you don’t want to have a repeat incident, I suggest you let my client go and be with his female. Seeing her well and safe is the only thing that’s going to calm him down and get rid of the Rage completely.” She had raised an eyebrow. “Now are you going to release Liosh to me or do I have to go over your heads? I have contacts on the World Council and I won’t hesitate to call them.”

      There was more mumbling and grumbling and some pretty unpleasant names were thrown around referring to Lizabeth but at last Liosh had been released, despite Amanda Brannigan bleating about a “miscarriage of justice” and threatening to go online and post everything everywhere.

      “Thank you so much,” Vorn had said, when they finally walked out of the police station, free males. “And I’m sorry for the rude remarks those bastards were throwing around back there.”

      Lizabeth shrugged, apparently unconcerned.

      “Please. It’s not the first time I’ve been called a ‘ball-busting bitch.’” She winked at him. “I do have a reputation to uphold, after all. Now—will you gentlemen be all right? I have twins back on the Mother Ship who need to nurse.”

      “We’ll be fine now,” Liosh assured her. “I just want to go to Melinda and make sure she is as well.”

      “Of course, you do.” Lizabeth patted his arm sympathetically. “Hey—was it your first time going into Rage?” she asked gently.

      Liosh nodded. “I…didn’t know myself. I had no idea I was capable of such violence. I have killed in battle but this…” He shook his head. “It was completely different. I was…savage.”

      “My husband, Lone, had the same feelings in the aftermath of his own Rage when he saved me from a fate worse than death,” Lizabeth told him. “And he didn’t just kill one man—he killed almost every man in an entire village. It was a really scary sight.”

      “A whole fucking village?” Vorn shook his head and gave a low whistle. “I guess so.”

      “I just want you to know there are support groups—both for warriors who have gone into Rage and killed to protect their females, and for females who have seen their warriors in that state,” Lizabeth told Liosh. “So if either of you are having a hard time dealing with it, come find me on the Mother Ship and I’ll give you the places and times they meet.”

      “Thank you,” Liosh said gratefully. “You’re more than kind, Counselor Paige. Melinda and I will certainly come speak to you aboard the Mother Ship. But right now, I just want to see her again and know that she is safe.”

      He looked worried and Vorn knew his friend wouldn’t feel good until he was holding the female he intended to bond to him in his arms.

      Frankly, he wanted to see Jodi again, too. Despite the hard words between them, he cared for her—maybe even loved her, as fucked-up as that was—and he needed to know she was all right.

      

      And now it turned out she wasn’t all right at all, he thought, looking down at the puny human male who had apparently just given up both girls without a fight or even, as far as Vorn could tell, a harsh word for the Varians who had swooped in and stolen them.

      “You mean they’re gone?” he demanded again. “What exactly happened?”

      James lifted his chin and gave Vorn a disdainful look.

      “How many times must I repeat myself? These alien creatures who looked like mutated crocodiles broke into the apartment—doing considerable monetary damage to the kitchen window, I might add—and took both Jodi and Melinda away with them. End of story.”

      “And you just let them?” Vorn looked him up and down. “Look at you—not a scratch on you! Did you even fight for them at all?”

      “Most certainly not. Those brutes were armed.” James made a face. “I make it a point never to get involved in any kind of violent altercation.”

      “So you just stood by and let them go?” Liosh seemed almost to be unable to comprehend this. “I don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head. “How could you not at least try to save the female you love and her kin? Have you no sense of honor at all?”

      James flushed, apparently more shamed by Liosh’s honest confusion than Vorn’s wrath.

      “I might have had more of an inclination to try and do something if the woman I thought I loved hadn’t admitted she’d been cheating on me all week with your extremely hirsute friend, there,” he snapped.

      “Look, buddy, just because you’re going bald and you look like a hairless cat when you’re naked—yeah, Jodi told me that—doesn’t mean you get to call me hairy,” Vorn snarled. “According to her, I have just the right amount of hair, unlike you, you hairless little asshole.”

      “Vorn, we’re getting off the point.” Liosh grabbed his arm earnestly. “Where did they take our females?” he asked James, who was still simmering—though if he was angrier at the fact that Vorn had called him a “hairless cat” or mad because Vorn actually knew the meaning of the word “hirsute” was anyone’s guess.

      “I don’t know where they took the girls,” James said sulkily. “I only know that they said they wanted ‘vengeance’. And when Melli told them that the artifact they were looking for wasn’t available, they said they knew it and that Jodi and Melli would have to pay the price.”

      “Pay the price? Goddess!” Liosh groaned. “This is terrible! They must be taking them to the Varian home world.” He looked at Vorn, who nodded grimly.

      “Wouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Then we have to go—now! And we have to call Commander Sylvan and ask for backup.”

      “Backup against a whole planet?” Vorn said flatly. “Do you know how big and populous the Varian home world is? They outnumber the Kindred of the Mother Ship fifty to one.”

      “What are you saying?” Liosh gripped his arm harder, his eyes narrowing. “That there’s no hope? No way we can save our females?”

      “No, Brother.” Vorn looked him in the eye steadily. “There’s always hope. Come on—let’s go.”
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      “What is this stuff they gave us to eat?”

      Jodi poked with her strange, two-tined eating utensil at the mass of long, slimy, white cylindrical things that looked a little like really thick noodles in the center of her plate.

      Melli brought her face close to her own plate and took a deep sniff.

      “Smells a little like Pad Thai,” she said hopefully. “Maybe we should taste one and try it.”

      “Pad Thai doesn’t try to crawl off your plate,” Jodi pointed out grimly. “I think these are some kind of worms—there’s no way any of that is going in my mouth.”

      “They are yerger slugs and you may count yourself lucky to eat them,” a voice from behind them said.

      Jodi whirled around to look at the invisible barrier that separated them from the outside world. If this strange planet could be called a world, that was.

      Standing on the other side of their prison cell was a female Varian. At least Jodi thought she was female.

      She was different from the male Varians they’d seen because of the large, colorful ruff that surrounded her elongated alligator face. The ruff stood out around her head and changed colors slowly, sliding from vivid crimson to brilliant orange to lemon yellow and then back again to crimson. She was also dressed differently—her long, scaly feet were exposed but her tail had been carefully wrapped in a wide band of cloth and tied at the end with a strangely jaunty sky-blue ribbon, so that only its shape was visible.

      Jodi wondered if maybe the tail was considered an erogenous zone somehow, and so had to be covered in females. The same way it was acceptable for males to go topless most places on Earth but not for females to do so.

      “Excuse me?” she asked, approaching the barrier, but making sure to stay well back from its faint shimmer of the energy field that kept them imprisoned. She and Melli both had gotten nasty shocks trying to get out earlier, and she wasn’t about to subject herself to that agonizing pain again for no reason.

      “I said they are a delicacy—given only to the condemned. You ought to eat them as they will be your last meal.”

      Jodi’s stomach clenched tightly and she knew that even if she had been served her favorite sushi instead of slugs, she still couldn’t have eaten a bite.

      Melli seemed to feel the same way.

      “Talking about us being condemned and this being our last meal isn’t helping my appetite any,” she said, pushing the plate of slowly-writhing slugs away from her.

      “Look,” Jodi said to the female Varian desperately. “We weren’t even the ones who took the, uh, T’lix Kruthe in the first place! That was Chain, our mom’s new boyfriend…er bond-mate.”

      Not that she wanted to throw the M-Switch Kindred under the bus, but Chain seemed like the kind of guy who could look out for himself.

      “Yes.” The female nodded. “Of this we are aware. The two of you are blameless.”

      “If you’re aware that we’re blameless then why are you blaming us?” Melli asked.

      “And more to the point, why are you punishing us?” Jodi added.

      The female Varian scowled—which was a strange and frightening expression on her lizard-like face.

      “Because someone must pay the price!” she exclaimed. “The T’lix Kruthe was the conduit through which the Varian people received their erotic energy, which is especially important because this is a breeding year. Unless someone pays the price of Blood or Lust, we will be unable to fertilize our eggs this annum and a whole generation of Varians will not be.”

      “Wait, so…you’re saying that the T’lix Kruthe gave you the energy to, uh, make love? I mean, to breed?” Jodi asked, frowning.

      The female nodded. “We are a long-lived but cold-natured species. Only once every twenty cycles do our males and females come together to breed and fertilize the eggs. The top breeders of our people all congregate in the Breeding Forum where they receive the erotic energy and pass it on to the others of our world via a synaptic connection. Then the whole of Varia breeds together on one long day and so our species is continued for another generation.”

      “A planet-wide, day-long orgy?” Melli murmured. “That’s wild!”

      “We understand you warm-blooded species can breed at any time,”

      the Varian continued. “But without something to provide the initial erotic energy, our people cannot breed, which means this annum’s crop of eggs will not be fertilized and thus will not hatch. A generation gap could be fatal to our people and since you are representative of the ones who stole our erotic artifact, you must be the ones to pay the price.”

      “But you said the price was blood or lust, right?” Jodi asked.

      “Yes.” The female nodded. “Though I fear for you, it must be Blood. You have no males of your own with which to generate sexual energy and none of our males will defile themselves by mating with you.” She shook her head. “It is regrettable, though. Eggs that are fertilized through the energy generated by Blood are much more likely to crack before they can hatch. Still…” She shrugged her bony shoulders. “We have no other option. We must be able to breed and fertilize the eggs.”

      “Right, of course…” Jodi swallowed hard. “Um, but let me ask you this, do you have to, uh, hurt both of us to make this work?”

      “Well…” the female Varian seemed to consider. “I think that just one of you might do—as long as we could bleed you enough.”

      “Take me, then,” Jodi said quickly. “I’m bigger than Melli and I have a lot more blood in me. I’m the one you ought to torture—to bleed—for your ceremony. Please—say you’ll only take me and set my little sister free!”

      “Jodi, no!” Melli came to stand beside her. There were tears standing in her big blue eyes. “You can’t do this—I wont’ let you!” she exclaimed in a trembling voice. “Whatever we go through, we have to go through together.”

      “No, we don’t,” Jodi said firmly, though her stomach was clenched like a slick fist. Turning to face her little sister, she put her hands on Melli’s arms and looked her in the eye. “Look at me, Melli—I’m not just doing this for you—I’m doing it for Mom. Just stop and think for a minute how awful she’ll feel if she loses us both! Besides, you have a life to look forward to with Liosh. And I…” She shrugged. “Well, I don’t have anybody anymore.”

      “What about Vorn?” Melli demanded.

      Jodi felt like she was going to cry, but she made herself hold back the tears for her little sister’s sake.

      “No,” she said roughly. “He wouldn’t want me now, even if we could be together. He asked me to choose between him and James and I made the wrong choice.” She shook her head. “What an idiot I was! I thought that leaving James would be like Dad leaving Mom. But it wasn’t like that at all because Mom loved Dad. And James, well…” She laughed bitterly. “I guess it was pretty obvious he never really loved me at all.”

      “James is a cowardly bastard,” Melli agreed. “But I still don’t want you dying for me, Jodi!”

      “You have to let me do what I can,” Jodi said sternly. She turned to the female Varian who had been watching their exchange. “What about it? Can I be the only sacrifice? Please?”

      The female nodded.

      “I will speak to the elders, but I do not see why not. Only one is needed in a Blood sacrifice, though two are required for Lust.”

      “Thank you.” Jodi’s mouth felt as dry as dust but she nodded eagerly. “Thank you so much.”

      “You are welcome.” The female Varian extended one seven-fingered, claw-like hand and pointed at her untouched plate of food. “If I were you, I would eat. You will shortly need your strength to cope with the ordeal at the Breeding Forum tonight. Once you are mounted upon the stage, you will know the meaning of true pain as you are slowly bled dry. I suggest you consume the nourishing slugs.”

      “I will, uh, certainly take that under advisement,” Jodi said, nodding. “Thank you,’ she added again.

      The female Varian simply nodded and glided away, presumably to get the stage where Jodi would be tortured, all set up and ready to go for that night.

      “Jodi!” Melli was weeping as she threw her arms around Jodi. “Jodi, please don’t do this!”

      “I have to, Melli. Please understand.” Jodi hugged her back fiercely. All their lives she had done her best to protect her tender little sister from the evil and cruelty of the world. She had failed to keep Melli safe on that awful night of her Junior Prom, but she wouldn’t fail now, she swore to herself.

      She would keep her little sister safe, even if she had to die to do it.
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      “Are you certain this technology will work?” Liosh asked, looking at Vorn uncertainly as the Beast Kindred strapped a strange-looking contraption to his forehead. It looked a little like one of those flashlights one might wear to see better in a mine shaft. But as Vorn had explained, it didn’t project light—it projected images.

      “Turn yours on and see,” Vorn told him, as he finished adjusting his own device.

      Anxiously, Liosh did as he was told, pressing the pressure point at the top of the switch to activate the device he wore around his forehead. He turned to face Vorn.

      “Well?”

      Vorn nodded in satisfaction.

      “Yeah, it’s working all right. Look here.”

      He switched on his own device and suddenly disappeared. In his place, was a large, burly Varian soldier complete with a green, scaly snout, a long tail, and seven-fingered, clawed hands.

      “Amazing!” Liosh breathed. “You look exactly like a Varian!”

      “So do you,” Vorn told him. “Take a look in the 3-D viewer and see.”

      The two of them crowded into the fresher of the shuttle together and Liosh saw that he, too, looked like a Varian now. From all angles he and Vorn both appeared exactly like the aliens whose planet they were planning to infiltrate.

      “How does this work?” he asked, fascinated when he saw his new snout-mouth moving to form the words.

      “The image projectors are all around the headband,” Vorn explained. “So no matter what angle anyone looks at you from, they see what the projector is showing—not you as you truly are.”

      “It’s the perfect camouflage,” Liosh admitted.

      Vorn grinned.

      “Thanks, Brother. I’ve been perfecting it for some time. I was going to introduce it to the High Council after I did a final test for effectiveness.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Guess this is a pretty extreme test, but it ought to prove the image projector works.”

      “It certainly should,” Liosh agreed.

      “Well, we’re ready to go.” Vorn nodded in apparent satisfaction. “Were you able to isolate the emissions trail of the ship that took our females?” he asked.

      “I was,” Liosh said. “They led directly to the largest structure on Varia—a massive dome called The Breeding Forum.”

      “What?” Vorn frowned. “What in the Seven Hells is that?”

      “Apparently every twenty cycles the Varians perform a kind of sexual ritual in order to fertilize their eggs,” Liosh said. He had been researching the alien race as Vorn piloted. “And this is one of the years they do it—it’s called “The Festival of Fertilization.”

      “But why would they take Jodi and Melli there?” Vorn asked, his frown deepening. “What do they have to do with those damn Varians’ breeding rituals?”

      “I don’t know.” Liosh shook his head. “But from what I could gather, I think they were using the T’lix Kruthe as a central part of the festival.”

      “That still doesn’t tell us what they want with our females,” Vorn growled. “If they lay one scaly finger on them…”

      “I don’t think they would be interested in Jodi or Melli sexually,” Liosh said, hoping his research proved to be true. “From what I’ve read, they consider the idea of breeding with a non-Varian species to be anathema—it is abhorrent to them—an utter abomination.”

      “Well, that’s good at least,” Vorn said gruffly. “But that still doesn’t answer the question—what in the world do they want them for?”

      Liosh shook his head.

      “I think we’ll just have to go down and find out ourselves.”

      “Agreed.” Vorn sighed. “Let’s go—I’m going to land us in stealth mode and we’ll get in and out with the girls as fast as possible.”

      “From your mouth to the Goddess’ ear,” Liosh murmured. “Come on, Brother—let’s go.”
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      Jodi’s legs shook as she climbed the stairs to the tall stage she was going to be killed on.

      Not just killed—bled to death, whispered an ominous little voice in her head. They’re going to whip you until you bleed out, Jodi. How’s that for a fun way to end your life?

      Shut up, she told the little voice fiercely. I don’t want to think about it.

      But of course, it was all she could think about. That and the fact that she had left Melli behind her, weeping in a cage made of metal bars where she was apparently going to be forced to watch the spectacle.

      Jodi had begged that her little sister be spared the sight of her death but the Varian female—who, it turned out, was their High Priestess of Fertility—said sternly,

      “Your sister had been spared the Sacrifice of Blood, which you willingly took upon yourself, but she must witness your death in order that she may bring the word back to your people. They must not be allowed to think that they can steal from the Varian people with impunity.”

      So Melli had been locked in a cage at the back of the vast auditorium while Jodi was being marched up the stairs to the tall, round stage in the middle. Her little sister had clung to Jodi and cried at the end so pitifully that Jodi had found she couldn’t help crying herself. At last, though, she had unwound her sister’s arms from around her neck and let the guards take her to her fate.

      After all, there was no point delaying the inevitable.

      Already the vast auditorium was filling with Varians—both male and female. Most of them seemed to be dressed in ritual costumes of red and white for the females and red and green for the males. They looked strangely Christmassy to Jodi as they thronged around the stage.

      They were a surprisingly silent crowd and she didn’t hear much of their hissing language. They seemed to be waiting for something.

      Which is probably for you to be whipped so they can translate your pain energy into erotic energy and start getting it on, the helpful little voice in Jodi’s head pointed out.

      Gee, thanks, little voice—just what she needed to hear.

      At last Jodi and her guards reached the top of the extremely tall stage. She estimated she was at least fifty feet above the milling crowd below—her only hope was that she was so far up that Melli wouldn’t be able to see her being tortured. The stage itself was circular and about twenty feet in circumference, so at least she didn’t have to fear falling off.

      Not that it looked like she was going to get to move from the middle of the stage, Jodi thought as the guards nudged her towards the center.

      Hanging from the ceiling, was a long, heavy chain that looked like it would be strong enough to support a truly massive chandelier. Instead, there was a large hook attached to its end, which dangled about three feet above Jodi’s head.

      “Here,” one of the guards hissed and lifted her hands, which were bound in front of her with rope, to hook them over the curving hook. This stretched Jodi’s arms high above her head, making her feel utterly vulnerable.

      “It wasss conssiderate of you to dresss in the color of breeding,” the other guard remarked to her.

      Jodi looked down at herself. She was still wearing the outfit she’d had on to greet James—a nice black pencil skirt and a red button-down silk shirt which was now stretched taut over her breasts. She had on thigh-high hose under the skirt and black heels completed the outfit.

      He must mean the red shirt she had when he referred to “the color of breeding” since all the female Varians were also wearing red. They also had their tails unwrapped, Jodi noticed distractedly. Was that a sex thing here? Was wearing a naked tale like baring your breasts or pussy for an Earth female?

      Whatever the case, she was at least glad that the Varian guards didn’t strip her. She was standing here, feeling horribly vulnerable and afraid and about to be whipped to death, but at least she wasn’t naked in front of all these people.

      She had often had fantasies of being paraded nearly-nude by her Master through a crowd, but those were sexual desires and despite what the Varians seemed to think about Blood and Lust being interchangeable, there was nothing even remotely arousing about the situation she found herself in now.

      “Now, we leave you,” one of the guards told her. “Soon the Master of Whipsss will come and your Ssacrifice will commence.”

      Jodi didn’t know what to say to that so she just stood there silent and tried to close her eyes and take herself away. But a strange music was coming from the crowd that surrounded the stage now—a low, thrumming, humming sound that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

      Opening her eyes, Jodi saw a strange sight—the male Varians in the crowd had large red chin pouches that were rhythmically inflating in time to the thrumming. No—they were actually making the humming sound, Jodi realized. They were puffing their scarlet chin pouches out like some kind of signal to the females as they hummed and thrummed.

      In turn, the females were turning their backs and lifting their tails. Under each tail was an orifice which seemed to iris open for just a moment to show a flash of white. Then the white thing would disappear and the opening beneath the tail would iris shut again.

      Jodi squinted, trying to make out these strange details from high on the stage. There were lizards who lived in Florida who had those same kind of chin pouches, she remembered. When they inflated them, the pouches were almost the exact same size and shape as a penny. So she and Melli had called it “showing their money” when they saw the male lizards inflating their pouches. Was that what the male Varians were doing now—showing their money to get the females aroused? Was it some kind of mating signal?

      And what about the females and their behavior? Were those white flashes beneath their tails the eggs that needed to be fertilized? Maybe they needed the male’s seed on the egg before they could lay it and be sure it contained a viable embryo.

      It was actually a fascinating mating pattern and the academic in her would have loved to study it more closely. But her intellectual curiosity was abruptly nipped in the bud by the sight of someone new ascending the stage.

      It was a huge Varian—as big as any Kindred warrior she had ever seen—and he was stripped to the waist. His scaly hide rippled with muscles which just looked wrong to Jodi—it was like watching an alligator who had gotten into body-building. Weird.

      He was followed by the High Priestess of Fertility who raised her arms above her head in a gesture for quiet.

      At once the thrumming-humming fell silent and all the yellow, lizard-like eyes of the crowd raised to rest on the priestess.

      “My people,” she called, her hissing voice filling the vast auditorium. “Let the Festival of Fertility begin!”
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      Melli couldn’t seem to stop crying. The Varian guards had taken Jodi away and led her up to the tall stage-like platform in the center of the auditorium. Now her big sister was standing there, chained to a hook, completely helpless and waiting to be killed.

      She almost wished she couldn’t understand the Varians’ hissing language so she didn’t know what was coming next. But Liosh had offered her some of the Kindred translation bacteria which enabled the taker to understand almost any language and Melli had accepted, thinking it would be fun to understand all the languages around her without having to work to learn them. She was pretty sure Vorn had given some to Jodi as well. Never had she imagined she would be using the bacteria this way, though. This was awful.

      I can’t stand this, Melli thought. If Jodi dies, I want to die, too! I don’t want to live in a world without my big sister in it!

      Jodi had always been there for her—protecting her, taking her to therapy after the awful night with Jason Sykes, putting Melli back together piece by piece when she felt like she was falling apart. How could she bear to lose her? What would she do without her?

      Suddenly one of the Varian guards—an extremely tall one—came closer to the metal bars of her cage.

      “Melinda,” he murmured. “Melinda, can you hear me?”

      Melli looked up at him and frowned. His voice was oddly familiar but he looked the same as any of the other Varian guards—well, except for being much larger than most of them.

      “What do you want?” she asked, sniffing. “Who are you and how do you know my name?”

      “It’s me, Talli—it’s Liosh,” the guard murmured. “Vorn and I are here in disguise.”

      Another extremely large guard nodded at her as though to corroborate the first guard’s statement and Melli realized it must be the big Beast Kindred.

      “What’s going on here?” he asked in his low, growling voice. “Why is Jodi chained up in the center of that platform?”

      “Because she volunteered to be the…the sacrifice.” Melli could barely get the words out. “The Sacrifice of Blood, the Varians call it. They say it’s the only way they can mate and fertilize their eggs and since we stole the T’lix Kruthe, we have to be the ones to pay for it and make it so they can breed. Only Jodi asked them to let her be the only one and send me home. But I don’t want to go home without her!” she ended in a sob.

      “You won’t,” Vorn swore. “Liosh and I have come to get you both and bring you home with us.”

      “But how, Brother?” Liosh objected. “It will be easy enough to steal Melinda away—I can bend these bars and have her back to the ship before anyone is the wiser. But every eye in this place is on that stage where Jodi is being held. How will you get to her, let alone bring her down unharmed with thousands of Varians in the way?”

      “I’m thinking,” Vorn growled. He looked at Melli and she thought she saw a flash of gold behind the slitted yellow lizard eyes of his disguise. “Tell me again, exactly what’s going on. Why do they think Jodi is a good substitute for the T’lix Kruthe?”

      Rapidly, Melli explained exactly what the High Priestess of Fertility had told them about the ancient artifact generating the necessary erotic energy to help the Varians breed and how they planned to use Jodi’s blood and pain as a substitute, though they really didn’t want to.

      Vorn nodded at last, in understanding.

      “So they’re looking for sexual energy, huh?” he muttered. “Well, I think we can manage that.”

      Liosh frowned at him.

      “Brother, what are you planning?”

      Vorn shook his head.

      “Never mind. Just get Melli out of here and back to the ship. If everything goes well, Jodi and I will join you soon. If not, well…” He shook his head. “Give us a couple of hours and if we haven’t come, assume we aren’t going to and go back to the Mother Ship without us.”

      “What?” Liosh exclaimed. “You can’t expect us to just leave you.”

      “Hopefully you won’t have to,” Vorn told him. “Now get Melli out of that cage and go back to the ship. I’ll see you later if the Goddess wills it.”

      Melli couldn’t stay quiet any longer.

      “But Vorn, what are you going to do?” she asked.

      His eyes gleamed gold again.

      “I’m going to rescue my female or die trying. Now go!”
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      Jodi tried to brace herself as the huge, muscular Varian uncoiled a long, wicked-looking whip and swished it through the air like an evil black snake. She tried not to flinch as it whispered past her ear, snapping and cracking in a way that made her want to cringe and try to make herself as small as possible.

      Take yourself away, she thought desperately, closing her eyes as tight as she could. Take yourself away and don’t look, don’t feel, don’t be here. Be somewhere else—think of something else—anything else.

      But that was easier said than done, especially when the Varians were making their strange thrumming-hum again and the whip was whistling all around her, as the Varian Master of Whips got ready to flay the skin right off her back. She wondered distractedly how much it was going to hurt. And how much would she have to bleed before she went unconscious and didn’t have to feel it anymore? How much…

      “The Ssacrifice of Blood will now commence,” the Priestess of Fertility announced and the thrumming-humming grew louder. “Prepare to accept and transmit the energy which will be generated. Prepare to fertilize your eggsss,” she hissed. “Master of Whipsss—you may make the first blow.”

      Jodi heard the whip whistle again and squeezed her whole body tight.

      Here it comes, she thought, her heart pounding so hard she felt faint. Here it comes, here it comes, here it—

      “Stop!” The deep, roaring voice was oddly familiar.

      Jodi’s eyes flew open and she twisted around to see that the huge Varian with the whip was frozen in place. His seven-fingered hand was being held in the grip of an even larger Varian, who had clearly kept him from landing the first blow and was even now holding him back from wielding the whip.

      “Who are you?” the High Priestess demanded, glaring at him. “How dare you interrupt our Festival of Fertility?”

      “I’m only interrupting because I have a better option for you,” the new Varian told her. “A way to raise the erotic energy you need through Lust instead of Blood.”

      Her slitted lizard eyes narrowed.

      “Lust instead of Blood? But how?”

      “How else?” the new male said. “By breeding.”

      The Priestess made a hiss of pure disgust.

      “Do you propose to breed the warm-blooded female yourself? You know such an idea is blasphemy!”

      “Only if I was really a Varian.” And then he pulled something off his head and to Jodi’s shock, the huge guard disappeared and Vorn was standing there in his place.

      The Priestess looked shocked too. Her yellow slitted eyes widened and she stared in surprise at the Beast Kindred.

      “Who are you?” she demanded, glaring at him as she finally recovered her composure. “And how dare you infiltrate our ceremony?”

      “I’m Vorn of the Beast Kindred and I’m here to Claim my female,” Vorn growled. “But first, we’re going to make this the most fertile fucking Fertility Festival you’ve ever had.”

      “What are you saying, warm-blooder?” the Priestess asked. “Are you offering us Lust in place of Blood?”

      “Exactly.” Vorn’s eyes flashed liquid gold. “I’m going to breed my female here and now on the stage tonight and generate enough erotic energy for your people to fertilize every damn egg on the whole fucking planet. And believe me—we can do it. My female and I are used to making a lot of heat between us.”

      The Priestess seemed to consider his offer.

      “Well…Lust is preferable to Blood. Eggs fertilized with the energy of Lust have stronger shells and hatch younglings who are much more likely to survive to maturity.”

      “Then let us enhance your ritual,” Vorn urged her. “In return, all we ask is that you let us go free at the end. But we won’t stop until you’re satisfied.”

      The Priestess nodded.

      “Very well. If you are able to generate the necessary erotic energy, we will allow you to live and go free after the Festival of Fertility is over. But if not…” She pointed one long scaly finger at Vorn. “Then both your lives are forfeit! Are you willing to take the risk?”

      Vorn nodded. “Hell yes—I’ll take it.”

      “Then go to her.” The Priestess gestured to Jodi. “Go to your female and breed her so that all of my people may breed as well.”
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      The Priestess and the Master of Whips stepped back and Vorn ran to where Jodi was chained. He wrapped his arms around her, feeling her small body tremble against his much larger one.

      “Baby,” he murmured in her ear. “How are you, little girl? Are you all right?”

      “Vorn!” She was shaking like a leaf as she pressed herself against him—as much as she was able with her arms still tied above her head. “You came for me,” she breathed. “I can’t believe you came.”

      Vorn cupped her face in his hands and tenderly kissed her tear-stained cheeks.

      “Of course I came, little girl,” he murmured in her ear. “I’ll always come for you.” He pulled back and looked seriously into her eyes. “I’m afraid I had to make kind of a radical deal to get us out of here, though.”

      “I heard.” She gave a shaky laugh. “I guess our playtime tonight is going to be for higher stakes than usual.”

      “Yeah, it is. But don’t think about that.” Vorn leaned down to take her mouth in a long, breathless kiss. When he pulled back he whispered in her ear, “Just think about me Claiming you, baby. Think about me finally being able to touch you—touch you everywhere—with nothing between us. Think of how good it’s going to feel when I finally open your soft little pussy with my cock.”

      Jodi’s breath seemed to catch in her throat and he knew what he was saying was affecting her. He wished he had fangs like a Blood Kindred so he could bite her and give her an instant orgasm to warm her up, but it seemed his little sex kitten’s motor was already revving. He knew that fear could sometimes translate into other strong emotions and that was what he was hoping for here, because if he couldn’t get Jodi hot enough, they weren’t going to generate enough erotic energy to satisfy the Varians.

      But he wasn’t about to say all that to the little female in front of him. In fact, it was important for her not to think of what was riding on their performance at all.

      “Jodi,” he murmured, stroking her cheek and holding her gaze with his. “I want you to forget everyone else in the room but me. Tonight I’m your Master and I’m going to do whatever I want with you. Do you understand?”

      She gave a strangled little moan and seemed to melt against him.

      “Yes, Vorn,” she whispered. “Yes…Master.”

      “Good.” He nodded, glad she was on board with the strange performance they had to put on. “Then just relax, baby—I’m going to take care of you tonight.”
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      Jodi felt like she was caught in some kind of bizarre dream which was half horror and half porn. She understood the deal Vorn had made to get them out of here and she knew that he was going to be fucking her in front of a crowd of thousands but it all seemed so sureal. It was like something out of one of her wilder fantasies, and certainly nothing she had thought would ever come true.

      But here they were and the show had to go on.

      I have to relax, she told herself. I have to give myself up to Vorn and let him do whatever he wants—have to let him Claim me.

      The thought made her heart beat faster and her knees feel weak. It wasn’t actually that different from how she’d felt when she thought she was going to be whipped to death. But at least she felt safe now—she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the big Beast Kindred would either kill or die to protect her. No matter what else happened, Vorn would stay by her side until the bitter end. He would never leave her. He—

      And then the big Kindred was stalking around behind her and Jodi lost her train of thought as he began to stroke his big hands down her sides.

      She was still chained with her arms above her head, her body pulled taut and her nerves all on edge. She felt almost hyper-sensitized as his big hands began to wander up and down her sides and hips, pausing occasionally to cup her breasts or brush lightly against her nipples and sometimes to rub briefly against her crotch.

      “Goddess, I’m gonna enjoy this, baby,” Vorn rumbled in her ear. “Gonna love finally touching you everywhere, not just over your damn clothing. Gonna love making you come in front of everyone.”

      “You…you are?” Jodi’s breath seemed to catch in her throat.

      “You know it, baby,” he murmured. “And to start with, you’ve got on too many clothes. Let’s see if we can do something about that, all right?”

      “All right…Master,” Jodi whispered. Despite their desperate situation—or maybe because of it—she felt the familiar tingling starting at the tips of her nipples and in the tender V between her thighs. God, she loved it when Vorn restrained her and murmured in her ear in that low, growling voice of his, telling her all the dirty things he was going to do to her! Loved the feeling of his big hands on her, touching her everywhere…

      Speaking of his hands, they were currently unbuttoning her blouse. But after a moment, Vorn seemed to get tired of fiddling with the tiny buttons because he simple grabbed both sides of the blouse and ripped it open, baring her breasts in their black lace bra for the crowd.

      Jodi gasped and felt her body surge hard at this sign of his dominance. God, she couldn’t believe he was exposing her like this! It made her feel hot and embarrassed and sexually needy all at once.

      But Vorn wasn’t done.

      He cupped her breasts in his big hands, rubbing the sensitive points of her nipples through the black lace of her bra, pretty much as he had been all week.

      “Gods, I love your breasts, sweetheart,” he growled in her ear. “Love how big and soft and full they are—love how they fill my hands. But now I want to touch them with nothing in the way—want to take off this little lace bra and cup them in my bare hands. Do you understand?”

      “Y-yes, Master,” Jodi heard herself gasping. “If…if you want.”

      “Oh, I fucking want all right, little girl,” he rumbled in her ear. “It’s what I’ve been wanting from the first minute I saw you.”

      He found the clasp of her front-hook bra and Jodi had just enough time to think it was a good thing she’d worn that particular one before the big Kindred had pulled it apart and exposed her bare breasts.

      He let her stay like that for a moment, her breasts completely exposed, her nipples tight with shame and lust. Then he cupped her again and finally Jodi got to feel his big hands on her naked mounds.

      “Gods, baby,” he muttered in her ear. “Feels even better than I imagined to cup you bare. Does it feel good to you, too?”

      “Yes!” Jodi admitted. She moaned and pressed back against him, rubbing her bottom shamelessly against the lump she felt growing in his crotch as he continued to twist and tug at her naked nipples.

      “Mmm, sweetheart,” Vorn murmured. “Are you getting hot for me? Is your little pussy getting all hot and wet?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Jodi gasped as he continued to tease her sensitive breasts. Her nipples had always been incredibly tender and responsive and the way he was tugging and playing with them was making her incredibly hot and needy. “Maybe…maybe you ought to find out…Master,” she dared to say as she continued to rub against him.

      “Maybe I should.” One hand left her breasts and reached down to pull up her skirt.

      Jodi moaned helplessly as the hem began to rise, baring her thigh-high stockings and the tiny pair of black lace panties she had on.

      Vorn didn’t try to touch under her panties—not yet. Instead he just cupped her through the damp black lace as he had been all week.

      “Such a hot little pussy,” he growled in Jodi’s ear. “So sweet, Jodi. How do you think it’s going to feel when I finally touch you without your panties? How is it going to be when I spread those plump little pussy lips and pet your hot little clit?”

      “I…I don’t know!” Jodi moaned again. But God, she certainly wanted to find out!

      “Let’s see, shall we?” Vorn growled.

      There was another ripping sound and then the skirt was falling away, leaving her with only the thigh-high hose and panties on below the waist.

      “Gods, love it when you wear such hot little panties.” The lust in Vorn’s deep voice was unmistakable. “And I love how damp they get with your pussy honey when I make you hot, baby.” As he spoke, he cupped her panty-clad mound, his big fingers curling inward to press the black lace into her slippery folds. “But now I think it’s time we took the panties off,” he told Jodi. “Time we pulled them down so I can touch your bare pussy and slide my fingers deep inside you to see how wet you are, sweetheart.”

      “Yes, Master,” Jodi moaned. She couldn’t say no to him—didn’t want to say no. She loved the feeling of being completely in his power too much—loved the way he made her feel when she was tied up and helpless and hot.

      “Good girl,” Vorn told her. Then he was peeling down her panties, not tearing them off, but pulling them down to mid thigh so that her pussy was now as completely exposed as her bare breasts. “Gods, little girl—wish you could see yourself,” he told her as he ran his big hands up and down her body, caressing but not covering her. “Wish you could see how hot you are, all tied up with your breasts and pussy on display with your tight nipples and your hot little clit…”

      As he spoke, his fingers found her pussy again. But this time, instead of cupping her, he spread her outer pussy lips with one hand and slipped two long fingers from the other hand into her heated folds.

      Jodi moaned and bucked against him as he bracketed her tender clit with his fingers and began to rub up and down. His fingers were so long that on every downward stroke, he was able to enter her a few inches. It drove her crazy to feel him finger-fucking her and stimulating her clit at the same time.

      “Vorn!” she gasped, writhing against him. “Oh God, Vorn!”

      “That’s right, little girl—say my name,” he murmured in her ear. “I’m your Master…I’m the one who’s petting your pussy in front of an audience…I’m the one who’s going to fill you full of my cock and fuck you and Claim you tonight—but first I’m going to taste you.”

      “Wh-what?” Jodi’s eyes flew open. “You want to do that now?” she asked him, panting. “I thought we were just going to…you know…”

      “Just going to fuck?” Vorn sounded incredulous. “Baby, don’t you know that tasting a female’s pussy is part of fucking? The best part as far as lots of Kindred are concerned. And I happen to be one of them.”

      He came around to face her, though his hand was still buried between her thighs, his fingers still making their slow, sliding journey against her clit and fucking deeply into her pussy. His golden eyes were burning with lust as he looked into Jodi’s face.

      “What about it, sweetheart?” he growled. “Are you ready to spread your legs for me and let me in? Ready to have my tongue in your pussy while I lick and suck your sweet clit until you come for me?”

      Jodi could deny him no longer. If he really wanted this so badly, then she wanted to give it to him. Even if they were on a stage in front of thousands of strangers—she wanted to overcome her own embarrassment and shyness and let him do what he wanted…which was apparently to lap her pussy until she came for him.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, Master—I’m ready. Taste me.”

      Vorn didn’t wait for a second invitation. With a low groan, he sank to his knees before her and twisted one big hand in the wispy black lace of her panties.

      Jodi heard another ripping sound and then the panties were no more than a scrap of discarded fabric on the floor of the stage. She looked down and saw that Vorn was eyeing her naked pussy as though he couldn’t get enough. Pressing forward, he rubbed his rough cheeks against her sensitive pussy mound. Then he looked up, his golden eyes blazing.

      “Need to open your legs to taste you right, little girl,” he growled. “I’m gonna rest your left leg over my shoulder, okay?”

      Jodi nodded dumbly. Who was she to refuse if her Master wanted to taste her deeply—if he wanted to spread her pussy wide so that he could slip his tongue all the way inside her?

      “Yes,” she whispered. “All right, Master.”

      “Good girl,” he growled again and then he was lifting her left leg and placing her thigh over his broad right shoulder, just as he had promised. He leaned forward and inhaled, nearly groaning in pleasure. “Gods, I love the scent of your sweet pussy,” he growled, looking up at her. “So wet and hot and open for me. Been wanting to taste you from the first minute I smelled that hot scent, little girl.”

      Jodi gasped as she felt his hot breath on her open pussy. She couldn’t believe she was in this position—chained up for thousands to see as Vorn was on his knees before her, getting ready to lap her open, exposed pussy. She only wished she could reach down and run her hands through his thick, wild hair.

      But before she could wish for anything else, he had pressed forward and his long tongue was spreading her outer pussy lips to get to the slippery folds within.

      Jodi moaned and jerked her hips involuntarily as Vorn tasted her. At first he seemed to be savoring her taste, but that rapidly devolved to an all-out pussy lapping as the big Kindred buried his face between her legs and licked her with a wild hunger that made Jodi gasp and moan at his oral assault.

      “Oh!” she cried, her hips jerking of their own accord as he pressed his tongue deep into her pussy channel one minute and then sucked her clit into his mouth and teased it with the tip of his tongue the next. “Oh, Vorn, that feels so good! Oh God and I think…think I’m getting close.”

      He looked up at her at last, his golden eyes animalistic in their hunger and his lips and beard wet with her juices.

      “Come for me then, baby,” he growled hoarsely. “Come on my tongue while I lap your sweet little pussy.’

      Then he pressed between her thighs again and redoubled his efforts, lapping and sucking until Jodi thought she was going to go crazy.

      Suddenly her orgasm was there, rushing through her as suddenly and unexpectedly as a bolt of electricity. Jodi stiffened, her heart pounding, her fists clenching above her head as her hips pumped helplessly against the big Kindred’s mouth.

      For his part. Vorn seemed to know she was coming. With a low, lustful growl, he gripped her full ass and dragged her forward, refusing to let her go as he lapped and sucked, drawing out her orgasm until she was certain she was going to have another.

      But just as she was right on the edge of coming again, Vorn pulled back and looked up at her.

      “Can’t wait any more, baby,” he told her. “I’ve got to Claim you now.”
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      He got to his feet smoothly and came around to stand behind her again. Jodi’s breath caught in her throat when his big hands began roaming up and down her mostly naked body once more. All she really had on at this point was her red silk shirt, hanging open on either side and her thigh high hose and heels. Otherwise she was naked—naked and exposed.

      Jodi turned her head, trying to see him.

      “Are…are you going to fuck me now?” she asked, her voice coming out high and breathless. “Is that what you’re going to do, Master?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m gonna do, little girl,” he promised her. God, it drove her crazy when he talked in her ear like that when she was tied up and helpless! “Gonna fill your sweet little pussy with my cock and my mating fist and Claim you right here and now,” he told her. “Do you understand?”

      “Y-yes, Master,” she stuttered, still almost unbearably turned on, both from his dirty talk and from their exhibitionistic position.

      “Good girl,” he growled in her ear again. “And I think I’m going to fuck you this way—from behind—so everybody can see your breasts jiggling with every thrust I make in your tight little cunt.”

      “Oh!” Jodi moaned as she felt the blunt head of his cock tracing the slippery slit of her pussy. She’d never made love in this position but she loved the way it put her on display, loved the way it made her feel so helpless, so completely at her Master’s mercy.

      “It’s gonna feel too big at first,” Vorn growled in her ear as the broad, plum-shaped head of his cock finally settled against the open mouth of her pussy. “You’re going to think you can’t open up enough to let me in.” He palmed her bare breasts, twisting her nipples and sending sparks of pleasure/pain through her body as the head of his cock nudged just a little deeper into her. “But let me tell you, little girl—you can. Remember, there are compounds in my precum to help you open up. And that’s what you’re going to do—you’re going to open your pussy and take me all…the way…inside.”

      As he spoke, he thrust forward and Jodi felt herself stretching to take him as first just the head and then over half of his thick shaft breached her entrance and slipped into her pussy.

      “Oh!” she gasped, tilting her hips back, trying to be open enough to take him. “Oh, Vorn, yes!”

      “That’s right, baby,” he growled, feeding more of his thick cock into her body. “That’s right, just open up for me—open up and take me all the way to the hilt inside your sweet, sucking little pussy. Gods, you’re tight!”

      “It’s just that you’re so big!” Jodi moaned, but she couldn’t help noticing that though she was stretched to the limit, it didn’t hurt. In fact, it felt good to be so open, so completely full of her lover.

      Well, not quite completely full, she realized. He still had his mating fist to go—that thick ridge of flesh that ran all the way around the base of his shaft. God, was he really going to put that in her too?

      As though reading her mind, Vorn leaned forward and whispered in her ear,

      “Are you ready for my mating fist, baby? Ready to take me all the way so I can bond you to me and make you mine?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Jodi admitted breathlessly. “I…I don’t know how it’s going to fit.”

      “It’ll fit just fine,” he promised. “But just to help it slip in, I’m gonna fuck you a little and come in you first, to make sure your pussy is saturated with my compounds.”

      As he spoke, he began to pull out and thrust back into her, his strong hands on her hips supporting her with each deep thrust.

      Jodi moaned as her breasts jiggled with every forward motion of his cock in her wet, open pussy. God, if he kept this up she was going to come again! Come all over his thick shaft as he fucked her.

      Vorn seemed to have the same idea because one big hand came around to cup her pussy and Jodi felt him bracketing her tender clit again with his big fingers. He began to rub as he fucked into her, accelerating the pleasure that had been growing steadily inside her by leaps and bounds.

      “Oh!” Jodi gasped. “Oh, Vorn, that feels so…so good!”

      “Of course it does, baby,” he growled in her ear. “Feels good to be Claimed—to be fucked and opened and taken by the one who’s supposed to Claim you. Feels good to give yourself to the right male.”

      “You’re the one,” Jodi moaned. “The right male for me, I mean. I…I know that now.”

      “You’d better know it, baby,” he told her. “Because in just a minute, you’ll be mine forever. You okay with that?”

      “Yes!” Jodi gasped. “Yes, Vorn, I’m…I’m okay with that. Do it—fuck me and make me yours!”

      “I will. Now let me tell you what’s going to happen,” he rumbled. “As soon as you come, baby, I’m gonna come with you and flood your little pussy with my seed. Then I’m going to thrust deep inside you and fill you with my mating fist. After that, we’re going to be locked together for a while until I Claim you completely—understand?”

      “I…I think so,” Jodi whispered. “But…but how long is a while?”

      “As long as it takes to make you mine forever,” Vorn told her.

      And then the fingers in her pussy, which had been rubbing in a slow but steady rhythm as he talked, began to pick up the pace. Jodi gasped as she felt her orgasm, which had been building, suddenly barreling down on her like a runaway train.

      “Oh,” she gasped, bucking her hips against him. “Oh Vorn, think I’m going to…going to come!”

      “That’s right, come for me, baby,” he growled, his grip on her hip tightening as he thrust deeper and deeper into her pussy. “Come while I fuck you—come while I Claim you.”

      And then Jodi was coming, her orgasm crashing over her like a tidal wave. She felt herself tightening helplessly around the thick invader of his shaft and then gush after gush of hot wetness was spurting inside her.

      Coming in me! Oh God, he’s coming inside me! she barely had time to think and then the thick ridge of Vorn’s mating fist was pressing hard against the mouth of her pussy.

      Jodi had a split second to think that it was never going to fit and then, to her utter surprise, her body opened up and Vorn was sliding all the way inside her and Claiming her…making her his forever…

      

      She didn’t know, later, how long it lasted. The Claiming was almost like a fever dream—the crowd of Varians humming and thrumming below them as Vorn thrust into her again and again and filled her with more and more of his seed as he whispered in her ear how much he loved her, how she was his now and he was never letting her go.

      After a while, Jodi realized that his deep, growling voice was coming from inside her head.

      “That’s right, little girl,” she heard him say, again inside her head. “That’s because we’re bonded now. And we’re never going to be apart.”

      “Never?” Jodi asked, testing out their new bond herself as a surge of hope and love and desire rushed through her.

      “Never,” he promised. “I love you, baby—I’m never letting you go.”

      “Oh, Vorn—I love you too. I’m so sorry I was too much of an idiot to see it before.”

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” he murmured through their link. “We might have taken the long way to get to each other, but we wound up together in the end. That’s all that matters.”

      Jodi was inclined to agree but then he was coming in her again, which somehow triggered another orgasm for her as well. She moaned helplessly as she felt him spurting deep inside her, his big hands cupping her breasts and his shaft buried to the hilt in her pussy.

      She and Vorn belonged to each other now and they were never going to be apart again.
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      Back on the ship, Liosh watched as Melinda paced nervously. She was nibbling her right thumb nail in a way he knew by now meant she was extremely agitated.

      “Please don’t worry, Talli,” he said gently. “If anyone can get your sister free, it’s Vorn. He loves her with his whole heart—he’ll kill or die to protect her if he has to.”

      Melinda shot him a nervous glance.

      “You mean he’ll, uh, go into Rage? Like…like you did?”

      Liosh felt his heart fist in his chest. Gods, how he wished she hadn’t seen him in that state! He’d seen the mangled remains of the man he had killed when the Rage had come upon him and he could only imagine what he must have done in order to rip the other male apart so thoroughly.

      And Melinda had seen it all. No wonder she was looking askance at him now and hadn’t offered to sit with him or asked to cuddle, as she usually did when they were together.

      “He may if she is threatened,” he said carefully. “But he will never hurt Jodi, even if he does go into Rage. He’ll be trying to save her—to protect her, that’s all.”

      “Okay,” Melinda whispered and nibbled her thumb nail some more.

      Liosh’s heart fisted in his chest at the fear and uncertainty in her eyes.

      “Did you think I would hurt you?” he asked softly. “When I went into Rage because I saw you being attacked?”

      “No, not…not exactly,” she said, darting another nervous glance at him. “It was just so…gory. So bloody. You’ve always been so gentle with me. I didn’t…didn’t know you could…could do that to somebody.”

      “Not just somebody—the male who attacked you, Talli,” he reminded her. “And I’m sorry you had to see it,” he added. “I know it was…awful.” He shook his head. “The Rage came on me so suddenly and I…I’ve never had it happen to me before. I had no notion how to control it—I was running on pure instinct.”

      “So you’ve never…never gone into Rage before?” she asked, her blue eyes wide.

      Liosh shook his head.

      “I’ve never had a reason—never loved a female before like I love you,” he assured her gently.

      “Really? Oh, Liosh!”

      At last she came to him, letting herself be enfolded in his arms.

      “Your response actually makes more sense than mine,” she told him when she was seated on his knee with Liosh’s broad hand splayed comfortably between her shoulder blades.

      “What do you mean, Talli?” he asked gently. “What was wrong with your response?”

      “Well, I tried to get away at first…” Melinda put a hand to her throat and went silent—went inside herself so that Liosh was afraid she was reliving the attack.

      “Yes?” he asked gently, trying to bring her back.

      “I…when I couldn’t get away, I just…went limp.” Melli hung her head in shame. “I wanted to fight him…wanted to scream and kick and punch. But it was like my body wouldn’t do anything. And then I didn’t even feel like I was in my body anymore. I felt like I was floating and looking down at myself. I didn’t do anything to try and stop him!”

      “Talli, please—don’t be so hard on yourself,” Liosh murmured, rubbing her back. “You can’t control what response your body has to an attack. My guess is that you were so horribly surprised at seeing that bastard again, you went into a kind of shock.”

      “Maybe,” Melinda whispered. “But I still should have tried to fight him—I should have tried to do something.”

      “Sweetheart, you couldn’t help the way your body reacted to his attack on you any more than I could help the way mine did,” Liosh assured her. He drew her close to his chest and stroked her long blonde hair. “Nothing that happened was your fault—it was all that bastard, Jason Sykes.”

      “Not all,” Melli said, surprising him. “I mean, he didn’t come up with the idea to go after me all on his own.”

      Rapidly, she told what she’d learned about how Amanda Brannigan had been behind both attacks—both the recent one and the one back in high school.

      As he listened, Liosh felt himself growing cold. This was an offense worthy of the same savage death he had meted out to Jason Sykes, but Amanda was a female and so he couldn’t kill her.

      “I must think about this,” he said at last, when Melli was finished. “She deserves death for what she did to you but I cannot kill a female—it is against everything that is in me.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean for you to kill her!” Melli’s eyes went wide with horror. “Please, Liosh—don’t do that! Don’t go into Rage again and…and…” But she couldn’t seem to finish.

      Liosh felt his heart fist in his chest. She might have been brave enough to come to him, but there was no denying that Melli was always going to be a little different around him now, after seeing the Rage incident. There was a new wariness in her interactions with him that hadn’t been there before. A new fear that she’d never had before she saw him go feral and rip her attacker to shreds with his fangs.

      “Forgive me if I frightened you,” he said, his voice hoarse with regret. “I just don’t believe that such a female should go unpunished. Though how her punishment is to be achieved, I confess, I don’t know.”

      “Just not that way.” Melinda shivered and got up to begin pacing again. “I wish I could just never see her again. I wish she wasn’t in my Sociology class!”

      “She ought to be exposed for what she has done,” Liosh growled. “Setting an innocent female up to be attacked twice. What motivates someone like that?”

      “I don’t know.” Melinda looked down at her feet. “She said that I ‘got on her nerves’ in high school because I was so ‘sweet and innocent.’”

      “And so she decided to despoil that innocence.” Liosh shook his head. He would have to give this some thought. But for now, his first concern was healing Melinda, not punishing the female who had initiated the attacks on her.

      It was clear that was going to take some time, though. All the time and effort he’d spent earning her trust didn’t matter now, because he was going to have to earn it again. And as for how close they had been to bonding…

      We’re going to have to go back to the beginning there, too, Liosh told himself. He was certain that having that bastard Jason attack her all over again, as well as seeing Liosh himself go into Rage, would probably bring back her problem with penetration full force. Melinda might not want him anywhere near her—at least sexually—for a while, which was completely understandable. She would need some distance—some time to get over what had happened to her and what had almost happened again.

      More than anything else, she would need his patience.

      Liosh was well aware by now, after watching the human entertainment programs, how impatient most human males were when it came to meeting their own sexual desires. They often professed to be “willing to wait” but they actually seemed to have the attention span and tolerance for getting their own way that a young child had when waiting for a favorite toy. They pushed females into giving what they weren’t willing or ready to give yet—pushed them to open their bodies sexually just to satiate their own selfish desires.

      I won’t do that to Melinda, Liosh promised himself. I don’t care if I have to wait weeks…months…or even years, I won’t push her to do anything she isn’t ready for. She will have plenty of time to heal.

      That he promised and swore before the Goddess.

      Just as he was finishing his silent vow, there was a knocking on the shuttle’s door.

      “Oh!” Melinda jumped and put a hand to her heart, her blue eyes wide with fright. “Oh, Liosh—who could it be? Do you think the Varians have discovered I’m gone?”

      “It doesn’t matter if they have, they’re not taking you back, Talli,” Liosh growled. Drawing his blaster, he went to the door. “Who is it?”

      “It’s just us—let us in, Brother,” came Vorn’s deep voice from the other side of the metal panel.

      Liosh felt the knot in his gut loosen. So his friend had been successful. He could tell already by the lighthearted sound of Vorn’s voice that he had gotten Jodi away and both of them were unharmed.

      He threw open the shuttle door and the two of them tumbled in, bright-eyed and with flushed cheeks. They looked like they’d been exerting themselves in some way and the scent of recent sex hung about them in a cloud of pheromones. Also, Vorn was shirtless—which made sense once Liosh saw that the only thing Jodi was wearing was his crimson red uniform shirt.

      “Jodi! I thought I’d never see you again!” Melinda rushed forward to enfold her older sister in a hug.

      Jodi hugged her back, laughing.

      “Well, here I am! And now we can all go back home to Earth. Or maybe to the Mother Ship—I think I’d like to take a little breather and maybe see Mom.”

      “I want to see her too,” Melinda exclaimed.

      “The Mother Ship it is, then,” Vorn said heartily. “I’ll lay in a course.”

      “Wait!” Melinda exclaimed. “How did you get Jodi free? How did you rescue her from those awful Varians?”

      “Well…” Jodi and Vorn exchanged a knowing look and Jodi’s cheeks got red. “Vorn and I were able to, er, generate enough energy to make the Varians happy,” she said carefully. “I mean, so they could fertilize their eggs, you know.”

      Liosh thought dryly that he was sure those weren’t the only eggs which had been recently fertilized, but he was too much of a gentleman to say so. And Melinda was so innocent, she still looked at bit confused. After a moment, though, what her sister was saying seemed to dawn on her.

      “Oh!” She put a hand to her mouth. “You mean you and Vorn…”

      “I Claimed my bride,” Vorn said firmly.

      “You did?” Melinda looked at Jodi. “So Vorn and you…”

      “We’re bonded now.” Jodi grinned at her. “And it’s amazing. If I need to talk to Vorn, I can just think at him and he can hear me! And we each know exactly how the other feels and we’re just so in tune with each other.” She shook her head in awe. “I just never knew I could be this close to anyone. And to think I felt like I had to stay with James just because he pretended to love me. He was completely wrong for me—I see that now.”

      “Yeah, bonding with the right male can bring a lot of things to light,” Vorn rumbled. He put an arm around Jodi and pulled her close. “Gods, little girl, I’m so fucking glad you’re finally mine! Never gonna let you go again.”

      “Well you’ll have to if you’re going to plot a course for us to get back home,” she pointed out, grinning up at him. “But give me a kiss first and promise not to take too long.”

      “Of course not—can’t stand to be away from you,” Vorn told her. He bent her over his arm and kissed her so passionately that Liosh cleared his throat in embarrassment and Melinda’s cheeks went pink and she looked away.

      “Hey guys,” she said at last, with a forced little laugh. “Get a room, all right?”

      “Oh, we fully intend to,” Jodi said, as they finally came up for air. “We’re not nearly done bonding yet.” She looked at Vorn. “How fast can you get us to the Mother Ship?”

      He frowned. “Well, I would call and ask them to fold space for us but that’s not safe for a female who might be pregnant.”

      “Oh…” Jodi’s cheeks got pink and she put a hand to her mouth to stifle a naughty little giggle. “I guess we’d better not then, huh?”

      “There are several stable worm holes we can take instead,” Liosh volunteered. “It shouldn’t take long to get back.”

      “Oh, good.” Jodi smiled. “I can’t wait.”

      “I can’t either,” Vorn rumbled. “Come on, baby—come sit with me while I plot the course.”

      “Okay.”

      And the two of them went off together, leaving Liosh and Melinda to stare at each other uncertainly.
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      “What’s wrong, doll? You seem down.” Kat, who was actually her mom’s friend, but who was turning out to be a great source of information about the Mother Ship, gave Jodi a worried look. “You ought to be feeling great,” she added. “I mean, you’re just bonded, right?”

      “Oh, I’m extremely happy,” Jodi told her. “Like crazy-happy. It’s ridiculous.”

      They had only been aboard the Mother Ship for a little while but she had spent most of that time with Vorn in bed and she was just now getting out to explore a little. Kat had dropped by to “welcome her to the neighborhood” as she put it and she was so easy to talk to, Jodi somehow found herself confiding in her.

      “It’s not me I’m worried about,” she told Kat. “It’s my little sister, Melli.”

      “Oh, I was going to visit her next,” Kat remarked. “Your mom asked me to welcome you both. But what’s wrong with her?”

      “Well, she just doesn’t seem happy,” Jodi said. “Part of that is the fact that she and Liosh haven’t bonded yet, I think. But she’s also thinking of dropping all her classes at USF even though she’s getting straight As.”

      “Really?” Kat frowned. “She doesn’t want to at least finish out the semester before she takes a break?”

      “No, and I think I know why,” Jodi said grimly. “It’s all because of one person—this one girl in her Sociology class that Melli’s always seeing around campus. She…” She bit her lip—how much should she tell Kat?

      After all, their mom still didn’t know that Melli had been attacked in high school, though she did know about the more recent rape-attempt where Liosh had killed Jason Sykes, the attacker.

      “You look like you have a secret you need to get off your chest, doll,” Kat said, eyeing her sharply. “Whatever it is, I’m a vault.”

      “Well…it’s just that our mom doesn’t know about it,” Jodi said. “And that’s the way Melli wants to keep it.”

      “I can keep things to myself,” Kat assured her. “If you want to talk.”

      Jodi found that she did—very much. She explained to Kat about how Melli had been attacked after her Junior Prom by the same guy who had tried to rape her again recently.

      “Of course Liosh stopped him—in the most lethal way possible,” Jodi said dryly. “But it turned out that there was someone behind both attacks.”

      “Someone behind them?” Kat asked, frowning. “You mean the girl that Melli doesn’t want to have to see anymore—the reason she’s dropping her classes?”

      “Exactly!” Jodi was relieved that her new friend caught on so quickly. “She’s just an absolutely horrible person.”

      She went on to tell Kat the details and her new friend’s eyes got wider and wider as Jodi talked. When she finished, Kat exclaimed,

      “My God—that girl is a sociopath. She shouldn’t be wandering around free—someone like that deserves to be locked away!”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Jodi said angrily. “But of course, nobody is going to believe that she was the one behind Melli getting attacked. She’s this perfect, model-looking little bitch with gorgeous hair and big brown Bambi eyes and she wraps men around her little finger the minute she opens her mouth.”

      “But this is horrible!” Kat looked really upset. “Who knows how many other people she’s hurt the way she hurt Melli?”

      Jodi shrugged unhappily.

      “I have no idea and we may never know.”

      “If she was a man, Liosh probably would have ripped her to pieces, the way he killed the one who attacked Melli,” Kat said. “But I’m sure since this Amanda is a woman, he feels like he can’t touch her.”

      “Exactly.” Jodi nodded. “But I wish there was a way to punish her. At the very least, some way to indicate that she’s a bad person and make other people stay away from her so she can’t hurt anyone else.”

      “Kind of a ‘Mark of Cain’ that sets her apart and warns everyone off her?” Kat asked.

      Jodi nodded. “Exactly! So she can never hurt anyone ever again! And so Melli won’t be afraid to go back to campus and finish her classes.”

      “You know, you just might have something there.” Kat looked thoughtful. “Have you met the little Tolleg surgeon we have on board called Yipper? He looks a little like a cross between a baboon and a hound dog.”

      “Yipper?” Jodi looked at her blankly. “Honestly no—I’m sure I’d remember him if I did meet him, though—he sounds unforgettable.”

      “Oh he is—he’s an excitable little guy.” Kat smiled fondly. “But he’s also a brilliant scientist and surgeon. I went to see him the other day and he was working on a new kind of gene therapy—something to do with the Kindred Mating Scent.”

      “Really?” Jodi was instantly interested. “That crazy Mating Scent is the main reason Vorn and I got together. His was so strong it was making me insanely horny for him—I literally couldn’t resist him.”

      “Yeah, the Mating Scent will get you every time,” Kat remarked. “But did you know that every once in a while a Kindred is born without the ability to make a Mating Scent? It’s really sad—inhibits their ability to attract a female and bond with a mate. Anyway, Yipper has been working on a way to help warriors like that develop and exude a Mating Smell so they can live normal lives. I guess you could call it olfactory/ pheromonal gene therapy.”

      “Okay…” Jodi wasn’t following. “That sounds sad and it’s really nice of, uh, Yipper to help, but what does any of this have to do with marking Amanda Brannigan as a bad person?”

      “Come on.” Kat tugged her by the arm. “Let’s go see Yipper and you’ll understand.”
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      “Oh dear me, yes indeed, yes indeed.” Yipper nodded vigorously, his long ears flopping. “Bad smells are easy to make—too easy, in fact. Yes they are, yes they are!”

      “Okay, that’s good.” Kat said, nodding. “And how difficult is it to administer this therapy of yours? Would we have to bring the subject into the lab or what?”

      “Oh no, that would not be necessary. No it wouldn’t, no it wouldn’t.” This time Yipper shook his head, his furry ears flying. “All you would need to do is just inject the new gene under the skin—just a quick stick, yes indeed, yes indeed! The new gene would find its way to the subject’s DNA and begin replicating itself almost like a virus, replacing the old gene sequence with itself and making millions more until the subject was completely altered. It would happen in a matter of minutes. Yes it would, yes it would!”

      “Well that sounds simple enough,” Kat remarked. She grinned at Jodi. “Do you have an idea of where I’m going with this, doll?”

      Jodi grinned back.

      “You know, I think I do. Thank you, Kat—you’re full of good ideas.”

      “I got a million of ‘em,” Kat said with a laugh. She looked at Yipper. “Listen, Yipper—here’s what we need you to do…”
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      “Hello, are you Amanda Brannigan?”

      Amanda looked up from the perfume bottles she was sorting, frowning at the girl with long black hair and vivid green eyes. She looked vaguely familiar.

      “Oh, yes—hi,” she said, smiling in case the girl was some kind of secret shopper who worked for the store. Working retail was such a pain in the ass but at least Amanda had the cushiest job in the large department store. As a “beauty consultant” she spent most of her shift sorting makeup, arranging perfume bottles, and trying to make customers feel bad enough about themselves to buy the ridiculously overpriced products the store sold.

      “Well, I could sell you this lotion you picked for your face,” she might say to a woman who was getting into her 40s. “But there’s not much we can do about that waddle under your chin unless you’re willing to buy a good-quality firming cream.” She would shake her head. “Honestly, it might be too late already. But maybe if you started the new cream today…”

      Or she might talk about a customer’s weight.

      “This bronzing powder is really going to help you contour your face and hide the pudginess,” she’d say.

      Or their age.

      “Have you thought about wearing a lighter shade of foundation to try and minimize the fine lines around your eyes and mouth? I have something here that will make you look sixty again. What’s that—you’re only fifty-four? Oh dear…well, I think it’s clear you need this badly…”

      There were endless ways to sell a customer on the various products stocked behind the clear glass case and since Amanda worked on commission, she was extremely good at all of them. Also, it was fun to see their faces fall when she negged them—giving a backhanded compliment that hurt—or played on their sense of insecurity.

      Amanda had always been thin and gorgeous her entire life—she’d been winning beauty pageants since she was two—so she had no sympathy for women who let themselves go around looking less than perfect. There was just no excuse for being ugly, in her opinion. Ugly people deserved to be put down and told exactly how disgusting they were. Honestly, she was doing them a favor—they needed to know how the world really saw them. And most of them ought to be staying home anyway—not inflicting their ugly-ass-selves on society.

      Of course, most of the women who visited her were just stupid old cows, though when the young girls came in to get their makeup done for Prom, Amanda had fun with them too.

      “Are you going to put out for him tonight?” she might ask in a conspiratorial whisper, as she worked to get a girl’s blush or lipstick just right. “I’d do it if I were you. You’re never going to get another date with him if you don’t. Besides, Prom sex is practically a tradition—everybody does it! And don’t worry about making him wear a condom—everybody knows you can’t get pregnant on the first time.”

      Yes, there were endless ways to be awful and Amanda knew them all. So as she sized up the girl with the black hair and green eyes, she was wondering how she could sell her on one of the overpriced products in stock. If she could make her feel bad enough to buy one of the “Whole Body Beauty Kits” the store was pushing, she’d make enough commission to get that new skirt she’d had her eye on for so long…

      “Do I know you?” she asked, giving the new customer her brightest smile. “You look familiar.”

      “Maybe because you know my sister,” the girl said, putting out her hand.

      Amanda took the offered hand and started to shake but a sudden sharp pain stabbed into her palm.

      “Ouch! What was that?” she gasped, yanking her hand away. Looking down, she saw a tiny drop of blood welling in the palm of her hand. “You cut me!”

      “Oh, sorry,” the other girl said pleasantly. “My ring must have got you.” She held up her hand, flashing a flawless many-faceted ruby surrounded by diamonds. “Engagement ring,” she explained. “I’m due to get married next month.”

      “Oh, well that’s wonderful,” Amanda said, blotting her palm on a tissue and trying to smile.

      Brides were easy sells—they would buy anything to make their big day perfect. Mentally, she promised herself to make this bitch pay through the nose for poking her with that ridiculously huge engagement ring.

      “So I’m guessing you want someone to do the makeup for your wedding?” she asked, brightly.

      “Well, I was hoping to find something new,” the girl said. “Maybe you could show me some skin care products?”

      “Certainly.” Amanda prepared to go into her sales-pitch, but honestly, she suddenly didn’t feel too well. She had a woozy, slightly dizzy feeling that made her put a hand to her head for a moment.

      “Are you all right?” the girl asked.

      “Fine—just a little light-headed for a minute. There—I’m better now.” And Amanda did feel better. She smiled brightly and began to put out the most expensive skin-care products in stock. “I’m sure you’re looking for something really special to make that dull skin glow so you can start looking beautiful in time for your wedding,” she remarked. “You’re probably going to want to do a whole beauty routine and if I were you, I’d get started right away.”

      The girl only smiled and nodded, apparently not affected by the hint about her skin.

      Just then, a senior beauty consultant—an old bitch named Janice—came behind the counter to get something. She started to dig around under the counter—even though she could clearly see that Amanda was trying to make a sale—but then she stopped and straightened up. Her nose wrinkled and she stared at Amanda.

      “Amanda, what kind of perfume have you been spraying over here? It smells awful.”

      “What?” Amanda shot her a glare, trying to let her know she ought to shut up and leave before she lost the lucrative sale.

      “I said, whatever perfume you’re spraying, please stop. And maybe we should ask Mr. Hornfetter to come over—I think whatever it is has gone off somehow.”

      Mr. Hornfetter was the beauty sales manager—the same man Amanda had charmed to get her job in the first place. He was forty, fat, and balding—not to mention stupid enough to think that Amanda might someday be willing to sleep with him. Of course, she’d never said as much, but she’d certainly implied it. She’d opened her blouse just enough to show some cleavage and licked her lips a lot during the interview—naturally he’d hired her on the spot.

      “I don’t smell anything,” she said, trying to keep herself from snarling in irritation. “Do you mind, Janice? I’m with a customer.” She nodded at the girl with green eyes who was standing there silently, waiting for the exchange with Janice to be over.

      Janice’s nose wrinkled.

      “But I think it’s getting worse.” She looked at Amanda’s customer. “Excuse me, Miss, but do you smell that?”

      The girl nodded.

      “I’m afraid so. I don’t want to be rude but it smells kind of like a cross between dog crap and rotten eggs with maybe just a whiff of skunk thrown in. Oh, and hot garbage too. I’m definitely getting some dumpster diving notes in there.”

      “Yes, that’s it exactly.” Janice stepped away quickly, coming out from behind the counter. “Ugh—it’s everywhere!”

      “This is ridiculous.” Amanda frowned at her. “I don’t smell anything. I’ll go get Mr. Hornfetter myself!”

      She marched out from behind the counter, intending to find the sales manager and complain about Janice butting in while she was talking to a customer. Maybe she could even get the old bitch fired—that would be good. Amanda didn’t smell a thing—it was clear that Janice was just trying to steal her sale.

      As she marched swiftly down the aisle, looking for her boss, she failed to notice the wrinkled noses and indrawn breaths of the people she passed. Some of them put their hands over their noses and mouths and one woman actually gagged. But Amanda was much too intent on thinking exactly what to say to get her coworker fired, to pay any attention.

      At last she found Mr. Hornfetter, carefully arranging a new display of luxury lipsticks that cost an exorbitant amount. His back was to her but the overhead lights flashed off his shiny bald head, so Amanda knew it was him.

      She stopped for a moment to unbutton the top button of her blouse and show some cleavage before she went up to touch her boss on the shoulder. She’d already gotten one other coworker fired this way—an awful old hag name Beatrice Johnson.

      Beatrice had been getting all the shifts Amanda wanted in the middle of the day just because she had kids in school and was always whining about how she had to be at work early so she could be home in time to help them with their homework. Amanda had actually been forced to work the evening shift several times to accommodate the other woman’s schedule—and she’d missed out on some excellent parties that way.

      Fortunately, a word in Mr. Hornfetter’s ear about how she’d seen Beatrice slipping high-end cosmetics into her bag had put an end to that. And Amanda had made certain to shore up her story by palming an expensive little pot of cheek stain and putting it into her coworker’s purse right before accusing her.

      It still made her laugh to remember the shocked look on Beatrice Johnson’s stupid cow face when Security had asked to look through her purse and the guard had found the blush. Beatrice had stuttered and stammered and turned bright pink—she couldn’t have looked more guilty if she’d tried.

      Amanda, of course, had stood by looking virtuous and sad—as though it truly broke her heart to see a fellow employee stealing. Afterwards, Mr. Hornfetter had thanked her for her bravery and honesty and she’d murmured something about just wanting to help.

      After that, Amanda got any shift she wanted.

      She was already planning what to say to get Janice fired too—that disgusting old bitch had been getting on Amanda’s nerves for days. But before she could tap Mr. Hornfetter on his pudgy shoulder, he turned around, his nose already wrinkling.

      “Oh, hello, Amanda,” he said frowning. “What is that terrible smell?”

      “What smell?” Amanda demanded impatiently. Honestly, what was everyone talking about?

      “It’s just…really bad.” He shook his head. “A customer must have brought something in. Or maybe a rat died behind one of the walls. I’ll have Security look for it.” He looked at Amanda. “Now then, my dear—what can I do for you?”

      “Well…” Amanda made her eyes big and woeful. “You know me, Mr. Hornfetter, I don’t like to complain about anybody but sometimes you just have to speak up, you know?”

      “I suppose.” Her boss nodded neutrally. “Did someone bother you, Amanda?”

      “As a matter of fact…” Amanda took a step towards him, meaning to run her fingers down his shoulder seductively. The trick was to make him think she wanted to sleep with him, though naturally she’d rather lick a toilet brush than get anywhere near the bald old goat.

      But to her surprise, Mr. Hornfetter took a sudden step from her.

      “I’m sorry, Amanda,” he said in a slightly strangled voice. “But I think maybe that smell is coming from you. Did you step in something?”

      “What?” Amanda exclaimed. “What are you talking about?”

      “Look on the bottoms of your shoes,” Mr. Hornfetter ordered. “Did you walk through a dog park before coming to work today?”

      “Of course not—I don’t own any dogs!” Amanda protested.

      Still, she picked up her feet and looked at the bottoms of her low-heeled work shoes anyway. Of course there was nothing there.

      “See—nothing,” she said impatiently. “Anyway, I came to tell you that Janice is trying to steal my sale!” She took another step towards him but Mr. Hornfetter stepped back so quickly that he knocked over the display of expensive lipsticks he’d been working on so carefully. Shiny rectangular boxes flew everywhere, skittering across the polished floor like expensive beetles.

      Mr. Hornfetter swore under his breath and bent down to pick the shiny little rectangular boxes up off the floor. Amanda bent reflexively as well, to help, but her boss’s nose wrinkled again and he scooted away.

      “Amanda, please! Since it’s clear you didn’t step in something, I have to think that smell is coming from you,” he told her. “If you’re having excessive flatulence today, I can get someone else to cover your shift.”

      “What?” Amanda was horrified. Was everyone going crazy today? What was this awful smell everyone kept talking about that everyone but her could smell? What was going on?

      As she backed away from the spilled lipsticks, Janice came back with several other coworkers. She was whispering to them in a really obvious way, Amanda thought sourly. Exactly the way she and her girl friends on the cheer squad used to whisper about whatever fat, pimply, disgusting kid they wanted to torment in the cafeteria back in high school. One of them—Eric Dawson, who worked in men’s fragrances, took a step towards Amanda, sniffed, and took a quick step back.

      “Oh my God, you’re right!” Amanda heard him mutter to Janice. “She does smell like dog crap!”

      “Hey!” Amanda couldn’t take any more. She stormed over to her coworkers, who all backed up hurriedly, most with their hands over their noses. “How dare you all talk about me like I’m not here? And what smell? I don’t smell anything at all!”

      “That’s because you can’t smell your own personal odor—your body gets used to it and you can’t actually tell when you stink,” a voice murmured behind her.

      Amanda whirled around to see the girl with black hair and green eyes giving her an extremely satisfied smile.

      “What?” she demanded. “What are you talking about? I don’t stink!”

      “I’m talking about you, Amanda,” the girl said. “And you do stink. You’re rotten inside—and now everyone will be able to tell it. Because you’re going to smell as nasty on the outside as you actually are on the inside. For the rest of your life.”

      Amanda opened her mouth to demand what she was talking about again but the girl turned on her heel and left, her black hair bouncing with the swaying of her full hips.

      “Mommy,” came a child’s voice from Amanda’s other side. “Why does that lady smell like a potty?”

      “I don’t know, Essie, but we can’t talk like that about people—it’s rude. Come on—let’s get away from here—it’s awful!” And a harried-looking mother with a hand over her face rushed her little girl away.

      Looking around, Amanda saw that other people were backing away from her too—including her coworkers and her boss. Some of them were gagging. A man with a service dog on a leash couldn’t get his animal to go past her. The German Sheppard backed away, its muzzle wrinkling as it whined frantically.

      Amanda was horrified at what she was seeing. All of them were pointing and whispering. It was just like high school all over again, only instead of Amanda leading the popular kids in making fun of some ugly idiot, they were all pointing at her.

      Slowly, she backed away, staring at the group of people. Was this some kind of a joke? An elaborate prank somebody wanted to post on their YouTube channel?

      Then she remembered the girl with green eyes whispering, “You’re going to smell as nasty on the outside as you actually are on the inside. For the rest of your life.”

      Turning tail, Amanda Brannigan ran away as fast as she could. But no matter how fast she ran, she couldn’t get away from the smell…
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      “So what is it, Sis? What do you want to talk about?” Jodi had a relaxed, happy look on her face Melinda could hardly ever remember seeing there before. Usually, it seemed like her big sister was always uptight about something. But not now—now Jodi seemed like a whole new person. A person who was at peace with herself and the world around her in a way she never had been before.

      She was practically glowing, Melli couldn’t help noticing. And her big sister’s smile had a satisfied quality—a look of utter contentment.

      She’s glowing and satisfied because she’s bonded, Melli thought. Bonded to a male who loves her and treats her right and probably makes love to her every night.

      Melli didn’t mind admitting she was jealous. She wanted what Jodi had—if only she could get it. If only Liosh—

      “I know something that will make you smile,” Jodi told her, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Oh? What’s that?” Melli asked.

      “You don’t have to drop your classes at USF now,” Jodi told her. “And you never have to worry about running into Amanda Brannigan ever again.”

      “What?” Melli exclaimed. “Did something happen to her?” She was certain that Liosh hadn’t done anything to awful Amanda. He had expressed the wish several times that she could be punished but as a Kindred, he simply couldn’t hurt a woman.

      “As a matter of fact, I happened to her.” Jodi’s green eyes flashed. “I had a little help with it, but basically I got the Tolleg surgeon aboard the Mother Ship to make me a gene therapy treatment to change her smell.”

      “Uh…what?” Melli raised her eyebrows in confusion. “I’m not following.”

      “She stinks!” Jodi exclaimed, grinning. “She smells as nasty and rotten on the outside as she actually is on the inside now. The last I heard she lost her job and has been banned from her housing on campus. I think she’s moving back home with her mom—I bet that’s going to be a fragrant family reunion.” She laughed.

      “Wow…” Melli wasn’t quite sure what to say.

      She tried not to let hate invade her life—it only kept you from healing if you did that. Still, there was no denying that just the sight of Amanda Brannigan triggered her—sent her back to that dark place she’d been in after Jason Sykes had raped her.

      She had considered just dropping her Sociology class, but since Amanda always seemed to find her and torment her all around campus, she hadn’t thought that would be enough. She’d been planning to drop her classes and stay away from school for her own mental health—now it seemed she didn’t have to.

      “Jodi, you did all that for me?” she managed at last.

      “Hey, nobody hurts my little sister and gets away with it.” Jodi’s eyes flashed. “Nobody! So don’t drop your classes, Melli—I want to see you around campus.”

      “I’ll be there,” Melli promised. She sighed. “I’m just not sure if Liosh will be there with me.”

      “What?” Jodi frowned. “How can you say that? I thought you two were in love.”

      “I thought so too…” Melli looked down at her hands. “Jodi,” she said, wondering how to lead up to the topic delicately. “Um, do you know if Vorn and Liosh ever, you know, talk?”

      “What? Of course they talk—they’re best friends. Hey, do you want some tea while we go over this? I know it always makes you feel better and I just learned how to work the Kindred kitchen appliances. You wouldn’t believe how fast you can make things,” Jodi said, jumping up.

      She and Vorn were newly installed in a couples’ suite aboard the Mother Ship and she was thoroughly enjoying trying out all the new Kindred technology.

      “No, no tea. Not now—maybe in a minute.” Melli put up a hand to pull her back down. “I meant, does Liosh ever talk to Vorn about me?”

      “Why would they talk about you?” Jodi asked, a puzzled look on her face as she sank back down onto the massive overstuffed couch beside Melli. All the furniture was built to Kindred proportions, which made Melli feel like a little girl when she sat on it.

      “I don’t know…” She shook her head. “It’s just that, well…things are different between Liosh and me now. He doesn’t…” She looked down at her hands. “He doesn’t touch me like he used to. And, um, you know how Kindred like to, uh, taste their women?” She looked at Jodi meaningfully, hoping her big sister would understand and not demand further explanation.

      Thankfully, Jodi picked up what she was saying at once.

      “Oh my God, yes. Vorn is crazy for that. Half the time I can’t get his head out from under my skirt long enough to have a decent conversation!” She giggled. “Sorry, that’s probably TMI. But it’s like he’s ravenous or something.”

      “Liosh was like that too. Before…before the second attack,” Melli said in a low voice. “But now…” She shook her head. “Now he doesn’t seem to…to want me anymore.”

      “Oh, honey!” Jodi was instantly concerned. “You must be mistaken,” she told Melli. “Once a Kindred singles you out as his fated mate, he doesn’t just lose interest in you!”

      “Well, it seems like Liosh has,” Melli said. “He still holds me and cuddles me if I ask him to, but he hasn’t made a single move on me, uh, sexually since we got here to the Mother Ship. It’s been almost a week, Jodi, and I’m going crazy.”

      “What about your problem?” Jodi asked. “The vaginismus?”

      “We were getting through that,” Melli said earnestly. “Liosh was healing me with his, uh, essence. You know, the blue fluid Blood Kindred make with their fangs?”

      Jodi nodded. “I’ve heard it has healing properties.”

      “It does,” Melli said earnestly. “And I was getting so much better! If you would have asked me this time last week, I would have sworn that we would be bonded by now. Except…except Liosh seems to have lost all interest in ever bonding me to him at all.” Though she tried not to cry, tears rose to her eyes anyway and she had to choke back a sob. “I don’t know why he stopped loving me!” she whispered and then she couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.

      “Oh, honey—I’m sure he still loves you.” Jodi put an arm around her shoulders consolingly. “This must be some kind of big misunderstanding. Look, I’ll ask Vorn to ask him right now—they just went to the Docking Bay for something.”

      “No, wait!” Melli exclaimed, but Jodi had already closed her eyes and there was a look of concentration on her face. In only a moment she opened them again.

      “There—done,” she announced, smiling at Melli.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Melli protested. “What if Liosh is trying to find a way to let me down easy and get away and now you have Vorn poking at him.”

      “That’s silly—he doesn’t want to get away from you,” Jodi said firmly. “I’ll tell you the minute Vorn gives me the scoop. Now come on, let’s get some tea. Oh, and I have the most amazing cupcakes I bought from that littler bakery Mom’s friend, Kat reccomended. You have to try them.”

      Uncertainly, Melli allowed her big sister to pull her into the suite’s food-prep area. Had she done the right thing in asking Jodi to find out what was wrong with Liosh? With the big Blood Kindred feel pressured or coerced by the question?

      She certainly hoped not—just as she desperately hoped that Liosh really did still love her, exactly as Jodi said.
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      “Of course, I love her. I love her so much it hurts,” Liosh admitted in a low voice, looking down at the drink he’d ordered at the small bar that was closest to the Docking Bay.

      He had hemmed and hawed and “beat around the tree” as Vorn put it, when his friend first asked him what was wrong but when the Beast Kindred asked point blank if he still loved, Melinda, he couldn’t help but answer from the heart.

      “I do love her,” he repeated vehemently. “Too much to hurt her,” he added in a low voice.

      Vorn frowned. “What in the Seven Hells is that supposed to mean, Brother? And if you love her, you’d better show it. Jodi tells me she’s over at our suite this minute crying her eyes out because she thinks you don’t want her anymore.”

      “Melinda thinks that?” The very thought of her being unhappy—especially because of something he had done—tore at Liosh’s heart.

      “I’m afraid so. She’s telling Jodi you don’t want to taste her anymore,” Vorn said bluntly. “What could have made you lose your taste for your female’s honey, Brother?”

      “I haven’t lost my taste for it—I crave it more than ever,” Liosh exclaimed. “But I don’t want to hurt her or rush her, Vorn. She was attacked—twice. And the second attack wasn’t that long ago, you know. I’m trying to give her room and time to heal, that’s all.”

      “And driving yourself nearly crazy not touching or tasting her in the meantime, I’m guessing,” Vorn said, looking at him shrewdly.

      Liosh sighed and took a long sip of his drink.

      “True,” he admitted. “But I refuse to be like one of those Earth males who force a female to ‘get over’ something that happened to her just to meet their own selfish sexual needs. Melinda is going to have as much time as she needs to get better before I touch her sexually in any way ever again.”

      “I’d say the fact that she’s crying to my mate over the fact that you don’t taste her anymore is a pretty good indication she’s had as much time as she needs,” Vorn said dryly. “If I were you, I’d go get her and put my tongue between her legs right this minute, Brother—it’s clear she needs you.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Liosh insisted. “Besides, she fears me now, Vorn.” He raked a hand through his hair and took another drink. “She saw me go into Rage—saw me rip that male that attacked her to shreds with my fangs.” He shook his head. “That memory needs time to fade.”

      “If she’s so afraid of you, why is she telling Jodi she craves your tongue between her thighs?” Vorn asked reasonably. “Have you asked her if she’s afraid of you?”

      “I don’t have to.” Liosh looked away. “I can see it in her eyes every time she gets near me. I don’t want to hurt her, Vorn—don’t want to frighten her any more than she is already frightened of me. I’m just trying to be careful.”

      “All right, all right.” Vorn held up his hands. “I won’t try to tell you your business, you know your female better than me. But can I at least tell Jodi to give Melli some reassurance?”

      “Of course.” Liosh nodded swiftly. “And I’ll try to reassure her myself tonight. I just need to be careful while I do it.”

      “Right.” Vorn nodded and closed his eyes for a moment, concentrating on the silent communication with his mate. “Done,” he said opening his eyes and nodding at Liosh. “Now come on, drink up, Brother—I want to get back to my bride.”

      Liosh couldn’t help the stab of envy that went through him at those words. How he longed to Claim Melinda as his bride, the same way Vorn had claimed Jodi! But he didn’t want to frighten or rush her.

      He wasn’t sure when he would be able to Claim her, he admitted to himself. He only knew he loved her and wanted her desperately. If only he could find a way to show her without pushing her too far!

      Please, Goddess, he prayed, Help me find a way. Help me Claim my bride and show her how much I care…
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      “So that’s why he’s been so stand-offish lately? Because he thinks I’m afraid of him?” Melli asked, surprised.

      “That and he thinks you’re still fragile after the, uh, second attack by Jason Sykes,” Jodi nodded. “See? I told you he still loved you. He’s just being sweet and kind and patient.” She took a sip of her tea—she had finally talked Melli into a cup and had given her a cupcake to go with it.

      “But…what if I don’t want him to be patient anymore?” Melli asked, frowning as she put down her own teacup. “What if I feel ready to take the next step?”

      “Do you?” Jodi asked frankly. “After all, Melli, it’s only been a little over a week since that bastard Jason jumped you again.”

      Melli lifted her chin.

      “I refuse to let my present be determined by my past,” she said bravely. “Yes, I’m ready, Jodi. I want what you and Vorn have—I want to be bonded to Liosh and know that we’ll never be apart again. After that, I was going to take the semester off and stay up here with Mom, but now I guess I won’t have to—thanks to you giving Amanda Brannigan the stink-eye—literally.” She gave her sister a smile that Jodi returned wholeheartedly. “What about you?”

      “Well, I don’t want to see James anymore than you wanted to see Amanda Brannigan, but I’m not letting him run me out of USF,” she said firmly. “I’m going to finish my degree at least—though I might focus more on other kinds of counseling since I don’t think anybody here has much sexual dysfunction.”

      “Unless you count having too much sex as a dysfunction,” Melli said dryly.

      “Exactly.” Jodi laughed. “Anyway, after I finish my degree, Vorn and I might head back up here to the Mother Ship. Honestly, it’s so much nicer than Earth.”

      “It really is,” Melli agreed. “It has everything you need and want with none of the pollution or political nastiness of Earth. Everyone here is just so…happy.” Having finished the blueberry cupcake Jodi had offered her, she reached for another—a pale peachy one that had a faint fruity aroma.

      “Oh, wait—don’t eat that one!” Jodi exclaimed, grabbing her by the wrist before Melli could bring the luscious-looking cupcake to her mouth.

      “What? Why not?” Melli put it down and turned to her sister in surprise.

      “Because, that’s a bonding fruit cupcake.” Jodi blushed a little. “The lady named Lauren, who owns the bakery, only sells them to mated women.”

      “But why?” Melli asked. “I thought bonding fruit just helped a girl, er, open up more—especially girls who are mated to Twin Kindred. At least, that’s what Liosh told me.”

      “It does do that, but it’s also an aphrodisiac—a really strong one,” Jodi told her. “So you have to be careful. According to Lauren, once you eat it, you pretty much have to have sex. Which is why she only sells them to mated women.”

      Melli frowned. “Well why in the world did you buy one? It’s not like you and Vorn need any help in that department. You two are constantly going at it twenty-four/seven—like a couple of bunnies.”

      “I know that, but, well…Vorn and I like to try new things.” Jodi’s cheeks were getting red. “We’re very…experimental, if you know what I mean.”

      “I think I have an idea,” Melli said dryly. She was pretty sure that the side of herself that Jodi had been suppressing the whole time she was with James was finally coming out into the open. And though she was glad for her big sister, she didn’t really need to know the dirty details.

      “So anyway, I just thought I’d try it.” Jodi shrugged. “So pick another one—any cupcake but that one.”

      “Okay.” Melli shrugged and selected a chocolate one instead. But even as she took a bite of the luscious dark chocolate, her eyes lingered on the peach bonding fruit cupcake as an idea formed in her mind…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifty-Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready to go back down to Earth tomorrow?” Liosh asked, as they were getting ready for bed. They had been sleeping together—well, cuddled up with each other anyway—for the entire week they’d spent aboard the Mother Ship. It was just that cuddling was as far as it went, Melli thought sadly.

      Well, maybe that would change tonight.

      “I think so,” she called from the bathroom—what the Kindred called the fresher—where she was just finishing brushing her teeth. “Why do you ask?”

      “I just wanted to make sure you felt ready,” Liosh told her.

      “I’m ready,” Melli told him. “I’ve missed enough classes—I need to get back.”

      She could see through the crack in the partially open door that he was wearing a long pair of satiny dark blue sleep trousers and nothing else. His broad, bare chest was mouth-watering in its muscular smoothness, she thought longingly. She seriously wouldn’t mind licking him all over like a great big ice cream cone.

      An image formed in her mind of her pushing the big Kindred to the bed and doing exactly that—licking and sucking him while he moaned her name.

      The surprisingly aggressive sexual thought caught her a little off guard. Was that the bonding fruit cupcake she had eaten talking, or was it her natural sex drive finally coming out to assert itself? She knew that Jodi had a high sex drive—what if she was more like her big sister than she realized?

      Well, whatever the reason, her engine was revving tonight and she was determined to get some satisfaction—she just hoped that Liosh would cooperate. She looked at herself in the viewer, taking stock of what she saw.

      Melli had something a little different on tonight—something she hoped the male she loved would enjoy. But she wanted to take her time before she revealed it. So she belted a short, silky pink robe around her waist and came out into the bedroom—or sleeping chamber, as the Kindred called it.

      Liosh smiled at her as his eyes traveled up and down her body, taking in the silky robe hugging her curves and her bare legs.

      “You look lovely, Talli,” he murmured.

      Melli’s heart started pounding faster.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, wishing that Liosh would offer her more than compliments. But the big Kindred only opened the covers and patted the spot beside him on the bed. “Come on, let’s get some sleep,” he said.

      As if sleep was what Melli was craving! Still, she wasn’t about to give up on getting what she wanted yet.

      Follow the plan, she told herself firmly. Just do what you planned and everything will be okay.

      Se hoped, anyway.

      Step number one was taking off her robe. She waited until Liosh’s pale blue eyes were on her and then, with deliberately slow and sensual movements, slipped the soft pink robe down her shoulders to reveal the silky pink teddy that went with it.

      Liosh’s eyes widened as he took her in. The teddy was a tiny little number with lacy, see-through cups that showed the innocent buds of her nipples pressing against the thin fabric. It tied with a bow right between her breasts and then fluttered down loose on either side, opening to show the pink lacy panties that went with it. Tiny panties which barely covered her pussy at all.

      It was a far cry from the comfortable oversized sleep t-shirts Melli usually wore and she knew it. But then again, she didn’t intend to do much sleeping tonight.

      “Melinda?” Liosh’s eyes were still wide. “This is… a new look for you.”

      “Oh, I know—do you like it?” Melli twirled carelessly, as though she was just showing off a new dress instead of wearing a naughty little outfit which barely covered her assets. “I got it while I was out shopping with Jodi the other day. At the new brides shop they have near that bakery where everybody gets their muffins and cupcakes.”

      “I…see.” Liosh shifted uncomfortably and Melli noticed there was a definite bulge under the covers where his crotch was now. She felt a surge of triumph, but told herself she had to take things slowly. Liosh was a male with very strong principles—it might take some time to get what she wanted—no, what she needed from him.

      Follow the plan, she told herself again.

      “Well, time for bed.” Melli took a step towards the big, Kindred-sized bed and winced. “Ouch!” she exclaimed.

      “What? What is it?” Liosh was instantly concerned for her. “Why did you cry out in pain, sweetheart?”

      “Oh…” Melli winced. “I just cut myself shaving, that’s all. It’s just a tiny little cut but it really stings.”

      “You did? Where?” Liosh sat up in bed, looking at her with a worried frown on his face.

      “Well,” Melli hedged. “It’s kind of in a sensitive area. See, I was, uh, trimming myself a little so I could wear these silly little panties.” She spread her legs and nodded down at the tiny pink lace panties which were nothing more than a small triangle attached to a few strings.

      “You…were?” Liosh asked again, but this time his deep voice sounded slightly strangled.

      Melli nodded. “Uh-huh. Hey,” she went on, as though the thought had just occurred to her. “Maybe…would you mind, you know, healing me, Liosh? You know—with your essence?”

      “That would depend on where the cut is.” His deep voice was definitely hoarse with lust now, but it was clear to Melli he was holding himself back so as not to frighten her. But she could see that his fangs had grown long and there were blue droplets of essence beading at their tips.

      “Let me show you,” she said and came around to stand in front of his side of the bed. “It’s just… here.”

      And, tugging down the panties, she exposed her newly-shaven pussy to him completely. The tiny nick from the razor was just above her pussy slit and it was hardly bigger than a pinprick. But Melli winced as she showed him, shifting her hips so that her outer pussy lips spread open to show her slippery inner folds and the little pink pearl of her clit.

      ‘It really hurts,” she said again and looked at Liosh pleadingly. “Do you think you could heal it?”

      “I suppose…suppose that I could,” he growled hoarsely. “But I’m not sure how you might feel about being under me, Talli.” His eyes flicked up to hers and she saw love and concern in their pale blue depths. “Not even just for me to, er, heal you.”

      “Well, why do I have to be under you?” Melli asked, having a sudden inspiration. “Maybe…how would it be if I was uh, the one on top?”

      His eyes went half-lidded at once and she knew she had hit on an idea he liked.

      “You mean you would straddle me? Put your knees on either side of my face and bring the, er, hurt place down for me to lick and heal?” he asked, clearly trying to keep the eager hunger out of his voice but failing.

      Melli felt a shiver of lust go through her. No, not just lust—need. Her nipples felt like hard little points at the tips of her breasts and her pussy was beginning to get all creamy and hot. God, she hoped her plan worked! Otherwise she was shortly going to be in some serious sexual pain.

      “Yes,” she said, smiling at him. “And look, you’re already lying in bed. Just scoot over to the middle and let me, uh, straddle you, like you said.”

      Liosh scooted towards the center of the big bed obligingly and propped his head up on a pillow—the better to reach her, Melli assumed.

      “I’m ready,” he told her, his blue eyes blazing. “Ready to heal you, Talli.”

      “And I’m ready to be healed,” Melli assured him. “But…” she nibbled her bottom lip, as though considering. “Do you think I ought to take off my panties for this?” She nodded down to the tiny lace triangle which was still pulled down to show her pussy. “They might get in the way.”

      “Yes, they might,” Liosh agreed. “You can take them off, sweetheart. If you’re comfortable with that, of course.”

      “I am,” Melli told him. Sensually, she slid the lace panties down her thighs and then stepped out of them, leaving herself bare from the waist down. Climbing into the bed with him, she straddled the big Kindred’s face, resting her knees on the pillow on either side.

      This put her in the position of having her open pussy right over Liosh’s mouth and she could already feel how hot and wet she was getting.

      “Gods, Melinda,” Liosh swore hoarsely, as he drank in the sight of her outer pussy lips parting to show her slippery pink inner folds. “You’re so beautiful here.”

      “Where you’re going to heal me, you mean?” Melli asked innocently, still hovering over him, letting him look his fill.

      God, she didn’t know if she could have been this bold without that cupcake she’d taken from Jodi. But after hearing what her big sister had to say about how Liosh wanted her but was afraid to hurt or rush her, she knew she had to eat it. And it was certainly having an effect now.

      “Yes, exactly.” His big hands were on her hips now, urging her down. “Come here, Talli,” he growled softly. “Come here and let me heal you.”

      “Yes, Liosh,” she whispered. “Heal me. Heal me with your tongue.”

      She was hoping he would lap her open pussy at once, but to her frustration, he actually did heal her— only bathing the tiny razor nick just above the top of her slit with the tip of his tongue before pulling back.

      “There,” he rumbled, looking up at her. “You’re healed.”

      Melli shifted her hips. She could feel his hot breath on her open pussy and it was driving her crazy. But Liosh was still trying to be careful. Somehow she had to get him to do more. At least he wasn’t trying to get her to move—he seemed mesmerized by the sight of her wet pussy.

      “Liosh,” she said, shifting again. “What if I told you that wasn’t the only place that I hurt?”

      “You hurt yourself someplace else?” he asked, instantly concerned.

      “It’s not so much that I hurt myself—just that I have a spot where I ache,” Melli told him. “And I was hoping you wouldn’t mind, you know, kissing it better.”

      His eyes were half-lidded again and he seemed willing to play along.

      “Of course I don’t mind, Talli. Where is this place where you ache?”

      “Here.” Innocently, Melli reached down and parted her pussy lips for him. Using her first two fingers, she held herself open and pointed to the little pink bud of her clit, which really was aching by now.

      “Ah, I see…” Liosh murmured. “Your Goddess pearl is aching.”

      “Goddess pearl?” Melli raised her eyebrows. “Is that what Kindred call it?”

      He nodded.

      “Yes, we do. And so you say you ache there, sweetheart? Do you need me to spread some of my essence over your sweet little Goddess pearl and make it feel all better?”

      “Yes, please, Liosh,” Melli purred. “But…” She nibbled her bottom lip in the way she knew he found extremely sexy.

      “Yes, sweetheart?” Liosh asked.

      “Well, you might have to spread kind of a lot of essence over my, uh, Goddess pearl to make it feel better,” Melli told him innocently. “Because it really aches a lot.”

      His pale eyes blazed with hunger and lust.

      “I don’t mind, sweetheart. In fact, I’ll lick your sweet little Goddess pearl all night if you need me to.”

      Melli thought about telling him she didn’t just want his tongue in her tonight, and decided not to push things.

      One step at a time and stick to the plan, she told herself.

      “Oh, Liosh, you’re so sweet to me,” she sighed, running her fingers through his thick, dark blonde hair.

      “Because I love you, Talli,” he murmured. “With all my heart. Now why don’t you lower yourself down and let me bathe your sweet little Goddess pearl with my essence and make you feel better?”

      “Yes, Liosh.” And Melli lowered herself obediently, settling so her open pussy was directly over his waiting mouth.

      She had an idea that Liosh was trying to go slow and not scare her because at first, he really did just give her throbbing clit long, slow laps of his tongue. But when Melli moaned and squirmed above him, rubbing her pussy shamelessly against his mouth, he seemed to lose some of his iron control.

      With a low groan, he gripped Melli’s hips in his big hands and brought her even lower, bathing her entire pussy with long, hungry sweeps of his tongue. She gasped as she felt his tongue penetrate her as he tasted her honey hungrily, straight from the source, and then sweep upward again to tease her throbbing clit with swoops and swirls that seemed designed to drive her crazy.

      “Oh, Liosh…oh my God—yes!” she gasped and pumped her hips to grind against his seeking mouth. Before she knew it, she was grabbing the headboard with one hand and his thick blond hair with the other as she ground against him, shamelessly seeking a release.

      It didn’t take long for her to find her orgasm—or maybe it would be more accurate to say it found her. Because suddenly Melli was right at the peak and then jumping off it, feeling her pussy clench tightly as she cried her pleasure and Liosh lapped up the fresh honey she made.

      But though she came so hard she saw stars dancing in front of her eyes, Melli found it wasn’t enough. She was still in need. In fact, if anything, her need had grown. What was going on? She knew the bonding fruit cupcake was supposed to be an aphrodisiac, but shouldn’t the effects start wearing off as she got a sexual release? But instead, her desire was worse than ever.

      Thankfully, Liosh seemed to love licking her so Melli let him lick her to orgasm again…and than again.

      But by the fourth time she had come on his tongue, the big Kindred seemed to know something was wrong.

      “Melinda,” he said, pulling her gently away from his mouth and looking up at her. “What’s going on? You’ve come four times already, yet your sexual heat hasn’t dissipated a bit. In fact, if anything it’s more intense than when we started.”

      “I don’t know,” Melli admitted.

      “Yes, you do.” Liosh frowned at her sternly. “I can tell by that guilty expression on your face. What’s going on, Melinda?”

      “I, um…” She bit her lip and shifted her hips. Despite all the orgasms he’d given her, she was still throbbing with need, which made it hard to think or talk. “I might have done something foolish, Liosh,” she admitted.

      “What?” His frown softened a bit. “Look, Talli, whatever it is, just tell me and we’ll work through it together.’

      “I, um…I ate a bonding fruit cupcake,” Melli confessed at last. “Jodi had it and she said it was an aphrodisiac and it made you want to make love with your Kindred—which I already wanted to do,” she added. “But I thought it might make me more open…more bold.”

      “Well, it certainly has,” Liosh said frankly. “I never would have imagined you wanting to ride my face—not that I mind it,” he added, with a slight, hungry growl in his voice. “It’s amazing.”

      “Yes, it is,” Melli agreed. “But I just don’t seem to be getting any satisfaction out of it. I mean, it feels wonderful and you’re making me, you know, come like crazy…” She blushed. “But somehow no matter how much pleasure you give me, I still want more and more and more.”

      Liosh looked worried.

      “That’s because what the bonding fruit makes you crave isn’t my tongue in you—it’s my shaft.”

      “Your shaft?” Melli looked down at the thick bulge in the crotch of his sleep trousers with wide eyes. Well, her plan had kind of broken down but it seemed she would get her wish after all. “You mean, you need to put yourself inside me before I’ll feel better?”

      “Not only that,” Liosh told her grimly. “I’ll have to fill you with my seed as well—I’ll have to come in you, sweetheart.”

      Melli’s heart started pounding.

      “Then you could bite me at the same time—you could bond me to you.”

      His eyes softened.

      “Nothing would bring me greater pleasure than tying you to me forever, Talli. But are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      Melli knew he was thinking of how Jason Sykes had attacked her and how upset she’d been afterwards. And it truly was a horrible memory—but it was one Melli felt ready to move past. She couldn’t let what had happened in the past stop her from reaching for her future.

      She looked into Liosh’s eyes seriously.

      “Yes, Liosh—I’m ready,” she said quietly. “Ready to let you into my body, the way I’ve already let you into my heart. Please—can we try it?”

      “Well…” He frowned in a troubled way. “I just don’t want you to hurt yourself, Talli. It wasn’t that long ago that I could barely get the tip of my tongue inside you.”

      “Yes, but that was before I ate the bonding fruit cupcake,” Melli reminded him. “My former problem shouldn’t be a problem any longer. Besides, Liosh—I don’t just want you in me—I need you there.” She winced and shifted her hips. “I feel so empty inside—like I have to be filled or I’ll die.”

      He frowned in obvious concern.

      “All right, sweetheart,” he murmured, pulling down his sleep trousers. “You can straddle me and try to take my shaft into your soft little pussy. But please, be careful. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

      “I’ll be okay,” Melli promised, hoping she was telling the truth. She scooted down his body so that instead of straddling his tongue, her wet, open pussy was directly positioned over the broad, plum-shaped head of his cock.

      Reaching between them, she gripped the thick shaft in her hand and immediately began to feed it into her hungry pussy.

      “Carefully, sweetheart—slowly,” Liosh warned her, gripping her hips to try and slow her forward progress. “Remember how long it took me to even enter you with just my finger. And my shaft is considerably larger.”

      It certainly was—Melli could feel it stretching her inner walls as she took its thickness inside her. To her delight, it didn’t hurt at all—in fact, it felt good to be stretched open by his massive member.

      It was a good thing she was enjoying herself. Despite Liosh’s attempts to slow her down, in less than a minute she had him all the way inside herself with the broad head pressing hard against the mouth of her womb.

      Looking down at herself, Melli couldn’t believe what she saw. The thick shaft she never would have thought she could take was stretching her to the limit and Liosh was buried to the hilt inside her.

      The big Kindred seemed to be in awe of what he saw as well.

      “Gods, sweetheart,” he growled, as he looked at the place they were joined. “Can’t believe you were able to take all of me just like that. I’ve never seen the effects of bonding fruit firsthand but this is amazing!”

      “It wasn’t just the bonding fruit,” Melli told him, reaching down to cup his cheek in one hand. “It was the way you were so patient with me, Liosh—all the time you spent healing me. If you hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have been mentally ready to open to you, let alone physically ready.”

      His blazing blue eyes softened.

      “Oh, Talli, I loved healing you with my essence…loved tasting your little pussy until you came for me—came all over my tongue.”

      “Well now I want to come all over your cock,” Melli told him—and then blushed scarlet. “God, I can’t believe I’m talking like this. You’re right—this bonding fruit is something else!”

      Liosh gave her a hungry smile.

      “Then let’s use it for its intended purpose—let’s bond tonight, Talli and never be apart again.”

      “Yes, Liosh!” she moaned, as she braced herself on his hard abs to raise and lower herself on his thickness. “Bond me to you. Please!”

      “As my Lady wishes,” Liosh growled hungrily. And then his hips were thrusting up as his shaft buried itself again and again in the softness of her pussy. Melli moaned as she took him, feeling each deep thrust like an internal kiss, knowing with every stroke how much the big Blood Kindred loved her.

      It seemed to go on forever but at last, she felt herself reaching the peak again and she knew she couldn’t hold off any longer.

      “Liosh!” she gasped breathlessly. “Oh God, Liosh—think I’m going to…going to come again!”

      “And I’m going to come with you, Talli,” he growled. “I won’t be able to help it—your sweet little pussy is sucking the seed right out of me.”

      “Bite me when you come in me,” Melli begged shamelessly. “Bite me and make me yours, Liosh—bond me to you forever!”

      She didn’t have to beg for long. Wrapping his long arms around her, Liosh pulled her down and gave her a tender, intense kiss. As he did, he thrust deep inside her and for a moment, Melli thought she felt him swelling even larger. Then, as the first spurt of hot seed reached the end of her channel, she felt the sharp little pain of his fangs entering her neck and his essence shot directly into her blood stream.

      Any orgasm she’d had before this one was like nothing, Melli thought dimly. There was nothing to compare to the feeling of the man she loved filling her so completely in two places at once—shooting his seed and his essence into her at the same time as he Claimed her and made her his forever.

      “Oh!” she gasped as Liosh held her tightly to him and continued to pump inside her. “Oh, Liosh—love you so much!”

      “Love you too, sweetheart—forever,” she heard him say and knew at once what it meant—their mental link had been established and their bonding was successful.

      “It’s not successful until I make you come again,” Liosh sent. “Hold on sweetheart, we’re not nearly done yet. I’m going to make love to you and make you mine all night long.”

      “Yes, Liosh,” Melli sent back. Love me all night—bond me to you over and over!”

      “As my Lady wishes,” he growled and bit her again.

      As another deep orgasm tingled through Melli’s body, she knew that she and her Kindred were finally together and that they would never be apart again. And her joy was doubled because Jodi was bonded too. Their lives were forever changed for the better.

      And it never would have happened if the sisters hadn’t decided to try…Taming Two Warriors.
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      If you have enjoyed Taming Two Warriors, please take a moment to leave a review or like a positive review. Good reviews are like gold for an author in the crazy, overcrowded e-book market. They let other readers know it's okay to take a chance on a new series or a new author. Plus they give me the warm fuzzies. : )

      Thanks for being such an awesome reader!

      Hugs,

      Evangeline
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        FANG AND CLAW,

        Nocturne Academy, Book Two.
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      My name is Kaitlyn Fellows and I'll never be the same.

      The Fire stole everything from me.

      My home...my family...even my beauty.

      The right side of my face is normal—even pretty. But the left side, I hide in shame. That's where The Fire marked me...scarred me forever.

      At Nocturne Academy I'm nothing—just a little Norm girl with no supernatural powers and a disfigured face.

      Which is why it's so strange that a big, handsome Drake like Ari Reyes should take an interest in me.

      But it isn't only Ari who wants me.

      For under his high cheekbones and clear amber eyes, Ari hides another, much more frightening visage—A Drake, the fire-breathing monster that lives within him.

      A monster who has decided I should be his alone.

      Can I survive Ari's love for me? And more importantly, can I survive the love of his Drake?

      Because once a girl has been claimed by a Drake, the only way out is through The Fire.

      What am I going to do?
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      The flames come for me—vivid orange and yellow. I can feel the heat baking off them and their bright fingers reach for me hungrily—wrapping around me, enfolding me in the terrible searing pain I can never escape…never forget.

      Outside the door, I hear my mother and father screaming.

      The door bursts open at last and they are there, but the flames already have me—I can feel them licking up the back of my nightgown like hungry tongues, setting my hair afire with light. They are ravenous—insatiable. They intended to eat me alive—I know that just as I know there is no escape from them.

      “Katy!” my mother screams as she runs to me, heedless of the wall of fire between us. “Katy—my baby!”

      She dives through the flames, not caring that they catch her too, wrapping around her like the wings of a great and terrible bird enfolding her. She pulls me close and begins to beat at the fire that is trying to eat me, all while my father is shouting for us to hurry, yelling that we have to run…have to get out…

      Get out, I think. We have to get out!

      We will never get out.

      And then I smell the awful scent of burning flesh and know it is my own…
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        * * *

      

      I woke up with tears in my eyes and my throat closed tight with panic, as I always did when I dreamed of The Fire.

      I thought of it that way—capitalized in my head. Why not? It was certainly important enough—it had taken everything from me. It was probably what my English teacher would call “the seminal event” of my entire life and though it had happened over two years ago, when I was barely fourteen, the dream made it seem as fresh as ever. I could still hear my parents screams, echoing above the roaring flames…

      A sob caught in my throat and then another as a vast sense of loss filled me. They were gone—they had left me all alone and they were never coming back. My wonderful, wise mother and my handsome, smartass father, who was always cracking dad jokes to make us groan. I would never see them again—not on this side of eternity, anyway.

      I know lots of teenagers don’t get along with their parents—and my relationship with mine hadn’t been perfect. But we had laughed together and loved each other and really, almost never disagreed.

      I wondered if it would hurt less if we had fought more.

      The vast ocean of grief—its waters as deep and black and cold as space—threatened to overwhelm me. I felt like I would drown in it sometimes.

      Sometimes I even wanted to.

      The loss of my parents filled me for a moment and my heart ached almost as much as my scars, which covered my arms and the entire left side of my body. Sometimes I tried to remember what I had looked like without them—back when all of my face—not just the right side—was pretty and pleasing to look at. Now the left side looked melted and what used to be smooth, light brown skin had been replaced by pinkish-white scar tissue, knotted and lumped and ugly…so ugly.

      I avoided mirrors these days and, except for when I was alone with my Coven-mates at Nocturne Academy, I kept to myself as much as possible.

      I wished I was there now—wished I could reach out to Emma or Megan, the newest member of our little clan—for some comfort or at least some distraction from my bleak thoughts and the awful memories.

      But it was the weekend and I was home. Well, at Mr. and Mrs. Breedlove’s home, anyway.

      I had been babysitting their little girl, Allegra, almost from the time she was born. After The Fire and the weeks I spent in the hospital, I had no home of my own to go back to so Alastair and Anastasia Breedlove had taken me into their house and given me a room of my own—right next to Allegra’s. They had even sponsored me for Nocturne Academy—paying the extremely expensive tuition out of their own pocket.

      I was grateful for their kindness though, being Nocturnes, neither one of them was exactly very warm. But Allegra made up for her parents’ coolness and distance by being sweet and bubbly and incredibly lovable. I knew what my friend Avery said—that I was basically the Breedloves’ nanny, at least on the weekends—but I didn’t care. Allegra was a ray of sunshine in my dark life and I loved her as though she was my own.

      As though my thoughts of her had called the little girl, I heard the light patter of footsteps in the hall outside my room and then the door creaked open. In the darkness of the hallway, I saw the soft glow of her pale blue eyes.

      “Katy?” she whispered, approaching my bed. “Katy, I had a nightmare. Can I sleep with you?”

      “Sure, sweetie.” I opened the covers for her and she slid into bed beside me and snuggled close. Like all Nocturnes, her body temperature was about ten degrees below human normal so she felt like a cold little lump beside me until my body heat warmed her.

      “Was it a bad one?” I asked as I wrapped my arm around her. “Your nightmare? Do you remember what it was about, Allegra?”

      “Don’t know. Just…it was scary.” She snuffled and pressed closer, her back to my front. She had on the expensive white lace nightgown her mother insisted she wear and her long, pale blonde hair mixed with my own black hair on the pillow. In the moonlight spilling through the window, I thought it looked like silver.

      I barely noticed when she pulled my wrist to her mouth and sank her little fangs in. The skin there was deadened and knotted with scar tissue—it was a wonder she could find a vein at all. But she always seemed to manage and though she never took more than a few mouthfuls of blood, it relaxed her enough to go back to sleep.

      This time, however, I felt a strange little tingle run up my arm as she sucked my wrist. I frowned in the darkness—what was going on? I usually didn’t feel a thing after she had first sunk her fangs in. Maybe some of the nerves in my deadened skin were regenerating at last? It seemed like too much to hope for so I shrugged the idea off and ignored the burning tingle.

      If this sounds weird—the babysitter letting the kid she’s watching bite her—well, it was pretty routine for us. As I said, I’d been watching Allegra since she was a baby and she was four now—almost five and a “big girl” as she liked to point out. But big girl or not, she was a Nocturne and they live on blood—though they mostly drink bagged and chilled animal blood. Allegra, however, tended to get hungry between meals and I didn’t mind letting her “snack” on me from time to time.

      I knew my friend Megan got wonderful intense sensations when her Nocturne boyfriend, Griffin, bit her. But when Allegra bit me, all I felt was a mothering-kind of love for the little girl. In fact, I had been surprised when Megan talked about how pleasurable she found it when Griffin sank his fangs into her flesh—“better than sex” she’d called it. Though, as Avery pointed out, she wouldn’t know since she was still a virgin and Griffin refused to do anything about said virginity until she turned eighteen and was completely legal.

      “Oh, shut up, Avery,” Megan had snapped, half-laughing as she shot him a glare. “Like you’ve had so much experience yourself.”

      “Like any of us has,” Emma sighed, staring into the fire—a fire I stayed well back from, despite the fact that it was small and friendly—nothing like the blaze that had taken my parents and house and changed my life forever.

      We had been staying up late one night, not long after Megan and Griffin had Blood-Bonded—which was supposed to be a big no-no, since the main law of Otherkind—the Edict—stated that Others of different races must never mix. However, Megan had broken the magic of the Edict when she became the Witch Queen and Griffin became her Blood Knight. They tried not to flaunt their new relationship but it was easy to see, by the way they looked at each other, that they had found a love that would last forever.

      I sighed and shifted in my bed as I thought of my Coven-mate and her Nocturne. I was never going to find a love like that. Not with the ugly scars I wore.

      You might think that as a human going to a magical school, I could have the scars removed easily but it wasn’t so. Both medical and magical treatments had been tried and even Megan’s immense magic hadn’t been able to make them fade, though she had tried several times to help me.

      “I’m sorry, Kaitlyn,” she’d said after the last attempt when my scars stubbornly remained in place, though she had cut herself three times for me. (Megan does Blood magic—something else that’s supposed to be outlawed in the Other World but she has a habit of making her own rules, as Avery puts it.)

      “It’s okay.” I sighed and shook my head. “It’s not your fault—thank you for trying.”

      “It almost feels like they’re resisting me magically—your scars, I mean.” Megan had frowned, a furrow forming between her green-gray eyes. “But how can that be? How can I have enough power to abolish the Edict but I can’t get rid of your scars?”

      I could see the frustration on her pretty face and knew that my Coven-mate wanted to help me so badly she could almost taste it. But I had no answers.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged helplessly. “But, well…thank you for trying.”

      “I’m not giving up,” Megan had declared. “I’m going to have a look in Corinne’s grimoire. There are tons of healing spells in there. Maybe one of them will work for you.”

      The book she was talking about had belonged to her ancestor, Corinne Latimer—one of the most powerful witches to ever have lived. Megan seemed to have all of her power and then some…and yet she couldn’t heal my scars.

      As Allegra slipped her fangs out of my scarred wrist with a contented sigh and the tingling faded, I wondered if Megan was right—if my scars were somehow magically resistant to healing. But that didn’t make any sense, did it? The house fire that had taken my parents and marked me so horribly had been caused by faulty wiring—or so the fire marshal’s report had said. There was nothing magical about it—it was just terrible luck.

      That was what I told myself, anyway, as I cuddled Allegra closer and slipped back into sleep. I might be scarred for life, I told myself, but at least I had people who loved me. People who cared enough to stick by me—no matter what I looked like. My coven mates, Megan and Emma and Avery to name a few, and sweet little Allegra who was already fast asleep in my arms to name another.

      People who loved me. People who wanted to protect me…

      A new thought entered my mind—the image of a vast black shadow with wings like sails hovering in the sky, looking down on me…

      Watching over you. Protecting you, whispered a strange little voice in my head.

      I shivered and pushed the disturbing thought away. I didn’t want to think of that shape—of what it meant—of who it might be. Better, far better, to snuggle under the covers with Allegra and let myself drift back to sleep knowing the nightmares were in the past and that nothing worse than The Fire could ever happen to me.

      Or so I thought.
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      I woke up in the night, knowing she was upset, though I didn’t know how I knew it.

      I felt her terror—it woke me in a cold sweat, my heart pumping, my muscles bunching as everything inside me drove me to go to her.

      My Drake woke with a roar. I felt him inside me—spreading his wings—trying to emerge.

      “Wait—wait a minute!” I shouted at him mentally. “Para, estupido!”

      Only a few months before he had broken free of me and gone flying to where she was—a stunt that had nearly earned me an expulsion. The humans don’t believe in dragons—or witches, or fairies, or vampires for that matter. And they don’t like to have their beliefs challenged by a ten-ton Drake flying over their heads in the middle of the morning.

      In the end, Headmistress Nightworthy who runs Nocturne Academy, had let me off with a warning—that I must keep better control of the beast which lived inside me. I had agreed but what could I do when he was so attuned to her—to Kaitlyn, the little human girl I had somehow become linked to?

      I don’t know how it happened—maybe it was because I spilled blood for her. Not mine—Pedro Sanchez’s. I had punched the pendejo in the face when he had mocked her and made fun of her scars. Unfortunately, many of the Drakes that ran with his crew had joined in his mockery. I only wished I had punched them too.

      I swear I had no feelings for her before then. But seeing Sanchez pick on a helpless female like that enraged me. I had been raised in the Sky Lands, the home world of the Drakes, to protect and champion those weaker and more vulnerable than me. My father was constantly lecturing me about the importance of caring for those that were unable to care for themselves.

      “History will judge you by the way in which you treat the least of your people, Ari,” he would tell me, his voice echoing through the vast and cavernous Audience Chamber where he sat to hear grievances every month. “You must be certain you can look back later and be proud of your actions.”

      But at the time Kaitlyn was being bullied, I can’t say it was my father’s words that drove me to action. It was my own internal fury at seeing her hurt and abused.

      And something else as well.

      For the minute I punched Sanchez and spilled his blood defending Kaitlyn, the Drake inside me woke up. He usually sleeps here in the human world—he might as well—it isn’t as though I can let him out to go flying. But the scent of blood and the threat of violence brought him out of his somnolent slumber and for the first time since I had come to the human world, he spoke.

      I don’t mean he spoke just to me—I hear him in my head often, though he communicates more in emotions than words. My other half can be a restless partner to share a body with. When I say he spoke, what I mean is that he actually came forward and talked using my mouth and looking through my eyes. For a moment, he was in control and I was only watching in the background.

      What he said to Sanchez changed everything.

      “She is mine,” he growled, his voice deep and sonorous in my ears. “Touch this little female again and I will flame you from the sky.”

      That had caused Sanchez to retreat some—he and his Sire are high in the ranks of the Drakes, but my father is the leader of our kind—what some humans call the Alpha or the king. Also, my Drake is bigger, his flame hotter, and his wings fly higher than the beast Sanchez hosts and he knows it.

      Still, he refused to back down completely. I had seen the murderous glint in his eyes, which let me know that Kaitlyn wasn’t safe—which was why I had started following her to and from class—at a distance of course—to make certain she was all right.

      All right—that’s a lie. I followed her and kept close to her not just to protect her, but because I couldn’t help myself.

      Once my Drake had laid his claim on her, my heart followed his. There was something special about Kaitlyn Fellows. I didn’t know what it was but my Drake sensed it and I did too. It was something that drew us both to her—something impossible to ignore.

      “Dios…” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair as I felt the tension begin to fade on the other end of the strange connection I had to the little human. “See, she must have had another bad dream,” I told my Drake. “She does that sometimes, you know.”

      I knew it was true because every time she had a nightmare, it woke me up. I would have been annoyed with her if I could have been, but there was no room in me for that emotion—I was too filled with the need to protect her and…other things.

      I felt a sense of questioning coming from my other half—he wanted to go down and check to make certain Kaitlyn was okay.

      I had done that in the past—left my bedroom in the West Tower where the Drake dorms were located and gone down to the entrance of the “Norm Dorm” where the human students who attended Nocturne Academy were housed. It was a trap door in the Dining Hall which led down into the dungeons of the old castle.

      Sometimes I went down and listened at the trap door, making certain Kaitlyn was well, before going back to bed. Sometimes my Drake was too restless and I had to pace around, playing sentry for as much as an hour before he would finally let me go back to my own bed and rest.

      As I said before, it would have been annoying if I wasn’t so filled with other emotions.

      What my Drake really wanted was for me to open the trap door and go down into the Norm Dorm—where I most certainly did not belong—and take Kaitlyn in my arms. He wanted to feel her held close and secure against my chest, to still her night terrors personally and know that she was safe from having them again.

      But that, I could not do, though I admit I wished for it deeply. She already feared me—at least, if the frightened looks she sometimes shot in my direction were anything to go by. And breaking into her bedroom at night to hold her would only make her more scared.

      Not to mention getting me expelled.

      Only once had Kaitlyn accepted help from me and that was after Sanchez had hurt and bullied her during the PE class we shared. She had allowed me to take her and her friend Megan Latimer to the Healer and she had even worn my shirt, to cover her scars.

      I had waited for days for the shirt to return to me. Once you put an item of clothing into the laundry chute at Nocturne Academy, it gets laundered and returns magically to its original owner.

      But the shirt never came back.

      I wondered if she still had it—if she’d kept it somewhere to remind her of me. It seemed far-fetched but I liked to imagine her keeping it—maybe hanging it in the back of her wardrobe—maybe even putting it on from time to time to feel its fabric against her skin as though the fabric was my arms encircling her…

      I tried to push such foolish thoughts out of my head and speak reason to my Drake, who was still insisting that we must go check on Kaitlyn.

      “She’s not even here—it’s the weekend,” I reminded him. “She’s across town at the Breedlove’s house, remember? Besides, she’s resting easy now—she’s going back to sleep.”

      Which was exactly what I needed to be doing. I had a History of Magic test the next day that I had barely studied for.

      My Drake sent a thought message to me—an image of him flying through the dark night sky and circling over the Breedlove’s large, stately home—maybe putting one eye to Kaitlyn’s bedroom window, just to check on her.

      “Hell, no!” I told him emphatically. “Letting you out again will get me expelled for sure. Besides, do you really think seeing a glowing golden eye the size of a dinner plate looking in through her window would make Kaitlyn feel safer? Mierda! You’d scare her to death!”

      My Drake grumbled and I got the very strong feeling from him that he thought if Kaitlyn was only allowed to meet him, he could win her over. Which of course couldn’t happen here in the human world, as I pointed out to him. Then he wanted to know why we couldn’t take her to the Sky Lands, where he was free to be himself and he could spend as much time with her as was needed for her to get to know him.

      Dios, sometimes the stupid beast inside me had no fucking common sense.

      I shut him down and turned over in bed, determined to get back to sleep. But it wasn’t until I felt Kaitlyn slip back to sleep herself—somewhere across town—that I was finally able to relax.

      As my breathing deepened and my Drake at last was silent, my last conscious thoughts were of her. And my last feelings were those of possession and longing.

      She was mine, at least as far as my Drake was concerned—I just didn’t know how I was ever going to claim her.
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        Want more? Fear not—FANG AND CLAW, the second book in the Nocturne Academy Series is now available. To be the first to find out when a new book releases, sign up for my new YA newsletter HERE. Or if you're interested in my sci-fi romance, you can sign up HERE.
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      Do you love the Kindred? Do you want to talk about wishing you could go live on the Mother Ship without your friends thinking you're crazy? Well, now it's super easy to get them into the Kindred universe.

      Just share this link, https://bookhip.com/HLNPTP, with them to download Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series for FREE.

      No strings attached—I don't even want to collect their email for my newsletter. I just want you to be able to share the Kindred world with your besties and have fun doing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).
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        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Coming Soon in Audio)

        SWITCHED

        UNCHARTED

        UNBOUND

        SURRENDERED

        VANISHED

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID

        TRAPPED IN TIME

        TIME TO HEAL

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS

        GUARDING THE GODDESS

        STEALING HER HEART

        TAMING TWO WARRRIORS

        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
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG BAD WOLF (coming soon)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY

        FANG AND CLAW

        STONE AND SECRET (Coming Soon)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates
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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)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and Masks (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub
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