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        A Bride ordered to kill her Husband

        Marries a Kindred warrior who loves her.

        Will she fulfill her mission to kill him?

        Or lose her heart to him instead?

        Read Raised to Kill to find out!

      

      

      All her life, Allara Ke'ta'nu has been raised and trained with one purpose in mind—to kill a member of the Kindred High Council and avenge the Blood Feud which has raged between her people, the Q'ess, and the Kindred for generations. But in order to do that, she must first get close enough to kill. And what better way to get close than to marry the enemy?

      Brand is a Beast Kindred who has just become a provisional member of the High Council. When the Q'ess announce they will end the Blood Feud with a marriage of one of their maidens to a Kindred warrior, he agrees to take her as a wife, since he is the only unmated member of the Council. What he doesn't expect is to fall in love...

      Raised on tales of Kindred cruelty, Allara believes that Brand will be rough with her on their wedding night. When, instead, he introduces her to the Kindred concept of the Claiming Period, a slow dance of seduction begins. Can Allara hold on to her sense of purpose and do her duty as mandated by her people? Or will she lose her heart to the gentle touch of her new husband?

      You'll have to read Raised to Kill to find out...
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      “You will be going among the giants—you must be brave.”

      “I will be—I do not fear them.” Allara Ke’ta’nu lifted her chin proudly as her aunt continued dressing her long, indigo hair for the upcoming wedding.

      The mirror before her showed a girl with large, dark eyes, the same color as her hair, delicate features, and creamy skin the color of the toasted sugar cakes one offered to the Gods on Holy Days.

      The silver sheathe of her wedding gown emphasized her full figure with wide hips that promised to bear many children and an hourglass shape that drew the eyes of every male who saw her. Her breasts were likewise full and firm and her bearing spoke of her birthright as a daughter of one of the Seven Great Houses of Q’ess.

      Allara was a beauty, and she knew it—not that it would do her any good.

      Had she been going to the Bride Auction with the other girls who came of age this month, she would have fetched a pretty price for her bloodline as well as her beauty. But that was not to be her fate. From birth, another destiny had been decreed for her.

      “They are as tall as sen’ya trees, these Kindred,” her aunt continued. “And as cruel as a wild fen’ror blooding their kill.”

      “All this, I know.” Allara tried to keep the impatience from her voice—it was not seemly or correct to express irritation with the older generation. But she had heard these words—these warnings—since childhood. They had long been drummed into her head—she did not need to hear them again now, when the hour was almost upon her.

      “Listen to me!” Her aunt turned her suddenly, taking her by the chin and forcing Allara’s eyes up to meet her own. “This is not to be taken lightly! The honor of our family—of our entire people—depends upon you, girl! It was in our house that the Blood Feud started, three and thirty generations ago. And with our house must it end—by your hand!”

      “And well I know it!” Allara flared, forgetting for once to be dutiful to her elders. “For have you and my father not told me since my earliest memories? I will marry the evil Kindred and kill him, thereby restoring the honor of the Seven Great Houses of Q’ess and satisfying the Blood Feud that started so many generations before, when they took my ancestress captive.”

      All this she said rapidly, almost without thought. Her destiny was set—it had been set since birth. Because of this, fear had no meaning to her. All her life she had waited for this day—it was the day she would fulfill her purpose…and then die.

      For how could the Kindred—their ancient enemies—allow her to assassinate one of their own without retaliating?

      If she had time, she would take the poison pill sewn into the hem of her wedding gown and sing her lament—the death song she had been working on for years. But if not, her future surely involved torture and a slow, agonizing death at the hands of the giant Kindred, who were twice as tall and big as her own people.

      Allara knew all this but she did not dread her fate. For how can one fight against destiny?

      “I do not fear them,” she said again, holding her aunt’s eyes fiercely. “No matter how big my new husband is, I will plunge my skora into his heart the first chance I get.”

      She fingered the sacrificial dagger in its jeweled sheath hanging around her neck on a golden chain. It was deceptively short, having an oiled blade that unfolded in order to be long enough to pierce a broad, Kindred chest.

      She would probably wait for the moment when she and her new husband were alone—it would give her more time to get to the poison pill and sing her lament once he died at her feet. Though Allara was prepared to be tortured, she had to admit she would prefer to have a quick death. Then she could meet her ancestress in the Heavens and explain that she had avenged her abduction by the Kindred so many generations ago…

      But her aunt was signing and shaking her head. What had she said that was wrong?

      “What is it, Aunt?” she asked, frowning. “What have I said to distress you?”

      “You do not understand, girl, you cannot kill the evil one right away,” her aunt told her. “There is something which must happen first.”

      “What?” Allara felt the beginnings of alarm and tried to tamp the cowardly emotion down. All her life she had been prepared for this moment and now there was a new detail in the plan? “What must happen first?” she demanded. “And why was I not told earlier?”

      “I could not tell you before the eve of your wedding—it would not be proper,” her aunt said primly. “But as you are to be married today to the evil one, now I may explain.” She leaned forward, looking Allara in the eyes. “Before you can plunge your skora into the Kindred’s heart, he must first plunge his between your legs.”

      “I do not understand,” Allara said blankly. “He will have a skora too? And why must he wound me between my legs before I may kill him?”

      “It is…” her Aunt seemed to be groping for words. “Have you ever seen the canines together when the bitches come into heat?”

      Allara frowned. “Once or twice, but my governess always shooed them away with the broom. What of it? What does the way the canis play together have to do with my mission?”

      Her Aunt made an impatient sound through her long, skinny nose.

      “Forget about the canis. It is the way of a man with a maid, I am talking about. Tell me, have you heard anything about that at all?”

      Allara furrowed her brow. Once or twice she had heard the female servants whispering of the handsome men they liked, but they always shut their mouths hurriedly if they noticed her nearby. As a daughter of one of the Seven Great Houses, she had to be kept pure and innocent—her ears unsullied by common talk.

      This had never bothered Allara. She knew that a man and a maid came together in some fashion to form babies, but she didn’t know how, nor did she care to know. Why should she, when there were no babies in her own future? No family or friends—no husband who would truly love and honor her.

      There was nothing but death for her—no path past the assassination she had been raised to perform. Everything else was meaningless.

      “No,” she said coldly. “I do not know much of how a man is with a maid. Only that in some way he makes a baby to grow in her belly but as to how, I have no idea. Nor do I care.”

      “You must care,” her aunt said, frowning. “For the ancient Blood Feud cannot be satisfied until your Kindred husband has taken you in the way a man takes a maid. Only then may you kill him.”

      “But…” Allara shook her head, puzzled at this new wrinkle in the well-known, often-rehearsed plan. “But how am I to know when that happens since I know nothing about it, Aunt?”

      “I am going to tell you,” her aunt said, frowning. “Now, attend to me…”

      She spoke at length and when she was finished, Allara could not hide the alarm she felt.

      “I must let him do that to me?” she exclaimed, her eyes growing wide.

      “You must,” her aunt said firmly. “Until he does, the Blood Feud cannot be satisfied. For such was done to your ancestress and you are going to avenge her pain and shame.”

      “But…but the Kindred are so much larger than we are,” Allara protested. “What is the size of the, er, skora that he will plunge within me?”

      “Quite large, given the giants’ size,” her aunt said grimly. “You must expect a great deal of pain and bleeding, I would think, if he tears you—as he most likely will. But you must bear it, no matter how roughly the Kindred takes you. Only when he fills your womb with his seed may you kill him. Not before.”

      “Why was I not told this before!” Allara exclaimed. “I do not care if it was improper to tell before my wedding,” she added, when her aunt started to protest. “I should have been prepared for it! I have been ready to kill and to die all my life, but no one told me I must submit to this indignity, this…this shame. I—”

      Her aunt slapped her cheek hard, cutting off her words.

      “Foolish girl!” she hissed. “What do you think the other girls of your age will endure tonight after they have been sold off at the Bride Auction? Do you think you are the only female who must spread her legs for her husband’s shaft?”

      Her words silenced Allara—and shamed her.

      “I did not know,” she said in a low voice. “You mean that all women must suffer this, no matter who they marry?”

      “Of course—it is part of marriage.” Her aunt sniffed. “I ached for the entire first month of my marriage, until I got used to your uncle’s rough treatment. I cried into my pillow every night after he finished taking his husbandly rights. But did it do me any good? No, it did not.” She glared at Allara. “Nor will it do you any good to snivel and whine now. This is part of your mission and you must swear to me now that you will do it correctly.”

      Allara nodded, her heart pounding in her chest.

      “I swear it,” she said, her voice trembling only a little. “On the bones of my ancestress—she who was taken and wronged by the Kindred three and thirty generations ago—I will fulfill my duty.”

      It was not the first time she had given this vow. It had been taught to her when she was just a child, barely able to lisp the words—she had said it like a prayer before bedtime every night.

      But the words had new meaning now and there was a new dread in her heart.

      She had hoped to complete her mission and kill herself quickly and painlessly with the poison pill sewn into the hem of her silver wedding gown. Now she knew that there was no avoiding pain and shame—it would come to her whether she killed the monster she was marrying alone or in front of the entire Kindred High Council. It would come to her on her wedding night, as it did, apparently, to all girls who married.

      It is as my aunt said, it would have happened to me even if I was not marrying the enemy, she tried to console herself.

      But there was no easing the heaviness in her heart. No getting around the fact that she was about to be married—and defiled—by one of the evil Kindred she had grown up hating all her life.

      Her mission—the mission she had been born to achieve—had suddenly gotten much, much worse. But there was nothing Allara could do about it. She had sworn the Unbreakable Oath to avenge her ancestress and satisfy the Blood Feud. To go back on her word would be to bring shame on all Seven Great Houses—on her people as a whole.

      She would be reviled if she failed—her name sung with scorn at every Song House on the planet. Even worse, her father and aunt would lose their status and no longer be able to claim they were of one of the Great Houses.

      There is no help for it, Allara thought grimly as her aunt went back to arranging her hair. No getting around it. I must give myself to the evil one before I can kill him.

      She sent a quick prayer to the Gods that it would happen quickly and that the pain would not be too great to bear.

      She would not be able to kill her new husband at once, but hopefully she would still be plunging her skora deep in his evil heart before their wedding night was ended.
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      “You don’t have to do this, you know,” Commander Sylvan said as Brand straightened his best crimson uniform shirt and made certain his top button was fastened.

      He shot the Head of the Kindred High Council an amused look.

      “Don’t you think you’re telling me that a little late in the game? I’m going to be standing in the Sacred Grove with my boots off and my bride beside me in less than an hour saying my Joining vows.”

      “I know that. I just feel…” Sylvan ran a hand through his short, blond hair. “I feel like perhaps I was too hasty in allowing you to volunteer when the Q’ess sent us their proposal. I didn’t make you a member of the High Council just so you could sacrifice your future to a Joining that might not be right for you.”

      “A provisional member,” Brand reminded him, grinning a little. “And I know you had no idea this proposal was coming when you nominated me for the post, Commander. You brought me in because you thought it was wrong that all the decisions for the Mother Ship be made by the older generation—remember?”

      It was just fate that when the message from their ancient enemy, the Q’ess, had come in, Brand had been the only member of the Council who could fulfill it. For the Q’ess, who had claimed a Blood Feud with the Kindred for time out of mind, had offered to end the animosity if one of their high-born maidens could be Joined with a member of the High Council. And, as the youngest member, Brand was also the only one without a mate.

      “I just don’t want you to feel obligated—this is a big decision.” Commander Sylvan still looked worried. “What if the two of you aren’t compatible? After all we aren’t able to Dream Share with the Q’ess—it’s one reason this ridiculous Blood Feud has gone on for so long.”

      “They might not be able to dream of us, but I’ve dreamed of my bride—at least I think I have,” Brand told him.

      “You have?” Sylvan’s raised eyebrows were evidence of his disbelief. “Are you certain the female you dreamed of was the Q’ess female? What if you’re Dream Sharing with someone else entirely?”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s her, Commander,” Brand assured him. “I can’t see her very clearly, but she has indigo hair and eyes—I know that much. Aren’t those attributes of the Seven Great Houses of Q’ess?”

      A look of relief came over the other male’s face.

      “Yes—yes that’s true. A very distinct shade of indigo, if I remember. A ‘blue so dark it is almost black’ according to our archives.”

      “How long has it been since we had contact of any kind with the Q’ess, anyway?” Brand asked.

      “Oh, hundreds of cycles.” Sylvan shook his head. “They were one of the first civilizations we found, when the Kindred became a space-faring race, that we might have formed a genetic trade with. Of course, their people are much smaller than ours—the tallest of their males is barely 5’4 and their females are most often extremely petite, around 4’11 or so.”

      “That’s tiny, all right,” Brand remarked.

      “Yes, it is.” Sylvan frowned at Brand, who was 6’11 himself. “Come to think of it, Commander Brand, it’s a damn good thing you’re a Beast Kindred, considering how small your future mate is going to be. At least you won’t have to use any Bonding Fruit.”

      Brand nodded. It was an oblique reference to the fact that Beast Kindred made compounds in their saliva and precum which helped a female open for their larger-than-average shafts. No matter how petite his new bride was, Brand had no worry about hurting her when they made love.

      Not that he intended to make love to her at once.

      “I doubt we’ll have to worry about that for a while,” he said firmly. “I intend to go through the entire Claiming Period before I bond her to me—it will give us a chance to get to know each other and hopefully help her learn to trust me.”

      “Good male!” Sylvan clapped him on the shoulder approvingly. “It can be hard to wait, but you’ll be setting the tone for your whole joining by showing patience in the beginning.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping,” Brand remarked. “I know she probably hasn’t heard very good things about us—considering that the Q’ess consider us their greatest enemy.”

      “That they do.” Sylvan sighed. “That first attempt of one of the earliest Kindred to form a bond with one of their females seemed to sour them on us forever. Though as long as we stay out of their space, they seem content to hate us from afar.”

      “Well, maybe all that will change after my Joining to Allara.” Brand liked the way his soon-to-be bride’s name rolled off his tongue. It was musical and alluring…just like the cloudy almost-dreams he’d had of her.

      He wished he could have seen her face more clearly in those wispy, barely-there dreams. But he’d only gotten the color of her hair and eyes and the tilt of her chin, leaving him with just a few tantalizing impressions.

      She looks determined, he remembered thinking, after waking up from one such dream. But what was she determined about? Brand had no idea, but he supposed he would soon find out.

      “I’ve learned as much as I can about her culture,” he said to Sylvan. “But they’re such a secretive society, I’m afraid that isn’t much.”

      “They are extremely fond of their privacy,” Sylvan agreed. “I do know they are fond of music.”

      “I gathered that, too.” Brand nodded. “Which is why I asked Kat to make sure there was karaoke at the Joining reception. Not that my new bride will know any of our songs or the human’s songs, but maybe it will help her warm up to us here on the Mother Ship.”

      “A very good thought.” Sylvan nodded approvingly. “I can see you’re really taking this seriously—trying to make your new bride feel welcome.”

      “We’re going to be spending the rest of our lives together,” Brand pointed out. “I want to start off on the ‘right foot,’ as the humans say.”

      He looked in the 3-D viewer, checking his appearance once more, wondering what Allara would think when she saw him for the first time. He had the black hair and golden eyes of all Beast Kindred and a neatly trimmed beard he hoped his new bride wouldn’t mind. Of course, he could shave it if she asked him to. He would try to accommodate her every desire—he wanted to please her and make her happy.

      It wasn’t just his own Joining that was riding on this. If his new bride sent back good reports of a happy relationship, maybe the Q’ess would allow the Kindred to call brides from among their females. It was always good to have plenty of partners for genetic trades, to keep the bloodlines growing—the Kindred had always valued diversity.

      Smoothing his thick, black hair, he decided this was as good as things were going to get. He just hoped he didn’t scare his new bride with his size, since she was so much smaller than him. The Kindred were used to having small brides and being careful of them, but she didn’t know that. All she knew was that her people hated his and had for generations.

      Well, maybe hate could turn to love, once he showed her that he honestly cared how she felt.

      I’ll do my best to make you happy, Allara, he thought, imagining the moment he would meet her in the Sacred Grove and look into her lovely indigo eyes. And with the Goddess’s help, I’ll succeed.
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      “Now is the time. Remember your purpose,” Allara’s aunt hissed in her ear. Their ship had landed inside the huge Kindred Mother Ship and it was time for her to meet her new husband.

      “I will not forget,” she said, lifting her chin bravely, though her heart was pounding.

      “Do your duty and fulfill your mission,” her aunt said sternly, as their pilot pressed a button and the door of the ship swung open. “Send a signal, if you can, that we may celebrate your name in the Song House.”

      “I will try,” Allara promised, fingering the small signal token which was also sewed into the hem of the tight, silver wedding gown. If the Gods were merciful, she would have time for both the token and the poison pill after stabbing her skora into her husband’s heart. She would sing her lament as the poison took effect and be in the Heavens with her avenged ancestress before the next day dawned.

      Yes, but don’t forget what you must endure before you may kill him, whispered a little voice in her head. Pain and shame await you before you can claim your eternal reward.

      Allara lifted her chin. None of that mattered, she told herself. The only thing that mattered was fulfilling the mission she’d been born for.

      “Go now.” Her aunt was pushing her out the door of the ship. “Go and meet your new husband! Go and meet the evil one.”

      Allara bit her lip.

      “You are not…not coming with me? I mean, at least to meet him, before you go back?”

      “I?” Her aunt looked at her as though she had gone mad. “Contaminate myself by stepping foot on the infidel ship? How could I ever wash the stink of the Kindred off me if I did such a thing? Why, I would never be able to enter the Song House again!”

      “You’re right of course,” Allara said quickly. “Forgive me, Aunt.”

      “You’re not losing your nerve, are you girl?” her aunt demanded, glaring at her. “All your life you’ve been trained for this—tell me you’re not giving way to cowardice.”

      “Of course not!” Allara was stung by her words. “It is just that I have never been away from home before and they are such strange people, the giants. But I shall go alone, of course,” she added quickly. “I…” She swallowed hard. “I suppose this is the last time we shall see each other, Aunt.”

      There was a lump in her throat, as she spoke the words, though she would not allow her voice to tremble. Her mother had died giving birth to her and her father had been a distant figure, only swooping in occasionally to sternly remind her of her duty. Her aunt, his sister, had mostly raised Allara, along with a bevy of governesses and servants, of course. It was difficult now, to think of parting from the only parent she had ever known.

      But her aunt was not, apparently, feeling the same emotion Allara was.

      “Will you hurry and leave the ship?” she demanded. “The evil Kindred air is getting in! If the reek gets into my gown, I shall have to burn it!”

      “Yes, Aunt.” Allara swallowed the lump in her throat and adjusted the golden lace veil that obscured her features. It would hide her face from her husband until they were properly wed.

      Taking a deep breath, she slid out of her seat and stepped onto the unholy ground of the Kindred Mother Ship. Almost at once, the door of the ship which had brought her began to close.

      Quickly, Allara turned to catch a final glimpse of her aunt—a final glimpse of home.

      “Goodbye, Aunt!” she called, waving. “I will see you someday in the Heavens!”

      Her aunt made no move to reply but only sat stiffly, staring straight ahead. It was as though Allara was already dead to her. The door finished closing and then the ship rose up, headed for the black net of stars overhead—headed back home without her.

      For one awful moment, Allara thought she was going to cry. She had never left her home planet before—had never even left the city she was born in before this. Now she had been stranded here, on a foreign ship owned by an evil enemy with nothing but blood and pain and shame and death to look forward to.

      Tears rose to her eyes and she wanted to reach out her arms to the fast disappearing ship and cry, “Wait! Don’t leave me here! Come back for me—please.”

      But to give in to such impulses would be childish and ill-befitting a daughter of one of the Seven Great Houses, she reminded herself. All her life she had been training and preparing for this mission. Was she now going to give in to emotion and melt into a puddle of tears just because her inevitable fate had finally arrived?

      I will be strong, Allara told herself, swallowing back the tears that tried to choke her. I will not weep or bemoan my fate. I have a mission to fulfill and I will fulfill it and then die with what dignity and honor I can salvage. I—

      Suddenly a voice spoke from behind her in a foreign language. Allara wouldn’t have known the words were directed to her, except the speaker knew her name.

      “Allara?” the voice said again in a questioning tone.

      Allara spun around to see who was speaking.

      To her surprise, it was not a huge Kindred male, but four foreign-looking women, all taller than her, standing there.

      All of them looked strange to Allara. They were dressed in colorful gowns but they themselves were colorful as well. One had yellow hair, one had brown hair, the third had red hair and all three of them had strangely pale skin. The fourth female looked a bit more normal. She had skin tones about the same shade as Allara’s own and long black hair. But her eyes were a pale amber color that seemed odd in her pretty face.

      The red-haired woman talked to her again in the strange language and Allara shook her head. She couldn’t understand anything they said—why had she not thought of this? Why had no one told her that the evil ones would talk in a tongue she didn’t know? In retrospect, it seemed a fairly obvious thing, but somehow it had never entered Allara’s mind—or apparently—the minds of her aunt or father.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      The alien women talked among themselves some more and then the girl with long, yellow hair held out her hand, offering Allara a pink, cylindrical thing and a glass which appeared to have water in it.

      Hesitantly, Allara took the pink, oblong thing and examined it. It was as big as the last joint of her little finger. What was she supposed to do with it?

      The woman with yellow hair mimed putting something in her mouth and swallowing it. Then she pointed to the pink thing and pointed to Allara.

      Allara looked at the pink thing uncertainly. So it was some kind of medicine. Was it a poison pill, like the tiny black one sewn into the hem of her wedding gown? But why would they try to kill her at once? They would want her to be wed to the evil one first, so that he could defile her, Allara reasoned.

      The woman with yellow hair mimed taking the pill again and then pointed to the glass of water. It seemed they weren’t going to give up until she took it.

      What else can I do? I don’t think they would try to kill me until after the wedding at least. Maybe it’s some kind of sacrament to them. A holy ritual one must partake of before the ceremony.

      Feeling reckless, Allara moved her veil aside, popped the pink pill into her mouth, and washed it down with the glass of cool water. She gave back the glass and held out her hands expressively.

      “There, I’ve done what you asked. What more do you want of me?”

      The woman with the red hair looked at the one with the yellow hair and began to speak in their strange, foreign language again. But then, all of a sudden, it seemed that she switched to speaking Allara’s own tongue.

      “She comes from a fascinating people. Did you know that even though the Q’ess are humanoid in appearance, all of their organs are reversed?” the yellow-haired woman said.

      “Reversed? What do you mean?” the red-haired woman asked.

      “Well, for instance, their heart is on the right side of their body instead of the left. And the liver is on the left instead of the right—it’s all like that,” the yellow-haired woman said. “On Earth when somebody has that condition it’s a disease—Situs Inversus. But for the Q’ess, it’s perfectly normal.”

      “Fascinating, doll,” the red-haired woman said dryly. “I could hardly find anything at all about their customs to help me plan the wedding but you were somehow able to dig up the fact that their hearts are on the wrong side of their body?”

      “It’s not the wrong side for them,” the yellow-haired woman said. “And I only found that out because there were some autopsies done on a couple of Q’ess pilots who had crashed their ships in Kindred territory. Really interesting reading.” She frowned. “Besides, I thought you found something—some article to help you—by a Tenebrian sociologist who went undercover to study them or something?”

      “I did but it turned out to be nothing I could use,” the red-head said. “I thought it was going to be good because the title was, Customs of the Q’ess, but it turned out to be about some kind of weird brainwashing religious ceremony—something about a vow you can’t break, no matter what. Nothing that could help me at all, planning the wedding.”

      Allara looked back and forth between the two of them. Though they appeared to be speaking her language, she wasn’t sure she was understanding them at all. What was all this talk of medicine and customs? And why were they saying it while looking at her?

      “She’s a tiny little thing, isn’t she? How long do you think it will take the pill work on her?” the red-haired woman asked, switching subjects.

      “It should have kicked in by now,” the yellow-haired woman replied, frowning. “This new strain of Translation Bacteria they’ve developed in the lab is supposed to be amazingly quick.”

      “How…how do you know my language?” Allara asked, finding her voice at last.

      “There she goes!” exclaimed the woman with skin almost the same shade as Allara’s own. “It’s working!”

      “Hello,” the brown-haired woman said, stepping forward with a smile. “Welcome to the Mother Ship. I’m Sophia, the wife of Sylvan, the Head of the Kindred High Council.”

      The wife of the head of the council! So they had sent royalty to meet her!

      “We’re so glad to have you here,” the yellow-haired woman said. “I’m Olivia but you can call me Liv. And this is Kat…” She pointed to the red-haired woman. “And Lauren,” she finished, pointing to the girl with brown skin and amber eyes.

      “I am…most pleased to meet you,” Allara said uncertainly. “But I still do not understand how you are suddenly able to speak my language.”

      The women burst out laughing, but not in a mean way. It was more like they thought Allara had said something funny than that they were making fun of her.

      “Actually, you’re the one speaking our language,” the woman who had introduced herself as Liv said. “And the way you’re able to do that is because that pink pill I gave you was a dose of translation bacteria.”

      “It helps you speak and understand other languages,” Sophie explained. “We’ve all had a dose too, which normally means we would be able to understand you and talk to you in your language right away.”

      “Only we think that your home language is so ancient and your planet is so insular, the translation bacteria couldn’t quite handle it right away,” Liv went on, finishing Sophie’s thought. “So it was necessary to give you a dose, too, so you could understand us and we could understand you.”

      Allara shook her head.

      “I…I don’t feel as though I am speaking a different language.”

      “No, you never do, doll—you just understand everyone around you and they understand you. That’s the magic of translation bacteria,” the red-haired woman called Kat said.

      “What you gave me was magic?” Allara asked, alarmed. Not that her people really believed in magic anymore but there were certain Gods who had to be appeased…

      The woman all laughed again, a musical, welcoming sound.

      “Oh, no—Kat is speaking figuratively,” Lauren said to her. “She just meant that the technology in the translation bacteria pill is so good it almost seems like magic.”

      “Oh, well…” Allara wasn’t sure what to say to that.

      “Now that we all know each other, we’re you’re welcoming slash wedding committee,” Liv said, smiling at her.

      “We’re here to get you ready for your Joining ceremony—but it looks like you’re already all dolled up,” Kat remarked. She gave a low whistle. “Honey, you look poured into that dress—it’s gorgeous!”

      “She has a beautiful Elite figure,” Sophie agreed. “Brand is going to be head over heels for her at first sight!”

      “Brand?” For some reason, the name seemed to chime like a bell in her mind. Had she heard it somewhere before? Maybe in her dreams? But no—surely not. It was a strange name—no one on her home planet would be named such a thing.

      “Your groom-to-be,” Lauren told her, grinning.

      “He’s a really sweet guy,” Liv assured her. “I know all of this must be incredibly disorienting and scary for you, but I promise you, you’ve landed on your feet here. Your husband is distantly related to mine—they’re like second cousins twice removed—and he’s wonderful. Plus, he’s a Beast Kindred—the best kind.”

      “You only say that because Baird is a Beast Kindred.” Kat poked Liv in the ribs with an elbow. “Personally, I prefer the Twin Kindred.”

      “Give me a Blood Kindred every time,” Sophie chimed in.

      “You’re all wrong—Scourge is the way to go,” Lauren claimed.

      But Allara had only heard one thing.

      “He’s a Beast?” Her heart started drumming. It was worse than she’d feared. Her new husband would be a monster!

      But the women were laughing and shaking their heads again.

      “That’s just the kind of Kindred he is, hon,” Liv assured her. “He’s not really beastly or anything.”

      Allara wasn’t sure about that. No matter what he looked like, her husband-to-be was certain to be a giant, as all Kindred were. That was beastly enough, as far as she was concerned.

      Kat glanced at a kind of chronometer on her wrist and made a face.

      “Oh, no! The ceremony is starting in less than an hour—come on!” She gestured to Allara and suddenly Allara found herself surrounded by the alien women—all of whom were at least a foot taller than her. They hustled her out of the echoing Docking Bay and down a long metal corridor.

      “Where are we going?” Allara asked, as she was whisked along.

      “To the Sacred Grove, where your ceremony is going to take place,” Liv told her.

      “Unless you need a bathroom break, first?” Sophie asked anxiously. “I know being nervous before big occasions always makes me have to pee.”

      Kat burst out laughing.

      “Just tell the word, why don’t you, doll?”

      “Well, I thought she might have to go. If she can get out of that dress to do it.” Sophie eyed Allara’s tight silver wedding dress doubtfully.

      “I am quite all right,” Allara said quickly, finally realizing what they were asking her. “I do not need to use the room of necessity at this time. Besides, only my husband may take my wedding gown off me,” she added, feeling a stab of fear at the thought.

      “Oh, I’m sure he’s going to enjoy that!” Kat nudged Allara playfully and gave her a friendly smile.

      Uncertainly, Allara smiled back.

      Having been raised on tales of Kindred cruelty and ugliness, she was surprised to find their women so happy and seemingly content in their lives.

      “You are…all Kindred and all married to Kindred?” she asked Liv.

      “Oh, we’re not Kindred, doll,” Kat answered before Liv could. “We’re from Earth.”

      “Earth?” Allara asked, frowning.

      “It’s our home planet,” Liv explained. “The Kindred kind of came and adopted us. They defended us when we were in big trouble and now they have the right to call brides from Earth.”

      “That’s how we all ended up with Kindred husbands. Well, all but Lauren,” Sophie put in and Lauren smiled.

      “But even my hubby has some Kindred blood in him. So in a way, we’re all Kindred wives.”

      “Are they…bigger than you?” The women around her looked awfully tall to Allara. “You are all as tall or taller than the men on my planet,” she explained, when they started laughing again for some reason.

      “Well, I’m afraid the Kindred are much taller than we are,” Liv told her.

      “You’d have seen some by now if we weren’t taking you the back way to the Sacred Grove,” Sophie added, gesturing to the narrow, winding metal corridor they were walking through.

      “But don’t worry—your hubby-to-be is one of the short ones—he’s under seven feet,” Kat added, grinning.

      “I…do not know this system of measurement,” Allara said, frowning. “You measure people by the size of their feet?”

      “No, not exactly.” Lauren frowned. “It’s kind of like this—a foot is made up of twelve inches which are about this size.” She held up her thumb and finger a small distance apart. “I’m about five foot six or five feet plus six inches—see?”

      “I think so,” Allara said, frowning. “You are nearly a head taller than me.”

      “Yes, you’re probably around 4 feet eleven inches, I’d say,” Liv said, frowning at her speculatively. “Or maybe five feet at the very most.”

      “And how tall is my…my husband-to-be compared with Lauren?” Allara wanted to know. Though she had been warned so many times that the Kindred were twice as big as her own people, she hadn’t really taken the warning literally. After all, how could someone be so tall and still get around? Wouldn’t they be too awkward and clumsy to even move?

      Liv was frowning thoughtfully, as though thinking how best to answer her question.

      “Well, like Kat told you, Brand—your hubby-to-be—is around six feet, eleven inches. Which is about a foot and a half taller than Lauren. So…around here.”

      She lifted her hand well over Lauren’s head and Allara’s stomach twisted in a knot as she looked up.

      “So big?” she whispered. “They really are as tall as trees, then.”

      “Well, some trees I guess,” Liv said kindly.

      “They’re certainly as wide as trees,” Kat remarked. “I have two of them to deal with, since I mated with Twin Kindred, you know. Sometimes I feel like a kid walking in the forest when they’re standing on either side of me.” She laughed.

      “But don’t worry about their size—they’re very sweet,” Sophie put in quickly. “A Kindred would never hurt a woman—it’s against their religion.”

      “They worship the Goddess—the Mother of All Life,” Lauren said. “One of her priestesses will be presiding over your ceremony at the Sacred Grove.”

      “And don’t worry about the height difference making things awkward at the ceremony,” Kat put in. “I already thought of that and I’ve got it covered.”

      They made more remarks about the ceremony, but Allara hardly heard them. Her mind was full of giants.

      If her Kindred husband really was so tall and huge, how would she be able to kill him? Of course, the blade of her skora unfolded to be three times as long as the ornamental sheathe she wore around her neck, but would it be long enough to pierce his heart?

      Be honest, whispered a little voice in her head. That isn’t the piercing that worries you most.

      She thought again of how large the Kindred were said to be and what her aunt had told her about the size of a Kindred’s shaft.

      “You must expect to bleed,” she said dryly, as though it was of no consequence. “Though we females of the Seven Great houses do not have maiden barriers, as the common women do, you will almost certainly be torn when the evil one forces himself inside you.”

      Don’t think about it, she told herself over and over. Just don’t think about it!

      But as the four women she had just met rushed her through the long, narrow corridor and her fate drew closer, Allara found that her wedding night was all she could think about.

      And though fear was a cowardly emotion, she felt it building relentlessly inside her, making her heart pound in a frantic rhythm that refused to be stilled, no matter how hard she tried.
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      “This is the Sacred Grove. Oh—you have to take off your shoes here—it’s holy ground,” Liv told her, when they at last exited the tunnel and found themselves in the middle of a wide parkland just on the edge of a forest.

      Allara looked around herself in wonder.

      “This is…still inside the ship?” she asked hesitantly. The green and purple grasslands stretched as far as the eye could see and there was a pale green sun shining overhead. A balmy breeze stirred the green and purple leaves of the trees and ruffled the gold lace veil that still covered her face.

      It felt like being out in the open lands beyond the city where she had been raised. Not that she’d gotten to go there much, but she’d had one governess who believed in the health benefits of fresh air when she was younger. Some of her happiest memories were of running barefoot through a field with the grass tickling her toes, as it was now that she had removed her slippers.

      “Oh yes—the Mother Ship is huge,” Liv told her. “It’s about a fourth the size of Earth’s moon, which it orbits.”

      “The Sacred Grove is for ceremonies and worshipping the Goddess, of course,” Lauren said, gesturing to the forest they were about to enter. “But the rest of this area is park land. It’s a great place to go on a picnic with your new man.”

      “A pic-nic?” Allara frowned.

      “Oh, sorry—the translation bacteria must not be able to translate that,” Lauren said.

      “A picnic is just a meal you eat outdoors,” Sophie told her. “It can be really nice and romantic—especially around evening time when they dim the sun and make it feel like sunset.”

      “Oh, I understand.” Allara nodded. “I had a governess once who took me on picnics in the open lands beyond our city. It was…fun.”

      “There—see? Our cultures aren’t that different after all!” Kat exclaimed.

      “Be sure to ask Brand to take you on a picnic out here in the park once you’re Joined,” Liv told her. “Okay, are you ready to go into the Sacred Grove?”

      Allara’s pulse sped up and her lungs felt tight.

      “Is…will my…my husband be there?”

      “Yes, he should be waiting at the altar,” Kat said. “But don’t worry, doll, we’ll be with you right up until the last minute. We won’t leave you until the ceremony is about to begin.”

      Allara felt an absurd rush of gratitude to the four alien women. Absurd because it was ridiculous to feel any affinity to the enemy at all. But gratitude nonetheless, because they were willing to stand by her.

      Aunt should have come to stand by me, whispered a resentful little voice in her head. Instead, she abandoned me to torture and death.

      “Now listen, doll, about the ceremony,” Kat said, bringing her out of her thoughts. “I did the best I could when I was planning it, but your people are just really secretive about their customs and rituals—I couldn’t find anything except the fact that music is really important to you. That’s right, isn’t it?” she asked, looking at Allara anxiously.

      Allara nodded.

      “Music is life,” she said simply. “That is why there is a Song House in every neighborhood of my planet. So that every citizen may partake in song on a daily basis.”

      “Wow, it sounds almost religious,” Liv remarked, looking at Kat. “Maybe you should have put more emphasis on it.”

      “I have karaoke set up for the reception.” Kat sounded defensive. “Look, Allara,” she said, turning back to her. “Like I was saying, it’s hard to find out how your people tie the knot. So this ceremony is kind of half Kindred and half Earth customs.”

      “Did you have the planning of it?” Allara asked.

      “Kat plans everybody’s ceremonies,” Sophie assured her.

      “I really hope you like it—I did the best I could with what I had,” Kat said to Allara apologetically. “But if you hate it and want a do-over, I’m sure Brand won’t mind.”

      “A…’do-over’?” Allara asked, frowning.

      “If you want to repeat the ceremony in a way that’s more in keeping with the traditions of your own planet,” Liv explained.

      “Repeat the ceremony?” Allara shook her head. “No, I do not think that will be necessary.”

      Apart from the fact that she would be dead by morning, it was an odd idea. On her own world, the marriage ceremony was simple and to the point, but it sounded like Kat had planned something much more elaborate for her Joining to the evil one.

      To Brand, she thought, biting her lip. I wonder what he looks like.

      But what did it matter if he was handsome or ugly—if he was tall as a tree or short as a stump? He would be dead by nightfall with her skora piercing his heart.

      But not before he pierces you with his shaft, whispered a little voice in her head.

      Allara pushed it away.

      “I am ready,” she said. “Let us go into the Sacred Grove.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The trees rustled softly as they walked through the forest. Again, Liv and Kat assured her they were taking her “the back way” through the Sacred Grove.

      “Because we can’t have everybody seeing the bride before it’s time!” Kat told her. “I hope you don’t mind, but we decided to keep this a small ceremony,” she added, looking at Allara anxiously. “Just the priestess who’s going to perform the Joining and you and Brand of course.”

      “And the four of us,” Lauren put in.

      “And our hubbies,” Liv said.

      “But we left the kids with a sitter,” Sophie added. “So you could have a nice quiet ceremony and reception without any craziness.”

      “I hope you like the decorations—we kind of kept them minimal too, because we didn’t know what your taste was and we figured better too little than too much,” Kat told her.

      “And I hope you like your wedding cake,” Lauren added. “I made it for you,” she said, smiling. “But I didn’t know what kinds of flavors your people liked. So I made four different layers, all with a different flavored sponge and filling and of course, butter cream frosting.”

      “We’d better let the poor girl get through her wedding ceremony first before we worry her about the reception,” Liv said practically.

      “I do not understand,” Allara said to them. “I know about the ceremony but what is the…reception?”

      “Oh, it’s the party right after the ceremony,” Sophie said quickly. “It’s a lot of fun—you’ll like it.”

      Allara had never heard of having a celebration after a marriage—it was yet another strange and alien concept.

      None of it matters, she told herself firmly. Just get through it. Remember your goal—you must kill the Kindred before the night is over.

      “Now, here we are at the entrance of the ceremony area,” Kat whispered, breaking her train of thought.

      Looking up, Allara realized they had come to a kind of hedge, where the tree branches were entwined so tightly nothing could be seen between their leaves. Up ahead to the right, was an archway decorated in delicate white blossoms. It seemed to be a kind of entrance into the next area but Allara couldn’t see past it.

      “Okay—in our tradition, the bride walks down the aisle, so everyone can see how beautiful she is, and meets the groom at the end, right in front of the priestess,” Kat told her.

      “But she usually has someone to escort her,” Sophie added, frowning.

      “We were hoping your father might come to do that,” Kat added. “To ‘give you away’ as we call it in our culture.”

      Allara frowned. Firstly, her father would not be caught dead on the infidel ship. And secondly, no father of the Q’ess “gave his daughter away.”

      “Why would my father give me away?” she asked, honestly confused. “How could he make any money at the bride auction if he did that?”

      “The bride auction?” Kat said blankly. “Is that how your people get married? By auctioning off the bride?”

      “Of course.” Allara shrugged. “In the month when a girl comes of age, she is taken to one of the great auction houses—which one is depending on her status, of course. There many men bid on her. When one of them wins, he pays her father and takes charge of her. They then go to the Song House where he sings his song of ownership and she sings her song of submission. And then they go home—or back to the husband’s home—where he may…” She swallowed hard. “Where he may do with her as he likes,” she ended in a low voice.

      “Oh dear.” Kat shook her head. “If that’s the way your people do it, I’m afraid our wedding ceremony is going to seem really strange to you.”

      “I will be grateful for anything you have planned,” Allara said graciously.

      There was no harm in thanking the alien women for their kindness to her now, she reasoned. Though they would be doubtless cursing her name by this time tomorrow after her killing was found out.

      “You’re sweet, doll.” Kat flashed her a smile. “But that still doesn’t solve the problem of who’s going to walk you down the aisle.”

      “Could…you do it?” Allara asked, looking around at the four women appealingly. “I mean, all of you?” Despite the fact that she knew them to be enemies, they almost felt like friends. Also, she didn’t want to be alone with the evil one until she could not avoid it any longer.

      “All of us? Gracious.” Lauren laughed.

      “That’s very sweet of you, Allara,” Sophie said, smiling.

      “And we would be happy to,” Liv said firmly.

      “Absolutely.” Kat linked one arm through Allara’s on the right and Liv took her left arm. Lauren and Sophie were right behind.

      “All right,” Kat whispered. “I’m going to peek around and cue the music and then we’ll go.”

      She leaned forward and looked around the edge of the archway. Apparently she caught someone’s eye because she made a motion.

      Suddenly, the most beautiful strains of music came wafting through the air. The melody was being played on an instrument or instruments that Allara had never heard before but it had a light, delicate sound that reverberated through the air and sent chills down her spine.

      The beauty rushed through her like a fever and Allara felt it overcome her like a river of ecstasy rushing her away to unknown lands. Her legs suddenly lost their strength and she began to collapse.

      “Oh, watch out—is she fainting?” Liv gasped, gripping her arm more tightly.

      “Allara? Are you all right?” Kat asked anxiously, pulling her up on the other side. “What’s wrong?”

      “The…the music,” Allara managed to say. “So beautiful—every note is true! What is it? Please tell me!”

      “Oh, that’s Pachelbel’s Canon in D,” Kat told her. “It’s kind of become a traditional wedding song for us on our part of Earth.”

      “What…what instruments?” Allara somehow managed to ask. Instruments were used infrequently on her planet—mostly only on Holy Days. But the musicians who played them were revered and respected above all others on Q’ess.

      Long ago, before she had truly understood what her fate was to be, she had dreamed of becoming a musician. She did have, after all, the ability to hear every true note and to sing it as well.

      Of course, that was before she’d known about her destiny and understood that women could not be musicians. But still, it had been her dream as a girl.

      “I hired a string quartet,” Kat said, answering her question. She was still looking anxiously at Allara. “Are you going to be okay, doll? For a minute I wasn’t sure if you were fainting or having a kind of musical orgasm.”

      “I…I will be all right,” Allara assured them, though chills were still rushing through her and igniting her nerves like sparks. “It is just…so beautiful. I find it difficult to think of anything else. Please, may we go pay our respects to the musicians? They are so very talented—not a note is untrue!”

      “Well, maybe after the ceremony,” Kat said, frowning. “Right now we’re supposed to be walking you down the aisle to meet your new hubby and get you married, remember?”

      As a matter of fact, the beauty of the music had made Allara forget. For a moment, she had lost herself in the trueness of the notes and everything—her quest, the evil one she must marry, and the horror she must soon endure at his hands—had all faded away. Kat’s reminder was like a splash of chilly water right in her face.

      “Oh…of course.” She nodded, trying to stand up straighter. “Forgive me.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Liv told her, smiling. “Um, I guess music really is extremely important to your people.”

      “It is the essence of life,” Allara said earnestly. “And to one like me, who can sense the trueness of the notes, it is everything.”

      “Wow. Well, I’m really glad I picked music you like, doll, but we really have to get going now,” Kat told her. “Listen, they’re playing it for the second time—we’d better get in there.”

      “All right.” Allara nodded and tightened her grip on Kat’s arm. She must be brave now, she told herself. Soon she would stand face-to-face with the evil one.

      “Come on, hon—you’ll be okay.” Liv squeezed her arm reassuringly. “Let’s go.”

      She and Kat led Allara towards the entrance of the ceremonial area and they walked under the archway of white blossoms to the strains of the delicate, beautiful music.

      Looking down, Allara saw that she was walking on a long, white ribbon of silky material. Her bare feet were a creamy caramel-brown against the paleness. On either side of the white ribbon, there were white chairs, only a few of which were occupied by very large males. She saw her escorts waving at the various males and realized these must be their Kindred spouses. Well, they certainly were large, Allara thought, but at least, sitting down as they were, they weren’t overwhelming.

      She was not looking ahead—the prospect was too frightening. She didn’t want to see the evil one—the one called “Brand.” She didn’t want to see the man who would defile her before she stabbed him through the heart.

      Just a little longer, she thought desperately. Let this walk down the white ribbon take a little longer. I do not want to see him!

      But then she heard Kat murmur in her ear,

      “Here we are, doll. Look up.”

      Fearing what she would see, Allara at last forced her eyes up…and up and up. For the man standing there, waiting for her, was truly a giant.

      The top of my head will barely come up past his elbow! Allara thought. And his shoulders… His shoulders were fully twice as broad as her own. The rest of his body was huge and muscular too. How could she possibly kill such a monster?

      His body was intimidating enough, but then Allara could wait no longer and had to look at his face.

      He had black hair, a neatly trimmed black beard, and golden eyes—golden eyes! No one on Allara’s planet had eyes like that! They looked wild—like an animal’s eyes.

      A beast’s eyes, whispered the panicked little voice in her head.

      And yet, strangely, those eyes did not look angry or hateful, she saw, as he looked down at her. They had a slight downward tilt at the corners which made them look almost sleepy. Or if not sleepy, then at least not evil. Her new husband looked…peaceful. Kind. Even hopeful, as though he wanted her to like what she saw when she looked at him.

      Peaceful…kind…hopeful. These were strange words to apply to the enemy, Allara thought. And they couldn’t possibly be right.

      Don’t let him fool you, whispered a voice in her head which sounded much like her aunt’s. He’s a Kindred and they’re evil—they’re all EVIL!

      “Here, doll,” Kat whispered in her ear. “Let’s do something about this height difference, shall we? Otherwise you’re going to get a crick in your neck before the end of the ceremony.”

      As she spoke, she pulled out a large cube covered in the same silky material as the white ribbon they had walked on. It had been hidden behind the flowering archway the huge Kindred was standing under.

      “Here—step up on this,” she said to Allara, pulling it into position.

      It was a big step up and Allara looked at it uncertainly, trying to think how she could clamber up on the cube without ripping the tight silver sheath of her dress.

      Kat saw the problem too. She frowned and whispered to Liv, “Maybe if we both heave her up by the arms?”

      “Sure.” Liv nodded. “On three. One, two—”

      “Wait.” The deep, resonant voice came from the huge Kindred who was to be her husband. “Maybe I can help,” he murmured.

      Leaning down from his great height, he looked at Allara, who was suddenly glad she still had the gold lace veil to hide her face.

      “May I lift you, Allara?” he asked respectfully. “I promise I’ll be very gentle.”

      His voice disarmed her almost as much as his words. It had the low, lovely timbre of the moun horn—the instrument that spoke with the deepest voice during the High Holy Days. Allara had always loved its sound and now it came from the mouth of her enemy. How could this be?

      But there was no time to speculate. As though in a dream, she found herself nodding her ascent. And then the Kindred placed huge hands—twice as big as her own if not bigger—around her waist and lifted her gently to stand on the white cube.

      This placed them almost eye-to-eye—though he was still a bit taller. But it was much easier to look into his face—not that Allara wanted to.

      However, it seemed that her new husband wanted to see her face because he murmured,

      “Can I lift your veil now or would you rather I wait until after the ceremony?”

      “N-now would be all right,” Allara heard herself saying, though she had no idea why. She would have liked to keep this last shield between them for a little while longer. But he would have to see her bare-faced eventually, she told herself. It was better to be brave now and confront the evil one face-to-face.

      “Thank you,” he murmured. And—delicately, for one with such large hands—he lifted the golden veil and bared her face.

      “Gods…” His golden eyes widened and his deep voice went suddenly hoarse.

      Allara lifted her chin, her pride stung by his reaction.

      “I am sorry if you do not like what you see,” she said tartly, determined not to let him upset her. After all, he would be dead by her hand before the next day dawned. What did she care of how he thought of her?

      But his next words surprised and disarmed her all over again.

      “Baby, please don’t misunderstand me—I love what I see,” he murmured. “I knew from my dreams that your eyes were beautiful, but I had no idea you’d be so Goddess-damned lovely—so perfect in every way.”

      It was Allara’s turn to look at him in surprise. She knew she was pretty—knew that she would have fetched a high price at any bride auction. But the way the big Kindred was looking at her was…reverent. Almost worshipful. How could a man so evil look at her with such wonder in his golden eyes?

      At that moment, a woman with green streaks in her yellow hair and strange green-within-green eyes came to stand in front of them.

      “Children of the Goddess,” she said in a voice that carried through the entire grove. “We have come together to Join two hearts in eternal love with the blessing of she who made us all, The Mother of All Life.”

      She looked at the huge Kindred.

      “Brand, though you have never met this female before, the Goddess has decreed the two of you should share a life together. Will you take her as your mate? Will you honor her daily, put her happiness above your own, and worship her with your body and soul? Will you protect her even at the price of your own life and keep her safe until the Goddess sees fit to call one or both of you home?”

      Looking into Allara’s eyes, the big Kindred murmured, “I will—I so swear it before the Goddess.”

      The priestess—for that was what she must be, Allara decided—turned to her.

      “Allara of the Q’ess,” she said, frowning a little. “You come to us in order to end a Blood Feud which has festered between our peoples for time out of mind. Will you share a life with Brand? Will you give him children if the Goddess blesses you with them? Will you respect him and open your heart to him, though you know him not at this time?”

      Allara’s throat was suddenly so dry it felt as though she had swallowed a mouthful of sand. A part of her whispered that if she agreed to these vows, she would be profaning a most sacred ritual.

      But of course, she could not say no. She could not reveal her true purpose—the mission she had been born to undertake—the destiny that led her, not to a life full of joy and laughter and love but to death and destruction instead.

      “I…I will,” she somehow managed to force out.

      The priestess’s frown deepened and she stared at Allara for a long, long moment.

      She suspects me, Allara thought, her heart starting to pound. Oh Gods, of All Creation—what will I do if she finds out my true purpose?

      But just as her anxiety was reaching a fever pitch, the priestess finally, nodded.

      “Very well. I believe that Brand has a special vow he wishes to make at this time,” she said and nodded to the big Kindred. “You may proceed.”

      To Allara’s utter amazement, the big Kindred dropped suddenly to one knee before her, which put his head below her own for the first time. Why was he doing this—kneeling before her? No man of the Q’ess would ever debase himself in this way!

      And yet, the big Kindred seemed to feel no debasement. What Allara saw when she looked into his strange, golden eyes was more like…devotion.

      Reaching for her, he took both her hands in his much larger, warmer ones.

      “Allara,” he said softly in the warm, mellow voice of his that was so disarming. “You are the bravest female I have ever met. You have come to be my mate, knowing nothing of me but the animosity between our people. And yet you’re willing to start a new life with a stranger in a strange place. That takes courage.” He looked up at her earnestly. “I only hope I can be as brave as you have been as we begin out life together. Thank you for being willing to come and take a chance on a male you’ve never met before. I swear you won’t regret it.”

      Then, to Allara’s further surprise, he turned her hands over and placed a kiss in each of her palms.

      The touch of his lips to her skin made her shiver just like the music had. Sensations rushed over her in waves and her heart was galloping in her chest, though she had no idea why.

      She was incredibly relieved when the big Kindred rose again and the priestess said,

      “I now pronounce that you are Joined in the eyes of the Goddess. May she see fit that you shall be bonded in the fullness of time. Brand, you may kiss your bride.”

      Wait—he’s going to kiss me again?

      Allara couldn’t believe it. Which part of her body would the evil one press his lips to next? And then he leaned towards her and cupped her face in his big, warm hands, giving her the answer.

      My mouth? Is he going to kiss my mouth?

      Mouth-on-mouth kissing was not done in Q’ess society. Males of equal stature might give each other a brief kiss on the cheek during business deals and mothers might kiss their babies. However, it was seen as demeaning for a man to put his mouth—which was the instrument of his Song—anyplace on the inferior female body. This was one reason the big Kindred kissing her hands had so surprised Allara. And now he intended to kiss her mouth?

      He will demean himself forever if he does such a thing! she thought, completely forgetting that she was planning to kill him, so his life wouldn’t be very long anyway. He will—

      And then Brand’s lips met her in a kiss so sweet and tender it nearly took her breath away.

      She was able to keep breathing, however, which was how she first inhaled the mesmerizing scent coming from the big Kindred. It was spicy and warm and somehow comforting, which made absolutely no sense at all.

      But then, none of this was making sense. Allara had expected her new husband to be harsh and rough with her. Instead, he was treating her like she was precious and breakable. Why?

      Don’t ask so many questions, her aunt’s voice whispered in her head. And don’t worry—I’m certain he’ll be harsh enough to make up for all this tenderness later. He’s probably only acting this way because others are watching.

      Before she could analyze what was happening further, Brand drew away and smiled at her.

      “Can I help you down?” he asked softly.

      Unable to speak, Allara simply nodded.

      Once more, the big, warm hands were at her waist. Her new husband lifted her as easily as he had before and placed her back down on the ground. Looking up at him uncertainly, Allara realized she had been right in her earlier reckoning—the top of her head came just past his elbow.

      Smiling down at her, he took her hand in his. His fingers were so much longer than hers that Allara felt like a child again for a moment. But what child plans to kill as soon as they can? She wanted to look away but she felt trapped by those golden eyes of his. Then the sound of clapping startled her into looking back at the assembled people.

      Kat and Liv and Sophie and Lauren were all clapping their hands together and so were the Kindred warriors at their side. After a moment, Allara realized it was a gesture of good-will—they were clapping for her and Brand.

      They wouldn’t be clapping if they knew what I have in store for him, she thought but she managed not to let it show on her face. Instead, she smiled as well as she was able and waved with her free hand—the one that wasn’t caught in the big Kindred’s grip.

      “That was beautiful, doll!” Kat came up to her, followed by two large Kindred who were much taller than her. As a matter of fact, now that they were all standing, Allara could see that all the Kindred men were much taller than the Earth women. But none of them towered over their mates quite as much as Brand towered over her.

      Truly, it is like walking beside a tree, Allara thought as she smiled and nodded mechanically to the Earth women and their Kindred husbands. Kat was saying that it was time for the reception and waving for them to follow her.

      In less time than she would have thought possible, Allara found herself leaving the site of her Joining to the evil one and wondering what was coming next.
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      Gods, she was beautiful! With her creamy caramel-brown skin and those big, indigo eyes… Brand reflected that he’d never imagined his new bride being half so gorgeous as she was. And she was so tiny and delicate too—like a doll, almost. He would have to be extra careful of her, he thought.

      One thing he really liked about her was the fact that she had the figure of an Elite. Despite her diminutive size, at least she wasn’t stick-thin. Her full hips and breasts and ass made her seem more substantial than many petite females he had seen.

      Something to hold on to, he thought and imagined filling his palms with the luscious globes of her ass or cupping her heavy breasts. But that was for later, he reminded himself. Possibly much later, depending on how long the Claiming period was drawn out.

      As long as it takes to win her trust, he promised himself. He had felt her trembling when he kissed her hands and her soft lips and he didn’t want her to fear him. Getting her to be her true self around him and not shake in fear when he went in for a kiss or a hug was going to be a challenge.

      He smiled down at her and tugged gently on her hand.

      “Come on, baby,” he murmured. “Let’s go see what Kat has planned for our reception.”

      She looked up and him and nodded hesitantly.

      “All right.”

      “It’s this way,” Brand told her. He wished he could pick her up and carry her—he longed to hold her close to his chest and feel her sweet, curvy body against his own.

      But he reminded himself sternly that his new bride didn’t even know him yet.

      Slowly, Brand, he lectured himself. Give the little female time.

      And, sending a quick prayer for patience to the Goddess, he led her away from the Sacred Grove and out to their reception.
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      Allara wondered what could possibly be next? What was this “party” that Kat had planned for after the wedding ceremony?

      She wished they could go directly back to wherever it was the big Kindred had his domicile and get things over with. He was affecting her in strange ways she didn’t like and it made her worry about her resolve.

      She had expected to hate the big Kindred on first sight—had expected him to be ugly and cruel—an evil giant. Instead, though he certainly seemed like a giant to her, he had so far been kind and considerate. And though she looked for it in the fleeting glances she snatched from time to time, she could see no cruelty in his handsome features.

      His golden eyes were just as often turned down to her as her gaze was turned up to his, and every time he caught her looking at him, a little smile would tug at the corner of his mouth.

      When that happened, Allara looked away quickly, her heart pounding in her chest. Why did it make her feel so strange to be around him? Why couldn’t she hate him like she ought to?

      You’ll hate him, all right, whispered that voice that sounded like her aunt’s in her head. Once he defiles you and forces himself inside you, then you will find the hate in your heart for him and do what must be done.

      But Allara couldn’t bear to think about that. With a shiver, she looked around, noticing that they had come out of the small forest the Earth women had called “The Sacred Grove.” The big Kindred was now leading her towards another park-like area where someone had set up a large, spreading tent which was snowy white against the deep green and rich purple of the grass.

      Suddenly, Kat came up alongside her.

      “Bride and groom, at the front of the tent,” she said, all business and efficiency. “And I’ve got your shoes and boots, if you want to put them back on,” she added, holding up Allara’s dainty silver slippers and a pair of the most enormous black boots she had ever seen.

      “Thanks, Kat,” Brand rumbled easily, taking the boots from her. “Forgot all about them.”

      “I’d say that’s no surprise, since you appear to only have eyes for your new bride,” Kat remarked, smiling at Allara. “I hope you liked the ceremony, doll,” she added.

      “It was…beautiful,” Allara said honestly. “Very unlike what I am used to on my planet, but still lovely.”

      “Oh, good!” Kat looked relieved. “I was tearing up, myself. Those were beautiful vows, Brand,” she added.

      “I meant every word,” Allara’s new mate murmured and she felt his golden eyes on her again. Lightly, he squeezed her fingers, which were still entwined with his much larger ones. Unable to help herself, she looked up at him again and found that once more she was lost in a sea of gold.

      “Well, I’ll leave you two alone for now. Just have a seat at the table at the end of the tent, there,” Kat directed, giving Allara back her slippers. “We’ll do the cake and then some karaoke.”

      “What is…karaoke?” Allara asked, frowning.

      “It is an Earth custom,” Brand explained. “Popular songs are projected on a screen and the background music is played so that people can sing along with them.”

      Allara was shocked.

      “You write your songs down?” she exclaimed, looking at Kat.

      “Why? Shouldn’t we?” Kat asked blankly.

      Allara struggled to explain.

      “Music is…sacred,” she said at last. “To…attempt to trap it, to not allow it to flow…” She shook her head, at a loss for words.

      “Well, this isn’t exactly church music, doll,” Kat said comfortingly. “I promise you, there’s nothing sacred about singing karaoke. It’s just for fun.”

      This seemed like a doubtful proposition to Allara, but what could she do but nod?

      “I suppose your ideas of music must be different from those of the Q’ess,” she said hesitantly.

      “Well, we already know our wedding traditions are way different, so I wouldn’t be surprised.” Kat smiled at her. “Just try to enjoy your reception, okay? Lauren is just about bursting to bring out the cake. She’s really hoping you like it.”

      Allara had no idea what a “cake” was but it seemed rude to say so.

      “I am certain it will be wonderful,” she said, trying to smile at Kat.

      “Good! I’m going to go arrange for it. I’ll see you later in the tent,” Kat told her and bustled away.

      “She’s really professional about all this,” Brand said, and Allara realized he was talking to her. “I hope you like everything we have planned,” he added, looking down at her. “I wanted to learn more about your people but there’s almost no information out there.”

      “Is there…more information about other people from other planets, then?” Allara asked him.

      “Oh, yes!” He nodded firmly. “Why, long before we ever saw the people of Earth, the Kindred knew they would be good genetic trade partners. That’s because the humans had been pumping out decades worth of entertainment vids for years,” he added. “So we already knew their likes and dislikes and their cultures and religions and customs long before we first made contact. But with the Q’ess…” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Nothing.”

      “I…do not know what entertainment vids are, so I cannot answer as to why my people have not put them out,” Allara said apologetically. “But I can tell you that my culture has…strict rules about privacy. We do not speak about our customs—we simply keep them.”

      In fact, among the Q’ess, males and females did not often converse, especially not as freely as she was currently talking to Brand. Though her father and aunt were brother and sister, Allara had never seen the two of them have a discussion like she was having with the big Kindred right now.

      Married couples didn’t talk much either. The women stayed home and did the work of raising the children and keeping the house and the men went to work outside the home to earn a living. Their two worlds almost never intersected.

      Well, until it comes time to make the children the women raise, I suppose, Allara thought uncomfortably. But she tried to push the thought out of her mind.

      “We Beast Kindred don’t make much in the way of entertainment vids either,” Brand remarked, drawing her back to the present. “But the Earth vids can be very entertaining. I’ll show you a few, if you like.”

      “I suppose…that would be all right.” Allara nodded hesitantly. He would never get the chance to show her these “vids” whatever they were, but of course she could not tell him that.

      “I’m just trying to think of things we can do together,” Brand rumbled. They had entered the cool, white linen tent and come to the head table, where Kat had directed them to sit by now. He pulled out her chair attentively and helped her get seated before sitting himself.

      “Do together?” Allara looked up at him uncertainly. Now that they were seated, the difference in their height wasn’t quite as noticeable, but it was still quite pronounced.

      “I want us to get to know each other,” Brand told her softly, looking into her eyes. “I know I can’t expect you to love me right away, Allara. So I think it’s a good idea for us to get to be friends, first.”

      “Friends?” Allara echoed. The idea was strange to her and not just because she planned to kill him later that night.

      Among the Q’ess, there were friendships among women and friendships among men but almost no friendships between men and women. It would have been…unseemly. Strange. What could the big Kindred mean, asking her to be his friend? It would have been considered a mark of degradation for a man on Q’ess to claim a woman as a friend. Not even a man and wife would claim such a thing.

      “How can we be friends?” she asked, honestly confused. “When you are a man and I am a woman? What would we have to speak of when I know only women’s matters and all your knowledge is of the man’s world?”

      He frowned.

      “Is that how they do it on your planet? Total separation between the male and female worlds?”

      “Well…yes.” Allara shrugged. “It is the way things are. For what woman could work outside the home and what man would want to learn to do a woman’s chores?”

      He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “And what exactly are ‘women’s chores’ according to your people?”

      “Oh, well…making bread, for instance,” Allara said. She herself had been taught how to do a woman’s work, as all girls of the Great Houses were. Just because they lived in grand domiciles and had impeccable bloodlines did not excuse anyone from learning their duty.

      But Brand surprised her by saying,

      “I can make bread.”

      “What?” Allara stared at him blankly. “How did you learn?”

      “My mother taught me.” He shrugged. “It was one of the first things I learned from her. In the Kindred culture, we believe that it’s important for a male to be able to cook and bake.”

      “What? But why?” It seemed so strange that Allara could hardly understand it. Why would a man want to learn lowly women’s work?

      “Well, so we can cook and care for our bride, when we find her,” Brand explained. “You see, in my culture, females are extremely rare due to the fact that my people are 95% male. We view females as valuable—to be cherished and taken care of.”

      “That seems like…a strange way of thinking,” Allara said, frowning. “It is certainly different among the Q’ess.”

      “We’ll both have to get used to each other’s ways,” Brand rumbled. “Maybe to start with, we can make bread together. You can show me your way and I’ll show you mine. Cooking together is a good way to get to know each other and build our friendship.”

      “But are you not worried that the other men in the ship will think less of you for having a woman as a friend?” Allara demanded. “Will it not degrade your status to claim me as such?”

      Brand raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I guess among your people males and females aren’t friends very much, huh?”

      She shook her head.

      “No man would want to degrade himself by having a female friend. Women are lower than men—their thoughts and ways are below a man’s thoughts and ways.”

      “Well, that’s another difference between us,” Brand remarked. “We Kindred believe that males and females are equals.”

      “Equals?” Allara couldn’t help staring at him in surprise. “But…but only men can do the difficult work outside the home!”

      “Not with us,” Brand said firmly. “Our females have jobs outside the domicile if they want them. Did you meet Doctor Olivia?”

      “You mean Liv?” Allara shot the yellow-haired Earth woman a glance. She was sitting at a table close by with her mate, another Beast Kindred. “She’s a physician?” she asked, frowning at Brand.

      He nodded.

      “A damn good one. And her mate, Baird, couldn’t be more proud of her. And Sophia teaches art classes…Lauren owns a bakery. And of course, you know that Kat plans and coordinates all the weddings and other ceremonies aboard the Mother Ship, as well as doing research for anyone going on a mission to another planet.”

      Allara’s head was spinning. All the Earth women she had met actually worked outside the home. How could that be?

      “But…who does the house work?” she asked at last. “The cooking and cleaning and raising the children if they and their husbands both work outside the home?”

      Brand shrugged.

      “They share it, of course. That’s only fair, since they both work out of the home. Of course, you don’t have to get a job if you’re not comfortable with it,” he added quickly. “Everyone makes a living wage here aboard the Mother Ship and my career as a pilot will support our family…when we have one,” he added softly.

      “A family…” Allara bit her lip. He meant children and now that she knew exactly how children came about, she wasn’t too eager to discuss such things.

      “Are you all right?” Brand leaned down to peer anxiously into her face. “You turned pale when I mentioned having kids.”

      “I…I will be fine,” Allara said quickly. “This is just…a lot to consider.”

      “If you decide you want to train to do something outside the domicile, you can. Or you can stay home.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “It’s completely up to you.”

      At that moment, as if on cue, Kat came back with several people dressed in black, formal looking clothing trailing her.

      “Lauren is getting the cake table all settled,” she said to Allara. “But I thought you’d like to meet the string quartet I hired from Earth to play at your wedding.”

      “String quartet?” Allara asked, looking at the group of assembled people. There were two men, who must be from Earth, since they were smaller than the Kindred, and two women. All four of them were carrying elaborately carved wooden boxes that had long strings stretched tightly over them. Some of the boxes were much bigger than others and all had long handles on them.

      “Hi there,” one of the women said, smiling at Allara. “I’m Selena Bates and this is our quartet. We usually stay in the background but Kat, here, said you really liked our rendition of Pachelbel’s Cannon.”

      “Oh, the music!” Allara clasped her hands to her chest. “It was so beautiful! Every note was true. What instruments did you use—please tell me!”

      “Well, I play first violin,” the woman called Selena told her. “And George, here, plays second violin. Tamara plays viola and John is on the cello.”

      As she spoke, she lifted the wooden box which had a long handle on it, as though to illustrate her point.

      “That is your instrument?” Allara asked. “Your…vio-lin?”

      “Sure.” With an easy smile, the Earth woman tucked the wooden instrument beneath her chin, raised a long stick, and began to use it on the strings to make a sweet, haunting sound that went straight through Allara’s body as a long, lovely shiver.

      “Ohhh,” she whispered, closing her eyes as the music tugged at her. “So beautiful.”

      “Well, thank you.” Selena stopped playing and smiled at her. “Kat told us you were from a culture where music is very important.”

      “There is nothing more important,” Allara said earnestly. “But I do not understand why you are allowed to play an instrument—you are a woman.”

      “Well, yes, I am…” Selena looked as though she didn’t understand Allara’s question.

      “My new bride comes from a very strict culture,” Brand said, explaining for her. “Apparently women are not allowed to be musicians there.”

      “Oh, how sad!” The Earth woman looked truly upset by this idea. “I can’t imagine my life without music,” she said.

      “Oh, women are permitted to have music—but only through song,” Allara told her. “But I envy you—truly I do. When I was young, before I knew any better, I dreamed of being a musician and playing an instrument—though we have nothing like these vio-lins you have, among my people, the Q’ess.”

      “Well, it’s never too late to start taking lessons,” Selena offered. “I wouldn’t mind giving you some—I’ll take any excuse to stay aboard the Mother Ship,” she added, grinning. “The guest suite they have us staying in is way nicer than my apartment back home.”

      “You would teach me to play an instrument?” Allara could hardly believe it.

      She could still vividly recall the day she learned she could not have her dream. When she had mentioned it, as a child of five, her aunt had slapped her.

      “Foolish girl!” she’d shouted into Allara’s crying face. “Don’t you know what a sacrilege it would be to allow a woman to play an instrument? The Gods would curse you for even thinking such a thing!”

      And now, here was an Earth woman offering to teach her to play as casually as Brand had offered to make bread with her. What was wrong with these people that they didn’t know their correct places?

      “I wish I could,” she said sadly. “But…I should not.”

      But still, she was tempted. Very, very tempted. She couldn’t set up lessons, though. She wouldn’t even be alive by this time tomorrow! And neither would Brand. The thought made her look quickly at her new husband, only to see that he was looking at her with deep interest in his golden eyes.

      “Allara, don’t let your past dictate your future,” he rumbled softly. “There’s no one here aboard the Mother Ship that will say it’s wrong for you to take lessons. If you want them, I’ll be happy to pay Selena’s fee.”

      His words surprised her all over again. He would pay for her to have something that a woman should not have? Something forbidden but so desirable every part of her ached for it?

      “I…do not know what to say,” she said at last, shaking her head.

      “Well, think about it. We’ll be here through the reception, if that’s all right with you?” Selena asked.

      “Oh yes—please stay!” Allara nodded. “Your presence is a blessing and an honor to our marriage,” she added earnestly.

      “In fact, would you mind playing something else while we cut the cake?” Brand asked them. “Just something soft and delicate to set the mood?”

      “Of course.” Selena smiled at them both. “It would be our pleasure. We’ll just set up in the corner, here.”

      Allara watched them eagerly as they arranged themselves on some chairs and began making the soft, sweet sounds from their instruments again.

      “You really like them, huh?” Brand was studying her with great interest, as though he was trying to learn about her.

      “Their music is beyond anything I have ever heard before,” Allara told him. “Thank you for asking them to stay. On my planet, we have no vio-lins.”

      “What kinds of instruments do your musicians play, then?” he asked.

      “Oh, many different kinds of horns,” she said, thinking again of how his deep, resonant voice reminded her of her favorite, the moun horn. “And drums, of course, to keep the beat. Flutes made of the leg bones of the gorth stork—things like that.”

      “Very interesting,” Brand murmured. “I would love to hear some of your people’s music some day.”

      “Oh, you would never be allowed!” Allara said, before she thought better of it. “An ev—an infidel must never hear the music of our Song Houses.”

      She had almost called him an “evil one” she realized. She must be more careful, lest he guess her true purpose here.

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” Brand remarked neutrally. “Oh look—I think Kat is calling us over to cut the cake.”

      Taking her hand again, he led her over to the round table in the center of the room where a towering white structure had been set up. It appeared to be made of round, thick circles, stacked on top of each other, each one smaller than the last. Down the side was a gorgeous cascade of pink flowers with curling green stems.

      “Here you go—I hope you like it.” Lauren was suddenly by her side, pressing a metal instrument with a handle attached to a triangular end into Allara’s hand.

      Allara looked at it.

      “It is a beautiful structure but what am I supposed to do with this?” She gestured with the metal instrument.

      “Why, you have to cut the cake, sweetie.” Lauran looked surprised that she didn’t know. “Both of you together, actually.”

      “Here,” Brand rumbled. “Let me help.”

      Leaning over Allara in a way that made her feel very small indeed, he placed his own much larger hand on hers and lifted the instrument.

      “What do you think?” he rumbled. “Should we go for the bottom layer first?”

      “I…suppose so?” Looming over her, as he was, Allara was close enough to smell that warm, spicy scent of his again. It made her hand tremble inside his.

      If Brand felt her trembling, he didn’t say anything about it. He simply lifted her hand and the instrument she was holding and sliced it down into the bottom circular layer of the structure.

      “Oh!” Allara exclaimed, surprised. She had thought the structure was solid—some kind of statue or edifice to commemorate their wedding. But the metal instrument sliced easily into it, revealing a dark red layer with a white stripe running through it.

      “Mmm, red velvet,” Brand rumbled. “My favorite. I hope you’ll like it, too,” he added, looking down at Allara as they finished slicing a wedge out of the towering structure. “I asked Lauren to make it one of the layers.”

      He transferred the slice of red and white to a small plate and then looked down at Allara.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      “Ready for what?” Allara shook her head, mystified.

      “We have to feed it to each other,” he explained. “Just a little piece—it’s an Earth custom I saw at another Joining ceremony. I really liked it, so I asked Kat to put it in. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Well, no—I suppose not.” It still seemed strange to Allara. Among her people, men and women did not eat in the same room, let alone feed each other food. But she was only here for a short time—there was no point in causing offense by refusing to participate in the local customs.

      “You go first,” Brand urged her. “Just pick up a piece and feed it to me.”

      Allara dutifully picked up a piece of the red and white “cake” which was much softer in her hand than she would have believed. But when she reached up, it was very difficult to get to her new husband’s mouth.

      Seeing her difficulty, Brand dropped down to one knee again.

      “This is better,” he murmured, smiling at her. “Now we can reach each other.”

      Having him so close made Allara feel flustered. She had to remind herself again that he was an evil one with bad intentions. But that was hard to remember while she was popping the piece of cake into Brand’s mouth. Especially when he caught her wrist in his big hand and licked the last traces of the white stuff off her fingertips.

      Allara bit her lip. Again, he was putting his mouth on her! Not to mention debasing himself by coming down to her level.

      And yet, somehow, it didn’t seem like debasement. None of the men around him jeered or gave him cold looks of silent disapproval. Instead, the people around them laughed and clapped their hands together again, as though they liked what they saw.

      Brand chewed and swallowed and smiled at her.

      “Mmm—delicious. Are you ready for your bite?”

      “All right.” Allara opened her mouth, wondering what the “cake” would taste like. She found out when he popped a bit of it in her mouth.

      “Oh!” Her eyes flew open wide. “It’s so sweet!”

      “Cake is supposed to be sweet,” Brand murmured, smiling. He seemed delighted by her reaction. “Do you like it?”

      “I…I do,” Allara said, nodding. “It isn’t just sweet—there is another flavor—dark and rich…I cannot explain it.”

      “That’s probably chocolate,” Brand remarked. “It’s a flavor from Earth, though the Twin Kindred have something a little like it, too. Most human females love it.”

      “I would like some more of it, please,” Allara said. Normally as a woman, she would not ask a man to give her food, since among the Q’ess, they didn’t eat together. But it seemed to her that if it was permissible for a woman to play an instrument here, it was probably permissible for her to ask her new husband for more cake.

      “You can have as much as you want, baby, but first we have to do the wedding toast,” Brand told her.

      “Wedding toast?” Allara asked but before the words were out of her mouth, Kat was coming forward with two tall delicate-looking glasses filled with some kind of bubbling, fizzing blue drink.

      “This is woo from Tranq Prime,” Brand explained as he took one of the offered glasses and handed one to Allara. “It’s kind of strong so go easy on it.”

      Allara started to bring the drink to her lips but he stopped her.

      “No, like this. We have to entwine our arms.”

      He showed her by looping his long, muscular arm through hers so that the glass he was holding was closest to Allara’s mouth and her own glass was closest to his.

      “Now we have to drink at the same time,” he instructed. “But try to do it without spilling, okay?”

      It wasn’t easy and Allara couldn’t help thinking that they must look foolish, but no one seemed to care. In fact, there was more laughter and clapping when they successfully sipped from each other’s glasses. The blue woo was sweet and tart and it left a warm trail down Allara’s throat which she quite liked.

      During all of this, she was acutely aware of the string quartet playing again in the background. It was indescribably beautiful but there were so many other new sensations going on—from the sweet cake melting on her tongue to the burn of the fizzing woo, to her new husband’s scent invading her senses, that Allara felt she couldn’t pay attention to the music properly. She began to feel a bit overwhelmed and was glad when Brand led her back to the table with a slice of the cake and gave her an eating instrument called a “fork” to consume it with.

      In another moment, Lauren had cut many more slices and everyone in the room was having some. Allara noticed that the different “layers” were different colors and so, presumably, different flavors. She wondered what they tasted like and then decided to find out.

      “Husband,” she said to Brand. “I would like to taste the other cake layers. They all look very interesting.”

      He gave her an easy smile, his golden eyes gleaming.

      “Of course, baby. Let me get you some.”

      He left the table and came back with three more thick slices of cake for her, all piled on a larger plate.

      Allara was delighted—she couldn’t help herself. Sweets were only served on High Holy Days at home and she had never tasted anything half so nice as the “wedding cake” Lauren had made for her and Brand.

      As she was sampling the other layers of cake, there was a squeaking sound and then Kat’s voice came through the air sounding magically amplified. Looking around, Allara saw that the red-haired woman was standing in a corner of the room, next to a kind of machine. She was speaking into what looked like a thick metal stick which must be the thing that made her voice sound louder.

      “And now that the cake and toast are finished, I am officially opening the karaoke station!” she said. “If anybody wants to sing, come try it.”

      To Allara’s surprise, Brand raised his hand.

      “I’d like to sing,” he said to Kat. He glanced at Allara. “I hope you don’t mind—when I found out how important music is to your people, I picked out a song to sing for you.”

      “Oh, of course.” This didn’t surprise Allara at all. In fact, it was the first time the wedding ceremony had even remotely resembled the ways of the Q’ess.

      He wants to sing his song of ownership and dominion, she thought, watching as the big Kindred went over to Kat and spoke with her in a hushed voice. At least one thing would be normal about today. She wondered if her new husband would then expect her to sing her song of submission. It might feel strange to do so outside a Song House, but there were so many strange things today. She supposed she could manage if—

      And then Brand’s deep, resonant voice filled the air and she forgot what she’d been thinking—forgot everything but the warm, sensuous sound that washed over her and enveloped her so completely.

      
        
        
        “You feel the wind against your cheek

        It is my love.

        You see the stars in space so deep

        It is my love.

        Wilder than a river

        Deeper than the sea

        My love will always

        Bring you back to me…”

      

        

      

      There was more but Allara could hardly concentrate on the words. It was his voice that moved her so deeply. It had sounded deep and musical when he was talking but when he used it to make Song, the sound was beyond anything Allara had ever heard. It was even better than the string quartet with their vio-lins, she thought!

      Deeper than any male voice she’d ever heard among her own people, it filled and overflowed her. As the big Kindred sang, she felt as though her whole body was being caressed by a big, warm, gentle hand. The tips of her breasts became tight and tingly and the place between her legs where a woman may not touch herself felt swollen and hot. What was wrong with her? Her whole body was reacting to him—reacting to his Song in a way that it had never reacted to anyone else’s Song she had ever heard.

      It was incredibly arousing and also terribly frightening.

      What is he doing? Why is he doing this? she thought frantically. Is he trying to make me betray myself with emotion?

      It wouldn’t work, she promised herself. She would keep her face blank and not show all the tumultuous things she was feeling inside. But she couldn’t help the tremors that ran through her. Her eyes grew wide and her breath began to come in short pants. The forbidden places of her body throbbed and she began to feel a deep yearning for something she could not name.

      And all the time he sang, the big Kindred looked right at her. His golden eyes captured and held her as his deep voice poured over her like warm saffra honey. Oh Gods of All Creation, would it never end?

      She both wanted the Song to finish and wanted it never to be over. But if it didn’t stop soon, she felt as though something was going to happen to her—something surprising and frightening and illicit. She—

      
        
        
        “Deeper than the ocean,

        Wilder than the sea.

        My love will always bring you

        Back to me,”

      

        

      

      Brand sang and then he smiled at her and handed the metal loud-talking stick back to Kat. Everyone clapped their hands together and, after a moment, Allara realized she ought to be clapping too.

      She did her best to join in the clapping as her new husband came back to sit beside her. But her whole body was still throbbing and she was panting with the internal tumult his Song had caused in her.

      “I hope that was all right?” he asked, looking at her uncertainly when he sat down.

      “Every…every note was true,” Allara whispered, looking up at him. “I felt your Song, my husband,” she could not help adding. “It touched me.”

      She meant it in the most literal sense but she wasn’t sure if Brand understood that. However, he seemed to like what she said because his handsome face broke into a broad smile and he took her hand in his and kissed the back of it gently.

      “I’m glad you liked it, baby. I wasn’t sure if I should do it or not but Kat talked me into it.”

      Allara didn’t think she ought to thank the red-haired woman for that. She had been sent to kill the evil one and satisfy the Blood Feud. But no one had told her that her new husband would have such a voice! No one had warned her that his Song would touch her and stroke her like a knowing hand and move her body in ways she had never been moved before.

      No, that’s not quite true, she thought. She remembered once, long ago, after a performance of a trio of moun horn players at the Song House, how she had come back home to her room and felt compelled to touch her forbidden places. Unfortunately, her aunt had caught her at it and beaten her within an inch of her life.

      “Never!” she had screeched at Allara as she beat her with the thick wooden handle of a broom. “Never must you touch yourself there! No female may do such things—that place is for the making of babies and nothing else! Until you have a husband, no one may touch it! Do you understand, you loathsome little beast?”

      Crying, Allara had tried to explain that it wasn’t her fault—that the moun horns had driven her to it because of the intense feelings they caused in her. But her Aunt had not accepted this excuse.

      “Everyone has ‘feelings’ in the Song House but that is where they must stay—in the Song House!” she had shouted at Allara. “Never, never let me catch you touching your forbidden places again! If I do, you will be kicked out of the house and then where will you go? You will no longer be a maiden of one of the Seven Great Houses. When it comes time for your bride auction, you will be sold by the Space Port—sold to a stranger with no status!”

      Her threats had put the fear of the Gods into Allara and she had never, ever touched her forbidden places again. But when Brand had been singing, it was as though he was stroking them with his Song—making her feel things she should not—especially not with the evil one she was soon to kill.

      “I hope you don’t mind that there’s no dancing,” Brand remarked, breaking her train of thought. “I wasn’t sure how your people felt about it, so I didn’t have Kat schedule a DJ or anything.”

      “What is dancing?” Allara asked him. “And a DJ—what is that?”

      “A DJ is someone who plays prerecorded songs so that people can dance to them. Er…move to the music,” he explained.

      Allara frowned. “In our Song Houses, sometimes when a Song is very good, the people will rise and sway back and forth,” she said. “Is it like that?”

      “Well…” His brow furrowed. “It can be, I guess. There’s a type of dancing the humans do called ‘slow dancing’ where a male and female hold each other and sway to the music.”

      “They hold each other? During a Song?” Allara was shocked.

      “Sure.” He gave her an easy smile. “Why not?”

      “Why…because Songs cause feelings,” Allara tried to explain. “And if the men and women were to touch each other while the feelings touched them at the same time…” She shook her head, not sure how to go on.

      But Brand was clearly interested in what she was saying.

      “Why is that a bad thing, though?” he asked, frowning. “Is it just because your people want to keep men and women apart at all times?”

      “No, it’s…” Allara felt her cheeks going red. “It is just that the feelings might make them…make them do things they should not do together, if…if they were touching when the Song touched them. Do you not understand?”

      “I…think so.” His brow was furrowed again, as though he was trying hard to understand her. “The music touches you so deeply it raises certain emotions inside you and you’re afraid you might…go too far if you were touching someone when you hear it. Is that it?”

      That wasn’t exactly what Allara had been trying to tell him, but it would do well enough, she supposed. What did it matter if he truly understood when he would be dead by nightfall?

      The thought came as a little shock to her, popping into her brain like an unwanted guest who had been lingering at the door for hours. While listening to her new husband’s incredibly sensuous Song and during all their talk of music, she had almost forgotten her true mission.

      I must not forget! Allara told herself sternly. No matter how beautiful his Song is, he must die. He is the evil one—the enemy!

      But it was terribly difficult to remember that when he was looking at her with those gorgeous golden eyes and talking so easily with her—just as though she really was his equal, though he was a man and therefore high above her.

      He has put me under a spell, Allara thought. With his Song and possibly his scent, too. Because the warm, spicy fragrance of her new husband’s skin was strong in her nose. It seemed to make her body react almost like his Song had, causing her forbidden places to throb. How could she kill him when he made her body react like this? How—

      At that moment, a new voice was amplified by the loud-talking stick. It was from a human woman Allara had not met yet—someone with short, dark hair and green eyes.

      But it wasn’t the woman’s appearance that bothered Allara—it was her Song. It was terrible.

      
        
        
        “Just a small-town boy,

        Born and raised in South Detroit,” the woman sang.

        He took the midnight train going a-nywheeeeeere…”

      

        

      

      Her Song wobbled terribly, pitching sharp at first, which gave Allara the feeling of someone poking her with many small, sharp pins and then falling flat, like a heavy weight on her stomach.

      “Ugh!” she exclaimed, unable to help herself. Never had she heard such a Song!

      “What’s wrong?” Brand looked at her sharply, as though he was worried about her.

      “Her Song—not a single note is true!” Allara told him, looking at the woman. “I think…” She dropped her voice, so as not to cause offense. “I think she may be be one of those who has no Voice—a Voiceless one.”

      “But I can hear her voice just fine,” Brand objected. “I mean, she’s not exactly on key, but—”

      “Excuse me, but we’re going to leave unless you want us to stay for some reason?” It was Selena, the leader of the string quartet, standing beside them. She winced as the woman sang,

      
        
        
        “Some will win,

        Some will lose,

        Some were born to

        Sing the bluuuuuues…”

      

        

      

      “Ugh—I think somebody’s a little bit tone deaf,” she whispered to Brand. “Not to be mean,” she added quickly. “So please don’t take offense.”

      “No, of course not,” Brand told her. “I don’t know the woman at all—I think she might have come in with the cake. Maybe she’s an assistant to Lauren.”

      “Well, whoever she is, I think she might have had just a little bit too much of that fizzy blue drink you’re serving,” Selena murmured.

      
        
        
        “Don’t stop believin’!”

        Hold on to that feeeelin’!”

      

        

      

      The woman bellowed, her terrible Song amplified by the loud-talking stick until Allara could hardly stand it.

      “Please, husband,” she said turning to Brand. “May we go too? I cannot bear much more of this Song—it hurts me.”

      “Wow, your people really are sensitive to music,” Selena remarked. “But don’t leave your own wedding reception early just because of one tone-deaf drunk! Believe me, there’s always at least one person who ties on one too many and doesn’t realize they can’t carry a tune in a bucket.”

      But the Song showed no signs of stopping and Allara felt as though she was being assaulted. Tiny pins stabbed her skin and the weight on her stomach grew and grew. There was an acrid taste at the back of her mouth and all the cake she had eaten was suddenly churning in her gut.

      “Please,” she begged, unable to help herself. “Please, husband—I fear I will be ill!”

      “Okay, baby—if you want to go, we can go.” Putting an arm around her waist, Brand helped her up and led her away from the tent. Kat gave them a worried look but he only shook his head and made a sign to her that all was well.

      At least, that was what Allara thought he was doing. She was too ill to pay much attention. As they left the tent, the woman’s voice went high and shrill, drilling like a sharpened stick into her ears.

      Allara stumbled at the awful sensation and nearly fell but suddenly strong arms were swooping her up and she was being cradled to Brand’s broad chest.

      “Hey, you weren’t kidding, were you?” he asked, looking at her anxiously. “That woman’s voice really was making you sick?”

      “She has no Voice—she is one of the Voiceless,” Allara whispered faintly. “Please, husband, take me far from her.”

      “Of course.” He carried her rapidly across the smooth green and purple grass, holding her as easily as though she weighed nothing at all.

      As the woman’s voice grew fainter and fainter, Allara began to recover and come back to herself. She became much more aware of what was going on and the fact that her new Kindred husband was cradling her in his arms like a small child.

      “Er…” She shifted in his arms, feeling embarrassed. A woman should never be so close to a man in public—not even if they were married!

      “What is it, baby?” he asked anxious. “Are you feeling worse?”

      “No, I am better now,” Allara told him. “You may put me down if you like—I know that carrying me must be a burden for you,” she added, hoping to give him a reason to release her.

      But instead of putting her down at once, Brand gave her that sleepy, golden-eyed smile of his.

      “You’re light as a feather, baby. I could carry you all day.”

      “Why do you call me ‘baby?’” Allara demanded, exasperated that he wouldn’t do the decent thing and release her. People were so strange here! “Is it because I am so much smaller than you, you think of me as a child?”

      He would learn to his own detriment that this wasn’t true, of course, she thought to herself. No matter how big he was, her skora could still pierce his heart.

      “Of course I don’t think of you as a child—‘baby’ is just a sweet nickname, that’s all,” Brand protested. “Though I have to admit, I like your small stature,” he added.

      “You do? Why?” Allara demanded suspiciously.

      “Because it makes you the perfect size for cuddling.” He pulled her closer to his broad chest and smiled down at her again.

      Allara didn’t know what “cuddling” was, but she was determined to keep her irritation at the big Kindred, no matter how many “sweet nicknames” he called her. It was easier to think of killing him when she was annoyed with him. Also, the Voiceless woman had completely purged her of the erotic feelings the big Kindred’s Song had caused in her.

      I ought to thank her, Allara thought. She has restored my sense of purpose in my mission. I ought to complete it right now, while I am feeling strong and unafraid!

      But she could hardly stab him right here in the public park lands. Here and there she caught sight of other couples and even families, having “picnics” on the grass. There were too many witnesses—she would never get a chance to take her poison pill and sing her lament if she killed her new husband here.

      What we need to do is go someplace private, Allara thought to herself. Someplace where no one can see my skora pierce his heart.

      Of course, before that could happen, her new husband must first pierce her, she reminded herself. So she couldn’t have killed him now, even if the entire parkland had been deserted.

      But she preferred not to think about that part of her mission. What she needed to do was get this over with. She had wasted too much time already with the whole ridiculous wedding ceremony—now it was time to take action!

      “Husband,” she said to Brand, who was still carrying her close to his chest. “I am much fatigued. Do you have a house you can bring me back to?”

      “I have a suite—it’s a kind of apartment,” he explained. “The living quarters where all the Kindred and their brides live.”

      “Can you take me there?” Allara asked him. “And…will it be private?” she added, glancing up at him from under her lashes.

      Brand gave her a slightly surprised look, but he nodded.

      “Of course, it’s private. You and I will be the only ones living there.”

      “Good. Then will you please take me?” Allara begged.

      “You don’t want to go back to the wedding reception at all?” He raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m sure that drunk human female is finished singing by now.”

      “No, please…I…I would rather be alone with you,” Allara made herself say, though her heart was pounding when she said it.

      “Well, sure—if that’s what you want, baby.” He gave her that sleepy smile again, his golden eyes half-lidded in a way that made her stomach quiver for some reason. “I’ll take you home right now.”

      “Thank you,” Allara whispered and made herself look away from his gaze and lay her head on his shoulder.

      Soon she would be able to complete her mission. Soon Brand would be dead and she would be in the Heavens with her ancestress.

      She just had to get through everything in between in order to get there.
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      Brand loved the feel of her in his arms. She was so warm and soft and curved in all the right places and she was curled against his chest like a sleepy kitten. Plus, now she wanted the two of them to be alone.

      She’s so tiny and delicate, Brand couldn’t help thinking, looking down at the perfect little package he was holding. He hadn’t been lying when he said he liked their height and size difference. It did make some things awkward, but there was just something so sweet and adorable about cuddling her close to his chest. It made him want to protect her—to take care of her.

      He thought with eagerness of the days to come. Of the weeks of the Claiming Period they would fulfill together. He wanted to be able to touch her beautiful body—to stroke her long, silky indigo hair and run his hands over her smooth, creamy, caramel-brown skin. But he wanted to get to know her too, Brand reminded himself. His new bride had some interesting quirks he was as eager to investigate as he was to explore her beautiful body.

      For instance, what was the deal with Allara and music? He had known that music was important to her people and she had reacted very favorably to music that was skillfully played or sung. She had especially seemed to like the song he had sung for her, which was very gratifying.

      Brand thought he had a decent voice—he’d even been in a male singing group on his home world of Rageron. Though he had never been formally trained, he could harmonize well with others and he had enjoyed passing the time singing the hunting and Claiming songs of his people with other males of his tribe.

      But enjoying music and being enraptured by it were two different things. The look on Allara’s face when he was singing to her was something akin to ecstasy. Her eyes had grown wide and her entire body had trembled with emotion. Not only that, he had been able to pick up the distinct scent of female desire coming from her when he got back to the table. Music was really important to her—thank goodness he wasn’t tone deaf like the woman who had driven them out of the tent with her awful singing!

      Thinking of that made him glance at his new bride again, to be certain she was all right. Her face had gone so pale when she begged to leave the tent. He’d been afraid she was going to be sick or faint on the spot.

      So bad music affected her just as much as good music did—that was definitely something to remember.

      Maybe I should sing to her some more when we get into the suite, he thought. Or maybe he could put on something soft and jazzy and show her how the humans “slow danced” together. It might be a little awkward because of their height difference but he thought he could find a way to make it work…

      The thought of holding her close, her entire body pressed chest-to-chest with his, was damn near irresistible to Brand. In fact, he found everything about Allara irresistible.

      Well, you’d better resist, whispered a little voice in his head. Remember your plan to be friends first and to go through the entire Claiming Period. You don’t want to hurt her or scare her by rushing her. This Joining has to last a lifetime—you need to start off right and that means going slow.

      Looking down at the lovely little female in his arms, Brand promised himself that was exactly what he was going to do. He wouldn’t rush a single step in the all-important Claiming Period. And by the end of it, he hoped that Allara would be eager to bond with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, here we are,” Brand rumbled.

      The door slid shut behind them and Allara looked around. They had come into a living area which was quite unlike anything she had at home.

      There was a large piece of furniture which looked like many chairs put together. But instead of being carved of wood, it was padded with an unknown material which made it look puffy and fat. It was big enough for four or five of her people to sit side-by-side, Allara thought. Or else maybe two of the giant Kindred.

      The long, puffy chair sat in front of a fireplace where a low fire crackled softly to itself. Its flames were blue and green instead of red and orange, however, which was strange.

      Also odd was the covering on the floor. Instead of rushes, as her people had in poorer homes, or woven mats like they had in the Great Houses, there was a soft, fibrous covering almost like shelken wool over the entire floor. Allara wondered how it would feel on her feet if she took off her shoes—and if Brand would ever let her down.

      “I think I can walk now,” she said cautiously, wondering if he would refuse to release her again. “If you are tired of carrying me.”

      “I could never get tired of that,” he murmured, giving her that half-lidded smile that made her stomach flutter. “But sure, baby, I can put you down.”

      He set her gently on her feet.

      “This is…an odd dwelling,” Allara remarked, looking around some more. There were shelves with things on them she didn’t understand. Instruments and ornaments she was afraid to touch.

      “Feel free to explore if you want—this is your home now too,” Brand told her. “Or, would you like me to give you a tour?”

      “Maybe later,” Allara remarked, thinking there was no use in putting off the inevitable. “Do you have a room of necessity?” Hopefully he did and she could go in and freshen herself some and get ready for what must happen next.

      “Oh, you mean a fresher? Sure, sweetheart—through here.”

      Allara didn’t comment on this new “nickname” though she did wonder about it. She felt the right side of her chest, where her own heart beat and wondered how a heart could be “sweet?” But it didn’t matter what he called her, she told herself. Soon they would both be dead.

      Keeping this grim thought in mind, she tried to keep a blank face as he showed her to the room of necessity, which had many features. There was an extremely odd mirror which showed one from all different sides, as well as a toilet made of a smooth white metal, rather than wood, which warmed at the touch of a button.

      The smooth, warming metal was especially nice, Allara thought. She couldn’t count the number of splinters she’d pulled from her backside after using the room of necessity back home.

      There was also a wide pool filled with steaming water, which surprised her so much, she almost forgot her murderous intent.

      “You…wash your clothing in here?” she asked, pointing to the pool.

      Brand rumbled laughter—a pleasant, musical sound which made her forbidden places tingle, much to Allara’s chagrin.

      “No, we don’t. That’s a bathing pool—we bathe in it,” he told her.

      “You have a whole pool full of warm water just for baths?” Allara could hardly believe it.

      “Sure.” He shrugged. “Why? How do you take baths on your world?”

      “On regular days we go out to the shower house,” Allara told him. “There is a cistern above it to catch the rainwater. You pull the chain and cold water comes down on your head.” She shivered with the memory. “Only on High Holy Days do we heat a cauldron of water and use warm water to bathe.”

      Brand frowned.

      “Forgive me for saying this, but that sounds like really primitive technology. The Q’ess are a space-faring people—why hasn’t your lifestyle caught up with your advances in science?”

      “Our ways of life are not primitive!” Allara exclaimed, stung by his words. “And we do not usually go into the blackness of space. Only a few drive the ships that fly among the stars. They and the other visitors who come from other planets must stay in the Space Port, so that they do not infect the Q’ess with their infidel Songs.”

      “I see.” He nodded thoughtfully. “So you did have advances in technology, but you preferred to keep them separate from your normal way of life.”

      “It keeps our Songs pure,” Allara said defensively, lifting her chin.

      “I think I’m beginning to see why our peoples disagreed in the first place,” Brand murmured. “The Kindred are always looking to innovate and try new things. It sounds to me like the Q’ess like to keep things exactly the way they are.”

      “Our people disagreed because you stole away my ancestress!” Allara flared at him. “She was taken away with the understanding that she would be given back after one standard month—but she never came home again! Her Song was forever lost to my people.”

      She was suddenly furious at him—at all the Kindred! If they hadn’t stolen her ancestress so long ago, her own life would not be forfeit now. She never would have had to leave her planet and her people to come here and commit a murder in order to satisfy the Blood Feud. She could have had a normal life with a Q’ess husband and maybe even children. But now she must kill and die and all to make up for the evil the Kindred had done three and thirty generations ago—it wasn’t fair.

      “Whoa—I’m really sorry.” Brand raised his hands in a gesture of peace. “But that happened a long, long time ago—three and thirty generations, like you said.”

      “My people do not forget when a Song is stolen,” Allara said stiffly. “My ancestress was said to have a Song like no other. It is one reason our family is one of the Seven Great Houses.”

      “I would like to hear your song sometime, Allara,” he murmured, surprising her. “Would you ever sing for me, do you think?”

      “I…do not know.” She was caught completely off guard by the thought of singing for him and some of her anger simply evaporated.

      “Women do sing, don’t they, on your planet?” he asked. “Otherwise, why would they be upset about a stolen Song?”

      “Well, yes, women sing.” She nodded. “But not to their husbands. Well, except for the song of submission, which they sing after they are bought at the bride auction. But they sing it only in the Song House.”

      “Bride auction?” Brand frowned. “What’s that?”

      “It is the way women find husbands among the Q’ess,” Allara said tightly. “They are auctioned off when they come of age. When a husband buys a wife, he takes her to the Song House where he sings his song of ownership and domination and she sings her song of submission. Then they are married.”

      “That’s your wedding ceremony?” He looked upset for some reason. “You just buy a wife and sing about how you own her?”

      “I thought you were going to sing me your song of ownership during the, er, reception,” Allara said, having to think a moment to find the right name. “I was very surprised when your song was not about owning me at all.”

      “Because I don’t own you, Allara,” he rumbled, frowning. “Or rather, we own each other now. Which is completely different from me claiming you as a piece of property.”

      Allara wasn’t sure what to say to this. How could they be married if he did not own her?

      “I would still like to hear your Song someday, if you’d like to sing it to me,” Brand said softly. “We don’t need a Song House for me to listen to you sing, baby. I bet you have a beautiful singing voice—a beautiful Song.”

      Allara bit her lip at his words complimenting her Song. Women did sing at the Song House and some of their songs were elevated above all others, when they were good enough. Allara had never had such an honor herself, though several of her Song Leaders had recommended her. Her aunt had not wished her to get above herself and forget her mission.

      My mission, she told herself sternly. I must not forget my mission!

      “Husband,” she said, trying to calm herself. “May I please be alone in the room of necessity for a short time?”

      “Oh, sorry—of course.” He nodded quickly. “If you need any help, just call me. I’ll be in the living area setting something up.”

      “Thank you.” She nodded as he left, shutting the door behind him.

      As soon as he was gone, Allara went to the strange mirror he had called a 3-D viewer and checked her appearance. The mirror showed her to herself from all angles so she was able to ascertain that her dress still looked good and her hair was still a rippling indigo waterfall down her back.

      She fingered the elaborately jeweled scabbard of the skora around her neck. Should she take it out of its sheath and test it to make sure the folded blade opened smoothly?

      There was a jewel—a blood stone about as big as her fingernail—which had been sharpened to a point at the top of the scabbard. The only way to get the blade to emerge was to prick herself on its point and let the thirsty stone drink of her blood.

      Allara ran the pad of her thumb thoughtfully over the blood jewel, feeling its sharpened point. If she exerted just a little pressure, it would pierce her flesh and drink her blood to release the blade.

      But no—what if the big Kindred asked why she was bleeding? There would be time enough to draw the skora from its sheath and stab it into his heart after he’d had his way with her and filled her with his seed—a thought which still made her shudder.

      It is a frightening thing I am about to do, but necessary. I must not show that I am afraid, she thought.

      Taking her hand from the jeweled scabbard, she looked closely at herself in the 3-D viewer again. Despite her earlier anger and her thoughts of what was to come, her face was reasonably calm.

      She thought of the way she had spoken to the big Kindred—accusing him in a way no wife should accuse her husband. It was shocking, really, the way she had acted. If he had been Q’ess, he would have struck her across the face for her belligerence, leaving a mark for all to see and know that she had misbehaved.

      But I would not have behaved so with a Q’ess husband—I am sure I would not, she thought. It was the way he spoke to me that made me react. The things he said that made me angry.

      Why had she allowed the Kindred’s words to get her so worked up, Allara wondered? Why did the evil one stir her emotions so?

      And why are you wasting time looking at yourself in this strange mirror instead of fulfilling your mission? her aunt’s voice whispered in her head.

      Allara squeezed her hands together guiltily. She wished that she could take off her wedding dress and go to him now. Her aunt had assured her that once she was naked, her husband would not be able to stop himself from taking her at once. It made her blush to think of trying such blatant seduction but how else was she to get on with this process?

      Unfortunately, by Q’ess tradition, only her husband could take the wedding gown off of her. So until he decided to do that and then take her, as a man takes a woman, she could not get on with her mission.

      I must entice him to take off my dress somehow, she thought.

      But how? Her aunt had declined to go over any kind of plan for such seduction. She had assured Allara that the evil giant would rip off her gown and take her at once—possibly even the first moment he met her. But since they had gone through an entire wedding ceremony and were now inside his domicile where it was private and he had yet to start ripping, Allara didn’t know what to do.

      She supposed the best course of action was just go back out to the living area and spend time with him, hoping he would eventually start tearing off her dress before he threw her to the floor and penetrated her.

      The thought made her shudder with dread. Why oh why must she endure the shame of penetration before she could kill him? Why had her aunt never told her before of this crucial extra step? The excuse that it would not be proper to tell her until her wedding night rang hollow to Allara.

      I think she didn’t tell me because she knew I might have refused to commit myself to the mission if she did, she thought to herself.

      But it was too late now—she had taken the Unbreakable Oath at the age of twelve cycles, taken it before her father and her aunt and all of the Song Leaders at the Song House of the Seven Great Houses. If she broke it now, her entire family would be cast down into shame and all of the Q’ess people would be shamed with them.

      “I must do this,” Allara said to her image in the 3-D viewer. “I must fulfill my mission—no matter how hard it is. I must honor my oath!”

      Hearing the words out loud—however softly—seemed to strengthen her resolve. Lifting her chin, she marched out of the fresher…only to hear the soft, seductive sound of music flowing from the living area.
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      “I hope you don’t mind,” Brand said when she came back to see him standing beside the long, puffy chair and swaying slightly to the music. “I wanted to show you what I was talking about earlier—about slow dancing?”

      The lights had been dimmed so that the room was lit only by the flickering flames of the fire. The music filling the room from some unknown source was slow and seductive. It stroked across Allara’s skin like the softest of feathers, lightly teasing—just enough to make her body light up with interest.

      “Slow dancing?” she asked, playing for time. “Is that where the men and women sway to the music?”

      “Yes—they sway together. Come here.”

      He beckoned to her, so Allara went at once because a woman did not ignore her husband when he called for her.

      She was surprised to see that he had a metal footstool in front of him. It wasn’t very tall but once she had stepped up onto it, Brand did something to it that made it grow.

      “Oh!” she gasped, as it raised her into the air. Reaching out, she found herself grasping her new husband’s broad shoulders for balance.

      Brand smiled at her.

      “Sorry if that surprised you. I bought it especially for you—so you can reach things on high shelves.”

      “Oh, uh, thank you,” She said, not know what else to say.

      He was now only about an inch taller than her and Allara found it disconcerting to be face-to-face with the big Kindred. His eyes seemed to glow in the firelight, the blue and green flames flickering in their golden depths.

      She wondered if she should let go of his shoulders now that she was in no danger of falling, but he put his arms around her waist and pulled her close to him.

      “Put your head on my shoulder,” he instructed, so Allara did, because a woman did not disobey direct orders from her husband either.

      She found that this new position put her face close to his neck where his warm, enticing scent was even stronger. His big, hard body pressed against her much smaller one and his arms around her waist felt like warm, flexible steel—strong and yet yielding at the same time.

      Slowly, the big Kindred began to sway to the soft music and Allara copied his motions, swaying with him as the soft tones caressed her skin.

      “This…this is slow dancing?” she asked, rather breathlessly.

      “Mmm-hmm. You like it?” His voice was soft and low.

      “It certainly is slow. And it is very…intimate,” she replied, not sure what else to say.

      “That’s the idea, baby. It’s a good way for us to get to know each other,” Brand murmured. His warm breath tickled the sensitive side of her throat, making her shiver.

      “What music is this?” Allara asked, trying desperately not to let his bewitching scent and the feeling of his big, hard body against hers entice her.

      “A human kind of music called jazz,” he told her. “It’s best for this kind of dancing.”

      “Yes, but…where are the musicians?” Allara asked, frowning. “I do not see them anywhere.”

      “That’s because they’re not here,” he answered with a soft laugh. “They played the music a long time ago and it was recorded so that anyone who wanted could download it and play it.”

      The idea of a Song being kept imprisoned somehow until people wanted to use it was disturbing to Allara. She was about to open her mouth and say so, when Brand started humming along with the music, low and tunefully in her ear.

      At once the moun horn sound of his Song began to work on her. His low humming was like a warm hand stroking her skin, touching her everywhere—even under the tight silver wedding dress.

      She tried to fight it—tried to fight the effect his Song had on her—but almost at once the battle was lost. With a soft moan, she melted against him, pressing her breasts to his broad chest with abandon.

      When he had sung to her at the wedding reception, he had been across the room where she couldn’t touch him or smell his warm, enticing scent. Now she was close—actually in his arms—and the sound of his Song combined with his scent and the closeness of his big body was too much to fight against.

      Brand seemed to feel her reaction because he met it with his own. He pressed closer to her and his big, warm hands began to caress her back, stroking up and down in a sensual pattern that left Allara breathless.

      She had never been touched like this before—either physically or with Song. To have both at the same time was almost overwhelming. She could feel the tips of her breasts and the spot between her legs tingling again, though she knew it was wrong to react this way to an evil one.

      What’s wrong with me? she thought, feeling dizzy with desire. I’m going to lose control if I’m not careful!

      Lose control and do what, though? Beg him to tear off her dress and penetrate her?

      The thought was still frightening, but less than it had been before. Maybe because she was drugged by her new husband’s scent and his Song.

      What’s going to happen to me? she wondered hazily. How can I make myself stab him when all I want to do is press myself against him and let him caress my body with his hands and Song?

      Her breath was coming in short pants again and her body was aching for something, though she didn’t know what it needed.

      Just at that moment, Brand stopped humming and spoke to her instead.

      “You know, sweetheart, this wedding dress is beautiful, but would you like to get out of it and into something more comfortable?” he murmured.

      Finally! Some of the sensual lethargy left her and she was able to regain some sense of purpose. She must remember her mission!

      “Certainly, I would like to get out of it, husband,” she murmured, lifting her head from his shoulder to look into his golden eyes. “But only you can take it off me.”

      “Mmmm…” His eyes were half-lidded in a sleepy, lustful smile. “I like the sound of that,” he growled softly. “Would you like me to take it off you now?”

      Allara nodded breathlessly.

      “Oh, yes, husband,” she told him. “Please—take it off me.”

      “That would be my pleasure, baby.”

      Without warning, he swung her up into his arms, making Allara gasp.

      “Oh! Where are you taking me?”

      “To the bedroom, sweetheart,” he growled. “That’s the best place for this kind of thing.”
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      The big Kindred carried her down a short hallway into a back room with an enormous bed in it. It looked big enough to fit ten people to Allara.

      Or just two, if one of them is as big as Brand, whispered a voice in her head.

      Brand put her down on the bed and began to examine the silver wedding dress.

      “What…what are you doing?” Allara asked breathlessly, as he ran his fingertips down her spine and then looked under both her arms.

      “Looking for buttons or a zipper or magno tabs,” Brand muttered. “How in the world do I get you out of this thing?”

      “You tear it off.” Allara was surprised he didn’t know this. “It is a sign of your ownership and domination over me,” she added, hoping to explain it to him.

      But for some reason, this made Brand frown.

      “It’s a beautiful dress,” he objected. “I don’t want to rip it off you like some kind of animal!”

      “But you must,” Allara protested. “There is no other way to get it off.”

      “I don’t even know where to start…” he shook his head. “This seems like a demeaning position to put you in, sweetheart.”

      “Do it, husband—please!” She was desperately afraid that if he didn’t act soon, she would lose her nerve. And then she would never complete her mission. “Please!” she begged again.

      “Well, if that’s the way you want it…” Shrugging, he gripped the top part of the dress, the V neckline just under the skora hanging around her neck, and pulled hard.

      His muscles bulged and the fabric came apart with a violent motion and a loud ripping sound that startled Allara with its frightening suddenness. Her bare breasts spilled out of the silver material and her sex, with its small patch of soft indigo curls was exposed as well.

      Allara’s first impulse was to cover herself, but she knew she could not. Rather than trying to hide herself from her giant husband, she must entice him to take her. Quickly, before she could lose her nerve, she stripped off the rest of the dress and knelt, naked on the bed, before him.

      “I…I am yours, husband,” she said, her voice shaking only a little. “Do with me what you will.”

      “Gods…” The big Kindred’s voice was low and hoarse as his golden eyes roamed over her exposed body.

      Allara’s eyes were roving over his body as well. They stopped on the long, hard bulge she saw in his tight black trousers. Was that his shaft—the thing her aunt claimed all men had, that they shoved inside of women once they had married them?

      It’s huge! she thought, staring at the bulge. How will he ever fit it all into me?

      “You must expect to bleed,” her aunt’s voice whispered in her head. “It will be quite painful but you must endure it.”

      The thought was so frightening that Allara almost lost her nerve.

      Quickly—I must do this quickly or I will not be able to do it at all!

      She must get him to ram himself inside her before her will to complete the mission dissolved completely—but in what position did such things happen? Suddenly, she remembered her aunt mentioning the canis at play. Allara had seen them several times, the male behind the bitch, as though trying to climb onto her back. Maybe that was how these things went.

      Taking a deep, shivering breath, she turned and got to her hands and knees. Spreading her legs wide, she presented herself and waited for her new husband to jam the huge shaft she had seen pulsing between his thighs into her tight, untried sex.

      I must bear it, she told herself grimly. No matter how much it hurts, I must bear it!

      While she and Brand were “slow-dancing” the prospect had not seemed quite so scary—possibly because his Song and his scent were both working on her at once. But now he was no longer humming to her and she could no longer smell his scent, as she was facing away from him. Her body—which had felt warm and pliant, almost languid with need before—was now cold and stiff. She shivered, tense and unhappy, as she waited for the inevitable.

      “Allara? Baby?” Brand’s deep voice sounded uncertain, as though he was questioning her actions. “What are you doing?”

      “I…I am preparing to receive you, my husband.” Allara turned her head to look up at him and saw the quizzical expression on his face. Would he never get on with it? “I am open for you,” she made herself say. “You may take me now as…as a man takes a woman.”

      “Allara,” he began, putting one big hand on her back.

      “No!” Allara couldn’t help herself—when he touched her bare skin, she jumped away, scooting across the bed as fast as she could. It was as though her body acted without her brain—instinctively rushing to get away from a threat.

      She huddled in the top right corner of the vast bed, the wooden headboard cold against her bare back. Knees pulled up to her chin, she fought with herself.

      Stop it, Allara—what’s wrong with you? Stupid girl! Go back to him and offer yourself again at once! The voice in her head once more sounded like her aunt’s.

      Allara answered it desperately.

      I can’t—I don’t want to! I don’t want him in me—he’s too big! I don’t want to bleed! she thought wildly. Why can I not just kill him? Why must I let him hurt me first? Why—

      “Allara? Sweetheart?” Brand’s deep voice cut through her chaotic thoughts and she looked up to see that he was just standing there, hands outspread as though he didn’t know what to do.

      “For-forgive me, husband,” she stuttered, barely able to get the words out because she was trembling so. “I…I know I must give myself to you. And I will—I swear it.”

      She forced herself to go to him then, though it was the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. Crawling on her hands and knees, she came back to the big Kindred and forced herself into the canis’ position again.

      “Take me,” she whispered hoarsely. “Only please, husband—make it quick.”

      “Allara, no.” The bed dipped and she looked over to see that he was sitting beside her, an unhappy look on his handsome face.

      “N-no?” She shook her head, not understanding.

      “No, I won’t take you this way. I won’t hurt you.”

      “But you must!” Allara exclaimed. There was a sob in her throat that was trying to get out but she swallowed it down. “If you do not, I cannot…then we are not properly married,” she finally choked out.

      The big Kindred got up and she was certain that now he would finally do it—now he would take her as her aunt had told her he would. As all husbands took their wives on the first night of their marriage and any time they wanted after that. It was her duty to hold still and permit it.

      Allara’s heart started careening against her breastbone. Trembling all over, she curled her hands into fists and forced herself to keep her legs spread, waiting for his attack.

      I must do this. I must do this. I must do this!

      The thought ran through her head in a loop, over and over and over again.

      I must—

      Something soft dropped over her back.

      Allara gasped and opened her eyes, which had been squeezed tightly shut. A soft blue blanket, several shades lighter than her hair, was covering her—hiding her nakedness and shame. Looking up, she saw Brand standing there, a look of infinite tenderness and compassion in his golden eyes.

      “Allara,” he said softly but firmly. “Wrap up in that. We’re not going to do this tonight.”

      “But…but we have to!” she exclaimed.

      And burst into tears.
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      Brand’s heart was breaking. The sight of his new bride, curled in a ball and sobbing, was ripping at his soul. He wanted to touch her—wanted desperately to hold her—but he didn’t want to frighten her anymore than she was already frightened.

      Slowly, he sat beside her on the bed and put a hand on her back. She flinched at his touch but at least this time she didn’t run away. Her shoulders were shaking as he rubbed her back in long, soothing strokes.

      “It’s all right, sweetheart,” he murmured softly. “It’s all right—everything is going to be all right.”

      “No, it’s not!” She turned her face to him and he saw that her lovely features were pinched into an expression of internal turmoil and agony. “I must do this,” she whispered, seemingly to herself. “I must do this! Oh Gods help me—I must!”

      “No, you don’t! Really, you don’t,” Brand told her earnestly.

      Unable to stop himself any longer, he gathered her into his arms. She stiffened for a moment, then melted against him, sobbing as though her heart would break.

      Brand held her close and rubbed her back, soothing her as though she was an upset child. He thought he had some idea of what had brought this on. Clearly her people had some kind of custom or ritual about having sex on the Joining night. But just as clearly, Allara was frightened to death by the prospect.

      So she feels obligated to offer herself to me, but at the same time she’s so scared she can hardly breathe, he thought. In fact, her breath was coming in hitching gasps and he was afraid she might hyperventilate.

      “Easy, Allara,” he murmured anxiously, cuddling her in his lap. “Easy, sweetheart—breathe—just breathe.”

      “For-forgive me,” she gasped, swiping at her eyes and looking up at him. “I am so sorry. I will…will give myself—”

      “No,” he cut her off sternly. “No, I told you, we are not making love tonight.”

      “Make…love?” She looked at him uncertainly.

      “I will not be…taking you tonight,” he amended, since that seemed to be all she understood. “Not tonight and not for a long time to come, all right?”

      “But if you do not—”

      “Don’t worry about us not being ‘properly married’,” Brand told her firmly. “A good Joining—a good marriage—is about mutual love, respect, and trust. How could you ever trust me again if I did something to you that you feared so much on our very first night together?”

      “But…but I was told that a man always takes his wife on their first night together.” Her eyes were wide and wet and filled with fear and anxiety. “Always,” she repeated.

      “So you’ve never made love, er…been taken before?” he asked her.

      Quickly, she shook her head.

      “I am a virgin, husband. No man has laid a hand on my flesh before—this I swear on my Song and my honor as a daughter of one of the Seven Great Houses.”

      Well, that was good, anyway, Brand thought. At least her fear didn’t stem from some kind of abuse or rape, which was what he had feared. Maybe it was just misinformation and dread of a potentially traumatic experience that was making her so upset.

      “What do you know about…about being taken?” he asked, wanting to test his theory.

      She dropped her eyes, her creamy caramel-brown skin growing rosy with a blush.

      “I…I was told how it would be. How my husband would rip off my dress and…and force his shaft inside me.” Her eyes flickered up to his and back down for a moment. “My aunt said I must…must expect to bleed, because you are so much bigger than me.”

      “Goddess,” Brand whispered hoarsely. He was horrified at the awful things she’d been told and the terrible fear in her eyes. Her aunt must have given her the idea that he would rape her that night and the poor little female had been trying to work up the nerve to just let him do it! What kind of sick people were the Q’ess to treat their females with such callus cruelty?

      “But now you will not do it—you will not take me,” she went on, while he was still trying to think what to say. “Even though you are supposed to.”

      “No, I won’t,” he said firmly, frowning. “Especially not right now, when you’re scared to death and your head is filled with misinformation.”

      “I don’t understand.” She shook her head, her long hair rustling against the blanket he had wrapped her in.

      Brand sighed and leaned back against the headboard, getting more comfortable with her in his lap.

      “All right, baby. Let me see if I can explain…”
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      Allara looked up at him uncertainly, wondering what he would say—what he would do.

      Why had he not acted as he was supposed to, she wondered? Why had he not taken her? Her aunt had been so certain that he would. She had told Allara that the moment he ripped off her dress and saw her naked, he would not be able to restrain his carnal lust.

      But he didn’t do it! He refused—why? Was it just because I was upset? Because I was a coward?

      She hated herself for her cowardice. Even now, she ought to be enduring his penetration. Instead, she was curled up in his lap like a child. And though she knew she must complete her mission, she could not avoid the deep feeling of relief that the inevitable had been put off—at least for a while.

      But for how long? Allara didn’t know. She looked at her new husband and waited for him to speak.

      He took a deep breath and ran a hand through his thick, black hair, as though gathering his thoughts. Then he looked down at her.

      “First of all, I want to make one thing clear—I will never, ever take you against your will, Allara,” he rumbled. “My people have a name for that—for forcing a female against her will—we call it ‘rape’ and it’s the worst crime a male can commit aside from murder.”

      She shook her head.

      “I do not understand.”

      “I know, baby.” He stroked her back. “But I’m going to try to explain. You see, my people—the Kindred—have a system in place for the kind of situation you and I are in now.”

      “The situation of being married?” she asked.

      “The situation of being married without knowing each other first,” he corrected her gently. “Our system is called the ‘Claiming Period’ and it allows a male and female to get to know and love each other before they actually make love.”

      “I still do not understand ‘make love’,” Allara told him.

      “That’s our term for taking a woman. Only when you make love, the male and female ‘take’ each other, in a way. But that’s what happens at the end of the Claiming Period and you and I are right at the beginning.”

      “How long is this ‘Claiming Period’?” Allara asked suspiciously. How long would she have to wait until he would take her, so she could finally complete her mission?

      “It can take up to a standard month. And in this case, since we just met each other, I think the whole month is necessary—four standard weeks or thirty standard days,” he added, for clarification.

      Thirty days? Thirty days until she could complete her mission? Allara could hardly believe it. She must change his mind about this—she could not wait so long to do what must be done. She might lose her nerve if the deed was put off for such a length of time.

      “Thirty days?” she exclaimed. “But…but you own me, husband! Why do you not just take me now? I…” She lifted her chin, trying not to let her voice quiver. “I promise I will not run from you this time. I will be still and try to stay open for you.”

      “Allara, listen to yourself,” he said, frowning. “You’re asking me to hold you down and take you while you’re frightened and crying!” He shook his head. “I can’t do that to you, baby—I won’t do that. I’d rather cut off my own hand than hurt you that way!”

      His vehemence took Allara aback. Why did he feel so strongly about not hurting her? About doing something, which, according to her aunt, every man did to his wife as often as he liked?

      “But…it is the way things are done—my aunt told me so,” she protested. “She said that every woman must endure it—that it is simply a man taking his husbandly rights.”

      “Baby,” he murmured, looking into her eyes. “If you do it right, nobody has to endure anything. I hope by the time I finally make love to you, you’ll be as eager for it as I am.”

      Allara didn’t see how she could be eager to be savaged by his thick shaft, but she said nothing of that. Instead, she tried once more to do her duty so that she could complete her mission.

      “But husband,” she protested. “I cannot wait thirty days to be a proper wife.”

      “My main concern is that you’re not a frightened wife,” the big Kindred said firmly. “And why should it matter how long it takes to consummate our Joining, anyway?”

      “My aunt told me you would want to take me at once,” Allara told him. “She said the moment you saw me…” She could feel her cheeks getting hot but she pressed on anyway. “The moment you saw me without my dress, you would throw me to the floor and take me.”

      A horrified look crossed his face.

      “Gods, no wonder you were so frightened, sweetheart! I’d like to think I have a little more self-control than that! Look, let me explain a little more to you about the Claiming Period, and maybe you’ll understand the Kindred way of doing things.”

      “You say that this ‘Claiming Period’ lasts for four standard weeks,” Allara said, trying to understand. “At the end of that time, you will take me?”

      “Not unless you want me to,” he said firmly.

      Allara shook her head, mystified.

      “But what is the purpose of waiting so long?”

      “It’s to give us time to get to know each other,” Brand told her. “And it’s not like we wait four weeks and all of a sudden we make love. Every week, we’ll get a little bit closer—a little bit more intimate.”

      “Intimate…how?” Allara asked, her heart starting to pound in her chest. Now that she had been in his arms for a while, his scent was working on her again. She still feared him, but the warm, spicy fragrance of his skin was comforting and calming. Her tears had dried up, though she was still angry with herself for being too much of a coward to follow through with her duty.

      “Well, the first week—the week we’re in now—is called the Holding Week,” Brand explained. “During this week, a Kindred warrior can hold his bride and caress her body—but only over her clothing.”

      “He…he can?” Allara thought of his big, warm hands rubbing her back and wondered how it would be if they wandered to other places? Forbidden places…

      No, you must not think that way! He is the enemy!

      But still, the thought lingered.

      “Speaking of clothing…” Brand looked at her with a frown. “Did you bring any more clothes with you, sweetheart? Did you maybe leave your bags in the Docking Bay?”

      Allara shook her head. What would be the point in bringing clothing with her when she was only going to kill her new husband and then kill herself almost as soon as she arrived?

      Only now it looks as if I will be staying longer, she thought. Her eyes flicked to the tight silver wedding gown, shredded beyond any hope of repair. What would she wear now?

      “Can’t believe your people didn’t send you any clothes!” Brand looked as though he might be upset with her aunt or her father for their oversight. “But never mind, baby,” he said to Allara. “You can wear one of my undershirts to bed tonight and I’ll ask Kat to synthesize you some new things tomorrow.”

      “All right.” Allara nodded—what else could she do? “But will it not be too large?” she asked.

      He laughed, that musical rumble that made her forbidden areas tingle even though she didn’t want them to.

      “Of course, baby. But it’ll do for one night.”

      “Thank you.”

      Allara was glad she wouldn’t have to spend the time between now and tomorrow wrapped in a blanket. Though the blanket was much better than being so exposed. No male had ever seen her without her clothing before and it had been intensely embarrassing to let the big Kindred see her unclothed.

      “Tell me more about the Claiming Period,” she said, thinking that she needed to learn more about this time-limit her new husband had imposed before taking her. What else would happen to her before she could fulfill her mission?

      “Well, the second week is called the Bathing Week,” Brand rumbled softly. “Remember the bathing pool you saw in the fresher? Uh, the room of necessity?”

      “Yes.” Allara nodded guardedly. “Do we both take baths during that week?” It would be a change for her, since she only took warm baths during the High Holy Days back home, but she didn’t mind giving up cold showers.

      “We take baths together,” Brand told her.

      “What? But…but a man and woman bathing together would be almost as bad as if they mingled their Songs!” Allara protested.

      He frowned.

      “So you were all right with the idea of me ‘taking’ you roughly on our very first night but you object to the idea of us taking a warm, relaxing bath together?”

      When he put it that way, her objection sounded rather foolish, Allara had to acknowledge. But the idea of both of them being naked together still seemed shocking and wrong. She didn’t think it ever happened among her people. Even when a man was taking his wife, she might be bare but he was not. He simply pulled down his trousers to do the deed—at least to hear her aunt tell it. And now the big Kindred was suggesting that the two of them would be completely unclothed in the warm, steamy tub together…

      I wonder if he will sing his Song to me while we are naked, whispered a naughty thought in her head. Allara could just imagine his soft, low humming running over her naked skin like warm, knowing hands…

      Stop it—what’s wrong with you? He is the enemy!

      Not only that, but she had been frightened to death of him just a few minutes ago! But of course, that was when she’d thought he was going to take her roughly. And before his scent had started working on her again.

      I must be careful of his scent—it is as seductive as his Song, she told herself. Aloud, she said,

      “I suppose I understand your point. If we take baths together during the Bathing Week, what do we do during the third week? What is it called?”

      His golden eyes seemed to glow in the dim bedroom.

      “The third week is the Tasting Week.”

      Allara shook her head.

      “I do not understand. What will I be tasting?”

      “You won’t be tasting anything, baby—I will,” he told her. “During the Tasting Week, the Kindred warrior is allowed to taste his bride.”

      Allara looked at him in horror.

      “You want to eat me? You are a cannibal?” She had heard terrible things about the giant evil ones all her life but the idea that they ate their brides was a new and horrible idea. Maybe that was why he wanted her to take a bath first—so she would be all clean for the cooking pot.

      But Brand was shaking his head.

      “No, no, no!” he said, chuckling. “No, baby—you have a completely wrong idea. When I say taste, I don’t mean ‘bite’ or ‘eat’—I mean lick.”

      Allara frowned.

      “During our third week together you will lick me?”

      This didn’t seem as horrible as the idea of him actually eating her, but it was still very strange.

      “Yes,” he growled softly. “I will.”

      “You will lick my fingers, perhaps?” Allara asked, remembering how he had kissed her hands during their wedding ceremony and licked the white stuff from the cake off her fingertips.

      He rumbled laughter again but this time there was a sensual note in his voice.

      “No, baby,” he growled softly. “During the Tasting Week, I’ll lick your sweet little pussy.”

      “My…pussy?” Allara shook her head.

      “Your sex. Between your legs,” he clarified.

      Suddenly, what he was saying became clear to her. Allara’s heart started pounding.

      “You want to lick my forbidden places? But why?” she exclaimed, pressing her thighs together tightly.

      Brand’s golden eyes had taken on that sleepy, half-lidded look of desire.

      “To bring both of us pleasure, baby,” he told her. “Don’t you have a spot there, between your pussy lips, that feels really good when you touch it?”

      Allara remembered the place she had found that day after listening to the moun horn trio at the Song House—the place that felt so good she couldn’t stop touching it until her aunt caught her at it and started beating her with the broom.

      “Well…yes,” she admitted in a low voice, almost ashamed to say it.

      “Well, then,” Brand murmured, holding her eyes with his own. “Just imagine how good it would feel for me to get between your legs and lick that little spot with my warm, wet tongue, baby. Imagine how much pleasure I could bring you if you spread your legs for me and let me give your soft little pussy a tongue bath.”

      His soft, deep voice and the way he was looking at her made Allara feel flushed all over. How could he do this to her? How could he make her body react even when he wasn’t using his Song?

      “I…I guess that would feel nice,” she whispered, feeling guilty. “But why would you want to debase your Song by putting your mouth on my body? No man of the Q’ess would do such a thing.”

      “Then they don’t know what they’re missing,” Brand growled. “Kindred love to taste their females—we need to do it in order to form a deeper connection with our brides.”

      “But—” Allara began.

      “Don’t worry about it now,” Brand told her. “That’s not until the third week—remember? We have two whole weeks to get through before you even have to think about it.”

      “All…all right.” She nodded uncertainly. “But what happens in the fourth week?”

      “The fourth and final week of the Claiming Period is the Bonding Week,” Brand told her.

      “And that is the week you will…” Allara swallowed hard. “Will penetrate me and fill me with your seed?”

      Slowly, he nodded.

      “But not until you feel ready.”

      Allara wanted to tell him she was ready now. She wanted to get this over with so that she could plunge her skora into his heart while she still had the will to do so.

      “We could…try again tonight, maybe?” she asked, though her throat went dry as she said the words.

      But Brand shook his head firmly.

      “No, sweetheart—not tonight. Not until we get to know each other and you get used to me touching you and learn to trust me.”

      Allara remembered that he had said that during the first week—the Holding Week—he was allowed to touch her, but only over her clothing. Was that what he was talking about?

      “You just want to touch me tonight, then?” she asked.

      “I want to hold you tonight,” Brand emphasized. “But first we need to get you something to sleep in.”

      He picked her off his lap and placed her gently on the bed before getting up and going to rummage in a large storage area in the closet. After a moment, he came back with a red shirt made of soft, silky material.

      “Hold up your arms,” he told Allara. “Let’s put this on you.”

      Obediantly, she lifted her arms, though the blanket around her fell down and bared her breasts. But Brand didn’t stop to admire her nakedness. He quickly dropped the shirt over her head and helped her get her arms through the sleeves.

      “Okay now—stand up and let’s see how it works,” he told her.

      Allara climbed off the bed and smoothed down the shirt. It fell to her knees and the red color looked good with her skin tones. Though it was too large, the silky material clung to her curves, outlining her breasts—especially their sensitive tips—as well as her full hips.

      Feeling self-conscious, she looked up at Brand, who was still sitting on the bed.

      “Is this all right, husband?”

      “More than all right, baby,” he rumbled, his eyes flicking over her. “You’re beautiful—you know that?”

      Allara felt her cheeks getting hot with a pleased blush. Though she knew she should not enjoy it when the enemy complimented her, she couldn’t help liking the way his golden eyes caressed her curves—especially since she was no longer worried about him taking her.

      You ought to be worried, her aunt’s voice whispered in her head. You ought to ask yourself how you’re going to complete this mission if he has decided to wait an entire month before he takes you!

      But it seemed there was nothing more she could do about it tonight. After all, she could not force him to take her. And after the long, strange day capped off by so much anxiety and crying, Allara suddenly felt almost unbearably weary.

      Covering her mouth, she tried to yawn as unobtrusively as she could.

      Brand was sensitive to her situation at once.

      “Poor little female,” he murmured. “You must be all worn out.”

      “I am…quite tired,” Allara admitted.

      “Let me get changed for bed and we’ll get some sleep,” he told her.

      “And you will…” She bit her lip. “Hold me?”

      He gave her his sleepy, golden-eyed smile again.

      “Hell yes, sweetheart. I’ll hold you all night if you’ll let me.”

      Allara didn’t see how she could stop him—he was, after all, her husband. A woman did not disagree with her husband’s wishes, even if she was planning to kill him as soon as she could. Despite her mission, they were still legally married and she must do as he said.

      Not that she actually minded, she admitted to herself. When the big Kindred had been holding her in his lap earlier, it had been a very comforting, warm sensation. She wasn’t at all reluctant to have it repeated.

      You should be reluctant, scolded the voice of her aunt. The closer you are to him, the more his scent works on you! And if he should start to use his Song on you again…

      The thought made her shiver and she pushed it away as best she could.

      In the meantime, Brand had gone to change his own clothing. He had taken off the red uniform shirt and black trousers and boots and came back wearing just a long pair of silky black sleep trousers.

      Allara looked up at her new husband, her heart pounding in her chest. How could someone look so much bigger unclothed? Well, halfway unclothed, she amended to herself.

      His bare chest was broad and muscular and his biceps bulged when he flexed his arms in a stretch. He had a small patch of black curls in the center of his chest which led in a trail down into the waistband of his sleep trousers. And below that, in the crotch of the trousers, she could see the long, thick ridge of his shaft. A shaft he wasn’t going to be using on her tonight, she realized, with an overwhelming feeling of relief.

      Brand yawned.

      “Ready for bed?” he asked Allara when he saw her looking at him.

      “Yes, I…suppose so.” She was surprised he had asked her instead of simply ordering her into the bed with him. But she was beginning to realize this was the Kindred way—or at least it was Brand’s way. He didn’t order or demand much—he asked politely and was willing to answer any questions she might ask as well.

      He’s much nicer than Aunt said he would be, she admitted to herself. But that didn’t change the fact that he was a Kindred and the ancient enemy of her people.

      But that was hard to remember. Especially when she climbed into bed with him and the big Kindred called, “Lights out.”

      The room went suddenly pitch-black, making Allara gasp and jump.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” She felt him reaching for her and shewent willingly into his arms. She had never liked total darkness.

      “Are you all right, baby?” He wrapped his arms around her and brought her close to his chest.

      “The darkness…” Allara cleared her throat.

      “Does it frighten you?” he asked softly and there was no jeering in his tone.

      “It shouldn’t,” she said quickly. “I am a grown woman.”

      “Yes, but does it?” he asked again.

      “It…reminds me of when I was a child,” Allara admitted reluctantly. “When Aunt would put me in a dark closet for bad thoughts or deeds. She told me there were…monsters in the closet that would find me if I didn’t mend my ways.”

      Actually, she had told Allara there were Kindred in the closet. She couldn’t help thinking how strange it was that one of the “monsters” of her childhood was now comforting her in the darkness so many years later.

      He made a deep, rumbling noise of disapproval.

      “That’s cruel. You must have been so frightened.”

      “I was,” Allara admitted, pressing closer to him. His bare chest was warm and firm—the perfect pillow.

      “Don’t worry about the dark. Just cuddle up with me, baby—I’ll keep you safe,” he murmured.

      It was the second time he had mentioned that word.

      “Husband,” she asked. “What is ‘cuddling’?”

      “This is—what we’re doing now. Holding each other all warm and comfortable and close.” He pulled her closer and stroked her hair. “Do you like it?”

      “It is…very nice,” Allara had to admit. She sighed and relaxed more fully against him. Never in a million cycles would she have dreamed of being so comfortable in the arms of her enemy.

      But so many strange things had happened to her that day and she was so emotionally worn out, that nothing quite seemed to matter anymore. She could feel the weight of the skora around her throat, demanding that she do her duty. But how could she when he had not yet taken her?

      I will simply have to wait, Allara told herself. For what else could she do?

      Still mulling the problem over in her mind, Allara relaxed against the big Kindred’s side and fell into an exhausted sleep.
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      Gods, she felt good in his arms! Brand held his new bride protectively close, loving the way it felt when she snuggled trustingly against him. He was so glad he’d been able to calm her down and convince her that he wasn’t going to hurt her. So glad that her fear had given way to trust.

      Poor little female, he thought, stroking her long, silky hair as she snuggled against his side. What kind of a relative is this aunt of hers anyway? How could she fill Allara’s head with horror stories about the Kindred and then send her off to marry one of us?

      To think that during their entire wedding ceremony she was probably thinking, in the back of her mind, about how she expected him to rape her at the end of it! The very thought made Brand angry—furious.

      But maybe the aunt had been told the same kinds of stories when she was young, he thought. The Q’ess had considered the Kindred to be their enemy for hundreds of cycles—three and thirty generations, as Allara had said. Maybe all they knew were old stories and lies and misinformation about a race of warriors they didn’t even really know.

      I wonder what really happened to Allara’s ancestress? he thought.

      Allara had said she was taken away and the Kindred had promised she would be returned in a standard month, but then she never came back.

      Probably went through the Claiming Period and decided to stay and bond with the Kindred who took her, Brand thought.

      Very few females who went through the Claiming Period ever left the Kindred who had Claimed them. Part of that was a Kindred’s Bonding Scent—the pheromone every warrior’s body made specifically to draw a specific female to him. And part of it was how eager the Kindred were to please their females.

      The way I’m going to please Allara, he thought, stroking her hair gently again.

      He couldn’t wait to bathe her gently and massage her with scented oils during the Bathing Week…or to spread her thighs and lap her sweet pussy during the Tasting week.

      But he would have to take things slowly, he cautioned himself. She was a virgin and clearly had absolutely no experience at all. Everything he did with her would be new and different and possibly frightening to the little Q’ess female.

      Which was why it was such a good thing she was sleeping in his arms tonight, Brand thought. The longer his Bonding Scent had to work on her, the more willing and eager she would be to let him touch her.

      It had definitely been working on her earlier. During their slow dancing, she had melted against him and he had scented her desire. In the days to come, they would need to do a lot more of that kind of thing. Dancing, cuddling…anything that brought their bodies into contact and allowed his scent to work on her was good.

      But for tonight, he was content just to hold her. She was so beautiful—so perfect and tiny and precious.

      Though he had known her less than a day, Brand was already in love.
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      Allara was having the most amazing dream. A Song was touching her intimately, caressing the tight points of her breasts and the forbidden spot between her thighs.

      She gasped and arched her back as the deep, resonant notes teased lightly at her secret places. She knew it was wrong but it felt so right. It made her want to touch herself, as she had after the moun horn trio had played at the Song House.

      I shouldn’t, she thought sleepily. What if Aunt catches me again?

      But she was under the covers—safe from spying eyes. No one could see her if she just stroked that one special spot—the tender little bump between her legs that felt so good—just once or twice, could they?

      Allara didn’t see how they could. Slowly, her hand crept down between her thighs. For some reason she wasn’t wearing the long, itchy, woolen nightgown she usually wore to bed. Instead, something soft and silky covered her, but only to the tops of her thighs. She pulled it up and cupped her mound as the Song continued to caress her. It felt so good, she couldn’t help parting her legs and letting her fingers slip between the swollen lips of her sex.

      Shouldn’t do this—shouldn’t do it!

      But, oh—it felt so good. Especially when she stroked that one spot—the one that made her breath come short and her heart speed up when she stroked it. And all the while, the Song went on and on, touching and caressing her even as she was touching and caressing herself.

      It’s all right, Allara told herself as she stroked the delicate little button. It’s all right, it’s only a dream. You can’t do wrong in dreams…

      Suddenly the Song got louder—closer.

      Allara’s eyes flew open—this was no dream! She was on the Kindred Mother Ship and she was still alive because she had failed to complete her mission the night before.

      At that moment, the door to the bedroom opened and Brand came in, carrying a tray and humming tunefully, his Song filling the air every bit as much as the warm, sweet scent of whatever he had on the tray.

      “Oh!” Allara gasped and yanked her hand away from her forbidden area.

      His golden eyes grew wide for a moment, then he winked at her in apparent understanding.

      “Hmm, starting the morning off right, were you, sweetheart?” he rumbled, giving her a knowing smile.

      “I…I don’t know what you mean.” Allara curled her hand into a fist, her heart pounding against her ribs. Would he beat her like her aunt had? Would he be angry at her for touching the place on her body which should be reserved exclusively for her husband?

      But Brand didn’t look angry.

      “Sure you know what I mean,” he rumbled. Setting the tray down on the dresser, he came to sit on the side of the bed closest to her. “Let me see your hand,” he said.

      One could not disobey one’s husband but Allara tried. Shrinking away from him, she offered him her heart hand—her right hand—not the hand she’d been using to bring herself illicit pleasure.

      He took her hand, kissed it, and returned it to her.

      “Now give me the hand you were using when I walked in,” he murmured, raising an eyebrow at her.

      Heart pounding against her ribs, Allara extended her trembling left hand.

      “I am so sorry, husband!” she babbled as he took her left hand in his much larger one and uncurled her fingers. “I was having such a strange dream—I think it was because I heard your Song, even in my sleep. I know it was not right but please—don’t beat me for it!”

      “Beat you?” he frowned as he brought her fingers to his nose and inhaled deeply. “Gods, I love your scent, baby!”

      “You…you do?” Allara looked at him uncertainly.

      “Almost as much as your taste,” he growled and the slipped her first two fingers into his mouth and began to suck them.

      Allara watched, wide-eyed, as her new husband cleaned her juices off her fingers thoroughly.

      “Mmmm.” He sounded like a male who had tasted some exotic delicacy and wants more of it. He looked Allara in the eyes. “Delicious, baby.”

      Allara was stunned.

      “So…you are not angry with me for…for touching my forbidden areas?” she asked at last.

      “Why should I mind if you bring yourself pleasure?” He looked honestly mystified at the idea. “Of course, I’d rather share the pleasure with you, but I don’t mind if you want to take a little solo-action, baby. Everybody has needs, after all.” His golden eyes went half-lidded in a sleepy smile. “Besides, it’s fucking hot to think of you lying here petting your little pussy in our bed.” He kissed her hand once more before letting it go. “Did you get to come?”

      “Come?” Allara shook her head in confusion. “Come where?”

      “Never mind.” He winked at her. “We can talk about it later.”

      Allara wasn’t sure what to think. Not only was he not angry with her—the big Kindred seemed to actually approve of her touching her forbidden places! It seemed so strange—so unexpected. But then, many things aboard the Kindred Mother Ship were unexpected.

      “I brought you First Meal—what the humans call breakfast,” he told her, changing the subject. “Hope you like volk mush. It’s made from a grain grown on my home planet of Rageron.”

      The volk mush was dark blue, Allara saw, when he placed the tray across her lap. Steam was rising from the bowl it was in and it smelled sweet when Allara put her head down to sniff it.

      “You…made this?” she asked, remembering he had said he could do women’s work.

      He nodded.

      “Just like my mother used to make. I hope you enjoy it.”

      “I am certain I will,” Allara said politely. She still couldn’t quite believe that he would lower himself to do a woman’s chore like cooking, but where else could the steaming blue mush have come from?

      Lifting the spoon he had supplied, she dipped it into the blue mush and took a small bite. It was warm and rich and nutty with a smooth, silky texture that surprised her.

      “Oh!” She looked down at the bowl of mush, her eyes widening. “It’s really good!”

      “Don’t act so surprised, baby.” Brand’s golden eyes danced with amusement. “I’ve been cooking since I was a kid. I told you—Kindred males have to learn early how to take care of their females. Go on—eat up.”

      Allara obeyed gladly, washing down the delicious blue breakfast food with a cup of steaming hot tea which tasted both floral and minty.

      “But are you not hungry, husband?” she asked, after a few more bites.

      Brand shook his head.

      “I ate hours ago when I woke up. You were still out like a light and I figured you were so worn out from yesterday, I’d just let you sleep.”

      “That was very kind of you,” Allara murmured. Though it seemed strange that he hadn’t woken her and given her any tasks to do. She felt lazy, having slept so long instead of getting up and cleaning or cooking for him. Instead, he had cooked for her. What strange people the Kindred were!

      “Now, while you eat, I have two surprises for you,” Brand said. “Are you ready?”

      By surprises, did he mean gifts? Allara had heard that men sometimes gave their wives gifts, if they were pleased with them. But she had done little to make Brand pleased with her. However, she only nodded politely and waited while he whisked out of the room.

      He came back with an armful of colorful fabrics and a grin on his face.

      “Look—I had Kat synthesize these for you this morning while you were still sleeping. I’ve got a variety of fashions and colors—you can choose whatever feels the most comfortable for you to wear.”

      “Oh!” Allara couldn’t believe it—a whole armload of new clothes just for her? Even as a daughter of one of the Seven Great Houses, she didn’t get so many new things at once. Mainly because, while she could afford nicer cloth than the peasants and the servants, she still had to cut the fabric and sew it herself. Making a new dress took days—if not weeks. But all these had been made in one morning—how?

      “These are beautiful,” she said, watching with wide eyes as the big Kindred flipped through the dresses Kat had made for her. “But how did Kat make them so quickly? And how did she know my size?”

      “Oh, she used a synthesizer—a kind of machine that can make clothing almost instantaneously when you feed in the right information,” he explained. “And to get your size, she used your wedding dress.”

      “My wedding dress?” Allara dropped her spoon with a clatter, her hand flying to her mouth. The poison pill and the transmitter she was supposed to press in order to send a signal back to her aunt that her mission was complete, were both sewn into the hem of the dress! What if Kat found them?

      “Well, sure.” Brand shrugged, clearly mystified by her reaction. “I felt bad about ripping it apart last night so I asked her to fix it. It shouldn’t take long—you’ll have it back in a day or so. I promise it’s all right.”

      It won’t be all right if Kat finds the poison pill and the transmitter!

      But both of them were tiny and had been sewed into the back hem of the gown, Allara reminded herself. The rip had been in the front of the gown. So maybe things would be all right after all.

      Still, it gave her an unsettled feeling to know that the method of her own death was out of reach. What if Brand changed his mind and decided to take her earlier? How could she kill him without also having a way to kill herself if he did so? How—

      “Do you want to know your second surprise?” her new husband asked, breaking into her worried train of thought.

      “Oh, of course. Yes, please, husband,” Allara said politely. Had he made her new shoes as well? She didn’t really need them—her wedding slippers would be fine with any of the dresses Kat had made her.

      “Your second surprise is…music lessons!”

      He looked so excited when he said it that Allara couldn’t help smiling a little. But she wasn’t sure exactly what he meant.

      “What kind of lessons, husband?” she asked.

      “Do you remember Selena—the violinist from the string quartet yesterday?” he asked. “Well, she’s staying aboard the Mother Ship for a while and she’s agreed to give you lessons every day for as long as you want.”

      “Lessons on how to play the vio-lin?” Allara asked, wide-eyed.

      “Or any instrument you want,” he said, grinning. “Apparently she’s very talented—she teaches a class called ‘orchestra’ back on Earth—so she can teach you to play almost any Earth instrument you have an interest in.”

      “Oh, but women must not touch instruments!” Allara protested, though she could hear the longing in her own voice. How she would love to make the vio-lin’s Song her own!

      Brand frowned thoughtfully.

      “Well…I know that’s a rule on your planet,” he said, stroking his chin. “But maybe that only applies to the musical instruments of the Q’ess. And the instruments you’ll be learning to play with Selena are all Earth or Kindred instruments. So it should be all right—don’t you think?”

      “I…had not thought of it that way,” Allara admitted. By his way of thinking she would be allowed to touch an instrument and learn its Song. After all, Selena and the other woman in her string quartet touched and played instruments and the Gods had not struck them dead or cursed them with any horrible maladies—at least none that she could see.

      “Well?” Brand was looking at her, a little smile playing around the right corner of his mouth. It showed a dimple that made him seem almost boyish for a moment.

      Allara gazed at him. How could her enemy look so harmless and act so sweet? Was it all to throw her off her guard somehow? Or was he truly being sincere? She didn’t know.

      “What do you say, baby?” he asked, lifting an eyebrow. “You want to take the lessons?”

      Allara took a deep breath. What did it matter what she did? Once she completed her mission, she would be dead. And until then, there was no one here to cast shame or blame on her for acting in a way no woman did among the Q’ess. She was free here—at least until her husband took her—which he showed no signs of doing anytime soon. Free to do what she wanted.

      And more than anything, she wanted to make the vio-lin’s Song her own.

      “All right,” she said, smiling at Brand. “I will do it. I will take the music lessons.”

      “Great!” He looked so excited for her that Allara found herself smiling at him spontaneously. She had never heard of a man—any man—being so kind or encouraging a woman to rise above her given station. But it seemed to please Brand immensely to give her things and offer her opportunities. Why was this? Did he have some hidden motive?

      It doesn’t matter how nice he is—he is still the enemy! her aunt’s voice whispered in her head.

      Allara bit her lip. She would do well to listen to that voice and to remember her mission. Still, she could not fulfill it yet, so she might as well pass the time pleasantly.

      Smiling at her new husband, she took another bite of the breakfast he had prepared for her. It seemed as though, instead of killing, first her husband and then herself as she had planned, she was going to have a pleasant second day aboard the Kindred Mother Ship.

      Who could have guessed that things would turn out so strangely?
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      “So this is the music suite,” Brand said, putting his new bride down reluctantly. On their way to her music lesson the corridors had been crowded with Kindred warriors and Allara had mentioned that she felt like a child in a roomful of adults.

      Eager for any opportunity to hold his new bride close, Brand had swung her up into his arms and carried her the rest of the way. Allara had blushed prettily and protested that she could walk herself but she didn’t really ask him to put her down. In fact, after a moment she had relaxed against him, putting her head on his shoulder, as he strode down the busy hallways.

      He hoped she didn’t think he was treating her like a child or an inferior—that truly wasn’t his intention. It was just that she was so tiny and adorable he couldn’t resist the urge to pick her up and cuddle her.

      Already he was thinking of holding her again in bed that evening. Kat had made her some silky new nightgowns to wear and he looked forward to feeling her curvy body through the diaphanous fabric.

      Last night his new bride had been too frightened and exhausted for him to even think of touching her sexually. But it was clear she had recovered today. That was, if the way he had caught her touching herself was any indication.

      Mmmm… The sweet, salty flavor of her juices still lingered on his tongue. Brand knew he couldn’t touch her under her clothing—not yet—for the Holding Week mandated that all touching must be done with some kind of clothing on. But maybe she would want to touch herself again and then he could suck her juices off her soft little fingers once more…

      Stop thinking like that, he told himself. You’ll give yourself a hard on which is going to be damn awkward if anyone sees it!

      At that moment, Selena arrived with a smile and an apology for being late.

      “I’m so sorry,” the Earth woman said. “I’m still learning my way around this place. I was here yesterday, admiring all the Kindred instruments, but my sense of direction isn’t great, so if course I nearly got lost coming back again.”

      “Please, don’t worry about it,” Brand told her. “And thank you again for being willing to give Allara lessons.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” Selena smiled easily. “It’s what I do all day down on Earth. The string quartet is really just a side gig—I’m actually an orchestra teacher for North Haven High School.”

      “Well, I’m sure my bride is in good hands.” Brand looked down at Allara. “Sweetheart, I have a little business to take care of while you have your lesson but I promise I’ll be back here in an hour.”

      “That’s fine, husband.” Allara sounded distracted. She was already eyeing all the various musical instruments which were scattered around the large room with wide, hungry eyes. “So many instruments,” she murmured, as though speaking to herself. “I never dreamed there could be so many.”

      Brand grinned to himself. Did he know his new wife or what? It was only their first full day of being married and already he had gotten her something she’d probably dreamed of all her life for a wedding present! He didn’t want to pat himself on the back too hard but well…just look at the glow on her lovely face! She was enraptured at the idea of finally getting to touch an instrument and learn how to play it.

      He was beginning to get the idea that the Q’ess were an extremely repressed and repressive society—and pretty clearly a misogynistic, sexist one as well. It was going to be a pleasure to teach his new bride that she could consider herself an equal now to any male—to let her know that she could reach for new goals other than just the drudgery of housework and childrearing.

      “This is truly wonderful, husband,” Allara said, breaking his train of thought. “Thank you from the deepest part of my heart.”

      She put her hand to the right side of her chest and looked up at him with sincere appreciation in her gorgeous indigo eyes.

      “You’re welcome, baby,” Brand murmured. “I hope you enjoy yourself.”

      Seeing the wonder on her face, he wished he could stay and watch her first lesson. But he didn’t want to make her feel self-conscious and he did have to attend a Council meeting. Commander Sylvan had offered to let him have time off for what the humans called a “honeymoon” but Brand had only just been made a member of the High Council and he took his new responsibilities very seriously.

      Leaning down, he kissed her gently on the cheek. Allara’s eyes widened—it seemed to surprise her every time he kissed her for some reason—and she smiled at him shyly.

      “Should I…kiss you too?” she asked hesitantly.

      “If you want to, baby,” Brand murmured.

      “I…I think I do.” She sounded surprised at the idea of wanting to kiss him, which made him smile. He got the idea that the Q’ess didn’t do much kissing—or show much affection to their spouses at all, for that matter.

      To make things easier for her, he got to one knee and held out his arms. Allara came to him, smiling shyly, and put her arms around his neck.

      Brand enfolded her gently, loving the feel of her warm, curvy body in his arms. Gods, she was just so adorable.

      “Should I kiss your cheek, husband?” she asked, looking into his eyes.

      “Or my mouth—if you’d like to,” he murmured.

      “I do not know if I will be good at it. Men and women do not kiss among the Q’ess—especially not mouth-to-mouth,” she admitted.

      “You’ll learn,” Brand promised her. “I’ll teach you. Here.”

      He leaned his head forward and was pleased when Allara met him halfway. Her lips were every bit as sweet and soft as he remembered from their wedding kiss the day before. The kiss lasted longer than he’d expected and when he broke it reluctantly, he was surprised when his new bride came back for more.

      “Husband,” she said, after several more lingering kisses. “I think I like kissing mouth-to-mouth.”

      “Mmm, baby—I like it to,” Brand murmured, looking into her eyes. “And I promise we’ll kiss some more later. But right now, I need to get to my meeting and you have a lesson to do.”

      He nodded at Selena, who had considerately gone to the other side of the large room and busied herself with arranging music on the grand piano sitting there.

      “Oh!” Allara’s lovely indigo eyes flew wide. “Yes, the lesson! How could I have forgotten?”

      “That’s all right, sweetheart.” Brand winked at her. “I forget everything else when I’m close to you, too.” He kissed her one last time and then got to his feet. “I’ll see you in an hour—maybe you’ll be able to play me something by then.”

      She looked uncertain.

      “I will try my utmost, husband. I know you are paying good money to give me this opportunity.”

      “Hey—no pressure,” Brand told her. “This is your very first lesson so even if you can’t play a note when I pick you up, I won’t be upset. Besides, this is for you—for your own pleasure. So go at your own pace—it can take years to master an instrument.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled up at him. “I will see you soon.”

      “See you soon, sweetheart.”

      He found it ridiculously hard to leave her, but Brand finally got himself moving. He hoped the Council meeting didn’t run long—he couldn’t wait to see his bride again.
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      Why did I keep kissing him like that? Allara felt a strange mixture of emotions as she watched her new husband leave the large room full of instruments. Part of her was ashamed that she had shown the evil one affection. But another part of her couldn’t wait to do it again.

      I have to kiss him and let him kiss me, she argued with herself. Otherwise, he may never want to take me. I am…enticing him—it is all part of the plan to complete my mission.

      But she hadn’t been thinking about any plan when she kissed the big Kindred. The only thing on her mind had been how soft his lips were, how gentle his touch was when he enfolded her in his arms. And how kind he was to kneel down so that they could kiss with ease and comfort.

      Shame on you! How can you keep your resolve to kill him if all you want to do is press your mouth to his? demanded her aunt’s voice in her head.

      Allara didn’t have an answer for that, so she was relieved when Selena broke into her guilty thoughts with a question.

      “So—which instrument do you want to learn to play? Is your heart set on the violin or did you have something else in mind?” She made a sweeping gesture, indicating all the different instruments on display.

      Allara was overcome again with the idea that she could not only touch any of the wonderful instruments, she might also pick any one to actually use.

      “I want most desperately to make the vio-lin’s Song my own,” she told her new teacher. “But can we look at the others, too? I have never been allowed so close to so many instruments of music before.”

      Selena smiled and brushed a lock of dark hair over her shoulder.

      “Sure! Let me give you a tour. Okay, the strings, you already know…”

      She went through the stringed instruments, most of which Allara had seen the day before when the string quartet was first introduced to her. Then they moved on to percussion, much of which didn’t look too different from the drums on Allara’s planet. After that, there were woodwinds, which she recognized as more elaborate forms of the stork-leg bone flutes on her own world.

      After that, came the horns—so many horns. They were shiny and gold, though Selena said they were mostly made of brass. They ranged from a trumpet, which was easy enough to pick up, to a huge, heavy tuba which was so big Allara didn’t think any of her own people would be able to play it.

      “These are beautiful,” she said, reverently running her fingers over the curling side of one of the horns. “I wonder if they sound like the horns the Q’ess use?”

      “Well, let’s find out,” Selena said. She pulled something out of the pocket of the trousers she was wearing and held it up. “An adjustable mouthpiece,” she explained, as she twisted off the mouthpiece on the curling horn and placed the one she’d shown Allara in its place. “Developed by the Kindred. Not only does it adjust its size and shape to fit any brass instrument, it also has a germ barrier in place so I won’t contaminate anyone else’s horn.”

      She picked up the curling instrument, holding it in her left hand while her right hand cupped the wide, round bell, and blew experimentally.

      “Oh!” Allara gasped as the soft, mellow notes caressed her skin. “Oh, that is the sound of my new husband’s voice! This horn sings with his Song!”

      Selena stopped playing.

      “Hmm—you mean you think this sounds like Commander Brand’s voice?”

      “Yes—yes—it is also the sound of the moun horn on my own planet!” Allara couldn’t believe that the humans had a horn which mirrored both the sound of her favorite instrument and her new husband’s voice.

      “I guess maybe on the lower register…” Selena blew again. This time the tones which emerged were low and dark—they stroked sensuously over Allara’s skin, making her shiver.

      “Yes, I guess it does have the same register and tone as your husband’s voice.” Selena nodded thoughtfully. “This is called a French Horn, by the way,” she added, taking out her mouthpiece and putting the instrument down carefully.

      “It’s Song is beautiful,” Allara murmured. “I am so grateful to hear it. I thought I would never hear the Song of the moun horn again in this lifetime.”

      “Because when you came to get married to Commander Brand, you were leaving your planet for good, right?” Selena asked.

      “Oh, um, yes. Yes of course.” Allara bit her lip. She could hardly tell the other woman that she had never expected to hear the moun horn because she had planned to kill her husband and then herself.

      I’m glad I didn’t get to complete the mission yet, whispered a rebellious little voice in her head. I’m glad I got to hear the human’s version of the moun horn at least once!

      The next minute, she pushed the seditious thought away. What would be the point of her coming here if not to complete her mission and satisfy the Blood Feud? She certainly wasn’t here to play musical instruments and fall in love with her new husband.

      Fall in love with him? Are you mad? You’ll feel differently when he gets around to skewering you on that massive shaft of his, her aunt’s voice sneered in her head.

      To put such disturbing thoughts out of her mind, Allara asked the first question that came to her.

      “Can you play all of these?” she asked Selena, making a sweeping gesture to include all the instruments.

      “Not quite.” Selena laughed. “I’m pretty good with just about any Earth instrument—although I’m definitely better at some than others. But there are some Kindred instruments in here that I don’t know how to play—and some I’ll never be able to play.”

      “Why?” Allara asked. “Are they too difficult to master?”

      “I don’t know if they’re hard to master or not,” Selena said honestly. “But some of them I just don’t have the physical ability to even try. Like this one, for instance.”

      She gestured to a long, silver flute which curled several times at the end. It had a broad mouthpiece with two deep divots on either side of it.

      “What is it? A…woodwind?” Allara asked, using the other woman’s word for flute-like instruments.

      “Yes, it’s a sollan-flute. But it’s made to be played by a Blood Kindred. Look—see these places here?” She pointed at the divots in the mouthpiece. “Those are meant for the Blood Kindred’s fangs. No one without fangs can play this instrument.”

      “How fascinating!” Allara exclaimed. “What other instruments can you not play?”

      Selena laughed.

      “Well, there’s this one here that comes from Twin Moons.”

      She pointed to an instrument made of shiny white and silver metal which was almost as big as Allara was. It had a round body and three legs which held it up. There were likewise three mouthpieces—the two on either side were placed quite high but the one in the middle dipped lower, as though to accommodate a much shorter player.

      “This is a volan-vance trio-sphere,” Selena said. “It’s made to be played by three players—a pair of Twin Kindred and their mate. So if I wanted to learn to play it, I would need at least two other people to help me—two other really tall people,” she added, smiling.

      “Like the Kindred.” Allara nodded. She remembered that Kat had told her she had two husbands and they had been sitting on either side of her during the ceremony. She must ask Kat the next time she saw her if she was able to play this particular instrument.

      “Are there any instruments from my new husband’s home world?” she asked curiously. “Maybe it would please him if I learned to play one of those.” Though of course, she should not be thinking of pleasing him, she told herself.

      “Well, I’m afraid the only thing they have from Rageron is unplayable too—at least by you or me,” Selena said regretfully. “It’s over here—see?”

      She led Allara back to the percussion section and pointed to a matched set of instruments sitting on a sturdy wooden rack. Both were about as long as Allara’s arm and made of some shiny black metal. They each had thick handles and round balls on both ends.

      “These are rakk-shass. They look kind of like dumbbells or free weights, huh?” Selena asked, nodding at them. “They feel like them too—when you try to pick them up.”

      Allara didn’t know what “dumbbells” or “free weights” were but the instruments didn’t look especially difficult to play.

      “They don’t seem to have any special parts that only a Beast Kindred could master,” she said, remembering that was the kind of Kindred Brand was. “I don’t see why you cannot learn to play them.”

      “Pick them up and see for yourself,” Selena said, smiling.

      Walking around to the wooden rack, Allara positioned her hands on the handles of the Beast Kindred instruments and tried to pick them up.

      Neither one budged an inch.

      She tried again, straining, with the same result. Abandoning her effort to pick up both of them, she tried wrapping both hands around the handle of just one. But it didn’t work—trying to lift even one of the rakk-shass was like trying to lift a boulder.

      “I cannot do it,” she said at last, panting.

      “Neither can I—don’t have the upper body strength,” Selena remarked. “I don’t think anybody but a Kindred warrior would. It’s too bad because I’ve heard them played—they make a beautiful low chiming tone when you bang them together.”

      “I must ask my husband if he plays them,” Allara said thoughtfully.

      “Well, forget about him—have you decided what you want to learn to play yet?” Selena asked her. “I’ll be happy to teach you everything I know, but we have to pick one to start with.”

      “Since I cannot play the rakk-shass, I would still like to make the vio-lin’s Song my own,” Allara said firmly. “Can you teach me how to play it now?”

      “Well, first things first…” Selena frowned. “Before I can teach you, I need to find out if you can read music?”

      Allara shook her head in confusion.

      “How can one ‘read’ music?” she asked. “It cannot be captured in writing—it flows from one Song to the next, going as it wishes.”

      “So you’re saying that your people have no written music?” Selena raised her eyebrows in apparent surprise.

      “No—how could we?” Allara honestly couldn’t understand the concept. Music was something one felt—not something to be written down like words on paper.

      “Hmm…” The teacher frowned, her brow wrinkling in concentration. “Okay, I guess we’re starting from scratch. Come over here.”

      She brought Allara over to a vast, black, shiny instrument with a bench in front of it. There was a row of white and black rectangles in the front of the instrument that seemed to be laid out in a regular, repeating pattern.

      “This is a grand piano. Come sit with me,” she told Allara, having a seat on the bench.

      Uncertain of what was going to happen next, Allara sat beside her.

      “Look.” Selena opened a piece of white paper covered in lots of black lines and dots. At the top were alien-looking letters but after Allara stared at them for a moment she found she could understand them.

      “Twinkle, twinkle, Little Star,” she read aloud, delighted to be able to read in an alien tongue. But no matter how hard she stared at the black lines and dots, they refused to resolve themselves into any kind of words she could understand.

      “This is what we call ‘sheet music’,” Selena told her. “It’s music that has been written down so that everyone who sees it can play it the same.”

      “The same? Every time? You would make everyone’s Song the same as everyone else’s?” Allara was horrified. “But everyone’s Song should be different—the Gods of All Creation have decreed it,” she protested.

      “Maybe on your world,” Selena said firmly. “But on Earth, we like to write down a piece of music so that more than one person can enjoy playing or singing it.”

      This put things into a rather different light, though Allara was still disturbed at the idea of trapping music on a page.

      “So I take it these notes—those are the black dot things—don’t mean anything to you?” Selena asked, pointing to the paper.

      Allara shook her head.

      “I am sorry—no, they do not. I was able to read the name of this music, but the dots won’t make words, no matter how hard I stare at them.”

      “They do make words though—or at least, phrases,” Selena said. “Watch.”

      Placing one hand on the row of white and black rectangles, she began to play a simple tune. It was pretty and sparkly and left a sweet taste on Allara’s tongue. It was also over quickly.

      When Selena finished, she smiled at Allara.

      “See? That was Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star. If you learn how to read music, you can play the exact same song that I just did.”

      This idea—the idea that a person’s Song could be repeated exactly by many other people—was perhaps the strangest thing Allara had run across yet aboard the Mother Ship. One person might sing a variation of another’s Song, but they did not copy it exactly—nor did they need it to be written down in order to remember it. Music lived in one’s heart and sang in one’s soul—how could a person forget the sound of their own soul?

      “And…I must learn to read these dots if I am going to play an instrument?” she asked.

      Selena nodded firmly.

      “Unless you’re some kind of prodigy and you can play without reading music.”

      Allara frowned.

      “Show me the twinkling star again, please,” she said politely. “But more slowly this time.”

      “All right.” Shrugging, Selena put her hand on the piano again and played once more—slowly.

      “May I try?” Allara found that she liked the tones of this instrument almost as much as the vio-lin and she was eager to try it out.

      “Certainly. Place your hands—oh, I see you’ve already got it.”

      Selena sounded surprised but Allara was only doing what she had seen the teacher do. Quickly and without effort, she also played the twinkling star song.

      “Wow—pretty good for a first try.” Her teacher nodded in approval.

      “Can you play more elaborate music, so that I can copy your Song?” Allara asked.

      “All right. Try this one.” This time the music teacher used both hands. As she began to play, the Song of the piano flowed out, washing over Allara just as the sound of the string quartet had at her wedding ceremony the day before.

      “Oh!” she gasped, putting a hand to her heart. “Oh, Gods of all Creation!”

      “Are you all right?” Selena stopped playing at once and looked at her in alarm.

      “Forgive me.” Allara shook her head. “It…this instrument, it speaks so powerfully. The feelings its Song gives me are nearly overwhelming!”

      Selena frowned uncertainly.

      “Wow, you certainly are, uh, extremely sensitive to music.”

      “Music is life,” Allara said seriously. “Please tell me, what was the name of that beautiful music you were playing?”

      “That was Fur Elise,” Selena told her. “It’s by a very famous Earth composer who lived centuries ago.”

      “He is dead and yet his Song lives on?” Allara was amazed.

      “Well, yes. That’s one benefit of writing music down,” Selena pointed out. “Even after you die, your compositions live on after you.”

      “I had never thought of such things—I do not think any of the Q’ess have,” Allara murmured. “For us, when a person dies or is taken away, their Song is lost forever. How beautiful to keep it alive in this way!”

      “Well, that is the point of writing things down—so you can keep them forever.” Selena smiled. “Maybe we should go back to teaching you to read music now.”

      “But please, would you play that Furry Lease again?” Allara pleaded. “I promise I will not allow the feelings to overwhelm me this time—I was simply unprepared for the power of the grand piano’s Song.”

      Selena smiled. “Sure, why not? It is a beautiful piece. That’s why it’s endured for so many years.”

      She put her hands on the keys again and began to play.

      Once more the music washed over her, but this time Allara forced herself to be still, despite the intense waves of pleasure. She watched the teacher’s fingers carefully, noting where they moved and how long they lingered on the shiny white and black rectangles. The music did some surprising things—getting faster and louder at different points, but in the end it returned to the same, swooning melody that made Allara feel shivers down her spine.

      “So beautiful,” she murmured when Selena had finished. “I have never heard anything like it.”

      “Well, thank you.” The other woman smiled. “I’m not much of a pianist—the violin is really my favorite instrument but—”

      “May I try it now?” Allara interrupted her.

      “You want to try playing Fur Elise?” Selena raised her eyebrows in apparent surprise. “But you’ve only heard it all the way through once.”

      “I have captured this music in my heart,” Allara assured her. “Never will I let it go.”

      “Uh, well—okay. I guess there’s no harm in trying.” Shrugging, Selena scooted over some, giving Allara more room.

      “Thank you.” Setting her fingers exactly where her teacher had, Allara began to play.

      She didn’t do too badly, she thought, though her reach was not as great as Selena’s, since she had small hands. But the notes rang true for her, just as they had for the teacher and the act of making the piano sing its Song was better than almost anything she had ever felt before.

      When she finished, she turned to Selena who was staring at her with an open mouth. Oh dear—was her teacher upset with her? Had she done something wrong?

      “Was…was that all right?” she faltered uncertainly. “I thought that every note was true—”

      “Are you seriously telling me you’ve never played a piano before today?” Selena demanded, staring at her.

      “I…I have never even seen this kind of instrument before today,” Allara promised. “Are you displeased?”

      “Try this. It’s called The Moonlight Sonata,” Selena said, without answering her question.

      Putting her fingers on the piano again, she began playing once more—an even more elaborate song. This one started slowly and softly, building layers of sensation, and making Allara bite back a gasp of pure pleasure. Then it grew, both in volume and in longing, until she could feel the music pulling at her, demanding something she didn’t know how to give.

      But as wonderful as the sensations were, Allara forced herself to be still and concentrate on the movements of her new teacher’s hands and the sounds she drew from the grand piano.

      At last, after playing for about five minutes, the song ended and Selena looked up.

      “Can you copy that?” she asked Allara.

      “I will try to make all the notes true,” Allara promised. Putting her hands on the piano again, she began to play exactly what the teacher had just moments before. She was aware of Selena sitting there on the bench beside her, watching her with huge eyes, but she was concentrating fiercely on getting the music right.

      At last, she finished and turned to the other woman.

      “Were the notes true?” she asked, knowing that they had been.

      “This is amazing.” Selena shook her head, her dark hair flying. “I’ve never encountered anything like this before. Look, try this one.”

      She placed her hands on the piano and began to play again. This time, the music was fast and furious, humming around Allara’s head like a bunch of busy honey-buzzers. The feelings it caused made her dizzy, her mind whirling as she tried to pay attention to the other woman’s whizzing fingers.

      The music wasn’t very long, but when it was done, Allara felt as though she’d just been blown around by a whirlwind.

      “Gods of All Creation,” she murmured, putting a hand to her still-spinning head. “That was…intense.”

      “Yes, but can you play it?” Selena demanded. “That’s Flight of the Bumblebee. It took me ages to learn to play it properly.”

      “I can only try,” Allara said humbly. Placing her hands on the piano, she did her very best to replicate the music faithfully, making sure that every tone sounded true as it rang out, singing the piano’s Song.

      “Amazing,” Selena said, when she finished. “Just…stunning.”

      “Have I done well for a first lesson?” Allara asked anxiously. “I know I did not learn to read the dots you asked me to.”

      Before her teacher could answer, there was a brief knock on the door and Brand stuck his head in.

      “Hello, ladies—I hope I’m not interrupting,” he rumbled.

      Upon seeing the big Kindred again, Allara was instantly flooded with feelings as intense and immediate as the ones the music caused in her. She felt delighted to see him again—a deep urge to run to him and kiss him—and at the same time, a steely shame that she should have such powerful urges for one who was the enemy of her people.

      The feelings were so conflicting, she hardly knew what to say.

      “Husband,” she said, “Hello.”

      His golden eyes crinkled at the corners in a warm, sleepy smile.

      “Hello, sweetheart. Did you enjoy your first lesson?”

      “It was wonderful,” Allara said honestly. “Selena is an excellent teacher—she taught me the Song of the grand piano.”

      “I didn’t teach you anything—I didn’t have to!” the other woman protested. “Come in here.” She waved at Brand, beckoning him in. “There’s something I want you to see—and hear.”

      “Is everything okay?” Looking concerned, he came to stand by the piano.

      “More than okay,” Selena assured him. She looked at Allara. “Play Fur Elise.”

      Dutifully, Allara did as she was told because one did not dispute with a teacher. After the first piece, Selena had her repeat both the second piece and then the third. As she played, she noticed that the big Kindred’s golden eyes were getting wider and wider. When she was finished, he shook his head and looked at Selena.

      “How?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. Unless she has some kind of innate musical ability—maybe it has to do with her people.” She looked at Allara. “Do people just pick up instruments like that and start playing them on your planet?”

      “Women don’t,” Allara said quickly. “For we are not allowed to touch instruments of music. But men do.”

      “So…they never need lessons?” Brand asked.

      Allara shook her head.

      “The music of the instruments is in their blood—especially those of the Seven Great Houses,” she added proudly. “I am of the Seventh House, myself.”

      “It must have to do with her cultural heritage—and a great deal of natural talent,” Selena remarked. “I’ve heard of prodigies who just started playing the first time they sat down to a piano, but I’ve never seen one until now. Commander Brand,” she told him. “Your wife is phenomenal and I don’t say that lightly.”

      “Does this mean you are pleased with me, then?” Allara asked her hopefully. “Can I come for more lessons and learn more music? Will you play more that I can copy?”

      Selena laughed.

      “Sure, I’ll be happy to. But I’m afraid we’ll run through my piano repertoire pretty quickly. Like I said—it’s not my first choice.”

      “Oh—the vio-lin!” Allara clapped a hand to her mouth. “I forgot you were going to teach its Song to me! Do you have time to teach me now?” she asked hopefully. She looked at Brand. “Please, husband, can Selena teach me just one more instrument before we go?”

      Brand still looked rather stunned.

      “Sure, baby,” he murmured. “Unless Selena has somewhere she needs to be.”

      The music teacher shook her head.

      “No, of course not. Let’s see what else she can learn.”
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      The rest of the morning and early afternoon were sheer delight to Allara. Selena produced another adjustable mouthpiece and she was able to try all the brass instruments and all the stringed instruments as well. The only difficulty she found was with the vio-lin. It sometimes made awful, screeching noises at first—scraping her skin like a saw with sharp teeth and making her gasp and nearly drop the instrument.

      “Take it easy,” Selena advised her. “You just don’t quite have the right technique yet. You have to know how to hold the bow.”

      “I think it will take me more than one lesson,” Allara said frowning in disappointment as she laid the instrument down carefully. She had wanted to make the vio-lin’s Song her own so badly!

      “Don’t worry, you can come back for a second lesson before you play Carnegie Hall,” Selena said dryly. “Considering you played every other instrument like you’ve been doing it for years, I’d say you’re doing all right.”

      “Thank you so much for giving me the opportunity,” Allara said politely. But then her emotions overcame her and she gave the other woman a swift hug and a kiss on the cheek. “This truly has been the most amazing experience of my life,” she told Selena, who started laughing.

      “Glad you got your money’s worth,” she said, hugging Allara back. “But you should thank your new hubby—he’s the one who looked me up and asked me to give you lessons.”

      “Oh, yes!” Allara turned to her new husband with shining eyes. At that moment, she had forgotten her mission entirely.

      She forgot he was the evil one and the enemy of her people and that she must kill him and then kill herself to satisfy the Blood Feud. She only remembered that he was the one who had given her this opportunity—a chance she would never have gotten had she stayed among the Q’ess.

      He saw the look on her face and knelt with his arms outstretched, just as he had when he kissed her goodbye. Allara ran to him, her heart full to overflowing with all the music and the many different Songs she had learned that day. He was the author of this day—the one who had made it all possible. She was not usually effusive—her aunt and father did not allow such things. But they were not here and Brand was.

      “Oh husband, thank you! Thank you!” she exclaimed, and covered his face in kisses.

      Brand laughed and kissed her back. In the process, their lips met and then Allara suddenly found they were kissing mouth-to-mouth again.

      The sensation of the big Kindred’s lips against her own sent a pleasurable shock through her and she opened her mouth in a little gasp. Brand’s tongue was there at once, lapping gently at the inside of her mouth, teasing her, daring her to try more.

      His scent was all around her, overwhelming her senses and Allara found she wanted more and more of him. Daringly, she darted her own tongue into his mouth and he sucked on it gently, deepening the kiss. His big hands were gentle and eager as he rubbed her back in long, slow strokes.

      Neither of them noticed when Selena left, quietly closing the door behind her. They were too wrapped up in each other and Allara had forgotten everything except this new pleasure of kissing her husband mouth-to-mouth.

      She had always been hot-blooded—or so her Aunt claimed after catching her touching her forbidden areas. The Songs of others and the Songs of instruments seemed to affect her more than most people at the Song House. Or maybe others were just better than Allara was at hiding the way the music touched them and made them feel.

      Now, her hot blood made her body feel flushed all over with need—the same need she felt when her new husband used his Song to caress her. But what was it, exactly, that she needed?

      Allara didn’t know.

      She wondered if her long-ago ancestress had been subject to any of these strange problems Allara herself was facing. Had she found the evil one who carried her away devastatingly attractive? Had his Song and his scent made her body react?

      Is that why she never came home? Allara wondered. In the stories of her family, the ancestress who had been abducted had never been allowed to go back to her people and her Song was lost forever. But maybe she had stayed of her own volition, stayed with the Kindred who had taken her.

      The thought of her ancestress brought back the memory of her mission. What was wrong with her? Why was she kissing the big Kindred when she ought to have been plotting to kill him?

      Abruptly, she pulled away.

      “You okay, baby?” Brand’s deep, rumbling voice was hoarse with desire.

      “I…I should not have acted that way. I am sorry—the music and the Songs of so many instruments excited me,” Allara confessed, feeling her cheeks get hot with shame. What would he think of her if he knew her true purpose here, she wondered for the first time? How much would he hate her if he knew the mission she had been born to fulfill?

      “Are you shy all of a sudden?” He brushed her hot cheek lightly with his fingertips, sending a shiver down her spine.

      Allara looked up at him in despair. Why did her new husband have to be so handsome? Why did every part of him have to call to every part of her—from his scent to his Song, to his kind, gentle gestures—if only he hadn’t been her enemy, how happy their life could have been together!

      “Women do not…act so among the Q’ess,” she said in a low voice. “It is my blood—it is too hot. I am too sensitive to the feelings caused by Songs and…other things.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with getting excited when you kiss your husband,” he rumbled softly. “We’re married, Allara—Joined in the eyes of the Goddess and the law. It’s all right for us to want each other—to want to touch and kiss and caress.”

      Allara wished she could tell him that it wasn’t right—not for her, anyway—not in light of her mission. But then it occurred to her that he did have a point about one thing—they were legally married. And by Q’ess tradition, once a woman was married, she must obey her husband in all things. So if her husband wanted to kiss mouth-to-mouth and do…other things, why, there was nothing she could do about it.

      I must obey, she told herself. I must do my best to make my husband happy.

      Even if she planned to kill him as soon as he had taken her.

      Allara pushed the thought out of her mind and looked up at the big Kindred.

      “Husband,” she said, “May we go home now?”

      “Of course.” He smiled at her. “I have a special Last Meal planned that I hope you’re really going to like.”

      He rose smoothly—graceful despite his immense size—and reached for her hand. But Allara held out her arms to him.

      “Will you take me home the way you brought me here?” she asked shyly.

      His face broke into a grin.

      “You want me to carry you again, baby?”

      “Unless…I am too heavy?” Allara looked at him hopefully.

      He laughed.

      “You’re light as a feather, sweetheart. I told you, I could carry you all day.”

      Leaning down he swept her into his arms and cuddled her close against his broad chest. Allara sighed in contentment and laid her head on his shoulder, breathing in his intoxicating scent. Her mission was on hold for now and there was nothing she could do about it.

      Nothing but obey her husband in all things and try to make him happy.
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      Brand hummed to himself, occasionally breaking into snatches of song, as he finished putting away the dishes. As he had hoped, the Last Meal he had planned had been a rousing success. He had fixed Allara another favorite recipe of his mother’s—t’gar stew—with fresh bread and had finished with a delicious chocolate mousse for dessert.

      Allara had especially liked the mousse and she couldn’t seem to get over the idea of him cooking for her.

      “You must let me do the cooking soon,” she’d protested. “It is my place as a woman and a wife! It is my purpose in life.”

      “We can share the cooking and cleaning if you want, baby,” Brand had told her. “But there’s no way that’s the focus and purpose of your life.”

      “No?” She had looked at him uncertainly. “What else would you like me to be doing, husband?”

      “You’re going to have a career in music,” Brand told her. “I mean, with talent like yours? It would be a crime against the Goddess to waste it!”

      “But…I was only repeating the music that Selena taught me,” she’d protested. “What is so very unusual about that?”

      “It might not be unusual among your people,” he said firmly. “But among the humans and the Kindred, someone who can sit down and play any musical instrument they touch for the first time is considered a prodigy—extremely talented,” he’d added, for clarification.

      “The Song Leaders did want to elevate my Song several times,” Allara had confessed shyly. “But my Aunt would not let them do it. She said—”

      She’d stopped abruptly, biting her lip.

      “Do you mean they wanted to let you sing a solo?” Brand had asked, trying to understand. “Sing all by yourself while everyone else listens?” he added, thinking she might not know the term.

      “Oh no—only men may do that,” she’d exclaimed. “And usually the women in the Song House sing all together. But sometimes the Song Leaders decree that three or four of them may mingle their songs for the whole House to hear. They wanted me to sing the Ascendant or dominant part while the others sang the lesser parts.”

      “So…they wanted you to sing the melody while the others sang the harmony?” Brand asked.

      She had frowned.

      “Melody? Harmony?”

      Brand furrowed his brow, trying to think how to explain. Then he remembered that he’d seen the sheet music for Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star on the grand piano—she must have been playing that before Selena had realized how talented she was and moved on to more difficult pieces.

      “It’s like this,” he said. “If I sing,

      
        
        
        Twinkle, twinkle, little star.

        How I wonder what you are?

        Up above the world so high.

        Like a diamond in the sky…

      

        

      

      “I’m singing the melody. But I can also sing the second part or harmony. Like this.”

      And he sang it again, this time in harmony.

      Allara watched him with wide eyes, one hand pressed to the right side of her chest.

      “Oh, husband,” she breathed, when he was finished. “Even with such simple music, your Song touches me!”

      “Well, thank you, baby,” Brand told her. “But do you see what I mean about melody and harmony?”

      “Oh yes.” She’d nodded eagerly. “You mean the Ascendant or dominant part and the secondary part.” She smiled at him. “Your Song is amazing, no matter which part you sing.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, I used to sing in a group back on my home planet,” Brand told her. “But I’d love to hear your Song, baby. Do you think you could sing for me?”

      “Here? Outside of a Song House?” Allara had looked uncertain about the idea.

      “Please?” Brand coaxed. “I’d love to hear you sing.” Knowing how talented she was with musical instruments and how soft and sweet her speaking voice was, he was dying to hear her singing voice or “Song” as Allara called it.

      “Well…” She looked down at her hands. “I suppose if it would please you, husband.”

      “It would,” Brand had assured her. “Very much, baby.”

      “I cannot sing the words that are in my heart, but I will sing the tune of them,” Allara had told him. And then she opened her mouth and began to sing in a voice so sweet and pure and beautiful, it took Brand’s breath away.

      There were, as she had said, no words but the notes themselves were gorgeous and sad—a soft, mournful lament that brought tears to Brand’s eyes though he didn’t know why. Hardly knowing what he was doing, he began to hum along with her and then raised his voice to sing the harmony to her soft, longing, melody.

      But at that point Allara had stopped singing at once.

      “Oh!” She put a hand to her chest, her eyes wide and scandalized. “Oh, you must not, husband!”

      “I must not what? You don’t want me to sing with you?” He looked at her, puzzled. “Why not, baby? I thought you said that people ‘mingled’ their Songs on your planet.”

      “Yes, but only women with women and men with men,” Allara had exclaimed. “A man and a woman must never mingle their songs.”

      “But why not?” Brand asked again. “I mean, we’re married.”

      “That makes no difference.” Allara shook her head vehemently. Her cheeks were flushed and she was nearly panting. “The mingling of male and female Songs causes too many feelings—forbidden feelings! We must not!”

      “Well…okay. I understand if you don’t want to sing a duet.” Brand had been disappointed, though. For the very brief time when their voices were mingling, he had thought they sounded uncommonly good together. But apparently it was against Allara’s beliefs to sing a duet, and he didn’t want to disrespect her religion.

      “Forgive me, husband, but do you mind if I use the room of necessity?” she had asked, still looking extremely agitated. “I believe I must take a cold shower in the shower cube.”

      “A cold shower?” Brand frowned. “Why not take a dip in the bathing pool instead—as long as you can swim,” he’d added cautiously. It wasn’t their Bathing Week yet, so he wasn’t allowed to go in with her, but he wanted to make sure she was safe.

      “My hot blood demands a cold shower,” she had repeated urgently. “May I go?”

      “Well, sure…” Brand shrugged. “You don’t have to ask me, baby. Do what you want and I’ll clean up here.”

      “Thank you!”

      And Allara had fled the table.

      Now, as he finished washing up the dishes, Brand wondered what had gotten into her? He hoped she was feeling better now that she’d had a shower. It was getting towards evening and he was hoping to do some serious snuggling with his pretty little bride.
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      Allara shifted on the big bed, looking down at the silky white nightgown Kat had made for her to wear. It was much different from her usual scratchy wool gown back home. The thin material outlined the dark points of her nipples and slid sensuously over her skin—perhaps too sensuously.

      I should not be having such thoughts—such feelings, Allara told herself sternly.

      But the feelings caused by her Song mingling with the big Kindred’s—even for just a few moments—had nearly overwhelmed her. Even a long, freezing cold shower had barely cooled her blood.

      His Song mingled with hers had felt like…

      Like he was kissing my entire body—putting his lips all over me instead of on my mouth, she thought and shivered again.

      The feeling had been especially strong in the tips of her breasts and between her legs. Now she saw why the mingling of a male and female song was forbidden, Allara thought. She had always secretly wondered why it was considered the worst sin imaginable. But just think if all the men and women in the Song House sang at the same time, all mingling their songs—why, it would cause a riot! Or at least, some extremely questionable carnal activity. Truly the Song Leaders were wise not to allow it.

      But in that brief moment when Brand’s voice had mingled with hers, she had felt intense pleasure and it was hard to forget it now.

      But I must forget—I must not let myself feel these feelings for him, she told herself sternly. Yes, he is my husband and I must obey him until I can complete my mission, but allowing myself to revel in the way his Song caresses me will only make it harder when the time finally comes to plunge my skora into his heart.

      She looked down at the bejeweled sheath still hung around her neck and suddenly wished she could take it off and forget about it. After all, how would anyone know if she did? Her aunt and father would simply assume she hadn’t been able to send the transmission after completing her mission. They would still be elevated in the Song House and celebrated for having produced the one who satisfied the Blood Feud. How would they know—how would any of the Q’ess know—if she did not actually complete her mission?

      The thought was so seductive she was immediately ashamed of herself. It was only her second night with the big Kindred and already she wished to stay with him instead of killing him, which was what she had been born to do. How could she so easily forget her destiny and abandon her mission? How—?

      Suddenly her ear caught the sound of her new husband singing, soft and low. Allara couldn’t quite catch the words, but that didn’t matter. It was his Song that slipped through the air and caressed her with silken fingers, teasing the tips of her breasts until they tightened with pleasure and sliding between her thighs to stroke the sensitive little button between her nether lips.

      Allara’s hot blood—just barely cooled by the cold shower—immediately blazed to life again. She lay back on the bed, her back arching sensuously as the Song grew louder, stroking all her forbidden places…

      At that moment, the bedroom door opened and Brand came inside, still singing. When he saw Allara on the bed, his golden eyes went half-lidded and he raised an eyebrow.

      “You okay, baby?” he rumbled.

      “Oh, husband…” Allara couldn’t help herself—she held out her arms to him. “Your Song,” she whispered breathlessly. “You were touching me again.”

      Brand seemed to take this as an invitation.

      “Of course I want to touch you again, baby,” he murmured. “Give me a minute to get ready for bed.”

      He changed quickly into his long black sleep trousers and joined her on the bed. Allara’s body was still tingling with the aftereffects of his Song, so when he took her in his arms, she flowed to him as easily as water flows downhill.

      “Husband,” she whispered. “Touch me.”

      She meant with his Song, but she didn’t pull away when he began to stroke her back and sides.

      “Mmm, baby girl, you feel so good in my arms,” he murmured and then he was kissing her again, mouth-to-mouth, deep, long kisses that made Allara’s heart pound against her ribs and her blood run even hotter.

      His mouth tasted sweet—like the dessert he had made for them—and his big, warm hands were running up and down her sides and hips. Allara moaned and shifted against him, trying to get closer, trying to get more. She liked the way it felt when the sensitive tips of her breasts rubbed against his broad chest.

      “Gods, Allara, you’re driving me crazy, baby,” he growled, breaking the kiss at last. “Wish I could take off this little nightgown you have on and really touch your sweet, curvy body.”

      “Why…why can’t you?” Allara breathed, undulating against him. The idea of letting a man touch her beneath her clothing—especially one of the evil giant Kindred—would have made her blood run cold only a few days ago. But now she found herself longing for Brand’s touch.

      “Because it’s still just our Holding Week, baby,” he explained. “I can only touch you over your clothes, remember?”

      “My…my nightgown is very thin,” Allara pointed out breathlessly.

      “Mmm, so I see.” He propped himself up on one elbow to admire her. “So thin it’s practically see-though. I can see your full breasts and tight little nipples with no trouble at all.”

      “You…you can?” Allara breathed. She found she was thrusting out her breasts, almost as though she was begging him to touch her.

      “Mmm, yes I can, baby.” Putting out one long finger, Brand began to trace the outline of her nipple. “Right here,” he murmured.

      The gentle touch seemed to set her on fire and Allara moaned and moved towards him, pushing the full mound of one breast into his big hand and rubbing against him.

      Brand growled low in his throat and palmed her breast eagerly, touching her more fully. At the same time, he ducked down so that he could kiss her mouth again and then her neck.

      Allara moaned again as his hot, wet tongue lapped just under her ear, sending shivers through her entire body. Oh, Gods of all Creation, what was happening to her? Why couldn’t she stop acting this way?

      “Husband,” she whispered breathlessly. “When you touch me and put your mouth on me, why…why does it make my forbidden areas ache?”

      He pulled back, frowning a little.

      “Who told you they were forbidden, sweetheart?”

      “Oh, well…” Allara bit her lip, ashamed to tell him. “I…was caught by my aunt, um, exploring myself cycles ago, when I was younger. She was…very upset and, er, beat me with a broom.”

      “What?” He shook his head. “That’s ridiculous, baby. It’s your body—you should be able to touch yourself any way you want to.”

      “But I don’t exactly know how.” Allara looked up at him appealingly. “Maybe you could…could show me some more, husband?” she asked softly.

      “Mmm, baby, it would be my pleasure. Come here.”

      Cupping her small body in his muscular left arm, he stroked over her breasts again, plucking teasingly at her sensitive nipples right through the silky material of her night gown.

      “Ohhh!” Allara moaned. She was arching her back again, she found, and her legs had somehow opened on their own.

      Brand’s long fingers slid down until they were cupping her heated mound through the thin nightgown.

      “Mmm, baby, I can tell your soft little pussy is getting all wet and hot, even through this naughty little gown,” he rumbled.

      “You…you can? How can you?” Allara moaned, pumping against his hand.

      “Like this. If you’ll hold still, I can show you,” he murmured.

      With an effort, Allara stilled her restless hips and lay still on the bed, her legs spread wide for her new husband.

      “Good girl,” Brand whispered. “Now see? Your soft little nightgown is thin enough for me to spread your sweet pussy lips open like this.”

      And, as Allara watched, he did exactly that, parting the plump lips of her swollen nether mouth and exposing her slippery inner folds and the little bump that nestled there.

      “Mmm, would you look at that?” Brand murmured. “So hot and wet baby…” And he began to stroke the inside of her pussy through the thin, silky material.

      “Ohhh!” Allara arched her back, helpless to stop the waves of pleasure that rolled through her. It felt so good and yet she needed more. “Please, husband,” she begged, rolling her hips again. “Move the gown so that I may feel your touch more fully!”

      “Can’t, baby—it would break the rules of the Claiming Period.” He sounded regretful. “You can touch yourself, if you want, though,” he offered.

      Allara looked at him uncertainly.

      “You…you want me to touch my forbidden areas?”

      “Why not?” He shrugged. “It’s just you and me here, baby and you know I won’t mind. In fact, I would love to see you lift your nightgown and pet your soft little pussy for me.”

      One did not disobey one’s husband, Allara reminded herself, her heart pounding. If Brand wanted to watch her stroke her forbidden areas, then she must do it.

      “All right, husband,” she said, her voice breathless with need. “I…I will touch myself if you wish me to.”

      “Mmm, I do wish you to, baby. Pull up your nightgown and stroke that hot little pussy for me,” he growled softly. “Let me see you make yourself feel good.”

      Hands trembling with desire, Allara obeyed him. Pulling up her nightgown, she bared her forbidden areas willingly for the first time to a man.

      Brand’s golden eyes were half-lidded with desire as he watched.

      “That’s right, baby,” he murmured. “Spread your pussy lips for me. Let me see that sweet little clit.”

      “Yes, husband,” Allara whispered. Sliding two trembling fingers down her belly, she used them to part her nether lips, revealing the aching little button that felt so good when she touched it.

      “Gods, look how hot and wet you are, baby!” Brand groaned. “Show me how you like to touch yourself. Show me what makes you feel good.”

      Allara felt a pleasurable kind of embarrassment. She had never dreamed of doing such a thing—putting on a show and displaying her naked body in this way. And yet, the way Brand was looking at her made her feel beautiful…desirable…and bolder than she could ever imagine. But she still needed something to help her feel right about doing this.

      “Husband!” she begged. “Please—sing your Song to me while I…while I touch myself for you. I so long to hear it again!”

      “You mean like this?” Brand began singing something soft and low and sensuous in her ear. Allara didn’t catch the words, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was his Song, teasing and stroking her body as her fingers caressed her swollen folds.

      As Brand sang in her ear and she touched herself, a wave of pleasure began to build inside Allara—a feeling like nothing she had ever known. It got stronger and stronger until suddenly it crested inside her, swamping her with feelings so strong she cried out.

      “Oh, what is it—what’s happening to me, husband?” she gasped, her hips bucking as the pleasure rode her mercilessly. “I feel…I feel so much!”

      “It’s okay, baby—don’t be scared,” he murmured in her ear, holding her tight. “You’re just coming, that’s all. Let go and let yourself come—let the pleasure take you.”

      Allara did as he said, thrusting her hips as the tips of her breasts got even tighter and her breath came in short little pants.

      “Oh!” she moaned. “Oh, husband!”

      “Oh, wife,” he growled back and then he was kissing her again, eagerly swallowing her cries as Allara moved against him.

      At last, she collapsed in his arms, panting.

      “Husband,” she whispered, looking up into his golden eyes. “I did not know…I have never felt this way before.”

      “I guess not, if somebody made you afraid to give yourself pleasure,” he growled. “From now on, baby, you touch yourself whenever you want to.”

      “This is what you want? For me to touch my forbidden places often?” Allara was a bit taken aback. It was one thing for him to give her permission to pleasure herself once—but to order her to do it often made her feel naughty—and immediately aroused all over again.

      “Anytime you want,” Brand told her. “Especially when we’re together. I like to watch—and I like to taste.”

      Lifting the hand she’d touched herself with, he sucked her fingers into his mouth, licking away her juices.

      Allara bit her lip as a new rush of desire filled her. She had never dreamed of being with a man who would urge her to explore her body and take pleasure in watching her as she did. But she found she liked the idea very much. There was something intensely erotic about lying cradled in the big Kindred’s arms while she touched herself and he watched, all the while caressing her with his Song.

      “I…I will be pleased to touch my forbidden areas for you, husband,” she whispered shyly.

      “Good, baby—but they’re not forbidden anymore,” he told her. “Just say you’ll stroke your soft little pussy for me.”

      “I…I will stroke my pussy for you anytime you wish me to,” Allara promised, her cheeks getting hot.

      “No, baby—anytime you want to,” Brand told her. “You don’t have to feel ashamed or worried about it. You have a beautiful body—you need to learn to enjoy it.”

      He looked down between her legs where her forbidden areas—no, her pussy, Allara reminded herself—was still open and wet, almost as though she was on display for him.

      “Gods, can’t wait until I can touch you without the nightgown,” he growled. “Not to mention tasting your sweet juices right from the source. Can’t wait to lap your hot little clit and give your pussy a tongue bath during our Tasting Week.”

      “Oh!” This idea made Allara’s cheeks get hot. “I…I do not know how to feel about that, husband,” she admitted.

      “You’re still just a little nervous and shy,” Brand murmured. “But don’t worry, baby—we’ll take things slow. By the time our Tasting Week comes around, you’ll be ready to spread your pussy for my tongue.”

      Allara blushed again, feeling another rush of desire. Why was it he could make her want so much to be close to him, to be touched by him?

      I should not feel this way for the enemy, she told herself.

      And yet, she couldn’t seem to help herself.
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      The rest of the Holding Week went extremely well as far as Brand could tell. He and Allara fell into a routine that was as pleasurable as it was regular.

      In the morning, he and Allara got up and made breakfast together. She had insisted she wanted to learn to cook using the Kindred kitchen appliances—which were much more advanced than the ones the Q’ess used, apparently—and so Brand was teaching her.

      After breakfast, they washed dishes together and got ready to go out. Selena, Allara’s teacher, was on an extended vacation from her job on Earth and had agreed to work with her daily. So, to Allara’s utter joy, she got to have music lessons for two hours every single day—though Selena swore she didn’t teach her much of anything.

      “I just play a song on an instrument—any instrument—once, and she copies me perfectly,” she’d told Brand. “She’s even mastered the violin, now. She’ll be better than me before I know it.”

      “She’s certainly extremely talented,” Brand agreed. “I’ve been trying to talk her into some kind of career in music but her culture teaches that a female’s place is in the home.”

      “Ugh, what a shame.” Selena shook her head as they watched Allara on the cello. She was playing a piece that Selena had taught her just that day—Cello Suite Number 1 in G Major by Bach—and though the cello was almost as big as she was, she was executing it flawlessly.

      “With talent like hers, she ought to be performing,” Brand remarked. “She’s playing that beautifully,” he added in admiration.

      “She likes the cello a lot—almost as much as the French Horn,” Selena told him. “Says both of them remind her of your ‘Song’—by which I think she means your singing voice.”

      “Yes, I think that’s what that means.” Brand nodded. He frowned thoughtfully. “I never thought about my voice sounding like any kind of instrument, though.”

      “Well, Allara certainly has—she talks about it all the time.” Selena smiled. “Do you know she has perfect pitch? Now that I’ve finally gotten her reading music—which didn’t take her long—she can tell me any note I’m playing or singing at any given time on any given instrument.”

      “No, I didn’t know that.” Brand shook his head, looking at his new wife in admiration. Allara had so much potential wrapped up in such a small package! “I only know that when she hears a note she likes she calls it a ‘true’ note,” he added.

      “Oh, that’s her way of saying if something’s on key or not.” Selena laughed. “And you better believe she’ll let you know if you’re sharp or flat—it actually seems to hurt her when someone hits a sour note.”

      “I noticed that at our wedding reception,” Brand remarked. “When that tone-deaf female began singing off-key, Allara got absolutely ill.” He frowned. “And she said the female was one of the ‘Voiceless ones’. Do you know what that means?”

      “Yes, she mentioned something like that to me as well,” Selena said. “I think that’s what they call tone-deaf people on her planet.” She shook her head. “It must be a terrible handicap in a society that values music so highly!”

      “Like being visually impaired in a society of painters, maybe?” Brand suggested.

      “More like having leprosy,” Selena said grimly. “From what Allara has told me, they round up the ‘Voiceless ones’ and exile them to a distant land. And of course they’re never allowed to attend the Song House—which, as far as I can tell, is the Q’ess version of church—ever again.”

      “They do take their music very seriously—it almost seems to be a kind of religion with them,” Brand said thoughtfully. “I wonder if all of them are as talented as Allara or if she’s one in a million.”

      “Well, she’s certainly one in a million here,” Selena remarked. “Maybe more like one in a billion or a trillion.” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anyone like her. And I think part of it is because she almost seems to feel music.”

      “Well, I know she, uh, likes it when I sing to her.” Brand cleared his throat, not wanting to go into the intimate details of his love life with his new wife. “And she said that my song touched her at our wedding reception,” he added.

      “Yes, but when you or I say that, we mean the song caused us to feel emotions.” Selena frowned, her brow furrowing thoughtfully. “But with Allara, I think she means it literally—she can feel music the same way you or I can taste food or see colors. It’s like…a whole different sixth sense that she has.”

      “You may be right.” Brand nodded. “She—”

      But at that point, Allara finished playing the cello and came to hug and kiss him and the lesson was over.

      The music teacher’s remarks stuck with him, however, and he began to understand his wife more. If Selena was right, Allara actually felt the notes that were sung or played as a physical sensation on her skin. Suddenly, a lot of things began to make more sense to Brand.

      For instance, the way his new bride begged him to hum or sing to her while she was touching herself. Could his voice be acting like another pair of hands, caressing her skin? Or maybe even like a sex toy, teasing her sweet little clit?

      The thought was immensely arousing to Brand. He had already had a habit of humming or singing to himself around the domicile, now he did it on purpose. And he noticed that when he did, it really seemed to affect Allara. When he hummed or sang, she seemed irresistibly drawn to him in a way that not even his Bonding Scent working on her could explain.

      It made him wonder what other ways he could use music to enhance their relationship as they went about their daily routine.

      After Allara’s music lessons, they had lunch together and Brand did some work from home while Allara read books from Earth or literature from the Kindred worlds with interest.

      But often, especially if he forgot himself and started humming or singing to himself while he worked—which wasn’t uncommon—they had to take a break for her to “touch herself” while Brand watched. She seemed to take his words that she should bring herself pleasure seriously, because she never held back when she was aroused. Instead, she came to him and murmured in his ear,

      “Husband, I feel the need to stroke my pussy. Do you wish to come and watch?”

      Brand found this hot little invitation completely irresistible and he never turned her down. He loved to hold her and sing softly in her ear while she stroked herself and moaned in passion. He couldn’t wait until he could touch her himself or better yet, taste her.

      After Allara came—often multiple times—he sucked her fingers clean and then went into the fresher to jerk off. He still remembered how frightened she’d been of the idea that his shaft was so big he would injure her with it on their wedding night. He wanted to explain to her how his body would make compounds to help her open up, but he was waiting until the Bathing Week—when they would see each other completely naked—to do so.

      After they made and ate supper together, they would often watch a vid from Earth before bedtime. Allara didn’t really “get” much of the Earth humor—Brand suspected because she came from a fairly cheerless society. Her favorite movies were dramas with tense plots and serious characters.

      Brand was easy-going—he would watch anything. Once he figured out the kinds of vids his new bride liked, he went out of his way to find them. One night, near the end of the Holding Week, he put on a vid called Assassin.

      “What is this movie about, husband?” Allara asked as she settled beside him on the couch.

      “Hmm, well let’s see.” Brand looped an arm around her, loving the way she settled against him so naturally now, her small body pressed against his own much larger one. She was so damned adorable, the way she cuddled close to him and he also loved the way she called him “husband” all the time. It was too cute, as Kat would have said.

      He found the summary of the Assassin vid and began to read it out loud to Allara.

      “Says here—A general’s young daughter is kidnapped and trained as an assassin. When she doesn’t execute a mission, she is ordered to kill her betrothed, forcing her to choose between love, family, and the assassins who trained her,” he read.

      “What?” Allara stiffened against him and her eyes grew wide. “She must kill the one she loves? Why would you choose such a vid, my husband?”

      Brand shrugged.

      “I don’t know—it looked serious and it seems to have a lot of action and drama. Plus, it got good reviews—I thought you might like it.”

      “Well, I don’t.” Allara rose from the couch, a troubled look on her face.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Brand asked, honestly mystified as to why she was so upset. “What’s wrong, baby?”

      But Allara wouldn’t answer him. She claimed she had a headache and wanted to go to bed early.

      “All right, that’s fine with me.” Brand shut off the vid. “I don’t mind going to bed early.”

      But she shook her head, her face pale.

      “Please, husband, I would like to be alone, if it would not offend you.”

      “Of course not, baby.” He shrugged again. “I’ll stay here and watch something else. You take some time for yourself.”

      “Thank you, husband.” And she had fled, looking more troubled than Brand could remember since their wedding night, when she’d offered to let him “take her” no matter how much it hurt.

      He meant to give her privacy—he honestly did. But after shifting on the couch for several long, unhappy minutes, he heard the sound of her sobbing in the bedroom.

      At that point, Brand couldn’t stay away from his new bride anymore. He went to the bedroom and saw her curled into a ball on the bed, crying as though her heart would break. The sight reminded him of their first night together when she’d been so frightened of him. But Allara wasn’t afraid anymore—what could be troubling her now?

      “Baby?” he murmured, coming to sit beside her on the bed. “Allara? Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

      But she had only shaken her head and cried harder. Concerned, Brand tried to put an arm around her. Allara shrank away from him, curling into an even tighter ball, her arms wrapped protectively around her shaking shoulders.

      Brand didn’t try to force her to come to him. Instead, he began humming softly—an old lullaby his mother had sung to him when he was little.

      As she always did, Allara responded to music. Rolling over, she looked up at him with wet eyes.

      “Husband, what is that tune?” she asked, the sound of tears still thick in her voice.

      “It’s a song my mother sang to me, when I was very young and afraid there might be monsters under the bed,” Brand told her. “She sang it to calm me down—it always helped me feel safe and protected.” He brushed a strand of silky, indigo hair out of her eyes. “The way I want you to feel around me, baby,” he added softly.

      Allara looked down at her hands.

      “Your Song tonight…it feels so soft, like the warm blanket you put around me on our first night together. Or when you take me in your lap and ‘cuddle’ me.”

      “I’d like to cuddle you now, if you’ll let me,” Brand said softly.

      “What if…what if I do not deserve cuddles?” Allara asked, looking up at him with tears in her eyes. “What if I am a terrible wife who should never be cuddled again?”

      “Baby, what would give you that idea?” he asked but she only shook her head, a look of mute misery on her lovely face.

      Brand was disturbed by the self-loathing he saw in her indigo eyes. What could possibly be going on with her?

      She’s probably feeling guilty for the way she’s been breaking her people’s rules about a woman touching musical instruments or something like that, he thought. Well, he needed to let her know that was nothing to be ashamed of right now.

      “You do deserve cuddles. Come here,” he said firmly, beckoning to her.

      He had noticed that when he gave her a direct order—even if he only meant it as a suggestion—she obeyed him at once. Speculating that it was another Q’ess rule—probably something about a wife obeying her husband—he tried not to speak in such absolute terms too often. But at the moment, he felt it was justified.

      As he had thought, Allara came to him at once. Brand gathered her into his arms, just as he had on their first night together, and cradled her close to his chest.

      “It’s okay, baby,” he murmured in her ear. “Whatever you’re thinking you’ve done wrong, forget about it. Nothing else matters now except that we’re together.”

      Then he had begun to hum again, the same soft lullaby he’d been singing earlier. With a trembling sigh, Allara had relaxed against his chest. He could feel her small body shaking as he caressed her back in long, soothing strokes and did his best to comfort her. At last she looked up at him, her big indigo eyes fringed thickly with wet lashes.

      “Thank you, husband,” she said in a small voice. “For giving me cuddles, even though I do not deserve them.”

      “I’ll always give you cuddles whenever you need them,” Brand told her. Leaning down, he kissed her gently on the forehead. “And you’ll always deserve them, baby,” he murmured.

      Allara didn’t look convinced about that, but she sighed deeply and seemed to melt against him in complete and utter trust that squeezed his heart like a fist.

      Brand held her close, wishing it was their Bathing Week already. He would have liked to give her a soothing bath to help her relax and then a massage. He loved the idea of taking care of her and making her feel safe and protected. But at the moment, all he was allowed to do was hold her close and stroke her small, trembling body through her clothes.

      It seemed to be enough for Allara. After they both got ready for bed, she curled up as close to him as she could get and fell into an exhausted sleep with her head pillowed on his chest.

      Brand put his arm around her, a powerful feeling of love and protectiveness sweeping through him for the small female snuggled close against his side. Gods, he had never imagined feeling this level of emotion for anyone—let alone a female he had only met a week ago!

      He had known from the dreams he’d had of Allara—shadowed and brief though they had been—that he could learn to love and care for the little female. But he’d had no idea it would happen so quickly or that she would take his heart so completely in her soft little hands and make him want nothing more in the universe than to make her feel happy and safe and protected for the rest of her life.
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      Allara had never had a week like the first week of her marriage to the big Kindred. It was filled with so many new things—so much excitement and pleasure—more, it seemed, than she’d had in her entire life among the Q’ess.

      And yet, it was also filled with guilt and shame. A war had begun inside her—the tug of two different worlds demanding that she act in two very different ways.

      When she had first come to the Kindred Mother Ship, everything had seemed so simple. She would allow the evil one to take her and then kill him by driving her skora into his heart. After that, she would sing her lament, press the transmitter to let her people know the deed was done and the Blood Feud satisfied, and take the poison pill to end her own existence, hopefully before the Kindred could torture her to death instead.

      But now…now everything was all mixed up and complicated!

      Allara still heard that little voice in her head—the one that sounded like her aunt—shaming her for not doing her duty, for allowing herself to have feelings for the big Kindred, and for touching instruments as a woman must never do. But she also heard another voice—a voice that had been muted all her life and was only now ringing clear—a voice that sounded more like her own.

      This second voice asked—very reasonably it seemed to Allara—why the Blood Feud must be satisfied at all. True, her ancestress had been taken by the Kindred and her Song had been lost forever. But that was in the distant past—three and thirty generations ago. Why should Allara have to kill the man she was coming to care for so dearly and then lose her own life just to avenge a centuries-old abduction?

      Also, she was beginning to doubt what had happened to her ancestress was an abduction at all. She had probably gone with the Kindred warrior who had taken her willingly and then just decided not to go back. After all, what woman would want to lose the freedom to sing her own Song and learn the Songs of instruments which she would never be allowed to touch among the Q’ess? She had probably fallen in love with her new freedoms—and with her Kindred husband—and decided never to leave.

      Just as you’re falling in love with Brand, whispered a little voice in her head.

      Allara tried to push the little voice away—she couldn’t love the enemy, after all! But she wasn’t entirely successful. She couldn’t deny that at the very least, she was incredibly physically attracted to the big Kindred.

      Everything about him seemed made especially to draw her in, from his warm, spicy scent which was somehow both arousing and comforting at the same time, to his deep, moun horn voice, to the feel of his arms around her holding her close to his big, muscular body. There was nothing about him that reminded her even remotely of one of the men of the Q’ess and yet his differences drew her to him strongly.

      The way he treated her was so completely opposite from the way the men of her people treated their women. He never shouted at her or beat her or punished her by restricting her Song—one of the worst and yet also the most common punishments a wife could receive on Allara’s planet. Instead, he was kind and loving and attentive to her and he encouraged her to pursue her music and to sing her Song in any way that felt right to her.

      Also, since she had lost her fear of him, Allara found him so handsome she couldn’t seem to stop kissing him and wanting to be near him. Especially when he started humming or singing—making that deep, seductive Song of his—she felt almost magnetically drawn to him. Her body never failed to react to the feeling of his deep tones caressing her and she found herself wanting to feel more than just his Song on her skin—she wanted his big hands and his warm lips on her as well.

      Her aunt’s voice in her head constantly told her this was wrong, of course, but Allara was finding it easier and easier to put that voice out of her head. After all, there was nothing she could do about completing her mission until her new husband took her and filled her with his seed. And since he was following the rules of the Claiming Period so strictly, she had at least three more weeks to figure out exactly what she was going to do after that happened.

      After it happens, you’ll feel differently, her aunt’s voice whispered in her head. After he tears you and leaves you bleeding, you’ll find it easy enough to plunge your skora into his heart!

      Allara pushed the voice aside uneasily. To be honest, the thought of her new husband’s enormous shaft inside her was the only fear she had left of Brand. He had yet to let her see him naked—though he had seen her exposed several times—so she wasn’t exactly sure how big it was. But from the size of the bulge in his sleep trousers after she had been touching herself for him, she imagined it was very large indeed.

      I suppose I’ll find out exactly how big it is tonight, she thought, staring at her husband across the table on the first night of their Bathing Week. For how can we take a bath together without him exposing himself completely at last?

      “Finished eating, sweetheart?” Brand asked, frowning at her plate. “You didn’t have much.”

      “I find I am not very hungry tonight, husband.” Allara looked down at her plate, where there was much uneaten food. “I will try to eat more if it displeases you,” she offered.

      “No, of course not, baby.” Reaching across the table, he took her hand in his big, warm one. “I think I know what the trouble is. You’re nervous about taking a bath together—is that right?”

      Biting her lip, Allara nodded.

      “I suppose…a little,” she admitted.

      “Are you frightened that I might hurt you now that I’m allowed to touch you, baby?” he asked softly. “Because I swear to you now, I would never, ever do that.”

      “I know you will not,” Allara said quickly, though her aunt’s voice in her head proclaimed it was a lie. “It is just…I have never seen you completely, er, exposed, husband. Though you have seen me several times,” she added, blushing.

      “I know you haven’t, baby—I didn’t want to scare you,” he murmured, squeezing her hand. “But listen—nothing but a bath has to happen tonight if you’re feeling nervous. We can just take a dip in the pool and scrub each other’s backs if you want.”

      “Truly?” Allara looked up at him uncertainly. She knew, from the way her new husband talked, how much he was looking forward to getting to touch her naked flesh with no cloth barriers in the way.

      Brand nodded firmly.

      “Truly, sweetheart. I never want to do anything to make you feel uncomfortable and I never want to frighten you or make you feel rushed. You have all the power here—whatever you say, goes.”

      His kindness made Allara’s heart overflow. How many men would be so considerate of their wives? She was sure almost none of the men of the Q’ess would. There was something different about the Kindred.

      Maybe it was because they worshipped a Goddess or maybe it was because they revered women and believed they were precious and special. But for whatever reason, they seemed to care deeply for the well-being of their spouses—both physical and emotional.

      “Thank you from the deepest part of my heart, husband,” she said sincerely. She was still a little nervous, but not nearly as frightened as she had been before—his words had reassured her and the knot of fear in her belly was all but melted.

      Putting down her fork, she smiled at him.

      “I think I am ready for our bath now.”

      Brand gave her that sleepy, golden-eyed smile of his.

      “In that case, I’m ready too, baby. Let’s go.”
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      For the first time, she would see her husband naked. Allara felt a nervous flutter in her stomach as she took off the soft, blue dress Kat had made for her, baring her body beside the steaming bathing pool.

      Brand was on the other side of the pool, likewise disrobing. He had told Allara that he wanted to go into the pool first for safety’s sake.

      “I don’t know how strong of a swimmer you are, baby,” he’d told her. “And the water is definitely going to be over your head.”

      “I think I will be all right,” Allara said, eyeing the steaming surface of the pool uncertainly. She had never been much of a swimmer, but she could at least tread water. Or if worst came to worst, she could always hang on to the side of the pool, she reasoned.

      “All right—I’m getting in now,” Brand said from behind her.

      Allara realized this was his way of offering to let her see him and she almost turned around. But at the last minute, she lost her nerve and continued looking away, pretending to study the shower stall where she had done all of her washing up until now.

      There was a long pause and then a splashing sound which meant her husband was in the water. Allara turned slowly, crossing her arms over her bare breasts, though she knew it was foolish. He had, after all, seen her body through the thin nightgowns she wore every night—seen it and stroked it with his big, warm hands. This wouldn’t be so very different.

      But still, her stomach was fluttering nervously as she stepped down into the bathing pool, feeling the warm water envelope her.

      Brand was at the other end of the pool, very obviously giving her space.

      “Be careful, sweetheart,” he said anxiously as Allara climbed in. “That last step is pretty slip—“

      And that was the last thing Allara heard before her feet slipped on the step and she plunged down as the water closed over her head.

      “Allara? Allara!”

      Before she could even start to panic, big, muscular arms were scooping her out of the water and she was being pulled close to Brand’s broad chest.

      “Baby?” He looked down at her anxiously. “Are you all right?”

      “I think so.” Allara sputtered and pushed her wet hair out of her eyes. “Thank you for coming to save me so quickly, husband,” she said, swiping at her eyes.

      “I should have been right beside you, so you didn’t go under in the first place,” Brand rumbled. He sounded upset with himself. “I was just trying to keep my distance, so you didn’t feel uncomfortable being naked around me, baby.”

      His words made Allara realize all over again that she was completely bare in her husband’s arms. Looking down, she could see her full breasts bobbing just above the water, her nipples like dark, ripe berries at the tips of her breasts.

      “Oh,” she murmured, biting her lip. “It was…most kind of you to try and spare my feelings, husband.”

      “Do you want me to put you down?” he asked her.

      “Oh, no!” Allara clutched at him. “I am afraid I am not a very good swimmer,” she admitted. “I am…much more afraid of drowning than I am of you seeing me bare, husband!”

      “Okay, baby—I won’t let you go.” He pulled her a little closer to his chest. “But it’s no good, you not knowing how to swim. How about if we fix that—or at least make a start on it?”

      “Fix it?” Allara frowned at him. “How?”

      “I’ll give you a swimming lesson,” Brand told her. “If you’ll let me.”

      “You will?” This was the last thing Allara had expected. “But how can you teach me to swim?”

      “Well, first you have to learn to float. Look, what you need to remember is that the flatter you make your body, the more surface area you have spread out on the water and the easier it will be for you to stay afloat,” Brand instructed. “So what I need for you to do is let go of my neck and let yourself relax in my arms.”

      Allara wasn’t certain about this at all.

      “Relax?” she asked, looking suspiciously at the steaming water of the bathing pool. It had already tried to swallow her once—she didn’t like the idea of giving it a second chance.

      “Sure, baby. Just relax.” He looked at her earnestly, his golden eyes serious. “Do you trust me not to let you fall?”

      Allara bit her lip. A week ago she wouldn’t have trusted him for anything. But now, so much had changed.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Yes, husband, I trust you.”

      “Good, then just relax and lie back in the water. I’m going to keep my hands under your shoulders and hips and help you float until you get the hang of it.”

      Feeling a little self-conscious and a lot nervous, Allara did as he said. Slowly, she relaxed back into the water, trying to make her body go flat as Brand had said.

      “That’s good.” He nodded encouragingly. “But try to relax, baby. Don’t just go flat—go limp. You’ll be surprised how well the water holds you up.”

      Taking a deep breath to settle her nerves, Allara did her best to obey. It helped that she could feel his big hands under her back and hips, still firmly supporting her. But it was scary to give in and surrender to the water around her.

      Yet, when she was finally able to let herself go, she realized that Brand was right. The water felt like a big, warm hand holding her up. And of course, having the big Kindred so close by helped as well.

      “You’re doing it baby—you’re floating!” Brand’s deep voice was somewhat muffled by the water in her ears but she could still understand him clearly. Allara smiled up at him, feeling supported and cared for and loved.

      Wait a moment—who said anything about love? her aunt’s voice sneered in her head. He’s just trying to get you off your guard so that he can take you when you least expect it.

      Allara told herself she didn’t believe that voice—that it was just lying to make her feel frightened. But she suddenly didn’t want to float anymore. Lifting her head out of the water, she looked up at Brand.

      “Thank you for the lesson, husband,” she said. “But can we leave the pool now? I am feeling…a bit overheated.”

      “Of course, sweetheart.”

      Gathering her close to his chest again, he waded towards the steps and held her hips securely as she set her feet on them. When Allara was out of the pool, she went quickly for the towels, deliberately not watching as Brand got out behind her.

      Allara gave him plenty of time to dry off while she wrapped herself in a towel and squeezed the water out of her long hair. When she judged he’d had time to cover up, she turned around at last.

      “Well, that was quite a bath, husband,” she said, trying to smile as she looked up at him. “Remind me never to go into the bathing pool on my own.”

      “Not until we finish teaching you how to swim, anyway,” he rumbled. Striding over, he cupped Allara’s cheek in his big, warm hand. “It’s up to you now, sweetheart,” he murmured, looking down into her eyes. “Do you want the first night of our Bathing Week to end now? We can simply go to bed and go to sleep if you do.”

      Allara bit her lip. After a whole week of build-up, it felt cowardly to just go to bed having done nothing new to deepen their intimacy. Part of her was still frightened to death, but she was no coward.

      Lifting her chin, she looked him in the eye.

      “No, husband,” she said clearly. “I am not ready for bed yet. At least, not to sleep.”

      A slow smile curved Brand’s sensuous mouth.

      “In that case, baby, how do you feel about getting a massage?”
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      Brand couldn’t believe he was finally going to get to touch his bride’s beautiful, curvy, naked body with no barriers in between the two of them. Every time he had caressed her through her silky nightgown, he had dreamed of touching her bare flesh.

      But now that the moment was finally here, he didn’t want to frighten her.

      To that end, he kept the towel firmly wrapped around his waist as he led her back into the bedroom, where he had a folding massage table set up in the corner. He would have used the bed, but it wasn’t quite high enough and he didn’t want to be bending over awkwardly while he tried to give his bride a good massage.

      He helped Allara onto the table and adjusted it to the right height before carefully removing her towel. She was face-down and he saw a shiver go through her small, curvy body, but she made no protest or complaint as he took the towel.

      “Easy now, sweetheart,” he murmured in her ear. “I’m just going to rub a little oil into your skin to start with, all right?”

      “All right, husband.” Her soft voice was slightly muffled by the face-rest but Brand could feel the tension in her small body when he placed one hand between her shoulder blades.

      Turning to the array of bottles, all filled with different, lightly-scented oils for different parts of her body, he chose one which would warm her skin and ease the tension in the muscles beneath and poured a small amount into the palm of his hand.

      Starting at the back of her neck, he began to smooth the oil up and down the length of her back in long, soothing strokes. He kept his pressure light but firm, letting her get used to his touch.

      Gradually, he felt some of the tension leave her body.

      “Is this…all there is to a massage, husband?” she asked hesitantly. “Just you…petting my back?”

      “I’m going to pet a lot more of you before I’m done,” Brand promised her. “As long as you’re comfortable with it, sweetheart?”

      He made it a question, wanting to be certain she was all right.

      “I am very comfortable,” Allara assured him. Which let him know he could go on.

      Moving lower, Brand got a little more oil in his hands and smoothed it over the round, curving mounds of her ass. Allara stiffened at first, but then, as he continued to rub her, she gave a little moan and relaxed under his hands.

      Brand wondered what else he could do to help her relax and then it came to him. Keeping his voice low, he began to sing in the tone he knew she liked best—the one that always brought her to him when he sang it in the afternoon, when he was supposed to be working.

      The effect on his bride was immediate. She moaned again and then her hips twitched up, her legs spreading as though of their own volition to show her soft little pussy.

      Brand bit back a groan when he saw the soft lips of her sex opening to show her glistening inner folds. Gods, she was so beautiful, he thought, looking at the tight little button of her clit, which was increasingly visible as she thrust her hips up and down.

      “Mmm, husband,” she murmured, her voice husky with pleasure. “Are…are you going to massage my pussy now?”

      “Do you want me to give you a pussy massage, baby?” Brand growled softly, still kneading her sweet curvy ass cheeks.

      “I…I think I do,” she moaned and then she was spreading her legs even wider for him, inviting him in.

      Gods! It took every ounce of self-restraint Brand had, not to lean down and bury his face between her thighs. He wanted so badly to taste the juices he could see glistening on her berry-dark folds. But it wasn’t their Tasting Week yet, he reminded himself, and Allara wasn’t expecting to feel his mouth on her. Right now was his chance to prove he could be trusted—to prove that she could open herself to him and he would treat her with tenderness as he brought her pleasure.

      He poured more oil on his palm—a special kind especially for use on her sex—and then gently cupped her soft little mound. Still humming to her softly, he began to massage, stroking slowly up and down as Allara gasped and moaned.

      “Does that feel good, baby?” he murmured, still gently rubbing.

      “It…it does, husband.” Her voice was high and breathless and her hips were pumping rhythmically, as though begging him for more. “It…it might feel even better if you…if you massaged inside me,” she added, sending a wave of lust straight to Brand’s aching shaft.

      Touching her naked body was making him hotter than he could ever remember being, but he knew he couldn’t rush things. Gently, he parted her pussy lips a little wider and allowed his fingers to slip into her inner folds. He found her tight little clit and bracketed it with his middle and index finger. Then he began to rub again, the same, slow, up and down motion he’d been using before. And at the same time, he kept humming.

      The effect on Allara was electric. She began making hot, helpless little sounds as she pumped her hips in time with his rhythm. Her toes curled and her hands fisted in the sheet over the massage table.

      “Oh, husband!” she gasped. “Oh, that feels so good! I feel so…so close. I think I’m going to…going to come!”

      “Come on then, baby,” Brand growled hoarsely. He knew by watching her touch herself that she could come many times in a night and he wanted to give her an orgasm right away to relax her for the rest of the massage. He kept up the steady rubbing, sliding his fingers along the sides of her sensitive little clit as she rocked against his hand, making the soft, helpless sounds of passion he liked so much.

      “Husband!” she cried and then he felt her quivering all over and knew that she was coming hard.

      “Gods, baby—that’s right,” he told her, his shaft throbbing under his towel. “That’s right—give it up for me and come nice and hard on my fingers.”

      “Y-yes, husband!” Allara moaned. “I…I will do as you say. Oh, Gods of all Creation!”

      Brand rode out her first orgasm, waiting until the quivering and moaning had stopped, before turning her over gently. Allara’s face looked soft and relaxed, all of the tension he’d seen earlier having melted away.

      “Is there more to this massage then, husband?” she asked, panting a little, as Brand got more oil on his hands.

      “Much more,” he assured her. “I haven’t even massaged your beautiful breasts yet, baby.”

      Allara looked up at him with dreamy eyes.

      “Do as you wish with me, husband,” she murmured. “I am yours.”

      Her words sent a fierce rush of desire though Brand and once more he had to stop himself from kneeling to lap her soft little pussy. He couldn’t do that—not yet.

      Mindful that she would need to recover a bit from her earlier orgasm, Brand began massaging the full, ripe mounds of her breasts. Allara moaned softly and arched her back, clearly offering him anything he wanted.

      Gently pinching and tugging her tight nipples, Brand began to hum again. This caused her to spread her legs and begin pumping her hips once more as she moaned for him.

      Brand couldn’t help admiring her gorgeous, curvy body. Gods, she was so beautiful—he couldn’t believe she was really his. Slowly he moved his big hands down her small body, rubbing and massaging until he got to her pussy again.

      “Allara,” he murmured, cupping her mound and sliding one finger into her soft, wet folds to caress her clit. “I know you’re a virgin and you’ve never had a male’s shaft inside you—but have you ever been penetrated here at all—with anything?”

      As he spoke, he dipped lower, circling the tiny, tight entrance to her pussy—the mouth of her sex.

      “No, husband,” she murmured breathlessly. “You know it is not permitted for a woman to touch her forbidden areas. So how…how could I have been penetrated?”

      She was beginning to grind her hips again, a sure sign she was ready to go for orgasm number two. The warm, feminine scent of her desire was filling his senses, making him wish again that he could taste her.

      “I didn’t think so,” Brand murmured. “And do you have a maiden barrier? I know some species of humanoid do,” he added.

      Allara shook her head.

      “No, husband…no, I…I have no barrier.” Her breathing was faster now, and he could hear her heartbeat racing.

      “Good.” Brand was relieved. He didn’t mind that his wife was a virgin, but it would be much easier to make love their first time with no barrier. He stroked a little deeper into her pussy, sliding one finger in, just to the first joint.

      “This pleases you? That I have no barrier?” Allara asked, her hips moving in a longing rhythm, as though she desperately wanted more.

      “It does,” Brand growled softly.

      “Why husband?” She looked up at him, her eyes heavy-lidded with pleasure and need.

      “Because I want to continue this massage,” Brand told her. “But this time, I want to massage inside you.” Slowly, he slid his finger deeper into her sweet pussy until he was halfway inside her. “Can you let me do that, baby?” he growled softly. “Can you spread your legs for me and let me massage inside your sweet, tight little pussy?”

      “Ohhh!” Allara moaned. Her breasts were heaving as she panted for breath. “Yes, husband—yes!”

      “Good, baby. That’s good,” Brand murmured. “Let’s just get you spread nice and wide then.”

      The massage table had an excellent feature—it split in half at the bottom, so that he could spread his bride’s legs and stand between them. But as Brand moved the table, the bottom half of his towel snagged on the corner and pulled completely off…

      Leaving him as naked as Allara was.
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      Allara gasped when she saw the size of her new husband’s shaft.

      Gods of All Creation—he’s huge!

      And he seemed to be poised to ram his entire thick length inside her open pussy.

      With a squeak of fear, she started to clap her thighs closed as fast as possible.

      Only Brand was faster.

      “No, baby—stop.” He caught her legs and held them open easily, though Allara was trying desperately to close them.

      “Please!” she begged, fear making her heart ram against her ribs. “Please, husband! You promised that you wouldn’t take me yet! You said we must wait—it is only the second week! Please!”

      “Sweetheart, slow down. Relax.” Brand rubbed her thighs soothingly and hummed softly—the same lullaby he’d sung for her on the night she felt so sad and guilty after seeing the Assassin vid.

      His Song washed over her and gradually some of Allara’s fear began to fade.

      He won’t hurt me—he promised not to hurt me, she told herself, trying to still her rapid heart. He has not broken a promise to me yet and he promised not to hurt me.

      “All right, now,” Brand rumbled when she had stopped struggling and was lying still on the table. “I’m sorry I scared you,” he went on. “But my towel came off by accident—I never meant for you to think I was trying to, er, ‘take you’ before it was time.”

      “Truly?” Allara looked up at him uncertainly.

      “Truly, baby,” he said firmly. “But…” He sighed. “You’re going to have to see me, eventually. I know you might fear this part of a male.” He nodded down at his shaft. “But it’s part of me—the same way your beautiful indigo eyes and hair are part of you.”

      “It is just…so big.” Allara eyed his shaft with trepidation. Her aunt’s warnings echoed in her ears and she wondered how it would ever fit inside her.

      “I know it is,” he murmured. “But I don’t want you to fear it because I swear to you, Allara, it’s not going to hurt you. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “But…how can you help it?” she demanded, looking down at the thick monster between his legs. “When I am so small and you are so large? Husband, you could barely get one of your fingers inside me just a moment ago and even then I could feel my inner walls stretching to open for you. How can something this size go into my pussy? How will it fit?”

      “It will fit because of the compounds my body makes to help you open for me,” Brand said firmly. “Chemicals that are in both my saliva and my pre-cum which will enable you to stretch as much as you need to in order to take my shaft deep in your soft little pussy.”

      “I…I don’t understand.” Allara shook her head fearfully.

      “That’s why I’m going to show you,” Brand told her. Putting the finger he’d been using to penetrate her into his mouth, he sucked it clean and then returned it to her pussy, sliding it gently all around the entrance to her channel. Then he did it again and then again.

      Allara bit her lip as she watched him work. She had to admit, she did feel a little warmer and looser where he was touching her, though definitely not enough to let a shaft the size of Brand’s inside her.

      “Now,” he murmured after a few moments. “Let’s see how it feels when I slide my finger into you all the way.”

      Slowly, he pressed into the mouth of her pussy, sliding his long finger deeper and deeper inside her.

      Allara bit back a moan as she watched her husband penetrate her.

      Oh, Gods of All Creation—it feels so good when he does that—when he touches me inside!

      But it still felt awfully tight as well. Though she could feel her inner walls stretching to accommodate his finger, they were also telling her she wasn’t ready to have anything bigger inside her.

      “It’s still very tight, husband,” she whispered, hoping he wouldn’t take offense.

      “Yes, it is.” He withdrew his finger, frowning. “If only I could lap your sweet little pussy, I could spread my compounds better. I really need to rub them directly into your skin for them to work.”

      “You said…these chemicals were in your ‘pre-cum’ too, not just your saliva,” Allara reminded him. “But…what is pre-cum?”

      “Gods, you really are innocent.” He stroked her cheek gently and smiled. “Pre-cum is the lubricant a male’s body makes to help him slip inside a female.”

      “But where is it?” Allara shook her head. “I do not understand.”

      “It’s here.” He nodded down to the thick shaft between his legs. Allara saw that he was pointing to the broad flaring crown, which was, indeed, shiny with some kind of liquid.

      “It comes…comes from your shaft?” Allara swallowed hard.

      “Yes, it does.” He frowned thoughtfully. “It’s not our Bonding Week, so I can’t put my shaft inside you. But if I could just rub it against you—”

      “Rub it against me? You mean against…my pussy?” Allara asked, feeling alarmed.

      Brand nodded. “If I could do that, it would help you open for me and I could prove to you that I’ll be able to enter you when the time comes without it hurting.”

      Allara bit her lip.

      “I…I don’t know, husband,” she whispered. “To have you so close to me—touching me there…”

      “I understand that it’s frightening,” Brand murmured. “Which is why, I’m not going to do it.’

      “You’re not?” Allara felt cautiously relieved.

      “No,” he said. “I’m not. You are. Here, sit up for a moment, okay?”

      He helped her sit up, though her legs were still spread on either side of the table. This spread her pussy lips too, making her feel more open and naked than ever.

      Brand, who was still standing between her legs, stepped a little closer.

      “All right, baby,” he murmured. “I want you to take me in your hand and rub the head of my shaft all over your sweet little pussy—especially your entrance.”

      One did not disobey one’s husband, Allara reminded herself. But she was still incredibly nervous as she did as he told her and reached for his shaft.

      Brand stepped even closer to make it easier for her and soon she found she was holding his thick, long cock in both hands with the broad head pointed directly at her pussy.

      Oh, Gods of All Creation—what if it’s a trick? What if the minute I get him right against my entrance, he shoves himself inside me? What if Aunt was right about the Kindred being cruel and he’s just been pretending to be kind to throw me off my guard?

      Brand seemed to sense her trepidation because he took her face in his hands and murmured, “Look at me, Allara.”

      Looking up, Allara found herself falling into his golden eyes, seeing the love and gentleness there. And, as she looked in his eyes, Brand began to sing.

      
        
        
        “You feel the wind against your cheek

        It is my love.

        You see the stars in space so deep

        It is my love.

        Wilder than a river

        Deeper than the sea

        My love will always

        Bring you back to me…”

      

        

      

      It was the same song he had sung to her during their wedding reception and Allara felt it all over again, almost as though it was the very first time. Shivers ran over her skin and down her spine and a longing so great she couldn’t express it came over her. The fear she had felt melted away and she knew, once more, that the big Kindred would not hurt her.

      “Husband,” she whispered. “I am ready to do as you ask and rub you against me but please…will you kiss me first?”

      “Of course, baby. Love the taste of your sweet lips.”

      Bending down, he took her mouth gently but with a passion that took Allara’s breath away. Heart pounding, she leaned into him, kissing back for all she was worth.

      At last Brand pulled away.

      “Okay, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Anytime you’re ready. Just be careful, okay? That’s delicate equipment you’re holding in your soft little hands.”

      The thick, intimidating shaft didn’t look “delicate” to Allara, but she was careful as she scooted her hips forward and brought the broad, flaring head of his cock to her open pussy.

      He feels so hot and hard in my hands—yet his skin is so soft, she thought, as she looked down to where the head was almost touching her. The big Kindred’s spicy scent was stronger here too, making her feel dizzy with desire.

      “It’s all right, baby,” he murmured softly. “Just rub me against you.”

      Biting her lip, Allara did as he said. Bringing the flaring crown of his cock to her pussy, she pressed it against her swollen folds and began to rub the shiny pre-cum at the tip into her tender flesh.

      At once, she felt a warming sensation and her pussy almost seemed to beg for more. Brand, for his part, stood perfectly still, not trying to force anything, just letting Allara be completely in control.

      “That’s right, baby,” he murmured, stroking her hair. “Rub my pre-cum into your soft pussy nice and deep. Don’t forget to rub me against the mouth of your hot little sex, too.”

      “Y-yes, husband,” Allara whispered breathlessly. Bravely, she pressed the tip of his cock right to the tight entrance of her pussy and held it there, letting more of the warming liquid find its way inside her.

      Gods of All Creation, it feels really good, she thought, pressing a little more forward to make certain the tip of his cock was lodged firmly in her entrance. It almost felt as though more would go in, if she tried to make it.

      Experimentally, Allara scooted her hips forward a bit more and was surprised to see the entire broad head of her husband’s thick cock slide completely into her pussy mouth.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, pulling her hands away and looking down to where they were joined. “Oh, husband—I did not mean to!”

      “It’s all right, baby.” Brand stroked her hair again. “I’m not upset.”

      “But, is it not against the laws of the Claiming Period?” Allara looked around anxiously. Would someone come and take them away for disobeying and profaning the sacred rules?

      But no one came. It was just her and Brand and once more her husband said,

      “It’s all right. Don’t worry about the rules right now, just look down and let me explain something to you.”

      “Should we take you out of me?” Allara asked. By this time, she was actually hoping he would say “no.” The warmth inside her was growing and it actually felt good to have her pussy stretched open by the broad head.

      “Not yet,” Brand said firmly. “Let a little more of my pre-cum get inside you, baby. Now let’s talk. Do you see how the compounds my body makes can help you open up?”

      “Yes, husband,” Allara murmured, looking down to the place where he was just barely piercing her. This would certainly not have been possible earlier.

      “The reason my body makes those compounds is not just to help fit my shaft inside you,” Brand told her. “It’s so my mating fist will fit inside too.”

      He pointed to the base of his shaft and Allara saw there was a thick swelling there, almost like a ring around his cock.

      “Oh!” Allara hadn’t noticed this detail before—she’d been too busy looking at the place where he had entered her. “What is a mating fist, husband?” she asked, her eyes going wide.

      “It’s something every Beast Kindred has,” Brand told her. “It’s how we perform Bonding Sex.”

      “Bonding Sex?” Allara asked, frowning.

      “When we make love for the first time, if you decide you want to be with me for life, we’ll bond,” Brand explained. “The compounds my body makes will allow you to open enough that my entire shaft and my mating fist will fit inside you.” He stroked her cheek. “After that, we’ll be tied together for hours, making love and coming over and over again. That deep connection will bond our souls together and we’ll never be apart again.”

      As he spoke of the two of them being together forever, Allara felt a deep longing fill her. If she was soul-bonded to her husband, maybe she could forget the Blood Feud once and for all. Maybe her aunt’s voice would fade from her head and she could leave her guilt behind and just love Brand and let him love her.

      “Yes, husband,” she whispered. “Yes, this is what I want.” Laying back down on the table with the head of his thick shaft still piercing her, she looked up at him submissively. “Do it, husband,” she murmured. “Put yourself inside me all the way and bond me to you.”

      For a moment, Brand looked torn with indecision. Then, regretfully, he shook his head.

      “I can’t, baby—not yet. We need to follow the rules of the Claiming Period.”

      To Allara’s disappointment, he pulled gently out of her, leaving her pussy feeling empty.

      “Husband,” she whispered. “Is our bathing time over now?”

      “For tonight it is.” Brand gathered her into his arms and cuddled her close. “Now it’s time for bed.”

      “But will you…” Allara blushed. “Will you make me come once more, before we sleep?” she asked, feeling both shy and lustful. “I was getting so close before your towel dropped away.”

      “Mmm, it would be my pleasure, baby.” Brand gave her his warm golden smile as he tucked her into bed and climbed in beside her. Putting his left arm around her, he cupped her pussy mound in his right hand. “Should we pick up where we left off?”

      “Yes, husband…” Allara rolled her hips up, trying to get more of his touch. “I think you were touching me and putting your fingers inside me,” she reminded him breathlessly.

      “Oh, yes—how could I forget?” he growled softly. And parting her pussy lips, he began a gentle massage of her clit.

      Soon Allara was moaning with pleasure once more and pressing up to get more of his hands on her body. Brand hummed for her softly and then kissed her deeply.

      As he did, he slid two thick fingers deep in her pussy and continued rubbing her swollen clit with his thumb.

      This time, there was no pain at all—not even a slight one—as he filled her. And though he had twice as many long, thick fingers inside her pussy, she felt no trepidation at all—and no warning from her body that it was almost too much. Instead, she felt as though she could take even more fingers or something even bigger inside her.

      Like his entire shaft—and his mating fist, whispered a little voice in her head. And then her pleasure exploded and she was coming—coming with the big Kindred’s fingers deep in her pussy as she cried out,

      “Husband! Husband!” again and again.
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      So it was all lies. Everything Aunt told me about how the Kindred are cruel—about how they want to hurt their wives and tear them open. All of it was just to make me hate him and think he was evil. But he’s not evil at all.

      Allara was thinking hard, as she lay securely in her husband’s arms on the morning after the first night of their Bathing Week. The lights in the bedroom were dim, suggesting early morning. They would gradually come to simulate full daylight, but for now it was still only dawn.

      The night before had been a revelation to her. And now that her last fear of the big Kindred was gone, she was once again questioning her mission.

      How can I kill him now? she asked herself. Now that I know he doesn’t want to hurt me—that he only wants to love me.

      Well, it certainly didn’t take you long to abandon your entire purpose in life, sneered her aunt’s voice in her head. You were raised to kill him—born to satisfy the Blood Feud. It is your only purpose for being. How dare you turn your back on your own people and choose the Kindred over the Q’ess?

      Allara had no answer for that. She looked down at her chest where the skora she had worn from the age of twelve cycles, when she took the Unbreakable Oath, rested between her breasts. It seemed to burn her now, a token of shame rather than of honor.

      How could she possibly be thinking of breaking her oath? If it were known, her father and her aunt would be cast down, their status as members of the Seventh Great House revoked forever. And her own name would be reviled by every man, woman, and child of the Q’ess.

      Yes, but who’s going to know? whispered a persuasive little voice in her head. The Q’ess lead lives completely disconnected from the rest of the universe. Who’s going to tell them that you didn’t actually complete your mission? Even Aunt said that if you didn’t get a chance to press the transmitter button to let them know the deed was done, they would just assume that it was. So who will be the wiser if you break your oath?

      It went back and forth like that—the restless inner dialog. The voice of honor fighting with the voice of desire until Allara felt as though she was being torn in two.

      I can’t lie here anymore tormenting myself, she thought. I will get up and make First Meal for my husband. Maybe keeping my hands busy will silence my mind.

      She slid out of bed as silently as she could, shivering a little in the slightly chilly air, since she was still naked. Well, she couldn’t cook First Meal like this.

      Going to the closet, she began looking through the dresses and other garments Kat had made her, searching for the silky red robe that belted at the waist, which she liked to wear in the early mornings before she took a shower and got dressed for the day.

      But this morning, her fingers encountered a new fabric mixed in among the rest of the soft, pretty dresses—new and yet familiar.

      “My wedding dress!” Allara gasped, as the shimmering, silver fabric came into view in the dim light.

      “Oh, hey baby—you found it.” Brand’s deep voice was still thick with sleep and she turned to see him propped up on one elbow in bed.

      “I…I didn’t know it was mended,” Allara said through numb lips.

      “Yeah, Kat gave it back to me yesterday. Apparently it took longer to fix the rip than she’d thought.”

      “I…I would like to examine it in the light but I do not wish to disturb you, husband.” She pulled the dress off the hanger and clutched it to her chest. “I will take it into the room of necessity.”

      “Sure, baby. Whatever you want,” he murmured sleepily. Glancing at the chronometer on the wall, he rolled over again. “Gonna catch another half hour of sleep.”

      “Sleep well, husband,” Allara told him, hardly knowing what she was saying. Then she fled into the bathroom with the silver dress clutched in her arms.
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      Once in the room of necessity with the door firmly closed and locked behind her, Allara called, “Lights high,” and winced as the automatic lighting system brightened the room immediately. After her eyes adjusted, she anxiously examined the newly mended dress.

      But it wasn’t the place where Brand had ripped it off her that worried her— she was much more focused on the bottom of the dress. Anxiously, she felt along the back hem, where both the poison pill and the transmitter which would let her aunt and father know she had completed her mission had been sewn.

      But the two little lumps were gone—they were nowhere in the back hem of the dress! Did that mean Kat had found them during her sewing? Did she know what Allara was—an assassin plotting to kill her own husband? Or had the two little objects simply fallen out at some point while Brand was transporting the dress? Had they—

      Her anxious thoughts stopped as her fingers finally encountered the first lump.

      The poison pill! she thought, recognizing its shape and size by touch. It had migrated to the side hem of the gown, but it was still there, thank The Gods of All Creation!

      But where was the transmitter?

      Feeling a little further, Allara finally found the second familiar lump. There it was! She caressed it eagerly, pinching it between her thumb and fingers, feeling its familiar contours. There was the tiny button she was supposed to press the moment she completed her mission—the one that would send a single, one-time signal to let her father and aunt know that the deed had been done. The one—

      Allara’s thumb slipped in the slippery fabric and suddenly the tiny bump of the button went flat and the transmitter emitted a soft, barely audible beep.

      Allara froze. Gods of All Creation, what had she done?

      You pressed the transmitter button—that’s what you did! screamed a little voice in her head. Now Aunt and Father and all of the Q’ess will think you completed your mission when you really didn’t—you didn’t!

      Allara ran her hands through her hair distractedly. Oh no, what was she going to do?

      There’s only one thing you can do—do it now! Even if his seed hasn’t been spilled in you, his pre-cum has and shouldn’t that count? Kill him now and complete the mission or your whole life is a lie!

      Yes, that was what she would do, Allara thought frantically. She would kill the big Kindred as he slept—plunge her skora right in his heart and then the signal she had sent would not be a lie but instead the completion of her oath!

      Leaving the silver wedding dress in a heap on the bathroom floor, she went quickly and quietly into the bedroom where the lights were still dim. The elaborate jeweled scabbard of the skora was clutched tight in her left hand and she rubbed the pad of her thumb restlessly over the Blood Stone, ready to let it pierce her flesh and drink her blood in order to release the long, jointed blade.

      She crept into bed with the big Kindred, who seemed to be sleeping deeply. He had one arm flung over his head and his face was peaceful. His broad chest was completely exposed.

      Now! Do it now! screamed the voice of her aunt in her head. Complete your mission—fulfill your oath!

      Yes, she must do it. At the thought of the Unbreakable Oath, a compulsion filled her which she could not understand. Allara pressed the pad of her thumb harder against the Blood Stone. Almost, she could feel it slicing into her flesh…

      “Hey, baby.” Brand’s warm, deep voice broke into her frantic thoughts. Looking down, Allara saw that he was awake, his golden eyes open and glowing very faintly in the dim early-morning light.

      “H-husband?” she managed to choke out.

      “Mmm, you’re still naked,” he murmured, his eyes going half-lidded with lust. “Come back to bed—we don’t have to be anywhere for another couple of hours.”

      He reached for her and Allara went to him, automatically obeying her husband. But the voice in her head was still screeching that she must kill him, that she must fulfill her oath…

      “Press your soft, curvy body against me, baby,” Brand murmured, pulling her close. “Mmm, it’s so nice not to have anything between us.”

      But as Allara’s naked breasts pressed against his hard, warm chest, she was still clutching the scabbard of the skora.

      Kill him! her aunt’s voice shouted in her head. It is not too late—kill the Kindred!

      “You know, despite our height difference, I think we fit together perfectly,” Brand told her. “Love you so much, baby. I’m so glad you’re my wife.”

      The screaming in Allara’s head seemed to pause and her grip on the scabbard loosened.

      “You…love me?” she asked uncertainly.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Brand nodded and looked into her eyes. “I know it might feel kind of early to say it, since we’ve only known each other a little over a week. But I just can’t help myself, Allara—I’m crazy about you. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “Oh…” Allara whispered and her hand slipped away from the scabbard entirely.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to say it back,” Brand went on. “I understand that it might take a while for you. I just want you to know how I feel.” He took her face in his big, warm hands and kissed her softly. “I love you, baby.”

      Allara felt as though her heart might burst. The terrible compulsion she’d felt only moments ago to plunge her skora into his heart seemed to be broken. And the shrill, hectoring voice in her head demanding she keep her oath was now barely a whisper.

      “Husband,” she whispered, looking up at him. “I…I think I am beginning to love you, too.”

      “Mmm, in that case, come here and show me, wife.” Brand pulled her close to his chest, pressing their naked bodies together intimately. “I want to make you come again,” he murmured, his big hands sliding down over her body. “I want to make you come until it feels so good you can’t think about anything else except your husband touching you.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Allara said breathlessly. “I…would like that very much, husband.”

      “Then spread your legs for me baby. Gods, I wish I could go down on you! But for now, just getting to touch you is enough.” And he cupped her pussy in his big palm.

      As her husband began to pleasure her yet again, Allara told herself to let go of her past and her people and the Unbreakable Oath, which she had apparently just broken.

      Who’s going to know, whispered a little voice in her head. You pressed the transmitter, so they’re going to think that he’s dead and your mission is complete. Who’s going to know that you and your Kindred husband are actually still alive and living and loving each other?

      Who’s going to know?

      No one, Allara told herself as she gave herself up to the pleasure of Brand’s hands on her body. No one at all.
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      “Are you certain you want to take this mission, Commander Brand?” Sylvan asked, frowning. “You’re still in the middle of your Claiming Period.”

      “That’s exactly why I want to take it, Commander Sylvan,” Brand told him.

      They were still lingering in the Council room, having finished the daily meeting and Brand was trying to make his case.

      “Think about it,” he said to Sylvan. “It’s a diplomatic mission to a beautiful planet. The Dardens are supposed to be an extremely laid back and eminently civilized people. And their planet—Darden Three—is a tropical paradise. Pink, sandy beaches, warm, clear seas, sunsets that last two standard hours—what better place could there be to continue my Claiming Period with Allara?”

      “Well, when you put it that way, it makes me want to take my own wife, Sophia, for a vacation to Darden Three,” Sylvan said thoughtfully. “But are you certain you won’t be too distracted with diplomacy to pay proper attention to your bride?”

      “Looking at the Dardens’ proposed schedule, it doesn’t seem too onerous,” Brand told him. “They pretty much just want someone to come to a couple of state dinners and maybe make a speech about how the Kindred and the Dardens are the best of friends, etcetera, etcetera.” He shrugged. “I could do that in my sleep. And in the meantime, we’ll be spending our Tasting Week in a tropical paradise.”

      “Well then, I suppose I can hardly deny you the right to take this mission.” Sylvan smiled at him. “But are you certain your new bride is ready to journey so far from her new home? Darden Three is light years from the Mother Ship—communication won’t be easy.”

      “She’ll be fine. In fact, one of the reasons I want to take this mission is that Darden Three isn’t far from the Q’ess home planet,” Brand said. “I was thinking of sending a message to Allara’s family to let them know she’s all right and that our joining is going well. Who knows…?” He shrugged. “They might even invite us to visit. And then, once they see that their daughter is being treated well and that we truly love each other, they might decide that other Kindred can call brides from among the Q’ess.”

      Sylvan shook his head in admiration.

      “So you’re planning two diplomatic missions in one? Truly, I made the right choice when I placed you on the Council, Brand.”

      “Well, thank you, Commander.” Brand smiled with pride. “I’m just doing my best for our people.”

      “You’re doing an excellent job. And you’ve convinced me—go to Darden Three and contact the Q’ess on your way back. Are you going to tell your new bride that she might be seeing her family again soon?”

      Brand shook his head.

      “I want to keep it a surprise. That way, if the Q’ess refuse to meet with us for some reason, she won’t be disappointed.”

      “A wise idea. May the Goddess grant you safe travels and much success.” Sylvan offered his forearm for a warrior’s clasp. “And be sure you enjoy this very special time in your Claiming Period.”

      “Thank you, I will.” Brand took the offered forearm and clasped it firmly. “I’ll make you proud, Commander.”

      “I’m certain you will.” Sylvan smiled at him. “And as soon as you’ve established good relations with the Dardens, I’m going to take my wife there for a second honeymoon. Pink sandy beaches and two-hour sunsets are just what we need.”

      Brand smiled and nodded as he bid his commanding officer goodbye. He was whistling as he made his way back to his suite where Allara was waiting. He couldn’t wait to tell her the good news—they would be spending their Tasting Week in paradise!
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      “We are going where, husband?” Allara asked, frowning up at the big Kindred.

      “To Darden Three, baby. It’s a beautiful planet with a very broad tropical zone. Have you ever been to the beach?”

      “The beach?” Allara shook her head. “No, my family lived far inland and the Q’ess do not believe in traveling too far from home.”

      “So you never took vacations anywhere?” Brand gave her a disbelieving look. “Not the mountains or the ocean or anywhere?”

      Allara shook her head.

      “Until I was sent to you, husband, I had never been farther from home than the grass lands that edged our city.”

      “Well, you’re in for a treat.” Brand’s golden eyes glowed with excitement. “Darden Three is beautiful. And we’re going to be there during our Tasting Week.”

      Allara bit her lip, not sure what to say about this. All during their Bathing Week, Brand had been talking about how he longed to taste her. But to be honest, the idea made her distinctly nervous.

      For one thing, it just seemed wrong for a man to want to lower himself to putting his mouth on a woman’s forbidden areas. Allara was certain any man of the Q’ess would have recoiled in horror and revulsion at such an idea.

      And for the second thing, the idea of the big Kindred’s mouth between her thighs just made her feel nervous and shy. It seemed so intimate—so forbidden.

      So naughty—so dirty—so wrong, whispered a voice in her head.

      Though Allara had been trying to rid herself of the nagging little voice in her head that sounded so much like her aunt, she hadn’t been completely successful. It didn’t screech in her head as it had on the day she had accidentally pressed the transmitter’s button, but it still whispered to her of duty unfulfilled and a mission that had been abandoned for her own selfish reasons.

      Leave me alone, Allara told it now. I must obey my husband. If he tells me that he wants to press his mouth to my pussy, I must let him.

      But the thought still sent an uneasy, forbidden chill down her spine.

      “…get Kat to make you some swimsuits for the beach,” Brand said and she realized that she had missed what he was saying due to her own internal conflict.

      “What was that, husband?” she asked him. “You say I must have special clothing for this new planet?”

      “Absolutely, baby. But don’t worry—I’ll take care of it all. Before you know it, we’ll be on our way to paradise.” Brand leaned down and kissed her, excitement dancing in his golden eyes. “Tonight’s the last night of our Bathing Week and we leave tomorrow morning. So we’ll be spending the first night of our Tasting Week on Darden Three.”

      Allara tried to smile but she was pressing her thighs together in deep anxiety. She couldn’t remember feeling this nervous since the day of their wedding.
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      “Well, how did you enjoy our honeymoon?” Brand asked as their ship lifted off from Darden Three.

      “Honeymoon?” Allara asked, frowning.

      “It’s the term the humans use for the period right after a marriage or a Joining. Generally the new husband and wife take a little trip together and go someplace special. It’s a kind of mini-vacation, so they can relax and enjoy getting to know each other,” Brand explained. He gave her a half-lidded smile. “And I’d have to say that you and I certainly did get to know each other a bit more, wouldn’t you, baby?”

      Allara found herself blushing but this time her embarrassment was mixed with pleasure because she knew her husband was making a reference to their Tasting Week, which had turned out must better than she’d ever expected…

      Darden Three was everything Brand had promised her and more, she had to admit when she thought back on the past week. The people who lived there were kind and generous with an easy, open hospitality that made her feel at home right away. The beaches were broad swaths of pale pink sand which glittered in the sunlight and the waves were a pale, clear aquamarine which was just beautiful.

      They had been fed all kinds of delicious delicacies—tropical fruits and fish with mild, white, flaky flesh, and wonderful pastries shaped liked the fruit they were flavored with. And, aside from a few state dinners with the Prime Minister of the Dardens, they’d had plenty of time to spend together.

      Allara had feared she would miss her daily music lessons from Selena but it had turned out that the Dardens also had a musical legacy. In particular, they had a custom of “singing to the sunset,” which Allara and Brand had been introduced to that very first night.

      “It’s the custom for all our people to come out and sing during the fading of the sun,” the Darden Prime Minister had told them, during their first state dinner. “So don’t be surprised if you hear voices raised in song, periodically throughout the evening. It is the way we give thanks for the beautiful planet we live on.”

      Allara had thought this was a lovely custom. Though she had once been shocked at the idea of singing outside the Song House, she was beginning to see that music could have a part in all areas of life.

      “That’s wonderful,” Brand said. “Maybe Allara and I will do some singing ourselves this evening.”

      “Well, I understand that the two of you have just been Joined.” The Prime Minister winked at him expressively. “So I won’t be surprised if I hear a love song coming from the balcony of your suite.”

      Brand had laughed and squeezed Allara’s hand under the table, which sent a little nervous chill down her spine. She knew what kind of “singing” her husband wanted to do with her that night but the idea of him pressing his mouth to her pussy still made her uneasy.

      “You know, baby,” Brand said later, while they were unpacking in the plush hotel suite they had been given to stay in during their visit. “Darden Three is even more beautiful than I was told. I can’t think of a better place to spend our Tasting Week.”

      He was eyeing the vast bed as he said this. It had a strange construction. Rather than four bedposts or any kind of a platform to rest on, it had four thick, strong ropes, one at each corner, which were attached to a sturdy wooden frame on the ceiling. If you even brushed it a little, it swayed with a lazy rhythm that was—according to the Darden guide who had showed them to their room—very good for inducing sleep.

      “Of course, it’s also helpful for other things,” he’d added, winking broadly at Brand, who had laughed and sent him on his way with a generous tip.

      The other Darden furniture was set up the same way. There was also a swinging chair on the balcony overlooking the pink, sandy beach. They had been told the view of the sunset over the ocean was spectacular and now Allara could see that it was true. The sun was half-set in a glory of pink and orange clouds as it dipped beneath the sea.

      “Our Tasting Week? Oh, yes,” Allara said nervously, bringing herself back to the present. “But…do we not have to wait until the night to do…what it is that we do during this week?” she added in a rush.

      “Baby…” Brand stepped away from the bed and cupped her cheek in his hand. “Are you nervous about letting me taste you?” he rumbled softly.

      “Well…” Allara hung her head, looking down at the toe of her slipper as she drew patterns in the plush carpet.

      “Because there’s nothing to be afraid of,” Brand murmured. “You know I would never hurt you, right?”

      “I know that, husband.” She was able to say this with absolute certainty after what she had learned during their Bathing Week. “It’s just…” She stopped, not sure how to go on.

      “Just what, sweetheart?” Brand asked softly. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I promise I won’t be upset.”

      “It’s just that among my people it is considered so wrong for a man to press the source of his Song to any part of a woman’s body,” Allara burst out at last. “I do not understand why you would wish to lower yourself to do so. It is as though you decided to sing the secondary part instead of choosing to sing the first or Ascendant part.”

      A smiled twitched the corners of Brand’s sensual mouth.

      “I love how you just compared singing harmony to tasting pussy.”

      “But you see what I mean, don’t you?” Allara asked. “I do not understand why you—why any male—would wish to do this…tasting.”

      “Come with me. Let me see if I can show you.” Brand took her by the hand and led her out onto the balcony overlooking the sunset and the sea.

      “Oh!” Allara murmured, because once they stepped outside, the sound of voices could be heard, ringing out over the waters. Some were faint and some were nearby but all were musical and true. It seemed that the Darden custom of singing to the sunset was in full effect. “This is beautiful,” she murmured. “The way they raise their Songs to sing to the sunset.”

      “I want us to sing to the sunset too, baby,” Brand told her.

      Allara bit her lip. “Both of us? At once? Entwining our Songs?”

      “I want you to sing first,” he said.

      “Yes, husband,” Allara said. “But…what shall I sing?”

      “Sing the song I sang to you during our wedding reception—I know you remember it. You never forget a piece of music,” Brand told her. “And no matter what happens, don’t stop singing—all right?”

      “Yes, husband,” Allara said again. For one did not disobey one’s husband. Lifting her voice, she began to sing.

      
        
        
        “You feel the wind against your cheek

        It is my love.

        You see the stars in space so deep

        It is my love…

      

        

      

      At that moment, Brand began singing with her. But he was singing the secondary part—the harmony as he called it. Allara could hardly believe it. For a moment, her voice wavered, but then she remembered that he had told her not to stop singing under any circumstances. Lifting her voice again, she continued to sing, though the feeling of the big Kindred’s Song mingling with her own sent sparks of desire racing through her body.

      
        
        
        “Wilder than a river

        Deeper than the sea

        My love will always

        Bring you back to me…”

      

        

      

      They sang, every true note ringing out over the beach and the ocean below.

      “Again,” Brand murmured and this time they sang their wedding song—as Allara was beginning to think of it—together from start to finish.

      When it was over, she was nearly panting. The feeling of their Songs entwined was incredible—it was almost as though Brand had been kissing her slowly and tenderly all over her body—especially the sensitive tips of her breasts and the place between her legs.

      “Oh, husband,” she gasped when the music was finished for the second time. “That was…I cannot begin to describe it!”

      “Did it give you pleasure, baby?” Brand’s voice was low and hoarse with desire. “I know it did—I can smell your heat.”

      “Oh, I…” Allara shook her head and pressed her thighs together tightly, embarrassed by this.

      But Brand shook his head.

      “No, baby—don’t be ashamed. I’m just trying to show you that turning you on turns me on. Giving you pleasure gives me pleasure.”

      “And…tasting me would give you the same pleasure as singing the secondary part with me just now, when our Songs mingled?” Allara asked.

      “Exactly, baby.” Brand’s eyes went half-lidded with desire as he led her back into their room. “Pressing my face between your beautiful thighs with your legs over my shoulders and your soft little hands in my hair while you pant and moan and come all over my face as I tongue your soft little pussy—what greater pleasure could there be?”

      Allara bit her lip. She was still filled with desire and need after their “duet” as Brand called it when two Songs mingled. But the shyness remained.

      “But what if I cannot…be open for you as you wish me to? What if I cannot allow myself to let go and feel the pleasure?” she asked in a small voice.

      “Then we’ll take things slowly,” Brand promised her. “In fact, I don’t even have to kiss your bare pussy to start with.”

      “You…you don’t?” Allara asked, rather breathlessly.

      “No, baby.” He shook his head. “We can start with me kissing your panties, so you feel all covered up and safe. What do you think about that?”

      Allara bit her lip, still a little uncertain. But she had to confess, she was intrigued.

      “You mean…the panties I have on now?” she asked him. They had been dressed up for their first state dinner with the Darden Prime Minister and she was wearing a brand-new outfit—with a brand new pair of panties—which Kat had given her.

      The dress she had on had a plunging neckline and a split up the front that went almost to her mid thighs. It was made of a velvety black material which clung to her curves and highlighted her figure to best advantage.

      The panties that went with the dress were likewise black velvet—both inside and out—which rubbed pleasurably against her pussy. The idea of Brand kissing them was by no means unpleasant. Because, of course, he wouldn’t be kissing her bare pussy, she thought, which meant it wouldn’t be so bad. So…forbidden.

      “Of course the panties you have on now, baby,” Brand murmured, his golden eyes half-lidded. “Would you like to let me kiss them—just a little—to get you used to the idea?”

      Allara bit her lip, the two voices warring inside her again. One—her aunt’s—was telling her how evil and wrong she was to even consider it. But the second—her own voice—was saying that she ought to let go of the ways of the Q’ess and please her husband and herself instead. After all, she would never see her father or her aunt or anyone else of her people ever again. So she might as well embrace the ways of her new husband’s people—embrace the ways of the Kindred.

      “Yes, husband,” she said, listening to the second voice, as she had been more and more lately. “I would like for you to kiss my panties. If…if you want to.”

      “I would, baby—very much,” Brand growled. And dropping to his knees, he lifted her dress to bare her panties and pressed his mouth to them in a long, reverent kiss.

      Allara could feel his hot breath against her sensitive clit right through the soft scrap of fabric which barely covered her mound. His big hands molded to her hips, urging her to spread her thighs wider for him, which Allara did almost without thinking.

      “Oh, husband!” she breathed, bracing her hands on his broad shoulders as he knelt before her. “Oh that feels so…good.”

      “Don’t sound so surprised, baby.” Brand looked up with desire in his golden eyes. “Your sweet little pussy and Goddess pearl were meant to feel pleasure.”

      “But to feel you through…through my panties…” Allara shook her head.

      “I know a way you can feel me even better,” Brand had growled. “Why don’t you reach into those little panties and spread your pussy lips wide for me so I can kiss your clit a little better.”

      “Still through the panties?” Allara asked breathlessly.

      “Still through the panties,” Brand assured her in a soft growl.

      With trembling fingers, Allara reached into the velvety black panties and spread her pussy lips for her husband.

      I must do as my husband tells me, she told the little voice whispering that what she was doing was wrong. It is not wrong if he wants it.

      With a growl of approval, Brand leaned forward again and pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the little bump which was barely visible through the thin fabric.

      “Ohhh,” Allara moaned as he traced her gently through the panties with the tip of his tongue. “Oh, husband…”

      “Mmm, baby, you smell so good,” Brand groaned, pulling back for a moment to rub his cheek against her pussy mound.

      “Thank you, husband. You smell good as…as well,” Allara admitted. It was at times like these—when her husband was pleasuring her—that she smelled his spicy scent the strongest. It seemed to make her want to give in and do anything he wanted. Which would surely wind up in some very shocking scenarios, she was certain.

      “You know, baby,” he murmured, looking up at her. “I think I could kiss your little panties more easily if you lay down on the bed. What do you say?”

      “Yes, husband, if it pleases you,” Allara agreed.

      Going to the rocking bed, she laid down on it, feeling it sway slightly under her as she got situated.

      “Scoot down, sweetheart—let your legs hang over the end of the bed,” Brand instructed. “That way I can get right between them and kiss your panties just right.”

      Biting her lip, Allara did as he said, scooting down until the big Kindred could reach her.

      Brand positioned himself on the floor with his knees on a pillow, as though he expected to be there for some time. Then he dipped his face between her legs. But this time, instead of kissing her panties—which Allara had been expecting and rather looking forward to—he started to kiss the inside of her right thigh.

      Starting by the sensitive underside of her knee, he made his way slowly down until he was pressing his lips to the very inside of her right thigh, just beside her panties. Then, just as Allara was certain he was going to kiss her panties again, he switched over to her left thigh and repeated the entire process.

      The soft, sensual kisses seemed like torture to Allara. She could feel the need to come building inside herself as the big Kindred drove her crazy with his slow, deliberate seduction. Somehow his patience in taking his time to turn her on and tease her was as intensely erotic as the way he had mingled his Song with hers earlier. Allara could feel herself getting wetter and wetter and hotter and more swollen between her thighs—if he didn’t hurry she was going to ruin the little black velvet panties by getting her juices all over them!

      “Husband!” she panted at last, as Brand nuzzled the crease of her left inner thigh, his cheek brushing against her panties. “Please, I feel so…so needful!”

      Brand looked up, his eyes burning with desire and she realized that he was teasing himself with this slow seduction as much as he was teasing her.

      “Is that right, baby? Are you ready to let me kiss your panties again?”

      “You know that I am!” Allara exclaimed.

      “Well…maybe if you pulled them down—just a little—I could kiss them better,” Brand murmured.

      “Pulled them down?” Allara wasn’t sure about this—her heart started thudding in her chest.

      “Not all the way down. Here—let me show you what I mean,” Brand told her.

      Reaching up, he tugged the little triangle of black velvet lower, so that it slid down and the top of Allara’s mound was revealed.

      “Hmm, baby—you shaved,” he murmured, his eyes widening. “Didn’t know you were all bare under there.”

      Allara felt her cheeks getting hot with a blush.

      “Kat told me these panties would work best if I was, er, bare,” she murmured. “I have never removed my curls before but I am trying to be less Q’ess and more Kindred—does that make sense?”

      “Well, we don’t demand that our females shave, but it’s nice to see that you’re being more open to new ideas, sweetheart.” Brand smiled at her. “And now that your panties are a little lower, I can kiss them better. Want to see?”

      “I…I suppose so,” Allara whispered.

      Leaning forward again, Brand began kissing her panties again—but this time his mouth seemed to find her sensitive, bare mound almost as often as it found the black velvet.

      Allara moaned softly at the feel of his hot mouth moving over her smooth, bare flesh and his tongue dipping lower to tease the top of her slit. It felt so good she didn’t even say anything about how he was only halfway kissing her panties now.

      After a few long, drawn-out kisses, Brand pulled back and looked up at her again.

      “Tell me, baby, how would you feel about pulling these sweet little panties down just a little bit more? It would make it easier for me to reach you—I mean reach them, so I could kiss them better.”

      Allara nibbled her lower lip uncertainly.

      “But husband,” she said softly. “If I pull them down anymore, my entire pussy slit will be exposed.”

      “But you’ll still have your panties on,” Brand pointed out. “Which means I’ll be kissing them, not your pussy.”

      Allara wasn’t certain about his logic, but it felt like the right thing to do. And besides, she was getting so hot and wet between her legs, her head felt fuzzy with desire and it was hard to argue.

      “Yes, husband,” she whispered. “You can…can pull them lower, if you wish to.”

      “I do wish to, baby—very much,” Brand growled. And reaching up, he tugged the panties down until the little black velvet triangle was over halfway down her slit.

      Leaning forward, he pressed a soft kiss to the front of her panties…and then let his mouth travel up to kiss her exposed pussy slit.

      Allara moaned softly as she felt his hot tongue slip inside her fully, lapping gently at her slippery inner folds and then finding her swollen clit to trace again and again and again…

      “Oh…” she gasped, writhing under the slow, gentle kiss. “Oh, husband! That feels…feels so good. I am so close!”

      Brand looked up, his golden eyes burning.

      “Then let me pull your panties down a little bit more, baby. What do you say?”

      “I say…do as you wish, husband,” Allara panted. “As long as…as you do not take them off altogether.”

      “Of course not, baby,” he promised her. And then he proceeded to pull the panties down, baring her entire pussy.

      “Oh, husband!” Allara protested. “You promised you would not take them all the way off!”

      “I’m not, sweetheart,” he told her, slipping the panties over her right foot. “Look—you’ve still got them on.” He motioned to where the black velvet panties were still looped over her left ankle, dangling there like something forgotten…or unneeded, Allara thought.

      “Well,” she whispered. “I suppose as long as I’m still wearing them…”

      “It should be all right for me to kiss you,” Brand finished for her. “So go ahead, baby, spread your legs and let me kiss you the way you need to be kissed. Let me make you come.”

      Allara could resist no longer. The logic of having panties on or off or pulled up or down completely escaped her mind. All she wanted to do, she found, was open her legs and let the big Kindred do as he wished with her.

      Which Brand proceeded to do. He leaned forward and this time, with no fabric in the way, he was able to spread her pussy lips wide with his thumbs and give her a full, unobstructed kiss.

      Allara moaned at the way he sucked her clit into his mouth and bathed it with his tongue, kissing her pussy with the same gentle, intense tenderness that he used when he kissed her mouth. Hardly knowing she was doing it, she reached for him, her hands creeping into his thick black hair and urging him on.

      “Oh, husband!” she gasped as her hips bucked up to meet his gentle kisses. “Oh, husband—more!”

      Her words seemed to spur Brand on. With a low growl of pure desire, he looped his muscular arms around her legs, splitting her thighs even wider.

      Then he devoured her.

      There was no other word for it, Allara thought deliriously. He was no longer kissing or tasting her delicately—now he was like a starving man and she was his sustenance.

      “Oh, Gods of All Creation!” she gasped as she felt him slide his tongue deep in her channel, as the pad of his thumb continued to circle her swollen clit. She was getting close—so close—she could feel the pleasure building in her the way thunderclouds massed before a storm. In just a moment, lightning would strike and the pleasure was likely to electrocute her with its intensity.

      Her fingers tightened in Brand’s thick hair and she rode his tongue with complete abandon. She no longer cared that her people considered this act wrong and bad—her new husband liked it and he was so good at it. And that was good enough for Allara.

      At that moment, Brand replaced his tongue with two thick fingers and went back to lapping her swollen clit. The feeling of being so deeply penetrated at the same time he was bathing her sensitive Goddess pearl was too much for Allara. The thunderclouds broke and pleasure—as jagged as a spike of lightning—skewered her.

      “Oh, husband—husband!” she cried, her toes curling as every muscle in her body seemed to tense in pleasure. “So good—so good!”

      Brand stayed with her, riding out her orgasm and fucking her pussy with his fingers until Allara collapsed back on the bed panting in exhausted pleasure.

      Only then did he remove his fingers, lick them clean, and climb onto the bed with her. Pulling her close, he began to kiss Allara slowly and thoroughly, sharing her own secret flavor with her.

      It was the single most erotic experience of Allara’s life—though she had to admit, she’d had no erotic experiences until she had gotten married to Brand. But the slow, tender way he had brought her to pleasure and then the intense finish made her feel as though her heart would overflow.

      “Husband,” she whispered, when Brand pulled back for a moment. “Now, I’m certain. I know that I love you.”

      “Mmm, baby—I love you too. So much.” And he pulled her close to his chest and cuddled her, the two of them swaying on the rocking bed as the last light of the sunset bathed them in its rays.

      

      The rest of their Tasting Week was delicious. They continued to explore Darden Three during the day, riding boatercycles through the aquamarine waves, scuba diving (with the aid of a flotation device on Allara’s part) through tropical reefs, and taking k’per riding lessons. K’pers were a little like the Earth animal called a horse, but they were much lighter and had vast, rainbow-colored wings sprouting from their backs. When strapped securely to her favorite k’per’s saddle—a female called “Sky Dancer”—Allara swept through the sky alongside her new husband as they raced through the clouds together.

      At nights, they had a few more state dinners to attend, but were often alone for quiet, romantic meals as well. And after they finished eating, they often walked along the beach, listening to the beautiful music of the Dardens singing to the sunset.

      They sang together too, as Allara shrugged off what she hoped were the last vestiges of her people’s restrictive ways. Often they sang their wedding song, but sometimes Brand simply asked her to sing a melody—any melody that came into her head—and he would match it and harmonize with it as they let their Songs entwine.

      The pleasure of these moments was twofold, Allara found. First, she felt the physical pleasure of their mingled Songs caressing her skin and teasing her sensitive areas. But she also found pleasure in the idea that her husband wanted to sing with her and by so doing, bring her pleasure. She came to understand that Brand was showing her that he loved her and it drew them even closer together as her melody and his harmony filled the air around them in the golden rays of the sunset.

      And after the singing was done and they were back in their luxurious suite in the resort hotel the Dardens had put them in, they had a new game to play. A game Brand called, “Kissing the panties.”

      For, after searching her luggage, which Kat had helped her pack, Allara found that her friend had included a whole stack of undergarments—each one seemingly skimpier than the last. Many of them had slits in the middle or deep V’s in front which left her pussy lips almost entirely bare. When she showed them to Brand, his golden eyes had gone half-lidded with desire.

      “Gods, baby, you could wear a different pair for me to kiss every night we’re here.”

      So Allara did. Sometimes Brand laid her on the bed and knelt on the floor, as he had the first night of their Tasting Week to “kiss her panties.” Sometimes he lay on the bed himself and had her straddle his mouth. And sometimes, he put her in the swinging chair on the balcony and kissed them there.

      This was especially pleasurable for Allara—she loved lying back in the chair with her thighs spread and the big Kindred between them, as the soft golden-pink rays of the sunset bathed her body and her husband bathed her pussy with his tongue.

      Of course, Brand always started out kissing the fabric of her panties first, but he soon found his way around the tiny strings or into the slits that gave him free access to her pussy and once he got in to where he wanted to be, he seldom stopped before Allara had come two or three times.

      On their last night there, she found the skimpiest pair of panties yet, hiding in the corner of her carry-all case. They were simply a black lace waistband with a string of pearls attached to it.

      When Allara slipped this particular pair of panties on, the pearls nestled naturally against the slit of her pussy lips, hiding almost nothing. She was about to take them off again—it was their last night and they had a state dinner to attend—she didn’t want to wear such naughty underwear to an official function—when Brand came in and caught a glimpse of them.

      “Gods, baby, those are fucking hot,” he growled, eyeing the panties. “Love the way those pearls looks so creamy against the chocolate-caramel color of your skin.”

      Allara bit her lip.

      “I was going to change before we go down to supper with the Prime Minister. But…do you wish me to wear them, husband?”

      “Hell, yes—wear them, baby,” he growled softly. “Can’t wait to kiss them when we come back here after dessert.”

      “Yes, husband,” Allara murmured submissively, her heart beating hard. She had slipped into a silky red gown which looked wonderful with her skin tones and they had gone down to dinner.

      But she found, when she got seated, that the creamy pearls somehow found their way between her pussy lips and ended up right against her clit. And once they touched her inner pussy, it was almost as though her wetness activated them, because they began to vibrate.

      “Oh!” Allara gasped, sitting suddenly upright in her chair as the pearls teased her.

      “What is it, baby?” Brand looked at her with concern and the Darden Prime Minister asked if something had bitten her.

      “Darden Three is a paradise but we do have a few biting insects,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Um, yes.” Allara nodded, not sure what else to say and grateful for an excuse. “Yes, I was…was bitten. But I feel better now,” she added quickly. “Thank you for your concern.”

      The Prime Minister nodded, clearly thinking no more of it, but Brand was harder to fool. He looked at her, one eyebrow raised, but Allara only shook her head. They were in public, so there was no way to tell him that the pearl panties had somehow come to life and were, even now, quietly buzzing her most sensitive areas under the table.

      It was the longest dinner Allara could ever remember enduring in her life. She tried hard not to shift in her seat too much, but the vibrating pearls were driving her nearly crazy. They didn’t stay in one place but slipped from side to side, first teasing one side of her sensitive clit and then the other but never quite letting her come. By the time the dessert course had been cleared away, she felt like she was going to go mad if they didn’t get up to their room soon.

      The Prime Minister very courteously asked if they would like an after-dinner drink. But Brand shook his head.

      “I’m afraid my wife is looking tired, Prime Minister. We had a long day k’per-back riding.”

      “Well then, go and get some rest.” The Darden Prime Minister smiled kindly. “And enjoy your last night here on Darden Three together.”

      As it was the custom for the highest-ranking person to leave first, he rose and nodded graciously at them before he left. The other guests left one by one, leaving Allara and Brand alone at last. The minute everyone was gone, Allara grabbed for her husband.

      “Husband,” she gasped. “These panties. They are teasing me! Teasing my forbidden areas! I cannot bear it much more.”

      Brand raised his eyebrows.

      “I thought something must be going on. You’ve been shifting around like you had ants in your pants all through dinner.”

      “That is because they have been teasing me all through dinner,” Allara gasped. “Please, husband—let us go up to our room so that you can ‘kiss my panties.’ I need to come.”

      “Mmmm…” His eyes were suddenly half-lidded. “Why don’t I kiss them right here, baby?”

      “Here?” Allara looked around the state dining room, which was empty except for them, now that the Prime Minister and all the important guests had gone. “But…but we are in public, husband.”

      “Not really—we have the room all to ourselves,” he pointed out. “Come on, baby—you look like you can’t wait. Let me go down on you, right here, under the table. I’ll make you come at least once to take the edge off. Then we can go back up to the room and you can sit on my face so I can ‘kiss your panties’ some more.”

      Though Allara had never dreamed of doing anything so intimate in such a public area, she found herself nodding in agreement.

      “Yes, husband,” she whispered. “But…only this once.”

      “Whatever you say, baby.” He was already sliding under the table as he spoke and Allara thought that it was a very good thing the state dining table was quite high—otherwise he would never have fit. Then Brand ducked under the long white tablecloth and pushed up her dress to get to her pussy and her thoughts became fuzzy.

      “Mmm,” she heard him say. “Gods, baby, I think I can see the problem. These little vibro-pearls have made your pussy all hot and swollen. Just need to lick it and kiss it better.”

      And then she felt him diving between her thighs and splitting her legs wide with his broad shoulders as he pressed his hot mouth to her tender, aching cunt.

      Allara’s pleasure was already beginning to climb when a whole bevy of servants came in and started to clear the table. She stiffened at once, gasping quietly as they started whisking away used silverware, cups, and tableware efficiently, not even looking at her.

      “Madam,” said one, who appeared to be the head servant. “Are you well? Do you require more time to finish your dinner?”

      “N-yes!” Allara gasped, not sure what else to say. “I will…will sit here a moment longer while I…”

      She bit her lip—under the table, she could feel Brand lapping at the right side of her clit while the pearls buzzed the left side. At the same time, the big Kindred was filling her pussy with two thick fingers.

      “While I finish,” she got out at last.

      “Very good, madam,” the servant replied and continued clearing the table.

      Meanwhile, Brand—who must have heard the conversation—kept on licking her under the tablecloth.

      Oh, why won’t he stop? Does he not understand there are others here? Allara wondered distractedly. But Brand showed no signs of stopping. If anything, he intensified his attack, thrusting deeper and deeper into her pussy with his long fingers and lapping her clit mercilessly until at last an orgasm so intense that it hit Allara like a thunderstorm and rocked her entire body.

      She had to bite the palm of her hand to keep from screaming or crying out for him and her entire body stiffened, causing some sideways glances from the servants. However, by that time they were almost finished clearing the table and none of them said a word.

      After they left, Brand came out from under the table with a sly grin on his face and his lips still wet with her juices.

      “Mmm, baby. I think these are my favorite pair of panties yet,” he rumbled.

      “Oh, husband! Why did you do that?” Allara panted. “You made me come in front of all those people. It was so embarrassing.”

      “But it was hot, too—wasn’t it?” he asked, giving her a naughty smile. “Sitting there letting me taste your pussy while all those people had no idea what was going on, right under their noses?”

      Allara had to admit that he was right—though it was certainly nothing she would have dreamed of doing back when she had lived among the Q’ess.

      I am becoming less like them and more like him every day, she thought, glancing at her husband. I do not think that is a bad thing. For every day my aunt’s voice grows fainter and my own grows louder.

      All her life she had been raised as nothing but an agent of revenge. Now she was finding there was more to her—much more—than she had ever been led to believe.
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      “So you enjoyed our honeymoon?” Brand asked again, recalling her to the present. Their time at Darden Three was over and they were in the shuttle, flying home.

      Soon, Allara was certain, Brand would call the Mother Ship and ask them to fold space so the shuttle could bypass the light years between here and the Earth’s moon where it orbited. In fact, she was a little surprised that he hadn’t called them yet—they had been flying for over an hour now and were far from Darden Three.

      She roused herself from her memories of their time together and smiled at her husband. She couldn’t help thinking of their last night together—the night with the vibrating pearl panties—and the way he had carried her back up to their room and made her come three more times with his fingers and tongue.

      Thank the Gods of All Creation I didn’t listen to my aunt and kill Brand, she thought as she looked at him. What a terrible idea it was now—the notion of fulfilling her mission.

      The big Kindred had won her heart with kindness and patience and most of all with his steadfast love. She was so glad and grateful for the Claiming Period, which had enabled her to hold off on fulfilling her purpose and allowed her to see what a sweet and wonderful man her new husband really was.

      I would rather stab myself in the heart now than stab him, she thought, looking down at the jeweled skora which she still wore. It occurred to her that it was time to take it off now—she didn’t need it anymore. She was never going to fulfill the mission she had been raised to do. The Blood Feud would go unsatisfied and that was just fine with Allara.

      “Yes, husband,” she said, reaching for his hand and squeezing it. “I couldn’t imagine a more perfect honeymoon or a more beautiful time together.” She sighed. “But now I suppose we must go home?”

      “Why, are you sorry to leave Darden Three?” Brand asked.

      Allara nodded.

      “It was so beautiful—so perfect. Will we ever go back there again?”

      “Sure we can, baby. We established diplomatic relations with them and they’re eager to have the friendship of the Kindred. We can go back on regular vacations if you’d like,” Brand promised.

      “Oh, can we?” Allara looked at him with shining eyes. “That’s wonderful, husband!”

      Brand grinned at her.

      “I’m glad that makes you happy but I have another surprise that I hope will make you even happier.”

      “You do? What is it?” Allara asked eagerly.

      Brand laughed.

      “Now, it wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you about it, right? It’s something I set up before we went to Darden Three and I’m hoping it will happen soon.” He glanced at the chronometer on his wrist. “It should be any minute now…”

      “What should be any minute?” Allara exclaimed. “What is it, husband? I cannot wait!”

      At that moment, the viewscreen beeped and Brand held up a hand to quiet her.

      “Hang on, baby—I’m hoping this is it right now.”

      He pressed a button which made the viewscreen come to life and Allara gasped in surprise and alarm.

      There, filling the viewscreen with their angry faces, were her father and her aunt…and both of them were glaring at her.
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      “Oh, there you are—thank you for calling me back. Hello, I’m Brand, Allara’s new husband,” Brand said, introducing himself cordially as though this was any other social meeting.

      He has no idea he’s talking to the people who raised me to kill him, Allara thought numbly. Oh, Gods of All Creation…

      “Allara and I are just returning from a diplomatic mission to Darden Three so we’re close enough to come visit you, if you’d like to hug your daughter,” Brand continued, talking to Allara’s father.

      Allara bit her lip. Her father had never hugged her once in her life. He was not the type to show affection—only condemnation and censure.

      True to form, he shook his head, his face set in a mask of rigid disapproval.

      “You may not come here. We have only one space port and only merchants may land there.”

      “Oh, well,” Brand began uncertainly. “I’m truly sorry—I meant no offense. I just thought you’d like to know that your daughter is being well taken care of and we’re very happy together.”

      “Yes, so we see,” Allara’s aunt said coldly, speaking for the first time.

      “I just thought—” Brand began but Allara’s father cut him off.

      “I would speak with my daughter alone,” he snapped. “In complete privacy.”

      “Okay, well…” Brand looked taken aback but willing to comply. “Let me just put the ship on autopilot and I’ll go in the back,” he said to Allara, who nodded miserably at him.

      He manipulated the controls for a moment, then stood and, with another nod at the viewscreen where Allara’s aunt and father were waiting, stone-faced, he left.

      The minute the door to the cockpit was closed, Allara’s father thundered,

      “What is the meaning of this…this farce?”

      “You sent the signal!” her aunt exclaimed shrilly. “You led us all to believe that your mission was complete!”

      “I pressed the transmitter button by accident!” Allara protested, trying to defend herself.

      “You must complete the mission!” her father shouted at her, his face contorting with rage. “I have already been elevated to the position of Head of the Seven Great Houses! If you fail and your failure is made known, I will lose my new status and your aunt and I will be cast down, our names stricken from the roles of the Great forever!”

      “I could not complete it!” Allara exclaimed. “My husband has not…done what you said he must, Aunt,” she said, appealing to her aunt, who—while still stone-faced and disapproving—was at least not shouting at her. “He has not…” She could feel her cheeks getting red. “He has not, er, consummated our marriage,” she finished at last.

      “That is your fault,” her aunt said coldly. “You should have made yourself more appealing to him—more available.”

      “I tried!” Allara cried. “But he would not. And it is not my fault. The Kindred have a custom called the Claiming Period. They—”

      “Never mind that, now,” her aunt cut her off curtly. “Forget about consummating the marriage before you kill him—that was only to grant us higher status, anyway.”

      “What?” Allara asked, giving her aunt a disbelieving look. “But you said it would be painful—that I would bleed. And you said it was essential to fulfilling the mission.”

      “It would have been nice if you had been able to satisfy the Blood Feud in such a way, for the sake of our family pride,” her aunt said dismissively. “But what’s important is that you finish the job—even if the union has not been consummated.”

      “Complete the mission you were born and raised for,” her father added, scowling.

      “But…but I don’t want to,” Allara protested. “Brand is a kind, sweet, gentle man. And the Kindred are not evil, as you led me to believe. They revere women and treat them as equals to men. They even let women play instruments and I have played many of them. They encourage a woman to let her Song flow free, and not just in the Song House but anywhere.”

      She stopped because her aunt and father were looking at her in horrified disbelief.

      “Allara,” her aunt began. “You must listen—”

      “No, you listen!” Allara insisted. “Please, Father…Aunt—who will know the difference if I don’t complete my mission?”

      “Everyone, now that your husband has contacted us through the major channels!” her father shouted. “Do you not know, stupid girl, that all forms of outside contact are monitored by the authorities?”

      “N-no,” Allara stammered in a small voice. “I did not know that, Father.”

      “Stupid girl! Idiot!” her father raged. “You must complete your mission—you must!”

      Suddenly, something seemed to snap inside Allara. Maybe it was being shouted at again after spending three whole weeks with no one yelling at her or heaping abuse on her head or reminding her of her duty. Or maybe it was just that a part of her was ready to break free—had been ready for a long time—and at last it did.

      “No,” she said coldly. “This Blood Feud is old—three and thirty generations old. Why should I kill the man I love and lose my own life too, just to satisfy it? I do not care what you say, Father—my life and Brand’s life are worth more to me than a feud that was probably just a misunderstanding in the first place.”

      “And is your life worth more than our family honor?” her aunt demanded. “More than your father’s status as the Head of the Seven Great Houses? Think what will happen to us, Allara—we shall be cast down and forced to live in a hovel while all our peers in the other Great Houses snub us!”

      “At least you will be alive,” Allara pointed out. “Whereas, if I complete the mission you raised me for, I will be dead. I do not think it is right for me to trade my life away just so you two can enjoy a higher status.” She lifted her chin. “Brand has taught me that my life is worth something—I am valuable to him—he loves me. Not for what I can do for him or his status but just because I am me.”

      Her father shook his head in disgust.

      “To think it has come to this.” He looked at her aunt. “I can do no more. You trained her—do what you must.”

      “Our status will be lowered if the oath must be invoked,” her aunt said to him.

      “That cannot be helped. The little fool fancies herself in love,” her father growled. He pointed at her aunt. “Do what must be done. The mission must be completed.”

      Then he left the viewscreen, an angry scowl still on his face.

      Allara’s aunt watched him go and then turned back to her.

      “Listen to me, Allara,” she said. “You will complete your mission. Do you not remember that you took the Unbreakable Oath when you were twelve cycles old?”

      “I was so young then—only a child!” Allara protested. “It is not fair to hold me to a promise I made when I didn’t even know what I was promising. I will not kill the man I love and lose my own life just so you and Father can keep your status!”

      “You will do as you are told,” her aunt said coldly. “Do you really think you can get out of fulfilling your mission? Why do you think the Unbreakable Oath is called ‘Unbreakable?’”

      “You cannot make me do anything,” Allara snapped. “You are far away and I am free now—my Song is my own! I will go back to the Mother Ship and live a happy life with Brand and bear him many children and play all the instruments I want to and let my Song mingle with my husband’s forever!”

      “You will certainly go back to the Kindred’s Mother Ship,” her aunt said. “But when you get there, you will thrust your skora deep in the evil one’s heart at the first opportunity you get!”

      “Never!” Allara started to get up. “I will not hear this anymore. And I never want to see you or Father again! I—”

      Her aunt leaned forward so that her pinched and angry face filled the viewscreen.

      “Allara,” she said, “TRAB!”

      At the sound of that word, Allara was suddenly no longer in a shuttle bound for the Mother Ship. Instead, she found herself in the Song House of the Seven Great Houses, surrounded on all sides by the Song Leaders in their hooded black robes. Their voices rose and fell, echoing and re-echoing from the grey stone walls and high arching ceiling.

      
        
        
        “By the Oath Unbreakable we bind thee

        For its power, stern and strong, will find thee

        Your mission is to kill

        Your task you must fulfill

        Never shall your Song be free.

      

        

      
        By the Oath Unbreakable we bind thee

        For its power, stern and strong, will find thee

        Your skora, it must stab

        When this word you hear—TRAB!

        Never shall your Song be free.”

      

        

      

      In that moment, Allara was twelve again—shivered and frightened—stripped naked before the Song Leaders as she tried desperately to cover herself.

      Clouds of sacred herb smoke drifted down from the lamps hanging from the vaulted ceiling and the droplets of blood the Song Leaders flicked on her bare skin with their long fingers were horribly cold and slimy.

      The sacrificial blood smeared her all over, leaving traces Allara couldn’t wipe away, though she tried. She could feel the hot tears on her cheeks as clearly as she felt the Song Leaders’ words weaving into her brain, forcing her to acknowledge their power, and bend to their will.

      You are bound, whispered a voice in her head. You must complete your mission.

      It was the voice that sounded so like her aunt’s. Yet, when Allara came back to herself and looked up, she realized that the voice was echoing in her ears, not just her mind. Her Aunt had spoken the words and doomed her—just as she had stood by all those years ago, watching as a naked, frightened girl stood shivering while the Song Leaders forced her into a mold she didn’t want to fill.

      “I didn’t want to,” Allara whispered, looking up at her aunt. “I never wanted to. I remember now—I must have blocked it out. You told me for years that I must kill my Kindred husband and I always refused until the ceremony at the Song House—until the Unbreakable Oath.”

      “The Oath was thought by some to be unnecessary,” her aunt said sharply. “Now I am glad I insisted upon it. Go back to the Kindred Mother Ship, Allara, and fulfill your duty.”

      “I—” Allara wanted to say that she would not do it, but somehow the words wouldn’t come to her lips. She tried again. “I…I…” But no more words would come out than that.

      “Remember…” Her aunt pointed a finger at her. “Your soul is bound. Never will your Song be free. Complete the mission.”

      Then the viewscreen went dark and her Aunt was gone. But in her head, Allara again heard the chants of the Song Leaders and felt the slimy, sacrificial blood on her bare skin…

      
        
        
        “By the Oath Unbreakable we bind thee

        For its power, stern and strong, will find thee

        Your mission is to kill

        Your task you must fulfill

        Never shall your Song be free.

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Brand was worried about his wife. Allara had barely spoken a word to him since the apparently disastrous viewscreen conference with her father and her aunt. Brand had been carefully out of earshot—he didn’t want to invade her privacy—but he’d heard some angry shouting on both sides and from the look on his wife’s face, things had not gone well.

      “I’m really sorry, sweetheart,” he tried to apologize again as he landed the long-range shuttle in the Docking Bay of the Mother Ship. “I should have asked you before I put in a call to your family—I just thought it would be a nice surprise. I thought—”

      “Never mind that, husband.” Her voice was wooden and she stared straight ahead, not meeting his eyes. “May we please go back to our suite now? I find myself much fatigued.”

      “Of course we can, baby,” Brand said. Gods, it was worse than he’d thought—she wouldn’t even look at him! What could he possibly say or do to make up for his awful mistake?

      Unfortunately, he had no idea. Apparently, he had screwed up big-time—as he had heard the humans say sometimes—and he had no idea how to make it right.

      They got out of the ship and were heading for the suite when he heard someone call his name. Looking up, he saw Commander Sylvan waving to them from across the Docking Bay.

      “Look, sweetheart, I need to talk to Commander Sylvan,” he told Allara, who still had her head down and was being uncharacteristically silent. “Do you want to say ‘hi’ to him too?”

      “I would prefer to go back to our suite, husband,” she said in a low, toneless voice. “I am, as I said, much fatigued.”

      “Okay, sweetheart. Can you find the way yourself?” Brand asked anxiously.

      When she nodded, he bent down to kiss her cheek. Allara didn’t pull away, but she didn’t return the kiss either. She just stared silently down at her feet, as though waiting for him to be finished.

      When Brand straightened up, she turned and left without another word or a single glance behind her.

      Brand watched her go, his face twisted in a worried frown.

      “Is everything all right, Brand? Is your new bride ill?”

      Commander Sylvan’s voice brought him back to himself and he looked up to see that his commanding officer was standing right in front of him.

      “I don’t think so, Commander—at least, not physically.” Brand sighed unhappily.

      “Then what’s the problem, if you don’t mind me asking.” Sylvan raised an eyebrow. “Was it something that happened on Darden Three?”

      “Darden Three? Oh, no—no, Darden Three was wonderful,” Brand told him. “Clearly an excellent alliance for the Kindred. We were treated cordially and the Prime Minister has even asked that we send a permanent Kindred ambassador to live there.” He shook his head. “I envy whoever gets that job.”

      “It sounds like the first diplomatic mission went perfectly, then,” Sylvan said. “Am I to understand it was the second mission that went amiss?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Brand admitted. “I placed the call to the Q’ess, asking that Allara’s people call us on the way home—just as I told you I would.”

      “And did they call you?” Sylvan asked.

      Brand nodded. “Oh, yes. The call came in and I introduced myself and let them know I was doing my best to take good care of Allara but they would barely say a word to me except to forbid me from taking her to see them. Then her father said he wanted to talk to her alone.”

      “Do you know what he said?” Sylvan asked, frowning.

      Brand shook his head.

      “Not precisely but nothing very good, I’m afraid. I heard a lot of shouting and when I finally came back to the cockpit of the shuttle, the call had ended and Allara was just sitting there, staring straight ahead and saying nothing. I asked her what was wrong but she wouldn’t talk—just shook her head. But there were…were tears rolling down her cheeks.”

      Brand felt his heart squeeze in anguish at the memory. This was his fault—he had caused Allara to cry by exposing her to what were obviously toxic people from her past. Goddess, how he wished he’d never done it!

      “You can’t blame yourself, Brand,” Sylvan said, clapping him on the shoulder. “You were trying to do something nice for her—it’s not your fault that it turned out badly.”

      “I should have asked her instead of springing it on her as a surprise,” Brand said, squeezing his hands into fists. “I should have known by the way she talked about them.”

      “Why? What did she say?” Sylvan looked concerned.

      “Oh, she never said much about her father but her aunt apparently filled her head with horror stories about our Joining night.” Brand sighed. “She told Allara I would force her and hurt her and that she must bear it because that’s what a proper wife does—things like that.”

      “Gods, if they think that of us, no wonder they consider us their enemies.” Sylvan shook his head. “That poor little female!”

      “She was frightened to death on our first night together,” Brand confided. “I had to explain all about the Claiming Period and promise again and again that I wouldn’t hurt her.” He sighed. “We were doing so well—she even told me she loved me while we were on Darden Three. And now I’ve gone and ruined everything.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Sylvan said gently, squeezing his shoulder. “Family matters can be…complicated. My own family was much less than welcoming to Sophia when I brought her to Tranq Prime the first time, but we got over it.”

      “I don’t know.” Brand shook his head. “I just can’t get over the feeling that I’ve made a mistake I can never recover from.”

      “Don’t think like that,” Sylvan told him. “Just go back to your suite and try to get a good night’s sleep. Things will look better to both of you in the morning.”

      Brand sighed. “I hope you’re right.” He smiled briefly. “Thank you for your kind words.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Sylvan squeezed his shoulder again, sympathetically. “Take care and I’ll see you in the Council Meeting for your report on Darden Three in the morning.”

      Brand nodded his thanks and the two men parted ways.
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      Brand wanted to apologize again or at least talk some, but when he got back to the suite, Allara was already asleep on her side of the bed. She was rolled up in a blanket, with only the tip of her nose sticking out.

      Sighing, he got ready for bed as quietly as he could. This would be the first night of their marriage that he didn’t hold her in his arms as they drifted off to sleep together. Would she ever forgive him?

      I suppose in a way this is our first fight, Brand thought unhappily as he slid into bed beside his wife, being careful not to jostle her. I knew it had to happen some time, I just didn’t expect her to shut down so completely. I wonder how long it will be before she forgives me?

      He lay on his back and put out an arm, hoping she might roll towards him in the night. Maybe he would wake up with her cuddled against him, her sweet little head pillowed on his chest. He loved it when she used him as a pillow. It gave him a powerful feeling of protectiveness to cuddle her soft, curvy body close to his own, much larger one.

      “Love you, baby,” he murmured to the sleeping form beside him.

      Then, with a sigh, he closed his eyes and drifted into a troubled sleep.
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      Allara had been so upset by the vid call with her aunt and her father that she didn’t know what to do with herself. The memory of her childhood self, naked and shivering as the Song Leaders circled her in their black, hooded robes and flicked sacrificial blood on her bare skin wouldn’t leave her mind. She heard Brand trying to apologize, but she couldn’t make herself respond. It was as though a gray fog had descended on her—a fog only she could see, but which encased her completely and wouldn’t ever leave.

      Once back at their suite, she took a shower, hoping to scrub the feeling of the cold, slimy blood off her skin. But it did no good—no matter how hard she scrubbed, she still felt it running in scarlet ribbons down her arms and legs.

      Giving up, she dried off, put on a nightgown, and crawled into bed. The skora around her neck felt like its weight had tripled—it was like an anchor around her neck, pulling her down, tying her to her old life.

      Allara wanted to take it off so she could sleep more comfortably, but every time she reached for the clasp at the back of her neck, her hands seemed to go astray and she found herself smoothing her hair or straightening her nightgown instead. At last, she gave up and rolled herself in a blanket because she felt horribly cold for some reason.

      What is wrong with me? she thought, her mind moving sluggishly through the gray fog that surrounded her. Why am I so cold? Why can I not take off the skora? Why am I so sad?

      She had told her aunt and her father she would not complete the mission—she ought to feel joyful—free. Instead, her heart was heavy in her, as though some malevolent hand had reached into her chest and turned it to lead. Why was she feeling this way? Feeling so strange—so wrong?

      Unable to answer these questions, she at last drifted off into an uneasy sleep.
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      She woke in the middle of the night and sat bolt upright in bed. It felt as though someone had slapped her awake and was now moving her body and controlling her muscles. The unseen presence forced her up—compelled her to act.

      Where am I? What is happening?

      Looking around, she saw a large shape beside her—the Kindred was sprawled on his back, one arm thrown over his head. His face was peaceful with sleep and his broad, bare chest was exposed and vulnerable.

      It is the evil one, her aunt’s voice whispered in her head. The enemy—draw your skora and kill him, Allara! Do your duty—complete your mission!

      Yes—she must kill him. Allara saw that now. She didn’t understand why she hadn’t before. She seemed to be waking from a dream she had fallen into—a dream where she thought the Kindred was her friend—her lover—that he cared about her, even loved her. But that dream was false, she suddenly understood. It was the mission that mattered—it was the only reason she was here—the entire reason for her whole existence.

      Kneeling over the sleeping form of her husband, she pressed her thumb without hesitation to the Blood Stone at the top of the jeweled scabbard around her neck. The stone bit deep and drank of her blood and the scabbard released the skora at last.

      Allara pulled it from its sheath and the long, oiled blade unhinged itself, becoming a dagger as long as her forearm. Its tip was sharper than a needle’s and its edge could slice through steel. It was a most formidable weapon.

      Holding the hilt in both hands, she raised it high above her head. Her target was in clear sight—the bare, muscular chest of the Kindred. It was as though he was opening himself for her attack—awaiting the inevitable.

      But why is it inevitable? Why must he die? whispered a tiny voice in the back of Allara’s head. He loves you, Allara, and I thought you loved him.

      For a moment, her resolve wavered and she lowered the skora uncertainly. Was the voice speaking truth? It seemed to be talking to her from a vast distance—from a long-ago past in which things were different. A time when Allara’s choices were her own.

      He paid for you to have music lessons, the voice went on. He encouraged you and mingled his Song with yours. He loves you and you love him.

      Little fool! snarled a different, stronger voice. Listen to me, Allara—he is the evil one—he does not love you. He must be killed—the mission must be completed and the Blood Feud satisfied. You must kill him now—TRAB!!!

      This last word was so loud it was like a shout in her ear. It jerked Allara into motion. She raised the skora, which she had been clutching to her chest, high over her head once more.

      At the last moment, Brand’s golden eyes flew open and he stared up at her with sleepy surprise.

      “Allara? Baby?” he murmured. “What—?”

      KILL HIM! screeched the voice in her head. Her arms and hands jerked as though she was a puppet and her strings had been pulled.

      “I must fulfill my Oath,” Allara said, the words sounding like someone else had spoken.

      Then the skora plunged down and buried itself to the hilt in her husband’s chest.
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      “A-allara?” Brand’s eyes widened in disbelief, his big hand scrabbling at the hilt of the skora which she had buried in his heart. He coughed and droplets of blood flew from his lips and covered Allara’s face in a fine mist, just as they had during the ceremony of the Unbreakable Oath.

      She stared at him as the fog which had encased her suddenly rolled away. The compulsion she had felt—the voice that had been controlling her—was gone. But it was too late—too late.

      Allara’s hands flew to her face.

      What have I done? Oh Gods of All Creation, WHAT HAVE I DONE?

      She’d killed him—the husband she had grown to love, the kind, gentle giant who had done nothing but care for her and pleasure her and love her. She had killed him and with him, any chance she’d ever had of breaking free of her people and finding real love.

      I need to kill myself, too.

      She scrambled off the bed, going to look instinctively for the wedding dress in the closet. It still had the little black poison pill sewed into the hem. She could swallow it and be gone forever in less than five minutes.

      But no. She stopped before she even reached the closet door. She didn’t deserve to die. She had killed Brand—the only one who had ever really loved her. For certainly her father and aunt didn’t care for her, except as a way to gain more status among the Seven Great Houses. She had killed her one true love—death was not an option.

      “You don’t deserve a quick death,” she told herself. And she couldn’t bear to be in the bedroom and look at Brand with the light dying from his golden eyes one minute more.

      Running to the living area, she reached for the communications cube which sat on a shelf. When she had first come to the Mother Ship, Brand had showed her how to use it to call for emergency services.

      “Just in case you get into some kind of trouble while I’m gone from the suite,” he’d explained.

      Now Allara grabbed for the cube and pressed the buttons blindly, not even sure who she was calling.

      The cube buzzed and hummed for a moment, then a pale blue hologram of someone’s head appeared above it. It was faintly familiar, Allara thought. Someone she knew but her brain wouldn’t tell her who it was.

      “Hello?” the head said. “This is the Med Center. Allara—is that you?” The face looked worried. “What is it, hon? What’s wrong?”

      It was Liv, her brain finally supplied. One of the kind Kindred brides who had met her on her wedding day, what felt like a thousand cycles ago.

      “Please come and take me away,” Allara told Liv and now she was beginning to cry—hot tears forcing themselves from her eyes and running down her cheeks.

      “What? Honey, what’s wrong?” Liv asked anxiously. “What happened? Is that blood on your face?”

      “Please take me away,” Allara repeated. “Take me away and torture me—I deserve it.”

      “You deserve to be tortured? Allara, what are you talking about?” Liv exclaimed.

      “Take me and torture me!” Allara insisted, as sobs shook her. “I deserve it, Liv—I…I killed my husband tonight.”

      Then the sobs overcame her and she could say no more.
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      Brand woke from a strange and awful dream. In it, Allara was hovering over him, her lovely face slack, her indigo eyes terrifyingly blank. She was holding some kind of dagger and talking about an oath, an oath she had to fulfill…

      “Hey, there you are! I was hoping you’d wake up soon,” someone said.

      Looking up, Brand saw Olivia—the mate of his kin, Baird—looking down at him. She had an anxious look on her face but she smiled when she caught Brand’s eyes.

      “Where…” He coughed and put a hand to his chest when the cough caused a sharp spike of pain. “What—?”

      “You’re going to be okay,” Olivia told him. “You had a pneumothorax—a collapsed lung. Sylvan and Yipper were working on you all night. But you’re going to be okay now—we just need a few more hours for the regenerative to finish repairing the tissue and you’ll be good as new.”

      Brand shook his head—none of this made any sense. How would he get a collapsed lung in the middle of the night? Then he remembered the awful dream he’d been having. Suddenly, a terrible suspicion began to come over him.

      What if it wasn’t a dream?

      “Allara,” he said hoarsely, looking up at Olivia. “Where’s Allara? Where’s my wife?”

      “Oh, honey…” An agonized look came over Olivia’s face and she sank down to sit on the side of the bed as she gripped Brand’s hand. “You don’t remember, do you?”

      “Remember what? Where is she?” he demanded, trying to sit up.

      Olivia pushed him back down, gently but firmly.

      “Brand,” she said quietly. “I need you to listen and I need you to be strong for me right now. Allara isn’t who we thought she was—she tried to kill you last night.”

      “What?” Panic gave him the strength to sit up, despite the aching pain in his chest and the drugs still coursing through his system. “You’re lying!” he shouted, but even as he did, he had an awful feeling that she wasn’t. He kept remembering the dream of Allara hovering over him, a silver blade held in her hands as she stared at him with those dead eyes.

      “I’m not lying,” Olivia said calmly. “I’m so sorry, hon, but it’s true. She tried to kill you last night—in fact, she thought she had killed you. She called us here at the Med Center asking to be taken in and tortured because she had murdered you.” She shook her head. “It was awful.”

      “Tortured?” Brand was horrified. “What did you do to her? Where is she? What happened?”

      “I’m afraid we had to return her to her people.” The new voice came from the doorway. Looking up, Brand saw Commander Sylvan coming into the room. “Kindred law does not allow the execution of women, even in the event of attempted murder,” he said, coming over to Brand’s bedside. “So we sent her back to the Q’ess for whatever they deemed was the appropriate punishment.”

      “You sent her back?” Brand shook his head. “I don’t understand this—I don’t understand how any of this could happen!”

      “Do you remember anything at all?” Olivia asked him. “Were you awake when she stabbed you?”

      “I remember waking up from some kind of dream and seeing her hovering over me with a dagger in her hands,” Brand said. “Then she said something…” He wrinkled his brow, trying to remember. “Something about how she had to fulfill her oath.” He shook his head. “And that’s the last thing I remember aside from a shooting pain in my chest.” He touched the right side of his chest again, where the pain was greatest.

      “We think she was trying to stab you in the heart,” Sylvan said grimly. “But she stabbed the right side of your chest instead of the left.”

      “Probably because the Q’ess have all their organs reversed, so their hearts are on the right side, instead of the left,” Olivia put in. She frowned. “But tell me again—you said she was talking about fulfilling an oath?”

      Brand nodded, unable to speak. The idea that his wife—the woman he had loved and trusted and protected and cared for—had tried to kill him, was finally beginning to sink in. And Goddess, it hurt so much.

      “Do you think the mention of an oath was significant?” Sylvan asked, frowning.

      “I don’t know.” Olivia wrinkled her brow. “I remember Kat saying she’d run across some kind of article having to do with a Q’ess oath-taking ceremony—only she said it sounded more like a religious rite meant to brainwash someone. She found it when she was looking for articles about the Q’ess so she could plan the wedding.”

      “Call her,” Sylvan said. “Ask her to send us the article—it might shed some light on what happened last night.”

      “I’ll do it right away,” Olivia promised. She squeezed Brand’s hand once more and left, presumably to call Kat.

      “I can’t tell you how sorry I am,” Sylvan said to Brand. There was true regret in his pale blue eyes. “I feel like this is all my fault. I never should have let you volunteer to Join with one of the Q’ess. They have claimed us as their enemy for hundreds of cycles—I should never have allowed one of them aboard the Mother Ship in the first place.”

      “It’s not your fault, Commander.” Brand shook his head. “I volunteered. I thought…thought it was the will of the Goddess. But I don’t understand how she could let something like this happen.”

      “The Goddess doesn’t promise us we will have no problems or burdens in this life, Brand,” Sylvan said gently. “We don’t live in a perfect universe, after all. But she does promise to help us bear the problems and burdens that come to us.” He sighed and gripped Brand’s shoulder. “Though I must say, this seems like a heavy burden indeed.”

      “I still love her.” Brand looked up at his commanding officer, begging for understanding. “I know it sounds crazy after she tried to kill me, but I can’t help myself. I can’t just…turn off my emotions.”

      “Of course you can’t,” Sylvan said firmly. “You wouldn’t be a thinking, feeling being if you could. Allara came to mean a lot to you in a very short period of time. It’s natural for you to still have feelings for her. She—”

      “Got it!” It was Olivia, rushing back into the room. She was waving a communications pad in one hand triumphantly. “The Ceremony of the Unbreakable Oath—Kat sent it to me,” she said, coming over to Brand and Sylvan again. “And you won’t believe what it says!”

      She read the article rapidly aloud and as he listened, fragments of it seemed to lodge in Brand’s brain.

      “So…they’re indoctrinated as children?” he asked when Olivia finished.

      “And programmed as the perfect assassins.” Sylvan shook his head wonderingly. “Gods, who would have guessed?”

      “Not me,” Brand admitted. “Allara seemed perfectly fine and normal until after the conversation with her aunt and father yesterday. It was after that she seemed to just …shut down.”

      “Then they must have triggered her somehow!” Olivia exclaimed. “Something they said to Allara tripped the mental switch inside her and set the assassin part of her in motion.”

      “Then…you don’t think she tried to kill me on purpose?” Brand, who only moments before had been sunk in the pits of despair, felt a wild hope rise in his heart.

      “It’s possible…” Sylvan frowned. “What kind of shuttle were you flying, Brand—was it one of the newer ones?”

      “I think so. Why?” Brand frowned.

      “Because the newest long-range shuttles all have an auto-record function on their viewscreens,” Sylvan told him. “We might be able to go back and listen to the conversation Allara had with her father and her aunt and get a better picture of what happened and why it happened.”

      “Let’s go right now!” Brand threw back the covers and got out of bed.

      “Whoa, there! You just got over having one of your lungs popped like a balloon—you need to rest.” Olivia attempted to make him get back into bed, but Brand refused to budge.

      “Don’t you see—I can’t rest!” he exclaimed. “If there’s a chance—any chance at all—that Allara didn’t try to kill me because she wanted to—that she still loves me the way I love her—I have to know!”

      “You might as well let him go, Olivia,” Sylvan said. “At this point, I think it would be more detrimental to his health to force him to stay in bed. Once a Kindred warrior has given his heart to a female, he cannot rest until he is sure of her.”

      “Well…” Olivia sighed. “I guess as long as you go with him…”

      “I will,” Sylvan promised gravely. “Yipper and I were up all night working on him—I won’t let him spoil my handiwork, I promise.”

      “Go on, then.” Olivia stopped trying to get Brand back to bed. “Just please, be careful.”

      “I will,” Brand swore. “Come on,” he said to Sylvan. “Let’s go!”

      If there was a reason why Allara had done what she did, he was determined to find it. He just prayed that the recording of her conversation with her father and aunt would make things clear.
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      The vid recording did, indeed, clarify the situation. After watching the screen and seeing what Allara’s aunt and father said and listening to her replies, (which had also been recorded by the viewscreen, although only as an audio file), Brand collapsed back in the passenger seat of the shuttle, shaking his head.

      “They triggered her—her aunt did, anyway,” he said.

      “It seems so,” Sylvan sounded thoughtful. “The trigger word appears to have been ‘trab’. I wonder if that means anything in a different Q’ess dialect?”

      “What it means is that my wife is innocent!” Brand exclaimed. “And she loves me! You heard her say it, Commander Sylvan—she told them she loved me and she didn’t want to kill me. She called me the man she loves!”

      “She did, indeed.” Sylvan nodded gravely.

      “She should never have been sent away.” Brand said. “She belongs here—with me.”

      “I understand that you want to forgive her and take her back, Brand,” Sylvan said gently. “But I’m afraid the High Council might have something to say about a programmed assassin living aboard the Mother Ship.”

      “Then we’ll live someplace else!” Brand said. “I don’t care where we live as long as we’re together. I love her, Commander! In fact, I’m going to go get her now—trade me seats!” he demanded.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Sylvan frowned at him from the driver’s seat of the shuttle. “I understand you’re anxious to go to your wife, but we must do this through the proper channels. I will need to speak to the Q’ess authorities about getting her back and I’ll have to get permission from the High Council to allow her back aboard the Mother Ship. Not to mention the fact that I promised Olivia to keep an eye on you and not let you go running off until you’re completely healed.”

      “But I feel better already!” Brand protested. “What if something is happening to her? What if they’re punishing or hurting her even now? I don’t have a bond with her yet, so I can’t tell. What if…” He swallowed hard, hearing a dry click in his throat. “What if she’s dead?”

      Sylvan frowned.

      “To use a common human phrase, Brand, ‘don’t borrow trouble.’ You come back to the Med Center so Olivia can check you out and give you a clean bill of health and I’ll make a call to the Q’ess authorities at once.”

      Brand tried to control his impatience. He knew his commanding officer was right and that protocol had to be followed. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that Allara was in danger somehow. He wanted desperately to go to her and save her—to protect her from whatever it was he was certain was threatening her.

      “I can see by your face how much you want to go,” Sylvan remarked. He pressed the button that opened the shuttle’s door. “It’s the main reason I sat in the driver’s seat and let you sit in the passenger side.” He motioned towards the Docking Bay. “Come on, Brand—I promise I’ll be quick. You’ll have your mate back before you know it.”

      “From your mouth to the Goddess’s ear,” Brand muttered as he followed Sylvan out of the shuttle.

      But he couldn’t shake the feeling that Allara was in trouble and he was desperate to get to her.
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      “Well, you’re in pretty good shape for a male who had a deflated lung just a few hours ago.” Olivia shook her head and put away the hand-scanner she’d been using on Brand’s chest. “Kindred medical technology never ceases to amaze me. If you’d gotten a pneumothorax down on Earth, you would have had a chest tube in for weeks.”

      “So I can go? I can get Allara?” Brand asked anxiously. All during the exam, his feeling of worry and dread for his wife had been growing. Allara needed him—he could feel it. He had to get to her as soon as possible!

      “As far as I’m concerned, you’re good to go,” Olivia told him. “But I think you’d better wait and see what Sylvan has to say.”

      “I say he needs to go as soon as possible.” Sylvan came back into the room, a grave look on his face. “I’m sorry, Brand, but I couldn’t get her back,” he said.

      “Why? Where is she? What happened to her?” Brand was practically dancing with impatience to be gone. He didn’t care that he was barefoot and the only thing he had on were the blood-stained sleep trousers he’d been wearing the night before—he needed to get to Allara!

      “I’m afraid she’s going to be in today’s bride auction at the Q’ess space port,” Sylvan said, frowning. “And it’s about to start, so you’ll need to get there quickly if you want to bid on her.”

      “A bride auction?” Brand was horrified. Though he knew from the remarks that Allara had made that the Q’ess sent all their young women to be auctioned off when they came to be of marriageable age, the idea of Allara standing on a block while strange males from all over bid on her was terrible!

      “I’m afraid so. It’s a blind auction,” Sylvan added.

      “Meaning that all the bidders submit written bids simultaneously and the high bid wins?” Olivia asked.

      “I believe so, but I’m not sure and the Q’ess I talked to did not elaborate,” Sylvan said.

      “But…then how can I tell if I’m bidding enough?” Brand asked desperately. “What can I do? I have a little credit saved but I don’t know how much brides cost among the Q’ess!”

      “Spend whatever you have to,” Sylvan said firmly. “The High Council will cover it.”

      “Oh, but, Commander, it might run into the millions of credits!” Brand protested but Sylvan shook his head.

      “It’s my fault for entertaining the Q’ess proposal to marry one of our High Council members to one of their females in the first place,” he said. “You never would have lost your heart—or been stabbed in the lung—if I had simply sent their messenger away with a refusal of their offer.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” Brand said fiercely. “I don’t care what happened between us, I still love Allara. I can only hope she feels the same for me.”

      “I’m sure she does,” Olivia said gently. She frowned. “But you can’t go looking like that. You’re barefoot and you’ve got blood all over your sleep trousers—you need to change.”

      “He can’t go looking like a Kindred at all,” Sylvan commanded. “We are still their mortal enemies. They won’t even let him land at their one space port.”

      “True…” Brand ran his hands through his hair. “What can I do?”

      “Why don’t you pose as a Havoc merchant?” Olivia suggested. “They’re genetic cousins to the Kindred and they look like Kindred but I bet the Q’ess don’t have anything against them.”

      “An excellent idea, Olivia.” Sylvan nodded. “Would you ask Kat to simulate some Havoc clothing for Brand? Preferably something that hides his face.”

      “We can do that.” Olivia got back on her communications device and Brand heard her telling Kat exactly what they needed.

      “As for the ship, we’ll paint some Havoc markings on it directly,” Sylvan said to him. “And then it’s up to you to make them believe you’re just a merchant looking to bid on a bride.”

      “Thank you, Sylvan.” Brand said gratefully.

      “Don’t thank me.” Sylvan shook his head. “It’s my fault she came here in the first place, and my fault she was sent away. I’ll never forgive myself if this ends badly, Brand.”

      “It won’t end badly,” Brand growled, lifting his chin. “I’ll get her back or die trying, as the Goddess is my witness.”
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      “Stand at the ready! Your time of marriage is near!” The barking voice belonged to the Song Mistress of the Space Port Song House. Though women were not allowed to be Song Leaders, the Mistresses were still powerful people. They undertook the general work and duties of the Song House so that the male Song Leaders could be free to conduct ceremonies.

      This particular Song Mistress seemed to have taken an especial dislike to Allara. Maybe because Allara’s Aunt had told the Mistress that she had failed in her mission and brought dishonor upon the entire Q’ess people.

      “She must be sold off-planet at once!” her aunt had hissed, as she dragged Allara roughly by the arm before the Song Mistress. “She has besmirched the good name of the Seventh Great House and lost all the status of our family by failing to satisfy the Blood Feud with the Kindred which was created three and thirty generations ago.”

      The Song Mistress had sucked in her breath, her bulging eyes going wide.

      “What you speak of is a shocking and disgusting display of evil! She shall be sold to the far corners of the universe in our blind auction this very day!” she had declared.

      “Good—for neither I nor her father ever wishes to see her again,” her aunt said bitterly. “The honor of our house is in ruins and we have been cast down to the lowest levels—all because of her!”

      “Aunt, I’m sorry!” Allara had cried and could not help adding, “But tell me please, did the Kindred truly say that Brand still lived when they called you to come and get me?”

      “Listen to her! She fails her mission and all she cares about is if the evil one she was meant to kill survives!”

      Her aunt slapped Allara across the face so hard her head rocked to one side and she tasted blood at the corner of her mouth.

      “Foolish, evil, stupid girl!” she shouted in Allara’s face. “You cannot be sold fast enough for me. I will never see you again and your name shall be stricken from the family roles! All traces of your existence shall be wiped away.”

      “But, Aunt…” Allara felt as though her heart was breaking. She had lost Brand and now she had lost the only woman who had ever been even remotely like a mother to her.

      Her aunt was not listening. She turned to the Song Mistress and pointed a shaking finger at Allara.

      “Sell her to the biggest, most menacing-looking male you can find! I do not care about the money—I only wish for her to pay for her sins against our family and our people. I want to imagine her being beaten until she bleeds by her new husband every night for the rest of her miserable—hopefully short—life.”

      “It shall be done—I swear it on my Song,” the Song Mistress said gravely. “You may go now if the sight of her gives you such distress. I promise to take care of her punishment personally.”

      “You are very kind,” her aunt said, nodding gratefully. “I believe that I will take my leave for I must say that the very sight of her makes me ill.”

      And she had swept away in a rustle of starched skirts, leaving Allara with silent tears running down her cheeks.

      Everyone…I have lost everyone I ever loved, or who I thought loved me, she thought miserably.

      She wished that she had taken the black poison pill sewn into the hem of her silver wedding gown when she’d had the chance. Then at least she would be dead and she wouldn’t have to endure this misery.

      Her one comfort was the fact that—as far as she knew—Brand had survived her assassination attempt. “Attempted murder” were the words she’d heard Commander Sylvan use when he called and informed the Q’ess authorities that he was folding space and he expected them to come at once and pick up Allara. Also, her Aunt had said over and over that she had failed her mission. So that must mean that Brand was still alive, right?

      Unless he died shortly after you left, whispered a depressing little voice in her head. Which is entirely possible. You did stab him right in the heart, Allara.

      It didn’t matter if he was dead or alive, though—she would never see her Kindred husband ever again. She was about to be married off to another man—most probably an alien, since the Space Port was the only place where a non-Q’ess man could buy himself a Q’ess bride.

      Even if you weren’t being auctioned off and Brand made a complete recovery, he’d still never want to see you again, whispered the voice in her head. You tried to kill him, remember? He’ll hate you forever for what you tried to do—just as Aunt and Father will hate you forever for trying and failing.

      “I said—stand at the ready!” shouted the Song Mistress, right in Allara’s ear, drawing her roughly back to the present.

      Allara jumped to her feet, leaving the rough wooden bench where she had been sitting with half a dozen other bedraggled, miserable looking girls. Allara wondered what they had done and if it was as bad as her own crime. It was common knowledge that being sold at the Space Port Bride Auction was a punishment of the severest kind. Only the most recalcitrant, wayward girls were sold here.

      And to make matters worse, it was a blind auction.

      “Stand and hold your hands behind your backs,” the Song Mistress bellowed. “It is time for your blinding.”

      Allara swallowed hard as her hands were fastened securely behind her and a piece of rough, black material was wrapped around her eyes, effectively blinding her. Now she would not be able to see what kind of man had bought her until her new husband chose to remove the blindfold.

      During a regular Bride Auction, the brides retained their power of sight. This allowed them to plead with their eyes or exchange glances with a man they thought would be a good husband. Many an auction had been decided by a little silent eye flirtation, as Allara well knew.

      But during a blind auction, the brides-to-be were unable to plead their cases—not even with their eyes. They were more helpless—more vulnerable—than they had been since their birth and just as unable to choose who they would be living the rest of their lives with.

      “You all know what follows from here,” the Song Mistress shouted, her voice echoing in the holding chamber. “I’ll march you out to the stage and you’ll step up on the block one by one. Once your new husband buys you, he will bring you to the Song House where you will sing your song of submission. After that, he’ll sing his song of dominance and then you’ll be taken away by him, never to be seen again—at least not by anyone who cares.” She laughed coarsely. “Now, all of you grab hold of this rope and follow where I lead.”

      Allara felt a length of thick, scratchy rope thrust into her palm and she grabbed it as well as she was able with her hands tied behind her back. She could hear the uncertain shuffling of feet and knew the other girls were also holding onto a bit of the long rope. Then the Song Mistress shouted, “Come!” and gave the rope a yank.

      Stumbling forward with the other girls, Allara felt as though her heart was made of lead. Why, oh, why hadn’t she swallowed the poison pill while she had a chance? At the time she hadn’t thought she deserved a quick death—and to be honest, she still didn’t think so. But the idea of living the rest of her life with a man who wasn’t Brand was almost intolerable.

      I don’t care if he beats me every day like Aunt said, she thought miserably. It can’t make me any more unhappy than I already am.

      She had given her heart to the big Kindred and the idea of being another man’s wife was somehow worse than the idea of any beating, no matter how bloody and brutal it might be.
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      Brand shouldered his way through the crowd of merchants and tradesmen waiting for the auction to begin. Half of the males he saw were Q’ess and the others were aliens—some humanoid and some not. Most of them took one look at him and made way quickly, which made him grateful for the costume Kat had synthesized for him.

      He was dressed as a Havoc arms dealer in a tight, black leather suit that encased his body completely, showing off his large, muscular frame to best advantage. The outfit also came with a Valeran Flame Sword which was strapped over one shoulder and spiked black boots, which made him six inches taller than he already was.

      But the finishing touch—the one item that really sold the aura of menace and danger he was trying to project—was the black helmet with the mirrored front panel which hid his face and distorted his voice to a low, inhuman growl.

      The entire look screamed—Don’t Fuck With Me! Brand was hoping he looked menacing enough that the Q’ess authorities—if there were any around—would try to avoid him rather than taking an interest in a merchant who looked suspiciously like a Kindred.

      Of course, he wouldn’t be able to reveal his true face and identity to Allara until he got her safely back to his ship. He hoped she wouldn’t be too frightened of him in this outlandish gear.

      He came to a stop near the front of the stage beside a Uvian with green, scaled skin and an elongated snout and a Tasi’teer who looked humanoid enough, but was exuding the strong minty scent of anticipation from his large, very visible pores.

      “I hear this is the best place on the planet to pick up a Q’ess girl, cheap,” the Tasi’teer muttered, speaking to the Uvian. “Is that right?”

      “It’s the only place on the planet,” the other alien grunted back. “They don’t sell their women-folk to outsiders unless they done something wrong. And this is the only place they sells ‘em.”

      “Done something wrong? What do you mean?” the Tasi’teer demanded, his large-pored skin exuding a whiff of suspicion that smelled like rotten meat.

      “Oh, they’re all used goods, they are, at this auction.” The Uvian waved one scaly green, two-fingered hand dismissively. “So I hope you ain’t in the market for a virgin—you probably won’t find one here.”

      “Virginity isn’t that important to my people.” The Tasi’teer relaxed visibly his skin releasing the scent of apples. “I just want a girl to warm my bed and cook and clean for me on long missions. And I’ve heard the Q’ess females are remarkably submissive.”

      “So they are, so they are…” The Uvian nodded his great, scaly head. “So submissive, they climb right into the stewpot when you tells ‘em to.” He gave a great, croaking laugh that made heads turn.

      “You don’t really mean to buy a Q’ess girl to eat, do you?” The Tasi’teer turned pale, his large pores exuding a scent that reminded Brand very much of an Earth animal called a “skunk.”

      “Why not? Q’ess flesh is a delicacy on my planet. I aim to find the juiciest girl in the auction and buy her to cook up propper. You can’t pay too high a price for a really good cut of meat, right?”

      “Uh…right.” The Tasi’teer edged away from the other alien, still exuding the scent of skunk, which caused some complaints from the other males in the crowd.

      Brand said nothing but kept an eye on the crocodilian Uvian. If that bastard tried to buy Allara…

      Just at that moment, a loud voice shouted, “The Space Port Bride Auction is about to begin! Get ready to place your bids!”

      The shouter turned out to be a powerful-looking Q’ess woman leading a long line of blindfolded Q’ess girls out onto the wooden stage. They were all grasping a length of rope and stumbling after the woman as best they could. This clearly wasn’t easy, since they all had their hands tied behind their backs and none of them could see where they were going.

      Brand scanned the line of girls anxiously. Where is she? Where is she? Oh please, Goddess—let her be here! Let me be able to get her back!

      And then, near the end of the line, he spotted her, still wearing the stained and bloody nightgown she’d had on the night before—Allara.
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      Allara waited blindly as the girls in front of her were placed on the block and bid on. She couldn’t see anything but she could hear strange, rough male voices in the crowd—none of them sounded very nice.

      The Song Mistress acted as the auctioneer, moving the proceedings along with brisk efficiency. She began each auction with a quick mention of a girl’s past and her faults and then started the bidding at what she thought was an appropriate sum. Most of the girls went quickly so that it seemed no time at all before it was Allara’s turn.

      “Come, girl,” the Song Mistress said roughly, gripping her by the arm and half shoving-half hoisting her onto the auction block. “Hurry yourself up—I don’t have all day!”

      Allara climbed obediently onto the block, though she was shivering with fear and cold. She was still wearing only the thin nightgown she’d put on the night before and a cold wind was cutting through the outdoor auction area, making her wish she could pull her arms free from their bindings and hug herself for warmth.

      “Now, then,” the Song Mistress said in a bored voice. “This is Allara Ke’ta’nu, formerly of the Seventh Great House but no more. She has been cast out due to disobedience and impertinence according to her aunt. Also, she’s been married before so she’s used goods—don’t expect virginity from this one. But she does have a nice pedigree and a fine, full figure. Now then, what am I bid?”

      “Two hundred credits!” shouted a male voice.

      “Two hundred and fifty!” a croaking voice responded.

      “Very good, two-fifty from the Uvian gentleman,” the Song Mistress called. “And do I hear three?”

      A Uvian? Allara thought, feeling sick. Weren’t they those aliens with thick, scaly skin who liked to eat humanoids? Especially females?

      Then a deep, growling voice like thunder cried out, “Five hundred credits!”

      “Very good, the Havoc gentleman in black ups the bid,” the Song Mistress went on. “Will anyone give me Five-fifty?”

      “I will,” croaked the Uvian’s voice. “Five hundred and fifty credits! A tender morsel she looks—I’ve a mind to have her for my stewpot.”

      Stewpot? Allara felt as though she’d just swallowed a fist-size lump of ice. Was the Uvian really going to eat her?

      Well, not if the male with the deep, growling voice had a say in it.

      “A thousand,” he snapped.

      “Two thousand,” croaked the Uvian.

      “Well, this little baggage seems to have inspired a bidding war for some reason,” the Song Mistress said. “Do I hear three thousand?”

      “Five thousand,” the deep voice growled and then continued, “Hear me, Uvian, you don’t want to deprive me of my prize. If you try to take the girl I’ll get a pair of pliers and pluck out every last one of your snaggle-teeth and strip you of every single one of your scales. Let’s see if you can eat her when you’re as toothless and naked as a mewling babe!”

      The threat in the deep, growling voice made Allara shiver. And it apparently worked on the Uvian too because he was silent.

      “Here now, here now,” the Song Mistress brayed. “We don’t allow any threats at our auctions, no we don’t! Now, I’ve heard five thousand from the Havoc gentleman in black. Does the Uvian gentleman wish to up the bid?”

      “Too rich for my blood,” the Uvian’s croaking voice muttered sullenly. “Guess I’ll wait for another auction to fill my pot.”

      “A pity,” the Song Mistress remarked. “For this girl’s aunt asked that she come to a bad end and I promised to see to it personally. Ending up in a stewpot seems fairly bad to me. Still, maybe the Havoc gentleman will do his best to fulfill the aunt’s wishes?”

      “Give her to me,” the deep voice growled. “I’ll pay your price. After that, whatever I choose to do with the girl is my own business.”

      “So it is, so it is.” The Song Mistress didn’t sound perturbed at all. “Very well then, if no one wants to up the bid past five thousand?”

      Apparently, no one did for there was complete silence. Allara imagined the owner of the deep, growling voice to be staring around at the assembled bidders, glaring fiercely. If he could intimidate a Uvian, he must be either extremely large or extremely well-armed.

      Or both, she thought, her stomach fluttering as she wondered what her new husband looked like.

      “Sold! To the Havoc gentleman in black for five thousand credits,” the Song Mistress shouted. “Come on, you!” And she shoved Allara ruthlessly off the auction block, causing her to stumble and nearly fall.

      Someone caught her and set her on her feet again.

      “Her hands,” the growling voice of her new husband said. “Untie them!”

      “Untie ‘em yourself. I’ve the next auction to conduct,” the Song Mistress snapped. “Now listen, you’ve paid but you can’t take her until you go to the Song House and do a short ceremony. Go on—it’s just over there, ‘round the corner. Don’t worry about the details, the Song Leader in the doorway will explain. Now go on—I’ve no more time for you.”

      Big hands picked Allara up and carried her a little distance from the crowd, then set her back down on the ground on her feet. Then the growling voice spoke.

      “Hold still, girl, while I untie you.”

      Allara stood there, shivering and trembling, as the rough rope around her wrists was quickly untied. Shortly after that, the black blindfold was stripped from around her eyes.

      Blinking in the dull gray light of the hazy afternoon she looked up…and up and up at her new husband.

      Gods of All Creation, he’s even bigger than Brand was! was Allara’s first, terrified thought. Her new husband was massive—well over seven feet tall. He was dressed all in black with a mirrored helmet that covered his entire face, rendering his visage menacingly blank. In it, she could see her own cowering figure, wearing nothing but the blood-stained nightdress and a look of terror on her face.

      “Well, girl?” the growling voice asked. “Why were you being sold at the Space Port Bride Auction? I know it’s a punishment for your kind.”

      “I…” Allara licked her lips uncertainly. What should she say?

      “Don’t lie to me,” her new husband warned threateningly. “Always tell me the absolute truth and we’ll get along a lot better.”

      “I…I failed to complete a mission,” Allara said softly. “A mission I was born and raised to complete. And so my aunt brought me here. At least, I hope I failed it,” she added.

      “Why would you hope that you failed?” her new husband asked, sounding as though he was frowning.

      “Because the mission…” Should she tell him? Why not? whispered a little voice in her head. You’ve got nothing left to lose—you already lost it all when you stabbed Brand in the heart.

      “Well?” her new husband growled.

      “I hope I failed because…” Allara lifted her chin and stared at his mirrored helmet fearlessly. “Because my mission was to kill my husband. I didn’t want to, but that was my mission.”

      “I would have paid more if I’d known I was buying a trained assassin,” her new husband growled.

      “I wasn’t trained—not really,” Allara protested. “I was put under oath. That’s all.”

      “Seems to have been enough,” her new husband remarked. “Is that his blood I see on your nightdress, wife?”

      “It…it is…” Suddenly her spurt of courage left her and Allara felt as though her heart was going to break. “I stabbed him,” she whispered, as tears filled her eyes. “I didn’t want to, but the voice in my head told me I had to. And…and I couldn’t stop myself. And now he’s probably dead and I’ll never see him again!”

      She put her hands over her eyes, willing herself not to cry, not to give in to the sobs that choked her. The Song Mistress was still watching them from the corner of her eye, even as she conducted the next auction. Who knew what she might do to Allara if she caught her crying in public—which was against the rules of Q’ess decorum?

      “Come, girl,” her new husband said abruptly. “I wish to leave this benighted planet and never come back here again. But I think we must first go to the Song House before I’m allowed to take you with me.”

      “Yes.” Allara nodded, swallowing back her sobs. “Th-that way,” she said, pointing towards the corner where the Song House was located.

      “Come.” he took her by the hand, his enormous black-gloved hand swallowing up her much smaller one.

      Just as Brand’s used to do, Allara thought and had to choke back another sob.

      Her new husband pulled her along to the Song House, where they were greeted in the doorway by a bored-looking Song Leader in a black, hooded robe.

      “Halt,” he said, holding up a hand to them. “You must first sing your songs to each other before you may be considered married and leave the planet. You…” He looked at Allara. “Must sing your Song of Submission.”

      “Yes, Song Leader.” Allara bowed her head.

      “And then you…” He looked up at her very tall husband. “Must sing your Song of Dominance.”

      “What song is this?” Allara’s new husband growled. “I have no time for nonsense.”

      “Look, between the two of us, just sing any song you like,” the Song Leader told him. “It doesn’t really matter what it’s about—but you must sing a song in order to declare your Dominance over this woman and take her away.”

      “I can do that,” Allara’s new husband nodded.

      “Good. Then go get in line behind the others from the auction,” the Song Leader pointed to a group of alien males and their new Q’ess brides. They were standing to one side of the long, hard pews, waiting their turn to ascend to the altar and sing their Songs.

      Allara’s new husband walked over to the back of the line without further comment and Allara followed, having to trot to keep up with his long strides.

      Waiting didn’t take long. All of the Q’ess brides sang the same, traditional Song of Submission and the grooms, without exception, grunted a few words of half-hearted song in return and then they left.

      None of their notes were true, which caused Allara to wince with pain. She wondered what her new husband’s Song would be like and hoped he was not a Voiceless one. It was difficult to tell, since his voice seemed to be somewhat distorted by the shiny black helmet which made him look so menacing.

      At last it was their turn to ascend to the altar. It gave Allara a feeling of hopelessness, knowing that she was walking up the wooden steps to marry a man she didn’t even know—and would never love as she had loved Brand.

      Maybe he will kill me on our wedding night, she thought hopelessly. Then at least I would be out of my misery!

      Standing by the altar—which was no more than a rough wooden railing in the center of the stage—she placed her hand upon it and began to sing.

      
        
        
        “From this day forward, to you I belong

        Husband, husband, please hear my Song

        To you I belong—to you I belong.

        “From this day forward, I am not my own

        Take me to your home

        I am not my own.

        Husband I beg you, do as you please

        I plead on my knees,

        Do as you please, with me.”

      

        

      

      She sank to her knees as she sang, as was the tradition, and looked up at him as she finished her Song of Submission.

      
        
        
        “From this day forward, to you I belong

        Husband, husband, please hear my Song

        To you I belong…

        Forever.

      

        

      

      It was, of course, impossible to tell what her new husband thought of her Song of Submission since his shiny black helmet was completely blank of emotion. He simply looked down at her for a long time—so long, in fact, that the Song Leader at the door noticed something amiss and snapped at them.

      “Come now, move the line along! You must sing your Song of Dominance before you can take your new wife home.”

      “Very well,” her new husband growled. He pushed something on the side of his helmet and the shiny black visor lifted, but only far enough to bare his mouth. Allara wondered if now she would be able to hear his true voice—his true Song?

      Submissively, she looked down at his booted feet, waiting to hear his Song of Dominance, as was the proper way for a new bride.

      Suddenly a voice as deep and resonant as a moun horn swept over her.

      
        
        
        “You feel the wind against your cheek

        It is my love.

        You see the stars in space so deep

        It is my love…”

      

        

      

      With a gasp, she looked up at him. Could it be…? But her new husband was still singing.

      
        
        
        “Deeper than the ocean

        Wider than the sea

        My love will always

        Bring you back to me…”

      

        

      

      “Brand?” she whispered, her voice trembling. “It…it can’t be!”

      “It’s me, baby.” Leaning down, he swept her into his arms and pulled her close to his chest, just as he had so many times in the past three weeks. “Come on—we’re going home.”
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      Allara was stunned into silence as he carried her away. It wasn’t until Brand deposited her in his ship and then climbed in himself and removed the black, shiny helmet that she found her voice.

      “What…? How…? How can you be alive?” she blurted out at last, looking at him in wonder.

      “Not for lack of trying on your part, sweetheart,” he said, one corner of his mouth twitching into a wry smile. “But you stabbed me in the right side of my chest—my heart is on the left. And because you called them right away afterwards, Olivia and Sylvan were able to save me.”

      “Oh Brand…” She shook her head, tears rising to her eyes again. “I am so sorry! I can never be sorry enough.”

      “Don’t be, baby,” he said gently. “I know why you did it. I know all about the Unbreakable Oath and how your aunt and father pressured you to satisfy the Blood Feud.”

      “I should have been strong enough to resist!” Tears were pouring down Allara’s cheeks now. “Have you come now to take your revenge on me? I would not blame you if you wished to.”

      Brand looked horrified.

      “Take revenge on you? Of course not, baby! I came to get you because you’re my wife and I love you.”

      “How can you, after what I did?” Allara demanded, sobbing. “L-look—I still wear your b-blood on my nightdress!”

      She pointed to the dried brownish stains on the white fabric, which was rapidly getting soaked from her tears.

      “That doesn’t matter,” Brand told her. “None of it matters. The only thing I care about is the two of us being together again.”

      He reached for her, as though to pull her into his lap and comfort her as he had in the past. But Allara eluded his arms and curled into a ball in the passenger seat. She didn’t deserve to be comforted.

      She didn’t deserve anything good, ever again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brand felt his heart twist as he watched her crying. The pain of seeing her tears and being unable to comfort her was twice as bad as the dagger she’d stabbed into his chest.

      He wanted to try again—to tell her that he didn’t blame her and that he still loved her. But he’d already said all that, and it didn’t seem to make anything better.

      Sighing, he started the ship and began the lift-off sequence. When he’d won her auction, he had been certain he’d gotten to Allara in time to save her.

      Now, he wasn’t so sure.
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      “Well, it’s been three days since you got your bride back—how are things going?” Sylvan asked, a look of concern on his face, as Brand joined him at the small bar not far from his suite. “Here—have a drink,” he added, pushing a small glass filled with anthenian whiskey towards Brand. “You look like you could use one.”

      Brand thought the stress of the last few days must be showing on his face, but it was hard not to let it show.

      Ever since they’d gotten back to the Mother Ship, things had gone from bad to worse with Allara. He couldn’t even take her out anywhere to try and get her mind off things, either—the Kindred High Council had mandated that if she was allowed back on the ship, it was on the condition that she remain locked in the suite where she couldn’t hurt anyone else. So they were stuck inside with nowhere to go and Allara had nothing to do but blame herself for her assassination attempt.

      “Things are not going very well,” he admitted to his commanding officer with a sigh. “Not very well at all, I’m afraid.”

      “She hasn’t…tried to hurt you again, has she?” Sylvan asked hesitantly. This was obviously a situation he’d never had to deal with before. But then, none of them had. Who ever heard of a Kindred whose wife had tried to kill him?

      “Oh, no—nothing like that.” Brand shook his head quickly. “But she’s tried to hurt herself plenty.”

      “What?” Sylvan frowned. “What are you talking about? How?”

      “The first night I got her back to our suite, I found her in the closet ripping up her wedding dress.” Brand ran a hand through his hair as he remembered his wife’s frantic motions.

      “Ripping up her wedding dress?” Sylvan frowned. “Why, in the Goddess’s name?”

      “That was what I wanted to know,” Brand said grimly. “Turns out, it was because she had a poison pill hidden in the hem. It was given to her by her aunt who told Allara to take it right after she killed me. She hadn’t done it when she first stabbed me—I guess because she was too upset. But when I caught her ripping into the dress, she’d decided to make use of it.” He blew out a breath. “Luckily, I stopped her and flushed the damn thing.”

      “She was trying to kill herself?” Sylvan looked horrified. Suicide was almost unknown among the Kindred. Deaths of despair were rare in a community where almost everyone had a stable, loving soul-bond with a mate who cared for them, a reliable job which paid well, and excellent mental and physical health benefits.

      Grimly, Brand nodded.

      “And that’s not the only time. I’ve had to turn off the wave-oven in the kitchen and hide all the cutting implements. I’ve taken away every single belt from every robe or dress in the suite. I even took the laces out of the ‘tennis shoes’ Kat gave her for exercise.” He took a gulp of his drink, welcoming the fiery burn down his throat. “I just don’t know what to do—no matter how many times I forgive her, it seems like Allara just can’t forgive herself. The guilt is eating her up alive, Sylvan, and I’m afraid it’s driving her crazy.”

      “I’m so sorry, Brand…” Sylvan shook his head. “I never imagined it would be this bad for you.”

      “It’s worse for Allara,” Brand said. “And being in the same suite where she tried to kill me is only exacerbating the situation.”

      Sylvan sighed. “I’m sure that can’t be easy, but the High Council absolutely refuses to allow her back out among the general population of the Mother Ship knowing that she was mentally compromised by an enemy agent.”

      “Then maybe it’s time for me to resign my place on the Council and take my wife away from the Mother Ship,” Brand said, frowning.

      “Don’t do that,” Sylvan protested. “We would hate to see you go, and we’d be losing a very promising young member of the Council.”

      “I can’t just stay here and watch the female I love go crazy!” Brand exclaimed, so loudly that several heads turned and a few other warriors stared at him in surprise. He didn’t give a damn, though—he was too upset about Allara to care what anyone thought of him. “I have to do something for her, Sylvan,” he said desperately. “I just don’t know what! How can I ease the burden of guilt she feels? How can I help her clear her mind and start fresh? I love her, damn it! There must be something I can do.”

      “Maybe there is.” Sylvan frowned thoughtfully. “When you talked about easing her guilt and clearing her mind, it gave me an idea. Have you thought about taking her to the Sacred Grove for a Cleansing Ceremony?”

      “No.” Brand shook his head. “She doesn’t believe in the Goddess—as far as I can tell, she still worships the Q’ess gods—whoever they may be.”

      “It doesn’t matter if she believes or not—the Goddess can offer healing,” Sylvan insisted. “Why don’t you let me set it up? I’m sure I can get a special dispensation from the Council to allow you take her to the Sacred Grove. At the very least, you’d be getting her out of your suite.”

      “That’s true.” Brand nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe it would help at that.” He sighed. “Honestly, at this point, I’m desperate enough to try anything.”

      “I’ll set it up for later on tonight,” Sylvan promised.

      “Thank you, Commander.” Brand nodded gratefully. “And now, I’d better get back. I was only able to leave because Allara was finally sleeping so I knew she couldn’t hurt herself.”

      “Did the sedative I prescribed help, then?” Sylvan asked.

      Brand nodded. “When I finally got her to take it. But I’m afraid it will be wearing off soon. I’d better go.”

      “I’ll speak to the Head Priestess and the Council,” Sylvan told him. “Be ready later this evening.” He offered Brand his arm and Brand took it.

      “Thank you,” he said again. “I just hope this helps. If it doesn’t…” He shook his head. “I’m all out of ideas.”

      “Have faith,” Sylvan said comfortingly. “The Goddess is willing to help when we call on her. She’s never failed me yet.”

      “Nor me,” Brand admitted. “But I’ve never had a problem like this one before.”

      He still didn’t know if the Goddess would care about a foreign female who didn’t even know her or worship her. Still, he had no other ideas of how to help his wife and he was, as the humans said, “at the end of his rope.”

      “Have faith,” Sylvan said again. “I’ll see you later tonight.”

      He clapped Brand on the shoulder and left to go make the arrangements.

      Brand, with a sigh, headed back to his suite. He only hoped the Cleansing Ceremony would help Allara.

      If it didn’t, he didn’t know what else to do.
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      Stupid girl—evil girl! You should have killed him—you failed to complete your mission!

      You tried to kill your husband—what a horrible person you are! Why are you even still alive?

      Kill yourself!!!

      Allara curled into a ball on the bed and put her hands over her ears, as though she could block out the awful internal voices the way she could block external ones. But it didn’t matter what she did, the voices tormented her.

      One voice sounded like her aunt—it whispered again and again what a failure she was, how she had shamed her family and her people, and how every one of the Q’ess despised her now and reviled her name.

      The other voice was Allara’s own internal voice—or it sounded like it, anyway. It shouted at her that she was a horrible person—a horrible wife. Brand had been nothing but sweet and kind to her and she had repaid him with a dagger in the chest.

      Both voices constantly castigated and blamed her. And both urged suicide.

      But Brand had made that impossible. For some reason, even though she had tried to kill him, he wanted to keep her alive. He had removed, hidden, or replaced anything and everything Allara could have used to end herself, making it impossible to do what the voices demanded.

      Why? Allara wondered. Why does he stop me when I so richly deserve death? Why does he want to keep me near him after what I did?

      Forgiveness for a fault was a foreign notion to her. The Q’ess did not forgive a grievance—ever. Hence the Blood Feud which had been started three and thirty generations before. Once you had sinned or disgraced yourself in some way in Q’ess society, you were never allowed to forget it and you were certainly never forgiven for it. So the idea that Brand could forgive her for something as huge as attempting to murder him, was beyond Allara’s understanding.

      He shouldn’t forgive me, she thought, looking down at her hands. He shouldn’t even want to. I don’t deserve to be forgiven. I only deserve death. I—

      “There you are, sweetheart. Did you have a good nap?”

      It was Brand, standing in the bedroom doorway. His handsome face was haggard and there was a look of deep anxiety in his golden eyes.

      Allara looked down at her hands.

      “I am well, Brand,” she said dully, though it wasn’t true. “Thank you for asking.”

      “Baby, why don’t you call me ‘husband’ anymore?” He came to sit beside her on the bed. He tried to put an arm around her but Allara shrugged it off and moved away. She didn’t deserve comfort.

      Nor did she deserve to call him ‘husband’ anymore.

      When she didn’t answer after a moment, Brand tried again.

      “We’re going to get out of the suite tonight, for a little while,” he told her. “Take a walk down to the Sacred Grove. You know—the place we were married? Well, married the first time, anyway. If you count the Song House, I guess we’ve been married twice.”

      “Yes, Brand,” Allara murmured tonelessly, still looking down at her hands. She didn’t know if getting out of the suite would help her or not. She only knew she didn’t deserve anything good or nice ever again. And the idea of seeing where they were first married—when she had been planning to kill him even then—wasn’t particularly pleasant.

      “I wish you’d call me ‘husband’ again.” He sighed. “Anyway, we’ll be going in a few hours. Why don’t you take a nice long shower and get changed? You’ll feel better if you do.”

      Allara thought about asking if she could take a swim in the bathing pool instead, but she knew he probably wouldn’t let her. He’d enabled the child-safety locks on the pool—which formed a hard, impenetrable surface over the water and refused to allow her in—after he’d caught her trying to get the poison pill out of her wedding gown.

      “Why do you care if I feel better?” she asked, looking up at him. “Why should you ever care about me again?”

      “Because I love you.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Gods, Allara, I love you so damn much! And I don’t blame you for what happened—how many times do I have to tell you that? You were brainwashed as a child.” He leaned forward, looking into her eyes. “Baby, you were abused.”

      “I was never abused,” Allara protested. “My aunt slapped me sometimes when I was impertinent, but only when I deserved it.”

      “I studied the Ceremony of the Unbreakable Oath, you know,” Brand said in a low voice. “I know how it’s done. I know they stripped you naked and covered you in blood and broke down the layers of your mind’s defenses to implant a suggestion you couldn’t fight against. If that’s not abuse, I don’t know what is.”

      “Don’t talk about it!” Allara clapped her hands over her ears, her mind filled with visions of the Song Leaders in their hooded black robes chanting and chanting over and over as they flicked the sacrificial blood on her bare skin.

      Never shall your Song be free…Never shall your Song be free…

      “I’m sorry. Allara, I’m sorry!” Brand moved her hands gently away from her ears and looked at her earnestly. “I’m just trying to tell you it’s not your fault. Your aunt and your father tried to force you to do something awful just to gain your family status. They used you to advance themselves. But they’re not here now, baby—I’m here and I love you.”

      Allara felt like crying.

      “I…I wish I could say I love you too,” she whispered as hot tears stung her eyelids. “But I don’t deserve to.”

      “Yes, you do,” Brand said firmly. He sighed and raked a hand through his hair again. “I only hope the Ceremony of Cleansing tonight will prove that to you.”

      Allara didn’t see how anything could get rid of the voices in her mind and their constant urging to kill herself. But maybe Brand knew something she didn’t.

      She hoped so. If she had to live like this much longer, she was going to go mad.
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      The Sacred Grove by moonlight—or rather, by the pale moon-like glow of the dimmed artificial sun that powered the Mother Ship—was different than it was in the day. The shadows of the sacred trees were thick on the ground and their cool rustle seemed to soothe the troubled, rough edges of Allara’s mind. The grass under her bare feet felt slightly damp, as though with dew, and a fresh breeze scented with some night-blooming flower ruffled her hair.

      Brand was with her, holding her hand, but he said nothing as they stepped into the shadow of the trees. Allara suspected he had said everything he could earlier at their suite. Now he was hoping that his Goddess—the female deity that all Kindred worshipped—could help her.

      Suddenly there was a rustling of leaves and a priestess appeared between the trees. It was the same priestess who had performed their wedding ceremony, Allara saw. The one who had looked at her with suspicion after she said her vows.

      At least now she knows all her suspicions were confirmed, she thought dully. I am every bit as bad as she believed me to be—and worse.

      But there was no condemnation in the priestess’s green-within-green eyes.

      “Daughter,” she said, holding out a hand to Allara. “I understand you are in need of mental cleansing and clarity.”

      “I do not know.” Allara looked away, ignoring the hand. “I do not think you can help me.”

      “You will not know unless you give me a chance to try,” the priestess said gently. “Come, daughter—come deeper into the Sacred Grove. Let the Goddess speak to you.”

      “Go ahead, sweetheart,” Brand urged her. “Just give it a try—please?”

      The pleading in his deep voice and the weary look in his golden eyes suddenly seemed to pierce Allara’s heart. Her Kindred husband had been incredibly patient—incredibly forgiving. She had already tried to kill his body—would she also kill his soul by refusing the treatment he had begged her to take?

      “I…will try,” she said at last. Hesitantly, she reached for the priestess’s still-extended hand.

      “That is all we ask,” the priestess said. She looked at Brand. “Come with us. As the one who loves her best in the world, you will be needed in this ceremony.”

      He nodded respectfully.

      “I will help in any way I can.”

      “Thank you. Come, both of you.” And the priestess led them deeper into the grove.

      Allara didn’t know how big the Sacred Grove was—from the outside, it seemed to be no more than a hundred or so trees, growing closely together in the approximation of a small forest. But it seemed they walked for hours before the priestess at last brought her and Brand to the same flowered arch where they had been married, what seemed like a lifetime ago.

      The white chairs for the wedding guests were gone now but there was something Allara had not seen before—a stone fountain almost as tall as she was.

      In the center of the fountain was a statue of what Allara assumed must be the Kindred Goddess. She had a stern but kind face and she was holding a chalice in both hands. Silvery water bubbled from the cup of the chalice and poured into the basin below.

      “This is the Fountain of Cleansing,” the priestess told them. “But before the ceremony begins, I must Look Into you,” she told Allara.

      Allara nodded her ascent. She didn’t know what this part of the ceremony entailed, but she wanted to at least try to cooperate.

      Closing her eyes, the priestess pressed her fingertips lightly to Allara’s temples. And suddenly, the strange feeling of someone else rifling through her memories filled Allara’s mind.

      She felt the priestess looking at all the times her aunt had harangued her about her duty, all the times her father had withheld his love and spoken only of the mission she had been born to complete—the Blood Feud she had been raised to satisfy.

      All the old hurt came with the memory—the fear that she was not good enough, the feeling that she was worth nothing if she didn’t comply with the wishes of those who were supposed to love her but only wished to use her instead.

      You were abused, Brand had said and now she saw the truth of it.

      Parents aren’t supposed to hurt you and use you for their own ends. They’re supposed to love you—the way Brand loves me, she thought.

      And then the priestess came to the memory of the Unbreakable Oath.

      Allara recoiled as the mental image became so clear she could see it all over again. Once more she was only twelve—terrified as the hooded figures circled her—horrified at the slimy sacrificial blood running down her arms and legs, streaking her bare body.

      Never shall your Song be free…Never shall your Song be free… they chanted.

      “Never,” Allara heard herself whispering. “I will never be free…I will never be clean…”

      “You will, my daughter,” the priestess murmured gently. “I promise you that you will. I need you to strip in order that you may be cleansed.”

      “Who…who is going to cleanse me?” Allara asked, looking uncertainly at the priestess.

      “The hand of the one who loves you shall be the hand that cleanses you.” The priestess turned to Brand. “Roll up your sleeves and get ready to cleanse the female you love.”

      As Brand did as he was told, Allara slipped off the simple white dress she wore. She stood naked and shivering in the moonlight, still feeling that she was only halfway there.

      Half of her was in the Sacred Grove with the priestess and Brand but the other half was in the past—in the Song House of the Seven Great Houses, naked and afraid, smeared in blood and guilt as the chants of the Song Leaders chained her to a fate she had never wanted or welcomed.

      Never shall your Song be free…Never shall your Song be free…

      “She is in a vulnerable state,” she heard the priestess tell Brand. “She is reliving the memory of what was done to her when she was only twelve cycles old. When you touch her, you will see it.”

      “I will?” Brand was frowning uncertainly. “What can I do?”

      “Touch her and see,” the priestess murmured. “Go on—do not be afraid. Touch her and you will know what to do.”

      Brand put his big, warm hands on her shivering shoulders and Allara heard him suck in a breath.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” he murmured and there was horror and compassion mixed in his voice. “It’s worse…so much worse than I imagined,” Allara heard him tell the priestess. “She’s naked and frightened and so small. She’s crying and shivering and they’re throwing blood at her and telling her she’ll never be free! How can they do this to her?”

      “Her past has great evil in it, warrior, but you can make it better. Look at your wife and see what she needs,” the priestess urged gently.

      Brand was silent for a long moment and the chanting of the Song Leaders seemed to grow louder. They dipped their long fingers into wooden bowls of the sacrificial blood and flicked it on Allara’s bare skin, covering her in filth…smearing her in the awful crimson streaks that would never wash off…

      “Oh, now I know,” Brand murmured at last, squeezing her shoulders lightly. “I know what you need, sweetheart.”

      His big hands left her shoulders and Allara heard a splashing sound as he dipped them into the fountain. Then, starting with her face, he began to smooth the clear, silvery water over her skin.

      At first Allara flinched—inside she was still the frightened, crying child, rubbing at the blood on her face and skin, sobbing when her attempts to be clean only smeared the ugly crimson and made the stain worse.

      But then, something began to change. The slimy droplets of blood on her face were gone. The water was washing them away—Brand’s big, gentle hands were cleaning her—cleaning away the dirty stain of her past.

      “More,” she whispered, looking up at him. “Oh, husband—please, more.”

      “Yes, sweetheart. Of course.” Brand’s deep voice was hoarse with emotion as he dropped to his knees to reach her better. Dipping his hands in the fountain again, he began to smooth the clear, cleansing water over the rest of her body.

      As he did, Allara looked down and didn’t see the blood anymore. He was washing it away and with it, the pain and hurt and guilt of her past. She could feel them disappearing as the water did its job and her husband gently bathed her with love and understanding, his big hands touching her everywhere and washing away the stains.

      “Turn around, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Let’s make sure we get you all clean.”

      Obediantly, Allara did as he said, turning to let him wash the rest of her. As he did, the chanting of the Song Leaders grew softer and the memory of that old trauma seemed to grow fainter. At last, Allara couldn’t hear them at all and the voices in her head faded too.

      Suddenly, a new voice took their place—a strong, feminine voice filled with power and love and compassion.

      “Daughter,” it said, “Be free of your past. Your guilt is forgiven and your pain is purged.”

      As the voice spoke, a wind scented with trees and flowers whirled around Allara, drying her skin and causing her hair to whip around her face.

      “Be free,” the voice whispered in her ear and it almost felt as though a pair of invisible arms embraced her. “I free you now—I free your Song. ALWAYS shall your Song be free!”

      “Oh…” Allara looked around in wonder as the wind died down. “Is that…the Kindred Goddess?”

      “It is indeed, daughter.” The priestess smiled at her. “She has forgiven you. Now, you must forgive yourself.”

      “I will,” Allara murmured and to her wonder and joy, she found that she actually could let go of the awful guilt that had tormented her nonstop for what felt like forever. She looked at Brand with shining eyes. “Husband,” she whispered. “You cured me!”

      “No, baby—the Goddess cured you. She just let me help.” He pulled her into his arms and held her close to him and for the first time in a long time Allara found she was able to hug him back without guilt or shame.

      “Husband,” she whispered, pressing close to him. “Thank you for forgiving me.”

      “Gods, it’s so good to hear you call me that again!” Brand murmured hoarsely. “Love you so much, baby. Let’s go home so I can hold you.”

      “I’d like that.” Allara nuzzled closer to him, loving the familiar, spicy scent of his skin. “I want you to hold me all night long.”
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      Brand carried her to a different suite—a guest suite he’d asked Sylvan for the use of. He didn’t want to bring his bride back to the place where so much strife and sorrow had happened between them. He wanted to start fresh with Allara, and love her in any and every way that she would let him.

      As he cradled her to his chest, he was so glad and grateful that the Goddess had intervened to help rid the woman he loved so desperately of her guilt and shame. He could see the difference in her lovely, indigo eyes when he looked at her. They were no longer clouded and sad. Instead he saw new joy and hope there. It was almost as though she had been born anew, there in the Sacred Grove, when he washed the bloody stains of her past away and broke the bonds of the Unbreakable Oath that had bound her for so many years.

      I never should have doubted, he thought and sent a silent prayer upward. Thank you, Goddess. Thank you for caring about Allara, even though she was not born as one of your children.

      All who wish to be are my children, he seemed to hear the Goddess whisper in his ear. I will always be there to help and guide them.

      Gratitude filled him and he hugged Allara even closer to him as he approached the door of their new suite.

      “Husband?” Allara murmured. “This is not our suite, is it?”

      “No, baby. I wanted a fresh start,” Brand told her. “I thought it would be good to spend the night someplace else tonight.”

      “That’s a good idea.” There was relief in her voice. “I like starting fresh.” She shivered slightly. “But will this new suite have a bathing pool? I find myself still chilled by the water from the fountain.”

      “Of course, baby. Would you like to take a dip together—just like during our Bathing Week?” Brand asked her.

      Allara nodded and gave him a shy look.

      “Will you wash me again? Like you did during that week?”

      “I’d love to wash you, baby,” Brand growled softly. To be honest, he would have been willing to do almost anything to touch her once more. She’d been keeping herself rigidly separated from him for days and he ached to be close to her again, skin-to-skin.

      Allara seemed to feel the same way because she nuzzled close to him, pressing her face to the side of his neck and breathing in deeply.

      “Mmm, husband, I missed your spicy scent,” she murmured softly.

      “I missed your scent too, baby. I missed everything about you,” Brand told her as he opened the door to the suite.

      Inside there was already a fire in the fireplace but instead of the usual couch or loveseat, there was a strange-looking chair pulled up in front of the crackling blue and green flames. It had a tall back but no arms, though there appeared to be footrests on either side of it. The strangest thing, though, was the fact that its seat had hinges.

      “What’s that?” Allara asked, noticing it.

      Brand frowned. “This must be a special bonding suite—that’s a breeding chair.”

      “A breeding chair?” Allara asked. “What is that, husband?”

      “A special chair for couples who want to bond especially deeply,” Brand explained. “Look…”

      Putting her down gently, he pushed the back of the chair and it glided forward noiselessly. As it did, the hinged seat tilted upwards. When it glided back, the seat tilted down.

      Allara shook her head.

      “I still do not understand it.”

      “The male sits in the chair and the female sits in his lap, facing him,” Brand explained. “The motion of the chair and the tilting of the seat thrusts his shaft in and out of her as they glide together. It makes for a long, slow, lovemaking session—or I’ve heard. I’ve never tried using one of these before,” he explained.

      Allara’s eyes grew wide.

      “Are…are we going to use it tonight?” she asked uncertainly.

      “No—of course not. Absolutely not,” Brand promised her quickly. “I know you’re not up for that tonight, baby—I didn’t even know this was here. I just wanted us to get away to someplace new. All we’re going to do tonight is take a bath and go right to bed and cuddle. All right?”

      Her anxious look melted away and she smiled up at him.

      “Mmm, I do love cuddling with you, husband. Let us hurry and take our bath so that we can snuggle in bed together.”

      “You got it, baby.” Grinning, Brand led her into the fresher where the bathing pool was.

      “Oh, this one is twice as big as ours!” Allara stared at it in surprise. “We can really swim in here!”

      “Well, if you call what you do ‘swimming.’” Brand grinned at her.

      “Do not tease me, husband—I am learning,” she said with dignity, though he saw the sparkle of laughter in her eyes. “Come on—let’s get in,” she added.

      They wasted no time in stripping down and slipping into the steaming water. Allara, who could just about dog-paddle now, after he had spent most of their Bathing Week giving her lessons, swam in circles around Brand several times before coming to rest in his arms.

      After cuddling her soft, naked body to his for some time, Brand reached for a foaming sponge and began to wash her thoroughly.

      Allara sighed and submitted to his bathing, just as she had in the Sacred Grove. He took his time lathering her up and rinsing her off, loving the feel of her soft, curvy body in his hands, though he was careful not to touch her suggestively. This bath was about comfort and love—not sex, he told himself. Still, it moved him deeply when she allowed him to bathe her so tenderly, giving herself over to him with absolute trust.

      “Gods, baby,” he murmured as he finished rinsing the creamy suds off her soft skin. “Love this—love it when you let me take care of you.”

      “You like to take care of me?” Allara looked up at him. Her lovely full breasts were floating on the surface of the water like creamy chocolate-caramel mounds tipped with ripe blackberries.

      “You know I do,” Brand told her, smoothing a long strand of indigo hair away from her face. “I love taking care of you.”

      “Then…” Allara bit her lip. “Would you mind taking care of me the way you did during our Tasting Week, husband?” she asked, looking up at him through her thick, indigo lashes.

      Brand felt his shaft stir at once.

      “You want me to take care of you with my tongue, baby?” he growled softly. “Want me to ‘kiss your panties?’”

      Allara’s cheeks grew rosy.

      “I know I have no panties on for you to kiss…”

      “That’s okay, baby,” Brand assured her. “We can make do without the panties.”

      Reaching for a stack of thick, fluffy towels by the side of the pool, he spread one out and lifted Allara out of the pool to lay her on her back. Before she could start shivering, he quickly draped another towel over her so that most of her was covered.

      Allara took a third towel and propped it under her head. Then she let her legs drift apart, showing him the soft little pussy he’d been missing so damn much.

      “Gods, baby, you’re perfect, Brand murmured, reaching out to stroke her inner thighs and coax them even farther apart. For once, she was at just the right height for him to taste her, since he was standing at the deep end of the bathing pool and she was laid out like a feast in front of him.

      “Mmm, husband…” She reached for him longingly. “Come and kiss me. I miss your mouth on me.”

      Brand’s shaft got so hard at her soft words that he felt like he could fuck through solid steel. Gods, was there anything hotter in the universe than the woman you loved inviting you to taste her pussy? He didn’t fucking think so.

      But as much as he had missed burying his face between her thighs, he wanted to take his time and get to know her all over again. Leaning forward, he rubbed his cheek against her soft little mound, making Allara gasp quietly.

      “Mmm, baby, you smell so damn good,” he groaned, both bathing in her scent and scent-marking her himself at the same time. “I could scent you all day.”

      “I…I’d rather that you tasted me,” Allara said breathlessly. “Please, husband—you’re driving me crazy!”

      “And why is that? Is your soft little pussy getting all hot and wet and ready for my tongue?” Brand growled softly, knowing that she liked it when he talked dirty to her. “Are you ready for me to spread your sweet pussy open and lap your hot little clit?”

      “Oh! Yes, husband!” she exclaimed breathlessly, the scent of her desire rising even higher as she bucked her hips up to him. “Please—please give me a bath with your tongue as you have in the past.”

      Brand couldn’t resist any longer. Carefully spreading her swollen outer pussy lips with his thumbs, he dived in, lapping her soft, creamy little pussy and savoring both her sweet/salty flavor and her soft moans as he did so.

      Gods, he was in heaven! He could feel Allara trembling with pleasure and desire as he slid his tongue deep inside her and then came back up to suck the little button of her clit into his mouth and circle it slowly with just the tip of his tongue.

      “Oh! Oh, husband!” she cried breathlessly, reaching out to grip his hair with both hands. “Oh, that feels so good—please, don’t stop!”

      Brand couldn’t have stopped if someone had put a blaster to his head. He was completely addicted to his wife’s soft little pussy and he loved the way she cried and moaned and bucked as he tasted her slippery inner folds. He especially loved how creamy she got and all the honey she made for him as he lapped her—not to mention the soft, helpless sounds she made as she opened herself to him so intimately and completely.

      “Husband…husband!” Her cries were increasing in urgency and Brand could feel her grip on his hair tightening—which he fucking loved. She was close now—so damned close. Wanting to push her over the edge, he wrapped his arms around her thighs and split her even wider. Then he concentrated exclusively on her clit, lapping and sucking the little button until Allara cried out and bucked her hips up to meet him, as though she couldn’t get enough of his tongue in her pussy.

      Brand’s shaft got even harder. Gods, he loved to make her come—especially with his tongue! He redoubled his lapping, staying with her until she sank back down again, trembling and panting, her legs shaking with pleasure.

      “Oh…” Allara moaned softly, her hands falling away from his hair. “Oh, husband, that felt so good. But I want more—I need more.”

      “I’ll be happy to give you more—give you as much as you want, baby,” Brand promised, nuzzling his cheek against her mound and placing a soft kiss on her inner thigh. “Just let me know when you feel ready to go again—I’ll lick your soft little pussy all night if you’ll let me.”

      But she shook her head.

      “No, husband—that is not quite what I mean when I say I want more. I…” She broke off, her cheeks going dark with a blush.

      “You what, baby? Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you,” Brand urged her.

      “Well…” she bit her lip, looking up at him from under her lashes in that shy way of hers that drove him crazy every time. “I…I wanted to try the breeding chair,” she whispered. “After all, isn’t this supposed to be our Bonding Week?”

      Brand frowned.

      “You know, it is still our Bonding Week. But I don’t want to rush you, baby. We don’t have to bond tonight.”

      “I know we don’t have to,” Allara said. “But, well…I just want to be close to you, husband. As close as we can be.” She looked up at him again, nibbling her lower lip. “Could we just try it? Try having you inside me?”

      “Do you really feel ready for that?” Brand asked her gently. “You’ve been through a rough few days, baby. Are you sure you don’t just want me to hold you tonight?”

      But Allara shook her head firmly.

      “No, I want more—I need more,” she insisted. “The Cleansing Ceremony truly helped me. The last few days seem far away—my past can’t hurt me anymore.”

      Brand felt a rush of relief at her words.

      “Gods, baby, you don’t know how good it is to hear you say that! If you really want to, we can try the breeding chair—as long as we take it slow.”

      “As slow as you wish, husband,” she promised. “I just want to be close to you tonight—as close as I can be.”

      “Well, we can’t get much closer than having my shaft deep in your soft little pussy,” Brand growled. “Let me dry off and we’ll see if the chair is as good as I’ve heard.”
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      Allara watched eagerly as the big Kindred climbed out of the bathing pool and toweled himself off. She couldn’t help admiring his big, muscular body and thinking that soon she would be close to him—as close as two people could get. The way he had licked her pussy until she came for him had made her feel empty and needy inside and she couldn’t stop remembering how it had been the first time he had put just the head of his shaft inside her to prove to her that it wouldn’t hurt when he finally filled her.

      I want him to fill me tonight, she thought, looking up at him as he smiled and beckoned her to come with him into the living area. I want to be one with him—to form the soul-bond he told me about. Then we can never be parted again.

      She followed Brand out of the fresher and watched as he settled himself in the gliding breeding chair. His thick shaft was erect between his thighs and every time the chair moved forward, it thrust up as his pelvis was tilted by the hinged seat.

      “Oh, husband,” she murmured, biting her lip. “This chair will make you thrust so deeply into me!”

      “Not if you don’t want me to,” Brand told her firmly. “I’ll only go as deep as you want, baby. And you don’t have to take any more than you feel like you can—especially not my Mating Fist.”

      Allara’s eyes went to the thick swelling at the base of his shaft. It was hard to believe that something so big could fit in her. But the same could be said of the rest of his shaft, she thought. And she knew that the compounds in both his saliva and his precum would help her open to take both if she wanted to.

      I want to, she thought as she came to straddle the big Kindred’s lap. Oh, Gods of All Creation, I want to so much!

      But the process couldn’t be rushed—not that Brand would let her rush it even if she wanted to. He held her hips firmly as Allara reached between them and grasped his thick shaft in one hand.

      She remembered how it had been before, when he urged her just to rub him against her to spread his precum inside her pussy. Now she did it again, pressing the broad head of his shaft between her pussy lips and rubbing it against her swollen clit, loving the warm sensation of him spreading her open and sliding against her slippery folds.

      “Gods, baby, feels so damn good when you do that,” Brand growled softly.

      “It…it feels good to me too,” Allara whispered breathlessly. But as wonderful as it felt to rub his broad crown against her Goddess pearl, she wanted more—wanted the big Kindred inside her.

      Carefully, she slid the thick shaft lower, positioning the head just at the mouth of her pussy. She thought of how frightened she’d been of this moment during their first wedding day—of how sure she’d been that Brand’s thickness would tear her. Now, she had no such fear. She was extremely wet and ready after the way he’d made her come with his tongue and she knew that the compounds his body made just for her, had made her open and receptive to taking the massive shaft deep in her body.

      Biting her lip in concentration, she braced her hands on Brand’s broad shoulders and began to lower herself down.

      “Easy, baby—take it slow,” he murmured, still holding her hips firmly. He was watching her face anxiously, looking for the least sign of discomfort, Allara was sure.

      But she felt no pain or discomfort at all. There was a stretching sensation but it felt good—as though her body was opening eagerly for her husband’s thick shaft. Her inner walls were being parted by a cock for the first time but there was nothing but pleasure in the experience.

      “That’s right, baby—come down slowly,” Brand told her again. “Gods, it’s so hot to watch my shaft slide into your tight little pussy!”

      Allara liked watching the process too. It made her feel incredibly hot and incredibly brave to watch the big Kindred’s long, thick shaft disappear into the tightly-stretched mouth of her pussy. She was just wondering how much more she could take when she felt him bottom out inside her, the head of his cock kissing the very end of her channel.

      “Oh, husband,” she sighed as she settled down on him at last. “You’re in me so deep!”

      “All but my mating fist, baby. But that’s okay,” he murmured, stroking her back. “Like I told you, we don’t have to bond tonight. Let’s just concentrate on being close—here, lean against my chest and put your feet on the footrests.”

      Allara did as she was told, settling against him chest-to-chest and nestling her head on his broad shoulder again as her feet found the footrests on either side of the chair.

      “Mmm, husband—this is nice,” she murmured, rubbing her cheek against his bare skin and breathing in his spicy scent. “I like being so close to you.”

      “I like it too, baby,” he growled softly. He was humming softly, his Song washing over her as his big hands were roaming up and down her bare back, making Allara shiver with pleasurable sensation. The flickering flames seemed to make his golden eyes glow softly as he looked down at her. She thought she had never felt so safe or so loved in her life as she felt now, sitting on her husband’s lap in front of the fire, with his shaft buried deep in her pussy.

      Allara looked up at him, loving him with all her heart.

      “Are you ready to rock with me now?” she asked softly. “Will you make the chair move, husband?”

      “The chair moving means me moving in you,” he reminded her. “Are you ready for that, sweetheart? Ready to feel my cock sliding in and out of your tight little pussy?”

      “Yes, husband.” Allara nodded submissively and pressed closer to him, spreading her thighs even wider. “Please—move in me. I want to feel you moving.”

      “Gods, baby, love to hear you talk like that,” Brand growled. “All right, slowly to start with, then.”

      Gently, he set the breeding chair in motion. Allara gave a little gasp as the chair glided backward, pulling his long shaft almost all the way out of her pussy and then forward, causing it to thrust back in, to the hilt.

      They both moaned and Allara gasped as the gentle friction sent sparks of pleasure through her entire body.

      “Hmm, I think I like that,” Brand rumbled, his golden eyes half-lidded with pleasure. “What do you think, baby?”

      “Again!” Allara told him breathlessly, wriggling her hips to get used to the feeling of being filled with such a thick shaft. “Do it again, husband—rock in me!”

      “With pleasure, baby,” he murmured and then he moved the chair again, which had the effect of pulling his cock almost free of her pussy and then thrusting it in again…and then again and again.

      Allara moaned in pleasure each time the breeding chair thrust her husband’s shaft deep inside her. It felt so good to be opened by her husband’s cock—to feel him filling her over and over again. And yet, she knew it could feel better.

      Despite being filled fuller than she ever had been, she felt as though her pussy was asking for more. If Brand would just rock a little harder—a little faster—she was certain his Mating Fist would slip in as well. And that was exactly what she wanted.

      “Faster, husband!” she panted, looking up at him. “Please—a little harder too!”

      Brand frowned.

      “Don’t want to hurt you, baby.”

      “You’re not,” Allara promised him. “Please—I just want to feel you in me deeper!”

      “Can’t get much deeper without actually bonding you and breeding you,” he objected gruffly, but he did speed up a little and Allara thought he was adding to the thrusting motion of the chair himself, rather than letting the hinged seat do it all for him.

      “More, husband!” she begged, as she pressed herself down onto him, attempting to meet his deep thrusts with her own. “More—I need more of you inside me!”

      “I’m trying, baby!” Brand’s deep voice was hoarse with pleasure and desire. “Gods, you feel so wet and tight around me! Your little pussy is like a velvet glove.”

      At that moment, Allara pressed down hard and felt something even bigger and thicker slip inside her. At the same time, she felt as though the end of her channel somehow lengthened—or maybe as though the mouth of her womb opened to suck on the thick head of the shaft invading her.

      The sensation was incredibly pleasurable, sending bolts of sensation through her entire body, making her pussy spasm hard around the thickness inside her.

      “Oh! Oh, husband!” she gasped as her inner walls contracted while Brand continued to rock inside her. “Oh, that feels so…so good—so right to have you in me so deep!”

      “Gods, baby, I can feel you coming all around me!” Brand growled, holding her eyes with his own as he gripped her hips. “I can feel you coming on my cock while you ride me! If you’re not careful, you’ll make me come too.”

      “Come, then,” Allara begged him. “Please, husband, I want to feel you shoot your seed inside me! Fill me up!”

      “Gods, baby—I wanted to hold off this first time, but I can’t help it,” Brand groaned. “You feel too good around me!”

      And then Allara felt spurt after spurt of warmth filling her as she pressed herself against him and took all that her Kindred husband offered and more.

      The sensation caused her to come again herself and she gasped as another wave of pleasure washed through her and her womb contracted, drinking in his seed as she rode him over and over in the breeding chair.

      “Gods, baby, so good!” Brand growled, holding her close. “Love you so damn much—I never want to let you go!”

      This time Allara heard his deep voice in her head and she knew the soul-bond he had told her about had finally been forged.

      “Husband,” she sent back eagerly. “I love you too!”

      And as Brand cradled her close to his big body, they made love over and over, bonding far into the night. Allara knew she had found the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with and now they would never be parted. And she felt only pleasure and joy at their new connection, for her past could no longer hurt her.

      She had found a true love and a life full of happiness and joy despite the fact that she had been…Raised to Kill.
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      “I take it things are much better since the Ceremony of Cleansing?” Sylvan asked, when Brand joined him for a drink.

      “Does it show?” Brand grinned, gesturing to his face. “I suppose it does,” he said, answering his own question. “Ever since Allara and I got bonded, I can’t seem to stop smiling. My fucking cheeks hurt and I still can’t stop!”

      Sylvan laughed and clapped him on the back.

      “That’s what I like to hear! Praise the Goddess—I was hoping the ceremony would help.”

      “That and the new suite you gave us to stay in,” Brand told him. “Tell the truth—did you know it had a breeding chair in it?”

      “It did?” Sylvan looked surprised. “No, I didn’t know—honestly.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll chalk it up to a happy accident, then.” Brand grinned and took the drink his commanding officer was offering him.

      “I take it you made good use of this ‘happy accident’ then?” Sylvan raised his eyebrows and took a sip of his own drink.

      “Let’s just say we got in the chair the night of the ceremony to ‘try it out’ and this is pretty much the first time I’ve been out of it since,” Brand said, grinning even wider. “I’ll have to ask if Allara and I can take it with us when we leave.”

      Sylvan frowned.

      “You’re still determined to leave the Mother Ship? Why?”

      Brand sighed.

      “Well, you know how it is. Though everything is perfect between Allara and me, things with everyone else are, well, awkward. She’s afraid that when people see her, all they’re going to think about is how she’s the female who tried to kill her mate, you know?”

      “We won’t think that,” Sylvan objected. “Honestly, Brand—even the Council has said that if the ceremony was a success she’d be free to move around the ship again.”

      “I appreciate that, Commander—really I do,” Brand said earnestly. “But I feel like we really do need a fresh start.” He sighed. “So I’d like to tender my resignation to the High Council immediately. I’m going to take Allara someplace we can have a new life together—just the two of us.”

      Sylvan shook his head.

      “I’m afraid I can’t accept your resignation. Not unless you agree to take a new post immediately.”

      “A new post?” It was Brand’s turn to frown. “Where?”

      “Well…” Sylvan smiled. “Remember you told me that things had gone so well on Darden Three they wanted a Kindred ambassador to come and stay there and further the new connection between our peoples?”

      Brand couldn’t believe it.

      “And you’re offering it to me? The Darden Ambassadorship?”

      Sylvan nodded.

      “I think you’ll be an excellent fit. You opened communications with them in the first place and the Dardens already love you. Do you think you and Allara could be happy there?”

      “Are you kidding? You’re sending us to a tropical paradise, where we had our honeymoon, to live? And you want to know if we’ll be happy?” Brand couldn’t contain himself, he gave the other male a big hug. “Yes, we’ll be happy!” he said, pulling back at last and laughing for sheer joy. “Thank you, Sylvan! Thank you from ‘the deepest part of my heart’ as Allara would say.”

      Sylvan laughed and clapped him on the back.

      “You’re welcome, Brand. We’ll all be sad to see you go, but I think this is exactly what the Goddess had planned for you all along. I know it’s been a bumpy ride getting there, but I’m sure she intended you and Allara to be together from the first.”

      “You’re right.” Brand nodded thoughtfully. “It hasn’t been easy, but it has been worth it. I can’t imagine loving anyone as much as I do my sweet little Q’ess wife.”

      “I love you too, husband,” murmured Allara’s mental voice in his head. “When are you coming back to bond me some more? I miss you!”

      “I know that look,” Sylvan said, smiling. “It’s the look of a newly-bonded male whose mate is wanting him.”

      “She’s calling for me,” Brand admitted. “I’m sorry, Commander, but I think I’ll have to have a drink with you later.”

      “Go.” Sylvan’s smile widened. “Enjoy this part of your Joining. It’s incredibly special.”

      “Thank you—for everything,” Brand told him. Then he sent a message through their new link back to Allara.

      “I’m coming, sweetheart so get the chair ready for me. And just wait until you hear what I have to tell you…”
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        Of course not!

      

      

      There are always more Kindred Tales to come. This book is the result of me posting two different blurbs on Facebook and asking you, my readers, which book you wanted me to write. The overwhelming response was that everyone wanted this book, Raised to Kill, to be written first, and I’d like to thank everyone who participated in the informal poll for your help and inspiration.

      If you weren’t in on this poll and you want to vote in future ones to decide what gets written, be sure to join me on Facebook HERE. I’m not on all the time, because I’m home schooling my son, but you never know when I’ll pop up and ask for help in choosing a title or picking the next plot. I always value my readers’ input.

      If you enjoyed Raised to Kill, please take a moment to leave a short review HERE. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this crazy-crowded eBook market. They also let other readers know it’s okay to take a chance on a new author or series. Also, they give me the warm-fuzzies. Thanks for being such an awesome reader!

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline, Feb 2021

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Give a Hot Kindred Warrior to a Friend!

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you love the Kindred? Do you want to talk about wishing you could go live on the Mother Ship without your friends thinking you're crazy? Well, now it's super easy to get them into the Kindred universe.

      Just share this link, https://bookhip.com/HLNPTP, with them to download Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series for FREE.

      No strings attached—I don't even want to collect their email for my newsletter. I just want you to be able to share the Kindred world with your besties and have fun doing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Keep up with your favourite series and join my newsletter today!]
          
        

      

      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Evangeline Anderson

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Also Available in Audio)

        SWITCHED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNCHARTED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNBOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        SURRENDERED

        VANISHED

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        STOLEN

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID (Also Available in Audio)

        TRAPPED IN TIME (Also Available in Audio)

        TIME TO HEAL (Also Available in Audio)

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR (Also Available in Audio)

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS (Also Available in Audio)

        GUARDING THE GODDESS (Also Available in Audio)

        STEALING HER HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS (Also Available in Audio)

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE (Also Available in Audio)

        DARK AND LIGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTING HIS MISTRESS

        UNLEASHED BY THE DEFENDER

        SUBMITTING TO THE SHADOW

        SECRET SANTA SURPRISE

        THE PRIESTESS AND THE THIEF

        PLAYING THEIR PARTS

        RAISED TO KILL

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kindle Birthright series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        The Children of the Kindred series

        UNBONDABLE
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Born to Darkness series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CRIMSON DEBT (Also Available in Audio)

        SCARLET HEAT (Also Available in Audio)

        RUBY SHADOWS (Also Available in Audio)

        CARDINAL SINS (coming soon)

        DESSERT (short novella following Scarlet Heat)

        (Also Available in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG BAD WOLF (coming soon)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY (Also Available in Audio)

        FANG AND CLAW (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE AND SECRET (coming coon)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stand Alone Titles

        (Sci-Fi OR Paranormal Action-Adventure Romance)

        ANYONE U WANT

        BEST KEPT SECRETS (Step-Brother romance)

        BLIND DATE WITH A VAMPIRE

        BLOOD KISS

        BROKEN BOUNDARIES (M/M romance)

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        COMPANION 3000 (coming soon)

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also Available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MADELINE’S MATES

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also Available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PURITY (Also Available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE BARGAIN

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also Available in Audio)

        ’TIL KINGDOM COME (M/M romance)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and Masks (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance) (Also Available in Audio)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.
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        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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