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        Two Sisters in need of protection

        Two Warriors who have sworn to keep them safe

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

        But Jodi and Vorn clash at once.

        Will the sisters be safe and can they succeed at…

        Taming Two Warriors?

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I’m lucky, Melli told herself. My leg is going to be okay and I have a big, strong bodyguard to keep me safe until the danger blows over.
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      I can’t believe how unlucky I am, Jodi thought, as she punched savagely at her cell phone. They weren’t within contact distance yet, but she had a message all ready to send to her fiancé, James, the minute they hit the Earth’s atmosphere and her cell carrier kicked in.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      After all, pickle jars didn’t open themselves.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But was she grateful?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sighing, Vorn tried to concentrate on piloting the ship and stop speculating about how long this new mission might be. Not thinking about it was the only way to stay sane, he was sure.
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      I wonder how long this assignment is going to last? Liosh thought, risking a look back at Melinda, who was riding in the back seat with her older sister, who was tapping furiously on her small communications device. He hoped it was a long time—maybe even a few solar months or even longer. As long as he got to spend it by Melinda’s side, he would be perfectly happy.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Vorn nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

      Liosh frowned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jodi frowned skeptically.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Vorn seemed to be wondering the same thing.

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

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

      Jodi felt a flash of irritation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Did that happen to Earth females?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      This was a security risk and no mistake.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Melinda pursed her pretty pink lips.

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

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

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

      Melinda’s eyes went wide.

      “Wow! A platinum card?”

      “Is that good?” Liosh asked.

      She nodded, apparently awed. “Very good.”

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

      Melinda laughed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I can carry you again,” Liosh offered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Huh.”

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

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

      Jodi glared at him, offended.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Well? What do you think?”

      Melli clapped her hands and smiled up at him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Liosh frowned.

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

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

      His frown deepened to a puzzled expression.

      “Human males have very strange tastes, then.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Or maybe “torment” might be a better word.

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