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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.”
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