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      Dr. Addison Hollister is a curvy Xeno-anthropologist who’s thirsty for adventure…but what happens when she also acquires a thirst for blood and only her grumpy Kindred Protector can Quench it?

      When Addie gets invited to a mysterious planet called Crimson Moon to observe their religious rituals, she jumps at the chance. Her grumpy Kindred protector, Drago, disapproves but Addie won’t listen. Of course, she starts to feel differently when she gets to Crimson Moon and finds out she’s supposed to participate in the ritual, which involves giant spiders and a cup full of poison. But by then it’s too late to back out…

      Drago is a Drake Kindred with a Primal Drake inside. Since it can’t be tamed, he doesn’t dare to let it out. The problem is, the Drake has decided that Addison is their Fated Mate. Drago knows he can never claim her—he can only act as her Protector. But can he keep her safe from the deadly consequences of the Crimson Moon Choosing ceremony where she will soon be crowned the Queen of Night? And what happens when she develops a taste for blood and some urgent sexual cravings that must be satisfied?

      You’ll have to read this Dragon Shifter/Vampire/Spicy Romance…To Quench Her Thirst to find out!
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      “I don’t fucking like this, Addison,” Drago muttered as he reached to check and adjust her five point harness—something he always did before every mission to another planet even though she knew how to fasten it herself. “I don’t fucking like it one fucking bit!”

      “That’s a lot of fucks you’re giving there, big guy,” Addie said dryly. “A lot more than you usually give about anything.”

      It was true—her Kindred Protector usually had the personality of a granite wall. It was hard to get anything out of him—either negative or positive. He was usually just stoically silent no matter what the circumstances were.

      Like that time on Belugias Three where we ended up in the middle of a political riot, she thought. As a Xeno-anthropologist, Addie had been there to study the monarchy of the planet. Unfortunately, she and Drago had ended up in the middle of a rebellion with the common people trying to overthrow the ruling class.

      Addie didn’t blame them—all the royals they’d met in the palace had been insufferably entitled. They were literally starving the common people to death while keeping all the planet’s resources for themselves. But that didn’t mean she wanted to be caught in the middle of the two factions.

      She and Drago had been riding in a float in the royal procession to celebrate the new Monarch's coronation when the parade met up with the angry crowd of starving peasants. Addie had been frozen to the spot—right in the middle of the road. She didn't know what to do, but her Protector did.

      Drago hadn’t wasted a single minute cursing or worrying or getting upset. He’d simply grabbed Addie off the parade float and slung her over his shoulder like she was a sack of potatoes. Then he strong-armed his way through the shouting crowd, pushing protesters out of the way to back to the safety of their ship. Addie didn’t know if anyone else could have managed that—of course, the fact that her Protector was seven feet tall and extremely muscular probably helped. Nobody dared to mess with him.

      It had been one of the most frightening experiences of her professional career—hell, of her whole life! But when he finally swung her down off his broad shoulder, Drago had the same stern and stoic expression on his chiseled features that he always wore. He hadn’t been upset or flustered a bit—pushing his way through an angry mob while carrying her over his shoulder was all in a day’s work, apparently.

      Addie had been crying by then and to give him credit, he had paused a minute to comfort her by wrapping one long, muscular arm around her waist and pulling her close to his broad chest. She had pressed closer, wanting the warmth of his big body for comfort, breathing in his wild, spicy scent that reminded her of the scent of burning leaves in the Autumn. Drago had held her close—but only for a minute. Then he pushed her gently away and got down to the business of piloting the ship.

      They had been in other sticky situations—though none as bad as Belugias Three—and none of them had so much as ruffled the big Kindred’s feathers. But now that they were going to a perfectly nice and friendly planet on an ordinary diplomatic mission, he chose to get upset. It was ridiculous, Addie told herself.

      “I don’t think you ought to trust the Vargans,” he growled, as he piloted the long-range shuttle up and through the Kindred Mother Ship’s atmosphere barrier and into the blackness of space. Ahead Addie could see a long red gash—the fold created by the Mother Ship to allow them to move from one part of the universe to a completely different part seamlessly and instantaneously.

      “The Vargans are fine—they invited us to visit them on Crimson Moon,” she pointed out. “They even asked for me specifically.”

      Actually, the invitation had been quite flattering—not to mention surprising. It had come from the fact that Addie had been seated next to Lx Sambla, the Vargan ambassador, during a VIP dinner aboard the Mother Ship.

      Sambla was a tall, pale man with platinum blond hair he wore slicked back from his high forehead. His eyes were large and dark and mesmerizing and Addie had found herself talking to him through the entire dinner. Of course, she tried to include Drago, who was seated on her other side, in the conversation but her stoic Protector just grunted or gave monosyllabic replies.

      At the end of the meal, Lx Sambla kissed her hand and expressed how he hoped to see her again soon. Addie had been enchanted and agreed—she would love to see him again as well.

      At the time, she’d had visions of the suave ambassador asking her out on a date. She’d long ago decided that she needed to give up her secret crush on Drago—since after two years of working together it was clear the big Kindred was never going to take an interest in her—and find someone else who was actually into her. Lx Sambla seemed like just the man to help her bury her secret feelings for her Protector and move on.

      However, an invitation for a romantic evening together had not arrived. Instead, Addie and Drago were both called into her boss’s office a week later.

      Commander Sylvan—the head of the Kindred High Council and also their superior—had explained that they had been invited to witness a special ceremony on Crimson Moon, the Vargan home world.

      "The Vargan ambassador, Lx Sambla, explained to me that you had expressed an interest in studying their unique culture, Dr. Hollister," he'd said to Addie. "He has invited you to visit Crimson Moon and attend their 'Queen of Night' ceremony. Would you like to go?"

      “Oh, yes!” Addie had exclaimed at the same time Drago had growled,

      “Hell, no.”

      "Excuse me?" Addie had turned to her Protector, a frown of confusion on her face. Drago had never objected to any of her missions before—he always just went along with her, with that same stoic look on his rugged, chiseled features. But now his dark brows were drawn low over his golden eyes—which had slitted pupils like a cat's—and his mouth was set in a thin line. Even his close-clipped black beard looked angry—if that was possible.

      Commander Sylvan was frowning too.

      “On what grounds do you object to Dr. Hollister visiting Crimson Moon?” he’d asked Drago.

      “On the grounds that I don’t trust them—especially not that slimy little ambassador,” Drago growled. “He’s too slick—too fucking smooth, Commander. Reminds me of a used ship salesman.”

      “That’s not true!” Addie exclaimed. “Lx Sambla was perfectly polite to me—and extremely attentive. Besides, how would you know anything about him? You just grunted when I introduced you and then you were silent as a stone the whole rest of the dinner and didn’t even try to take part in the conversation!”

      “Just because I don’t talk much doesn’t mean I don’t listen,” Drago rumbled. “That male was feeding you a line, Addison—he was telling you everything you wanted to hear.”

      “He was being polite, which is more than I can say for you!” Addie snapped. “Why wouldn’t you even talk to him? Maybe if you had, you would have gotten to know him.”

      “You talked all night and didn’t get to know him—not the real him,” Drago said darkly. “I tell you, I don’t fucking like him. He gives me a bad feeling.”

      “Well I thought he was lovely and I’m going on this mission to Crimson Moon,” Addie said, crossing her arms over her chest. She turned to Commander Sylvan. “Maybe you could assign a different Protector to me, Commander, since Drago is so set on not going.”

      “Well, I suppose—” her boss began.

      “No!” Drago growled, surprising Addie with the force of his emotion. “No, if Addison is going, I’m going along to protect her! No one else!”

      She looked at him with wide eyes.

      “Well! You almost sound jealous.”

      His face turned as dark as a thundercloud.

      “Of course I’m not jealous! But I took an oath to protect you and nobody else is going to do my job.”

      Addie remembered that oath—remembered the moment when her huge, muscular Protector had dropped to one knee in front of her, almost like he was proposing, and had offered to shield her with his body and lay down his life to keep her safe if necessary.

      Looking into his gorgeous golden eyes as he held her hands in his own much larger ones and smelling his Autumn leaves and masculine spice scent had been the start of her crush on him. A crush that had gotten her exactly nowhere, she reminded herself dryly. Despite the hints she’d dropped and the way she flirted with him after she found out he was single, Drago had never once returned her interest. Not even a little.

      Maybe I'm just not his type—not everyone is into short, curvy redheads, Addie told herself. Or maybe it’s because he’s a Drake Kindred.

      She'd heard that such Kindred often had trouble finding mates because of the huge dragon inside them, with whom they shared their consciousness and their body. Oh yes, she'd done her research when she was first paired with Drago—for the first six months of their partnership, she'd been excitedly waiting to see his Drake emerge.

      But somehow his Drake never came out—not even during extremely stressful situations like the one on Belugias Three. Eventually, she'd stopped expecting to see it. And the one time she had tentatively mentioned it and asked a question about his "other half," Drago had given her such a dark, silent glare that she'd shut up and never dared to ask again.

      It always felt to Addie that he was hiding that part of himself. Or maybe he was just one of those extremely stoic men who didn’t talk about themselves or their feelings. Either way, she was sick and tired of his attitude.

      "Look," she said to Drago. "I don't care what you think of Lx Sambla—I've been invited by a nice, handsome man to visit a civilized planet with a fascinating new culture to study. It’s an amazing opportunity and I’m going to take him up on the invitation whether you like it or not!"

      “Fine,” Drago growled. “Then I’ll go with you. But don’t say I didn’t fucking warn you when things go bad.”

      Commander Sylvan frowned at their exchange.

      “I’m sorry, Commander Drago, I don’t want to discount your concerns, but are there any other objections you can make to this mission other than the fact that you don’t like the Vargan Ambassador?”

      Reluctantly, Drago shook his head.

      “No. I just don’t trust him. He’s too slick.”

      “You mean he’s polite and actually makes conversation instead of sitting there like a lump on a log,” Addie snapped.

      “Well if he—” Drago growled.

      “All right, enough!” Commander Sylvan held out a hand to stop the two of them. “As it stands, I can’t think of a reason to turn down the Vargans’ invitation. They appear to be eminently civilized and the High Council thinks they would make excellent allies and trading partners. So I’m going to allow you, Dr. Hollister, to accept Ambassador Sambla’s invitation. Commander Drago, you may accompany her if you wish. If not, I’ll find another warrior to serve as her Protector.”

      “Fuck no! I said I was going and I’m going,” was Drago’s reply, though he was still scowling when he said it.

      “Fine. Then you’d better get moving—the ceremony is tomorrow night. I recommend you pack up and leave as soon as possible. Commander Drago, let the Communications Department know when you’re ready to fly and the Mother Ship will fold space for you to Crimson Moon.”

      "Fine." Drago had nodded shortly but Addie thought more than a one-word answer was important.

      “Thank you for trusting my judgment, Commander Sylvan,” she’d said, rising to offer her hand to their boss. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”

      “Just be careful,” he’d said, taking her hand with a worried frown.

      “Addison doesn’t have to be careful—that’s what she’s got me for,” Drago growled.

      And that was the end of their interview. Addie had wanted to stay and talk some more—to try and reason with her big Protector. But Drago had said nothing but, “Guess we’d better pack,” before stomping off down one of the Mother Ship’s long metal corridors, leaving her to simmer with irritation.

      She was still irritated now, Addie admitted to herself, as she watched him pilot their ship through the scarlet slash in space that led to their destination. After years of never saying a word about any of the missions they’d been on together, now he decided to kick up a fuss just because he didn’t like the Vargan ambassador. It was silly and it was ruining her anticipation of the lovely reception she was sure they would receive on Crimson Moon.

      Why is he so damn stubborn? Is he actually jealous for once? But why would he be? They weren’t in any kind of romantic relationship and he’d never shown any interest in her that way. From the corner of her eye, she studied her Protector, wishing she could read his mind.

      “No use staring at me like that,” Drago rumbled, keeping his eyes straight ahead as he flew the ship. “I said what I said and I don’t fucking care if you like it or not. That fucking Lx Sambla isn’t to be trusted.”

      “You don’t like him because he was flirting with me,” Addie accused him. “Just because you don’t find me attractive doesn’t mean other men don’t!”

      He turned his head to look at her, frowning.

      “What the fuck gave you that idea? Of course I think you're attractive—you're a fucking gorgeous Elite! With your full hips and thick thighs, not to mention those big, starry eyes and that flame-colored hair, any male would want you.”

      “You…but you…” Addie didn’t know how to finish her sentence. Her Protector wasn’t in the habit of offering her compliments. The most he would ever say was, “You look fine” and he only said that if she specifically asked him to comment on what she was wearing on a particular mission. (Luckily for this mission, she hadn’t had to pack any special outfits because the Vargans were going to be providing their clothes.)

      “I don’t like Sambla because he’s too smooth—there’s something fake about him,” Drago went on. “And he smells like old blood.” His nose wrinkled. “I don’t fucking like that.”

      Addie opened and closed her mouth, not sure what to say. The idea that her gruff and growly Protector thought she was “gorgeous” and that he especially admired her wide hips and thick thighs—which she considered problem areas—was almost more than she could take in.

      Just at that moment they flew out of the other side of the fold in space and found themselves in orbit around a tiny silver and red planetoid.

      “There it is,” Drago rumbled, nodding at the planetoid floating in the viewscreen.

      “Oh—it really is a moon, I guess,” Addie remarked, nodding at the huge gas giant with more rings than Saturn in the background. Clearly the planetoid they were aiming at was orbiting the much larger planetary body.

      “Of course. Why else would they name it ‘Crimson Moon?’” Drago said reasonably. “I’m guessing the ‘Crimson’ part of the name comes from the water,” he added, nodding at the dark red blotches on the silvery surface of the moon.

      “Yes—Lx Sambla told me something about how a mineral in their water makes it all red,” Addie remarked. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she added.

      Drago just grunted noncommittally which was extremely irritating to Addie.

      “You know, if you really don’t want to go you can just stay in the ship,” she told him. “I don’t mind attending the ceremony by myself.”

      “And leave you alone with that untrustworthy reptile of a male? I don’t fucking think so,” Drago growled. “Just sit tight and let me land this thing.”

      Addie shut her mouth but she couldn’t help cutting her eyes in his direction and studying him. Why was her usually stoic Protector so against this mission? He claimed he wasn’t jealous but he’d never called her “gorgeous” before Lx Sambla entered the scene. Could it be that this visit to Crimson Moon was forcing him to finally show some emotions he’d been hiding for the past two years, the same way he hid his Drake from her?

      Or maybe he’s right and this place is actually dangerous, whispered a little voice in the back of her head. Have you ever known his instincts to be off before? He has a nose for trouble, Addie—you can’t deny it.

      Addie actually entertained the thought for a moment before pushing it firmly away. Commander Sylvan wouldn’t have allowed her to come on this mission if there was any danger involved. Of course, sometimes unforeseen circumstances arose but that was what Drago was for. And besides, she couldn’t imagine what could possibly go wrong—especially if everyone on Crimson Moon was as kind and polite as Lx Sambla.

      Stop worrying, everything was going to be just fine, she told herself.

      She had no idea how wrong she was.
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      Drago tried to keep a lid on his irritation as he contacted the surface of the silvery-red moon and asked for landing coordinates. It frustrated him that Addison couldn't seem to understand the danger she was putting herself in. He didn't trust that fucking ambassador—he was too smooth and soft-spoken. Drago was willing to bet there wasn't an honest bone in his entire oily body. But for some reason, Addison seemed to think he was charming.

      Maybe it’s because he paid attention to her and gave her compliments which you never do, whispered a voice in the back of his head.

      But I can’t give her compliments or pay her attention—I can’t fucking risk it! he argued with himself. If I do, my Drake will want to Claim her! I can’t fucking have that! I can never have her—no matter how much I want her.

      He had known from the first minute he met Addison that the diminutive redhead was his Fated Mate—the one woman the Goddess had set aside just for him. And yet, he could never Claim her because of the beast he held prisoner within him.

      Drago had what was known among his people as a "Primal Drake"—that is, a Drake that had no words or reasoning skills. Most Drake Kindred could reason with the beast they kept inside themselves and control it to some extent. But to his shame, Drago had no way to communicate or reason with his beast—he could shout at it mentally as much as he wanted to but it refused to listen. It was like they were speaking two different languages. Or more like the Drake inside him simply had no speech at all—the only language it knew was destruction and chaos.

      He had found that out the hard way the first and only time he had allowed his Drake to come out, during his Coming of Age ceremony on his home planet. The beast that had erupted from him the moment he loosed control of himself had been wild and chaotic. It had caused enormous amounts of chaos and destruction and there was nothing Drago could do to stop it because it had taken over completely.

      Most other Drake Kindred could guide their Drake when it emerged from them—not so with Drago. He had tried to rein his beast in and had failed. Then, to his shame, he had blacked out completely, shortly after his Drake took control. He didn’t know until later, when it finally tired itself out and retreated back inside, what had happened or how much destruction it had caused.

      It didn’t help that the beast inside him was huge—as big as one of the humans’ largest airplanes—the kind that carried hundreds of passengers across their oceans. He was told by those who had observed his Drake that it was the largest anyone had ever seen—and the most wild and vicious.

      Apparently during his Coming of Age ceremony, other Drakes had attempted to contain it and reason with it but they had failed miserably on both counts. It had burned the closest village to the ground and then it had started a forest fire which wound up consuming huge swaths of the wild lands his people held dear.

      As a consequence of his inability to control his Drake, Drago had been exiled from his home world and told never to come back again. He had sworn then, after hugging his tearful mother goodbye—(his father refused to even look at him because of the shame he had brought on their family)—that he would never release his Drake again. And since strong emotions were a path to losing control and releasing the beast within him, he had clamped down on his feelings—hard.

      When he met Addison, he knew he ought to keep away from her—the Drake inside him had reacted in a way it never had before. Though it had no words, Drago felt a fierce possessiveness coming from the prison he had built for it inside him. If it had been able to speak at all it would have voiced one word—MINE!

      He could feel his other half’s hunger to Claim the diminutive, curvy redhead as their mate but he knew how that would go. If he allowed himself to feel for her—to express his longing—the cage he had built inside himself might spring open, releasing the chaos of his Primal Drake. And if the Drake got out, it would cause untold destruction—it might even kill Addison in its eager greed to Claim her!

      No, he couldn’t risk it, Drago told himself sternly. But he couldn’t bear to walk away from the gorgeous little human either. Addison drew him so strongly that though he knew he could never have her, he at least wanted to be by her side, guarding her. And so he had agreed to become her Protector, even though deep down he knew it was dangerous and wrong.

      To compensate for the risk, he kept a tight rein on his emotions around her. He didn't allow himself to think about her beauty, enjoy her bubbly personality, imagine a future with her, or wish he could hold her in his arms. He didn't even allow himself to think of her when he jerked off—well, he tried not to, anyway.

      It was hard keeping his distance. Everything about her drew him—her quick wit, her long, wavy, flame-colored hair, her big eyes that looked blue when she was sad and green when she was happy, her full Elite figure, and those thick thighs he wished he could feel wrapped around his head as he tasted her sweet pussy and she moaned his name…

      Stop it, he told himself sternly. You’re fantasizing about her again. You can’t do that.

      Within himself, he felt his Drake stirring restlessly. A feeling of longing and possession so deep and fierce it nearly took his breath away rushed through him like a wave, threatening to wash away his hard-built defenses and force him to tell Addison how he really felt about her…how he couldn’t stand the idea of her with another male, especially one as fake and greasy and untrustworthy as that fucking Lx Sambla.

      Drago clenched his jaw and tightened his grip on the steering yoke. At the same time, he tightened his grip on his Drake. He wasn’t going to say a word—not one fucking word. And he wasn’t going to give in to his longing or his Drake’s desire to Claim her. He and Addison were coworkers and that was all they could ever be. He swore to himself he would never, ever touch her.

      He had no idea how soon he would be breaking his promise.
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      “Lssa Addison, how lovely to see you again!” Lx Sambla bowed over her hand gallantly, and Addie felt her stomach quiver, as though a thousand butterflies had just taken off inside.

      During their dinner aboard the Mother Ship, the Vargan Ambassador had explained the honorifics of his native language—Lx was like saying “Mr.” and Ls was like “Mrs.” The title “Lssa” was reserved for unmarried women, like herself and it sounded perfectly delightful coming from his thin but elegant lips.

      “Lx Sambla, thank you so much for inviting me,” she said, choosing to ignore the fact that Drago was looming right behind her, glaring at the ambassador. If her Protector couldn’t be civil, she would just speak for herself and pretend he wasn’t there, she decided.

      “We are honored by your presence at our ceremony, lovely one,” Sambla purred, straightening to give her the full force of his large, dark eyes. “And you’ve come just in time to change before our special feast.”

      “Oh, really? I’d love to observe your dining customs,” Addie said, smiling.

      “Observe them you shall, my beautiful one,” Sambla assured her. “But first you must get changed.”

      “Oh yes. Um, I didn’t bring any clothes,” Addie confessed. “Because I was told that the appropriate outfits would be provided.”

      “So they will,” Sambla promised. “If you will take my arm, I’ll lead you into the palace where your ladies-in-waiting await you.”

      “Ladies-in-waiting?” Addie asked, taking his arm which felt thin but hard under the long black robe he was wearing. It had a high collar and there was an intricate silver pin at his throat which looked a little bit like a many-legged insect.

      “Yes, indeed. For you are an honored guest—of course you must have ladies to wait on you,” Sambla said smoothly. “Do come this way.”

      He led Addie into what looked like a medieval castle built of rough black stone. Overhead the light was dim—Addie thought they must have come just at twilight. The outline of Grimm, which was the name of the ringed gas giant planet that Crimson Moon orbited, could be seen taking up half the purplish sky as the castle in front of them loomed in the gathering dusk.

      She was aware of Drago stalking along behind her, but again, she resolved to put the big Drake Kindred out of her mind. Instead, she turned her attention to studying the vast structure they were walking into. The front gates were dull silver metal shaped into something that looked almost like a spider web, she thought.

      “These gates—they have such an unusual design,” she remarked, to make conversation with Sambla.

      "Ah yes—they are a symbol of Sheelash—whose home this palace is. She is the Goddess all Vargans worship," the ambassador explained. "In fact, we only use this palace one solar month a year, during the Choosing Ceremony where the Queen of Night is chosen. Most of that time is spent preparing for the Quenching Ceremony in the inmost sanctum—the Room of Sighs, we call it," he added.

      "So you actually have two separate ceremonies—one to choose the Queen of Night and then the Quenching Ceremony afterward?" Addie asked.

      “Exactly, lovely one.” He nodded. “I extended the invitation for you to view the first—the Choosing Ceremony. The Quenching Ceremony is much more secretive, I’m afraid.”

      “How fascinating! I wish I could see the second ritual, too,” Addie said wistfully. “Though I suppose I probably wouldn’t be allowed,” she added, not wanting to give offense.

      “Well now, you never can tell.” Lx Sambla gave her a charming wink. “I might be able to get you an invitation. I’d need to speak to the Council of Aged Ones though.”

      “Oh, would you?” Addie squeezed his arm with excitement. She absolutely loved learning about new cultures, which meant that her job always felt more like fun than work. The Vargans were turning out to be such interesting people—she couldn’t wait to write a paper on them and hopefully get it published in Xeno-Anthropology Quarterly.

      “For a lady as lovely as you? Of course I would.” Sambla put a hand over the one she had laid on his arm and squeezed her fingers possessively. “In fact, I’ll introduce you during the pre-ceremony feast tonight. I’m sure the Aged Ones are going to love you. Now let’s get you inside and dressed for the feast, shall we?”

      He nodded at someone Addie couldn’t see—a hidden guard presumably—and the dull silver gates parted and swung soundlessly open.

      Arm-in-arm they strolled inside with Drago bringing up the rear like a thundercloud that might split open and pour out a storm at any moment, Addie thought. Then she reminded herself that she was ignoring the big warrior and focused on looking around the castle she found herself in instead.

      Inside the Palace of Sheelash was even more like a medieval castle. The rough stone walls, covered in tapestries woven in dark jewel tones, soared upwards to a high, vaulted ceiling. The designs on the intricately woven rugs were difficult to see since the lighting in the palace was all candlelight and torches placed in wall scones at varying intervals, but Addie did her best to make the pictures out.

      Most of the tapestries seemed to depict a large insect with many legs, like the pin that Lx Sambla wore at his throat. Addie thought it looked a little like a spider with a fat, segmented body. But it had a strangely human head and face. Its features were pale and it had long, blonde hair almost the same color as the Ambassador's. Its eyes were big and dark with blood-red pupils that stood out, even in the dark cloth of the tapestries.

      “This is lovely art you have on your walls,” she ventured, hoping to get some information.

      Lx Sambla didn’t disappoint her.

      “Ah yes—that is Sheelash herself. She who lives forever in our hearts and is reborn afresh each year,” he remarked. “Since this palace is her home, most of the art here depicts her in all her glory. In fact, I am a descendant of hers,” he added.

      “You are?” Addie asked doubtfully. Unless Vargan biology was much different from human biology she didn’t see how the charming ambassador could claim the Spider Goddess depicted in the tapestry art as an ancestress.

      "Of course—you can tell by my hair color. Only true descendants of Sheelash have it," he said, pointing to his head. "It is a sign and symbol of our ruling class. Though of course it's not nearly as beautiful as your own lovely flame-colored hair," he added, meeting Addie's eyes and giving her a warm smile.

      Addie felt her cheeks getting hot with a blush.

      “Oh, thank you,” she said, smiling back shyly. It had been a long time since she’d had a guy pay so much attention to her and she couldn’t help feeling flattered. Also, so what if he thought he was descended from a spider lady—or a lady spider, depending on how you looked at it. Lx Sambla was definitely the most charming man she’d ever met—the exact opposite of her grim and grumpy Protector.

      They passed through the long stone throat of the palace into a smaller and more intimate room. There were various low, comfortable-looking couches and armchairs scattered around, as well as shelves of books and lamps which emitted a warm, golden glow.

      “Ah, the Library.” Lx Sambla smiled warmly. “I understand, my lovely one, that you’re an academic,” he remarked to Addie.

      “Oh yes—yes, I am.” She nodded, blushing again. “I’d love to read some of these books. If I’m allowed,” she added. “The Translation Bacteria I was given aboard the Mother Ship should make it possible for me to understand them.”

      “But of course you are allowed! Pick any one you like” Sambla made a sweeping gesture with one hand that encompassed the many bookcases around the perimeters of the room. “Every book here has something to do with the lore of Sheelash. So in a way, every one is a holy text.”

      “Really?” Addie looked around in surprise. There were hundreds—possibly thousands of books here. The Vargans must be extremely devout in their worship of the Spider Goddess, she thought. It was a good thing that Sheelash was just a legend—she wouldn’t want to meet the creature she’d seen in the tapestries for real!

      “Yes, really. Please feel free to help yourself to reading material whenever you like,” Lx Sambla told her. “But for now, let me ring for your ladies so they can get you to your chamber where you can change for the feast.”

      He picked up a small silver bell which Addie hadn’t seen earlier and rang it exactly three times—
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