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        A Warrior who has sworn never to love again...

        A hapless girl, kidnapped and sold at auction...

        When Need buys Lan'ara, he swears not to love her.

        But can he keep his promise?

        Read The Kindred Warrior's Captive Bride to find out.

      

      

      Needrix is a Kindred warrior with a tragic past. After losing his pregnant mate during childbirth, he has sworn never to even look at another female again. So he tells himself to ignore the auction going on where a lovely young woman is being sold. But when Need's disgusting crewmate, a three-headed Trollox called Drung, starts bidding on her, he knows he can't abandon her to such a cruel fate. Need buys the hapless girl, swearing he won't fall in love with her and planning to get rid of her as soon as possible.

      Lan'ara is a graduate of the elite Twyleth Tigg Academy—a finishing school where beautiful young ladies of good breeding are trained to be the wives and concubines of the richest and most influential men in the galaxy. But on graduation night, the school was raided by a band of pirates who stole her away and auctioned her off. Now she finds herself the property of a surly Kindred warrior who has vowed never to touch or love her. He even promises to bring her back to the man who bought her contract in the first place. So her life should be back on track, right?

      Wrong. Neither Lan'ara or Need knows that she has been injected with the Lust Bacterium, a compound which causes her to need his touch. As her touch cravings grow stronger, Lan'ara finds herself turning to the big Kindred more and more. And Need finds it harder and harder to resist falling for the beautiful female he has rescued. But Drung the Trollox still wants her for his own and has sworn to take her away from Need, no matter what the cost.

      Will Need and Lan'ara find true love? Or will they be torn apart by evil?

      You'll have to read...The Kindred Warrior's Captive Bride to find out.
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      There is a scene in the first chapter of this book which may upset anyone who has been the victim of past sexual abuse. Please read responsibly! 
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      Needrix didn’t give a damn about the girl.

      That was what he told himself, anyway. Even as the Zorthian slaver dragged her up onto the auction block and ripped open her gown to show the creamy brown swells of her breasts with the tight, berry-dark nipples at their tips, he looked the other way.

      Too bad for her. But that was life and life was a shitty mistress, one who took whatever and whoever she wanted and ground them into dust under her heel at random. You never knew when you were going to lose what mattered most to you in this uncaring universe—Need had found that out the hard way.

      So he turned his head and pretended not to notice as the slaver boasted about how the girl was a verified virgin—only lately ripped from the protective womb of a private finishing school in the Trell’wick system, where only the finest and most beautiful females were taken in, specifically to be molded into wives for the rich and influential of the galaxy.

      “Look at her flesh,” the slaver hissed to the patrons standing below the auction block. “Never been touched by a male’s hand—her virtue is guaranteed! And look at her skin—such a rare coloration! I’m telling you, this girl is a prize. She was going to be the bride of a Galactic Senator but now she can be yours for the right price!”

      The males looking up at the girl whistled and hooted, shouting for more. Some of them were just passing by in the busy market square, while others were serious about wanting to buy. But everybody liked a free show.

      Rather than looking at the girl, who was shivering and trembling and trying not to cry as she attempted to pull her torn gown closed around her, Need studied the crowd. Yys, the planet where Need’s ship had docked to re-supply and also take on new cargo—(no doubt illegal since Captain Glo’ll specialized in “hard to get items”)—was a space port at the hub of a busy system. So there was plenty to look at.

      Need saw a pair of Torgians with their mouths open, their three rows of sharp, serrated teeth grinning like sentient nightmares, looking up at the girl. Beside them was a Xanther—a strange looking creature with a body about the same shape and size as Need’s own but with a long, flexible, telescoping neck which it had curved down so that its tiny head and wide, unblinking eyes could stare more closely at the shivering prisoner. Standing beside the Xanther was a Trollox—a huge sentient being with three heads, all of them leering at the girl at once.

      Unfortunately, Need knew this last male. His name was Drung and he was the second mate on the Dark Star, the ship Need flew with.

      Need himself was first mate and Navigator—a position Drung greatly coveted. He was always trying to pick a fight with Need, hoping to displace him. He wasn’t very subtle about it, though, and for the most part Need side-stepped his obvious attempts at one-upmanship and ignored the big bastard.

      It helped that the Trollox’s right and left heads weren’t too smart. The right one never said anything but only giggled like a naughty schoolboy telling a dirty joke and peered slyly out at you from slitted yellow eyes. The left head, Need was convinced, was mentally deficient. It stared dully at the world from tiny black eyes like shriveled raisins and occasionally drooled down the left side of Drung’s tunic. It, too, never said a word.

      It was the middle head you had to watch out for, Need thought as he watched his shipmate watching the hapless girl get auctioned off. The middle head was sly, with narrow red eyes and a snout like a porcine. It had two great tusks curving up from its lower jaw too, which—combined with the aforementioned snout—made it look like a wild boar.

      All in all, it was a motley crew watching the auction—Drung most of all. All three of his heads were fixated on the trembling girl and the middle one was licking its chops eagerly. Lecherous, pig-snouted bastard.

      Not that Need himself had such a fine pedigree, he reminded himself dryly. He was a hybrid—a byproduct of two different branches of the Kindred tree merging together. His mother’s people had been Blood Kindred and Need had the double fangs where another male’s canine teeth would be to prove it. His father’s people, however, had been Vision Kindred—a subgroup of the Kindred that were nearly extinct.

      Vision Kindred had the special ability to see their enemies weaknesses but that wasn’t the only reason they had the title “vision” in their name. They also began Dream Sharing with their future mates early—as soon as the two of them had exchanged drops of blood in the Bonding Ceremony, which was typically held when the prospective bride and groom were only five or six cycles old.

      Need had been through such a ceremony with Cleah—the female he had eventually mated—when the two of them were six cycles of age. They had grown up together and gotten Joined and bonded when they were just eighteen. The two of them had been devoted to each other, a perfect match despite their youth. Their lives had been wonderful—blessed by the Goddess—or so Need had believed.

      Then Cleah got pregnant.

      They wanted children, of course. But the pregnancy had been difficult right from the start. Cleah was sick all the time—she couldn’t keep any food or drink down to nourish her or the baby. And they lived far from any kind of advanced Kindred medical facilities.

      Then Cleah had gone into labor several months too early—before she even began her fourth quadmester. Need had rushed her to the nearest Kindred medical facility but it was too late.

      Both Cleah and his son had been lost.

      The pain of the broken soul-bond when he lost his fated mate nearly killed Need—often he wished that it had. All the light had gone out of his life when Cleah died—what was there left to live for?

      But somehow, he recovered. Recovered and went on, though there was nothing to go on for, he often thought. Only the knowledge that Cleah wouldn’t have wanted him to take his own life had kept him from ending it all and going to join her at the Goddess’s side.

      That had been ten cycles ago—a decade of agony. Though time had blunted some of the pain it was still with him—a shard lodged in his heart that never really went away.

      And around that shard of pain had grown a thicket of thorny vines—vines of anger and loss and resentment. Though all Kindred loved and revered females, Need had sworn to himself never to go near one again. Nor did he worship the Goddess, the Mother of All Life.

      For she had taken the life of his mate—the only female in the universe that he loved. Why should he worship a being who would do such a thing? Why should he give his devotion and allegiance to the heartless deity who had deprived him of his mate and son?

      The answer was, he shouldn’t. The Goddess wasn’t to be trusted—no female was. Cleah was gone and with her went any love or tenderness or devotion that Need had been able to feel towards anyone female. Those things were dead to him now—he didn’t even seek out female whores to slake his lust when he felt sexual need. Not that he felt it very often—when Cleah had died, his fangs had blunted and he’d had no desire to bite or Claim or make love with a female since.

      His lack of desire or caring for females was what allowed Need to watch without compassion or mercy as the bidding began on the little female with the creamy brown skin. He watched without emotion as the slaver began taking bids from the males in the crowd, reminding them that she was a verified virgin and how she would have been the mate of a Galactic Senator had she not been captured in the raid on her school.

      “Let’s start the bidding at five thousand credits,” the slaver cried, pointing to the trembling girl who was watching the crowd with wide, frightened eyes.

      “Five thousand!” one of the Torgians bid, licking its three rows of serrated teeth with a long, leathery tongue. “She looks tender,” he added to the other Torgian beside him.

      “And juicy,” his friend agreed.

      “Indeed she is, my friends—there is no female as tender and juicy as a verified virgin!” The slaver nodded in agreement.

      The girl stared at her prospective buyers in dawning horror as the implication of what they were saying came home to her.

      “Ten thousand,” the Xanther called, bobbing his head on his long, telescoping neck. “Such a female is not for eating,” he told the Torgians, “But for breeding.”

      “Well, if you’ve got a shaft as long as your neck, you’d better hope that little female has an elastic pussy!” one Torgian shot back, provoking a wave of trollish laughter from the crowd.

      “Even if she doesn’t, there are surgeries designed to lengthen the vaginal canal,” the Xanther told them. “Surgeons from my planet perform them all the time on alien females. The entire abdomen can be used as a kind of sleeve to accommodate a male’s shaft.”

      He peered more closely at the girl, extending his neck until his face was staring right into hers from only a foot away, though his body remained about twenty feet back in the crowd.

      “The neck can be lengthened too to increase her beauty,” he remarked, still speaking about the girl rather than to her. He reminded Need of a male inspecting a vehicle he might like to drive—one which was easily customizable.

      “My…my neck? You want to lengthen my neck?” The girl put a hand to her slender throat, her eyes grown huge with fear.

      Her voice was so soft, Need was certain no one else in the crowd of males bidding on her could hear it. But for some reason, it carried to his ears, despite the jeering and catcalls all around him.

      The Xanther drew back without answering her.

      “The neck can be extended surgically until it is almost as long as my own,” he remarked, speaking to the Torgians instead. “Such body modifications on comely alien females are common on my home world, since females of my own kind are scarce.”

      “This little female would be ideal for any kind of body-mods you want to give her,” the slaver remarked, provoking another look of fear from the girl on the auction block. “She’s young—her body will heal from any surgery you wish to try on her.”

      Despite his calm façade of disinterest, Need felt a surge of anger. Clearly the damn slaver didn’t care if the girl he was selling got mutilated or raped or even killed and eaten—all he wanted was his damn credits and to hell with the shivering female he had stolen from her home and was selling as a slave.

      Then he caught himself. No—he didn’t care, he told himself firmly. Didn’t give a flying fuck what happened to any female. He had no interest in any of them now that Cleah was dead.

      But then a third voice called out,

      “Fifteen thousand credits for the juicy little bitch!”

      It was a voice Need knew well—the voice of Drung the Trollox—or rather, Drung’s middle head—which was the one you had to watch out for.

      “Fifteen thousand!” the slaver called, looking around the crowd. “Clearly you have good taste, fine Sir,” he added, nodding in Drung’s direction, which made the middle head grin widely, showing the blackened bases of its yellowed tusks.

      “Here now!” one of the Torgians growled. “If the Xanther’s cock can’t fit inside the little bitch without some kind of surgery, I know the same must be said of you, Trollox! Your species is huge—you don’t even look compatible with so small a female.” He cocked his head to one side, his triple row of teeth gleaming with saliva. “Unless you have other plans for her. Are you going to eat her or breed her?” he inquired hungrily.

      “Breed her o’ course—no surgery needed,” Drung’s middle head declared in its low, grunting voice. “Got a set of stretchers, I do. Each one bigger than the last. Make her wear a bigger one every day until she can take my shaft in her tight little pussy.” He leered at the shivering girl. “Can’t wait to shove all the way in and spill my seed inside her. Give her a big belly—a belly full of my heir!”

      Need felt another surge of white-hot anger overtake him. Fucking Drung was three or four times the girl’s body mass—why she would barely come up to his waist! She looked like a child—a small child—shaking with fear at the Trollox’s crude threat to rape and impregnate her. The idea of that ugly son-of-a-whore shoving his monstrous shaft inside her was disgusting—obscene!

      Then sanity brought him back to himself. Why should he care what happened to the little female? Caring for females had brought him nothing but pain. It was better to ignore them altogether.

      But he couldn’t ignore the silent tears that rolled down the little female’s face as it began to look like Drung might win the bid.

      “Fifteen thousand once,” the slaver/auctioneer was calling. “Fifteen thousand twice. Will no one else bid on this delectable little female? She’d be equally welcome in your stewpot or your bed—either way you’re guaranteed a hot little dish.”

      He laughed heartily at his own joke, the artificial platinum teeth in the front of his mouth glinting among the blackened stumps of his natural teeth, which had rotted.

      “Buy her.”

      Need jerked in surprise and looked to his left and right and then behind him. Who was that? Who had spoken?

      Whoever it was, he couldn’t seem to find her—because the voice had definitely been female. But there were no females in this crowd—only jeering males looking to buy a girl to breed or eat.

      Need shrugged, his broad shoulders twitching nervously.

      Must have imagined it. Have to get out of here—this fucking scene is getting to me.

      He would go back to his ship, The Dark Star, he decided. He would check in with Captain Glo’ll, lay in the course for their next destination, and then take a nap—put all this foolishness out of his mind.

      “I will not tell you again—BUY HER, WARRIOR!”

      It was like a shout in his ear. This time Need flinched so hard he knocked into the Zitch’rell male standing beside him, humming softly to himself through his long, fluted, three-nostrilled nose.

      The Zitch’rell turned to him indignantly.

      “What’s your praaaahblem, friend?” he bleated, glaring at Need from his slotted eyes. “Why did you shuuuuv me?”

      “Didn’t you hear that?” Need demanded, frowning.

      “Hear whaaaaat?” the Zitch’rell demanded, shaking his shaggy head. “I heard nothing but that poor little female about to be sold to the Traaahllox.”

      He nodded at Drung, who had pushed his way to the front of the crowd and was standing at the foot of the stage, leering directly at the girl. Silent tears were rolling down her cheeks, though she had yet to sob aloud. Drung seemed to enjoy her fear—he was licking his tusks with a long, wet, gray tongue and grinning at her with all three heads.

      “That beast of a Traaahllox will rip her in two and never mind his ‘stretchers’ as he caaaahlls them,” the Zitch’rell remarked. “If I had the credits I’d buy her myself—she could teeehnd my flock of perbas and sheer their wool to eaaaarn her keep. But alaaaas…” He shook his shaggy head. “Fifteen thousand credits is too rich for my blood.”

      “Fifteen thousand once…fifteen thousand twice,” the slaver called. “Sold to the—”

      “Sixteen thousand credits!” someone shouted.

      It took Need a moment to realize that someone was him. Every eye in the place turned towards him—Drung’s included. His Trollox shipmate glared at him, the corners of his middle mouth turning down in an angry scowl.

      “Needrix you fucking arsehole,” he snarled, “You’d better not ruin this for me. I want this female, so I do! She’ll make a fine vessel to grow my heir in! Besides, I want to breed her.” His middle head leered at the shivering girl lustfully.

      But the auctioneer had caught Need’s words and sensed an opportunity.

      “Come up here if you would, Sir,” he called, beckoning to Need. “Have a look at the merchandise you’re bidding on.”

      “Ain’t no need for him to look,” Drung snarled. “Seventeen thousand!”

      “Seventeen thousand I’m bid for the luscious little female!” the slaver exclaimed. “Do I hear eighteen thousand?”

      “Eighteen thousand,” Need shouted recklessly as he pushed his way through the crowd. He didn’t know how he had started this but he was damned if he’d lose—damned if he let fucking disgusting Drung have the girl!

      “Nineteen thousand!” Drung snorted.

      “Twenty thousand,” Need replied without hesitation.

      He was standing at the base of the stage now, beside his massive shipmate. Drung was taller by at least two feet, despite the fact that Need was nearly seven feet in height himself. The other male was more massive too—even the smallest Trollox was built to the scale of a small building. But Need had never let the other male’s large size intimidate him before and he wasn’t about to start now.

      “Twenty thousand,” he repeated, trying not to notice the hopeful look on the girl’s face as she looked down at him. He didn’t give a damn what she thought—any more than he cared for Drung’s opinion. After all, he wasn’t buying her to fuck—he fully intended to set her free the minute he won the bidding.

      “Twenty thousand going once,” the slaver said. He looked at Drung. “Can you match it, fine Sir?”

      Drunk scowled with all three heads and grunted, “Twenty-one thousand.”

      “Twenty-five thousand,” Need countered recklessly. He didn’t know why it was so important to win the auction and buy the girl—he only knew it was.

      Sensing a bidding war, the slaver came close to the edge of the stage.

      “Gentlemen, I haven’t even told you the girl’s best feature yet,” he declared, pointing at the shivering female with a leer. “Little Lan’ara here has been infected with the Lust Bacterium!”

      “What?” Drung’s middle head frowned, his heavy brows knitting in apparent confusion.”

      “The Lust Bacterium,” the slaver repeated. “It’s a treatment the females at her finishing school are given when they’re nearing graduation and ready to go out and please the high-powered males who have bought them as mates. It guarantees you a virgin who acts like a whore!”

      Need didn’t know what the Lust Bacterium was or what it did and he didn’t care either. He just wanted the bidding to be over so he could set the little female free and forget about her—though the Gods knew even if he never saw her again he’d certainly remember the sizable hole she left in his credit account.

      “Don’t care about that—I just want to breed her.” Drung was practically slobbering with lustful greed. “Twenty-six thousand.”

      “Twenty-six—am I bid twenty-seven?” the slaver asked, looking hopefully at Need.

      Gods, this was getting ridiculous! The girl was going to clear out his entire account but Need couldn’t stop now.

      “Twenty-seven,” he growled, frowning. “And that’s twice what any female—no matter how fine her pedigree—would sell anywhere else.”

      “Indeed, indeed,” the slaver agreed, nodding briskly. He looked at Drung. “Do I hear twenty-eight?” he demanded.

      “Twenty-seven five,” the Trollox grunted, glaring balefully at Need. “Leave now if you know what’s good for you, Kindred,” he snarled. “I aim to have this little female, so I do. You’ll be sorry if you take her from me—I promise you that!”

      “Twenty-eight,” Need said to the slaver, ignoring his shipmate’s not-so-subtle threats.

      “Twenty-eight once,” the slaver exclaimed. “Come, Sir,” he added, looking at Drung. “Will you not counter? Or will you allow this prime specimen to be sold right out from under you?”

      The small, piggy eyes of Drung’s middle head screwed up in anger.

      “For that much, I want a verification of her virginity—so I do!” he declared. “You could be lying about the female being untouched. I must have a clean vessel to grow my heir in, so I must.”

      “That’s easily done!” The slaver had been crouched at the front of the stage, talking to Drung and Need. Now he straightened up and snapped his long, dirty fingers. “Chund,” he shouted, nodding at a short, stubby Torg who was standing at the back of the stage, waiting to bring forward the next unfortunate slave to be bid on. “Bring the stick. We need verification of virtue over here.” He paused for a moment, frowning. “Better bring the lubricant too—she’ll be tight inside, since she’s unused.”

      “Yes, boss. Right away, boss!” The Torg nodded his head and began rummaging in a bag at his feet. Soon enough, he brought forth a long, thick, phallus shaped rod and a thick tube which he handed to the slaver, who took the items with a curt nod.

      “Now then gentlemen, if you’ll look here for a moment,” he said to Need and Drung. “I’ll show you how this device works. Have either of you ever been with a virgin before?”

      “Can’t say as I have,” Drung remarked. Need said nothing but only glared at the slaver. The girl the slaver had called Lan’ara was clearly fighting back more tears as she watched the demonstration.

      “Well, the stick here, as we call it, is a rod made of perisum—the bone at the center of a banthum’s cock,” the slaver said, gesturing with the phallus shaped instrument he held in his hand.

      It was around a foot long and three inches thick at least, Need saw, frowning. The shaft of it was yellowish-white—the color of old ivory—but it had a knobby bright red head that seemed to pulse with life.

      “The banthum is a creature from Churger Four which only mates once to impregnate an untried female,” the slaver went on when Drung frowned at him in obvious confusion. “The banthum can tell by the way its phallus reacts to a female if she’s ever been with another male—it will be attracted to a virgin and repulsed by a more, shall we say, experienced female.” He leered at Drung knowingly.

      “So…what then?” the Trollox asked, still frowning in confusion.

      “Well, though the stick has been separated from its host, it retains it’s affinity for virgin flesh,” the slaver explained patiently. “It will try to burrow its way into any untried pussy you put it near. Watch while I demonstrate.”

      The slaver motioned for his assistant again and then pointed to the quivering girl.

      “Get her down, Chung—knees spread wide to show her cunt,” he ordered. “We have to give the stick room to work,” he added, still speaking to Drung.

      “Is this really necessary?” Need asked sharply as the stubby Torg assistant forced the girl into a kneeling position on the stage right in front of him and Drung. He spread her knees wide and pulled her torn gown apart to show her bare breasts and the soft little mound of her pussy. “That damn stick thing you have is too big for her—you’ll hurt her!” he protested.

      Not to mention humiliating her, he couldn’t help thinking as silent tears roll down her flushed cheeks, while the damn assistant held her in place and kept her from covering her nakedness.

      “Not to worry about that—the stick will be adequately lubricated,” the slaver said briskly.

      As he spoke, he popped open the tube he was holding and poured a generous amount of slick blue gel onto the knobby red end of the stick. Feeling his stomach turn at the sight, Need saw the thing was already jumping in his hand so that he had to hold it firmly. It was straining towards the girl, aiming itself at her vulnerable, open pussy as though eager to invade her and claim its prize.

      “Seriously,” he told the slaver. “Forget about verification—I’ll buy her without it.”

      “Not me—I want to see, so I do!” Drung insisted stubbornly, glaring at him. “Besides, that stick thing he’s got is about the size of my smallest stretcher, so it is. It’ll give me a head start on being able to breed her once I buy her.”

      “I don’t think—” Need began but just then the stick got loose from the slaver’s hand and flew on its on volition to bury itself between the girl’s thighs.

      “Ahh!” The little female gave an anguished cry and stiffened as the knobby red head of the alien phallus began to press itself inside her. She writhed as it worked at her but the slaver’s assistant had a good grip on her upper arms. He held her in place, pulling her shoulders back so that her bare breasts thrust out and her thighs strained open. There was a bored look on his face—clearly he was used to such scenes.

      “There!” the slaver exclaimed triumphantly. “Did you see how the stick flew for her the moment it sensed an untried pussy was near? Look at it trying to get inside her! Why, if her virgin channel wasn’t so tight, it would already have buried itself to the root in her soft little cunt and started thrusting!” He grinned at Drung. “Which is exactly what you want to do, am I right, Sir?”

      “Indeed I fucking well do!” All three of the Trollox’s heads grinned lustfully as the small, piggy eyes watched the stick thrust deeper and deeper into the helpless girl’s pussy. “Fill her up with my shaft and seed, so I will! And I’ll do it again and again until her belly swells with my heir!”

      Need couldn’t stand any more of this. Though he had spent the last ten cycles ignoring and avoiding everything female, his heart twisted at the sight of the girl’s agony and shame as the obscene alien phallus twisted between her legs, trying to work its way inside her.

      She must have sensed his pity for her eyes found his—dark eyes with golden flecks, he saw—eyes filled with tears.

      “Please,” she whispered brokenly. “Oh, please make it stop! It hurts. Like…like it’s breaking something inside me!”

      Need saw red. Rage dropped over his vision and a protective fury burned through him.

      “That’s enough!” he roared. Leaning across the stage, he grabbed the bone-white end of the stick, which had nearly managed to get all of its thick, knobby head into the little female’s pussy, and pulled it free.

      The girl cried out and the assistant jerked her back roughly as she tried to escape. Meanwhile, the stick jerked and twitched in Need’s hand, also trying to free itself. He held it tightly, refusing to let it get back to its intended target. There was a smear of dark crimson blood on its throbbing crown.

      The slaver was on high alert at once.

      “Here now!” he exclaimed angrily, glaring at Need. “Give me that! Do you know how rare such instruments are? And how expensive?”

      “Forty thousand credits,” Need spat at him, still holding the struggling stick clenched tight in one fist. “I’ll pay it right here and now—the entire sum. But the girl is mine and you and your fucking instruments don’t touch her again.”

      The slaver’s eyes widened…then narrowed greedily.

      “Forty thousand, is it?” he asked and turned to Drung. “Do I hear forty-one?” he inquired.

      The Trollox glared balefully at Need.

      “No, Gods damn you,” the middle head grunted. “Forty thousand is too rich for my blood, so it is.”

      “Well then.” The slaver nodded. “Forty thousand it is then. Sold to the Kindred gentle-male with the tender heart.”

      Need was no gentle-male and he knew it, but he said not a word. The price he was paying for the little female was all his savings—every bit he’d earned and put by during his ten cycles as Navigator and First Mate of The Dark Star.

      But though the hole in his credit account was going to be substantial, all he could see were the tears standing in her dark, gold-flecked eyes and all he could hear were her soft words, begging him to make the damn stick stop hurting her.

      Speaking of the stick, he was still holding it, he saw with distaste. He lobbed the damn thing into the crowd, prompting the slaver to cry angrily and point for his assistant to fetch it.

      As he did, Drung gave Need one last baleful glare.

      “You’ll be sorry, Kindred—so you will,” he snarled. Then he turned and stumped heavily away into the crowd, pushing the spectators in his path aside as easily as a male pushing through bracken weeds.
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      Lan’ara tried not to sob as she was finally released and allowed to cover herself. She tried to pull the torn gown closed around her body, but it had been tight to begin with and now she found it wouldn’t cover her full curves.

      She bowed her head and pressed her thighs together, trying to ignore the throbbing, burning pain she felt there. Her shoulders ached too, where that awful Torg had yanked them backwards. It almost felt like he’d been trying to pull her arms from their sockets! Every bit of her was in pain—not just her body but her skin and bones…her very soul felt bruised.

      Closing her eyes tightly, she wondered what would happen to her now. Would the male who had bought her be kind…or cruel? He seemed to have some compassion for her, for he’d torn the awful stick out of her and thrown it away where it couldn’t hurt her. But her recent experience with males had taught her that any one of them could turn cruel in a heartbeat—none of them were to be trusted.

      Lan’ara couldn’t help thinking that three days ago, she never would have believed such a thing as being kidnapped and sold on an auction block could happen to her.

      To be fair, though, she had always expected to be sold to the highest bidder. But not this way, never this way…

      

      The Twyleth Tigg Academy for Young Ladies of Beauty and Breeding had been Lan’ara’s home for the past four cycles. She’d been barely fifteen and picked for both her beauty and her genteel breeding, when she was chosen to go to the exclusive school where only the finest brides were trained.

      Lan’ara had hated leaving her family but it was the only way she could help. They had always been poor but when her father died in a fire at the silk mill where he had been supervisor, the money had dried up almost completely.

      On the genteel world of Title One, women were forbidden to hold a formal job, so her mother was left with five hungry mouths to feed and no way to feed them.

      As the oldest, Lan’ara did the best she could to help out. She picked burnah berries when they were in season and stayed up late into the night with her mother, both of them doing their finest needlework to sell at the market. They had taken in washing from all over the town and sold fresh-baked gerla-wheat bread—her mother’s specialty—and made jams and jellies to sell when they could afford the sugar syrup to make them.

      But even with all their hard work, Lan’ara and her mother couldn’t make enough between them to feed her four little brothers. They cried at night because their bellies ached with hunger. Lan’ara’s heart ached in turn as she watched her mother turn into a ghost of her former self, working her fingers to the bone to try and make ends meet.

      So when the scout from the Twyleth Tigg Academy saw her at the market, selling the few scanty jars of burnah berry jam they’d managed to eek out of the latest berry crop, Lan’ara didn’t turn away as she most certainly would have done when her father was still alive.

      “You’re a pretty one, my dear,” the man said to her, his sharp gray eyes sliding over her figure and taking in her face. “Those big dark eyes with the golden flecks—most unusual. And you’re ripe enough—nice heavy breasts to make milk enough to feed plenty of babies and good round child-bearing hips—though I can tell you’ve not had enough to eat in many a day.”

      In the past, Lan’ara would have turned up her nose with frosty dignity and left at once—or maybe even slapped the man for his impertinence. How dare he critique her body in such crude terms? And right to her face?

      But now she only listened quietly as the Twyleth scout talked about her most intimate features.

      “That lovely, creamy brown skin of yours,” he went on. “That’s rare, it is. I’ve never seen the like.”

      “My mother’s mother was taken from a planet called Earth,” Lan’ara explained quietly. “Many people there have my same coloring.”

      “But none here do. With such rare beauty I’m surprised you’re not whoring yourself out instead of trying to eek out a living selling jam.” He gave her a sharp look.

      “Oh, no, Sir—I would never!” Lan’ara felt the blood rush to her cheeks at the very thought.

      “I thought not. You have a look of modesty about you. You’re a good girl—a chaste girl. You’ve never had a cock between your thighs, I’ll warrant.”

      Her cheeks got even hotter as she cast down her eyes and gave her head a quick shake. Even speaking of such things was horribly embarrassing. She wished she could slap the man or run away, but she knew she could not.

      Yes,” he went on, nodding as though he was confirming his first opinion. “I think you’ll do nicely.”

      “Do for what, Sir?” Lan’ara asked meekly, though she knew well enough what he was getting at.

      “For a Twyleth Tigg Bride, of course!” the scout exclaimed, frowning. “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen any of our scouts roaming around before. We buy girls from your town quite often for they’re known to be both chaste and fertile when the time comes.”

      Lan’ara had known a few, of course. A year or two before, a girl named Ra’chell who had been one of her best friends had been sold by her parents in order to get money to make it through a long, hard winter. Ra’chell had cried and begged to stay but her father had sold her with a stony look on his face, despite her mother’s weeping.

      “We must have money to feed the other children, woman!” he’d shouted when she tugged on his arm and begged him not to sell their daughter. “She’s old enough to be wed so cease your mewling.”

      The scout had led Ra’chell away, tears still streaming down her cheeks, and Lan’ara had never seen her again.

      She had run straight home then, and told her mother all about it, her eyes full of tears as she poured out the tale.

      “Oh, my dear!” Her mother had hugged Lan’ara tight.

      “They sold her!” Lan’ara couldn’t get over it. “Her own parents! Sold her to that man to take away and sell to someone else as their bride!”

      Her mother had understood without being told what Lan’ara was asking. She had tilted Lan’ara’s chin up and looked into her eyes seriously.

      “That will never happen to you, Lanni my sweet,” she said, using the old childhood nickname that Lan’ara had outgrown not that long ago. “I will never sell any of my children. No matter what—this I vow to you.”

      Lan’ara had hugged her tight, feeling warm and protected, feeling safe in the circle of her mother’s arms and the comfort of their well-to-do home. Ra’chell’s parents had been poor—they’d had no choice in the matter. But Lan’ara’s father was the supervisor of the best silk mill in town. Her parents would never have to resort to selling her—she was safe from such a sad fate, she told herself. Safe from being sold.

      But now that fate has come upon me. And I go towards it willingly, Lan’ara thought as she looked at the sharp-eyed scout.

      She felt oddly separated from herself as she asked if he would like to come and speak to her mother. It was as though her mind was floating a few feet above her body, watching as she led the Twyleth Tigg scout to their house, carefully picking her way over the rocks in the road as daintily as any fine lady.

      “A fine enough dwelling,” he remarked when they got there. “I’m surprised you think your parents will be interested in my proposition.”

      “My father. He…died.” The words still stuck in Lan’ara’s throat. It had been over a year ago but she still missed him—her big, happy, laughing father who had been so strong—too strong, she’d always thought, to ever get hurt…to ever die.

      “Ah.” The scout nodded knowingly. “I see. No wonder you were selling jam.”

      “There is little else a female can do to make ends meet,” Lan’ara pointed out. “My mother and I, we do our best, Sir. But I have four little brothers—all too young to work.”

      “Mmm, I see.” He gave her another sharp look. “No wonder you invited me to your home instead of running the other way like most girls when they see me.”

      “My mother won’t want to sell me,” Lan’ara said, still with that strange, detached feeling. “But I’ll go with you willingly if only you’ll give her enough to get by until my brothers are old enough to work and can help make ends meet.”

      He nodded.

      “Well, I think we can manage that. You’re quite a beauty with your buxom curves and long hair. Not to mention, that rare, creamy brown skin tone will be much admired. Yes, you’ll fetch quite a fair price once we give you some training in deportment and how to please a man.”

      Lan’ara nodded meekly though his words turned her stomach.

      “Yes, Sir,” she said. “Let me fetch my mother.”

      

      Her mother, of course, didn’t want to let her go.

      “Not for any price!” she cried, holding Lan’ara tight to her as Lan’ara’s four little brothers watched with wide eyes from the porch. “My Lanni, I swore I’d never sell you. Never!”

      “Mother, you need the money,” Lan’ara protested. “This gentle-male has promised to give you enough to live on until Jordie and Howie are old enough to earn.”

      “But Lanni…” Her mother’s dark, gold-flecked eyes, so like her own, were filled with tears.

      “There’s no other way. You know it and I know it,” Lan’ara said gently, though inside her heart was breaking. “Please, let me go and take the money. Otherwise we’ll all starve this winter—you know we barely made it through the last and that was back when you still had a bit of savings that Da had put by.”

      She saw the truth register in her mother’s eyes, but there was stubbornness there too. She looked at the scout.

      “What will happen to my daughter, if I let you take her to that fancy academy of yours?” she demanded harshly, keeping her arms wrapped firmly around Lan’ara as she spoke.

      “She’ll be trained in all the social graces. Dancing, deportment, light conversation pleasing to a man,” the scout said blandly. “After four years she’ll be displayed at our annual Display of Beauty Ball and bid on by nobles and rich merchants from all over the galaxy. She may end up as a love slave or a concubine but with beauty like hers, it’s possible she could become a second or even a first wife—maybe even to a very important man.”

      “A love slave,” her mother whispered, horror filling her eyes.

      “Or a wife,” Lan’ara said quickly. “Please Mother, it won’t be so bad a life. And I’ll do it gladly as long as I know you and the little ones are safe and well-fed back here at home.”

      “But my Lanni—if you go, I’ll never see you again!”

      “That’s not true,” Lan’ara protested, though she feared very much that it was. “Maybe the man who marries me will be kind. Maybe he’ll let me come back for a visit.”

      She looked to the scout for confirmation of her words and he shrugged diffidently.

      “That’s always a possibility.”

      “See?” Lan’ara tried to make her voice light, though she could feel tears tightening her throat. “It’s not so bad! I’ll go and become a rich man’s wife and you and my little brothers will be safe and well at home. Please, Mother.”

      “Oh, my Lanni…” Her mother hugged her fierce and hard. “You’re truly determined to do this, aren’t you?”

      “I am.” Lan’ara nodded as she hugged her back.

      “I don’t want to let you go.” her mother’s tears were hot on Lan’ara’s cheek. “If there was any other way…”

      “There’s not,” Lan’ara murmured back. “You know there isn’t. Please, Mother.”

      They had signed the papers that very day. A large sum of money was deposited into her mother’s account and Lan’ara went with the scout. But not before her mother hugged her one last time.

      “I love you,” her mother whispered in her ear. “I love you forever my Lanni…my good girl.”

      “I love you forever too,” Lan’ara told her. “And I’ll be back someday soon for a visit—you’ll see.”

      

      But the visit was not to be. When she had been at the Twyleth Tigg Academy only six months, Lan’ara had been given terrible news. A fire had swept through her hometown, burning many of the houses to the ground. Her old dwelling had been among them and her mother and brothers were gone.

      “You may take comfort in the fact that it was the smoke and not the fire which killed them,” wrote her great aunt, who had taken it upon herself to inform Lan’ara of the tragedy. “For they were found dead in their beds, not a one of them burned a bit, though the top floor of the house was in ashes before the fire brigade could put out the blaze.”

      The same great aunt had offered to let Lan’ara come live with her, “if you can get out of that blasted fancy school,” but she was elderly and set in her ways, and Lan’ara knew she didn’t really want the bother of caring for a younger relation. Besides, she was under contract to the Twyleth Tigg Academy and nothing but her own death could break the oath she had sworn…

      

      Nothing but being abducted and sold on an alien world to a strange man, that is, she thought now, as she looked up at her new owner. Who was this man, with his wild dark hair and his strange bronze eyes? He was tall—so tall she had to crane her neck to see him—and his body was heavy with muscle.

      Would he want to put her in a pot and make her into stew? Or breed her and force her to bear his child, as the awful three-headed creature who had been bidding on her had declared he wished to do?

      Lan’ara had no idea. She only knew she was now in the strange man’s power and she could only pray he would be kind instead of cruel.

      “Please,” she whispered as she looked up at him. “Please, my Lord—don’t hurt me. I’ll do anything you like, I swear. Only don’t hurt me.”
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      The girl’s words stung Need like a needle-bee. He looked at her, kneeling in the dust before him, her torn gown clutched around her and still not covering her full breasts and bare sex, and felt something twist in his heart.

      She was a rare beauty—he could see that now that the haze of red Rage had cleared from his vision. Her gold-flecked eyes were gorgeous and she had a waterfall of long, curly hair that was black streaked with gold.

      Her creamy brown skin was a rare shade he had only seen once before—when he had taken his mate to the Mother Ship to try and save her. There had been females with this girl’s skin color there, he remembered. They were brides from Earth, the small planet the Kindred there were protecting.

      Maybe it was the memory of trying to save Cleah that made him savage but suddenly he wanted nothing more than to get rid of the girl and never see her again.

      “Get up,” he said roughly. “On your feet. You need to get away from this damned auction block if you want to stay free.”

      “Get…get away?” She looked up at him, clearly not understanding.

      “Yes, get away,” Need said impatiently. “Come on—let’s go.”

      The girl got painfully to her feet—an operation which made her torn gown gape even more. Her creamy breasts and bare sex were plainly visible, drawing a lot of stares from the males in the crowd.

      For some reason, her beauty made him angrier than ever.

      “Here.” Need yanked his own shirt over his head and thrust it at her. “Cover yourself.”

      Instead of putting it on, the girl clutched the garment to her chest. She was still looking up at him with mute terror, not moving.

      “Come on!” Need caught her under one arm and jerked hard to get her going.

      She gave a cry of pain and tears filled her eyes, but she didn’t reproach him or protest the rough treatment. Shame filled him but he couldn’t seem to stop himself.

      Relentlessly, he towed her away from the auction block and stage where the slaver was already crying out his next sale. The girl stumbled along behind him, trying to keep pace with his long strides, her bare feet kicking up the dust as they went.

      When they reached the edge of the marketplace, Need dragged her to the side of a building so that they were out of the crowd. Then he dropped her arm as though the touch of her flesh burned him. He took a step back and crossed his arms over his bare chest.

      “Very well,” he told her. “You’re free now. Go.”

      “Wh-what?” She didn’t seem to understand him.

      “I said you’re free.” He made a shooing motion with one hand—a flick of his fingers. “So go. Leave. Get out of here.”

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t understand, my Lord. You just paid…paid forty thousand credits for me.”

      “Don’t remind me.” Need ground his teeth. “You cost me my entire savings, girl.”

      “I did?” Her eyes widened. “But then…don’t you want to keep me? I mean…you bought me.”

      “I’ve taken a vow never to be with a female again,” he said stiffly, though he had no idea why he was telling her such an intimate detail about himself. “They’re nothing but trouble—nothing but heartache.”

      She shook her head, her dark eyes confused.

      “But if you hate females, why would you spend all your savings to buy me, my Lord?”

      Need didn’t really have an answer to that question. He remembered the voice shouting in his ear for him to buy the girl, but even that didn’t account for his willingness to part with such an obscenely large amount of credit to free a female he didn’t know or care for.

      Or want to care for, he thought angrily.

      “I’m Kindred,” he said at last, speaking stiffly, reaching for the only explanation he could find. “My people worship the Goddess—the Mother of All Life. They don’t believe in allowing females to be hurt or mistreated. That’s all.”

      “Your people sound very kind,” the girl said cautiously.

      Need shrugged uncomfortably. He didn’t want to think about the way he had ignored his heritage as long as possible—didn’t want to explain that he had turned his back on the Goddess when she turned her back on him. When she had taken Cleah and his son from him.

      “Just go,” he told the girl. “I told you—you’re free now. So go.”

      “But…” She looked around the dusty marketplace. “Go where, my Lord?”

      “Stop calling me that! I’m not your lord and master,” Need said savagely. “I don’t want a slave girl or a concubine or anything like that. I only bought you to set you free. So go.”

      He nearly shouted the last word in her face. The girl flinched back from him, her gold-flecked eyes filling with fear.

      “Yes, my Lord,” she whispered and began moving away from him at a ragged pace.

      Need watched her go, his heart burning in his chest. He couldn’t help noticing how small she looked—how helpless. She shuffled along as though she was in pain—as though every step she took hurt her. Her gown was split in the back too and he could plainly see the firm globes of her buttocks, but that wasn’t what drew his eye. It was the smear of dark blood he could see on her creamy brown inner thigh as she limped along that made him look twice.

      Blood, he thought and at that moment, he saw the two Torgians that had been bidding on her earlier appear as though from out of nowhere.

      “Well now, girlie,” one of them snarled, coming right up to the little female. “And what might you be doing here, all alone?” He licked his three sharp rows of serrated teeth as he spoke, the dark fin that rose from the back of his thick neck growing red with blood-lust.

      “I…please, I don’t want any trouble.” The girl stumbled backwards, her eyes filled with terror. She was still clutching Need’s shirt to her chest, holding it as though it was some kind of shield that might protect her from the Torgian male’s advances.

      “We don’t want trouble either, girlie,” the second Torgian said.

      He moved quickly, getting around behind her so that she was trapped between himself and his friend—cutting off her escape.

      “What we want is lunch,” he growled and the two of them broke into trollish laughter.

      “Please! Leave me alone!” The girl stumbled backwards and the one behind her caught her by the shoulders, causing her to cry out in pain and fear. She tried to kick him but he only stepped back a pace and laughed, still holding her tightly.

      “To think that fool of a Kindred paid forty thousand credits for her and then just left her to fend for herself,” his friend remarked. “This may be the most expensive meal we’ve ever eaten.”

      “And the tastiest!” The other Torgian licked his chops, saliva dripping from his rows of gleaming fangs. “Do you want her head or her feet?”

      “The feet, I think. They’re crunchy. We’ll save the head for last and split the brain,” the other replied.

      Up until now, Need had been watching in a kind of trance. Now he realized he had to get moving—if he didn’t, these bastards were going to eat the girl alive, right before his eyes!

      Stepping out from the shadows of the building where he had been standing, he came striding over to the Torgians, drawing his blaster as he went. He shoved the blunt muzzle of the deadly weapon into the thick neck of the one closest to him, just to one side of its fin.

      “Let her go,” he growled. “Or this ‘fool of a Kindred’ will fucking kill you both!

      The girl is mine.”

      As he spoke the words, he realized they were true. He couldn’t just buy her and then wash his hands of her. She was half naked and helpless, damn her. Wounded from the fucking stick the slaver had used on her and disoriented—stranded on a strange planet. If he left her to her own devices she’d only be eaten or raped or both.

      You bought her, Need, whispered a grim little voice in his head. You own her now—you’re responsible for her. At least until you can get her back where she came from.

      The idea made him savage and he shoved the muzzle of his blaster even harder against the Torgian’s thick skull.

      “Let her go,” he repeated. “Unless you want your friend to have your brains for his breakfast.”

      “All right—all right.” The Torgian holding the girl by her shoulders let go and held up his scaly hands.

      “We didn’t know you still wanted her,” the other one whined. “You left her alone, Kindred!”

      “A mistake I don’t intend to repeat,” Need growled. “Now get the fuck out of here before I vaporize you both!”

      The two of them scrambled away, their eyes rolling fearfully in his direction as they hurried across the marketplace.

      Need stalked angrily over to the girl, who was still standing there, clutching his shirt to her chest. She looked up at him, her dark, gold-flecked eyes filled with uncertainty.

      “My Lord?” she whispered.

      Need sighed. He would have to break her of calling him that, somehow. In the meantime, though, he had to get her back to the ship.

      “Come on,” he told her. “We have to go.”

      She didn’t ask where they were going, only followed meekly along as Need led her through the marketplace—or he thought she was until he turned his head. Then he saw that she had fallen behind, maybe because she was still hobbling as though she was in pain. Angrily, he strode back to her.

      “Damn it,” he growled. “Can’t you keep up?”

      “I…I’m trying, my Lord.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Please, I’m sorry…”

      “Here.” Need had no more time for this. Leaning down, he swung her up into his arms.

      The girl gasped but made no move to get away. She trembled in his arms as Need carried her through the crowds, headed for his ship.

      His thoughts were resentful as he stomped along, not looking at the girl in his arms. Damn it, this was more than he had bargained for! He’d only meant to buy her and set her free—he hadn’t expected to have to take care of her afterwards. Now he had a female he wanted nothing to do with—how in the Seven Hells was he ever going to get rid of her?

      I’ll take her back to wherever she was taken from, he told himself.

      Hadn’t the slaver been boasting that she’d been snatched from some private finishing school in the Trell’wick system? Need had never heard of it but he could look it up in the star charts on board the ship.

      Surely it can’t be that far—hopefully somewhere in the same galaxy we’re in now. I’ll be rid of her the minute The Dark Star gets anywhere near her home planet.

      He would get rid of her as soon as he could, he promised himself. He wanted nothing to do with any female—least of all the one trembling in his arms.
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      Why was he so angry? Lan’ara let her eyes flick up to study his face occasionally as he carried her, though she took care not to look too long. For such a big man, he had fine features—a hawk-like nose and high cheekbones, not to mention those strangely beautiful, metallic bronze eyes.

      He was the kind of man all the girls at Twyleth Tigg had hoped would buy their contracts—tall and muscular and handsome and strong. Lan’ara had hoped so herself, but at the Ball of Beauty she had been singled out by a much different kind of man.

      Of course, Senator Pouncenblast was a very important man—and an extremely rich one. There were rumors that he owned his own private island on Genu Six—the planet he represented in the Galactic Senate. He had even promised to make Lan’ara his Primary Bride.

      “For the one I have now doesn’t suit me anymore,” he’d told her in an offhand manner, as they danced around the ballroom. “She’s getting too old, don’t you know, and hasn’t born me an heir, though we’ve been married three whole cycles. No…” He had shaken his head. “She won’t do anymore. You, my lovely Lan’ara, will be my Primary Bride and if you bear me an heir right away, I’ll promote you even higher—to First Wife! Won’t that be exciting?”

      Lan’ara had smiled and tried to act excited, though inside her heart was sinking. She didn’t know how old Senator Pouncenblast’s current Primary Bride was, but he himself could not be less than eighty-five cycles and he had the sagging jowls and liver-spotted hands to prove it.

      Though she found his touch on her as they danced repulsive, Lan’ara had been trained too well in the Twyleth Tigg way to let the emotion show in her eyes or to flinch away when he reached for her. Instead she smiled brightly and made light banter, flirting delicately in a way that was designed to flatter a man’s ego and make him think she found him the most fascinating person in the room.

      A girl could do a lot worse than a Galactic Senator, she told herself. And anyone who didn’t walk away from the Beauty Ball without an avowed patron to buy their contract would automatically be sold to the Flower House—a high class brothel run by the same Board of Directors that managed Twyleth Tigg Academy. There, a girl was forced to please many men, not just one, so it was better—far better—to find a patron at the ball.

      Lan’ara had spent the night playing up to the elderly Senator and her ruse had worked. By the end of the ball, her contract was spoken for and she was assured a spot as Pouncenblast’s new Primary Bride at the end of her schooling—which was only six
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