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        She offered him her body to save her daughter’s life. She never expected him to take her heart…

      

      

      Nora Thompson is out of time. Her daughter is dying, and only Kindred medicine can save her. But it’s reserved for the families of bonded warriors—and Nora has no mate. Until she makes an offer to her boss: a marriage of convenience, in exchange for her complete submission.

      Xarex is a Dark Kindred—a fearsome, emotionless warrior. At least, he should be. But Nora makes him burn. He’s fantasized about binding her wrists, hearing her beg... and now, she’s offering herself to him freely.

      He’ll marry her. He’ll save her daughter. And he’ll finally claim the woman he’s always craved. But when lust turns to something deeper, will a warrior made of darkness learn how to love in the light?
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      “I’m sorry, Ms. Thompson, but I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do.” Doctor Patel shook his head gravely and Nora felt her heart sink.

      “But surely there has to be something—some therapy you haven’t tried. Some experimental drug trial I could get Anna into,” she protested.

      He shook his head again.

      “I’m afraid that Pulmonary Crystalosis is still such a new and rare disease we just don’t have many tools to fight it with. And your daughter—or is she your niece?”

      “She’s my niece but I adopted her when my sister—her mother—died,” Nora said tightly. “So yes, she’s also my daughter.”

      “Well, as you can see, the PC has spread throughout Anna’s lungs.”

      Dr. Patel pointed to the light board where Anna’s latest X-rays hung. The darker shape of her small, bird-like chest enclosed two lighter lungs. And growing in each of the lungs was what looked like a delicate, crystalline tree with spreading branches. The one on the right was barely a sapling but the one in the left lung had blossomed into a beautiful tree in full bloom.

      Beautiful and deadly, Nora thought bitterly. Anna’s X-ray looked like a work of art but it was a harbinger of her eventual doom.

      No, I can’t think that way—I can’t. There must be a way to save her! I can’t lose her, not after what happened to Cora!

      Cora had been Nora’s identical twin—and her opposite in every way. Nora was a paralegal with a buttoned-down nine-to-five job, a 401K, and a boring but stable relationship. Or she had been in a relationship until The Crash, anyway—which was how she thought of the accident that had taken her sister’s life. But that was a whole different story.

      Cora had been beautiful and reckless—a free spirit and an artist. In short, everything Nora was not. She had no idea who Anna’s father was—and she didn’t care either, despite how scandalized their mother had been when she announced she was pregnant and keeping the baby. She’d dragged her daughter around the world on various adventures as she designed dresses and outfits for famous fashion influencers and lived the life of an itinerant artist.

      Nora didn’t know where her sister had gotten her artistic flair. She herself couldn’t even sew a button on straight and her usual wardrobe consisted of modest gray and black skirts with plain button-down shirts and low, sensible heels. But despite their differences she had loved her twin sister fiercely and that love extended to her niece.

      Anna had been only five at the time of The Crash. She had cried nightly for her mother and Nora had done her best to hold her and reassure her that everything would be all right, even though she felt broken inside herself. Even though they had rarely seen each other, she and Cora had texted and Face-timed multiple times a day—she felt lost without her twin.

      Gradually, Anna had gotten through the worst of her grief and settled into her new life with Nora. Luckily, Nora lived close to her mother, who was able to help out by picking Anna up after school. Anna loved spending time with her “Grammie”—the two of them made cookies and watched Disney movies together.

      Nora had gotten used to being a single mom too. She’d been in a stable relationship for five years prior to The Crash, but Cora’s death changed all of that. After she’d been granted sole custody of Anna, her fiancé Steve had decided he didn’t want to be a dad.

      “We agreed not to have children—no kids, that was one of our core relationship goals,” he’d pointed out after the funeral when Anna was asleep in the other room—his office, which he disliked giving up, even for a little while. “You can’t break the agreement and expect me to go along for the ride.”

      Nora didn’t give a damn about their “agreement” at that point. She was still grieving for her beautiful, erratic, artistic sister who she’d lost in an instant, and trying to find a way to make a life for her niece.

      “Fine—go,” she’d said dismissively.

      Steve had looked at her with wide, shocked eyes.

      “So that’s it? You’re telling me to get out? We’re supposed to get married in two months! The venue’s already booked…the cake is ordered…the guest list⁠—”

      “I don’t give a damn about any of that,” Nora snapped, rounding on him. “Right now my priority is Anna. If you don’t want to help me raise her, then fine—you can go.”

      “But what about your mother?” Steve protested. “Why can’t she raise the kid? She’s retired after all—she has plenty of time.”

      “My mother is getting older and she’s frail—she can help watch Anna after school but she can’t take her full time,” Nora told him. “Besides, I love Anna—she’s all I have left of my twin! Of course I’m going to raise her, not try to pawn her off on someone else. Cora left her to me—she’s mine now and I take care of what’s mine.”

      Steve had given her a disgusted look.

      “Well then I guess I’m out, just like that,” he said. “If you can’t see reason, I’m not hanging around to raise someone else’s kid.” His voice changed and became wheedling. “C’mon, babe—what about the honeymoon trip we were going to take? What about Thailand and⁠—”

      “You can go by yourself. Or find someone else to go with you,” Nora cut him off. “I won’t be going anywhere for a while. I have a five-year-old who can’t understand why Mommy isn’t coming home and I’m not about to leave her and go waltzing off to Thailand with you just because you don’t like kids.”

      Steve must have seen the finality on her face because he’d slammed out of the apartment without another word. He’d come back a few days later to pack up his things and Nora hadn’t heard from him since.

      Of course, he’d taken their honeymoon trip to Thailand without her and posted multiple pictures of himself having a great time on social media with lots of skinny women in bikinis, but she no longer cared. It had taken her sister’s death to see what a shallow, self-centered jerk her former fiancé was and Nora was of the opinion that she’d dodged a bullet when she’d broken up with him.

      Life had settled down into a kind of routine for the next two years and she had officially adopted Anna as her own. She’d even been able to add her to her insurance plan, which was why she’d been able to afford to bring Anna to the doctor when she developed a nasty cough.

      At first the pediatrician dismissed it as a cold that wouldn’t go away. But after multiple rounds of antibiotics, she’d finally ordered a chest X-ray…which was when the Pulmonary Chrystalosis had reared its beautiful but deadly head.

      A time of frantic searching ensued, looking for the right doctor—a specialist who could cure the rare condition. Finally, they had found Dr. M. Patel, one of the few doctors who knew anything about PC.

      The prevailing theory was that the deadly lung disease was caused by inhaling a particular fluorocarbon which was used in the type of car Cora and Anna had been in during The Crash. The company, Pexla, denied all blame—just as they had denied any blame for the wreck when their self-driving car had run into the back of a semi, killing Cora instantly. The billionaire who owned Pexla was rich enough to keep all the cases out of court, or else tie them up in so much legal red tape they would never go to trial.

      Nora had been incredibly angry and frustrated to learn that getting justice for her dead twin was hopeless and now she just felt helpless to hear that her niece was going to die from a disease caused by the same faulty automobile. Dr. Patel was certain the cause of Anna’s Pulmonary Crystalosis was the fluorocarbons she’d inhaled directly after The Crash.

      The little girl had seemed fine at first, Nora thought bitterly. She’d only gotten a few scratches despite the severity of the wreck. But inside her little body, the PC was already taking hold. It was slow-acting but always fatal, because even when it was caught in time, there was no known cure, as Dr. Patel had explained to her.

      But Nora wasn’t willing to believe that. She couldn’t let Anna go—not so soon after losing her twin. It had taken them some time to settle in, but she loved Anna like her own daughter. She wasn’t going to watch her die without a fight!

      “There has to be some way,” she said to Dr. Patel as the two of them stared at Anna’s X-ray. “There must be a study or a drug trial—something—anything—that might help her.”

      “I’m sorry.” He shook his head regretfully again. “I wish I had something to offer you. But no medicine on Earth can cure PC. All we can do is slow it down a little, but it will ultimately be fatal.”

      Nora felt the same awful grief rising inside her—the feeling that had almost swallowed her whole when she got the terrible news of Cora’s death. She might have given up altogether if it wasn’t for Anna. She knew she had to be strong for her niece. But if she lost Anna too…

      I’ll want to die, she thought and knew it was true. I can’t lose another person I love so soon and survive it—I just can’t.

      Numbly, she thanked Dr. Patel and left the hospital. She had a packet of pills—a new drug that he’d helped develop that would slow the PC down—but even with the rare and expensive medication, he couldn’t give Anna more than six months to live.

      Nora drove home in a daze. Over and over again the doctor’s words echoed in her mind. “No medicine on Earth can cure PC,” he’d said. No medicine on Earth…No medicine on Earth…

      “No medicine on Earth,” Nora whispered and felt the hot tears trickling down her cheeks. “No medicine on⁠—”

      She stopped abruptly as an idea burst into her mind.

      What about the Kindred?

      The Kindred were a race of alien warriors who had come to Earth over ten years ago. Because they were 95% male and were genetically compatible with most humanoid species, they were always looking for mates. In return for protecting the Earth from the Scourge, a race of hostile, invading aliens, the World Council had granted them the right to call human women as brides.

      Thus began a long and tumultuous relationship between the humans and the Kindred. In the beginning, women were frightened of the Kindred—probably because they were so much bigger than most human men.

      You seldom saw a Kindred warrior under seven feet tall and all of them were extremely muscular. There was also a frightening rumor going around that they were all hung like horses and had the stamina to keep going all night. It was enough to make even the bravest Earth girl want to run the other direction when she got called as a Kindred warrior’s bride.

      In order to mitigate the humans’ fear of them and foster goodwill between the two peoples, the Kindred had built Human-Kindred Relations buildings in most major cities on Earth. They also gave out cures for some of the more common human diseases. Almost no one died of the more regular forms of cancer anymore.

      The thought of the Kindred medical technology gave Nora hope. It just so happened that she worked on the weekends at the local HKR building in downtown Tampa.

      She’d started working there as a way to supplement her paralegal salary. After Steven walked out and Anna had moved in, she’d found herself with half her regular income and a child to feed and clothe. Her best friend, Samantha, had gotten her a side job at the HKR so she could earn a little extra cash.

      Shortly after getting Nora the job, Samantha had been swept off her feet by a seven-foot-tall Beast Kindred warrior who “thought she hung the moon,” as Nora’s mother liked to say. Seriously, her friend could do no wrong in her new husband’s eyes—it was enough to make anyone jealous.

      Not that Nora was, though. She was well aware that most guys had no interest in dating single moms. And besides, what Kindred warrior would want to date a short, plump woman with too much junk in the trunk like her?

      So she’d pushed the idea of any kind of romance away but had kept the job because the Kindred paid really well—they believed that everyone ought to earn a living wage, no matter what job they did. And they also offered free health benefits to anyone who was married, or “Joined” as they said to one of their warriors.

      “That’s it!” she said aloud and pounded on her steering wheel in excitement. “If anyone can find a cure for Anna’s PC, it’s the Kindred!”

      Now all she had to do was marry one of them so she could get her niece in to see one of the Kindred doctors.

      Since she’d already decided none of the Kindred would want her, it might seem strange that Nora was considering marrying one to get lifesaving treatment for her niece. However, she happened to know something about one particular Kindred that she thought she might be able to use to her benefit. Not just any Kindred either—it was Commander Xarex, her boss.

      Commander Xarex was a Dark Kindred—an especially scary kind of alien warrior because the Dark Kindred had no emotions. They had also tried to take over the Earth and had been repulsed by the regular Kindred, but not until after they had flattened several major Earth cities. Many people on Earth still ran when they saw a Dark Kindred coming—they were easy to pick out since they often wore an exoskeleton of black metal armor that made them look even bigger than they were.

      Commander Xarex was even scarier than any of the other Dark Kindred Nora had seen. That was because he was only half Kindred—his other half was some other kind of alien. Nora didn’t know what kind because he never spoke about himself—in fact, he almost never spoke at all. But whatever it was, it gave him dusky blue skin instead of the usual human skin tones of most Kindred and thick silver hair which he most often wore bound in a club a the base of his neck.

      He also had silver strips of metal that looked almost like scars across both cheekbones and a mechanical arm that looked capable of punching through solid concrete. Nora couldn’t figure either of those things out either, and up until now, she hadn’t tried. She’d just made sure to follow instructions at work to be sure she stayed on her scary boss’s good side—if he even had a good side.

      Her boss’s final defining characteristic was his glowing silver eyes that seemed to follow you no matter where you were in the room. Or at least, Nora felt like they were following her when she worked there on the weekends, which was probably just her imagination. Commander Xarex scared her, so she was naturally kind of jumpy around him.

      But now she had an idea and it specifically involved her scary boss. Because though Commander Xarex was a Dark Kindred who wasn’t supposed to have emotions, he had a secret—a secret Nora had found out by accident just a few weekends ago.

      And she was sure she could use it to blackmail him into marriage.
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      Nora had found it out by accident when she was looking on her boss’s computer for some reports she needed to file. She dealt with the legal documents that came through the HKR building during the weekend, being sure all the Joining Contracts and the Claiming papers were filed with the human Clerk’s Office according to legal procedure, so none of the Claiming Period rules was invalidated. Following the letter of the law was important to the Kindred—they wanted to be sure their partnership with Earth and their ability to call human brides wasn’t jeopardized in any way.

      That was fine with Nora. It was easy work and she got paid an excellent amount to do it. In fact, she’d been hoping that a full-time position at the HKR building might open up. She would be able to live much more easily instead of scraping by paycheck-to-paycheck if she could get one of those.

      But so far no one was eager to leave their position and even if they did, there was a waiting list of applicants all eager to work for the Kindred. At this point, Nora had resigned herself to never getting full-time work with them. But part-time was good too—so she’d been thinking as she stepped into Commander Xarex’s office, looking for the latest batch of forms.

      She didn’t see them anywhere and she had a deadline to file them. She would have asked her boss, but he had been called away to a meeting aboard the Mother Ship—the huge Kindred spacecraft which was more like an enormous city that orbited the Earth’s moon. There was no way she was going to call him up there and interrupt what was probably a very important meeting.

      Then she remembered that there was always an electronic copy of every Joining Contract—they were scanned in the minute both the Kindred warrior and the human woman he was calling as a bride signed them. Then they could go up to the Mother Ship for their Claiming Period—a month to get to know each other and be certain they were a good match.

      Nora had heard things about the Claiming Period…rumors abounded about what a Kindred warrior was allowed to do and how he was allowed to touch his new bride in more and more intimate ways. Her friend Samantha had confirmed that this was true, blushing scarlet the whole time. She’d also admitted that the Kindred were hot and giving lovers, preferring to spend hours pleasuring their women before they came themselves.

      Nora thought it was likely that Samantha’s new spouse was the only one who fit that description. Her best friend had just happened to win the lottery in the husband department. As for Nora, she’d never been with a man who was determined to give her multiple orgasms before he got his rocks off. Steve had barely been able to last two minutes before he blew his load and she’d usually had to finish herself off with a vibrator after he rolled over and started snoring.

      She had no idea what she was thinking these things as she hunted for the Joining Contracts. But it all flew out of her head when her eyes lit on the lighted screen of her boss’s computer.

      Normally Nora wouldn’t have gone into Commander Xarex’s private computer, but she knew she was going to get into trouble if she didn’t file those forms with the Clerk’s Office on time. She told herself she was just going to print them out quickly and then walk away and never darken the door of her boss’s office again unless he called for her. She would be in and out in no time—easy-peasy.

      Luckily, as a member of the legal staff, she had the master password and was able to get into his computer. The minute Nora got in, she began clicking, hunting for the Joining Contracts. There were two tabs marked “Joining” so she clicked on one at random…and got the surprise of her life.

      The “Joining” file she had clicked on had all kinds of joining in it…just not the kind she’d expected. Instead of the dry, sterile contracts, she found what could only be described as porn.

      All kinds of porn.

      Fascinated despite herself, she began clicking through the various images and vids. One thing became immediately apparent—all the women in the porn that Commander Xarex had saved looked somewhat alike. They all had long brown hair and most of them had brown eyes. All of them were curvy too, with wide behinds, broad, child-bearing hips, and thick thighs. But Nora had long brown hair and brown eyes and a big behind and thick thighs. They all looked like…

      “They all look like me,” Nora muttered to herself. Then she clapped a hand over her mouth and looked around. Her heart was pounding guiltily and she expected her tall, imposing Dark Kindred boss to step into the room at any minute.

      No, it’s okay, she told herself. He’s not even here right now—he’s up on the Mother Ship. He can’t see you—it’s fine. You’re fine.

      She knew she ought to click away immediately and look at the other Joining tab instead for the contracts she needed. Or better yet leave a note for the regular paralegal who worked Monday through Friday that the contracts needed to be printed out again and filed ASAP with the Clerk’s Office. She ought to do anything, in fact, other than scrolling through her scary Dark Kindred boss’s private porn stash.

      But somehow she couldn’t make herself look away.

      It wasn’t just the fact that every woman she saw resembled her in some way—that might just be a coincidence, she told herself. But it was the kind of porn that Commander Xarex had saved.

      Most of it seemed to be BDSM—but not the horrible kind where a woman is basically being tortured. Instead it seemed to mostly concentrate on the woman being bound or tied down in some way so she couldn’t move. In some images and vids the women were blindfolded as well—completely at the mercy of the man who had tied or handcuffed or chained them.

      Many of the vids also showed lots of what her friend Samantha called “going downtown.” Nora was surprised to see that. She’d never known a man who fantasized about giving women oral pleasure but apparently, Commander Xarex did. Out of pure fascination, she clicked on one vid of a woman with curvy hips and long brown hair who was bound spread eagle to a bed with a man standing over her.

      “Please, what are you going to do to me?” the woman pleaded in a soft, broken voice. “Please, Master—what did I do wrong?”

      Despite her protests and the way she was struggling against her bonds, her pussy was wet and swollen with need, Nora saw. Feeling hypnotized, she kept watching.

      “You were very naughty, Marissa,” the masked man who was holding a riding crop said sternly. “You disobeyed my orders to spread your legs. That’s why I had to spread them for you.”

      “But what—ow!” she gasped because he had given her a sharp slap with the end of the riding crop, leaving a red mark on her inner thigh.

      “That’s for being disobedient,” he growled, frowning down at her. “And now for the second part of your punishment, you’re going to hold still while I eat your pussy. And you’re not allowed to come until I tell you to.”

      He climbed between the woman’s legs and Nora watched with a fast-beating heart as he ducked his head and began to lick between her thighs. The curvy brunette moaned and writhed in her bonds but she was unable to close her legs because her ankles were tied to the bedposts. The man stopped several times to admonish her and whip her with the riding crop but it was clear his main focus was on eating her out.

      Nora became aware that she had been staring at the screen for who knew how long and that her heart was pounding. Her breath was coming short and her hands were clammy and damp with perspiration. What the Hell was wrong with her?

      Numbly, she clicked off the video and scrolled down some more. Over and over she saw the same kind of thing—a curvy woman with long brown hair bound or restrained while a man tasted her or pleasured her in some way.

      “There must be hundreds of these!” she muttered to herself. How long had Commander Xarex been collecting porn and why in the world would he keep it on his work computer? It just didn’t
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