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        A girl sent to kill the one she is dreaming of

        Her target? A Kindred warrior with a beast inside

        Can Mia complete her mission?

        Or is Trey Hitting the Target when he aims for her heart?

      

      

      Ormyu Five is the world divided in two.

      To the north, a police state ruled by the heavy hand of The EYE, which spies on its people constantly and keeps iron control over their lives.

      To the South lies Bountiful, a country of free thinkers bustling with trade and blessed with balmy weather. But those from the Northern Block never get to experience its temperate climate for the two halves of Ormyu Five are divided by an impenetrable wall of blue energy called the Great Barrier.

      Mia lives in the North and can’t remember a time when she wasn’t looking over her shoulder. Everyone spies on everyone else and reports to The EYE. It is a land of paranoia—a place of constant fear. Even Mia herself has been forced into the ranks of informants—she works as a nurse but also as a covert agent, reporting weekly to her Commandant in The EYE’s headquarters for new assignments. Imagine her surprise and dismay when she recognizes her new target—a huge male with a mane of golden brown hair and pale piercing eyes—as the one she has been dreaming of for months.

      Treygar is a rare Lei’on Kindred which means he keeps a hungry beast locked within himself. He came to Ormyu Five with his people, looking for a new genetic trade on the strangely divided planet. What he doesn’t expect is to start dream sharing with one of the inhabitants of the backwards world but that is exactly what happens. He wants to go and find the mysterious, curvy little female but before he can, he runs into her at the transport station.

      Mia is scared to death of the huge Kindred warrior. She’s been dreaming of him for months but she assumed It was just that—a dream. Even worse, he is the target she had been sent to the South to track…and possibly to kill. Can she keep herself from falling for Trey and complete her mission? Or is the big Kindred aiming for her heart, Hitting the Target?
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      The recording device in the toe of Mia’s right shoe was malfunctioning again. When she checked its output on the tiny handheld device she had been issued by the Commandant, she saw only wavy, blurred lines and heard only static. Damn.

      A worried frown creased her forehead as she toed off the clunky, uncomfortable shoes and slipped into a pair of soft-toed clogs instead. Of course it was nice to have an excuse to wear her more comfortable shoes to the Care Center. As a healer’s aide, she worked long shifts and was on her feet for ten to twelve hours at a time.

      But the comfort she gained was more than offset by the distress and anxiety she felt when she thought how she would be unable to offer the Commandant the full range of surveillance she was responsible for.

      Well, she still had the tiny camera shaped like a Mercy Star that she wore on the lapel of her pale blue uniform, Mia comforted herself. And the images it took were really much more valuable because the angle was so much better for faces than the recording device in the toe of her shoe. The Commandant would understand. She would just explain during their next scheduled meeting that she needed a new device—or more likely a new pair of shoes with a device implanted in them. He would issue them and that would be that.

      “Mia, child—are you in there? Could you make me a cup of nettle steep?” a whispery voice called.

      “Of course, Neemah.” Quickly, Mia slipped the handheld output checker into an antique sweetener bowl and, standing on tiptoes, pushed it to the back of the top shelf where her grandmother would never find it. If Neemah ever found out she was working for The EYE, especially after what had happened to Mia’s parents…

      But the thought didn’t bear thinking about. Instead, Mia turned to the ancient stove. Switching it from electric to fuel, she threw a chunk of fire rock, which stained her fingertips dirty orange, into the grate and pressed the ignite button. The stove had been modified to burn fuel because the electric current wasn’t exactly stable. At least twice a day—sometimes more often—there were energy flickers and rolling outages which lasted sometimes just a few seconds, but often up to several hours.

      Mia had heard it whispered that the Republic caused the power outages on purpose to keep people in line or to catch dissenters trying to sneak across the Great Barrier. But the SSCC—the State Sponsored Communications Channel—blamed Bountiful, the country to the south of the People’s Republic. According to the SSCC, the Republic was full of spies and saboteurs from the decadent South—one could never be too careful because they were everywhere.

      Mia had never been to Bountiful herself—and had never wanted to go. Not that she could have gotten to the sprawling country which took up the southern half of the single continent on her little world, even if she wanted to. Making any attempt to leave the People’s Republic and cross the Great Barrier to get south was a crime punishable by death and Mia had no intention of dying anytime soon.

      The stove top was red-hot now so she half-filled a chipped ceramic steep-pot from the faucet, which was little more than a pipe sticking out of the wall over the sink, and sat it on the glowing coil. Her grandmother’s spice rack was hanging on one wall, hiding a spot where the grayish-yellow paint was peeling. It was arranged, as always, exactly to Neemah’s specifications with the sweet spices on the top shelf and the savory ones at the bottom. Their kitchen might not be much to look at, with its peeling walls, exposed fixtures and half-broken appliances but Mia’s grandmother insisted on keeping it neat as a pin.

      Mia took the jar of ground sweet nettles from the top of the spice rack and carefully measured out exactly one spoonful of the fine pale purple powder into a pretty old cup. It had tall, fluted sides and a picture of a lady with a pink head scarf drinking steep under a blue and white uanna tree on one side.

      The cup had been part of her Neemah’s inheritance, and it had been made before the Great Revolution—Mia was fairly certain of that. When the People’s Republic came into power in the North and granted equality to all and erected the Great Barrier to keep the undesirables out, they had stopped the production of such frivolous items. Nowadays everything had to have a practical purpose—and everything was utilitarian and plain.

      Mia had always liked the cup because Neemah said her eyes were the exact same color as the pale blue flowers on the uanna tree. People said they were striking, her eyes—they set off the creamy brown of her skin dramatically. They made her face almost pretty enough to balance out the fact that she was too plump to be what the Republic considered an “ideal female.”

      Sighing, she looked up at the cloudy pane of plasti-glass that covered the window over the sink. She didn’t look particularly striking now—just tired. She’d been working double shifts for the past three days ever since Jania, the other healer’s aide who worked on her floor, had gone missing.

      Mia wondered if Jania was being held somewhere, perhaps in the basement of The EYE’s headquarters. That was where the police arm of the Republic took dissenters, mostly. She wondered if Jania would ever come back and if she did, would the other girl retain enough of her mind to continue working at the Care Center? But most of all, she wondered if any of the surveillance she herself supplied had been instrumental in Jania’s detainment.

      Oh please, no. I hope not. I really hope not!

      After all, it wasn’t like she wanted to be an informant and a VAR or “Volunteer Agent of the Republic.” Despite the title, there was nothing voluntary about it. Mia had been dragged into the Commandant’s office and given no choice. He had said—

      A strident whistling from the steep pot interrupted her thoughts. The water was boiling. Putting on a worn hot-mitt with stuffing coming out of its quilted seams, Mia picked it up and poured the heated water into the tall cup with the lady under the uanna tree. Fragrant steam rose from the cup and she swirled the pale purple liquid around, breathing in the sweet aroma of the ground nettles and trying not to think. But though she tried to banish them, her dark thoughts continued anyway.

      It didn’t matter about her surveillance—Jania was always going to be taken by The EYE—really, it was only a matter of time. It wasn’t that she spread sedition or openly talked about wanting to cross the Great Barrier. She didn’t distribute pamphlets calling for freedom or the end to the People’s Republic or anything like that. But she was too…Mia frowned, trying to find a word to describe her late friend and coworker. Jania was too free. Too happy. Too light and easy and cheerful all the time.

      Though there was no law against it, The EYE didn’t like to see people behaving in such a manner. Decorum was necessary—even vital to everyday existence. Accordingly, an air of dignified gloom prevailed, especially in public. Laughing aloud or even smiling broadly was sure to draw disapproving looks and the wrong kind of attention.

      People might be a little more laid back at home with family, but not much. Even in the heart of your home, you could never be quite sure that someone wasn’t watching you and reporting back to The EYE. Mia had heard terrible stories of brothers reporting sisters and wives reporting husbands or of a child spying on his or her entire family which resulted in all of them winding up in the basement of The EYE’s headquarters.

      It was dreadful, really—it made her glad there was only herself and Neemah in the broken-down little flat on the sixteenth floor of the monotone gray high-rise, so exactly like every other building in the city. Her parents had been taken when she was only a little girl and she had never had any siblings so her grandmother was the only family she had left.

      “Mia, child—is that nettle steep ready yet?” Neemah called.

      “Ready right now. Coming Neemah.”

      Carefully, she carried the lovely old cup with its pale purple steep into the tiny living area. Her grandmother was sitting in a worn overstuffed armchair covered in a faded flower pattern. The stuffing had started to come out in places but Mia had laid a bedsheet over the seat and arms to conceal that.

      Neemah was a thin little stick of a woman with darker brown skin than Mia and faded brown eyes to match. Presently those eyes were glued to the lighted communications box where a lively game show was playing.

      Mia frowned as she sat the cup of nettle steep carefully down on the rickety little wooden table to one side of the overstuffed armchair. She could tell by the waves of static that passed over the screen from time to time than Neemah was not watching a Republic approved channel. The EYE tried to block the transmissions from Bountiful but some of them always got through and if you were caught watching them…

      Abruptly Mia slapped a hand over the Mercy Star pin she wore on her lapel. She was grateful it only displayed images and didn’t pick up any sound.

      “Neemah,” she exclaimed, “You know you can’t watch those Southern programs! You need to change the box over to the SSCC now!”

      “But the programs they show on that channel are so boring!” Neemah protested, oblivious to the fact that what she was saying was little better than treason. “They had better programs back in my day—before the Revolution came along and ruined everything.”

      “Neemah!” Mia hissed, horrified. “You can’t talk like that! You know you can’t.”

      “Why not? I’m an old lady—I’ve earned the right to speak my mind. Besides, it’s just you and me here child and it’s not like you’re one of those awful VAR people,” her grandmother said complacently.

      Mia felt a stab of shame and guilt and had to work hard to keep a blank look on her face for a minute. Her throat felt tight. If Neemah only knew some of the things she had done for the Commandant…Abruptly, she shoved the memories and the guilt they caused away.

      “Still,” she said firmly, “It’s not safe, Neemah.”

      “Oh, pooh!” Neemah made a shooing gesture with the hand not holding the steaming cup of steep. “If those silly EYE people get upset with me, I’ll just move up to Beria with my old friend, Fransell. Everybody knows they don’t bother to go up there—it’s too cold.”

      Beria was at the very northern end of the continent, thousands of miles from the Great Barrier. Mia had heard that it got so cold there you could throw a pot of boiling water into the air and it would come down as snowflakes or ice crystals. Such extreme weather wouldn’t be good for her grandmother’s aching bones at all, not to mention the food shortages they often had.

      “Nobody bothers to go up there because it’s where people are banished when they wrong the Republic,” Mia pointed out. “And you can’t guarantee that you won’t end up in the basement of The EYE’s headquarters instead.” She looked at her grandmother pleadingly. “You’re all I have, Neemah—please don’t put yourself at risk this way.”

      Neemah drew in a heavy breath and let it out in a long-suffering sigh.

      “Well…all right then, child. If it’ll make you happy.”

      Picking up the clunky, brick-shaped remote device she pressed a few buttons and the game show was replaced by a man in a dark suit and a suitably somber face.

      “Unfortunately, two citizens of the People’s Republic were lost today in an unlawful attempt to get through the Great Barrier,” he was saying in a deep, sad voice. “During a momentary lull in the electric current, they attempted to cross over into the hated land of Southern Depravity. Those guarding the Barrier had no choice but to execute them on the spot.”

      He shook his head sadly but Mia thought she saw some other emotion in his eyes—a kind of glee. I told you so, that expression said. I told you so but you wouldn’t listen and now you’re dead. You’re dead and you got just what you deserved…got exactly what was coming to you…

      “Let this be a lesson to other citizens of the People’s Republic tempted to try to get past the Great Barrier,” the commentator continued. “Remember my friends, the Barrier is there for your benefit—for all our benefits. To keep us safe from Southern lust and greed and the utter corruption which being exposed to their evil ways inevitably leads to.”

      The commentator had a lot more to say but Mia didn’t have time to listen to it.

      “I have to go, Neemah—I’ll be late for my shift at the Care Center.” She leaned down and dropped a kiss on the wrinkled cheek.

      Neemah looked up, her withered face puckered in agitation.

      “What? Going back again so soon? But you got in so late last night! They’re working you to death, child,” she complained loudly.

      “No, they’re not,” Mia said quickly, glad all over again that her Mercy Star only recorded images and not sound. “I’ve just had to pick up a few extra shifts here and there to help cover for some people who are out.”

      She thought of Jania again and her throat felt tight.

      Her grandmother sighed resignedly.

      “All right. Well, just you be careful out there, Mia child. And come back to me safe and sound.”

      There was anxiety in her faded brown eyes as she spoke the words. Mia couldn’t help remembering it was what her grandmother used to say to her father and mother when they left for work in the mornings too. She spoke them like a protective spell even though the disappearance of Mia’s parents so many years ago proved they had no power to fend off harm.

      But they warmed Mia’s heart anyway.

      “You be safe too, Neemah,” she said, kissing the wrinkled cheek again. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      Pulling on her warmest coat, she stepped out into the biting wind, being careful to shut the door quickly so the chill wouldn’t get into the flat and make her grandmother’s bones ache.

      All around her was a barren landscape of gray concrete. There were a few sickly trees planted here and there on the street corners but their bark was rusty orange from the fire rock dust which gusted out of vents in the sides of the tall monolithic buildings. The cold wind stank of burned fuel and the exhaust of the multi-level busses which trundled over the cracked pavement like enormous black beetles.

      For a moment, Mia wondered if it had always been this way. Had the city been so bleak before the Revolution, or had everything been better like her grandmother claimed?

      Unbidden, a picture flashed in her mind’s eye—another city but a greener one. Clean air and flowering trees everywhere surrounded high, white buildings with big, shiny glass windows. And he was there—smiling at her. His hair like a golden-brown mane around his face, his eyes clear green like a tropical sea. Clear green until they turned golden that was…golden and animalistic and his features began to change. He beckoned to Mia and said her name in a deep, growling voice. He…

      No. Mia pushed the strange image away. It was nothing—just a fragment of a dream but somehow it filled her with fear…and made her ache inside. Why did she keep having the strange dreams every night? Was it because of what she’d done at work—because of the act the Commandant had forced her to commit? Was her mind trying to take her away to someplace else, someplace where she could finally be at ease? But if so, why did the man’s eyes change? Why did his voice take on that strange, growling quality?

      There is no such place anyway, whispered a little voice in her head. Not after what you did.

      Such dreams of a different life—such longings—were sedition and Mia knew it. Thank goodness The EYE had no way to look inside a person’s head or likely everyone in the Republic would wind up in their basement!

      Anyway, there was no point in thinking such things, she told herself. This was her home and good or bad, it was where she would live the rest of her life. The clean city and the man with the golden-brown mane and green eyes that turned golden were just a dream.

      With a sigh, she began the long trudge to the station where she would catch a rickety, rattling tram that would take her to the tall, gray building that housed the Care Center in the middle of the city. There she would work a twelve-hour shift and then come home exhausted, fall into her narrow, hard bed, and wake up to do the same thing tomorrow and the day after that and the day after that over and over again.

      This was her life and there was no point in dreaming about anything different or better.
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      “You’re wanted by the Commandant,” hissed the tall man in a dark suit from the corner of his mouth. He spoke the words as he passed Mia in the long hallway which was painted a sickly, industrial grayish-green.

      Mia stiffened but tried to keep her face blank and her gait natural as she continued on her way down the corridor. She had never seen the tall man before and chances were, she would never see him again. Nor did she have to stop and ask him what time she was supposed to go to the Commandant—when he summoned, the call was always urgent and immediate. Luckily, it was almost the end of her shift.

      “Your pardon, Supervisor Clms,” she said, approaching the director of the floor where she was working at the control desk. “But I find myself unwell. May I be excused fifteen minutes early tonight?”

      Supervisor Clms, a woman with thinning blonde hair and a perpetual scowl on her face, as though she’d smelled something nasty, glowered at Mia. But there really wasn’t much she could say. Mia had been working double shifts without complaint for days and she never left her duties incomplete. Every patient in her care was stable and in good condition, as a glance at the bank of monitors mounted on the control desk proved.

      “Very well,” Clms growled at last. “But see you’re here early tomorrow. You’re needed to train the new girl coming on.”

      Mia nodded with weary acceptance. At least she wouldn’t be the only healer’s aide on her floor anymore. Hopefully the new girl would pick things up quickly and then they could share the shifts.

      “I’ll be here,” she said quietly and turned away.

      “See that you are!” Clms barked at her back as Mia made her way down the long hallway with patient rooms on either side of it. As she passed room 517 an involuntary shiver ran down her spine. Images flashed through her mind. She remembered the man in the bed, his face quiet in repose…remembered leaning over him and fitting the needle into his intravenous system…remembered pushing the plunger…

      Mia pushed the memory away violently. She hadn’t wanted to do that—no matter how much he might have deserved it—she hadn’t wanted to. She was a healer, not a killer. But when the Commandant ordered…

      The Commandant—he would be expecting her to get to him immediately and he was not forgiving of tardiness. Mia quickened her steps until she was almost running, though the new pace was hard on her tired body. If someone had asked her earlier if she would have the energy to run at the end of her long shift, she would have thought they were joking. But The EYE and its operatives had a way of energizing her with a mixture of adrenaline, nerves, and pure terror.

      The alley outside the Care Center was deserted and dark and didn’t look safe at all. Mia would never have traveled that way at night if given a choice, but it was the fastest way to the Command Center of The EYE.

      Luck was with her and no strange men popped out of the shadows to chase or grab her. Before Mia knew it, she was showing her identification papers to the guard at the front door. All citizens of the Republic were required to keep ID papers on them at all times and the yawning guard took a quick look at Mia’s and waved her inside.

      Mia stepped into the tall gray building which looked almost identical to the Care Center and every other building in the city and made her way through the metal detector. On the wall, in shiny brass letters, was the motto of The EYE.

      

      Ever Watchful

      Never Sleeping

      Always Guarding

      Secrets Keeping

      The Republic must be Kept Intact

      Of Diligence there is No Lack.

      The EYE is Always Watching

      

      Mia had seen the motto before, and she barely glanced at it now as she made her way to the transi-lift which would take her up to the Commandant’s office. As always, she passed the mysterious door with blue light coming from beneath it. There were guards on either side of it, looking straight ahead.

      The first time Mia had come to The EYE’s headquarters, she had been intensely curious about the strange, pulsing light that came from the room. But a hard stare from one of the guards had convinced her it was none of her business—just another secret that was kept by The EYE. She had never dared to stop and study it again.

      This time she barely even noticed the door and its pulsing light. She walked fast and wrapped her coat more tightly around herself. Though the inside of The EYE’s headquarters lacked the biting wind she’d been subjected to outside, there was nonetheless a chill in the air—a cold, quiet menace which was as pervasive and as silent as fog.

      The Commandant’s office was at the end of another long hallway, the door shut like all the others, yet Mia knew he was in. She tapped timidly at the dark wood and a voice as smooth as oiled silk called, “Come in, Mia.”

      Mia turned the knob and stepped inside the surprisingly spacious office. Here there was luxury which couldn’t be found anywhere else in her meager experience—a deep, soft carpet which mostly covered the shiny real-wood floor, crimson curtains that hung at the windows, blocking the view of the city like panels of blood, a shiny brass lamp which shed a warm golden glow over the large room.

      Though everyone was supposed to be equal since the Revolution, Mia was aware that operatives in the highest rungs of the government always seemed to have nice things. They also had real sugar and tea instead of artificial sweetener and steep and individual motor vehicles to take them places, so they didn’t have to ride the rickety trams.

      But it wasn’t the luxurious surroundings that drew her eye—it was the Commandant himself.

      Sitting behind a real-wood desk that had been polished until it gleamed, he was a short but muscular man wearing the olive-green uniform of The EYE. His dark brown hair was slicked back from a low forehead and his skin was pale and smooth and shiny, almost like a plastic doll’s. His features were blunt and crude—his nose had obviously been broken more than once. He always reminded Mia of a physical education instructor who had been put into a uniform. But the cunning in his small, perfectly black eyes belied the rest of his appearance. As did his silky-smooth voice.

      “Hello, Mia,” he purred, smiling at her. “So nice of you to join me, my dear.”

      “I’m only here because you called for me.” She lifted her chin, trying to keep the fear out of her voice and not entirely succeeding. “What do you want?”

      The Commandant made a tsking sound and shook his head as he steepled his stubby fingers on the shiny surface of his desk.

      “Now Mia, my dear—is that any way to speak to your good friend The Commandant? Especially when I called you here to give you a new assignment…and a promotion.”

      “What…what kind of assignment?” Mia couldn’t keep her voice from shaking. “I don’t want to kill anyone,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

      “Relax, my dear. There is no necessity for killing…not yet anyway.” The Commandant’s thick, liver-colored lips stretched into a rubbery smile that showed teeth stained nico-stick yellow. “For now, your job will only entail observation.”

      Mia’s heart, which had been pounding in her chest, began to calm a little.

      “Who do you want me to observe? One of the healers at the Care Center?”

      Healer Chalm, she knew for a fact, was taking medication meant for his patients and using it himself. Half the time he was late for his shift and his eyes were always bloodshot and his words blurred. The signs were impossible to miss but he never got into trouble because his father was a member of some council, high in the Republic. Observing and informing on someone like him wouldn’t bother her at all.

      But the Commandant was already shaking his head, his slick hair shiny in the glow of the brass lamp.

      “I’m afraid not, my dear Mia. The assignment I have for you involves someone far from the Care Center—you will be observing an alien.”

      “An alien? Do you mean someone from…from the South who has somehow infiltrated the People’s Republic?” Mia asked, frowning. She couldn’t think what else he might mean.

      “No, he’s not from the South at all—though he now lives there. Lives in Bountiful.” The Commandant made a face, as though the name itself was bitter on his tongue.

      “Bountiful?” Mia repeated, still not understanding.

      The Commandant nodded.

      “The depraved southerners have invited some of his people—who are from a space-faring race—to live and work among them. They have allowed them to invade our beautiful planet of Ormyu Five without even consulting the People’s Republic about it.” His small black eyes narrowed. “The EYE doesn’t trust their motives.”

      “But if he lives in Bountiful—in the South—and never comes to the Care Center, how am I going to observe him?” Mia protested.

      “Why, you’ll be able to observe him because you will be going to Bountiful yourself.” The Commandant spoke as though it was the most natural thing in the world.

      “What?” Mia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You must be joking—I don’t want to cross the Great Barrier and go south! I never have!”

      “Which is precisely why you were chosen for this particular assignment. That and the fact that you carried out your last mission with such precision.” The Commandant’s rubbery lips stretched into an even wider smile. “You’re perfect for this, Mia. This alien—his people call themselves ‘The Kindred’—this Kindred is a healer—works in one of the Southern Care Centers. As a healer’s aide, you’ll get a job working beside him. You’ll get close to him—”

      “Close to him how?” Mia interrupted. Her heart was pounding again, galloping in her chest. Surely the Commandant had to be joking—maybe he was testing her, trying to see if she wanted to leave the Republic and go to the sinful South. Maybe if she could just show him how little she wanted to leave her home, he would let her be.

      But the Commandant didn’t look as though he was joking or testing her. He gave her a level look.

      “My dear, don’t be naïve. You must get close to him in the way all women get close to men when they have to meet their needs. In fact, we want you to seduce him.”

      “Seduce him?” Mia’s breath was coming short, her pulse pounding in her temples. “But I can’t do that, Commandant—I…I’ve taken The Oath!”

      The Oath she referred to was a pledge all young women of the People’s Republic were expected to take, promising to abstain from sexual acts and affairs until such time as the Republic might call on them to join with a man and have a child for the benefit of their great society.

      It was well known that only the most devout believers in the precepts of the People’s Republic, those with no stain of treason or sedition in their past lives would be called for such a purpose. For this reason, Mia had never expected to be paired off with a man in order to conceive. Both her parents had been taken by The EYE—that alone should have disqualified her from ever having or raising a child.

      There was also the fact that she was far from what the government of the People’s Republic considered “ideal.” It was known that they matched people together not only for loyalty, but for desirably physical characteristics as well. This didn’t seem to apply so much to men—especially if they had connections high up in the ruling class of the Republic. Mia had seen some of the ugliest functionaries paired with the most gorgeous females. But women were held to a different standard. They were all supposed to be tall and slender, with pale skin and blonde hair, if possible.

      With her warm brown skin, black hair and plump curves, Mia was none of those things.

      But none of that seemed to matter. Here was the Commandant telling her not only that he expected her to break The Oath, but ordering her to do it with a strange man—an alien she had never met before—far away in the South where she had never been and never wanted to go!

      “Commandant, The Oath—” she began again but he waved her off.

      “Ah yes, The Oath…” His smooth voice was full of heavy sarcasm. “You don’t need to worry about that, Mia. Just seduce him—get him into bed and meet his needs—get him to trust you. And send back as much surveillance as you can. The EYE will determine what’s to be done with him and his comrades when we see your footage.”

      “But…but I…” Mia cleared her throat and moistened her lips which were suddenly dry with the tip of her tongue. “Commandant, I can’t…I’ve never…I’m a virgin!” she blurted out at last. “I…I’ve never met a man’s needs before.”

      He looked irritated. “Yes, I know that. It’s just another reason why you were picked for this assignment. I believe your innocence will appeal to this alien—this Kindred. His people are known for being foolishly protective of females. In fact, I suggest you put yourself into some kind of danger so that he can ‘rescue’ you when you first meet him. That should establish a connection right away.” He smirked. “After that, you can seduce him more easily because he will feel that he’s saved you. Males of inferior intellect love to play the hero—it makes them extremely easy to manipulate.”

      “But why would he want me?” Mia protested, desperate to get out of the assignment any way she could. “I’m not the ideal—you know I’m not, Commandant! I’m not nearly thin enough or pale enough to temp some strange alien male who can probably have his pick of the Southern girls!”

      He frowned and looked her over critically.

      “It’s true you’re considerably too plump to be ideal. But you’re proportioned nicely, at least and your hair is nice enough, though it’s the wrong color.” He motioned to the thick black braid which Mia had wound into a bun at the back of her neck to keep her long hair away from her face while she worked.

      “Also your eyes are quite striking,” he continued, studying her with the cold gaze of a breeder deciding which animal will go best with another for the desired outcome. “Yes, I think you’ll do, Mia. Anyway, it’s too late for you to lose weight now—you’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Mia cried. This just kept getting worse and worse! “But…but I’m supposed to be training a new girl as a healer’s aide at work! And my grandmother—”

      “Your work will be notified that you have been moved to another Care Center—one far from the city,” the Commandant interrupted. “And as for your dear old grandmother, well…that’s why you need to take this assignment, my dear Mia.”

      His lips curved into a liver-colored smile that made Mia’s blood run cold.

      “Your grandmother,” he continued, musingly, tapping his blunt fingertips on the desk. “Dear old Neemah…she’s all alone in the world now that your parents have gone, isn’t she? Who would take care of her if you disappeared for good? Or worse, what would become of her if she was ever found guilty of treasonous acts against the Republic?”

      Mia’s fear abruptly turned to white-hot anger. She leaned across the desk and glared at the Commandant.

      “You leave my Neemah alone! I’ve done everything you asked—everything! You just leave her alone!”

      “Naturally, my dear—I wouldn’t dream of harming a single gray hair on her dear old head.” The Commandant gave her a wide, insincere smile. “I tell you what, why don’t you go home and get a good night’s sleep and consider your new assignment again? Then report to me here tomorrow and we’ll see how you feel about it.”

      Mia bit her lip. Was he giving her a choice about doing this? His words seemed to indicate that he was but after all the threats he’d made, she didn’t know what to believe.

      “I am tired,” she admitted in a low voice. “I’ve been working double shifts for weeks.”

      “Well then, get some sleep. Oh, but first, I must show you the alien male who will be your target—if you decide to accept your assignment, that is.”

      He snapped his fingers and the golden glow of his brass lamp was abruptly extinguished, leaving the room in dim gloom. Before Mia could protest, an image was projected onto the wall across from the desk. At first, she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. A tan face surrounded by a mane of golden-brown hair and eyes the clear green of a tropical sea looked into hers. He was big and muscular and frighteningly familiar.

      Mia felt like her heart might stop dead in her chest. It was him—it was the man she’d been dreaming of for so long.

      And he was her target.
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      Mia felt numb as she took the last tram home to the gray concrete block high rise and the shabby little flat she shared with Neemah.

      How could she do this? How could the Commandant expect her to leave her grandmother and her home—the only home she’d ever known—and go to the strange, decadent South to seduce a man she didn’t even know?

      But you do know him, don’t you? whispered a little voice in her head. After all, you’ve been dreaming about him for months, Mia.

      She pushed the thought away. It was ridiculous—just dreaming about someone didn’t mean you knew them—didn’t give you any kind of an intimate connection with them. And anyway, that was beside the point. What she really wanted to know was, how could a man she’d only dreamed of be real?

      Well, maybe she wouldn’t have to find out. The Commandant had seemed to back away from his threats at the end of their interview. Maybe he would allow her to refuse the assignment, as she hadn’t been able to refuse the first he had given her, Mia thought as she let herself into the small flat.

      “Mia child, is that you?” she heard Neemah call as she closed the door behind her.

      “Yes, Neemah. I’ll be just a second—I want to take off my wet things,” Mia called back.

      The walk from the tram station had been especially miserable tonight and not just because she had the Commandant and the stranger and her new assignment weighing on her mind. The temperature had dropped and a cold, wet snow had started to fall which seemed to soak through her coat and gloves almost at once.

      Teeth chattering, she stripped of her gloves, slipped off her coat, and hung it over the back of one of the rickety kitchen chairs. Recklessly, she flipped the stove to electric and turned it on high. Then she stood as close as she dared to the glowing coils of the stovetop, rubbing her hands together and trying to get warm.

      Just as she was beginning to feel less like a human icicle, her eye caught on her grandmother’s spice rack. The spice rack which had been neat as a pin and perfectly arranged according to Neemah’s exact specifications only that morning…

      Mia felt her heart jump into her throat as she saw that everything was now out of order. Some of the sweet spices had been swapped for the savory ones and a few of the jars were turned around or even upside down.

      Looking around the small kitchen, she saw more things out of place. The hot-mitts weren’t by their accustomed spot by the stove. Instead, someone had thrown one into the corner and the other was on top of the ancient cooling chest beside the sink. The curtains were disordered too—closed tight to hide the plasti-glass window instead of open to let in the light, the way Neemah liked them.

      There were other things too—small but noticeable. It wasn’t as though the tiny kitchen had been robbed—there was nothing missing. But there had been enough changes made that they caught Mia’s eye and sent a chill of fear down her spine.

      Because she knew they were meant to catch her eye.

      Someone had been here—maybe even while she was having her interview with the Commandant. Someone—probably an agent of The EYE—had wanted her to know they could come and go inside the little flat without anyone the wiser.

      “Mia child? You all right?” her grandmother’s whispery voice floated to her from the other room.

      “Just fine, Neemah—only trying to warm up,” she called back through numb lips. Though at the moment, she felt as though she’d never been warm again.

      Quickly, she straightened the little kitchen, putting the hot-mitts and the spices all back in their rightful places and turning off the stove. Then, trying to arrange her face into a carefully neutral mask, she went to find her grandmother.

      Neemah was sitting in her overstuffed chair watching the box, just as she’d been when Mia had left for work.

      “There you are child—are you all right?” Her grandmother looked up at her, squinting with worry. “You’re so pale—look like you saw a haunt!”

      So her face must not look as neutral as she’d hoped. Mia took a deep breath and tried to smile.

      “I’m fine, Neemah—it’s just a really cold night out tonight.” She cleared her throat. “Um, when was the last time you were in the kitchen?”

      “Oh, I guess around lunchtime when I made sourberry stew.” Neemah smiled. “There’s plenty left for supper too. I saved enough for both of us—I’ve been sitting here watching the box and waiting for you to get home so I could heat it up.”

      “And you put everything back? The spices and things I mean?” Mia couldn’t help asking.

      Her grandmother frowned. “Of course I did, child. Haven’t I always taught you that the cooking’s not done until the kitchen is clean and everything is back in its place?”

      “Yes…yes you did, Neemah.”

      Mia felt sick. So she was right—the agents of The EYE had been here while she was talking with the Commandant. They’d slipped in and out without a sound and Neemah hadn’t even known.

      And who knew how close they had been to her vulnerable grandmother? Neemah was tough but she was a little old lady—there was no way she could fight off an attack by trained agents of The EYE.

      The Commandant had left her an unmistakable message—she really had no choice here at all. She was going to do his bidding again. There was no way around it—no way out for her. If she didn’t do as he asked, her grandmother would be killed or worse, sent to the basement of The EYE for torture.

      She would have to go through the Great Barrier and meet the strange man—the one from her dreams—and spy on him for The EYE.

      There was nothing else she could do.
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      “So how are things on Ormyu Five going?” Sylvan, the Head Chancellor of the Kindred High Council smiled at Treygar of the Lei’on Kindred from the viewscreen. “Are you making headway with the new trade? And have you had any trouble with the country to the north? The People’s Republic I think it’s called?”

      Trey sighed and ran a hand through his long hair. Many Kindred—like the Blood Kindred of which Chancellor Sylvan was one—kept their hair military short. But he was a Lei’on Kindred and his people, few though they were, always wore their hair long and flowing around their shoulders. This was a mark of the beast they kept inside—a reminder that without proper control, any one of them could become their other selves in a heartbeat.

      Trey didn’t worry about his beast, however. He had made peace with it at a young age and now it gave him strength when he most needed it. And lately, he had needed it a lot since he had been chosen to lead the small contingent of Lei’on Kindred warriors who were participating in the new trade here on Ormyu Five. It had been tough for a while, but things were finally starting to settle down, thank the Goddess and he told Sylvan so.

      “It was rough going at first—the people here in Bountiful are a little bit wild—I think in reaction to the People’s Republic, which is basically a police state. It was hard to know where we fit in. But all of the warriors I brought with me have jobs and homes among the locals now and several have begun Dream Sharing with the native females.”

      “Including you?” Sylvan raised one pale blond eyebrow. He knew Trey’s past—that he had begun Dream Sharing with a girl once, back on his home world of H’ra Prime, and then tragically lost her to a terrible plague which swept through the population, killing most of the females. It had made the population balance unsustainable and forced his people to go looking for a new people to make a genetic trades with. It had also been what pushed Trey himself to study medicine and become a healer.

      He had met Sylvan during the healer training courses they were both taking at the time and they still kept in touch since both males had a lot in common, both being healers and the leaders of their people. Though Trey’s group of warriors was much smaller than the large number Sylvan commanded. The Lei’on Kindred were, sadly, a dying breed. Though now that they had finally settled on a welcoming planet, their numbers might begin to build again.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked if you’d been Dream Sharing—shouldn’t have pried into your life,” Sylvan said, and Trey realized his old friend had interpreted his silence as irritation.

      “No, no—not at all,” he said quickly, shaking his head at the viewscreen. “In fact, I have been having dreams of a female, but I don’t know if it’s really Dream Sharing. And even if it is, I don’t think I can get to her.”

      “What? Why not?” Sylvan frowned. “If the Goddess has sent her visions of this female, you shouldn’t let any barrier stand in your way.”

      “Except that what’s standing in my way is a literal barrier—the Great Barrier,” Trey said dryly.

      “The Great Barrier?” Sylvan frowned. “What’s that?”

      “A huge wall made of magneto-electric energy which bisects the entire continent from East to West,” Trey explained. “The world of Ormyu Five had just the one land mass and it is divided almost exactly in half into two countries—The People’s Republic to the North and Bountiful to the South. The Great Barrier is what divides them. It looks like an enormous pulsing wave of blue energy forever suspended in midair.”

      “And who erected this barrier?” Sylvan asked.

      “The People’s Republic, of course. As I said, they’re nothing more than a police state ruled by a council of dictators who keep the whole country under their thumbs. They claim that the Great Barrier is to protect their citizens and keep undesirables out but it’s clear the true reason for it is to keep the people of the Republic in. If the Barrier was removed, they’d come streaming over the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/kindred-tales-logo-300x300.jpg
KINDRED TALES





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/series-block-2.jpg
®099®

BRIDES offhe KINDRED ALIEN Mafe  CyBRG
KINDRED TALES INDEX Files

@ ®

COUGAR-  BORN TO
VILLE ~ DARKNE:






cover.jpeg
CINDRED TALES

BEAST KINDRED

EVANGELINE ANDERSON





OEBPS/images/evangeline-anderson-logo.jpg
E%an%eﬁne





OEBPS/images/kindred-tales-chapter.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





OEBPS/fonts/Quicksand-Regular.otf


OEBPS/images/social-pinterest-screen.png





