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        A woman alone on a dangerous planet, where females must have male protection to survive...

        A warrior intent on keeping his vow never to call a bride...

        When Selena is framed for a crime she didn't commit, can Valen save her?

        And will he lose his heart in the process?

      

      

      The Vampire and the Violinist...

      Selena Bates's ex was as boring as they come—entirely too vanilla for her adventurous tastes. Now she's getting a chance to visit a whole new planet where nobody is vanilla. On Ma'shorka Centra, all females are required to have a "Seal of Independence" prominently displayed, or a male Master who is responsible for keeping them in line. Unfortunately, Selena is single, but a girl can dream, can't she? And anyway, she's determined to have the adventure of a lifetime, playing her violin for the Emperor himself.

      Valen is a Defender—the Kindred version of a lawyer. He's also a Pitch-Blood Kindred—the only kind of Blood Kindred who actually needs to drink blood. Having taken a vow never to call a bride, he is intensely irritated to find that he is sitting next to a tempting, curvy Elite on the interstellar shuttle to Ma'shorka Centra. Determined to ignore her, he gives Selena the impression that he's a world-class jerk. However, when she gets attacked at the alien spaceport and her Seal of Independence is stolen, Valen comes to her rescue. But there's one big problem—without her Seal, she needs a "Master"—and guess who has to step up and help her out?

      Valen is determined to keep his vow, no matter how tempting Selena is. But when she is framed by the vengeful Third Empress for a crime she didn't commit, only he can defend her in the crooked Ma'shorkan High Court. Will Selena have to serve her sentence of "a hundred thousand lifetimes of hard labor?" And will Valen be able to resist the tempting little Earth female?

      You'll have to read...Delivered by the Defender to find out.
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      “Now, whatever you do, doll, don’t take this off!” Kat lectured sternly as she fastened the bright yellow, silk ribbon with its official-looking royal blue seal around Selena’s left wrist.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Selena Bates sketched a salute with her free hand and smiled at her friend. “I’m just glad it’s not on my bow hand,” she added. “It would be really distracting while I was trying to play.” She was a professional violinist—well, she was on her off time, anyway, away from teaching—and she didn’t like distractions.

      “You’ll be plenty distracted if you lose your Seal or take it off,” Kat warned her grimly. “The Ma’shorkans don’t play around when it comes to their women. Either you’re a certified and sealed Independent Female, or you’re some man’s property. Don’t forget that.” She sighed and shook her head. “I still don’t know if it’s a good idea for you to go to Ma’shorka Centra without a guard.”

      “Jessica is going to be there,” Selena reminded her. “And her husband, Tolern, too. They can look out for me.”

      Kat sighed. “I guess so. I just worry about you going alone—that’s all. The Ma’shorkans seem so nice and civilized on the surface, but some of their ideas are…pretty strange. Especially when it comes to women.”

      “Why do the Kindred do business with them at all, then?” Selena asked, frowning. “I thought they only traded with cultures that had respect for women.”

      “Well, in this case they really don’t have much choice,” Kat said, pushing a strand of auburn hair out of her eyes. She had finished fixing the official yellow silk seal on Selena’s wrist and now she was fussing with the hem of her long, black concert gown. “See, the Ma’shorkans control the largest stable worm hole in twelve quadrants. And it’s the only one we know of that leads into a neighboring, parallel universe.”

      “So the Kindred deal with the Ma’shorkans in order to be able to visit the neighboring universe?” Selena asked.

      “No, they deal with them because the Ma’shorkans guard the worm hole and keep anything from that other universe from coming out of it and invading ours,” Kat explained. “Let me tell you, it is not a nice place—according to Sylvan, it’s a nightmare realm. A place where every bad thing that could have happened in our own universe but didn’t, did in fact, happen.”

      “Really?” Selena widened her eyes. She knew that Sylvan was the Head of the Kindred High Council—he was also somehow related to Kat’s two Twin Kindred husbands, Deep and Lock. Anyway, he must know what he was talking about.

      “Yes, really,” Kat said, frowning. “And we don’t want any of the nastiness from the other universe invading ours, so the Kindred—along with most of the other civilized, space-faring races in the universe—play nice with the Ma’shorkans and pay them tribute so they’ll keep guarding the gateway.”

      “Wow, I had no idea!” Selena shook her head. “Jessica didn’t tell me any of this—it’s amazing.”

      Jessica was a good friend of hers—a fellow teacher—who had married a Blood Kindred warrior named Tolern, who just happened to be the Ambassador to the planet of Ma’shorka Centra.

      Tolern had dreamed of Jess and came to Claim her, right out of the third period Pre-Algebra class she’d been teaching at the time, in the high school she and Selena both worked at. Jess had been dreaming of him too, and when he showed up at her door, she had fallen willingly into his muscular arms and given up teaching math to angsty teens forever.

      After that, Selena’s friend had been whisked away to a life of luxury, wealth, and power in a whole other galaxy, with a husband who adored her and who had literally crossed oceans of time to Claim her.

      It was an incredibly romantic tale and her good friend seemed to have it all now. So much so that Selena couldn’t help being just a teensy bit jealous, especially when she compared Jess’s life to her own.

      She was still teaching orchestra to a bunch of rowdy teenagers at Herbert Humphrey Memorial High School, while she played gigs—mostly weddings—on the side. Also, the closest she had gotten to true love was her failed relationship with Gary Willis, who was a Chemistry teacher and both eminently practical and mind-numbingly boring. He had absolutely no imagination—especially in the bedroom.

      But, Selena reminded herself, having a friend involved with the Kindred had gotten her an invite to the Kindred Mother Ship in the first place. She had played Jessica’s wedding with the rest of her string quartet and Kat had heard her and hired her for other weddings. Her reputation had grown and now…

      Now I’m going on my first interstellar solo gig! Selena reminded herself. Even if true love isn’t in the cards for me, I’m still going to have an amazing adventure!

      “Okay, I think that looks good—turn around and have a look,” Kat commanded, breaking into her train of thought.

      Obediently, Selena turned to look at the 3-D viewer that was set up in Kat’s home office. A curvy woman with long, dark hair and large brown eyes, thickly fringed with black lashes, looked back at her. The dress she was wearing was long and black with a split up the middle. It shimmered with many tiny crystals that had been sewed onto almost every inch of the fabric, making it catch the light at her slightest movement.

      “Wow…” she murmured, looking herself up and down. “It’s beautiful, Kat! It’s very…sparkly. But what’s the deal with this weird part here?”

      She pointed to the bust area of the dress. There was a row of shimmering black crystal buttons all along the top, sides, and bottom. The buttons almost seemed to frame her large breasts in an odd way.

      “Oh, didn’t your friend tell you?” Kat asked. “The removable boob panel is a Ma’shorkan thing. It has to do with if a woman is certified and sealed as Independent or not. See, this is what I’ve been trying to tell you—if a woman isn’t classed as Independent, she can be claimed by any man around and ‘displayed’ as his property.”

      “You mean her breasts are displayed?” Selena raised her eyebrows. “Wow—Jess did say I might be kind of shocked by some of what I saw when I came to visit her.”

      Actually, what her friend had said—with a giggle—was that the ways of Ma’shorka Centra might appeal to Selena’s “kinky side.”

      Never should have admitted what happened—or rather didn’t happen—between me and Gary, Selena thought ruefully. But her friend had been so insistent, wanting to know why she and her ex were “taking a break,” that Selena had reluctantly told her that they were sexually incompatible.

      “What do you mean, sexually incompatible?” Jess had demanded. “You have to tell me—I have to know.”

      And so, Selena had admitted a lot more than she probably should have to her friend about what she wanted in bed. Wanted being the operative word since Gary had never been able—or willing—to try and make her fantasies a reality. Her ex was about as vanilla as a plain kiddie cone at the Tasty Freeze.

      “Well, there you go,” Kat said firmly, interrupting her train of thought. “Now you know why it’s so important you keep your Seal of Independence on at all times.” She nodded at the thick, yellow silk ribbon with its royal blue seal on Selena’s wrist again. In a way, it looked a little like a gaudy wristwatch. “That way you know for sure the removable boob panels in all your dresses will never be used, all right?”

      “Got it.” Selena nodded. “Actually, the buttons are really pretty,” she added. “I’m just not sure how I feel about my boobs being framed like that. I mean, they’re not exactly as perky as they used to be.” She looked down at her chest, frowning. “I’m not exactly a Spring chicken anymore.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that, doll,” Kat said dismissively. “Let me just get you some float dots and you’ll be all set.”

      “Float dots?” Selena asked, raising her eyebrows. “What are those?”

      “They’re alien tech the Kindred got from another culture and they’re amazing,” Kat explained. She went to her closet and rummaged for a moment, before coming back with a small wooden box. “They’re actually tiny little antigravity devices that you stick on the underside of your boob—makes even the biggest breasts as perky as an A cup,” she promised. “You’ll never need to wear a bra again.”

      “Really?” Selena’s eyes widened as she took in the tiny black dots in the wooden box. They didn’t look like much—just little flat, black buttons smaller than her pinky fingernail.

      “Try some and see for yourself.” Kat scrutinized her chest with a thoughtful frown. “You’re about a double D, right?”

      “Triple D, at the moment,” Selena said with a sigh. She’d always been full-figured but whenever she lost or gained weight, she always saw it in her bust first. At the moment, she was wearing the largest bra she owned and the shoulder straps were cutting unmercifully into her shoulders.

      “Well, let’s get you two float dots to go under each breast,” Kat said decisively. “Go on behind the screen and get undressed—I’ll pass the dots over to you when you’re ready.”

      Selena did as she was told, going behind the folding dressing screen in the corner of Kat’s office, and slipping out of the shimmering concert gown. She unhooked her bra—(an over-the-shoulder-boulder-holder as they used to call it at high school)—and then took two of the tiny dots from the box Kat was holding out to her from one side of the screen.

      Selena looked at them doubtfully—she didn’t feel any kind of force coming from them. They just looked like ordinary little black dots.

      “Where do I put these again?” she asked Kat.

      “Directly underneath your breast—right where it meets your chest wall,” Kat directed. “And don’t worry—the dots have a natural adhesive that won’t come off—even in the shower or the pool.”

      “Okay.” Shrugging, Selena stuck the first two dots under her right breast. To her surprise, it began to rise at once, becoming a full, firm globe as it resisted the pull of gravity. In no time, she was looking extremely perky with her right nipple standing at attention and sticking straight out like a car’s headlight.

      “Wow,” she murmured, looking down at herself. “These things really do work!”

      “Pretty amazing, right?” Kat asked, from the other side of the screen. “Here—take two more for the other side,” she added, holding out the box again.

      Selena did as she said and then tried on the concert gown again. When she came out from behind the screen and looked in the 3-D viewer, she had to admit she was impressed.

      “This is really something,” she said, admiring the way the float dots lifted and supported her breasts like an invisible, non-constricting bra.

      “You’re going to love them,” Kat promised. “And the dots last forever so now you can throw all your bras away. I know I got rid of mine—they’re just torture devices. Especially with the way the underwire cuts into you—like putting your poor boobs on a sharp shelf. Ugh!” She made a face.

      Selena wasn’t sure about actually ditching her bras completely. Though her breasts looked amazing with the float dots, she still felt kind of naked under the formal dress without them. But it was really nice not to have bra straps digging into her shoulders and a tight elastic band cinched around her rib cage. Maybe she would try going braless. As long as she wore a thick enough shirt to hide her rather large nipples, it shouldn’t matter.

      “Well, that’s pretty much everything you should need,” Kat told her. “I’ve packed you lots of gowns and formal and informal clothes and shoes to match in your carry-all cube. They’re all miniaturized, so I included a bottle of re-growth serum as well.” She patted the small pink cube, about a foot square, on the desk beside her. “Oh, and I packed you a swimsuit as well,” she added. “Since the part of Ma’shorka Centra you’re going to is famous for its beaches.”

      Her words brought home the reality of the situation and Selena nearly clapped her hands with glee.

      “I can’t wait! I’m so excited!” she gushed to Kat. “A tropical vacation, a visit with my friend, and a chance to play for royalty—how did I ever get so lucky?”

      “You’re not lucky—you’re hardworking and very talented,” Kat said, smiling. “You deserve this chance, doll. You’ve earned it.”

      Selena shook her head.

      “I’ve practiced hard and done a lot of dreaming, that’s all. And it helps that my friend is the wife of the Kindred Ambassador to Ma’shorka Centra.”

      To be honest, she still felt a little guilty about getting to play for the Ma’shorkan emperor and his queens (there were three of them, according to Jess.) She wasn’t really a concert violinist—only the top one percent of professional violinists could really claim that—the really famous ones like Itzhak Perlman or Anne-Sophie Mutter. Though she loved music and played professionally, Selena couldn’t claim to be anywhere near their level. But Jess had insisted on recommending her for the solo performance anyway.

      “You play beautifully,” she’d said firmly, when Selena had tried to refuse the honor of playing for the emperor at his upcoming gala. “And besides, no one on Ma’shorka Centra has ever even heard a violin before. They’ll be blown away. Oh, and don’t play anything too fancy,” she’d added. “What about playing the piece you played for my wedding? The one that was so sad and sweet, nearly everybody cried?”

      “What—Ashokan Farewell? That’s hardly something I’d choose to play for royalty!” Selena had objected.

      “It’s beautiful!” Jess had protested. “Play it—the Ma’shorkans will love it! They’re very emotional people.”

      Selena still wasn’t quite sure about playing such a simple piece for an emperor—she’d been thinking about something more complicated and impressive—but she was glad for the chance her friend was offering her, even if she didn’t feel like she quite deserved it. She was a good and dedicated violinist, but she wasn’t as technically brilliant as the really famous musicians in her profession were. If she was, she wouldn’t have to teach high school orchestra for a living.

      But at the moment, she could put that completely out of her mind. School had ended last week and she had all of summer vacation to spend visiting her friend and working on her music, which was truly her first love. Visiting Ma’shorka Centra was going to be an amazing adventure and she was going to love every minute of it, she promised herself. And it wasn’t like she was going to ignore Kat’s warning—she would keep a sharp eye out for herself and avoid any possible dangers. This was going to be a perfect holiday with no problems whatsoever.

      She had no idea how utterly wrong she was.
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      The shuttle for Ma’shorka Centra was much more crowded than Selena had expected it to be. Apparently it was a very popular tourist destination—so much so that the Kindred had built special transport shuttles that held fifty people each—which was a much bigger capacity than their usual shuttles.

      It wasn’t just humans and Kindred on the shuttle, either, Selena saw, as she entered and looked around for her seat. Along with the happy couples—Kindred warriors and their brides taking a vacation—there were other humanoid species as well. Including a strange, lumpy-looking guy dressed in a stretchy gray jogging suit, who appeared to have the isle seat in her row.

      Her heart sank a little when she saw that she had the middle seat, directly beside him. Not that she minded sitting by an alien—but he was pretty big and already had his lumpy brown arm (was he made of oatmeal or what?) firmly planted on the armrest between their two seats. Also, his legs were spread wide, making it a certainty that he was going to be crowding her, the entire trip.

      Seriously? I thought man-spreading was a strictly human phenomenon, Selena thought, feeling irritated.

      But apparently it wasn’t—clearly it didn’t matter what species you were—it was a male phenomenon. Of course, there was no certainty that the oatmeal-looking passenger was actually male…she began to correct herself. Then she saw an unmistakable lump in the front of his jogging trousers and stopped. Yeah, he was definitely male and didn’t care who knew it.

      Well, at least it was only an hour-long flight, Selena tried to comfort herself. The Mother Ship would fold space for the passenger shuttle and they would come out just an hour or so outside of the orbit of Ma’shorka Centra. They could have gotten closer than that, according to Kat, except for the Ma’shorkan restrictions on folding space too close to their planet. They said it “disturbed the Great Hole”—meaning the stable worm hole that led to the other universe which they were watching—and it was strictly forbidden.

      Carefully, Selena stored her violin in its travel case in the overhead compartment. It was a nice instrument—not the highest level by any means—some old and famous violins could go for millions of dollars. This one had only cost just over six thousand dollars, but she wanted to be sure it didn’t get damaged in any way. That amount of money on a teacher’s salary was pretty significant—she wouldn’t be able to afford to replace it if something happened to it.

      She stored her carry-all cube beside the violin case and looked down to see if the oatmeal-looking passenger had stirred at all. If Selena was in his place and she had seen someone storing luggage in the overhead compartment directly above her seat, she would have started moving over and making room.

      But nope—not a bit. Oatmeal face was still sprawled all over the place like he was relaxed in his private easy chair back home. If his kind of alien had the equivalent of easy chairs, Selena thought, eyeing him resentfully. She wondered if she might possibly take the window seat on the far left. Nobody appeared to be sitting there yet. So maybe…

      “Excuse me,” a brisk, male voice said. “Are you about to get in here? I believe I have the window seat.”

      Selena’s heart sank as she turned to see who was addressing her. So much for taking the window seat for herself. She⁠—

      Holy crap!

      The man—or rather the Kindred—who had been talking to her was huge. Well, they were all big, to be fair—but he seemed especially big—maybe because he was so close to her in the crowded aisle. Also, he was very good looking. Black hair, piercing blue eyes, broad shoulders—he was the complete package. Seriously, he looked like a movie star.

      Selena tried not to feel intimidated, but it was difficult. As a curvy girl, she was usually invisible to this kind of man—well, when it came to human men, anyway. Invisible, or a nuisance—someone who was in the way and not up to their standards.

      Of course, Kat had tried to convince her many times that Kindred males actually liked plus-sized women, but Selena had a really hard time believing that. In her experience, men of all types usually preferred stick-thin skinny-minnies to full-figured, curvy girls like herself.

      Feeling self-conscious, she tugged the light travel sweater she was wearing closer around her bra-less breasts. She had on traveling clothes—a t-shirt and jeans and tennis shoes, along with the sweater—because she’d decided to be comfortable on the flight and change in the space-port once she got to Ma’shorka Centra. It was her first time wearing the float dots in public, instead of a bra, and she was beginning to wish she hadn’t. Her nipples kept sticking out through the thin fabric of the t-shirt, which made her feel like she was on display.

      “Sorry,” she said to the huge Kindred warrior. “I, uh, think I’m in the middle seat. I was just about to ask this, er, gentleman to move.”

      She glanced down at Oatmeal face, as she was beginning to think of the spreading alien, who looked back at her blandly, not shifting a bit.

      The Kindred scowled in an irritated way. He was wearing the standard Kindred uniform—tall black boots, tight black trousers, and a long-sleeved, shirt that looked to be made of wine-red satin. He also had an air of business about him—like he was in a hurry to get somewhere and he didn’t have time for foolishness, Selena thought.

      “You, Torpid,” he said, looking down at the alien male. “Make room so the lady and I can get in, will you?”

      Selena wondered if “Torpid” was the alien’s name or maybe just the type of alien he was. Either way, she was interested to see if he would respond to the Kindred’s demands.

      For a long moment, he didn’t. Then he made a sound like, “Hhhhhnnnnnggg.”

      The noise didn’t seem to mean anything to Selena, despite the translation bacteria she’d had on board the Mother Ship, but he did begin to move. Slowly, almost sluggishly, he shifted his knees minimally to one side to allow the big Kindred and Selena to squeeze past him.

      “Thanks so much for your great effort,” the Kindred warrior snapped sarcastically. He had a slightly British accent, Selena noticed—the posh kind. He would probably pronounce the word “schedule” as “shed-ule.” He pushed past the large, lumpy knees, and deposited himself in the window seat with an irritated grimace.

      Selena wanted to give him time to get situated, but Oatmeal face was already beginning to shift back to his earlier, spread-out position.

      “Excuse me—I need to get in, too!” she exclaimed. But since this didn’t seem to stop the oatmeal alien’s relentless shift back into position, she pushed past him as quickly as she could, trying to get to the middle seat.

      Unfortunately, she tripped over one of his huge, lumpy feet in the process and wound up colliding, chest-first, with the handsome Kindred. He was still standing, facing her as he did something with the air vent above his seat, and she wound up plastered right up against him—almost as though she’d launched herself at him on purpose. She could feel his hard chest through her thin t-shirt, against her bra-less breasts, which were smashed up against him and she wished again—miserably—that she had opted for her bra instead of the float dots.

      “Oh my God, I am so sorry!” she gasped in embarrassment, as she tried to get her balance.

      “What in the Seven Hells do you think you’re doing?” the Kindred growled. Taking her by the shoulders, he set her firmly back, away from himself. “I’ve heard of human females throwing themselves at warriors in hopes of becoming a bride but I’d hoped it was a rumor,” he added, glaring at her.

      “What?” Selena exclaimed, stung into feeling irritated herself. “I assure you, I was not ‘throwing myself’ at you! I don’t even know you. I tripped.”

      The Kindred didn’t look like he believed her explanation. He simply nodded frostily and murmured, “My apologies,” before getting seated and buckling himself into his seat.

      Still fuming with resentment and embarrassment, Selena sat down and buckled herself in. This was not a good start to her trip, she thought. She couldn’t believe the Kindred warrior thought she had “thrown” herself at him on purpose! Of all the arrogant, irritating…

      “Excuse me, could you please move? I’m trying to put down the armrest.”

      It was the arrogant bastard Kindred again. Selena, who had been staring straight ahead on purpose, turned her head to see that her right arm was in the way of the armrest between her seat and his.

      “Excuse me,” she said as coldly as he had. She shifted to her left as much as she could—which wasn’t very far since Oatmeal face’s huge arm was not only claiming the armrest but actually encroaching into her seat space. She didn’t want to touch him any more than she wanted to touch the rude Kindred again—his pebbly, oatmeal-textured skin was disgusting.

      The Kindred fought with the armrest for a moment, but it seemed to be stuck in the up position. He made an irritated-sounding growl in the back of his throat and waved for one of the flight attendants.

      “Excuse me,” he said to the human woman with blonde hair who came to answer his wave. “But the arm rest between my seat and this lady’s…” He gestured at Selena, “Seems to be stuck in the upright position.”

      The attendant gave him a worried frown.

      “Oh dear—this happens all the time, I’m afraid. We get so many newlyweds going to the Ma’shorkan beaches for their honeymoons and they always want to be all over each other. So they put the arm rest up and it gets stuck that way!”

      “Are you telling me there’s nothing you can do about it, then?” the Kindred demanded, frowning at her. “I assure you that this human female and I are not a couple and we do not want to be ‘all over each other’ as you so charmingly put it.”

      “Well, I’m afraid it’s a mechanical issue,” the flight attendant said brightly, very obviously and pointedly ignoring his irritation. “So we can have it looked at when we get to Ma’shorka Centra, but there’s not much I can do about it now. But don’t worry,” she added, smiling appealingly. “It’s not a safety issue—you’ll be perfectly fine with it up, I promise you.”

      Then she hurried off to help another passenger, who was waving at her.

      Selena didn’t know when she’d felt so offended. The Kindred warrior was acting like she had cooties and would give them to him if she accidentally brushed his arm! What a jerk!

      “Don’t worry,” she said, glaring up at him. “I’ll do my best not to touch you again. I wouldn’t want you to think I was ‘throwing myself’ at you!”

      He looked suddenly agitated.

      “Look, it’s not that! I just have to prepare for a case and I can’t be distracted,” he exclaimed.

      “Whatever,” Selena muttered, crossing her arms and looking straight ahead again. He was being a jerk—there were no two ways about it. And it probably had something to do with her being curvy and not exactly ‘in the flower of youth,’ as her Granny would have said.

      If I was a skinny little twenty-something I bet he wouldn’t have a problem sharing a seat with me! she thought resentfully. Asshole!

      Well, at least it was a short flight. Determined to ignore him for the rest of the time they had to sit together, she opened the paperback book she’d brought with her to read and studied it intently, though to be honest, she wasn’t seeing a word—she was too busy being pissed off to read.

      For her, this trip couldn’t be over soon enough.
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      Valen wanted to growl with irritation. How had a simple trip from the Mother Ship to Ma’shorka Centra turned into such an aggravating episode?

      It’s your own fault, whispered a little voice in the back of his head. You shouldn’t have said what you did about human women throwing themselves at Kindred warriors!

      No, he really shouldn’t have. Maybe he’d only said it because he was irritated that it seemed like most of the other males he’d studied law with already had human brides and he never would. Because no matter how initially attracted human females were to him, they inevitably backed off when they learned what he wanted from them. No, it was more like what he needed from them, Valen admitted to himself.

      He’d been visiting with an old friend on the Mother Ship—a Beast Kindred named Broud, who had only just Joined with his own human bride, a lovely little Elite by the name of Shandra. The two of them were settled on the Mother Ship and couldn’t be happier—in fact, they had been annoyingly happy, as far as Valen was concerned.

      He’d only wanted a drink with his old friend, but apparently Broud couldn’t leave his new mate for even a quarter of an hour, because he’d brought her with him and the two of them had spent most of their time hanging all over each other in a display of public affection that made Valen sick.

      Don’t you mean sick with envy? whispered a little voice in his head. You’re just wishing you could have a bride of your own and you know you never will.

      Valen lifted his chin. No, he wouldn’t. But not just because he couldn’t get one—because of the vow he’d taken. He had vowed never to take a bride—human or otherwise—and he didn’t intend to break his promise.

      Which was one reason it was so irritating to find that he was going to be seated next to a gorgeous, tempting Elite—a female the Goddess had blessed with extra generous curves.

      The minute he had seen her, Valen had wanted her. And unfortunately, not just for her beauty. She smelled amazing. The instant he inhaled her sweet fragrance, the Blood Hunger woke inside him and roared to be fed.

      Why couldn’t he have been sat beside another male, Valen wondered irritably. His Blood Hunger was barely in check as it was—he hadn’t been able to make his weekly visit to any of the professional blood donors he and his kind usually employed to slake their thirst. So he was even more starved than usual.

      As a Pitch-Blood Kindred, he was one of the few Blood Kindred who actually needed to drink blood. Not very much of it and usually not more than once a solar week, but he couldn’t go without it indefinitely and right now he was certainly running low.

      A male wouldn’t have aroused his cravings—he doubted if even another kind of human female would have—the thin ones held little appeal for him. But a curvy, mature Elite? How could he completely ignore such blatant temptation?

      Goddess, give me strength, he thought, studying her from the corner of his eye, though he knew he ought to be studying the notes for his upcoming deposition instead. She was so lovely with her long dark hair and her big, full breasts… Breasts which were currently exposed, since the sweater she was wearing had slipped away from them, revealing their roundness under the thin cotton t-shirt she had on.

      He could see large, dark nipples pressing straight out against the thin fabric as she bent her head to study the book she was reading. The sight, along with her sweet fragrance which proclaimed to anyone who could smell it that she was single, made his shaft go hard in the tight confines of his trousers.

      And then, to Valen’s dismay, his fangs began to sharpen too! Which was really not right—they usually didn’t get sharp until he was about to sink them into a blood donor’s wrist. And even then they didn’t get extremely sharp—just sharp enough to pierce the flesh. Now they felt like razor blades when he carefully explored them with his tongue. What was wrong with him? Why was he reacting to the little Elite beside him so strongly?

      It’s just the Blood Hunger, he told himself uneasily, trying to return his focus to the lighted info-tablet in front of him. That’s all—ignore it.

      That should be no problem—he was used to ignoring the Blood Hunger. Since he only allowed himself to visit a professional donor once a week—sometimes even less—he always felt just on the edge of starvation. He was used to the Hunger gnawing at him with its sharp little rat’s teeth—demanding to be fed when it was neither convenient or practical to do so.

      Valen had lived with the gnawing hunger for blood since he had reached maturity and it had first come on him. But he had determined early on that he would not give in to the urge until he had to. His kind were pitied by the other Blood Kindred because they could not bite to feed and inject their Essence at the same time. It was the Essence—the pale blue liquid all Blood Kindred’s fangs secreted—that gave a female pleasure when they were bitten.

      So, Valen’s bite was painful to a female when he bit to feed from her, rather than pleasurable, as a regular Blood Kindred’s bite was. Of course, he could inject his Essence if he wasn’t biting for blood—but that was something a male only did with a female he wanted to Claim. And Valen was never going to Claim a bride—he had sworn it to himself after a single, extremely bad experience with a female he had never meant to hurt or frighten…

      No, don’t think about that, he told himself sharply. No sense in reliving the past.

      It was better to forget about having any kind of meaningful relationship, like his friend Broud had. Better to concentrate on work, so he could be ready for the deposition he had to deal with on Ma’shorka Centra…

      Resolutely, he stared down at the lighted screen, trying to memorize the details of the case he was about to argue. But the warm, sweet fragrance of the curvy Elite beside him—and the occasional sight of her hard nipples poking at the thin fabric of her shirt—made certain that his shaft stayed hard as a beam of steel inside his trousers, which was fucking annoying.

      Why did she have to be so damned attractive?
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      Selena had been nervous about passing through the fold—the red gash in space that the Mother Ship opened for the shuttle, in order to get to Ma’shorka Centra—but it wasn’t nearly as scary as she’d feared.

      First the flight attendant came around and asked for a negative pregnancy test to be sure she was able to take the trip. Blushing, Selena had handed her the white flower she’d gotten from the test she’d taken at the little testing kiosk right before boarding. Apparently, it was dangerous to fold space if you were pregnant, so all the women of childbearing age had to prove they weren’t.

      One of the other women on board had gotten two blue flowers from her test—which apparently indicated she was pregnant and carrying twin boys.

      “But what am I going to do?” she’d begged the flight attendant, when the woman had told her firmly but kindly that she must get off the shuttle “I’m going to meet my Twin Kindred husbands who are both working on Ma’shorka Centra. I haven’t seen them in almost a month and I miss them so much!”

      “Don’t worry, sweetie,” the attendant told her cheerfully. “We have a special shuttle that takes stable wormholes instead of folding space, just for pregnant ladies. It takes a little longer to get there, but you’ll still get to be with your hubbies by tonight. And think of the wonderful surprise you’ll have to tell them!”

      She had ushered the pregnant bride off the shuttle, made certain everyone was buckled in, and then the trip had gotten underway.

      Passing through the fold in space, Selena felt a moment of disorientation—a feeling of being frozen in space and time and yet whizzing forward as fast as possible all at once. It was extremely strange, but over in barely a minute, to her intense relief.

      “Attention, passengers, we are now in Ma’shorkan space,” the flight attendant informed them. “In just a little under an hour we will be landing on Ma’shorka Centra. I’ll be coming around to take your drink orders in just a moment. Enjoy the rest of your flight!”

      Selena might have enjoyed it, if the oatmeal alien on her left had kept to his own space. But as he relaxed even more, he actually seemed to be overflowing his own seat and encroaching into hers. She was doing her best not to touch the irritable Kindred on her right, but she didn’t want to touch Oatmeal face on her left either. But he wasn’t making it easy, since he was slowly taking over the entire left side of her seat, despite the armrest between them.

      She thought about poking the oatmeal alien and demanding that he move over to his own space, but she didn’t want to make a scene—especially around the rude Kindred on her other side. So she gritted her teeth and squeezed herself into the smallest possible package—which wasn’t easy to do, since she wasn’t exactly petite to begin with.

      Thankfully, the attendant saw what was happening when she came by to take drink orders.

      “Oh, look at that!” she exclaimed in disgust when she saw how cramped Selena was. “This is always a problem with Torpids,” she added, speaking to Selena. “They fall asleep and sprawl all over the place, and crowd the other passengers. We’ve asked the Kindred Flight Council to not allow them passage anymore unless they book themselves at least two seats, but it’s still under review. Hey!” she continued, shouting in the oatmeal alien’s lumpy, misshapen ear. “Hey, wake up—you’re crowding your fellow passenger, Sir!”

      The Torpid—apparently it was the name of his species—woke with a snort and looked at the attendant blearily with half-open eyes.

      “Hhhhhnnnggg?” he muttered, staring at her.

      “You’ll have to wake up and stay in your own seat,” the attendant told him sternly. “You can’t take up two seats—this lady beside you is really crowded!” She gestured at Selena.

      Oatmeal face turned his head slowly and regarded Selena, who did her best to stare back at him assertively. She lifted her chin and met his strange, tan eyes, letting him know that the attendant was right—he was taking up more than his fare share of space and being rude.

      The Torpid’s face remained blank but after a moment, his left arm and shoulder, which had melted over into Selena’s space, began to withdraw, creeping like a giant amoeba, until he was once more only taking up the entire armrest.

      Well, Selena thought, it seemed to be as good as she was going to get. She asked the attendant for a red wine spritzer to settle her nerves, and tried to get back to her book, which happened to be a BDSM romance.

      But no sooner had she gotten her drink and lifted the glass to her mouth to take a sip, than Oatmeal face made a loud snorting-snoring sound and expanded suddenly, jogging her arm and making her spill the entire thing all over the front of her t-shirt.

      “Damn it!” Selena exclaimed, looking down at the spreading pink stain on the front of her white shirt. She sat up quickly, away from the sleeping Torpid, looking around for something to dry herself off with.

      “Here.” The gruff voice to her right surprised her. She looked over to see the dark Kindred warrior holding out a white cloth square that looked suspiciously like an old-fashioned handkerchief.

      Selena had no idea what to make of this offer. He had made it abundantly clear that he didn’t want anything to do with her earlier—it was a bit late to start playing the gentleman now—at least in her opinion.

      “Thank you,” she said stiffly, not taking the handkerchief. “But this is red wine and I don’t want to ruin your handkerchief.”

      “I assure you, I only use it to clean my screen,” he said, nodding at the lighted device he was holding in his other hand. “It doesn’t matter to me if it gets stained. Please…” He offered the handkerchief again and cleared his throat. “Take it as a peace offering. I was…rude earlier.”

      “Well…all right. Thanks.”

      Selena took the offered handkerchief and began scrubbing at the wet pink stain that now covered the front of her shirt. She wished again that she’d worn a bra instead of the float dots. The damp t-shirt was clinging to her nipples and the cold, wet fabric was making them tight and hard—they were poking out like headlights, making her blush with embarrassment.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the big Kindred watching her, though he was trying not to be obvious about it. Was he looking at her breasts? Surely not, she thought—she wasn’t his type, she was certain of that. He was probably just thinking what a clumsy idiot she was, spilling wine all over herself like that.

      Oh, this trip was turning out to be one big embarrassment! When were they ever going to land on Ma’shorka Centra?

      At last, she determined that she’d soaked up as much of the spilled wine as possible. Her shirt was still damp and cold and miserable, but she couldn’t do anything else at the moment but try to tuck her sweater around her and keep warm.

      “Thank you,” she said, offering the stained cloth back to the dark Kindred, who had been pretending to study his screen all this time, while he was actually looking at her. “That was…nice of you. I’m afraid it’s kind of stained,” she added, as he took the cloth back from her.

      “That is of no importance to me,” he said, nodding at her. “You’re very welcome.”

      His face was no less stern-looking, Selena thought, but at least he was being polite.

      “Are you traveling to Ma’Shorka Centra for business?” she asked tentatively.

      But just because he was being a tiny bit more polite, didn’t seem to mean that the dark Kindred wanted to strike up a conversation.

      “Yes,” he said shortly. “And I really must study for my upcoming deposition.”

      “Oh, of course. I won’t bother you,” Selena said frostily.

      “Thank you.” He nodded and then looked around her and frowned. “But I see your seatmate has encroached again. Damn Torpids.” He scowled and reached one long, muscular arm behind Selena’s head to shake Oatmeal face roughly by the shoulder. “Hey, you! Wake up!” he demanded. “You’re taking up over half of this lady’s seat! Wake up!”

      But rather than waking him up, this demand seemed to have the opposite effect on the Torpid. He gave a mighty snore—like a buzz saw, Selena thought—and suddenly expanded again—in a big way.

      She had been sitting forward and facing the big Kindred and she had leaned even more towards him when he reached behind her to shake the oatmeal alien’s shoulder. Now she felt as though a huge hand made of damp concrete was shoving her violently forward.

      With a gasp, she bent over at the waist and—because there was no armrest between them—her face was shoved directly into the big Kindred’s crotch.

      She had two thoughts almost at the same time:

      Oh my God, this is so embarrassing! And, Holy crap—he’s huge! What is he doing—smuggling a salami in there?

      Both thoughts were true—she could tell exactly how big and hard the Kindred was because her cheek was pressed firmly against his shaft, which was straining against the tight black fabric of his trousers. He smelled really good too, she noticed distractedly. A warm, spicy, masculine scent which would have been really pleasant if she wasn’t currently face-planted right in his crotch.

      She wanted desperately to get up—to jerk away from this embarrassing position—but she couldn’t. The damp cement of the Torpid’s expanded mass was pressing her down against the Kindred, keeping her pinned in place so that she couldn’t do more than wiggle uselessly as she tried to free herself.

      “Hold still, for the Goddess’s sake,” she heard him growl hoarsely. “I’ll get him off you, but you’re only making things worse! Hey—hey, you, Torpid—wake up! Get up!” he shouted at Oatmeal face.

      After a moment, Selena heard the attendant shouting too.

      “Sir? Sir, you have to wake up now! Sir, you’re taking up the entire aisle and you’re hurting the lady beside you! Sir, wake up!”

      Between the two of them, she and the Kindred, whose crotch Selena’s face was presently mashed against, finally managed to wake the Torpid. He made that, “Hhhhhnnngggh,” sound again and at last, Selena felt the pressure against her shoulders and the back of her head lift slowly away.

      The minute she could, she sat up, cheeks flaming. Oh God, what a horrible, humiliating ordeal! She would never, ever live this down!

      “Sorry about that,” she heard the Kindred say gruffly. “I never meant for you to have to, er, endure that.”

      “I didn’t mean to…to do it, either. I…I would never…I…”

      She shut up when she heard herself babbling and looked down at her hands, since she absolutely could not look him in the eye. She had just gotten up-close and personal with a complete stranger’s cock—could there be anything more embarrassing?

      Selena didn’t think so.

      “I…I’m just going to read my book,” she said quickly, fumbling for the paperback, which she had dropped on the floor during her trip into Mr. Tall, Dark, and Irritated’s crotch.

      “Let me help you.” He reached down with one long arm and snagged it for her. Lifting it, he looked for a long moment at the cover. A tale of forbidden love?” he read, frowning as he handed it back to her. “What does that mean? And why is the woman on the front wearing a leather collar and leash like some kind of a pet? Is that a sort of Human mating ritual?”

      “It’s a love story,” Selena snapped, snatching the book from him. She’d had as much humiliation as she could stand for one day—she didn’t intend to explain her penchant for BDSM romance to the tall, dark Kindred. She should have just brought her reading tablet, she thought, where she could have read anything without the cover showing. But she’d forgotten it back on Earth and hadn’t wanted to buy a new one on the Mother Ship, so she’d grabbed a paperback instead.

      “I see,” the big Kindred said neutrally. “Forgive my inquisitiveness.”

      “Fine. You’re forgiven,” Selena said quickly, still refusing to meet his eyes. “I, er, I’m going to read now.”

      “And I will study for my deposition,” he rumbled. “Let me know if your seatmate starts encroaching into your territory again.”

      “Um, okay.” Selena didn’t know what else to say. She just sat there with her cheeks burning, reading the same sentence over and over again without seeing it and willing this awful trip to be over. Her visit to Ma’shorka Centra was turning out to be a complete disaster so far, but surely things couldn’t get worse than this!

      Again, she had no idea how wrong she was.
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      Valen studied the curvy little Elite with considerably more interest than was proper. Though he had promised himself to leave her strictly alone, their brief but intimate encounter had forced him to interact with her. He could still feel her soft cheek pressed against his hard shaft. And, even aside from that, the strange cover of the book she was reading couldn’t fail to pique his curiosity.

      Keeping his own device firmly in front of him, he cut his eyes to the left and studied the page he could see.

      

      “You will do as you’re told,” my Master tells me as he tugs on my leash, forcing me to look up and meet his eyes. “You are mine now, and you must obey or suffer the consequences. If you’re a good girl, you’ll get special kisses. But if you’re bad…” He lets the words trail off ominously, implying the worst.

      “Yes, Master,” I whisper, bowing my head submissively.

      I will be a good girl for him—I will submit…as long as it suits me. But I know if I’m naughty, I’ll get a spanking and the thought makes me tingle, between my legs.

      I can’t help picturing the results of my disobedience. My Master is very strict with me—if I’m bad, he will take me across his knee and tan my bottom with his big, hard hand until my little ass stings fiercely and my pussy is wet with desire. Then he will fuck me—taking me deep and hard to prove he owns me—until I beg him to make me come.

      Sometimes the punishment is better than the reward…

      

      This was as much as Valen could see without actually turning his head and making it obvious he was reading over the little Elite’s shoulder, but he couldn’t help being intrigued by it.

      What kind of love story talked about a male spanking a female, as though she were some kind of naughty child? Kindred culture was very much against any kind of violence towards females—it was unthinkable to his people, which was one reason he deplored what he was. He had to hurt a female to get what he needed from her—it was a terrible, unforgivable thing that his nature forced him to do.

      And yet, here was the little Elite, reading a book about a male hurting a female—well, maybe not hurting her in a traditional sense, but punishing her and giving her pain—and she had said it was a love story. How could anyone show love through pain? It was anathema to a Kindred male—unthinkable to hit a female. Yet the female in the book seemed to be anticipating it—and the little Elite was apparently reading it for pleasure. What was going on here?

      Valen supposed he would never find out. When the shuttle docked at last in the Ma’shorkan spaceport, the little Elite was the first one up. She hastily unbuckled the belt at her lap and rose as fast as she could, climbing quickly over the Torpid’s lumpy knees and reaching into the overhead compartment to get her belongings.

      Valen wondered if she would be safe in the busy spaceport where bad things had been known to happen to females on their own. But maybe she had someone to meet her. Also, he could see the yellow ribbon and royal blue Seal of Independence wrapped around her left wrist. So clearly she was prepared for Ma’shorka Centra—as prepared as she could be, anyway.

      He watched her depart before getting up with a sigh. He would probably never see her again…and he couldn’t help being a little sorry about that, even though he knew it was foolish.

      But just as he was about to clamber awkwardly over the sprawled out Torpid himself, he looked down and saw that she had forgotten her book. He picked it up, intending to call her back, but then he realized that she was already gone—the first one off the shuttle, apparently. And given how determined she was to get away from him, he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to be able to return her lost property.

      Well, he would take it with him to remember her by, he decided, tucking it into the pocket at the back of his device. Maybe reading it would give him a window into the strange desires of human females.

      If nothing else, it ought to be entertaining.
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      Free at last!

      Selena hurried out of the shuttle and took a deep breath as she searched the crowd of faces for Jess, who had promised to come meet her. What an awful trip—how totally embarrassing!

      She was sure she would probably laugh about it later, but right now the humiliation was still too fresh. She just hoped she never had to see the big Kindred, whose crotch she had inadvertently dived into, again!

      But though she looked everywhere, she couldn’t see Jess or her husband, Tolern, the tall, blond Blood Kindred who was the Ambassador to Ma’shorka Centra. Where were they?

      All right, don’t panic, Selena told herself sternly. They’re bound to be here somewhere and in the meantime, this is just like any other airport back home.

      Except, it really wasn’t. There was one long, wide, central corridor which branched out into waiting areas around gates where ships departed and docked. But the crowds of people—and there were a lot of them—walking back and forth along the main concourse, put even the strangest airport back home to shame.

      Most of the people had skin that was various shades of blue and green, or pink and purple, mixed together in a patchy, camouflage-type pattern. Selena assumed they must be the native Ma’shorkans, since Jess had mentioned they had interesting skin colors. But some of them had much stranger attributes than just camouflage skin.

      On more than one alien face, Selena saw a second face, staring back at her. It was difficult to catch a glimpse of this, since everyone was moving so quickly, but she finally saw a woman who was standing still, who exhibited this odd, double face. Selena studied her with great interest, though she tried to act like she was looking at something over the two-faced woman’s shoulder.

      The woman had a normal-looking face from the eyes down. But above the bridge of her nose, there was a second bridge and a second, upside-down nose, right in the lower half of her forehead. Further up, was a second, upside-down mouth just below her hairline. This second mouth was painted with the same lip-stain as the first mouth.

      There was no second pair of eyes—both faces—the top one and the normal, bottom one—seemed to share a single pair, which were located in the regular place on the woman’s head. But the extra, upside-down nose and mouth on the forehead were so odd, Selena couldn’t help staring. Was this some kind of Ma’shorkan trait? If so, why didn’t all of them have it? And why hadn’t Jess told her about it? It seemed like something she would mention. And where in the world was her friend, anyway?

      She wished she had a cell phone and could call her, but of course it wouldn’t have worked here. She had a hard enough time getting good service back home—let alone on a whole other planet!

      Selena looked around some more and then realized she had to pee. She didn’t want to get lost or go too far from the gate she’d arrived at, in case Jess was looking for her, but luckily, she saw a public restroom right across the wide, busy corridor from her.

      At least, she assumed it was a public restroom. It had a pink hologram of a curving, female, hourglass figure hovering above the door and women of all races and species seemed to be going and coming from it in a steady flow.

      I’ll just pee really quick and then come back and wait in one of the chairs, Selena told herself. Hopefully, Jess is only running late.

      Which would be just like Jess—she had nearly been late to her own wedding! Selena and the other members of her string quartet had been forced to play Pachelbel’s Canon through twice before she’d finally showed up, panting and red in the face, in her antique lace wedding dress.

      Gripping her violin case tightly in one hand and her little luggage cube in the other, Selena dashed across the busy corridor and directly into the bathroom.

      Inside were a number of women, many of them aliens, milling around. There was also a long row of doors, which must be the restroom stalls. Finding one that was open, Selena hurried inside and shut it behind her.

      But once she was inside the small, enclosed room, she wondered if she had gotten the right place. There was no toilet or anywhere else to sit at all. Instead, there were number of small shelves on one wall—she assumed for personal belongings—and a large drain with a metal grate, about the diameter of a man-hole cover—in the middle of the floor.

      “What the hell?” Selena muttered, staring at the strange arrangement. Had she somehow gotten someplace else besides the restroom by accident? She must have, she concluded. Though she had no idea what function this weird little room served, it couldn’t be for relieving oneself.

      But just as she was about to turn and leave, the wall across from the door lit up and a holographic display began dancing through the air.

      “What in the world?” Selena stared at the little holos as they jigged stiffly in front of her in a repeating loop.

      The first holo showed a curvy pink female figure standing with her legs spread over the drain. The second holo figure squatted down, knees still spread wide and grabbed two handles that suddenly appeared on opposite walls. In the third holo, the pink figure began to emit a stream of bright purple from her crotch—clearly a stream of urine—although, did the Ma’shorkans really pee purple? Selena decided she didn’t want to know. As the little figure continued to squat, the urine went down the drain she was hovering over in a thin purple stream.

      In the fourth holo, a long, thin nozzle rose from the center of the drain and shot a stream of what might have been blue water at the female figure’s crotch.

      “What?” Selena exclaimed, watching this with a frown. “Are you serious?”

      The holo display just kept going on, ignoring her exclamation. The next image showed curly lines of what she supposed were meant to be hot air emanating from the round drain grate, apparently drying the female figure off.

      Then the whole holo display began again.

      “Oh, I don’t think so!” Selena muttered to herself. In order to relieve herself in the way the holo display had indicated, she would have to take off her clothes and squat naked in the strange bathroom—she had no intention of doing that in such a busy, public, alien place! She had been planning to change once she got to the spaceport but now it didn’t seem quite safe—better to wait until she got to Jess’s home, she decided.

      “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll hold it,” she said, taking a firmer grip on her violin case and carry-all cube. “I don’t have to go that bad.”

      As she spoke, she stepped on the round grate covering the drain. She was meaning to turn and go, but the moment her foot touched the metal grate in the middle of the small room, a mechanical female voice said,

      “Elimination station activated. One. Please remove your clothing in preparation for elimination.”

      “What?” Selena gasped. “Um, no—no thanks!” she said loudly, hoping that the bathroom stall would hear and understand. “No, I just want to leave—I don’t have to go, after all.”

      “Two,” the mechanical voice intoned. “Please seize the handles on either side of you and squat with your crotch directly over the center of the drain.”

      “No—no!” Selena insisted, even as two thick metal handles suddenly popped out of the walls on either side of her. “Listen, you don’t understand—I’m leaving now!”

      Quickly, she transferred her violin case from her right hand, tucking it under her left arm instead, and grabbed for the door latch.

      But it wouldn’t budge, even a millimeter. Though she tugged and tugged on the door latch, the door stayed firmly closed.

      Selena hammered on the door.

      “Hey, help—I need to get out of here!” she cried. “Does anybody know how to open the door and stop the, uh, elimination sequence?”

      She got no answer from the other side of the firmly shut door. Instead, the mechanical voice said,

      “Three. Now that you have finished relieving yourself, prepare for the cleansing spray.”

      “No!” Selena insisted but just then a long, thin nozzle poked up from the center of the drain and shot a fountain of blue liquid high into the air.

      “Oh my God!” Selena gasped and tried to cover her head with her free arm. The blue stuff jetted up with the
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