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A girl on the run from her past meets a warrior trying to forestall his future...Can Tess help
Garron contain the Ravenous Beast that lurks inside him?Tess Hughes is on the run from her
abusive ex-husband. The problem is, he’s a detective and there’s no place on Earth he can’t find
her. Solution? Hide somewhere that’s not on Earth—the Kindred Mother Ship. That’s how she
winds up posing as Pairing Puppet—one of the robotic mistresses that service the Unmated
Males of the Kindred who need a little sexual stress release from time to time. Of course, Tess
never actually performs a Pairing Puppet’s duties—she hides every time a new ‘customer’
comes in. But then she gets caught out in the open…at exactly the wrong time.Garron of the
Rai’ku Kindred has a dragon sized problem and it’s living right inside of him. His dr’gin, the
ravenous beast that lives inside every Rai’ku male, is trying to get out. Problem is, if Garron lets it
escape, it will eat the first person it sees. He’s burning with need and the more his desire grows,
the greater the danger to those around him. Desperate to quench his smoldering need and keep
his dr’gin contained, he goes to the Pairing House…and chooses Tess.Now the two of them are
on the run. Expelled from the Mother Ship, Tess is once again menaced by her abusive ex who
will stop at nothing to get her back. Garron has sworn to protect her but the beast inside him is
more dangerous than any outside threat could be. Can Garron protect Tess from the man who
has sworn to destroy her without letting the beast inside him run free? If not, she will surely be…
Devoured in this Alien Warrior, Enemies to Lovers, Shapeshifter RomanceAuthor's Note--Ready
for some Spice? You'll never guess what Garron has to do with Tess in order to keep the Beast
within him locked up, but I'll give you a hint...it involves a lot of *tasting*. The Brides of the
Kindred series has 26 books with more on the way!ClaimedHuntedSoughtFoundRevealedPursu
edExiledShadowedChainedDividedDevouredEnhancedCursedEnslavedTargetedForgottenSwitc
hedUnchartedUnboundSurrenderedVanishedImprisonedTwistedDeceivedStolen Committed 

About the AuthorJose Saramago (b. Azinhaga, Portugal, 1922) is the best-known contemporary
Portuguese author. He has received many awards, including the Premio Camoes (equivalent to
the Premio Cervantes for Portuguese) and the 1998 Nobel Prize. Saramago has written poetry,
theater, chronicles, essays, and novels. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition
of this title.
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Book 11A girl on the run from her pastA warrior trying to forestall the futureCan Tess help Garron
contain the ravenous beast that lurks within him?If not, she will surely be…Devoured.Tess
Hughes is on the run from her abusive ex-husband. The problem is, he’s a detective and there’s
no place on Earth he can’t find her. Solution? Hide somewhere that’s not on Earth—the Kindred
Mother Ship. That’s how she winds up posing as Pairing Puppet—one of the robotic mistresses
that service the Unmated Males of the Kindred who need a little sexual stress release from time
to time. Of course, Tess never actually performs a Pairing Puppet’s duties—she hides every time
a new ‘customer’ comes in. But then she gets caught out in the open…at exactly the wrong
time.Garron of the Rai’ku Kindred has a dragon sized problem and it’s living right inside of him.
His dr’gin, the ravenous beast that lives inside every Rai’ku male, is trying to get out. Problem is,
if Garron lets it escape, it will eat the first person it sees. He’s burning with need and the more his
desire grows, the greater the danger to those around him. Desperate to quench his smoldering
desire and keep his dr’gin contained, he goes to the Pairing House…and chooses Tess.Now the
two of them are on the run. Expelled from the Mother Ship, Tess is once again menaced by her
abusive ex who will stop at nothing to get her back. Garron has sworn to protect her but the



beast inside him is more dangerous than any outside threat could be.Can Garron protect Tess
from the man who has sworn to destroy her without letting the beast inside him run free? If not,
she will surely be…Devoured.Author’s WarningThough I have tried to handle it in a delicate way,
readers with a past history of domestic abuse may find parts of this book disturbing. Sadly, all of
the situations my heroine encounters are taken from true accounts of abused women. If you are
in an abusive situation, please seek help.In the US you can visit the National Domestic Abuse
Hotline online or, if you’re afraid your computer is being monitored, call 1-800-799-7233If you are
in the UK, you can call the Freephone 24 Hour National Domestic Violence Helpline at
0808-2000-247One“Are you sure it’s safe?” Tess Evans-Hughes looked around the Human/
Kindred Relations building, or the HKR, as the people who worked there called it. One of those
people happened to be her good friend, Di, but what she was suggesting made Tess awfully
nervous.“Safe?” Di raised one silver eyebrow at her sardonically. “Sure, hon—a hell of a lot safer
than you are down here in Tampa.”“But what do I do once I—” One of the massive Kindred
warriors walked by and Tess dropped her voice to a whisper before continuing. “What do I do
once I get up there?”“Hide, of course. Until it’s safe to come back down here and move to Hawaii
or China or the Moon or wherever you can think of that Pierce won’t follow you.”Tess closed her
eyes for a moment. Don’t bother running, Princess, Pierce’s voice sneered in her head. You’re
mine and I never let go of what’s mine.“There’s no place he won’t follow me,” she said in a low
voice. “No place he won’t find me.”“Correction, hon—there is one place he can’t and won’t find
you because he can’t get up there. And that’s the place you’re headed.”“But—”“No ‘buts,’” Di
insisted. “My next tour of the Mother Ship leaves in fifteen minutes and it’s a big one—big
enough that nobody’s going to notice if we come back with one less tourist who’s dying to check
out the Kindred way of life.”“But I don’t know anything about them,” Tess protested. “I’m not even
registered for the draft.”The draft was an agreement the governments of the world had with the
Kindred that allowed males of their race to call brides from Earth. Being something like ninety-
nine percent male because of a genetic mutation—supposedly the same mutation that made
them all over six foot six and hugely muscular—meant the Kindred were always short of
women.All unmarried women of a certain age were supposed to be signed up for the draft but
Tess wasn’t because technically, she was still married. That was because Pierce wouldn’t sign
the divorce papers no matter how often she sent them over.Instead, he just kept coming over to
her apartment and talking about how he’d changed and he wanted her back. Tess had been
down that road before so she had refused. But now it seemed he was done asking. The last time
she’d sent the divorce papers she came home to find…Tess shook her head. She didn’t want to
think about what she’d found inside her apartment. Just remembering made her feel like she
might cry or throw up. Poor Gus…“You don’t have to know anything about the Kindred except
they’re good guys and they don’t beat and imprison their women,” Di said, interrupting her
morbid thoughts. “Unlike certain ex-husbands I could name.”“He’s not technically my ex since he
won’t sign the papers,” Tess pointed out.“You wanted him out of your life badly enough to cough
up for a divorce lawyer when you could barely afford to pay rent,” Di pointed out. “Just because



Pierce is being an asshole about it—like he is about everything—doesn’t mean he gets to win.
As far as I’m concerned, you two are splitsville.”Tess smiled at her friend and pressed her
hand.“Thanks, Di. You know, you’re the only friend I’ve ever had that could see through him. He
can act so charming when he wants to—he even had my mom fooled, right up until the end.”“You
mean when he refused to let you go see her in the hospital?” Di shook her head. “Yeah, I see
through him all right. Bullshit is bullshit, no matter how you try and dress it up.”“Thanks.” Tess
pressed her hand again and wiped away a stray tear. Even though her mom had been gone for
well over a year, it still hurt to think of her. Hurt to think she had died alone because Pierce was
too crazy jealous to let Tess go see her in time.She turned her head for a minute to try and get
control and saw her reflection in the shiny smoked glass window to her right. A short, plump girl
with long dark hair that was almost auburn and big brown eyes stared back at her. I’m nothing
special to look at, she thought, swiping at her eyes and taking a deep breath. I mean, sure I have
a pretty face but it’s on a plus-sized body. What is it Pierce sees in me? Why won’t he leave me
alone?It was the same question she had asked herself back when she first met him, when she
was in nursing school. What did such a tall, handsome guy want with a short, plump nobody like
her? Now she knew that Pierce had seen her for what she was—an easy mark. But back then it
had seemed miraculous that he would want her. That was why it had been so easy for him to cut
her off from her friends and family and convince her to move away from her mom…Oh, Mom…
Tess wiped away another tear.“Sorry, hon. I shouldn’t have said that about your mother.” Di
looked genuinely distraught. “Me and my big mouth.”“No, no—I’m fine. Just a little nervous,” Tess
protested, trying to smile. “I mean, I don’t even know where I’m going to stay once I get up
there.”“I do,” Di said firmly. “I know the perfect place for you. You’ll blend right in and no one will
be the wiser.”“But what if I get caught? I don’t want to get you in trouble.”“What trouble?” Di
shrugged. “If anybody finds out we’ll just say you got lost from the tour and wound up spending
the night. Nobody has to know how long you’re up there.”“But what if Pierce comes looking for
me? What if he figures out I’m up there and he comes up with a tour to find me?”Di put a hand
on her hip. “Do you have any idea how long people wait to get on one of these tours now that the
Mother Ship is finally accessible? Years. And once their name comes up, they have to be
approved by the senior tour director. Which just happens to be…”“You,” Tess finished for her with
a little smile.“Me,” Di agreed, patting her neat cap of silvery hair. “So guess who is never going to
get approved to go up there.”“What if he says it’s police business?” Tess countered.“Oh, please!”
Di scoffed. “What police business? No Earth agency of any kind has jurisdiction on the Mother
Ship. He’d have to go through the Kindred High Council to get approval after I’ve turned him
down.”“Really?”Di nodded firmly. “Really. And even then he’d have to have a damn good reason
to go aboard. Somehow I don’t think the Kindred High Council is going to think ‘hunting down my
ex-wife so I can continue being an abusive asshole to her’ is a good enough excuse to let him go
up.”“Well…” Tess could feel herself wavering.“Tess…” Di looked her in the eye. “Stop making
excuses and listen to me—more than fifteen hundred women a year are killed by an abusive
husband or boyfriend. You’re one of my dearest friends—don’t make me watch you become a



statistic. After what you found in your kitchen when you came home yesterday—”“All right, all
right!” Tess held up a hand to stop her. “Please don’t say it—I’ve been trying really hard not to
think about it.”“Sorry, hon,” Di said steadily. “But you know it’s true.”“Yes, I know.” Tess took a
deep breath. “All right, I’ll do it.”“You don’t have to, if you really don’t want to,” Di offered. “You can
always stay with me.”“And put you in danger too? I don’t think so.” Tess shook her head.“I told
you before—I’ve got a gun and I’m not afraid to use it. Especially on an asshole like Pierce.”“He’s
got a gun too. He’s a cop—remember? No.” Tess sighed. “I guess…I guess this is the only
way.”“Good. You’ll be fine.” Di grinned at her, obviously delighted.“And who knows—maybe you’ll
meet a tall, dark, handsome Kindred who can pound Pierce into the ground for you while you’re
up there.”Tess shook her head. “You know I’m not looking to meet anyone. Honestly, after these
last few years with Pierce, I might just swear off men all together.”“Ah, but these guys aren’t just
men—they’re Kindred.” Di winked at her. “It’s too bad all the ones my age are already spoken for
but you’re plenty young enough, honey. You could—”“Di…” Tess raised an eyebrow at her.“All
right, all ready—I’ll stop. Just go on over and join the tour group at the far end of the lobby.” Di
gestured to the small crowd milling around, ooing and ahhing at the various Kindred warriors
stationed around the HKR building. Many of them had whipped out cameras and cell phones
and several of the younger, obviously unmarried girls, were posing for pictures with the warriors,
who didn’t seem to mind.It was a perfectly innocent sight but Tess still felt her stomach knotting
into a fist as she watched. Supposedly there were three main types of Kindred—Beast Kindred
who had golden eyes, Blood Kindred who had pointed fangs, and Twin Kindred who always
came in pairs. But honestly, all she saw when she looked around were a bunch of big, muscular,
potential threats.Pierce was a big guy—not quite as big as a Kindred but big enough to have
played football in college and he was still an intimidating specimen. Tess ought to know—he’d
used his size to intimidate her often enough. It was scary to see guys who were even bigger and
more menacing than him walking around.Di could talk all she wanted about how the Kindred
never battered their women but after what she’d been through, Tess found it was hard to trust
that was true. Or at least, hard to trust it enough to go up and live among the huge alien males
on their home turf. For her, right now, every male was suspect. Every one of them could turn out
to be just another Pierce waiting to hurt her.But if she didn’t go up to the Mother Ship, where else
could she go? Where else could she disappear to that Pierce couldn’t find her and drag her
back? She’d thought about the battered women’s shelters but Pierce being on the Tampa PD
complicated things. The shelters were hidden from prying eyes but her ex had a way of finding
things out…I’ll just have to take a chance, Tess thought unhappily as she watched another
smiling girl take a picture with a grinning Beast Kindred. There’s no other way.Trying to look
inconspicuous, she wandered over to the gathered tour group and took a place in the back.
Mother Ship, here I come.Two“Brother, I’m glad I found you.”Truth looked up from the vegetables
he was chopping, clearly startled by his younger brother’s voice.“Oh, Garron—what are you
doing here? Did you come for last meal?”“Not exactly.” Garron cleared his throat. “I, um, would
like to talk to you. About something private.”He shot a glance at Far, his brother’s long lost twin,



who was happily cooking something at the other end of the food prep area. He had features that
were remarkably similar to Truth’s but his hair was long and blond instead of short and dark and
his eyes were bottomless black instead of Truth’s pale gray.Despite their differences, the twins
really did seem to belong together. Though Garron had been initially surprised when he met his
older brother’s twin and mate—for they shared a female as all Twin Kindred did—he now liked
Far quite a lot. Still, what he had to say was embarrassing and for Truth’s ears alone.“It’s all right.”
Far looked up and nodded at them. “I’m done here for now. I’ll go into the living area and give the
two of you some privacy.”“Thank you, Far.” Truth nodded back. He waited until his twin had exited
the food prep area to turn back to Garron. “Now. What seems to be the problem?”“Well…”
Garron took a deep breath, trying to think how to approach the topic he wished to discuss. “You
know that my name day is coming soon…”“So it is!” Truth smiled. “We must celebrate in the
Earth way which Rebecca has been telling me about. We can have a birthday party—a gathering
of friends to wish you well. Also, we will have an Earth confection known as a…as a…” He
frowned. “Seven hells, it is either a pie or a cake. Or maybe it’s a pake. Yes! That’s it—we will
have a pake with many little flame stalks and you must blow them out and we will all sing to you
and bring you gifts and humorous sentiments called ‘greeting cards’ and—”“Brother!” Garron
held up a hand impatiently. “Could you please stop talking about Earth customs for a moment?
Have you forgotten what I am? What I may have stirring within?” He put a fist to his
chest.“Apologies,” Truth said. “I did not think.”“No, because you don’t have to.” Garron couldn’t
keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Because you aren’t really Rai’ku the way I am. You have no
dr’gin within. No deadly beast that might come out and kill…” He shook his head, unable to
finish.“But it has been so many years since you came of age,” Truth said. “So many times the
virgins were gathered for you and nothing happened. Do you really think you have a dr’gin at
all?”“I feel it stirring within me. Or something stirring, anyway,” Garron said darkly. “I have been
having…urges lately. Cravings. Desires.” He closed his eyes briefly, unable to look at his brother
as he spoke. “Some of them…some of them very unlike what we were raised to believe are
normal or right.”“Is that all?” Truth sounded so lighthearted than Garron had to open his eyes and
look.“What do you mean ‘is that all?’” he demanded. “You don’t even know what desires I’m
talking about.”“I am sure I can guess.” Truth nodded knowingly. “Does it have to do with wishing
to…ah…taste certain parts of the female anatomy we were told never to touch unless
mating?”Garron felt his cheeks go hot. He cleared his throat.“Possibly…I know I should not wish
such things,” he hurried on. “It is wrong but I—”“It’s not wrong. It’s Kindred. The Kindred part of
you coming out,” Truth countered. “Look, Brother, I felt the same way. I longed to do things with
my lady—things we were taught were perverted and degrading. Things that—”“Please…”
Garron held up a hand. “No details or I will never be able to look Becca in the eyes again.”“I’m
not going to give you details, I’m just letting you know that what you desire is natural and right for
our people—for the Kindred. Look…” Truth put a hand on his shoulder. “I know for a fact there
are already some Rai’ku beliefs and teachings you reject. The way the Rai’ku treat their females,
for instance…”“You mean the way they demean and devalue them.” Garron frowned. “No—I



could never believe that was right.”“No Kindred male could,” Truth said gently. “It’s in our nature—
in our very DNA—to revere our females. Even our father—as cruel as he could be when he was
drinking—never raised a hand to Ama.”“That was because he took his anger out on you instead,”
Garron said in a low voice. “And just because he didn’t hit her didn’t mean he didn’t abuse her.
The things he said when he was drunk—”“Scarred us all,” Truth finished quietly. “I’ve come to
understand something, Brother—when a male suffers the things we suffered, he either repeats
the pattern he saw as a child or he makes a conscious decision to break it. I made that decision
and I know you did too.” His voice dropped to a softer note. “I saw the way you treated Nella—
you loved and revered her as a true male should.”“I would rather have cut off my hand than hurt
her,” Garron said honestly. “And I miss her still. I grieve for her. That is why…” He cleared his
throat. “Why I find these, ah, urges both frightening and confusing. I want no other female but
Nella and yet I find myself burning—on fire with these strange needs.”“Quench the fire,” Truth
advised. “Find a willing female to align your mind and body with.”“I told you—I want no one but
Nella and she is gone,” Garron protested. “But say I decided to take your advice and take
another female. What if these strange urges presage the coming of my dr’gin? What if when I
started to make love to her, I turned?”Truth frowned. “That would be a problem. Every life is
precious to the Kindred—especially female life. You would not be allowed to kill and eat several
virgins on your first turning as is the normal way among the Rai’ku.”“Nor should I be,” Garron
said. “The entire process is sickening—I have always thought so. But you and I both know the
dr’gin is a mindless beast when it first emerges and the older it grows, the hungrier it gets. If
mine should come out now after all this time, it would be ravenous. I might…” He shook his
head.“You might cause all kinds of destruction,” Truth finished for him.Garron snorted. “That’s a
nice way of saying I’d kill and eat every unmated female in my path, Brother.” He ran a hand
through his hair. “My name day is coming up very soon—what am I to do?”“I don’t know.” Truth
frowned. “I don’t—”“Why not use one of the Pairing Puppets?” The new voice came from Far,
who had come back into the food prep area.“Far! This is a private matter.” Truth frowned.
“Although actually, that is not a bad idea…”“Yes, I know. I’m sorry for invading your privacy—just
had to make sure my sauce wasn’t sticking.” The light twin gestured to a pot he had set up on an
Earth style cooking top which was very different from the Kindred Wave appliance most used
aboard the Mother Ship. Perhaps Becca had requested it specially.Garron waited uncomfortably
for the light twin to finish tending his cooking. At last, when he showed no signs of leaving, he
could stand it no more.“What is a Pairing Puppet?” he demanded.Far looked at him, clearly
surprised.“You don’t know? But you live in the Unmated Males area.”“I haven’t been there that
long,” Garron defended. “I am still finding my way around the Mother Ship.”“Well in your tours, I
am certain you must have noticed the small pink building near the back of the Unmated Males
area?” Truth raised an eyebrow at him. “The one with females coming and going out of it
occasionally.”“Oh, I did notice that place. I thought it was some kind of exclusive club,” Garron
said.Far snorted. “It is. The club for males in need of release.”Garron frowned.“What are you
saying? That it is a house of ill repute? I thought the Kindred didn’t hold with such things.”“They



don’t. But the females that stay in the Pairing House aren’t technically females,” Truth said.“What
he means is that they aren’t really alive,” Far explained. “They’re robots.”“Robots? As in
machines?” Garron was disgusted. “I have no wish to have relations with a machine.”“They’re
more like…like what the humans call cyborgs in their fictional science tales,” Truth said. “They
have soft, supple skin and real flesh but it is grown over a metal skeleton. They can understand
simple commands and carry on extremely limited conversations but mostly they are made
for…”“For relieving the needs of unmated males,” Far said. “For those who have yet to align with
a female mind on Earth.”“I see…” Garron frowned. “And they are…accommodating to any
Kindred male?”“That is their sole purpose. Without them, the Unmated Males area would be a
much more tense and unhappy place,” Far said.“But the important thing for you is that they are
artificial,” Truth said. “They don’t think, they feel no pain. And they do not judge. You could
explore your new…Kindred urges…” He cleared his throat. “And if your dr’gin did manifest itself,
you wouldn’t have to worry about hurting a real female.”Garron shook his head.“I don’t know,
brother. As badly as my desires ride me, I have no wish to copulate with some soulless,
mechanical puppet. It just seems…wrong.”“Well, as I see it, that is your only option,” Truth said
matter-of-factly. “Unless you wish to take your chances back on Pax among the Rai’ku.”“Out of
the question. T’lar told me never to even make orbit around the planet again.”“T’lar is an
overbearing fool,” Truth said shortly. “You shouldn’t let him keep you from going home if you want
to.”“No.” Garron looked away. “Now that Nella is gone I cannot imagine mating with another. I
have no wish to go back to Pax.”“Then you should really consider the Pairing Puppets,” Far said
gently. “If you have needs that are too dangerous to relieve with a real female and you cannot
bring yourself to form a relationship with a real female, then a false one is your best choice.”“I…
will think on it.” Garron sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to push back the
headache that was threatening. Gods, if only he could control these urges better! If only he could
push them down, push them back inside where they belonged…The way you’ve been pushing
them down for years? The way you buried them each time the virgins were called for you
because you feared to hurt Nella? whispered a little voice in the back of his head. The way you
—“…stay and eat with us when Rebecca returns?”Garron looked up, realizing that his brother
was asking him a question.“I’m sorry—what?”“I said the food is almost ready. It’s an Earth
specialty Far and I learned to cook just for Rebecca.”“You’re welcome to stay if you want,” Far
added. “You’re always welcome here, Garron—you know that.”“Thank you.” Garron smiled at his
brother’s mate or tried to anyway—the desires inside him were growing worse again which made
it hard to think. “But I think there is something I must do. Not go to the Pairing House, though,” he
added quickly. “Something…else.”“Of course.” Truth nodded gravely. “Be well, Brother. And
please don’t hesitate to ask if you need anything that Far and Rebecca and I can
provide.”“Thank you,” Garron said again and bowed. Truth returned the gesture as did Far,
though less expertly. “I take my leave of you,” he said and headed for the door as fast as he
could.He needed to be alone for awhile and think.Three“So this is the perfect place you have for
me?” Tess looked up skeptically at the little pink house with its spotless white trim. “What is it,



anyway—some kind of boarding house for unmarried girls?”Di snorted. “In the middle of the
Unmated Males area? Hardly.”“Well then, what is it?” Tess insisted.“Just come inside and I’ll tell
you. Hurry up!” Di hissed. “I think I see some Kindred on their way.”The two women ducked into
the little house with Tess still protesting under her breath, and found themselves in a very neat,
old-timey looking parlor. There were floral print couches lining the walls as well as some large,
comfortable looking chairs. Vases of fresh flowers were scattered throughout the room on little
tables and there was even a bookcase on one end which held an assortment of real old
fashioned paper books.“Wow…” Tess, who was a complete bibliophile, wandered over to caress
the spines of the displayed books. “Look at this—they have all the classics. Pride and Prejudice,
Wuthering Heights, Wide Sargasso Sea—”Before she could go on, a girl came into the room.
She had long, blonde hair and wide blue eyes and she was wearing a very pretty light blue dress
which fit her slender figure to a T.Tess tried desperately to think of an excuse—any excuse—as
to why they were trespassing on what appeared to be private property.“Oh, hi! Uh, we wandered
in here by mistake and then I saw you had real old fashioned books and we just…”But the girl
didn’t pay any attention to her. Instead, she took a book from the shelf, seemingly at random,
and went to sit on one of the many couches. Then she opened the book—again, completely at
random—and stared down at the page. But Tess could tell she wasn’t reading because her eyes
didn’t move. She just sat there, staring vacantly at the open book and not saying a thing.Sidling
up to Di, Tess nudged her friend with an elbow.“What the hell is wrong with her?” she
muttered.“Nothing’s wrong with her,” Di said in a normal tone of voice.“Shhhh!” Tess hissed.
“She’s going to know we’re talking about her!”Di laughed. “You don’t have to whisper. She
wouldn’t notice if you broke a vase over her head.”“What? What are you talking about?” Since Di
wasn’t whispering, Tess spoke normally too although it felt really wrong to be saying things about
the blonde girl right in front of her.“I’m saying she’s not real. She’s a Pairing Puppet for God’s
sake.”“A what? What the hell is a Pairing Puppet?”Just then the door knob rattled.“Quick!” Di
grabbed her and dragged her into the back room the girl had come from, making sure to shut the
swinging door behind them.“What—?”“Shhh!” Di gestured to the crack between the door and the
wall. “Just watch—you’ll see.”Making sure to stay hidden, they peeked through the crack and
watched.The front door opened and a large Kindred warrior entered the parlor. From his golden
eyes Tess could tell he was a Beast Kindred. He walked in and came to stop in front of the girl on
the couch.The girl looked up, acknowledging him at once.“Good day, warrior.” Her voice was
slightly stilted—almost mechanical. “How may I serve you?”The Kindred nodded respectfully at
her.“Forgive the intrusion but I need a release.”“There is no intrusion. You are most welcome
here.” The girl smiled at him but again, there was something strange—almost artificial in her
expression, Tess thought.“Thank you,” the Kindred said.“Would you like to come to my room or
do you require me to come with you to your own place of residence for a longer, more thorough
release?” the girl asked.The Kindred cleared his throat. “Your room will be fine.”“Excellent.” The
girl rose suddenly, all in one motion. “If you will follow me, I will be most happy to accommodate
you, warrior.”At first Tess was afraid she was going to take the Kindred into the back room but to



her relief, she led him across the parlor to a staircase instead. They climbed the stairs and were
soon out of sight. As soon as they were, she turned to Di.“Okay, what the hell was that all about?
Was he talking about what I think he was talking about? Is that girl some kind of…some kind of
prostitute?”“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Di said calmly. “But I told you, she’s not a girl—she’s a
Pairing Puppet.”“Which means…?” Tess made a gesture for her to go on.“Which means a robot
for all intents and purposes. She’s not the only one either—they have a whole bunch of them.
They stay here in this house and service all the unmated warriors.”“They what?” Tess made a
face. “That’s disgusting.”“No, that’s practical,” Di countered. “You’ve seen how big and muscular
these guys are—you could cut the testosterone with a freaking knife. If they didn’t have some
kind of outlet…” She shook her head. “It would probably get really ugly around here.”“But…but
they’re screwing these things? These robots?”“Pairing puppets.” Di shrugged. “And yeah, they
are. Unless you think that big guy just went up to her room to play a nice game of
Monopoly.”“Very funny,” Tess muttered. “But I still don’t understand why you brought me here.”“To
hide out, of course.”“What?” Tess nearly shouted.“Shhh! That Kindred upstairs is horny, not
deaf!”“Look, Di I can’t possibly stay here. I mean, aside from the fact that I don’t look anything
like some guy’s robot fantasy dream girl—”“Don’t sell yourself short, hon—you have a gorgeous
face and a really cute figure. And your hair is to die for. It looks brown until you get out in the
sunlight and then it’s like a dark red halo all around your head.”“What you think is cute and what
most guys think is cute are two different things,” Tess pointed out.“Well the Kindred guys might
surprise you—they have quite a few full figured Pairing Puppets here.”“They do?” Tess asked,
surprised.“Uh-huh. They’re especially popular with the Twin Kindred. Although a lot of the other
guys like them too. In fact, they’re some of the most requested ones.”“That’s really—wait a
minute, we’re getting off track here.” Tess shook her head. “What I’m saying is that there’s no way
I’m going to…to stay here and ‘service’ Kindred guys all day and night. Not even to get away
from Pierce.”“Service them? Oh, honey, no—of course not!” Di looked suitably horrified. “Don’t
be silly—I wouldn’t expect you to do that. I said you could hide here—not work here.” She
laughed. “If you can call that work. Well, I guess you can…”“Are you sure this is a good place,
though?” Tess looked around doubtfully. They seemed to be standing in some kind of kitchen
area. At least, there were countertops and counters and a sink and a big silver machine
mounted on the wall that looked kind of like a microwave. There was also a large wooden table
with chairs that looked like they had been built for people slightly larger than human. It made
Tess think of the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. “Who’s been sitting in my chair?”
growled Papa bear…“This is the perfect place.” Di pressed her arm. “Look, just think about it.
There’s a well stocked kitchen here—see?” She opened one of the cabinets revealing rows and
rows of tiny white cubes.“Uh…they eat sugar cubes?” Tess looked at them doubtfully.“No, silly—
these are Kindred meal ration cubes.” Di frowned. “I think that’s what they’re called. Anyway, you
just take one and put it into this thingy here…” She opened the silver microwave looking thing
and placed a random cube inside. “Press the button and in a minute or two…ta-da! A fresh,
delicious meal.” She put the cube back in the cupboard. “I’m not going to do it for real but you get



the idea.”“Seriously? They eat real food? But I thought they were robots.”“The Paring Puppets
have real flesh over their robotic bodies,” Di said. “But I think they mostly live on some kind of
protein paste. The food is for the warriors. I guess sometimes they, uh, work up an appetite, if
you know what I mean.” She winked.“Very funny,” Tess said dryly. “So there’s plenty of food but
where do I sleep? And more importantly, how do I keep from being noticed?”“Just keep out of
sight. It should be easy enough—aside from the kitchen there are tons of bedrooms upstairs
with big, comfortable beds. And in a pinch, you could hide in the maintenance and recharging
room.” Di gestured to a small, dark hallway at the other end of the kitchen. “Come see.” She led
the way and Tess put her head through the doorway.“What is this?” she muttered when a long,
shadowy room met her eyes. Then she saw a pair of eyes gleaming at her from the darkness.
“Ahh!” She jerked back, her heart pounding. “There’s something in there!”“Probably just a
malfunctioning puppet waiting for repairs.” Di looked in and nodded. “Yup—that’s it. Oh, and look
—it’s one of the plus sized ones, like I told you. Come look.”Reluctantly, Tess allowed herself to
be led into the dark, narrow room. There were giant silver claws placed at intervals along both
walls. Most of them were empty but one was clamped down over the top of a girl’s head.No, not
a girl—a Pairing Puppet, Tess reminded herself.The girl was simply standing there, staring
straight ahead, with the three pronged claw attached to the top of her head. She was, as Di had
said, quite full figured with large breasts and hips and big thighs too, which could be seen
through the simple white dress she wore.“Wow,” Tess murmured, staring at the puppet. “You
weren’t kidding.”“Of course not—the Kindred like women with some meat on their bones.” Di
grinned. “So see—if push came to shove and you were accidentally seen, you’d blend right
in.”“Thanks a lot,” Tess muttered. “I still can’t believe you brought me to a robot brothel to lie
low.”“It’s a great hiding place,” Di protested. “And don’t think I didn’t check it out thoroughly before
I brought you up here. I stayed here one night myself, just to make sure everything was
okay.”“And?” Tess raised an eyebrow.“And it’s perfect, like I said. The perfect camouflage. Plenty
to eat, a nice place to sleep—they changed the sheets after every, ah, encounter by the way, so
you don’t have to worry about it not being clean. All you have to do is go hide in the kitchen if a
warrior comes in looking for comfort. And if they come in the kitchen—which, by the way, doesn’t
happen very often that I could see—just duck into the recharging room. It’s easy.”“Wow…” Tess
looked at her admiringly. “You’ve really got this all planned out.”“I knew eventually you’d need a
place to run to, to get away from Pierce,” Di said seriously. “Men like him are hard to throw off the
scent. But this should do the trick.”“I agree.” Tess nodded slowly. “It’s a little—well, a lot weird—
but it might just work.”“It has to.” Di looked suddenly serious. “You can’t go back to him, Tess, and
you can’t let him find you. He’ll kill you this time. After what he did to poor Gus…”“I’m not going
back.” Tess lifted her chin. “And like you said, this is the perfect camouflage—he’s never going to
find me.” She sighed. “I just wish I hadn’t had to lie to my job about where I was going. I hope
Mrs. Henshaw will be okay without me there to find her false teeth. She gets so upset when she
loses them.”“You’re an angel, hon. I know the folks at Happy Rest are going to miss you. But
Pierce knows you work there,” Di pointed out. “It would be the easiest thing in the world for him to



wait out in the parking lot one night when you’re working a late shift and then—”“Stop!” Tess put
up a hand. “Please, I don’t want to think about it. I have enough nightmares as it is.”“Sorry,” Di
said sympathetically. “Are you really still having bad dreams?”“Not all bad.” Tess frowned. “And
not all about Pierce either. Lately, I…never mind.”“Lately what?” Di probed.“Nothing. It’s just this
weird dream I keep having but I can’t remember it when I wake up.”“Then how do you know it’s
the same dream?”Tess shrugged. “I just know.”“It’s probably just stress.”“Probably,” Tess agreed.
“Look, don’t you think you should be going? The hour of free time you gave your tour group to
wander around the parklands is almost up.”“Oh, you’re right!” Di glanced at her watch. “It’s
almost time to get them to the Sacred Grove.” She looked anxiously at Tess. “Will you be okay
here? Think you can manage?”“I’ll…be fine.” Tess wished she could swallow the uneasy lump
that had risen in her throat but she tried to smile like nothing was wrong. “You just…go on.”“I’ll
visit you on my next tour,” Di promised. “Just lay low for a while and take it easy. After a few weeks
maybe we can figure something else out.” She nodded at the old fashioned bookshelf. “Maybe
you can catch up on your reading.”“I guess I will.” Tess nodded and tried to smile. She hugged
her friend tightly. “Thanks, Di. I can see you went to a lot of trouble to find this spot for me. I…I
really appreciate it.”“Anytime, honey.” Di gave her a squeeze. “Okay, I’m going to scoot now. You
just make yourself at home.”“I will.” Tess smiled and hugged her again. “Good bye.”“Good bye
and good luck. See you on tomorrow’s tour.” Di gave her a swift kiss on the cheek. Then, after
peeking through the crack in the door to make sure the coast was clear, she left.Tess looked
around the kitchen and then sank down into one of the too-large chairs with a sigh. The thought
of Goldilocks came back again.“Who’s been sitting in my chair…eating my food…sleeping in my
bed?”“Me,” murmured Tess. “I will be. I guess I’m Goldilocks.” She sighed. “I just hope like hell the
three bears don’t find me out…”Four“Are you certain about this? We’ve had false hopes before.”
Sylvan leaned anxiously over the bed where the still form of Head Council Member Terex was
resting. It was weeks now since the male had been injured in the fight against the demons who
had briefly taken over the Unmated Males sections and though he had stirred once or twice, he
had yet to regain full consciousness. Just recently Sylvan had put his sister-in-law, Olivia, in
charge of watching Terex and she had reported that he had opened his eyes briefly and said a
word.“I’m pretty sure he’s coming out of it,” Liv said confidently. “I told you, he looked right at me
and spoke not fifteen minutes ago.”“What did he say again? Sophia didn’t catch that part when
she relayed your message.” Sylvan checked Councilor Terex’s reflexes and noted that they were
fine, though his skin seemed a little hot.“That’s the weird thing.” Olivia frowned. “He opened his
eyes, looked at me and said, ‘Soon.’ Then he dropped off again and I couldn’t get anything else
out of him. But he’s been restless ever since—like someone having a bad dream who’s trying to
wake up.”“I hope you’re right.” Sylvan shook his head. “The Council is in serious unbalance
without him. We need his deciding vote to make any headway with some of the issues we’ve
been dealing with lately.”“Such as?” Liv cocked an eyebrow at him.Sylvan frowned. “It is Council
business, Olivia. You know I cannot—”“Come on, now, Sylvan. You know I won’t tell anyone but
Baird. And you already tell him everything anyway.”“Well…” Sylvan frowned and ran a hand



through his short blond hair. “There has been some question about the draft—the way we call
our brides.”“Yes, I know all about the draft—I was one of the ones who got drafted, remember?”
Liv said dryly. “But what’s the problem? It seems to be working.”“Too well,” Sylvan said. “Now that
the Scourge threat is taken care of, some of the governments of Earth are saying that the draft
has served its purpose and the Kindred should move on and call brides from some other
planet.”“What?” Liv demanded indignantly. “Of all the ungrateful… Who’s saying that?”“Someone
from your own country, I’m afraid, as well as some others. But the unrest started in America.”
Sylvan shrugged apologetically. “It seems that a very high ranking politician has a daughter who
has been called as a bride and he doesn’t want to let her go. Apparently he had already made
other plans for her future and he doesn’t want her moving to the Mother Ship and joining with
one of our kind.”“Well tough titty!” Liv exclaimed.Sylvan shook his head.“I’m sorry but…tough
what?”“Tough titty. It means too bad. If she joined the draft then she has to go when she’s called.
You think I got a choice? Hell, I was dragged away from my house wearing nothing but my nighty.
I was scared to death the first time I met Baird!”“Yes, I remember,” Sylvan said dryly. “And I
further remember that my people saved the Earth from certain annihilation by the Scourge.
Unfortunately, it seems that some of your elected officials have a much shorter memory.” He
sighed. “It is almost exactly like what happened on Tranq Prime. Once the Kindred were not
needed anymore, we were not wanted either, though we did nothing but good.”“Ridiculous.”
Olivia was still fuming. “So what is the Council going to do? They’re not going to stop calling
brides, are they?”“No, of course not. Anyway, I don’t think so.” Sylvan sighed. “We really need
Head Councilor Terex’s input to decide what to do. It’s a very tricky situation and he has always
been a master negotiator. If only he was awake—”“He is.” The deep, sonorous voice startled
both Sylvan and Olivia—who gasped and dropped the syringe she’d been holding.“Councilor
Terex?” Sylvan looked at the male lying in the bed hopefully. “Was that you? Are you with us at
last?”Terex yawned and ran a tongue over his teeth, caressing the set of double fangs Blood
Kindred had where human canine teeth grew. He stretched, raising his muscular arms above his
head until his spine crackled. Like all Kindred, he was powerfully built and he was still in the
prime of his life—in his mid forties which was analogous to the mid thirties in humans. Sylvan
was sure Terex’s top physical condition was one reason he had been able to recover from his
wounds and come back from an injury that would have killed a lesser male.But he’s not back yet,
he told himself. Let’s run some tests and see if he has any deficits.“Head Councilor Terex?” he
said again. “How are you feeling?”Like most Blood Kindred, the Councilor had blond hair and
blue eyes. But when his eyelids flickered open at last, Sylvan could have sworn he saw red
instead of the usual ice-blue. He blinked—could it be a trick of the light? When he looked again,
the Councilor’s eyes were blue and he was looking gravely at Sylvan.“Councilor Sylvan,” he said
formally. “I understand we’re having some trouble. Help me up and let’s see what we can do.”“I
appreciate you wanting to jump back into action but you’ve only just woken up,” Sylvan said
gently. “Let’s run some tests and let me alert the rest of the Council. They’re going to be
overjoyed to hear that you’re back.”“Unnecessary.” Terex motioned at Liv, who had been standing



there staring at him. “You, human girl—help me up.”Olivia looked at Sylvan uncertainly.“Oh, I
don’t think that’s a very good idea, Sir. You’ve been out for weeks and you’re bound to have
some weakness and—”“Never mind.” Terex suddenly sat straight up in bed, unassisted. Then,
before Sylvan could stop him, he swung his legs over the side and stood.“Councilor Terex!”
Sylvan put out a hand to catch him but there was no need. The Head of the Council was already
striding across the room, completely steady on his feet.“There is work to be done, Sylvan,” he
said, throwing Sylvan a stern glance over his shoulder. “And I must get to it.”FiveGarron paced
back and forth in front of the neat pink house with its white trim. His mind was in a whirl as he
tried to make himself cross the threshold and go in. The urges inside him were growing stronger
and his blood felt like it was burning in his veins and yet he still couldn’t bring himself to use one
of the Pairing Puppets.It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried, though. The same night he’d spoken to Truth
and Far, he had come over to the Pairing House with every intention of making use of one of the
puppets. He had gone inside, selected a girl at random, gone up to the room with her and then…
Then I couldn’t. Why couldn’t I?At first he had thought it was the smell that put him off. Though
the Pairing Puppets had real flesh as Truth had said, they all seemed to give off a faint,
mechanical odor that reminded Garron of machinery and oil. It didn’t seem to bother the other
males but his nose was very sensitive because of his half Rai’ku heritage—even more sensitive
than most Kindred. It was hard to overcome his aversion to that faint, oily metallic scent even to
get the release he needed so badly.But it was more than just the artificial smell that bothered
him, Garron had to admit. The second time he had tried to use a Pairing Puppet, he had also
failed. And the third and the fourth.Maybe because you know slaking your needs with a Pairing
Puppet would be disrespectful to Nella’s memory, whispered a little voice in his head. You say
you still grieve for her—for her terrible fate. Then how can you even consider going with another
female—even an artificial one?Garron squirmed uncomfortably. The little voice was right—it was
the voice of his guilt and sorrow. The knowledge that he was being unfaithful to Nella’s memory
by even having these desires and urges in the first place. Why can’t I turn them off? Why must I
be tormented with need when the one female I wanted—the only one I ever loved— is gone?But
there was something else too…something besides the guilt that kept him from doing what had to
be done. A dream—a strange dream he’d been having over and over.Garron closed his eyes
and tried to bring the cloudy dream images into focus. There was a girl in the dream—a girl he
could never quite see. It seemed she was hiding in the shadows for some reason, trying to make
herself inconspicuous…invisible. In the dream, Garron was seeking her, trying to coax her out of
the darkness. But though he called and called, all he could see was a flash of dark brown eyes, a
hint of pale skin, a swirl of deep red hair.Maybe I can’t make myself use any of the puppets
because none of them looks like her. But that was ridiculous—he didn’t even know what she
looked like. And even if he did, he wanted no one but Nella and this girl wasn’t her.The thought
made him wonder about what Becca and her friends had told him of dream sharing. The aligning
of one mind with another…But that couldn’t be happening to him. He was still mourning for his
lost love. Nella was the only female he wanted—anyone else paled in comparison. He had even



taken a vow to be true to her memory. So his mind couldn’t be aligning with another female’s. He
refused to even consider the possibility. And yet…Garron shook his head. It was all very
confusing and the entire situation filled him with guilt. But the need inside him was growing to a
fever pitch—his blood was boiling. He couldn’t ignore it much longer.This time, he told himself,
squaring his shoulders. This time I’ll pick one and take her back to my room. I need to…I have
to.He had to deal with his desires before he became dangerous…before the dr’gin within him
stirred and woke, demanding sacrifice.“Hi Blondie number five, how are you?” Tess patted the
Pairing Puppet on the shoulder as she moved past her.Blondie number five didn’t look up or
acknowledge Tess at all—none of the Pairing Puppets ever did. The artificial girl simply went
about the business of making herself a protein pack and drinking it in long, even, mechanical
swallows.“Yes it is a beautiful day,” Tess said sarcastically. “I’m glad to hear you think so
too.”She’d been at the Pairing House about a week now and out of sheer boredom, she’d begun
naming the different puppets. It didn’t matter what she said to them—apparently they were
programmed to ignore anyone without a penis—so Tess felt free to call them whatever she
wanted.A new girl came into the kitchen—a plus sized model with strawberry blonde hair.“Hey,
Pinky,” Tess said affectionately. “I saw that Beast Kindred you were with last night—looked like a
hot date.”She knew it was silly, but she liked the plus sized puppets better. They seemed more…
relatable somehow, even though they completely ignored her just like the skinny puppets did.“I
hope you don’t mind that I borrowed some of your clothes,” Tess went on conversationally. “But I
didn’t exactly bring a lot with me and you and I are about the same size.”She looked down at the
outfit she was wearing, one she’d taken out of Pinky’s “room” which was really just the bedroom
unit where the Pairing Puppet serviced her clients. Pinky actually “slept” in the recharging room
from midnight until seven in the morning. Her fixed schedule and the selection of surprisingly
pretty plus sized clothing was why Tess had claimed this particular Pairing Puppet’s area for
herself.The outfit she was wearing today was more of a negligee than a dress, truth be told. It
had a stretchy black lace top, cut low to show some cleavage, and a sexy little black skirt that
came down to her mid thighs. The flowing sleeves covered her upper arms nicely and the black
lace was sexy without being slutty. At least, Tess thought so. She could just imagine what Pierce
would say if he could see her in the outfit. In fact, she didn’t have to imagine—she could
remember a similar situation about a year before her mother had died…“What the hell are you
wearing? You can’t wear that out of the house!”“But…” Tess looked down at herself, viewing the
plain little black dress she was wearing uncertainly. She had found it online and for a wonder, it
actually fit perfectly. It had a high, square cut neckline and ended modestly at the knees but it
hugged her hourglass curves nicely—the perfect thing, she’d thought, to wear to their
anniversary dinner.It was the first time they’d gone out in months, since Pierce preferred to stay
home. He always said he liked her cooking more than any restaurant and besides, he didn’t want
any horny men staring at his pretty wife.But Tess got tired of staying in all the time—she’d been
looking forward to this dinner for months.Her husband’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you even get
that? How did you afford it?”Tess found herself suddenly tongue-tied. How could she admit that



she’d saved back a little money from the part time job he allowed her to work at the nursing
home? She was supposed to turn her entire paycheck over to him each week—it was the man’s
job, Pierce said, to handle the money. She wasn’t supposed to worry her pretty little head about
it. He would give her enough for groceries and household expenses.But not enough to buy
anything nice unless he approved of it first.“I…my mom sent me a little cash,” she said haltingly.
A lie, but the truth would have gotten her into trouble.Pierce frowned. “I didn’t see an envelope
from her in the mail.”“It was the day you worked late so I got the mail,” Tess said quickly.
“Remember? Last Wednesday?”“Oh. All right.” He frowned. “Look, from now on I don’t want you
messing with the mailbox. Even if I work late, just leave it. I’ll get it myself.”“All right.” Tess felt her
throat closing as another little piece of her world was chipped away.There was so much Pierce
didn’t allow her to do. He didn’t like her shopping by herself or running errands. He didn’t want
her going back to school even though she had quit in the middle of the nursing program she’d
been in back in North Carolina to move to Tampa with him. “Too many horny guys running
around a college campus,” he’d said, even though he had sworn she could finish her RN degree
once he got settled in his new job. He barely let her work part time at the Happy Rest Nursing
Home and he had only approved that place because it was full of old people without any “horny
guys” to worry about. Now she couldn’t even get the mail!Tess noticed that her husband was still
staring at her with narrowed eyes and realized that she’d better start defusing the situation
quickly.“I saw it online,” she said, letting him know she hadn’t been out shopping by herself. “And
I thought you would like it. I…I got it just for you.”She hated herself for lying again—for trying to
cater to Pierce’s uncertain temper. But if she didn’t she would pay the price. And really, she just
wanted to get out of the house for once and go somewhere that wasn’t work.“Just for me, hmm?”
His look of suspicion softened and he smiled at her, the corners of his green eyes crinkling in the
way she had found so attractive when they first met.“Just for you.” Tess breathed an inward sigh
of relief. Maybe everything would be all right after all. Maybe they could just go out and enjoy a
nice dinner together the way they used to when they were still dating.“Well, well…it is a sexy little
number…” Pierce grabbed her by the waist and kissed her neck.Tess stiffened but kept the smile
fixed on her face.“I’m glad you like it. But we’re going to miss our reservation if we don’t
hurry.”“Screw the reservation. How can I concentrate on food when I’ve got such a sexy little
wife?” Pierce muttered, kissing her again. “Come on, Princess, let’s see what’s under that hot
little dress…”Tess bit her lip. This could go one of two ways. If she gave Pierce what he wanted
they might still make the dinner reservation if he was quick. If she resisted, there would certainly
be a huge fight and Pierce might “punish” her. He believed it was a husband’s right to have sex
whenever and wherever he wanted it and it was the wife’s duty to provide it. The same way Tess
provided his meals exactly on time every day, cleaned the house to his specifications, and did
his laundry just the way he liked it. Pierce was king of the castle in every way and he always
claimed she was his princess.So why did she feel more like his prisoner?“Come on, Princess,”
he muttered in her ear.There was really no choice.“I’m so glad you like it,” she said, hoping her
smile didn’t look forced. “Come on, let’s go in the bedroom.”After ten minutes of staring at the



ceiling, he was finally finished. Tess breathed a sigh of relief when he rolled off, satisfied. She
had to be careful not to react no matter what he did. If she seemed like she was enjoying it—not
that she was—but if she even looked like she was getting pleasure from what he was doing,
Pierce got really upset. Apparently, even though a wife was supposed to provide sex on a daily
basis, only “sluts” and “whores” actually enjoyed it. In the early days of their marriage that had
been hard for her to understand but after being “punished” if she moaned involuntarily or even
moved her hips in time with his rhythm, she had learned to put up a wall between herself and
any sexual feelings she might have. It was easier that way…safer.“Well, that was nice,” she said
carefully, sitting up and smoothing her dress, which was somewhat wrinkled from the
encounter.“Yeah, it was.” Pierce gave her a lazy grin. “Really worked up an appetite, there. How
about you go in the kitchen and make me a sandwich, Princess?”“A sandwich?” Tess felt her
heart sinking. “But…what about our dinner reservation? If we hurry we can still make it.”Pierce
raised an eyebrow. “You really want to go out tonight, huh?”“Well…” Tess twisted her fingers
together. She hated begging but there was no other way. “We haven’t been out in a long time,”
she pointed out. “And it is our anniversary…”“Plus I’m sure you want to show off your body to the
guy you bought that dress for,” Pierce said conversationally.“What?” A red warning flag suddenly
went up for Tess. Trouble coming! But she tried to stay calm and defuse the situation. “I bought it
for you,” she said, trying to smile. “Just for you, honey.”Pierce sat up suddenly, his big body tense
with anger.“Did you try it on for him right there in the store?” he demanded. “Did you let him fuck
you in it? The way I fucked you in it, Princess?”“I would never—”Pierce slapped her hard across
the face. Her head rocked back with the force of the blow and her ears rang.“Oh!” Tess put a
hand to her cheek, tears springing to her eyes. Her face felt puffy and swollen. She licked her lips
and tasted blood—her bottom lip had split and was already swelling.“Now, look what you did.”
Pierce shook his head sorrowfully. “Why did you make me punish you on our anniversary,
Princess? Now your pretty face is all messed up and we can’t go out.”“I…but I…” The tears in
Tess’s eyes now were not just pain but rage. It wasn’t just the hurt he’d inflicted—it was the
disappointment. She hadn’t been out of the house except to work and for a single weekly trip to
the grocery store in months. Pierce had been building their “special anniversary date” up to her
for ages—telling her how good the food was at the restaurant he’d picked, promising her the
best bottle of wine they had on their list.But it wasn’t just the food or wine Tess wanted—she had
dared to hope that they might get back to their old relationship—the one they’d had back when
they were dating.Back to the time when she felt more like a princess than a prisoner.“Why do
you do this?” she burst out, before she considered how unwise it was. “Why do you act like such
a…such a bully?”“A bully, hmm?” Pierce’s green eyes were suddenly flat and cold.Shark’s eyes,
Tess thought. More trouble coming… But still she couldn’t stop herself.“You never treated me
like this when we were dating,” she went on. “You were sweet and kind…you said…you said you
loved me. And I’m such a stupid fool I believed you.”“Is that right?” Pierce stood suddenly,
towering over her. Tess tried not to cower from his huge form but it was hard not to be
frightened.“Yes, that…that’s right,” she said, lifting her chin.“Well here’s something else you’d



better believe, Princess,” he snarled, his eyes narrowed to slits of green rage. “Fucking your little
whore gash made me hungry. And if you don’t get in the kitchen and make me a sandwich right
fucking now, you’re going to get a lot worse than a slap across the face.”Tess jumped up, putting
the bed between them.“I’m sick of this—you never intended to take me out, did you? You
probably didn’t even make a reservation!”“You little slut…” Pierce was around the bed in a flash.
Though she tried to run, he had her by the throat almost before she could blink. “Don’t
antagonize me, Princess,” he ground out, glaring down at her while Tess choked and gasped for
air. “You know how upset I get when you antagonize me.”“Let…let me go,” Tess wheezed. “I’ll…
I’ll…”“You’ll do what?” Pierce sneered, finally releasing her. “Call the police? I am the police,
Princess, remember? And don’t forget, even if you do call out some of my brothers in blue, who
are they going to believe—a well respected detective who’s been decorated twice for bravery?
Or a crazy lady who calls 911 with a bunch of false alarms?”“You…you made me…you…” Tess
shook her head helplessly. Pierce had tricked her several times into calling 911 for no reason.
He’d woken her up in the middle of the night claiming there was a fire or someone breaking in.
Tess had made the call but when the authorities came, there was nothing to see. Pierce had told
them she had mental problems and was just seeking attention.The ruse was Pierce’s way of
making sure no one who had any kind of authority would ever believe anything she said and it
had worked. Tess knew no one would believe her if she called and said her twice decorated
police detective husband was beating her. She was trapped.Abruptly her rage turned to despair
and Tess crumpled to a heap on the floor. How could he be like this? How could the perfect,
loving marriage she’d envisioned have changed into this living hell where any little incident could
turn into a twisted war of pain and rage and hurt? How could she live like this?How could she
escape?It wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed her mind but this time it lingered,
whispering enticingly of freedom. Of a life where she didn’t have to feel like she was walking on
eggshells every second of the day. Where she didn’t have to worry about being beaten if she
cooked the roast too much…or not enough…or didn’t serve it exactly at 5:45 on the dot.As
though reading her mind, Pierce leaned down and shoved his face into hers.“Don’t even think
about it, Princess—you’re mine. And I never let go of what’s mine.” He pulled her to her feet and
shook her once, roughly, for emphasis. “Now go make me that sandwich. But first take off that
slutty whore dress. I’ll burn it later.”SixTess shook her head, trying to clear the awful memory. Her
eyes were wet but she blotted them quickly on the back of her hand. God, Pierce really was a
complete and total bastard. Why had it taken her so long to get away from him? Probably
because she had stupidly believed him when he’d promised he had changed. But not anymore.
Not after he…but she pushed the thought away, unwilling to examine the painful memory of what
Pierce had done to finally drive her away for good.“I’m free of him now. Free. And I’m never going
back.” Tess lifted her chin. “Which is why I’m wearing this.” She twirled in the black lace dress
she’d borrowed from the Pairing Puppet. “It’s kinda naughty, don’t you think, Pinky? A lot
naughtier than that stupid dress that set Pierce off. Not that it matters—you and the rest of the
girls are the only ones to see me. No “horny guys” up here.” Tess laughed. “Well, not for me



anyway. You girls all have your fair share of them.”Pinky ignored her and went to the refrigerator
unit. She took out a protein pack the same way Blondie number five had, and downed it in three
swallows. Then she reached for another.“That’s right, girlfriend—have to keep up your figure.
Although how you manage to stay plus sized on a diet of that pure protein gunk I have no idea.”
Tess shuddered. She had tasted some of the liquid goo which was the puppets’ only food once
out of curiosity. It was bright blue and completely bland with a thick, greasy consistency that
reminded her of motor oil.As Pinky finished her breakfast and left the kitchen, another puppet
came out of the recharging area. It walked with a lurching gait that made Tess think of the old
Frankenstein movies she’d see as a kid. It nearly ran into her on its way to the refrigerator
unit.“Whoa, Barbie!” Tess stepped hastily out of the way and frowned as the puppet fumbled
clumsily for a protein pack. “Hey, are you okay? You’re not looking so good,” she murmured,
coming closer to examine the artificial girl.Barbie, who had long, golden blonde hair, wide blue
eyes, and improbably big breasts, looked exactly like the doll Tess had played with as a child.
She was also looking a little worse for wear this morning.“What’s going on with you?” Tess said,
staring at the puppet. “Had a rough night?”Barbie didn’t respond. Instead she grabbed a protein
pack and lifted it to her mouth. Tess saw her slender fingers contract but apparently she
squeezed the pack much too hard. The thick protein mixture shot out, coating her face with a
dripping layer of blue slime.“Ugh!” Tess jumped back, trying to get out of the line of fire. “That’s
some grip you’ve got there, Barbie. I’d hate to be the Kindred who picks you today.”Barbie
blinked owlishly, her wide blue eyes staring blankly from the bright blue slime mask she now
wore. She disposed of her used protein pack and started to head for the parlor.“I don’t think so.”
Gently, Tess redirected her, nudging the puppet by her skinny shoulder blades back towards the
recharging closet. “Why don’t you spend the day in there?” she murmured as the puppet went
back to her spot on the wall. “I’m sure they must send maintenance around sometime. You better
just rest until they come. Otherwise I’m afraid somebody’s going to get hurt.”The old fashioned
wall clock in the parlor chimed and more Pairing Puppets disengaged from their silver three
pronged claws and filed out of the recharging room. Tess stepped out of the way and watched as
they downed their protein packs and moved into the parlor to await their Kindred clients.It was
still early in the morning so there was no one to service yet. In fact, it only really got busy in the
late afternoon and evening, probably because that was when most of the warriors got off work—
whatever it was they did for work here on the Mother Ship.Tess made her own breakfast, picking
a cube at random to put in the silver microwave looking machine. She had been trying a lot of
new foods since she’d been up here. Some of them looked weird and some were disgusting but
on the whole, they tasted pretty good. Although she wished she could have an old fashioned
plate of pancakes or a cheeseburger occasionally, she generally enjoyed all the new tastes and
textures of the alien food.When she finished breakfast, she cleaned up carefully and went into
the parlor to find a book. Di may have been joking when she suggested that Tess “catch up on
her reading” but that was exactly what she was doing.She looked for Pride and Prejudice in the
bookcase, but it was missing. Doubtless one of the puppets had it, staring sightlessly at the



pages, waiting to be called to service.Tess sighed. “Okay, who’s got my P&P?” She went around
the room, checking book titles until she found the slim, leather bound volume in Pinky’s lap.
“Sorry, girlfriend, but Mr. Darcy’s wasted on you. Here—have this one instead. It’s about a guy
who locks his crazy wife in the attic—I’ve had enough of that kind of crap to last me a lifetime.”
She was about to replace Pride and Prejudice with a copy of Jane Eyre when footsteps sounded
on the old fashioned wooden porch outside.Oh no! Tess froze, both books clutched in her
suddenly nerveless hands. The door to the kitchen—and safety—was way across the room. But
she couldn’t be caught in the open—she had to get out of here!Dropping the books in Pinky’s
lap, she rushed for the swinging door—only to find it blocked.Barbie was standing right in the
doorway, her face still dripping blue goo. She seemed to be trying to step over the threshold into
the parlor but she was stuck for some reason with one foot raised.To Tess, the puppet looked
like someone about to attempt a martial arts move. The kicking crane or something like that, she
thought wildly. Either the circuits in Barbie’s robotic brain were misfiring or her mechanical joints
were locked up. Whatever the case, she was filling the doorway with her hourglass figure, not
leaving even an inch for Tess to scoot past.“Move, Barbie,” she muttered, pushing at the
puppet’s perfect torso. But though they were soft flesh on the outside, the Pairing Puppets’
skeletons were solid metal. Barbie didn’t budge so much as an inch. She just kept standing there
with her face dripping blue and her foot raised high, like she was about to stomp a roach or start
doing the Mexican Hat Dance.The footsteps sounded outside again—louder this time as though
whoever was out there was getting closer.Don’t panic—it’s really early. Maybe whoever’s outside
is just passing by. Maybe they won’t even come in, Tess told herself wildly.The doorknob began
to jiggle.Making a quick decision, Tess jumped for the other side of the room again. There was
still a seat open beside Pinky. Grabbing a book at random from the Pairing Puppet, she plunked
herself down hastily on the couch and opened it.Then she stared down, her heart pounding, as
the front door opened and a tall Kindred with black hair walked into the parlor.Garron forced
himself to enter the house at last. As always, the faint odor of grease and metal met him, making
him wrinkle his nose in disgust. He almost turned right back around again. But something
stopped him.There was something different this time. A new scent he could swear he’d never
smelled before. And yet…it seemed somehow familiar. It was sweet and fresh and above all
feminine. Delicate and faint, it was almost overpowered by the stench of the Pairing Puppets, yet
it drew him like a magnet.But where was it coming from?He looked up and down the long,
narrow room lined with couches. The puppets were all sitting there, staring down at their Earth
books, as they always did until someone spoke to them. Only one was standing and it appeared
to have something wrong with it. Its face was blue and it seemed frozen in place, with one foot
lifted.Garron wondered what the problem was, but the fresh, faint scent kept teasing his nose
and it clearly wasn’t coming from the malfunctioning puppet. He quickly lost interest in it and
went back to scanning the room, looking for the source of the enticing aroma.Where is it coming
from? Which one is it? Whatever puppet was exuding that delicious scent was the one he
wanted. He could feel his blood boiling and already he was hard as a rock under his tight black



flight trousers. He didn’t care what she looked like—he had to have her, whoever she was.But
how to find her?Closing his eyes, Garron inhaled deeply, letting his incredibly sensitive sense of
smell do what his eyes could not—pick out the girl he was seeking. He found the faint strain of
lovely, feminine scent and followed it blindly, turning until he knew which direction it was coming
from. He took one step forward and then another. When he opened his eyes, he was standing in
front of a couch which held two puppets.Both had lovely full figures, which was nice since
Garron preferred a female that wasn’t too skinny. One of them had carefully styled hair that was a
strange reddish shade of blonde and wide blue eyes which came up to meet his when he
stopped in front of her.“Yes, warrior?” she asked in a high, mechanical voice. “How may I service
you?”Garron frowned and leaned down to sniff her. He withdrew, his nostrils wrinkling, when the
faint scent of oil and metal met his nose.Not her.So it must be the other puppet—a short, plump
girl with pale, porcelain skin and long reddish brown hair that fell in a thick curtain around her
face. Garron couldn’t see what color her eyes were because she was still staring down,
apparently concentrating on the book in her lap.“You,” he said roughly, tapping her on the
shoulder.The puppet flinched—or seemed to. It must have been a glitch in her programming that
caused it because Garron had never seen one react that way. Slowly, she looked up.“Y-yes,
warrior?” Her voice was a soft, lovely alto that made his cock surge. “What…what can I do for
you?”Garron stared at her. Her eyes…why did they look familiar? They were dark pools, fringed
thickly with black lashes and filled with some emotion. Was it…fear? But that was impossible—
Pairing Puppets didn’t feel. Probably it was a trick of the light. Or maybe a different kind of
programming.He leaned closer and inhaled, drawing her scent deep into his lungs. Yes, this was
her all right—the girl the delicious aroma was coming from. The scent was so complex—he
could even smell notes of uncertainty in it. Was this more Kindred technology at work? Maybe a
way to make the warrior feel like he was pursuing the girl instead of the other way around? If so,
it was working. He felt his cock harden even more in his trousers and the forbidden urges surged
to the forefront of his mind.“Stand up,” Garron commanded the puppet, his voice hoarse with
need. “Let me look at you.”The girl set her book aside with hands that seemed to shake. Slowly,
she rose, displaying herself for him, just as he had commanded.Garron sucked in a breath at her
beauty. She had full breasts and wide, curving hips that filled out the black lace dress she wore
nicely. Her long, thick hair trailed down her back like silk and her soft, pink, kissable mouth
trembled almost like a real girl’s.But it was her scent as much as her appearance that drew him.
There wasn’t even a hint of the oil and metal stink the other Pairing Puppets always had. Her
lovely feminine aroma bewitched him completely until he almost felt like the girl was seducing
him, though she did nothing but stand there, looking down at her hands and biting her lush lower
lip in a way that was distractingly erotic…and distinctly un-puppetlike.Though he found them
enticing, her mannerisms bothered him. Garron frowned, trying to think past the bewitching
scent. She didn’t smell like a puppet and she didn’t seem to react like one either. Why was
that?“Who are you?” he demanded, staring at her. “What are you?”“Just…just a P-pairing P-
puppet, warrior,” the girl stuttered, her pale cheeks going bright red. “I am…I am new here.”“A



new model, you mean?” Garron demanded.She nodded eagerly. “Yes! A…a prototype. I…have
not been here long.”That explains it. The sweet, fresh scent, the Puppet’s seeming modesty… it
all made sense now. Not that Garron wanted to spend much time thinking about it. He had finally
found a Pairing Puppet he could bear to use—in fact, he found he couldn’t wait to use her.But
not just use… he wanted to caress every inch of the creamy, pale skin he could see under her
thin black lace gown. Wanted to stroke the soft waterfall of silky hair away from her delicate
features and decipher the color of those bewitching, dark eyes. Wanted to raise her skirt and
stroke and scent and most of all taste her sweet sex…that most forbidden activity that his
people, the Rai’ku, considered taboo and illicit…All the things you wish you could have done
with Nella, whispered the voice of guilt in his head. Garron pushed it away with some difficulty.“I
want you,” he told the Puppet thickly. “No, I need you. Now.”“Oh, I…” The puppet blushed even
redder, if that was possible and tried to take a step back. “Perhaps another model, warrior. I am…
still so new.”“No,” Garron growled, his lust and her sweet scent overcoming his inhibitions and
even his guilt. “You. I must have you. Come.” He reached out a hand for her and in a moment, the
Pairing Puppet put her hand in his obediently.“My…I have a room upstairs,” she said
hesitantly.But a quick encounter wasn’t what Garron had in mind. He needed to take his time, to
explore the hidden urges he’d been suppressing for years. And he needed to take her
someplace private, just in case his dr’gin came out at last.“No.” He shook his head firmly. “I need
you to come with me.”“I…but I…” She shook her head, her big, dark eyes wide with what
honestly looked like fear.Garron frowned. “Aren’t you programmed to serve?”“Of…of course I
am.” She cleared her throat. “I’m just…I mean, forgive me, warrior.”Abruptly the fear in her eyes
got to him. Even though he knew it was a simulated emotion, he couldn’t help reacting to
it.“Hey…” He turned and cupped her cheek, lifting her chin to make her meet his eyes. “I’m not
going to hurt you,” he said softly. “I just want…I just need to…I need a release. That’s all.” And in
that moment, he really meant it. Though he had felt his blood boiling and the beast within him
growing closer to the surface, for some reason just being near this little Pairing Puppet seemed
to cool him down. His need was just as strong but as he touched her, he found that his blood no
longer boiled until he felt he might explode.I can do this, he told himself. I can take her without
hurting her. I can appease the dr’gin within and not let it out. I’m sure of it. As long as I can touch
her…as long as I can taste her, I’ll be all right.The girl—no puppet, she’s only a puppet, he
reminded himself—stared at him, wide eyed and trembling for a long moment. Then, slowly, she
nodded her head.“All right. I…I’ll come with you.”“Good.” Garron knew he would have been within
his rights to pick her up and carry her off by force. She was, after all, just a mechanical puppet,
built to ease the needs of the unmated Kindred aboard the ship. But he didn’t like to treat a
female like that—not even an artificial one. “Come,” he told her, tugging gently at her hand.After
a moment, she followed him.SevenOh my God, are you crazy? What are you doing? Are you
actually going with him? The little voice in Tess’s head was screaming and yet somehow she felt
powerless to do anything but let the big Kindred who had picked her lead her along the narrow
streets of the Unmated Males area. Other Kindred went about their business, walking to and fro,



talking and arguing and laughing—none of them seemed to notice that she was being taken
away to who knows where to do who knows what with a strange man.Of course they don’t notice
—it’s no big deal because they think you’re a freaking Pairing Puppet! the little voice yelled. And
don’t kid yourself with all this ‘going who knows where to do who knows what’ crap! You know
exactly where you’re going and what you’re going to be expected to do once you get there.Yes,
that was true enough. There had been hunger in his brilliant turquoise eyes when the big Kindred
looked at her. No, not just hunger—he looked like he was starving and he thought Tess was the
one who could finally satiate his appetite. There was no doubt what he was going to want to do
the minute they got back to his room. Just the memory of that hot look sent a shiver through
Tess’s entire body.How long had it been since anyone had stared at her like that? She’d been
with Pierce for so long it was hard to remember if one of the two guys she’d dated before him
had ever wanted her as badly as the big warrior seemed to. Pierce himself, of course, had just
taken her for granted—she had never been allowed to deny him or to take pleasure from their
relations so sex had become a mechanical act—just another chore to be done in order to keep
her husband happy. To keep him from “punishing” her.And now, here was this Kindred—a big,
handsome, muscular warrior with spiky black hair and the most flat out gorgeous eyes Tess had
ever seen—saying that he needed her. He had even chosen her specifically over every other girl
in the room. True, she was the only real one there but he didn’t know that. He could have had
Blondie or one of the puppets shaped like Barbie with a tiny wasp waist, legs up to her ears and
big E cup boobs. Instead he had chosen, short, plump Tess. Why?It doesn’t matter why. And it
doesn’t matter that he chose you out of everyone else. You can’t just go with him and let him…let
him do whatever he wants.Tess nibbled her lower lip indecisively. Should she run? But that
would alert the big Kindred that she wasn’t who—or rather what—she’d claimed to be. That, in
turn, could bring her to the attention of the other Kindred. And if they found out she was hiding
out on the Mother Ship illegally she could get into a lot of trouble. Not to mention she’d be
deported back to Earth where Pierce would probably find her within twenty-four hours.But are
you seriously going to have sex with him, just to avoid getting into trouble? the little voice
demanded. I mean, honestly Tess—is it worth it? You don’t even know him!Tess knew the little
voice was right. She couldn’t just go have sex with a stranger—no matter how gorgeous he was.
But how could she get away without arousing his suspicion?As she was wavering uncertainly,
the big Kindred turned down another narrow street that was more like an alley and stopped in
front of a sliding metal door which had been painted green.“This is my room,” he rumbled, his
deep voice sending a shiver through Tess’s entire body.Before she could respond in any way, the
green metal panel slid open and he stepped inside, pulling her along with him.Tess felt like her
heart had jumped into her throat when the green door slid silently into place behind them. Okay,
it’s okay. You’re going to think of a way out of this. Take it easy, she told herself frantically. Trying
to still her racing pulse, she looked around and saw what looked like an efficiency apartment.It
was bachelor neat with a kitchenette in one corner and a small study desk in another. The third
corner held a large, comfortable armchair and, to Tess’s surprise, a small collection of the same



old-fashioned books that were available back at the Pairing House.But when she turned to the
fourth corner her heart, which had begun to slow, started racing again. There was a huge bed,
neatly made up with a dark blue coverlet and several thick pillows arranged against the
headboard.Oh my God, the bed—that’s his bed, yammered the little voice inside her head. And
holy crap, Tess—he’s already undressing!Indeed, he was. Tess fought to keep her emotions
from showing on her face as the big warrior unbuttoned his royal blue uniform shirt and shrugged
it off his massive shoulders. She watched, her mouth dry, as the broad planes of his muscular
chest were revealed. He had smooth, tan skin and his shoulders were fully twice as broad as
hers. He threw the shirt carelessly on the bed and his big hands dropped to his belt.Not that it
looks like he needs a belt to hold those trousers up, the little voice in Tess’s head pointed out.
They’re tight enough to stay up with no help at all—especially in the crotch!It was true. Though
she tried not to look, she couldn’t help seeing the absolutely massive bulge in the tight black
leather trousers. Geeze, is he smuggling a python in his pants or is he just happy to see me?
She had a feeling she was about to find out. He was already starting to unbuckle his belt and any
minute his ginormous trouser snake was going to come popping out and she, Tess, was going to
have to deal with it.Time to make a decision, the little voice said. Are you going to stay here and
actually have sex with a guy who looks big enough to literally split you in two or are you going to
blow your cover and make a run for it?Tess had absolutely no idea. Her heart was racing faster
and faster, pumping so hard she could feel it shaking her entire body. Her mouth was dry with
fear and her palms were damp. She watched, frozen to the spot, as the warrior’s large, well
formed hands unbuckled his belt.What am I going to do? Oh, God—what am I going to do?But
when the belt was unbuckled, he made no move to open his trousers. Instead he motioned to
Tess.“Come here.” His voice was deep with need but soft…almost coaxing.“Why?” Tess blurted
out before she realized it was a very un-robotic thing to say.He frowned. “Not going to hurt you,
little one. I just need to hold you before…”Before what? Tess wanted to ask but she was already
pushing the limit of what a Pairing Puppet would do and say. Even though she had the big
Kindred convinced she was a new prototype, he was going to get suspicious if she kept
questioning everything he said and refusing to obey orders.DevouredBrides of the Kindred,
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if Garron lets it escape, it will eat the first person it sees. He’s burning with need and the more his
desire grows, the greater the danger to those around him. Desperate to quench his smoldering
desire and keep his dr’gin contained, he goes to the Pairing House…and chooses Tess.Now the
two of them are on the run. Expelled from the Mother Ship, Tess is once again menaced by her
abusive ex who will stop at nothing to get her back. Garron has sworn to protect her but the
beast inside him is more dangerous than any outside threat could be.Can Garron protect Tess
from the man who has sworn to destroy her without letting the beast inside him run free? If not,
she will surely be…Devoured.DevouredBrides of the Kindred, Book 11DevouredBrides of the
Kindred, Book 11DevouredBrides of the Kindred, Book 11A girl on the run from her pastA
warrior trying to forestall the futureCan Tess help Garron contain the ravenous beast that lurks
within him?If not, she will surely be…Devoured.Tess Hughes is on the run from her abusive ex-
husband. The problem is, he’s a detective and there’s no place on Earth he can’t find her.
Solution? Hide somewhere that’s not on Earth—the Kindred Mother Ship. That’s how she winds
up posing as Pairing Puppet—one of the robotic mistresses that service the Unmated Males of
the Kindred who need a little sexual stress release from time to time. Of course, Tess never
actually performs a Pairing Puppet’s duties—she hides every time a new ‘customer’ comes in.
But then she gets caught out in the open…at exactly the wrong time.Garron of the Rai’ku
Kindred has a dragon sized problem and it’s living right inside of him. His dr’gin, the ravenous
beast that lives inside every Rai’ku male, is trying to get out. Problem is, if Garron lets it escape,
it will eat the first person it sees. He’s burning with need and the more his desire grows, the
greater the danger to those around him. Desperate to quench his smoldering desire and keep
his dr’gin contained, he goes to the Pairing House…and chooses Tess.Now the two of them are
on the run. Expelled from the Mother Ship, Tess is once again menaced by her abusive ex who
will stop at nothing to get her back. Garron has sworn to protect her but the beast inside him is
more dangerous than any outside threat could be.Can Garron protect Tess from the man who
has sworn to destroy her without letting the beast inside him run free? If not, she will surely be…
Devoured.Author’s WarningThough I have tried to handle it in a delicate way, readers with a past



history of domestic abuse may find parts of this book disturbing. Sadly, all of the situations my
heroine encounters are taken from true accounts of abused women. If you are in an abusive
situation, please seek help.In the US you can visit the National Domestic Abuse Hotline online
or, if you’re afraid your computer is being monitored, call 1-800-799-7233If you are in the UK,
you can call the Freephone 24 Hour National Domestic Violence Helpline at
0808-2000-247Author’s WarningAuthor’s WarningAuthor’s WarningThough I have tried to handle
it in a delicate way, readers with a past history of domestic abuse may find parts of this book
disturbing. Sadly, all of the situations my heroine encounters are taken from true accounts of
abused women. If you are in an abusive situation, please seek help.In the US you can visit the
National Domestic Abuse Hotline online or, if you’re afraid your computer is being monitored,
call 1-800-799-7233If you are in the UK, you can call the Freephone 24 Hour National Domestic
Violence Helpline at 0808-2000-247One“Are you sure it’s safe?” Tess Evans-Hughes looked
around the Human/Kindred Relations building, or the HKR, as the people who worked there
called it. One of those people happened to be her good friend, Di, but what she was suggesting
made Tess awfully nervous.“Safe?” Di raised one silver eyebrow at her sardonically. “Sure, hon—
a hell of a lot safer than you are down here in Tampa.”“But what do I do once I—” One of the
massive Kindred warriors walked by and Tess dropped her voice to a whisper before continuing.
“What do I do once I get up there?”“Hide, of course. Until it’s safe to come back down here and
move to Hawaii or China or the Moon or wherever you can think of that Pierce won’t follow
you.”Tess closed her eyes for a moment. Don’t bother running, Princess, Pierce’s voice sneered
in her head. You’re mine and I never let go of what’s mine.“There’s no place he won’t follow me,”
she said in a low voice. “No place he won’t find me.”“Correction, hon—there is one place he can’t
and won’t find you because he can’t get up there. And that’s the place you’re headed.”“But—”“No
‘buts,’” Di insisted. “My next tour of the Mother Ship leaves in fifteen minutes and it’s a big one—
big enough that nobody’s going to notice if we come back with one less tourist who’s dying to
check out the Kindred way of life.”“But I don’t know anything about them,” Tess protested. “I’m not
even registered for the draft.”The draft was an agreement the governments of the world had with
the Kindred that allowed males of their race to call brides from Earth. Being something like
ninety-nine percent male because of a genetic mutation—supposedly the same mutation that
made them all over six foot six and hugely muscular—meant the Kindred were always short of
women.All unmarried women of a certain age were supposed to be signed up for the draft but
Tess wasn’t because technically, she was still married. That was because Pierce wouldn’t sign
the divorce papers no matter how often she sent them over.Instead, he just kept coming over to
her apartment and talking about how he’d changed and he wanted her back. Tess had been
down that road before so she had refused. But now it seemed he was done asking. The last time
she’d sent the divorce papers she came home to find…Tess shook her head. She didn’t want to
think about what she’d found inside her apartment. Just remembering made her feel like she
might cry or throw up. Poor Gus…“You don’t have to know anything about the Kindred except
they’re good guys and they don’t beat and imprison their women,” Di said, interrupting her



morbid thoughts. “Unlike certain ex-husbands I could name.”“He’s not technically my ex since he
won’t sign the papers,” Tess pointed out.“You wanted him out of your life badly enough to cough
up for a divorce lawyer when you could barely afford to pay rent,” Di pointed out. “Just because
Pierce is being an asshole about it—like he is about everything—doesn’t mean he gets to win.
As far as I’m concerned, you two are splitsville.”Tess smiled at her friend and pressed her
hand.“Thanks, Di. You know, you’re the only friend I’ve ever had that could see through him. He
can act so charming when he wants to—he even had my mom fooled, right up until the end.”“You
mean when he refused to let you go see her in the hospital?” Di shook her head. “Yeah, I see
through him all right. Bullshit is bullshit, no matter how you try and dress it up.”“Thanks.” Tess
pressed her hand again and wiped away a stray tear. Even though her mom had been gone for
well over a year, it still hurt to think of her. Hurt to think she had died alone because Pierce was
too crazy jealous to let Tess go see her in time.She turned her head for a minute to try and get
control and saw her reflection in the shiny smoked glass window to her right. A short, plump girl
with long dark hair that was almost auburn and big brown eyes stared back at her. I’m nothing
special to look at, she thought, swiping at her eyes and taking a deep breath. I mean, sure I have
a pretty face but it’s on a plus-sized body. What is it Pierce sees in me? Why won’t he leave me
alone?It was the same question she had asked herself back when she first met him, when she
was in nursing school. What did such a tall, handsome guy want with a short, plump nobody like
her? Now she knew that Pierce had seen her for what she was—an easy mark. But back then it
had seemed miraculous that he would want her. That was why it had been so easy for him to cut
her off from her friends and family and convince her to move away from her mom…Oh, Mom…
Tess wiped away another tear.“Sorry, hon. I shouldn’t have said that about your mother.” Di
looked genuinely distraught. “Me and my big mouth.”“No, no—I’m fine. Just a little nervous,” Tess
protested, trying to smile. “I mean, I don’t even know where I’m going to stay once I get up
there.”“I do,” Di said firmly. “I know the perfect place for you. You’ll blend right in and no one will
be the wiser.”“But what if I get caught? I don’t want to get you in trouble.”“What trouble?” Di
shrugged. “If anybody finds out we’ll just say you got lost from the tour and wound up spending
the night. Nobody has to know how long you’re up there.”“But what if Pierce comes looking for
me? What if he figures out I’m up there and he comes up with a tour to find me?”Di put a hand
on her hip. “Do you have any idea how long people wait to get on one of these tours now that the
Mother Ship is finally accessible? Years. And once their name comes up, they have to be
approved by the senior tour director. Which just happens to be…”“You,” Tess finished for her with
a little smile.“Me,” Di agreed, patting her neat cap of silvery hair. “So guess who is never going to
get approved to go up there.”“What if he says it’s police business?” Tess countered.“Oh, please!”
Di scoffed. “What police business? No Earth agency of any kind has jurisdiction on the Mother
Ship. He’d have to go through the Kindred High Council to get approval after I’ve turned him
down.”“Really?”Di nodded firmly. “Really. And even then he’d have to have a damn good reason
to go aboard. Somehow I don’t think the Kindred High Council is going to think ‘hunting down my
ex-wife so I can continue being an abusive asshole to her’ is a good enough excuse to let him go



up.”“Well…” Tess could feel herself wavering.“Tess…” Di looked her in the eye. “Stop making
excuses and listen to me—more than fifteen hundred women a year are killed by an abusive
husband or boyfriend. You’re one of my dearest friends—don’t make me watch you become a
statistic. After what you found in your kitchen when you came home yesterday—”“All right, all
right!” Tess held up a hand to stop her. “Please don’t say it—I’ve been trying really hard not to
think about it.”“Sorry, hon,” Di said steadily. “But you know it’s true.”“Yes, I know.” Tess took a
deep breath. “All right, I’ll do it.”“You don’t have to, if you really don’t want to,” Di offered. “You can
always stay with me.”“And put you in danger too? I don’t think so.” Tess shook her head.“I told
you before—I’ve got a gun and I’m not afraid to use it. Especially on an asshole like Pierce.”“He’s
got a gun too. He’s a cop—remember? No.” Tess sighed. “I guess…I guess this is the only
way.”“Good. You’ll be fine.” Di grinned at her, obviously delighted.“And who knows—maybe you’ll
meet a tall, dark, handsome Kindred who can pound Pierce into the ground for you while you’re
up there.”Tess shook her head. “You know I’m not looking to meet anyone. Honestly, after these
last few years with Pierce, I might just swear off men all together.”“Ah, but these guys aren’t just
men—they’re Kindred.” Di winked at her. “It’s too bad all the ones my age are already spoken for
but you’re plenty young enough, honey. You could—”“Di…” Tess raised an eyebrow at her.“All
right, all ready—I’ll stop. Just go on over and join the tour group at the far end of the lobby.” Di
gestured to the small crowd milling around, ooing and ahhing at the various Kindred warriors
stationed around the HKR building. Many of them had whipped out cameras and cell phones
and several of the younger, obviously unmarried girls, were posing for pictures with the warriors,
who didn’t seem to mind.It was a perfectly innocent sight but Tess still felt her stomach knotting
into a fist as she watched. Supposedly there were three main types of Kindred—Beast Kindred
who had golden eyes, Blood Kindred who had pointed fangs, and Twin Kindred who always
came in pairs. But honestly, all she saw when she looked around were a bunch of big, muscular,
potential threats.Pierce was a big guy—not quite as big as a Kindred but big enough to have
played football in college and he was still an intimidating specimen. Tess ought to know—he’d
used his size to intimidate her often enough. It was scary to see guys who were even bigger and
more menacing than him walking around.Di could talk all she wanted about how the Kindred
never battered their women but after what she’d been through, Tess found it was hard to trust
that was true. Or at least, hard to trust it enough to go up and live among the huge alien males
on their home turf. For her, right now, every male was suspect. Every one of them could turn out
to be just another Pierce waiting to hurt her.But if she didn’t go up to the Mother Ship, where else
could she go? Where else could she disappear to that Pierce couldn’t find her and drag her
back? She’d thought about the battered women’s shelters but Pierce being on the Tampa PD
complicated things. The shelters were hidden from prying eyes but her ex had a way of finding
things out…I’ll just have to take a chance, Tess thought unhappily as she watched another
smiling girl take a picture with a grinning Beast Kindred. There’s no other way.Trying to look
inconspicuous, she wandered over to the gathered tour group and took a place in the back.
Mother Ship, here I come.OneOneOne“Are you sure it’s safe?” Tess Evans-Hughes looked



around the Human/Kindred Relations building, or the HKR, as the people who worked there
called it. One of those people happened to be her good friend, Di, but what she was suggesting
made Tess awfully nervous.“Safe?” Di raised one silver eyebrow at her sardonically. “Sure, hon—
a hell of a lot safer than you are down here in Tampa.”“But what do I do once I—” One of the
massive Kindred warriors walked by and Tess dropped her voice to a whisper before continuing.
“What do I do once I get up there?”“Hide, of course. Until it’s safe to come back down here and
move to Hawaii or China or the Moon or wherever you can think of that Pierce won’t follow
you.”Tess closed her eyes for a moment. Don’t bother running, Princess, Pierce’s voice sneered
in her head. You’re mine and I never let go of what’s mine.“There’s no place he won’t follow me,”
she said in a low voice. “No place he won’t find me.”“Correction, hon—there is one place he can’t
and won’t find you because he can’t get up there. And that’s the place you’re headed.”“But—”“No
‘buts,’” Di insisted. “My next tour of the Mother Ship leaves in fifteen minutes and it’s a big one—
big enough that nobody’s going to notice if we come back with one less tourist who’s dying to
check out the Kindred way of life.”“But I don’t know anything about them,” Tess protested. “I’m not
even registered for the draft.”The draft was an agreement the governments of the world had with
the Kindred that allowed males of their race to call brides from Earth. Being something like
ninety-nine percent male because of a genetic mutation—supposedly the same mutation that
made them all over six foot six and hugely muscular—meant the Kindred were always short of
women.All unmarried women of a certain age were supposed to be signed up for the draft but
Tess wasn’t because technically, she was still married. That was because Pierce wouldn’t sign
the divorce papers no matter how often she sent them over.Instead, he just kept coming over to
her apartment and talking about how he’d changed and he wanted her back. Tess had been
down that road before so she had refused. But now it seemed he was done asking. The last time
she’d sent the divorce papers she came home to find…Tess shook her head. She didn’t want to
think about what she’d found inside her apartment. Just remembering made her feel like she
might cry or throw up. Poor Gus…“You don’t have to know anything about the Kindred except
they’re good guys and they don’t beat and imprison their women,” Di said, interrupting her
morbid thoughts. “Unlike certain ex-husbands I could name.”“He’s not technically my ex since he
won’t sign the papers,” Tess pointed out.“You wanted him out of your life badly enough to cough
up for a divorce lawyer when you could barely afford to pay rent,” Di pointed out. “Just because
Pierce is being an asshole about it—like he is about everything—doesn’t mean he gets to win.
As far as I’m concerned, you two are splitsville.”Tess smiled at her friend and pressed her
hand.“Thanks, Di. You know, you’re the only friend I’ve ever had that could see through him. He
can act so charming when he wants to—he even had my mom fooled, right up until the end.”“You
mean when he refused to let you go see her in the hospital?” Di shook her head. “Yeah, I see
through him all right. Bullshit is bullshit, no matter how you try and dress it up.”“Thanks.” Tess
pressed her hand again and wiped away a stray tear. Even though her mom had been gone for
well over a year, it still hurt to think of her. Hurt to think she had died alone because Pierce was
too crazy jealous to let Tess go see her in time.She turned her head for a minute to try and get



control and saw her reflection in the shiny smoked glass window to her right. A short, plump girl
with long dark hair that was almost auburn and big brown eyes stared back at her. I’m nothing
special to look at, she thought, swiping at her eyes and taking a deep breath. I mean, sure I have
a pretty face but it’s on a plus-sized body. What is it Pierce sees in me? Why won’t he leave me
alone?It was the same question she had asked herself back when she first met him, when she
was in nursing school. What did such a tall, handsome guy want with a short, plump nobody like
her? Now she knew that Pierce had seen her for what she was—an easy mark. But back then it
had seemed miraculous that he would want her. That was why it had been so easy for him to cut
her off from her friends and family and convince her to move away from her mom…Oh, Mom…
Tess wiped away another tear.“Sorry, hon. I shouldn’t have said that about your mother.” Di
looked genuinely distraught. “Me and my big mouth.”“No, no—I’m fine. Just a little nervous,” Tess
protested, trying to smile. “I mean, I don’t even know where I’m going to stay once I get up
there.”“I do,” Di said firmly. “I know the perfect place for you. You’ll blend right in and no one will
be the wiser.”“But what if I get caught? I don’t want to get you in trouble.”“What trouble?” Di
shrugged. “If anybody finds out we’ll just say you got lost from the tour and wound up spending
the night. Nobody has to know how long you’re up there.”“But what if Pierce comes looking for
me? What if he figures out I’m up there and he comes up with a tour to find me?”Di put a hand
on her hip. “Do you have any idea how long people wait to get on one of these tours now that the
Mother Ship is finally accessible? Years. And once their name comes up, they have to be
approved by the senior tour director. Which just happens to be…”“You,” Tess finished for her with
a little smile.“Me,” Di agreed, patting her neat cap of silvery hair. “So guess who is never going to
get approved to go up there.”“What if he says it’s police business?” Tess countered.“Oh, please!”
Di scoffed. “What police business? No Earth agency of any kind has jurisdiction on the Mother
Ship. He’d have to go through the Kindred High Council to get approval after I’ve turned him
down.”“Really?”Di nodded firmly. “Really. And even then he’d have to have a damn good reason
to go aboard. Somehow I don’t think the Kindred High Council is going to think ‘hunting down my
ex-wife so I can continue being an abusive asshole to her’ is a good enough excuse to let him go
up.”“Well…” Tess could feel herself wavering.“Tess…” Di looked her in the eye. “Stop making
excuses and listen to me—more than fifteen hundred women a year are killed by an abusive
husband or boyfriend. You’re one of my dearest friends—don’t make me watch you become a
statistic. After what you found in your kitchen when you came home yesterday—”“All right, all
right!” Tess held up a hand to stop her. “Please don’t say it—I’ve been trying really hard not to
think about it.”“Sorry, hon,” Di said steadily. “But you know it’s true.”“Yes, I know.” Tess took a
deep breath. “All right, I’ll do it.”“You don’t have to, if you really don’t want to,” Di offered. “You can
always stay with me.”“And put you in danger too? I don’t think so.” Tess shook her head.“I told
you before—I’ve got a gun and I’m not afraid to use it. Especially on an asshole like Pierce.”“He’s
got a gun too. He’s a cop—remember? No.” Tess sighed. “I guess…I guess this is the only
way.”“Good. You’ll be fine.” Di grinned at her, obviously delighted.“And who knows—maybe you’ll
meet a tall, dark, handsome Kindred who can pound Pierce into the ground for you while you’re



up there.”Tess shook her head. “You know I’m not looking to meet anyone. Honestly, after these
last few years with Pierce, I might just swear off men all together.”“Ah, but these guys aren’t just
men—they’re Kindred.” Di winked at her. “It’s too bad all the ones my age are already spoken for
but you’re plenty young enough, honey. You could—”“Di…” Tess raised an eyebrow at her.“All
right, all ready—I’ll stop. Just go on over and join the tour group at the far end of the lobby.” Di
gestured to the small crowd milling around, ooing and ahhing at the various Kindred warriors
stationed around the HKR building. Many of them had whipped out cameras and cell phones
and several of the younger, obviously unmarried girls, were posing for pictures with the warriors,
who didn’t seem to mind.It was a perfectly innocent sight but Tess still felt her stomach knotting
into a fist as she watched. Supposedly there were three main types of Kindred—Beast Kindred
who had golden eyes, Blood Kindred who had pointed fangs, and Twin Kindred who always
came in pairs. But honestly, all she saw when she looked around were a bunch of big, muscular,
potential threats.Pierce was a big guy—not quite as big as a Kindred but big enough to have
played football in college and he was still an intimidating specimen. Tess ought to know—he’d
used his size to intimidate her often enough. It was scary to see guys who were even bigger and
more menacing than him walking around.Di could talk all she wanted about how the Kindred
never battered their women but after what she’d been through, Tess found it was hard to trust
that was true. Or at least, hard to trust it enough to go up and live among the huge alien males
on their home turf. For her, right now, every male was suspect. Every one of them could turn out
to be just another Pierce waiting to hurt her.But if she didn’t go up to the Mother Ship, where else
could she go? Where else could she disappear to that Pierce couldn’t find her and drag her
back? She’d thought about the battered women’s shelters but Pierce being on the Tampa PD
complicated things. The shelters were hidden from prying eyes but her ex had a way of finding
things out…I’ll just have to take a chance, Tess thought unhappily as she watched another
smiling girl take a picture with a grinning Beast Kindred. There’s no other way.Trying to look
inconspicuous, she wandered over to the gathered tour group and took a place in the back.
Mother Ship, here I come.Two“Brother, I’m glad I found you.”Truth looked up from the vegetables
he was chopping, clearly startled by his younger brother’s voice.“Oh, Garron—what are you
doing here? Did you come for last meal?”“Not exactly.” Garron cleared his throat. “I, um, would
like to talk to you. About something private.”He shot a glance at Far, his brother’s long lost twin,
who was happily cooking something at the other end of the food prep area. He had features that
were remarkably similar to Truth’s but his hair was long and blond instead of short and dark and
his eyes were bottomless black instead of Truth’s pale gray.Despite their differences, the twins
really did seem to belong together. Though Garron had been initially surprised when he met his
older brother’s twin and mate—for they shared a female as all Twin Kindred did—he now liked
Far quite a lot. Still, what he had to say was embarrassing and for Truth’s ears alone.“It’s all right.”
Far looked up and nodded at them. “I’m done here for now. I’ll go into the living area and give the
two of you some privacy.”“Thank you, Far.” Truth nodded back. He waited until his twin had exited
the food prep area to turn back to Garron. “Now. What seems to be the problem?”“Well…”



Garron took a deep breath, trying to think how to approach the topic he wished to discuss. “You
know that my name day is coming soon…”“So it is!” Truth smiled. “We must celebrate in the
Earth way which Rebecca has been telling me about. We can have a birthday party—a gathering
of friends to wish you well. Also, we will have an Earth confection known as a…as a…” He
frowned. “Seven hells, it is either a pie or a cake. Or maybe it’s a pake. Yes! That’s it—we will
have a pake with many little flame stalks and you must blow them out and we will all sing to you
and bring you gifts and humorous sentiments called ‘greeting cards’ and—”“Brother!” Garron
held up a hand impatiently. “Could you please stop talking about Earth customs for a moment?
Have you forgotten what I am? What I may have stirring within?” He put a fist to his
chest.“Apologies,” Truth said. “I did not think.”“No, because you don’t have to.” Garron couldn’t
keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Because you aren’t really Rai’ku the way I am. You have no
dr’gin within. No deadly beast that might come out and kill…” He shook his head, unable to
finish.“But it has been so many years since you came of age,” Truth said. “So many times the
virgins were gathered for you and nothing happened. Do you really think you have a dr’gin at
all?”“I feel it stirring within me. Or something stirring, anyway,” Garron said darkly. “I have been
having…urges lately. Cravings. Desires.” He closed his eyes briefly, unable to look at his brother
as he spoke. “Some of them…some of them very unlike what we were raised to believe are
normal or right.”“Is that all?” Truth sounded so lighthearted than Garron had to open his eyes and
look.“What do you mean ‘is that all?’” he demanded. “You don’t even know what desires I’m
talking about.”“I am sure I can guess.” Truth nodded knowingly. “Does it have to do with wishing
to…ah…taste certain parts of the female anatomy we were told never to touch unless
mating?”Garron felt his cheeks go hot. He cleared his throat.“Possibly…I know I should not wish
such things,” he hurried on. “It is wrong but I—”“It’s not wrong. It’s Kindred. The Kindred part of
you coming out,” Truth countered. “Look, Brother, I felt the same way. I longed to do things with
my lady—things we were taught were perverted and degrading. Things that—”“Please…”
Garron held up a hand. “No details or I will never be able to look Becca in the eyes again.”“I’m
not going to give you details, I’m just letting you know that what you desire is natural and right for
our people—for the Kindred. Look…” Truth put a hand on his shoulder. “I know for a fact there
are already some Rai’ku beliefs and teachings you reject. The way the Rai’ku treat their females,
for instance…”“You mean the way they demean and devalue them.” Garron frowned. “No—I
could never believe that was right.”“No Kindred male could,” Truth said gently. “It’s in our nature—
in our very DNA—to revere our females. Even our father—as cruel as he could be when he was
drinking—never raised a hand to Ama.”“That was because he took his anger out on you instead,”
Garron said in a low voice. “And just because he didn’t hit her didn’t mean he didn’t abuse her.
The things he said when he was drunk—”“Scarred us all,” Truth finished quietly. “I’ve come to
understand something, Brother—when a male suffers the things we suffered, he either repeats
the pattern he saw as a child or he makes a conscious decision to break it. I made that decision
and I know you did too.” His voice dropped to a softer note. “I saw the way you treated Nella—
you loved and revered her as a true male should.”“I would rather have cut off my hand than hurt



her,” Garron said honestly. “And I miss her still. I grieve for her. That is why…” He cleared his
throat. “Why I find these, ah, urges both frightening and confusing. I want no other female but
Nella and yet I find myself burning—on fire with these strange needs.”“Quench the fire,” Truth
advised. “Find a willing female to align your mind and body with.”“I told you—I want no one but
Nella and she is gone,” Garron protested. “But say I decided to take your advice and take
another female. What if these strange urges presage the coming of my dr’gin? What if when I
started to make love to her, I turned?”Truth frowned. “That would be a problem. Every life is
precious to the Kindred—especially female life. You would not be allowed to kill and eat several
virgins on your first turning as is the normal way among the Rai’ku.”“Nor should I be,” Garron
said. “The entire process is sickening—I have always thought so. But you and I both know the
dr’gin is a mindless beast when it first emerges and the older it grows, the hungrier it gets. If
mine should come out now after all this time, it would be ravenous. I might…” He shook his
head.“You might cause all kinds of destruction,” Truth finished for him.Garron snorted. “That’s a
nice way of saying I’d kill and eat every unmated female in my path, Brother.” He ran a hand
through his hair. “My name day is coming up very soon—what am I to do?”“I don’t know.” Truth
frowned. “I don’t—”“Why not use one of the Pairing Puppets?” The new voice came from Far,
who had come back into the food prep area.“Far! This is a private matter.” Truth frowned.
“Although actually, that is not a bad idea…”“Yes, I know. I’m sorry for invading your privacy—just
had to make sure my sauce wasn’t sticking.” The light twin gestured to a pot he had set up on an
Earth style cooking top which was very different from the Kindred Wave appliance most used
aboard the Mother Ship. Perhaps Becca had requested it specially.Garron waited uncomfortably
for the light twin to finish tending his cooking. At last, when he showed no signs of leaving, he
could stand it no more.“What is a Pairing Puppet?” he demanded.Far looked at him, clearly
surprised.“You don’t know? But you live in the Unmated Males area.”“I haven’t been there that
long,” Garron defended. “I am still finding my way around the Mother Ship.”“Well in your tours, I
am certain you must have noticed the small pink building near the back of the Unmated Males
area?” Truth raised an eyebrow at him. “The one with females coming and going out of it
occasionally.”“Oh, I did notice that place. I thought it was some kind of exclusive club,” Garron
said.Far snorted. “It is. The club for males in need of release.”Garron frowned.“What are you
saying? That it is a house of ill repute? I thought the Kindred didn’t hold with such things.”“They
don’t. But the females that stay in the Pairing House aren’t technically females,” Truth said.“What
he means is that they aren’t really alive,” Far explained. “They’re robots.”“Robots? As in
machines?” Garron was disgusted. “I have no wish to have relations with a machine.”“They’re
more like…like what the humans call cyborgs in their fictional science tales,” Truth said. “They
have soft, supple skin and real flesh but it is grown over a metal skeleton. They can understand
simple commands and carry on extremely limited conversations but mostly they are made
for…”“For relieving the needs of unmated males,” Far said. “For those who have yet to align with
a female mind on Earth.”“I see…” Garron frowned. “And they are…accommodating to any
Kindred male?”“That is their sole purpose. Without them, the Unmated Males area would be a



much more tense and unhappy place,” Far said.“But the important thing for you is that they are
artificial,” Truth said. “They don’t think, they feel no pain. And they do not judge. You could
explore your new…Kindred urges…” He cleared his throat. “And if your dr’gin did manifest itself,
you wouldn’t have to worry about hurting a real female.”Garron shook his head.“I don’t know,
brother. As badly as my desires ride me, I have no wish to copulate with some soulless,
mechanical puppet. It just seems…wrong.”“Well, as I see it, that is your only option,” Truth said
matter-of-factly. “Unless you wish to take your chances back on Pax among the Rai’ku.”“Out of
the question. T’lar told me never to even make orbit around the planet again.”“T’lar is an
overbearing fool,” Truth said shortly. “You shouldn’t let him keep you from going home if you want
to.”“No.” Garron looked away. “Now that Nella is gone I cannot imagine mating with another. I
have no wish to go back to Pax.”“Then you should really consider the Pairing Puppets,” Far said
gently. “If you have needs that are too dangerous to relieve with a real female and you cannot
bring yourself to form a relationship with a real female, then a false one is your best choice.”“I…
will think on it.” Garron sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to push back the
headache that was threatening. Gods, if only he could control these urges better! If only he could
push them down, push them back inside where they belonged…The way you’ve been pushing
them down for years? The way you buried them each time the virgins were called for you
because you feared to hurt Nella? whispered a little voice in the back of his head. The way you
—“…stay and eat with us when Rebecca returns?”Garron looked up, realizing that his brother
was asking him a question.“I’m sorry—what?”“I said the food is almost ready. It’s an Earth
specialty Far and I learned to cook just for Rebecca.”“You’re welcome to stay if you want,” Far
added. “You’re always welcome here, Garron—you know that.”“Thank you.” Garron smiled at his
brother’s mate or tried to anyway—the desires inside him were growing worse again which made
it hard to think. “But I think there is something I must do. Not go to the Pairing House, though,” he
added quickly. “Something…else.”“Of course.” Truth nodded gravely. “Be well, Brother. And
please don’t hesitate to ask if you need anything that Far and Rebecca and I can
provide.”“Thank you,” Garron said again and bowed. Truth returned the gesture as did Far,
though less expertly. “I take my leave of you,” he said and headed for the door as fast as he
could.He needed to be alone for awhile and think.TwoTwoTwo“Brother, I’m glad I found
you.”Truth looked up from the vegetables he was chopping, clearly startled by his younger
brother’s voice.“Oh, Garron—what are you doing here? Did you come for last meal?”“Not
exactly.” Garron cleared his throat. “I, um, would like to talk to you. About something private.”He
shot a glance at Far, his brother’s long lost twin, who was happily cooking something at the other
end of the food prep area. He had features that were remarkably similar to Truth’s but his hair
was long and blond instead of short and dark and his eyes were bottomless black instead of
Truth’s pale gray.Despite their differences, the twins really did seem to belong together. Though
Garron had been initially surprised when he met his older brother’s twin and mate—for they
shared a female as all Twin Kindred did—he now liked Far quite a lot. Still, what he had to say
was embarrassing and for Truth’s ears alone.“It’s all right.” Far looked up and nodded at them.



“I’m done here for now. I’ll go into the living area and give the two of you some privacy.”“Thank
you, Far.” Truth nodded back. He waited until his twin had exited the food prep area to turn back
to Garron. “Now. What seems to be the problem?”“Well…” Garron took a deep breath, trying to
think how to approach the topic he wished to discuss. “You know that my name day is coming
soon…”“So it is!” Truth smiled. “We must celebrate in the Earth way which Rebecca has been
telling me about. We can have a birthday party—a gathering of friends to wish you well. Also, we
will have an Earth confection known as a…as a…” He frowned. “Seven hells, it is either a pie or a
cake. Or maybe it’s a pake. Yes! That’s it—we will have a pake with many little flame stalks and
you must blow them out and we will all sing to you and bring you gifts and humorous sentiments
called ‘greeting cards’ and—”“Brother!” Garron held up a hand impatiently. “Could you please
stop talking about Earth customs for a moment? Have you forgotten what I am? What I may have
stirring within?” He put a fist to his chest.“Apologies,” Truth said. “I did not think.”“No, because
you don’t have to.” Garron couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Because you aren’t
really Rai’ku the way I am. You have no dr’gin within. No deadly beast that might come out and
kill…” He shook his head, unable to finish.“But it has been so many years since you came of
age,” Truth said. “So many times the virgins were gathered for you and nothing happened. Do
you really think you have a dr’gin at all?”“I feel it stirring within me. Or something stirring, anyway,”
Garron said darkly. “I have been having…urges lately. Cravings. Desires.” He closed his eyes
briefly, unable to look at his brother as he spoke. “Some of them…some of them very unlike what
we were raised to believe are normal or right.”“Is that all?” Truth sounded so lighthearted than
Garron had to open his eyes and look.“What do you mean ‘is that all?’” he demanded. “You don’t
even know what desires I’m talking about.”“I am sure I can guess.” Truth nodded knowingly.
“Does it have to do with wishing to…ah…taste certain parts of the female anatomy we were told
never to touch unless mating?”Garron felt his cheeks go hot. He cleared his throat.“Possibly…I
know I should not wish such things,” he hurried on. “It is wrong but I—”“It’s not wrong. It’s
Kindred. The Kindred part of you coming out,” Truth countered. “Look, Brother, I felt the same
way. I longed to do things with my lady—things we were taught were perverted and degrading.
Things that—”“Please…” Garron held up a hand. “No details or I will never be able to look Becca
in the eyes again.”“I’m not going to give you details, I’m just letting you know that what you desire
is natural and right for our people—for the Kindred. Look…” Truth put a hand on his shoulder. “I
know for a fact there are already some Rai’ku beliefs and teachings you reject. The way the
Rai’ku treat their females, for instance…”“You mean the way they demean and devalue them.”
Garron frowned. “No—I could never believe that was right.”“No Kindred male could,” Truth said
gently. “It’s in our nature—in our very DNA—to revere our females. Even our father—as cruel as
he could be when he was drinking—never raised a hand to Ama.”“That was because he took his
anger out on you instead,” Garron said in a low voice. “And just because he didn’t hit her didn’t
mean he didn’t abuse her. The things he said when he was drunk—”“Scarred us all,” Truth
finished quietly. “I’ve come to understand something, Brother—when a male suffers the things
we suffered, he either repeats the pattern he saw as a child or he makes a conscious decision to



break it. I made that decision and I know you did too.” His voice dropped to a softer note. “I saw
the way you treated Nella—you loved and revered her as a true male should.”“I would rather
have cut off my hand than hurt her,” Garron said honestly. “And I miss her still. I grieve for her.
That is why…” He cleared his throat. “Why I find these, ah, urges both frightening and confusing.
I want no other female but Nella and yet I find myself burning—on fire with these strange
needs.”“Quench the fire,” Truth advised. “Find a willing female to align your mind and body
with.”“I told you—I want no one but Nella and she is gone,” Garron protested. “But say I decided
to take your advice and take another female. What if these strange urges presage the coming of
my dr’gin? What if when I started to make love to her, I turned?”Truth frowned. “That would be a
problem. Every life is precious to the Kindred—especially female life. You would not be allowed
to kill and eat several virgins on your first turning as is the normal way among the Rai’ku.”“Nor
should I be,” Garron said. “The entire process is sickening—I have always thought so. But you
and I both know the dr’gin is a mindless beast when it first emerges and the older it grows, the
hungrier it gets. If mine should come out now after all this time, it would be ravenous. I might…”
He shook his head.“You might cause all kinds of destruction,” Truth finished for him.Garron
snorted. “That’s a nice way of saying I’d kill and eat every unmated female in my path, Brother.”
He ran a hand through his hair. “My name day is coming up very soon—what am I to do?”“I don’t
know.” Truth frowned. “I don’t—”“Why not use one of the Pairing Puppets?” The new voice came
from Far, who had come back into the food prep area.“Far! This is a private matter.” Truth
frowned. “Although actually, that is not a bad idea…”“Yes, I know. I’m sorry for invading your
privacy—just had to make sure my sauce wasn’t sticking.” The light twin gestured to a pot he had
set up on an Earth style cooking top which was very different from the Kindred Wave appliance
most used aboard the Mother Ship. Perhaps Becca had requested it specially.Garron waited
uncomfortably for the light twin to finish tending his cooking. At last, when he showed no signs of
leaving, he could stand it no more.“What is a Pairing Puppet?” he demanded.Far looked at him,
clearly surprised.“You don’t know? But you live in the Unmated Males area.”“I haven’t been there
that long,” Garron defended. “I am still finding my way around the Mother Ship.”“Well in your
tours, I am certain you must have noticed the small pink building near the back of the Unmated
Males area?” Truth raised an eyebrow at him. “The one with females coming and going out of it
occasionally.”“Oh, I did notice that place. I thought it was some kind of exclusive club,” Garron
said.Far snorted. “It is. The club for males in need of release.”Garron frowned.“What are you
saying? That it is a house of ill repute? I thought the Kindred didn’t hold with such things.”“They
don’t. But the females that stay in the Pairing House aren’t technically females,” Truth said.“What
he means is that they aren’t really alive,” Far explained. “They’re robots.”“Robots? As in
machines?” Garron was disgusted. “I have no wish to have relations with a machine.”“They’re
more like…like what the humans call cyborgs in their fictional science tales,” Truth said. “They
have soft, supple skin and real flesh but it is grown over a metal skeleton. They can understand
simple commands and carry on extremely limited conversations but mostly they are made
for…”“For relieving the needs of unmated males,” Far said. “For those who have yet to align with



a female mind on Earth.”“I see…” Garron frowned. “And they are…accommodating to any
Kindred male?”“That is their sole purpose. Without them, the Unmated Males area would be a
much more tense and unhappy place,” Far said.“But the important thing for you is that they are
artificial,” Truth said. “They don’t think, they feel no pain. And they do not judge. You could
explore your new…Kindred urges…” He cleared his throat. “And if your dr’gin did manifest itself,
you wouldn’t have to worry about hurting a real female.”Garron shook his head.“I don’t know,
brother. As badly as my desires ride me, I have no wish to copulate with some soulless,
mechanical puppet. It just seems…wrong.”“Well, as I see it, that is your only option,” Truth said
matter-of-factly. “Unless you wish to take your chances back on Pax among the Rai’ku.”“Out of
the question. T’lar told me never to even make orbit around the planet again.”“T’lar is an
overbearing fool,” Truth said shortly. “You shouldn’t let him keep you from going home if you want
to.”“No.” Garron looked away. “Now that Nella is gone I cannot imagine mating with another. I
have no wish to go back to Pax.”“Then you should really consider the Pairing Puppets,” Far said
gently. “If you have needs that are too dangerous to relieve with a real female and you cannot
bring yourself to form a relationship with a real female, then a false one is your best choice.”“I…
will think on it.” Garron sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to push back the
headache that was threatening. Gods, if only he could control these urges better! If only he could
push them down, push them back inside where they belonged…The way you’ve been pushing
them down for years? The way you buried them each time the virgins were called for you
because you feared to hurt Nella? whispered a little voice in the back of his head. The way you
—“…stay and eat with us when Rebecca returns?”Garron looked up, realizing that his brother
was asking him a question.“I’m sorry—what?”“I said the food is almost ready. It’s an Earth
specialty Far and I learned to cook just for Rebecca.”“You’re welcome to stay if you want,” Far
added. “You’re always welcome here, Garron—you know that.”“Thank you.” Garron smiled at his
brother’s mate or tried to anyway—the desires inside him were growing worse again which made
it hard to think. “But I think there is something I must do. Not go to the Pairing House, though,” he
added quickly. “Something…else.”“Of course.” Truth nodded gravely. “Be well, Brother. And
please don’t hesitate to ask if you need anything that Far and Rebecca and I can
provide.”“Thank you,” Garron said again and bowed. Truth returned the gesture as did Far,
though less expertly. “I take my leave of you,” he said and headed for the door as fast as he
could.He needed to be alone for awhile and think.Three“So this is the perfect place you have for
me?” Tess looked up skeptically at the little pink house with its spotless white trim. “What is it,
anyway—some kind of boarding house for unmarried girls?”Di snorted. “In the middle of the
Unmated Males area? Hardly.”“Well then, what is it?” Tess insisted.“Just come inside and I’ll tell
you. Hurry up!” Di hissed. “I think I see some Kindred on their way.”The two women ducked into
the little house with Tess still protesting under her breath, and found themselves in a very neat,
old-timey looking parlor. There were floral print couches lining the walls as well as some large,
comfortable looking chairs. Vases of fresh flowers were scattered throughout the room on little
tables and there was even a bookcase on one end which held an assortment of real old



fashioned paper books.“Wow…” Tess, who was a complete bibliophile, wandered over to caress
the spines of the displayed books. “Look at this—they have all the classics. Pride and Prejudice,
Wuthering Heights, Wide Sargasso Sea—”Before she could go on, a girl came into the room.
She had long, blonde hair and wide blue eyes and she was wearing a very pretty light blue dress
which fit her slender figure to a T.Tess tried desperately to think of an excuse—any excuse—as
to why they were trespassing on what appeared to be private property.“Oh, hi! Uh, we wandered
in here by mistake and then I saw you had real old fashioned books and we just…”But the girl
didn’t pay any attention to her. Instead, she took a book from the shelf, seemingly at random,
and went to sit on one of the many couches. Then she opened the book—again, completely at
random—and stared down at the page. But Tess could tell she wasn’t reading because her eyes
didn’t move. She just sat there, staring vacantly at the open book and not saying a thing.Sidling
up to Di, Tess nudged her friend with an elbow.“What the hell is wrong with her?” she
muttered.“Nothing’s wrong with her,” Di said in a normal tone of voice.“Shhhh!” Tess hissed.
“She’s going to know we’re talking about her!”Di laughed. “You don’t have to whisper. She
wouldn’t notice if you broke a vase over her head.”“What? What are you talking about?” Since Di
wasn’t whispering, Tess spoke normally too although it felt really wrong to be saying things about
the blonde girl right in front of her.“I’m saying she’s not real. She’s a Pairing Puppet for God’s
sake.”“A what? What the hell is a Pairing Puppet?”Just then the door knob rattled.“Quick!” Di
grabbed her and dragged her into the back room the girl had come from, making sure to shut the
swinging door behind them.“What—?”“Shhh!” Di gestured to the crack between the door and the
wall. “Just watch—you’ll see.”Making sure to stay hidden, they peeked through the crack and
watched.The front door opened and a large Kindred warrior entered the parlor. From his golden
eyes Tess could tell he was a Beast Kindred. He walked in and came to stop in front of the girl on
the couch.The girl looked up, acknowledging him at once.“Good day, warrior.” Her voice was
slightly stilted—almost mechanical. “How may I serve you?”The Kindred nodded respectfully at
her.“Forgive the intrusion but I need a release.”“There is no intrusion. You are most welcome
here.” The girl smiled at him but again, there was something strange—almost artificial in her
expression, Tess thought.“Thank you,” the Kindred said.“Would you like to come to my room or
do you require me to come with you to your own place of residence for a longer, more thorough
release?” the girl asked.The Kindred cleared his throat. “Your room will be fine.”“Excellent.” The
girl rose suddenly, all in one motion. “If you will follow me, I will be most happy to accommodate
you, warrior.”At first Tess was afraid she was going to take the Kindred into the back room but to
her relief, she led him across the parlor to a staircase instead. They climbed the stairs and were
soon out of sight. As soon as they were, she turned to Di.“Okay, what the hell was that all about?
Was he talking about what I think he was talking about? Is that girl some kind of…some kind of
prostitute?”“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Di said calmly. “But I told you, she’s not a girl—she’s a
Pairing Puppet.”“Which means…?” Tess made a gesture for her to go on.“Which means a robot
for all intents and purposes. She’s not the only one either—they have a whole bunch of them.
They stay here in this house and service all the unmated warriors.”“They what?” Tess made a



face. “That’s disgusting.”“No, that’s practical,” Di countered. “You’ve seen how big and muscular
these guys are—you could cut the testosterone with a freaking knife. If they didn’t have some
kind of outlet…” She shook her head. “It would probably get really ugly around here.”“But…but
they’re screwing these things? These robots?”“Pairing puppets.” Di shrugged. “And yeah, they
are. Unless you think that big guy just went up to her room to play a nice game of
Monopoly.”“Very funny,” Tess muttered. “But I still don’t understand why you brought me here.”“To
hide out, of course.”“What?” Tess nearly shouted.“Shhh! That Kindred upstairs is horny, not
deaf!”“Look, Di I can’t possibly stay here. I mean, aside from the fact that I don’t look anything
like some guy’s robot fantasy dream girl—”“Don’t sell yourself short, hon—you have a gorgeous
face and a really cute figure. And your hair is to die for. It looks brown until you get out in the
sunlight and then it’s like a dark red halo all around your head.”“What you think is cute and what
most guys think is cute are two different things,” Tess pointed out.“Well the Kindred guys might
surprise you—they have quite a few full figured Pairing Puppets here.”“They do?” Tess asked,
surprised.“Uh-huh. They’re especially popular with the Twin Kindred. Although a lot of the other
guys like them too. In fact, they’re some of the most requested ones.”“That’s really—wait a
minute, we’re getting off track here.” Tess shook her head. “What I’m saying is that there’s no way
I’m going to…to stay here and ‘service’ Kindred guys all day and night. Not even to get away
from Pierce.”“Service them? Oh, honey, no—of course not!” Di looked suitably horrified. “Don’t
be silly—I wouldn’t expect you to do that. I said you could hide here—not work here.” She
laughed. “If you can call that work. Well, I guess you can…”“Are you sure this is a good place,
though?” Tess looked around doubtfully. They seemed to be standing in some kind of kitchen
area. At least, there were countertops and counters and a sink and a big silver machine
mounted on the wall that looked kind of like a microwave. There was also a large wooden table
with chairs that looked like they had been built for people slightly larger than human. It made
Tess think of the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. “Who’s been sitting in my chair?”
growled Papa bear…“This is the perfect place.” Di pressed her arm. “Look, just think about it.
There’s a well stocked kitchen here—see?” She opened one of the cabinets revealing rows and
rows of tiny white cubes.“Uh…they eat sugar cubes?” Tess looked at them doubtfully.“No, silly—
these are Kindred meal ration cubes.” Di frowned. “I think that’s what they’re called. Anyway, you
just take one and put it into this thingy here…” She opened the silver microwave looking thing
and placed a random cube inside. “Press the button and in a minute or two…ta-da! A fresh,
delicious meal.” She put the cube back in the cupboard. “I’m not going to do it for real but you get
the idea.”“Seriously? They eat real food? But I thought they were robots.”“The Paring Puppets
have real flesh over their robotic bodies,” Di said. “But I think they mostly live on some kind of
protein paste. The food is for the warriors. I guess sometimes they, uh, work up an appetite, if
you know what I mean.” She winked.“Very funny,” Tess said dryly. “So there’s plenty of food but
where do I sleep? And more importantly, how do I keep from being noticed?”“Just keep out of
sight. It should be easy enough—aside from the kitchen there are tons of bedrooms upstairs
with big, comfortable beds. And in a pinch, you could hide in the maintenance and recharging



room.” Di gestured to a small, dark hallway at the other end of the kitchen. “Come see.” She led
the way and Tess put her head through the doorway.“What is this?” she muttered when a long,
shadowy room met her eyes. Then she saw a pair of eyes gleaming at her from the darkness.
“Ahh!” She jerked back, her heart pounding. “There’s something in there!”“Probably just a
malfunctioning puppet waiting for repairs.” Di looked in and nodded. “Yup—that’s it. Oh, and look
—it’s one of the plus sized ones, like I told you. Come look.”Reluctantly, Tess allowed herself to
be led into the dark, narrow room. There were giant silver claws placed at intervals along both
walls. Most of them were empty but one was clamped down over the top of a girl’s head.No, not
a girl—a Pairing Puppet, Tess reminded herself.The girl was simply standing there, staring
straight ahead, with the three pronged claw attached to the top of her head. She was, as Di had
said, quite full figured with large breasts and hips and big thighs too, which could be seen
through the simple white dress she wore.“Wow,” Tess murmured, staring at the puppet. “You
weren’t kidding.”“Of course not—the Kindred like women with some meat on their bones.” Di
grinned. “So see—if push came to shove and you were accidentally seen, you’d blend right
in.”“Thanks a lot,” Tess muttered. “I still can’t believe you brought me to a robot brothel to lie
low.”“It’s a great hiding place,” Di protested. “And don’t think I didn’t check it out thoroughly before
I brought you up here. I stayed here one night myself, just to make sure everything was
okay.”“And?” Tess raised an eyebrow.“And it’s perfect, like I said. The perfect camouflage. Plenty
to eat, a nice place to sleep—they changed the sheets after every, ah, encounter by the way, so
you don’t have to worry about it not being clean. All you have to do is go hide in the kitchen if a
warrior comes in looking for comfort. And if they come in the kitchen—which, by the way, doesn’t
happen very often that I could see—just duck into the recharging room. It’s easy.”“Wow…” Tess
looked at her admiringly. “You’ve really got this all planned out.”“I knew eventually you’d need a
place to run to, to get away from Pierce,” Di said seriously. “Men like him are hard to throw off the
scent. But this should do the trick.”“I agree.” Tess nodded slowly. “It’s a little—well, a lot weird—
but it might just work.”“It has to.” Di looked suddenly serious. “You can’t go back to him, Tess, and
you can’t let him find you. He’ll kill you this time. After what he did to poor Gus…”“I’m not going
back.” Tess lifted her chin. “And like you said, this is the perfect camouflage—he’s never going to
find me.” She sighed. “I just wish I hadn’t had to lie to my job about where I was going. I hope
Mrs. Henshaw will be okay without me there to find her false teeth. She gets so upset when she
loses them.”“You’re an angel, hon. I know the folks at Happy Rest are going to miss you. But
Pierce knows you work there,” Di pointed out. “It would be the easiest thing in the world for him to
wait out in the parking lot one night when you’re working a late shift and then—”“Stop!” Tess put
up a hand. “Please, I don’t want to think about it. I have enough nightmares as it is.”“Sorry,” Di
said sympathetically. “Are you really still having bad dreams?”“Not all bad.” Tess frowned. “And
not all about Pierce either. Lately, I…never mind.”“Lately what?” Di probed.“Nothing. It’s just this
weird dream I keep having but I can’t remember it when I wake up.”“Then how do you know it’s
the same dream?”Tess shrugged. “I just know.”“It’s probably just stress.”“Probably,” Tess agreed.
“Look, don’t you think you should be going? The hour of free time you gave your tour group to



wander around the parklands is almost up.”“Oh, you’re right!” Di glanced at her watch. “It’s
almost time to get them to the Sacred Grove.” She looked anxiously at Tess. “Will you be okay
here? Think you can manage?”“I’ll…be fine.” Tess wished she could swallow the uneasy lump
that had risen in her throat but she tried to smile like nothing was wrong. “You just…go on.”“I’ll
visit you on my next tour,” Di promised. “Just lay low for a while and take it easy. After a few weeks
maybe we can figure something else out.” She nodded at the old fashioned bookshelf. “Maybe
you can catch up on your reading.”“I guess I will.” Tess nodded and tried to smile. She hugged
her friend tightly. “Thanks, Di. I can see you went to a lot of trouble to find this spot for me. I…I
really appreciate it.”“Anytime, honey.” Di gave her a squeeze. “Okay, I’m going to scoot now. You
just make yourself at home.”“I will.” Tess smiled and hugged her again. “Good bye.”“Good bye
and good luck. See you on tomorrow’s tour.” Di gave her a swift kiss on the cheek. Then, after
peeking through the crack in the door to make sure the coast was clear, she left.Tess looked
around the kitchen and then sank down into one of the too-large chairs with a sigh. The thought
of Goldilocks came back again.“Who’s been sitting in my chair…eating my food…sleeping in my
bed?”“Me,” murmured Tess. “I will be. I guess I’m Goldilocks.” She sighed. “I just hope like hell the
three bears don’t find me out…”ThreeThreeThree“So this is the perfect place you have for me?”
Tess looked up skeptically at the little pink house with its spotless white trim. “What is it, anyway
—some kind of boarding house for unmarried girls?”Di snorted. “In the middle of the Unmated
Males area? Hardly.”“Well then, what is it?” Tess insisted.“Just come inside and I’ll tell you. Hurry
up!” Di hissed. “I think I see some Kindred on their way.”The two women ducked into the little
house with Tess still protesting under her breath, and found themselves in a very neat, old-timey
looking parlor. There were floral print couches lining the walls as well as some large, comfortable
looking chairs. Vases of fresh flowers were scattered throughout the room on little tables and
there was even a bookcase on one end which held an assortment of real old fashioned paper
books.“Wow…” Tess, who was a complete bibliophile, wandered over to caress the spines of the
displayed books. “Look at this—they have all the classics. Pride and Prejudice, Wuthering
Heights, Wide Sargasso Sea—”Before she could go on, a girl came into the room. She had long,
blonde hair and wide blue eyes and she was wearing a very pretty light blue dress which fit her
slender figure to a T.Tess tried desperately to think of an excuse—any excuse—as to why they
were trespassing on what appeared to be private property.“Oh, hi! Uh, we wandered in here by
mistake and then I saw you had real old fashioned books and we just…”But the girl didn’t pay
any attention to her. Instead, she took a book from the shelf, seemingly at random, and went to
sit on one of the many couches. Then she opened the book—again, completely at random—and
stared down at the page. But Tess could tell she wasn’t reading because her eyes didn’t move.
She just sat there, staring vacantly at the open book and not saying a thing.Sidling up to Di, Tess
nudged her friend with an elbow.“What the hell is wrong with her?” she muttered.“Nothing’s
wrong with her,” Di said in a normal tone of voice.“Shhhh!” Tess hissed. “She’s going to know
we’re talking about her!”Di laughed. “You don’t have to whisper. She wouldn’t notice if you broke
a vase over her head.”“What? What are you talking about?” Since Di wasn’t whispering, Tess



spoke normally too although it felt really wrong to be saying things about the blonde girl right in
front of her.“I’m saying she’s not real. She’s a Pairing Puppet for God’s sake.”“A what? What the
hell is a Pairing Puppet?”Just then the door knob rattled.“Quick!” Di grabbed her and dragged
her into the back room the girl had come from, making sure to shut the swinging door behind
them.“What—?”“Shhh!” Di gestured to the crack between the door and the wall. “Just watch—
you’ll see.”Making sure to stay hidden, they peeked through the crack and watched.The front
door opened and a large Kindred warrior entered the parlor. From his golden eyes Tess could tell
he was a Beast Kindred. He walked in and came to stop in front of the girl on the couch.The girl
looked up, acknowledging him at once.“Good day, warrior.” Her voice was slightly stilted—almost
mechanical. “How may I serve you?”The Kindred nodded respectfully at her.“Forgive the
intrusion but I need a release.”“There is no intrusion. You are most welcome here.” The girl
smiled at him but again, there was something strange—almost artificial in her expression, Tess
thought.“Thank you,” the Kindred said.“Would you like to come to my room or do you require me
to come with you to your own place of residence for a longer, more thorough release?” the girl
asked.The Kindred cleared his throat. “Your room will be fine.”“Excellent.” The girl rose suddenly,
all in one motion. “If you will follow me, I will be most happy to accommodate you, warrior.”At first
Tess was afraid she was going to take the Kindred into the back room but to her relief, she led
him across the parlor to a staircase instead. They climbed the stairs and were soon out of sight.
As soon as they were, she turned to Di.“Okay, what the hell was that all about? Was he talking
about what I think he was talking about? Is that girl some kind of…some kind of prostitute?”“In a
manner of speaking, yes,” Di said calmly. “But I told you, she’s not a girl—she’s a Pairing
Puppet.”“Which means…?” Tess made a gesture for her to go on.“Which means a robot for all
intents and purposes. She’s not the only one either—they have a whole bunch of them. They
stay here in this house and service all the unmated warriors.”“They what?” Tess made a face.
“That’s disgusting.”“No, that’s practical,” Di countered. “You’ve seen how big and muscular these
guys are—you could cut the testosterone with a freaking knife. If they didn’t have some kind of
outlet…” She shook her head. “It would probably get really ugly around here.”“But…but they’re
screwing these things? These robots?”“Pairing puppets.” Di shrugged. “And yeah, they are.
Unless you think that big guy just went up to her room to play a nice game of Monopoly.”“Very
funny,” Tess muttered. “But I still don’t understand why you brought me here.”“To hide out, of
course.”“What?” Tess nearly shouted.“Shhh! That Kindred upstairs is horny, not deaf!”“Look, Di I
can’t possibly stay here. I mean, aside from the fact that I don’t look anything like some guy’s
robot fantasy dream girl—”“Don’t sell yourself short, hon—you have a gorgeous face and a really
cute figure. And your hair is to die for. It looks brown until you get out in the sunlight and then it’s
like a dark red halo all around your head.”“What you think is cute and what most guys think is
cute are two different things,” Tess pointed out.“Well the Kindred guys might surprise you—they
have quite a few full figured Pairing Puppets here.”“They do?” Tess asked, surprised.“Uh-huh.
They’re especially popular with the Twin Kindred. Although a lot of the other guys like them too.
In fact, they’re some of the most requested ones.”“That’s really—wait a minute, we’re getting off



track here.” Tess shook her head. “What I’m saying is that there’s no way I’m going to…to stay
here and ‘service’ Kindred guys all day and night. Not even to get away from Pierce.”“Service
them? Oh, honey, no—of course not!” Di looked suitably horrified. “Don’t be silly—I wouldn’t
expect you to do that. I said you could hide here—not work here.” She laughed. “If you can call
that work. Well, I guess you can…”“Are you sure this is a good place, though?” Tess looked
around doubtfully. They seemed to be standing in some kind of kitchen area. At least, there were
countertops and counters and a sink and a big silver machine mounted on the wall that looked
kind of like a microwave. There was also a large wooden table with chairs that looked like they
had been built for people slightly larger than human. It made Tess think of the story of Goldilocks
and the Three Bears. “Who’s been sitting in my chair?” growled Papa bear…“This is the perfect
place.” Di pressed her arm. “Look, just think about it. There’s a well stocked kitchen here—see?”
She opened one of the cabinets revealing rows and rows of tiny white cubes.“Uh…they eat
sugar cubes?” Tess looked at them doubtfully.“No, silly—these are Kindred meal ration cubes.”
Di frowned. “I think that’s what they’re called. Anyway, you just take one and put it into this thingy
here…” She opened the silver microwave looking thing and placed a random cube inside. “Press
the button and in a minute or two…ta-da! A fresh, delicious meal.” She put the cube back in the
cupboard. “I’m not going to do it for real but you get the idea.”“Seriously? They eat real food? But
I thought they were robots.”“The Paring Puppets have real flesh over their robotic bodies,” Di
said. “But I think they mostly live on some kind of protein paste. The food is for the warriors. I
guess sometimes they, uh, work up an appetite, if you know what I mean.” She winked.“Very
funny,” Tess said dryly. “So there’s plenty of food but where do I sleep? And more importantly,
how do I keep from being noticed?”“Just keep out of sight. It should be easy enough—aside from
the kitchen there are tons of bedrooms upstairs with big, comfortable beds. And in a pinch, you
could hide in the maintenance and recharging room.” Di gestured to a small, dark hallway at the
other end of the kitchen. “Come see.” She led the way and Tess put her head through the
doorway.“What is this?” she muttered when a long, shadowy room met her eyes. Then she saw a
pair of eyes gleaming at her from the darkness. “Ahh!” She jerked back, her heart pounding.
“There’s something in there!”“Probably just a malfunctioning puppet waiting for repairs.” Di
looked in and nodded. “Yup—that’s it. Oh, and look—it’s one of the plus sized ones, like I told
you. Come look.”Reluctantly, Tess allowed herself to be led into the dark, narrow room. There
were giant silver claws placed at intervals along both walls. Most of them were empty but one
was clamped down over the top of a girl’s head.No, not a girl—a Pairing Puppet, Tess reminded
herself.The girl was simply standing there, staring straight ahead, with the three pronged claw
attached to the top of her head. She was, as Di had said, quite full figured with large breasts and
hips and big thighs too, which could be seen through the simple white dress she wore.“Wow,”
Tess murmured, staring at the puppet. “You weren’t kidding.”“Of course not—the Kindred like
women with some meat on their bones.” Di grinned. “So see—if push came to shove and you
were accidentally seen, you’d blend right in.”“Thanks a lot,” Tess muttered. “I still can’t believe
you brought me to a robot brothel to lie low.”“It’s a great hiding place,” Di protested. “And don’t



think I didn’t check it out thoroughly before I brought you up here. I stayed here one night myself,
just to make sure everything was okay.”“And?” Tess raised an eyebrow.“And it’s perfect, like I
said. The perfect camouflage. Plenty to eat, a nice place to sleep—they changed the sheets
after every, ah, encounter by the way, so you don’t have to worry about it not being clean. All you
have to do is go hide in the kitchen if a warrior comes in looking for comfort. And if they come in
the kitchen—which, by the way, doesn’t happen very often that I could see—just duck into the
recharging room. It’s easy.”“Wow…” Tess looked at her admiringly. “You’ve really got this all
planned out.”“I knew eventually you’d need a place to run to, to get away from Pierce,” Di said
seriously. “Men like him are hard to throw off the scent. But this should do the trick.”“I agree.”
Tess nodded slowly. “It’s a little—well, a lot weird—but it might just work.”“It has to.” Di looked
suddenly serious. “You can’t go back to him, Tess, and you can’t let him find you. He’ll kill you
this time. After what he did to poor Gus…”“I’m not going back.” Tess lifted her chin. “And like you
said, this is the perfect camouflage—he’s never going to find me.” She sighed. “I just wish I
hadn’t had to lie to my job about where I was going. I hope Mrs. Henshaw will be okay without
me there to find her false teeth. She gets so upset when she loses them.”“You’re an angel, hon. I
know the folks at Happy Rest are going to miss you. But Pierce knows you work there,” Di
pointed out. “It would be the easiest thing in the world for him to wait out in the parking lot one
night when you’re working a late shift and then—”“Stop!” Tess put up a hand. “Please, I don’t
want to think about it. I have enough nightmares as it is.”“Sorry,” Di said sympathetically. “Are you
really still having bad dreams?”“Not all bad.” Tess frowned. “And not all about Pierce either.
Lately, I…never mind.”“Lately what?” Di probed.“Nothing. It’s just this weird dream I keep having
but I can’t remember it when I wake up.”“Then how do you know it’s the same dream?”Tess
shrugged. “I just know.”“It’s probably just stress.”“Probably,” Tess agreed. “Look, don’t you think
you should be going? The hour of free time you gave your tour group to wander around the
parklands is almost up.”“Oh, you’re right!” Di glanced at her watch. “It’s almost time to get them to
the Sacred Grove.” She looked anxiously at Tess. “Will you be okay here? Think you can
manage?”“I’ll…be fine.” Tess wished she could swallow the uneasy lump that had risen in her
throat but she tried to smile like nothing was wrong. “You just…go on.”“I’ll visit you on my next
tour,” Di promised. “Just lay low for a while and take it easy. After a few weeks maybe we can
figure something else out.” She nodded at the old fashioned bookshelf. “Maybe you can catch up
on your reading.”“I guess I will.” Tess nodded and tried to smile. She hugged her friend tightly.
“Thanks, Di. I can see you went to a lot of trouble to find this spot for me. I…I really appreciate
it.”“Anytime, honey.” Di gave her a squeeze. “Okay, I’m going to scoot now. You just make yourself
at home.”“I will.” Tess smiled and hugged her again. “Good bye.”“Good bye and good luck. See
you on tomorrow’s tour.” Di gave her a swift kiss on the cheek. Then, after peeking through the
crack in the door to make sure the coast was clear, she left.Tess looked around the kitchen and
then sank down into one of the too-large chairs with a sigh. The thought of Goldilocks came
back again.“Who’s been sitting in my chair…eating my food…sleeping in my bed?”“Me,”
murmured Tess. “I will be. I guess I’m Goldilocks.” She sighed. “I just hope like hell the three



bears don’t find me out…”Four“Are you certain about this? We’ve had false hopes before.”
Sylvan leaned anxiously over the bed where the still form of Head Council Member Terex was
resting. It was weeks now since the male had been injured in the fight against the demons who
had briefly taken over the Unmated Males sections and though he had stirred once or twice, he
had yet to regain full consciousness. Just recently Sylvan had put his sister-in-law, Olivia, in
charge of watching Terex and she had reported that he had opened his eyes briefly and said a
word.“I’m pretty sure he’s coming out of it,” Liv said confidently. “I told you, he looked right at me
and spoke not fifteen minutes ago.”“What did he say again? Sophia didn’t catch that part when
she relayed your message.” Sylvan checked Councilor Terex’s reflexes and noted that they were
fine, though his skin seemed a little hot.“That’s the weird thing.” Olivia frowned. “He opened his
eyes, looked at me and said, ‘Soon.’ Then he dropped off again and I couldn’t get anything else
out of him. But he’s been restless ever since—like someone having a bad dream who’s trying to
wake up.”“I hope you’re right.” Sylvan shook his head. “The Council is in serious unbalance
without him. We need his deciding vote to make any headway with some of the issues we’ve
been dealing with lately.”“Such as?” Liv cocked an eyebrow at him.Sylvan frowned. “It is Council
business, Olivia. You know I cannot—”“Come on, now, Sylvan. You know I won’t tell anyone but
Baird. And you already tell him everything anyway.”“Well…” Sylvan frowned and ran a hand
through his short blond hair. “There has been some question about the draft—the way we call
our brides.”“Yes, I know all about the draft—I was one of the ones who got drafted, remember?”
Liv said dryly. “But what’s the problem? It seems to be working.”“Too well,” Sylvan said. “Now that
the Scourge threat is taken care of, some of the governments of Earth are saying that the draft
has served its purpose and the Kindred should move on and call brides from some other
planet.”“What?” Liv demanded indignantly. “Of all the ungrateful… Who’s saying that?”“Someone
from your own country, I’m afraid, as well as some others. But the unrest started in America.”
Sylvan shrugged apologetically. “It seems that a very high ranking politician has a daughter who
has been called as a bride and he doesn’t want to let her go. Apparently he had already made
other plans for her future and he doesn’t want her moving to the Mother Ship and joining with
one of our kind.”“Well tough titty!” Liv exclaimed.Sylvan shook his head.“I’m sorry but…tough
what?”“Tough titty. It means too bad. If she joined the draft then she has to go when she’s called.
You think I got a choice? Hell, I was dragged away from my house wearing nothing but my nighty.
I was scared to death the first time I met Baird!”“Yes, I remember,” Sylvan said dryly. “And I
further remember that my people saved the Earth from certain annihilation by the Scourge.
Unfortunately, it seems that some of your elected officials have a much shorter memory.” He
sighed. “It is almost exactly like what happened on Tranq Prime. Once the Kindred were not
needed anymore, we were not wanted either, though we did nothing but good.”“Ridiculous.”
Olivia was still fuming. “So what is the Council going to do? They’re not going to stop calling
brides, are they?”“No, of course not. Anyway, I don’t think so.” Sylvan sighed. “We really need
Head Councilor Terex’s input to decide what to do. It’s a very tricky situation and he has always
been a master negotiator. If only he was awake—”“He is.” The deep, sonorous voice startled



both Sylvan and Olivia—who gasped and dropped the syringe she’d been holding.“Councilor
Terex?” Sylvan looked at the male lying in the bed hopefully. “Was that you? Are you with us at
last?”Terex yawned and ran a tongue over his teeth, caressing the set of double fangs Blood
Kindred had where human canine teeth grew. He stretched, raising his muscular arms above his
head until his spine crackled. Like all Kindred, he was powerfully built and he was still in the
prime of his life—in his mid forties which was analogous to the mid thirties in humans. Sylvan
was sure Terex’s top physical condition was one reason he had been able to recover from his
wounds and come back from an injury that would have killed a lesser male.But he’s not back yet,
he told himself. Let’s run some tests and see if he has any deficits.“Head Councilor Terex?” he
said again. “How are you feeling?”Like most Blood Kindred, the Councilor had blond hair and
blue eyes. But when his eyelids flickered open at last, Sylvan could have sworn he saw red
instead of the usual ice-blue. He blinked—could it be a trick of the light? When he looked again,
the Councilor’s eyes were blue and he was looking gravely at Sylvan.“Councilor Sylvan,” he said
formally. “I understand we’re having some trouble. Help me up and let’s see what we can do.”“I
appreciate you wanting to jump back into action but you’ve only just woken up,” Sylvan said
gently. “Let’s run some tests and let me alert the rest of the Council. They’re going to be
overjoyed to hear that you’re back.”“Unnecessary.” Terex motioned at Liv, who had been standing
there staring at him. “You, human girl—help me up.”Olivia looked at Sylvan uncertainly.“Oh, I
don’t think that’s a very good idea, Sir. You’ve been out for weeks and you’re bound to have
some weakness and—”“Never mind.” Terex suddenly sat straight up in bed, unassisted. Then,
before Sylvan could stop him, he swung his legs over the side and stood.“Councilor Terex!”
Sylvan put out a hand to catch him but there was no need. The Head of the Council was already
striding across the room, completely steady on his feet.“There is work to be done, Sylvan,” he
said, throwing Sylvan a stern glance over his shoulder. “And I must get to it.”FourFourFour“Are
you certain about this? We’ve had false hopes before.” Sylvan leaned anxiously over the bed
where the still form of Head Council Member Terex was resting. It was weeks now since the male
had been injured in the fight against the demons who had briefly taken over the Unmated Males
sections and though he had stirred once or twice, he had yet to regain full consciousness. Just
recently Sylvan had put his sister-in-law, Olivia, in charge of watching Terex and she had
reported that he had opened his eyes briefly and said a word.“I’m pretty sure he’s coming out of
it,” Liv said confidently. “I told you, he looked right at me and spoke not fifteen minutes
ago.”“What did he say again? Sophia didn’t catch that part when she relayed your message.”
Sylvan checked Councilor Terex’s reflexes and noted that they were fine, though his skin
seemed a little hot.“That’s the weird thing.” Olivia frowned. “He opened his eyes, looked at me
and said, ‘Soon.’ Then he dropped off again and I couldn’t get anything else out of him. But he’s
been restless ever since—like someone having a bad dream who’s trying to wake up.”“I hope
you’re right.” Sylvan shook his head. “The Council is in serious unbalance without him. We need
his deciding vote to make any headway with some of the issues we’ve been dealing with
lately.”“Such as?” Liv cocked an eyebrow at him.Sylvan frowned. “It is Council business, Olivia.



You know I cannot—”“Come on, now, Sylvan. You know I won’t tell anyone but Baird. And you
already tell him everything anyway.”“Well…” Sylvan frowned and ran a hand through his short
blond hair. “There has been some question about the draft—the way we call our brides.”“Yes, I
know all about the draft—I was one of the ones who got drafted, remember?” Liv said dryly. “But
what’s the problem? It seems to be working.”“Too well,” Sylvan said. “Now that the Scourge
threat is taken care of, some of the governments of Earth are saying that the draft has served its
purpose and the Kindred should move on and call brides from some other planet.”“What?” Liv
demanded indignantly. “Of all the ungrateful… Who’s saying that?”“Someone from your own
country, I’m afraid, as well as some others. But the unrest started in America.” Sylvan shrugged
apologetically. “It seems that a very high ranking politician has a daughter who has been called
as a bride and he doesn’t want to let her go. Apparently he had already made other plans for her
future and he doesn’t want her moving to the Mother Ship and joining with one of our kind.”“Well
tough titty!” Liv exclaimed.Sylvan shook his head.“I’m sorry but…tough what?”“Tough titty. It
means too bad. If she joined the draft then she has to go when she’s called. You think I got a
choice? Hell, I was dragged away from my house wearing nothing but my nighty. I was scared to
death the first time I met Baird!”“Yes, I remember,” Sylvan said dryly. “And I further remember that
my people saved the Earth from certain annihilation by the Scourge. Unfortunately, it seems that
some of your elected officials have a much shorter memory.” He sighed. “It is almost exactly like
what happened on Tranq Prime. Once the Kindred were not needed anymore, we were not
wanted either, though we did nothing but good.”“Ridiculous.” Olivia was still fuming. “So what is
the Council going to do? They’re not going to stop calling brides, are they?”“No, of course not.
Anyway, I don’t think so.” Sylvan sighed. “We really need Head Councilor Terex’s input to decide
what to do. It’s a very tricky situation and he has always been a master negotiator. If only he was
awake—”“He is.” The deep, sonorous voice startled both Sylvan and Olivia—who gasped and
dropped the syringe she’d been holding.“Councilor Terex?” Sylvan looked at the male lying in the
bed hopefully. “Was that you? Are you with us at last?”Terex yawned and ran a tongue over his
teeth, caressing the set of double fangs Blood Kindred had where human canine teeth grew. He
stretched, raising his muscular arms above his head until his spine crackled. Like all Kindred, he
was powerfully built and he was still in the prime of his life—in his mid forties which was
analogous to the mid thirties in humans. Sylvan was sure Terex’s top physical condition was one
reason he had been able to recover from his wounds and come back from an injury that would
have killed a lesser male.But he’s not back yet, he told himself. Let’s run some tests and see if he
has any deficits.“Head Councilor Terex?” he said again. “How are you feeling?”Like most Blood
Kindred, the Councilor had blond hair and blue eyes. But when his eyelids flickered open at last,
Sylvan could have sworn he saw red instead of the usual ice-blue. He blinked—could it be a trick
of the light? When he looked again, the Councilor’s eyes were blue and he was looking gravely
at Sylvan.“Councilor Sylvan,” he said formally. “I understand we’re having some trouble. Help me
up and let’s see what we can do.”“I appreciate you wanting to jump back into action but you’ve
only just woken up,” Sylvan said gently. “Let’s run some tests and let me alert the rest of the



Council. They’re going to be overjoyed to hear that you’re back.”“Unnecessary.” Terex motioned
at Liv, who had been standing there staring at him. “You, human girl—help me up.”Olivia looked
at Sylvan uncertainly.“Oh, I don’t think that’s a very good idea, Sir. You’ve been out for weeks
and you’re bound to have some weakness and—”“Never mind.” Terex suddenly sat straight up in
bed, unassisted. Then, before Sylvan could stop him, he swung his legs over the side and
stood.“Councilor Terex!” Sylvan put out a hand to catch him but there was no need. The Head of
the Council was already striding across the room, completely steady on his feet.“There is work
to be done, Sylvan,” he said, throwing Sylvan a stern glance over his shoulder. “And I must get to
it.”FiveGarron paced back and forth in front of the neat pink house with its white trim. His mind
was in a whirl as he tried to make himself cross the threshold and go in. The urges inside him
were growing stronger and his blood felt like it was burning in his veins and yet he still couldn’t
bring himself to use one of the Pairing Puppets.It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried, though. The same
night he’d spoken to Truth and Far, he had come over to the Pairing House with every intention of
making use of one of the puppets. He had gone inside, selected a girl at random, gone up to the
room with her and then…Then I couldn’t. Why couldn’t I?At first he had thought it was the smell
that put him off. Though the Pairing Puppets had real flesh as Truth had said, they all seemed to
give off a faint, mechanical odor that reminded Garron of machinery and oil. It didn’t seem to
bother the other males but his nose was very sensitive because of his half Rai’ku heritage—
even more sensitive than most Kindred. It was hard to overcome his aversion to that faint, oily
metallic scent even to get the release he needed so badly.But it was more than just the artificial
smell that bothered him, Garron had to admit. The second time he had tried to use a Pairing
Puppet, he had also failed. And the third and the fourth.Maybe because you know slaking your
needs with a Pairing Puppet would be disrespectful to Nella’s memory, whispered a little voice in
his head. You say you still grieve for her—for her terrible fate. Then how can you even consider
going with another female—even an artificial one?Garron squirmed uncomfortably. The little
voice was right—it was the voice of his guilt and sorrow. The knowledge that he was being
unfaithful to Nella’s memory by even having these desires and urges in the first place. Why can’t
I turn them off? Why must I be tormented with need when the one female I wanted—the only one
I ever loved— is gone?But there was something else too…something besides the guilt that kept
him from doing what had to be done. A dream—a strange dream he’d been having over and
over.Garron closed his eyes and tried to bring the cloudy dream images into focus. There was a
girl in the dream—a girl he could never quite see. It seemed she was hiding in the shadows for
some reason, trying to make herself inconspicuous…invisible. In the dream, Garron was seeking
her, trying to coax her out of the darkness. But though he called and called, all he could see was
a flash of dark brown eyes, a hint of pale skin, a swirl of deep red hair.Maybe I can’t make myself
use any of the puppets because none of them looks like her. But that was ridiculous—he didn’t
even know what she looked like. And even if he did, he wanted no one but Nella and this girl
wasn’t her.The thought made him wonder about what Becca and her friends had told him of
dream sharing. The aligning of one mind with another…But that couldn’t be happening to him.



He was still mourning for his lost love. Nella was the only female he wanted—anyone else paled
in comparison. He had even taken a vow to be true to her memory. So his mind couldn’t be
aligning with another female’s. He refused to even consider the possibility. And yet…Garron
shook his head. It was all very confusing and the entire situation filled him with guilt. But the need
inside him was growing to a fever pitch—his blood was boiling. He couldn’t ignore it much
longer.This time, he told himself, squaring his shoulders. This time I’ll pick one and take her back
to my room. I need to…I have to.He had to deal with his desires before he became dangerous…
before the dr’gin within him stirred and woke, demanding sacrifice.“Hi Blondie number five, how
are you?” Tess patted the Pairing Puppet on the shoulder as she moved past her.Blondie
number five didn’t look up or acknowledge Tess at all—none of the Pairing Puppets ever did.
The artificial girl simply went about the business of making herself a protein pack and drinking it
in long, even, mechanical swallows.“Yes it is a beautiful day,” Tess said sarcastically. “I’m glad to
hear you think so too.”She’d been at the Pairing House about a week now and out of sheer
boredom, she’d begun naming the different puppets. It didn’t matter what she said to them—
apparently they were programmed to ignore anyone without a penis—so Tess felt free to call
them whatever she wanted.A new girl came into the kitchen—a plus sized model with strawberry
blonde hair.“Hey, Pinky,” Tess said affectionately. “I saw that Beast Kindred you were with last
night—looked like a hot date.”She knew it was silly, but she liked the plus sized puppets better.
They seemed more…relatable somehow, even though they completely ignored her just like the
skinny puppets did.“I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed some of your clothes,” Tess went on
conversationally. “But I didn’t exactly bring a lot with me and you and I are about the same
size.”She looked down at the outfit she was wearing, one she’d taken out of Pinky’s “room” which
was really just the bedroom unit where the Pairing Puppet serviced her clients. Pinky actually
“slept” in the recharging room from midnight until seven in the morning. Her fixed schedule and
the selection of surprisingly pretty plus sized clothing was why Tess had claimed this particular
Pairing Puppet’s area for herself.The outfit she was wearing today was more of a negligee than a
dress, truth be told. It had a stretchy black lace top, cut low to show some cleavage, and a sexy
little black skirt that came down to her mid thighs. The flowing sleeves covered her upper arms
nicely and the black lace was sexy without being slutty. At least, Tess thought so. She could just
imagine what Pierce would say if he could see her in the outfit. In fact, she didn’t have to imagine
—she could remember a similar situation about a year before her mother had died…“What the
hell are you wearing? You can’t wear that out of the house!”“But…” Tess looked down at herself,
viewing the plain little black dress she was wearing uncertainly. She had found it online and for a
wonder, it actually fit perfectly. It had a high, square cut neckline and ended modestly at the
knees but it hugged her hourglass curves nicely—the perfect thing, she’d thought, to wear to
their anniversary dinner.It was the first time they’d gone out in months, since Pierce preferred to
stay home. He always said he liked her cooking more than any restaurant and besides, he didn’t
want any horny men staring at his pretty wife.But Tess got tired of staying in all the time—she’d
been looking forward to this dinner for months.Her husband’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you



even get that? How did you afford it?”Tess found herself suddenly tongue-tied. How could she
admit that she’d saved back a little money from the part time job he allowed her to work at the
nursing home? She was supposed to turn her entire paycheck over to him each week—it was
the man’s job, Pierce said, to handle the money. She wasn’t supposed to worry her pretty little
head about it. He would give her enough for groceries and household expenses.But not enough
to buy anything nice unless he approved of it first.“I…my mom sent me a little cash,” she said
haltingly. A lie, but the truth would have gotten her into trouble.Pierce frowned. “I didn’t see an
envelope from her in the mail.”“It was the day you worked late so I got the mail,” Tess said quickly.
“Remember? Last Wednesday?”“Oh. All right.” He frowned. “Look, from now on I don’t want you
messing with the mailbox. Even if I work late, just leave it. I’ll get it myself.”“All right.” Tess felt her
throat closing as another little piece of her world was chipped away.There was so much Pierce
didn’t allow her to do. He didn’t like her shopping by herself or running errands. He didn’t want
her going back to school even though she had quit in the middle of the nursing program she’d
been in back in North Carolina to move to Tampa with him. “Too many horny guys running
around a college campus,” he’d said, even though he had sworn she could finish her RN degree
once he got settled in his new job. He barely let her work part time at the Happy Rest Nursing
Home and he had only approved that place because it was full of old people without any “horny
guys” to worry about. Now she couldn’t even get the mail!Tess noticed that her husband was still
staring at her with narrowed eyes and realized that she’d better start defusing the situation
quickly.“I saw it online,” she said, letting him know she hadn’t been out shopping by herself. “And
I thought you would like it. I…I got it just for you.”She hated herself for lying again—for trying to
cater to Pierce’s uncertain temper. But if she didn’t she would pay the price. And really, she just
wanted to get out of the house for once and go somewhere that wasn’t work.“Just for me, hmm?”
His look of suspicion softened and he smiled at her, the corners of his green eyes crinkling in the
way she had found so attractive when they first met.“Just for you.” Tess breathed an inward sigh
of relief. Maybe everything would be all right after all. Maybe they could just go out and enjoy a
nice dinner together the way they used to when they were still dating.“Well, well…it is a sexy little
number…” Pierce grabbed her by the waist and kissed her neck.Tess stiffened but kept the smile
fixed on her face.“I’m glad you like it. But we’re going to miss our reservation if we don’t
hurry.”“Screw the reservation. How can I concentrate on food when I’ve got such a sexy little
wife?” Pierce muttered, kissing her again. “Come on, Princess, let’s see what’s under that hot
little dress…”Tess bit her lip. This could go one of two ways. If she gave Pierce what he wanted
they might still make the dinner reservation if he was quick. If she resisted, there would certainly
be a huge fight and Pierce might “punish” her. He believed it was a husband’s right to have sex
whenever and wherever he wanted it and it was the wife’s duty to provide it. The same way Tess
provided his meals exactly on time every day, cleaned the house to his specifications, and did
his laundry just the way he liked it. Pierce was king of the castle in every way and he always
claimed she was his princess.So why did she feel more like his prisoner?“Come on, Princess,”
he muttered in her ear.There was really no choice.“I’m so glad you like it,” she said, hoping her



smile didn’t look forced. “Come on, let’s go in the bedroom.”After ten minutes of staring at the
ceiling, he was finally finished. Tess breathed a sigh of relief when he rolled off, satisfied. She
had to be careful not to react no matter what he did. If she seemed like she was enjoying it—not
that she was—but if she even looked like she was getting pleasure from what he was doing,
Pierce got really upset. Apparently, even though a wife was supposed to provide sex on a daily
basis, only “sluts” and “whores” actually enjoyed it. In the early days of their marriage that had
been hard for her to understand but after being “punished” if she moaned involuntarily or even
moved her hips in time with his rhythm, she had learned to put up a wall between herself and
any sexual feelings she might have. It was easier that way…safer.“Well, that was nice,” she said
carefully, sitting up and smoothing her dress, which was somewhat wrinkled from the
encounter.“Yeah, it was.” Pierce gave her a lazy grin. “Really worked up an appetite, there. How
about you go in the kitchen and make me a sandwich, Princess?”“A sandwich?” Tess felt her
heart sinking. “But…what about our dinner reservation? If we hurry we can still make it.”Pierce
raised an eyebrow. “You really want to go out tonight, huh?”“Well…” Tess twisted her fingers
together. She hated begging but there was no other way. “We haven’t been out in a long time,”
she pointed out. “And it is our anniversary…”“Plus I’m sure you want to show off your body to the
guy you bought that dress for,” Pierce said conversationally.“What?” A red warning flag suddenly
went up for Tess. Trouble coming! But she tried to stay calm and defuse the situation. “I bought it
for you,” she said, trying to smile. “Just for you, honey.”Pierce sat up suddenly, his big body tense
with anger.“Did you try it on for him right there in the store?” he demanded. “Did you let him fuck
you in it? The way I fucked you in it, Princess?”“I would never—”Pierce slapped her hard across
the face. Her head rocked back with the force of the blow and her ears rang.“Oh!” Tess put a
hand to her cheek, tears springing to her eyes. Her face felt puffy and swollen. She licked her lips
and tasted blood—her bottom lip had split and was already swelling.“Now, look what you did.”
Pierce shook his head sorrowfully. “Why did you make me punish you on our anniversary,
Princess? Now your pretty face is all messed up and we can’t go out.”“I…but I…” The tears in
Tess’s eyes now were not just pain but rage. It wasn’t just the hurt he’d inflicted—it was the
disappointment. She hadn’t been out of the house except to work and for a single weekly trip to
the grocery store in months. Pierce had been building their “special anniversary date” up to her
for ages—telling her how good the food was at the restaurant he’d picked, promising her the
best bottle of wine they had on their list.But it wasn’t just the food or wine Tess wanted—she had
dared to hope that they might get back to their old relationship—the one they’d had back when
they were dating.Back to the time when she felt more like a princess than a prisoner.“Why do
you do this?” she burst out, before she considered how unwise it was. “Why do you act like such
a…such a bully?”“A bully, hmm?” Pierce’s green eyes were suddenly flat and cold.Shark’s eyes,
Tess thought. More trouble coming… But still she couldn’t stop herself.“You never treated me
like this when we were dating,” she went on. “You were sweet and kind…you said…you said you
loved me. And I’m such a stupid fool I believed you.”“Is that right?” Pierce stood suddenly,
towering over her. Tess tried not to cower from his huge form but it was hard not to be



frightened.“Yes, that…that’s right,” she said, lifting her chin.“Well here’s something else you’d
better believe, Princess,” he snarled, his eyes narrowed to slits of green rage. “Fucking your little
whore gash made me hungry. And if you don’t get in the kitchen and make me a sandwich right
fucking now, you’re going to get a lot worse than a slap across the face.”Tess jumped up, putting
the bed between them.“I’m sick of this—you never intended to take me out, did you? You
probably didn’t even make a reservation!”“You little slut…” Pierce was around the bed in a flash.
Though she tried to run, he had her by the throat almost before she could blink. “Don’t
antagonize me, Princess,” he ground out, glaring down at her while Tess choked and gasped for
air. “You know how upset I get when you antagonize me.”“Let…let me go,” Tess wheezed. “I’ll…
I’ll…”“You’ll do what?” Pierce sneered, finally releasing her. “Call the police? I am the police,
Princess, remember? And don’t forget, even if you do call out some of my brothers in blue, who
are they going to believe—a well respected detective who’s been decorated twice for bravery?
Or a crazy lady who calls 911 with a bunch of false alarms?”“You…you made me…you…” Tess
shook her head helplessly. Pierce had tricked her several times into calling 911 for no reason.
He’d woken her up in the middle of the night claiming there was a fire or someone breaking in.
Tess had made the call but when the authorities came, there was nothing to see. Pierce had told
them she had mental problems and was just seeking attention.The ruse was Pierce’s way of
making sure no one who had any kind of authority would ever believe anything she said and it
had worked. Tess knew no one would believe her if she called and said her twice decorated
police detective husband was beating her. She was trapped.Abruptly her rage turned to despair
and Tess crumpled to a heap on the floor. How could he be like this? How could the perfect,
loving marriage she’d envisioned have changed into this living hell where any little incident could
turn into a twisted war of pain and rage and hurt? How could she live like this?How could she
escape?It wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed her mind but this time it lingered,
whispering enticingly of freedom. Of a life where she didn’t have to feel like she was walking on
eggshells every second of the day. Where she didn’t have to worry about being beaten if she
cooked the roast too much…or not enough…or didn’t serve it exactly at 5:45 on the dot.As
though reading her mind, Pierce leaned down and shoved his face into hers.“Don’t even think
about it, Princess—you’re mine. And I never let go of what’s mine.” He pulled her to her feet and
shook her once, roughly, for emphasis. “Now go make me that sandwich. But first take off that
slutty whore dress. I’ll burn it later.”FiveFiveFiveGarron paced back and forth in front of the neat
pink house with its white trim. His mind was in a whirl as he tried to make himself cross the
threshold and go in. The urges inside him were growing stronger and his blood felt like it was
burning in his veins and yet he still couldn’t bring himself to use one of the Pairing Puppets.It
wasn’t like he hadn’t tried, though. The same night he’d spoken to Truth and Far, he had come
over to the Pairing House with every intention of making use of one of the puppets. He had gone
inside, selected a girl at random, gone up to the room with her and then…Then I couldn’t. Why
couldn’t I?At first he had thought it was the smell that put him off. Though the Pairing Puppets
had real flesh as Truth had said, they all seemed to give off a faint, mechanical odor that



reminded Garron of machinery and oil. It didn’t seem to bother the other males but his nose was
very sensitive because of his half Rai’ku heritage—even more sensitive than most Kindred. It
was hard to overcome his aversion to that faint, oily metallic scent even to get the release he
needed so badly.But it was more than just the artificial smell that bothered him, Garron had to
admit. The second time he had tried to use a Pairing Puppet, he had also failed. And the third
and the fourth.Maybe because you know slaking your needs with a Pairing Puppet would be
disrespectful to Nella’s memory, whispered a little voice in his head. You say you still grieve for
her—for her terrible fate. Then how can you even consider going with another female—even an
artificial one?Garron squirmed uncomfortably. The little voice was right—it was the voice of his
guilt and sorrow. The knowledge that he was being unfaithful to Nella’s memory by even having
these desires and urges in the first place. Why can’t I turn them off? Why must I be tormented
with need when the one female I wanted—the only one I ever loved— is gone?But there was
something else too…something besides the guilt that kept him from doing what had to be done.
A dream—a strange dream he’d been having over and over.Garron closed his eyes and tried to
bring the cloudy dream images into focus. There was a girl in the dream—a girl he could never
quite see. It seemed she was hiding in the shadows for some reason, trying to make herself
inconspicuous…invisible. In the dream, Garron was seeking her, trying to coax her out of the
darkness. But though he called and called, all he could see was a flash of dark brown eyes, a
hint of pale skin, a swirl of deep red hair.Maybe I can’t make myself use any of the puppets
because none of them looks like her. But that was ridiculous—he didn’t even know what she
looked like. And even if he did, he wanted no one but Nella and this girl wasn’t her.The thought
made him wonder about what Becca and her friends had told him of dream sharing. The aligning
of one mind with another…But that couldn’t be happening to him. He was still mourning for his
lost love. Nella was the only female he wanted—anyone else paled in comparison. He had even
taken a vow to be true to her memory. So his mind couldn’t be aligning with another female’s. He
refused to even consider the possibility. And yet…Garron shook his head. It was all very
confusing and the entire situation filled him with guilt. But the need inside him was growing to a
fever pitch—his blood was boiling. He couldn’t ignore it much longer.This time, he told himself,
squaring his shoulders. This time I’ll pick one and take her back to my room. I need to…I have
to.He had to deal with his desires before he became dangerous…before the dr’gin within him
stirred and woke, demanding sacrifice.“Hi Blondie number five, how are you?” Tess patted the
Pairing Puppet on the shoulder as she moved past her.Blondie number five didn’t look up or
acknowledge Tess at all—none of the Pairing Puppets ever did. The artificial girl simply went
about the business of making herself a protein pack and drinking it in long, even, mechanical
swallows.“Yes it is a beautiful day,” Tess said sarcastically. “I’m glad to hear you think so
too.”She’d been at the Pairing House about a week now and out of sheer boredom, she’d begun
naming the different puppets. It didn’t matter what she said to them—apparently they were
programmed to ignore anyone without a penis—so Tess felt free to call them whatever she
wanted.A new girl came into the kitchen—a plus sized model with strawberry blonde hair.“Hey,



Pinky,” Tess said affectionately. “I saw that Beast Kindred you were with last night—looked like a
hot date.”She knew it was silly, but she liked the plus sized puppets better. They seemed more…
relatable somehow, even though they completely ignored her just like the skinny puppets did.“I
hope you don’t mind that I borrowed some of your clothes,” Tess went on conversationally. “But I
didn’t exactly bring a lot with me and you and I are about the same size.”She looked down at the
outfit she was wearing, one she’d taken out of Pinky’s “room” which was really just the bedroom
unit where the Pairing Puppet serviced her clients. Pinky actually “slept” in the recharging room
from midnight until seven in the morning. Her fixed schedule and the selection of surprisingly
pretty plus sized clothing was why Tess had claimed this particular Pairing Puppet’s area for
herself.The outfit she was wearing today was more of a negligee than a dress, truth be told. It
had a stretchy black lace top, cut low to show some cleavage, and a sexy little black skirt that
came down to her mid thighs. The flowing sleeves covered her upper arms nicely and the black
lace was sexy without being slutty. At least, Tess thought so. She could just imagine what Pierce
would say if he could see her in the outfit. In fact, she didn’t have to imagine—she could
remember a similar situation about a year before her mother had died…“What the hell are you
wearing? You can’t wear that out of the house!”“But…” Tess looked down at herself, viewing the
plain little black dress she was wearing uncertainly. She had found it online and for a wonder, it
actually fit perfectly. It had a high, square cut neckline and ended modestly at the knees but it
hugged her hourglass curves nicely—the perfect thing, she’d thought, to wear to their
anniversary dinner.It was the first time they’d gone out in months, since Pierce preferred to stay
home. He always said he liked her cooking more than any restaurant and besides, he didn’t want
any horny men staring at his pretty wife.But Tess got tired of staying in all the time—she’d been
looking forward to this dinner for months.Her husband’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you even get
that? How did you afford it?”Tess found herself suddenly tongue-tied. How could she admit that
she’d saved back a little money from the part time job he allowed her to work at the nursing
home? She was supposed to turn her entire paycheck over to him each week—it was the man’s
job, Pierce said, to handle the money. She wasn’t supposed to worry her pretty little head about
it. He would give her enough for groceries and household expenses.But not enough to buy
anything nice unless he approved of it first.“I…my mom sent me a little cash,” she said haltingly.
A lie, but the truth would have gotten her into trouble.Pierce frowned. “I didn’t see an envelope
from her in the mail.”“It was the day you worked late so I got the mail,” Tess said quickly.
“Remember? Last Wednesday?”“Oh. All right.” He frowned. “Look, from now on I don’t want you
messing with the mailbox. Even if I work late, just leave it. I’ll get it myself.”“All right.” Tess felt her
throat closing as another little piece of her world was chipped away.There was so much Pierce
didn’t allow her to do. He didn’t like her shopping by herself or running errands. He didn’t want
her going back to school even though she had quit in the middle of the nursing program she’d
been in back in North Carolina to move to Tampa with him. “Too many horny guys running
around a college campus,” he’d said, even though he had sworn she could finish her RN degree
once he got settled in his new job. He barely let her work part time at the Happy Rest Nursing



Home and he had only approved that place because it was full of old people without any “horny
guys” to worry about. Now she couldn’t even get the mail!Tess noticed that her husband was still
staring at her with narrowed eyes and realized that she’d better start defusing the situation
quickly.“I saw it online,” she said, letting him know she hadn’t been out shopping by herself. “And
I thought you would like it. I…I got it just for you.”She hated herself for lying again—for trying to
cater to Pierce’s uncertain temper. But if she didn’t she would pay the price. And really, she just
wanted to get out of the house for once and go somewhere that wasn’t work.“Just for me, hmm?”
His look of suspicion softened and he smiled at her, the corners of his green eyes crinkling in the
way she had found so attractive when they first met.“Just for you.” Tess breathed an inward sigh
of relief. Maybe everything would be all right after all. Maybe they could just go out and enjoy a
nice dinner together the way they used to when they were still dating.“Well, well…it is a sexy little
number…” Pierce grabbed her by the waist and kissed her neck.Tess stiffened but kept the smile
fixed on her face.“I’m glad you like it. But we’re going to miss our reservation if we don’t
hurry.”“Screw the reservation. How can I concentrate on food when I’ve got such a sexy little
wife?” Pierce muttered, kissing her again. “Come on, Princess, let’s see what’s under that hot
little dress…”Tess bit her lip. This could go one of two ways. If she gave Pierce what he wanted
they might still make the dinner reservation if he was quick. If she resisted, there would certainly
be a huge fight and Pierce might “punish” her. He believed it was a husband’s right to have sex
whenever and wherever he wanted it and it was the wife’s duty to provide it. The same way Tess
provided his meals exactly on time every day, cleaned the house to his specifications, and did
his laundry just the way he liked it. Pierce was king of the castle in every way and he always
claimed she was his princess.So why did she feel more like his prisoner?“Come on, Princess,”
he muttered in her ear.There was really no choice.“I’m so glad you like it,” she said, hoping her
smile didn’t look forced. “Come on, let’s go in the bedroom.”After ten minutes of staring at the
ceiling, he was finally finished. Tess breathed a sigh of relief when he rolled off, satisfied. She
had to be careful not to react no matter what he did. If she seemed like she was enjoying it—not
that she was—but if she even looked like she was getting pleasure from what he was doing,
Pierce got really upset. Apparently, even though a wife was supposed to provide sex on a daily
basis, only “sluts” and “whores” actually enjoyed it. In the early days of their marriage that had
been hard for her to understand but after being “punished” if she moaned involuntarily or even
moved her hips in time with his rhythm, she had learned to put up a wall between herself and
any sexual feelings she might have. It was easier that way…safer.“Well, that was nice,” she said
carefully, sitting up and smoothing her dress, which was somewhat wrinkled from the
encounter.“Yeah, it was.” Pierce gave her a lazy grin. “Really worked up an appetite, there. How
about you go in the kitchen and make me a sandwich, Princess?”“A sandwich?” Tess felt her
heart sinking. “But…what about our dinner reservation? If we hurry we can still make it.”Pierce
raised an eyebrow. “You really want to go out tonight, huh?”“Well…” Tess twisted her fingers
together. She hated begging but there was no other way. “We haven’t been out in a long time,”
she pointed out. “And it is our anniversary…”“Plus I’m sure you want to show off your body to the



guy you bought that dress for,” Pierce said conversationally.“What?” A red warning flag suddenly
went up for Tess. Trouble coming! But she tried to stay calm and defuse the situation. “I bought it
for you,” she said, trying to smile. “Just for you, honey.”Pierce sat up suddenly, his big body tense
with anger.“Did you try it on for him right there in the store?” he demanded. “Did you let him fuck
you in it? The way I fucked you in it, Princess?”“I would never—”Pierce slapped her hard across
the face. Her head rocked back with the force of the blow and her ears rang.“Oh!” Tess put a
hand to her cheek, tears springing to her eyes. Her face felt puffy and swollen. She licked her lips
and tasted blood—her bottom lip had split and was already swelling.“Now, look what you did.”
Pierce shook his head sorrowfully. “Why did you make me punish you on our anniversary,
Princess? Now your pretty face is all messed up and we can’t go out.”“I…but I…” The tears in
Tess’s eyes now were not just pain but rage. It wasn’t just the hurt he’d inflicted—it was the
disappointment. She hadn’t been out of the house except to work and for a single weekly trip to
the grocery store in months. Pierce had been building their “special anniversary date” up to her
for ages—telling her how good the food was at the restaurant he’d picked, promising her the
best bottle of wine they had on their list.But it wasn’t just the food or wine Tess wanted—she had
dared to hope that they might get back to their old relationship—the one they’d had back when
they were dating.Back to the time when she felt more like a princess than a prisoner.“Why do
you do this?” she burst out, before she considered how unwise it was. “Why do you act like such
a…such a bully?”“A bully, hmm?” Pierce’s green eyes were suddenly flat and cold.Shark’s eyes,
Tess thought. More trouble coming… But still she couldn’t stop herself.“You never treated me
like this when we were dating,” she went on. “You were sweet and kind…you said…you said you
loved me. And I’m such a stupid fool I believed you.”“Is that right?” Pierce stood suddenly,
towering over her. Tess tried not to cower from his huge form but it was hard not to be
frightened.“Yes, that…that’s right,” she said, lifting her chin.“Well here’s something else you’d
better believe, Princess,” he snarled, his eyes narrowed to slits of green rage. “Fucking your little
whore gash made me hungry. And if you don’t get in the kitchen and make me a sandwich right
fucking now, you’re going to get a lot worse than a slap across the face.”Tess jumped up, putting
the bed between them.“I’m sick of this—you never intended to take me out, did you? You
probably didn’t even make a reservation!”“You little slut…” Pierce was around the bed in a flash.
Though she tried to run, he had her by the throat almost before she could blink. “Don’t
antagonize me, Princess,” he ground out, glaring down at her while Tess choked and gasped for
air. “You know how upset I get when you antagonize me.”“Let…let me go,” Tess wheezed. “I’ll…
I’ll…”“You’ll do what?” Pierce sneered, finally releasing her. “Call the police? I am the police,
Princess, remember? And don’t forget, even if you do call out some of my brothers in blue, who
are they going to believe—a well respected detective who’s been decorated twice for bravery?
Or a crazy lady who calls 911 with a bunch of false alarms?”“You…you made me…you…” Tess
shook her head helplessly. Pierce had tricked her several times into calling 911 for no reason.
He’d woken her up in the middle of the night claiming there was a fire or someone breaking in.
Tess had made the call but when the authorities came, there was nothing to see. Pierce had told



them she had mental problems and was just seeking attention.The ruse was Pierce’s way of
making sure no one who had any kind of authority would ever believe anything she said and it
had worked. Tess knew no one would believe her if she called and said her twice decorated
police detective husband was beating her. She was trapped.Abruptly her rage turned to despair
and Tess crumpled to a heap on the floor. How could he be like this? How could the perfect,
loving marriage she’d envisioned have changed into this living hell where any little incident could
turn into a twisted war of pain and rage and hurt? How could she live like this?How could she
escape?It wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed her mind but this time it lingered,
whispering enticingly of freedom. Of a life where she didn’t have to feel like she was walking on
eggshells every second of the day. Where she didn’t have to worry about being beaten if she
cooked the roast too much…or not enough…or didn’t serve it exactly at 5:45 on the dot.As
though reading her mind, Pierce leaned down and shoved his face into hers.“Don’t even think
about it, Princess—you’re mine. And I never let go of what’s mine.” He pulled her to her feet and
shook her once, roughly, for emphasis. “Now go make me that sandwich. But first take off that
slutty whore dress. I’ll burn it later.”SixTess shook her head, trying to clear the awful memory. Her
eyes were wet but she blotted them quickly on the back of her hand. God, Pierce really was a
complete and total bastard. Why had it taken her so long to get away from him? Probably
because she had stupidly believed him when he’d promised he had changed. But not anymore.
Not after he…but she pushed the thought away, unwilling to examine the painful memory of what
Pierce had done to finally drive her away for good.“I’m free of him now. Free. And I’m never going
back.” Tess lifted her chin. “Which is why I’m wearing this.” She twirled in the black lace dress
she’d borrowed from the Pairing Puppet. “It’s kinda naughty, don’t you think, Pinky? A lot
naughtier than that stupid dress that set Pierce off. Not that it matters—you and the rest of the
girls are the only ones to see me. No “horny guys” up here.” Tess laughed. “Well, not for me
anyway. You girls all have your fair share of them.”Pinky ignored her and went to the refrigerator
unit. She took out a protein pack the same way Blondie number five had, and downed it in three
swallows. Then she reached for another.“That’s right, girlfriend—have to keep up your figure.
Although how you manage to stay plus sized on a diet of that pure protein gunk I have no idea.”
Tess shuddered. She had tasted some of the liquid goo which was the puppets’ only food once
out of curiosity. It was bright blue and completely bland with a thick, greasy consistency that
reminded her of motor oil.As Pinky finished her breakfast and left the kitchen, another puppet
came out of the recharging area. It walked with a lurching gait that made Tess think of the old
Frankenstein movies she’d see as a kid. It nearly ran into her on its way to the refrigerator
unit.“Whoa, Barbie!” Tess stepped hastily out of the way and frowned as the puppet fumbled
clumsily for a protein pack. “Hey, are you okay? You’re not looking so good,” she murmured,
coming closer to examine the artificial girl.Barbie, who had long, golden blonde hair, wide blue
eyes, and improbably big breasts, looked exactly like the doll Tess had played with as a child.
She was also looking a little worse for wear this morning.“What’s going on with you?” Tess said,
staring at the puppet. “Had a rough night?”Barbie didn’t respond. Instead she grabbed a protein



pack and lifted it to her mouth. Tess saw her slender fingers contract but apparently she
squeezed the pack much too hard. The thick protein mixture shot out, coating her face with a
dripping layer of blue slime.“Ugh!” Tess jumped back, trying to get out of the line of fire. “That’s
some grip you’ve got there, Barbie. I’d hate to be the Kindred who picks you today.”Barbie
blinked owlishly, her wide blue eyes staring blankly from the bright blue slime mask she now
wore. She disposed of her used protein pack and started to head for the parlor.“I don’t think so.”
Gently, Tess redirected her, nudging the puppet by her skinny shoulder blades back towards the
recharging closet. “Why don’t you spend the day in there?” she murmured as the puppet went
back to her spot on the wall. “I’m sure they must send maintenance around sometime. You better
just rest until they come. Otherwise I’m afraid somebody’s going to get hurt.”The old fashioned
wall clock in the parlor chimed and more Pairing Puppets disengaged from their silver three
pronged claws and filed out of the recharging room. Tess stepped out of the way and watched as
they downed their protein packs and moved into the parlor to await their Kindred clients.It was
still early in the morning so there was no one to service yet. In fact, it only really got busy in the
late afternoon and evening, probably because that was when most of the warriors got off work—
whatever it was they did for work here on the Mother Ship.Tess made her own breakfast, picking
a cube at random to put in the silver microwave looking machine. She had been trying a lot of
new foods since she’d been up here. Some of them looked weird and some were disgusting but
on the whole, they tasted pretty good. Although she wished she could have an old fashioned
plate of pancakes or a cheeseburger occasionally, she generally enjoyed all the new tastes and
textures of the alien food.When she finished breakfast, she cleaned up carefully and went into
the parlor to find a book. Di may have been joking when she suggested that Tess “catch up on
her reading” but that was exactly what she was doing.She looked for Pride and Prejudice in the
bookcase, but it was missing. Doubtless one of the puppets had it, staring sightlessly at the
pages, waiting to be called to service.Tess sighed. “Okay, who’s got my P&P?” She went around
the room, checking book titles until she found the slim, leather bound volume in Pinky’s lap.
“Sorry, girlfriend, but Mr. Darcy’s wasted on you. Here—have this one instead. It’s about a guy
who locks his crazy wife in the attic—I’ve had enough of that kind of crap to last me a lifetime.”
She was about to replace Pride and Prejudice with a copy of Jane Eyre when footsteps sounded
on the old fashioned wooden porch outside.Oh no! Tess froze, both books clutched in her
suddenly nerveless hands. The door to the kitchen—and safety—was way across the room. But
she couldn’t be caught in the open—she had to get out of here!Dropping the books in Pinky’s
lap, she rushed for the swinging door—only to find it blocked.Barbie was standing right in the
doorway, her face still dripping blue goo. She seemed to be trying to step over the threshold into
the parlor but she was stuck for some reason with one foot raised.To Tess, the puppet looked
like someone about to attempt a martial arts move. The kicking crane or something like that, she
thought wildly. Either the circuits in Barbie’s robotic brain were misfiring or her mechanical joints
were locked up. Whatever the case, she was filling the doorway with her hourglass figure, not
leaving even an inch for Tess to scoot past.“Move, Barbie,” she muttered, pushing at the



puppet’s perfect torso. But though they were soft flesh on the outside, the Pairing Puppets’
skeletons were solid metal. Barbie didn’t budge so much as an inch. She just kept standing there
with her face dripping blue and her foot raised high, like she was about to stomp a roach or start
doing the Mexican Hat Dance.The footsteps sounded outside again—louder this time as though
whoever was out there was getting closer.Don’t panic—it’s really early. Maybe whoever’s outside
is just passing by. Maybe they won’t even come in, Tess told herself wildly.The doorknob began
to jiggle.Making a quick decision, Tess jumped for the other side of the room again. There was
still a seat open beside Pinky. Grabbing a book at random from the Pairing Puppet, she plunked
herself down hastily on the couch and opened it.Then she stared down, her heart pounding, as
the front door opened and a tall Kindred with black hair walked into the parlor.Garron forced
himself to enter the house at last. As always, the faint odor of grease and metal met him, making
him wrinkle his nose in disgust. He almost turned right back around again. But something
stopped him.There was something different this time. A new scent he could swear he’d never
smelled before. And yet…it seemed somehow familiar. It was sweet and fresh and above all
feminine. Delicate and faint, it was almost overpowered by the stench of the Pairing Puppets, yet
it drew him like a magnet.But where was it coming from?He looked up and down the long,
narrow room lined with couches. The puppets were all sitting there, staring down at their Earth
books, as they always did until someone spoke to them. Only one was standing and it appeared
to have something wrong with it. Its face was blue and it seemed frozen in place, with one foot
lifted.Garron wondered what the problem was, but the fresh, faint scent kept teasing his nose
and it clearly wasn’t coming from the malfunctioning puppet. He quickly lost interest in it and
went back to scanning the room, looking for the source of the enticing aroma.Where is it coming
from? Which one is it? Whatever puppet was exuding that delicious scent was the one he
wanted. He could feel his blood boiling and already he was hard as a rock under his tight black
flight trousers. He didn’t care what she looked like—he had to have her, whoever she was.But
how to find her?Closing his eyes, Garron inhaled deeply, letting his incredibly sensitive sense of
smell do what his eyes could not—pick out the girl he was seeking. He found the faint strain of
lovely, feminine scent and followed it blindly, turning until he knew which direction it was coming
from. He took one step forward and then another. When he opened his eyes, he was standing in
front of a couch which held two puppets.Both had lovely full figures, which was nice since
Garron preferred a female that wasn’t too skinny. One of them had carefully styled hair that was a
strange reddish shade of blonde and wide blue eyes which came up to meet his when he
stopped in front of her.“Yes, warrior?” she asked in a high, mechanical voice. “How may I service
you?”Garron frowned and leaned down to sniff her. He withdrew, his nostrils wrinkling, when the
faint scent of oil and metal met his nose.Not her.So it must be the other puppet—a short, plump
girl with pale, porcelain skin and long reddish brown hair that fell in a thick curtain around her
face. Garron couldn’t see what color her eyes were because she was still staring down,
apparently concentrating on the book in her lap.“You,” he said roughly, tapping her on the
shoulder.The puppet flinched—or seemed to. It must have been a glitch in her programming that



caused it because Garron had never seen one react that way. Slowly, she looked up.“Y-yes,
warrior?” Her voice was a soft, lovely alto that made his cock surge. “What…what can I do for
you?”Garron stared at her. Her eyes…why did they look familiar? They were dark pools, fringed
thickly with black lashes and filled with some emotion. Was it…fear? But that was impossible—
Pairing Puppets didn’t feel. Probably it was a trick of the light. Or maybe a different kind of
programming.He leaned closer and inhaled, drawing her scent deep into his lungs. Yes, this was
her all right—the girl the delicious aroma was coming from. The scent was so complex—he
could even smell notes of uncertainty in it. Was this more Kindred technology at work? Maybe a
way to make the warrior feel like he was pursuing the girl instead of the other way around? If so,
it was working. He felt his cock harden even more in his trousers and the forbidden urges surged
to the forefront of his mind.“Stand up,” Garron commanded the puppet, his voice hoarse with
need. “Let me look at you.”The girl set her book aside with hands that seemed to shake. Slowly,
she rose, displaying herself for him, just as he had commanded.Garron sucked in a breath at her
beauty. She had full breasts and wide, curving hips that filled out the black lace dress she wore
nicely. Her long, thick hair trailed down her back like silk and her soft, pink, kissable mouth
trembled almost like a real girl’s.But it was her scent as much as her appearance that drew him.
There wasn’t even a hint of the oil and metal stink the other Pairing Puppets always had. Her
lovely feminine aroma bewitched him completely until he almost felt like the girl was seducing
him, though she did nothing but stand there, looking down at her hands and biting her lush lower
lip in a way that was distractingly erotic…and distinctly un-puppetlike.Though he found them
enticing, her mannerisms bothered him. Garron frowned, trying to think past the bewitching
scent. She didn’t smell like a puppet and she didn’t seem to react like one either. Why was
that?“Who are you?” he demanded, staring at her. “What are you?”“Just…just a P-pairing P-
puppet, warrior,” the girl stuttered, her pale cheeks going bright red. “I am…I am new here.”“A
new model, you mean?” Garron demanded.She nodded eagerly. “Yes! A…a prototype. I…have
not been here long.”That explains it. The sweet, fresh scent, the Puppet’s seeming modesty… it
all made sense now. Not that Garron wanted to spend much time thinking about it. He had finally
found a Pairing Puppet he could bear to use—in fact, he found he couldn’t wait to use her.But
not just use… he wanted to caress every inch of the creamy, pale skin he could see under her
thin black lace gown. Wanted to stroke the soft waterfall of silky hair away from her delicate
features and decipher the color of those bewitching, dark eyes. Wanted to raise her skirt and
stroke and scent and most of all taste her sweet sex…that most forbidden activity that his
people, the Rai’ku, considered taboo and illicit…All the things you wish you could have done
with Nella, whispered the voice of guilt in his head. Garron pushed it away with some difficulty.“I
want you,” he told the Puppet thickly. “No, I need you. Now.”“Oh, I…” The puppet blushed even
redder, if that was possible and tried to take a step back. “Perhaps another model, warrior. I am…
still so new.”“No,” Garron growled, his lust and her sweet scent overcoming his inhibitions and
even his guilt. “You. I must have you. Come.” He reached out a hand for her and in a moment, the
Pairing Puppet put her hand in his obediently.“My…I have a room upstairs,” she said



hesitantly.But a quick encounter wasn’t what Garron had in mind. He needed to take his time, to
explore the hidden urges he’d been suppressing for years. And he needed to take her
someplace private, just in case his dr’gin came out at last.“No.” He shook his head firmly. “I need
you to come with me.”“I…but I…” She shook her head, her big, dark eyes wide with what
honestly looked like fear.Garron frowned. “Aren’t you programmed to serve?”“Of…of course I
am.” She cleared her throat. “I’m just…I mean, forgive me, warrior.”Abruptly the fear in her eyes
got to him. Even though he knew it was a simulated emotion, he couldn’t help reacting to
it.“Hey…” He turned and cupped her cheek, lifting her chin to make her meet his eyes. “I’m not
going to hurt you,” he said softly. “I just want…I just need to…I need a release. That’s all.” And in
that moment, he really meant it. Though he had felt his blood boiling and the beast within him
growing closer to the surface, for some reason just being near this little Pairing Puppet seemed
to cool him down. His need was just as strong but as he touched her, he found that his blood no
longer boiled until he felt he might explode.I can do this, he told himself. I can take her without
hurting her. I can appease the dr’gin within and not let it out. I’m sure of it. As long as I can touch
her…as long as I can taste her, I’ll be all right.The girl—no puppet, she’s only a puppet, he
reminded himself—stared at him, wide eyed and trembling for a long moment. Then, slowly, she
nodded her head.“All right. I…I’ll come with you.”“Good.” Garron knew he would have been within
his rights to pick her up and carry her off by force. She was, after all, just a mechanical puppet,
built to ease the needs of the unmated Kindred aboard the ship. But he didn’t like to treat a
female like that—not even an artificial one. “Come,” he told her, tugging gently at her hand.After
a moment, she followed him.SixSixSixTess shook her head, trying to clear the awful memory.
Her eyes were wet but she blotted them quickly on the back of her hand. God, Pierce really was
a complete and total bastard. Why had it taken her so long to get away from him? Probably
because she had stupidly believed him when he’d promised he had changed. But not anymore.
Not after he…but she pushed the thought away, unwilling to examine the painful memory of what
Pierce had done to finally drive her away for good.“I’m free of him now. Free. And I’m never going
back.” Tess lifted her chin. “Which is why I’m wearing this.” She twirled in the black lace dress
she’d borrowed from the Pairing Puppet. “It’s kinda naughty, don’t you think, Pinky? A lot
naughtier than that stupid dress that set Pierce off. Not that it matters—you and the rest of the
girls are the only ones to see me. No “horny guys” up here.” Tess laughed. “Well, not for me
anyway. You girls all have your fair share of them.”Pinky ignored her and went to the refrigerator
unit. She took out a protein pack the same way Blondie number five had, and downed it in three
swallows. Then she reached for another.“That’s right, girlfriend—have to keep up your figure.
Although how you manage to stay plus sized on a diet of that pure protein gunk I have no idea.”
Tess shuddered. She had tasted some of the liquid goo which was the puppets’ only food once
out of curiosity. It was bright blue and completely bland with a thick, greasy consistency that
reminded her of motor oil.As Pinky finished her breakfast and left the kitchen, another puppet
came out of the recharging area. It walked with a lurching gait that made Tess think of the old
Frankenstein movies she’d see as a kid. It nearly ran into her on its way to the refrigerator



unit.“Whoa, Barbie!” Tess stepped hastily out of the way and frowned as the puppet fumbled
clumsily for a protein pack. “Hey, are you okay? You’re not looking so good,” she murmured,
coming closer to examine the artificial girl.Barbie, who had long, golden blonde hair, wide blue
eyes, and improbably big breasts, looked exactly like the doll Tess had played with as a child.
She was also looking a little worse for wear this morning.“What’s going on with you?” Tess said,
staring at the puppet. “Had a rough night?”Barbie didn’t respond. Instead she grabbed a protein
pack and lifted it to her mouth. Tess saw her slender fingers contract but apparently she
squeezed the pack much too hard. The thick protein mixture shot out, coating her face with a
dripping layer of blue slime.“Ugh!” Tess jumped back, trying to get out of the line of fire. “That’s
some grip you’ve got there, Barbie. I’d hate to be the Kindred who picks you today.”Barbie
blinked owlishly, her wide blue eyes staring blankly from the bright blue slime mask she now
wore. She disposed of her used protein pack and started to head for the parlor.“I don’t think so.”
Gently, Tess redirected her, nudging the puppet by her skinny shoulder blades back towards the
recharging closet. “Why don’t you spend the day in there?” she murmured as the puppet went
back to her spot on the wall. “I’m sure they must send maintenance around sometime. You better
just rest until they come. Otherwise I’m afraid somebody’s going to get hurt.”The old fashioned
wall clock in the parlor chimed and more Pairing Puppets disengaged from their silver three
pronged claws and filed out of the recharging room. Tess stepped out of the way and watched as
they downed their protein packs and moved into the parlor to await their Kindred clients.It was
still early in the morning so there was no one to service yet. In fact, it only really got busy in the
late afternoon and evening, probably because that was when most of the warriors got off work—
whatever it was they did for work here on the Mother Ship.Tess made her own breakfast, picking
a cube at random to put in the silver microwave looking machine. She had been trying a lot of
new foods since she’d been up here. Some of them looked weird and some were disgusting but
on the whole, they tasted pretty good. Although she wished she could have an old fashioned
plate of pancakes or a cheeseburger occasionally, she generally enjoyed all the new tastes and
textures of the alien food.When she finished breakfast, she cleaned up carefully and went into
the parlor to find a book. Di may have been joking when she suggested that Tess “catch up on
her reading” but that was exactly what she was doing.She looked for Pride and Prejudice in the
bookcase, but it was missing. Doubtless one of the puppets had it, staring sightlessly at the
pages, waiting to be called to service.Tess sighed. “Okay, who’s got my P&P?” She went around
the room, checking book titles until she found the slim, leather bound volume in Pinky’s lap.
“Sorry, girlfriend, but Mr. Darcy’s wasted on you. Here—have this one instead. It’s about a guy
who locks his crazy wife in the attic—I’ve had enough of that kind of crap to last me a lifetime.”
She was about to replace Pride and Prejudice with a copy of Jane Eyre when footsteps sounded
on the old fashioned wooden porch outside.Oh no! Tess froze, both books clutched in her
suddenly nerveless hands. The door to the kitchen—and safety—was way across the room. But
she couldn’t be caught in the open—she had to get out of here!Dropping the books in Pinky’s
lap, she rushed for the swinging door—only to find it blocked.Barbie was standing right in the



doorway, her face still dripping blue goo. She seemed to be trying to step over the threshold into
the parlor but she was stuck for some reason with one foot raised.To Tess, the puppet looked
like someone about to attempt a martial arts move. The kicking crane or something like that, she
thought wildly. Either the circuits in Barbie’s robotic brain were misfiring or her mechanical joints
were locked up. Whatever the case, she was filling the doorway with her hourglass figure, not
leaving even an inch for Tess to scoot past.“Move, Barbie,” she muttered, pushing at the
puppet’s perfect torso. But though they were soft flesh on the outside, the Pairing Puppets’
skeletons were solid metal. Barbie didn’t budge so much as an inch. She just kept standing there
with her face dripping blue and her foot raised high, like she was about to stomp a roach or start
doing the Mexican Hat Dance.The footsteps sounded outside again—louder this time as though
whoever was out there was getting closer.Don’t panic—it’s really early. Maybe whoever’s outside
is just passing by. Maybe they won’t even come in, Tess told herself wildly.The doorknob began
to jiggle.Making a quick decision, Tess jumped for the other side of the room again. There was
still a seat open beside Pinky. Grabbing a book at random from the Pairing Puppet, she plunked
herself down hastily on the couch and opened it.Then she stared down, her heart pounding, as
the front door opened and a tall Kindred with black hair walked into the parlor.Garron forced
himself to enter the house at last. As always, the faint odor of grease and metal met him, making
him wrinkle his nose in disgust. He almost turned right back around again. But something
stopped him.There was something different this time. A new scent he could swear he’d never
smelled before. And yet…it seemed somehow familiar. It was sweet and fresh and above all
feminine. Delicate and faint, it was almost overpowered by the stench of the Pairing Puppets, yet
it drew him like a magnet.But where was it coming from?He looked up and down the long,
narrow room lined with couches. The puppets were all sitting there, staring down at their Earth
books, as they always did until someone spoke to them. Only one was standing and it appeared
to have something wrong with it. Its face was blue and it seemed frozen in place, with one foot
lifted.Garron wondered what the problem was, but the fresh, faint scent kept teasing his nose
and it clearly wasn’t coming from the malfunctioning puppet. He quickly lost interest in it and
went back to scanning the room, looking for the source of the enticing aroma.Where is it coming
from? Which one is it? Whatever puppet was exuding that delicious scent was the one he
wanted. He could feel his blood boiling and already he was hard as a rock under his tight black
flight trousers. He didn’t care what she looked like—he had to have her, whoever she was.But
how to find her?Closing his eyes, Garron inhaled deeply, letting his incredibly sensitive sense of
smell do what his eyes could not—pick out the girl he was seeking. He found the faint strain of
lovely, feminine scent and followed it blindly, turning until he knew which direction it was coming
from. He took one step forward and then another. When he opened his eyes, he was standing in
front of a couch which held two puppets.Both had lovely full figures, which was nice since
Garron preferred a female that wasn’t too skinny. One of them had carefully styled hair that was a
strange reddish shade of blonde and wide blue eyes which came up to meet his when he
stopped in front of her.“Yes, warrior?” she asked in a high, mechanical voice. “How may I service



you?”Garron frowned and leaned down to sniff her. He withdrew, his nostrils wrinkling, when the
faint scent of oil and metal met his nose.Not her.So it must be the other puppet—a short, plump
girl with pale, porcelain skin and long reddish brown hair that fell in a thick curtain around her
face. Garron couldn’t see what color her eyes were because she was still staring down,
apparently concentrating on the book in her lap.“You,” he said roughly, tapping her on the
shoulder.The puppet flinched—or seemed to. It must have been a glitch in her programming that
caused it because Garron had never seen one react that way. Slowly, she looked up.“Y-yes,
warrior?” Her voice was a soft, lovely alto that made his cock surge. “What…what can I do for
you?”Garron stared at her. Her eyes…why did they look familiar? They were dark pools, fringed
thickly with black lashes and filled with some emotion. Was it…fear? But that was impossible—
Pairing Puppets didn’t feel. Probably it was a trick of the light. Or maybe a different kind of
programming.He leaned closer and inhaled, drawing her scent deep into his lungs. Yes, this was
her all right—the girl the delicious aroma was coming from. The scent was so complex—he
could even smell notes of uncertainty in it. Was this more Kindred technology at work? Maybe a
way to make the warrior feel like he was pursuing the girl instead of the other way around? If so,
it was working. He felt his cock harden even more in his trousers and the forbidden urges surged
to the forefront of his mind.“Stand up,” Garron commanded the puppet, his voice hoarse with
need. “Let me look at you.”The girl set her book aside with hands that seemed to shake. Slowly,
she rose, displaying herself for him, just as he had commanded.Garron sucked in a breath at her
beauty. She had full breasts and wide, curving hips that filled out the black lace dress she wore
nicely. Her long, thick hair trailed down her back like silk and her soft, pink, kissable mouth
trembled almost like a real girl’s.But it was her scent as much as her appearance that drew him.
There wasn’t even a hint of the oil and metal stink the other Pairing Puppets always had. Her
lovely feminine aroma bewitched him completely until he almost felt like the girl was seducing
him, though she did nothing but stand there, looking down at her hands and biting her lush lower
lip in a way that was distractingly erotic…and distinctly un-puppetlike.Though he found them
enticing, her mannerisms bothered him. Garron frowned, trying to think past the bewitching
scent. She didn’t smell like a puppet and she didn’t seem to react like one either. Why was
that?“Who are you?” he demanded, staring at her. “What are you?”“Just…just a P-pairing P-
puppet, warrior,” the girl stuttered, her pale cheeks going bright red. “I am…I am new here.”“A
new model, you mean?” Garron demanded.She nodded eagerly. “Yes! A…a prototype. I…have
not been here long.”That explains it. The sweet, fresh scent, the Puppet’s seeming modesty… it
all made sense now. Not that Garron wanted to spend much time thinking about it. He had finally
found a Pairing Puppet he could bear to use—in fact, he found he couldn’t wait to use her.But
not just use… he wanted to caress every inch of the creamy, pale skin he could see under her
thin black lace gown. Wanted to stroke the soft waterfall of silky hair away from her delicate
features and decipher the color of those bewitching, dark eyes. Wanted to raise her skirt and
stroke and scent and most of all taste her sweet sex…that most forbidden activity that his
people, the Rai’ku, considered taboo and illicit…All the things you wish you could have done



with Nella, whispered the voice of guilt in his head. Garron pushed it away with some difficulty.“I
want you,” he told the Puppet thickly. “No, I need you. Now.”“Oh, I…” The puppet blushed even
redder, if that was possible and tried to take a step back. “Perhaps another model, warrior. I am…
still so new.”“No,” Garron growled, his lust and her sweet scent overcoming his inhibitions and
even his guilt. “You. I must have you. Come.” He reached out a hand for her and in a moment, the
Pairing Puppet put her hand in his obediently.“My…I have a room upstairs,” she said
hesitantly.But a quick encounter wasn’t what Garron had in mind. He needed to take his time, to
explore the hidden urges he’d been suppressing for years. And he needed to take her
someplace private, just in case his dr’gin came out at last.“No.” He shook his head firmly. “I need
you to come with me.”“I…but I…” She shook her head, her big, dark eyes wide with what
honestly looked like fear.Garron frowned. “Aren’t you programmed to serve?”“Of…of course I
am.” She cleared her throat. “I’m just…I mean, forgive me, warrior.”Abruptly the fear in her eyes
got to him. Even though he knew it was a simulated emotion, he couldn’t help reacting to
it.“Hey…” He turned and cupped her cheek, lifting her chin to make her meet his eyes. “I’m not
going to hurt you,” he said softly. “I just want…I just need to…I need a release. That’s all.” And in
that moment, he really meant it. Though he had felt his blood boiling and the beast within him
growing closer to the surface, for some reason just being near this little Pairing Puppet seemed
to cool him down. His need was just as strong but as he touched her, he found that his blood no
longer boiled until he felt he might explode.I can do this, he told himself. I can take her without
hurting her. I can appease the dr’gin within and not let it out. I’m sure of it. As long as I can touch
her…as long as I can taste her, I’ll be all right.The girl—no puppet, she’s only a puppet, he
reminded himself—stared at him, wide eyed and trembling for a long moment. Then, slowly, she
nodded her head.“All right. I…I’ll come with you.”“Good.” Garron knew he would have been within
his rights to pick her up and carry her off by force. She was, after all, just a mechanical puppet,
built to ease the needs of the unmated Kindred aboard the ship. But he didn’t like to treat a
female like that—not even an artificial one. “Come,” he told her, tugging gently at her hand.After
a moment, she followed him.SevenOh my God, are you crazy? What are you doing? Are you
actually going with him? The little voice in Tess’s head was screaming and yet somehow she felt
powerless to do anything but let the big Kindred who had picked her lead her along the narrow
streets of the Unmated Males area. Other Kindred went about their business, walking to and fro,
talking and arguing and laughing—none of them seemed to notice that she was being taken
away to who knows where to do who knows what with a strange man.Of course they don’t notice
—it’s no big deal because they think you’re a freaking Pairing Puppet! the little voice yelled. And
don’t kid yourself with all this ‘going who knows where to do who knows what’ crap! You know
exactly where you’re going and what you’re going to be expected to do once you get there.Yes,
that was true enough. There had been hunger in his brilliant turquoise eyes when the big Kindred
looked at her. No, not just hunger—he looked like he was starving and he thought Tess was the
one who could finally satiate his appetite. There was no doubt what he was going to want to do
the minute they got back to his room. Just the memory of that hot look sent a shiver through



Tess’s entire body.How long had it been since anyone had stared at her like that? She’d been
with Pierce for so long it was hard to remember if one of the two guys she’d dated before him
had ever wanted her as badly as the big warrior seemed to. Pierce himself, of course, had just
taken her for granted—she had never been allowed to deny him or to take pleasure from their
relations so sex had become a mechanical act—just another chore to be done in order to keep
her husband happy. To keep him from “punishing” her.And now, here was this Kindred—a big,
handsome, muscular warrior with spiky black hair and the most flat out gorgeous eyes Tess had
ever seen—saying that he needed her. He had even chosen her specifically over every other girl
in the room. True, she was the only real one there but he didn’t know that. He could have had
Blondie or one of the puppets shaped like Barbie with a tiny wasp waist, legs up to her ears and
big E cup boobs. Instead he had chosen, short, plump Tess. Why?It doesn’t matter why. And it
doesn’t matter that he chose you out of everyone else. You can’t just go with him and let him…let
him do whatever he wants.Tess nibbled her lower lip indecisively. Should she run? But that
would alert the big Kindred that she wasn’t who—or rather what—she’d claimed to be. That, in
turn, could bring her to the attention of the other Kindred. And if they found out she was hiding
out on the Mother Ship illegally she could get into a lot of trouble. Not to mention she’d be
deported back to Earth where Pierce would probably find her within twenty-four hours.But are
you seriously going to have sex with him, just to avoid getting into trouble? the little voice
demanded. I mean, honestly Tess—is it worth it? You don’t even know him!Tess knew the little
voice was right. She couldn’t just go have sex with a stranger—no matter how gorgeous he was.
But how could she get away without arousing his suspicion?As she was wavering uncertainly,
the big Kindred turned down another narrow street that was more like an alley and stopped in
front of a sliding metal door which had been painted green.“This is my room,” he rumbled, his
deep voice sending a shiver through Tess’s entire body.Before she could respond in any way, the
green metal panel slid open and he stepped inside, pulling her along with him.Tess felt like her
heart had jumped into her throat when the green door slid silently into place behind them. Okay,
it’s okay. You’re going to think of a way out of this. Take it easy, she told herself frantically. Trying
to still her racing pulse, she looked around and saw what looked like an efficiency apartment.It
was bachelor neat with a kitchenette in one corner and a small study desk in another. The third
corner held a large, comfortable armchair and, to Tess’s surprise, a small collection of the same
old-fashioned books that were available back at the Pairing House.But when she turned to the
fourth corner her heart, which had begun to slow, started racing again. There was a huge bed,
neatly made up with a dark blue coverlet and several thick pillows arranged against the
headboard.Oh my God, the bed—that’s his bed, yammered the little voice inside her head. And
holy crap, Tess—he’s already undressing!Indeed, he was. Tess fought to keep her emotions
from showing on her face as the big warrior unbuttoned his royal blue uniform shirt and shrugged
it off his massive shoulders. She watched, her mouth dry, as the broad planes of his muscular
chest were revealed. He had smooth, tan skin and his shoulders were fully twice as broad as
hers. He threw the shirt carelessly on the bed and his big hands dropped to his belt.Not that it



looks like he needs a belt to hold those trousers up, the little voice in Tess’s head pointed out.
They’re tight enough to stay up with no help at all—especially in the crotch!It was true. Though
she tried not to look, she couldn’t help seeing the absolutely massive bulge in the tight black
leather trousers. Geeze, is he smuggling a python in his pants or is he just happy to see me?
She had a feeling she was about to find out. He was already starting to unbuckle his belt and any
minute his ginormous trouser snake was going to come popping out and she, Tess, was going to
have to deal with it.Time to make a decision, the little voice said. Are you going to stay here and
actually have sex with a guy who looks big enough to literally split you in two or are you going to
blow your cover and make a run for it?Tess had absolutely no idea. Her heart was racing faster
and faster, pumping so hard she could feel it shaking her entire body. Her mouth was dry with
fear and her palms were damp. She watched, frozen to the spot, as the warrior’s large, well
formed hands unbuckled his belt.What am I going to do? Oh, God—what am I going to do?But
when the belt was unbuckled, he made no move to open his trousers. Instead he motioned to
Tess.“Come here.” His voice was deep with need but soft…almost coaxing.“Why?” Tess blurted
out before she realized it was a very un-robotic thing to say.He frowned. “Not going to hurt you,
little one. I just need to hold you before…”Before what? Tess wanted to ask but she was already
pushing the limit of what a Pairing Puppet would do and say. Even though she had the big
Kindred convinced she was a new prototype, he was going to get suspicious if she kept
questioning everything he said and refusing to obey orders.SevenSevenSevenOh my God, are
you crazy? What are you doing? Are you actually going with him? The little voice in Tess’s head
was screaming and yet somehow she felt powerless to do anything but let the big Kindred who
had picked her lead her along the narrow streets of the Unmated Males area. Other Kindred
went about their business, walking to and fro, talking and arguing and laughing—none of them
seemed to notice that she was being taken away to who knows where to do who knows what
with a strange man.Of course they don’t notice—it’s no big deal because they think you’re a
freaking Pairing Puppet! the little voice yelled. And don’t kid yourself with all this ‘going who
knows where to do who knows what’ crap! You know exactly where you’re going and what you’re
going to be expected to do once you get there.Yes, that was true enough. There had been
hunger in his brilliant turquoise eyes when the big Kindred looked at her. No, not just hunger—he
looked like he was starving and he thought Tess was the one who could finally satiate his
appetite. There was no doubt what he was going to want to do the minute they got back to his
room. Just the memory of that hot look sent a shiver through Tess’s entire body.How long had it
been since anyone had stared at her like that? She’d been with Pierce for so long it was hard to
remember if one of the two guys she’d dated before him had ever wanted her as badly as the big
warrior seemed to. Pierce himself, of course, had just taken her for granted—she had never
been allowed to deny him or to take pleasure from their relations so sex had become a
mechanical act—just another chore to be done in order to keep her husband happy. To keep him
from “punishing” her.And now, here was this Kindred—a big, handsome, muscular warrior with
spiky black hair and the most flat out gorgeous eyes Tess had ever seen—saying that he



needed her. He had even chosen her specifically over every other girl in the room. True, she was
the only real one there but he didn’t know that. He could have had Blondie or one of the puppets
shaped like Barbie with a tiny wasp waist, legs up to her ears and big E cup boobs. Instead he
had chosen, short, plump Tess. Why?It doesn’t matter why. And it doesn’t matter that he chose
you out of everyone else. You can’t just go with him and let him…let him do whatever he
wants.Tess nibbled her lower lip indecisively. Should she run? But that would alert the big
Kindred that she wasn’t who—or rather what—she’d claimed to be. That, in turn, could bring her
to the attention of the other Kindred. And if they found out she was hiding out on the Mother Ship
illegally she could get into a lot of trouble. Not to mention she’d be deported back to Earth where
Pierce would probably find her within twenty-four hours.But are you seriously going to have sex
with him, just to avoid getting into trouble? the little voice demanded. I mean, honestly Tess—is it
worth it? You don’t even know him!Tess knew the little voice was right. She couldn’t just go have
sex with a stranger—no matter how gorgeous he was. But how could she get away without
arousing his suspicion?As she was wavering uncertainly, the big Kindred turned down another
narrow street that was more like an alley and stopped in front of a sliding metal door which had
been painted green.“This is my room,” he rumbled, his deep voice sending a shiver through
Tess’s entire body.Before she could respond in any way, the green metal panel slid open and he
stepped inside, pulling her along with him.Tess felt like her heart had jumped into her throat
when the green door slid silently into place behind them. Okay, it’s okay. You’re going to think of a
way out of this. Take it easy, she told herself frantically. Trying to still her racing pulse, she looked
around and saw what looked like an efficiency apartment.It was bachelor neat with a kitchenette
in one corner and a small study desk in another. The third corner held a large, comfortable
armchair and, to Tess’s surprise, a small collection of the same old-fashioned books that were
available back at the Pairing House.But when she turned to the fourth corner her heart, which
had begun to slow, started racing again. There was a huge bed, neatly made up with a dark blue
coverlet and several thick pillows arranged against the headboard.Oh my God, the bed—that’s
his bed, yammered the little voice inside her head. And holy crap, Tess—he’s already
undressing!Indeed, he was. Tess fought to keep her emotions from showing on her face as the
big warrior unbuttoned his royal blue uniform shirt and shrugged it off his massive shoulders.
She watched, her mouth dry, as the broad planes of his muscular chest were revealed. He had
smooth, tan skin and his shoulders were fully twice as broad as hers. He threw the shirt
carelessly on the bed and his big hands dropped to his belt.Not that it looks like he needs a belt
to hold those trousers up, the little voice in Tess’s head pointed out. They’re tight enough to stay
up with no help at all—especially in the crotch!It was true. Though she tried not to look, she
couldn’t help seeing the absolutely massive bulge in the tight black leather trousers. Geeze, is
he smuggling a python in his pants or is he just happy to see me? She had a feeling she was
about to find out. He was already starting to unbuckle his belt and any minute his ginormous
trouser snake was going to come popping out and she, Tess, was going to have to deal with
it.Time to make a decision, the little voice said. Are you going to stay here and actually have sex



with a guy who looks big enough to literally split you in two or are you going to blow your cover
and make a run for it?Tess had absolutely no idea. Her heart was racing faster and faster,
pumping so hard she could feel it shaking her entire body. Her mouth was dry with fear and her
palms were damp. She watched, frozen to the spot, as the warrior’s large, well formed hands
unbuckled his belt.What am I going to do? Oh, God—what am I going to do?But when the belt
was unbuckled, he made no move to open his trousers. Instead he motioned to Tess.“Come
here.” His voice was deep with need but soft…almost coaxing.“Why?” Tess blurted out before
she realized it was a very un-robotic thing to say.He frowned. “Not going to hurt you, little one. I
just need to hold you before…”Before what? Tess wanted to ask but she was already pushing
the limit of what a Pairing Puppet would do and say. Even though she had the big Kindred
convinced she was a new prototype, he was going to get suspicious if she kept questioning
everything he said and refusing to obey orders.
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Anna-Marie Buchner, “"Wow what a Powerful Read". “Wow what a Powerful Read”Devoured
(Brides of the Kindred Series) Book #11 by Evangeline AndersonI’m not even sure where to
begin. This was a very a powerful read and came with a warning from Evangeline. I guess I was
a little naïve’ when it came to abusive behavior since I’ve never really known anyone (I don’t
think) or been exposed to anyone in an abusive relationship, so needless to say I was
floored.Tess Hughes is in one such relationship and my heart hurt for her. You’ll understand
where I’m coming from when you read this story. Tess’s best friend Di tries desperately to
convince Tess to remove herself from her ex-husband. Well maybe not ex yet since he won’t
sign the divorce papers. But in Tess’s mind she’s done. Di gets Tess to agree to board the
Kindred Mother ship where she knows for sure Pierce can’t come after her. Di puts Tess into the
Pairing Puppet house so she can stow away without being discovered. Ha that is until Garron is
talked into using a pairing puppet to curtail his urges.Garron is a Rai’ku Kindred and on his
planet physical contact is forbidden, but since he is also half Kindred those urges are growing
stronger. To make matters worse he is nearing his name day (we call birthday) and is fighting to
keep his Dr’gin beast controlled. He can’t let it out. So when he attempts using a pairing puppet
a few times he can’t go through with it. They smell like oil and machinery. But when he catches
a whiff of something delish he sniffs it out and finds Tess. Not knowing she’s not a pairing
puppet he takes her back to his room and reveals some personal information thinking she’s a
puppet. When Tess finally breaks down and he realizes he’s been duped (but not on purpose)
he takes her straight to Sylvain and has her deported back to earth and basically handed back
to her abusive ex and band from the Mother Ship for life. Now understand NO ONE knows why
she was there, they never gave her time to explain.When Garron dream shares with Tess and
sees what happens to her he goes out of his mind trying to get to her and protect her. With the
help of her best friend Di they do rescue Tess from her ex. Garron is fighting an inner battle to
stay true to Nella, but after reading this story honestly there was nothing to stay true to except
maybe her memory. Because I truly believe Tess was his mate and who he was meant to bond
with. Tess for some reason seemed to cool down his boiling blood and calmed the beast within
him. The Dr’gin knew that Tess was their mate and I don’t think he would have harmed her.
That’s all I’m giving up.There are other things going on in this story. Like Chancellor Terex
coming out of his coma, but is it really Chancellor Terex or has he been taken over by the evil
UR?I know this is going to sound sick but I totally enjoyed what Garron’s Dr’gin did to Pierce
OMG I was so fisting pumping and hooting and hollering. Another favorite part was when Tess
actually rode on the back of Garron while he was still a Dr’gin. I so wished I was a fly on the wall
when they scooped down in front of Becca, Far and Truth. You see they knew he went rogue
and they were searching for Tess to keep her from being devoured. Ha play on words. You so
will not be disappointed with this latest installment of “Brides of the Kindred.” I so can’t wait for
Enhanced, and I want Terex gone for good.”



Karen, “A rocky start to love. This was another great entry in a series that I have come to love so
much. The characters are ever changing and yet still manage to allow time for characters which
had been established in earlier books. The stories seem simple but have a complexity that
makes them more interesting than if you had something just totally straight forward. The
narrative flows very well though there are sometimes things that hold it back a little. The
characters speak and act as you wold expect them to in most instances, though sometimes they
seem to do things just to make the story progress.Garron has been banned from his home-
world, Pax because of his siding with his half brother Truth when he had visited with his twin and
mate. Garron is Rai'ku but his was a twin Kindred who had lost his twin and mate. He is living on
the mother ship and trying to come to terms with the new feelings that he has been having as
well as the fact of his 'other' possibly coming out. Tess is running from an abusive spouse who
could end her life and make it seem like an accident or something someone else did and has
nowhere she can really hide. Her friend takes her to live at the Pairing House(pleasure-bots) for
the unmated males where they figure her ex would never look for her. She has lived there for
week with no problems when Garron comes to choose one of the pairing bots and accidentally
chooses her. Neither of their lives is ever the same after this.I liked the story between Tess and
Garron because they were both kind of lost. Tess because her ex had beaten her down so much
she could not see the good in any man and Garron because he had loved and tried to protect
someone he couldn't and sought to punish himself forever. There was the requisite trip off-world
which I have come to expect and look forward to since you never know what type of place it will
be. I got to catch up with my girls from previous books to see what was happening in their lives.
And we got to meet the next couple who will be brought together, and see what the malevolent
entity in their midst will cause to happen. Really want that wrapped up because it just annoys me
a bit.Overall I would recommend this along with all the series as a must read!”

Manda, “I WANT THE NEXT ONE!. Spoilers;This book is the 11th instalment of the Kindred
series this one moved away from the main cast of the other books but you will still need to read
the others first to understand what is going on and who is who.I highly recommend reading but
caution if you don’t have access to an e-reader of some type if you don’t then you’re going to be
disappointed because half of these books are e-books but they are well worth the leap into e-
books they pushed me into taking that leap and now I can’t stop reading them but I will always
be a real book reader.This book carries on nicely from the previous book and delves into the
dark side of Ur. (Bad guy) But it centres on Garron and Tess with him trying to protect her from
her abusive nearly ex-husband but Garron has taken a vow to never fall in love again after his
first love Nella died at the Hands of his brother but there is an attraction that he can’t fight but it
also depends on the beast within will it eat Tess as it’s first meal or will it see Tess as it’s mate?
You’ll have to read it to get the answer I’m not going to tell you.This book also leads into the next
book and if your anything like me you’ll want to read it and the others in the series enjoy….”



Creader, “Another glorious Kindred tale. I have read all the previous stories in the series and they
never fail to give satisfaction. I don't need to give much detail about the book as all of them have
really innovative plots that can thrill the reader. There is also the thread of continuity that
represents the 'super plot', which stimulates the reader to find out what will happen next. Highly
recommend this to others. I now intend to read the next two, which I have been mentally saving
to read for that moment when I need the satisfaction of a really good read.”

Deb G-S, “Excellent. Despite being a sci-fi erotica novel, this novel serves as a sensitive
portrayal of abuse, and the hardships the victims face when entering relationships.To the author,
I apologise for my past harsh critiques, you didn't deserve that level of vitriol. You're a great
writer, and I simply can't get enough!”

shaz57, “A Cracking read!. Please Please Evangeline let us have these Kindred in book form
too! They would without a doubt make my keeper shelf!! This is just one of an excellent story
about the KIndred each book creat's it's own world and new charecters. I just want to keep on
reading!! Well done Evangeline! Ps visit her website it's great and has other books that may
interest you. I've read so many and never get bored.”

The book by Gabriela Mistral has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 359 people have provided feedback.
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