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      EARTH 2070

      

      Please let this end quickly.

      Fiona Lockhart wished the formal surrender to the Kall aliens wasn’t a required public event. Shivering bodies packed the square, and hushed whispers tinged with fear floated through the crowd. Huge Kall warriors dressed in black armor paced through the gathering, weapons in hand, their faces hard masks of indifference.

      She glanced at her mother, Janie, who wore a dazed expression, and hoped the unwell woman remained quiet during the ceremony. The last thing Fiona wanted was to draw the attention of a vicious alien warrior.

      A horn sounded, and the whispers in the crowd immediately ceased. Dread curled in Fiona’s stomach. Worldwide government officials had already surrendered to the Kall aliens who’d invaded Earth. She didn’t understand why this formal ceremony was necessary and longed for the relative safety of the tiny, dilapidated trailer she shared with her mother.

      She didn’t like being outside near the Kall warriors. They frightened her more than she would like to admit, though she always tried to put on a brave face for her mother.

      She glanced at the sky. An ominous blanket of gray hovered above, and the stillness of what little nature surrounded Camp Syracuse reminded Fiona of the quiet that preceded a heavy snowfall. She wrapped her arms around herself as a shiver coursed through her.

      She hoped her instincts about the weather were wrong. Her mother’s delusions had been getting worse lately, and bad weather would surely aggravate the sick woman further.

      The sound of bootsteps called her attention away from the bleak sky. A procession of Kall warriors, along with a few American officials, marched down the steps of a hovering airship and onto a large platform. The ceremony was about to begin.

      Anxiety churned inside Fiona and she lowered her gaze, not wanting to make eye contact with any of the fearsome aliens who’d conquered her planet.

      But a static noise soon drew her eyes upward, where a large video screen attached to the side of the airship flickered to life, providing a clear view of the whole platform.

      For a moment, Fiona was plunged back into the carefree days of her youth, when she attended music festivals that used similar screens to show close-up views of the bands performing on stage. However, this gathering was anything but carefree, and the feeling soon vanished, a wisp of a memory, come and gone.

      Hunger gnawed at her stomach, and dizziness assailed her. She couldn’t recall when she’d last eaten. Most of the time, she gave her daily food rations to her mother. It was bad enough that Janie no longer had access to the medication she desperately needed, but the least Fiona could do was ensure her mother didn’t go hungry.

      A sudden breeze swept over the camp, and Fiona’s teeth chattered. The wind pierced through her too-thin clothing and she couldn’t help but fear for the future.

      How would they survive the long, cold winter ahead?

      She would give anything to be back in her childhood home, with a cozy fire crackling in the hearth, a steaming mug of tea beside her, while her mother dozed comfortably in her favorite armchair, tucked underneath one of Grandma Stacy’s colorful quilts.

      Murmuring voices on the platform pulled her attention back to the cold, unforgiving present, and another gust of wind penetrated straight to her bones.

      The Kall stood on all sides of the American officials, boxing them in as if guarding prisoners. One last human descended the steps of the airship and approached a podium. He began to speak into a microphone, and his unusually high-pitched voice carried across the crowd, a painful stab to Fiona’s eardrums.

      “Six months ago, Earth committed a terrible and unprovoked act of war against the Kall on their homeworld. Completely within their rights, the Kall immediately declared war on Earth and invaded our planet. I am here today as a representative of the U.S. government to remind all Americans that the war is now over. The Kall have prevailed over us. Earth has surrendered to the Kall and taken steps to make reparations.

      “Today, all around the world, our leaders are signing a treaty to ensure long-lasting peace between our races. The Kall are now our dear friends in this universe and have graciously agreed to take up positions in our government and maintain several military bases here on Earth.”

      He pulled a large electronic tablet from his jacket, holding it high for the crowd to see.

      “Now we will sign the treaty. It is a new day, a peaceful day.”

      As the Kall and humans on the platform lined up to sign the treaty, the crowd remained deathly silent, the atmosphere heavy with fear. Fiona wondered if anyone in the crowd was stupid enough to believe the American official’s speech or believe that true peace was possible.

      The Kall were incapable of anything but conquering.

      She glanced at the humans on the platform and noticed a short man with a thin comb-over hairdo staring straight at her. His assessing gaze caused her to shudder, but she lost sight of him when three other men stepped forward to lead an oath of loyalty to the Kall. The entire crowd was compelled to repeat the words of devotion to a race of barbaric aliens. Her heart raced as the words tumbled falsely from her lips.

      To Fiona’s relief, her mother remained silent until the horn dismissed everyone. As they moved toward their trailer, excited whispers rippled through the crowd, and Fiona soon realized the Kall had modified the trailers during the ceremony. A thick, translucent material covered each tiny structure like a tight-fitting rain poncho. Large boxes of food had also been stacked at each door.

      Despite her contempt for the Kall, it was difficult not to be curious about the surprise awaiting them at home. She urged her mother to walk faster and prayed this wasn’t some sort of cruel trick.

      As she navigated through the suffocating crowd in the muddy street, she kept her mother close. There was no telling what Janie would do if she got lost. Fiona grabbed her mother’s hand and eased her way to the edge of the throng, wondering how many thousands of people actually called this place home. Eight? Ten? She wasn’t sure, but there were times when it felt like a million starving refugees were packed into this wretched camp.

      While this settlement was supposed to be temporary, she feared it might be years before they could safely leave. With the country in ruins, there was nowhere to go except the obscenely small white trailer with the number 2492 painted on the side.

      Home sweet fucking home.

      “Oh, look at this! Fiona, is this food for us?” Janie Lockhart peeked into the boxes on their doorstep, her eyes brimming with rare enthusiasm.

      “I believe so, Mom. You go on inside and lie down for a bit. I’ll carry them in.”

      The warmth almost knocked her over as she entered the trailer carrying the first box. It felt like they had heat, but it couldn’t be possible. The American government had provided these emergency homes to many camps around the country, but they didn’t have air-conditioning or heat.

      Fiona stepped outside and got a better look at the peculiar clear covering. She placed her hand on the smooth, hot surface, and realized this addition to the trailer was indeed providing the much-needed warmth.

      Why would the Kall use their resources to bring comfort to their enemies?

      Fiona contemplated this mystery as she set each box on the floor. The boxes took up the whole kitchen, but she quickly put the food items away in the cabinets, stacking what wouldn’t fit on the counters.

      They now had flour, sugar, crackers, rice, beans, dried fruit, coffee, canned vegetables, and even chocolate. Fiona would be able to bake brownies. She gasped and covered her mouth with one hand when she looked in the last box. It contained a mini fridge powered by an energy cell. She heaved it onto the counter and opened it up.

      “Mom, come here!”

      Janie eased off the bed and padded into the kitchen. Her eyes widened when she peered into the fridge. “Praise God,” she said, raising her hands in the air.

      For the first time in weeks, they had cold milk, eggs, cheese, fruit juice, and fresh meat. Hope swelled inside Fiona. They had real food.

      “Go rest for a while, Mom. I’ll make something good for lunch.”

      Janie walked toward the bed but stopped halfway there to converse with an imaginary person near the toilet. Tears welled in Fiona’s eyes. Without the medication she needed, her mother would eventually do or say something crazy in front of the Kall.

      Fiona hated the thought of keeping her mother locked up in the trailer day after day, but it seemed like the only option. It would be years before Kall forces started leaving Earth, and even then, a great number would remain behind in various positions of power. Earth would never be truly free of the aliens who’d come to conquer.

      Lunch was a feast of fried bacon, cheese biscuits, scrambled eggs, and fruit salad. It was heavenly, and they stuffed themselves until every scrap of food was gone. Fiona brewed a pot of coffee, and they sat in silence, sipping the wonderful brew. It was the most satisfying afternoon Fiona had enjoyed in ages. Decent food had become a luxury, and now they had a kitchen full of it.

      Throughout the rest of the day, Fiona kept busy by organizing the kitchen, disposing of the boxes, and baking bread and brownies. She also made up a meal plan for the next two weeks. Since she wasn’t sure if the Kall would continue handing out food, she kept the meals sparse to stretch the good food as long as possible.

      Today’s extravagant lunch was a one-time indulgence.

      Janie fell asleep before the sun set, so Fiona took the opportunity to venture outside alone. The streets smelled of trash and shit, and she drew her shawl over her nose to better tolerate the stench.

      A couple of kids were playing soccer in the street, using boxes as nets. Their laughter raised her spirits, and she paused beside a few of her neighbors who’d come to watch. Simple pleasures like this offered much-needed respite from the worries of day-to-day existence in the settlement.

      She supposed she could attempt to make friends here, but she didn’t want to grow attached to anyone. A thick cloud of despair loomed heavily over the camp. Worrying about her mother constantly was stressful enough. Another emotional attachment would only bring pain in the end, because she doubted anyone here would find a happy ending.

      A pair of finely dressed men moved through the gathering crowd. She watched as they scanned the trailers nearby and eventually approached one and knocked.

      Fear gripped her, and she pulled her shawl tighter over her arms as she moved toward the strangers.

      Why were they knocking on her trailer?

      No one wanted a social call from any remaining members of the American government, and with their expensive suits, these particular turncoats looked like they’d surrendered to the Kall early on in hopes of currying favor with the aliens. Without having spoken a word to them, Fiona despised them for the cowardice she imagined they possessed.

      “Stop knocking. You’ll wake up my mother,” she said in a voice full of venom. Her face burned with embarrassment when she realized many of the neighbors were staring in her direction. So much for making friends—even if she wanted to.

      The man with the comb-over—the same man who’d caught her eye during the ceremony—smiled and extended his hand. “Ah, there you are. Fiona Lockhart. Just the woman we’re looking for. How do you do?”

      She looked at his offered hand in disgust and spat on the ground. No one wanted to be seen making friends with the turncoats and she was very conscious of all the neighbors still watching. Most people resented such turncoats for befriending and aiding the enemy before the official end of the war.

      Before President Carson and the rest of the Earth leaders had surrendered in unison.

      “What do you Kall-loving assholes want?”

      “A private word,” the second man interjected, pushing his companion’s hand down and smiling to reveal crooked white teeth.

      “I want nothing to do with you. Leave me and my mother alone.” Whatever they wanted, she had nothing to offer. Fiona was one refugee of thousands, another displaced woman trying to scrape by in a world gone to hell.

      “We know your mother is sick. Perhaps if you agree to a private word, we can discuss treating her early-onset dementia?” Mr. Combover already held a triumphant gleam in his eyes, as if he knew this statement would bring her to her knees.

      Of course it would. She’d do anything for her mother.

      She wondered how he knew the specific condition Janie suffered from, but quickly decided it didn’t matter. He knew, and he was using this knowledge to force a conversation.

      “Fine,” she hissed. “But keep your voices down. Remember my mother’s asleep.” Fiona opened the door and motioned them inside her little trailer, feeling the burn of dozens of eyes on her back as she followed.

      They crowded into the kitchen, and she was annoyed when Crooked Teeth pulled out a chair for her. She leaned against the counter and crossed her arms over her chest, glaring from one turncoat to the other.

      “Has anyone ever told you how much you look like President Carson’s daughter?” Mr. Combover looked her up and down, his gaze suddenly cold and calculating. Fiona fought back a shiver.

      “Yeah, sure, I get it all the time. So what?” Since the First Daughter was the same age as Fiona and President Carson was currently serving the final year of his second term, Fiona got weird looks from people all the time. With her wavy auburn hair, blue eyes, splash of freckles, and similar facial features, she could probably pass for Betsy Carson’s twin.

      In fact, she’d gotten herself gussied up with high heels and a faux-designer handbag last Halloween and gone as the First Daughter to a costume party.

      It never occurred to her that looking like the president’s daughter was a bad thing—until now. As she studied her unwelcome visitors, she started to get a sinking feeling.

      “Are you aware of the marriages that are to take place between Kall warriors and Earth citizens as part of the peace treaty?” Crooked Teeth asked.

      Her stomach dropped and an icy chill settled in her veins. “Somewhat,” she said, barely managing to answer, as her throat had gone suddenly dry.

      “President Carson’s daughter is supposed to marry a Kall warrior named Merokk in three days, but she’s run off and no one can find her. This is one of the most important unions between the Kall and mankind. If the marriage doesn’t take place, it would be considered a violation of the treaty.” Mr. Combover brushed a hand along the back of his neck in a nervous manner. “As you might imagine, we need to find a woman willing to take the First Daughter’s place.”

      The turncoats exchanged a worried glance.

      “So, you’ll help my mother if I pretend to be Betsy Carson?” Disbelief swirled through her.

      “That is correct, Miss Lockhart. If you agree to pose as the First Daughter—indefinitely—and marry this Kall warrior, we’ll place your mother in a medical resort in the Caribbean, one that wasn’t destroyed during the war. She’ll be safe and sound,” said Crooked Teeth.

      “When I saw you standing in the crowd today during the ceremony, I had to do a double take. I followed you home and then checked your records. Imagine my delight to discover your unique situation.” Mr. Combover smirked. No doubt he was proud of himself for so quickly finding the leverage he needed to secure Fiona’s agreement.

      Was this really happening? Was she actually considering marriage to a Kall warrior—a lifetime with one of the barbarians who’d conquered her planet?

      Crooked Teeth produced a tablet that contained information about the medical resort. He held it in her view and swiped from one page to the next, showing her pictures of the establishment. Sunny and bright with views of the sparkling blue ocean, it looked like one of those all-inclusive luxury resorts rather than a medical facility.

      Fiona had to admit it looked like a wonderful place to send her mother. But were they telling the truth? How could she trust them?

      Once the government official finished scrolling through the images, he tucked the tablet into his jacket pocket.

      “She’ll be well taken care of,” he said, placing a hand upon his heart. “I give you my word.”

      “You’re turncoats,” she said, giving each man a sharp look. “Your word doesn’t mean shit to me. How can I be sure you’ll actually follow through with helping my mother?”

      “You don’t have much of a choice,” Crooked Teeth said. “But I suppose we can allow you one video comm call with your mother once she’s reached the medical resort. Before your marriage to Merokk takes place, you can verify she’s arrived safely.”

      “We need an answer now,” Mr. Combover said, sounding rather desperate. “Please. Think of your mother. And think of yourself. You’ll get to leave this place, this awful camp.”

      “Think of your country, too,” Crooked Teeth said, “and of your planet. You’ll be helping the entire world if you agree to our proposal, Miss Lockhart.”

      She drew in a shaky breath. “Kall, um, they marry for life, don’t they?” She had the sudden sensation that she was falling.

      Neither man spoke for a full minute.

      “Yes,” Crooked Teeth finally said, his tone reluctant. “Kall marry for life. Divorce is not an option in their culture. However, this marriage is a political one. Your husband will likely wish for a marriage in name only.”

      “The Kall warrior you want me to marry,” she asked, dread filling her, “what did you say his name was again?”

      “Merokk,” the men said in unison.

      “He was a commander during the war,” Mr. Combover added, “and he’s just been appointed to an ambassadorship here on Earth. You’ll live with him in D.C.”

      Well, at least she wouldn’t have to leave Earth. That knowledge was somewhat comforting.

      She opened her mouth, ready to ask them what Merokk was like, but she quickly pressed her lips together, realizing it didn’t matter if he was the cruelest Kall in all of existence. She prayed Crooked Teeth was telling the truth about Merokk likely wanting a marriage in name only. The very prospect of sleeping with a Kall warrior struck fear into her heart.

      She stared at the back corner of the trailer where Janie was sleeping, tucked underneath a coarse, government-issued wool blanket, as she considered the turncoats’ proposition.

      It wasn’t a difficult decision to make, but it was a painful one.

      She doubted she would see her mother again if she accepted this offer, but she also doubted her mother’s odd behavior would escape the bloodthirsty Kalls’ notice for much longer. And Fiona’s chances of getting her hands on the expensive medication Janie required were slim.

      Those who caused trouble in the camp were slaughtered, usually on sight. Fiona had seen it happen on numerous occasions. No trial. No questions asked. Just… killed. The Kall wouldn’t understand her mother’s medical condition if she started yelling outside or decided to approach one of them for a conversation, or if she got into an argument with a neighbor or simply walked too close to the Kall while they were engaged in training exercises.

      Every day that they remained in Camp Syracuse was a risk, but there was nowhere else to go. It wasn’t as though Fiona could collect her mother and take off on foot, especially with winter approaching. Most of the country lay in ruins, and the Kall oversaw every last refugee camp.

      Her heart broke.

      “Very well,” she forced out after a minute of choking silence. “I-I’ll do it. I’ll marry Merokk.”
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      Merokk stood on the White House lawn as workers bustled all around, preparing for tomorrow’s mass wedding. Many of his comrades were excited about the upcoming nuptials to Earth women, but Merokk didn’t share their sentiments fully.

      In spite of his desire to return to the Kall homeworld, his father had arranged his union with the First Daughter and insisted the couple stay on Earth. Merokk would remain in the nation’s war-torn capital as an ambassador.

      His days as a glorified soldier had come to a bitter end.

      “If you don’t stop brooding like that, you’re going to scare away your bride-to-be.”

      Merokk turned at the sound of his father’s voice. “Must you speak English all the time?”

      Penka chuckled. “You’d better get used to it. Your little wife doesn’t speak Kall.” He paused and glanced back at the White House. “Speaking of your wife, she has just arrived.”

      Merokk’s pulse quickened. “Have you seen her?” Despite his reluctance to remain on Earth, he was quite eager to meet his bride.

      “She’s lovelier in person than in her pictures. Come, let’s go.”

      Merokk followed his father inside to a large empty room on the third floor. Without a word, the old Kall left him alone to await his bride. Moving toward the massive window overlooking the lawn, Merokk clasped his hands behind his back and waited, his anticipation growing as he listened for the sound of approaching footsteps.

      A wife. His pulse raced even faster. He would soon have a wife of his very own, and a human one at that. He adored the soft skin and flowing hair of Earth women, and he’d bedded a few who had visited the Kall homeworld as tourists before the war broke out. Of all the known alien species, humans were the most similar to the Kallians in both appearance and custom. Betsy Carson’s humanness didn’t bother him. Many Kall took mates from other compatible species, though most unions were for political alliances.

      As the son of a powerful Kall leader, Merokk was bound by duty and honor to marry the female of his father’s choosing. He’d realized long ago that whatever marriage he entered would be a political union. He’d accepted that—as well as the fact that he would likely never father children with an alien bride—but he’d never accepted the possibility of living on a foreign planet.

      According to the treaty, the Kall would gradually leave Earth over the next few years, leaving only several small military bases and a handful of advisors and ambassadors behind.

      Merokk was one of those ambassadors.

      He supposed that, as the youngest of twelve sons, he should’ve seen this coming. He’d spent the last few years distinguishing himself in battle, rising to the rank of Commander, but his accomplishments hadn’t earned his father’s favor enough to warrant something grander than an ambassadorship on Earth. Swallowing his resentment, he turned at the sound of an opening door.

      A haggard-looking President Carson guided a young, pretty human female across the room. The American leader cleared his throat and dipped his head in a show of respect.

      “Ambassador Merokk, may I present to you my daughter, Betsy Carson.” He urged the woman forward and stepped back.

      Merokk stared into the bluest eyes he’d ever seen, taking note of the glimmer of fright she tried to hide behind a small, polite smile. The moment stretched on as they stared at one another, and he suddenly became annoyed that they weren’t alone.

      “Leave us,” he said sharply, glancing at President Carson.

      Betsy’s smile vanished as she watched her father depart the room. She squared her shoulders and held Merokk’s gaze, her eyes sharpening with a hint of boldness. Amusement curled his lips. Despite her brave front, the scent of her fear remained a sweet, cold sensation that flowed into his nostrils and caused his muscles to tense.

      Her distress, coupled with the knowledge that she would belong to him in every possible way, stirred his darkest desires.

      He moved around her in a slow circle, taking in every curve of her body, from her shapely thighs to her large, pert breasts. The knee-length blue dress she wore hugged her in all the right places. As he finished another circle around her, he noticed the rapid rise and fall of her chest. His fingertips tingled with the urge to reach out and stroke her smooth flesh.

      Fluxx, he had to touch her.

      Merokk tilted her chin upward with one finger and caught her gaze in his. He inhaled deeply, breathing in more of her intoxicating human scent. So sweet, yet still so afraid.

      “The only time you need to fear me, Betsy, is if you’ve done wrong. Try to relax.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t even know you.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      She shrugged and tried to pull away, but Merokk captured her chin between his fingers, holding her in place. Her eyes darkened a shade, revealing a glimpse of rebelliousness that he would undoubtedly have to tame. His palm twitched at the prospect of smacking her quivering, bare bottom.

      If she pushed him, he would not hesitate to discipline her.

      Of all the marriages between Kall and humans, theirs was one of the most important, and he couldn’t allow the First Daughter to disrespect him, particularly in the company of others.

      “I’ve been told this marriage will be in name only,” she said, “that it’s one of many such political alliances formed to heal the hurt between our worlds. Am I to understand I won’t see you often after the wedding ceremony?” The optimism in her voice grated Merokk’s nerves and wounded his pride simultaneously, though he would never admit it out loud.

      His jaw clenched, and his hands moved to grip her shoulders.

      “I will be your husband and this marriage will be a traditional one,” he said in a deep, rumbling tone. “You’ll see me often, Betsy, in and out of the bedroom.”

      Shock registered on her face at his last ominous statement.

      “But surely you prefer the company of your own kind. I would never demand you remain faithful to me. If you have a girlfriend or mistress or⁠—”

      “Enough!” He released her shoulders and put some space between them. He cursed inwardly in his own tongue.

      Their first meeting wasn’t going quite as he’d expected, and his temper, fueled by his frustration over having to remain on Earth, was partly to blame.

      “Our marriage will be consummated—tomorrow night. Whoever has been educating you about Kall customs is obviously not very knowledgeable. Arranged marriage or not, it’s disgraceful among my people to take another female on the side. We play around plenty before marriage—but never after.”

      He paused to allow this information to sink in. Some Kall males killed their mates when they became bored or displeased, which allowed them the freedom to pair with another female, a practice known as ushrina, but he wasn’t about to divulge that information to her. No sense causing her undue worry. He wasn’t that cruel.

      “I’ve been with Earth women before, Betsy. Trust me. Our species are very compatible.”

      Her shoulders sagged and she sighed. “I’m sorry. I was misinformed. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      The raw honesty in her voice tugged at his heartstrings, causing most of the anger to drain out of him. He found himself giving her a sympathetic smile, hoping to break the tension between them, and he moved forward, cupping her pretty face between his large hands. She trembled at his touch but didn’t attempt to pull away.

      “I know we’re strangers, Betsy, but we will get to know one another.” His voice took on a more serious tone when he added, “I will expect you to obey me and respect my decisions. I know before the war you led a somewhat wild and indulgent life, but your behavior reflects upon me. I won’t tolerate mischief or disobedience in any form. Starting now. Do you understand?” He arched an eyebrow, waiting for her response.

      Her soft expression abruptly hardened, her eyes flashing with defiance as she said, “Yes, sir,” in a tone that was both sarcastic and defiant.

      If she persisted in challenging his authority, she would soon discover firsthand just how a Kall husband dealt with a disobedient wife. He leaned closer, until their noses almost touched.

      “Disrespect will not be tolerated,” he said in a scolding tone. “Unless you wish to feel my hand applied to your bare bottom, you will apologize.”

      A look of disbelief came over her and the fire in her eyes quickly dimmed. She drew in a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” she said, avoiding his gaze as she spoke.

      “Not good enough. I want a proper apology.”

      “I—I’m not sure what you mean. I said I was sorry.” Her eyes danced around the room, as if she were searching for an escape. But there would be no escape for her—nor for him. They would be bound to one another for the rest of their lives.

      “Get on your knees, little one.” He stepped back and watched the disbelief continue to flicker across her face. She would have to learn, one way or another, to be a good wife. An obedient wife. As her husband, it was his job to guide her with a firm but fair hand. It was the Kall way.

      “Okay,” she finally whispered, sinking to her knees.

      She lowered her head and was silent for a long moment before a sweetly spoken apology tumbled from her lips.

      “I-I’m sorry for being disrespectful.” She paused, and her voice quavered when she continued. “Forgive me, but I-I, er, this is very new to me. Again, I am sorry.”

      Merokk lifted her chin up, staring into her pretty blue eyes. “That’s better,” he said in a deep, raspy voice.

      This tense interchange between them had caused his pulse to race and his cock to harden painfully inside his pants. He lifted her up gently and rested his hands on her shoulders. Her lips curled in a brief apologetic smile, but the conflict in her eyes remained. No doubt she was at odds with herself, and perhaps she had only apologized out of fear.

      Her expressive eyes revealed all, and he imagined he would be able to read her thoughts with ease once they became better acquainted. And with their wedding hour fast approaching, that was exactly what Merokk planned to do.

      “Come,” he said, grasping her hand. “Let us go for a walk, little one.”
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      Fiona could scarcely believe she was in Washington, D.C., pretending to be the First Daughter, of all people. The last forty-eight hours seemed unreal, particularly her brief meeting with President Carson, just before he’d escorted her to meet Merokk. Any moment now, she half-expected to wake up and find this was all a dream.

      She peered at Merokk and tried not to admire his handsome masculine profile. She judged him to be over seven feet tall, like most Kall warriors. His dark red skin gleamed in the sun, and his black, short-cropped hair held a few touches of white, giving him a distinguished look. He possessed a strong, square jaw and a long nose that appeared as though it had been broken several times. A thin scar traveled down the side of his face and neck, which only made him look more intimidating.

      Whenever she glanced at the tall, muscular alien, small quivers rushed through her. He was her fiancé. World leaders had signed the treaty that listed all the Kall-human arranged marriages, with hers among them.

      Except it wasn’t really her place to marry Merokk.

      Her throat went dry and she worried about what might happen if the huge alien ever learned the truth about her identity.

      She would have to be very, very careful.

      For her own sake, as well as her mother’s.

      Dread, and even a small amount of guilt, ate away at her until she felt queasy.

      For the past few hours, she’d walked the White House grounds attached to Merokk’s arm. He’d asked her many questions about herself, which she’d done her best to answer, though in an effort to keep herself from slipping up, she always countered one of his questions with at least three of her own. Fortunately, this method worked, particularly when she forced a note of interest into her voice.

      During their long walk, he was perfectly friendly and treated her with more warmth than he had during their initial meeting, frequently smiling at her or giving her hand an affectionate squeeze as he spoke.

      She got the sense that he wanted her to understand him better, that perhaps if she knew more about him, she might feel more comfortable in his presence. But learning more about him didn’t ease her fears over the prospect of marrying him. Quite the opposite, in fact.

      He touched upon his life on the Kall homeworld but glossed over the wars that had torn him away from the planet on occasion. He’d been in charge of training the units of Kall warriors in his district, and his life experiences traveling to other worlds overwhelmed Fiona with a sense of inadequacy.

      She’d barely left New York—well, except she had.

      As Betsy Carson.

      Betsy had led a full, galaxy-trotting life, a life Fiona was now forced to pretend was her own. An aide of President Carson’s had spent hours teaching Fiona all about the First Daughter. Her head was still spinning from the impromptu history lesson. She hoped she didn’t forget anything important.

      As Merokk continued to entertain her with a story about his two oldest brothers, remorse pushed its way into her consciousness. Why she felt guilty about lying to him, she wasn’t quite certain. Given that he’d killed many of her people, she shouldn’t feel an ounce of guilt over what she was doing. Part of her wished Merokk were cold and cruel, then she would have more reason to hate him, more reason not to care that she was deceiving him—that she was using him.

      She hadn’t imagined how difficult it would be to pretend she was another person, and the wedding was tomorrow at noon. Her stomach flipped.

      Marriage.

      Before the war, a fully medicated Janie had teased her about finding a good man and settling down. But Fiona’s romantic interludes had been few and far between, and none of them had ever lasted more than a few weeks.

      She had perpetual cold feet.

      Each time she realized a relationship was growing too serious, she withdrew emotionally and let it fall into ruin. The truth was the prospect of marriage scared her. She knew all too well that people could change, and often not for the better. What had happened with her parents was the perfect example of a once-happy marriage turned sour.

      Her parents had seemed blissful, in love, and her childhood had been a happy one. But when Janie experienced the first symptoms of dementia, Fiona’s father couldn’t handle the strain it put on their marriage. The man she’d thought the world of transformed into a drunkard who cared little for his wife and daughter. He left the year Fiona graduated from high school, and she’d angrily cut him out of her life.

      She still had no room in her heart for forgiveness.

      While her friends had all gone off to prestigious universities, Fiona had stayed home and attended a local community college instead. This allowed her to keep a close eye on her mother. Instead of becoming a doctor like she’d dreamed about her whole life, she’d gotten a medical secretary certificate and a part-time job in a nearby pediatrician’s office.

      It wasn’t her first job choice, but she’d enjoyed working there for seven years—until the war broke out and civilians scrambled for safety in shelters and, eventually, camps like the one she’d spent weeks in with Janie.

      Oh, God. Mom.

      The fleeting remorse she felt over deceiving Merokk was nothing compared to the grief pressing against her chest. She missed her mother terribly and still hadn’t come to terms with the fact that she would probably never see her again.

      Saying goodbye had ripped her apart.

      Her mind whirled with the many emotions coursing through her.

      She glanced up at Merokk. He was a Kall warrior. His hands were stained with the blood of her fellow humans. No matter how warm his smile or his demeanor toward her, he was nothing but a cold-blooded killer.

      The Kall possessed technology that disabled most modern human weaponry, and they preferred brutal hand-to-hand combat. Was it a sword or a battle-ax that had served as his weapon of choice as he slaughtered her people? Large as he was, she could easily imagine him leading a contingent of alien warriors against her people on the battlefield.

      Black spots suddenly dotted her vision as her body and mind slipped into a dark void.

      I’m fainting, she thought, but she never felt the impact of her body hitting the ground.

      The last thing she heard was Merokk calling Betsy’s name, and then there was nothing.
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      “Betsy? Betsy, it’s time to wake up now. Betsy? Can you hear me?”

      The deep, familiar voice slowly pulled Fiona out of the darkness. Her eyes fluttered open and met bottomless black ones. Merokk gazed down at her with an anxious intensity that rocked her to her core.

      He looked concerned—for her.

      “Wha-what happened?” She attempted to rise up, but he shook his head and placed two firm hands against her shoulders, pinning her down.

      “You passed out. My doctor says you’ll be fine.”

      His hands moved lower to rest on her stomach, and his familiarity with her body sent involuntary waves of heat through her center, as well as little shudders that made her breath catch. Her pulse raced as she stared up at her soon-to-be husband.

      He was a stranger—a Kall.

      How could her body so quickly desire that which her heart despised?

      She closed her eyes and willed the last six months to have been a nightmare, but when she opened them, Merokk was still there, all dark red skin and pure muscle.

      Why did he have to be so beautiful?

      “Where am I?” The bed was soft and large, piled high with comforters and pillows. The décor in the bedroom was simple but elegant, and Fiona doubted she was in the White House. It was too modern here… too alien.

      “This is my ship, the Wannok.” He leaned closer and smoothed her hair away from her face, his fingers lingering far too long, causing small shivers of awareness to rush through her. “How are you feeling, Betsy?”

      Taken aback by his tenderness, she simply stared.

      Her thoughts traveled back to their first meeting hours ago. He’d seemed so imposing, but at the same time… fair. For a Kall, anyway. She’d been rude to him—her anger had won out over her fear, and she hadn’t been able to control her tongue. Looking back, she felt reckless for testing him.

      Unless you wish to feel my hand applied to your bare bottom, you will apologize.

      His threatening words from earlier taunted her suddenly and, to her shock, sent another gush of pleasure surging between her thighs.

      Her traitorous body craved his touch, rough or gentle, and her throat burned as more shame welled up inside her. Her mind spun with all that was happening. It was all so confusing, so fast.

      She felt lost and vulnerable and completely at Merokk’s mercy.

      “Betsy?” He trailed a finger down her cheek, and she found herself leaning into his hand. His touch anchored her in the moment and the warmth filling his eyes brought her a glimmer of hope.

      “I feel fine. Can I sit up?”

      He nodded and helped her sit up against the padded headboard. “Here. Drink this.” He pushed a mug of something warm between her hands.

      “Thank you.” She took a cautious sip.

      Tea, sweetened with honey. She closed her eyes and drank more, reveling in the warmth that spread through her body. She hadn’t enjoyed a good cup of tea in ages. Not since the war had started and she’d been forced to run for her life.

      “I feel silly. I’ve never fainted before.”

      She placed the mug on a table beside her and gazed around the room. The furniture was sparse and seemed to be bolted to the walls and floor. She observed a sleek silver desk with a chair, a small table, and three doorways that led to who-knows-where. Breathtaking images of landscapes from the Kall homeworld were scattered throughout, decorating the walls. Two tall windows stood on the other side of the room, but no light shone through them. Perhaps it was night already, or the windows were simply dimmed.

      As if sensing her thoughts, Merokk touched a button beside the bed, and the windows blurred for a moment before the sun finally appeared on the horizon of the city, burning orange and pink on the war-torn skyline. “It’s just after five. You weren’t out for long. Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Fiona admitted. She was famished. The last real meal she’d enjoyed had been the lunch with her mother two days ago. Since then, she’d been too nervous to eat more than a few bites of anything. No wonder she’d passed out.

      “There’s to be a feast in the White House at six, but I prefer dining on my ship. You will join me.”

      Fiona said, “Yes, of course,” without hesitation. It was her duty to please Merokk, whether she wanted to or not. If she drew too much attention to herself, someone outside President Carson’s confidence might realize she was a fraud. And if that happened—well, she hated to imagine what horrible fate would befall her dear mother. Both Mr. Combover and Crooked Teeth had evaded the question when pressed.

      It seemed she was destined to live out her remaining days in this nightmare, losing her identity in gradual pieces.

      Fiona Lockhart might as well cease to exist.

      “I hope you find this room comfortable, Betsy. You’ll stay here tonight. The White House is overrun with guests, and I’m afraid I don’t trust your father’s security. But don’t worry, little one, this isn’t my bedroom. I’ll leave you untouched for one more night.”

      Heat seared Fiona’s cheeks, and she glanced away. Their wedding night would seal the great lie that would become her whole life. There would be no going back.

      Her mother’s face appeared in her mind.

      No, there was already no going back.

      Merokk grabbed her chin and forced her to meet his eyes. Her body began to shake as he leveled a scorching gaze upon her. “I’ll expect you to please me tomorrow night, Betsy. A Kall husband is his wife’s lord and master. Never forget that.”

      The kindness in his voice clashed with the threat behind his words, and Fiona could only nod her assent as a sense of helplessness settled upon her. But even as her anxieties increased, the heated pulses affecting her center deepened.

      Not for the first time, she found herself admiring Merokk, and her face flushed as she imagined what it might be like to be bedded by him. Her cheeks heated further when she wondered how compatible they would truly be. What if he was too large for her? Given his great size, she couldn’t help but worry.

      Flutters rose in her tummy as he leaned closer and stroked her hair. His dark, otherworldly eyes blazed with heat, and she couldn’t look away. For a moment, she thought he meant to kiss her, but he eventually rose to his feet and offered her his hand.

      “Can you stand up?” he asked.

      “Yes, I really am feeling much better.” She accepted his hand, and he pulled her upward, and she flushed all over again at the nearness of his huge, muscular body.

      “I am pleased that you’re feeling better, little one,” he said, and that familiar warmth she was starting to like reflected in his gaze. “Come, I will give you a quick tour of my ship before the evening meal.”

      She nodded and allowed him to give her the tour. His ship was massive, technologically advanced, and as overwhelming as Merokk himself. The more he showed her around, the more out of place she felt. As they passed a contingent of armed warriors in the corridor, her sense of isolation only became worse. She didn’t belong here. She belonged with her people.

      Without warning, tears pricked at her eyes, but she was quick to blink the moisture away, not trusting herself to behave politely if the huge alien warrior noticed and asked what was wrong.

      What could she possibly tell him? Nothing even remotely truthful, that was for certain.

      She wasn’t supposed to be here, she was supposed to be taking care of her mother. She despised the real Betsy Carson as much as she loathed the Kall warriors who’d conquered her planet.

      Frustration welled inside her. She also hated the tingles that swept throughout her body whenever Merokk smiled at her or touched her. Even more irritatingly, his stern looks elicited the same sensual excitement within her.

      He’s the enemy, he’s the enemy, he’s the enemy.

      She kept repeating this phrase over and over in her mind, determined not to forget what Merokk really was.
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      Merokk studied Betsy from across the table in his private dining room aboard the Wannok. Despite her silence and reluctance to make eye contact with him, he found he enjoyed her company. It wasn’t simply her beauty that drew him in, but something more significant that he couldn’t immediately unravel.

      After further thought, he realized he wanted to discover all her vulnerabilities and carefully wrap himself around each little fear she harbored. He wanted to be her protector—her shield. He thought of the happy marriage his parents had enjoyed and realized he desired the same. The stability, the certainty. And he very much wanted Betsy to not only want him but to accept him. To approve of him.

      “I have a confession, little one.”

      Her eyes lifted from the table. “Yes?”

      “Perhaps I ought to have mentioned this sooner, but one of your father’s aides provided me with a detailed biography about you. Over a hundred pages long. I read the entire report several times, just to ensure I didn’t miss anything. I feel like I know everything about you, and yet I feel like I know nothing about you, Betsy. You’re a quiet little creature. Given your flamboyant lifestyle, I expected you to be more… exuberant.” Yes, perhaps he should’ve mentioned this during their walk on the White House grounds, but he’d wanted to get her talking at the time, in hopes that she would feel more at ease in his company.

      She paled and blinked rapidly, then swallowed hard as she fidgeted with her utensils. He found her reaction quite strange indeed, though perhaps she was simply surprised that he’d made an effort to learn more about her before their first meeting.

      “You can read my tongue as well as speak it?” she asked after a long silence. Though her gaze remained cautious, a definite spark of curiosity gleamed in her eyes.

      “Of course. It’s no more difficult than any other alien language I’ve had to learn.” It had taken him a mere moon cycle to master English, as well as several other Earth tongues.

      She chuckled, and the sweet noise of laughter, rumbling lightly in her throat, filled the room for one brief moment. “I barely passed my Spanish classes in high school. I can’t imagine learning another Earth language, let alone an alien tongue.”

      “Only Spanish? I thought you studied numerous Earth languages in school—according to your biography, anyway. And that you also learned several alien tongues from your private tutors, though Kall wasn’t one of them.”

      Her eyes widened and she fumbled for words. “Oh, yes, I did study several Earth languages, as well as some alien tongues too, but I particularly struggled with Spanish at the time. And now, I’m very out of practice and wouldn’t say I’m fluent in any of the languages I studied and couldn’t imagine trying to learn another one right now.” She replied quickly, almost in a ramble, her eyes remaining wide as she spoke, and then she reached for her tea and took a long sip with unsteady hands.

      Shaking again. Merokk suddenly ached to calm her fears. “You’re afraid of me.” It was a statement, not a question.

      Betsy stiffened in her chair. “I’m not afraid of you,” she insisted, her tone a bit too haughty for his liking. “I’m just uncomfortable in this situation. It doesn’t seem fair. No Kall women have to marry a human man. It’s very one-sided.”

      “A Kall female only marries the enemy if we lose the war and the enemy decrees it. It’s a sign of dishonor, but one that can be redeemed over subsequent years of peace and service.”

      She smirked. “Dishonor? I wasn’t one of the illegal miners who killed your people. I had nothing to do with this war, yet I’m branded an enemy and forced to marry a Kall who no doubt killed thousands of my people.” She paused, but it appeared as though she wished to say more. After a brief silence, a bold look entered her eyes, and she continued. “I suppose you’re right—it is a dishonor. The dishonor will be mine on our wedding night and on all the subsequent nights when I share your bed.”

      An ominous silence descended, and Merokk, rooted to his chair, glared at Betsy. Fluxx. Was she trying to provoke him? She very much deserved a thrashing. He chose his next words carefully.

      “You’re right. I have killed thousands of your people, and I have also trained thousands of Kall warriors who’ve killed thousands of your people. I should be returning home to glory and riches to take a seat on the High Council, but instead I’ll be marrying you and spending the rest of my days on Earth. Despite my dissatisfaction with the situation, I am determined to fulfill my duties to my people. Likewise, you have a duty to your people which you must fulfill—marriage to a Kall warrior. I recommend you try to make peace with your situation, Betsy, or your life will soon be miserable.”

      The fire in her eyes didn’t dim. “It’s not my life anymore, is it?” She pushed back from the table. “I’m not hungry.”

      The servants chose that moment to enter the dining room with trays of food, which they quickly placed in the center of the table. When Betsy tried to follow them into the corridor, Merokk shot to his feet.

      “If you leave this room, you’ll regret it.” His threat had the desired effect, and she froze with her back to him as she stood in the doorway. “Come to me, Betsy. Now.”

      She spun around and stormed over to him. Unshed tears brimmed in her eyes. “I won’t bend the knee and apologize to you, Merokk. I’m not sorry for speaking the truth, and any apology you tear from my lips will be a false one. Consider that before you strike me.”

      He drew in a deep, calming breath before replying, “I’m not going to hurt you or demand an apology from you.” He moved closer and towered over her small form. “But I do expect you to dine with me.”

      She paled visibly and took a step back. “Very well,” she said, turning to find her seat.

      Merokk caught her arm and spun her around to face him. “No. Kneel on the floor beside my chair.” When she hesitated, he added, “Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      Betsy’s breath caught in her throat, but she finally obeyed, coming to rest on her knees in the location he pointed to, directly beside his chair. She bowed her head, refusing to acknowledge him entirely.

      He filled his plate from the platters of authentic Kall cuisine, keeping one eye trained on her the whole time. Her wavy auburn hair obscured most of her face, and he longed to reach out and brush the silky tendrils away.

      Pretending to ignore Betsy, he spooned about a dozen bites of meat, marinated vegetables, and jellied fruit into his mouth. Then he scooped up a small serving of the vegetables and pressed the utensil to her lips.

      She kept her mouth in a firm line, refusing the food.

      “Open,” he commanded.

      When she didn’t immediately comply, he drew her chin upward and pressed the spoon harder against her lips. Their eyes locked, and she succumbed to his demands, opening her mouth to receive the spoonful of food. He repeated the process until his stomach was satisfied and he judged she’d eaten her fill as well.

      Despite her earlier claim that she wasn’t hungry, he knew she’d been lying. He’d heard the rumblings of her stomach just before the servants had entered with their meal. Even though she was being rebellious, he would not see her go hungry.

      Occasionally, he reached out and stroked her cheek or rubbed her soft, silky hair between his fingers. Her face remained an open manifestation of her conflicted emotions, her wide eyes betraying her anxiety and reluctant surrender. He even thought he saw glimpses of gratitude, though he wasn’t entirely certain.

      The servants returned to clear the table and serve Merokk a customary goblet of Kall wine. It tasted like many varieties of Earth wine, but the alcohol content made it more comparable to the strong liquor humans tended to serve in shot glasses. The warmth from the first sip burned pleasantly through his insides and filled him with a deep sense of satisfaction.

      He leaned back and glanced down at Betsy, who was still in her place and gazing at the floor. “Did you learn your lesson, little one?”

      Her head shot up, but she didn’t answer.

      A small smile formed on his lips. “Come here,” he said.

      He placed the goblet on the table, freeing his hands so he could pull her into his lap. Her hair smelled like flowers, such a universal scent no matter what planet one called home. He wrapped his arms around her, forcing her to lean into his broad chest.

      The feel of her bottom moving slightly over his manhood whenever she squirmed made him rock hard. He suppressed a growl, not wishing to frighten her. But when she gave a light gasp and suddenly stilled in his arms, he knew she’d detected his growing hardness beneath her.

      Little tremors ran through her body, and her breath became shaky and fast, though she remained otherwise still in his lap. He enjoyed holding her more than he would’ve ever imagined, this small human female who would soon belong to him.

      The dining room darkened as the sun slipped completely behind the buildings. Merokk didn’t bother increasing the lights. For the moment, he was quite content to hold his unenthusiastic bride-to-be in his arms.

      Perhaps the ambassadorship and arranged marriage wouldn’t be the end of his happiness and glory. His battle days had ended, but he’d come out on top, having never lost a fight. He would be kept busy on Earth, and he would have Betsy to come home to each night.

      The prospect of teaching her to be a dutiful wife made his blood hum with desire.
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      Conflicting emotions surged through Fiona as Merokk held her close on his lap.

      One moment she despised his touch, and the next moment she yearned to bury her head deeper against his chest and seek refuge in his strong arms.

      His words about the dishonor of marrying an enemy hovered at the forefront of her mind.

      The Kall claimed to want peace with Earth, but how could peace be forged when the Kall-human marriages were more like punishment than part of a truce?

      Perhaps she ought to keep her opinions to herself in the future, no matter what her union with Merokk symbolized. Her job was to impersonate Betsy Carson and keep him happy. Mouthing off like she’d done earlier wasn’t smart, especially when the marriage hadn’t taken place yet. What if he told someone, such as President Carson, that she’d given him trouble?

      Pissing Merokk off beforehand was a mistake she had to rectify, but the thought of kneeling on the floor again to beg his forgiveness brought tears of frustration to her eyes.

      She blinked the moisture back.

      She considered the circumstances that had brought about the war, trying her best to understand Merokk’s perspective. Earth would’ve attacked a weaker alien race for the same crimes, intentional or not, committed against the Kall because of the miners who accidentally blew up two Kall towns. Perhaps he wasn’t such a monster and his people weren’t so dissimilar from her own.

      He called out a command in his own tongue, and a second later the lights in the room increased.

      “Have some wine,” he said.

      She lifted her head, gazing into his eyes as he held the goblet to her lips. The drink burned hot in her belly, though it was sweet going down. She took a few swallows and enjoyed the immediate lightheadedness it produced.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, gracing him with a brief smile. She was truly grateful for the tremendous calming effect the drink had on her mind. He continued holding her on his lap for some time, gently running a hand up and down her back, and occasionally giving her more sips of the delicious wine. He’s trying to make me feel better.

      His kindness tapped at the locked door guarding her heart, reminding her of the persistent loneliness she’d endured for years at her own choosing. Would she ever let Merokk inside? Would she ever grow to trust him?

      Kall warrior or not, he would be her husband.

      There was no changing that unless she confessed her real identity—an unlikely prospect when her mother’s fate rested in her hands.

      She couldn’t care less about what would happen to the American officials if the Kall discovered her deception, but she would do everything in her power to keep her mother safe.

      Marry the enemy. Sleep with the enemy. Pretend I am another person entirely.

      She heard the goblet click down on the table, and Merokk rose with her gathered in his arms. He lifted her easily, as if she weighed nothing. She supposed it took him no effort whatsoever to carry her—yet another reminder that she was completely at his mercy.

      But even as her rational mind rebelled against all that was happening to her, she couldn’t deny that she liked being held by Merokk. His nearness and his strength brought her a cautious sense of comfort. Was she really that starved for affection?

      After a moment’s hesitation, she laced her arms around his neck. No man, save for her father when she’d been young, had carried her before. She quickly pushed those bittersweet memories aside and focused on the present moment.

      Inhaling the spicy, masculine scent that clung to Merokk, she pressed her cheek against the coarse fabric of his shirt and closed her eyes.

      His footsteps sounded in the corridor as he carried her to her temporary room, where he sat her upright on the bed.

      “Good night, little one,” he said, running his hand along her neck before turning toward the door.

      “Wait!” Fiona jumped up.

      He turned, and his otherworldly eyes were filled with surprise.

      I must do this. I must make him happy.

      I can’t risk him telling anyone I was rude or rebellious.

      Without overthinking it, she rushed forward and knelt on the floor at his feet, bowing her head. She’d offended him, even though she’d spoken her true thoughts. He could’ve beaten her or reported her disobedience to the president, but he hadn’t, and she very much hoped to keep it that way.

      “I’m sorry for the cruel things I said. Thank you for teaching me a lesson.” She remained on her knees with her head bowed, as an unexpected wave of submission rolled over her.

      She stared at his massive black boots and swallowed hard, waiting for his reaction. If he decided to hurt her, she wouldn’t be able to stop him.

      Suddenly, she found herself lifted up and peering into his dark eyes.

      “You’re forgiven, little one.” He paused and his expression grew stern, though a glimmer of warmth remained in his eyes. “You must never speak to me that way again. I promise that the next time you do, your punishment will be much more severe.”

      “You’re truly going to sp-spank me if I-I…” Her voice trailed off, and she stiffened in his arms. She wondered why her face was growing so hot.

      Merokk studied her for a long moment, and she found herself fidgeting under his intense gaze, but he wouldn’t release her, nor would he allow her to look away.

      “Yes, if you’re disobedient, little one, I will take you over my knee and redden your bottom,” he finally said, and his tone was strangely gentle.

      “But what if I promise to always be good? I-I’m a grown woman and…” Her voice trailed off yet again. She flushed, trying to remember what she’d been about to say, but she honestly couldn’t recall. She’d never felt so flustered in her life.

      He stared at her for a long while, a contemplative look entering his eyes. Tension swelled between them and she couldn’t help but anticipate what he might do or say next, even if she was a bit nervous. The intensity in his gaze caused butterflies to rise in her stomach.

      “Betsy, I think we need to get this over with.” He guided her toward the bed, and she soon found herself lying stomach-down over his lap. She struggled to rise up as panic shot through her senses at light speed.

      “What do you mean?” she screeched, still flailing around.

      “I mean, I believe a demonstration is in order. I believe this will help calm some of your fears, little one.”

      “Let me up, please!” Cool air rushed over her legs as he moved her dress upward. She fought to escape but Merokk effortlessly grasped her wrists in one hand, pinning them at the small of her back. One of his legs wrapped around hers, and she couldn’t move an inch, let alone escape his firm hold.

      “I doubt anyone taught you about Kall sexual practices, did they?” His question took her by surprise, and the only thing between her bottom and his free hand was a pair of thin panties. His touch caused a shiver to course down her spine. And somehow, despite her fear of what was about to happen, the atmosphere in the room sizzled with excitement, and heated pulses gathered between her thighs.

      “No, no one taught me anything. I already told you I didn’t expect the marriage to even be consummated.” She kept her voice calm, hoping her sudden capitulation would convince him to release her.

      He rubbed her bottom and said, “The last Earth woman I was intimate with on the Kall homeworld said it reminded her of something humans call B-S-D-M.” He spoke the letters slowly, as if trying to place them in correct order, but Fiona knew better—though not from personal experience.

      “You mean BDSM?” she asked warily.

      “Yes, BDSM. That sounds right.” He kept caressing her with his palm. “I would never really hurt you, Betsy. I will not abuse you. I want to earn your trust.” Despite herself, the tenderness in his voice warmed her heart. “But I will command your obedience—in and out of the bedroom.”

      What I wouldn’t give to hear him use my name—my real name.

      Where had that thought come from?

      They weren’t married yet, couldn’t seem to keep from arguing, and she was pretty certain he was about to spank her. And he was a Kall. She was supposed to hate him. What difference did it make what name he used to address her?

      “Will you let me up?” she asked in a hoarse voice. Her thoughts and feelings were too conflicted for her to articulate anything else. She wanted Merokk to leave her alone so she could curl up under the covers and hide until morning. But his hand kept moving over her bottom cheeks, massaging, squeezing, and becoming more familiar with her body with each passing second.

      “I don’t think so, little one. I like you right where I have you.”
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      A heady sense of power coursed through Merokk as he held Betsy firmly over his lap.

      He hoped the action he was about to take would ease some of her concerns. The worst punishment she could expect from him was a sound strapping—and only when it was truly deserved.

      As he enjoyed the feel of her over his lap, he began to seriously consider having his way with her a bit early. They were practically strangers, but he’d felt a spark ignite between them the moment their eyes had locked inside the White House.

      He swallowed hard, and his jaw tensed as his eyes swept over the curves of her bottom.

      No. He’d promised to leave her untouched for one more day.

      If he went back on his word, earning her trust would be more difficult.

      “This is just a demonstration, Betsy—to give you a taste of what I like in the bedroom. But it’s also meant to serve as a reminder of what will happen when you disobey me. Your punishment in those cases will be much more severe.”

      He ignored her quick intake of breath and delivered a slap to her bottom. Then he proceeded to administer a dozen more light blows, taking the time to rub her over her panties between each smack.

      She struggled just a little at first, but soon gave up, probably once she realized he wasn’t going to smack her very hard.

      Would she ever find this as erotic as he did?

      His throbbing erection pressed against her thighs. Pulling her panties down, he admired the sight of her bare, reddened bottom. So lovely. She gasped and stiffened in his hold, and Merokk recognized the unmistakable scent of Betsy’s arousal—sweet, pungent, and uniquely female.

      Despite her protests, the spanking had managed to kindle her desires. His spirits soared, and his manhood hardened further. Oh, what he wouldn’t give to plunge inside her at this moment. Taking a deep breath, he slid his hand between her thighs.

      Fluxx. He took another long inhale, savoring the intoxicating scent of her.

      “You said you wouldn’t touch me!” The panic in her voice stilled his hand.

      “I can smell you, Betsy. I’m only going to inspect how wet you are. We won’t consummate our marriage until tomorrow night, I promise.”

      “I-I’m not wet. Please let me up.”

      Ignoring her last plea, Merokk slid his fingers along the slit of her pussy. She gasped and jerked her body, but he rewarded her with a warning slap on the inside of her upper thigh. “Be a good girl and hold still.” He explored further, parting her folds to discover her soaking-wet center. He growled. “Oh, Betsy.”

      “Please,” she whimpered.

      “Please what?” His fingers moved to circle her hardened nub of flesh—the place he knew would give her the most pleasure. Thank the stars for curious human female tourists.

      “Oh!” she squealed. “Let me up, now!”

      “I don’t think so, Betsy. I think you like this.”

      He gathered the moisture from her core and spread it over her clit, rubbing her pleasure spot with precise motions. Little whimpers and moans drifted up from her, and her center occasionally jerked against his touch.

      After one particularly energetic grind against his hand, she stilled and cursed under her breath.

      “Was that foul language I heard?” He removed his hand from her sweetness and gave her bare behind one hard swat. Holy Fires, the things he wanted to do to this little human female. He wanted to pound into her until she became too sore to withstand another thrust, then he wanted to hold her and comfort her in the aftermath of a long, brutal fucking. Another growl resounded in his throat.

      Reluctantly, Merokk lifted her and arranged her to sit on his lap. She stared at him with large, questioning eyes. Her flushed face betrayed her heightened state of arousal even more, and the scent of her excitement remained heavy in the air.

      Tomorrow night couldn’t come soon enough, and he realized with a glimmer of arrogance that he wasn’t the only impatient party in the room. She wanted him too. She could deny it all she wanted, but the slickness between her thighs was evidence enough. His little human bride was aching for him.

      “Do you want me to make you come, Betsy?” When she didn’t answer after a few beats, he added, “Your pleasure belongs to me and me alone. You aren’t permitted to touch yourself. If you do, you’ll sorely regret it.”

      She looked away. “I-I don’t know.” The shame in her voice alarmed Merokk, and he forced her to meet his gaze.

      “Never be ashamed of your responses to me, Betsy. Pleasure in the marriage bed is a beautiful thing.”

      “We’re not married yet,” she reminded him.

      He smiled briefly. “Yes, but I think it would be cruel of me to leave you in this—state you’re in.”

      Her eyes danced with a hint of amusement, and she eventually sighed. “Point taken.”

      Merokk lifted her briefly in his arms before laying her down on the bed. Her dress remained gathered at her waist and her panties were still bunched around her knees. Tugging them off, he pulled her shoes off with them and tossed everything to the floor.

      For a moment, he considered ordering her to get completely naked but quickly dismissed the idea. One glimpse of her bare breasts would be his undoing.

      Tomorrow.

      His eyes locked with hers just before his head settled between her thighs. His tongue darted out, trailing a wet line along her slit, teasing and savoring her essence, coaxing her sweet and eager responses. She smelled and tasted divine, and he knew bringing Betsy to climax with his mouth would be his new favorite pastime.

      She groaned and writhed on the bed as he slipped two thick fingers deep inside her slick entrance. Fluxx, she was tight and hot. His tongue glided between her pussy lips, and he began a steady thrusting rhythm with his fingers, driving into her as he lapped at her clit.

      She was on fire, grinding against his mouth and unabashedly running her fingers through his hair.

      “Oh, God,” she breathed, panting heavily as he continued his sensual assault between her thighs.

      Merokk knew her release was close. He pushed a third finger into her channel, increasing the pace of his thrusts. His tongue swirled rapidly around her swollen bud, and he soon felt her contract around his fingers as her whole body shuddered. He continued his ministrations until her writhing and moaning ceased, coaxing every last wave of pleasure from her body.

      Curling up next to her atop the covers, he waited for her senses to return. As she came back to awareness, her eyes sought his, and she smiled sweetly, though her manner was shy and she had a difficult time holding his gaze.

      “Merokk, I⁠—”

      “Hush.” He placed a finger over her lips, stilling her speech. “Let’s get you ready for bed. We have a big day tomorrow. Don’t worry.”

      He guided her into the bathroom.

      “Stay right there and spread your legs a bit,” he ordered, then turned to pick up a clean cloth and run it under some warm water. He squeezed out the damp cloth and turned, taking note of the flush that covered her entire face.

      She stood still in the middle of the bathroom, her legs pressed tight together, and her dress had fallen to cover her nudity. She peered at him in shock and looked as though she were considering bolting from the room. When she took a step back, he gave her a stern look.

      “Don’t make me chase you, little one,” he said in a scolding tone. “I promise you will not like what happens when I catch you.” He held the warm, damp cloth up for her to see. “Now, get back here and spread your legs.”

      “Please, Merokk,” she said in a pleading tone. “I can clean myself. This is rather embarrassing.”

      A growl rumbled from his throat, and she suddenly scrambled forward, no doubt intimidated by the noise of displeasure. He wasn’t used to being disobeyed, even in the smallest of instances, and he had already shown Betsy more patience than he’d believed himself capable of today. She had tested him on several occasions and was lucky he hadn’t decided to take a strap to her lovely little bottom.

      She lowered her head and slowly spread her thighs.

      “Good girl,” he said. “Now, gather your dress around your waist so I can better see what I’m doing. I want to do a good job of cleaning you up, little one.”

      Face flushing, she obeyed, gathering the skirt of her dress around her waist. Her legs trembled as he sank down in front of her, eyeing her inner thighs, which were slick with her arousal. She’d gotten very wet while he’d spanked her and then brought her to a release with his mouth and fingers. He reveled in the knowledge that he’d been blessed with an extremely responsive bride and couldn’t wait for their wedding night.

      He reached out and ran the damp cloth over her inner thighs, cleansing her womanly essence from her pale flesh, then he dragged the cloth atop her nether lips. She quivered and whimpered at his touch, but she remained in position with her thighs spread, still holding the dress around her waist.

      He rose to his feet and tossed the cloth aside.

      He gestured to the cabinet above the sink. “I will leave you to finish getting ready for bed on your own now. You should find the bathroom is stocked with any necessities you might require. I will see that your belongings are brought to my ship tomorrow morning.”

      Eyes wide, she nodded. “Th-thank you, Merokk.” She paused and drew in a deep breath. “May I lower my dress now, please?” She swallowed hard, and he thought she looked so adorable at this moment, standing there with her nudity on display and a deep flush covering her face. He could see her reddened bottom in the mirror too.

      He moved forward and reached for her hands, pulling them away from her dress. The fabric floated down to shield her. “Yes, little one,” he said, trying to ignore the lust heating his blood. His cock was still painfully hard, and he wanted nothing more than to claim her, to pound rapidly into the tight sweetness between her thighs.

      Tenderness for Betsy also surged through him, and he found himself gathering her close and leaning down to press a gentle kiss atop her head. The action felt entirely natural and right, as if he’d done it a thousand times before.

      “Goodnight, little one. I will see you tomorrow. Sleep well.”

      “Goodnight, Merokk,” she replied in a breathless tone as she peered up at him.

      He departed her room in a rush. If he didn’t leave now, he would soon give in to the primal urges humming in his blood.

      Tomorrow, he told himself.

      Tomorrow, the little human would become his.
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      Fiona had never felt more pampered in her life.

      For the past several hours, a team of four female Kall beauticians had worked her over from head to toe. Their warm smiles and enthusiasm for the upcoming mass nuptial ceremony were contagious, and she soon found herself at ease in their capable hands.

      They decided to keep her auburn hair down and tame its natural waves. Her fingers and toes were buffed and polished and painted red—because they claimed Kall males went crazy over Earth women with painted nails. Her skin had never been smoother, and Fiona felt beautiful for the first time in ages.

      It wasn’t so difficult to pretend she was the First Daughter, just as long as she didn’t think of her mother.

      “So, when did you first meet Merokk?” Romsha asked.

      “Yesterday.” Fiona smiled politely at the Kall female who was brushing something powdery on her face.

      “You’re a lucky woman,” said Temia. “You get to marry an ambassador and remain on your home planet. Most of the human females who are marrying Kall warriors must leave Earth and make their homes on the Kall homeworld.”

      Fiona would’ve been devastated to leave Earth, and she truly was grateful Merokk was an ambassador stationed in D.C. She nodded her agreement to Temia and desperately tried to sort out her muddled thoughts. Maybe the Kall weren’t the despicable, war-hungry aliens she’d first taken them for. Humans had enemy blood on their hands too. And even though Merokk claimed that arranged marriage was a form of dishonor dealt to the losing side, the beauticians acted like it would be a joyful celebration. Had Merokk made such claims in anger?

      “What’s wrong?” Shessa asked, looking up from where she was massaging Fiona’s feet. “You’re not nervous about tonight, are you?”

      Fiona blushed. “I’m not nervous about tonight.” Yes, I am, terribly so, but that isn’t what has me upset at this moment. She paused, her brows narrowed as she debated how to word her next question. “I-I was wondering about the arranged marriages. You all seem so excited about it. Do all the Kall feel this way every time a war ends and a bunch of forced marriages take place?”

      “Forced marriages?” Ellsyy burst out laughing. “Almost all marriages on the Kall homeworld are arranged. This is no different, but it’s exciting because it signifies a new beginning. It’s only a sour event if the Kall are defeated and our females must marry another species. And in the history of our kind, that’s only happened twice, and a long time ago at that.”

      “Oh.” Fiona relaxed, but she hoped humans never encountered either of the alien races that had defeated the Kall.

      Noon arrived, and the wedding took place on the White House lawn as planned. Forty-five couples joined together in a ceremony that was, to Fiona’s relief, not only quick and to the point but also performed in both English and Kall.

      An elaborate celebration feast followed in a massive, heated tent. Merokk seemed at ease among both his people and the humans, and he kept Fiona close to his side throughout the day.

      She tried hard not to think about the coming evening, but her thoughts kept drifting to the consummation of their marriage, as well as the intimate activities they’d shared last night.

      Merokk could do amazing things with his tongue. God, that was the best orgasm she’d ever experienced. Her face heated further as she remembered the spanking. She’d been terrified at first, but he hadn’t hurt her, not really.

      The masterful way he’d rubbed her bottom between the light smacks had driven her wild, and the unexpected waves of pleasure had only grown as she surrendered, ceasing her struggles. Perhaps she wouldn’t resist at all the next time.

      The last Earth woman I was intimate with on the Kall homeworld said it reminded her of what humans call B-S-D-M.

      You mean BDSM?

      Last night’s conversation resurfaced in her mind, and she flushed as Merokk guided her outside the tent into the cool evening for a breath of fresh air. Fiona’s only escape from work and the 24/7 care of her mother had been in books, and her taste in books veered toward the erotic side. She’d read a few BDSM romances in her day. Well, more than a few. But she’d never imagined she would get to experience that sort of relationship on her own—especially with a huge alien warrior she’d been forced to marry.

      “We’re leaving now,” he whispered into her ear. His eyes held a dark, dangerous gleam, and his grip on her forearm tightened. His nostrils flared and his muscles tensed, a feral look coming upon him that made her shiver with anticipation.

      “You just told your friends we’d be back in a few minutes,” Fiona replied, worried they would be breaking some kind of Kall social etiquette with which she wasn’t familiar.

      “I’ve just changed my mind.” He nipped her ear, and she drew in a quick breath. “I’m your husband and I say we leave now.” His tone remained teasing but firm, and Fiona practically melted at his feet. His deep, seductive voice had her mesmerized and ready to agree to anything.

      “Yes, sir,” she said breathily, gazing up at the former Kall warrior she now called husband.

      He pressed a button on his jacket sleeve and his ship appeared, hovering over the lawn, near the tall fence that surrounded the property. Fiona gazed at its brilliant lights in wonder.

      “Our house will be ready soon,” he said, “but until then I prefer to stay on my ship. It’s been my home these past six months.”

      These past six months.

      His words pierced through her, bringing a sharp dose of reality.

      The war. The bloodshed.

      If he and his fellow Kall warriors hadn’t come to Earth in their ships, Fiona would be at home with her mother in New York, probably enjoying a post-dinner cup of tea right about now. Her hometown was gone, though, blown to bits—or so she’d heard. Her friends were either dead or scattered. And Fiona was about to take the phrase sleeping with the enemy to a whole new level.

      She seriously hoped last night wasn’t an anomaly.

      She’d enjoyed his touch then and fervently hoped the visceral responses he stirred within her would help ease her fluttering nerves.

      The boarding steps of the Wannok descended with a hum, and Merokk motioned for her to walk ahead of him.

      This is it.

      Her palms began to sweat, and she fisted them into her white shawl. Her nerves were in overdrive, and it was all she could do not to trip up the steps.

      Merokk brushed up behind her at the top of the stairs and called out a command in his own tongue, a deeply guttural string of vocabulary Fiona doubted she would ever be able to understand.

      She turned and watched as the steps folded up into the ship, molding into the wall as the door sealed them inside.

      Merokk had mentioned they would move into a house soon, and she found herself wondering what it would look like. Would it be warm or sterile? Would she be allowed to make any changes, to make it feel more like a real home?

      Her heart sank a little. No matter how many changes she might make, it likely wouldn’t ever feel like a true home. After the war, as she struggled with day-to-day existence in Camp Syracuse, she used to dream about running away to find a cozy, warm place to live with her mother, a place where medical supplies and food weren’t a rarity. A place that was safe.

      She pushed the thought aside and swallowed hard.

      Fiona shook her head slightly. Now wasn’t the time to think about their house or the loss of her dreams. It was her wedding night, and she doubted Merokk would tolerate a distracted bride. Yesterday, he’d informed her that he expected her to please him.

      She glanced up at her husband and was taken aback by the raw, burning glow in his dark eyes, as well as the unmistakable glimmer of affection. One look, and her worries started to fade, if only a little. Her breath also hitched in her chest, and quivers of awareness besieged her. He was so large and imposing that she wondered if she would ever feel truly comfortable around him.

      Despite his identity as a Kall warrior, she found herself drawn to him. Sometimes, she even felt hopeful when she looked at him, especially given the patience he’d exhibited thus far. Hopeful that maybe she could find some semblance of happiness as his wife.

      Given what she knew of Kall warriors, she had expected him to be a cold, calculating brute—an unfeeling monster who was quick to hurt her when she displeased him. Yet she couldn’t honestly claim he was cruel.

      But would he ever reveal a cruel side?

      Her pulse quickened when he moved closer, his nearness causing her to feel momentarily dizzy—but in a pleasant sort of way. Goosebumps rose on her arms even as heated tremors rippled through her. She felt pleasantly delirious and couldn’t seem to calm her racing heart. Warm pulses affected her between her thighs, a deep, relentless ache building in her womanly core. She’d never known such anticipation in her whole life.

      Her heart lurched.

      Was she really looking forward to her wedding night?

      Reaching out, he trailed a finger down her cheek, all the way to the hollow of her throat. A streak of fire followed in the wake of his touch, and a jolt of arousal ricocheted through Fiona’s center, straight to her clit. He cupped her face and pressed a kiss to her lips that was light yet full of promise.

      He broke away and peered down at her, holding her captive with his dark, otherworldly eyes. Her mouth went dry and all rational thought fled her mind. He stroked her hair, allowing his fingers to trail over her cheeks and her neck.

      Pleasurable shivers coursed through her, and the war-torn world soon ceased to exist.

      “Come, Betsy. It’s time.”
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      Carnal thoughts flooded Merokk’s mind as he locked the bedroom door behind him. Betsy Carson, the quiet, lovely First Daughter, was all his to do with as he pleased. Legally, she now belonged to him.

      Tonight wasn’t just about consummating one of the most important marriages in the Kall-Earth treaty. It was also about breaking Betsy in—further introducing her to his preferences in the bedroom—and hopefully closing the rift that had opened between them.

      They’d both spoken unkind words to one another the previous night, and while they had reconciled, mostly, Merokk hoped the act of joining their bodies as one would strengthen their connection.

      Betsy waited in the center of the room, still wearing her simple but elegant white wedding gown. Her gaze rested upon the large bed against the farthest wall, and he wished he could tap into her thoughts. Was she truly as nervous as she looked?

      “Remove your dress.”

      Hands trembling, she complied by reaching around to unzip her gown. It fell to the floor in a whirl of silk, pooling around her feet like a soft, billowing cloud.

      She faced him wearing only tight, lacy white underthings.

      Holy Fires, she was breathtaking.

      His eyes swept longingly over her small but curvy body, and his cock sprang to life, throbbing hard inside his pants. Resisting the urge to rub his hand down his front, he approached Betsy with slow steps. She stared at him with wide eyes.

      The air in the room felt heavy, charged with tension.

      It took a great deal of self-control for Merokk to keep from throwing her on the bed and ripping her final garments off so he could plunge his ready cock between her thighs. He would be within his rights to do so—he fucking owned her—but a voice in the back of his mind whispered that he wanted all of her. And so, he resolved that he wouldn’t simply pound into her without any care for her pleasure or, to his astonishment, her heart.

      He faced her and ran his hands down the soft flesh of her hips, stifling a groan as he did so. She trembled at his touch, and her breath caught in her throat with a sexy noise that made him want to hold her down and ravish her. He inhaled deeply, seeking to stifle the beast within. But fluxx, it wasn’t easy. Not when she tempted him so.

      “You pleased me today, Betsy.”

      Her eyes lit up, but she didn’t speak.

      Merokk helped her step out of the wedding dress and motioned for her to remove her painful-looking heels. The lacy underthings came next, and he pushed them down past her thighs and over her shapely legs—and toenails painted red. Fluxx yes.

      He anticipated running his tongue up and down the insides of her thighs, teasing the little button between her pink folds, and driving her over the precipice of desire.

      Tossing her panties and bra to the floor, he reached between her legs and traced her pussy lips with one finger. Her growing moisture caressed his digit, and she leaned against his chest, her delicate moans filling his head.

      She was ready for him, and he’d barely touched her.

      Such a perfect, eager little bride.

      He withdrew his hand and turned her toward the large bed.

      The dim light from the nearby wall lamps bathed her flawless naked body in orange as he guided her down atop the covers. Still wearing his formal Kall warrior’s uniform, Merokk straddled her on the bed and pulled her arms above her head, grasping a wrist in each hand to pin her down. She gasped and then made a tiny whimpering noise in her throat.

      He lowered his head until their noses almost touched and donned a stern expression.

      “Your body belongs to me, Betsy. You already know better than to touch yourself. But it’s more than that. You must also obey me in the bedroom. I’m a fair Kall. I might push your limits, but I’ll never hurt you. Not truly. I want you to learn to trust me, and part of learning to trust involves taking risks. Do you think you can try your best to please me, little one?”

      “Will you-you spank me if I-I make a mistake?”

      He drew back a bit and studied her worried face. “If you aren’t paying attention, or if you willfully disobey, then yes, I’ll punish you.” He paused before adding, “And sometimes I’ll spank you for my enjoyment—and I hope yours, too, Betsy. I must admit I enjoy reddening your bottom, and I was greatly pleased by how wet you became when I took you over my knee last night.”

      Her eyes widened. “I didn’t become—” She ceased talking and flushed a deep shade of pink, no doubt recalling everything that had transpired between them after he’d spanked her and then discovered the glistening arousal between her thighs. Her gaze lowered to his chest and she exhaled a shuddering breath.

      “Yes, you did.” He gave a brief growl. “Are you forgetting, Betsy? I stroked you and tasted you, and when you came apart as I suckled on your clit, you did so with a freshly spanked bottom.”

      The blush staining her cheeks deepened as she persisted in staring at his chest.

      “Look at me, Betsy.”

      She pulled back and met his searching gaze. He took in all her features as he held her close, studying her beauty. A light dusting of freckles covered her cheeks, nose, and the very tops of her slender shoulders. Her creamy white skin reminded him of the soft ivory silk sold by the street vendors in his district back home.

      The animal inside Merokk roared to life as he watched her lick her full, inviting lips.

      Drawing her face upward, he captured her mouth in a soft kiss, sliding his tongue inside to taste, explore, and claim Betsy as his. She responded at once, melting into him and meeting the thrusts of his tongue, moaning sweetly into his mouth.

      Merokk tore away and pushed her down on the bed. He could not wait a moment longer. He had to have her. Now.

      He stood up long enough to shed his clothes and crawled atop her before she had the chance to move. The rapid rise and fall of her chest, the longing in her darkened eyes, and the scent of her arousal testified to her increasing excitement.

      The knowledge that she wanted him was an aphrodisiac to his system, and he became lost in Betsy with each new touch, each new taste. He placed kisses down her neck, cupping her breasts and feeling the movements of her body as she responded to his gentle ministrations. Her nipples hardened as he pinched them lightly, taking his time with each of her breasts, and a growl resounded in his chest when the scent of her arousal increased in the air.

      “Spread your legs wide, little one. I want to inspect how wet you’ve become.”
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