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        Mattie is exasperated by her surly Protector who won’t say two words to her. Grath keeps his guard up around the curvy little female because he wants her but knows he can’t have her. Add a trip to Mattie’s hometown for the holidays where they have to fake-date to fool her family and you’ve got a volatile mixture. Will they survive when Mattie agrees to try…Faking it with the Hybrid?

      

      

      Dr. Mattie Porter has landed her dream job as a Xeno-Cultural Anthropologist with the Kindred but she has one very big problem—a seven-foot-tall, grumpy, growly warrior named Grath. The huge Hybrid has been assigned to her as her Protector—a kind of bodyguard to keep her safe on alien planets. But he’s a surly bastard who won’t even talk to Mattie if he can help it.

      Grath is a Triple-Hybrid, a male with Beast, Blood, and Flame Kindred strains in his DNA. This makes him a formidable warrior, but also ensures he won’t be able to bond with a female which leaves him with a problem—he’s desperately attracted to the tiny, curvy Earth female he’s been assigned to Protect. But he knows he has to keep her at arm’s length to avoid pain and heartache.

      It seems Grath and Mattie will never get along…but then Mattie needs a date for the Holidays. So now they’re going to her hometown of Christmasville to try and fool her family into thinking they’re engaged. But fake-dating during the Holidays isn’t without its pitfalls and neither of them knows that even in the quiet little town, danger is stalking Mattie.

      Can Grath keep Mattie safe? Will they win the Christmas Cookie Bake-off? And will both of them lose their hearts when they finally let their guards down? To find out you’ll have to read this Grump and Sunshine, Enemies to Lovers, Fake Dating, hot Alien Warrior romance…Faking it with the Hybrid!
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      “So what are you doing for the holidays?” Sophie asked, smiling brightly as she arranged the ornaments on the tiny Christmas tree she’d put on her husband, Sylvan’s desk. He was the head of the Kindred High Council and she tried to be sure his office looked suitably welcoming during the holiday season.

      The Kindred might not have known much about Christmas or Hanukkah or Kwanza or any of the other Earth holidays when they first came to Earth and instituted their International Bride Draft, but all the human wives who had answered their call for mates had brought their family traditions with them. Which meant that this time of the year was particularly festive aboard the Kindred Mother Ship.

      Dr. Madeline Porter—Mattie to her friends—sighed deeply at Sophie’s casual question.

      “Oh, you know—the usual. Mostly trying to avoid my family who are going to want to know why I’m still single instead of married and pregnant, ready to pop out a dozen grandbabies at this ‘blessed time of year.’”

      “Oh dear…” Sophie made a face. “That doesn’t sound like much fun!”

      “It’s not—believe me.” Mattie rolled her eyes. “But it’s either avoid them, or hear endlessly how my biological clock is ticking and how am I ever going to produce grandchildren for my mom and dad—let alone a great grandbaby for my Grandma Thelma—if I don’t get started soon.”

      “Geeze—no pressure there.” Sophie frowned as she fussed with the tiny fake presents under the miniature tree.

      “Yeah, I know, right?” Mattie ran a hand through her thick chestnut hair. “Especially since my perfect older sister just got engaged last Christmas Eve and now she’s pregnant and already showing. You should have seen the show she and Ethan—that’s her husband—put on. They waited until the Yule Ball on Christmas Eve—”

      “Wait—your family goes to a ‘Yule Ball?’” Sophie asked, frowning.

      “Do they ever,” Mattie said grimly. “And that’s not the only holiday event they all attend. See, I come from a town in Vermont called—I kid you not—Christmasville. We moved there from Florida when I was a freshman in high school and my mom loves it so much my family has stayed there ever since. Christmas practically starts right after Halloween and keeps on going until New Years Day.”

      “Christmasville?” Sophie shook her head. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s not that big—although they get a lot more visitors from November through January,” Mattie told her. “They have all kinds of Christmas events like the Christmas Cookie Bakeoff and the Town Tree Lighting and of course, the Christmas Eve Yule Ball—which is where my brother-in-law proposed to my sister last year, in front of practically the whole town. He got down on one knee right up on the stage and pulled out a velvet box with a giant diamond inside.” She shook her head. “I thought Grandma Thelma was going to wet her pants, she was so excited!”

      “It seems like that should have taken some of the heat off of you then,” Sophie objected, still fussing with the miniature tree to try and get the tiny lumo-bulbs to light up. “I mean, if your sister is already married and expecting, they know they’ll be getting a grandbaby soon. So why should they keep bothering you?”

      “Because that’s the way my family is,” Mattie moaned. “My mother is so worried I’ll end up ‘childless and alone’—even though I’ve tried to explain over and over that lots of people are choosing the single life now and there’s no shame in deciding not to have kids.”

      “No, of course not,” Sophie said, smiling. “I can’t imagine life without Sylvan and my twins, but nobody should feel like they have to get married and have babies! But I know the pressure from parents can be intense.”

      “Especially if someone has decided to put her education and career first, like I have,” Mattie said. “My mom is always saying, ‘you know, honey—a degree won’t keep you warm at night!’ I tell her she’s being old-fashioned but she just won’t listen!”

      “You’d think they would be proud of you for being one of the first Xeno-Cultural Anthropologists to act as an ambassador for the Mother Ship,” Sophie said, obviously trying to lift Mattie’s spirits. “There were thousands of candidates for the program and you’re one of only three who made it in!”

      Mattie sighed.

      “Thanks for trying to cheer me up, Sophie, but my parents wouldn’t care if I discovered the cure for cancer and was awarded the Nobel Prize for brokering peace in the Middle East on the same day—they would still want to see me settled down with the right guy and expecting his child. They’re very traditional.”

      “Well, they’re going to have to be proud of you if Sylvan approves your next mission,” Sophie pointed out. “Visiting a Class 3 planet for the first time! And everyone knows the Vi’riens would make valuable allies and trading partners for the Kindred—if they’ll accept us, that is.”

      “Oh, I know!” Mattie clasped her hands under her chin, her brown eyes wide with hope and excitement. She had thick, dark lashes, a cute little nose, and a heart-shaped face with a cupid’s bow mouth that her friends said made her look adorable and wholesome at the same time. Kind of like one of those old “American Girls” dolls come to life.

      Mattie didn’t like the comparison herself—she would rather be striking and angular and thin but she wasn’t—she was short and curvy and cute which were facts she’d come to accept about herself.

      “Do you think Commander Sylvan is going to approve the mission?” she asked Sophie hopefully. “You’re his wife—you must know!”

      “Sorry.” Sophie shook her head. “But Sylvan doesn’t talk business at home—I won’t let him! Running the Mother Ship is hard enough—he doesn’t need to bring it back to our suite with him every night. The minute he walks in the door, I do my best just to help him unwind and decompress and put everything away until the next day.”

      “You’re a good wife,” Mattie said, smiling. “I hope he knows how lucky he is!”

      “Well, I try.” Sophie smiled back at her. “And you know, all the Kindred feel lucky to have us. Considering they’re 95% male, they always feel grateful for females.”

      “I can think of one particular Kindred who doesn’t feel a bit grateful to have a human female around,” Mattie said, rolling her eyes.

      Sophie sighed sympathetically.

      “You wouldn’t be talking about Grath, would you?”

      Mattie made a face and nodded.

      “Of course I am. I just can’t seem to get along with him, Sophie! I wish you’d put a bug in Sylvan’s ear about getting a new Protector assigned to me.”

      Sophie shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, hon, but Sylvan doesn’t actually choose who gets assigned to who. He leaves it up to the Goddess.”

      Mattie put a hand on her hip and frowned.

      “He what? What are you talking about?”

      “He leaves it to the Goddess—or, well, the High Priestess,” Sophie clarified. “She puts the names of the human scientists and possible Protectors into what’s called a “blind box” and prays over it and pulls out the names. I’ve seen her do it—they always come out two at a time, a male and a female. The Kindred believe that’s the Goddess’s way of saying which two are meant to work together.”

      “I didn’t know that. That’s not a very scientific way of pairing people up!” Mattie protested. She didn’t like to denigrate other people’s religion, but as a scientist, she was pretty skeptical of most of the belief systems out there.

      “It’s actually not as bad as you might think,” Sophie said gently. “Since all the Protectors are Kindred and Kindred males are all fiercely protective of females, no matter who they are. So you really can’t get a bad pairing.”

      “Oh yes you can!” Mattie said grimly. “Case in point—Grath and myself!”

      Grath was the Hybrid Kindred warrior who had been assigned to Mattie as her Protector. As such, he went with her to every alien planet she visited to guard her with his life.

      This was a safeguard that Commander Sylvan had installed to keep human female scientists safe while they were working for the Mother Ship. Human male scientists could also have Protectors if they wanted, of course, but most of the scientists in the program were women.

      It was still difficult to get some research projects taken seriously in the male-dominated scientific community back on Earth. Whereas the Kindred, who valued females highly and treated them as equals, were more than willing to listen and give prospective scientific research done by women a fair trial. That had certainly been Mattie’s experience, anyway. She had always longed to study alien cultures and so she had applied and won a coveted spot as a Kindred ambassador slash Xeno-Cultural Anthropologist.

      Most Protectors got along with the scientists they were assigned to extremely well—one or two had even Joined with their charges—which was the Kindred version of marriage. But that wasn’t so in Mattie’s case. She and the huge Hybrid who had been assigned as her Protector were like oil and water—they just didn’t mix.

      Maybe more like nitro and glycerin, Mattie thought wryly. Leave the two of us alone together for too long and we’re likely to explode!

      As if thinking of him had called the big Hybrid into existence, there was a brief knock at the door and when it slid open, Grath was standing there.

      Mattie couldn’t deny he was an impressive specimen of a man. Like most Kindred warriors he stood somewhere in the neighborhood of seven feet tall and he was extremely muscular—a fact his dark blue uniform shirt couldn’t hide.

      She wasn’t quite sure which two—or possibly more—branches of the Kindred tree he was a Hybrid of, but he had long black hair, a reddish tint to his dark tan skin, and eyes like pools of midnight with golden motes that looked like sparks in them.

      He also had fangs, which led Mattie to believe that at least one of his ancestors had been a Blood Kindred. But his bearing and that wild black hair—which was currently pulled back neatly with a leather twist—made her think more of a Beast Kindred. The reddish tone to his skin was anyone’s guess and as for the black, curving tattoos that marched up both his arms and were visible on the sides of his neck, well, those were just a personal choice, she guessed.

      Not that she would ever ask—her Protector had made it clear he wasn’t interested in the two of them getting to know each other. Grath was unfailingly rude and surly to her, which made Mattie—who had been raised to be polite—irritated in the extreme. When he did talk, it was always to make some sarcastic or biting remark in a deep, growling voice, which seemed to rattle her bones when he spoke.

      They hadn’t gotten along from day one. Grath had barely agreed to shake her hand and had remarked that she seemed too small and fragile to be going to alien planets.

      “Better stay home, little girl,” he’d rumbled condescendingly. “You wouldn’t make two mouthfuls for a Vargas or a Yid’rig or any of the trillion other predators out there in the big, bad universe.”

      “At the moment Dr. Porter is only going to be visiting Class 1 planets,” Commander Sylvan had said smoothly, before Mattie could get out an angry protest. Class 1 planets only had small, non-threatening life forms—they were, in a sense—considered “Beginner planets” by the Kindred—good for humans who didn’t have any space travel experience yet.

      “Class 1, huh?” Grath had asked, raising an eyebrow at her. “Why do you need me, then? Let her go on her own.”

      “I will go! Because I certainly don’t need a condescending misogynist coming along to interfere in my work!” Mattie had exclaimed.

      “Oh, is that what I am, huh girly?” Grath had glared down at her from his great height. “Well what I see is nothing but a cute, curvy little doll of a girl who wants to go out and play scientist.”

      “How dare you?” Mattie had demanded. “I have a PhD in Xeno-Cultural Anthropology, you know!”

      “What I know is that you’re too little to be running around the universe, getting into trouble on alien planets,” Grath rumbled. “Go back to Earth, little girl—you’ll be safer there, out of harm’s way.”

      At that point, Commander Sylvan had been forced to step in and break things up between them. Mattie was normally a non-violent person but she would have happily attacked the huge Kindred warrior then and there! She didn’t care that her head barely came up past his elbow and his shoulders were fully twice as broad as her own or that he was probably strong enough to break her in half with one hand tied behind his back—she had never been so insulted in her life and she was out for blood!

      Finally, the Kindred Commander had managed to broker peace between them, with Grath giving an extremely stiff and half-hearted apology and Mattie just barely accepting it. But ever since, their professional relationship had been filled with tension.

      Commander Sylvan had told Mattie that the two of them would get used to each other, but they had been on two missions together already and that didn’t seem to be happening. If anything, they were more at odds now than they had been in the beginning!

      Mattie got the distinct impression that the big Kindred warrior didn’t like being around her—he never stood closer than he had to and he never touched her if he could help it.

      She’d heard that Kindred—especially some kinds of Hybrids—had very acute senses. Grath’s stand-offish behavior made her wonder if she smelled bad to him—which caused her to question her whole hygiene routine—which was perfectly fine, thank you very much. She showered daily and washed her hair with a special shampoo for naturally thick, wavy hair. It brought out the red highlights in her hair, especially when she was out in the sunlight.

      But still, Grath seemed to want nothing to do with her. It made Mattie wonder if he really would jump in to save her life if the occasion called for it. She had no idea since their first two assignments had been to Class 1 planets where there were no predators and all the animal and sentient species were small and innocuous. It didn’t matter where they were though—the big Hybrid just tried to stay away from her.

      Just like he was doing now, Mattie thought resentfully. He greeted Sophie politely enough, but he barely even nodded in Mattie’s direction as he entered Commander Sylvan’s office. Then he settled himself on the chair farthest from her and stared straight ahead, not even trying to make polite conversation.

      The big jerk! she thought, seething inwardly as she studied him from the corner of her eye. She knew the other female scientists and they got along great with their Protectors—they were always laughing and joking with each other. But Grath just sat there, trying to pretend she didn’t even exist! He—

      At that point, Commander Sylvan came into the office and greeted them all.

      “Dr. Porter, Protector Grath, I’m glad to see you both,” he said, going around to his side of the desk. He gave his wife Sophie an affectionate kiss and she said,

      “Well, I’ll go. I can finish decorating later.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to go,” Mattie said quickly. To be honest, she wanted her friend there for moral support. And maybe Sophie could put in a good word for her about the upcoming mission. It was a very prestigious assignment and Mattie was determined to get it any way she could.

      “Oh, well…” Sylvan looked at Grath. “Do you mind if my mate stays during our meeting so she can finish with her decorations?”

      Grath shrugged his broad shoulders.

      “I have no objections,” he rumbled.

      “All right then. Stay and finish if you like, talana,” Sylvan said to Sophie.

      “Thank you.” She smiled and started hanging some tinsel on the wall behind him.

      Sylvan, meanwhile, steepled his hands on his desk and leaned forward.

      “Thank you both for coming. I’ve called this meeting because I’ve been considering Dr. Porter’s request that you should be the team to go to Vi’ri’tex Delta and make first contact with the Vi’riens. They’re an advanced society who would be valuable allies and trade partners to the Kindred.”

      “Is that what this meeting is about?” Grath shot Mattie an irritated look. “Vi’ri’tex Delta is a Class 3 planet! That means it’s full of some fucking dangerous predators—not to mention the natives could be hostile as well.”

      “What’s the matter? Afraid you can’t protect me if we go there?” Mattie asked sweetly.

      “I never fucking said that,” Grath growled, his black eyebrows drawing low over his midnight eyes. “But maybe you should have asked me before you put us in for this assignment. Neither of the Class 1 planets we’ve visited so far has prepared you for a place like Vi’ri’tex Delta! You’re too damn little and delicate to go there!”

      “I’m ready—I’ll be fine. With or without you,” Mattie snapped at him. “Stop treating me like I’m a porcelain doll that’s going to break if someone looks at me wrong!”

      “You will break if a Tag’nore sinks its teeth into you!” he snapped back. “Or if the Vi’riens decide they don’t like you. Do you know how fucking picky they are?”

      “Yes, that is part of the problem,” Commander Sylvan said, frowning. He looked at Mattie. “The Vi’riens are an extremely strict society who insist that everyone who lives there—or even visits—must be mated.”

      “Oh yes—I know,” Mattie said eagerly. “That’s one thing that makes them so fascinating! Why, do you know that Vi’rien children are matched at birth to their future mate in a psychic ceremony that allows them to speak using only mental communication? Much the same way that Kindred communicate with their mates after they bond,” she added. “Only with the Vi’riens, the practice enables such communication almost from birth. It’s said that the Vi’rien males and their mates ‘share a brain’ with their soul mate from the moment they are born.”

      “Yes, they are a fascinating people,” Commander Sylvan said, nodding. “But also extremely strict. In order to visit them, you and Grath would have to pretend to be mated and if they found out otherwise…” He made a face. “Well, I’m afraid it might end very badly for you.”

      “They’re known as ‘the society that never lies,’” Grath said, surprising Mattie with his apparent knowledge of their next prospective mission. “And if they catch you in a lie, they tie you down and peel your fucking skin off—slowly.”

      “We, uh…we can pretend to be mated,” Mattie said, trying to make herself believe it. “After all, lots of Kindred warriors are mated to human women. It’s believable.”

      “Not for us, it’s not,” Grath growled.

      “Only because you’re a jerk!” Mattie snapped. “If you’d put out even a little effort on our missions—”

      “A little effort?” he demanded, narrowing his eyes at her. “Our first mission was to Qwo-woo Six where—”

      “Where we spent three days talking to the Wooians,” Mattie finished for him.

      The big Hybrid glared at her.

      “I was going to say where the damned teeny-fucking-tiny Wooians climbed all over me because you told them I was a ‘sacred talking tree.’ And I just had to stand there and take it so you could talk to their leader—“The Grand High Emperor of All Creation” as he called himself—who was about as big as my fucking thumb and decided to sit on top of my head!”

      “I can’t help it that the Wooians mistook you for one of the sacred talking trees from their mythology,” Mattie exclaimed. “But once I saw that they had, it was an excellent opportunity to get them to talk to me. And it was an honest mistake on their part—you’re certainly nearly as tall as a tree!”

      “What about Cerius Prime, then?” Grath demanded. “You didn’t tell me we were going to actually dive into the ‘Divine River’ to talk to the Cerians! I spent two days wet to the fucking bones while you ‘communed’ with them!”

      “Staying on the floating islands wouldn’t have earned their trust,” Mattie protested. “I had to dive into the Divine River. Didn’t you see how they opened up to me once we were submerged together?”

      “What I saw was you breaking the rules and diving in without even asking me to check the water for any kind of dangerous predators first,” Grath growled.

      “Because it was a Class 1 planet!” Mattie protested. “So I knew there weren’t any dangerous predators.”

      “Cerius Prime is only considered Class 1 regarding its land masses,” Grath told her, narrowing his eyes even more. “Its oceans are Class 2 and there are dangerous predators in those waters. You’re lucky none of them got you before the Cerians agreed to talk to you and brought us into their stronghold!”

      “Well, I just—” Mattie began, but Commander Sylvan held up a hand.

      “Please,” he said mildly. “I understand the two of you have had your differences…which is precisely the reason I’m reluctant to send you to Vi’ri’tex to pretend to be a mated pair.”

      “Commander Sylvan, please—we can pull it off! I know we can,” Mattie pleaded.

      Commander Sylvan looked at Grath.

      “Protector Grath—what is your opinion?”

      Grath blew out a breath and ran a hand through his thick, black hair.

      “Look, Commander—if you send us, I’ll try. I have my oath to fulfill—I’ll do anything in my power to keep Dr. Porter safe. But unless the Vi’riens have couples that fight all the fucking time…” He shook his head. “I just don’t know how believable we’d be.”

      “We wouldn’t fight if you’d be a little less grumpy and surly!” Mattie exclaimed.

      “Well, maybe if you didn’t go rushing into fucking dangerous situations without even telling me first, I’d be less grumpy!” Grath growled. “I said it when I first met you and I’ll say it again—you’re too damn little and delicate to be running around the galaxy stirring up trouble on alien worlds!”

      Mattie put a hand on her hip, feeling like her temper was about to blow like a volcano.

      “How misogynistic can you be?” she bit out. “No, really—I mean it—are you going for some kind of record here?”

      “Is it misogynistic to tell the fucking truth?” Grath demanded.

      Sylvan frowned.

      “It’s clear the two of you are at odds. I’m afraid the Vi’riens just wouldn’t believe you were a harmonious couple. And the consequences if they found out you weren’t mated would be dire.”

      “So now I’m going to be limited in my choice of missions by him?” Mattie demanded, stabbing a thumb at the big Hybrid. “This is ridiculous! I’m a scientist, Commander Sylvan! I should be able to collect data wherever I want—there’s no way I should be restricted by the Protector you assigned to me! So maybe you should give me another Protector.”

      Grath crossed his muscular arms over his broad chest.

      “Fine by me,” he growled. “Maybe they can assign me to a female that’s not as much trouble as you are!”

      “And maybe I can get a Protector who isn’t afraid to protect me!” Mattie snapped out.

      The big Hybrid’s eyes narrowed until they were nothing but black slits.

      “You doubting my courage, little girl? It’s because you’re so little and breakable that you’re such a pain in the ass to protect! The slightest thing might break you—kill you! I’m just fucking afraid that I might not get there in time before you get your damn self gobbled up. Especially the way you go rushing into situations without even talking to me first!”

      “I’m just going where the science leads me!” Mattie exclaimed. “I can’t help it if you can’t keep up with me.”

      “You—” Grath began and it looked like they might spend the rest of the meeting in a shouting match. Until a soft voice said,

      “I have an idea.”

      Mattie, who had been turned to face the big Hybrid, her face flushed with fury, realized it was Sophie talking. Taking a deep breath, she made an effort to calm down—maybe her friend could convince Commander Sylvan to let her go to Vi’ri’tex Delta after all—despite what a total ass Grath was making of himself.

      “Yes, Sophie?” she asked and Commander Sylvan said,

      “What are you thinking, talana?”

      “It seems to me that what Mattie and Grath need before they go to Vi’ri’tex Delta is practice,” Sophie said. She had turned around and was standing by her husband’s chair as she spoke.

      “Practice?” Mattie and Grath said at the same time and Mattie added,

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you need practice pretending you’re a couple,” Sophie said patiently. “And what better place to practice than at your family’s holiday get-together at your home back on Earth?”

      Mattie felt like her stomach had dropped down to the floor.

      “What?” she exclaimed. “What are you saying? You think I should try to pass Grath off as my fiancé to my family?”

      Sophie shrugged.

      “Why not? Weren’t you telling me that they were going to be on your case if you came home for Christmas without a significant other?”

      “Well, yes—” Mattie began. “But I don’t think—I mean, I’m not sure how…how my family would feel about Grath. They’re kind of…picky.”

      “What’s the matter, sweetheart—afraid you can’t protect me?” Grath shot her a malicious smile as he threw her own words back at her.

      “Look—I never said—” Mattie began but Commander Sylvan interrupted her.

      “I think this is an excellent idea, talana,” he said, smiling at his wife. He turned back to Mattie and Grath. “If the two of you can fool Dr. Porter’s own family, you’ll certainly be able to fool the Vi’riens.”

      “But…but this isn’t fair!” Mattie protested. “Grath doesn’t want to go. He won’t even try to make my family believe he’s my fiancé!”

      “First you question my courage, and now you’re questioning my honor?” Grath glared at her, clearly outraged.

      “I’m questioning whether my family will believe I’ve decided to spend the rest of my life with a big, rude, misogynistic jerk like you,” Mattie snapped.

      Grath arched an eyebrow at her.

      “I can be pretty fucking charming when I want to be, you know.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t know because you never even try around me!” Mattie exclaimed.

      “The point is, I can make your family believe I’m your intended mate, little girl,” Grath, his black eyes sparking. “And I would never take an assignment without giving it my fucking all!”

      “Well, neither would I!” Mattie exclaimed.

      “Then it’s settled,” Commander Sylvan said, smiling. “The two of you will visit Dr. Porter’s home down on Earth for the holidays and attempt to make her family believe you intend to Join together as mates. If you succeed, I’ll be willing to send the two of you to Vi’ri’tex Delta to study the Vi’riens and try to convince them to join the Kindred in a trade alliance.”

      “And you get the added benefit of not having your family nag you to get married and have kids your whole Christmas break,” Sophie put in, smiling brightly at Mattie. “It’s a win-win situation!”

      “But…what if we don’t succeed?” Mattie asked hesitantly. “I mean, my Grandma Thelma is pretty sharp. She can sniff out a lie in no time flat!”

      Sylvan shrugged.

      “Well, then you will have disappointed your family. But at least you won’t be flayed alive in punishment for your transgression.”

      “You don’t know my mom,” Mattie muttered darkly. “She’d probably be happy to skin us both alive if she finds out Grath and I are faking it.”

      “Then we won’t let her find out,” Grath said. He arched an eyebrow at Mattie. “Come on, little girl—are you telling me you’re not up for the challenge?”

      Mattie lifted her chin.

      “I’m always up for any challenge,” she told him. “You’re coming with me to Christmasville and we’re going to make the whole damn town believe we’re engaged!”

      “Excellent!” Commander Sylvan said.

      “Perfect!” Sophie clapped her hands in excitement. “Oh, I knew it was a good idea!”

      Mattie smiled at her, but it was hard to make the corners of her mouth turn up. She had just agreed to pass off her surly, rude, grumpy bodyguard to her family as the man she deeply loved and wanted to spend the rest of her life with.

      Oh God—what had she gotten herself into?
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      Gods, what had he gotten himself into?

      Grath paced back and forth in his suite aboard the Mother Ship. He was supposed to be packing for their pretend mission to Earth, but he had no idea what to pack. Also, he couldn’t believe he’d agreed to this in the first place!

      From the moment he’d met the curvy little Earth scientist, he’d been trying to stay as far as he could from her while still protecting her. And now he had agreed to get much closer than he should.

      Because it wasn’t that he disliked Madeline Porter. On the contrary, he secretly liked her strong, straightforward personality and admired her courage. She was absolutely fearless when it came to diving into an unknown situation. But that could be a real problem because, damn it, she was just too small and delicate!

      Grath knew she hated it when he said that, but it was true, damn it! His heart leapt into his throat when he saw her plunging into a possibly dangerous situation. And though he did his best to keep her safe, he lived in fear that one day he would be a second too late and she would be killed or maimed because of her reckless bravery.

      But there was another reason he had been trying to keep his distance—it was because of the tingle he’d felt the very first time they shook hands. It was a tingle he had only felt once before with a female and it had ended in total disaster.

      Grath closed his eyes for a moment as regret filled him.

      Gods, Ar’leenah…I’m so sorry…

      She had been the female who was meant for him—or so he thought. The tingle that ran from her slim hand, right up his arm to his heart when he touched her had told him so. But he was a Hybrid—a triple Hybrid at that, since his Mother had been pure Blood Kindred but his Father was half Beast Kindred and half En’fuego or Flame Kindred.

      The odds against any kind of Hybrid being able to form a bond with a female were slim to none and the odds of a triple Hybrid like Grath, who had the characteristics of not one, not two, but three different branches of the Kindred family tree were vanishingly nonexistent.

      But his father had beaten the odds, so Grath had thought he might be lucky, too. He had believed the tingle or “sign” which a Flame Kindred warrior sometimes received when he touched the right female, meant he too could have a successful bonding. He had pursued Ar’leenah—who was a Blood Kindred female—with everything he had, and eventually she had agreed to bond with him.

      Grath supposed he should have expected what came next, but he had been so sure of himself—so arrogant in his love that it had taken him completely by surprise. So when their bonding failed, hurting them both in the process, he had been both shocked and horrified.

      A failed bonding is a painful thing—a psychic scar on the heart that never completely heals. After such a disaster, the Kindred male and the female involved almost always part ways. They simply can’t stand to be around each other, since every time they touch, they get an echo of the failed bond, like reopening a dangerous and painful wound.

      Ar’leenah had moved to the other side of Tranq Prime, the Blood Kindred home world, and Grath had come to the Mother Ship to try and forget his past. For a time, he had been successful, but then he had entered the Protector program. He hadn’t entertained any notion of trying to find love—he’d just liked the idea of traveling around the galaxy, exploring new planets.

      But then he was assigned to Dr. Porter—to Madeline. And he’d felt that treacherous little tingle again, the moment they touched…

      Why did it have to be her? Why couldn’t I be assigned to a female I wasn’t so fucking attracted to—to one my body didn’t yearn for every damn time I’m near her, every time I smell her sweet scent and watch her gorgeous curves. The way her full hips sway as she walks…

      Grath shook his head, trying to clear it. The truth was, he was so fucking attracted to the little human female it hurt. But he was determined never to show it—never to let himself get close enough to start anything. He’d taken a vow never to try to bond a female to him again—he didn’t intend to break it and repeat the mistake he’d made with Ar’leenah. So he kept Madeline at an arm’s length, which seemed to irritate her greatly.

      Well, he had been keeping her at an arm’s length, anyway, Grath reminded himself ruefully. But now he’d just agreed to bring her closer. Because there was no way they could fool her family into thinking they wanted to be Joined and bonded without him touching her, at least a little.

      This doesn’t have to be a big deal, Grath tried to reassure himself. I’m a fucking adult—I can put my arm around her and call her those sweet nicknames the humans are so fond of without losing control or breaking my vow never to try and bond a female to me again.

      He hoped, anyway. Because every part of him wanted her—ached for her—which was going to make this fucking hard. When he was near her, the fangs from his Blood Kindred heritage got sharper and he longed to bite her and inject his essence. The Mating Fist at the base of his shaft—a part from his Beast Kindred side—throbbed, longing to fill her and bond the two of them together. And he could feel his internal temperature rising as the part of him that was Flame Kindred longed to bring her close enough to be protected by his flames.

      Not that he had any flames though, Grath reminded himself. Since he was only a quarter Flame Kindred, he’d never had a “flame up” before. The most he could manage was to produce extra heat when he concentrated—which at least meant he was never chilly. Even in the freezing temperatures of the icy Tranq Prime, where it was so dangerously cold everyone lived in underground grottos, he could comfortably stand outside in a howling ice storm and never lose even a degree of body heat.

      It was an excellent power to have if you lived somewhere like Tranq Prime, Grath thought wryly, but not much use aboard the Mother Ship, where the temperature was regulated and moderate year-round. He wondered how cold or hot it would be on Earth, when he visited with Madeline. He really ought to ask her before he packed, he supposed. Though it would be awkward having a face-to-face conversation that didn’t involve the two of them sniping at each other the way Grath made sure they did, so he could keep some emotional distance between them.

      That distance wasn’t easy to maintain when every part of him longed for her—so much so that he had actually been having dreams of her at night! Which was ridiculous—he really had to stop craving the little female like this. She—

      Just then there was a sharp rap-rap-rap at the door to his suite. Grath frowned. Who could that be? Maybe Commander Sylvan with some last-minute instructions?

      He walked around to the sliding silver door and called,

      “Open!” in an authoritative voice. The door responded to his command and the silver panel slid to one side revealing…

      Madeline.
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      Mattie took a deep breath. Was she doing the right thing, confronting the big Hybrid in his quarters?

      But she had to do it—they couldn’t just go down to Earth without at least discussing a strategy. And they needed to set some ground rules too. Something like, no kissing except on the cheek, or something like that. Anything else would just be too damn awkward.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t find the big Hybrid attractive, Mattie told herself. He was extremely handsome—in a bad boy kind of way. With that wild black hair and those curving tattoos all up and down his muscular arms he looked like a renegade from a motorcycle gang. Physically, he was just her type.

      I’m probably not his type, though, she told herself. He probably doesn’t go for curvy girls.

      She’d heard that many Kindred did though—it had even given her some hope that she might find someone when she came up to the Mother Ship. Though she hadn’t had any luck so far. Mattie loved her curves, but it had been a long, hard journey to get there and she wasn’t going to be with a man who didn’t love them too. Anyway, it didn’t matter if they were each other’s type since they were just going to be pretending to date, she told herself.

      And then the door slid open and Grath was just standing there, towering over her like an ogre in a fairy tale. When he saw it was her, his face went as dark as a storm cloud and Mattie gave a mental sigh.

      “We’re going to have to work on that,” she said, shoving her way determinedly into his suite of rooms, though he hadn’t invited her. It involved a little scrunching to get past his muscular bulk, but it wasn’t too difficult to slip under his arm—she barely had to duck, since he was so much taller than her.

      “Work on what? And why are you here, little girl?” he growled, turning to face her.

      “We’re going to have to work on that too,” Mattie told him. “By which I mean, the way you look at me and the way you address me,” she added, by way of explanation. “There’s no way my family are going to believe we’re in love if you scowl every time you see me and you call me demeaning nicknames.”

      “Demeaning?” he demanded, striding over to tower over her again as the door slid shut behind him. “What’s demeaning about ‘little girl?’ You’re tiny and you’re a female—it certainly fits you.”

      “How would you like it if I called you, ‘big, dumb male?’” Mattie shot back.

      “Hey…” His face got even darker. “That’s not very fucking nice.”

      “No, it’s not,” Mattie said crisply. “So now you know how I feel about being called ‘little girl.’” She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. “Look, I didn’t come here to fight.”

      “Why did you come, then?” He raised his eyebrows at her, clearly waiting for an explanation.

      “For a strategy session,” Mattie told him. “And to set some ground rules. Look—have a seat, would you? You’re so damn tall I’m getting a crick in my neck trying to talk to you.”

      She gestured to the large, overstuffed love seat that was positioned in front of the fireplace in the living area of his suite. Reluctantly, she thought, the big Hybrid went to have a seat. He settled on the couch, his knees spread and his elbows resting on his thighs as he leaned forward to look at her intently.

      “All right, so tell me—what do you want me to call you?” he asked seriously. “Dr. Porter? Madeline?”

      “Mattie is fine,” Mattie said.

      He frowned.

      “You know we Kindred consider it an insult to shorten a female’s given name, don’t you?”

      “Well, ‘Mattie’ beats the hell out of ‘little girl,’” Mattie pointed out.

      “All right, if you say so.” Grath nodded. “But what about nicknames? Don’t human lovers call each other sweet endearments? Kindred do—didn’t you notice the way Commander Sylvan calls his mate ‘talana’?”

      “You can call me ‘babe’ or ‘baby’ if you want to,” Madeline offered. “But don’t call me ‘Dr. Porter’—that’s way too formal, especially since we’re supposed to be dating.”

      “Baby…” Grath seemed to be trying it out. He shrugged. “I don’t see how that’s any better than ‘little girl’ but if that’s what you want…”

      “That’s what my family will find believable, and that’s what this is all about,” Mattie said firmly. “So call me ‘Mattie’ or ‘baby’ and I’ll call you Grath or ‘honey’.”

      “Honey?” he protested, frowning. “Isn’t that the vomit produced by pollinating Earth insects?”

      “Well, yes—honey is technically bee vomit,” Mattie admitted. “But it’s also a sweet nickname that human couples call each other.”

      “Should I call you ‘my little bee vomit’ too, then?” Grath arched an eyebrow at her. “Or just stick to referring to you as though you were an infant?”

      Mattie threw up her hands.

      “Look, I can’t pretend that some Earth customs aren’t weird but you can say that about any culture! I’m here trying to brief you on what to expect and the best way to fool my family. Now are you going to be serious or not?”

      “I’m perfectly serious,” Grath assured her. “Baby,” he added, for good measure.

      “All right.” Mattie took a deep breath, trying to reign in her temper. Why did she let the big Hybrid push her buttons? She needed to keep calm. “All right,” she said again. “Now that we know what to call each other, we need to talk about how to act.”

      “All right.” He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling. “How should we act? Should I be utterly fucking besotted by you or what?”

      Mattie bristled.

      “No, you don’t have to act ‘utterly besotted’ but it would be nice if you didn’t flinch away from me like I have the plague every time I get anywhere near you.” This had been a sore spot with her for months—it was good to finally put it out there. But Grath seemed to feel otherwise.

      “What? I don’t do that!” he protested.

      “Yes, you do!” Mattie exclaimed. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed. The minute I get anywhere close to you, you step away and make an effort to put space between us. Now I know I’m not your type—”

      “What do you know about my type?” Grath growled, his voice dangerously low.

      Mattie shrugged uneasily.

      “I just assumed you didn’t like girls with extra curves. Or else maybe you didn’t like my, uh, scent or something. Since Hybrids are supposed to have such a sensitive sense of smell.”

      His black eyes widened in apparent amusement.

      “You think I think you stink?” he demanded, a rumble of laughter coming from deep in his chest.

      “I don’t know, all right?” Mattie exclaimed. “But there’s got to be some reason you’re always edging away from me like I have the plague and you’re afraid you might catch it! I just want to be sure you don’t act like that around my family or my mom and my Grandma Thelma are going to know we’re faking it immediately!”

      “Come here, little girl,” Grath growled. “I mean, baby,” he corrected quickly, gesturing for her to come stand between his spread thighs.

      Mattie edged closer to him nervously. Even sitting down he was so big it was a bit overwhelming to be right up next to him. Still, she wasn’t going to be a coward—not when so much was on the line. Resolutely, she came to stand between his legs and stared into his midnight eyes.

      “Let’s get a few things straight,” Grath told her, returning her gaze. “First of all, I fucking love your curves—you’re fucking gorgeous and I’m pretty sure you know it. Second,” he went on, before Mattie could get out a word. “Your scent is intoxicating. It’s so utterly feminine it takes my breath away every time I’m near you.”

      Mattie wasn’t sure what to say to this.

      “I…um…I think that’s the first nice thing you’ve ever said to me,” she finally managed to get out. “But if you like the way I look and the way I smell, why are you always putting distance between us?”

      His eyes slid away from hers.

      “I have my reasons,” he muttered.

      “Any you’d care to share?” Mattie arched an eyebrow at him.

      “No,” he growled, frowning. “You don’t need to know, little girl…baby,” he corrected himself.

      Mattie sighed.

      “All right—I’ll leave that alone. But you’ve got to stop scowling at me like that or my family is never going to buy that we’re dating.”

      He frowned.

      “I thought we were supposed to be engaged to be Joined?”

      “I don’t think so.” Mattie shook her head. “See, if you’re my ‘fiancé,’ I’ll have to dig up an engagement ring somewhere. Also, my Mom and Grandma are going to be completely devastated when I tell them we ‘broke up’ a few weeks down the line. Whereas if we’re just dating, well, that’s a much less serious thing. It won’t set expectations unreasonably high.”

      “Okay, so we’re not ‘engaged’ we’re just ‘dating,” Grath growled. “Also, I’m supposed to call you ‘baby’ and not ‘scowl’ at you. Is there anything else?”

      “Yes.” Mattie took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “We need to show at least some physical affection for each other. My family are very touchy-feely people—they’re going to expect it.”

      “’Touchy-feely?’” Grath demanded. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means tactile—they’re always hugging and kissing each other,” Mattie tried to explain. “Like, the minute you meet them, my mom is going to want to hug you and kiss you on the cheek—she’s like that with everyone but she’ll be especially affectionate when she finds out you and I are ‘dating’. And that’s how all my family are—and the way they’re going to expect us to be, too.”

      Grath looked startled.

      “So I’m expected to hug and kiss not only you, but all your family members too?”

      Mattie shrugged.

      “That’s how we do it in my family. And that goes double for you and me—they’re going to expect to see the two of us getting close—holding hands, hugging, cuddling even. Which might be kind of awkward, since we’ve been so distant up until now.”

      She did not add again that the distance was his fault. Though if he liked the way she looked and smelled, she still didn’t understand why he was always trying to keep space between them. And it didn’t look like Grath was going to tell her anytime soon, either. He was just sitting there, a frown creasing his forehead as he considered her words.

      “All right,” he said at last. “Come here.”

      “What?” Mattie asked, frowning. “What do you mean? I’m already here.” She motioned to the way she was standing right between his spread thighs.

      “No—I mean here.”

      And Grath suddenly swept her into his arms and seated her on his lap.

      “Hey—what are you doing?” she demanded.

      “Cuddling you, baby,” he rumbled. “Come on—get into it. Isn’t this what you want?”

      Mattie didn’t know what she wanted but she knew she hadn’t expected this. Sitting on the big Kindred’s knee, she really did feel like a little girl, dwarfed by his muscular bulk. Being close to him like this made her heart pound wildly for some reason and she could feel her cheeks getting red, as though she was blushing.

      “Well?” Grath demanded, and she realized she still hadn’t answered his question. “Isn’t this what you meant by ‘cuddling’?” he asked.

      “I…I guess so,” Mattie admitted.

      “Okay—then let’s fucking cuddle.”

      Curving an arm around her shoulders, he pulled her towards him until Mattie was leaning stiffly against his broad chest with the top of her head just under his chin.

      “You’re stiff as a fucking board, little girl,” Grath rumbled. “Relax against me.”

      Pressed against him as she was, the vibrations of his deep voice seemed to travel through her entire body. Taking a deep breath, Mattie made a real effort to do as he said and let herself melt against him.

      It really was an effort—Grath had always been so stand-offish that she’d made it a point to keep her physical distance from him, too. This was the most contact she’d ever had with her Protector—it was a far cry from their first handshake, which was practically the only other time they’d ever touched each other. And now, here she was, cuddled on his lap like they were lovers who couldn’t bear to have any room between them. It was almost surreal.

      “There now,” Grath rumbled, his deep voice vibrating through her again. “That’s not so fucking bad, is it?”

      “You…you’ve got to stop saying ‘fuck’ so much,” Mattie pointed out breathlessly. “Grandma Thelma doesn’t approve of people who swear. She…she thinks it’s vulgar.”

      “Maybe we don’t want her to approve of me, though—did you think of that?” Grath pointed out. “I mean, if you’re only going to announce that we’re ‘breaking up’ as you humans call it, a few weeks after we visit them. Maybe it would be better if I was an asshole—that way they’ll all breathe a sigh of relief when you ‘dump’ me.”

      “No, don’t you dare be rude to my family!” Mattie exclaimed, sitting up to glare at him. “My poor Grandma might not have much more time left—I don’t want her thinking her granddaughter is dating a jerk who doesn’t know how to behave nicely in company! That would upset her more than knowing I’m still single!”

      “Okay, okay—take it easy, baby.” Grath put an arm around her and coaxed her back down so that she was laying against his chest again. “I’ll be on my best behavior, I promise,” he murmured, stroking her back with one big, warm hand. “We’ll play it any way you want to.”

      “All right. You said you could be charming,” Mattie reminded him. “So just…do that, okay?”

      She was finding it hard to think for some reason. Maybe because being this close to him did funny things to her body and brain. Her nipples felt tight and between her legs she had a swollen, achy feeling.

      It’s his scent, she thought, remembering that the big Hybrid had called her own scent, “intoxicating.” She was beginning to think the same thing about him.

      He had a warm, spicy, masculine scent that somehow reminded her of a campfire in the woods at night. When she breathed it in, she almost felt dizzy. Why was that? It made her want to get even closer to him, to press her nose to the side of his strong throat and breathe him in.

      She was about to do just that when his next question froze her in her tracks.

      “What about kissing?” he asked.

      Mattie jerked upright again.

      “What about what?” she demanded.

      “Kissing,” Grath repeated patiently. “If we’re dating, shouldn’t I kiss you?”

      “Oh, um…on the cheek. You can kiss me on the cheek.” Mattie was sure she was blushing—she could feel the hot blood rushing to her face and her heart was pounding. Why was he affecting her like this? She didn’t even like him! She put her hands to her cheeks which definitely felt flushed.

      “But you told me I had to kiss the rest of your family on the cheek,” Grath protested, frowning. “Shouldn’t there be more intimacy than that between the two of us since we’re ‘dating’?”

      “Just…” Mattie cleared her throat. “Just watch my sister and brother-in-law when you meet them and follow their lead. That will give you the idea of the right amount of PDA.”

      “PDA?” His brow furrowed and she could hear the frown of confusion in his deep voice.

      “Public Display of Affection—it’s kind of an old term,” Mattie explained. “It just means, how much affection it’s appropriate to display in any given situation. Like in front of my family or when we’re out in the town.”

      “We’re going out in the town, too?” he asked. “I thought we were just spending the one holiday—Christmas—with your family.”

      “You don’t understand,” Mattie told him. “Christmas lasts a long time in my house. My mom expects me to come in time to attend several events, so we’ll be there a couple of days before Christmas and probably a couple of days after, too.”

      “That seems like a fucking lot, but all right,” he rumbled. “So what should I pack?”

      Mattie felt a rush of relief. Now they were back on more solid ground—practical matters that were much easier to discuss than if they ought to be kissing each other or not!

      She slid off his knee and cleared her throat, noting as she did so that her heart had slowed a little and had stopped banging against her ribs like it was trying to get out of her chest and run away.

      “Wear your warmest clothes,” she told him. “Winter in Vermont is no joke.”

      He shrugged.

      “It shouldn’t be a problem for me—I’m part Flame Kindred.”

      “You’re what?” She frowned. “I always thought you were half Beast and half Blood Kindred.”

      “I am, but I’ve got some Enfuego or Flame Kindred on my Sire’s side,” he explained. “Which explains my skin color—it comes from his particular tribe.” He nodded down at himself, indicating the deep reddish tint of his skin. “It also means I can modify my body temperature and keep warm no matter how cold it gets outside.”

      “I wish I could do that!” Mattie said enviously. “We lived in Florida—that’s a really warm part of Earth—up until I was in high school, when we moved to Vermont. I tried and tried but I could never seem to get acclimated to the harsh New England winters.” She shivered, thinking of the snow and ice and freezing temperatures she was soon going to be facing. “I’m not looking forward to going back to that, I can tell you!”

      “I’ll keep you warm,” Grath said unexpectedly. “If you want me to, anyway,” he added. “Though you’ll have to stay close to me if you do.”

      “Well, we are going to be pretending we’re dating….” Mattie felt her cheeks getting hot again as she spoke. “So I guess it would be reasonable for you to keep your, uh, arm around me.”

      “That should work,” Grath remarked. He gave her a thoughtful look. “You really think we can pull this off, little girl?”

      For once, Mattie didn’t correct him.

      “We have to,” she said earnestly. “I really want that assignment to Vi’ri’tex Delta—don’t you?”

      “What I want most is just to keep you safe,” Grath said unexpectedly. “Though pretending to be your ‘date’ seems like a fucking weird way to do it.”

      “Remember what Commander Sylvan said—if we can fool my family, we can fool the Vi’riens,” Mattie said firmly. She clapped her hands together briskly. “So—I’ll let you pack and I’ve got some packing to do of my own. And I have to call my mom on the Think-me and let her know I’m bringing a date for Christmas.”

      “How do you think she’ll react?” Grath looked apprehensive.

      “Are you kidding? She’ll be ecstatic,” Mattie said dryly. “She’s been dying for me to find the ‘right guy’ and settle down for the past ten years.”

      “Why haven’t you, then?” He arched an eyebrow at her.

      Mattie shrugged uncomfortably.

      “I don’t know—I’ve been busy earning my degree and then getting my career off the ground. That doesn’t leave a lot of time for love. Anyway…” She cleared her throat. “I’d better get going. Should we say we’ll meet at the Docking Bay in an hour?”

      Grath nodded.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “Fine. See you there. Don’t get up,” she added. “I can see myself out.”

      Then, her heart still hammering in her chest, she left his suite to call her mom and let her know she was bringing a ‘date’ for Christmas.
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      Grath grimaced and rubbed his aching groin as the door slid shut behind the little female. Damn it, if only she didn’t affect him so strongly! Feeling her soft, curvy body against his own had nearly driven him crazy. It was a damn good thing she’d been sitting on his left thigh and his shaft hung to the right. Otherwise she surely would have felt it when he started getting hard.

      But it affected her too—getting so close, he thought and knew it was true. While she’d been sitting on his lap, all cuddled up against him, Madeline’s breathing had quickened and her heart rate had nearly doubled. He had heard it easily with his acute Hybrid senses. But those weren’t the only indications she was feeling the same thing he was.

      Her scent, he thought, inhaling deeply. The warm, feminine fragrance of her desire still lingered in the air around him. It was the scent of her sweet little pussy getting hot and wet and ready and Grath wondered if she had any idea she was making it.

      Probably not, he decided. Humans had exceptionally dull senses—at least compared with Kindred. He, on the other hand, was well aware that his own body had been making his Bonding Scent for Madeline—pumping it out like a cloud of pheromones to draw her to him and make her want him.

      Grath frowned. He didn’t do it on purpose, anymore than Madeline’s sweet little pussy was getting wet on purpose when she was sitting on his lap. But it was going to be a problem if they kept on like this. A Kindred male’s Bonding Scent made him damn near irresistible to the female he was trying to attract—even if he wasn’t consciously trying to attract her.

      That was the main reason he’d been keeping his distance from her all this time—because he knew that his body wanted her. That little tingle when they had first shaken hands had let him know they would be drawn to each other if given a chance.

      Of course, his body didn’t know it couldn’t bond with her—any more than he hadn’t been able to bond with Ar’leenah. The attraction was purely a matter of chemistry and compatibility but it could never lead to anything, because he wasn’t going to risk another failed bonding.

      Have to be careful, Grath warned himself. This is a tricky situation. I’ve got to keep my fucking head and remember that none of this can lead anywhere permanent. Madeline and I can never be together—ever! No matter how much I fucking want her.

      With a sigh, he went to pack.

      He had a feeling this was going to be the hardest mission of his entire life.
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      “Okay, get ready,” Mattie said under her breath, as they stood outside the door of her parent’s home and prepared to knock. It was an old nineteenth century farmhouse which had been lovingly restored and it looked positively picturesque in the deepening dusk. “My mom can get kind of excited—she nearly gave me a migraine, she shouted so loud over the Think-me when I told her I was bringing a man home!”

      Grath raised an eyebrow.

      “She must really want you to get mated.”

      “She does—sometimes I think it’s all she ever thinks about,” Mattie admitted, her breath puffing out in a little cloud of steam. There was already snow on the ground and the temperature was much colder than she liked. She blew on her hands and stamped her feet. Damn it—she always forgot how much she hated the cold until she came back home during the holidays!

      “Should I do or say anything in particular when I meet your parents?” Grath sounded anxious—almost as though he was a real boyfriend she was bringing home who actually wanted to impress her family, she thought dryly.

      “Just follow their lead,” Mattie told him. “Are you ready? Here goes.”

      She knocked on the door and a moment later they heard bustling footsteps and then the door was unlocked and thrown open.

      “Oh, Mattie!” Her mom was wiping her hands on a flowered apron, her eyes sparkling with excitement. Her gray hair was in a bun at her neck and her spectacles were perched on the end of her nose. She reached for Mattie and enfolded her in a lemon verbena scented hug. “I’m so glad to see you, sweetheart!” she said in Mattie’s ear. Then she pulled back and looked up at Grath. “And you must be Mattie’s new boyfriend! My goodness, I’m so happy to meet you!”

      “I’m very glad to meet you too, Mrs. Porter,” Grath rumbled. He looked uncertain of what to do but Mattie’s mom didn’t let him wonder for long—she practically tackled him with a hug and then stood on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.

      Grath looked surprised but kissed her back, also on the cheek, while saying,

      “Thank you for letting me come to your holiday festivities.”

      “Oh my goodness, you’re so welcome, young man! I’ve been trying to get Mattie to bring someone home for ages!” her mother exclaimed. “But the two of you must be freezing—come in, come in!”

      She beckoned them excitedly into the house and they followed her through the front living area around to the back where the big, farmhouse kitchen was packed with Mattie’s family standing around the stove and the hand-carved kitchen island.

      “Mattie!” her older sister Anna exclaimed, reaching for her at once.

      Mattie hugged her, feeling her sister’s baby bump pressing against her own stomach. She laughed as they pulled apart.

      “Oh my God, you’re huge!”

      “I am, aren’t I?” Anna grinned, caressing her rounded stomach protectively. “I’m due in two months! But who’s you’re man?”

      She nodded up at Grath, who loomed head and shoulders above all of them.

      For the first time, Mattie felt guilty for lying. She’d always been close with her older sister—the two of them had used to share everything. They had only grown apart when Mattie had moved up to the Kindred Mother Ship. Still, she had to keep the real nature of her relationship with Grath secret or the jig would be up and she would never get that assignment to Vi’ri’tex Delta.

      “This is Grath. He’s my Protector and my…” Mattie swallowed. “And my date for the holidays.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Grath rumbled. Leaning down, he swept Anna into a hug and kissed her on the cheek, just as he had done with Mattie’s mom.

      “Oh my! Nice to meet you, too!” Anna looked quite flushed and overwhelmed when Grath let her go. “He’s so big!” she whispered to Mattie.

      “He’s Kindred—they all are.” Mattie shrugged. She supposed she had gotten used to how huge the Kindred warriors all were, since she’d been living among them for months now.

      “Grath, this is my husband, Ethan,” Anna said, nodding at her spouse.

      Ethan was only a few inches taller than she was with sandy brown hair and mild brown eyes.

      “Pleased to meet you,” he said, holding out a hand.

      But Grath ignored the offered hand and gathered the much smaller man into a bear hug, just as he had with Mattie’s mother and sister.

      “Ooof!” Ethan gasped as the muscular arms encircled him and then Grath kissed him soundly on the cheek before letting him go.

      Mattie couldn’t help grinning at her brother-in-law’s shocked look. But she moved hurriedly to intervene before Grath could also grab her Dad in a bear hug.

      “No, wait—you shake hands with human men,” she said quickly, as her Dad eyed the huge warrior uncertainly.

      “You told me to kiss them all on the cheek,” Grath pointed out, frowning at her.

      “Yes, well, I was wrong. You can just shake hands. See? Dad—hold out your hand,” Mattie commanded.

      Her father—an older man with gray hair and glasses—put out his hand hesitantly and Grath enveloped it with his own, much larger one.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Mattie’s Dad said. “Er, welcome to our home.”

      “Thank you for inviting me,” Grath rumbled politely. He sniffed the air. “What’s that delicious smell?”

      “Oh—that’s a roast I’m cooking for supper!” Mattie’s mother was suddenly busy at the stove, checking inside the oven and looking at the mashed potatoes and green beans. “Mattie—I hope your, er, new boyfriend isn’t a vegetarian,” she said over her shoulder.

      Mattie looked up at Grath. Actually, they had never discussed dietary restrictions or food preferences or anything at all, really, because they had always been at odds. This was the first time since he’d become her Protector that the big Kindred wasn’t shoving her away.

      “Grath?” she asked as her mom looked on anxiously. “Do you mind eating meat?”

      “I’ll eat anything you put in front of me,” Grath assured them politely. “Especially when it smells as good as whatever it is you’re cooking.”

      “Oh, good!” Mattie’s mom looked relieved. “Well, everything is almost ready. Mattie, would you go get your Grandma? She’s lying down in her room.”

      “No, I’m not! Here I am.”

      Grandma Thelma came into the farmhouse kitchen, leaning heavily on a cane. She was eighty-five but still as sharp as ever and the first thing she did was give Mattie a hug that smelled like baby powder and old-fashioned perfume.

      “It’s good to see you back again, sweetie-pie,” she said, using her old nickname for Mattie as they embraced. “Now who’s this giant you brought to see us?” she added as they pulled apart.

      “Grandma Thelma, this is Grath. He’s my Protector and we’re also dating,” Mattie said, trying her best to sound honest though she was squirming inside about lying to her sweet old grandma.

      “Pleased to meet you, Ma’am,” Grath said politely. He leaned down to give her Grandma a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

      Mattie thought it was like watching a Great Dane trying cautiously to be friendly with a Pomeranian. Grandma Thelma was so tiny and shrunken that the top of her head barely came up to Mattie’s shoulder, so Grath had to bend nearly double to embrace her. He hugged the old lady very carefully, she noticed, almost as though Grandma Thelma was made of fine China and might develop a crack if he squeezed too tightly.

      “Well now,” Grandma said, when they pulled apart. “So you’re the man in love with our Mattie!”

      She searched Grath’s face with faded eyes that were still sharp as she said it, looking to catch his reaction to her words.

      Mattie felt her stomach twist sharply. This was the danger point right here! If Grath could fool Grandma Thelma, he could fool anyone. But if her Grandma sensed a hesitation or guessed the lie the two of them were trying to pull off—

      “Yes, Ma’am, I’m deeply in love with her,” Grath rumbled with a straight face. He looked at Mattie as he continued. “I think your granddaughter is the most beautiful female I’ve ever met,” he said, sounding perfectly sincere.

      Mattie could feel her cheeks getting hot, even though she knew he was just making things up for Grandma Thelma’s benefit.

      “Oh, Grath!” she exclaimed.

      “It’s true,” he assured her, again with a straight face. “How many times do I have to tell you how beautiful you are before it sinks in, baby?” And he put an arm around Mattie and pulled her close for a hug.

      Mattie felt her cheeks get even hotter but of course she couldn’t refuse to hug him back. She put her arms around the big Kindred and pressed her cheek to his muscular chest.

      Being this close to him, she couldn’t help inhaling his amazing scent. What was that? Some kind of aftershave or just the regular scent of his skin? Either way, it made her heart speed up and her legs feel weak as he held her against him.

      “Well, now!” Grandma Thelma remarked when Mattie finally pulled out of the hug, feeling slightly wobbly. She was relieved to see that her grandmother was smiling approvingly. “I’m glad he sees your worth, sweetie-pie,” she said to Mattie. “You’re a very nice young man,” she said, looking up at Grath. “We’ll just see if you’re worthy of our Mattie.”

      “Grandma!” Mattie exclaimed but Grath only nodded gravely and said,

      “I’ll do my best, Ma’am,” in a voice that was completely sincere.

      Mattie couldn’t help looking at him admiringly. The big warrior was turning out to be better at acting than she’d ever dreamed! The way he’d greeted her whole family and passed her Grandma’s test really was impressive.

      She just wondered how long he could keep it up.
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      Mattie was less impressed with her big Protector a little later when they sat down to dinner and her mom asked Grath to tell the story of how they had met and fallen in love.

      “Oh, Mom—Grath doesn’t want to go into all that!” Mattie protested uneasily as she passed the mashed potatoes. “You’re putting him on the spot!”

      “I don’t mind,” Grath rumbled unexpectedly.

      He was seated beside Mattie at the wide oval dining table, but she thought he looked like an adult at the kid’s table. His knees barely fit under the human-sized tabletop and the sturdy wooden chair had creaked alarmingly under his muscular bulk when he sat down.

      But despite being too big for the furniture, he had perfect manners and had already praised her mother’s cooking two or three times, talking about how juicy the roast was and how creamy the mashed potatoes were. Her mother blushed every time and thanked him—Mattie could see she was well on the way to liking the big Kindred very much.

      She wished she could kick him under the table and tell him not to overdo it. If he made her whole family fall in love with him, they were going to be devastated when she had to pretend they had “broken up” later!

      But of course, she couldn’t risk saying anything. She just had to sit there and listen to the big Kindred charm everyone at the table, while knowing that every word he said was a lie.

      “I don’t mind telling how we met,” he said again, smiling across the table at Mattie’s mom. “It was pretty much love at first sight, if you want to know the truth.”

      “Oh my—it was?” Mattie’s mom put one fluttering hand to her heart.

      Grath nodded.

      “Absolutely. The minute I looked into Madeline’s big brown eyes and took her hand, I knew she was the only female for me. She was so fucking beautiful it hurt to look at her! Uh, pardon my language,” he added, speaking to her Grandma, at the other end of the table.

      “Grath…” Mattie tried to give him a look without being obvious about it. “You don’t have to be so dramatic!”

      “I’m not, baby.” Turning, he took her hand and looked down into her eyes. “I knew it—the first time I saw you. I knew you were the one I wanted—the only one,” he murmured.

      And lifting her hand, he pressed it to his lips as he held her eyes with his.

      Mattie felt her heart flutter and had to remind herself again that this was all an act.

      “I…I…” she began, but she didn’t know how to go on.

      “She’s so tiny but so beautiful and so brave, too,” Grath said, speaking to her mother. “You ought to see her when we’re out in the field together, exploring an alien planet—she jumps right in, whether it’s dangerous or not!”

      The momentary spell was broken and this time Mattie did kick him under the table. He was going to give her mom the wrong idea about her job and make her worry!

      “It’s not that dangerous, what we do,” she said quickly, as Grath leaned down surreptitiously to rub his ankle while he shot her a look. “Honestly, Mom! Why, we’ve only been to Class 1 planets so far—those are rated as perfectly harmless by the Kindred.”

      “Well, I just hope you’re being careful.” Her mom had the same worried look on her face she’d gotten when Mattie had told her about her new job with the Kindred in the first place. “I don’t know how I feel about you going all around the universe to different planets where anything might be waiting for you!”

      “Now, Louise, you know she’s fine. She has Grath here to protect her,” Mattie’s Dad said soothingly.

      “I know, Peter, but it still just makes me nervous,” her mom said, picking at one of her homemade rolls anxiously.

      “Please don’t worry about your daughter,” Grath told her soothingly. “I’m with her every step of the way—I’m her Protector.”

      “Well…” Mattie’s mom began, still looking doubtful. But Grath looked her in the eyes and continued speaking.

      “I have sworn an oath that not a single drop of your daughter’s precious blood will be lost unless all of my own is first spilled upon the ground,” he rumbled. “I will die to protect her if I have to, for her life is far more precious to me than my own.”

      “My goodness!” Mattie’s mom exclaimed, her hand fluttering near her heart again and Mattie saw everyone’s eyes widen at this dramatic statement.

      She felt her own heart give a little thump as well. She couldn’t help remembering that very first day—the day when Grath had been assigned to her and had knelt before her to give her his oath as a Kindred warrior to protect her. She had been half in love with him by the time he was done, but then he had spoiled everything by becoming so distant and sullen.

      She had wondered several times afterwards if she’d been imagining the sincerity shining in his midnight eyes when he swore to protect her with his life. Now she was certain she hadn’t been—Grath had just been keeping this part of himself hidden, though she didn’t know why.

      Still, she promised herself she was going to have a serious talk with him when she got him alone again. Her family was never going to believe she wanted to dump him if he convinced all of them he was the perfect protective gentleman and that he was madly in love with her!

      Supper ended with a delicious lemon tart which was Anna’s specialty and then her mom suggested they take a walk down the road to see the Ice Sculpture Garden at the park at the edge of town.

      “There are so many sculptures this year and they’re just beautiful at night,” she told Grath. “It’s just a short walk from the house and they’ve all got lights under the pedestals so it looks like they’re lit up from within. It’s so romantic.”

      “I don’t know, Mom—it was pretty cold out there when we first came and now that it’s dark, it’ll be even colder,” Mattie protested.

      “But I want to see these sculptures made of ice,” Grath rumbled, surprising her. “Come on, baby—I’ll keep you warm,” he added.

      “Oh, well…okay, I guess.” Mattie shrugged. At least it would be a good chance to talk alone, without worrying that her family could overhear them. “Let me get on my coat and we can go.”

      She got bundled up in her thickest coat, hat, and scarf and they waved goodbye to her parents.

      Finally, she could talk to Grath alone.
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      As soon as they got outside with the door shut, Grath turned to her and demanded,

      “Why did you kick me under the fucking table?”

      “Why did I kick you? Because you were laying it on too thick!” Madeline exclaimed. She cast a look over her shoulder at the shut door of her family’s domicile as though making sure no one could hear them. Grath doubted they could—humans didn’t have very sharp hearing as far as he could tell.

      “What do you mean, ‘laying it on too thick’?” he growled. “I did everything you told me to! I kissed every fucking one of them—except your father—and I was perfectly fucking polite at Last Meal.”

      “Yes, but you were going on and on about it being ‘love at first sight’ the first time we met,” she protested. “Why did you have to act like I’m some kind of goddess that dazzled you when we both know perfectly well you don’t even like me!”

      “I never said I don’t like you,” Grath growled as they walked down the path together. “You drive me fucking crazy sometimes, but I like you just fine, little girl. And I wasn’t lying about the first time we met, either,” he added recklessly. “At least, not about the part where I thought you were the most beautiful female I’d ever seen.”

      He didn’t know why he was saying this—why he was admitting it. He knew it was dangerous, but he couldn’t seem to help himself, damn it!

      Madeline looked up at him, an incredulous look on her lovely face.

      “You’ve got to be joking! If you like me so much, why do you always act like such a big, grumpy bear and try to avoid me?”

      “I’m not avoiding you now, am I?” Grath demanded. “And what the fuck is a ‘bear’ anyway?”

      “A big, dangerous animal that you might see in the woods out here if you’re not careful,” Madeline said shortly. “Come on—let’s go see the damn ice sculptures so we can go back inside and get warm!”

      And she started walking faster, her short legs working as they neared the small town they had passed on the way to her parent’s domicile. Her mother had been right—it really wasn’t a long walk at all, Grath thought.

      The town was lit up with strings of multicolored lights and there was an enormously tall tree standing in the very center of the small park which was situated on the town’s outskirts. Arranged around the tree in a circle at regular intervals were pedestals holding sculptures that did indeed seem to be made of ice. There was no chance of them melting because of the chilly air.

      But Madeline didn’t appear to be enjoying the view of the town or the ice sculptures. She was shivering and rubbing her hands up and down her arms and stamping her feet every few seconds to keep warm.

      “You really hate the cold, huh?” he asked, looking down at her as he kept up with her swift pace with ease. She was all bundled up in a thick coat with a neck wrap and a wooly hat over her thick, wavy hair but she still looked miserable. To Grath, this weather was barely chilly, but of course his Flame Kindred heritage kept him warm no matter what the temperature.

      “Yes, I hate the cold! I’m still a Florida girl at heart!” She blew on her hands. “And damn it—I forgot my gloves!”

      “Here—put one hand in your pocket and let me hold the other one,” Grath commanded. Without waiting for an answer, he took her right hand in his left and concentrated on sending a gentle, warming heat through his fingers.

      “Oh!” Madeline looked up at him, an expression of surprise on her pretty face. “What are you doing? How are you doing that?”

      “Didn’t I tell you I was part Flame Kindred?” Grath said. He grinned at her. “Come on, little girl—give me your other hand now.”

      She pulled her other hand out of her pocket and he held it, warming it as well while Madeline watched him.

      “Your fingers seem to glow when you do that,” she observed, looking down at her small hand, swallowed up in his big one. “How hot can you get?”

      Grath shrugged.

      “Pretty damn hot actually—though I can’t flame up like a pure-blooded Flame Kindred.”

      “Flame up?” She frowned.

      “Oh, uh—a true Flame Kindred can actually burst into flames,” Grath explained. “A flame that doesn’t consume him, though it will burn the fucking shit out of anyone who gets too close. Unless it’s his bonded mate,” he added.

      “Wow!” Madeline’s big brown eyes got wide. “I’d like to see that!”

      “You and me both, but I can’t do it.” Grath shrugged. “The most I can do is generate heat to keep myself warm—or to warm someone else,” he added, nodding down at their hands.

      “My hands do feel warmer,” she admitted, glancing up at him shyly. “Um…thank you. I—” She looked like she wanted to say something else but then she shook her head and stopped talking.

      “What?” Grath asked, wanting to know what she was thinking. “Say it, baby.”

      “I just…” Madeline cleared her throat. “You’re usually just so stand-offish when we’re together. I guess I’m just surprised at you being willing to hold my hand even though my family isn’t around to see.”

      Grath felt like she’d reached into his chest and squeezed his heart in her soft little hand. If only she knew how much he wanted to touch her! To hold her and kiss her and taste her! But of course he couldn’t admit to any of that—they would be getting into very dangerous territory if he did.

      “Well, I’m your Protector, aren’t I? Can’t let you fucking freeze to death,” he said gruffly. “Come on—let’s look at these fucking sculptures, okay?”

      “All right.” Madeline pulled her hand from his and nodded as they entered the small park with the huge tree in the center.

      The tree itself had been decorated with all kinds of colorful ornaments and lights, Grath saw. It glowed in the night and the ice sculptures arranged all around its perimeter were glowing softly too, thanks to the lights embedded in their pedestals. Madeline’s mother had been right—it was a fucking magical, romantic sight, he had to admit to himself.

      “What are all these sculptures of?” he asked Madeline as they strolled around the circular path. There were more sculptures in the distance too—they had been placed on another path that curved through the park, between the trees.

      “Oh you know—mostly Earth animals.” She pointed. “That one’s a butterfly and this one is…hmm, I think that’s supposed to be a lion. It’s kind of hard to tell.”

      “Looks like a Felinus Monstrum Kindred,” Grath remarked, examining the softly glowing ice sculpture. “I guess not all the artists are equally talented.”

      “No, probably not,” Madeline admitted. “They pretty much let anyone put up a sculpture if they make one. They just want a lot of them to fill the exhibit with, so visitors to Christmasville with have something else to look at.”

      “I don’t see many visitors right now,” Grath said, looking at the mostly deserted park. “Should we go look at the other sculptures down that way?” He pointed to the curving path that wound away into the wooded park.

      “Sure.” Madeline shrugged. “It’s cold out here but I guess it’s better than being scrutinized by my family.”

      “I thought I did a pretty good job of fooling them.” Grath took her hand and she let him. It was already cold again and he sent her more gentle warmth.

      She frowned up at him.

      “You did too good a job. They’re all half in love with you already!”

      Grath grinned at her.

      “Told you I could be fucking charming, little girl.”

      “Oh, you!” Madeline took a half-hearted swat at him and he pretended to duck, laughing as he did so. She looked so beautiful in the light of the glowing sculptures—her creamy skin was radiant and her cheeks were rosy from the cold. Grath thought she had never looked more gorgeous.

      For a moment it almost felt real—holding her hand, laughing and joking together. It almost seemed like he really could bond her to him and stay with her for the rest of his life…

      Except you can’t, whispered a warning voice in his head. Wake up, Grath—you don’t want another failed bonding! You need to stop this and put some distance between the two of you before things get the fuck out of hand.

      He knew it was true, but it still hurt to make himself let go of her hand. Madeline looked slightly hurt too, but she didn’t reach for him again. Instead, she stopped to study one of the sculptures which was glowing softly beside the dark path.

      “Oh look!” she exclaimed, looking down at the writing on the pedestal. “I know the person who made this one! I went to high school with her!”

      “What is it?” Grath frowned at the large piece of ice which had been turned into some kind of convoluted structure that appeared to be rings and ovals all linked together and overlapping.

      “I think it’s supposed to be something to do with time?” Madeline sounded doubtful. “Tasha always did like abstract art the best—even back in high school,” she added.

      Grath wanted to lean closer—not to look at the sculpture but just for an excuse to get close to the curvy little female. But he knew that wasn’t a good idea. He straightened up instead and looked down the long, curving path which was dark except for the light cast by the glowing sculptures. An icy breeze was blowing through the branches of the trees and he caught an unfamiliar scent on it.

      “Hey—what’s that smell?” he muttered, putting his nose in the air and inhaling to catch a better whiff.

      Madeline lifted her head and sniffed too. In a moment, her face broke into a smile.

      “Oh—that’s the hot chocolate cart!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe it’s still here!”

      “Hot chocolate? What the fuck is that?” Grath growled. The scent was sweet and warm but with the faintest hint of bitterness in it. It was surprisingly appealing.

      “Oh, haven’t you ever had it?” Madeline’s eyes were shining. “It’s a sweet Earth drink that’s served hot. It’s just perfect for warming you up on a cold day—or night.”

      “Sounds fucking delicious,” Grath admitted. “How about if I go get us some? No—you don’t have to come,” he added, when Madeline started to go with him. “Stay here and admire your old friend’s sculpture—whatever the fuck it is,” he added, eyeing the convoluted piece.

      “Well…okay.” She shrugged. “Get mine with extra whipped cream. Oh—do you have money?”

      Grath nodded.

      “Commander Sylvan made sure I had some Earth dollars to spend while we’re here on our ‘mission.’” He frowned. “I think he gave me about…thirty thousand or so? I have some big bills and some smaller ones, too.”

      “Well, that should certainly keep you in style during your time in Christmasville,” Madeline said dryly. “I’d recommend using the smaller bills at the hot chocolate cart,” she added.

      “Got it. Small bills and extra zipped cream.” Grath nodded.

      “Whipped cream,” she corrected, smiling in a way that made her more adorable than ever. “Go on—I’ll see you in a minute.”

      “See you in a minute,” Grath echoed and hurried off down the dimly lit path. He had to get away from her or he was going to kiss her—he fucking knew it. Madeline was just too damn tempting for her own good!

      He had no idea he was leaving her in danger.
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      Mattie watched the big Hybrid walk swiftly away down the path, wondering why he had suddenly put distance between them again. What was going on with him, anyway? One minute he was warming her hands and being all sweet and chivalrous and the next minute it seemed like he couldn’t wait to get away! What the hell was his problem?

      Sighing, she studied the ice sculpture more closely. The girl who had made it had been an outcast in high school—much like Mattie herself. But Tasha had been a rebel—an artist who clearly knew she was too good for Robert G Warren High. Mattie had just been a target—a chubby girl that the popular kids loved to pick on.

      Just thinking of it made her stomach grow cold and she tried to push away the memories before they could crowd in and overwhelm her. Neither of her parents had any idea how close she’d come to ending her life during those dark days of high school. Only Anna had an inkling of how bad things had gotten. Though she had done her best to protect Mattie, they were three grades apart and Anna had graduated and gone on to college before Mattie was even a sophomore.

      After her older sister left, things had gotten really bad, Mattie remembered. The popular girls—Amanda Hutchinson and her crew especially—had it out for her. She was the one who had gotten the boys involved—like Luke Hartsford…

      “Mattie? Little Mattie Porter?”

      The deep, familiar voice made her blood run cold and an old saying of her Grandma’s suddenly popped into Mattie’s head. Speak of the Devil and he will appear!

      Slowly, she turned her head to see a tall figure approaching her, coming swiftly down the dark path. Even before she could see his face by the light of the glowing sculpture, Mattie knew who it was.

      Luke Hartsford had been a football star back in their high school days. He had square shoulders and All-American good looks with blue eyes and dark hair that swooped back from a high forehead. All the girls in school had been swooningly in love with him but it was Mattie he asked to the senior prom. Little “Fatty-Mattie” as they used to call her.

      And then on prom night, he tried to—

      Mattie cut the thought off right there, refusing to let it into her brain. Usually she was able to do that—to forget what had happened all those years ago. But of course, she didn’t usually have the man who had done it right in front of her.

      “Mattie Porter! I thought that was you!” Luke had come up to the sculpture she was standing by now and Mattie could see that he was as handsome as ever. A cold shiver of revulsion went down her spine as his chiseled features loomed into view.

      “What do you want?” she asked flatly as he grinned down at her.

      “What do I want? Now is that any way to greet an old friend, darlin’?” Luke grinned at her appealingly—that gleaming white toothpaste commercial grin that all the girls used to swoon over.

      “An old friend?” She nearly choked on the words.

      “Sure!” Luke said easily. “You know, I looked for you at the ten-year reunion—I was surprised you didn’t come.”

      “You’re the reason I didn’t come,” Mattie snapped. She wasn’t going to play along with him and pretend like nothing had ever happened. Fuck that, as Grath would have said. Speaking of which, where was he? She could really use a seven-foot-tall Kindred warrior at her back right now.

      Unfortunately, the big Hybrid was nowhere in sight.

      Her words seemed to have had no effect on Luke Hartsford, who was still giving her that easy, charming grin.

      “Come on now, Mattie—it’s not nice to hold grudges,” he said and held out his hand. “Why don’t we just shake hands and make up? I just hate it when people are mad at me for no reason.”

      “No reason?” Mattie exclaimed, ignoring his offered hand. How stupid could he be? “No reason?”

      “Sure. Let bygones be bygones, darlin’,” Luke said, nodding, as though she was agreeing with him.

      Suddenly he had her by the hand, even though Mattie hadn’t seen him move. She tried to pull away but his grip was too powerful.

      Trapped! Can’t get away! yammered a little voice in her head—a horribly familiar voice.

      “You know, I think about you a lot,” Luke murmured, pulling her closer, so that she could smell the minty freshness of his breath.

      Wintergreen—his breath always smells like wintergreen. I could never stand that smell afterwards. After he tried to…it makes me sick!

      “Let me go.” She wanted to shout the words but they came out as a weak, helpless whisper. “Don’t…don’t touch me.”

      “I’d like to do more than touch you, darlin’” Luke murmured, his grin turning ugly now…hungry.

      Predatory—that was the word, Mattie thought faintly.

      “Leave me alone.” The words were stronger this time but they still sounded too weak, too vulnerable.

      “I think about you all the time,” he said again. “Little Mattie Porter…the one that got away…”

      Suddenly a big hand landed on Luke’s shoulder and he was yanked forcibly backwards. He wound up sprawled on his back in the snow at the edge of the path, a look of shock on his handsome face.

      “What the—” he began.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing to my female?” Grath’s voice was a low, menacing growl as he glared down at the other man.

      “I…I don’t know what you mean.” Luke blinked, looking convincingly confused. “Mattie and I went to school together—we were just catching up.” He looked up at Mattie, as though he actually expected her to back up his story! “Isn’t that right, Mattie?”

      Mattie felt sick. She hated the bitter cold of the New England winter and she hated Christmasville—the shiny, glittery, little tourist-trap that it was. But she hadn’t expected to encounter this particular specter from the past. It was too much.

      She shook her head and muttered to Grath,

      “Let’s go.”

      Without waiting for an answer and offering no other explanation, she walked swiftly down the path, trying to push the past away, back into the corner of her mind where it usually lived.

      She wished she had never come home for the holidays.
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      “Hey, what the fuck, little girl?” Grath left the human male lying there and ran after her. Madeline was upset, he could tell. And he could also tell that the encounter he’d seen going on wasn’t a friendly one.

      He’d seen the look of sheer terror in her big brown eyes—a look he had never seen there before. She was always so fearless—so careless of danger. But faced with this one human male, she seemed suddenly helpless, vulnerable in a way that it hurt to see.

      He wanted to pound the human male to dust for putting that look on her lovely face but he decided to run after her instead, to see if he could get to the bottom of what was going on.

      By the time he got to Madeline, she was standing in front of the hot chocolate cart. The two hot chocolates Grath had purchased were still sitting there, on the metal edge of the cart—both mounded with fluffy white whipped cream that was just starting to melt.

      The operator of the cart—an older human with gray facial hair—eyed Grath uncertainly. He probably had reason to doubt his sanity, considering the way Grath had left the hot chocolate and charged off up the path right after he paid for the stuff. But Grath had suddenly gotten a really bad feeling that the female he was Protecting was in trouble and he never ignored his gut instincts—not when it came to Madeline.

      “Those are ours,” he said to her now, as he reached the cart. “I paid for them and then had a feeling I needed to go check on you.”

      “Oh. Which one has the extra whipped cream?” Her voice was flat—emotionless—but she was keeping her head down so he couldn’t see her face.

      “They both do,” Grath said impatiently. “You wanna tell me what was happening back there, Madeline?”

      “No, I don’t.” She picked up one of the cups at random and turned away from him.

      Grath took the other cup, nodding at the confused-looking vendor as he did, and followed her down the path. He wished he could make Madeline talk to him—clearly she was upset and just as clearly it had something to do with the human male who had been holding her by the hand. But he sensed that she wouldn’t speak until she was ready, so he swallowed his impatience with difficulty and simply walked by her side, sipping the hot chocolate, which he barely tasted.

      Madeline was sipping from her cup as well as they strolled side-by-side down the path, not bothering to look at the other ice sculptures. They came to the end of the path and Grath saw that they were at the entrance of the park again, where they had come in. He looked down at the curvy little female beside him and saw that she had a grim look on her face.

      “Madeline?” he murmured, making her name a question. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Whatever the fuck “it” was.

      “No.” She threw her half-finished hot chocolate in the trash. “No, I really don’t. It’s in the past. Come on—let’s go home.”

      Grath thought he had never seen her look so grim—she was usually a bright, bubbly, determinedly cheerful person, despite or maybe because of his own grumpy attitude. He hardly knew what to do now that she had shut down like this.

      He threw his own hot chocolate away and followed her back to her parents’ domicile, wishing he knew what to say to her.
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      Mattie wished she was home. Not in the big, restored farmhouse on the hill but back on board the Mother Ship in her own cozy suite. That was home to her now—her own space where she felt safe and respected.

      Despite being surrounded by the huge Kindred warriors, she never felt in danger from any of them. The Kindred revered females and reviled anyone who tried to hurt them or prey on them. Unlike human men, Mattie thought grimly.

      Her mom was waiting to greet them—she suggested that they might like to sit by the fire so she could show Grath some of Mattie’s old baby pictures. But Mattie shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, Mom, but it’s been a really long day,” she said, trying to manufacture a smile. “Hope you don’t mind, but I’d really like to get some sleep.”

      “Oh, of course, sweetheart!” Her mom looked concerned. “Are you feeling all right? You’re not coming down with anything, are you?” She put a cool hand on Mattie’s forehead, testing for fever. “You don’t feel hot.”

      “I’m okay—just tired,” Mattie assured her, trying again to smile. She didn’t want her mom to be worried.

      “Well then…go on up and get some rest, sweetie,” her mom said. “I’ve got the two of you in Mattie’s old attic room,” she added, speaking to Grath. “I, er, hope the bed fits you.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Grath reassured her. “Thank you. I guess I’ll turn in, too.”

      He followed Mattie silently up the stairs, all the way to the attic. She hoped he wasn’t going to pounce on her with questions the minute they were alone together, but to her relief he kept quiet. Was he biding his time, waiting for her to talk? Or did he just not care what was bothering her?

      Probably the latter, Mattie told herself dully. After all, why should he care about her past? They were only pretending to be dating, after all. A real boyfriend would have been obligated to worry and care—a fake boyfriend most certainly was not.

      At last, after three flights of stairs, they reached the door to her old bedroom. Mattie turned the knob and went inside. But seeing the familiar, sloping roof and the colorful patchwork quilt on the queen-sized bed she remembered so well didn’t do a thing to lighten her mood.

      “We really are at the top of the domicile here,” Grath remarked, looking around. He was so tall he could only stand upright in the middle of the room, where the roof, which sloped off in both directions, came to a point.

      “Yeah, I’m the youngest, so I wound up in the attic when we moved in here,” Mattie murmured. She sighed, trying to shake off her bad mood—trying to shake off the past. “Look, I need a shower—okay? So just, uh, make yourself at home.”

      She waved at the room in general and then headed for her suitcase, which her mom had thoughtfully placed by the side of the bed. She dug inside it, grabbing her toothbrush and paste and a long white nightgown.

      She wished she still had her flannel pajamas—the attic had always been drafty and it seemed colder than ever, though she could hear the heater running. But she had happily discarded them after moving away from the freezing New England winters.

      “Uh…there’s only one bed,” Grath remarked, stating the obvious. “Do you want me to sleep on the floor?”

      “Sleep on the floor? Of course not.” Mattie shook her head. “We’re adults. We can share the bed without any kind of problem, right?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged. “Just trying to give you space if you need it, little girl.”

      “What I need right now is a shower,” Mattie informed him. “Excuse me.” And she ducked into the bathroom.

      A long hot shower helped clear her head and as she stood under the pounding water, she gave herself a stern talking to.

      You need to get over it, she lectured herself. It’s over now—it’s in the past. Don’t let the past ruin the present. You need to concentrate on your mission—making everyone believe that you and Grath are dating so you can get to Vi’ri’tex Delta as soon as you go back to the Mother Ship. Keep your eyes on the prize, Mattie and don’t let anything distract you.

      The pep talk helped—a little bit, anyway—and after she had dried her hair and pulled on the long white nightgown, she felt a tiny bit more like her old self.

      She came back out into the bedroom, uncertain of what she might find. Most of her was hoping that Grath wouldn’t say anything and they could pretend the encounter in the park had never happened. But a tiny part of her wished she could talk about it—she had never talked about it to anyone—not even her sister, Anna, before.

      However, the big Hybrid was neither curious nor mute on the subject of her behavior. When Mattie walked out into the bedroom, she found him fast asleep on one side of the bed. He was, of course, much too long for her queen-sized bed, but he had cleverly pushed the cedar hope chest usually stored in the corner of the attic to the foot of the bed and padded it with one of the many spare pillows. This had given him enough room to stretch out and he made an enormous lump under the multicolored patchwork quilt.

      Mattie felt a reluctant smile twitch the corners of her lips. Well, she had told him to make himself at home. And at least he had been considerate enough to stay on one side instead of sprawling directly in the middle.

      With a sigh, she went to the other side of the bed and climbed under the quilt. Settling herself so she was back-to-back with the big Hybrid, she drifted off to sleep…

      Only to wake up screaming, about an hour later.
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      What in the Seven Fucking Hells?

      The piercing scream, practically right in his ear, had Grath on his feet in an instant. He turned his head from side to side, scanning the dark, unfamiliar attic for threats.

      Then he realized there were no threats—it was just Madeline, thrashing around in the too-short bed they had been sharing and crying out in her sleep.

      “No!” she was begging as she fought with the covers. “No, please—let me go! Don’t…don’t do that to me! Please!”

      “Madeline! Baby, please—wake up!”

      Grath leaned over and shook her gently by the shoulder.

      She opened her eyes and nearly screamed again but then she seemed to recognize him.

      “Grath?” she whispered.

      “It’s me, baby,” he reassured her. “Everything is all right—you were just having a bad dream—that’s all.”

      “A bad dream—that’s all. It was just…just a bad dream,” she repeated…and burst into tears.

      Grath felt his heart twist at her distress and he hurried to get back into bed beside her. Without asking, he put an arm around her and pulled her close.

      Madeline resisted at first—as though she didn’t want to let him see her being weak. But then she gave in all at once. Leaning her head against his chest, she covered her face with her hands and sobbed.

      Grath didn’t try to say anything or ask any questions. Now wasn’t the time for any of that. Now was the time for comfort.

      He held her close and stroked her trembling shoulders, wishing he could kill whoever had put these tears in her eyes. He hated to see the usually sunny Madeline so distraught. But there was nothing he could do but hold her and murmur,

      “Everything’s all right now, baby. Everything is going to be all right.”

      At last, she stopped weeping and stilled against him. She took a few hiccupping breaths and wiped her wet eyes and cheeks with the sheet.

      “Better now?” Grath asked, looking down at her. His heart still ached for her unhappiness but sometimes a good cry helped. He was hoping that was the case now.

      “Better,” she repeated and looked up at him with wide, wet eyes. “Sorry for…for screaming the house down and then crying all over you.”

      “You can cry on me anytime, little girl,” Grath told her. “There’s no judgment here.”

      “Thanks.” She sniffed and swiped at her eyes again.

      “I’m just glad your parents didn’t think I was killing you and come up here,” he remarked. “I’m surprised nobody heard you.”

      She shook her head.

      “It’s pretty well insulated up here. Muffles all the sounds.” She heaved a sign. “God, it’s been a long time since I had a nightmare about…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

      “A nightmare about what?” Grath said gently. “Please just tell me. Like I said—no judgment.”

      Madeline looked up at him again, her eyes narrowed.

      “Why do you want to know? You don’t have to care, you know. It’s not like we’re really dating or engaged or any of that.”

      “I know,” Grath told her. “I know I don’t have to care but I do care. I’m your Protector, Goddess-damn it. And I need to know if I should go pound the ever-living fuck out of that male I saw holding your hand in the park tonight. What did he do to you, Madeline? Did he hurt you? Did he—”

      “He didn’t rape me,” she said in a low voice. “He…he tried but he didn’t quite manage it.”

      “What?” Grath felt every muscle in his body tense with protective rage.

      “Settle down—it was a long time ago. It’s in the past,” Madeline told him—as though whatever the bastard had done to her could be excused, just because it had happened a while ago.

      “Tell me about it,” Grath said, doing his best to keep his voice measured and his rage in check. “All of it—I need to know and I think you need to tell it, little girl.”

      “Well…all right.” She swiped at her eyes again and took a deep breath. “Here goes. I wasn’t very popular in high school—that’s part of our education system here on Earth,” she explained. “The part you go to when you’re in your teens. It’s…not always a very nice place.”

      “Go on,” Grath murmured, stroking her shoulders. “Why were you not popular?”

      She took another deep breath.

      “Mainly because of my weight—and because I was shy.”

      “You? Shy?” Grath couldn’t keep the incredulity out of his voice.

      She gave a broken little laugh.

      “I know, right? I’ve changed a lot since high school. Anyway, I mostly kept to myself because the other kids teased me.”

      “Because of your curves?” Grath asked, frowning. And when she nodded mutely, he shook his head in confusion. “But…that’s like making fun of someone for having beautiful eyes or thick, shiny hair. It doesn’t make any fucking sense.”

      “Maybe not in the Kindred culture, since you guys seem to like curvy girls,” Madeline told him. “But down here on Earth, it makes perfect sense. Most men don’t want a girl with curves—the popular girls in school were always really skinny.”

      Grath made a face.

      “Well, there’s no accounting for taste, I guess,” he muttered. “But it still seems weird for you to be teased about something that makes you so damn beautiful.”

      “Well…thanks.” Madeline shifted against him. “It’s nice that…that you see it that way.”

      “I do,” Grath assured her. “What I don’t see is what any of this has to do with that male in the park.”

      “That was Luke Hartsford,” Madeline said. “He asked me to go with him to the Prom my senior year—I’m pretty sure one of the popular girls put him up to it,” she added.

      “What’s a ‘Prom?’” Grath asked, trying to get the details straight.

      “Oh—it’s kind of a big dance party,” Madeline explained. “Also kind of a rite of passage—a sign that you’re moving from adolescence into adulthood.”

      “And what happened at this ‘Prom’?” Grath could hear the growl creeping into his voice but he couldn’t quite help it. She was going to tell him how she had been hurt—and who had hurt her. As her Protector, that was hard to hear. But he knew she needed to tell it—needed to get rid of this old pain that had been gnawing at her for years.

      “Well, first of all, I could hardly believe that someone like Luke wanted to go with someone like me,” she said in a low voice. “I was sure he was going to stand me up—leave me waiting for him, I mean,” she added, explaining the Earth idiom for him.

      “But he didn’t?” Grath asked, frowning.

      She shook her head.

      “No. He came to the house. He picked me up. Acted like the perfect gentlemen—he…he fooled my mom and dad completely.”

      Grath felt a jab in his heart as she spoke the words. Wasn’t that what he was doing—fooling her parents, pretending to love her?

      It’s not pretend, whispered a little voice inside him. It’s all true—you just can’t let her know it.

      “Go on,” he said, trying to push past his own guilt and concentrate on her story. “Did something happen at the, uh, Prom?”

      She nodded.

      “I…I think Luke spiked my drink. Luckily, I didn’t like the taste of alcohol—I still don’t, very much—so I barely sipped the cocktail he bought me. But I got enough to get really woozy. The Prom was being held at this big hotel in the next city over—Hampton Falls—it’s way bigger than Christmasville. Anyway, Luke had rented a room for the night and he dragged me up there, stumbling and stuttering, because of the drink. The next thing I knew…” She took a deep breath and Grath sensed they were getting to the bad part.

      “Go on, little girl—when you’re ready,” he murmured.

      “The next thing I knew, I was on the bed and Luke was leaning over me,” she went on at last. “He was…was fumbling with my dress—he already had the top part open so he could feel my breasts. I remember feeling so confused—wondering where the dance floor had gone to and why was he doing this to me?”

      “I thought you said he didn’t rape you.” The growl was out now, reverberating through his chest, but he couldn’t help it. It was fucking difficult to hear this—to know how that bastard had hurt the female he cared for!

      “He didn’t,” she said, lifting her chin. “But I’m pretty sure he would have, if I had taken even one more sip of that drink. If I had, I would have been out cold and he could have…” She swallowed hard. “Could have done anything he wanted to me.”

      “The fucking bastard,” Grath growled.

      “Yes, he is,” Madeline agreed wholeheartedly. “Anyway, he started fumbling with the bottom of my dress. He pushed it up and he started…” She swallowed hard and Grath heard the dry click in her throat. “Started trying to put himself inside me.”

      Grath could hardly stand to hear this, but he owed it to her to listen to the end.

      “What happened? How did you get away?” he asked harshly.

      “Just then someone started banging on the door to the hotel room,” Madeline told him. “I honestly don’t know who it was—classmates? Room service? A maid? Whoever it was, they saved me. As soon as Luke got off me and went to open the door, I was able to roll off the bed and run under his arm to get away.”

      “Gods!” Grath let out a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. “Thank the Goddess you managed to get free of that bastard!”

      Madeline nodded.

      “I did get free. I straightened myself up and called my sister to come take me home. So I got away, but what happened at the Prom isn’t the worst part.”

      “What? How can nearly getting raped not be the worst part?” Grath demanded. “What was the worst part, then?”

      She took a deep, shaky breath.

      “The next day at school, I tried to tell someone in authority what had happened.” She closed her eyes, as though remembering the painful conversation. “I tried to tell but…they wouldn’t believe me.”

      “What? Who did you tell?” Grath demanded.

      “The principal—Mr. Thurgood,” Madeline said in a low voice. “I went to his office and tried to let him know that Luke had drugged my drink and tried…tried to rape me.”

      “And what did he say?” Grath had a feeling that his list of “human males who need to get the fuck pounded out of them” was about to grow, but he needed to know anyway.

      Madeline took a deep breath.

      “He told me I had imagined the whole thing,” she said at last. “He said I probably had too much to drink and made it all up in my head.”

      “What?” Grath’s voice was a muted roar in his own ears. “What the fuck? Who discounts a female like that when she tells them she suffered a serious trauma?”

      “A principal who doesn’t want the reputation of his school tarnished,” she said grimly. “Or one who’s covering for a male student because he’s a football star. I don’t know—take your pick.” She shrugged angrily. “Anyway, when I insisted that I hadn’t imagined it, he called Luke into his office. And Luke said I was lying or confused. He tried to make out that I wouldn’t stop drinking and that he eventually had to call someone to come take me home because I got blackout drunk. And of course, Principal Thurgood believed him completely and immediately.”

      “Fucking bastards—both of them!” Grath snarled, feeling the Rage rising in him again. He was so angry his internal temperature was shooting up, making his skin hot!

      “Yes,” Madeline agreed succinctly. “Anyway, after that Luke told everyone that I was lying about him—which only made the popular kids pick on me even more. He said…” She cleared her throat, her cheeks going dull red with shame. “He said he only took me to Prom because he was trying to be nice to the ‘fat girl’ and wasn’t I a bitch for trying to get him into trouble.” She shook her head. “It made the second half of my senior year a living hell. I really thought about…about ending it all, more than once. But somehow I got through—I still don’t know how.”

      “Son of a bitch!” Grath couldn’t sit still anymore. He jumped up and started pacing. “I’m going to kill them—both of them! First that fucking principal who wouldn’t believe you, and then that asshole we met in the park tonight. I’m going to take my time with him—he’s going to fucking die slowly,” he swore.

      “You can’t do that!” Madeline jumped out of bed, a look of alarm on her face. “Please, Grath—promise me you won’t!”

      “Why shouldn’t I? The World Court has ruled that a Kindred warrior is well within his rights to kill any male who hurts his mate or even his prospective mate!”

      Grath was so angry he wanted to go out hunting right now. He would break in to wherever those two fuckers were staying and take them out before the dawn broke!

      But Madeline was looking more and more upset.

      “I’m not your mate or your prospective mate, though—not really,” she pointed out. “And if you go killing people, you’re going to ruin my mom and dad’s lives! Christmasville is a really small town and Luke Hartsford is pretty popular—his family owns the local hardware store and he runs it for his dad. People around here love him!”

      “Only because they don’t really know him!” Grath exclaimed. “If they knew what he tried to do to you—”

      “They know,” Madeline said flatly. “At least, they know his side—and they’re never going to believe mine. Besides, it all happened years ago—I don’t want anyone digging it up again. I just want to forget it.”

      “You shouldn’t have to forget it—you should have vengeance,” Grath argued.

      She sighed deeply.

      “That’s not how things work—it would only drag everything up again and I don’t need that! What I need is just to get through this Christmas peacefully and then go back to my home and my job on the Mother Ship without causing a scene.” She looked at him pleadingly. “So please—won’t you just leave this alone? I never would have told you if I had thought you were going to start hunting people down! Besides, Principal Thurgood is already dead—he died of a heart attack last year,” she added.

      Grath took a deep breath, trying to push down the Rage that still wanted to consume him.

      “That’s the male who didn’t believe you, right?” he asked.

      Madeline nodded.

      “That’s the one.”

      “Well, I hope his death was painful,” Grath said savagely. “But as for that fucker we met in the park, I can’t promise not to pound him if I see him again.”

      “Believe me, I don’t want to see him either,” Madeline told him. “We’ll just stay far away from the hardware store and stick close to the house—hopefully we won’t see him anymore.”

      “We’d better not, if he wants to keep his head attached to his fucking shoulders,” Grath growled.

      “All right.” She nodded, looking relieved. “Now that’s settled, can we please get back into bed? I’m freezing.” And she shivered and put her arms around herself.

      “I guess so,” Grath said grudgingly.

      He settled back on his side of the bed, leaning against the headboard and Madeline climbed in beside him, sliding under the quilt, still shivering as she did so. Grath noticed and looped an arm around her.

      “Come here, little girl—let me warm you up,” he told her.

      Madeline leaned against him and he could feel how chilly her soft, curvy little body had gotten. He held her closer and sighed.

      “I’m just so sorry you had to go through that, Madeline. It’s so fucking wrong.”

      She nodded.

      “It wasn’t easy but it’s in the past. And you know what?” She looked up at him. “I actually feel better about it now.”

      “You do?” Grath frowned down at her. “But I didn’t kill the male who hurt you. I didn’t even maim him!”

      “It’s not about that.” She shook her head. “I feel better because I…I’ve never told anyone else about it before—not after trying to get the principal to believe me and having it blow up in my face, anyway,” she added dryly. “But telling you and having you believe me—”

      “Of course I believe you!” Grath exclaimed, holding her closer. “I just wish I could have been here with you to protect you back then.”

      She smiled up at him.

      “See? Just hearing you say you believe me makes me feel better. It makes me feel…validated, if that makes any sense.”

      “It would make more sense if you’d let me pound the ever-living fuck out of that asshole who hurt you,” Grath grumbled. “But I guess as long as you’re feeling better…”

      “I am. Thank you.” Leaning up, she kissed him on the cheek and snuggled against him. “Thank you so much, Grath.”

      “You’re welcome, baby. Any time.”

      He couldn’t help wishing that kiss had landed on his mouth instead of his cheek. But of course, they were just pretending to be dating. Though he knew he would sweep the little female up in a heartbeat if only he wasn’t a Hybrid with no chance of bonding her to him.

      Madeline sighed contentedly.

      “You’re so warm. I just love it!”

      “I can get as warm as you want me to, baby,” Grath assured her. He scooted down in the bed so he was lying down again, making sure he kept her cuddled against his side. “Just let me know—I can turn it up or down as much as you need.”

      “Mmm…just a little warmer then.” Madeline was already looking sleepy.

      She threw one leg over his hips and wrapped her left arm around him possessively, which Grath really fucking liked. He let his internal temperature climb another degree or so and stroked her long, silky hair which was spread over his chest like a shining shawl.

      As he looked down at the curvy little female, Grath felt a tenderness he’d never known before filling him. He had no idea how they’d gotten so close so quickly when he had spent months trying to keep her at arm’s length. He knew it was dangerous but somehow he couldn’t help it—right at this moment, he didn’t care. He just wanted to hold Madeline and keep her warm and feel her soft, curvy body pressed against his own all night long.

      He would worry about the consequences tomorrow.
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      There were no more bad dreams that night—though there were some rather erotic ones…

      Mattie opened her eyes to see Grath looming over her in the darkness. She could feel his heat enveloping her, his big body surrounding hers. His warm, spicy scent filled her senses, making her want to melt for him. Slowly, he leaned down to nuzzle the side of her neck. The rough scratch of his whiskers contrasted with the soft heat of his lips and Mattie found herself arching under him, wanting more as desire burned through her.

      “Grath!” she whispered breathlessly. “What…what are you doing?”

      He pulled back for a moment, his midnight eyes blazing into hers.

      “I’m hungry, little girl,” he growled, his deep voice reverberating through her. “Gonna eat your sweet little pussy for breakfast, and you’re going to let me. Open your thighs wide now—let me in so I can lick you nice and deep…”

      

      “Oh!” Mattie opened her eyes with a gasp, feeling like her whole body was on fire with need.

      Also, her whole body was pressed against Grath’s. She had her leg thrown over her Protector’s trim hips and one arm draped across his broad chest. Her head was pillowed on his shoulder and her breasts were pressed against his side.

      But worst of all, she realized as she shifted against him, her gown had somehow ridden up in the night, which meant her pussy was pressed right against his hip.

      I’m not wearing panties. Why aren’t I wearing panties? she thought, feeling suddenly panicked.

      She had a dim memory of being so upset the night before she didn’t care what she put on. The long gown covered her well enough, so why bother with underwear? That had been her thinking, anyway.

      Now she was wondering if she was getting his side damp with her juices. She was, after all, pressed right up against him and she’d been having the most amazingly erotic dream about him going down on her…

      “Morning, baby,” the deep voice rumbled through her whole body, since she was pressed up against him.

      “Oh, er…good morning.” Mattie looked up at the big Hybrid uncertainly. Could he feel how wet she had gotten and how she was pressing against him? Oh God, she hoped not! This situation was turning out to be all kinds of inappropriate and it was only their second day.

      “Sleep well?” Grath asked, smiling down at her. “You didn’t seem to have anymore bad dreams after we talked.”

      After they had talked? Suddenly the night before came back to Mattie in a rush. The way she’d woken up screaming after dreaming of the assault and the way Grath had held her as she cried all over him.

      And then she and Grath had talked—really talked—about her past and for the first time in years she’d felt truly seen. He’d held her and validated her fears. He’d believed her when she’d told him what happened. He didn’t dismiss her or tell her she’d “imagined the whole thing.” In fact, he’d wanted to go out and kill Principal Thurgood and Luke Hartsford, and she’d had to talk fast to keep him from doing exactly that.

      Afterwards, she had felt so safe in his arms and he had held her close and “turned up” his body heat just for her, to keep warm all night long. He was still radiating heat like a furnace this morning—it felt incredibly good, especially considering the chilly temperature of the attic. Despite being connected to the central heating, it never seemed to get warm enough during the long, harsh winters.

      Who would ever have believed she would feel so close to the big, growly, surly Protector who had been the bane of her existence for the past few months? Mattie could hardly believe it herself, but here she was—waking up in his arms and actually feeling safe and cared for, (if rather embarrassed)—under the circumstances. It seemed impossible, but here they were.

      “Any dreams?” Grath repeated and she realized she hadn’t answered him the first time. Then she remembered the dream she’d been having right before she’d woken up, with the big Hybrid just about to go down on her.

      I must have dreamed it because of what Sophie told me, she thought. Her friend had confided that Kindred males loved tasting their women.

      “They crave the taste of their females,” she’d said. “It’s actually a biological need for the Kindred to taste their women. Sylvan tried to tell me differently when we first met, but only because he was trying not to freak me out. I found out later how badly they need it.”

      But would Grath want or need that from her?

      Of course not, Mattie told herself quickly. You probably only had that dream because you were feeling safe and validated with a man for the first time in…well, ever.

      “No—no dreams,” she said brightly, since he was still looking down at her expectantly.

      “Is that right?” A skeptical smile curved the corners of his mouth. “You talk in your sleep—did you know that, little girl?”

      “I…I have to get up. I need a shower!” Mattie exclaimed.

      Pushing away from the big Hybrid, she slid out of bed, barely noticing the freezing cold of the New England winter morning.

      “You just had a shower last night,” Grath pointed out, frowning.

      “I know but…but I need another. I can never wake up in the morning without one,” Mattie babbled. “Uh, excuse me.”

      And she ducked into the bathroom, heart racing. God, what had she said in her sleep? Nothing awful, she hoped. Nothing that would give Grath the wrong idea…

      Okay, get a grip, Mattie! she told herself sternly, as she started the shower and waited for the water to get warm. Yes, last night with Grath was nice—amazing, actually. Who knew he had such emotional depths or that he could be so sensitive and supportive? But you’re not actually dating—this is all fake and you have to remember that and not let yourself get caught up in the act you two are playing out together. Keep yourself grounded in reality—once this is all over, the two of you are going to go back to the Mother Ship and you’ll just be coworkers again—nothing more and nothing less. So keep a check on your emotions—all right?

      The stern self-talking-to helped and after a quick shower to clear her head, Mattie came back out into the bedroom wrapped in her fuzzy bathrobe and wearing her matching slippers.

      She was surprised to see Grath sitting on the bed, pouring over one of her old yearbooks.

      “Hey, you know you’re pretty fucking adorable in these pictures,” he commented, when she came in.

      Mattie came up to see which picture he was looking at and groaned when she saw it was her senior class photo.

      “Oh, don’t look at that! I look terrible!”

      “No, you don’t.” He frowned as he glanced up at her. “You never told me you wear oculars,” he said, pointing at the thick glasses perched on her nose in the picture.

      “I don’t—not anymore,” Mattie told him. “I got Lasik surgery as soon as I could afford it—I haven’t had to wear them since.”

      “That’s too bad,” he remarked. “They’re so fucking cute on you.” He glanced up at her. “Not that you’re not beautiful without them, because you are, baby.”

      “Grath…” Mattie wasn’t quite sure what to say…how to handle this situation. “Last night,” she began, “I said some things…shared some things I’ve never shared with anyone else. I was feeling hurt and…and vulnerable.”

      His midnight eyes softened.

      “I know, baby. We don’t have to go through it all again if you don’t want to.” He brightened. “Unless you changed your mind and you want me to go pound the ever-loving fuck out of that bastard, Hartsford?”

      “No, no!” Mattie exclaimed, holding up both her hands to stop him. “No, I just meant that, well…” She cleared her throat. “I may have said or done some things that weren’t strictly…professional.”

      Grath raised an eyebrow at her.

      “You mean like cuddling up in my arms and sleeping draped across me like you were my own personal blanket?”

      Mattie felt her cheeks getting hot but she nodded.

      “Er, yes. That.”

      Grath shrugged.

      “I didn’t mind. Gets fucking cold in this part of your world—for humans, anyway. I don’t see what’s unprofessional in me keeping you warm.”

      “Uh, you don’t?” Mattie asked uncertainly.

      “Of course not—I’m your Protector. I’m supposed to protect you from all dangers—including freezing to death in your own bed,” he pointed out. “If we have to get close and cross some physical boundaries we might not usually cross on a mission together, well…” He shrugged. “That’s just part of the mission. Right?”

      “Well…I guess so,” Mattie said cautiously. She hadn’t thought of the situation like this before, but it did seem to make sense.

      “And right now our mission is getting your family to believe we’re lovers, right?” he continued.

      “Well…yes,” Mattie admitted, though her cheeks were still flaming.

      “So we’ve got to do whatever we can to make that happen,” Grath said. “I mean, what if one of your parents had come to check on us this morning? If I’d been sleeping on the floor or we hadn’t been close in the bed, they might have wondered if something was fucking wrong.”

      “I guess so,” Mattie conceded again. Though she was awfully glad none of her family had come knocking on the attic bedroom door when she was all tangled up with Grath. That would have been incredibly awkward.

      “So we just have to keep playing our parts,” Grath told her. “Doing everything we have to do in order to make people believe we’re together. And in the meantime, I’m also going to be protecting you from anything—or anyone—who threatens you, little girl,” he added, his voice dropping to a low growl. “That’s my fucking job and I’m going to fucking do it.”

      “Translation: Luke Hartsford had better steer clear,” Mattie said dryly, but her heart was still pounding in her chest.

      “You got that fucking right,” Grath growled. He looked down at her yearbook again and flipped another page. “Who are these females?” he asked, frowning.

      Mattie looked where he was pointing and felt her stomach tighten.

      “Oh, those are the popular girls,” she said. “Amanda Hutchinson and Lacy Albright and Taylor Morris.”

      “So…these were the females who tormented you?” Grath demanded, frowning.

      “Yes. And yes, they all still live in Christmasville and no, you can’t kill them,” Mattie said, half amused/half alarmed at his instant protective response.

      His frown deepened.

      “I would never hurt a female. But there’s something about these three…” He stared at the picture of the three “queen bees” of Robert G Warren High School in their skimpy cheerleading outfits. “Why can I see their skeletons practically poking through their skin? Is there something wrong with them?” he asked.

      Mattie looked where he was pointing and felt a giggle rise in her throat.

      “They’re just thin—that’s what human men like,” she told him. “At least in my culture.”

      “Your culture is wrong,” Grath said firmly. “Why would a male want to be with a female he might break in half by accident?”

      Mattie laughed.

      “You got me, but that’s the way it is. These three practically teased me into an eating disorder back in high school,” she remarked, tapping her fingernail on the old black and white picture.

      Grath scowled.

      “I’d better not see any of them, either.”

      Mattie sighed.

      “Well, I hope we don’t, but you never can tell. Christmasville is a pretty small town.”

      “Then let’s stay in the domicile,” Grath suggested. “There are too many humans in this town that deserve to be on my ‘get the fuck pounded out of them’ list as it is! I don’t need to meet any more.”

      “We can try,” Mattie said doubtfully. “But we’ll have to see what my mom has planned. Right now we need to get down to breakfast.”

      “If that means more of your mother’s cooking, I’m ready.” Grath declared. “She certainly has a way with food.”

      Mattie smiled.

      “I’ll tell her you said that—she loves it when people compliment her cooking. Come on—let’s get dressed and go get some of it.”

      Grath agreed and started digging around in his packing cube for clothes. As Mattie dug in her own suitcase, she told herself everything was going to be fine. They just had to stay in the house and avoid the rest of the town as much as possible and they would complete this “mission” they were on with no problem—she was sure of it. Everything was going exactly according to plan.

      She had no idea how wrong she was.
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      “What’s that?” Grath asked, frowning as he pointed to the sprig of green hanging over the kitchen doorway. “Some kind of holiday weed?”

      Today the big Hybrid was dressed in tight, black trousers and high black boots, which were a usual part of the Kindred uniform. But on top he wasn’t wearing anything but a dark blue t-shirt which showed off the elaborate black tattoos swirling up his muscular arms. Mattie had been tempted to tell him he would be cold, but then she remembered his ability to control his body heat and decided he would be just fine, no matter how cold it got outside.

      “It’s not a weed—it’s called mistletoe,” Anna said, answering Grath’s question before Mattie could open her mouth. “You hang it up in the doorways during Christmas so you can steal a kiss from anyone standing under it. See? Ethan, honey, come here—will you?”

      “Hmm?” Her husband came wandering in from the other room, a questioning look on his face.

      As soon as he got to the doorway, Anna put her arms around his shoulders and drew him down for a kiss. Ethan’s eyes widened, but he put his arms around his pregnant wife and kissed her back eagerly, making Mattie laugh.

      “See? That’s how it’s done.” Anna stepped aside, tugging her husband by the hand. “Your turn, Sis,” she said, grinning at Mattie.

      Mattie felt her heart start to drum in her chest.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Anna! I don’t, uh, want to put Grath on the spot!”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Grath was already moving to stand under the mistletoe—he was so tall the green sprig brushed the top of his hair. “Come here, baby,” he murmured, holding out his arms to Mattie. “Give me a kiss under this holiday weed.”

      Anna stifled a laugh and Ethan was grinning too.

      “That’s right, Mattie—give him a kiss under the ‘holiday weed,” her brother-in-law said.

      Mattie bit her lip. This really was going too far, but how could she refuse? If she didn’t kiss the big Hybrid, Anna and Ethan were going to be suspicious! She remembered what Grath had said back in her bedroom—that if they had to cross a few physical boundaries to fulfill their mission, that was just too bad. And anyway, how bad could one little kiss be?

      Hesitantly, she stepped up to Grath. She was wearing boots with heels on them, which made her a little taller, but she still had to stand on her tiptoes to reach his mouth.

      The big Hybrid ducked down obligingly, taking her in his arms in a warm hug that felt so right Mattie just knew it had to be wrong. But she couldn’t seem to help herself—she tipped her head up and felt the warm brush of his lips against hers.

      It was a gentle kiss at first, as though her Protector was feeling her out—wanting to see what she needed and how best to give it to her. Then his mouth slanted over hers and he kissed her more deeply.

      Mattie’s heart was pounding—she parted her lips and moaned softly as heat raced through her entire body. Grath took it as an invitation to taste her and she felt his tongue slip between her open lips, delicately at first to taste her and then he was sucking on her tongue, offering to let her taste him.

      Mattie took his offer, surprised at how much she wanted this. She hadn’t been with anyone in a long, long time—dating was a distraction from her work and anyway, none of the dates she went on ever amounted to anything. So she couldn’t remember the last time a man had kissed her—and she’d never had a kiss anything like this.

      Her Protector’s mouth was hot and spicy—reminding her of hot cinnamon with maybe just a hint of clove or some other spice she couldn’t name. She could feel Grath’s muscular arms tightening around her as he drew her up to him and she was running her hands through his thick, black hair. Then, somehow her legs were wrapping around his trim waist and he was supporting her, his big hands cupping her ass as she pressed against him, sucking his tongue and kissing him hungrily, as though neither of them could ever get enough…

      “Uh, Mattie? Mattie?”

      Her sister’s voice calling her name at last got Mattie’s attention.

      “Hmm? She broke the intense kiss reluctantly—she had forgotten anyone else was in the room. From the burning look in Grath’s black eyes, he had as well.

      “Uh, Mom’s been calling us for breakfast for the past minute,” Anna informed her. “Maybe you two could put all that…” She waved a hand, indicating the way Mattie was clinging to the big Hybrid with her legs wrapped around his waist. “On hold for a minute. At least until after breakfast, anyway.”

      Mattie saw that her sister and brother-in-law were looking at the two of them uneasily, as though they were afraid that Mattie and Grath might go at it, right there in the kitchen.

      Too far, Mattie thought. We definitely went too far.

      “Oh, uh…right. Sorry,” she muttered, feeling her cheeks flush with shame. What was wrong with her, acting like this? Why couldn’t she have just shared a nice, normal kiss with her Protector instead of climbing him like a tree? Why had she gotten so carried away?

      In fact, even as she disentangled herself from the big Kindred, she could feel her heart pounding and it was difficult to catch her breath.

      “Sorry,” she muttered to Grath, not meeting his eyes.

      “Don’t be, baby,” he growled softly. “I didn’t want to stop either.”

      Mattie glanced up at him. The words seemed to be meant for her ears alone but were they just part of his “act?” Or was he serious when he said he hadn’t wanted to stop kissing her?

      She supposed she might never know.
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      Grath didn’t know what had gotten into him, but once he’d started kissing the curvy little female, he hadn’t wanted to stop. He could still taste her soft lips, like ripe berries, pressed against his own and feel her full breasts pressed against his chest. His hands itched to cup her ass again, to squeeze and knead while he ravished that soft, sweet mouth of hers and made her moan for him…

      Gotta stop this, he told himself as someone passed him a plate of flat breads piled on top of each other. These had odd, purple blobs in them and were called “blueberry pancakes.” There was also some kind of brown tree sap to pour over them to make them even sweeter. Gotta stop—it’s fucking dangerous to let myself get so close!

      But he hadn’t been able to help it—the sweet taste of Madeline’s mouth…the feeling of her soft, curvy body pressed against his own, the sound of her soft moans in his ears…it had all amounted to sensory overload of the very best kind. The sights and sounds and tastes and sensations had overwhelmed his common sense and for a moment, he’d been treating her as though the two of them really were getting Joined and mated in the near future.

      Which can never happen, he reminded himself sternly. So hands off from now on, Grath!

      As he lectured himself, he was passed a plate of fluffy yellow bird ovums called “scrambled eggs” and another one with thin, crispy pieces of porcine flesh called “bacon” as well. He took some of everything and ate it, praising the food politely which was no hardship—it really was very good—even the scrambled bird ovums. But he mostly left the conversation to Madeline and her family—after all, he was just here to play a part, he reminded himself. And right now he was playing the part of the hungry male enjoying his First Meal.

      “So Grath and I were thinking we would stay home today and help you decorate,” Madeline was saying to her mother as she ate her own First Meal—or “breakfast” as the humans called it. She was wearing a deep red sweater that made her creamy skin luminous and brought out the red highlights in her wavy brown hair. She looked fucking gorgeous to Grath, but then, he always thought she looked good.

      “Don’t be silly—everything’s done but the tree and you can help us do that tonight after supper!” her mother said. “Besides, I entered you in the Christmas Cookie Bake-off at the Civic Center.”

      “Mom! You didn’t!” Madeline protested, putting down her fork. “Honestly, you know I never win!”

      “Only because that nasty Amanda Hutchinson’s Uncle has always been one of the judges!” Grandma Thelma spoke up. “But he stepped down this year and there’s a new judge in his place, so for once it’s going to be a fair contest!”

      “And your pecan sandy snowballs are the best Christmas Cookie around, sweetie,” Madeline’s father put in, smiling at her. “You go down there to the Civic Center and bake your heart out!”

      “I couldn’t,” Madeline protested again.

      “Why not?” Grath rumbled.

      He liked the idea of a contest—especially against one of Madeline’s tormentors. Of course, this “Amanda” person was female, so he couldn’t hurt her physically, but it would definitely be sweet revenge for Madeline to vanquish her in the baking contest.

      “I’ll go with you,” he told her. “I’d like to taste these ‘sandy balls’ you make.”

      Madeline stifled a smile for some reason.

      “They’re pecan sandy snowballs,” she corrected.

      Grath shrugged.

      “Whatever. I’m certain you make better balls than this other female whose relation judged the contest unfairly in the past.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Anna said with a completely straight face. “Mattie makes the best balls.”

      “And the biggest balls,” Ethan added and the two of them started snickering. “They’re huge.”

      “And so tender,” Anna added, laughing harder. “Why, Mattie’s balls practically melt in your mouth!”

      “You two behave—you’re acting like children!” Madeline’s mother commanded. Then she looked at Madeline. “It’s too late to back out now, sweetie,” she said firmly. “They finalized the list last week. If you don’t go, it will put a big hole in the program!”

      “Well…” Madeline looked around at her family helplessly and then her eyes settled on Grath.

      He nodded at her encouragingly.

      “I think you should go make these huge, tender balls of yours,” he told her gravely. “Let the judges taste your balls and judge them accordingly.” This made Madeline’s sister and brother-in-law laugh even harder, but he ignored them and concentrated on Madeline.

      “All right…all right.” She lifted her hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’ll do it.”

      “Good.” Grath nodded. It would be good to observe this Earth custom, the “Christmas Cookie Bake-off,” but it would be even better to watch Madeline demolish one of the foes that had made her younger life here so miserable.

      He couldn’t fucking wait to see it.
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      There was a little time before the Bake-off started, so they didn’t have to rush. Mattie was glad of that—she needed to find a way to talk to Grath about the kiss they’d shared under the mistletoe and make sure something like it didn’t happen again.

      It had snowed overnight but the sun was out, shining on all the pristine whiteness. As usual, Mattie was all bundled up in her warmest coat and scarf and hat, but Grath was still just wearing a t-shirt.

      They started off from the house holding hands, since her mom and dad were waving them off, but as soon as they got out of sight of the house, Mattie released the big Hybrid’s hand abruptly.

      “Hey…” He frowned down at her. “Why’d you let go?”

      “Because nobody’s watching now and we need to talk,” Mattie told him.

      “Talk?” He raised his eyebrows innocently. “About what?”

      “You know about what!” Mattie exclaimed. “That kiss under the mistletoe!”

      Grath frowned.

      “What was wrong with it? Didn’t we do it right?”

      “No!” Mattie said, crossing her arms over her chest. “We overdid it—like way overdid it!”

      He crossed his own arms over his chest, a frown creasing his forehead.

      “So…we did it so right we did it wrong?”

      “Essentially, yes,” Mattie said, nodding. “A kiss under the mistletoe isn’t supposed to be so…so…” She waved a hand, unsure how to continue.

      “So fucking passionate,” Grath rumbled. “Sorry, little girl—I was just trying to play my part.”

      “Well, I got carried away, too,” Mattie admitted. “But we can’t do that again. We’re just playing parts here, after all. It’s not like any of this is…is real.” She waved a hand, indicating their situation. She was halfway hoping that the big Hybrid might contradict her, but he only nodded.

      “You’re right—we’re just playing parts.”

      Mattie’s heart sank a little bit but his next words made it quicken again.

      “And since we’re playing our parts badly, I think we need to practice,” the big Hybrid continued.

      “Uh…what?” Mattie asked, frowning. Was he saying what she thought he was saying. “Practice what?”

      “Practice kissing, of course.” Grath said it as though what he was suggesting was no big deal. “I’m assuming there’s more of this fucking misty-toe weed hanging around, since it seems to be a holiday thing for you—right?”

      “It’s mistletoe,” Mattie corrected him. “And yes, there’s probably more of it—people hang it up a lot during the holidays. And since this is Christmasville, everyone celebrates to the hilt.”

      “Good—then we should practice how we’re going to kiss the next time we have to stand under some,” Grath said practically.

      “Uh…um…” Mattie didn’t know what to say. Was he actually suggesting this? Saying they ought to kiss more, when she’d promised herself she wasn’t going to kiss him ever again?

      “Come here,” Grath rumbled and before she could get her thoughts together, he was leading her to a bench by the side of the path. He seated himself on it and drew her in to stand between his wide-spread thighs. Despite the fact that he was sitting and she was standing, they were still almost eye-to-eye.

      “Now what?” Mattie asked. She could feel her cheeks getting hot with a blush and her heart was pounding. Were they really doing this? She ought to stop it—shouldn’t she? But she didn’t want to. She—

      “Now we practice,” Grath rumbled. “Should I make it more gentle? Like this?”

      And cupping one big hand behind her head, he drew her towards him and kissed her softly, his mouth meeting hers gently—almost teasingly—in a way that made Mattie’s heart slam against her ribs. She wanted desperately to grab him and deepen the kiss but she forced herself not to. She couldn’t help kissing him back though—he tasted so good and his warm, spicy scent was making her dizzy with desire.

      At last, Grath pulled away. His midnight eyes half-lidded, he murmured,

      “Is that more like it, baby?”

      “M-maybe,” Mattie stammered. “A…a little more like it I guess.”

      “You kiss me this time,” Grath suggested. “Show me what I’m doing wrong.”

      Mattie knew she ought to refuse—ought to say there had been enough kissing and they needed to get to the Bake-off. But somehow she found herself leaning towards her Protector instead.

      She put her arms around his neck and slipped her fingers into his hair and Grath groaned.

      “Gods yes, baby! Like that—makes it look like we’re really a couple,” he rumbled.

      “I guess it does, doesn’t it?” Mattie murmured. And then she leaned in and kissed him.

      This time, Grath let her take the lead. She could hear his rumbling growl of approval but he didn’t try to take over the kiss—though he did part his lips when she pressed closer to him.

      Before she knew it, Mattie was slipping her tongue into his mouth, exploring him as he had explored her earlier. She was deepening the kiss, her fingers carding restlessly through his wild black hair as she pressed herself against his big, hard body.

      For his part, Grath put his arms around her waist and pulled her to him. His big hand stroked over her shoulders and hips possessively as he hungrily kissed her back.

      Too much! a little voice in Mattie’s head was shouting. This is too much and you know it!

      But she couldn’t seem to stop—wouldn’t have stopped—if her cell phone hadn’t started ringing incessantly with the ring-tone Mattie had programmed in for her mother.

      “Wait!” she gasped, pulling away from the passionate kiss. “I…I have to get that. It’s my mom!”

      Grath let go of her—reluctantly, she thought—and she was able to disentangle herself from the big Hybrid and grab for the phone, which was shoved in her pocket.

      “Yes? Mom?” she answered breathlessly as she pressed the button.

      “My goodness, Mattie—have you been running? You sound all out of breath!” her mother exclaimed.

      “Huh? Uh, no. I mean, yes—trying to get to the Bake-off on time!” Mattie panted.

      “Well I hope you’re almost there because I just got a call saying they want all the contestants there a half hour early,” her mother said.

      “What?” Mattie looked at the time on her phone. They really were going to have to run! “I gotta go, Mom!” she exclaimed. “I’ll talk to you later!”

      “I’ll see you at the Bake-off judging!” her mom said. “Go win that prize, Mattie!”

      “Thanks—I’ll try.” Mattie clicked off and looked at Grath, who was frowning in apparent concern.

      “Did we do better with the kissing that time?” he asked.

      Mattie shook her head.

      “Not really, but we don’t have anymore time to, uh, ‘practice’ now. We have to get over to the Civic Center immediately.”

      “Too bad we decided to walk instead of taking my ship,” he growled. “But come on—we can still make it.”

      “I don’t know…” Mattie looked down at her high-heeled boots in dismay. “I don’t think I can run in these things—especially not in the icy snow!”

      “Come up here, then.” Taking her hand, Grath helped her stand on the bench, then he turned and crouched in front of her. “Get on my back, little girl,” he commanded. “And let’s go.”

      “What? You want to give me a piggy-back ride all the way to the Civic Center? But it’s almost a mile away!” Mattie protested. “You’ll break your back—I weigh too much.”

      “I could lift you with one arm tied behind my back,” Grath growled. “Now get on board so we can go! You have to make your big, tender balls for the judges and beat your tormentor! Today you will have vengeance!”

      His battle cry inspired her and Mattie found that she was half-laughing by the end of his little speech.

      “All right then—whatever you say,” she said. Taking a deep breath, she leaned forward and put her arms around his neck. Then, with a little hop, she got her legs around his waist. Grath curled his muscular arms under her thighs, supporting her with apparent ease.

      “I’ve got spikes at the bottom of my boots, so don’t worry about the ice,” he told her. “Just hold on and give me directions as we go.”

      “All right!” Mattie breathed in his ear. “Then let’s goooo!”

      The last word was torn from her throat in a gasp as Grath leaped forward, flying down the path with her on his back as she clung to his broad shoulders for dear life.

      They were on their way to the Bake-off and nothing was going to slow them down!
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      The wind rushed through her hair and Mattie found herself laughing with exhilaration as Grath carried her through the streets of Christmasville. She saw shocked glances everywhere they went—some disapproving and some envious—but she didn’t pay any attention. She just kept calling out directions to the big Hybrid as he ran through the streets, dodging pedestrians and traffic alike in their headlong rush to the Civic Center.

      “Left at this street!” she shouted as he ran. “Now take a right! There it is—up ahead! That big, two-story building with the Christmas Tree out front!”

      Almost before she knew it, Grath was coming to a halt in front of the Christmasville Civic Center, which was decorated within an inch of its life with a giant Christmas tree and a life-size Nativity Set out front.

      “Down, little girl,” he ordered, crouching again so that Mattie could slide off his back. He wasn’t even breathing all that hard, though his midnight eyes were bright from exertion.

      “Thank you,” Mattie said breathlessly. “Come on—I think we should just about make it.”

      Grath pulled open the glass door and she stepped into the familiar front lobby of the center. It was decorated with a small, burbling fountain and a lot of potted plants which had all been strung with Christmas lights. A staircase on one side led to the upstairs classrooms and on the other side of the room was the glass window that led to the center’s front office.

      “Hi—we’re here for the Bake-off,” Mattie said to the clerk behind the window.

      The clerk nodded.

      “Straight back to the ballroom—they’re just about to get started,” she said genially. “And good luck!”

      Mattie thanked her and took Grath by the hand without thinking about it—it felt good to have his support in this situation. Together they walked through the double doors at the back of the Civic Center.

      The back of the center was huge—at least three or four times as big as the large front lobby. It served as a public meeting place for all of Christmasville’s civic events, like town meetings and voting during elections. And right now, it was set up for the Bake-off with a long row of ovens on one side and an equally long row of tables piled high with ingredients and equipment opposite them.

      “Name?” asked a woman with brown hair and a Christmas print dress as she bustled up to them with a clipboard. She was wearing a nametag with “Mrs. Harris” printed neatly on it in block letters.

      “Oh—Madeline Porter,” Mattie said quickly.

      “Yes, Ms. Porter—you just made it,” the woman said, nodding. “Your mother was here just yesterday dropping off everything you need for your recipe. Pecan sandy snowballs—correct?”

      “Yup, that’s my specialty!” Mattie laughed nervously. Back when she’d still lived in Christmasville, she had entered the Bake-off several times, but she’d never won. That honor had always gone to Amanda Hutchinson. She looked anxiously around the woman checking them in, but she didn’t see her old nemesis in the little knot of contestants at the other end of the large room. Well, that was a relief, anyway!

      “And who is this?” Mrs. Harris demanded, looking up at Grath distrustfully.

      “I’m her Protector,” he growled.

      “Er, sous chef—he’s my sous chef!” Mattie corrected quickly. “We’re allowed to have an assistant, aren’t we?” In the past, she’d always taken her sister Anna with her.

      “Yes, you are.” The woman cast a last, doubtful glance at Grath but finally nodded. “The judges are just about to address the contestants. Go listen to what they have to say and then you’re at table number nine. Here—wear these.” And she peeled two stickers off a list on her clipboard and handed them to Grath and Mattie.

      “Number nine—got it! Thank you.” Mattie took the stickers quickly. They both had a big number 9 printed on them. She slapped one on her own chest and turned to put one on the pocket of Grath’s blue t-shirt. “Come on,” she told him. “We have to get going!”

      They joined the knot of bakers—some of the faces were familiar—and were just in time to catch the introduction of the judges.

      “…so glad all of you could make it!” a woman with short gray hair and a green and red Christmas sweater was saying as she stood on the stage at the back of the room. “As you all know, this is the annual Christmasville Christmas Cookie Bake-off and we are delighted to have each and every one of you here to participate!”

      There was a brief round of applause and then the announcer continued.

      “I’d like to introduce you to the judges and they’ll tell you the rules,” she said. “Judges, if you’d please step forward as I call your names? Mr. Carmichael is the head baker at the Goody-Goody Bake Shop on Summerville Road. I’m sure all of you know him—we’re all addicted to his donuts!”

      There was a round of applause as a rotund man with a pink, cherubic face stepped forward. He was wearing a dark suit and smiling at everyone. Mattie knew him well—the Goody-Goody Bake Shop was a fixture of Christmasville daily life—their glazed yeast donuts were delicious.

      The next judge was a woman named, Judy Owens, the owner and operator of Christmasville Catering. Mattie knew her too—Mrs. Owens and Mr. Carmichael had been judging the Bake-off for as long as she could remember.

      “And this year, since Mr. Hutchinson had to retire, we have a new judge,” the gray-haired lady said, smiling widely. “Please welcome Mrs. Amelia Kranst!”

      “Oh!” Mattie gasped and tightened her grip on Grath’s hand—which she was still somehow holding.

      “What is it, little girl?” he murmured under his breath, leaning down to catch her answer.

      “That’s my old Home Economics teacher!” Mattie whispered. “She was always really hard to please! I don’t know if we’re better off of not.”

      “You will be victorious,” Grath rumbled, squeezing her hand firmly. “I know you will, Madeline.”

      “Well…thank you.” She smiled up at him, feeling reassured. “I’ll certainly do my best.”

      “Where is your tormentor though?” Grath asked, frowning as he scanned the little crowd of bakers.

      “I don’t know.” Mattie frowned. “I haven’t seen her here yet. Maybe she’s not entering this year since her uncle isn’t a judge anymore.” She certainly hoped that was the case, anyway—the last person she wanted to see was Amanda Hutchinson!

      Then a sharp, familiar voice broke her train of thought.

      “Here are the Bake-off rules, so listen up!” Mrs. Kranst called out and all the murmuring that had been going on among the contestants stopped immediately.

      “Every baker will have an hour and a half to make their cookies,” she said. “At the end of that time, we will open the Bake-off to the public to watch the judging. Now, I shouldn’t have to say this but there will be no stealing of other contestant’s ingredients or tampering with other contestant’s equipment,” she went on sternly. “If I catch anyone doing that, they will be immediately disqualified. Other than that, just do your best. Now let’s have a nice, clean Bake-off!”

      There was another polite smattering of applause and then all the contestants hurried off to find their tables.

      “The judge who used to be your teacher sounds like she suspects cheating,” Grath remarked as they came to table number nine.

      “I don’t think so—she’s just always very strict,” Mattie said distractedly.

      She was rapidly going over the inventory of ingredients and equipment her mother had brought for her. Clearly she had been certain that Mattie would give in and join the contest because she had dropped everything off the day before.

      “Let’s see,” she muttered to herself. “Butter, flour, pecans, sugar, powdered sugar, vanilla…”

      “This seems like a lot of ingredients,” Grath remarked, frowning.

      “Not really—pecan sandy snowballs are basically just a kind of shortbread,” Mattie told him. “Only you replace some of the flour with pecan meal—which you grind yourself. The finer you get it, the lighter and fluffier the cookies come out.”

      As she spoke, she verified that her mom had, indeed, brought her a mixer and a food processor as well as several large bowls and spoons and some parchment paper and baking pans. There were various other things too, that she probably wouldn’t need—what was she going to do with a rolling pin when these weren’t the cut-out kind of cookies? But her mother always liked to be prepared for every contingency.

      “Yup—Mom thought of everything,” she said at last, feeling satisfied.

      “I’m glad you’re well equipped,” Grath rumbled. “Do you mind if I find the fresher around here? I don’t think you’re in any danger. Most of the people in her are females and that bastard, Hartsford, is nowhere in sight.”

      “The fresher?” Mattie frowned but then she remembered that was what the Kindred called the restroom. “Of course—it’s back in the main lobby by the stairs,” she told him.

      “I won’t take long,” Grath promised. “I just drank too much of that bright orange juice your mother served us with breakfast.”

      He took another look around, as though making sure Mattie was safe, and then headed off in the direction of the bathrooms.

      After he left, Mattie looked around and felt a little surge of excitement. So here she was again—at the Christmas Cookie Bake-off! And this time, she might even have a chance to win. After all, Mrs. Kranst had been a tough teacher but she was also very fair—Mattie had gotten out of her class with a solid A.

      She could feel the buzz of excitement in the air and someone had turned on the PA system. Christmas music was drifting out of the speakers in the corners, making it feel even more festive.

      “Have yourself a merry little Christmas,” Mattie sang under her breath. “Let your heart be light…”

      She was just getting to work, unwrapping the sticks of butter to dump into the bowl of her mixer, when a familiar voice said in her ear,

      “Well—if it isn’t little Fatty-Mattie—back home in Christmasville!”
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      Grath finished using the fresher facilities and washed his hands scrupulously in the sink. There was an extremely inefficient blow dryer on the wall—he only bothered with it a moment before he decided to dry his hands himself by sending more heat to them. This only took seconds and then he was making his way back to the large hall where the Bake-off was being held.

      He headed back towards table number nine but before he got there, he saw that Mattie was speaking to another female. She was tall and thin and had long blonde hair—she also looked somewhat familiar. After a moment of scrutinizing her, Grath realized she was one of the skeleton-girls he had seen in the book that had pictures of Madeline’s formative education years.

      Amanda Hutchinson—that’s her, I’m sure of it!

      His protective instincts rose and he was about to charge in and put himself between Madeline and her old nemesis but he realized in a moment that she wasn’t in any physical danger. He decided to hang back and listen instead, to see what the two females were talking about. Then he could best decide how to approach the situation.

      “…can’t believe you’re back in town! Did you come just for the Bake-off?” the female named Amanda asked.

      “Not exactly—I’m just here to see family. My mom decided to enter me at the last minute.” Madeline’s voice sounded stiff and the look on her face wasn’t a very happy one.

      “Maybe you think you’ll finally have a chance to win since my uncle isn’t a judge anymore, but don’t count on it, Fatty-Mattie,” Amanda sing-songed.

      “Don’t call me that,” Madeline said in a low voice.

      “Why not? It’s still true, isn’t it?” The skeleton girl gave her a scornful look. “You know, I would have thought you’d have lost weight after high school but I guess I was wrong.”

      “I’m happy with my curves,” Madeline said steadily. “And I refuse to let you body shame me like you did in high school.”

      “Oh, happy with our curves, are we?” Amanda Hutchinson gave a nasty-sounding laugh. “Well I guess you’re happy all alone then. I don’t see a ring on your finger, Fatty-Mattie!”

      All right—that was enough! Grath’s blood was boiling but unfortunately, he couldn’t rush in and break the stick-thin female over his knee the way he wanted to. As a Kindred, he was sworn never to hurt or abuse a female.

      Suddenly, though, he knew what he could do. Squaring his shoulders, he headed for the table.
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      Mattie felt like she was back in high school all over again. Fatty-Mattie—that horrible old nickname still had the power to cut her to the quick. And Amanda Hutchinson was as skinny as ever—whippet-thin with long, shiny blonde hair. She might have a few wrinkles around her eyes and the corners of her mouth but she was still the head cheerleader with the killer body that all the guys wanted.

      How did she end up at the table beside mine? Mattie wondered despairingly. Why couldn’t she have been located literally any other place in the room?

      For these questions, she had no answers and she didn’t know what to say to the vicious, spiteful jeers the other woman was tossing her way either. In that moment she felt about two inches tall.

      And then, from seemingly out of nowhere, Grath came into view.

      “Hey, baby—setting up without me?” he rumbled.

      “Oh, uh—” Mattie began.

      “You know you’ll have to pay the penalty for that, don’t you?” he growled. And then he swept Mattie into his arms for a long, passionate kiss.

      Mattie gasped and then found herself kissing him back, winding her arms around his neck, forgetting everything and losing herself in the moment. When he finally sat her back down, she was breathless and flustered, her cheeks hot with a blush.

      “What was that for?” she managed to say.

      “Just for being beautiful,” Grath rumbled, grinning down at her. “And to punish you for starting without me.”

      “I wasn’t starting without you, I was uh, talking to—”

      “Amanda Hutchinson. Well, actually Amanda Roberts now—but I’m going to go back to my maiden name as soon as my divorce gets finalized.”

      Amanda thrust herself between Mattie and Grath, holding out a hand to the big Hybrid and fluttering her eyelashes at him just the way she always had with the football stars back in high school.

      “You must be a Kindred warrior,” she exclaimed. “I can tell by that gorgeous red skin of yours. And those tattoos are so hot!” And she traced one long-nailed fingertip up the curving black tattoos on the big Hybrid’s arm.

      Watching her flirt with Grath made Mattie boiling mad, though she refused to show it. It also made her think of all the mean things Amanda had ever done to her—the body shaming…the time she’d squirted ketchup on the back of Mattie’s skirt and then told everyone she had started her period…the time she’d claimed that Mattie had stepped in “doggie-doo” and the smell was making her sick…the way she’d written “Fatty-Mattie” in permanent marker on Mattie’s locker…

      The list was endless. And now she was at it again, trying to push Mattie aside to get to her man!

      Mattie didn’t even question the wave of possessive anger that washed over her when she thought of the big Hybrid as “hers”—it just seemed natural, especially after the last twenty-four hours they’d spent together.

      “Now what is someone like you doing with little Fatty-Mattie?” Amanda purred, looking up into Grath’s face adoringly. “Did she tell you we used to call her that in high school? She was always such a chubby little thing! Still is, I see.”

      “If you’re referring to my female’s curves, I find them beautiful. And I much prefer them to being able to see her skeleton poking through her skin,” Grath growled, his black eyes narrowing.

      But Amanda wasn’t giving up.

      “Oh, my—temper, temper,” she exclaimed. “You’re a growly one, aren’t you? Did you come all the way down from the Kindred Mother Ship just to help poor little Mattie with the Bake-off?”

      “No, I came down to meet her family,” Grath said tersely.

      “Oh. Well if you’re not helping her, then I could use an assistant.” Amanda fluttered her long, obviously fake eyelashes at the big Hybrid. “What do you say, big guy?”

      “I say you’ll have to find an assistant elsewhere. Madeline is the only female I want to be with,” Grath said, taking a pointed step back from Amanda, who was very definitely in his personal space.

      “Hmph.” Amanda made a pouty face—clearly she wasn’t used to being turned down by men. “Well, if you’re spoken for, I guess I’ll just have to go up to the Kindred Mother Ship and find a Kindred warrior of my own,” she said, flipping her long blonde hair flirtatiously.

      “I wouldn’t bother, if I were you,” Grath said flatly. “Most Kindred like a female with at least some flesh on her bones. Even in the Unmated Males section, I don’t think you’d stir any interest.”

      “What?” It suddenly seemed to dawn on Amanda that she was being insulted. “What did you say to me?” she demanded, glaring at Grath. “Do you know who I am? My family is important in this town!”

      “All I know about you is that you seem to be a very fucking unpleasant person,” Grath growled. “And I don’t give a fuck about your family either,” he added, and turned back to Mattie. “Come on, baby—let’s bake.”

      Mattie was working hard to keep from laughing as she watched Amanda’s face turn first red with embarrassment, then white with rage. She grabbed Grath by the arm and dragged him over to the oven that had been set aside for her. It had a big sticker with the number 9 on it.

      “Grath, you didn’t have to do that!” she exclaimed, still trying not to laugh.

      He shrugged.

      “Why not? I just told her the fucking truth—no warrior is going to want a frastian harpy like that as a mate!”

      At this, Mattie did burst out laughing—she couldn’t help herself.

      “All right, well it was nice to see her get a little of her own back,” she admitted at last. “But don’t do it again, okay? We need to concentrate if we’re going to win this thing.”

      “I understand.” Grath nodded. “And I promise to leave her alone.” He frowned like a thundercloud. “Though she’d better not say anything else about your curves!”

      “I don’t think she will,” Mattie said, lifting her chin. “Now that she knows the guy I’m with actually likes me the way I am.” She blushed. “Er, I mean—at least you’re acting like my guy and pretending you like me the way I am.”

      “I’m not acting or pretending,” Grath said simply. “Told you before, baby girl—I love your curves. We might be playing parts, but that’s for real.”

      Mattie felt her cheeks getting warm again, but she told herself it was heat rising from the oven which was now preheating.

      “All right,” she said, smiling. “Well, let’s get started on that dough. I need to finish creaming the butter and sugar and then I’m going to put my pecans in the food processor and blitz them down to meal.”

      But when she and Grath walked back across to her table, she found that the neat little food processor her mother had brought for her to use was gone.
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      “Where is it? Where can it be?” Madeline was truly distressed as she looked for the missing piece of equipment. “It was just here a minute ago!” she exclaimed.

      Grath shot a look at table number 10, where Amanda Hutchinson was working, but the blonde female had her head down and was doing something to what looked like a prepackaged roll of dough she had pulled out of a voluminous handbag. She had spread fine white flour all over her table and was industriously rolling it out with a long wooden instrument. The colorful wrappers from the dough, she had carefully deposited in the small trashcan beside her table.

      Grath wanted to go look under the tablecloth of table ten, but he didn’t know if he would be allowed—though he strongly suspected Amanda was the culprit in the case of the missing equipment.

      The female at table eight, on the other side of Madeline, was also working on her cookie dough. She had curly black hair and smooth brown skin and wore a sympathetic look on her face.

      “Did you see where my food processor went?” Madeline asked her.

      The female shook her head.

      “Sorry, I was concentrating on my own stuff. I’d loan you mine if I had one.” She shrugged her shoulders helplessly.

      “Amanda?” Madeline asked, turning in the other direction. “Do you know where my food processor went?”

      “You probably forgot to bring it,” Amanda said, not looking up from the prepackaged dough she was rolling out. “And how would I know where it went, anyway?”

      Madeline had an expression of pure frustration on her face and Grath wanted desperately to wipe it away.

      “What does the processor do again?” he asked. “Is it the equipment you use to grind the nuts into meal?”

      “Exactly.” Madeline sighed in frustration. “Without it, there’s no way I can grind the nuts fine enough.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. Do you have something I can grind them in?” he asked.

      “Oh, uh…” Madeline looked around and then her face brightened. “Thank goodness Mom thinks of everything! Here we go—a rolling pin! Now just let me dump them into a Ziploc bag…”

      She dumped the halved pecans into a plastic bag and pressed the air out of it before sealing it.

      “Here you go,” she told Grath, lying the bag flat on the table in front of him and handing him the wooden object she’d called a “rolling pin.” “Start rolling that over the nuts to break them down.” She looked uncertain. “I just hope you can grind them fine enough.”

      “Leave it to me,” Grath told her. Bending over the table, he began grinding with all his might, pulverizing the brown nuts to a fine, white meal in no time.

      As he worked, Madeline got back to making the dough, whipping the butter and sugar together in the mixer until it was light and fluffy. She added a dash of something called “banilla” which smelled extremely sweet and fragrant and then reached for a bowl and some measuring cups.

      “All right,” he heard her mutter. “Now for the dry ingredients…” She scooped out some flour from a large white paper bag and dumped it into the bowl. Then she reached for something else…but frowned when her seeking hand didn’t find it. “Hey! Where’s my powdered sugar?” she demanded.

      “Is something else missing?” Grath paused his grinding to ask, frowning.

      “My powdered sugar!” Madeline threw up her hands. “I can’t make my pecan sandy snowballs without my powdered sugar—I need it for the dough and to roll the cookies in afterwards!”

      Just then one of the judges—the one that Madeline had told him used to be her teacher—came by their table.

      “Excuse me—just coming around to check on everyone,” she said briskly. “Half an hour has elapsed and you have one hour left. Is everything here all right Ms. Porter?”

      “No, it is not all right,” Grath growled, before Madeline could say anything. “Both the processor of food and the sugar that is powdered to a fine white dust have gone missing from Madeline’s table.”

      The stern female judge frowned at him.

      “Excuse me—what?” she asked.

      “My food processor and my powdered sugar—they were both here and now they’re gone,” Madeline explained. “I don’t care about the food processor—I’ve got that handled.” She nodded at the bag full of nut meal which Grath had ground. “But I can’t do without my powdered sugar!”

      “Maybe I could go and buy another bag of it,” Grath suggested. “Are there any stores that sell it nearby?”

      The judge’s frown deepened.

      “I’m sorry but I’m afraid the rules clearly state you must bring all your own ingredients before the Bake-off. I can’t let you go running off to get new ingredients—you’ll have to make do with what you have.”

      “But Mrs. Kranst—” Madeline began.

      “No ifs, ands, or buts, Ms. Porter—the rules are the rules,” the judge said crisply. “And I would think you remember from taking my class so many years ago that I do not allow the cutting of corners or the bending of rules. Now excuse me, I need to check on the other contestants.”

      And she walked away, her high heeled shoes clicking briskly on the wooden floor.

      Madeline sagged with disappointment.

      “Well, there goes that,” she said. “There’s no way I can make these cookies without powdered sugar—it’s practically the main ingredient!”

      “Excuse me…” The female from table eight, came over, a hesitant look on her face. “Excuse me,” she said again. “I happen to have a whole lot of extra powdered sugar, if you’d like to borrow some.”

      “Thanks,” Madeline said. “But I’m afraid I need a lot of it. Besides, isn’t it against the rules to use other people’s ingredients?”

      “It’s against the rules to steal other people’s ingredients,” the girl said, shooting a look at Amanda, who was still innocently working on her own dough. She had added coloring to some of it and was cutting it into patterns and shapes with some sharp metal frames, Grath saw. “But it’s not against the rules to borrow some if the ingredient is offered freely—like I’m offering it to you,” she added, smiling at Madeline.

      “Well…but I need so much of it.” Madeline still sounded doubtful. “I don’t want you to mess up your recipe.”

      “Oh please—I’ve got a five-pound bag of the stuff and I only need a cup or two in order to make a glaze to drizzle over my almond orange shortbread,” the girl said.

      “Well…if you’re sure,” Madeline said. “It’s awfully nice of you.”

      “Please—don’t mention it!” the girl said. “I’m Shonda Smith, by the way. I was a year behind you in school,” she added.

      “You were?” Madeline frowned and then her face cleared. “Oh yes—I remember! You were in the choir, right?”

      “And you were in the band,” Shonda said, smiling delightedly, as she dipped out some of the fine white powdered sugar for herself and handed the rest of the bag to Madeline.

      “You never told me you played an instrument, baby,” Grath remarked to Madeline.

      “Oh—because it was ages ago. I played second chair piccolo,” Madeline said. “Shonda, this is Grath, my—”

      “Her fiancé,” Grath finished smoothly for her, when she paused uncertainly. “Madeline and I are going to be Joined—what you humans call ‘getting married’—very soon.”

      “Is that right?” Shonda scanned Madeline’s hands. “I don’t see a ring, though—did you take it off to make the cookies? If I were you, I’d keep it in my pocket—considering the way things keep walking off your table,” she added, casting another glance at Amanda.

      “Oh, no ring yet,” Madeline said awkwardly.

      “Because I haven’t picked it out yet,” Grath said quickly. “But I’m planning to very soon—after all, the holiday season is for gift giving, isn’t it?”

      “It certainly is.” Shonda’s eyes sparkled. “Well, I hope you get her a ring that’s worthy of her.” And she nudged Madeline’s arm with her elbow and gave her a knowing wink.

      Madeline smiled back.

      “Well, thank you for the sugar—I’d better get going. My dough has to chill a little while before it can go in the oven.” She nodded at the large refrigeration unit which had been set up at the other side of the room.

      “Get baking,” Shonda said, smiling. “Mine has to chill too, so I’d better do the same.”

      The two females nodded and smiled at each other and both went back to their respective tasks.

      Grath was glad that the powdered sugar incident had been resolved. He had been every bit as upset as Madeline—maybe more—when the important ingredient went missing. Again he wished he could search under table number ten where Amanda was working, but he was sure it would be against the rules of the contest. Anyway, Madeline had what she needed now to proceed so hopefully there would be no more problems.

      And it didn’t seem there would be. Madeline had the dough mixed in no time. Then she covered the metal bowl it was in with plastic wrap and nodded at Grath.

      “Come on—let’s get this to the freezer and let it chill for a while. And once it’s in, we’re going to stand there and guard it with our lives to be sure nothing happens to it!”

      Grath agreed this was a sensible precaution, so he accompanied Madeline across the room where she put the ball dough safely into the freezer unit and shut the door firmly.

      “So now we wait,” Grath remarked as he settled himself on the floor and leaned back against the wall.

      “Yup.” She sighed pensively and he noticed she was looking at the stage at the far end of the room where the judges were seated.

      “Worried about the judging?” he asked.

      Madeline shook her head.

      “No, I was just thinking. This is the same room they hold the Yule Ball in, you know? And that’s where Ethan—my brother-in-law—got down on his knees and proposed to Anna.”

      “So it was a very public proposal,” Grath said, frowning. “What if she’d said no?”

      “Oh, nobody proposes at the Yule Ball unless they’re sure of getting a ‘yes,’” Madeline said and sighed again. “I was kind of jealous at the time, you know—but I can’t help being happy for them. They’re just so right together.”

      Grath saw that she was feeling melancholy—possibly because her sister had a mate and she didn’t—and he wanted to cheer her up.

      “Come sit with me, baby—let’s talk,” he said, reaching for her hand.

      “Okay. What do you want to talk about?” Madeline started to settle beside him but Grath pulled her into his lap instead so that her back was against his front.

      “Oh!” Madeline exclaimed rather breathlessly. “What are you doing?”

      “Just letting everyone here know that you’re mine,” Grath growled.

      He knew he probably shouldn’t be doing this—shouldn’t be getting even closer to her. But somehow he couldn’t help himself. Looping his arms loosely around her waist, he pressed his cheek against hers and inhaled her delicious, feminine fragrance. “Mmm, you smell sweet—like that banilla stuff you used in the ball dough,” he remarked.

      “That’s vanilla,” Madeline corrected him with a breathless little laugh. “And it’s a pretty common ingredient—you put it into almost every single cookie and cake recipe there is.”

      “Well, whatever it is, I really like it,” Grath growled in her ear. “You smell good enough to eat, little girl. And I mean that fucking literally,” he added.

      Madeline shifted against him and he could smell a new scent coming from her—the scent of feminine desire.

      “Grath, don’t talk like that!” she protested, though he noticed she made no move to get off his lap.

      “Like what?” he protested. “Like I’m your fiancé—your mate to be? Don’t you think we ought to be talking like that to each other all the time? We need to really inhabit these fucking parts if we’re going to fool your family.”

      “Are you saying you ought to talk dirty to me so we can get into our parts better?” Madeline demanded, half turning her head to look back at him.

      “Sure, why not? Don’t you think it would help?” Grath asked.

      “Well…” She bit her lush lower lip, which made him want to kiss her again. “I guess it…it couldn’t hurt. But I’ve never been very good at dirty talk.”

      “That’s all right, baby—I am,” Grath murmured. “Now let me see—the first thing I’d say if I was really your mate-to-be is how much I want to see you naked.”

      “Grath!” she protested. “Really?”

      “Really,” he assured her. “And if I could get you naked—with all your full curves exposed—then I’d want to touch you all over. Just to get you warmed up, you know?”

      As he spoke, he ran his hands lightly up and down her arms, letting just enough heat radiate through his fingers to warm her up.

      “Oh!” Madeline whispered and shifted in his lap again. Surely she could feel how hard his shaft was getting—her ass was pressed right against it. But she made no effort to move or to get off his lap. Instead, she wiggled against him, almost as though she was teasing him, Grath thought.

      “And then,” he continued, still rubbing her arms lightly. “After I stroked your soft, curvy, naked body all over, I’d pay special attention to your breasts.”

      “You…you would?” she whispered.

      “Mmm-hmm,” Grath growled in her ear. “I’d want to fill my hands with them—I love how fucking full and ripe they are—and then I’d tease those tight little nipples I can see poking out against your sweater.” He nodded down at her breasts, where the taut outlines of her ripe buds were indeed poking against the fabric of her cranberry sweater.

      “Oh, Grath!” she gasped and shifted against him again. “And…and then what?”

      “Well, after I licked and sucked those sweet little nips of yours, I’d want to taste you somewhere else,” Grath murmured. “I’d want to take a little trip down lower and spread your thighs so I could get to that hot, wet little pussy I could feel pressing against my side this morning when we woke up.”

      “You…you weren’t supposed to feel that!” Madeline protested, sounding alarmed.

      “Couldn’t fucking help it, baby,” Grath growled. “You were so damn wet and hot. Tell me, what was making you that way?”

      “Well…” She nibbled her lower lip again and half-turned her head to look at him. “Do you remember, you asked me if I had any more dreams last night after we talked?”

      “Uh-huh…” Grath liked the direction this was going. He shifted, feeling like his cock was going to wear a hole in his trousers it was so hard. “Tell me, baby—did you have a hot dream?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Madeline confessed breathlessly. “I…actually I did.”

      “And what was it about?” Grath wanted to know. “Tell me now—don’t hold back any details.”

      “It was…it was kind of embarrassing.” She squirmed against him some more. Damn, that soft little ass of hers was driving him crazy.

      “It was embarrassing, huh? Well, tell me anyway,” Grath demanded. “Come on, baby—was it about you and me?”

      “Yes, it was,” Madeline admitted. “I was…I was lying on my back and you were, uh, kind of bending over me. And then you said…you said…” She cleared her throat, as though she was almost too embarrassed to continue.

      “Go on, baby—what did I say?” Grath urged gently.

      “You said you were going to, er, eat me for breakfast,” she said at last. “You told me to spread my legs…to spread them wide for you so you could…”

      “Could what—don’t fucking stop now!” Grath exclaimed.

      “So you could ‘lick me deep,’” Madeline finished, almost in a whisper. “I think I only had that dream because Sophie told me how Kindred males, er, like to go down on their females,” she added quickly.

      “Commander Sylvan’s mate told you that, huh?” Grath asked. “Well, she was fucking right. There’s nothing better than spreading your female’s thighs open and lapping open her hot little pussy with your tongue. And there’s nothing I’d rather do to you, baby,” he added, murmuring directly in her ear. “Nothing I’d rather do than spread your sweet pussy lips open and lick that creamy little pussy and suck your hot little clit into my mouth and tease it with my tongue.”

      “You…really?” she managed to get out, though she was nearly panting now. Grath could tell how turned on she was getting. She was wiggling and squirming all over the hard ridge of his cock and the scent of her feminine desire was strong in his nose, making him even hotter for her.

      “Oh yeah, little girl—really,” he growled softly in her ear. “And after I teased that sweet little clit until you came for me—came all over my face—I’d slip my tongue deep inside your honey well to taste your sweet juices. I’d make you come and come for me—all night long—until you couldn’t fucking take it anymore!”

      “Oh, Grath!” she exclaimed, nearly panting now. “You…you really shouldn’t talk like that to me! You shouldn’t tell me all these things!”

      “Why not? I know you like them—know you like it when I talk dirty to you, baby,” he murmured. “I know it makes your pussy wet.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” she demanded, half turning her head to look at him.

      “Why because—you’re sweet scent has gotten so much stronger,” Grath told her. “It’s all I can smell—I’m fucking surprised none of the other people in here can smell it, even over all the scents of the different cookies baking.”

      “Cookies baking! Oh, no!” Madeline gasped and suddenly jumped off his lap.

      “What? What is it?” Grath rose to his feet, frowning. His cock was aching and it made a very noticeable lump in his trousers.

      “The cookies!” she exclaimed. “We’ve been talking too long—it’s past time to put the cookies in the oven!”

      “Fuck!” Grath growled. “Well hurry up—do we still have enough time for them to bake?”

      “Maybe if we hurry—you’ll have to help me roll them into balls,” Madeline told him as she dug the metal bowl of chilled dough out of the freezer unit.

      “I’m on it, baby—I can help you make the balls,” Grath promised. “Come on—let’s go!”

      They rushed back across the room to table nine and Mattie tore off a piece of parchment paper to line one of the broad, flat metal sheets. She pulled out a metal scoop and began portioning out the dough as Grath rolled it into round balls and placed each one a little distance apart on the sheet.

      In less time than he would have thought was possible, the balls were done and Madeline was running across to the cooking unit that had been designated as theirs. But when she got there, she stopped short and Grath heard her groan.

      “What? What is it, baby?” he asked anxiously, coming to see. “What’s the problem?”

      “The problem is that somebody turned off our oven.” Madeline gestured to the cooking unit, a look of despair on her face. “It’s stone cold and there’s no time to preheat it again!”
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      Mattie couldn’t believe it—her oven was stone cold and there was no way she could get it warm in time to bake her snowballs properly!

      “I know I preheated it! I remember feeling it start to heat up!” she exclaimed in frustration.

      Right and then you went and left it unattended, whispered a little voice in her head. You were so worried about someone sabotaging the dough, you didn’t even think of the oven!

      Someone—right. There was no question that it had been Amanda. Mattie shot her a look and saw that her high school bully was just now pulling a tray full of sugar cookies out of her own oven and putting another tray in. No doubt she would have plenty of time for her cookies to cool so she could ice and decorate them. And doubtless she would be secretly gloating about her little act of sabotage the whole time.

      To Mattie, the situation looked hopeless. There was just no way to preheat the oven, bake the cookies, and get them all rolled in powdered sugar in time for the judging. If only she’d been paying more attention to the other side of the room instead of guarding the dough!

      This is what you get for talking dirty to Grath and letting him talk dirty to you when you know damn well this is all an act, she lectured herself. But for a moment, she’d actually believed that he wanted to do all those sexy things to her. No other man had ever talked to her that way—it had been intoxicating and she’d been getting so hot…while her oven was getting cold.

      “Crap!” She sighed in frustration. “Well, I’m afraid this time we’re really done for. There’s just no time to preheat the oven and get these done before the judging!”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that, little girl,” Grath rumbled and Mattie saw he had a thoughtful look on his face. “You just need heat applied to the raw dough to cook it—right?” he asked her.

      “Well…yes.” Mattie began to get an inkling of where he was going. “But…can you do that? Can you produce that much heat?”

      “I can produce all the heat you want—I just can’t flame up,” he told her. “Let me know how hot to make it and I can get there.”

      “Oh, um…it has to be three hundred and seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit. Hang on…”
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      Madeline went over to table eight and spoke to Shonda again. After a moment, she motioned him to come over.

      “Okay now, Shonda’s oven is set at the temperature we need,” she told Grath. “We’re not allowed to use her oven because of the rules, but she can open the door a minute so you can feel the heat level. Will that help?”

      “That’s fucking perfect.” Grath nodded.

      “Okay then—just be careful,” Shonda said. She opened the door to her cooking unit and let Grath stick his hand inside.

      After a moment, he nodded.

      “Got it.”

      “Okay, good. Thank you, Shonda!” Madeline gave her a smile and the two of them returned to table nine.

      “Now, I know we can’t cook it using the oven, but I think it would be better to heat the cookies inside it anyway—to avoid any chance of fire,” Grath told her.

      “But I thought you couldn’t, uh, flame up?” Madeline frowned.

      “I can’t but that cloth on the table might catch on fire if we get it hot enough. And the table underneath it is wood,” Grath pointed out. “Besides, with the cookies on the metal rack in the oven, I can reach one hand over them and one hand under the rack and give them even heat.”

      “Oh, good point! Okay, here.” Madeline slid the sheet with the cookie balls into the oven on the wire rack and Grath knelt beside the open door.

      “Here goes,” he told her. “I’ll do the best I can.”

      And he let the heat he always kept inside him, burning like a submerged river of lava, rise to his hands and fingers.

      He just hoped this worked—he hated like hell to see Madeline disappointed!
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      Mattie watched anxiously as the big Hybrid baked the cookies with his hands. He had his fingers spread wide and was slowly moving them back and forth over the raw balls of dough. She could already feel the heat coming from the open oven—almost as though it was really on. But she knew the warmth was actually coming from Grath’s big hands—they were so hot they were glowing a dull red.

      In a surprisingly short amount of time, the cookie balls began to take on a delicate tan color. A few minutes after that, Mattie asked Grath to pull the cookie sheet out for a minute so she could test one of them.

      “Oh…they’re perfect!” she exclaimed as the delicate ball parted into two halves under her knife. “I can’t believe how fast you baked them!”

      “Just doing my job as your assistant,” Grath rumbled modestly. “Now what, baby?”

      “Now we’ll let them cool for just a minute and then we can roll them in powdered sugar and present them to the judges,” Mattie told him. She glanced at the large clock on the wall. “We should have just enough time.”

      “Perfect,” Grath growled. “I’m fucking glad—I would have felt terrible if I made you lose the contest because we both got distracted playing our parts.”

      “Playing our parts. Right.”

      Mattie sighed inwardly. So all that hot, dirty talk he’d been murmuring in her ear was just part of his act. Well, that was to be expected, she told herself. After all, up until yesterday, she and Grath had practically been mortal enemies. She couldn’t expect him to suddenly change his mind completely about how he felt about her.

      Well, there was no time to fret about it now. She had just a few minutes to roll her perfect pecan balls in powdered sugar and get them to the judges table. Already the other contestants were bringing their own cookies forward. Shonda had a plate of perfectly delicious looking orange almost shortbread squares that were studded with slivered almonds and orange zest and drizzled with icing.

      And Amanda had sugar cookies that had been shaped into perfect little Christmas trees and gingerbread men and decorated accordingly. They looked nice but Mattie was betting that her pecan balls would taste better. She hoped, anyway.

      In short order, she and Grath had all the balls coated thoroughly in powdered sugar and she was able to put them on the special platter with its red and green Christmas wreath that her mom had provided, and bring them up to the judges.

      “Very good, Ms. Porter,” Mrs. Kranst said, giving her a nod of stern approval. “I see you were able to work through your difficulties.”

      “Yes, er—another contestant gave me some powdered sugar,” Mattie confessed. “I hope that’s all right.”

      “As long as it was freely given, it’s not a problem,” Ms. Porter said, nodding. “And thank you for your honesty.”

      Feeling like she was back in high school all over again, Mattie nodded and left the stage.

      At last time was up and everyone had deposited their cookies. As the doors were opened and the family and friends who had come to see the judging filed in, Mattie took Grath’s big hand and squeezed it in anticipation.

      Smiling down at her, he squeezed back.

      “Nervous, little girl?” he rumbled.

      “A little,” Mattie admitted. “But I know I did my best—no, we did our best,” she corrected herself. “Because I couldn’t have made these without you, Grath—thank you so much.” And, standing on her tiptoes, she managed to kiss his cheek.

      Grath put an arm around her and gave her an affectionate squeeze.

      “Any time, baby. I love making balls with you.”

      Mattie stifled a laugh and then her mom and dad and Anna and Grandma Thelma were crowding up beside her.

      “Hey, Ethan says he’s sorry but he had to go into work for a few hours,” Anna said in her ear. “How did they come out?”

      “Pretty good, despite everything,” Mattie told her.

      “Did you have everything you needed?” her mom asked anxiously, leaning around Anna to talk. “I tried to think of everything.”

      “You did great, Mom. Though I’m afraid your food processor is missing,” Mattie said apologetically. “I’ll have to buy you a new one.”

      “Buy me a new one? What in the world happened to it?” her mom demanded.

      But at that moment someone on the stage tapped the microphone and the gray-haired woman who had announced the judges began to speak.

      “Thank you all for coming to the judging of our annual Christmasville Christmas Cookie Bake-off,” she said, smiling at the assembled crowd. “Now, as usual, we will call each contestant by name and when they come to stand on the stage, the judges will taste their cookies and give their opinions and their scores. Then the contestants will step to the side while the judges tabulate the numbers to decide the winner.”

      “Okay, here goes!” Mattie whispered to Grath. The big Hybrid gave her a wink and squeezed her hand again.

      “If your cookies don’t win, it won’t be for lack of trying,” he murmured. “But I have a feeling we have the winning balls.”

      Mattie stifled a nervous giggle.

      “I sure hope so!”

      And then the announcer started calling contestants on stage.

      They were called up by number so Mattie had to wait through eight other bakers before her own name was called. The girl at table eight—Shonda—got very high marks for her almond orange shortbread. Mr. Carmichael gave it a nine and called it, “melt in your mouth delicious” and Mrs. Owens gave it an eight point five and said it was “scrumptious.” Mrs. Kranst, unsurprisingly, was the strictest judge. “I find these more than acceptable. Seven point five,” she said, nodding her head.

      Shonda stepped to one side, looking extremely pleased with her scores—as well she should—they were the highest so far, Mattie thought. Even Mrs. Nelson’s Cranberry Clouds hadn’t outscored them.

      And then the announcer was calling out her name and Mattie felt her stomach fill with butterflies as she approached the stage.

      “Come with me,” she whispered over her shoulder to Grath. “Come on—you made these as much as I did!”

      “No, you go ahead—it’s your time to shine, baby,” Grath told her. He gave her a little push at the small of her back. “So go shine.”

      “Well…okay.” Mattie nodded and stepped up onto the stage, her heart pounding.

      Each of the judges had one of her pecan sandy snowballs and Mattie watched anxiously as they all took a bite.

      “Mmm!” Mr. Carmichael looked impressed. “These just melt in your mouth—they’re so tender! Nine point five.”

      “Buttery perfection,” Judy Owens, the second judge agreed. “I’m going to give them a nine point five too.”

      Mattie felt like the butterflies in her stomach were doing loop-the-loops with joy. Those were the highest scores yet! But she still had the toughest judge to impress—Mrs. Kranst. What would she say?

      Her old Home Ec. teacher was still chewing, examining the half ball in her hand with a critical eye. At last she swallowed.

      “Nice tender texture…good composition…excellent balance between salty and sweet,” she said, nodding. “Very good, Ms. Porter—I will give these a solid eight,” she said, nodding.

      Since this was the highest score Mrs. Kranst had given anyone so far, Mattie nodded gratefully.

      “Thank you so much,” she said.

      Then she moved to the side of the stage where the other contestants were waiting. Honestly though, it wasn’t much of a contest by that point. Mattie had the best scores so far—it just depended on if the judges liked Amanda’s sugar cookies more than the pecan balls.

      Amanda clearly thought they would. She was standing with one hip cocked to the side and her giant designer handbag draped over one arm, waiting impatiently for her turn to be judged.

      “Amanda Hutchinson,” the announcer called. “Amanda has made stained glass sugar cookies,” she added. “Please come up to the stage, dear.”

      “Thank you.” Amanda glided smoothly up the steps to stand in front of the judges table. “I hope you like my homemade sugar cookies,” she informed the three of them, as they all chose a cookie and bit into them. “They’re famous all over Christmasville.”

      “Mm-hm.” Mr. Carmichael swallowed the bite of green-iced Christmas tree and smiled weakly. “These are…nice. A little dry, though. Five point five.”

      The confident grin fell off Amanda’s face and she opened her mouth to say something, but Judy Owens, the second judge, was already speaking.

      “The icing is too sweet and the cookies are too hard. Sugar cookies ought to be tender and melt in your mouth,” she informed Amanda. “Four point five.”

      “What?” Amanda gasped. “But…but…”

      “I find these to be aggressively mediocre,” Mrs. Kranst said, before Amanda could voice her objections. “They taste like the Pillsbury cookies one can buy in any supermarket, only these have been mixed with much too much flour, which has given them a cardboard-like texture. I give them a two and that’s being generous.”

      “You’re all crazy!” Amanda exclaimed, her face turning pink with anger. “I’ll have you know these cookies have won this Bake-off five times!”

      “Yes, well I believe that’s because your uncle was one of the judges,” Mrs. Kranst said dryly. “In fact, these cookies—and the complaints they generated—are one of the reasons your uncle was retired as a judge and I was brought on board.”

      “But this isn’t fair!” Amanda insisted, stamping her foot. “I should win—I always win!”

      “Not this time, Ms. Hutchinson,” Mrs. Kranst snapped. “Now if you don’t mind, we have a winner to announce. Ms. Madeline Porter, will you please come forward?”

      Hesitantly, Mattie stepped forward but Amanda refused to budge from her spot in front of the judges table.

      “I told you—I’m the winner!” she insisted, sounding more like a petulant child than a full-grown woman, in Mattie’s opinion.

      “Ms. Hutchinson, please—step aside,” Mrs. Kranst said coldly. “You are not the winner—Ms. Porter is the winner, as her combined scores clearly prove.”

      “She can’t be the winner—she cheated!” Amanda exclaimed, pointing at Mattie. “She used another contestant’s powdered sugar when she lost her own!”

      “Gifting another contestant an ingredient they need is not against the rules as long as it is freely given. Also, Ms. Porter has already informed us of that she was given powdered sugar when her own went missing,” Mrs. Kranst said, frowning.

      “Well but…but she didn’t even use her oven!” Amanda exclaimed. “She had that big Kindred boyfriend of hers do some kind of freaky Kindred magic on the cookies to bake them!”

      “I couldn’t use the oven because somebody turned mine off and there was no time to preheat it again,” Mattie bit out. “Grath is able to generate heat with his hands, so we baked the cookies that way. Is there a rule against baking the cookies with your hands?”

      “Well…” For the first time, Mrs. Kranst looked slightly flummoxed. She huddled with the two other judges and they whispered for a moment. They seemed to come to a consensus because she straightened up and said, “No, there is no rule like that in the Bake-off rule book. I don’t see how there could be—we’ve never had a contestant, er, hand-bake their cookies before. If that is the correct term for it.”

      “Excuse me,” a deep, familiar voice called from the audience.

      Mattie looked up to see Grath striding forward. He had several things in his hands but the stage lights were in her eyes and she couldn’t see what they were at first.

      “I’m sorry, but we are in the middle of the judging!” Mrs. Kranst exclaimed. “Now is not the time for an interruption!”

      “I just thought you might like to know why Amanda Hutchinson’s cookies tasted like they came out of a package,” Grath said. “It’s because they fucking did. Look what I found in her trashcan.” And he held up several bright plastic wrappers that had the plump little Pillsbury dough boy on them.

      “Where did you get those?” Amanda nearly shrieked at him.

      “Got ‘em out of your trashcan by table ten—I happened to see them when I was looking for this!”

      Grath held up the other item in his hand, which was a very familiar looking food processor.

      “My food processor!” Mattie exclaimed. “Where was it?”

      “Under table ten—Amanda’s table,” Grath growled. “Couldn’t find the powdered sugar though—I’m not sure what she did with that.”

      “Ms. Hutchinson.” Mrs. Kranst’s voice cracked like a whip. “If these allegations are true, they are a serious breach of our Bake-off rules! All contestants must make their own dough—store bought dough is not acceptable. And didn’t I clearly state at the beginning of the contest that there was to be no meddling with other contestants’ ingredients or equipment?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about—this is all lies! Just a pack of lies and I should be the winner!” Amanda shouted. In a fit of rage, she stamped her foot and slammed her designer handbag down on the judges’ table —which turned out to be a mistake.

      The handbag—which was partially open, let out a huge puff of white powder which whooshed up like a mushroom cloud. Mattie jumped to one side quickly and avoided most of it, but the judges, who were seated, got fully saturated in the white stuff, which settled on their hair, clothes, and skin in a thick layer.

      There was a moment of dead silence in which the PA system could be heard in the background cheerfully playing,

      “Let it snow, let it snow, let it snooooow…”

      Then everyone started talking at once.

      “On my gracious, is that cocaine?” Grandma Thelma exclaimed. “Did that horrible Hutchinson girl bring a bag full of cocaine to the Bake-off?”

      “Maybe she was trying to get the judges high,” someone suggested. “If she’s been lacing her cookies with drugs, that would certainly explain how she keeps winning the Bake-off with cheap store-bought dough!”

      “Nah—her uncle was just a bully,” someone else said. “He was forcing the other judges to vote for her—you know he runs the local bank, right? They hold the mortgage on Carmichael’s donut shop. And Judy Owen’s Catering business took a loan from there to get started.”

      “I still say it’s cocaine!” Grandma Thelma exclaimed, in a surprisingly loud voice for such a little old lady. She shook her cane in the air at Amanda. “That Hutchinson girl has been getting those judges high as a kite and that’s why they’re voting for her!”

      At last Mrs. Kranst—who was doing her best to wipe white powder out of her eyes and off the lenses of her spectacles—finally spoke up.

      “This is not cocaine!” she said in a loud voice which carried over the murmurs of the crowd. “This is powdered sugar.”

      “Yes, it is—a lot of it,” Judy Owens agreed. She frowned up at Mattie. “Didn’t you say that your powdered sugar had gone missing, Ms. Porter?”

      “Yes, it did,” Mattie said, frowning. “It was a large bag with a blue and yellow label on it,” she added.

      “Let’s just have a look at that powdered sugar, shall we?” Mr. Carmichael said. And before Amanda could snatch back her handbag, he had reached inside and pulled out a plastic bag half full of powdered sugar with a blue and yellow label on it.

      “That’s it.” Mattie crossed her arms over her chest and nodded grimly. “That’s my powdered sugar. I opened it and left it on my table but the next time I reached for it, it was gone—along with my food processor.”

      “And I notice that it has a blue and yellow label on it,” Mrs. Kranst said dryly. She looked up at Amanda. “Would you care to explain yourself, Ms. Hutchinson?”

      “That…that doesn’t prove anything!” Amanda exclaimed, pointing a trembling finger at the half-full bag of powdered sugar. “She…she planted that in my handbag, which is ruined now! She ruined my Gucci handbag!”

      “I’d say you ruined it yourself,” Mrs. Kranst said, frowning sternly. “Along with any chance you had of ever entering this contest again.”

      “What?” Amanda shrieked. “What are you saying?”

      “Amanda Hutchinson, you have been caught breaking almost every rule of the Bake-off—you didn’t make your own dough and you stole another contestant’s ingredients and equipment,” Mrs. Kranst said. “Then you covered the judges in powdered sugar—which is not as pleasant as one might think. I believe I speak for all the judges when I say you will never be welcome at the Christmasville Christmas Cookie Bake-off again!”

      “I second that,” Mr. Carmichael said.

      “And I agree too!” Judy Owens snapped, trying to get the powdered sugar out of her hair.

      “Motion carried,” Mrs. Kranst said, slapping the table which caused another white puff of powdered sugar to rise into the air. “Amanda Hutchinson, you are never welcome at this event again. I am hereby instituting a lifetime ban against you.”

      “You…you old bitch!” Amanda spat at her. “You can’t get away with this! My uncle’s bank holds the mortgages of half the people in this town. You’re all going to be sorry!”

      Grabbing the half-full bag of powdered sugar out of Mr. Carmichael’s hand she waved it in the judges faces, dousing them in the sticky white powder all over again. She emptied the bag, balled it up, and threw it on the table.

      Mattie was sure she must be done by now, but she was wrong. As the judges were choking and coughing, Amanda rounded on her.

      “And you!” she snarled. “You don’t deserve to win! We all know what happened on Prom night all those years ago, you little slut! I know because I told Luke Hartsford to do it! You—”

      Mattie couldn’t take it anymore—she slapped the other woman hard across the face.

      “I’ve had enough of your bullying,” she said, her voice shaking. “You’ve had it out for me since high school but guess what, Amanda? We’re not in high school anymore. Being the head cheerleader ten years ago doesn’t matter now and you can’t cheat and bully your way through life!”

      Amanda’s hand went to her cheek and her eyes widened.

      “Assault!” she screeched. “You all saw it! She assaulted me!”

      “Actually, I believe what you did to us could be considered assault, Ms. Hutchinson.” Mrs. Kranst now looked like a very stern snowman—or snow woman, Mattie supposed, considering her large bosom, which was also thickly coated in powdered sugar. “Do we have any security in the building who can put Ms. Hutchinson out of the Civic Center?” she asked, raising her voice.

      “Er…over here, I s’pose.” It was Gus, the defacto security guard for the Civic Center ever since Mattie could remember. He must be nearing seventy-five now and his gray uniform with its wide black belt held a flashlight instead of a gun. But he came ambling up to the stage and stopped in front of it, his hands on his bony hips and a stern frown on his face. “Are you gonna come peaceful-like, Missy, or do I have to come up there and get you?” he asked, squinting at Amanda.

      “Oh, you…you’re all crazy! I should be the winner—I’m the winner and all of you are losers. Big, fat losers!” Amanda shouted to the room at large.

      She stormed down the steps of the stage, her Gucci bag coated in powdered sugar, hooked over one arm, and pushed through the crowds. There was some murmuring but the people let her pass, even though Mattie saw Grath giving her an extremely dark look as she shoved past him. The doors banged shut behind her and she was gone.

      Then everyone started talking at once.
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      “Mattie, honey, what was that awful Hutchinson girl talking about?” Mattie’s mom had her by the arm as she came down off the stage. “When she said that about Luke Hartsford—what did she mean?”

      “Nothing Mom, honestly!” Mattie’s heart was suddenly in her throat. “She was just being nasty—she, uh spread a lot of awful rumors about me back in high school but that’s all they were—just rumors.”

      “Oh…” Her mother looked cautiously relieved. “That’s good. But you know, if something happened, you could have told me or your father…”

      Mattie felt her heart clench even harder. Maybe she should have tried to tell her parents about the attempted rape. Or Anna. But at the time, being so completely dismissed by the principal of her school had made her think that no one—not even her own family—would believe her! Then the victim shaming she’d been through afterwards had scarred her and made her doubt herself for years.

      She wanted to cry but she knew she couldn’t let herself. So she tried to smile at her mom and Grath and the rest of her family as they surrounded her.

      “Well—you won!” Grath proclaimed, neatly changing the subject, much to Mattie’s relief. “Your balls were victorious and you triumphed over your tormentor. I knew you could do it, baby!”

      “Yes—you finally won!” Anna exclaimed, picking up the thread. “Mattie won!” she shouted to the rest of the family.

      And suddenly Mattie found herself in the middle of a big family hug with her mom and dad on one side and her grandma and sister on the other. And then Grath stepped in and nearly encircled all of them with his long, muscular arms.

      “I’m so proud of you, sweetie!” her dad was saying.

      “You did good and that nasty Hutchinson girl got what she deserved!” Grandma Thelma proclaimed. “But I still say that stuff looked like cocaine!”

      “It wasn’t cocaine, Grandma,” Mattie protested, laughing. “Oof—you’re all squishing me! How about helping me clean up my table so we can get out of here?”

      “Yes—let’s go celebrate!” Mattie’s mom exclaimed. “What does everyone say to grabbing lunch at the Elm Street Market?”

      The Elm Street Market was a local diner that served excellent sandwiches. It was a family favorite and everyone was happy to agree.

      “Okay, but first we have to clean up,” Mattie pointed out. Her whole family pitched in—Grath included—and started packing up the remaining ingredients and equipment—including the recovered food processor.

      Mattie was about to wrap up the remaining sticks of butter when a cool hand touched her shoulder.

      “Excuse me…” someone said.

      Turning, Mattie saw it was the girl from table eight—Shonda Smith.

      “Oh, hi!” she exclaimed. “I’m so glad you’re still here—I need to thank you again for lending me the powdered sugar.” She bit her lip. “I hope you’re not upset you did—you definitely would have won if you hadn’t.”

      “No, of course I’m not sorry!” Shonda exclaimed. “I wanted to congratulate you and, well…to tell you something.”

      “What is it?” Mattie asked, mystified.

      “Do you mind if we move out of earshot of everyone else?” Shonda looked around uncomfortably. “I really don’t want anyone to hear.”

      “Oh—sure.” Mattie went with her to the other end of the hall, leaving the cleaning and packing to her family. They were also helping the judges clean up the spilled powdered sugar, and that should take a little while, she estimated. “What is it?” she asked, once they were alone.

      “It’s about what Amanda said—about Luke Hartsford,” Shonda said. “I…I wanted you to know that…” She swallowed hard. “That you’re not alone. Because he did it to me, too.”

      “Oh, no!” Mattie’s knees felt suddenly weak and she had to clutch at the other girl’s arm for support. Shonda held onto her, too, the two of them staring into each other’s faces.

      “I’m sorry if that hit you hard,” Shonda said. “I just…I wanted you to know you’re not alone. He, uh, got me before you, though. Behind the bleachers after the homecoming game—the choir was there to sing the National Anthem, you know? Anyway…” She cleared her throat. “I spent the whole next month afraid I was pregnant. It screwed me up pretty bad.”

      “Me too,” Mattie whispered.

      “I’m just so sorry I didn’t say anything.” Shonda’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Maybe if I had, he wouldn’t have had a chance to get to you, too!”

      Mattie shook her head.

      “Don’t do that—don’t feel guilty for something that wasn’t your fault,” she said firmly. “You probably would have gotten the same treatment I did—Principal Thurgood completely refused to believe me. He told me I’d imagined the whole thing!”

      “That asshole!” Shonda’s eyes snapped with anger. “Too bad he’s dead already—makes me want to go spit on his grave!”

      “You and me both, but we can’t let what happened in high school ruin the rest of our lives,” Mattie told her. “I kept what happened inside for a long, long time and I only recently found someone I could talk to—someone to trust.” She thought of the way Grath had held her and let her cry—the way he had validated her and helped her ease the old ache. “I hope you have someone like that,” she told Shonda. “If not, you can take my number and call me anytime you want.”

      “That would be nice.” Shonda gave her a slightly watery smile. “I was afraid to tell anyone, too. My Daddy is a minister, you know? It would break his heart.”

      “I totally understand.” Impulsively, Mattie gave her a hug and for a moment, the two women clung together.

      At last they pulled apart, both crying a little.

      “Do you know if…if he did it to anyone else?” Mattie asked. “We ought to report him!”

      Shonda shook her head.

      “I think the statute of limitations expired a long time ago. And I’ve never met anyone else who said he…he did it to them. I wish I would have talked to you about it in high school,” she added wistfully. “Maybe we could have gotten some justice for what that bastard did!”

      “He came up to me last night in the park,” Mattie said. “Acting like nothing had ever happened. Like we were long-lost friends or something.”

      Shonda’s eyes widened.

      “No, he didn’t! That asshole!”

      “My, uh, fiancé shoved him over—I think he would have killed him if I hadn’t stopped him,” Mattie confided. “Now I wish I hadn’t.”

      “You should have let him kill that son of a bitch!” Shonda’s dark eyes sparked with anger. “Sometimes I think I’ll never get over what he did to me all those years ago!”

      “You need to go to therapy—I do too, probably,” Mattie told her. “I’ve been trying to push it away for years, but talking to someone about it actually helps a lot.”

      Shonda shook her head.

      “I get by all right,” she said. “Mostly I can forget it ever happened. It’s just…all that craziness with Amanda Hutchinson brought it all back again, you know?”

      “I understand,” Mattie said, nodding. “That was…quite a scene with the powdered sugar,” she added dryly.

      “A scene? The girl completely lost her shit!” Shonda was grinning a little as she said it. “Throwing powdered sugar everywhere, like that. You know that’s all everybody in Christmasville is going to be talking about tomorrow at the Yule Ball. Are you going?”

      “Oh…I don’t know,” Mattie hedged. Actually, she had a very nice dress for the ball, but she wasn’t sure how Grath would feel about going.

      “You should come. Maybe you’ll get that ring you’ve been looking for, hmm?” Shonda said, grinning at her.

      “Maybe…” Mattie said, smiling back, though she was sure that wasn’t going to happen. “Are you going?” she asked.

      “I might be.” Shonda gave her a smile. “You’ll have to come yourself to find out. See you there?”

      “Maybe,” Mattie said again. “Just in case, let’s exchange numbers.”

      She pulled out her cell phone, which was deep in her jeans pocket, as usual, and the two women exchanged numbers. Then she gave Shonda one last hug and went back to her family, who were almost completely finished with the cleanup.

      She wondered if she ought to tell Grath what she’d just found out—that Luke Hartsford had hurt another victim. But that would only make the big Hybrid angry all over again and he would want to go and kill Luke—which would cause a mess not only for Mattie’s family, but for Shonda’s folks too. No, it was probably better to keep this to herself, she decided as she pitched in to clear away the last of the mess.

      But even after the powdered sugar had all been wiped away, a cloying sweetness still hung in the air, like a memory of the past that wouldn’t completely fade…
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      Lunch was delicious—they went to a cozy little eating establishment and had something the humans called “sandwiches,” which were rolls of crusty bread filled with thin slices of meat and various condiments. Grath ate five of them and decided they were one of the best human foods he’d tasted yet.

      He was keeping an eye on Madeline as he ate, though. Something wasn’t quite right with her—he could tell. Despite the way she laughed and joked with her family as they praised her victory at the Bake-off, the joy didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “Hey, little girl—you all right?” he murmured in her ear during a lull in the conversation.

      “Huh? Oh, of course. I feel fine—great!” She gave him a bright smile that looked forced to Grath.

      “Don’t lie to me—something’s going on,” he muttered, frowning. “Was it whatever you and the female from table eight were talking about, while the rest of us cleaned up all that fucking powdered sugar?”

      “What?” Madeline’s eyes widened and a guilty look crossed her face, but she quickly shook her head. “No, we were just…just talking about high school stuff. She was in the year behind me, remember?”

      Grath did remember but he didn’t quite buy the idea that Madeline was fine. Still he couldn’t force her to talk, so he finally just nodded and let the subject drop. She would tell him when she was ready.

      After lunch—which Madeline’s brother-in-law had eaten with them, having finished his work early for that day—Madeline’s mother declared it was time for “last minute Christmas shopping!”

      “Girls and guys split up,” she insisted, as she took Madeline by the arm. “Everyone is allowed to buy one present for whoever they choose. But it has to be something you can get right here in Christmasville.”

      Grath agreed with this idea. Since this particular holiday here on Earth seemed to involve giving gifts to loved ones, friends, and family, this would be a good way for him to learn more about it. Also, it was considered polite in his own culture to give host gifts when staying in another person’s domicile.

      He had plenty of Earth currency—Commander Sylvan having made sure he was amply financially supplied—but he had no idea what to buy. When he confided this problem to Madeline’s brother-in-law, Ethan, the other male clapped him on the back and said,

      “Don’t worry! I’ve got you covered. I’ve been in the family long enough to know exactly what everyone likes.”

      “You two go do what you want,” Madeline’s father told them. “I’ve already got something for everyone but you.” He pointed at Grath. “And I can’t shop in front of you, so I’m going to pick you up something on my way home and then go take a nice nap before it’s time to trim the tree tonight.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to get me a gift!” Grath said quickly. “You are my host and I am staying in your domicile. If anything, I should get a gift for you.”

      “The greatest gift you can give me is to make my daughter happy.” Madeline’s father squeezed Grath’s arm briefly. “I’ve heard you Kindred are good guys and you put the happiness of your women first.”

      “Yes—we do,” Grath told him honestly.

      “Good—then just do that.” Madeline’s father smiled at him. “But if you have to get me something to go under the tree, I wouldn’t say no to a nice bottle of cologne. Which, incidentally, is what I’ll probably be getting for you.”

      Ethan laughed as he watched this exchange.

      “That’s Dad—he tells it like it is.”

      Madeline’s father shrugged comically.

      “Guilty as charged. I’m not much for surprises. See you two later—I hear that nap calling my name,” he added. And with a little wave, he walked off down the street, leaving Grath and Ethan alone.

      “He’s a great father-in-law,” Ethan remarked, looking after the older male fondly. “As long as you treat his daughter right, he’ll be like your own dad.”

      The thought gave Grath pause. His own Sire had died when he was younger and he had never thought of having another to take his place—especially not a short, human male. But he liked the older male’s forthrightness and practicality as well as his demand that his daughters be treated with respect.

      Come to that, he liked the other members of Madeline’s family too. Her mother was sweet and thoughtful and her sister was clearly supportive of Madeline. Even her ancient grandmother was adorable in her way. Several times she had patted Grath on the arm and remarked on what a “big, strong boy” he was, which was slightly irritating but also amusing.

      It would be something to be truly part of this family, not as a pretense but for real, he couldn’t help thinking. If he was, he and Madeline could come and spend every holiday season here with them in the big domicile on the snow-covered hill. They could take walks in the cold air and Madeline could enter the Bake-off contest and her mother would make them delicious meals and they would buy each other gifts and—

      “Well, here we are!”

      Ethan’s cheerful voice broke his train of thought and Grath realized that while he had been thinking, they had been walking. And now they had come to a stop in front of a small storefront which had jewelry inside. Sparkling jewels were set in gold and silver and displayed on plush black velvet in the front window.

      “Why are we here?” Grath asked, confused. Did all of Madeline’s family require jewelry as gifts? He’d been sure that her father wanted some kind of scent spray, which the humans wore. It was much too strong for his sharp Kindred senses, but the humans with their dull senses really seemed to like it.

      But Ethan’s next words clarified everything.

      “We’re here so you can pick Mattie an engagement ring, of course,” he said, gripping Grath by the shoulder, though he had to reach up to do it. “You’re going to ask her to marry you while the two of you are here, aren’t you?”

      “Oh…um…” Grath wasn’t sure what to say. Madeline had specifically told him that they shouldn’t say he was her fiancé because she didn’t want to raise her family’s expectations too high. But now it seemed that their expectations were already raised.

      “Come on—you are going to ask her, aren’t you?” Ethan demanded. “Look, Anna and I only got married this last year but we dated for a while before that and I’ve never seen Mattie so happy and relaxed with anyone as she is with you. And you fit right into the family!”

      “I do?” Grath asked, surprised. He had just been thinking how much he liked Madeline’s family, but he hadn’t known how they felt about him.

      “Yes, you do!” Ethan said laughing. “Everybody loves you! I heard Dad and Mom Porter talking and they were saying they couldn’t wait until you join the family for good. In fact, I think they’re going to wonder what’s going on if you don’t propose.”

      Grath frowned. This was an unforeseen development—now it appeared that that if he didn’t make a proposal of Joining or marriage to Madeline, her family would be suspicious. And above all, they wanted to avoid that.

      “Well…all right,” he said, nodding. “When should I, er, propose? Tonight at dinner? Or afterwards when we hang baubles and lights on the Christmas tree?”

      “No, no, no!” Ethan exclaimed, shaking his head. “You have to do it right—propose at the Yule Ball tomorrow night, when you’re both all dressed up and everyone is watching. It’s the only way to ask a woman to marry you here in Christmasville.”

      “Are you certain about that?” Grath asked. “What if Madeline says no? What if she refuses to Join with me?”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve seen the way she looks at you—she’s head-over-heels in love with you, dude!” Ethan exclaimed. “She’s going to say yes—no question. So come on—you’ve got to get the perfect ring before you get down on your knee and propose.”

      “But I don’t know her ring size,” Grath protested, trying one last time to get out of this.

      “Don’t worry about that—she’s the same size as Anna—a seven. I know because they trade jewelry all the time. Come on!”

      And Ethan dragged him into the jewelry store.
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      Dinner was her mom’s special roast chicken with herby mashed potatoes and homemade gravy. It was delicious—one of the meals that Mattie craved when she was missing her parents. As much as she tried, she could never quite make it like her mom did.

      Afterwards they trimmed the Christmas tree—a ridiculously tall one that her dad and Ethan had brought home earlier. They set it up in the living room, which had high ceilings and it filled the whole place with the fresh scent of pine.

      They all trimmed the tree—placing ornaments according to where Grandma Thelma dictated. She was too old to be bending and stretching to put them on the tree herself, but she delighted in telling other people where to put them.

      Grath trimmed the top third of the tree himself—it was the first year they hadn’t had to pull out the step ladder to do it. He patiently placed each ornament where Grandma Thelma told him and at the end, he also put the star on the very top.

      Afterwards they plugged in the lights and all stood back to admire their work. Mattie’s mom put one arm around her and the other around Anna and squeezed them both tight.

      “Oh, my girls!” she murmured, tears of happiness shining in her eyes. “I’m so happy to have you both here at Christmas! One married and one about to be married. And next Christmas, we’ll have a grandbaby to look forward to. Maybe more than one if you and Grath get started quickly,” she added, giving Mattie an extra squeeze.

      “Now, Mom, let’s not rush things!” Mattie said quickly, casting a glance at Grath. To her relief, he was talking to her father and Ethan and clearly hadn’t heard her mom’s words. “Grath and I aren’t engaged, you know,” she pointed out.

      “Yes, but you will be. My goodness, honey—I know the signs. I’ve never seen you so happy with a man before!” her mother exclaimed. “He’s going to ask you—I just know he is. You two were made for each other.”

      Mattie wondered what her mother would think if she knew that just two days ago she and Grath had been at each other’s throats constantly. But they only fought because he was usually so grumpy and stand-offish. Since they’d come to Christmasville he’d been so much nicer—so kind and protective and sweet. Maybe there was something between them—something Mattie herself hadn’t seen until her mom pointed it out…

      No, don’t be silly, she told herself. Don’t get your hopes up—Grath has said several times that the two of you are only playing parts. Don’t get so lost in the idea that he’s your boyfriend that you start taking it seriously.

      “All right,” her mom said, breaking into her self-lecture. “Who’s up for hot chocolate and popcorn and a Christmas movie marathon?”

      “Me! I am!” Anna exclaimed and Mattie had to smile at her sister’s excitement. This was another Porter family Christmas tradition that she loved. Though she had mixed feelings about Christmasville and the freezing cold of the New England winter, these memories with her family were pure and happy and she was glad she was home to enjoy them.

      “I’m in too,” she said.

      “And me!” Ethan said excitedly.

      But Grath looked confused.

      “What is a ‘Christmas movie marathon?’” he asked Mattie.

      “Oh, it’s where we all snuggle up on the couch in the den and watch as many movies with a Christmas theme as we can,” she explained.

      The big Hybrid looked even more confused.

      “So…you have entertainments that celebrate this holiday exclusively?”

      “Loads of them,” Ethan told him. “Hey—can we watch Elf?”

      “That’s so juvenile!” Anna protested. And immediately spoiled her superior stance by adding, “What about Rudolf and the Island of Misfit Toys? Or The Little Drummer Boy? Or the Grinch that Stole Christmas?”

      “Those are kids’ movies,” Mattie pointed out. “What about Love, Actually?”

      “We can add it to the list,” Mattie’s mom said, laughing. “I’d like to watch a classic like White Christmas.”

      “How about It’s a Wonderful Life?” Grandma Thelma asked. “That Jimmy Stewart is so handsome!”

      “What about something like A Christmas Carol? Or Scrooged?” Mattie’s Dad suggested.

      “I think we’re going to have to write down some of these titles and put them in a hat for a drawing,” Mattie’s mom said. “There’s no way we can watch them all in one night!”

      Which is exactly what they ended up doing. Before she knew it, Mattie found herself cuddled up beside Grath on one end of the big leather sectional in the den with a mug of hot chocolate in her hand and bowl of buttered popcorn between them.

      Of course, the night before Christmas Eve movie marathon was something they did every year, but this was the first time she’d brought a man home to share it with her. Mattie couldn’t help remembering how jealous she’d been of Anna and Ethan cuddling together and even her mom and dad, who were at the other end of the couch. It had seemed that everyone had someone but her.

      But now I have someone too—or at least it looks like I do, she thought guiltily. But to be honest, it felt like she had someone, too. Being close to Grath wasn’t awkward anymore—it felt natural and right. His long, muscular arm around her made her feel safe and warm—literally since he was generating extra body heat for her to keep her toasty. It was just so nice and cozy, she wanted to forget they were just pretending and enjoy herself.

      So she sighed and laid her head on her Protector’s shoulder as they sipped hot cocoa and ate buttered popcorn and watched the random assortment of Christmas movies her mom had drawn out of her dad’s beat up old ball cap.

      It was the best Christmas movie marathon Mattie could ever remember and at times she could almost pretend to herself that she and Grath were really dating and this whole ruse wasn’t going to end as soon as they got back to the Mother Ship.
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      “The movies we watched tonight…they all seemed to have a common theme running through them,” Grath said, as he changed into his sleep trousers. “All about loving and giving to others.”

      “That’s what Christmas is supposed to be about,” Madeline told him. She had just finished her shower and had changed into a silky red nightdress that looked wonderful against her creamy skin.

      The gown wasn’t skimpy—it fell to her knees. But the material it was made of was thin and stretchy and Grath could clearly see her full breasts and tight nipples poking against the silky material. Not to mention her full hips and ass and the soft curve of her pussy mound. He had to look away before the mouthwatering sight made his shaft hard.

      “I still don’t fucking get how Christmas made the Grinch’s heart grow, though,” he pointed out. “Was that really healthy for him? At the end there, it looked like he had cardiomegaly—a severely enlarged heart.”

      “Don’t be silly—you can’t take it literally,” Madeline chided him. “It just means that he started to love the Whos down in Whooville instead of hating them. They took him in and made his heart grow with their love and acceptance.”

      “Kind of like the way your family has taken me in,” Grath remarked thoughtfully.

      “If you’re asking me to compare you to the Grinch, well—that’s definitely a valid point,” Madeline said dryly. “You were always so grumpy before you came down here with me. You’re like a whole different person now.”

      “A person you like, I hope, little girl,” Grath said, grinning a little. He thought about explaining why he had been grumpy—thought about telling her that he’d wanted her from the first moment they shook hands and he felt that tingle, informing him that she was right for him, but that he could never have her because he couldn’t bond her to him.

      But no…that would alter the mood too much and he didn’t want that. Tonight had been one of the most fulfilling and entertaining evenings he could ever remember having. He hadn’t understood all of the movies they had watched together, but he loved watching them with Madeline curled up against him. The buttery popcorn was salty and the hot cocoa was sweet and creamy and her soft curves pressed against his side felt incredibly right.

      He had no words to express what the movie marathon with her family made him feel. Accepted? Included? Maybe even loved. It was certainly an experience he would never forget even after this mission was over and he had to go back to putting distance between them.

      “I’m really enjoying all your family’s holiday traditions,” he told Madeline, as they climbed into bed together. “Do you have any others?”

      “Are you kidding?” She turned towards him, lying on her side as she curled into a ball for warmth. “We have more traditions than you can shake a stick at!”

      Grath frowned.

      “Why would I want to shake a stick at your family traditions? Is it a special kind of stick? A holiday stick?”

      “No, no!” Madeline laughed. “It’s just a saying that means we have a lot of traditions.”

      “Such as?” Grath prompted her. He wanted to know what else he could look forward to.

      “Oh, such as on Christmas Eve after breakfast, we all go ice skating on Lowler’s Pond.” She shivered. “Brrr—I’m not looking forward to that one. It’s so cold out there on the ice!”

      “You really have a hard time with the low temperatures around here, don’t you, baby?” Grath murmured. Putting an arm around her, he drew her close to his side and began increasing his body heat output to warm her.

      “I really do,” Madeline agreed, cuddling close to him, just the way he loved. “I don’t know why—my mom and dad and Anna got used to the cold weather right away. Well, my mom was actually raised in New England and that’s why she always wanted to move back, but my dad is from Arizona and Anna was born in Florida the same as me. They adapted almost immediately, but I just can’t seem to. I love spending Christmas with my family but I spend ninety-five percent of the time feeling like I’m freezing to death!” She shivered again. “I wish I could heat myself up like you can,” she added, giving Grath an envious look.

      Suddenly, Grath had an idea.

      “What if I told you I could give you some of my ability so you could warm yourself up when you’re cold?” he asked Madeline.

      She looked up at him skeptically.

      “I’d say that sounds too good to be true. How?”

      “By biting you,” Grath said simply.

      “Biting me?” Madeline put a hand to her throat and eyed his fangs uncertainly. She had never shown any fear of them before, but then, Grath had never offered to bite her before, either.

      “Never mind,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s pretty fucking clear you don’t like the idea.” He started to turn away from her but Madeline put one soft little hand on his chest to stop him.

      “No, wait—tell me about it,” she urged softly. “I’m sorry—I always forget you’re part Blood Kindred. Until your fangs get all long and sharp and pointy-looking—like they are right now,” she added, looking at his mouth.

      Grath knew why his fangs were sharpening—it was because he wanted her—wanted to bite her and Claim her and fill her with his essence.

      Right, and after that you’ll want to fill her with your cock and bond her with your Mating Fist—be very fucking careful, Grath—you’re getting a little too close to the edge here, whispered a warning little voice in is head. With difficulty, he pushed it aside.

      “It does have to do with my Blood Kindred heritage—but the part of me that’s Flame Kindred plays a part, too,” he told Madeline. “See, if I bite you and inject my essence into your bloodstream, I can give you some of my immunity to cold—the ability to warm yourself up.”

      Madeline’s eyes widened.

      “Even when I’m outside when it’s freezing?”

      “Especially then,” Grath assured her, smiling at her eagerness.

      “And all I have to do is let you bite me?” she asked, eyeing his fangs again.

      “Well…there’s a little bit more to it than that,” Grath told her. “See, it’s not just about me biting you—it’s where I bite you.”

      “Well…where do you have to bite me?” Madeline asked, frowning. “I just assumed you’d want to bite me on the neck. You know—like a vampire.”

      “I’m not a fucking vampire,” Grath said dryly. He had heard himself compared to this mythical Earth monster before, just because he had fangs. “I’ll be injecting my essence, not sucking your blood, baby,” he pointed out.

      “Okay—so if not my neck, then where do you need to bite me?” Madeline asked. “My wrist?” She turned her hand over, exposing the underside of her wrist.

      Grath shook his head.

      “No. I’ll need to bite you somewhere near your core. That will help the essence reach your vital organs and enable them to make heat, the same way mine do,” he explained.

      Madeline looked confused.

      “Near my core?” she repeated. “Where do you mean?”

      “Let me show you, baby,” Grath growled.

      Turning her over so that she was laying on her back with her head pillowed on his left bicep, he ran one big hand down her body, letting his fingertips skim down her side, close to the curve of one full breast, then down her belly, and finished up by placing his hand on her inner thigh.

      Even though he had been careful not to touch her breasts or pussy on his downward journey, he could feel Madeline trembling under his light touch. Her eyes had grown wide and he could hear her heart pounding.

      “Um…” She licked her lips, clearly not sure what to say. “You…you have to bite me there?”

      “On your inner thigh,” Grath told her. “As close as possible to your body, baby.”

      “So…will I have to pull up my nightgown?” Madeline asked.

      “Mmm-hmm. Should I show you?” he asked again. When she nodded hesitantly, he slowly lifted the hem of the silky red nightdress, baring her curvy thighs and a tiny red triangle of fabric that barely hid her plump pussy mound.

      “Ohhhh,” Madeline whispered, but she didn’t try to stop him. On the contrary, she even spread her thighs a little for him, so he could get a better look at those red panties.

      “Mmm, little girl,” Grath murmured in her ear. “I like how you’re spreading open just a little for me, but I’m afraid I need you to spread much wider so I can show you exactly where I need to bite you.”

      “I…I’ll try,” she whispered, her cheeks turning pink with a blush. “It’s just…kind of embarrassing.”

      “And why is that?” Grath wanted to know.

      “Because I…” Madeline bit her lip. “I’m afraid I might…might be getting wet. You know, because we’re so close and you’re…you know, touching me.”

      “Mmm, well I have to touch you in order to show you where I need to bite you,” Grath told her. “Now can you spread your thighs wide for me? I promise I won’t mind if your soft little pussy gets wet,” he added in a low, growling tone.

      Madeline shivered against him and he heard her breathing speed up even more. Without another word, she spread her thighs wider, showing him her creamy inner thighs. Sure enough, there was a damp patch on the little red triangle of fabric covering her soft pussy lips. The sight made Grath’s cock surged in his sleep trousers, but he was careful not to push things too fast.

      “There you are. Good girl,” he purred softly, as he stroked her inner thigh, letting his fingertips brush lightly along the sides of the red panties. “This is where I need to bite you. And you’re going to have to keep your legs spread nice and wide for me while I do it.”

      Madeline bit her lip.

      “So…that’s all you want to do? Just bite me?”

      “Well, I’ll need to prime the area first,” Grath told her. “That means I’ll need to lick you to coax a vein to the surface.”

      “Lick me?” Madeline whispered and he could see the conflicting emotions in her big brown eyes. On one hand, it was clear she longed for this—long to have a man go down on her and taste her. But on the other hand, she’d probably never been with a man who was any damn good at it or who actually wanted to do it. Also, Grath could tell she was self-conscious about letting him explore such an intimate area.

      Which was exactly why he was taking this slowly.

      “Just have to lick your inner thighs, baby,” he told her patiently. “So I can see which one has the better vein before I bite you. And after that, you’ll have my essence inside you and you’ll be able to heat yourself up, jut like I can—at least for a little while. So what do you say?” he raised his eyebrows at her. “Are you interested?”

      “Well…” Madeline nibbled her lush lower lip some more. “So you only have to lick my thighs?”

      “Just your thighs,” Grath promised. For now, anyway. He wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want—he knew her history. But he was pretty sure she did want this. Her soft little body was crying out for it—crying out to be tasted and licked and made to come. Why else would she have had that erotic dream she’d told him about? Why else would the warm, feminine fragrance of a female in heat be drifting enticingly from between her thighs?

      But one thing at a time. He would give her a moment and let her decide for herself.

      At last, Madeline looked up at him and nodded.

      “All right,” she said. “As long as you’re just licking and biting my thighs.”

      “Good.” Grath slid out of bed, taking one of the pillows with him. This he placed beneath his knees as he pulled Madeline around so that her legs hung off the side of the bed, facing him. The pillow was a necessity—he was going to take his sweet time with her, which meant he was going to be down here a while and the wooden floor was fucking hard. But it was all going to be worth it to eventually kiss and lick and taste her sweet pussy.

      “Now prop some pillows under your head,” he instructed her, as he knelt between her spread thighs. “I want you to watch me do this.”

      Madeline did as he said, propping the fluffy pillows under her head so that she could watch him kneeling between her thighs.

      “Now what?” Her voice was an uncertain whisper.

      “Now just relax and let me work on you, baby,” Grath told her. Lightly, he skimmed his fingertips up and down her inner thighs, which had opened just for him.

      Madeline shivered and shifted her hips.

      “Grath!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “What…what are you doing?”

      “It’s all part of the process of calling a vein,” Grath assured her. “Just relax baby, I’m going to be down here a while.”

      Then, starting at the inside of her right knee, he began leaving a trail of soft, hot, lingering kisses up her inner thigh. Her skin was as smooth as satin and slightly salty under his lips and he could feel her trembling lightly as he moved slowly closer to that naughty little red triangle where the damp patch was growing ever wider.

      At last he reached the place where her thigh joined her body and spent a long moment there, licking and sucking the tender flesh. He was aware of the way Madeline was shifting restlessly and the way her breathing was speeding up. But he pretended not to notice that the side of his face was brushing against her pussy mound as he lapped her thigh.

      And then, just as she was beginning to get really agitated, he stopped. Moving back to her inner left knee, he started the whole process again of kissing his way down her leg to her inner thigh.

      But the time he reached her core again the damp patch on her panties had grown considerably and Madeline was making muffled little sounds of need. The sweet scent of her desire was nearly overwhelming but it was clear she still wasn’t ready to ask for what she wanted—what she needed.

      Grath saw he would have to push the ruse a little further. Frowning, he sat back for a moment, as though considering the situation.

      “What…what is it? Why did you stop? Why haven’t you bitten me yet?” Madeline panted.

      “Well…there’s a problem.” Grath frowned. “Your panties are in the way—they’re keeping me from seeing everything I need to see.”

      “They…they are?” Madeline asked, looking down at herself. “But if I take them off…”

      “Then your soft little pussy will be all bare,” Grath rumbled, looking up at her with half-lidded eyes. “And I’ll see how wet you’re getting. Is that it, baby?”

      “Well…yes,” Madeline admitted, biting her lip again. “It’s so…so embarrassing.”

      “Why should something as natural as getting wet make you embarrassed, baby?” Grath asked reasonably. “It’s perfectly normal—I’m kissing and licking a fucking sensitive area here. Of course your soft little pussy is going to get wet.”

      “Well…” He could tell his words were both turning her on, and putting her more at ease, which was his intention. “I guess I…I could take them off,” she said at last.

      “Good girl,” Grath rumbled. “Here—I’ll help you.”

      Reaching up, he hooked his fingers through the stretchy elastic sides of the red panties and—when Madeline lifted her hips—he pulled them down and off her ankles.

      But he didn’t toss them aside. Instead, he lifted them to his nose and inhaled deeply, breathing in her hot, wild scent—the scent of a female going into heat—before placing them carefully on the side of the bed.

      Madeline watched him with wide eyes as he did this.

      “You…like that?” she asked at last.

      “Do I like the scent of your soft little pussy when you’re getting all hot and wet?” Grath asked. “Hell yes, baby—it’s the best damn scent in the whole fucking world. You know, you humans douse yourselves in all kinds of artificial smells but none of them comes close to this.” He nodded at her inner thighs, which she was pressing together uncertainly.

      “I know that Kindred are supposed to have really sharp senses,” she murmured.

      “We do,” Grath assured her. “I could pick your sweet scent out of a whole room full of people—especially when you’re aroused, baby. That soft little pussy fucking calls to me.” He took a deep breath and laid his hands on her knees. “Speaking of which, can you spread your thighs open for me again so I can lick you some more?”

      “All right.” Blushing, Madeline did as he asked, parting her thighs once more, this time revealing her pussy.

      Grath had to bite back a groan when he finally got to see her. She had shaved everything except a thin vertical line of reddish-brown curls that ran down the center of her soft mound. Her plump outer lips were shiny with her juices and they seemed to be swollen with need—so much that they were spreading of their own volition, giving Grath an excellent view of her tight little Goddess pearl which almost seemed to be throbbing with desire.

      Gods, how he longed to answer that desire with his own! But he still needed to take things slowly.

      “Good girl,” he murmured. “Spread nice and wide now—going to lick your inner thighs some more and get you ready.”

      And he dived back in—though not exactly where he wanted to go. Still, her juices had spread to her inner thighs by now so he could taste her salty-sweet honey as he lapped them. He let his tongue drag over her outer pussy lips as well, pretending he didn’t notice what he was doing as he lapped her thighs.

      He could hear Madeline’s breath hitching in her throat and he knew what she wanted—what she needed—but still she didn’t ask for it. So at last he pulled back and looked up at her.

      “Are…are you going to bite me now?” she nearly panted. Her breasts were visible under the thin fabric of her gown, the nipples long and tight, pressing against the silky red fabric.

      “I’m just about to,” Grath told her. “But there’s just one more thing that would help my essence work better on you.”

      “What…what’s that?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Well…” Grath let his eyes meet hers, allowing her to see that his desire matched her own. “It would help if you were really excited when I bit you. That way your blood would be pumping more rapidly and it would circulate my essence through your body faster.”

      “I…I’m already kind of excited,” Madeline admitted to him in a low voice.

      Grath gave her a stern look.

      “You know what I mean, baby. Kind of excited won’t do it. I need you really excited—I need you coming when I bite you for this to really work.”

      “Are you…are you saying…”

      “I’m saying I need to make you come before I bite you,” Grath growled and he could see how her eyes widened at his words. “And I think the easiest way for me to do that is to lick your soft little pussy until you come for me.”

      “Oh, Grath!” She shifted again, her breath coming in short little pants. “We shouldn’t do this—we shouldn’t go this far. We…we’re only pretending to be a couple!”

      “I’m not pretending about wanting to taste your pussy, baby,” he growled. “Been wanting to do that pretty much from the first minute I met you. And I think you want to let me do it, too.”

      Framing her soft, sweet little cunt with his hands, he leaned forward and placed a hot, open-mouthed kiss on her slippery folds, making Madeline jerk and moan. Looking up, he caught her eyes with his own.

      “So how about it baby—will you let me eat that soft little pussy until you come for me?” he murmured. “Can you spread wide like a good girl and let me in? Let me lick that sweet little cunt?”

      At last Madeline’s walls came crashing down.

      “Oh God, Grath…yes! Yes, please!” she moaned. “Please do it—please taste me!”

      She didn’t have to ask him twice. With a hungry growl, Grath dived in again and lapped her open with a long, loving swipe of his tongue.

      “Oh…oh!” Madeline cried, arching her back. Grath felt her soft little fingers slip into his hair as she pulled him even closer. As her flavor exploded across his tongue, his cock was so hard it fucking hurt, but all he wanted to do was dive in again for another lick, tasting her from the very entrance of her soft little cunt, dragging his tongue up her slippery inner folds and over her sensitive little Goddess pearl, all the way to the top of her slit.

      And then he ducked his head and did it again…and again and again…
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      Mattie felt like she might explode at any moment. It was like the erotic dream she’d had the night before was coming true—but it was so, so much better in real life!

      Grath’s mouth on her was hot and wet and insistent and his tongue was marvelously talented. He seemed to want to take his time and explore every bit of her—every ridge and fold and especially her tender little clit which he sucked into his mouth and teased with his tongue periodically.

      And every once in a while, he would look up, his mouth and chin shiny with her juices, and growl encouragement.

      “That’s right, baby—good girl,” he told her. “Good girl to spread your pussy so nice and wide and let me lick up all your sweet cunt honey.”

      His hot words, delivered in that deep, growling voice while his midnight eyes blazed into hers nearly melted Mattie into a puddle of sheer lust. She’d never had a man treat her like this before—had never been with anyone who loved tasting her so much.

      Oh, she’d had a few boyfriends in the past who claimed to like going down, but none of them had ever worked her the way Grath was working her. The big Hybrid seemed completely tireless, lapping and sucking as though he couldn’t get enough of her juices. He lashed her clit with his tongue until Mattie moaned and bucked her hips, knowing she was close—so close it almost hurt.

      She needed something to hold onto but she didn’t want to pull his hair too much. Somehow one of her hands found his and as their fingers entwined, Mattie squeezed desperately, holding on for dear life as she felt herself reaching the peak.

      Grath squeezed back, letting her know he was with her, letting her know she could hang onto him as the pleasure peaked inside her…which at last, it did.

      “Oh…Oh God! Oh Grath!” Mattie moaned breathlessly as her orgasm finally hit. It was like being pushed off the edge of a cliff and then finding that you could fly, she thought blurrily. It was the strongest orgasm she’d ever had in her life…

      Until a moment later when he bit her.
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      Grath was fucking losing himself in her scent, in her flavor. As her back arched and her soft little cunt gushed more honey for him, he eagerly lapped it up and teased her for more. Gods, how long had it been since he’d tasted a female? Far too fucking long, was the answer to that. And the fact that the female he was tasting was Madeline—the female he wanted, the female he loved—

      The female you love? Watch it—don’t get carried away! a little voice in his head warned him. You know it can never be—you know you can never have her.

      But that didn’t stop him from lapping her sweet, quivering pussy once more…and then driving his fangs deep into her inner thigh to inject his essence.

      The act of injection was completely and utterly about possession—about laying claim to the female he was biting and marking her for his own. Grath knew he shouldn’t do it—it would only make it that much harder when he inevitably had to let her go. But he just couldn’t help himself—he wanted her too much—needed her too badly. Ruthlessly, he sank his fangs even deeper, injecting more of his essence into her bloodstream and causing her to experience multiple orgasms, one after the other in quick succession.

      Madeline’s back arched and she moaned and gripped his hand surprisingly hard for such a small female. With his other hand, Grath found his way under her red nightdress. He found a breast and cupped it, squeezing gently and teasing the taught nipple, which made her moan even louder.

      It was a damn good thing Madeline had told him the attic room was so well insulated, he thought. Otherwise he would really have been worried about her family hearing them and wondering what in the Seven Hells was going on!

      At last her breathing became so quick that he actually began to worry about her. It was possible for a female’s system to be overloaded with too much essence and Madeline was very small. Reluctantly, he withdrew his fangs and lapped gently at her thigh, sealing the small wounds he’d made.

      “Oh…Ohhhhh!” Madeline sank back against the pillows, trying to catch her breath.

      “You okay, baby?” Grath was filled with worry and remorse—had he pushed her too far? Climbing onto the bed with her, he cradled her in his arms and looked down at her anxiously. “Did I push you too far?” he asked her.

      “I…I don’t know.” Her eyelids fluttered open and she looked into his eyes. “I…I’ve never come that hard in my life—or that many times in a row—never.”

      “That’s the effect of the essence,” Grath told her. “Gives a female multiple orgasms. I just hope it wasn’t too much for you.”

      “Not too much,” she assured him. And reaching for him, she dragged him down for a hot, breathless kiss.

      With a growl, Grath kissed her back. His cock was still throbbing in his sleep trousers and he wanted her—wanted so badly to Claim her here and now. Only the fact that he knew any such attempt would end in a failed bonding stopped him.

      But it seemed that Madeline wanted him too. She pulled back for a moment, looking into his eyes.

      “God, I can taste myself on you!” she panted. “Why do I taste so good on your mouth?”

      “Because you’re fucking delicious, baby,” Grath growled, and leaned down to kiss her again.

      As he did, he slipped a hand between her thighs and found the tight little entrance to her pussy. He teased a fingertip around and around for a moment until Madeline spread eagerly for him, giving him the permission he’d been seeking.

      She moaned again as he thrust two long fingers deep in her tight, wet depths—gently at first and then faster and harder as she bucked her hips and begged in broken moans for more…more…

      But suddenly she put a hand on his wrist.

      “Stop—Grath, stop!” she begged.

      He stopped at once, concerned that he might have hurt her. She was so tight inside—had he been too rough? But her next words assuaged his fear.

      “That feels amazing—so good I think I’m going to come again,” Madeline breathed. “But I don’t want to come again just yet.”

      He growled hungrily.

      “You want my tongue in you again, baby? Because I’ll be more than happy to taste you some more.”

      He withdrew his fingers but before he could go down on her again, Madeline caught his face in both her small hands.

      “No, that’s not what I want,” she told him. “I want to return the favor. I…I can feel how hard you are against my thigh.”

      She nodded down to where his heavy shaft was tenting the black material of his sleep trousers and rubbing against her inner thigh. In fact, the head of it was nearly nudging her plump pussy lips.

      Grath wished he could pull down the trousers and slide inside her—wished he could feel that soft, tight, wetness he’d tasted on his tongue wrapped around his shaft. But he reminded himself that would be a bad idea.

      Letting Madeline “return the favor,” as she put it however, seemed like a very good one.

      “Only if you want to, baby,” he told her.

      “Oh, I want to.” Madeline was already working to pull down his sleep trousers and bare his shaft. “I definitely want to.”

      Grath watched in bemusement as she took him in her small hands. His shaft was much too big to fit in her tight little pussy but if they had ever made love—which he swore he would never do to her—his precum had chemicals in it that would help her stretch for him.

      He saw her eyes go wide as she measured his size and then her fingertips trailed down to circle the swelling at the base of his shaft curiously.

      “What’s this?” she asked, looking up at him.

      “A little something I got from my Beast Kindred side,” Grath told her. “It’s called a Mating Fist. It’s for knotting.”

      “What…what’s knotting?” was her next breathless question.

      “It’s when a male’s Mating Fist swells inside his female’s pussy to knot her—to keep them locked together,” Grath explained. Gods, but her soft little hands felt good on him! He loved the feeling of her cool little fingers exploring every inch of his pulsing shaft.

      “But why?” Madeline asked, still stroking him with both hands. “Why is, er, knotting necessary? Why does a male need to fill his, er, female with his Mating Fist?”

      “So he can breed her long and deep—fill her with his seed and bond her to him,” Grath growled. “Gods, baby—your hands feel so fucking good on me!”

      “Oh? Then what about my mouth?”

      And with a naughty little smile, she leaned down and licked the head of his cock as though it was a fucking ice cream cone.

      “Mmm!” her eyes flew wide and she lapped him again, licking away the precum that was leaking from the slit at his shaft head. “You taste like salted caramel!”

      “Is that a good thing?” Grath asked hoarsely. Gods, she was driving him crazy.

      “A very good thing,” Madeline assured him. “Hmm…I’ve always wondered how big you really were down here, you know,” she admitted, licking him again. “Even back when you were being so grouchy, I couldn’t help thinking all the stories I’ve heard about how Kindred warriors are hung like horses.”

      “Hmmm…” Grath rumbled, giving her half a grin. “Are you telling me you were having naughty thoughts about me, little girl? Dirty little fantasies—even when we weren’t getting along?”

      Madeline bit her lip and looked up at him from under her lashes.

      “Maybe,” she admitted. “I mean, I must have or I wouldn’t have had that dream about you the other night.” And holding his eyes with her own, she deliberately sucked the entire head of his cock into her soft, hot mouth.

      “God, baby—that feels so fucking good!” Grath groaned. Reaching out a hand, he stroked her long, silky hair. He loved the picture she made, kneeling between his thighs and sucking him with her nightdress still pushed up to show her pussy.

      “Mmm-mmm,” was her only response, but then, she did have her mouth full. She was stroking his cock with both hands now but she seemed to think that wasn’t enough because the next thing Grath knew, she had pulled down the stretchy top of her nightdress and was putting his throbbing length right between her full breasts.

      “Oh, Goddess!” he gasped hoarsely. Fuck, he loved her full tits! How did she know this particular act would turn him on so damn much?

      “Hmm…I think this is better,” she said, giving him a flirtatious little smile. “You’re so big, it’s hard to cover everything with just my hands. But I thought this might make a nice substitute.”

      “Love your breasts, baby,” Grath told her. “I haven’t been able to stop looking at them from the minute we met. But I’m afraid if you keep rubbing like that, I’m going to fucking come.”

      “I want you to,” Madeline informed him. Leaning down, she lapped the broad head of his cock which was sticking out from between her soft breasts. “And if your cum tastes as good as your precum does, I might even want to swallow it.”

      “Goddess…you don’t have to do that. I tend to come a fucking lot little girl,” Grath warned her. But he couldn’t stop himself from making short, hot thrusts between her full mounds. The soft, satiny skin felt so good on his shaft and the need to fuck was almost unbearable.

      “In that case you can shoot some on my breasts and some in my mouth,” Madeline purred. “Come on, Grath—let me see you shoot!”

      By this time it felt like he’d been holding back forever. Tasting her had made him hard as a rock and finger-fucking her soft little pussy afterwards had made him even harder. Now the feeling of Madeline’s sweet tits surrounding his shaft and the naughty glint in her big brown eyes as she urged him to come suddenly felt like too much—too fucking much!

      “Gods, baby—can’t help it!” he groaned. “Can’t stop myself when you talk like that!”

      And with another low groan, he began to shoot.

      Madeline caught the first few shots in her mouth and hummed in appreciation. Grath heard her say something about “Salted caramel milkshake” and then she was letting him shoot on her chest and cover her breasts in his cum as well.

      The sight was so hot he could feel every part of his shaft—from his Mating Fist at the root all the way up to the tip—throbbing with pleasure and desire. Gods, she was a beautiful female! With her soft, full curvy body and her hot, wet mouth, and her beautiful face as she urged him to come…

      She’s mine, he thought as he finished coming at last. Mine and I’m never fucking letting her go!

      And the possessive feeling persisted, even though he knew he could never really have her.
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      Mattie didn’t know what came over her. She’d never been sexually aggressive before—she’d always been worried about what a man might think of her if she got “naughty.” But with Grath she felt safe—able to explore her desires and be more open to trying new things.

      Of course, this particular new thing resulted in the most incredible mess all over her chest. She looked down at herself and couldn’t help laughing.

      “Wow—well, you did say you came a lot,” she remarked, grinning at Grath.

      “Tried to warn you,” he growled, still panting. “Gods, baby, that was fucking amazing.”

      “Well, thank you. I thought you were pretty amazing, too,” Mattie admitted shyly. “Er, maybe we ought to take another shower before we go to bed,” she suggested.

      “Yeah, we could both use one—we’re both sticky as hell. Come on—we can go together,” Grath suggested.

      In the past, the idea of getting completely naked and taking a shower with a man would have made Mattie cringe. She told herself that she loved her curves, but it was still difficult to let herself be utterly bare with a man who might judge her because of her size.

      And a human man would have, she was sure. But not Grath. The big Hybrid growled in admiration as she peeled the sticky red nightgown completely off and stood before him nude.

      “Damn, baby,” he murmured, his midnight eyes raking her up and down. “Love your full curves—love seeing you naked!”

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” Mattie murmured, blushing. She was taking her time looking at his big, muscular frame as well. Somehow he looked even bigger naked and his shaft was still hard even though he had just come.

      By the time they finished admiring each other, the water was hot enough and they both climbed into the shower together.

      Of course, the shower hadn’t been made for someone Grath’s size. The water from the showerhead hit him in the center of his chest and he had to duck down to wash his shoulders.

      Mattie was happy to help him—she worked up a lather in her hands and then rubbed him all over, scrubbing his hard, muscular flesh with her bare hands.

      Grath seemed every bit as happy to wash her all over and before she knew it, he had her turned so that her back was to his front and was cupping her breasts in his big hands as he teased and tugged her sensitive nipples.

      Mattie moaned and rubbed against him, feeling his long, hard shaft sliding against her ass as she moved. God, how could he still be so hard? And how could she still be so hot? She’d lost track of how many times he’d made her come and still she wanted him again!

      One big hand left her breast and wandered down to cup her pussy—which made her think of the way he had tasted her earlier. But he hadn’t just tasted—he had damn near devoured her in his hunger, Mattie thought. Sophie had been right—Kindred men did need to go down on their women!

      “Mmm, baby…let me see if that hot little pussy is still wet for me,” Grath rumbled in her ear.

      “All right,” Mattie moaned and spread her legs wider, letting him slip two long fingers deep inside her and fuck gently in and out as the hot water rushed over them both.

      “So wet and hot and tight,” Grath murmured. He was bending down to reach her this way and she felt almost completely surrounded by his big, wet, muscular body. “Love that pussy, baby. Love how wet and hot you get! Love to feel that tight little pussy sucking my fingers while I fuck you…” As he spoke, his other hand came around and began teasing her clit, circling the tender little bud gently while he filled her.

      “Oh God, Grath—if…if you don’t stop that I’m going to come again!” Mattie moaned. Her knees felt weak—like they might buckle at any moment as he expertly built her pleasure. How in the world did he know just exactly how to touch her? Most of the men she’d been with couldn’t have found her erogenous zones with two hands and a map, but for Grath, making her feel good seemed to be second nature.

      “Come for me then, baby,” he growled softly in her ear. “Come on my hand while I fingerfuck your sweet little pussy. Pretend it’s my cock inside you, filling you up, knotting you so I can fill you up with my cum and breed you.”

      His hot words were too much for Mattie. With a moan, she felt another orgasm overwhelm her. It rushed through her with surprising violence and she had to put out a hand to the shower wall to keep from falling as her legs went weak. But then she felt Grath’s muscular arm tighten around her.

      “It’s all right, baby—I’ve got you!” he murmured. “Everything is okay.”

      Mattie moaned contentedly and leaned back against him, trusting in his immense strength to hold her up. Suddenly, she felt overwhelmingly tired—as though the last of her strength had fled with that last, intense orgasm.

      “Hey, don’t fall asleep in here! We’ve got to get you out and get you all dried off,” Grath rumbled.

      Slowly, he withdrew his fingers and finished washing her off. Then he turned off the water and wrapped a towel around each of them. He took special care drying Mattie and then picked her up and carried her back to the bed.

      “Don’t leave me,” she protested sleepily, when he started to turn back towards the bathroom. “Don’t want to sleep alone.”

      “You won’t, little girl,” he promised. “Just let me turn out the lights and mop up the water we spilled and I’ll be right back beside you.”

      “Okay,” Mattie said and yawned. Her eyelids were already closing—she supposed that having all those orgasms on top of an already full day had simply worn her out.

      Grath left for a moment and then the lights went out and he was sliding into bed, naked beside her. It occurred to Mattie that she was naked too, and it was hardly professional to sleep in the nude with her coworker.

      But then, it also wasn’t professional to let her coworker go down on her and fingerfuck her and make her come multiple times. She had been all kinds of unprofessional today!

      Well, screw it—she decided that was something she would worry about later. S he as too tired right now.

      Sighing, she turned towards Grath, who immediately pulled her into his arms.

      “Come here, little girl,” he rumbled. “Wanna sleep with you wrapped around me all night long like my own personal blanket.”

      Mattie was happy to comply. Throwing one leg over his hips, she snuggled closer so that her bare breasts were pressed to his side and her head was pillowed on his broad chest.

      Then, inhaling his warm, spicy scent which made her feel safe and cared for, she finally drifted off to sleep in his arms.
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      “Well, tonight’s the big night—are you ready?” Ethan nudged Grath as they settled side by side at the dining room table for First Meal.

      For a moment, Grath couldn’t think what the other male meant. Probably because his head was still full of the night before and the heated encounter he and Madeline had shared. It had been so fucking hot, finally getting to taste her, to feel her moaning and begging and calling his name as she came all over his face…

      And then, the way she’d repaid the favor… Damn, he could still feel her soft breasts cradling his shaft as she lapped the head. Could still see that naughty glint in her big brown eyes when she urged him to shoot for her…

      There probably would have been a continuation that morning—seeing as how they had woken up naked and tangled in each other’s arms. But Madeline’s mother calling them for First Meal had put a stop to any further scenarios, which Grath thought was too fucking bad. He couldn’t think of any better way to spend the day than naked in bed with Madeline.

      “I said, do you know what you’re going to say when you ask Mattie to marry you at the Yule Ball tonight?” Ethan kept his voice low and confidential, but Madeline was talking to her sister and mother and clearly couldn’t hear him.

      “No, I…no,” Grath admitted. In fact, he’d been wondering if he ought to try again to get out of the very public proposal, but he’d heard Madeline’s mother last night, saying that she fully expected him to ask Madeline to Join with him. It reinforced the idea that Ethan had put forward—that Madeline’s family would be suspicious if he didn’t propose. Which made him feel he had no choice but to go through with it.

      He had also wondered if he ought to warn Madeline—to give her what the humans called a “heads up” about the impending proposal. But he worried if he did that her reaction when he asked her to Join with him wouldn’t be authentic, and then her family would be suspicious all over again. No, it seemed the only thing he could do was to keep the proposal a secret.

      “Just say something about how she’ll be making you the happiest man on Earth by marrying you,” Ethan advised, breaking into his train of thought.

      “But I don’t live on Earth,” Grath pointed out in a low growl. “I’m only visiting. I live on the Kindred Mother Ship!”

      “Okay, then tell her she’ll make you the happiest man on the Mother Ship. Or the galaxy—or the universe for that matter!” Ethan muttered. “Shhh—here they come!”

      Madeline and her sister Anna came to the table, holding full plates of food. This morning the main course was a gluey concoction that had a pleasantly nutty flavor. It was served with nuts and berries and cream on top and Grath had heard the humans about him called it “oakmeal” or something like that. There were also more fluffy scrambled ovums and thick, sizzling sausages that were meaty and delicious. Madeline’s mother apparently believed that a large First Meal was important to start the day.

      “Well, is everyone ready to go ice skating after breakfast?” Madeline’s father asked the table at large, after they had mostly finished eating. “You too, sweetie,” he added, looking at Madeline. “I know you always complain about how cold you are, but you know it’s a family tradition.”

      “Actually, I have a feeling I’ll be just fine, this time,” Madeline remarked, and shot Grath a sly wink.

      She certainly ought to be fine, he thought dryly. He’d pumped enough essence into her system that she ought to be able to keep herself warm all damn day! Its effects probably wouldn’t wear off until nighttime.

      “I’m not sure we’re going to be able to find ice skates to fit Grath, though,” Madeline’s mother said, frowning. “What size do you wear, honey?” she asked, looking up at him. “A fifteen? A sixteen maybe?”

      “Actually, I have some ice-sliders in my ship,” Grath told her politely. “They might not look exactly like what you humans call ‘ice skates’ but I think they’ll work.”

      “Ah—I see you did your homework before you came down here,” Madeline’s father said approvingly.

      Grath nodded.

      “I did study some of the cold weather activities and sports you humans engage in—I wanted to be prepared for anything.”

      Although the one thing he wasn’t prepared for, he thought, was the fact that he was apparently going to be proposing to Madeline tonight during the Yule Ball.

      He pushed the thought out of his mind. There were other things to concentrate on—such as finishing his bowl of oakmeal and going ice sliding with Madeline. He would worry about tonight later.
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      Mattie had never had so much fun ice skating in her life. Usually it was a miserable experience—she wasn’t very good on ice skates because the thin blades made her wobble and she always felt like she was going to fall or twist an ankle. Also, she was always freezing cold, no matter how much she bundled up.

      But Grath had solved both those problems. First of all, his essence flowing through her bloodstream kept her effortlessly warm. Mattie could feel the freezing temperatures all around her, but it was like the cold couldn’t affect her because her body warmed itself automatically.

      Also, as it turned out, the ice-sliders he had been talking about weren’t some special kind of shoes—they were little devices that fit on any pair of footwear and made them slick enough to skate on ice. Not only that but they had automatic stops on them—kind of like invisible brakes that made it easy to slow down and stop whenever you wanted to. They made skating on the slippery ice as easy as walking across the street in summer.

      These two factors combined meant Mattie was having more fun than she could ever remember. She glided effortlessly over the frozen pond, feeling like a professional ice dancer as she twirled and spun and she never felt cold even for a minute.

      But even better than never being cold and suddenly being able to skate like a pro, was having Grath there with her. In the past she’d always felt so left out—so alone. But this time the huge Hybrid was there, holding her hand as they raced across the frozen surface of the pond, laughing as she twirled around and around until she got dizzy, catching her when she jumped recklessly into his arms—(a move she certainly wouldn’t have tried with a smaller, human man who wouldn’t have been strong enough to catch her.)

      It was so much fun and the best part was, it all felt so natural. It didn’t feel like they were faking it or playing parts. Everything between them just seemed to flow.

      There was no doubt about it—they had crossed a bridge together last night, Mattie told herself. What had started out as fake was feeling realer by the minute. She could no longer deny it—she was falling in love with her Protector and unless he was the most amazing actor ever, Grath was falling in love with her too.

      Still, she told herself not to get her hopes up. After all, she might be imagining all of this—maybe Grath was still just faking it—pretending to be in love with her to fool her family. But it certainly didn’t feel like that. It felt like he really loved her.

      And every time he held her hand and laughed with her or swung her into his arms or pulled her close for a kiss, Mattie felt it more.

      There was something there, all right—something real.

      She was sure of it.
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      Lunch was grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup—a simple but delicious combination, Grath found. He had heard a lot about cheese from the other Kindred warriors who had called Brides from Earth. Supposedly it was a substance made from the squeezings of a bovine animal’s mammary glands. This didn’t sound at all appealing, but he found that once it was heated between two toasty slices of bread until it melted, it was absolutely delicious.

      As for the tomato soup, it was sweet and tart and tangy and when Madeline showed him how to dip the buttery, melty, crispy cheese sandwich into the soup and eat it that way, Grath decided it was one of the best Earth foods he’d ever eaten.

      “This is fucking delicious, Mrs. Porter. Er, pardon my language,” he told Madeline’s mom. “Sorry, but your food is so good it made me swear!”

      Madeline’s mom laughed, her cheeks turning a becoming pink.

      “I’ll forgive the swearing this time, though you’d better watch your language once you and Mattie start having babies. You don’t want them shouting swear words at daycare!”

      She laughed again and Grath laughed with her but he couldn’t help thinking that here was just another sign that Madeline’s family definitely expected him to propose to her.

      They expect us to be able to get Joined and bonded and have children too, he thought unhappily. If only he could really do all those things with Madeline! If only they could have a future together! He would be so happy to love her and give her children and call her family his own.

      But that can never be, he reminded himself. His old love, Ar’leenah, flashed before his mind’s eye and he knew he couldn’t do to Madeline what he’d done to her. He couldn’t attempt to bond her to him, knowing it would almost certainly end in another failed bonding and pain and sorrow all around. He couldn’t risk hurting her like that!

      But Gods, how he wished he could have her for good and hold her for always…

      “Well, it’s time to wrap presents!” Madeline’s mother said briskly, getting up from the table. “And then we have to start getting ready to go to the Yule Ball. Mattie, dear—you have to show me your dress.”

      “Oh, Mom—Grath might not want to go,” Madeline said, looking uncomfortable.

      “Don’t be silly—why wouldn’t he? Isn’t he here to experience all our Christmas traditions?” her mother asked. She looked at Grath. “You do have a suit for the ball, don’t you? It’s a formal affair.”

      Grath nodded.

      “I was supplied with the correct human clothes in case there was a formal occasion,” he said gravely. Commander Sylvan’s wife’s friend, Kat, had seen that he had everything he needed before he started this mission.

      “Good then!” Madeline’s mom clapped her hands together. “Then let’s clear the table and get out the wrapping paper. I know everyone must have some last minute presents they need to wrap.”

      As she spoke, she and Ethan exchanged a knowing look which Grath caught. He frowned. Had Madeline’s brother-in-law told Madeline’s mother that he was going to propose tonight at the Yule Ball? And were they alluding to the extremely large diamond ring Ethan had helped him pick out at the jewelry store yesterday?

      It seemed entirely too possible. There was just no way around this—the public proposal was happening at the Yule Ball tonight.

      Grath just hoped it didn’t give Madeline the wrong idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTY-THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            MATTIE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Mattie walked down the stairs, she felt like a princess in a fairy tale. The long, scarlet dress she’d brought just for this occasion hugged her curves. Its deep V-neckline showed just enough of her cleavage and then swept dramatically down to the floor. She had gold heels and a little gold handbag to go with it, as well as a black velvet shawl which she draped around her bare shoulders.

      “Oh Mattie, you look beautiful!” her mother exclaimed, as she descended the stairway. There were tears in her eyes and Mattie could tell she was fluttering with anticipation. She must really think that Grath was going to ask Mattie to marry him tonight.

      Too bad she’s going to be disappointed, Mattie thought. Or would she? Grath wouldn’t actually propose at the Yule Ball, would he? Surely not—she’d told him that she didn’t want her family getting their hopes up. But…what if he did? What if he felt what she felt? What if he actually wanted to marry her and bond her to him, the way Kindred warriors did with their mates?

      Mattie didn’t know all the specifics about bonding—just that it formed a telepathic link between a Kindred and his mate. She had seen Sophie use it numerous times to call Commander Sylvan. It must be useful, she’d often thought—almost like having a cell phone in your head set just to the one person who mattered most to you.

      At any rate, what would she say if Grath asked her to marry him and bond with him? The thought had never occurred to her before—why would it? Before this trip, he had always been so gruff and irritating. But now she had seen a whole new side of him and it made her wonder about all kinds of things…

      Speaking of Grath, he had come to wait at the foot of the stairs beside her mom and dad to watch her descend. His midnight eyes were shining as he looked up at her.

      “You look beautiful, baby—fucking gorgeous,” he said, giving her his hand to help her down the last two steps.

      “You’re don’t look so bad yourself,” Mattie said, smiling up at him.

      In fact, he looked amazing. He was wearing what had to be an XXXL tux but it looked like it had been tailored specially to show off his broad shoulders and muscular frame. His long black hair had been neatly tied back and for once he was wearing shoes instead of boots.

      Grath leaned down to kiss her and murmured in her ear,

      “I’m going to have the most beautiful female in the whole Ball on my arm.”

      “Oh, Grath!” Mattie could feel herself blushing. She couldn’t remember being this dressed up since…well, since the last Yule Ball when Ethan had proposed to Anna. At the time she’d been filled with joy for her sister…but also a sense of despair. It seemed like she would never find someone to love her.

      Except I did—I found Grath, she thought. And then she tried to push the idea away—she had to stop getting her hopes up like this!

      “Are you sure you’re going to be warm enough?” her mother asked, eyeing the velvet shawl. “Don’t you at least want to wear your coat over that?”

      “No, I feel fine.” Mattie smiled at her. The effects of Grath’s essence were still strong—even when Ethan opened the front door and a chilly blast of air whooshed in, she didn’t shiver a bit.

      “Well, you’re certainly acclimating to the climate around here better than usual,” her dad remarked. “Usually all we hear is how you’re freezing and you want us to turn the heat up!”

      Mattie shrugged and shot Grath a secret smile.

      “What can I say? This year the cold’s just not bothering me.”

      “Well, we’d better hurry if we’re going to make the first dance,” her mother said. “Is everybody ready?”

      Everyone was—even Grandma Thelma was going this year. She had gone last year, but only to see Ethan and Anna get engaged. Prior to that she hadn’t gone to the Ball in ages. But tonight she was all dressed up in lilac lace and her best church shoes.

      They decided to take two separate cars—Ethan and Anna were riding with Mattie and Grath in his ship, which converted to car form while it was on Earth—and Mattie’s parents and Grandma Thelma would ride with Mattie’s dad.

      “See you at the Ball!” her mom called as they separated. “Don’t do anything until we get there!”

      “Don’t do anything? What is that supposed to mean?” Mattie shot Anna and Ethan a suspicious look but the two of them looked as innocent as doves and Grath’s face didn’t reveal anything either.

      “Probably she meant she wants us to wait for them and save them a place,” Ethan said, shrugging.

      “Yeah, that must be it. It gets so crowded—we don’t want to get lost from each other,” Anna added.

      “Well…all right.” Mattie sat back in the passenger seat, only partially mollified. She couldn’t help feeling there was a current of anticipation in the air and she was the only one not in on the reason for it.

      They arrived in plenty of time and Mattie saw that people were still filing in—all of them in formal dress. Everyone in Christmasville waited all year for this night. In a town built around the idea of celebrating Christmas, it was the biggest party of the season and the highlight of the entire calendar.

      As she walked inside on Grath’s arm, Mattie saw many familiar faces. She waved at Shonda, who was on the arm of a man she didn’t recognize with blond hair and a big smile. There were also a few people from high school—including Amanda Hutchinson.

      Mattie was surprised she was shameless enough to show her face in the Civic Center again, considering the tantrum she’d thrown during the Bake-off. But there she was, cool as a cucumber and dressed in a poison green gown that showed off her perfect, thin figure.

      But Mattie’s eyes didn’t rest for long on her old nemesis—they were drawn to Amanda’s date who was none other than Luke Hartsford. He looked tall and elegant in his tux—a charming smile on his handsome face. No one would look at him and guess that he had been a rapist back in high school she thought, swallowing the bile that rose in her throat.

      She only hoped that Grath didn’t see him. The big Hybrid would doubtless want to beat his head in and that would cause a scene which she absolutely didn’t want—especially at the Yule Ball.

      Luckily, Grath was turned to one side, speaking to Ethan in hushed tones so he didn’t see Amanda and Luke glide by. Mattie hoped fervently that the two of them would be on the opposite side of the dance hall the entire night.

      At any rate, the Civic Center was crowded tonight. The hall at the back, which had seemed so big and full of echoes during the Bake-off, now looked almost too small to fit all the elegantly dressed attendees of the Yule Ball. Amanda and Luke were quickly lost in the crowd and Mattie made up her mind to forget about them as much as possible.

      This was going to be a special Yule Ball—the first one she’d attended with a date she really cared about. She was determined to enjoy herself and forget about the past. Tonight was all about the present and the future, she promised herself.

      Grath finished talking to Ethan and turned to her.

      “Ready to dance, baby?” he rumbled.

      “I am if you are,” Mattie told him. “But, er, do you know how to dance? Um, Earth-style, I mean?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged. “It’s like anything else—just observe the people around you and copy them.” He frowned at the crowded dance hall. “And it doesn’t look too hard.”

      “Okay.” Mattie shrugged. “Let’s dance.”

      “You two go ahead—Ethan and I will wait for Mom and Dad and Grandma,” Anna said, smiling at her. She looked absolutely radiant in a golden gown that showed off her baby bump nicely.

      “Have a good time!” Ethan added and winked at Grath.

      Grath nodded and took Mattie by the hand to lead her into the hall.

      As they went, she cast a last look back at her sister and brother-in-law. Something was definitely up, but could it be what she hoped it was?

      Mattie was too afraid to even think about it—she did her best to put it out of her mind. But inside, she couldn’t help wondering…what if Grath really did propose?
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      Remember the signal—remember the song, Grath told himself. He felt the lump in his pocket nervously—the small velvet box which held the diamond engagement ring.

      Ethan had told him the leader of the band was a personal friend of his. He would ask him to play a song called, “Merry Christmas Darling,” and as soon as Grath heard the words, he had to bring Madeline up to the stage where he would get down on one knee and present her with the ring.

      He only hopped she wouldn’t be too upset with him for going through with this elaborate charade. It was certainly going to make it harder for her to tell her parents they had “broken up” later on, but honestly, Grath didn’t see a way out of it at this point.

      He wished fiercely that the engagement could be for real. If there was any female in the universe he wanted to bond with, it was Madeline. The small, curvy female was beautiful, kind, feisty, and fiercely intelligent—all the qualities he longed for in a mate. But he knew it could never be between them—he would never have a mate.

      The hall at the back of the Civic Center had been transformed since the last time he had seen it. There were strings of white lights everywhere and Christmas decorations covered the walls. A large Christmas tree sat in one corner and the stage, where the judges had sat during the Bake-off, was now filled with musicians and instruments. They were playing what Grath supposed must be traditional Christmas music and the crowd was dancing enthusiastically.

      He led Madeline out to the floor, keeping an arm protectively around her to keep her safe from the crush of bodies. Really, there were too many people here for his liking but everyone seemed to be having a good time and there was no ill-will in the room that he could sense.

      He just hoped he would hear the Merry Christmas Darling song soon, so that he could get this fake proposal over with. Maybe he should tell Madeline though—he’d been worried earlier about her reaction, but it didn’t seem fair to spring this on her. He needed to prepare her before he led her up on the stage and got down on one knee.

      I’ll tell her as soon as I get a chance, Grath promised himself. It’s not right to surprise her like this—she needs a warning of what’s coming.
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      Jingle Bell Rock was playing when they first stepped onto the dance floor and Mattie was amazed at how quickly Grath seemed to pick up dance moves from the people around them. He was incredibly graceful, for such a big man, though it occurred to her that she had never seen a clumsy Kindred. All the huge warriors seemed to have excellent natural athletic ability.

      Or no—that wasn’t quite the right word, Mattie thought. Grath moved with an almost animal grace—he was more like a big cat, a lion or a tiger—than an athlete competing in a sport.

      At any rate, soon he was spinning her around the dance floor, putting her effortlessly into the right place at the right time which made dancing with him sheer joy. Just like ice skating with him and baking with him had been a joy, she thought as he whirled her around the dance floor. She couldn’t remember ever having so much fun with a date before—being with Grath, now that he had let his guard down—just felt so natural, so right.

      Jingle Bell Rock ended and a slower song started. Grath glanced around and saw how other men were holding their dates, then swept her into his arms with one big hand at the small of her back.

      “Madeline,” he murmured, leaning down to speak in her ear. “I need to tell you something.”

      “You do?” Heart thumping, Mattie looked up at him uncertainly. “What?”

      “It’s kind of serious,” Grath warned her. “And I’m not sure how you’re going to feel about it. It has to do with something you told me not to do, but I can’t help it—it seems like I have to.”

      Mattie’s heart pounded even harder.

      “Whatever it is, you can tell me,” she assured him breathlessly. “I promise I won’t be upset.”

      “You won’t?” A look of relief came over his face. “Thank all the Gods for that. Because in just a minute, I’m going to—”

      But just at that moment, the band suddenly changed songs. It transitioned from Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas to something Mattie didn’t recognize at first. Then the lead singer, a girl she vaguely remembered from high school, began to croon,

      “Merry Christmas, Darling…Happy New Year’s tooooo…”

      As they heard the words, Grath’s grip on her tightened and his face went suddenly grim.

      “Grath? What is it?” Mattie looked at him anxiously.

      Instead of answering, he took her by the hand and started pulling her towards the stage.

      “Come on,” he growled under his breath. “We need to do this.”

      Mattie was nearly breathless as they reached the stage and the lead singer beckoned to both of them, even as she continued singing. But the minute they climbed up the wooden steps, she stopped and tapped the microphone lightly.

      “Folks, I hate to interrupt but I think we have our first proposal of this year’s Yule Ball,” she said. “Let’s have a moment of silence please for our happy couple.”

      Everyone in the crowd stopped dancing and there was an expectant silence.

      Mattie’s heart felt like it was trying to beat its way right out of her chest as Grath got down on one knee, right there on the stage in front of her as her family and everyone else in Christmasville watched.

      “Madeline,” he said, looking up at her—though not very far, since he was so tall that even kneeling, they were almost eye-to-eye, “Will you make me the happiest male in the universe and consent to Join with me?”

      Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a little black velvet box. Opening it, he presented Mattie with a diamond so big she was certain the sparkle must be visible, even to people at the very back of the hall.

      “My God, Grath,” she blurted. “Is that thing real?”

      Her words caused a shout of laughter to go up from the assembled crowd and Grath scowled at her.

      “Of course, it’s real!” he growled indignantly. “You think I’d offer you a fake engagement ring?”

      “No, no, I just…” Mattie shook her head, uncertain of what to say. “I just didn’t expect this at all!”

      “Well, will you Join with me—I mean, will you marry me—or not?” he demanded, looking even grumpier.

      But Mattie didn’t care how grumpy he got because now she knew this proposal must be for real! There was no way he would buy her such a big, expensive engagement ring just to use as a prop! The big Hybrid must really be asking her to marry him, and she knew exactly what to say in reply.

      “Yes!” she exclaimed, unable to keep the joy and excitement out of her voice. “Oh Grath, yes! Yes, yes!”

      Her enthusiasm earned another laugh from the crowd and then everyone was clapping and cheering as Grath slipped the huge diamond onto her finger. It was so big Mattie felt like it was weighing her hand down—not that she minded!

      She threw her arms around the big warrior’s neck and started kissing him all over his face, leaving lipstick smudges everywhere. But she was too excited to care—he could wipe them off later. Right now she was just so full of joy she couldn’t stop herself from attacking him even if they were in public.

      “Okay…okay, baby—take it easy, all right?” Grath rose to tower over her and still Mattie would have gone on her tiptoes to kiss him some more if he hadn’t taken her by the hand and led her back down the stairs of the stage to the dance floor.

      The band started playing again, but Mattie was in no mood to dance. Instead, she dragged Grath towards her family, who were already headed towards them with wide smiles on all their faces.

      “Oh my God, just look at that thing!” Anna exclaimed, the minute she got to Mattie and had a chance to admire the ring. “The diamond is huge.”

      “It was the biggest one they had in the shop,” Ethan said proudly. “I helped Grath pick it out.”

      “So that’s where you two went when we all split up to do last minute shopping!” Mattie’s mom’s eyes were dancing with joy. “Oh, honey—I’m so happy for you!” she exclaimed, hugging Mattie.

      Her dad grabbed Grath’s hand and pumped it up and down.

      “Welcome to the family, son,” he said, his voice slightly hoarse. “We’re very pleased to have you. We know you’ll treat our Mattie right.”

      “Er…” Grath didn’t seem to know what to say to this but then Grandma Thelma wormed her way around Mattie’s dad and tackled the big Hybrid with a hug. Of course, he was so tall and she was so short she could only get her arms around his waist, but that didn’t stop her for a minute as she pressed her face to his flat stomach.

      “I knew when Mattie brought you home, you were the one for her,” she said, looking up at him. “Promise me you’ll at least try to give her a baby before I die! Please get her pregnant—I want to see my great-grandchildren before I go to Heaven to join my dear husband.”

      At this point, Grath had a look on his face like a cornered animal with its leg caught in a trap. Mattie saw it and felt a stab of anxiety—was her family overwhelming him? They could be a bit much, at times. Especially Grandma Thelma when she got on the subject of great-grandchildren.

      “Listen, I need to go out for some air,” she told them. “It’s so hot in here I feel like I’m going to faint!” She looked at Grath. “Would you come with me?”

      “Sure, baby,” he mumbled. “Come on—let’s go.”

      And without waiting for a word from any of her family, he swung her up in his arms.

      “Oh!” Mattie exclaimed, trying to make sure she didn’t kick anyone as her feet flew into the air. “Grath, you don’t have to carry me!”

      “Faster this way,” he growled. He left her family behind and carried her rapidly through the crowd until they reached one of the brightly marked EXIT doors.

      Then he pushed through, taking her out of the noisy, crowded dance hall into the silent, freezing night.
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      Something was wrong. Something was definitely wrong, Grath told himself. He’d been certain that Madeline understood what he had been trying to tell her—that he was going to make a fake proposal. But either she was a much better actress than he’d given her credit for, or she had really believed it was real.

      Her reaction when he’d asked her to Join with him had been one of extreme, joy and her family had been ecstatic, too. Overwhelmingly ecstatic, Grath told himself.

      He wouldn’t have minded their reaction if the proposal had been real. He would have welcomed their enthusiasm and felt honored that they wanted him as part of their clan.

      But knowing it was fake—knowing that Madeline would just have to tell them that she had “broken up” with him in a few months—made Grath so melancholy he wanted to weep—which wasn’t something he did often.

      First, however, he had to find out what was going on.

      “Madeline?” he asked, looking down at her uncertainly. He had placed her on her feet on the path beside the perimeter of the building and he thought it looked like she was starting to shiver. Were the effects of his essence beginning to wear off?

      “Grath, I don’t know what to say,” she murmured, looking up at him. “I know the two of us have grown a lot closer these past couple of days, but I never could have guessed you’d really ask me to marry you!”

      “I didn’t,” he said bluntly. “I mean I know it looked like I did but…”

      He trailed off, because Madeline was staring at him with a stricken expression on her lovely face.

      “But…but the ring!” She gestured at her hand, where the diamond caught the light from the holiday decorations and glittered like ice. “It’s huge! Surely you didn’t buy me such a big diamond just to use as a prop for a fake proposal?”

      “Ethan was with me—he told me I had to buy the biggest one I could afford.” He shrugged, his shoulders rolling under the tux. “So that’s what I fucking did.”

      “So…it’s not for real?” Her expression in this unguarded moment was tragic—a mask of utter disappointment and despair. “But I thought…I thought…”

      “Look, it’s not that I don’t want it to be real,” Grath said quickly. “I’d like nothing better, little girl. But I’m a Hybrid, which means I can’t bond you to me.” He shrugged again, awkwardly. “I mean, I wish I could, but it’s fucking impossible.”

      “What?” Madeline shook her head as though she didn’t understand.

      “I said I can’t bond with you,” Grath repeated, thinking she hadn’t heard him. “Because I’m a Hybrid with not just two strains of the Kindred bloodline but three strains—I’m a Triple Hybrid. That makes bonding with a female damn near impossible.”

      Madeline put her hands on her full hips.

      “So we can’t bond? So what?” she demanded. “I’m sure it’s convenient to be able to call each other telepathically, without using a cell phone or a Think-me, but I don’t feel like the lack of that ability should keep us from getting together.”

      Grath frowned and shook his head.

      “I don’t think you understand about bonding, little girl. Forming a Soul-Bond with another person is a hell of a lot more than just calling each other up telepathically. It’s deeper…more intense…the deepest and most sacred relationship you can have with another person.”

      Madeline’s eyes narrowed.

      “Is that right? And how do you know that? Have you ever had this kind of bond before?”

      “Well…no,” Grath admitted. He didn’t like to tell her about Ar’leenah and how he had tried and failed to bond her to him. It was still such a painful memory.

      “Then how do you know it’s this all encompassing, ‘intense’ experience?” Madeline demanded. “Do you know what I think?” she went on, before he could even attempt an answer. “I think this is all an excuse.”

      “An excuse?” Grath exclaimed. “You think I wouldn’t bond you to me in a minute if I thought I could, little girl?”

      “No, I don’t,” Madeline snapped. “Because I think you’re like every other man I’ve ever known—you’re afraid of commitment!”

      “I am not!” Grath growled indignantly.

      “Oh, yes you are!” Madeline shot back. “You kept me at arm’s length for as long as you could and the minute you let me in, you saw how good it could be between us and it scared you. So now you want out.”

      “I don’t want out,” Grath protested. “I’m trying to tell you, there’s no way in—there’s no way for us to bond.”

      “Right. Well, isn’t that convenient?” she snapped. “All right, since there’s no chance for us, then I think you’d better take this back.”

      And twisting the diamond engagement ring off her finger, she threw it at him.

      Grath caught it automatically as it bounced off his chest and clenched the small, glittering thing in his fist where it cut into his palm.

      “Madeline, please,” he pleaded. “We knew from the beginning we were only pretending to be a ‘couple’ as you humans call it.”

      “If you knew all along that you didn’t want a long-term thing, then why did you act like you’ve been acting? Why did you do…all the things you’ve done?” she demanded. “Why did you hold me and comfort me and help me win the Bake-off and skate with me and dance with me and…and…all of that?”

      “Because I couldn’t fucking help myself,” Grath said hoarsely. “Because I wanted to do all those things with you, even though I knew they couldn’t go anywhere. Even though I knew we couldn’t bond.”

      Madeline’s eyes filled with tears.

      “You made me love you, Grath! For the first time in my life I felt cared for and accepted and seen. I just…I…I…”

      But her words had dissolved into sobs. Pressing her hands to her face she shook her head as the tears poured down.

      Grath felt like she was ripping his fucking heart out. He couldn’t stand to see her this upset—and it was even worse knowing that he was the cause of her pain!

      “Baby, please…” he began, trying to put an arm around her.

      “No!” Madeline shook his arm off violently and took two big steps away from him. When she looked up, he saw that her carefully applied eye-makeup had begun to smudge and her face was a mask of pure misery. “No, leave me alone,” she said, her breath hitching in her throat. “In fact, I think you’d better leave right now because I never want to see you again!”

      Had it felt like she was tearing his heart out before? Now it felt like she had thrown it on the ground and was stomping on the fucking thing!

      “What about the mission to Vi’ri’tex Delta?” he tried, as a last resort. “If I go home now and you admit to your family that we’ve been…” He cleared his throat, having to force the words out. “Been faking our relationship, Commander Sylvan will never give us a chance to go to a Class three planet.”

      “You think I care about that now?” she demanded. “I don’t give a damn about Vi’ri’tex Delta! I just want you to leave me alone!”

      “Why can’t you understand?” Grath growled, his frustration rising. “Why can’t you hear me when I say I want to bond you to me but I can’t?”

      Madeline’s tear-streaked face was completely skeptical.

      “Right. You think I’m going to fall for the old ‘it’s not you it’s me’ line? I don’t think so.”

      “But—” Grath began again.

      “Go away.” She waved him off. “Go back to the Mother Ship and do us both a favor—tell Commander Sylvan I’m officially requesting a new Protector.”

      Then she turned away from him and began marching back along the side of the building.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Grath demanded. “That’s not the way back to the Ball.”

      “Home,” she shot over her shoulder. “I’ll tell my family what a jerk you are later—I can’t face them right now!”

      Grath wanted to protest that she would freeze to death in the time it took for her to get back to her family’s domicile—he could already see her shivering. But he thought the after-effects of all the essence he’d given her the night before would probably last long enough to keep her body temperature above freezing for the walk home. And anyway, it was clear she didn’t want anything more to do with him.

      “Fine—go then!” he growled, feeling both hurt and aggrieved. If she wanted to be willfully stupid and refuse to understand why they couldn’t be together, he clearly wasn’t going to be able to change her mind.

      Madeline turned her head one last time.

      “I don’t need your permission,” she said icily. “Now leave me alone. How many times do I have to say it—I never want to see you again!”

      And with that, she turned back and walked resolutely into the night, just as it started to snow.
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      Mattie didn’t know where she was going. She had told Grath she was going to walk home but honestly it felt like she was just wandering aimlessly along the side of the road. It was snowing now—big flat snowflakes that drifted down silently from above. They would have looked magical to her earlier—now she barely noticed them.

      The effects of the big Hybrid’s essence on her were wearing off and she had left her velvet shawl back at the Yule Ball. Slowly, she began to shiver. But perversely, she was glad of it.

      Good—I don’t want anything to remind me of him, the big asshole! she thought angrily. Not his essence or anything else. I’m glad it’s wearing off! How could he do that to me? How could he make me fall in love with him, knowing all along that he was never going to want anything permanent? That bastard!

      However, as her shivering became more violent and the snow began to fall faster, she began to think maybe she had been a little too hasty in leaving the Ball. She should have gone back and faced her family and admitted everything.

      But just the idea of seeing the disappointment on their faces made her cringe inside. Grandma Thelma, especially, would be inconsolable. She was always saying that if she could just see her great-grandchildren and hold them in her arms once, she could die happy.

      Well, she’s not getting great-grandchildren out of me anytime soon, Mattie thought morosely. Too bad about that.

      Her teeth began to chatter with the cold and she clamped her jaw shut firmly to stop them. The off-the shoulder dress which had seemed like such a good idea when she put it on now seemed to offer no more warmth than a Kleenex—she started rubbing her frozen hands up and down her arms, trying to generate some heat but she was failing miserably.

      That’s it, Mattie—you’re going to have to go back to the Ball, she told herself reluctantly. Yes, it’s going to be mortifying to admit everything to your family, but if you stay out here much longer you’re going to freeze to death!

      But when she looked around to try and get her bearings, she barely recognized where she was. The snow was flying so thick and fast now the road was barely distinguishable, let along anything else on the street.

      Crap! Mattie looked around with rising panic. Where was she? How had she gotten so far from the Civic Center? And how was she going to get home before she froze to death?

      But just as she was truly starting to panic, a car pulled up beside her. Mattie couldn’t see what kind of car—it was too dark and the snow was flying too thick for her to make out details. But she could see the headlights floating beside her and hear the rumble of its engine.

      The doors opened and two people—both bundled up in thick winter coats with hoods hiding their faces—came out to her.

      “Mattie Porter, what are you doing out here?” a vaguely familiar voice said. “Why, you’ll freeze to death!”

      “You’d better let us take you back to the Ball,” the other person said. Again, the voice was vaguely familiar but muffled by the snow and the thick furry hood which hid their face.

      Normally Mattie would have asked who her two saviors were but at that point she was so cold she could barely speak. Besides, they knew her name so it must be someone she knew from town.

      “O-k-k-kay,” she finally managed to get out.

      But the two people weren’t waiting for her answer. They were already taking her by the arms and leading her to the waiting car, whose engine was still rumbling.

      Mattie expected them to put her in the back seat—although the front would have been nicer, since it would have been closer to the heater—but then the car’s trunk flew open.

      She frowned, wondering what was going on. Then one of the people said,

      “There’s blankets in there.”

      Oh—they must want me to grab a blanket to warm up in, Mattie thought. Which made sense—by now her gorgeous ball gown was soaked through and pretty much ruined by the snow and the salt that was used to keep the roads free of ice.

      Leaning into the surprisingly large trunk, she reached for one of the colorful quilts she could just barely see stacked inside. But before she could grip one with her frozen fingers, someone gave her a shove from behind and Mattie found herself falling forward, into the trunk!

      “Hey—help!” she gasped but it was too late. Before she knew it, she was fully in the trunk and the lid of it was coming down towards her head.

      She ducked to avoid getting hit in the head and the trunk banged shut above her. Outside, she thought she could hear muffled laughter.

      “Got her!” one of the vaguely familiar voices said. “Who would have thought it would be that easy?”

      “Told you she’s a stupid little slut!” the other voice replied. There was as bang, like someone hitting the trunk with their fist. “Enjoy the ride back there, Fatty-Mattie!”

      Then the front doors slammed shut and the car roared off into the night, taking Mattie with it.
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      The trip back up to the Mother Ship was a short one. Or at least it seemed short to Grath. The more he thought about what had just happened with Madeline, the angrier he got.

      So she wanted a new Protector did she? Well, fine—he would be happy to get her one. More than happy! Let someone else deal with the unreasonable little female. Humans had no sense, anyway. They acted and thought in the most ridiculous ways—why should he bother with them ever again?

      By the time he landed in the Docking Bay he was so angry and upset that his skin was actually glowing. He had never felt the Flame within him so close to the surface before—it was actually heating up the formal clothing he was wearing to the point where he feared he might have to take it off soon. Cloth, after all, will combust if it’s warmed to a high enough temperature.

      But Grath was past caring about any of that. It wasn’t like he was going to use the ridiculous and uncomfortable suit ever again. Let it burn, for all he cared.

      His intention was to go straight to Commander Sylvan’s office and demand that his Protector-ship of Madeline be severed at once. However, as soon as he jumped out of his ship, he saw the very male he was looking for, right there in the Docking Bay.

      Commander Sylvan was standing by a long-range Kindred scout ship, apparently waiting for someone to disembark. Grath didn’t know who his Commanding Officer was waiting for and he didn’t care—he strode over to the other male and planted himself firmly in front of him.

      “Protector Grath?” Sylvan’s pale blue eyes widened in surprise. “What are you doing back here? Where’s Dr. Porter?”

      “She’s still back on Earth and she can stay there for all I fucking care!” Grath growled. “I came here to tell you that I want my Protector-ship of her dissolved immediately.”

      Commander Sylvan frowned.

      “It’s not that easy to dissolve a Protector relationship—you took an oath, or have you forgotten?”

      “Of course I haven’t forgotten,” Grath snarled. “But it’s fucking hard to protect someone who never wants to see you again. So please do Madeline and me both a favor and free us from each other. Oh—and here.”

      Digging in the pocket of his trousers, he pulled out the ridiculously huge diamond ring and pressed it into Sylvan’s palm.

      Sylvan looked down at the glittering thing in surprise.

      “What’s this?”

      “That’s what I spent the Earth currency you gave me on,” Grath told him. “Much fucking good that it did me! Take it—maybe you can get some of the currency back. I certainly don’t want any fucking part of it!”

      He turned to storm away and was surprised to see a female with blonde hair and blue-green eyes standing in front of him. She was wearing the simple white robes of a Priestess of the Goddess and she had the air of one who has communed with the Mother of All Life often.

      “Excuse me, your Holiness,” he muttered, trying to step around her. But the female stepped with him, staying in front of him and keeping him where he was.

      Grath tried again.

      “Excuse me—I need to leave!” he exclaimed, but once again, she wouldn’t let him get around her.

      “No,” she said and her voice was filled with quiet authority. “No, Protector—you must stay.”

      “Protector Grath, meet the Lysel of First World, also known as the Mouthpiece of the Goddess,” Commander Sylvan said from behind him.

      This stopped Grath cold.

      “The Mouthpiece of the Goddess?” he repeated numbly. “The Lysel of First World?”

      First World was the planet where every branch of the Kindred family tree could trace their origins. It was where the Goddess had first created them and where they had grown into a space-faring race, able to fly out into the universe to seek new females from other peoples as mates.

      If Commander Sylvan was telling the truth—and Grath had no reason to suspect otherwise—the female standing in front of him was closer to the Goddess than any other living being. Her status demanded honor and respect. Despite his inner turmoil, he bowed his head respectfully.

      “Forgive me—I did not know.” His voice came out low and hoarse.

      “It’s true, I am the Mouthpiece of the Goddess,” the blonde female said. “But—”

      “But she’s also the daughter of my Kin—what the humans would call my cousin,” Sylvan finished for her. “My little cousin—Nadiah.” There was humor and affection in his voice as he claimed the kinship ties.

      “I’ve just come for the Christmas Eve celebration,” the female said. “But I think I’m needed here first.” She motioned to Grath. “Please—come back inside my shuttle and tell me everything.”

      Grath looked at her, stricken.

      “But…but surely my problems are too small for someone of your status to pay attention to, my Lady,” he stammered.

      “Of course they aren’t,” Nadiah chided gently. “Just as none of the problems of her children are too small or inconsequential for the Goddess to pay attention to. She loves all her children, you know, Protector and she cares about every detail of their lives. Come—let’s sit in the food prep area and have a hot drink and talk.”

      “Should I wait for you outside?” Commander Sylvan asked respectfully.

      But Nadiah shook her head.

      “You come in as well. We might need your perspective.”

      And she turned and went back into the long-range shuttle, leaving Grath no choice but to follow her.
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      Riding in the trunk was bumpy and rough, especially after the car she was in appeared to be leaving the regular roads and going somewhere into the woods.

      Mattie knew this, not because she could see what was going on, but because she could hear the people in the front of the car talking. There was a little hole in the front of the trunk—not big enough to stick her hand through or do anything useful—but big enough for her to hear the conversation going on.

      “So now that you have little Fatty-Mattie, what are you going to do with her? Can’t believe we found her just walking along the side of the road! Guess that big Kindred boyfriend of hers must have dumped her right after the engagement.”

      This sneering voice clearly belonged to Amanda Hutchinson and Mattie remembered who she’d seen her at the ball with. Sure enough, the next voice confirmed her fears.

      “Oh, I thought I might take her on a little ride to a special place I have in the woods,” Luke Hartsford said. “It’s a nice little hunting lodge my father built when he was younger—you want to see it?”

      No! Mattie wanted to shout. Nobody wants to see it! We need to get out of here!

      She had a strong sense that she was heading into danger but she was afraid if she shouted, they would stop talking and she might miss a clue as to where the hunting lodge was located.

      “A cabin in the woods, huh? My, my—you always were the mysterious one, even back in high school,” Amanda purred. Clearly she didn’t have the same concerns that Mattie did. “It sounds so romantic.”

      “Oh, it is,” Luke assured her. “You’ll love it—it’s a great little place.”

      “Let’s go see it, then,” Amanda decided.

      No, no, no! Mattie thought desperately. Couldn’t Amanda understand? She thought she was safe but Luke was a predator! He was like a Great White Shark which would be happy to eat whatever swam its way. Amanda was putting not only Mattie, but herself in the crosshairs—but she was too stupid and self-important to comprehend that.

      “Well, it’s pretty far off the beaten path, so don’t be worried if we take some back roads,” Luke told her. “But this is a good night for it—all this snow. We can do whatever we want and nobody will bother me—I mean, us. Nobody will bother us.”

      “Sounds perfect,” Amanda said and Mattie could just imagine her leaning her head on Luke’s shoulder and getting all cozy, unaware of the fate that awaited her.

      She didn’t know why she felt so strongly that both she and Amanda were in danger—maybe it was feeling she’d gotten from Luke when she’d met him in the garden. Or maybe hearing from Shonda that he’d preyed on other victims. Whichever it was, she was certain no good could come from being out in his remote cabin in the woods in the middle of a snowstorm where nobody could get to them.

      Grath might be able to get to you, whispered a little voice in her head. His Kindred ship could fly through a snowstorm—and remember how he said he could sniff you out, even in a room full of people because your scent called to him?

      Yeah, right—like her ex-Protector was liable to come looking for her after she had told him she never wanted to see him again. Mattie pushed the thought resolutely out of her head. There was no help coming from that direction. The only one she could count on here was herself and she might have to be prepared to kill to escape.

      The only problem was, she couldn’t find any weapons in the trunk. She did wrap herself in the stack of quilts, which helped to keep her from freezing. Some of them had stiff patches and they all smelled bad, but she tried not to think about that. At least they kept her semi-warm and that was all she was concerned with at the moment.

      The car finally jounced to a stop and Mattie heard Luke kill the engine. Then he murmured to Amanda,

      “Hey, want to come inside? I’ll make us a fire and you can have a look at my art collection.”

      “Art collection? Well, aren’t you just full of surprises? I’d love to,” Amanda said brightly. “Er…what about Fatty Mattie?”

      “Oh, she’d get her turn.” The anticipation in Luke’s voice made Mattie’s blood run cold. “But for now, I just want to concentrate on you.”

      “Well…I’m flattered,” Amanda purred and Mattie could almost see her preening. “You know, we played so many games back in high school but we never really got together like I thought we might.”

      “Well, we’re together tonight,” Luke pointed out. “Come on—I have so much to show you.”

      Mattie couldn’t stand it any longer. She put her mouth to the small hole and shouted,

      “Don’t go with him, Amanda! Can’t you tell it’s a trap?”

      “Did you hear something?” Amanda asked, the sneer back in her voice. “For a minute, I thought I heard a rat squeaking from your trunk. A fat rat.”

      “Nope—didn’t hear a thing,” Luke remarked. “Come on—I’ll take care of any rats later, but for now, it’s your turn darlin’.”

      Then the doors to the car slammed and Mattie heard two sets of feet crunching on snow as they made their way to the cabin.
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      The Mouthpiece of the Goddess went back inside the silver long-range shuttle and Grath felt he had no choice but to follow. Commander Sylvan came after him and soon the three of them were sitting in the compact food prep area at the small but well-designed table which folded out from the wall. Grath sat beside his Commanding Officer, and Nadiah sat across from them.

      “Now then,” she said, rising to punch some commands into a beverage replicator. “Start from the beginning and tell me everything—when did you first realize you were in love with the human woman you’re meant to be protecting?”

      Grath stared at her in surprise but Sylvan only laughed softly and nudged him with an elbow.

      “Go on, Grath—and don’t be surprised. Nadiah has a direct line to the Goddess, after all.”

      “Er…all right.” Grath took a deep breath. “I knew it the moment I first took her hand and felt that familiar tingle…

      “And then she threw the ring at me and told me she never wanted to see me again,” he ended, some time later. He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Not that I fucking blame her—forgive my language, Your Holiness. I knew I was doing wrong, leading her on when I could never bond with her. But I couldn’t seem to help myself. Because…”

      “Because you are in love with her,” Nadiah said gently. Reaching across the small table, she put a slim hand on his. “But what makes you think you couldn’t bond with her, Grath?”

      “First because I’m a Triple Hybrid. And second, because I tried bonding a female I thought was right for me before, and it ended in a failed bonding,” Grath said miserably. “I’ve never known such fucking pain—I didn’t want to put Madeline through that. I care for her too much to hurt her that way.”

      “I see.” Nadiah nodded. “And did it ever occur to you that the first female you tried to bond with might not have been the one the Goddess had in mind for you?”

      Grath frowned.

      “But…I felt the tingle! All the males of my tribe feel it when the female they touch is right for them.”

      “I would say maybe that tingle means the female has an affinity for you—but that doesn’t mean she’s the one the Goddess intends for you to be with forever,” Nadiah told him. “But I think maybe Madeline is the woman the Goddess wants for you.”

      “You think?” Grath asked, skeptically. “Can you tell me for sure? Can you promise me that if I try to bond her to me, it won’t end in a failed bonding?”

      Nadiah shook her head.

      “I’m sorry,” she said gently. “But sometimes you have to step out on faith and trust that the Goddess has a plan for your life. There are no guarantees except that she loves both you and Madeline and wants what is best for you. And right now, it sounds to me like what’s best is to go back and find her and make things right between the two of you.”

      “Which means you might need this.” Sylvan handed him back the diamond ring.

      “I don’t know…” Grath said, frowning and squeezing the ring in his fist. “She was pretty fucking mad at me. She said twice that she never wanted to see me again.”

      “Oh, I don’t think—” Nadiah began. But she stopped mid-sentence and suddenly froze. Her blue-green eyes began to glow a deep, emerald green and then a powerful feminine voice that was not her own began to issue from her lips.

      “Protector, I would speak with you,” the voice said and with it came a presence that filled the small cabin of the shuttle they were sitting in. It was an almost overwhelming sensation—like the entire ship was filling with some substance heavier than water. Grath found it difficult to breathe, but still he managed to gasp out,

      “Who—?”

      “The Goddess!” Sylvan said urgently. “It is the Mother of All Life you are speaking to, Grath—she is using Nadiah as her mouthpiece.”

      “Goddess!” Grath exclaimed, bowing his head deferentially. “Forgive me—I would hear anything you have to say.”

      “Then hear this—the female you were assigned to protect is in grave danger,” the powerful feminine voice informed him. “If you do not go to her, she will not live to see another sunrise.”

      “What?” Grath jumped up, fear gripping his heart in an icy fist. “I knew I shouldn’t have let her walk home alone!” he exclaimed, guilt stabbing him in the gut. “Is she freezing to death?”

      “That is not the death that stalks her—it comes in the form of a male from her past, one who has long wished to finish the wound he inflicted many years ago,” the Goddess said.

      “Fuck!” Grath swore. “Forgive me, Goddess,” he added swiftly. “But I think I know who you’re talking about—I should have killed him when I had the chance!”

      “He has your female and he has plans to take her life,” the Goddess warned him. “You must go at once and use all that is in you to fight him.”

      “I’ll go right now—but how will I find him?” Grath demanded. “I don’t know where he lives, Goddess!”

      “There is a small wooden domicile in the woods in the Northwestern quadrant on the outskirts of the town where you and your female were staying,” the Goddess said. “You will know it by the aura of evil that surrounds it, for many terrible deeds have been done there. I will enable your eyes to see it.”

      “Thank you, Goddess!” Grath bowed reflexively. “Er…may I go now? I need to get to Madeline!”

      “Go, Protector,” the Goddess said. “And when you find the female, if you are able to save her, remember—the choice to try and bond or not should be hers and hers alone. Now, hurry!”

      And suddenly the heavy, powerful presence was gone. Nadiah sagged, a look of unspeakable weariness on her face.

      “Are you all right?” Sylvan asked, reaching across the table to take his cousin’s hand, concern on his face.

      “Ahhh…hosting the Goddess is an honor but it drains me,” she whispered. Then she looked up at Grath. “What did she say?”

      “That I have to go. Thank you, my Lady!” Grath bowed to her again and then nodded at Commander Sylvan.

      “Go—save your female,” Sylvan told him. “And let us know if you need backup.”

      “Thank you,” Grath said grimly. “But I have a feeling this is something I have to do on my own.”

      And he ran back to his ship, praying all the way that he would be in time.
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      There was quiet for a while, after Luke and Amanda left the car. And then, just when Mattie was telling herself that maybe everything would be all right after all, she heard a piercing scream.

      “Oh my God…Oh my God, you’re crazy!”

      The voice was definitely Amanda’s and it was filled with unmistakable terror. Mattie wondered with a shiver what horrible thing she had seen or what awful thing Luke had done to make her shriek like that?

      Whatever it was, Amanda certainly wasn’t getting over it in a hurry.

      “Leave me alone! Leave me alone!” she screamed. “Don’t touch me—get away from me! Don’t—”

      And then, horribly, her scream cut off in mid-sentence and there was nothing but silence outside.

      Mattie wrapped herself tighter in the smelly quilts, huddling into a ball in the freezing car. What should she do when Luke came out and opened the trunk?

      I need to be ready to fight—to run! she told herself. This might be my only chance to escape!

      But when the lid of the trunk finally swung open, she found herself face to face with a shotgun.

      “All right now, Mattie darlin’.” Luke motioned at her with the gun. “Come out of the trunk nice and easy now and nobody has to get hurt.”

      Mattie was terribly afraid that hurting her was exactly what he had in mind, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She considered running again for a moment as she climbed slowly out of the trunk, but all she could see in her mind’s eye was Luke unloading both barrels of the gun into her back as she fled. She saw herself falling face-down in the forest, bleeding and freezing to death at the same time and the thought was too awful to contemplate.

      Luke must have seen the indecision cross her mind because he shook his head and waved the shotgun at her again.

      “Uh-uh, Mattie darlin’—don’t even think about it,” he purred. “You don’t want a belly-full of buckshot, now do you? Just come on into the hunting lodge like a good girl. That’s right—right up the path now.” And he waved the gun in the direction of a lighted cabin about a hundred feet away. It was easy to see, even in the falling snow, because it was lit up from within by a weird, red glow.

      Mattie absolutely did not want to go in there—especially after hearing Amanda screaming—but somehow her feet were carrying her up the snowy path and into the gaping maw of a front door.

      Luke came right behind her, prodding her in the back occasionally with the shotgun, as though to remind her it was still there and still aimed at her.

      As if I could forget there’s a loaded gun pointed at my back, Mattie thought, half resentful, half scared to death.

      At first she couldn’t see anything as she stepped into the cabin but she could certainly smell—there was a horrible stench in the air, like rotting flesh. Once while she was in college, a rat had died behind the wall of her dorm room—that was the odor she was smelling now, she thought. The odor of death.

      But she couldn’t see where the stench was coming from and of course, she was afraid to ask Luke. When her eyes adjusted to the red light, she saw it was coming from several lamps, which had all been draped with crimson shawls. There was a fire in the fireplace too, but it was nothing but glowing embers, which did little to lighten up the smelly gloom.

      Then she stumbled over something on the floor and nearly fell.

      “What the—!” she gasped, trying to make out what she had tripped on. Had someone left some sticks of firewood lying on the floor? But no…did sticks wear high heels and a long, formal dress?

      They certainly did not. Looking more closely, Mattie saw to her horror that what she had tripped over was a body.

      She thought it was Amanda, but it was difficult to tell because her head was lying on the floor near the head of the bed—an area filled with shadows. Nor could she tell if the other woman was dead or just passed out—she desperately hoped for the latter. Amanda might be a total bitch, but nobody deserved to die like this!

      Other than the body, the cabin or “hunting lodge” as Luke persisted in calling it, was very sparsely decorated. There were no animal heads mounted on the wall or other hunting trophies as far as Mattie could see. Though there was a shelf over the mantelpiece that seemed to be filled with lumpy, vaguely oval objects that might have been a rock collection if the rocks were all fairly large and roughly the same shape. Plus, there was some kind of long, grassy moss growing on most of them. Weird.

      “Have a seat,” Luke motioned with the shotgun, indicating the end of the bed, which was placed on the back wall, across from the fireplace. “I have a feeling you might need a little time to get settled.”

      Mattie found herself with little choice in the matter. She sat gingerly at the very end of the bed, making certain to keep her feet away from Amanda’s, which hadn’t moved a bit even when she had tripped over them.

      The next thing Luke did made her even more nervous. He walked across to the door, shut it, and locked it. Then, grinning at her, he held up the key and put it in his pocket.

      “Just in case your Kindred boyfriend gets any ideas,” he remarked. “Not that he can find us way out here, but better safe than sorry, I always say.”

      “What…what do you want with me?” Mattie asked, her voice coming out in a frightened whisper.

      “Why, I just want to pick up where we left off, darlin’,” Luke said, an easy grin on his face. He put down the shotgun, leaning it carefully against the doorframe, and came over to the bed where she was sitting.

      Mattie shrank away from him but he didn’t reach for her—he just stood there, looking down at her.

      “You know, I was so young back when you and I went to Prom together,” he remarked. “I hadn’t found my true calling yet. I had a feeling about it, but I was just finding my way. I wasn’t the same man I am today.”

      Mattie had no idea what to say to this strange speech but suddenly a voice whispered in her ear,

      “Keep him talking. Whatever you do, daughter—keep him talking!”

      The voice didn’t sound like her own inner monolog at all, but it certainly made sense. Plus, hearing it comforted her somehow—as though she had an invisible friend in the room with her. Mattie realized that didn’t make sense but she didn’t care—she decided to heed the mysterious advice.

      “Well, we all grow and change,” she said, forcing herself to sound conversational, like they were at a reunion together instead of trapped inside this stinking cabin. She smiled politely but inside, she was wondering if she was fast enough to roll off the bed and grab the shotgun. But…she had never shot a shotgun before, or any gun for that matter. What if the safety was on? Did a gun like that have a safety? And if so, where was it? What if she grabbed it and then couldn’t get it to work?

      “We do…we certainly do grow and change, darlin’,” Luke agreed amiably. “Though I must say, I think I’ve grown and changed more than most.”

      “How…how do you mean?” Mattie asked, trying to keep up her end of the conversation.

      “Well, I’ve found my calling for one thing,” Luke said, smiling.

      “Uh…working at the hardware store?” Mattie asked uneasily.

      “Huh? Oh no—I just do that to help out my old man and keep up appearances,” Luke told her. “No, I’m talking about my art.”

      “Oh. I, uh, didn’t know you were an artist.” Mattie forced the words out. She would have thought that after spending some time in the cabin, she would get used to the stench. But no, it smelled worse than ever. She didn’t know how long she could stand it without puking.

      “Oh, I am—I’m a true artist,” Luke assured her. “Would you like to see some of my art?”

      “Uh, sure. Yes…yes, I’d love to see your art,” Mattie said, trying to sound enthusiastic. After all, looking at his “art” whatever it was, certainly beat being raped or murdered by him.

      “Great! Then let me build up the fire so you can see,” Luke told her.

      He turned to throw some wood on the fire, which blazed up immediately.

      Mattie had been thinking of going for the gun again but what she saw when the flames went higher, sending more light into the room, froze her to the spot.

      The “rock collection” lined up on the shelf over the mantelpiece was suddenly revealed. Only it wasn’t rocks…the objects she had taken for rocks with moss growing on them were human heads and the “moss” was hair.

      Female heads—all of them, Mattie thought with growing horror. This must be where the terrible stench was coming from. Because some of the heads were rotting—obviously they had been taken quite recently. The heads at the far end of the collection were long dead and dried—their skin taut against the hollows of the skull bones beneath. But the ones closest to her were fresh—or fresher, anyway.

      She wanted to look away but she couldn’t—couldn’t drag her eyes from all those blank, dead staring faces. How could she have not seen them before? Surely it wasn’t that dark in the cabin.

      My mind must have been protecting me, she thought numbly. Not letting me see—making me think they were rocks.

      But her mind couldn’t play that little trick anymore—what she was seeing was impossible to unsee and Mattie was desperately afraid she would always have this terrible image behind her eyes. She would see Luke’s “art collection” everywhere she went…she would dream about it at night…she would—

      And then, at the very end, she saw something that nearly made her scream.

      The latest head in the collection had long, blonde hair and a horrified expression on its face.

      It was Amanda.
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      “A domicile made of wood with an aura of evil,” Grath muttered to himself. “But what does that look like? Where is it? Where? Can’t see a damn thing through all this snow!”

      He was scanning the viewscreen anxiously, flying perilously close to the treetops. Christmasville might be a small town, but the forest surrounding it was huge. It seemed like he’d been flying over it, back and forth, looking for the sign the Goddess had promised to send him forever—though it was really just minutes. But every minute felt like an hour when he knew Madeline was in danger.

      “I can’t find it, damn it!” he swore, pounding the steering yoke with frustration. “Goddess, help me!”

      He hadn’t actually expected an answer to his shouted prayer, so he was surprised when the warm, feminine presence filled his small shuttle and the Goddess’s voice spoke in his ear.

      “Release your grip on the steering yoke, Protector, and I will guide your ship.”

      Release the yoke? In the middle of a blizzard when he was already flying blind? Grath froze for a moment, his hands locked on the steering mechanism. But there was no other way to get to Mattie—he had to have faith.

      Closing his eyes, he took his hands off the yoke.

      “Yes, Goddess,” he breathed. “Guide me—take me where you need me to be.”

      “Very good, Protector—your faith shall be the saving of your female,” the Goddess murmured in his ear.

      And then the ship began to descend.
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      “Don’t scream, daughter!” the mysterious voice whispered in Mattie’s ear. “I know it is difficult, but you must not show your horror.”

      It was desperately hard to heed this new advice from her invisible friend as Mattie stared into Amanda’s dead eyes. The severed head still had blood running from the ragged stump of its neck—dark rivulets that ran down the shelf over the mantelpiece and streaked down the wooden wall beneath. But somehow she stitched her lips together and kept the scream that rose in her throat from coming out.

      No wonder I couldn’t see her head when I tripped over her legs, she thought, feeling sick. It’s because she didn’t have a head to see—because that sick bastard chopped it off and put it over his mantelpiece!

      “Ah—I see you’ve noticed my latest piece of art.”

      Mattie dragged her eyes away from the horrific sight and saw that Luke was standing over her. In his hand he held a long, curving machete which had dark stains on its blade.

      Her heart started pounding. Was this some kind of a test? Was he waiting to see how she would react?

      “Uh, y-yes,” she somehow managed to get out. “Art.”

      It wasn’t much as answers go, but it seemed to satisfy Luke.

      “You know, I was sure that Amanda would appreciate my collection,” he remarked, in a conversational tone, like he was discussing the weather. “She’s the one who put me on the path to finding my true self, after all.”

      “She…she was?” Mattie quavered.

      “Oh yes.” Luke nodded. “She was the one who suggested I take you to the Prom, you know. She was also the one who passed that note to Shonda Smith for her to meet me under the bleachers after the Homecoming game. You know?”

      “No, I…I didn’t know,” Mattie somehow got out. So Amanda was the one who had set him on the path to be a rapist, back in high school. But little had she known what kind of Pandora’s box she was opening, because Luke had become so much more.

      He’s a freaking serial killer, she thought, feeling sick as she tried not to look at his “art collection.” And I’m his next victim unless I can somehow get out of here!

      “Yes, that was Amanda. Before her, I always knew I wasn’t quite happy, but I didn’t know why,” Luke said meditatively. “I knew there was something I wanted from women that I wasn’t getting, but I didn’t know what it was.” He shook his head. “I thought she’d be happy for me when I showed her my art—happy that she’d had a hand in sculpting me into the artist I am today.”

      Oh my God, he is so crazy!

      Mattie felt a scream building up in her throat again but somehow she managed to swallow it back down. The minute she acted like Amanda had and started screaming that Luke was crazy, he would chop off her head and stick it on the shelf right beside Amanda’s.

      She had to keep him talking until she could find a way out of this!
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      When Grath opened his eyes, the ship had settled neatly in a small clearing between the dense trees.

      “Leave your ship and walk to the north,” the Goddess told him. “There you will see it. Go, Protector—your female needs you desperately! Use what is within you to free her!”

      Grath didn’t waste an instant. He was out of his seat and leaving the ship almost before her presence faded.

      The snow was still falling, but not as thickly as it had been before. He ran several steps, his boots crunching on fresh fallen snow and the dry leaves beneath it and then he saw it—an ominous red glow up ahead.

      In a few more feet, he could see more. The glow was coming from the windows of a small wooden domicile up ahead. Grath’s heart jumped in his chest.

      That must be what the Goddess was talking about! The aura of evil!

      He ran towards it, intending on bursting through the door at once, but something told him to be cautious. So instead of ramming straight into the thick wooden panel, he ducked down and looked through the window where the red glow was strongest.

      At first he couldn’t make out much, but as his eyes grew accustomed to the dim reddish light, what he saw filled him with horror and fury.

      Sitting on the end of a bed with wide, frightened eyes, was Madeline. And standing over her, holding a blade was the bastard who had tried to rape her back in her formative years—Luke Hartsford. He seemed to be speaking to her and Mattie was talking back, but her eyes kept returning to a certain spot over the fireplace.

      Grath followed her gaze and felt his fury turn to horror and incomprehension.

      On a shelf over the fireplace was a collection of severed human heads. Female heads, he realized, as most had long hair trailing down from them. Some of them looked so old they were practically nothing but skulls, but some were fresher—if the term could be applied to the rotting things sitting on the shelf across from Madeline. And the last one was the freshest of all—the neck stump still bleeding.

      With a roiling in his gut, Grath recognized Madeline’s nemesis—Amanda Harrington. The woman had been what most humans would call “a real bitch” but she hadn’t deserved to have her head chopped off and placed on a shelf!

      Madeline is going to be next on that shelf if I don’t get in there, he thought feeling sick. Could he burst through the door and get to her before that bastard Luke could cut off her head?

      I have to—it’s my only chance, Grath told himself,

      Stealthily, he crept back to the door and tried it—only to find it locked. He pushed on it carefully and heard it creak just a little, but it was solidly built and the bolt that held it closed was reinforced somehow. It was too strong for Grath to break.

      There was a horrible reek of corruption and death coming from the small crack under the door. Probably from the decaying heads, he speculated. He didn’t know how anyone could stand it—even humans with their poor sense of smell must be bothered by such a foul odor.

      Have to get Madeline out of that fucking place! But how?

      He looked for another way into the cabin. The window was too small for someone his size. Even if he broke it, he couldn’t get through it. And that would only alert that bastard, Hartsford, that he was coming. It would give him plenty of time to cut off Madeline’s head! Shit—what was he going to do?

      Grath could feel the anger building up inside him—the Rage that a Kindred warrior always goes into when he feels his female is threatened. And with it came the fire—the flames that were part of his heritage were rising until his body temperature was boiling hot.

      Suddenly, he seemed to hear the voice of the Goddess again.

      “Use what you have inside to save her!” she had said. Could she have meant his flame?

      Grath went back to the door and put his hand on the latch again. This time, he poured the heat through his hands, willing them to get hot, hotter, hottest. He had never tried this before—he had spent his life trying to tamp down the flame inside him. But now he called on it, willed it to grow bigger, to spill out through his hands and fingertips, to get hot enough to melt the lock…

      He just hoped he would be in time.
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      Keep him talking, Mattie told herself. Just keep him talking.

      “So…so how long have you been doing your, er, art?” she asked weakly, looking up at Luke.

      “Oh, ever since high school,” he said thoughtfully. “I’ve been lucky to find many young women to help me.” He nodded to the horrible shelf of “artwork” behind him. “Mostly I pick them up in another town or city and bring them here. I don’t generally choose subjects from Christmasville—I don’t want to draw too much attention and I’m afraid the authorities wouldn’t understand my artistic vision.”

      You’re right about that! Mattie thought, but didn’t say.

      “Um, so this first…artwork,” she croaked, barely getting the words out as she pointed at the oldest skull at the far end of the shelf. “Who…who was she?”

      Luke shrugged.

      “Just a prostitute from a truck stop. She had a terrible life, really—selling herself to men like the dirty whore she was.” He frowned. “Sleeping around just like my mom did on my dad. I did her a favor really—she’s better off on my shelf than spreading her legs for strange men. Just like my mom.”

      “I…I thought your mom died of cancer,” Mattie whispered, feeling sick.

      “Oh, that’s what Dad and I told everyone. But she didn’t—she’s right there—the fourth one from the end,” Luke said, pointing to the far end of the shelf where the oldest heads were stored.

      Mattie felt like she was going to be sick. He had killed his own mother?

      “So…your dad knows about…about your artwork?” she asked.

      “Oh, yeah!” Luke nodded amiably. “Dad knows—he keeps my secret. Says that filthy whores are better off on the shelf.”

      Mattie felt sick. Kindly old Mr. Hartsford down at the hardware store with his pot belly and gray hair—he knew that his son was a monster and hadn’t said anything about it? Even when Luke had killed his own mom? It was almost too horrible to contemplate!

      “Whores, all of them filthy whores!” Luke said again, gesturing with the still-dripping machete at the shelf.

      “But…But I’m not a whore,” Mattie told him, hoping against hope that he would let her go if she could make him believe it. “I work for the Kindred. I’m just visiting my family for the holidays, you know?”

      Luke’s face darkened.

      “But you live up on that Kindred Mother Ship, don’t you? I bet you let all those big bastards fuck you whenever they want to!”

      “No, I don’t! Honestly, I don’t!” Mattie exclaimed. “The Kindred don’t sleep around—they find one woman and bond to her for life.”

      “Hmm…they do?” Luke appeared to be thinking about this.

      “Yes, they do! They really do!” Mattie said earnestly. “They’re totally monogamous!”

      She had her eyes trained on his face, hoping he would believe her and realize she wasn’t a “whore” when something on the door caught her attention.

      She tried to look at it without turning her head, only moving her eyes. Yes—she was right, something was weird. The door latch was glowing a dull reddish orange. Almost as though something was heating it up.

      Something or someone, Mattie thought, feeling hope course through her. Could it be that Grath was on the other side of that door? He was the only one she knew who might be able to do such a thing.

      But would he get through in time? He could heat up his hands enough to bake cookies, but she was pretty sure he’d need a hell of a lot more heat than that to melt a solid metal door latch and lock.

      Whatever happens, I can’t let him see the door, she thought, returning her gaze to Luke. Grath needs to have the element of surprise on his side when he bursts in!

      “So…so your mother is the fourth, uh, art piece,” she said, pointing to draw Luke’s eyes away from the door and towards the other side of the room. “Tell me about the others. Do you remember each one?”

      “Actually, I do.” Luke smiled dreamily, as though recalling a beautiful memory. “I remember each and every one. Usually I like to take my time with them—not like Amanda. She forced my hand by screaming and going crazy,” he added, frowning at the dead body on the floor.

      It seemed to Mattie that Luke Hartsford the serial killer, calling someone else “crazy”, was definitely the pot calling the kettle black, as Grandma Thelma would have said. But of course she wasn’t going to say that.

      “Tell me about them,” she urged, pointing to the heads on the shelf again. “Did you get all their names? Where did they come from?”

      Luke frowned at her.

      “Hey…I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to keep me talking so I don’t turn you into art,” he said. “But I know you’re just a dirty whore. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t have come to Prom with me all those years ago and let me do whatever I wanted to you.”

      “You didn’t do it and I sure as hell didn’t want it!” Mattie exclaimed. She could tell she was losing control of the narrative, but she couldn’t help it—he had struck a nerve talking about that horrible night, all those years ago.

      “I couldn’t get hard for you back then like I should have—because I didn’t know that I could turn you into art afterwards,” Luke told her. “That’s why I couldn’t get it in you before those bastards knocked on our door.”

      Speaking of the door, how was Grath doing with melting the lock? Mattie swept her eyes to the side, trying to see if there was any progress. The door handle had turned white-hot now, but it still wasn’t melting. What if Grath couldn’t get through in time? What was she going to do if Luke decided to turn her into “art” right away? What if—?

      Suddenly the door handle fell off with a loud clang and the door banged open. Grath was standing there and his hands…

      Oh my God! Mattie thought, staring at the big Hybrid. His hands are on fire!
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      It was true, Mattie saw as she stared—red and gold flames were licking up her Protector’s arms. The fire had already burned away the sleeves of his tux, revealing his muscular biceps, but it didn’t appear to hurt him at all.

      “What the hell?” Luke turned towards the door, machete in hand.

      But Grath was too fast for him. He charged into the room and Mattie saw that his midnight eyes had turned as red as the flames that were climbing his arms.

      “You fucker!” he growled, grabbing Luke by the throat. “How dare you try to hurt my female? I’ll fucking kill you!”

      Mattie gasped and scrambled to the far side of the bed, trying to get away from the action. Luke was flailing his arms, trying to swing the machete but not having much luck. In the meantime, Grath had his flaming hands locked around the other man’s throat and he appeared to be burning him to death as much as strangling him.

      She wanted not to see it, but somehow she couldn’t look away. As she watched, Luke’s blue eyes bulged from their sockets and he seemed to stop breathing. He went limp in Grath’s hands, but that didn’t stop the big Hybrid. He squeezed and squeezed until, suddenly, Luke’s head popped off and rolled across the floor—Grath had burned right through the other man’s neck. There was no blood though—just a cauterized stump of a neck that smoked as though it had just been seared on a hot pan.

      It was a horrible case of someone getting exactly what they deserved—Grath had done to Luke what Luke had done to all those poor, hapless women he had made into “art” including his own mother, Mattie thought, feeling sick. Seeing it made her shiver, especially when Grath dropped the other man’s body on the floor with a thump.

      Then the big Hybrid turned to face her.

      The Rage was on him—she could see the signs she’d heard about. The red eyes, the single-minded anger directed at the one who was hurting a beloved female, the berserker fury that couldn’t be stopped.

      Have to cool him down somehow—literally. But how? Mattie asked herself desperately.

      “Grath, please!” she began in a small voice. “Please…it’s me—it’s Mattie. Please don’t hurt me!”

      Tears began to fill her eyes as she pleaded with him. Grath took a step towards her…and the red suddenly disappeared from his eyes, leaving them midnight black again.

      “Don’t cry, baby.” His voice was deep and hoarse and the flames running up his hands and arms extinguished themselves suddenly, leaving only steam rising from his bare skin, which was still glowing with heat. He reached for her, but Mattie shied away from him uncertainly.

      “Are…are you all right? Are you in your right mind?” she asked and she couldn’t keep her eyes from flicking to the still-twitching body of Luke lying on the floor. Mercifully, his head had rolled away—maybe under the bed—so she couldn’t see it. But she still felt horribly shaken up. She wasn’t sure but she thought she might puke.

      “I’m okay,” Grath assured her. “Look—I know I’m probably too hot for you to touch me right now, but come with me, little girl. We need to get you out of here!”

      Mattie couldn’t agree enough.

      “Yes, please—I need to get away!”

      She scrambled to the end of the bed and jumped off, running for the open door. An icy breeze was blowing in—it made her shiver and her teeth chatter but Mattie didn’t care. The wind smelled of fresh, clean snow and pine needles—it was so much better than the horrible stench of death she was leaving behind.

      “Hey, be careful, little girl!” Grath said behind her, as she stumbled away from the cabin and into a snowdrift that had accumulated around the base of a large tree. “You’ll freeze to death!”

      “I’d r-r-rather f-freeze than stay in that horrible p-p-place one more mu-minute!” Mattie exclaimed, her teeth chattering.

      “I’d rather you didn’t fucking die at all,” Grath growled. “That’s why I came back for you. Hang on just a second…”

      Leaning down, he plunged both arms, up to the shoulders, into the snow drift. There was a hissing sound and two puffs of steam rose from the holes he’d made in the snow. When he stood up again, his skin was no longer glowing with heat. He held out his arms to her and rumbled,

      “Come here, little girl.”

      With a little sob, Mattie ran to him. Grath held her close for a minute and then swung her up into his arms, which were still wonderfully warm. He cradled her against his chest and Mattie pressed her face to his throat and breathed in his familiar, spicy scent—the scent of safety and love and of home.

      “Oh Grath,” she whispered. “It was awful…so awful!”

      “I know, baby…I know,” he rumbled soothingly. “Come on—let me get you back to my ship and you can tell me all about it if you want to.”

      “I don’t want to but I…I might need to,” Mattie whispered. She shivered again—despite his warm arms, the wind was cutting through the trees like a knife.

      “Come on,” Grath repeated.

      And he carried her into the night, away from the horrible cabin and its many “works of art,” towards safety and healing.
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      Once they were safe in Grath’s ship, Mattie took a long, long shower. She needed it—she had to get the stench of death off her skin and out of her hair. She was never going to be able to wear the gorgeous crimson dress again. Even if she dry-cleaned it, she was sure the ghost of that smell would remain.

      At last she stepped out of the shower stall in the fresher at the back of Grath’s ship and wrapped herself in a towel. She used another towel on her hair, shivering as she did so. It wasn’t as cold as it was outside but it was still chilly getting out of the shower. She supposed the ship could probably only do so much when it was running on reserved power, which Grath had explained to her.

      “Might get a little chilly tonight, but I don’t think we’d better risk flying out,” he’d told her. “The snow is coming down thick again. Hopefully it will stop by morning.”

      Mattie didn’t mind staying the night in the ship. She didn’t feel like she could face her family right now, though she didn’t want them to worry. So she had borrowed a Think-me from Grath and used it to call her sister, asking Anna to reassure everyone that she was all right.

      “What in the world happened to you and Grath? We’ve all been worried sick!” Anna sent.

      Mattie knew she ought to explain, but she just wasn’t up for it right at that moment.

      “Ooops, you’re breaking up,” she sent to her older sister. “Sorry, these things aren’t always reliable in bad weather. I’ll call you tomorrow!”

      “But tomorrow is Christmas!” Anna protested. “Are you and Grath going to be with us for Christmas dinner? What should I tell Mom and Dad?”

      Mattie had no answer for that either.

      “Sorry…can’t hear you!” she sent desperately. Then she took the thin circlet of wire off her head, breaking the Think-me’s connection. She supposed her family might still wonder where she was, but at least they knew she was safe. With that taken care of, she had gone straight to the shower to wash.

      And now, at last, she felt clean—her body, anyway—she wasn’t sure after what she’d seen if her mind would ever feel clean again.

      Still wrapped in the towels, she stepped from the fresher into the bedroom, where Grath was pacing.

      “Oh good—are you okay? You were in there so long, I was about to come in after you,” he rumbled, giving her a worried look.

      “I think I’m okay,” Mattie murmured.

      “Good.” He looked relieved. “Then I’m gonna take a shower, too. Got to wash the stink of that fucking place off me.”

      “That’s how I felt, too,” Mattie whispered. She was trying hard not to think of the row of “art pieces” on the shelf. “I hope I didn’t use all the hot water,” she said, trying to make her voice come out normal.

      “Doesn’t matter if you did—I can heat my skin so cold water doesn’t affect me,” Grath told her. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Wait—before you go—how did you find me?” Mattie asked, looking up at him. “I mean, that cabin is out in the middle of nowhere. How did you track me down?”

      “The Goddess helped me—she guided me to you,” Grath said seriously. “She spoke to me and told me what to do.”

      Mattie felt like an electric shock had just run down her spine.

      “Oh my God—I heard a voice, too!” she exclaimed. “A female voice. She told me what to do—how to survive!”

      “The Goddess looks after her children,” Grath rumbled. “We were both blessed to hear her voice.”

      “Yes…I guess we were.” Mattie sank down on the side of the bed, feeling stunned. She had been, if not an atheist, then at least an agnostic, for many years. Now it seemed she would have to rethink her entire belief system…

      Well, anything was better than thinking about what she’d just gone through—what she’d just seen, she thought as Grath disappeared into the fresher. Thank goodness his ship had a living quarters built right into the back of it. Though it was amazing to her how all of it could be compacted down to make the whole ship no bigger than a large SUV when it was in “car-mode.” It must have something to do with Kindred technology…

      Pondering the imponderable, she scooted to the head of the bed. She was cold, so she grabbed the fluffy blue bedspread and pulled it around herself. She put her head on the pillow and sighed deeply.

      There was so much going on inside her head…so much she didn’t want to think about. The Yule Ball, Grath breaking up with her, being kidnapped by Amanda and Luke and taken to his cabin of horrors… Then everything that had followed, which she hoped in time she could somehow forget. Right now it still seemed too fresh, too real.

      And it had all happened just a little distance away—Grath hadn’t carried her far to get her back to his ship. To think that just a short way from here, that row of dead, rotting heads was still sitting on the shelf, staring at nothing…

      “Hey, little girl—what’s wrong?”

      It was Grath again, his upper body steaming and his lower body wrapped in a towel, which rode low on his lean hips.

      Mattie jumped at his deep voice.

      “Wow—that must have been the fastest shower on record!” she exclaimed.

      He shrugged.

      “Had a feeling you needed me. You’ve been through a hell of a lot tonight. Mind if I sit by you on the bed?”

      “No, not at all.” Mattie pushed one hand out from under the cover and patted the spot beside her.

      Grath settled into it and looked down at her.

      “You cold, little girl? Want to come warm up?”

      That sounded like a great idea to Mattie. Crawling out from under the bedspread, she cuddled up next to his side. Grath put one long arm around her and started making heat.

      “Oh…that feels so good,” she nearly moaned, pressing her cold cheek against his warm bare torso. “I feel like I’ve been cold all night. Well, except for in the cabin—that was pretty warm, but the smell…”

      “The smell was fucking horrible,” Grath agreed, giving her a squeeze. “That bastard was insane.”

      “He was a serial killer,” Mattie whispered, shivering. “You know one of those heads was his own mom? He killed her for cheating on his dad. And apparently his dad knew the whole time!”

      “Fucker needs to pay, if that’s the case,” Grath growled. “What in the Seven Hells would make a male act like that and kill all those females? You’d never see a Kindred doing something like that!”

      Mattie shook her head.

      “I don’t know—I always had a feeling he wasn’t quite right. But he had such a good disguise. All American football stars who work at their dad’s hardware store aren’t supposed to turn out to be monsters.”

      She shivered again and Grath drew her closer.

      “It’s okay, little girl—it’s over now. We’ll talk to someone in authority later, but for now, just relax. We’re stuck here in the snow and we’re not going anywhere.”

      “Okay,” Mattie whispered. Snuggling against him, she thought of another question. “Grath, I thought you told me you couldn’t uh, ‘flame up’. But when you came into the cabin, your hands and arms were on fire!”

      “I know.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how I did it either. I think it happened when I went into Rage—I was so afraid that fucker was going to kill you before I got into the cabin…” He trailed off and Mattie looked up to see his jaw was clenched and his eyes were narrowed. Clearly he was fighting with some pretty strong emotions.

      “It’s all right, Grath,” she said softly. “You did it—you got to me in time. I’m safe—we’re safe here together, all because of you. And the Goddess,” she added. She was still trying to wrap her head about that.

      “I’m just so fucking angry with myself—you never should have had to go through all that, little girl,” he growled. “And it’s all my fucking fault—I never should have left you!”

      “Well, I did throw the engagement ring you gave me in your face and tell you I never wanted to see you again,” Mattie said dryly. “Nobody can blame you for taking a hint.”

      “I blame myself,” Grath said roughly. “As your Protector, I never should have left your side—no matter what you said to me.”

      Mattie looked up at him.

      “Are you still just my Protector?” she asked uncertainly. “Are we really just going back to our old roles when we get back to the Mother Ship?”

      Grath sighed deeply and ran a hand through his hair.

      “Well…that’s up to you,” he said at last, looking down at her.

      “Up to me? How?” Mattie asked, her heart pounding.

      “When the Goddess warned me that you were in danger, she also told me one other thing—that the decision to try and bond or not should be yours and your alone,” Grath told her. “So I’m leaving it up to you if you want to try and take our relationship to the next level.”

      “Yes!” Mattie exclaimed as excitement and hope rushed through her. “Oh yes, Grath—I want to bond with you!”

      “Wait a minute—listen to me first.” He had a stern look on his face. “Before you decide, you need to know some things. First, I have a confession to make—I know I’ve been a bastard to you in the past, always pushing you away but I had a reason for that. The very first time I took your hand, I felt a tingle.”

      “A what? A tingle?” Mattie frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “The tribe of Enfuego or Flame Kindred I’m descended from are known for two things,” Grath told her. “One, our red skin. And two, when we touch a female who would be a good match for us, we feel a tingle when we first touch them. Kind of like…an electric shock that runs up your arm all the way to your fucking heart, you know?”

      “Wow…” Mattie stared at him in surprise. “Seriously? And you felt that when you touched me? Felt that we’d be right for each other?”

      “I did.” Grath nodded. “Even if I hadn’t felt it, I would have wanted you, baby. But feeling it made me realize I had to keep you at arm’s length.”

      “But why?” Mattie asked, mystified. “If the tingle means we belong together, why would you push me away?”

      “Because,” Grath said gravely. “It wasn’t the first time I had felt that tingle.”

      “It wasn’t?” Mattie didn’t know what to think of this.

      “No. Back about ten cycles ago, before I came to the Mother Ship, I met a female named Ar’leenah. The minute I touched her, I felt that tingle and I fell for her. She…” Grath paused, pinching the bridge of his nose as though trying to drive back a headache. “We tried to bond,” he said at last, roughly. “Tried and failed. It was…so fucking painful.”

      “Oh, Grath—I’m so sorry.” Mattie wanted desperately to ease his pain. Getting to her knees, she turned to him and put her arms around his neck. Drawing him close, she pressed his face to the tops of her breasts.

      Grath put his arms around her as well and held her tight. At last he looked up.

      “I didn’t want to do that to you,” he said hoarsely. “Didn’t want to risk another failed bond.”

      “But the Goddess is involved this time, isn’t she?” Mattie asked. “I mean, she sent you to be my Protector in the first place and then she warned you that I was in danger. Surely she wouldn’t have done all that if she didn’t mean for us to be together?”

      “I’d like to think so too,” Grath said seriously. “But I can’t guarantee it, baby. I can’t promise you that we might not end up with a failed bond and believe me, that fucking hurts.”

      Mattie’s heart swelled within her. Poor Grath! All this time he’d been pushing her away because he wanted her so much—because he didn’t want to hurt her. But she didn’t want to let him push her away anymore.

      “I’m willing to risk hurting to be with you,” she told him quietly. “I mean it, Grath,” she added, when he looked up at her. “I think it’s a chance we have to take. If we don’t, we’ll never know if we could have been more than just a Protector and his charge. We have to at least try.”

      “I want to try, baby—I fucking love you so much,” he growled softly. “I’m just so afraid of hurting you.”

      “You’re not going to hurt me,” Mattie assured him. But Grath shook his head.

      “I’m not just talking about the bonding—I’m talking about how fragile and delicate you are. You’re so fucking tiny.”

      Mattie could barely hold back a very unladylike snort. As a curvy girl, “fragile” and “delicate” were definitely not words she would have applied to herself. Though she guessed she could see Grath’s point—he was so much bigger and stronger than her, having penetrative sex might be difficult—especially if he was on top.

      But why does he have to be? whispered a little voice in her head. Which gave her an idea…
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      “I have an idea,” Madeline told him.

      “And what idea is that, little girl?” Grath frowned. He’d been enjoying just being close to her, but now she had that look in her eyes—the one she got when she was about to dive into a possibly dangerous situation without any regard for the consequences.

      “I’m thinking that if you’re so worried about hurting me, maybe I should take the lead,” Madeline told him.

      “Hmm…I can’t deny that’s fucking intriguing, baby,” Grath growled. “How do you mean, exactly?”

      “I mean you just stay right where you are, and I’ll do all the work.” Madeline gave him a stern look. “And you’re not allowed to move unless I say so. Got it?”

      Grath gave her a considering look. He was almost always in charge during any kind of sex, but he kind of liked the idea of giving the curvy little female the upper hand.

      “How do I know you won’t do something naughty if I promise not to move? Something like trying to take my cock deep in your pussy—all the way down to my Mating Fist?” he growled.

      Madeline’s cheeks flushed and the room was suddenly filled with the scent of her feminine desire. At once, his cock began to rise under the towel he wore, reacting to the sweet, enticing fragrance.

      “I guess that’s just a chance you’ll have to take,” she said lightly, giving him a naughty little smile. “Now will you promise to hold still or not?”

      “All right.” Grath shifted, his cock throbbing with anticipation. “I’ll hold still and let you take the lead, baby.”

      “Good.” Madeline gave him a triumphant little grin. “Then let’s get started. First of all, I need to get rid of these.”

      Grath nearly groaned with desire as she shed the towels she’d been wearing, revealing her long brown hair, which was still damp from the shower, and her beautiful, curvy body. Gods, she looked delicious all naked like this! Her full breasts were swaying, their ripe tips tight from the chill in the room and her soft little pussy was already getting wet.

      “Mmm, baby,” he growled softly. “Getting all naked. I can’t imagine what you must be planning.”

      “I’m planning on getting you to help me out with a few things,” Madeline said primly. “Like these.” And she threw a leg over his hips, straddling him, and pressed her full breasts into his face.

      “How exactly do you want me to help, baby?” Grath asked, playing along. He could feel her soft pussy brushing against his cock through the towel and it was driving him fucking crazy, but he liked this naughty little game that Madeline had come up with and he wanted to keep it going.

      “Well…my nipples are cold.” She made a cute little pouty face. “I was hoping maybe you could help me warm them up. Since you’re so good at making heat, I mean.”

      Grath was feeling hot all right and it had nothing to do with the fire inside him. But he was more than willing to help her out.

      “And how would you like me to help you, baby?” he growled, eyeing the ripe, pink tips she was displaying for him.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I thought maybe you could suck them?” As she spoke, Madeline rubbed one tight nipple against his lips. “I mean, just a little,” she murmured. “Just until they warm up.”

      Grath groaned as his cock surged again.

      “Gods, yes, baby—I could do that for you,” he told her.

      “Then suck me,” Madeline instructed, pressing her nipple into his mouth.

      Obediently, Grath parted his lips and sucked her ripe tip. But he didn’t just suck “a little.” He took as much of her breast into his mouth as he could, sucking hard and long, making Madeline moan and gasp as she writhed with the intense pleasure.

      “Oh! Oh, Grath!” she gasped, moving against him. “You’re sucking so hard!”

      Reluctantly, he let her nipple slip from between his lips.

      “Just trying to warm you up, little girl,” he growled. “Did it work?”

      They both looked at her nipple—which was a much darker pink than it had been to start with.

      “I…I think so,” Madeline murmured.

      “Better let me suck the other one, then,” Grath told her. “Wouldn’t want one to be cold while the other one’s hot.”

      “I…I guess you’re right.” Pressing her other nipple to his lips, she looked into his eyes and murmured, “Suck me, Grath. Nice and deep—like you did the other one.”

      Her soft words and the look in her eyes brought out a primal need in him. His cock surged again as he took her other nipple in his mouth and sucked as hard and as deep as he could, causing Madeline to moan and squirm in his lap. Which in turn, made her soft little pussy rub even harder against the growing bulge beneath his towel.

      At last she pulled back and Grath let her go, releasing the second nipple, still savoring the salty-sweet flavor of her skin.

      “What now, little girl?” he growled, eyeing her hungrily. He wanted badly to grab her by the waist and roll her under him, to ravish her completely and fuck her nice and long and deep. But he had promised to hold still and let her take the lead, so he just sat there, leaning against the headboard, waiting for her next order.

      “Now I have something else I want you to warm up with your tongue.”

      Madeline’s cheeks were pink as she said the words, but Grath could tell that though she was embarrassed, she was excited too.

      “Hmm…and what might that be, little girl?” he murmured. “What else is cold and needs my tongue to warm it up?”

      “This.” Still straddling his hips, Madeline rose and presented him with her soft little pussy. The outer lips were already parting to show her glistening inner folds. Grath growled with growing lust when he saw her sweet little Goddess pearl peaking out, just about begging to be sucked and licked and tended by his tongue.

      “Gods, yes, baby,” he groaned. “Come a little closer and feed me that pussy. Let me lap that soft little cunt until you come all over my face!”

      Madeline’s cheeks went even darker and her breathing came faster too.

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” she told him. “All right then—taste me, Grath. And make it good.”

      Then she leaned forward and pushed her soft little mound into his face.

      Their height difference worked to their advantage in this case, Grath thought as he put out his tongue eagerly. With him sitting and her standing, her sweet pussy was just the right level for him to taste her—which he couldn’t fucking wait to do.

      Madeline hung on to the headboard and brought herself even closer. Teasingly, she brushed her soft pussy against his lips, letting him have just a taste of her honey and scent before pulling away again.

      “Hey!” Grath frowned up at her.

      “Uh-uh…” Madeline had a teasing expression on her face. “Not until I let you. Remember, I’m in charge.”

      “All right,” Grath growled. “But I’m warning you, sweetheart—I can only take so much. I need to taste that sweet pussy.”

      “You’ll get a chance to do that when I want you to—not before,” Madeline told him, that taunting smile still playing around her lips.

      Then she did it again, dipping her hips to tease him with her soft little cunt and then puling back at the last minute, when he’d barely tasted her honey.

      A primal hunger rose inside Grath and he couldn’t take it anymore. He knew he’d promised to hold still and not do anything, but he couldn’t fucking help himself! When she came in to tease him again, he reached up and grabbed her full ass cheeks in his big hands.

      “Oh!” Madeline gasped. “Grath, what—?“

      “No more fucking teasing, little girl,” he growled. And then he brought her pelvis to his face and gave her pussy a long, loving, thorough lick.

      “Oh, Grath!” she moaned and he felt her tremble against him as she gripped the headboard harder—until he could almost hear the wood creak.

      He lifted her completely, supporting her curvy body with his hands and arms and brought her pussy to his mouth. Parting her outer lips with his tongue, he gave her a long, probing lick. Starting at the entrance of her pussy, he dragged his tongue upwards, all the way to the top of her hot little slit.

      “Oh! Oh, Grath!” Madeline moaned and he felt her parting her legs even more for him—inviting him to do it again. And again and again.

      She leaned over, resting her arms on the headboard as she opened for him and Grath was quick to take advantage of the invitation. Bringing her pussy to his mouth again, he lifted her and lapped her deeply, thrusting his tongue deep into her entrance, which was slick with her juices.

      She moaned and quivered as he sank his tongue even deeper, penetrating her soft, quivering pussy. Then, when he had lapped up all her honey, he withdrew his tongue and sucked her hot little clit into his mouth. He teased it mercilessly, lashing it with the tip of his tongue until she was dripping once again. Then, before she could come, he slipped his tongue deep inside her once more to lap up the honey she’d made while he was teasing her Goddess Pearl.

      “Oh Grath…oh, please!” she was moaning. “Oh please, I need to come! Please, make me come!”

      But Grath wasn’t about to do that—not yet, anyway. She’d been a naughty girl, teasing him with her little cunt and not letting him lick her. Now he was going to repay her the same way.

      Over and over he sucked and teased her clit until her pussy was dripping with honey and over and over he ducked his head to slip his tongue deep in her tunnel and lap it up. He kept on repeating the process as Madeline moaned and cried and clutched at the headboard, desperate for the orgasm he was denying her.

      “Oh, Grath!” she moaned, when he at last lowered her feet back to the bed and they were both panting with need. “How could you be so cruel? I told you how much I need to come!”

      “Not letting you come until we bond, little girl,” Grath growled at her. “You were naughty—teasing me with your hot little cunt. Now you get what’s coming to you. Until you sit on my cock and take all of it—the Mating Fist too—deep in your pussy so I can knot you, you don’t get to come.”

      Her eyes widened and she bit her lower lip in a distractingly erotic way that made him want to kiss her long and hard.

      “All the way?” she whispered. “I don’t know, Grath—you’re so big. Like porn star big!”

      “You can take me,” he told her. “There are chemicals in my saliva and precum that will help you stretch. I’ve already given you a good dose by licking so deep in your sweet pussy, baby. Just rub yourself against me and see how much of my shaft you can slip inside yourself.”

      “Well…all right,” Madeline murmured. “I…I’ll try.”

      “Just try,” Grath echoed her. “You can take it as slow as you want, baby, but until I’m all the way in you, you don’t get to come. Got it?”

      “Got it.” she nodded. “All right…here goes nothing.”

      And she threw back his towel.
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      Madeline couldn’t believe she was doing this—couldn’t believe she was actually going to attempt to bond with her big Protector. His cock, standing erect between them, was way bigger than anything she’d ever had in her before. But she was going to try and take every bit of it—even the throbbing knot at the base—deep in her unprotected pussy.

      But she had to try…there was no other way for them to bond. Slowly, she lowered herself onto him, feeling the broad, blunt head of his cock sliding over the slippery inner folds of her pussy. God, he was big! Would he fit?

      Biting her lip, she took the thick shaft in one hand and nudged the head lower until she felt the tip of it kissing the entrance of her pussy. Normally she would never try to put something this big inside her, but Grath had said the chemicals his body made would help her stretch, and she believed him. So with a deep breath, she lowered herself down, letting the broad head press even deeper into her.

      There was a moment where she wasn’t sure what might happen, and then to her amazement, the broad head—which was as big as a large plum—slipped past her entrance and the first part of his cock was inside her.

      “Oh…it worked!” She looked up at Grath with wide eyes.

      “Told you you’d be able to stretch, baby,” he growled softly. “Go on—take some more.”

      Mattie did as he said, lowering herself again so that even more of his thick shaft slipped into her. She could feel her inner walls stretching but it didn’t hurt—in fact, it felt good to be opened like this by the big Hybrid’s cock. He slid deeper and deeper inside her, making her moan.

      “Good girl,” Grath murmured. “Gods, look at how deep you’re taking me! And your little pussy is so tight and hot!”

      “And wet too, thanks to you,” Mattie panted. She could see now why he’d spent so much time tasting her and putting his tongue deep in her pussy. Doubtless he’d wanted to be certain she could stretch enough to take all of him.

      And it seemed to have worked—she came all the way down until only his Mating Fist was outside her pussy. She was about to try and take that too, when Grath shook his head.

      “Rest a minute, baby,” he told her. “You’re going to need me to thrust into you to get the Mating Fist in your pussy—you can’t do it on your own. Gods, that’s a hot sight.”

      Mattie saw that he was looking down between their legs where they were joined and she couldn’t deny he was right. Her pussy was open for him, sucking on the long, thick shaft that was thrust almost all the way inside her and the pink pearl of her clit was throbbing with need as she squeezed her inner muscles to caress him. It really was one of the most erotic things she’d ever seen. But she still had more to take before they could bond.

      Suddenly, she had a new thought.

      “Grath, I’m not on birth control right now,” she admitted, staring at the place where he was thrust into her almost to the root. “What if…what if I get pregnant from…from…?”

      “From letting me fuck your soft little pussy, baby?” he growled, pulling out just a little and thrusting back in—a move that made Mattie gasp and then moan. “Are you afraid I’ll plant a baby in that sweet belly of yours?” he asked, placing one big hand over her lower abdomen.

      “Well…yes.” Mattie nodded, putting her hand over his.

      Grath shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      “I’m afraid that’s just a chance you’ll have to take, baby,” he growled. “Yes, bonding with me might get you pregnant. Because bonding is breeding—there’s no way around it. So you have to decide if you want to risk it.”

      Mattie bit her lip.

      “But if we bond, we stay together forever?”

      Grath’s midnight eyes flashed.

      “Yes, forever, baby. Always.”

      “Then…I don’t mind,” Mattie decided. “As long as…as I don’t have to raise the baby on my own.”

      “Never,” he rumbled, his eyes flashing again. “You know I’ll take care of you, sweetheart. You and the baby, if there is one.”

      “All right then.” Mattie lifted her chin and looked him in the eyes. “Then go ahead and knot me, Grath. Knot me and breed me and try to make me pregnant. As long as we’re together, I don’t mind.”

      “Gods, little girl, you don’t know what it does to me when you start talking about me breeding you,” he growled. His big hands came up to encircle her waist and he gripped her tight, his eyes holding hers. “You don’t know how hot that gets me!”

      “Show me!” Mattie urged him breathlessly. “Show me by knotting me, Grath! Show me by breeding me hard and deep and bonding me to you!”

      “With pleasure, baby,” he growled. And then Mattie felt him thrusting up into her as he held her in place. She moaned helplessly, for now her inner walls really were being stretched to the limit. She had never felt anything as big as his Mating Fist inside her and she wasn’t quite sure she could take it.

      But the stretching chemicals did their job again and, to her relief, she finally felt the huge Mating Fist slip all the way inside her.

      “Oh, God!” she moaned as the broad, blunt head of his cock gave the mouth of her womb a rough kiss. “In me, Grath! I think you’re all the way in me, now!”

      “I sure as hell am, baby,” he growled. “And now I’m ready to breed you. Are you ready to let me do it?”

      “Yes, Grath!” she moaned. “Yes, do it—breed me and bond me to you! Please, I want you to!”

      “There’s nothing I want more, baby,” he assured her. “But I’m going to fuck you a little first, before I let my knot swell in you.” And then he began to move.

      Mattie moaned as the enormous shaft slipped almost all the way out of her and then back in, all the way to the Mating Fist. She had never been fucked like this before—had never been so full. And yet she could feel her body opening to take the big Hybrid—opening easily and with pleasure as the need inside her grew and grew.

      But as pleasurable as it was to feel Grath penetrating her so deeply, she still needed more. Needed stimulation in order to come. Moaning, she slipped her hand between her legs and began to rub her clit with two fingers as he thrust in and out of her.

      “Uh-uh, baby. No.”

      To her surprise, Grath shook his head and moved her hand, never slowing his rhythm.

      “But I need to,” she moaned in frustration. “Please, Grath, I’m so close to coming!”

      “You’re going to come, I promise baby,” he growled. “As soon as I knot you, I’ll sink my fangs into you and then you’re going to come long and hard all over my cock. Are you ready for me to do that now?”

      Looking up, Mattie saw that his fangs had grown long and sharp, just as they had before he bit her on her thigh to inject his essence. With a shiver, she recalled the intense orgasm that had caused. How much harder would she come with his cock buried to the root inside her?

      She didn’t know, but she wanted to find out.

      “Yes, Grath!” she moaned. Sweeping her hair to one side, she bared the side of her neck for him. “Yes, bite me and breed me and bond me to you. And please—make me come!”

      “Your wish is my fucking command, little girl,” he growled.

      With a last, deep thrust, Mattie felt him slide all the way inside her and then the Mating Fist at the base of his shaft began to swell. She moaned helplessly as it stretched her even further. It also pressed the head of his cock even harder against the mouth of her womb until she swore she could almost feel the tip of it entering her. It was as though that part of her body had another set of lips, deep inside her, and they were parting to admit him.

      “Knotting you, baby,” Grath growled in her ear. “Filling you up—getting ready to bite you and breed you now.”

      “Do it!” Mattie begged him. “Do it, Grath—I need it. Please!”

      Her only answer was a hungry growl and then his long, sharp fangs sank deep into the side of her throat. At the same time, Mattie felt his shaft throbbing inside her and then he was pulsing—shooting stream after stream of hot, creamy seed deep into her womb.

      As the essence in his fangs hit her bloodstream, she felt an orgasm like nothing she’d ever experienced coming over her. It was like a nuclear explosion that started in her lower belly and spread to every part of her, filling her up with so much pleasure she wasn’t sure she could take it all.

      “Oh!” she gasped as she felt her inner muscles contracting all around the invading shaft. “Oh, Grath! God, yes! Fill me…fuck me…breed me…bond me!”

      “Doing my fucking best, little girl. Gods, I can feel you coming all around me—your thirsty little pussy is milking me. Almost like you’re begging me to breed you and put a baby in your belly.”

      The deep voice came from inside her head, for his fangs were still buried in her neck. But Mattie was too far gone in pleasure to recognize the significance of hearing her Protector’s mental voice.

      “Oh Grath, love you so much!” she sent through the new link. “Feels so good when you fuck me and bite me at the same time! Oh God, I can feel you shooting inside me!”

      “Filling you up with my cream, baby,” he assured her. “Doing the best I can to make you pregnant.”

      Mattie hoped he was succeeding. There was nothing she wanted more than to have the big Hybrid’s baby and be with him forever. Not just as Protector and charge, but as man and wife—warrior and mate. Two souls entwined as one, always.

      “That’s fucking beautiful, baby,” Grath growled. He withdrew his fangs and licked the side of her neck, sealing the small puncture wounds he’d made. “I hope so, too,” he said aloud.

      “Wait a minute…” Mattie panted. Finally, as the pleasure ebbed and she was able to think again, she started putting two and two together. “I heard you talking earlier but it was inside my head.” She looked up at him with wide eyes. “Does that mean…?”

      “That’s right.” Grath’s face was filled with joy. “We did it, baby—we had a successful bonding. Otherwise we wouldn’t have the link.”

      “Oh my God!” Mattie gasped. Throwing her arms around his neck, she began to cry. “Oh Grath! I can’t believe it!”

      “I can hardly believe it myself, baby.” His muscular arms crushed her to him and they held each other tight. “I sure as hell hope those are tears of joy,” he added.

      “You know they are!” Mattie sniffed happily. “I’m just so glad we can be together for ever now. Thank God we were able to bond! Or in this case, I guess we ought to say thank the Goddess,” she added, pulling back to look at him.

      “She had us in mind for each other all the time,” Grath said. Cupping her cheek, he swept away Mattie’s tears with his thumb. “I guess I was always meant to be your Protector. And to think I spent so much time pushing you away.”

      “Only to pull me as close as you possibly can now,” Mattie murmured, nodding down to the place where the two of them were still joined.

      Grath’s midnight eyes went half-lidded with lust.

      “Mmm, baby, are you up for another round of bonding and breeding? We’re going to be stuck together for a long time anyway—takes a while for my Mating Fist to go down.”

      “I’d love that,” Mattie told him, using their new connection again. “But this time let’s do it nice and slow. You know,” she added. “I know it sounds crazy, but for a minute there, it almost felt like I was…uh, opening up inside. Letting the head of your shaft even deeper inside me.”

      His eyes widened.

      “I thought I felt that too, but I wasn’t sure. It’s something else my people are known for.”

      “What is it?” Mattie wanted to know, though she could feel his uncertainty about telling her.

      “It’s called a deep breeding,” Grath told her at last. “It’s what happens when my precum stimulates the mouth of your womb to open and let the head of my shaft inside so I can shoot my seed directly inside you.”

      “Oh…what does that mean?” Mattie looked at him with wide eyes.

      “Means you’re definitely getting pregnant tonight, little girl,” Grath growled, stroking her back and shoulders with his big, warm hands as he looked into her eyes. “There’s no way around it—even if you’re not ovulating right now, the chemicals in my seed will cause you to. So I’m absolutely planting a baby in your belly—maybe more than one.”

      “Mmm…” Mattie gave a little laugh. “Well, that will certainly be the answer to all of Grandma Thelma’s hopes and prayers.” She pulled him down for a long, lingering kiss and then looked into his eyes. “Go on, Grath—breed me and bond me some more. Let’s keep it up all night long.”

      And so they did. It was definitely the best Christmas Eve Mattie could ever remember and it was all because she’d agreed to try…Faking it with the Hybrid.
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      “Oh my God—so the guy who attacked you in high school turned out to be a serial killer?” Sophie looked at her with wide eyes.

      Mattie nodded grimly. They were sitting in Sophie’s suite back aboard the Mother Ship and she was telling her friend everything.

      “Yes, it was awful! He’d been chopping off women’s heads for years and keeping them in his cabin as trophies, only he called them his ‘art collection.’ His Dad knew about it too—we had to tell the police the next morning when we led them to the crime scene.”

      She shivered, remembering what a mess it had been. Only having Grath by her side and knowing they were bonded helped her get through the stressful situation of explaining everything that had happened to Chief Wainright, the head of the tiny Christmasville police department.

      She and Grath had been separated and questioned at one point, but since they both told the same story, the Chief had no choice but to believe them. It helped that when he went to arrest Luke’s father, the older Hartsford confessed to everything.

      “He was a sick boy…a sick boy,” he kept saying over and over as tears poured down his face. “I thought about trying to stop him but he was only killing whores, so he wasn’t really doing no harm to anybody.”

      Mattie most definitely disagreed with this statement and she was certain all the sex workers who had lost their lives would disagree as well. It turned out that the police around Christmasville had been looking for Luke for years—ever since prostitutes had started disappearing from the local truck stops. Finally the mystery of the “Truck Stop Killer” as they had been calling him, had been solved.

      “I’m afraid I’ll have to go back home and testify several times before this is all over,” she told Sophie. “The police took pictures of everything in the cabin, but I still have to tell what I saw and how Luke was acting and what he said.”

      “Of course. That makes sense, though I’m afraid it’s going to be hard on you.” Sophie squeezed her arm sympathetically. “Did it totally spoil your Christmas with your family?”

      Mattie lifted her chin.

      “Absolutely not,” she declared. “As awful as the thing with Luke was, it turned out to be the best Christmas ever. After we finally got away from the police, we still had time to eat Christmas dinner with my family. And afterwards, Grath got down on one knee and asked me to marry him again—for real this time.”

      “Oh, that’s so romantic!” Sophie clasped her hands to her heart. “How did your family react?”

      “Well, they were kind of confused at first—like why was Grath proposing again when he’d already done it at the Yule Ball? But then, when we admitted that we’d been faking our relationship up until then, they finally understood.” She shrugged. “So I’m afraid we failed our test—which is what Grath is telling Commander Sylvan right now. So we can’t go to Vi’ri’tex Delta after all.”

      “Oh, but I’m sure Sylvan will forgive you for letting your family know in the end,” Sophie protested. “I’m positive he’ll still let you go.”

      “Even if he would, we still can’t,” Mattie told her. “Because Vi’ri’tex Delta is so far away and there are no viable worm holes to get there. So you can only go by folding space.”

      “Oh, of course—that’s a problem because after your bonding night, you still don’t know if you’re pregnant or not,” Sophie nodded. “But you know, they have rapid pregnancy tests now. If you want, I’ll have my sister Liv set one up for you.”

      “That would be nice,” Mattie said. “But just to tell me what sex the baby is—and if there’s more than one. See, Grath and I had kind of a special experience that sometimes happens with someone of his heritage when they bond with a female.” She could feel herself blushing as she talked. “It’s called a, uh, ‘deep breeding’ and it’s guaranteed to get you pregnant,” she added, almost in a whisper.

      “Oh my!” Sophie put a hand to her mouth. “Well then—I’m afraid you’ll be out of commission for a while. You’re right—you and Grath can’t go to Vi’ri’tex Delta.”

      “I don’t mind,” Mattie said, smiling. “I thought I wanted that mission so much but honestly, what I wanted was a way to test myself—to see how much I could handle. But after what happened down in Christmasville, I honestly feel I’ve been tested enough.”

      “My goodness, I would definitely agree with you there!” Sophie exclaimed.

      “So for now, I’ll be happy if Grath and I are just assigned Class 1 planets that are close enough to get to by wormhole,” Mattie said. “Er…as long as Commander Sylvan allows it.”

      “Don’t you worry about that.” Sophie patted her hand. “The Kindred don’t discriminate against pregnant people. If you want to work, you get to work. If you’d rather stay home and take time for yourself—well, that’s okay too and you still get your full pay. Plus we have free healthcare up here on the Mother Ship—the best you can get. You’re going to have a beautiful pregnancy, just wait and see.”

      “Thank you!” Mattie felt tears of gratitude pricking her eyes and had to sniff hard to control them. “I’m so happy I came to work for the Kindred! If I hadn’t, I never would have met you or Commander Sylvan—or Grath! And I certainly wouldn’t be bonded now with a baby on the way.”

      “And to think just a few days ago you were complaining about him to me and saying you wished you could get another Protector!” Sophie teased her gently, her eyes dancing.

      “Don’t remind me!” Mattie laughed and elbowed her friend. “I can’t believe how wrong I was!” She narrowed her eyes at Sophie. “Hey, did you have any idea when you suggested that Grath and I fake-date for my parents that this would happen? I mean, that we’d end up together?”

      Sophie laughed.

      “Well…maybe. You know, the opposite of love isn’t hate—it’s indifference. And you and Grath were never indifferent to each other. You got on each other’s nerves so much, I was sure there had to be something between you.”

      “You were right,” Mattie admitted, laughing. “There definitely was—is something between us. We can’t keep our hands off each other!”

      She and Sophie went into another fit of giggles and then she heard a deep voice inside her head.

      “Hey, what’s so funny, baby?”

      “Oh, nothing—just talking with Sophie,” she sent back to Grath and made a silent motion to Sophie, letting her know she was having a mental conversation with her mate. “Did you explain everything to Commander Sylvan?”

      “Sure did—we’re going to be assigned to Class 1 planets until after you give birth.”

      “That’s just what I hoped for!” Mattie exclaimed. “And speaking of that, Sophie says she can get me set up with an early pregnancy test so we can find out the sex of the baby.”

      “Better hold off on that for a little while,” Grath sent, surprising her.

      “What? But why? Don’t you want to know?”

      “Yeah, but first I want to see if I can plant another baby inside you,” he growled through their link. “We should probably wait until I finish breeding you—then we can find out the sexes of all the babies at once.”

      “Grath, you’re so bad!” Mattie sent back, laughing, but she got the definite sense that the big Hybrid was only halfway kidding. There was a hunger behind his words—a deep desire that she felt too.

      Opening her eyes, she looked at Sophie.

      “Grath is telling me there’s something we need to do back at our suite, but could I call you about getting that pregnancy test later?”

      Sophie’s green eyes were dancing in a way that let Mattie knew she understood.

      “Absolutely—go ahead and call me when you get the chance,” she said, squeezing Mattie’s arm again. “And I’ll talk to you later—if Grath ever lets you out of your suite!”

      Mattie laughed and blushed but she knew it was true—she and her new mate just couldn’t get enough of each other. Even now she was longing to bond with him all over again.

      As they walked to the door of Sophie’s suite, she reflected that the past week had been a wild ride. But despite all the crazy things that had happened to her, this had definitely been the best Christmas ever.
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      No way! There are always more Kindred Tales to come! If you have enjoyed reading Faking it with the Hybrid, please consider leaving me a positive review HERE. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this crazy-crowded ebook market. They let other readers know it’s safe to try a new book or a new series. Plus, they give me the warm fuzzies inside. : ) Thanks for being such an awesome reader and for taking another trip to the Kindred Universe with me!

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline

      November 2022

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GIVE A HOT KINDRED WARRIOR TO A FRIEND!

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you love the Kindred? Do you want to talk about wishing you could go live on the Mother Ship without your friends thinking you're crazy? Well, now it's super easy to get them into the Kindred universe.

      Just share this link, https://bookhip.com/HLNPTP, with them to download Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series for FREE.

      No strings attached—I don't even want to collect their email for my newsletter. I just want you to be able to share the Kindred world with your besties and have fun doing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).
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        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Also Available in Audio)

        SWITCHED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNCHARTED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNBOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        SURRENDERED (Also Available in Audio)

        VANISHED (Also Available in Audio)

        IMPRISONED (Also Available in Audio)

        TWISTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DECEIVED (Also Available in Audio)

        STOLEN (Also Available in Audio)

        COMMITTED (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID (Also Available in Audio)

        TRAPPED IN TIME (Also Available in Audio)

        TIME TO HEAL (Also Available in Audio)

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR (Also Available in Audio)

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS (Also Available in Audio)

        GUARDING THE GODDESS (Also Available in Audio)

        STEALING HER HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS (Also Available in Audio)

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE (Also Available in Audio)

        DARK AND LIGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTING HIS MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        UNLEASHED BY THE DEFENDER (Also Available in Audio)

        SUBMITTING TO THE SHADOW (Also Available in Audio)

        SECRET SANTA SURPRISE (Also Available in Audio)

        THE PRIESTESS AND THE THIEF (Also Available in Audio)

        PLAYING THEIR PARTS (Also Available in Audio)

        RAISED TO KILL (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING HER PATIENT (Also Available in Audio)

        DELIVERED BY THE DEFENDER (Also Available in Audio)

        ACCIDENTAL ACQUISITION (Also Available in Audio)

        BURNING FOR LOVE (Also Available in Audio)

        HIDDEN RAGE (Also Available in Audio)

        ENTICED BY THE SATYR (Also Available in Audio)

        SAVED BY THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVED BY THE LION (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY TWO (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE TIGER (Also Available in Audio)

        DRAGON IN THE DARK (Also Available in Audio)

        GUARDED BY THE HYBRID

        QUEEN OF THEIR COLONY

        FINDING HIS GODDESS

        FAKING IT WITH THE HYBRID

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess
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        Kindle Birthright series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        The Children of the Kindred series

        UNBONDABLE
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        Born to Darkness series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CRIMSON DEBT (Also Available in Audio)

        SCARLET HEAT (Also Available in Audio)

        RUBY SHADOWS (Also Available in Audio)

        CARDINAL SINS (coming soon)

        DESSERT (short novella following Scarlet Heat)

        (Also Available in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume
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        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        THE OVERLORD’S PET

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG, BAD WOLF
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        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY (Also Available in Audio)

        FANG AND CLAW (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE AND SECRET (Also Available in Audio)
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        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        Forbidden Omegaverse Series

        (Paranormal Romance

        Step-Brother / Foster Brother Romance)

        HIS OMEGA’S KEEPER (Also Available in Audio)

        THE BRAND THAT BINDS
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        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Sci-Fi OR Paranormal Action-Adventure Romance)

        ANYONE U WANT

        BEST KEPT SECRETS (Step-Brother romance)

        BLIND DATE WITH A VAMPIRE

        BLOOD KISS

        BROKEN BOUNDARIES (M/M romance)

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        COMPANION 3000

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also Available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MADELINE’S MATES

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also Available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PUNISHING TABITHA

        PURITY (Also Available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE BARGAIN

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also Available in Audio)

        ’TIL KINGDOM COME (M/M romance)
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance) (Also Available in Audio)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.
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        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)
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