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        One lonely older woman...

        Two younger warriors who think she's beautiful...

        Add some spiked punch and a mix-up with the Secret Santa Gifts,

        And who knows what might happen?

      

      

      Melanie Jameson is afraid it’s going to be a lonely Christmas. After a bitter divorce with an abusive husband, she moves to the Kindred Mother Ship to take a job in their PR department. Though she makes friends easily, especially with Sees Clearly, a handsome Kindred warrior who is much too young for her, she doesn’t have anyone to spend Christmas with but her crusty old Aunt Marge.

      Clear is smitten with Melanie the moment he sees her. It doesn’t matter to him that she’s older than him—he wants her at once. After a mishap with her Kindred wave oven leaves her with a burned hand, he brings her to meet his other half, Feels Strongly, who is a doctor in the Med Center. Strong agrees at once that the lovely older female is the one for them—but how to convince Melanie of that?

      It seems hopeless since Clear and Strong don’t think Melanie is interested. But the Goddess works in mysterious ways. When a mix-up with the Secret Santa presents means Melanie gets a naughty negligee from Clear instead of the oven mitt he intended to give her, she begins to wonder if Christmas might be exciting after all...

      Will she end up with a Secret Santa Surprise? You’ll have to read to find out!
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      “So whose name did you draw for Secret Santa?” Sonja plopped into her rolling chair and scooted over to where Melanie was tapping on the holo keyboard projected by her compu-cube. The small cube, about the size of a man’s fist, also projected the screen she was looking at. It hovered above the cube in 3-D color in the air in front of her.

      “You know we’re not supposed to say.” Melanie smiled at her coworker, who was grinning eagerly at her. She had only been aboard the Kindred Mother Ship for a month, but she had already found it easy to make friends here.

      Of course, working in PR and being a Public Relations Specialist with a Masters degree in Corporate Marketing meant that she was an outgoing person anyway. But it just seemed that the people aboard the Mother Ship were more friendly and kind than the people she was used to down on Earth. Maybe because they were all so happy and fulfilled, with jobs they loved that paid a good wage and relationships that were loving and loyal.

      Of course one of those “less than friendly” people down on Earth was Steve, whispered a little voice in her head. Anybody would be an improvement over him!

      Melanie pushed the thought of her ex from her mind. Their divorce had been painful and bitter and left her feeling bruised and uncertain of herself. She was glad the Mother Ship was such a kind and welcoming environment.

      But kind and welcoming or not, if Sonja thought she was going to spill the beans about who Melanie had drawn for Secret Santa, she had another think coming!

      “I’m not telling,” she told her coworker with a grin. “That ruins the surprise.”

      “Well that’s okay. I mainly just wanted to say that I’m pretty sure Sahran got me.” Sonja giggled and put a hand to her mouth. “He’s been dropping hints all over the place so I can just imagine what he’s going to get me!”

      Sahran was a Blood Kindred warrior who worked in the PR and Marketing department with them. He and Sonja were newly engaged, though they were holding off on getting bonded until after their wedding. When Melanie had asked the reason for this, Sonja’s eyes had gotten wide.

      “Girl, my daddy is a Baptist minister! And he’s not one of these ‘meek and mild’ preachers either—he’s all fire and brimstone! So Sahran and I are waiting.” She’d shrugged. “Besides, it’s not long—we’re getting married on New Year’s Day—we can stand the sexual tension until then. But, oooh, can that man talk dirty! You oughta hear him say what he’s going to do to me once he gets a ring on my finger!” And she’d fanned herself with one hand, her eyes eager with anticipation.

      From what she was saying now, it sounded to Melanie like Sonja and Sahran were getting a little impatient with all that waiting.

      “What do you think he got you?” she asked, grinning at the younger woman who was clearly bursting with excitement.

      “Who knows? Maybe something to wear on our bonding night.” Sonja giggled, which made Melanie laugh along with her. Her coworker had an infectious laugh that made her smile even when she was feeling blue.

      “What’s so funny, ladies?”

      The deep, friendly voice interrupted their laughter and Melanie looked up to see another coworker—Sees Clearly or Clear for short—looking down at the two of them.

      Clear worked in the accounting department and he was hands down one of the handsomest men Melanie had ever met. He had blondish-brown hair, broad shoulders, and smoky green eyes that made her think of shadows in a forest.

      He’s also more than ten years too young for you and a Twin Kindred, Melanie reminded herself. Which meant that somewhere on the Mother Ship, Clear had a Dark Twin who was probably every bit as handsome as him, but considerably more intense. Dark Twins tended to be more moody and temperamental and, well, dark—at least according to Melanie’s research for her latest PR vid spot.

      “Share the joke?” Clear asked, bringing her back to reality. “Are you two talking about the Secret Satan drawing?”

      “That’s Secret Santa,” Melanie corrected him, laughing.

      “Mmm-hmm. Satan is the Lord of Darkness,” Sonja told him. “You don’t want him coming down your chimney Christmas Eve night!”

      “I would think you wouldn’t want anyone coming down your chimney,” Clear objected. “Wouldn’t it be a fire risk? Also, I have seen pictures of this Satan—I mean Santa. He is quite rotund and aren’t most chimneys on Earth narrow? How could he fit?”

      “He just does,” Sonja said, giggling again. “He’s Santa.”

      But Clear wasn’t done critiquing the problems of Christmas yet.

      “Also, how could he get to every house in a single night in order to deliver presents?” he asked, frowning. “By my calculations, he would have to visit one hundred and eight billion individual domiciles in a single twenty-four hour period which gives him only 1/1250th of a second for each visit, in which he has to slide down the narrow chimney (while avoiding the fire), distribute presents, fill the footwear which has been laid out, and consume the bovine squeezings and Christmas pastries that have been left out for him.”

      “Bo-bovine squeezings?” Melanie asked with a little gasp. She and Sonja were laughing so hard they could hardly speak. “You mean milk?”

      “I suppose.” Clear shrugged. “And even if he only gave each child one present, he would still have to bring three hundred and twenty-one thousand tons worth of presents on his sleigh. Which, according to your legends, is pulled by only eight ‘tiny’ reindeer. So—”

      “Stop! I can’t take it!” Sonja was doubled over, giggling through her nose like a crazy woman.

      “Clear, you’re clearly over-thinking this,” Melanie told him, laughing herself.

      “Yeah, we can sure tell you work in accounting!” Sonja exclaimed.

      Clear shrugged his broad shoulders.

      “I’m just trying to make sense out of your Earth legends, that’s all.”

      “You don’t have to make sense out of them,” Melanie told him gently. “You just accept them. That’s part of the Christmas magic.”

      “And it’s also magical to give presents to our coworkers?” Clear said, frowning. “Not that I mind, but how can I tell what to get them?”

      “You get them something you think they’d like,” Melanie said. “Or something they need—something practical.”

      “But what if I don’t know what they need?” Clear gave her a pleading look. “This is my first year aboard the Mother Ship and we don’t celebrate this particular holiday on Twin Moons. I’m very confused.” He brightened. “Which is why I was thinking that if you two tell me who you got for the Secret Satan—”

      “Secret Santa,” Sonja exclaimed and snorted laughter again.

      “Right—the Secret Santa gift giving event, then I could begin to understand what kind of present I should get the coworker whose name I drew in the drawing.”

      “Not telling you!” Sonja giggled behind her cupped hand. “It’s secret, Clear!”

      “That is kind of why they call it ‘Secret Santa,’” Melanie told him apologetically. “I tell you what—just try to get to know the person whose name you drew and you’ll figure out what to get him or her.”

      Clear nodded, though he still looked troubled.

      “Thank you. I’ll try.” He sighed. “Maybe my brother, Feels Strongly, will have some suggestions.”

      “That would be your Dark Twin, right?” Melanie asked.

      He nodded.

      “Strong often has better insight into humans than I do—he’s a doctor at the Med Center so he sees lots of human patients.”

      He started to go, but Melanie called him back impulsively.

      “Clear, wait. I’m actually really glad you’re here,” she said. “I need your help.”

      “Oh?” He raised an eyebrow and turned back towards her. “What can I do for you?”

      “I was hoping I could get your expert opinion on this vid spot about Twin Kindred that I’m working on,” she said.

      “Well, I don’t know about being an ‘expert’ but I’ll be glad to help any way I can.” Clear smiled and pulled up a chair beside her, squeezing into her cubical with her.

      Melanie couldn’t help feeling how close he was. Her cubical, which had always seemed so roomy to her, now felt a bit cramped—probably because the Light Twin was so big.

      He must be six foot seven or eight if he’s an inch, Melanie thought to herself. And so muscular…

      God, she wished he wasn’t so handsome! He smelled good too—a warm clean scent that seemed to be his natural smell. She reminded herself to be extra professional. She didn’t want to make a fool of herself—her much younger coworker would never go for someone like her. Someone who was closer to forty than thirty and who had nothing but a failed marriage to show for the last fifteen years of her life.

      That’s not true! she scolded herself. You’ve got a lot going for you, Melanie. You’ve had a very successful career and sooner or later you’ll meet the right guy—a nice older man—and everything will just click. You might even meet him in time to still have kids, if you’re lucky.

      The only problem was, most of the Kindred warriors her age all seemed to be married. And since the Kindred didn’t do divorce, there were no divorcees around. There weren’t even any widowers. Kindred medical technology could cure almost any illness and in the rare case where a wife was killed in an accident, the Kindred soul bond was so strong that her husband often didn’t survive her for long. They literally died of a broken heart.

      Not that Melanie wished for accidental deaths or divorces or awful things like that on anyone. But the fact that there were none, just meant that the only available men up here on the Mother Ship were warriors who were much too young for her.

      Warriors like Clear.

      “So what did you want my opinion on?” he rumbled, leaning towards her holo-screen, his broad shoulder brushing hers.

      “Oh, well…” Melanie cleared her throat and tried to compose her thoughts. “I’ve been working on this marketing vid to try and explain Twin Kindred to the people on Earth who have never met any. And to try and explain why, er…” She cleared her throat. “Why two of them need to share one woman.”

      She could feel her cheeks getting hot as she spoke, but she tried to stay professional.

      “The idea of two males sharing a female—this is a problem for humans?” Clear asked, frowning and raising an eyebrow.

      “Unfortunately, in a lot of cultures, yes,” Melanie told him. “In plenty of places polygamy is condoned if it’s a man having more than one wife. But a woman having more than one husband is really frowned on.”

      “But why?” He looked honestly confused. “Why shouldn’t a female have two mates to serve and protect and pleasure her? I would think that anyone could see the benefits.”

      “Well, I’m sure a lot of women could,” Melanie said, trying to keep from blushing, when she thought about the “pleasuring” part of his argument. “But the Earth is still a pretty misogynistic place where lots of men don’t think women should get the same benefits they do. Also, there are a lot of religions that only condone one man and one woman in a marriage.”

      “We are religious too,” Clear protested. “We worship the Goddess and she is the one who made us like this—who gave Twin Kindred the need to share a female.”

      “Well, that’s part of what I’m trying to explain in this vid,” Melanie said, nodding. “Here—watch,” she told Clear and touched a button on her holo-keyboard.

      The screen at once began projecting the images she’d been putting together. First it showed a human woman around twenty-five walking alone on a beach and a voice said,

      “Loneliness can be awful. Looking for the right person to spend your life with and not finding them can be devastating. But did you know that some people can be lonely even when they’re with their closest friend?”

      The scene changed to show two Twin Kindred—a Dark Twin and Light Twin, strolling along the same beach.

      “Twin Kindred are more than just brothers. They stay together all their lives and are born with the biological need to share a mate,” the narrator went on. “When they find the right woman, they want to bond with her for life.”

      The two twins and the woman saw each other and ran together, embracing in a big, three-way hug.

      “There’s nothing wrong or unnatural about their relationship,” the narrator said. “It’s just the way things work on their planet of Twin Moons.”

      “Wait—” Clear held up a hand and Melanie saw that his face had gone pale. She paused the video to let him talk.

      “The humans really think we are ‘wrong’ and ‘unnatural?’” he asked, looking so genuinely distressed that she instantly felt bad.

      “I’m afraid some do,” she said honestly. “We’ve done polls and focus groups down on Earth and unfortunately, there’s more resistance to a human woman bonding with Twin Kindred than with other kinds of Kindred.”

      “But that’s awful.” Clear shook his head. “We only want what other males want—to find a female to love and cherish and make a family with.”

      “I know, which is why I’m trying so hard to change that perception,” Melanie told him. She cleared her throat. “I think the problem is, uh, the way Twin Kindred, uh, bond a female to them. I mean, your, uh…you kind of…you merge, don’t you?” she asked, feeling like her face was getting so hot it might catch her long brown hair on fire.

      “Our shafts merge when we bond a female to us, yes,” Clear said, without an ounce of embarrassment. “But that’s a natural biological function—the two twins becoming one. Why should that be a problem?”

      “It’s considered…perverted in some places,” Melanie tried to explain. “I mean, because the two of you are brothers—you’re blood related—and then you’re, uh, putting your, um, shafts together in a sexual way…”

      She trailed off, wishing she had never started this conversation in the first place. It was so embarrassing to be talking about this to her young, handsome coworker and it felt really inappropriate in the work environment, too. She hoped Clear wouldn’t think she was harassing him!

      “If you mean you think we’re getting pleasure from touching each other, that’s not true,” Clear said, frowning. “We are coming together to pleasure our female. And we only take the final step of joining after we have given her orgasm after orgasm and she is open and ready to take us.”

      Oh my God, he needs to stop talking like this! What if a supervisor comes by?

      Melanie shifted uneasily in her seat, pressing her thighs tightly together. It wasn’t just that Clear’s blunt talk was inappropriate—it was also turning her on by making her imagine herself between him and his twin with the two of them touching and tasting and—

      Stop it, Melanie! Stop it right now, she lectured herself fiercely.

      “Okay, well, um, that’s all very interesting,” she said quickly, wondering how to change the subject. “Thank you for explaining that to me.”

      “Will you put it in your vid?” Clear demanded, frowning. “Will you let the humans know that we don’t pleasure each other—we only wish to pleasure our mate until she opens for us to take our seed deep in her body and seal our bond with her?”

      “Yes, yes, I promise,” Melanie said, nodding rapidly. “Um, thank you so much for your feedback. Maybe I should get back to work now.”

      She put a hand on his broad shoulder and gave him a little push, willing him to go. In the next cubicle she could see that Sonja’s eyes were wide and she was trying to stifle a giggle behind her cupped hand.

      “But I don’t feel like we’ve really explored this problem thoroughly,” Clear protested, refusing to budge. “I had no idea humans were feeling this way about us! I think there’s still a lot of confusion to clear up.”

      “Well, I mean, cultural confusion is…it’s really uh, bad.” Melanie hardly knew what she was saying now. She just wanted him to stop talking about bonding because it was equal parts embarrassing and inappropriate.

      Not to mention arousing. Admit it, Melanie—imagining yourself bonding with Clear and another Twin Kindred is getting you all hot and bothered, whispered that little voice in her head.

      “I mean, take your confusion about Christmas,” Melanie went on, trying desperately to change the subject and put the kinky thoughts out of her head. “It can be really hard to understand another culture’s religious beliefs and holiday customs.”

      “True.” Clear nodded. “Like my confusion between ‘Santa’ and ‘Satan.’”

      “Yes, exactly. Look here…” Melanie typed rapidly on her keyboard until two images popped up side by side. Santa was on the right with a jolly expression on his face and a devil image was on the right, complete with cloven hooves, a pitchfork, horns, and a tail.

      “Oh, I see…” Clear leaned forward and pointed at Santa with his bag of presents. “That’s Satan, correct?”

      “No, that’s Santa,” Melanie corrected him. She giggled a little, giddy with relief at successfully changing the subject. “See the presents and the red suit?”

      “But the other figure is red too,” Clear pointed out.

      “Yes, but look at the horns and the tail and the pitchfork.” Melanie pointed out the features as she talked, rotating the holo image so that the big Kindred could see it clearly. “That’s Satan—the devil. He’s evil and Santa is good. There’s a big difference.”

      “I suppose so.” Clear didn’t sound wholly convinced. Still, he nodded at her politely. “Thank you for pointing out the differences. Human culture can be so confusing at times.”

      “That’s how I feel about Kindred technology,” Melanie told him. “That wave cooker I have in my suite, for instance—I nearly burned my hand off with it when I first moved in!” She shrugged. “And now I’m scared to death to use it. I’ve been living on cold food like salads and way too much take-out—which isn’t exactly good for my thighs.”

      She patted her thighs ruefully. She’d always been bigger in the hips and butt and thighs than she wanted to be. It was one area she worked on constantly at the gym, but since she’d passed 35, it seemed to be a losing battle.

      “What’s wrong with your thighs?” Clear asked, frowning. “I think they’re beautiful. I think all of you is beautiful, Melanie,” he added, looking her right in the eyes. “Am I allowed to say that?” he asked. “On my planet, it’s considered polite to compliment an Elite, but I don’t know about here.”

      “Um…” Melanie wasn’t sure what to say. “It’s…probably not something you ought to say to a coworker. But I’m not offended,” she added quickly. “Though I’m not sure what an ‘Elite’ is.”

      “An Elite is a female the Goddess has blessed with extra-generous curves,” Clear explained. “I noticed your curves the first moment I saw you, when you came to work in the PR department.”

      “Oh, um…”

      Melanie cleared her throat, not sure what to say. Was he flirting or was he just being nice? It must be the latter, she decided. After all, he had told her that it was considered polite to compliment women on their beauty on his home planet.

      “Thank you,” she said at last.

      But Clear was frowning.

      “No, I shouldn’t have said it. You’re getting pink in the face again, just like you did when I was talking about pleasuring and bonding. Is sex and courtship really such a forbidden subject to humans?”

      “In the workplace it is,” Melanie managed to get out. “But I’ll try to be understanding—I know our, uh, customs are still strange to you.”

      “As our technology is to you,” Clear said, nodding gravely. “You know, I would be happy to come to your suite and teach you how to use your wave. I do most of the cooking in my domicile since my brother works long hours at the Med Center.”

      “That’s, uh, very generous of you.” Melanie smiled at him. “But I don’t want to put you out.”

      Clear frowned.

      “Put me out where?” he inquired, looking honestly confused.

      “Oh, I mean I don’t want to put you to any trouble,” Melanie explained. “I don’t want you to have to go out of your way for me.”

      “I don’t mind and it won’t be out of my way or any trouble.” Clear gave her a smile that made Melanie feel absolutely dazzled. He was just so handsome.

      “Oh, well…” she said weakly. “Um…sure, I guess. If…if you really don’t mind?”

      “I don’t mind. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.” He gave her that dazzling grin again that showed an adorable dimple in his left cheek. “Tell me where your suite is and I’ll come by to help you cook Last Meal tonight.”

      Feeling dazed, Melanie told him her suite number and corridor. The big Kindred nodded and at last rose from his chair.

      “I’ll see you tonight, Melanie,” he rumbled.

      And then he left, going back to the Accounting department while Melanie tried to figure out what exactly had just gone on between herself and her much younger coworker.

      Sonja didn’t seem to have any doubt about Melanie’s encounter with Clear, though.

      “Oh my God, Miss Melanie,” she sang, fluttering her eyelashes as she rolled her chair over to Melanie’s cubicle. “Did I just hear you making a date with tall Light and handsome over there?”

      “I…I don’t know.” Melanie shook her head, still feeling stunned. “I think he was just being nice. I mean, Twin Kindred can’t date a woman without their brother, can they?” she asked, remembering her research.

      “Well, no,” Sonja admitted frowning. “But he could just be softening you up to meet his brother.”

      “What? Why would he do that?” Melanie asked.

      “Because Dark Twin Kindred can be intense, girl!” Sonja told her. “I’ve heard that’s something they do, you know. The Light Twin sort of softens the girl up until she’s kind of open to the idea and then bam! He brings in the Dark Twin. And before you know it, you’re the filling in a yummy, muscular, Twin Kindred sandwich.” She giggled.

      Melanie shook her head.

      “Be serious. Look at me and look at Clear.”

      “Yeah, I’m lookin’.” Sonja arched an eyebrow at her. “So what?”

      “So what is that I’m over ten years older than him,” Melanie pointed out. “Maybe even closer to fifteen years older. I’m way too old for him!”

      “Kindred don’t think like that,” Sonja said at once. “You can’t attribute human prejudices to them—they just don’t have them. Like…when I first met Sahran, and he’s all big and blond and so white he practically glows in the dark. I mean, the boy looks all Aryan Nation, you know? So I was not prepared for him to go for me.”

      “But you’re beautiful,” Melanie protested.

      “Yes, but I’m also black.” Sonja tossed her long braids. “And with the kind of unrest that’s been going on, especially in our own country right now, I just assumed he would be hostile to me because of my race. Instead, he couldn’t wait to get in my pants!” She giggled.

      “Oh, you!” Melanie elbowed her gently. “You’re too much,” she told her friend. “And I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I still don’t think Clear would be interested in me that way. He’s just being nice.”

      “Mmm-hmm, keep telling yourself that.” Sonja grinned at her. “And let me know tomorrow how things go on your date.”

      With a wink, she rolled back to her own cubicle, leaving Melanie to wonder if she might possibly be right.
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      “You look tired, Brother. Long day?” Clear asked, watching his Dark Twin, Feels Strongly, collapse onto the couch in their shared suite.

      The couch, like all the furniture in their suite, including the huge bed in the bed chamber, was built for three. But as yet, there were only the two of them, though they still hoped to find a mate to share and bond with.

      “Just a long shift. And I have to go do another one in an hour.” Strong sighed deeply. “They need to hire or train more doctors. I wish you’d trained with me so you could help.”

      “Sorry, Brother—you know I don’t like how messy your profession is,” Clear remarked, coming to sit beside him and offering him a cup of coffee. He knew his twin enjoyed the human caffeine brew and it would help him be alert for his next shift.

      “Right—you like things tied up neatly. Numbers are better than blood and guts, right?” Strong gave him a rare smile, one corner of his mouth quirking up.

      “Infinitely better,” Clear agreed, grinning. He cleared his throat. “I have some news. While you’re working I’m going to help the little Elite I told you about learn to use her wave. Apparently she had problems with it before and nearly burned herself.”

      Strong frowned.

      “Why do you bother? You know she’ll never be interested in us when she finds out you’re part of a Twin Kindred pair.”

      “She already knows.” Clear tried not to sound defensive. “In fact, she’s been working on a vid for the PR department to try and help the humans understand us and our need to share a mate.”

      Strong made a rude noise.

      “Good luck with that! It seems like every eligible human female I meet runs the opposite direction when she finds out I have a Twin who I’ll need to share her with!” He shook his head. “We had such high hopes of finding a mate here on the Mother Ship, but so far…nothing.”

      “Melanie was explaining some of the reasons to me that humans don’t like the idea of their females bonding with us,” Clear remarked. “Do you know that in many places on Earth they approve of a male having more than one wife but they disapprove strongly of a female having more than one husband?”

      Strong frowned, his black brows drawing low over his dark blue eyes.

      “Why in the Seven Hells would the males want more than one female? How could you properly pleasure more than one and make her feel special if you had several more hanging around?”

      “I don’t know.” Clear shrugged. “Humans customs are still confusing to me, too. But Melanie says it’s because the Earth has many misogynistic cultures where the males think they are better than females and deserve better treatment.”

      Strong snorted.

      “Then they’re idiots who don’t deserve to have even one mate—let alone more than one!”

      “She also said that many cultures consider it morally wrong for there to be more than one male and one female in a relationship,” Clear offered.

      Strong shook his head. “That may be, but I don’t think it’s the main reason why human females don’t want to bond with us.”

      “Why, then?” Clear asked as his brother took a sip of coffee.

      “They won’t bond with us because they fear us,” Strong said, frowning. “They fear our size and strength and the fact that in order to bond with them, we both have to enter them at the same time. Do you know what the humans call that? Double penetration.”

      “Well, I suppose that describes what we do in a way,” Clear said thoughtfully.

      Strong shook his head.

      “No, you don’t understand. They use it in their pornography with two human males and one human female. But it’s demeaning the way they do it. It’s like…like the males are simply using the female for their own pleasure—as though she’s a receptacle for their seed and nothing more.”

      “But that’s as bad as blasphemy!” Clear was aghast. “To use a female instead of pleasuring her properly…Where did you see this?”

      “One of the human doctors who came during our medical exchange program showed me on his communications device,” Strong said grimly. “But it was worse than you can imagine. Often it seemed as though the males in the vid he showed me were forcing the female. They thrust roughly into her when she clearly wasn’t ready for it. And the sounds she made sounded forced and even pained—as though what they were doing to her hurt her.”

      “Gods…” Clear felt ill and he could feel through their link that his brother felt ill as well, just remembering the disgusting vid.

      “I asked the human who showed me if it was typical of their pornography and he said yes, it was.” Strong’s voice was hoarse with revulsion. “So of course if that’s the kind of male/ female /male sex the human females are seeing, it must be what they expect from us. No wonder they fear us!”

      “But we would never hurt a female,” Clear protested.

      “You and I know that,” Strong pointed out. “Most human females don’t. Besides…” He took another sip of his coffee. “Even if they didn’t think we would be rough with them, they would still fear our size. Especially the size of our merged shafts.”

      “Well, there’s bonding fruit to ease the way for our shafts,” Clear pointed out.

      “They don’t know about the bonding fruit unless we tell them, and it’s damn awkward to bring up in conversation—especially when you’re just getting to know a female,” Strong pointed out. “I mean, what am I supposed to say—

      ‘Hello, lovely one, I know I’m much bigger and stronger than the males you’re used to and you’re frightened of the fact that I have a brother who will need to share you with me, but please don’t be afraid—I have a special substance which will allow you to open up to take both our shafts at once inside your tender little body?’”

      He arched an eyebrow at Clear, who sighed and nodded.

      “Yes, that’s not exactly what you want to lead with,” he agreed. Then he brightened. “But maybe Melanie can put something about bonding fruit in her information vid about Twin Kindred. If you’re right and our size and strength and the need we have to do ‘double penetration’ is why human females fear us, then it would be good for them to know there is nothing to fear because the bonding fruit will ease the way.”

      “That might be a good idea.” Strong nodded. “You should mention it to her when you see her tonight. Just don’t get your hopes too high, Brother,” he added. “Don’t forget—she hasn’t met me yet. And I’m much more likely to scare her away than you are.”

      “You won’t scare her away. You just need to smile more,” Clear protested. “The fact that you’re two inches taller than me and so stern all the time is a little frightening but if you’d just make the effort…”

      “I do make an effort,” Strong protested. “But none of the eligible human females I’ve met responds.”

      “Maybe we haven’t found the right female yet,” Clear told him. “Maybe Melanie is the one.”

      “Have you dreamed of her?” Strong asked. “And do you know if she’s dreamed of you?”

      Dream Sharing was commonly known to be a sure sign that the Goddess intended a male and female or in this case two males and a female to be together.

      Clear frowned.

      “To be honest, I’m not sure. I’ve dreamed of a sweet, feminine scent and long, silky brown hair…”

      “Any number of human women smell good and have long brown hair,” Strong pointed out.

      “True.” Clear sighed. “I don’t know if the dreams are about her or not.”

      “And you don’t know if she’s dreamed of you—or us—either,” Strong pointed out.

      “True.” Clear nodded. “But I’m not giving up,” he said stubbornly. “Melanie is beautiful. She’s an Elite and you know we could never hope to attract one of those on Twin Moons.”

      Elites were rare on their home planet and only males with the highest status could hope to attract and bond one.

      “What makes you think we can attract one here?” Strong demanded. “Neither of us has more than five years of experience in our prospective fields. Is she young and inexperienced and likely to accept mates who are the same?”

      “Well…no,” Clear had to admit. “The opposite, in fact. She is an expert in her field and, though I am not a good judge of human age, I heard her telling our coworker, Sonja, that she is ‘closer to forty than to thirty.’”

      “So she’s more than ten cycles our senior?” Strong looked at him in disbelief. “Brother, I’m sorry to kill your dreams, but what in the universe makes you think a beautiful older woman—an Elite, no less—would be interested in two younger males without much status like us?”

      “I know it sounds preposterous, but it’s a feeling I get when I’m around her,” Clear said stubbornly. “Her cheeks grow pink and her breathing becomes faster. Her pupils dilate. I think she finds me attractive. And I’m sure she would find you attractive as well, if you’d ever come to meet her. We do have essentially the same facial features, even though our hair and eye coloring is very different.” While Clear had sandy brown hair and green eyes, his twin had black hair and dark blue eyes.

      “I don’t know…” Strong shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re just fooling yourself, Brother. Or maybe you’re not—maybe she does find you attractive,” he went on. “But I’m sure the moment she met me, she’d run the other direction from both of us.”

      “I’m sure you’d be proven wrong if you’d just come meet her,” Clear said, frowning. “If you’d ever drop by my work, the way I drop by yours. Or, I know…” He brightened. “You can come to our office Christmas party! Families are welcome and best of all, I drew Melanie’s name in the Secret Satan gift-giving ritual.” He frowned. “Or is it Secret Santa? I have such a difficult time remembering…”

      “Satan is the evil one in human Christianity,” Strong said. “He is the opposite of their God. Like the Cruel Father is the opposite of the Goddess. Santa, on the other hand—”

      “I know what and who each of them are meant to be,” Clear interrupted with a bit of irritation. “I just keep mixing up the names.” He waved a hand, brushing the issue away. “Anyway, it’s not important. What’s important is that I drew Melanie’s name, which is the perfect opportunity both for me to give her a thoughtful gift, and for her to meet my equally thoughtful twin—you.”

      “I don’t know…” Strong shook his head doubtfully. “I just think you’re aiming too high, Brother. You might as well ask the Goddess herself to mate with us as to hope a mature, successful Elite would be interested.”

      “Strong, please…” Clear knew that his brother wanted to find a mate even more urgently than he did himself. It had been the Dark Twin’s suggestion that they move to the Mother Ship in the first place, where compatible single females were in much higher supply than on Twin Moons or, indeed, any of the Kindred home worlds. But in their six months aboard the ship, he had been disappointed time and again.

      Clear was afraid his twin was beginning to despair and think that they would never find a mate. But the Light Twin hadn’t given up hope yet and he had the feeling if Strong would only come and meet Melanie, it would revive his hope as well.

      She finds me attractive, I know she does, he thought, remembering her pink cheeks and wide eyes when he’d spoken about two Twin Kindred pleasuring a female. And if she found Clear attractive, she was certain to think the same about Strong. But how could he know for certain unless he could get the two of them together?

      “I don’t know,” Strong said again and sighed. “I guess I’ll think about it.” He glanced at the chronometer on his wrist and grimaced. “Time for my next shift. I’ll see you in the morning.” He finished his coffee in a single long gulp and handed the mug to Clear.

      “Be well, Brother,” Clear said, nodding.

      “Thanks, you too. And…” Strong hesitated. “I hope your meeting with the little Elite goes well,” he said at last, grudgingly. “I’ll stay away from her, at least until your office Christmas party, so you can enjoy your hope for as long as possible.”

      Clear shook his head in exasperation.

      “Strong—”

      “No time to argue now,” his twin interrupted. “I have to get going. See you later.”

      And he left, pulling his white lab coat on over his long arms and broad shoulders as he exited their suite.

      “If only you would meet her,” Clear muttered in frustration, watching his brother go. “If only you’d meet her, you would see!”

      But see what? What if Strong was right and he was reading too much into things? Maybe Melanie genuinely did just want to learn to use her wave and she had no interest in Clear other than that. What if she was only being nice to him?

      What if she didn’t find him attractive in the least?

      “No,” Clear said aloud, pushing the doubts out of his mind. “No, I won’t lose hope! Not yet. There’s at least a chance that a mature and beautiful Elite might fall for Strong and me, if I put myself forward. But there’s no chance at all if I don’t try.”

      Taking his brother’s coffee mug to the sink, he ran some water in it and glanced at his own chronometer. Damn! If he didn’t hurry he was going to be late!

      Leaving the coffee mug in the sink, he rushed out the door.
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      “Okay, I think this should work all right.”

      Melanie frowned at the frozen pizza she’d chosen for tonight’s cooking lesson. She had a few other things in the fridge too, but Sonja swore that frozen pizza tasted amazing when it was cooked by the wave.

      “Seriously, it’s a game-changer,” she’d gushed to Melanie. “The wave makes the crust crispy and the cheese all ooey-and gooey and melty…it tastes just like homemade!”

      Melanie didn’t know about that—she only knew that everything she’d tried to cook in the Kindred version of an oven had been burned to a crisp in a matter of seconds.

      The wave appliance was a little taller than waist high—having been made for the much taller Kindred—and it consisted of a flat metal base about the surface area of a regular stove, and a thin sheet of highly tempered metal alloy which pulled out of the wall above it. The thin sheet aligned exactly with the base, matching it perfectly.

      Melanie reached for the handle now and pulled the wave top—no thicker than a sheet of paper—out of the wall so that it was directly above the base. It was supposed to shoot thousands of pinkish-red microfine heat rays out when you told it to cook and get everything done in an instant. This sounded great in theory, but Melanie thought that maybe something was wrong with her model.

      Every time she had asked it to cook anything, the tiny thin rays seemed to clump up and join together, so that instead of thousands of teeny rays, no bigger than a hair, she wound up with thicker rays—some as big as a good-sized piece of rope.

      The thicker rays didn’t just burn the food—they blasted a hole right through it. It was scary to watch and even scarier considering that her hand had almost gotten in the way the last time she’d tried it. Melanie was certain the wave’s thicker rays would be entirely capable of burning one of her fingers to ashes—a phenomenon she was not at all eager to experience.

      She left the wave all ready to go and went to check her appearance in the 3-D viewer one more time. A woman with long, wavy, chocolate brown hair and clear amber eyes looked back at her.

      She was wearing a nice pair of dark jeans that minimized her hips and thighs and a red top with a v-neck which showed just the tiniest hint of cleavage. Her makeup was perfect—she’d just touched it up—and she’d put just a tiny bit of scent behind each ear. She’d been careful not to use too much because Sonja had told her that the Kindred had an incredibly strong sense of smell and they didn’t like overpowering perfumes.

      Now, Melanie wondered anxiously if the scent she’d used was too much. She couldn’t smell it herself, of course, but what if it put Clear off entirely? What if he—?

      Don’t be stupid, whispered a voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like her ex-husband. Why are you even worrying about what you look like or what kind of perfume you’re wearing? He’s way too young for you and you’re way too old for him. Face it, Melanie—you’re over the hill. Your best years are behind you and the most you can hope for now is to find some old codger who doesn’t mind those wrinkles around your eyes and the fact that your tits aren’t as firm as they were, to live out the rest of your life with. Hell, you might not even find that. You’ll probably end up like your Aunt Marge in a big old house full of cats with nobody to love you until you die. You—

      “Stop it!” Melanie said out loud, firmly.

      After her divorce, she’d paid for several therapy sessions to try and put the broken pieces of her self-esteem back together. Finding out, from the Private Eye she’d hired, that Steve had been cheating on her for years, had wounded her deeply. And her ex-husband’s constant verbal abuse hadn’t helped either. Now she used some of the techniques her therapist had taught her to deal with the traumatic effects that lingered from her failed marriage.

      The first thing to do, was to stop the negative self-talk and push the ugly things her ex, Steve, had said to her out of her mind.

      Closing her eyes, Melanie imagined shoving the awful, depressing ideas out the front door of her “mind house” as her therapist had called it. Then she shut the door firmly and locked it. Bad thoughts outside—you can’t bother me anymore.

      Opening her eyes, she looked at herself in the 3-D viewer again.

      “I look good,” she said aloud, very decisively. “I might be closer to forty than twenty, but I’m in good health and happy with my new job. I’m satisfied with my life choices.”

      Personal affirmation done, she was about to go back to the kitchen or “food-prep area” as the Kindred called it, when a soft chime sounded from her front door.

      That must be Clear!

      Quickly, she fluffed up her hair and smoothed down her shirt—wiping her suddenly damp palms on her jeans—and ran for the door.

      At the touch of a button, the door to her suite whooshed open and there was Clear, towering over her like…well, like a tall, sexy, muscular tower, Melanie thought, her breath suddenly getting caught in her throat as she looked up into his smoky green eyes. He was dressed in casual human clothes—jeans and a green shirt that made his eyes even more intense.

      “Hello, Melanie,” he rumbled in that soft, deep voice of his. “I hope I am not late?”

      “Oh, no—no of course not. Come in!” She stepped aside quickly and made a motion with one hand, ushering him into the room.

      “Is there someone else here?” Clear asked, frowning curiously as he stepped into her living area.

      “Someone else here?” Melanie repeated. “Uh, no—why would you think that?”

      “I thought I heard talking right before I rang,” he explained. “It sounded like a conversation.”

      Melanie felt her cheeks get hot. Oh God, he must have heard her self-affirmation! How horribly embarrassing!

      “That…that was just me talking to my Aunt Marge,” she said quickly, hoping he hadn’t been able to hear exactly what she’d been saying. “She was asking about when I’m coming for Christmas this year.”

      “Oh? Where does she live on Earth?” Clear asked.

      “Down in Lutz—it’s a little town on the outskirts of Tampa, Florida,” she explained.

      “Oh—one of the American states in the North American continent,” Clear said, snapping his fingers. “Of course! I have heard of that place—don’t you have huge carnivorous reptiles called dinosaurs that roam around in your area?”

      “Close…” Melanie smothered a smile. “The dinosaurs have actually been extinct for something like eighty million years. But we do still have alligators in Florida and they can get pretty big and scary.”

      “That’s too bad,” Clear said, looking disappointed. “I wanted to see some dinosaurs. Especially the Tyrannosaurus Rex.”

      “Well, we could take a trip to Gator Land,” Melanie offered. “There are no T-rexes, but they do have gator wrestling.”

      Clear frowned.

      “I never said I wanted to wrestle with a dinosaur—just see one. There are humans who actually do that?”

      “Sure.” Melanie shrugged. “People do all kinds of weird things. That’s humans for you.”

      “I suppose. I’m still learning about human culture but it’s so complex…” Clear shook his head. “So are you going to spend the holiday with your mother’s sister?”

      “Aunt Marge? Yeah, I am. She’s the only family I’ve got left now that—” She stopped abruptly.

      “Now that what?” Clear asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “Oh, since my divorce.” Melanie made a shooing gesture, as though to push the unhappy memory aside. “It’s nothing,” she added. “I don’t even think about it anymore.”

      “But it is something…” Clear stepped forward and lifted her chin so that their gazes met. “I can see it in your eyes,” he murmured. “This…di-vorce hurt you, didn’t it?”

      He pronounced “divorce” like it was a strange and foreign word he didn’t completely understand and his eyes searched hers curiously.

      Melanie could feel her heart thudding against her ribs. The big Kindred’s touch was so soft and gentle on her chin and his eyes were so kind and concerned. She couldn’t remember the last time Steve had looked at her like that—if he ever had to begin with.

      “It…was painful, yes,” she admitted breathlessly. “The worst part of it was that I found out my ex-husband had been cheating on me for years. He—” She stopped abruptly.

      Way to overshare and scare the poor guy away, Melanie! whispered a little voice in her brain.

      “He what?” Clear asked, still concerned.

      “He was a jerk.” Melanie shrugged. “But what can you do? It’s over and I’m getting over it.”

      This was another phrase her therapist had taught her and it really helped to say it out loud once in a while.

      “I just don’t understand it,” Clear murmured, releasing her chin but still looking into her eyes. “I don’t understand how humans can leave their mates and go looking for someone else. Even less understandable is the idea that a male would ‘cheat’ as you put it, on a lovely female like you.”

      Melanie looked away, breaking eye-contact at last.

      “Men cheat all the time. Are you telling me that the Kindred are really that different?”

      “Yes, of course.” Clear sounded shocked that she would even ask. “We are bonded to our mates in the most permanent way and on the most basic level. The idea of seeking sexual or emotional satisfaction from another female would be…” He shook his head, as though looking for an analogy that fit. “It would be like me cutting off my hand and trying to find another I liked better to sew in its place. Do you see?”

      “I suppose…” Melanie tried to smile. “I guess we humans must seem pretty strange to you, huh? Between our weird Christmas traditions and the alligator wrestling and the cheating…”

      “I have a much easier time understanding Christmas and wrestling with deadly reptiles than I do the concept of divorce and cheating,” Clear admitted.

      “But, well…” Melanie started, then shook her head. “No, never mind.”

      “What is it?” Clear said, frowning.

      “Well, it’s just…on the subject of cheating…” Melanie took a deep breath, hoping she wasn’t opening a can of worms. “Since Twin Kindred share a mate, doesn’t it feel like…like she’s cheating on you when you, uh, see her with your brother? Your twin?”

      “Well first, a Twin Kindred cannot touch a female sexually unless his twin is also touching her—not without pain,” Clear said. “And second, no, it doesn’t feel like cheating because she is bound to both twins and the bond they share is between all three of them.”

      “So…if you were, uh, bonded to a woman and you saw your brother kissing her or…or touching her, it wouldn’t bother you at all?” Melanie raised an eyebrow at him. “I mean, that’s hard to believe. Maybe because human men are usually so unwilling to, er, share the way you guys do.”

      Clear shrugged, his big shoulders rolling under the plain green t-shirt he was wearing.

      “My brother’s pleasure is mine. And my pleasure is his. We feel it all through our link and share it as we do all things in life.”

      “That’s fascinating.” Melanie nodded. “I’m going to put that into the docu-vid I’m making, if you don’t mind.”

      “I’d love for you to,” Clear told her. “Actually, I was discussing your vid with my brother and he had some suggestions you might want to consider adding in as well.”

      “Come tell me about it while you show me how to work the wave,” Melanie suggested. She gave a little laugh. “We’ve just been standing here talking since you got here.”

      “Do you mind?” Clear asked, following her into the kitchen.

      “Oh, no!” Melanie shook her head. “It’s nice to meet a guy who’s willing to have a conversation. My ex was so taciturn, there at the end that half the time I felt like I was just talking to myself when we—” She stopped herself. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring him up again.”

      “You can if you want to,” Clear offered. “I don’t mind hearing about your former mate. I consider it a cautionary tale—a list of things that human women dislike. Or at least, things that you dislike.”

      “Oh, no…” Melanie said, frowning. “You’re never supposed to talk about past relationships during a date. Er…” She stopped abruptly. “I mean, not that this is a date, or anything. You’re just helping me learn to use my crazy Kindred appliances…” She tried to laugh and it came out sounding false and embarrassed. God, why had she said that? She felt like a fool.

      “Do you want this to be a date? Part of a courtship ritual?”

      The sound of Clear’s deep voice was so hopeful that she couldn’t help looking up to see the expression on his face. His green eyes seemed filled with yearning…unless, Melanie thought, she was just deceiving herself.

      “Do you want it to be a date?” she countered uncertainly. “I mean, I know I’m way too old for you…”

      “That is what my brother said too,” Clear said sadly.

      “What?” Melanie frowned. “You told him you were coming to see me and he said I was too old?”

      “Strong said that the two of us, who each have barely five years of experience in our respective professions, didn’t have a hope of attracting a lovely, mature Elite who was at the top of her career like you,” Clear explained. “I know we’re too young, but I had hoped…”

      “Wait…” Melanie shook her head. “You think…” She frowned. “I’m not sure I understand what you think. But let’s table it for now,” she added, holding up a hand when he started to explain. “Things are getting…confusing. So how about if you show me how to use my wave before this frozen pizza melts?”

      She nodded to the now rather limp and soggy looking pizza which was wilting sadly on the cardboard disk it had come on.

      “Of course.” Clear nodded. “Well, first put the, uh, item on the bottom surface of the wave.”

      Melanie smiled.

      “You have no idea what this is, do you?” she asked, nodding down at the pepperoni pizza.

      The big Kindred shook his head.

      “I’m afraid not—some kind of food disk, I assume.”

      “Food disk?” Melanie tried not to laugh.

      The Light Twin nodded seriously.

      “It looks strange to me, though I suppose it’s not nearly as strange as some of our food would look to you. Grieza worms, for instance.”

      “I’ve heard about those from Sonja,” Melanie said, nodding thoughtfully as she arranged the frozen pizza on the bottom of the wave. “She said they look awful but taste amazing. But do you eat them raw?”

      “Not quite,” Clear said. “There is a kind of sauce you pour on them that kills them.”

      “Ugh…” Melanie picked up some pieces of cheese that had fallen off the pizza and sprinkled them back on. “I’d rather have my worms cook—”

      She had been going to say, “I’d rather have my worms cooked, if I’m going to eat any,” but her words cut off in a gasp of pure pain. Because the minute she’d said the word “cook,” the wave immediately cut on and a thousand tiny microfine rays of heat and light shot down onto the pizza…and onto her hand, which was still in the way.

      “Melanie!” Clear acted quickly. Grabbing her by the wrist, he yanked her hand away before Melanie could even move it herself. It came away smoking and she saw—to her horror—that the back of her hand was dappled with tiny pinhole sized burns. But even worse was the spot where the microfine heat rays had “clumped together” to form a thicker ray.

      In the delicate area between her forefinger and her thumb there was a hole as big as a nickel burned right through the flesh.

      Melanie held up her hand, which was trembling, and looked at the hole. No, scratch that—she looked through the hole.

      “I can see the kitchen through my hand,” she said numbly and then everything began to spin around her.

      Melanie!” Clear exclaimed again. He reached for her and then Melanie felt herself being lifted as he picked her up and cradled her in his muscular arms.

      “Don’t…don’t hurt your back,” she protested dizzily. She wasn’t usually one to faint but somehow the sight of her kitchen wall, as seen through the brand new smoking hole in her hand, wouldn’t leave her mind. And every time she thought of it, she felt that spinning sensation again.

      “Don’t try to talk,” Clear told her and then he was taking her out of the kitchen, out of her suite, and into the long silver corridors that ran the length of the Mother Ship.

      “What…where are we going?” Melanie asked dizzily. “Just need to…to lay down. Can’t look at …at the hole. It makes me dizzy.”

      “Don’t talk,” Clear said again. “I’m taking you to see my brother. He’ll know what to do.”

      “Can’t wait…to meet him,” she replied and then everything grayed out and she went limp in his arms.
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      “Where is he? I need to see my brother—now!”

      Strong felt his twin’s fear and worry even before Clear came into sight.

      “In here,” he said to the nurse, who had come running to get him. “Tell him to come in here.” He gestured to an empty triage room, holding the door wide.

      Clear came into sight, rounding the corner with a wild look in his eyes. In his arms was a lovely human female with full, lush curves and long brown hair which spilled like a waterfall over Clear’s muscular forearm.

      “In here,” Strong repeated, motioning to his brother. “What happened? Is this Melanie?”

      “Yes.” Clear brought her carefully to the exam table and laid her down as gently as though she was made of Dolsarian crystal and might break.

      “What happened?” Strong asked again. He had never seen his twin so distraught or felt such strong emotions through their twin-link before.

      “I was trying to show her how to use the wave,” Clear said, speaking rapidly. “But as she was arranging the food she wanted to prepare, she said the word, ‘cook’ while her hand was still in the way.”

      “What?” Clear frowned. “So she already had the cooking surface pulled out of the wall and aligned over the base? Didn’t you tell her that was dangerous?”

      “I was going to!” There was an agonized look on Clear’s face. “But I never thought…we were just speaking so naturally and easily. The conversation was flowing from one topic to the next and I know I should have said something but I never expected her to give the command to cook while her hand was still in the way!”

      “Well, it’s done now. Don’t be too hard on yourself, Brother—I don’t think it was your fault,” Strong added, seeing the state his twin was in. “Which hand was injured? Ah—the right one,” he answered his own question, leaning down to look at the smoking hole in the female’s delicate hand. “This is bad,” he said, frowning and shaking his head.

      “What—too bad to fix?” Clear demanded. He glared up at Strong. “You’re the doctor, Brother—so fucking fix her!”

      Strong looked up in surprise. Clear never cursed. He had never seen his twin in such anguish before. Obviously the lush little Elite who was lying on the table had already captured his heart.

      “All right,” he said, using a calming tone. “I can fix it—it’s just going to hurt like all the Seven Hells rolled into one. Thank the Goddess she’s out,” he added.

      Which of course was the cue for the little Elite to open her eyes and look up at him.

      “Clear?” she murmured, frowning. “What did you do to your hair? And your eyes…they’re blue now. Where’s the green?”

      “I’m not Clear—I’m his brother, Strong,” Strong told her. “You hurt your hand and he brought you in to me to get it tended to.”

      “I’m here, Melanie.” Clear took up a position on the other side of the bed and cupped her cheek anxiously. “I won’t leave you, I swear it.”

      “Oh, Clear…” She reached for him with her uninjured left hand and he took it in both of his.

      “It’s all right,” he told her softly. “Strong is one of the best doctors aboard the entire Mother Ship. He’s going to heal you up, Melanie—I swear it.”

      “He will?” Her gaze switched to Strong and he found himself falling abruptly into her clear, amber eyes. Who knew that a human female could have eyes like that? They were so exotic in her lovely, pale face. He could see why Clear was attracted to her—she was fucking gorgeous.

      “Yes,” he said finding his voice at last. “Yes, I’m going to get you all healed up, Melanie.” He liked the taste of her name on his lips. “But I’m afraid I’ll need to give you something to knock you out,” he went on, trying not to get lost in her eyes again.

      To his surprise, she shook her head vehemently.

      “No! I don’t…don’t do well with any kind of anesthesia. Had…had it during surgery when I was younger and broke my leg. I was sick for…for a week afterwards.”

      “But this is going to be an extremely painful procedure,” Strong protested. “I’ll have to inject your hand with nanites so they can rebuild all the flesh and nerves and any tendons that got burned away by the wave.” He looked at her seriously. “I don’t want to scare you but if I was having it done, I’d want to be knocked out myself.”

      She shook her head stubbornly.

      “Don’t want it.”

      “Can’t you use some kind of local anesthetic?” Clear asked him. “Something to numb the area while the nanites work?”

      Strong raised his eyebrows at his brother.

      “Local anesthetic? And here I thought you never listened when I talked about my work, Brother.”

      “Just do something for her,” Clear said tightly. “Help her get through this, Strong. Please.”

      “I will. Of course I will, Brother.”

      Touched by his twin’s anxiety, Strong reached across the table to squeeze Clear’s shoulder briefly and sent a surge of reassurance through their bond. Then he looked at Melanie again.

      “Clear is right—I can inject something into your hand to numb it to a certain extent. But I’m afraid you’ll still feel the nanites working.”

      “Do it,” she said tightly. She looked at Clear. “You’ll stay with me?”

      “Every minute, sweetheart.” Clear seemed unaware that he had called her the term of endearment and Melanie, for her part, didn’t protest. She only nodded and gripped his hands tighter.

      “All right, then—let’s get started. Nurse,” Strong said, turning to the nurse who had been standing to one side, watching wide-eyed. “I’ll need 4 ccs of lidobexicain and a small syringe of the flesh-building nanites. Oh, and bring me something to disinfect the wound.”

      Although honestly, it looked like the rays from the wave had pretty much cauterized the gaping hole in the little female’s hand. Still, Strong liked to be thorough.

      “Yes, Doctor!” the nurse exclaimed and ran out of the room in a hurry.

      “It’s all right,” Strong told his patient, hoping he was telling the truth. “Everything is going to be just fine—you’ll see.”

      “It’s all right, sweetheart,” Clear said, echoing his words. “We’re going to take care of you, I swear it.”
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      Melanie’s first thought on waking up from the gray-out was that Clear had somehow changed his hair and eye color and gotten even bigger. Her second thought was that her hand hurt like hell.

      It hadn’t before—maybe because she’d been in shock. But now it throbbed and roared at her, demanding that she do something because it hurt…it hurt!

      Then, when she understood the man she was looking at wasn’t Clear, but his brother, Strong, she understood the incredible resemblance. The twins had basically the same features, though their coloring was very different. Not that she had time to compare them much—not when her hand was in so much pain.

      Now she gripped Clear’s hands with her uninjured one and looked into his eyes, trying not to watch as his brother worked diligently on her right hand. First he poured some kind of pale blue liquid which foamed and hissed over it, and then there was a series of light pinpricks around the site of the injury as he injected her quickly and smoothly with a tiny needle.

      “Okay,” he rumbled—somehow his voice was even deeper than Clear’s. “I’ve cleaned the wound and numbed it as much as possible, but you’re still probably going to feel the nanites as they work.”

      Melanie couldn’t help looking then, and she saw that he was holding a small syringe which appeared to be filled with pinkish foam.

      “Those are the nanites?” she asked breathlessly.

      Strong nodded.

      “They’ll capture information from your DNA and rebuild your hand exactly as it was.”

      “But…I don’t see anything but foam,” Melanie protested weakly.

      “That’s the medium they’re stored in,” he explained. “The nanites themselves are microscopic. They look like tiny metal spiders if you look at them under an electron microscope.”

      “Tiny metal spiders?” Melanie didn’t like the sound of that.

      “They’ll use the foam they’re stored in as a flesh building medium and ‘spin’ a web of flesh to fill in the hole in your hand,” Strong said, nodding. “Are you ready to begin?”

      Melanie took a deep breath.

      “Yes,” she said tightly and looked at Clear. “As long as you stay with me.”

      “I won’t leave your side,” the Light Twin promised. His face looked anguished.

      “Neither of us will,” Strong said firmly. “All right, here we go. And please remember you need to hold still while the nanites do their work.”

      He pointed the syringe over the hole in her hand and depressed the plunger. Slowly and carefully, working in a circular motion, he filled the hole with the pink swirl of foam. It almost looked like he was icing a miniature cupcake, she thought faintly. Then he took a firm grip on Melanie’s forearm, pinning it to the table.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Melanie told him. “I…I think the numbing medicine you injected me with is working. I really don’t feel anything at all.”

      “That’s because the nanites are still just scanning you and reading your DNA,” he said gently. “It’s when they start ‘spinning’ their webs to replace your lost tissues that the process really becomes painful.”

      As he spoke, Melanie started to feel a tingling in the wounded area. The tingling soon turned to an itching and then the itching became a burning.

      “Oh!” she gasped, flexing her fingers spasmodically. “Oh, I feel it!”

      “You have to be still now.” Strong gave her a stern look and placed his other large hand over her fingers, forcing them flat. “Perfectly still or you could wind up with a permanent scar. You must not disrupt the nanites’ webs.”

      “I…I’ll try!” Tears were squeezing from the corners of Melanie’s eyes. She didn’t like to cry in front of the twins, but the fire in her hand was getting worse and worse. Had she thought the injury burned before? It was nothing to what she was experiencing now. Having the nanites work on her was like holding her hand in a blast furnace and feeling it burn to a crisp without being able to do anything about it.

      “Melanie? Sweetheart? Look at me,” Clear said anxiously. “Look at me—concentrate on me and not on your hand, all right?”

      “Talk to me then,” she begged Clear. “Distract me, please!”

      “I’ll try. I…I’m so sorry for what happened. I should have warned you it wasn’t safe to have the top of the wave pulled out while you were arranging the food on the base.” He looked so anxious that Melanie’s heart fisted in her chest. But what he was saying was only making her think of her hand more.

      His twin seemed to understand her dilemma.

      “Talk about something else, Brother,” Strong commanded. The Dark Twin was leaning on her heavily, holding down her forearm and keeping her fingers from curling into a fist. Melanie knew that without his help holding still, she would have been thrashing all over the table, screaming in pain.

      “I will—but what?” Clear was obviously distraught because he felt as though the accident was his fault somehow. Which was ridiculous but Melanie was in so much pain, she could barely talk, let alone reassure him.

      “Tell me…tell me what you were going to tell me back in my suite,” she gasped out. “You said…your brother had…ideas for my…my vid.”

      “Oh, yes!” Clear nodded eagerly. “Strong thinks that human females are reluctant to bond with us because they fear our size and strength.”

      “You’re certainly…very strong,” Melanie got out through gritted teeth. She glanced up at Strong, who gave her a sympathetic look.

      “You’re doing great, little one,” he murmured. “Not much longer now.” He was holding her down with ease—firmly but gently—though Melanie’s entire body was trying to spasm with the intense pain.

      “Tell me…more,” she begged Clear.

      “Well, Strong thinks human females fear our size during the bonding process, since we are, er, merged together,” the Light Twin went on. “But he hypothesizes that they wouldn’t fear us so much if they knew about the properties of bonding fruit.”

      “Bonding…fruit?” Melanie asked, but her voice sounded like it was coming from far away. The pain was becoming so intense, it felt like her mind was checking out of the situation. The world around her began to take on a grayish cast, just as it had in her kitchen when she looked at the hole in her hand. “Don’…under…stannnnd,” she muttered but the words came out slow, as though someone was pulling them like taffy from her lips.

      “Melanie? What’s wrong with her? What’s happening?” Clear asked anxiously, looking up at his twin.

      “She’s graying out from the pain,” Strong said, still sounding remarkably calm. “Let her go, Brother. It’s better that she be out for this last part—it’s the most painful yet.”

      And then Melanie’s world went dark and she knew no more.
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      “You were right, Brother—she truly is exquisite.” Strong looked down at his patient, now lying quietly in one of the Med Center’s beds. He had given her a mild sleep aid to help her continue to rest for a while, while the nanites finished healing her hand. Then he’d had one of the female nurses change her into a more comfortable gown and moved her to a private room where she had been resting quietly ever since.

      “Will she be all right?” Clear was still sitting right by Melanie’s side, looking at her anxiously. He had been there for hours and showed no signs of leaving. Not that Strong blamed him. The lovely mature Elite was definitely worth waiting for and watching over.

      “She’ll be fine,” Strong assured his twin. “See—the nanites are almost finished with their work.”

      He pointed to her right hand, which lay outside the covers. The back of it was covered with a fine webbing of pink threads, almost too thin to see. The nanites had branched out to heal, not only the hole that had been burned right through her hand, but also the smaller wounds that the finer beams of the wave had made.

      “Hopefully by morning, she’ll be completely healed,” Strong told his brother. “There will be nothing to indicate she was ever hurt in the first place.”

      “Good.” Clear took her unhurt hand and pressed it to his lips reverently. “I don’t want her perfection to be scarred in any way.”

      “She truly is a beauty,” Strong commented. “And so brave!” He shook his head in wonder. “She withstood pain that would have brought a warrior to his knees in battle.”

      “She’s something special, Strong.” Clear looked up at him. “And there’s a connection between us—I know there is.”

      “Well, if there wasn’t before, there certainly is after tonight’s little adventure,” Strong said dryly. “Seven Hells, I’m more than half in love with her myself after seeing her bravery and beauty.” He sighed deeply. “But Clear, you have to realize that a female like this can have her pick of any warrior she wants. Or any human male, for that matter.” He made a face. “Though why a female would want to be with one of those feeble humans, I have no idea. I wonder that their species has survived for this long, as puny as their males are.”

      “I know Melanie can have her pick, but I still believe she’ll pick us, if we at least try to win her affections,” Clear said stubbornly. “We have to think positively here, Brother.”

      “You may be right—the Goddess works in mysterious ways,” Strong said and yawned despite himself. He’d been up for over twenty-five Earth hours by now and he was beat.

      “You should go home to bed,” Clear told him. “You look dead on your feet, Strong.”

      “I nearly am,” Strong admitted. Actually, his shift had ended an hour ago. But to be honest, he simply couldn’t bear to leave the little Elite’s side.

      You’re as foolish over her as Clear is, a little voice whispered in the back of his head. Admit it, Strong—you’re smitten.

      Ruefully, he acknowledged it was true. The curvy little Elite had gotten under his skin and now he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      “You should go,” Clear said again.

      “I don’t want to,” Strong admitted. Reaching out, he stroked Melanie’s cheek gently with the back of his hand. “I don’t want to leave her.”

      “Then let’s not.” Clear looked up at him hopefully. “Let’s take her home and let her sleep between us. Our energy will help to heal her hand and we won’t have to leave her here alone.”

      “Well…” Strong knew he would never have considered such an idea with any other patient. But the curvy, mature Elite was special.

      And there was truth to what his brother said—though Twin Kindred couldn’t heal their mates with a bite, like the Blood Kindred could, placing a female they both cared for between them did facilitate the healing process. It was a kind of energy they generated when the beloved female was cradled between their bodies—sometimes it was effective when nothing else was.

      “Please?” Clear asked, looking up at him. “I don’t feel right about leaving her here, Strong. She needs us—needs the healing we can give her by holding her between us.”

      Strong frowned.

      “You know her better than I do. Would she be upset to wake up between the two of us? It’s hardly standard practice to take a patient home with you and put her in your bed, after all.”

      “She’ll be surprised but not upset, I think,” Clear said. “As long as we make it clear to her that we haven’t touched her inappropriately and we only wanted to heal her, I don’t think Melanie will have a problem with waking up between us.”

      “Well then…” Strong hesitated but he knew that his mind was already made up. He couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Melanie here in the Med Center for someone else to care for either. He wanted to take her home with them as much as Clear did. “All right,” he said at last, nodding. “Let me go tell the Charge Nurse that I’ll be checking her out. I don’t want her to worry.”

      “I’ll get her ready to go.” Clear started to scoop the little Elite into his arms but Strong stopped him.

      “Let me carry her this time,” he said to his twin. “It will look better since I’m the doctor treating her.”

      Clear tried and failed to smother a grin.

      “Also you want to hold her. Don’t try to deny it, Brother—I can feel it through our link.”

      “Yes, I want to hold her,” Strong admitted. “I feel like you have a head start on me since you’ve been working with her for months. I want to hold her in my arms as we carry her home with us.”

      “I understand.” Clear nodded and sank back into the chair beside Melanie’s bed. “I’ll wait for you.”

      “Thank you.” Strong nodded and went to find the Charge Nurse and explain that he was checking Melanie out of the Med Center. He didn’t anticipate any problems. The nurse on duty tonight was mated to Twin Kindred herself, so she fully understood the healing power that came from a female lying between the two males who cared for her.

      Strong just hoped his brother was right and that Melanie would understand as well. If she didn’t, they could be in a very sticky situation once she woke up…
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      When she woke up, Melanie was lying on her left side, cradled in warmth and darkness. There was a hard, firm pillow at her back and one in front of her too. The sensation of being held between them made her feel safe and protected and she sighed deeply and stretched luxuriously before cuddling down again between the warm pillows.

      Only, who ever heard of pillows that breathed?

      Because these pillows were breathing. They seemed to be moving slowly up and down in perfect rhythm with each other. In and out…in and out…

      There was also a delicious smell in the air, Melanie realized. It was actually a combination of scents—a warm, spicy, masculine musk mixed with a sharp, clean scent like the tang of a northern ocean. Combined, the notes made her whole body tingle when she inhaled it.

      Mmm…so good! She sniffed again and realized the scent was coming from the two breathing pillows that were holding her between them. Was it some kind of Kindred therapy? She remembered vaguely that she’d hurt her hand. Was this part of the treatment?

      She shifted again and lifted her hand to study it in the dim light. It looked all right. At least, there was no hole in it now. In fact, though it was difficult to tell in the low illumination, it looked perfectly normal.

      Experimentally, she used her hand to stroke the pillow in front of her. It had a smooth, warm texture that felt good under her fingertips. Melanie ran her hand up and down its surface, enjoying the tactile pleasure of touching without any pain whatsoever.

      “Enjoying yourself, little one?”

      The deep, rumbling voice coming from the pillow she’d been petting made Melanie gasp and jerk her hand away.

      “What—?” she began. And then the pillow moved and turned over.

      Before she knew it, she was face to face—or face to chest—with Strong, Clear’s twin brother.

      “Oh!” she gasped, looking up at him. “What…what are you doing in my bed?”

      “You’re in our bed, actually,” Strong told her. He frowned. “I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t want to just leave you at the Med Center at the end of my shift. You’d been through a lot and I wanted to keep an eye on you.”

      “So you and Clear brought me home and put me in bed with you?” Melanie demanded. “Is that what you usually do with patients you want to keep an eye on?”

      “Not at all,” he assured her. “It’s actually very unusual.”

      “Before you get upset, let me assure you that nothing inappropriate happened.” This was Clear, speaking from behind her. “We asked the nurse to put you into a gown for greater comfort. Neither Strong or myself saw you or handled your body while you were undressed.”

      Melanie gave a little jump and looked over her shoulder.

      “I never said I thought you, uh, molested me,” she protested. “This just seems…like a strange kind of treatment—bringing me home to bed with you. You know?”

      “It may seem strange to you,” Strong rumbled. “But when a Twin Kindred becomes attached to a female, there is healing to be had by holding her between himself and his twin.”

      “We can’t bite you and heal you like a Blood Kindred can with his mate,” Clear added. “But when we have a female we care about between us, we exude a kind of ‘healing energy.’ Does that make sense?”

      “Um…I guess so…” Melanie wasn’t quite sure she believed them, but she had to admit that though it was an awkward way to wake up, it was certainly true that she felt a thousand percent better than she had the day before.

      “How does your hand feel this morning?” Strong asked, looking down at her, with more than professional interest, she thought.

      “Much better, I think.” Melanie held it up and flexed, then snapped her fingers, showing that the pointer and thumb were working just fine.

      “Let’s have a look. Lights on low,” Strong called authoritatively.

      A warm glow lit the dim room from some recessed fixtures Melanie couldn’t see in the floor and ceiling. Sitting up, Strong reached for her hand and examined it closely, peering at the spot between her index finger and her thumb with careful attention to detail.

      “It’s definitely much better,” he said at last, looking down at her as she lay there, still cradled from behind by Clear’s big body. “And you say it feels good too?”

      “It does.” She nodded and flexed her fingers again. “Those nanites really did the trick. But you were right—they were horribly painful.” She shivered with the memory of the awful pain she’d endured.

      “You were extraordinarily brave,” Strong rumbled. Then, to her surprise, he kissed her hand gently, right where she’d been hurt and then healed, before letting it go.

      “Oh…” Melanie wasn’t sure what to say to his action, so she answered his words instead. “Thank you,” she said. “I, uh, couldn’t have been brave without Clear being there for me. And thank you for healing me,” she added, looking up at Strong.

      “It was my pleasure, little one,” he rumbled.

      Melanie became suddenly aware that she was wearing only a thin hospital johnny and that both the twins were bare-chested. They did appear to be wearing pajama bottoms, at least, but it was still an awkward position to find herself in.

      Not to mention incredibly sexy, whispered a little voice in her head. Remember what Sonja said about being the filling in a yummy, muscular Kindred sandwich?

      Melanie pushed the voice away and tried to keep from blushing.

      They were just giving me their healing energy, she told herself quickly. They were just being nice. Clear even said his brother told him I was too old for them!

      But she certainly wouldn’t know it from the way Strong was looking at her right now. Sonja had been right when she’d said that the Dark Twin of a Twin Kindred pair was scarier and more intense. Though Melanie didn’t exactly feel frightened of him. More…undressed by those piercing, dark blue eyes of his. It was like he could see right through the thin maroon hospital johnny she was wearing and he liked what he saw…a lot.

      “Um…” She shifted uncertainly. “Well…I, um…”

      “Brother, stop staring at her like that,” Clear’s deep voice behind her was irritated. “Can’t you see you’re frightening her?”

      “Forgive me.” Strong looked away. “I was just thinking that now I understand what you see in this little one, Brother. She is lovely.”

      “Thank you,” Melanie said a bit awkwardly. “Um, you guys aren’t so bad yourselves,” she added, not sure if she ought to comment on the twins’ physique or not. But it was absolutely true. Strong’s broad, muscular chest and six pack abs were mouthwatering and she could feel that Clear was every bit as muscular, since he was still pressed up against her back.

      “Thank you, little one,” Strong rumbled, giving her that look again—the one that made Melanie feel like he knew what she looked like naked.

      “And thank you for not being upset at finding yourself sleeping between us,” Clear added. “I wasn’t sure how you would feel, but we couldn’t bear to leave you at the Med Center. We needed to hold you between us to feel certain you were all right.”

      “I guess it’s okay,” Melanie said uncertainly. “Um, do you two, uh, sleep with a girl between you often?” she asked. The minute the question was out, she wanted to call it back. What was wrong with her? Now they would think she was asking about their sex life! Which was definitely not the right thing to ask either your coworker or your doctor.

      But the twins answered at once.

      “No,” Clear said. “We’ve never slept with a female between us before.”

      “You are the first,” Strong added, his blue eyes piercing her.

      “Oh, uh…” Now Melanie really didn’t know what to say. She was grateful when Clear sat up and asked if she was hungry.

      “I can make First Meal for the three of us,” he added. “So you don’t need to go anywhere near the wave, Melanie.”

      “That sounds really good, but what about work?” She raised her eyebrows at him.

      “I took the liberty of calling you both in sick,” Strong said, grinning at her. “Your supervisor was very understanding when I explained about the accident you had.”

      “Both of us?” Melanie bit her lip.

      “Is there a problem?” Clear asked, frowning.

      “Not really. It’s just that when Sonja hears that both of us are out sick at the same time she’s going to think—”

      “That you slept together?” There was a mocking grin playing around one corner of Strong’s mouth.

      “Well…yes.” Melanie could feel her cheeks getting hot at the thought.

      “But in that case, she would be right,” Clear pointed out innocently. “Because we did sleep together—you slept between the two of us,” he added, motioning to Strong.

      The Dark Twin shook his head.

      “No, Clear. In this context, ‘sleeping together’ means making love,” he explained.

      “Oh.” Clear frowned. “Would you like me to explain to her that we didn’t make love to you?” he asked, Melanie. “I can tell the entire PR and Marketing department if you’re worried about your reputation. I’ll simply gather everyone together and explain that while you did spend the night in bed with my brother and me, nothing of a sexual nature happened.”

      “Oh, no! No, please don’t do that!” Melanie put her hands to her hot cheeks, her eyes going wide. “I’m pretty sure that would only make things worse.”

      Much worse.

      “Worse?” Strong was frowning. “Would it be so bad if you had made love with us? Do you not wish the others at your work to think we were together sexually because of our lower status?”

      “No! No, that’s not it at all!” Melanie exclaimed, shaking her head. “Please don’t misunderstand me—I would be…would be honored to make love with the two of you.” Oh God—what was she saying?

      “You would?” Strong gave her that intense look again. “We would be honored to pleasure you as well, little one,” he growled softly.

      Melanie was getting in over her head and she knew it.

      “I’d be honored,” she repeated and added quickly, “But we shouldn’t!”

      Strong frowned.

      “Because you’re an Elite and we are too young and don’t have enough status?”

      “No, no!” Melanie grasped for a reason that wouldn’t offend them. “Because…because of rumors in the workplace,” she said quickly. “And the fact that I’m way too old for the two of you.”

      “I told you, Brother,” Strong said to Clear, frowning. “I told you we were too young and didn’t have enough status to attract a beautiful, mature Elite like her.”

      “You can’t blame her, Brother.” Clear sounded sad, Melanie thought. “After all, as you pointed out, she can probably have her pick of any warrior on the ship. Or any human male—if she wants one of them.”

      Melanie’s head was spinning. It seemed like they were all misunderstanding each other somehow but she didn’t quite know how to correct the problem.

      “Please—” She got up on her knees and held out her hands in a “stop” gesture. “Please, I really don’t want to offend either one of you and I’m so, so grateful to both of you.” She turned to the Light Twin. “Clear, thank you for getting me right to the doctor after I burned my hand.” She turned to the Dark Twin. “And Strong, thank you for healing me. You’re both amazing.”

      “We find you lovely and amazing too, little one,” Strong rumbled.

      The look he was giving her made Melanie’s heart pound even harder. If the Light Twin was kindness and courtesy and caring, then his brother was pure sex. She could see in those dark blue eyes exactly what Strong would like to do to her and it was scary as hell.

      But why are you really scared? whispered a little voice in her head. Maybe because just thinking of doing all the things he’s probably imagining makes you hot and bothered?

      Melanie pushed the voice away and tried to finish her thought.

      “Thank you—I think it’s clear we all find each other, uh, extremely attractive,” she said. “But this is all moving really fast for me and besides, Clear and I are coworkers, which can get really complicated.”

      “Sonja and her fiancé, Sahran are coworkers,” Clear pointed out.

      “But they haven’t made love yet,” Melanie said quickly. “They’re waiting until they’re married, er, Joined.” Which was what the Kindred called it.

      “Are you asking us to Join with you, then?” Strong inquired, raising an eyebrow. “So that the three of us can make love and bond?”

      “What? No! No, I just…” Melanie shook her head, feeling defeated. “I don’t know what to say. I just keep on saying the wrong thing.”

      “I think Melanie is feeling somewhat pressured by us, Brother,” Clear said gently. He looked at Melanie. “Please don’t feel obligated in any way. Strong and I don’t mean to rush you. It’s just that we’ve never had a female sleep between us before. It was…a memorable experience.”

      “For me too,” Melanie told them earnestly. “I, uh, certainly didn’t expect to wake up between the two of you, but it was really, um, nice.”

      “Sleeping between us could be more than nice,” Strong growled softly, giving her that intense look again.

      “Uh…” Melanie wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Brother…” Clear said warningly. “You’re doing it again.”

      “Forgive me.” Strong looked away. “It’s just that I never thought my brother and I would have the chance to sleep with such a lovely and accomplished Elite between us.”

      “Thank you,” Melanie said awkwardly.

      She was very aware that she was still in bed with the two huge warriors who were both half naked and she herself was wearing only the thin hospital gown. Also, Strong was looking at her like he was a hungry man with a sweet tooth and she was a rare and delectable dessert. That look made her heart pound and she was worried she might do something she would regret later.

      “Um…where are my clothes?” she asked abruptly. “I mean, you did bring them from the Med Center, didn’t you?”

      “Of course,” Clear told her. “They’re in the fresher. Here, come with me.”

      He helped Melanie off the bed and led her to the bathroom which was positively huge.

      “Wow—look at the size of your bathing pool!” Melanie exclaimed, seeing the steaming pool of water which took up 3/4ths of the room. “It’s way bigger than mine—you could practically do laps in that thing.”

      “It’s bigger because it’s built for three,” Strong murmured, coming up behind her.

      “All the furniture and accommodations in our suite are meant for three,” Clear said, sounding wistful.

      “Oh, um…I see.” Melanie nodded.

      “I won’t ask if you’d like to take a bath, because you already look uncomfortable,” Strong remarked. “But just know that if you ever would like to try our bathing pool, you would be welcome.”

      “With or without Strong and I present—whichever you choose,” Clear added.

      “Thank you.” Melanie nodded and smiled at both of them. “But I think for right now I’ll just get dressed, if that’s okay?”

      “Perfectly fine,” Strong assured her. “Come, Brother—let’s give our guest some privacy.”

      “Thank you,” Melanie said again, nodding at both of them as they left.

      When the door slid shut behind them, she breathed a sigh of relief. Whew! How had she gotten into such an awkward situation?

      And how in the world was she going to get out of it?
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      “So what happened then?” Sonja asked, wide-eyed. She was literally sitting on the edge of her seat, so much so that Melanie was afraid she was about to fall off the couch.

      “Well, I got dressed and we all had breakfast.” She shrugged. “I think Clear must have said something to Strong because there were no more innuendoes or invitations to ‘make love’ or get Joined to them or anything like that. But he just kept looking at me—undressing me with his eyes, you know? I just…wasn’t sure how to feel about it.”

      “Girl, I told you the Dark Twin is always the scary one!” Sonja exclaimed. “Didn’t I tell you?”

      “You did,” Melanie admitted. “But I still wasn’t prepared for how he looked at me.”

      “He wants you,” Sonja said decisively. “They both do.”

      “Surely not.” Melanie shook her head. “I’m way too old for them! And they even said they’re too young and don’t, uh, have enough status for me.”

      “That’s just Twin Kindred speak for ‘Girl, you’re a goddess—let me worship at your feet!’” Sonja assured her. “Don’t let it throw you off.”

      “I don’t know…” Melanie shook her head. “This is all happening so fast—if it’s happening at all. I mean, I haven’t even been divorced from Steve a whole year yet.”

      “That’s plenty long enough to move on and find yourself something better,” Sonja assured her. “Do you know that before Sahran, I dated the same boy since high school? Seriously, we were together all through college and I was sure I was going to walk down the aisle with him.”

      “What happened?” Melanie asked, taking another sip of her tea. She had invited her friend to her suite to get ahead of the gossip mill and also to get Sonja’s advice. She knew a lot more about the Kindred than Melanie did.

      “Well, he got tired of waiting for me to give up my V card and went off with some skank,” Sonja said candidly. “Now, to be fair, he had been waiting about four years. But still, I’m worth waiting for.” She tossed her long black braids and Melanie laughed.

      “You certainly are. Good for you for not giving in.”

      “I’ll give it up when I’m good and ready,” Sonja remarked. “And you should do the same. You don’t have to feel pressured to hop into bed with Clear and Strong, but do give yourself a chance to know them. I mean, you like Clear—right?”

      “Yes, I do,” Melanie admitted—both to herself and her friend. “He’s an absolute sweetheart, even if he is too young for me.”

      “Stop it with all that age nonsense,” Sonja commanded. “You like him—let’s leave it at that.”

      “Okay.” Melanie nodded. “He’s incredibly sweet and thoughtful and caring and handsome. I like him.”

      “And how do you feel about his twin?” Sonja asked.

      “Well…” Melanie bit her lip. “If I’m being honest, I was a little scared of him. Or maybe not so much scared of him as scared of what I might do with him and Clear if I wasn’t careful and I let down my guard.”

      “Would it be so bad to let down your guard, though?” Sonja inquired. “It could be fun.”

      “Says the girl who’s saving herself for marriage,” Melanie pointed out.

      “Hey, just because I’m waiting doesn’t mean I’m not going to enjoy sex when I finally get some.” Sonja put a hand on her ample hip. “Sahran has informed me that he intends to worship every inch of my body with his tongue and girl, I can’t wait.”

      Melanie laughed.

      “I certainly hope sex turns out to be as good as your imagining it,” she told her friend sincerely. “I think it can be really special with the right person.”

      “Or people.” Sonja nudged her with an elbow. “I’m serious, Melanie—you should give Clear and Strong a chance.”

      “Well, I’m seeing them again at the Christmas party,” Melanie pointed out. “At least Clear will be there and I’m assuming he’ll bring Strong.”

      “They’ll both be there,” Sonja assured her. “They’ll be wanting to see you.” She started to giggle. “I can’t wait to see the three of you get together for the first time since you woke up in their bed!”

      “I’m a little apprehensive about it myself,” Melanie confessed. “But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t also…intrigued.”

      “Oh, so now you admit you’re intrigued?” Sonja laughed harder. “And why is that?”

      “Because I’ve, uh, never been with more than one guy before,” Melanie confessed in a low voice. “Not that I want to be with them like that. It’s just…something to think about, that’s all,” she added quickly.

      Sonja was laughing so hard by this time she really did fall off the couch. She waved off Melanie’s attempts to help her up as she sat on the floor and shook with giggles.

      “Girl, listen to yourself! Just admit you want to be the filling of that man-sandwich!” she exclaimed when she could finally talk again. “It’s written all over you!”

      “I just don’t want to jump into anything too quickly!” Melanie protested, putting her hands to her hot cheeks. “Come on, Sonja—be serious!”

      “I’ll try.”

      Sonja swiped at her eyes—she was one of those people who cried when they laughed really hard—and scrambled up off the floor. She plopped herself down on the couch again and helped herself to one of the red and green Christmas cookies Melanie had laid out. Cookies she had gotten from a bakery since she was definitely not going anywhere near her wave again. She had put in a request to have it looked at but apparently there was a backlog this time of year so she was still waiting to see a repairman.

      “Okay, let’s change the subject,” Melanie said, as her friend took a sip of tea to wash down her cookie. “Talk about anything but making me the filling in a Twin Kindred man-sandwich.”

      Sonja’s eyes twinkled but she nodded agreeably.

      “All right. Where are you spending Christmas? Here on the Mother Ship or back down on Earth?”

      Melanie sighed.

      “It’s going to have to be Earth. My Aunt Marge is all alone and she just lost her favorite cat, Miss Marple.”

      “Oh no—how sad!” The mirth left Sonja’s dark brown eyes at once.

      “Yes, but it’s okay,” Melanie told her. “She’s got like fifteen more without her.”

      “What? Are you serious?” Sonja’s eyes went wide. “Your aunt is a crazy cat lady?”

      “More like a grumpy cat lady,” Melanie corrected her. “She’s as crusty as they come, but she was always there for me since my parents died, especially during my divorce.” She frowned. “I just hope I don’t see my ex around. Aunt Marge says he’s been calling her and saying he wants to pick up some things he left with me—a box of records or something.”

      “Just have her leave the box out on the front porch and let him pick them up that way,” Sonja suggested.

      Melanie shook her head.

      “He’s got it into his head that leaving them out might warp them—especially if they get rained on. Steven is very particular about his things. But honestly, I think picking up the records is just an excuse.”

      “And excuse for what?” Sonja asked, snapping a Santa cookie in two and biting off its head.

      “For bringing his young new girlfriend around so he can prove how happy he is now that we’re divorced,” Melanie said dryly. “He loves rubbing it in my face that she’s twelve years younger and thirty pounds thinner than me.”

      “Two can play that game! You ought to bring Strong and Clear down with you and show him a thing or two!” Sonja said, her eyes flashing fiercely.

      “Sonja, I’m not going to ask them to Christmas Dinner at my aunt’s house just to get back at my ex,” Melanie protested. “If I did something like that, I’d be sinking to Steve’s level.”

      “Well, you can think that way if you want, but I’m not above bringing Sahran down to Earth with me and taking him around where I know my old boyfriend will be.” Sonja tossed her head. “You should have seen his eyes pop the first time I walked in on my man’s arm. I felt like a queen.” She preened, running one hand down her long braids. “And I looked like one too, if I do say so myself.”

      Melanie couldn’t help laughing.

      “Sonja, you are too much! I love how confident you are!”

      She wished she could have some of that confidence herself. She remembered feeling young and fresh and full of life—ready to conquer the world, like her young friend. But somehow, in the years she’d spent with Steve, all those good feelings had leaked away, leaving her feeling old and used up.

      And certainly not attractive enough to be with two young, virile warriors like Strong and Clear, whispered a nasty little voice that sounded like her ex.

      Taking a deep breath, Melanie kicked the bad thoughts out of her mind house and locked the door firmly. She would not dwell on negative thoughts, she told herself. She was going to entertain only positive ideas.

      “Have you gotten your present for your Secret Santa person yet?” she asked Sonja, determined to keep things upbeat.

      “Yes! I hope they like it. Do you want to know what it is?” Sonja’s eyes were sparkling again.

      “No, I don’t,” Melanie said firmly. “Nobody is supposed to know. We’re not even supposed to open the presents until Christmas day—you know that!”

      She suspected that her supervisor—a kind older woman named Carol—had made that rule in order to avoid any hurt or jealous feelings. And also so that everyone—even people who were brand new to the Mother Ship and had no family aboard—would have at least one present to open on Christmas.

      “Please! I’m opening mine the minute I get it back to my suite!” Sonja declared. “I can’t wait to see what naughty little gift my man got me.”

      “So you’re sure that Sahran is your Secret Santa?” Melanie asked, raising her eyebrows.

      “Positive.” Sonja’s face glowed. “I got him to admit it the other night, although he still won’t tell me what he got me.”

      Melanie laughed.

      “Well, whatever it is, it sounds like it’s better if you open it in private. So it’s a good thing Carol is making us bring the gifts home.”

      “You’re probably right. I just hope I can hang onto my V card a little while longer after I see it,” Sonja said. “I will though—I want my wedding night to be special. But I just know I’m going to want to jump his bones the minute I rip open that package!”

      “You only have a little longer to wait,” Melanie reminded her, smiling. “Just hang in there.”

      “You hang in there too.” Sonja got up and dusted the crumbs off her lap. “Well, I’d better get going. I still have to wrap my gift.”

      Melanie rose and gave her friend a hug.

      “Thanks for coming. I appreciate your insight into this whole…” She waved a hand vaguely. “Thing.”

      “This ‘whole thing’ is my specialty,” Sonja told her. “I just love matchmaking. Not that you need my help—I think you’re doing just fine by yourself.” She grinned.

      “Yeah well, we’ll see,” Melanie said, smiling back. Again, she wished she could be as confident as Sonja. But despite her friend’s support, she still wasn’t exactly sure what to do.

      She really liked Clear, and Strong was also incredibly handsome and attractive, but both of them were so young. What if she let herself get involved with them and they got tired of her, just like Steve had? Oh sure, she knew that the Kindred weren’t supposed to do divorce, but the idea of fidelity and true love for life sounded just too good to be true.

      Also, the idea of being with two guys at once—especially such big guys—really was pretty intimidating. How would that work, exactly? She wasn’t a virgin like Sonja, but she was still reasonably tight and she’d heard that pretty much all Kindred warriors were hung like horses. So how would she take on two of them at once?

      You’re getting ahead of yourself, she told herself firmly as she saw Sonja to the door and watched her friend walk down the long metal corridor that led back to her own suite. Just wait until the Christmas party and see how things go. Surely you’ll get more of an idea if Strong and Clear are seriously interested and then you can decide what to do.

      She hoped.
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      “Are you almost ready to go? The party starts in an hour.” Clear frowned at his twin. Strong was still in his Med Center scrubs and while the dark maroon color did look good on him, they were supposed to be wearing their uniforms to the party.

      “Just need to finish these reports,” Strong said distractedly. “Maybe you should go without me, Brother.”

      “What?” Clear exclaimed. “You said you would come! Don’t you want to see Melanie again?”

      “Of course I do.” Strong looked up and frowned. “But the question is, does she want to see me again. And I very much fear the answer is ‘no.’”

      “What makes you say that?” Clear demanded. “I thought the two of you got along just fine.”

      “No, you thought I scared her. And on thinking the matter over, I’m pretty sure I did.” Strong sighed. “I don’t know what got into me, pushing her like that. She’s just so fucking gorgeous that I couldn’t help wanting her.”

      “Which is precisely why you need to come tonight,” Clear said firmly. “To get a second chance at meeting her. That way you can show her how non-threatening and gentlemanly you can be.”

      “You’re better at that than I am,” Strong growled. “Even around females we aren’t interested in. But Melanie…” He shook his head. “I’ve just never met a female who moves me like she does. It’s like she’s got this gravitational pull and the minute I met her, I was sucked into her orbit.”

      “Then come and see her again tonight,” Clear pleaded. “Please, Brother—you know I’m not complete without you. If we’re going to have any chance at all of winning her heart, I need you by my side! I can’t do this alone.”

      “Well…” Strong sighed and shook his head. “I still think she’s far out of our league, as the humans say, but all right—I’ll come.”

      “Do you promise?” Clear asked, frowning.

      Strong nodded. “Promise, Brother. I’m almost done with these reports and then I’ll jump in the shower and put on my best dress uniform.”

      “All right then.” Clear nodded, satisfied. His twin could be incredibly stubborn and hard to persuade but once he gave his word to do something, he would do it.

      “You go on ahead,” Strong told him. “Oh, did you get the Secretive Santa gift for Melanie?”

      “I’ve got it right here.” Clear held up a plain white cardboard box. “Do you want to see what it is?”

      “Sure.” Strong shrugged. “Show me what you got.”

      “Behold!” Clear pulled the lid off the box to display the contents. “It’s perfect—don’t you think?”

      Strong frowned.

      “An oven mitt? You got her an oven mitt?”

      “Not just any oven mitt!” Clear protested. “This is a flexible silconian alloy that’s tested to withstand up to five thousand degrees of heat! It’s perfect—don’t you think? If Melanie had been wearing something like this when I came to teach her how to use her wave, she never would have gotten a hole burned in her hand. The mitt would have protected her.”

      “And then I wouldn’t have met her and made a fool of myself by being too aggressive,” Strong growled.

      “Will you let that go?” Clear said, exasperated. “Melanie is a wonderful, kind female. I’m sure if you just back things off a little bit tonight, she’ll give you another chance.”

      “I still say the two of us have very little chance with a lovely, mature Elite,” Strong growled. “So I don’t want you to be upset when she’s coolly polite and disinterested tonight.”

      “Stop being so negative,” Clear told him. “And remember that you promised to come.”

      “Yes, yes—I’ll be there.” Strong waved him off. “But not unless you let me finish these reports. You go on to the party and I’ll see you soon.”

      “See you soon,” Clear echoed his Brother. And putting the lid back on his present, he left their suite and headed for the reception hall where the Mother Ship’s Administration Department Christmas Party was being held. It included the Marketing, Accounting, and PR departments and their families, so one of the larger halls had been chosen for it.

      As he walked down the hallway, he saw his friend, Sahran heading in the same direction. Sahran was a tall Blood Kindred with white-blonde hair and pale blue eyes. He was carrying a white cardboard gift box like the one Clear held, but he also had a roll of long, shiny, silver paper in one hand.

      “Sahran, going to the party?” Clear greeted him.

      “Oh, hello, Clear. Yes, but first I have to stop by my cubical and get some tape to wrap this present.” Sahran brandished the box and the roll of silver paper.

      “You’re supposed to wrap them?” Clear felt his stomach drop.

      “Oh, yes. I learned that the hard way,” Sahran said grimly. “During Sonja’s birthday celebration when I gave her an unwrapped present. Apparently a gift isn’t acceptable unless it’s wrapped in some kind of festive paper that your female can tear open before she opens the box.”

      “But…that seems to add an unnecessary extra step in getting to the gift,” Clear protested. “Wouldn’t it seem that the one who receives the gift would rather get to open it sooner?”

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Sahran shook his head. “But I’ve learned that some things about humans—especially human females—just don’t make logical sense.” He smiled fondly. “But my Sonja is so lovely that I don’t really mind.”

      “Well, I don’t want to give an inappropriate gift,” Clear said, frowning. “Where can I get some of this shiny paper you’re using?”

      “Oh, you can use some of mine—I’ve got plenty,” Sahran assured him. “Come with me and we’ll get both gifts wrapped in no time.”

      “Thank you.” Clear smiled at his friend. “I appreciate it, Sahran.”

      “No trouble at all. Who did you get in the gift giving exchange, anyway?” the Blood Kindred asked as they walked.

      “I don’t think we’re supposed to tell, but I confess I drew Melanie’s name.” Clear tried not to smile.

      “You look pleased about it,” Sahran noted. “I take it you wanted her name?”

      “Very much. I have been what the humans call ‘crushing her’ for some time,” Clear admitted.

      His friend frowned.

      “I think you mean crushing on her. Or else you can say you ‘have a crush’ on her. Anyway, you’re lucky you got her name with no problems. I had to trade five times in order to get Sonja’s name.”

      “Are you supposed to do that?” Clear asked doubtfully.

      “Probably not.” Sahran shrugged and grinned. “But I knew it would make her happy.”

      “I hope my gift to Melanie will make her happy,” Clear said, eyeing his cardboard box. “Maybe it will convince her to take myself and my brother seriously.”

      Strong raised his white-blond eyebrows.

      “So you’re serious about courting her, the two of you? You’re hoping to get her to agree to Join and bond with you?”

      Clear nodded firmly.

      “I am. My brother, Strong, doesn’t believe we have a chance with such a beautiful, mature Elite. But I refuse to give up hope.”

      “Well, giving her a properly wrapped gift is a good start,” Sahran said as they turned into their work area. “Here—give me your present. I’ll wrap it at my desk while I wrap mine.”

      Clear handed him the white cardboard box and Sahran stacked it on top of his own identical box and headed towards his cubical. The sounds of paper cutting and low cursing drifted through the air to Clear but in a few minutes, his friend was back. He handed Clear the box, now wrapped in shiny silver paper.

      “There—now your gift is acceptably wrapped and appropriately festive,” he said, grinning widely enough to show his fangs.

      “Thank you.” Clear took the box gratefully and tucked it under his arm. “I can’t wait to see Melanie wearing this.”

      Sahran winked at him.

      “I feel the same way, Brother. I can’t wait to see Sonja in the gift I picked for her either. Come on—we don’t want to be late for the party!”

      Then the two of them headed down the hall, towards the Christmas party.
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      Melanie took a last look in the 3-D viewer before she left for the party. She was wearing a deep red, strapless dress that looked very Christmassy and hugged her curves nicely. But she wasn’t quite sure about the top. The thin red material clung a little too tightly to her full breasts, calling attention to the points of her nipples through the silky fabric.

      That was because instead of a bra, she was wearing Sonja’s early Christmas gift to her—a set of float dots.

      Float dots were an alien technology the Kindred had gotten access to. They were tiny little antigravity producers which stuck to the skin just under your breast and caused the breast itself to float upwards just enough to defy the pull of gravity. The result was that Melanie’s D cup breasts now looked as perky as they had in her twenties, which was nice. But since she wasn’t wearing a bra, she felt a little bit naked under her dress.

      “Don’t be silly!” Sonja had exclaimed when Melanie had hesitantly pointed out that the thin fabric did nothing to hide her nipples. “Everybody on the Mother Ship is wearing float dots now! Girl, I haven’t worn a bra since I got here and believe me, it feels wonderful.”

      Melanie had to admit that it did feel great not to have the usual tight straps and bands confining her breasts and digging into her shoulders. But it still felt strange to look in the 3-D viewer and be able to tell that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      What if Clear and Strong were there and they thought she was trying to be provocative on purpose? What would they think of her if she seemed to be flaunting her body?

      Melanie knew it was old-fashioned to think that way, but it was the way she’d been raised and it was hard to shake the ideas she’d been brought up with now.

      “Free,” she told herself, doing a spin in front of the 3-D viewer. “I need to feel free and embrace new situations and ideas.”

      This was another idea she and her therapist had worked on and Melanie decided to take it to heart tonight. She would go to the Christmas party braless and feel empowered, not ashamed of her body. She would—

      Just then the holo-caller sitting on the end table beside the couch gave a double ring, which meant a call coming in from Earth.

      Melanie sighed, knowing who it must be. Only one person on Earth had her number—her Aunt Marge.

      Sitting down on the edge of the couch and being careful not to crumple her dress, she pressed a button to pick up the call.

      She supposed she was lucky to be able to get calls from Earth at all. From what she’d heard, it used to be impossible to communicate to the home planet except via Think-me—a device which projected your thoughts directly into the other person’s head and often made them think they were going crazy. Now the holo-caller was available and it was even possible to sync it up with a cell phone down on Earth.

      As soon as Melanie pushed the button, a 3-D holographic image of her great aunt’s head was projected above the calling cube. Aunt Marge had short, frizzy gray hair, a face like a wrinkled apple, and thick glasses which she was always wiping on her sweater.

      “Melly? Is that you?” the old lady demanded, peering at her myopically, though Melanie didn’t know who else she might think she was calling on the Mother Ship.

      “Yes, Aunt Marge. How are you?” She smiled brightly. “I’m about to head out for a Christmas party,” she added, hoping Aunt Marge would take the hint.

      “Well, I won’t keep you then,” her great aunt said, frowning. “Just wanted to know when you’re coming in for Christmas? What time should I have the turkey ready?”

      “I’ll be there on Christmas Day,” Melanie promised. “Probably around noon.” The Mother Ship had some of the younger, unmated warriors who didn’t have a mate to spend Christmas with yet, running shuttles back and forth to Earth so that people could be with their families if they wanted to during the holiday.

      “All right. Noon it is,” Aunt Marge nodded. “And I hope you’re hungry—store was all outta little turkeys so I had to get a twenty pounder this year.”

      “Twenty pounds?” Melanie exclaimed. “Really, Aunt Marge, you don’t have to make such a big meal just for the two of us!”

      But she knew it was a losing argument. Every year she tried to keep her aunt from overdoing it and every year they had enough turkey and fixings to feed a whole neighborhood of hungry holiday revelers. It hadn’t been so bad back when she was married to Steve—her ex could put away a serious amount of turkey and stuffing. But now that she and her aunt would be the only ones at the table, so much food would certainly go to waste.

      “No use complaining. What’s done is done.” Aunt Marge had a stubborn set to her wrinkled jaw. “It’s already defrosting in my fridge!”

      Melanie sighed in defeat.

      “All right. You’re the one who’s going to be eating turkey sandwiches and turkey soup and turkey casserole for the next month.”

      “I’ll make do,” Aunt Marge said firmly. “And of course, the kitties can eat anything I can’t.”

      “Well, that’s true,” Melanie agreed.

      Her aunt’s army of cats were always hungry. She was forever lugging home those big, twenty pound bags of cat food and it still never seemed to be enough.

      “Was that all you wanted to know?” she asked. “Because this party is about to start.”

      “Christmas at noon,” Aunt Marge said. Clearly she was writing it down. “Which means…two days from now.”

      “Yup, since tomorrow is Christmas Eve,” Melanie said brightly. “I can’t wait to see you! So if that’s all—”

      “That nasty Steve came ‘round here again lately botherin’ me,” Aunt Marge said, frowning. “I told him I’d call the police if he didn’t leave. Never did like him!”

      Which was true. She had tolerated Steve when Melanie was still married to him, but now she out right hated him.

      “What did he want?” Melanie asked, her forehead creasing with concern. “He didn’t threaten you, did he?”

      Her ex had always been verbally abusive but he had only hit her once—which had prompted her to start the divorce proceedings. Well, that and her discovery that he’d been cheating on her for years. But thankfully, Aunt Marge was shaking her head.

      “No, but he said he wanted to see you. Had that little floozy of his on his arm. Looks like he got her pregnant—belly out to here!” She was clearly making a motion with her arms that the holo unit couldn’t pick up.

      “He did?” Melanie felt her heart drop to her shoes. For years she had begged Steve to let them start a family, but he’d always said they were too busy with their careers.

      “Later, Mels,” he’d say dismissively, when Melanie broached the subject. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

      There had always been “plenty of time” until there suddenly wasn’t anymore. Melanie’s biological alarm clock had been going off for the past five years and she knew if she didn’t find someone to settle down with soon, she would never have the kids she’d always wanted.

      The thought brought Clear and Strong to her mind, but she pushed the idea away. Even if they did have a serious interest in her, they were young guys—there was no way they’d want to be saddled with kids at their age.

      I really have to stop thinking of them, Melanie told herself. It would be better to move on and try to find someone my own age…

      “…so he finally left,” Aunt Marge said, cutting into her thoughts. “But he says he’ll be back. Wish I kept dogs instead of cats—I woulda set a whole pack of ‘em on him if I had them.”

      “Don’t worry about Steve—he just wants to show off his new girlfriend and prove that she’s better than me,” Melanie told her.

      “That little whore?” Aunt Marge demanded. “Why, she—”

      “Aunt Marge, I really do need to get to this party,” Melanie interrupted her. “It’s for work and I don’t want to be late.”

      “All right then, you go on.” Aunt Marge’s holo-head nodded. “I’ll see you soon. Be sure you skip breakfast Christmas morning so you’ll be hungry enough to help me eat this bird!”

      “Yes, Aunt Marge.” Melanie blew her a kiss. “I love you.”

      Her ancient relative grumbled something that sounded like “love you too” and then the holo finally flickered out and Melanie was free to go to the party.

      But as she gathered her present for the Secret Santa exchange, she couldn’t help feeling heavy-hearted. Her ex was finally going to be a father but her own chances for motherhood, or even finding someone to share the rest of her life with, seemed very slim indeed.
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      “Melanie, over here!” It was Sonja, waving for her eagerly from across the large meeting room. It had been decorated for the party, with a huge Christmas tree twinkling with lights in one corner and a table filled with bright red punch and trays of Christmas cookies in another. Christmas carols were playing, though they were hard to hear over the chatter of people talking.

      Melanie weaved her way through the crowd to get to her friend’s side. Sonja was wearing a long, silky gown in vivid purple that looked wonderful with her creamy brown skin tones.

      “Hi, how are you?” She and Sonja kissed cheeks and she smiled at her friend. “You look great!”

      “So do you! Look at you—flaunting your curves. How do you like the float dots?”

      “They certainly make the girls a lot perkier than usual,” Melanie admitted, looking down at her chest.

      “I know! And we busty girls can use all the help we can get. Not that Sahran complains about my, ah, assets,” she added, giving Melanie a nudge.

      Melanie tried to smile, but she felt like her face was broken. The image of Steve and his pregnant girlfriend kept intruding in her mind, sucking away all the joy of the party.

      “Hey, what’s wrong with you?” Sonja demanded, looking at her anxiously. “You look like somebody just stomped your kitty cat!”

      “I’m okay,” Melanie denied. Then she shook her head. “No, that’s a lie. I’m not okay. I got a call from my Aunt Marge and she said my ex had come around again and she was pretty sure his new girlfriend was pregnant.”

      “Okay.” Sonja nodded. “Is that what’s getting you down?”

      “I guess so.” Melanie sighed again. “It’s just—when I was with him, he never had time for a family. He kept telling me to wait. And now look—I’m getting close to forty and I’m single all over again. I always wanted kids but…” She shrugged sadly. “It just doesn’t look like it’s in the cards for me to have them.”

      “Don’t give up!” Sonja urged her. “All you need to do is find a nice guy to get Joined and have a baby with.” She grinned slyly. “Or maybe a couple of nice guys. Speaking of which, here come Clear and Strong.”

      “Sonja!” Melanie hissed and shook her head. “Do not talk about babies in front of them—I mean it!” she muttered to her friend. “Keep it to yourself!”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Sonja saluted sarcastically and smiled brightly as Clear and Strong made their way through the crowd. They were both wearing the Twin Kindred uniform with tight black trousers, tall black boots, and emerald green button-down shirts that looked amazing on both of them.

      “Hello and Christmas Greetings,” Clear said as he reached them. Strong nodded but was silent.

      “Hi there, fellas!” Sonja smiled at them both. “Oh, will you excuse me? I think I see Sahran waving at me.” And she dove off into the crowd, leaving Melanie alone with the two large Kindred warriors.

      “Oh, um…hi.” Melanie smiled up at them both. She’d seen Clear once or twice at work in passing the last few days, but this was the first time she was seeing both twins together since waking up-half naked in their bed.

      And speaking of half naked, her braless breasts felt vulnerable and exposed, especially when she noticed Strong’s dark blue eyes flicking down to the points of her nipples, clearly visible under the thin red material. He looked away quickly, though, which was considerate.

      “May I see your hand?” he asked Melanie. “I just want to be sure it’s all healed up.”

      “Oh, it’s fine!” Melanie assured him, holding out her hand. “Even the other spots where the smaller heat beams got me are better.”

      “Yes, the nanites were programmed to heal your entire hand—not just that one spot,” Strong murmured. “I’m just glad they did their job.” His warm touch on her skin made Melanie shiver and a tingle ran up her arm.

      “Um…it’s a nice party, isn’t it?” she offered rather breathlessly.

      “Is it? This is the first Christmas Party we’ve been to, so we can’t tell,” Clear admitted.

      “It seems nice to me,” Melanie said. “And they have refreshments,” she added, nodding to the table in the corner with the punch and cookies. “I wonder what flavor the punch is?”

      “Why don’t we get some and find out?” Clear suggested. So the three of them moved over to the refreshment table, which thankfully wasn’t as crowded as the rest of the room.

      Clear handed Melanie a cup and she sipped eagerly, grateful to have something to do with her hands and mouth.

      “Whew!” she gasped, as the red liquid burned down her throat. “Somebody must have spiked it—that’s strong!”

      Strong took a sip and nodded.

      “Tastes like Fireflower juice,” he remarked and took another drink.

      “Delicious,” Clear agreed, drinking some himself.

      Melanie didn’t know what fireflower juice was, but it certainly loosened her up. She began to feel warm and tingly as she smiled up at the two big, handsome warriors.

      “You know, I think this is the best Christmas punch I’ve ever had,” she remarked, grinning as she took another drink. “And the Christmas cookies look good, too.”

      “They do look good, but they don’t taste very nice,” Clear said, frowning. “I tried some earlier, before my brother got here.”

      “Oh, those are probably store-bought,” Melanie told him. The really good ones are homemade.”

      “Really? Do you know how to make them?” Clear asked hopefully. “I would love to try some homemade ones if we could.”

      “Actually, I have some great Christmas cookie recipes.” Melanie nodded. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid to try anything else in my wave. I’m supposed to be getting it repaired, but there’s a backup in the work orders right now.”

      “Oh, that reminds me—here.” The Light Twin handed her a present. “I got your name in the Secret Satan—I mean Secret Santa—exchange,” he told Melanie.

      “Oh, thank you, Clear!” Reaching up, she gave him a hug which felt really good—mainly because the tips of her nipples were rubbing against his broad chest.

      Clear seemed to enjoy it too, because he pressed her against him and took his time before letting her go.

      You shouldn’t be enjoying that, commented a judgmental little voice in her brain, but Melanie pushed it aside with surprising ease.

      “And thank you again for healing my hand,” she added, turning and putting her arms out to Strong. “It doesn’t seem right to hug one of you and not the other,” she said. “Since you’re a matched pair.”

      The Dark Twin leaned down and took her in his arms, pressing her body carefully but firmly to his own muscular form.

      “Mmm, you’re very welcome, little one,” he murmured, at last letting her go. “But you already thanked me before.”

      “I know, but I’m really grateful,” Melanie told him. “Besides, you’re so sweet, I had to give you both a Christmas hug.”

      “A ‘Christmas hug?’ Why is it that humans can put the word ‘Christmas’ in front of any object and instantly change it into something new?” Strong asked, arching an eyebrow. “I mean, Christmas punch…Christmas cookies…Christmas hug… Today one of my human colleagues gave me a folded piece of paper which is called a Christmas card, which apparently I’m supposed to return in kind. But I don’t even know where to get them!” He looked at Melanie pleadingly. “Can I just fold up a random piece of paper and write a sentiment on it and call it a Christmas card?”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Melanie objected, smothering a smile. “You can’t just make something Christmassy by putting the word Christmas in front of it!” She took another sip of her own punch. “Though I guess I can see what you mean. You could almost make a drinking game out of it and take a drink every time somebody says ‘Christmas’ something or other.”

      “A drinking game?” Clear asked, frowning. “What’s that?”

      “Oh, you know—like Never Have I Ever,” Melanie told him.

      “You’ve never what?” Strong asked blankly, shaking his head.

      “No—that’s the name of the drinking game. Never Have I Ever,” Melanie repeated. “See, everybody has a drink in their hand and one person starts by saying ‘Never have I ever…’ And then they either tell something they have done in the past or name something they haven’t done. The other players have to guess. If they guess wrong, they take a drink but if they guess right, the person who made the statement takes a drink.”

      Strong frowned.

      “It seems like a lot of work just to get drunk.”

      Melanie shrugged.

      “It’s a party game, that’s all.”

      “I thought you said it was a drinking game?” Clear said, looking confused.

      “Same thing,” Melanie shook her head. “But for example—I might say, ‘Never have I ever gone skinny dipping.’ And then the two of you have to guess if it’s true or not.”

      “Skinny dipping?” Strong frowned. “What’s that?”

      “Going swimming without your clothes on,” Melanie told him. The little voice in her head remarked that she shouldn’t be talking about such things—it might sound like she was coming on to the two big warriors. But again, she easily pushed it aside and gave the twins a flirtatious smile.

      “But we go in the bathing pool all the time with no clothes on,” Clear pointed out.

      “I think she means in public, Brother,” Strong growled softly. His blue eyes were sliding over Melanie’s breasts again, lingering on the tight points of her nipples as he spoke.

      “You’re exactly right,” Melanie told him and giggled. “So guess—am I telling the truth or not?”

      “I say not,” Clear said, frowning. “You don’t seem to be the kind of female who would take off her clothing in public, Melanie.”

      “Ah, but you didn’t know me in college—back when I was younger,” she pointed out. “I was much less inhibited then.”

      “I guess that you did,” Strong murmured. “Though maybe it’s just wishful thinking on my part. The idea of seeing you without your clothing is certainly extremely appealing.”

      “Brother…” Clear frowned at his twin. “It’s not polite to speak that way to a human female.”

      “That’s all right—I’m not offended.” Melanie winked at them. “And now I’ll tell you the truth—I did go skinny dipping back in college with some girlfriends on a dare one night. We got caught and had to run back to our dorms naked.” She giggled.

      “So that means I have to take a drink?” Clear said and took another sip of punch.

      “And I have to, too—because Strong guessed right.” Melanie took another big swig of her punch and made a face. “Wow! It seems to get stronger with every drink you take.”

      “Let me try,” Strong said. He looked Melanie in the eyes. “Never have I ever seen a female half as lovely as you are, Melanie.”

      “Oh…” Melanie found her cheeks getting hot. But this time the Dark Twin’s intense look didn’t make her feel uncomfortable as it had before. Instead, it made her feel hot and bothered all over. She could feel her nipples getting tight under the thin red dress and she had to press her thighs together tightly to stop the ache that was growing there.

      “Strong is telling the truth,” Clear said, smiling at her. “Never have either of us ever seen such a lovely female.”

      “You two are bad!” Melanie exclaimed. “I’m sure you’ve seen lots of women who are younger and prettier than me.”

      “Younger, maybe,” Strong said. “But prettier? Never.” He gestured at her cup of punch. “Take a drink, Melanie—you lose this round.”

      Melanie took another sip and the strong liquid burned down her throat again. She laughed breathlessly.

      “Wow—I’d better stop now. This punch is making me tipsy!” She set her half-full cup down on the table and pointed to the middle of the room. “Oh, look—the dancing is starting!”

      Sure enough, the Christmas tunes had given way to soft, jazzy music and already a few couples were swaying together, Sonja and Sahran included.

      “Would you like to dance, Melanie?” Clear asked her.

      She smiled up at the Light Twin.

      “Thank you—I would love to.” She turned to Strong. “Would you hold this?” She handed the silver-wrapped present to the Dark Twin, who nodded.

      “As long as I can claim the next dance, little one,” he rumbled.

      Melanie gave him a smile.

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      Then Clear was taking her in his arms and they were swaying to the music.

      “You seem to be in an excellent mood tonight,” he remarked, leaning down to speak in her ear.

      “I think it’s something in the punch,” she admitted. “I certainly wasn’t in a good mood earlier. I almost didn’t come tonight.”

      “What? Why not?” Clear pulled back to give her a concerned look.

      “Oh, I got a call from home from my Aunt Marge.” Melanie sighed. “She told me that my ex, Steve, had been coming around bothering her again.”

      “Is she in danger?” Clear asked, frowning. “Because Strong and I can certainly help if she needs defending.”

      “No, no—nothing like that,” Melanie told him. “Thank you, but it’s really me that he wants to see.”

      His frown grew darker.

      “Why does he want to see you? Has he realized how foolish he was, giving you up?”

      “Hardly,” Melanie said dryly and giggled. Wow—that punch had really gone to her head! “What he wants is to show off the fact that he got his new girlfriend pregnant,” she said, and stopped laughing abruptly. Some things just weren’t funny—even when you were tipsy.

      “I don’t understand.” Clear shook his head, his forehead creasing. “Why would he wish to ‘show off’ something like that?”

      “Because while we were together I always wanted kids but he would never let us have any.” Melanie swallowed back a little sob. Wow, she needed to get hold of her emotions! The spiked punch was really affecting her.

      “You want children?” Clear asked and she nodded.

      “I know that’s probably a big turn-off for you,” she added candidly. “I mean, you and your brother are so young, neither one of you would want to be saddled with a bunch of babies at your age.”

      “Actually, Strong and I are quite good with young ones,” Clear offered. “Our parents had a second set of twins when the two of us were already twelve cycles old. You ought to see Strong change a diaper—he’s lightening quick. And I’m excellent at midnight feedings myself.”

      “Really? That’s interesting,” Melanie said warmly. “Anyway, I probably shouldn’t have told you all that about my ex and his pregnant girlfriend. It just upset me, that’s all.”

      “You need something to take your mind off it,” Clear offered. “Maybe you could come back with Strong and me to our suite after the party. We could make Christmas cookies—if you’ll mix the ingredients I can work the wave.”

      Melanie started to say no and then stopped herself. A big office Christmas party was nice but a small, intimate setting with the two big, handsome warriors would be even nicer. It was possible that she wouldn’t have said yes if she hadn’t drunk quite so much punch, but as it was, what Clear was proposing sounded like a wonderful idea.

      “All right,” she said, smiling at him. “Thank you—I’d love to come make Christmas cookies with you two.”

      “Wonderful.” Clear smiled at her. “And now I think it’s Strong’s turn to dance with you—if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not,” Melanie said and then the Light Twin was handing her off to his taller brother.

      Just at that moment, the music—which had been jazzy and light—turned suddenly into a slow dance tune she remembered from high school.

      “Well, this is a blast from the past,” she said, looking up at the tall warrior. “I remember we danced to this at the prom.”

      “The what?” He frowned, obviously confused.

      “A big dance party we had when I was younger. Here—this is a slow dance so we’re supposed to be closer.”

      She pressed herself against him, feeling her braless breasts rub wantonly against his broad chest. God, what had gotten into her tonight, acting like this? Whatever it was, it made her feel deliciously naughty. It seemed to release her inhibitions and erase her worries.

      For once she didn’t have to fight the negative self-thoughts that tried to invade her head—they just floated effortlessly away the minute she gave them a slight push. It was like they were bricks that had suddenly turned into balloons…

      Wait, did that make sense? Oh, who cared? Melanie was having a fabulous time and she never wanted it to end!

      “You feel good in my arms,” Strong rumbled, dipping his head to speak in her ear.

      “Thank you. You feel good in mine, too.” Melanie was glad she was wearing high heels, otherwise it would have been awkward dancing with someone who was so much taller than her. But her heels were high enough and the way the Dark Twin was holding her felt just right.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me again, tonight, you know,” he murmured, looking down to search her eyes with his. “My brother thought I frightened you, the last time we were together.”

      “You mean when I woke up half-naked in your bed and you were practically undressing me with your eyes?” Melanie asked, raising an eyebrow at him. Somewhere inside a little voice was telling her that she really shouldn’t talk like this. She ignored it. Brick into balloon—bye-bye, float away…

      “Yes, that.” The Dark Twin looked uncomfortable. “Please forgive me for my behavior. It’s just…you’re a very beautiful female. I think I got what you humans call ‘carried away.’”

      “You did come on a little strong,” Melanie admitted. “But that’s your name after all, right? She giggled. “Anyway, I forgive you.”

      “Thank you,” he murmured and drew her closer. “Mmm, I’m glad I came tonight just so I could see you again, little one.”

      “You’ll be seeing a lot of me,” Melanie told him. “Your brother just invited me to come make Christmas cookies at your place after the party is over.”

      “He did?” Strong raised his eyebrows hopefully. “And you agreed to come?”

      “I did.” She smiled up at him flirtatiously. “Is that all right with you?”

      “More than all right,” Strong growled softly. “I can’t wait to make Christmas cookies with you, Melanie.”

      Melanie felt a rush of pleasure but he was looking at her so intensely that she had to put him straight.

      “Now, you know that ‘making Christmas cookies’ isn’t a euphemism for anything else, don’t you?” she murmured and giggled.

      His eyes went half-lidded in the dim room.

      “By euphemism you mean a pretty saying you use as a substitute for something more…raw and provocative?”

      “Exactly,” Melanie said primly. “I’m just letting you know that ‘making cookies’ doesn’t actually mean ‘making love’ or ‘having sex’ or anything like that.”

      “We would never dream of taking advantage of you, little one,” Strong rumbled, sweeping a long strand of hair out of her eyes and tucking it behind her ear. “Although I will point out that there are many ways we could pleasure you without actually ‘making cookies.’”

      Melanie giggled again and slapped him lightly on the arm.

      “You’re bad.”

      “Yes, I am,” Strong agreed without a hint of irony. “I’m the Dark Twin—I’m supposed to be.”

      Which seemed to make perfect sense to Melanie.

      She danced the rest of the party, alternating between Clear and Strong, and the warm, tingling buzz she’d gotten from the punch never seemed to fade. In fact, if anything the happy, warm, carefree feeling seemed to grow as the night went on.

      Before she knew it, they were saying goodbye to everyone else and she was leaving the party with one arm hooked through Clear’s right arm and the other hooked through Strong’s left.

      “You know, that was just about the perfect night,” she told them, as they left the music and crowd behind.

      “It’s not over yet,” Clear reminded her. “That is, if you still want to make Christmas cookies with us?”

      Melanie and Strong’s eyes met and the two of them burst out laughing.

      “What? What did I say?” Clear asked, frowning at the two of them. “Surely the three of us making cookies together isn’t that funny?”

      “The three of us together…” Melanie repeated and found that she was blushing even as she giggled. “No—no it’s not funny,” she assured Clear. “And I still want to make some. Um…” She looked down at herself. “But this is my best dress. Let me run to change and I’ll meet you at your suite in a few minutes—okay?”

      “That sounds fine to me,” Strong murmured. “Don’t be too long, little one.”

      “Oh, and wear the present I got you.” Clear nodded at the silver wrapped box under her arm. “I know we’re not supposed to open them until Christmas, but I think you’ll find this gift will really come in handy tonight,” he added.

      “All right.” Melanie smiled at him and then blew a kiss to them both. “Assemble the ingredients, Clear—we’ll be making Christmas cookies before you know it.”

      Then she turned and walked down the corridor to her apartment, wondering what she had to wear that was good for midnight baking.
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      “What an amazing night—and it isn’t over yet!” Melanie did a little twirl in the middle of her living room, watching as her red dress floated out around her. She felt wonderful—so warm and alive and full of possibilities! Dancing and flirting with the twins all night had made her feel young again—or maybe it was the punch that had done it. Either way, she felt absolutely fabulous and instead of fading, the good feeling just seemed to keep growing and growing.

      “Now what should I wear?” she murmured to herself. “I don’t want to get flour all over my best dress…”

      She was about to put down the silver-wrapped package and go rummage around in her storage closet, when she remembered what Clear had said. He had asked her to wear what he’d given her for a gift.

      Eagerly, she sat down on the couch and ripped into the silver wrapping paper. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had given her a present. Steven had decided that gift giving for holidays and birthdays was “silly” around the second year of their marriage and he’d never gotten her anything again. At the time, Melanie had tried to tell herself he was being practical but later she’d learned that he had been buying plenty of presents for the many mistresses he cheated on her with. So clearly…

      “Nope!” Melanie said aloud, cutting the bad thought off abruptly. “No bad or sad or angry thoughts right now. Tonight I intend to be perfectly happy and not—”

      The words died on her lips as she opened the plain white cardboard box and saw what lay inside.

      Cushioned in layers of tissue paper was a sexy red, see-through negligee trimmed in silky white fur—a sinfully sexy Secret Santa Surprise.

      Melanie stared at it, trying to get her brain to process the sight. It took a moment, but at last, she understood—

      Clear had gotten her sexy lingerie for Christmas and apparently he expected her to wear it while she was alone with him and Strong.

      Now what was she going to do about that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “You don’t think she’s changed her mind, do you?” Strong was pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace, where soothing gold and blue and green flames were crackling. He’d turned up the fire the minute they got in to set the mood.

      “I don’t think so.” Clear was busy in the kitchen. He had gotten out all the ingredients he thought they would need—eggs, flour, sugar, butter, a can of the human vegetable called corn, and also one of lima beans. He frowned at the items piled on his counter. Was he forgetting anything? Oh yes—bacon! He reached for it just as their front door chimed softly.

      “I’ll get it.” Strong hurried to the door and opened it to find Melanie standing outside.

      “Hello, boys.” She swayed into the living area, a secretive little smile playing around the corners of her lush lips. She was wearing a black dress that wrapped around her and tied at the side, but the minute Strong shut the door, she reached for the bow and untied it.

      Clear had come out into the living area by then, wiping his hands on a dish towel.

      “Hello, Melanie,” he said pleasantly. “I think we have everything we need to make Christmas cookies but I’m not sure if I have enough bacon so—”

      His words cut off abruptly as Melanie opened the black wrap dress she’d been wearing, exposing the sexiest outfit the Light Twin had ever seen.

      “Um…uh…” he heard himself saying but he couldn’t seem to get his brain to work—all he could do was stare as Melanie draped the innocuous black dress over the back of the couch and posed in front of them with her hands on her hips.

      The outfit was made of some sheer red fabric which was trimmed in soft white fur. There were vertical slits over both of Melanie’s full breasts but little white bows, strategically positioned over the points of her nipples, tied them closed to conceal her ripe mounds.

      The hem of the garment, which was edged in the white fur material, fell to mid-thigh, and it was transparent enough that Clear could see that Melanie was wearing matching panties with it. The panties also had a vertical slit, tied closed with a white bow.

      To add to the outfit, she was wearing tall black shoes with high heels. Clear and Strong had agreed that this human footwear was ridiculously impractical and yet somehow, it definitely added to a female’s sexual appeal. Why this was, neither one of them could understand, but it was definitely so.

      “Well?” Melanie purred and did a slow twirl, allowing them to admire her lush, curvy body from all angles. “Are you boys ready to make some Christmas cookies with me?”
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      For a moment they just stood there, staring. Melanie did a slow turn and watched as their shock turned to awe and then to lust. Oh yes—they wanted her.

      You want me but you can’t have me, boys, she thought, feeling sultry and sexy and naughty all at once.

      Honestly, she probably never would have considered wearing the provocative outfit if she hadn’t been feeling so good and sexy and confident following the party. But that warm, bubbly feeling she’d gotten after drinking the punch had only grown stronger. So when she saw the naughty little outfit that Clear had gotten her, she’d decided on impulse to put it on and go over.

      “Well?” she asked, when they had been staring at her for over a minute. “Are we going to make cookies or not?”

      “Oh, uh…sure.” Clear recovered first. He nodded quickly. “Come into the kitchen—I laid out all the ingredients I think we’ll need.”

      He started to go into the kitchen but Melanie stopped him with a hand on his broad shoulder.

      “Wait a minute—aren’t you two overdressed for baking?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at them. Both twins were still wearing their uniforms, which they’d had on at the party.

      “Are we?” Strong’s deep voice was hoarse and his eyes were roving over her body hungrily.

      “I’m afraid so,” Melanie said. “You know, baking can be a messy business. How about if you two go put on your PJs and then we can get started.”

      “Our ‘PJs’?” Clear asked, frowning.

      “You know—you’re pajama bottoms. Your sleep trousers—whatever you want to call them.” Melanie made a shooing gesture. “Go on—go get changed and then meet me in the kitchen. I’m going to have a look at the ingredients.”

      And she sashayed into the kitchen, letting her hips roll seductively without waiting to see if they would obey her or not.

      What exactly do you think you’re doing, Melanie? whispered a little voice in her head. This is a bad idea and you know it! You’re going to regret acting like this later…

      But the little voice was faint…so faint and light it was ridiculously easy to push aside—like batting aside a balloon.

      “I know what I’m doing,” Melanie murmured to herself. “I’m going to make Christmas cookies.”

      And in fact, that actually was her plan. She was going to make cookies with the twins and pretend all the while that everything was normal and she wasn’t half-naked in the naughty little outfit. She wanted to see how long it would take them to snap and do…well, who knew what they might do?

      And then all kinds of interesting things might happen. But for now, she intended to play it straight—just tease them a little and have some fun…

      She was just looking over the “ingredients” Clear had lined up on the counter and shaking her head when the two of them came back into the kitchen. This time both of them were bare chested and wearing only the long, black satin sleep trousers they’d had on when she woke up in bed with them.

      “Now, that’s more like it.” Melanie nodded approvingly. “You won’t mind getting flour on yourself if something happens to spill.” She smiled provocatively and beckoned them forward. “Now here’s how it’s going to go—Strong is going to measure and mix the ingredients and Clear is going to line the pans and do the actual baking.”

      “What are you going to do, sweetheart?” Clear’s smoky green eyes were half-lidded and his voice was low with desire.

      “I am going to be the supervisor. Oh, and I’ll also make the frosting,” Melanie informed him. “All the best Christmas cookies have frosting. So let’s get started.”

      She had them get out mixing bowls and measuring cups—luckily they had a well-stocked kitchen—and made Clear put back the canned vegetables.

      “What are we making—succotash shortbread?” she asked, poking him lightly in his broad, bare chest. “I don’t think so. No veggies allowed. These are going to be good old-fashioned Christmas cookies full of butter and sugar and flavor.”

      When everything was ready, she began dictating to Strong, telling the Dark Twin exactly how to measure the ingredients.

      “No, no—not like that. Here—let me show you,” she purred, when he dug a measuring cup into the flour. “You don’t want to pack it down—you need to just spoon it in gently and then level it off with a butter knife.”

      Coming around behind him, she put her arms around his trim waist and pressed her full breasts to his back as she talked and showed him what to do. She felt the Dark Twin’s big body stiffen against hers but that only made her press closer to his broad back.

      “See?” she asked, as she finished showing him how to measure and sift the flour. “That’s not so hard, is it?”

      “The technique isn’t hard,” Strong rumbled as she stepped away from him at last. “But I certainly am.”

      “Goodness, I think you’re right.” Melanie let her eyes drift down to the hard ridge of his cock which was pressing against the satiny fabric of his trousers. Daringly, she reached out and let her fingers trail briefly over his thick length.

      He groaned softly and gave her a warning look.

      “Melanie…”

      “Well, it’s time to make the frosting,” Melanie said, giving the Dark Twin a naughty wink. “You just stir all those ingredients together until you form a nice stiff dough.”

      “The dough isn’t the only damn thing that’s stiff,” he growled, but did as she said, incorporating everything together quickly and efficiently.

      Melanie had everything she wanted for the butter cream fruit frosting she was going to make—except some fruit. Normally she liked to use just a little bit of lemon zest and once she’d even used a bit of strawberry puree. She didn’t need much—just a dab—but she had to have some kind of fruit because it made the cookies extra special.

      At last she spied a bowl with a couple of interestingly alien-looking fruits in it. They were triangular in shape and colored almost like a peach. Melanie picked one up and sniffed it—mmm, good! She was about to take a bite, just to be certain that it would work in the frosting, when a large hand gripped her wrist, stopping the fruit from getting to her lips.

      “I don’t think so, little one,” Strong rumbled. He was frowning down at her with a serious look on his face.

      “What?” Melanie looked up at him uncertainly. “Why not?”

      “That’s bonding fruit,” Clear said, leaving the cookies sheets he was lining with parchment paper and coming over to join them.

      “Bonding fruit?” Melanie frowned. “Why do they call it that? It smells delicious.”

      “And it tastes delicious too,” Strong said patiently. “But if you eat it, you’ll have an urgent biological need to bond with a male—or males.” He glared at her significantly.

      “It’s native to Twin Moons,” Clear told her. “And they call it bonding fruit because it allows a female to take the merged shafts of the Kindred warriors she wants to bond with deep in her body.”

      “Oh, my!” Melanie breathed, her eyes widening.

      “It’s also a potent aphrodisiac,” Clear went on.

      “It’ll make you ‘fucking horny,’ as you humans like to say,” Strong put in.

      If she was being completely honest, Melanie was already there. In fact, she couldn’t ever remember feeling so naughty and aroused and uninhibited in her life. But she thought it was probably best not to mention that…at least not right now.

      “So I can’t just have a tiny nibble?” she asked pleadingly. “It just smells so good.”

      “Let me ask you this—do you want to take both our shafts deep in your tight little pussy and get bonded to my brother and me tonight?” Strong growled.

      “Um…no?” Melanie was surprised that it came out as a question.

      “Then you can’t even have a ‘tiny nibble,’” the Dark Twin told her sternly. “So drop it little one.”

      He was still holding her wrist but he loosened his grip so that Melanie could drop the fruit back in the bowl. She licked her lips and met Strong’s piercing blue eyes as she did so.

      She had to admit she’d had a narrow escape but the truth was, that only seemed to make her feel sexier.

      “I always wondered how you two would fit your…equipment into a girl at the same time,” she said, giving the two of them a naughty smile. “I guess I didn’t get far enough in my research.”

      “Now you know,” Strong growled softly. “So if you don’t want to be ‘making cookies’ for real, you’d better leave the bonding fruit alone.”

      “I’ll leave it…for now,” she added and gave the Dark Twin a flirtatious wink. “Come on—let’s finish the cookies.”

      The good thing about the wave, was that it really did cook anything you put in it to perfection in a fraction of an instant. So after the cookies were shaped—by hand, since unfortunately, Clear didn’t have any cookie cutters—they were cooked perfectly almost as soon as he put them in.

      Melanie had decided to use vanilla extract in her frosting, since she hadn’t found any other suitable fruit. She whipped it up with a Kindred appliance that was a little like a hand mixer except it had four star-shaped interlocking beaters instead of two. It turned out to be much faster and more efficient than the regular model and she was pleased with the results. And as she worked on the frosting, Clear and Strong shaped and baked the cookies.

      When the frosting was finished, Melanie dipped a finger in the sweet, creamy mixture and walked over to Clear.

      “Open up,” she commanded. “And tell me what you think of my frosting.”

      Eyes wide, the Light Twin obeyed, opening his mouth and sucking her finger for a long moment to get the frosting off.

      “Delicious,” he muttered hoarsely, at last, when Melanie removed her finger.

      “I’m sure it is, Brother. I’d like to try some of that myself,” Strong growled.

      “Of course.” Melanie strolled back over to the frosting bowl and dipped her finger in again. But as she was raising it to his mouth, the Dark Twin caught her wrist to stop her.

      “I’d rather taste it off your lips, little one,” he murmured, his eyes dark with lust as he looked down at her.

      Melanie’s heart started to beat harder but she didn’t hesitate a moment.

      “That can be arranged,” she purred. She painted the frosting on like lipstick and then looked up at the Dark Twin. “Well? Come and get it if you still want a taste.”

      With a low growl of pure lust, Strong gathered her to his hard chest. Bending her over his arm, he took her mouth in a ravaging kiss that left Melanie breathless.

      For the first time, it occurred to her that she might be getting in over her head. Strong’s mouth on hers was relentless, demanding entry and then exploring her thoroughly, as though he had every right to do so.

      Melanie couldn’t help kissing back. And as she did, she became aware that Clear was there too, standing just behind her and stroking her hair and shoulders. She felt completely surrounded by the two big, male bodies and it made every inch of her throb.

      You’d better stop, whispered a little voice in her head. Stop while you still can, Melanie. Or you’re going to end up doing a lot more than making cookies tonight!

      “Wait a minute!” she gasped, when Strong at last broke the kiss.

      “Yes, little one?” He gave her a lazy smile. “Are you sorry you offered me a taste?”

      “No, but I just…” Melanie straightened up, trying to get her scattered thoughts together. “I…I didn’t only come here to make cookies tonight,” she said at last.

      “Oh no?” Clear murmured, raising an eyebrow. “Why else did you come, sweetheart?”

      “To…to…” Her eyes fell on the bonding fruit and she had an idea. “I wanted to do some first-hand research—to get more ideas for my Twin Kindred vid,” she said.

      “All right.” Strong nodded. “I think we can help you with that. What do you want to know?”

      “Why don’t we go into the living area?” Clear suggested. “The cookies are all done now. Shouldn’t we give them time to cool before we frost them?”

      “Yes—that’s exactly right.” Melanie nodded.

      “All right. Then let’s go.” And Strong ushered her out of the kitchen with Clear following right behind.

      As they went, Melanie wondered what in the world she was going to do next. She had no idea…
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      They settled on the big, overstuffed couch which fit the three of them perfectly with Melanie in the middle. The flickering green and gold and blue flames dancing in the fireplace before them provided the only light in the dim room. It cast the twins’ faces into light and shadows and made their positions seem much more intimate than Melanie had been expecting.

      She bit her lip, looking from one to the other. Both sets of eyes—the piercing blue and the smoky green—were trained on her and both were half-lidded with lust. Were things about to go too far? Should she get up and go now?

      But I don’t want to go, she thought, feeling a surge of desire. I want to stay and see what happens.

      The big, muscular bodies on either side of hers felt so warm and solid and their scents mingled into a single dark, masculine spice that made her want more—although more of what, she wasn’t exactly sure.

      “Now…” Strong turned to her, one long, muscular arm along the back of the couch. “What exactly did you want to know, little one? We’ll answer anything you ask us,” he added.

      “Well, as I was telling Clear, I’m trying to explain in the vid about the Twin Kindred’s need to…to share a mate,” Melanie said, rather breathlessly. “I already understand that it hurts you physically to touch a female without your brother touching her too—correct?”

      “True.” Strong nodded.

      “It’s kind of a low-level electrical shock,” Clear explained.

      “Is that why you were touching me while…while Strong was kissing me?” Melanie asked him, turning to the Light Twin.

      “Yes. But I also just wanted to stroke your soft hair and silky skin,” he answered softly. “Strong and I have never been with an Elite before—I wanted to touch you.”

      As he spoke, he reached up and brushed his knuckles gently down her heated cheek.

      Melanie leaned into the touch, feeling a shiver of desire run through her. But she knew if she wasn’t careful, they were going to pick up right where they had left off in the kitchen and that wasn’t her intention…was it?

      She honestly wasn’t sure anymore. Reluctantly, she pulled away.

      “Tell me,” she said, turning to Strong, who had been watching his brother touch her with interest. “Do you…when you make love to a woman—do you, uh, take turns or do you both…you know, pleasure her at the same time?”

      “Well, that depends,” the Dark Twin rumbled.

      “On what?” Melanie asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “On what part of you we’d be pleasuring. For instance, you have two lovely breasts and there are two of us…”

      As he spoke, he ran one long finger from the top of her right breast, down over the sloping curve and the tight tip of her nipple. Melanie gasped but didn’t move away from his hand. She felt her peak tingle at his touch, just under the silky white bow which was the only thing keeping the vertical slit in the see-through red fabric closed.

      “Oh…” she whispered, not knowing what else to say.

      “So my brother and I could suck your nipples at the same time,” Strong finished in a low growl.

      “But we would have to take turns licking your soft little pussy,” Clear murmured from her other side, placing one big hand on her thigh. “We wouldn’t mind though,” he added.

      “Or one of us could tend to your breasts while the other spread your thighs and lapped your hot little cunt,” Strong growled, his eyes flashing with desire.

      Once again, they were getting in too deep and Melanie knew it.

      “That’s…very interesting,” she said, looking from one twin to the other. “You two seem to have all the answers when you’re together. But maybe…maybe I should ask you questions individually?”

      She thought she might have a better chance of keeping things from going too far if she kept them apart. They were overwhelming enough one-on-one but when the two of them were together, bracketing her with their big, muscular bodies, things felt likely to spin out of control.

      “You want to separate us?” Strong growled. “But that’s no fun, little one. We’re a matched pair, after all, like you said.”

      “It’s just that I’ve never…never ever been in this situation before,” she admitted, nibbling her bottom lip.

      “‘Never have you ever’ been between two Twin Kindred?” Clear asked, smiling a little.

      “Hmm?” She turned to look at him.

      “That game you were showing us at the party,” he reminded her. “The ‘Never Have I Ever’ game. Maybe we could play it some more. That way you could get to know us better and get the answers for your vid without feeling…threatened.”

      “Oh, I don’t feel threatened. Just a little…overwhelmed. Besides, ‘Never Have I Ever’ is a drinking game,” Melanie protested. “And I don’t think that…that I should have any more to drink tonight.”

      In fact, the effects of the spiked punch still hadn’t worn off and she was a bit worried about what she might do. The part of her that told her “no” in dangerous or risky situations seemed to be broken—or at least temporarily out of commission.

      “What game can we play, then?” Strong rumbled. “Do you know any other human games that could help you get to know us and find the answers you need about Twin Kindred for your vid?”

      “Truth or Dare might be good,” Melanie said, before she thought about it. The minute the words were out, she knew she’d probably made a mistake, but it was too late to call them back.

      “Truth or Dare, hmm?” Strong raised an eyebrow thoughtfully. “That sounds…intriguing. How is it played?”

      “Well…” Melanie cleared her throat. “I’ll ask you ‘Truth or Dare.’ If you say ‘Truth,’ I get to ask you a personal question and you have to answer truthfully. If you say ‘Dare,’ then I’ll dare you to do something silly or embarrassing and you have to do it. Then you get to ask me ‘Truth or Dare’ and then I’ll ask Clear and it keeps going on like that.”

      “Until?” Strong asked.

      Melanie shrugged.

      “I don’t know—until everyone’s had a turn, I suppose. Um…” She cleared her throat. “We don’t have to play if you don’t want to.”

      “Oh, but we very much want to play, don’t we, Brother?” Strong growled, looking over her head to meet Clear’s gaze.

      Clear nodded firmly.

      “Very much,” he echoed.

      “All right then, I’ll start. ” Melanie cleared her throat, and turned to the Dark Twin. “Truth or Dare?” she asked him.

      “Truth,” he said, looking down at her, the firelight reflecting in his dark blue eyes.

      “Afraid to take a dare, Brother?” Clear asked him.

      “Of course not. I’m just curious as to what kind of questions our little Elite will ask,” Strong rumbled.

      “What kind of women are you and Clear attracted to?” Melanie asked, which of course wasn’t really something she could put in her informational vid, but it slipped out before she could stop it.

      “Hmm…” Strong gave her a half-lidded stare. “Elites,” he rumbled.

      “Definitely.” Clear nodded. “And if they happen to be mature and experienced, so much the better.”

      “Experienced how, exactly?” Melanie inquired. “Are you looking for a woman to show you the ropes sexually?” God, she couldn’t believe she’d asked that!

      But Strong was shaking his head.

      “Clear and I know what we’re doing when we pleasure a female,” he told her. “But it would be good to be with a female who knows what she wants and doesn’t hold back from taking it.”

      “So when you say ‘experienced’ you mean confident,” Melanie murmured.

      The Dark Twin nodded.

      “Maybe even confident enough to come over to our suite in a naughty little outfit that shows her lovely curves,” he growled softly.

      “That kind of confidence is extremely attractive,” Clear agreed, his voice also low and lustful. And again, both sets of eyes were trained on her body—a fact which made Melanie feel hot and cold all over. She had the simultaneous urge to cover herself…and to show off even more.

      The second urge won and she sat up straighter, pressing her breasts out for the twins to admire. She loved the naughty thrill it gave her to feel their eyes on her and know how much both the Light Twin and the Dark Twin wanted her.

      “Your breasts are so ripe, little one,” Strong murmured.

      “As luscious as the bonding fruit you almost ate,” Clear added.

      “Well, thank you, boys.” Melanie purred. “But you answered the question, so now it’s your turn,” she told Strong.

      “True or Dare, Melanie?” he rumbled, looking at her.

      Truth, whispered a little voice in her head. That’s the only safe choice—say Truth!

      “Um…” Her heart pounding, Melanie opened her mouth and heard herself say, “Dare.”

      “Very nice.” One corner of his sensual mouth quirked up. “In that case, I dare you to kiss my brother while I watch. It only seems fair, since I got to taste your sweet lips and he didn’t.”

      “I’ll take that dare.” Feeling like her whole body was throbbing, Melanie turned to the Light Twin and took his face in her hands. He leaned down to her and their lips met in a long, sweet, breathless kiss.

      Melanie found that Clear wasn’t as aggressive as his twin, but he was every bit as thorough. When his tongue stroked lightly over the seam of her lips, she opened to him willingly, inviting him inside to explore her.

      As they kissed, she was aware of Strong’s big, warm hand sliding under the curtain of her hair to stroke her bare back. She felt an electric current of pleasure running between his touch on her skin and his twin’s lips on her own. It seemed to envelope her whole body and make it hum, purring like an engine that was just warming up.

      At last the kiss broke and Melanie sat back, panting a little.

      “There.” She looked up at Strong triumphantly. “I took your dare.”

      “You certainly did, little one.” He gave her a lazy grin. “You’re brave, I’ll give you that.”

      “It’s my turn now,” Clear murmured. “Melanie, Truth or Dare?”

      Melanie wasn’t quite sure how they had started playing this game but she didn’t want to stop, even though she knew deep inside it was only going to lead to more and more poor choices on her part.

      “Dare,” she said recklessly.

      “I dare you to let us untie those little white bows on the top of your garment,” the Light Twin murmured.

      “Oh…” Melanie put both hands over her breasts involuntarily. “But…but then my top would open up,” she protested.

      “Exactly.” Strong’s eyes flashed with lust. “And we would see your lovely, bare breasts.”

      “But of course, you don’t have to take the dare if you don’t want to,” Clear said, shrugging. “I guess that means you lose the game, though.”

      “No,” Melanie frowned, shaking her head. “No, I’m not losing. Go…go ahead, boys—untie me.”

      And to prove that she wasn’t afraid, she thrust out her chest, giving them easy access to her breasts.

      “Our pleasure, little one,” Strong growled. Leaning over, he untied the right silky bow while Clear untied the left.

      At once, the gauzy red fabric, which had been stretched tight over her full mounds, opened up, baring her breasts completely to the two warriors. As her bare breasts stood high and proud, her tight nipples pointed out, Melanie had reason once again to be grateful for the float dots. Her breasts looked amazing and she had no shame in letting Strong and Clear admire them.

      Well…not much. Part of her still knew this was a bad idea but it felt so good she couldn’t seem to stop. It made her feel hot and wet and naughty to let them look at her like this.

      “Beautiful,” Strong breathed, cupping her right breast and thumbing her right nipple slightly.

      Melanie felt a shiver of pure desire go through her at his gentle touch, but she tried to keep control of the situation.

      “Now, Strong,” she reprimanded him, though she didn’t try to move away from his hand. “I said you could look—not touch.”

      “Very well…” He pinched her nipple lightly and then pulled his hand away. “It’s my turn, anyway.”

      Melanie wanted to protest that she thought it was her turn but the Dark Twin was already asking, “Truth or Dare?”

      “Truth,” she made herself say this time.

      “I know you’ve never been with Twin Kindred before,” Strong began. “But tell me, little one—have you ever been with two males at all before? Sexually?”

      “Well, no…” Melanie bit her lip. “That’s not…not a usual thing down on Earth,” she admitted. “I mean some people do it but I never have.”

      “Then you’ve never been properly pleasured,” Clear said softly. “How can a single male tend to his female’s needs as well as two males can?”

      “I—” Melanie began.

      “Truth or Dare?” Clear interrupted.

      Again it seemed to her that it should have been her turn. Why were the two brothers the only ones asking ‘Truth or Dare’? What about her?

      But instead of protesting, she opened her mouth and said,

      “Dare.”

      “I dare you…” Clear’s smoky green eyes were half-lidded and his voice was seductively low. “I dare you to let Strong and me show you what it’s like to be pleasured by two males at once. Let us show you how good it can be, being with Twin Kindred.”

      As he spoke, he cupped her left breast and drew a circle around her tight, bare nipple, lightly with his thumb. Strong did the same with her right breast.

      “Let us show you, little one,” he murmured. “Just your breasts, to start with. Let us suck your sweet nipples at the same time and share you between us.”

      “I…shouldn’t,” Melanie whispered. “But…but all right. Maybe…maybe just once.”

      “Just once,” Clear echoed and then he and the Dark Twin were bending over her chest at the same time.

      Melanie moaned as two hot mouths enclosed her tight peaks and the twins began to suck at the same time.

      “Oh…Oh’” she half moaned/ half gasped as she pressed her bare breasts up and out, giving them greater access.

      The twins responded by sucking even harder, taking as much of her breasts into their mouths as they could while Melanie writhed restlessly between them.

      “Oh, Clear…Strong…” she moaned again, running her fingers through both of their hair. That warm electric tingle of desire she’d felt earlier had become a current, flowing through the three of them, making her want to take more…and give more too.

      They seemed to take forever, sucking at her tight, tender peaks. But at last Strong allowed her right nipple to slip from between his lips and Clear soon followed suit.

      “Gods, little one—you taste delicious,” Strong murmured, looking down at her with hooded eyes. “Knew you would.”

      “We haven’t tasted all of her yet,” Clear pointed out. He looked at Melanie. “Truth or Dare?”

      “Oh, no,” she protested, frowning sternly at the Light Twin. “You two have been taking all the turns—it’s my turn now.”

      “The lady has a point, Clear,” Strong murmured. “We have been taking all the turns.”

      “True.” The Light Twin nodded. “Very well, sweetheart—which of us will you ask?”

      “Both of you,” Melanie decided. “Truth or Dare?”

      The twins exchanged a look over her head.

      “Dare,” they said in unison.

      “I had a feeling you two might say that.” Melanie grinned at them.

      “Well then, what do you dare us to do, little one?” Strong rumbled.

      “Well…I keep hearing about how…how big Kindred males are. Their equipment, I mean,” Melanie said.

      “Compared to human males, I believe we are,” Clear said, nodding.

      “Human males are puny,” Strong said, waving a hand dismissively. “But what is your dare for us, little one?”

      Melanie looked from the Dark Twin to the Light Twin and licked her lips nervously.

      “I dare you to show me,” she told them. “I want to see exactly how big you are.”

      “Well, since we’ve seen and sucked your lovely breasts, it only seems fair,” Clear remarked. Reaching into the waistband of his sleep trousers, he pulled out one of the biggest cocks Melanie had ever seen. It was long and thick and hard—much bigger than Steve’s had ever been.

      But when she looked to her right and saw that Strong was doing the same thing, her jaw dropped. The Dark Twin was even bigger than his brother. The thick pole of flesh rising from between his muscular thighs dwarfed any other shaft she’d ever seen—even in the few porn vids she’d watched.

      “Wow,” she murmured, reaching out to touch Strong’s shaft.

      He caught her hand before she could touch it.

      “Uh-uh, little one,” he growled softly. “Don’t forget the way it is with us. If you touch one, you have to touch both.”

      Melanie licked her lips again. Should she? Absolutely not! whispered a little voice in her head. Resolutely, she batted it aside and it flew away like a stray balloon.

      “All right then—two at once,” she said decisively.

      Reaching out with both hands, she grasped both thick shafts at the same time, feeling their heat and their warm, silky skin against her palms as she tried—and failed—to wrap her fingers all the way around their respective girths.

      “You’re both so thick,” she murmured, looking back and forth. “Do you…get any smaller when you merge? Before you…bond a female to you?”

      Strong shook his head.

      “Afraid not, little one. But it’s not a problem as long as the female in question has eaten some bonding fruit a few hours before the bonding begins. That lets her soft little pussy open as much as it needs to in order to let us in.”

      “But you’ve never bonded with a woman before, right?” Melanie asked.

      They shook their heads in unison.

      “We’ve been waiting for the right one,” Clear murmured. “Just the right female to join our lives to.”

      Melanie wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she continued to stroke them, sliding her loosely curved fingers up and down their lengths, enjoying the low groans of delight her steady touch evoked.

      By now she had lost track of whose turn it was again, but that didn’t stop her. She looked at both of them and said, “Truth or Dare.”

      “Dare,” Strong answered for both of them. “What is it this time, little one?”

      “I dare you…” Melanie couldn’t believe she was going to do this. “I dare you to watch me taste your brother’s cock,” she told the Dark Twin. “You can…can touch me while I do it,” she added. “Since I know you need to, in order not to hurt.”

      “Mmm, that’s very generous of you,” Strong murmured. “I’ll be happy to take you up on that offer, little one. And I’m sure Clear won’t mind the dare.”

      “Not at all,” the Light Twin murmured. His shaft pulsed in Melanie’s fist. “In fact, I’d be honored to have such a lovely Elite suck my shaft.”

      “I didn’t say I would suck you,” Melanie said primly. “I just want to taste you—since the two of you got to taste me,” she added, nodding down at her still-throbbing nipples.

      “Whatever you wish to do, I am yours to command,” Clear assured her. “Do what you want to me, sweetheart.”

      “I will.” And Melanie leaned over his lap and brought his thick shaft to her mouth.

      But before taking him inside, she rubbed her cheek against the silky, hot skin of his cock. His warm, spicy scent was stronger here and she loved it.

      Looking up to be sure he was watching, she put out the tip of her tongue and lapped gently as the broad head. Clear groaned and shifted in his seat, thrusting upward as though begging for more.

      Melanie was more than happy to give it to him. She felt a rush of power and desire as she took her time, lapping the tiny bead of precum that had formed on the small slit and then taking the whole head in her mouth.

      At the same time, she felt Strong behind her. His big hands reached under her and cupped her breasts, pinching and tugging her nipples, sending showers of pleasure sparks through her nerves so that she moaned as she lapped and sucked the thick head of the Light Twin’s cock.

      “Oh Goddess, Melanie—feels so good,” Clear groaned.

      “It certainly does, Brother,” Strong agreed, kneading her breasts in his big, warm hands before tugging her nipples again.

      Melanie wasn’t sure how long she sucked and licked the Light Twin, but at last she had to pull back, moaning, because the Dark Twin’s hands on her tight peaks felt so good she could barely concentrate.

      “That felt amazing, Melanie,” Clear murmured, his eyes half-lidded in the firelight. “I never thought I’d ever have an Elite suck me.”

      “You’re indeed lucky, Brother,” Strong rumbled.

      “He’s not the only one,” Melanie told him. “I dare you to let me suck you, too, Strong.”

      “As long as you’ll let my brother touch you at the same time,” he told her. “I would not wish him to be in pain.”

      “No, of course not.” Melanie looked back at Clear. “I give you permission to touch me while I…while I taste your brother,” she said, though she could hardly believe the words were coming out of her mouth.

      “Thank you, sweetheart. I’d love to stroke your soft breasts while you suck Strong,” he murmured.

      Melanie leaned over the Dark Twin’s lap and spent a moment getting acquainted with his long, thick cock. She’d been able to get the head and an inch or two of Clear’s shaft in her mouth, but she had no illusions about doing the same to his brother. Strong was simply too thick to fit in her mouth at all. So she had to content herself with lapping the broad, plum-shaped head and stroking up and down the thick shaft with her fingers.

      “Gods, little one!” Strong groaned, watching her as she lapped. “Your hot little mouth feels so damn good on me!”

      “And your breasts fill my hands perfectly,” Clear murmured from behind her. “Gods, I love this little outfit you have on!”

      Melanie thought about saying that he ought to love it since he had picked it out and given it to her…but her mouth was too busy for talking at the moment, so she just continued to lap and stroke the Dark Twin.

      At last, panting, she sat up and swiped a hand over her mouth. Neither twin had come, but both had produced plenty of precum for her to taste and she’d discovered something strange but delicious. The Dark Twin’s precum had a warm, cinnamon flavor to it and the Light Twin’s precum was slightly minty. Both were delicious and she had the urge to suck them more and find out if their actual cum tasted as good…but she had already gone too far and she knew it.

      “We should probably st—” she started to say but Strong interrupted her.

      “Truth or Dare, little one?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at her.

      “Oh, uh…” By now Melanie was feeling so hot and bothered it didn’t seem like her brain was working quite as well as it should. She knew she ought to say “neither” and go back to her suite, but the problem was, she didn’t want to.

      One more dare, she told herself. It can’t hurt, can it?

      “Dare,” she told the big Kindred, looking up at him challengingly. She couldn’t imagine anything naughtier than what they’d just done. But Strong was about to surprise her.

      “You said you wanted to see our shafts because you’ve heard all about how big Kindred males are,” he murmured, looking down at her. “Well, my brother and I have heard all about how tight human females are.”

      “You…you have?” Melanie’s breath seemed to catch in her throat. She knew she ought to stop this game but she couldn’t seem to make herself do it.

      “We have,” Clear murmured from her other side. “From several warriors who are bonded to human females.”

      “So what’s your dare?” Melanie asked, turning to Strong.

      His eyes gleamed in the firelight.

      “I dare you to let me untie the bow on those naughty little panties and find out exactly how hot and tight and wet your sweet pussy is, little one.”

      “Oh!” Melanie felt a bolt of desire go through her at his hot, dirty words. “But…but we shouldn’t,” she protested breathlessly. “I mean, I haven’t…haven’t eaten any bonding fruit.”

      “Don’t worry, little one—I won’t be sliding my cock into you,” Strong told her. “I just want to slide my fingers into your soft little cunt and feel how hot and tight you are.”

      “I shouldn’t,” Melanie whispered again. But she was already spreading her thighs. She watched without protest as Clear pulled up the little red nighty with its white, faux-fur trim to bare the tiny panties that went with it, so that his brother could reach her.

      “Mmm…been wanting to open this little present all night,” Strong growled. He cupped her panty-clad pussy in one big, warm palm for a moment, pressing the heel of his hand against her throbbing clit until she moaned and writhed under his touch.

      “Strong…” she begged. “Please…I want…”

      “Slowly, little one,” he murmured. “I’ve heard how the human males rush their females, but Clear and I aren’t like that. This is a beautiful little present—I want to take my time unwrapping it.”

      Slowly, deliberately, he stroked her mound over and over, running his long fingers over her swollen outer pussy lips and sliding one fingertip lightly up and down her slit until Melanie thought she would go crazy with desire. Then, just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, Strong finally untied the tiny white bow that held the vertical slit in her panties closed.

      The panties parted at once, showing her bare pussy, which was already embarrassingly wet. This fact wasn’t lost on the Dark Twin. He growled softly—a sound of pure desire—as he looked at her.

      “So wet, little one,” he rumbled, looking from her pussy to Melanie’s flushed face in the firelight. “Is that from having us suck and tug on your hot little nipples…or from you sucking both our cocks?”

      “I don’t know.” Melanie could feel herself blushing furiously. It was so embarrassing to be so wet! And yet, it was a pleasurable kind of embarrassment, if that made any sense. “Both, I guess,” she murmured. “And…and having you touch me, too.”

      “Would you mind if we spread you open to see exactly how wet you are?” Clear murmured in her ear. “I’ve heard that human females get wetter than many other species, but I confess, I didn’t expect to see so much sweet pussy honey.”

      “I…I guess so,” Melanie whispered, blushing even harder.

      Still, she made no move to stop the Light Twin as he delicately spread open her outer pussy lips, revealing her swollen, inner folds, shiny with her juices.

      “Gods, she’s drenched, Brother,” Clear groaned, as the two of them stared at her spread open pussy. “Can’t wait to watch you slide your fingers inside our sweet little Melanie to see how tight she is.”

      “Are…are you going to do that now?” Melanie asked breathlessly, looking up at the Dark Twin.

      “In a minute,” Strong murmured. “First I want to stroke your little Goddess pearl and see how sensitive you are.”

      “Goddess pearl?” Melanie asked—she’d never heard that particular phrase before. But before she could ask what it meant, Strong showed her by sliding one fingertip gently into her slippery folds and stroking around and around the aching button of her clit.

      “Oh!” Melanie arched her back as the Dark Twin’s gentle touch sent sparks of pleasure burning through her. “Oh, yes!” she gasped as he continued to stroke and caress her with a light, gentle touch.

      “Look at her, Brother,” Clear murmured. “Your touch is causing her to make even more pussy honey. Gods, how I wish I could lap it up with my tongue!”

      “One thing at a time, Clear,” Strong murmured. “For now, why don’t you take over stroking our lady’s Goddess Pearl while I fill her sweet little cunt channel with my fingers?”

      As he spoke, his fingers left off stroking and slid down to find the entrance of Melanie’s pussy. But there was no cessation of pleasure because even as the Dark Twin was sliding two long, thick fingers deep inside her, the Light Twin was stroking lightly but firmly all around her throbbing clit.

      “Ahh!” Melanie gasped, feeling Strong’s fingers touch bottom inside her. The Dark Twin really did have big hands—his two fingers were much bigger than any cock she’d ever had inside her—and she could feel herself stretching as she took him in.

      “Well? Is she tight, Brother?” Clear murmured, still circling her clit.

      “Incredibly tight,” Strong growled. Gently, he slid his thick fingers in and out of her, finger-fucking her spread pussy while Clear strummed her aching button and Melanie moaned and writhed against them both.

      “Please!” she begged, almost unable to talk. “Oh God, it feels so good—almost too good!”

      “Truth or Dare?” Strong murmured, not answering her plea.

      “Wh-what?” Melanie panted, looking up at him. She had forgotten they were playing a game—forgotten everything but the intense pleasure the twins were giving her.

      “Truth or Dare, Melanie?” Strong repeated patiently.

      “I…I guess Dare,” she moaned, writhing between them.

      “Good.” Strong’s dark blue eyes blazed in the firelight. “Then I dare you to let my brother and I make you come.”

      “Oh God…” Melanie gasped. “I…I shouldn’t.”

      “But you want to, don’t you?” Clear murmured, still stroking around and around her aching clit. “You want to let us bring you to the peak.”

      “And we want it too,” Strong assured her in a low growl. “I especially want to feel how tight your little pussy can squeeze me when you come all over my fingers. So will you take the dare?”

      Shouldn’t, shouldn’t, shouldn’t, chanted the voice in Melanie’s head but it was so faint she could barely hear it.

      “Yes,” she whispered, looking at both of them. “Yes, I…I’ll take your dare. You can…can make me come.”

      “That’s good, sweetheart,” Clear murmured softly. “You’re very brave to let us spread you open and stroke your soft little pussy.”

      “And even braver to let us make you come,” Strong growled. As he spoke, his thrusting grew faster, stroking in and out of her slippery slit. “So go on,” he commanded, looking into her eyes intently. “Come for my brother and me while we finger your hot little cunt, little one.”

      His dirty words as much as the intense situation—being spread out on the couch between them while both of them touched and stroked her—suddenly tipped Melanie over the edge.

      With a sharp gasp, she felt her inner walls begin to spasm and clench around the Dark Twin’s fingers as her orgasm rushed over her like a warm wave.

      “Oh, God!” she moaned, writhing between them. “Strong…Clear…You’re making me come! Making me come so hard!”

      “That’s right, little one,” Strong growled. “Come for us. Come hard while we stroke your little pussy.”

      Clear said nothing but bent down to suck her nipples again, tugging them deep into his mouth and circling each aching bud with his tongue as though to intensify the pleasure already crashing over her.

      The orgasm seemed to go on and on and Melanie felt like she had lost all track of time. Her hips bucked, taking the Dark Twin’s fingers even deeper and she writhed between the two big warriors with uncontrolled lust.

      The intense pleasure and passion wore her out. Finally, when the spasms slowed, she collapsed, panting.

      “Was that good, sweetheart?” Clear murmured, looking at Melanie almost as intensely as his brother. “Did it feel good to let us make you come?”

      “Y-yes,” Melanie admitted in a trembling voice. “That was…it was probably the best orgasm I’ve ever had.”

      “It was the best for us too,” Dark rumbled. “Neither Clear nor I ever dreamed we would get the chance to pleasure an Elite, little one.”

      “Speaking of pleasuring her, you’re still deep in our lady’s pussy,” Clear pointed out.

      Looking down, Melanie saw that he was right. The Dark Twin’s fingers were still buried in her pussy and he seemed in no hurry to draw them out. At last, however, he slid them free and she saw, with some embarrassment, that they were coated with her juices.

      “As tight as we were told,” Strong murmured, nodding at his brother. He sucked his fingers into his mouth and lapped them clean with evident pleasure. “And her honey tastes like that of a goddess,” he added, when he finished. His eyes were hooded with lust as he spoke.

      “I want to taste her, too.” Clear’s smoky green eyes were hot with desire. “I want to spread her pussy with my tongue and lap her honey straight from the source.” He looked at Melanie. “Will you dare me to do it, sweetheart? Will you dare me to lap up all the sweet cunt honey you made while my brother was finger-fucking your hot pussy?”

      Melanie bit her bottom lip. Her whole body was still throbbing with pleasure, but the orgasm seemed to have cleared her head. The little voice inside that told her when something she was doing—or thinking of doing—was a bad idea, had suddenly come back.

      Shouldn’t do it, the voice whispered, and this time it wasn’t quite so easy to push away.

      “I…I don’t know,” she said hesitantly.

      “Well, I do,” Strong said, unexpectedly.

      “What?” Melanie and Clear said at the same time, looking up at him.

      “You can’t taste her pussy, Brother,” the Dark Twin said, frowning. “Because if you do, I’ll want to taste her as well. And if we taste her, we’re going to want to bond her to us—which isn’t a decision any of us should make without consideration.”

      “You’re right.” Clear looked disappointed but he nodded reluctantly. “Such decisions cannot be rushed.”

      “I…I guess I should go home then?” Melanie asked uncertainly.

      Strong nodded regretfully.

      “I would ask you to sleep between us, but I fear it would be difficult for any of us to control ourselves if you did.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Melanie murmured. It occurred to her that she hadn’t been doing a very good job of controlling herself all night. In fact, she’d done a lot of things that, in retrospect, seemed really impetuous and out of character. After all, Clear was her work colleague and she barely knew Strong. Why had she come here tonight and acted the way she had?

      The more she thought about it, the more unsure she became. Her head was beginning to ache, too.

      “I…think I’d better go home and go to bed,” she said to both of them. “I think I feel a headache coming on.”

      “We’ll walk you to your suite,” Clear offered but Melanie shook her head.

      “No—it’s all right. I’ll just…I’ll see you later,” she said, rising from the couch and reaching for her discarded black wrap dress.

      She put it on, feeling embarrassed as she pulled it closed around her still-bare breasts. She thought of trying to tie up the little white satin bows over her nipples again, but that seemed like it would take too much time.

      When she was finally ready to go, her head was really starting to throb. She bid a subdued farewell to both brothers, and let herself out, heading for her own suite. With every step she felt worse—her head was pounding by the time she finally reached her front door. What was wrong with her?

      Melanie didn’t know—she just wanted to be in her own bed in the dark and silence.

      The minute she got inside her suite, she staggered straight for the medicine cabinet and took several ibuprofen—always her drug of choice. Then, not even bothering to get undressed, she climbed into bed, closed her eyes, and let the darkness roll over her.
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      The chiming of her front door woke Melanie up. She sat up blearily, having the feeling that the chiming had been going on for a while. Her head was still pounding and she was in a sour mood. She felt like a gray cloud was hanging over her. She’d been having a really strange dream about Clear and Strong but she couldn’t remember it now.

      In fact, she couldn’t remember much of anything from the night before. Had she gotten black-out drunk somehow? On only a few sips of punch? If the pounding in her head was any indication, it was entirely possible. All she wanted to do was stay in bed until she felt a little less lousy and everything didn’t seem so dismal.

      “Leave me alone,” she muttered and started to roll over and dive back under the covers…except the chiming sounded again. And this time it was accompanied by someone knocking on the door and calling her name.

      “Damn it!” Melanie muttered. With a moan she finally rolled out of bed and staggered to the front door of her suite.

      It whooshed open with the press of a button and she saw that her visitor was none other than Sonja.

      “Sonja?” she asked blearily. “What are you doing here this time in the morning?”

      “Girl, it’s almost noon and I’ve been trying to get your ass out of bed for the past ten minutes! Let me in,” her friend demanded crossly.

      “Okay, sure.” Melanie stepped to the side, one hand still pressed to her throbbing temples.

      “Well you look how I feel,” Sonja commented as the door closed behind her. “And what did you do—sleep in your clothes?”

      Melanie looked down at the crumpled black wrap dress she had on and frowned.

      “I guess so. But this isn’t what I wore to the party last night. I must have come home and changed afterwards.”

      She had the feeling she might have gone out again later, but the memories were fuzzy. Maybe something to do with the weird dream she’d been having about Strong and Clear? She reached for the details but they slipped away elusively.

      “It’s Christmas Eve. Why are you here instead of canoodling with your fiancé?” she asked Sonja, who had made herself at home by going into the kitchen and starting some coffee.

      “Well, possibly because Sahran and I had a huge fight after the party last night.” Sonja grabbed two mugs from the stand on the counter and plunked them down almost hard enough to chip them.

      “Oh, no!” Despite her own gray mood, Melanie was still worried about her friend. “What about?”

      “Well first off, it was because I was feeling frisky.” Sonja shook her head. “No, I have to be honest—I was horny as hell—and I was all ready to jump Sahran’s bones.”

      “Really?” Melanie picked up the mug of coffee her friend had poured her and took a sip. She made a face. “Needs sweetener.”

      “Here.” Sonja shoved the little ceramic bowl full of sweetener packets towards her. “Yes, really,” she said. “In fact, I was bound and determined to lose my V-card and get bonded right then and there.”

      “Did you?” Melanie looked at her with wide eyes as she added sweetener and took another sip. The coffee was much better and the caffeine made her feel a little sharper.

      “No, I didn’t—that’s what Sahran and I fought about. Well, to begin with,” Sonja said, taking a sip of her own coffee. “When we got back to my suite after the party, I was all over him. I mean, I was climbing that man like a tree. And at first, he was into it. We were really going for it.”

      “What stopped you from going all the way?” Melanie asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Sahran did.” Sonja shook her head. “He said that he knew I wanted to wait until our wedding night and I would regret it if we went any further.”

      “Well that was considerate of him,” Melanie said.

      “I guess so. But I didn’t see it that way at all,” Sonja said. “In fact, I got mad and started accusing him of not loving me and not wanting me.”

      “Oh, no!” Melanie looked at her with wide eyes. “Then what happened?”

      “Well, he told me I wasn’t acting like myself—which I guess was true—but everything I was saying and doing seemed perfectly normal at the time.” Sonja shook her head and took another sip.

      Her words brought a niggling feeling of uncertainty to Melanie’s mind. She had a vague memory of doing and saying things that were out of character for her as well. But again, when she reached for the details, they swam out of reach like slippery fish.

      “What happened next?” she asked, frowning.

      “Well, when I accused him of not making love to me because he didn’t want me and wasn’t attracted to me, he told me I should open the Secret Santa present he got me. He said it would prove how much he wanted to bond me to him. So I opened the present and what do I see?” Sonja dug in her oversized purse for a moment, pulled something out, and slapped it on the counter between them. “This.”

      “An oven mitt?” Melanie stared at it blankly. “Why would he get you an oven mitt?”

      “That’s what I asked—right before I kicked his ass out of my suite and told him not to come back.” Sonja shook her head. “Oh, I was so mad!”

      “I can see why,” Melanie remarked. “I know you were expecting him to get you something sexy to wear on your wedding night.”

      “I was.” Sonja nodded vigorously. “But see the thing is, he claims that he did.”

      “I thought you said you kicked him out?” Melanie said, taking another sip of coffee.

      “I did. But of course he came back this morning, wanting to explain.”

      “Well, what did he say?” Melanie asked. “Did he have the idea that an oven mitt was sexy somehow?” She knew the Kindred didn’t think like humans—they were an alien species, after all—which sometimes led to misunderstandings and miscommunication.

      “No.” Sonja shook her head. “He said the presents got mixed up. He told me he wrapped your Secret Santa present at the same time he wrapped mine—as a favor to a friend—and they must have gotten swapped.”

      “But…Clear turned out to be my Secret Santa,” Melanie said blankly. “Are you saying he actually meant to give me an oven mitt?”

      “I mean, it makes sense,” Sonja pointed out. “After you burned a hole in your hand trying to use the wave.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Melanie frowned. She was feeling much more awake now that she’d had some coffee and the half-formed memories in the back of her mind were beginning to take shape. But she had a feeling she wasn’t going to like them when she finally saw them clearly.

      “So anyway, here’s your mitt.” Sonja tapped it. “If you want to give me back the present that was supposed to be mine, Sahran is insisting that I unwrap it in front of him so he can prove he was telling the truth. I mean, I believe him, but that fight we had last night was a doozy. So if—oh, honey—what’s wrong?” She leaned forward, looking at Melanie with concern. “You’re pale as a ghost!”

      “I…I…” Melanie shook her head. Finally the strange dreams and memories she’d been having had come into focus and she did not like what she remembered.

      “What?” Sonja urged. “What is it? Did you already open the present? Don’t worry if you did—I won’t be mad.”

      “I didn’t just open it.”

      With a trembling hand, Melanie pulled open the collar of the black wrap dress she was wearing and looked inside.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered faintly. “I didn’t just open it—I wore it! I’m still wearing it now!”

      “What? Let me see it!” Sonja demanded.

      “No!” Melanie clutched at her dress. “It’s not decent. I’m not decent. And when I think of the way I acted last night…”

      “You didn’t get bonded to Strong and Clear, did you?” Sonja asked, wide-eyed. “I mean, I saw the three of you leaving together but I thought they were just walking you back to your suite.”

      “No, we didn’t bond but I did do a whole lot of things I shouldn’t have.” Melanie shook her head as images flashed in front of her mind’s eye, like pornographic snap shots. The way she had pranced around in the naughty little outfit, teasing the twins and showing off her assets…kissing both of them…playing Truth or Dare…

      Sucking both their cocks and letting them finger you, whispered a judgmental little voice in her head.

      “Oh God!” Melanie groaned, putting her head in her hands. “Oh no, I can’t believe the way I acted!”

      “What? What did you do?” Sonja demanded.

      Melanie shook her head.

      “Basically I acted like some cock-hungry cougar on the prowl for fresh meat! Ugh, I can’t imagine what the two of them must think of me now!”

      “I know how you feel,” Sonja admitted. “I don’t know what got into me last night but I was so determined to get busy with Sahran! And then so angry when he wouldn’t do it. And now today I just feel like dog shit somebody stepped in.”

      “I feel pretty horrible myself.” Melanie got up suddenly. “I can’t stay here.”

      “What? Here in your suite?” Sonja looked at her, confused.

      “No—here on the Mother Ship. Where I might run into Clear or Strong—or both of them!”

      Melanie couldn’t bear to see the pity in their eyes—or possibly the scorn—the next time they saw her. She’d behaved like a complete party girl—acted like what Aunt Marge would call ‘a floozy.’ And she’d done it all with men almost fifteen years her junior.

      I probably looked so desperate to them, she thought, feeling sick with shame at the thought. They’re probably laughing at me right now for making myself ridiculous.

      She remembered how Strong had stopped the three of them from going too far and possibly bonding. No doubt because the two of them would never want to be tied to someone like her.

      Washed up and over the hill, whispered a nasty little voice in her head. And unlike the night before, when she’d been able to push the bad thoughts easily out of her mind, this time they seemed here to stay. The balloons had turned back into bricks and they piled on top of Melanie like…well, like a ton of bricks.

      “I have to go,” she said and hurried into her bedroom.

      “But where are you going?” Sonja demanded, following her.

      “I don’t know…” Melanie was already throwing clothes into a suitcase. “Probably I’ll go to my Aunt Marge’s house early.”

      “Well, are you coming back?” Sonja demanded. “I mean, you can’t avoid what happened last night forever. And I’m sure if you just talk to Strong and Clear—”

      “Talk to them? I hope I never see them again!” Melanie exclaimed.

      “Now, honey—you don’t really mean that,” Sonja objected.

      Melanie rounded on her.

      “Look, I made a complete fool out of myself last night!” she snapped. “I don’t know what got into me but the way I acted was mortifying.”

      “I know how you feel, but running away isn’t the answer,” Sonja said, frowning. “Look at me and Sahran—we’ve already made up.”

      “Sahran is your fiancé and you two are pretty much the same age,” Melanie pointed out. “I’m way older than Strong and Clear, and I barely know them. Well, I mean, I know Clear better than Strong, but the fact remains that I went over to their suite last night and did things you should not do with your coworker and your doctor who also happens to be your coworker’s twin brother!”

      Oh God, she hoped that Clear wouldn’t spread rumors of her behavior at work! She would never be able to show her face aboard the Mother Ship again!

      “Melanie—” Sonja began, but Melanie was already slapping her suitcase closed.

      “I’ve got to go,” she announced. “Don’t try to stop me. I’m going.” She gave her friend a brief hug and then headed for the door.

      “But when will you be back?” Sonja demanded.

      “I don’t know. Probably never.” Melanie shot her a glance over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Sonja—thank you for being such a good friend. You can let yourself out.”

      The last sight she had before the door whooshed shut behind her was her friend’s face, filled with concern and anxiety. Then she headed down the long silver corridor towards the Docking Bay.

      She needed to catch the next ship down to Earth and the way she felt right now, she was never coming back.
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      “How long do you think we should wait before going to see her?” Clear asked, for perhaps the fifth time since they’d woken up that morning.

      Well actually, it was more like afternoon. Strong couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept so deeply and so hard. When he had finally woken up, he found he had slept through his alarm—by several hours. It was a good thing he had today and tomorrow off or he would have missed his shift at the Med Center!

      “I told you,” he growled at Clear. “You have to give her some time. Human females don’t like to be rushed. So stop fucking asking me!”

      His head was pounding and though he and his twin usually got along so well their interactions were seamless, this morning he felt irritated at almost everything Clear said.

      “You don’t have to be so snappish,” the Light Twin said, frowning. “You’re really acting like an anus hole today, do you know that?”

      “You mean an asshole?” Strong raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Whatever the humans call it—yes. You are.” Clear glared at him.

      Strong opened his mouth to give an angry retort…and realized that his twin was right. He was being an anus hole today. What was wrong with him, treating Clear like that?

      “All right—I’m sorry,” he made himself say. “I just have the worst fucking headache today and I had strange dreams all night.”

      “I had strange dreams too—I don’t remember them much, except I think they all had Melanie in them.” Clear frowned. “And my head aches as well. I feel almost hung-over, but I didn’t drink much at all yesterday.”

      “Me either,” Strong growled. “Just a cup of that Goddess-damned punch. Maybe it was the Fireflower juice they spiked it with.”

      “But we’ve had Fireflower juice before and it never made us feel this bad afterwards,” Clear objected.

      “Who knows?” Strong shrugged. “Maybe it was really concentrated.”

      “Maybe.” Clear sounded doubtful. “But if—”

      Just then their front door chimed, cutting him off.

      “Oh!” The Light Twin’s frown cleared at once. “I’m sure that must be Melanie! She probably wants to help us frost the Christmas cookies since we never got to that last night.”

      He hurried to the door, but when he pulled it open, it wasn’t Melanie but Sonja and Sahran who stood there.

      Strong felt his twin’s deep disappointment but he still tried to smile.

      “Oh, hello…” Clear stepped back, gesturing for them to come in. “What can I do for you two?”

      “It’s what we can do for you two,” Sonja said, stepping inside. She handed Clear something as she walked past him and he took it automatically and looked down at it.

      “What’s that?” Strong came over to join him.

      “The oven mitt!” Clear exclaimed, turning it over in his hands. He looked up at Sonja. “How did you get it? It was supposed to be my Secret Satan—I mean Santa—gift for Melanie.”

      “That would be my fault,” Sahran said sheepishly. “I mixed up our gifts when I wrapped them yesterday, I’m afraid.”

      “Which means that I got your oven mitt and Melanie got my gift,” Sonja added.

      “What was your gift then?” Clear asked, looking puzzled. “And why didn’t the two of you just switch?”

      “You’ve already seen my gift—at least I think you did,” Sonja said. “If what Melanie told me about last night is true, I think you saw quite a lot of it—and quite a lot of her in it.”

      “What are you talking about?” Strong growled, losing patience. “My head is pounding today from that fucking punch last night. So just tell us what you mean.”

      “Welcome to the club—we’ve all got horrible headaches today,” Sonja snapped. “And what I’m trying to say is that Sahran’s gift to me was a sexy red nighty trimmed in white fur with panties to match. Now have you seen it or not?”

      “Goddess…” Clear’s eyes went wide.

      “Yes, we saw it,” Strong said, frowning. “Melanie came over wearing it last night.”

      “I thought so.” Sonja nodded. “And I’m assuming the three of you got up to some monkey business?”

      “Monkey business?” Clear frowned. “What do primates have to do with it?”

      “And why would we do business with them?” Strong asked, frowning.

      “Sonja is using a human expression for doing something you perhaps should not have been doing. Something mischievous, or in this case, sexual,” Sahran put in helpfully.

      “What concern is it of yours if we did this ‘monkey business’ with Melanie?” Strong growled, glaring at the two of them. “What a warrior and his twin do with the female they care for is private.”

      “Well, excuse me for trying to help you out!” Sonja threw up her hands. “Come on, Sahran—we’re leaving.”

      “No, not yet.” Sahran put a hand on his fiancée’s arm to get her to wait. “Now look,” he said to all of them. “None of you is feeling his or her best this morning—that much is clear. But we would be doing our friends a disservice if we didn’t tell them the whole story here.”

      “All right.” Strong crossed his arms over his chest. “We’re listening.”

      “Fine.” Sonja took a deep breath and blew it out, obviously trying to calm herself. “Melanie has left the Mother Ship,” she announced at last.

      “What?” Clear looked worried and Strong could feel his twin’s sudden anxiety through their link, just as he was sure Clear could feel his.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Why, because of whatever it was you three did together last night, of course!” Sonja sounded exasperated.

      “What did we do wrong?” Clear asked. He looked at Strong. “We’ve offended her somehow. We need to find out what we did!”

      “We stopped before we bonded her to us,” Strong pointed out. “Even though we did other…sexual things, we held ourselves back from making a rash decision before discussing it.”

      “She’s upset she did anything at all!” Sonja said, frowning at them.

      “Anything at all? You mean she feels that she demeaned herself by allowing two younger, low-status males to pleasure her?” Strong demanded.

      “But she didn’t treat us like she thought we were low-status last night,” Clear objected. He frowned. “Though she has pointed out several times that she thinks we are ‘too young’ for her. Maybe you’re right, brother. Maybe she decided that a mature Elite like her is too good for the two of us.”

      “No, no, no! You two just do not understand at all!” Sonja exclaimed.

      “Darling…” Sahran put a hand on her shoulder to steady her and she shook her head.

      “Sorry, honey. This headache is just the worst.”

      She pressed her fingers to her temples and took several deep breaths before opening her eyes and looking at Strong and Clear.

      “Okay, let me explain this to you…I know, because Sahran here explained it to me, that on Twin Moons, a woman with extra curves—an Elite—is valued, right?”

      “Of course.” Strong and Clear both nodded.

      “And it’s apparently even better if she’s a mature Elite—a woman who’s a little older and secure in her profession, correct?” Sonja asked.

      They nodded again.

      “Okay so try to wrap your heads around this,” Sonja told them. “It’s the exact opposite down on Earth.”

      “What do you mean?” Strong growled.

      “I mean older women who have more curves are valued less, not more by men on Earth. At least in the society Melanie and I both come from, they are,” Sonja explained.

      “What?” Clear looked as shocked as Strong felt. “But…how can that be? An Elite is the most beautiful creature the Goddess ever created!”

      “And a female with wisdom as well as beauty is the pinnacle of perfection,” Strong pointed out.

      “Not on Earth, unfortunately,” Sonja said firmly. “Men prefer young, skinny women down there.”

      “They do?” Strong shook his head.

      “I had a hard time believing it too, Brother,” Sahran told him. “Especially the part about wanting stick-thin females over those with curves.” He shrugged. “But it’s true.”

      “Exactly,” Sonja put in. “So when Melanie was saying that you two are too young for her, she didn’t mean it as a put down and she wasn’t trying to act superior. She honestly thinks the two of you don’t want her because of her age and her curves.”

      “But…but nothing could be further from the truth!” Clear protested. “We thought she wouldn’t want us because of our youth and lack of status.” He turned to Strong. “We must go find her and tell her at once about this misunderstanding!”

      “Not so fast, there,” Sonja said, frowning. “She’s not just upset about the age difference thing. She was also pretty rattled about whatever it was the three of you did together last night.”

      Strong frowned.

      “I told you, whatever ‘primate business’ we ‘got up to’ is private.”

      “Monkey business,” Sonja corrected him. “And whatever it was, I think Melanie feels like she acted…” She cleared her throat. “Inappropriately.”

      “I didn’t think she did,” Clear objected. “Although I was surprised to see her in the present that Sahran had bought for you. I wondered why she wore it. I…” He snapped his fingers. “Oh, I know why! I told her to wear it.”

      “You did?” Strong raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Of course!” Clear exclaimed. “Because I invited her to bake Christmas cookies with us and I told her to wear the gift I got her. Because I thought I had given her this…” He brandished the oven mitt at Strong triumphantly.

      “But instead, she came over in that little red and white nothing of a dress,” Strong growled.

      “This has all just been a big misunderstanding!” Clear said, smiling in apparent relief. “We just have to go to Melanie and explain it to her and then the three of us can be together again.”

      “I’d put a lid on that for a minute if I were you,” Sonja advised. “I think that Melanie is pretty upset and embarrassed right now—she might need some time to cool off.”

      “But if she believes we don’t want her because of her age or her curves—” Clear began.

      “She also believes she behaved inappropriately last night,” Strong pointed out. He frowned. “Though she really didn’t. Although I was surprised at the way she was dressed and how she was acting.”

      “How was she acting?” Sonja asked, raising her eyebrows.

      “She taught us an Earth game called ‘Truth or Dare,’” Clear told her. “It was most…entertaining.”

      “Truth or Dare, huh? Mm-mm-mm.” Sonja shook her head. “No wonder she’s embarrassed! Melanie is not the type of girl to put on a skimpy little outfit and go over to a man’s house to play sex games with him—or them. She’s much more reserved than that.”

      “I always thought so too,” Clear remarked. “But she seemed…very different last night.”

      “She might have been tipsy from the punch,” Strong pointed out.

      “But she only drank a few sips,” Clear objected.

      “Hey, I only drank a few sips and that stuff made me act weird too,” Sonja said, frowning.

      “You weren’t like your usual, lovable self at all, last night,” Sahran agreed, earning himself a frown. “Well, I’m sorry, darling, but you weren’t,” he said.

      “And this morning, we all have headaches and hang-overs,” Strong said, frowning.

      “I don’t,” Sahran said.

      “Did you drink the punch?” Strong asked him.

      The Blood Kindred shook his head.

      “I heard there was Fireflower juice in it—I can’t stand that stuff.”

      “And you feel fine?” Strong asked him.

      Sahran shrugged.

      “I feel the same as always. So yes, I suppose I feel fine.”

      “But all of us who drank the punch feel wretched today,” Clear said slowly. “And the human females who drank it were acting extremely amorous last night.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” Sahran said dryly, which earned him another stern look from Sonja.

      “I’m beginning to think something was in that punch,” Strong growled, frowning. “I wonder if there’s any left that we could analyze?”

      “I doubt it. They probably cleaned up the conference room and washed out the punch bowl by now,” Sonja said.

      “That’s true…” Strong nodded. “But that shouldn’t stop us from getting to the top of this situation, as the humans say.”

      “You mean getting to the bottom of it,” Sonja corrected. “And what are you going to analyze if all the punch is gone?”

      “The blood of all of us who drank it, of course,” Strong said. “If the punch was that strong, there must be some chemical residue left in our systems.” He looked at Sonja. “I’ll especially want to see your blood analysis—if there was something in the punch, it seems to have affected females much more than males. At least, human females.”

      “There were one or two Kindred females there too,” Sonja pointed out. “Some of the priestesses from the Sacred Grove dropped by—I know I saw at least one of them sipping punch.”

      “Goddess…” Clear shook his head. “Aren’t they sworn to chastity?”

      “I have a feeling some of them might have broken their vows last night,” Strong said dryly. He pointed at Sonja and Sahran. “I’m going to the Med Center—you two go round up as many people from the party last night as you can. We need to get to the top—I mean, the bottom of this.”

      “We will.” Sonja nodded grimly and looked at her fiancée. “Honey, you go get a Think-me and start calling everyone you can from the PR and Marketing department. Clear, you call the peeps from accounting.”

      Clear nodded. “I will. What will you do? Are you going to call Melanie?” he asked hopefully.

      Sonja shook her head.

      “Not yet—we need to know what’s going on first. I’m going to go to the Sacred Grove and talk to the priestesses and see if the punch affected the Kindred women like it did us human women.”

      “Good.” Strong nodded. “Send everyone you can to me at the med center for a blood test. Let’s go!”
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      “Now what did you say was going on again?” Liv, who was one of the human doctors working at the Med Center, asked Strong.

      “We think the punch from the Christmas party for the Accounting, Marketing and PR, and Administration departments was spiked with some kind of drug,” Strong explained. He was watching the monitor of his chemical analyzer carefully as he spoke. The very first thing he had done when he got into the lab at the back of the Med Center was to draw a sample of his own blood and feed it into the machine.

      “Has someone told Sylvan?” Liv asked, frowning.

      “No one had to—I’ve been seeing patients all morning reporting strange symptoms.” Commander Sylvan, who was the head of the Kindred High Council and also a doctor, came into the lab as well. He looked at Strong. “Do you have anything yet?”

      “Maybe…” Strong frowned at the readout of the analyzer. “There’s definitely something strange going on, but it’s hard to tell because my body has already broken down the chemicals we were given quite a bit.” He shook his head. “I need samples from some of the females who were affected. I don’t think they were able to process whatever it was in the punch as effectively as the males who drank it were.”

      “It’s too bad you can’t just analyze the punch itself,” Liv pointed out. “But it’s probably all gone and the punchbowl cleaned out at this point.”

      “No, it’s not!” Sonja pushed her way into the lab, holding an enormous crystal punchbowl. She put it down on a free space on the counter with a thunk and sighed. “Oof—that was heavy! Luckily, this hasn’t been rinsed out yet. But I have something even better for you.”

      “You do?” Strong was already dipping a syringe into the sticky red residue at the bottom of the large bowl to draw up a sample, but he looked up to see what Sonja was talking about.

      “Yes, I do—I have Patient Zero.” Sonja turned to the doorway where a figure dressed all in white was hovering hesitantly. “Come on in,” she said, beckoning with one hand. “Don’t be shy—nobody here is going to bite you.”

      The person came out of the shadows and Strong saw that she was a priestess from the Sacred Grove. She was wearing a long, white robe belted with a pale green sash—the sign of a novice who had just entered the order.

      Also, though there were emerald green streaks in her long blonde hair, the whites of her eyes were still white rather than green, which meant she hadn’t been a priestess very long. Priestesses who had been in the service of the Goddess for an extended period of time had the signature green-within-green eyes which were impossible to miss.

      “Come on,” Sonja urged her again. She turned to Liv. “I think she’s the first one who drank the punch.” She took the shy priestess’s hand and brought her closer to the human doctor. “Tell her what you told me, Ellilah,” she said encouragingly, pronouncing the girl’s name “Ah-lee-lah.” “Don’t be afraid.”

      “I…I came to the party last night with a few of the other novices, even though we were not supposed to leave the Sacred Grove.” The girl spoke in a soft, trembling voice, looking down at her hands as she talked. “I know this was wrong and I ask forgiveness.”

      “Don’t worry, hon.” Liv put a hand on her arm gently. “Nobody is going to punish you.”

      “The Priestess Superior will when she knows what I have done,” the girl whispered. “Although I feel I have already been punished.”

      “Don’t worry about her. Just tell the nice doctor what happened,” Sonja urged gently.

      “There was a male at the party,” Ellilah whispered. “He was tall and dark—at first I thought he was a Beast Kindred because of his black hair and beard—which was braided at the end. But his eyes were not golden. It was dark and I couldn’t tell what color they were, but they didn’t glow gold. They—” She shook her head. “I…I am getting away from the point, forgive me.”

      “It’s all right,” Liv said gently. “Just tell it however you want to, hon.”

      “The male, he…he had on a red hat trimmed in white fur. With a fur tassel on the end,” the priestess went on.

      “A Santa hat,” Sonja put in.

      “Yes, I suppose.” Ellilah nodded. “I…I saw him putting something in the punch. Something from a small, blue bottle. I shouldn’t have talked to him—shouldn’t have even gone near him—I know that…” She bit her lip. “But…I went up and asked him what he was doing.”

      “And what did he say?” Liv asked, frowning.

      “He said he was…was putting something in the punch that would make everyone feel happy. ‘Especially the females’ he said. And then he made me try some.”

      “You saw him putting something in the punch and then you drank it anyway?” Strong demanded, frowning.

      The little priestess’s cheeks went red and she looked near tears.

      “He didn’t give me a choice. He put the cup to my lips and I…I swallowed.” She shook her head. “But then I started to feel…so strange.”

      “Like nothing mattered and you could do anything you wanted, right?” Sonja demanded.

      Ellilah nodded.

      “Exactly. So when he told me…” She cleared her throat. “When he told me to come into a dark room with him—I think it was a storage closet—in the back of the conference room, I…” She swallowed hard. “I went.”

      “Oh, honey…” Liv’s hand tightened on the girl’s arm. “Did he hurt you? Take advantage of you in any way?”

      “He…” Ellilah’s eyes flickered up to Liv’s and down again. “He asked me if I was…was a virgin.” Her voice sank almost to a whisper. “And I told him that I was. So then he said…he said, ‘Forgive me little virgin, I will not take your chastity, but I must test the punch.’ And then he kissed me and…” Her eyes began to fill with tears. “And touched me.”

      “Oh, honey!” Liv exclaimed again, putting an arm around her. Sonja stroked the little priestess’s other arm gently and murmured,

      “Let it out, girl. It’s okay, it’s all right…”

      “No, it’s not all right!” Ellilah said fiercely. “It’s not all right because I didn’t try to stop him. In fact, I…I wanted him to touch me more! I begged him to!” She choked out the words as though she was spitting out fragments of glass that had cut her throat when she tried to swallow them. “I…I took his hand and tried…tried to put it beneath my robes but he wouldn’t touch me that…that way. He wouldn’t even though I begged. I begged!”

      Her voice broke down into a sob and she buried her face in her hands.

      “Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself! The stuff in the punch affected us all that way,” Sonja assured her. “It’s not that you’re evil or bad or you wanted that man to molest you! It was what he put in the punch that did it.”

      “She’s right,” Strong said, frowning at the readout on his screen. “Look.” He pointed out the results to Sylvan, whose face went grave.

      “Diamethal-Hexadrone,” he said, frowning.

      “What’s that?” Liv asked, looking up from comforting the little priestess.

      “A synthetic aphrodisiac more commonly known by its street name—Desire,” Sylvan said grimly. “It causes females of most humanoid species to lose their inhibitions and give in to suppressed sexual fantasies and desires. But the aftermath is harsh.”

      “How harsh?” Strong’s heart was suddenly in his throat. “What are the after-effects besides the headache and hang-over feeling we’ve all been experiencing?”

      “Depression and low self worth are common after-effects,” Sylvan said, frowning. “Some females have even been known to self-harm in the hours and days after the initial euphoria of the drug wears off.”

      “That’s awful! Can you make an antidote?” Liv asked anxiously.

      Sylvan nodded.

      “It’s possible. We could—”

      “Already working on it,” Strong told them. He was tapping rapidly at the holo-keyboard in front of him. “Commander Sylvan,” he added, looking up at his superior officer. “Permission to bring a dose of this down to Earth as soon as the replicator can start manufacturing it.”

      “Of course, Doctor Strong.” Sylvan nodded. “Why—do you know a female who was at the party last night who needs it?”

      “I do,” Strong said grimly. “I just hope I can get the antidote to her before it’s too late.”
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      “You need to stop moping around the house, Melly!” Aunt Marge said, frowning at Melanie. “You look like your last friend just died. Go take a walk outside in the fresh air—you’ll feel better for it.”

      “Okay, Aunt Marge.” Melanie nodded listlessly.

      What she mostly wanted was to just go lie on the couch and watch mindless TV to try and numb her pain, but her aunt wouldn’t hear of that. Her philosophy was that if you were awake, you ought to be up and moving. She didn’t even sit down at mealtimes, other than on special occasions. She preferred to eat over the kitchen sink while her cats gathered around her and begged for scraps from her tuna sandwich.

      At least she’d gotten a chance to take a shower and change her clothes, Melanie thought, as she opened the front door and trudged outside. Riding down to Earth, still wearing the red and white sex-nighty she’d used to seduce Clear and Strong the night before under her wrap dress, had made her feel almost unbearably dirty.

      You feel dirty because you acted dirty—like a dirty slut! whispered a mean little voice in her head. Going over to their suite and flaunting yourself like that—playing Truth and Dare and sucking both their cocks and letting them finger you! What’s wrong with you, Melanie? When did you turn into such a whore?

      Melanie winced and put a hand to her temple. In the hours since she’d woken up, her headache had gotten worse and her self-talk had taken a severe downwards turn. The little voice in her head which provided her inner monologue had turned vicious and it seemed that none of the techniques Melanie’s therapist had taught her could stop the endless flow of negative self-criticism.

      You’re disgusting, the little voice told her. And you’re old. I bet Strong and Clear are laughing at you right now! Making a fool of yourself that way at your age—as if two gorgeous, hot young guys like them would honestly consider having anything to do with you!

      “Stop!” Melanie moaned under her breath. “Please!”

      But the voice was relentless. She barely noticed the lovely trees on either side of her aunt’s street or the chilly nip in the air which was so rare down in Florida. The Christmas lights on the neighbors’ houses, twinkling in the growing twilight, didn’t register either. In fact, she was so blinded by misery, she almost didn’t see the flashy, low-slung sports car in candy apple red that drove up to park on the side of the road beside her.

      It wasn’t until the doors opened and two people got out that Melanie noticed anything. But though her visitors provided a distraction from the mean little voice in her head, it wasn’t a good one. Not at all.

      “Steve,” she said flatly, as her ex-husband came swaggering up to her, his arm around a girl with short red hair. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Melanie.” Everything Steve said came out as a sneer. He was a skinny worm of a man with a severely receding hairline he tried to hide by shaving his hair really short. But since he had black hair and a very pronounced widow’s peak, this only succeeded in making him look bizarrely like an almost-bald Dracula—at least in Melanie’s view.

      Wrong holiday, she thought dully. Dracula is for Halloween.

      But Steve was already speaking again.

      “Mitzy and I are on our way to a big Christmas Eve bash out on the lake,” he informed Melanie, lifting his narrow chin importantly. “But I thought I might catch you at your aunt’s house this time of year, so we swung by here first. Mitzy,” he continued, turning to the girl. “This is my ex.”

      “Pleased ta meet cha,” the girl giggled and nodded at Melanie. She was obviously still in her early twenties and wearing a green lace party dress that was stretched tightly over the rounded bulge of her lower belly.

      Six or seven months pregnant at least, whispered the nasty little voice in Melanie’s head. That should have been you, Melanie. But it never will be. You’ll never have any babies—it’s too late for you.

      “Did your aunt tell you I was trying to get in touch with you?” Steve demanded, adjusting his black suit, which looked like something an undertaker would wear.

      “Yes…” Melanie sighed tiredly. “I know you want your record collection back and you can have it. I don’t want anything of yours. You could have just taken it with you in the first place—”

      “It’s not about the records,” Steve interrupted, cutting her off. “I have some paperwork I need you to sign.”

      Melanie frowned.

      “But I already signed the divorce papers. That’s over and done.”

      “The divorce is, yes,” Steve said, pulling a sheaf of papers out of his inner jacket pocket. “These are for something different. Here.”

      He shoved the papers at Melanie, who was forced to squint at them in the dim light, since the sun was sinking and it was almost dusk.

      “Having a hard time seeing there, Mels?” Steve asked, smirking at her. “Maybe it’s time you got some reading glasses. You are getting to be about that age now, right?”

      If Melanie hadn’t been feeling so bad, she would have pointed out that he was actually six years older than she was. But as it was, she kept silent and studied the papers.

      “These are for spousal support—fifteen hundred dollars a month,” she said, frowning and looking up at him at last. “But I didn’t ask you for any money when we called it quits.”

      In fact, all she had wanted was to get as far from her cheating rat of an ex-husband as possible. Which was why she’d been willing to sell everything off and split it right down the middle, even though it meant taking a loss on the house her parents had left her, which had been in her name before they married.

      His half of the house money was probably what Steve had used to buy the flashy sports car, she thought, eyeing it. Not a very practical purchase but then, her ex had always cared more about style than substance.

      “You really do need glasses, Mels.” Steve’s annoying smirk got wider. “Look again. These payments wouldn’t be from me to you. This is fifteen hundred a month from you to me.”

      “What?” Finally something had penetrated the gray envelope of fog which had surrounded her all day. She glared at her ex. “You must be joking! What makes you think I should pay you fifteen hundred dollars a month?”

      “Maybe the fact that you’re making so much now.” He raised one skinny eyebrow at her. “I looked it up—the compensation for humans working aboard the Mother Ship is extremely generous. And since Mitzy and I are about to have another mouth to feed I figured…” He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “That you oughta help out.”

      “You’re crazy.” Melanie tried to shove the papers back at him but he wouldn’t take them. “I don’t owe you anything, you cheating bastard!”

      The nasty smirk on her ex’s face didn’t falter a bit.

      “Can you blame me for cheating?” he demanded. “Just look at Mitzy here—six months pregnant and I bet she still weighs less than you, you old bitch!”

      Melanie felt the old icy pain wash over her again. Steve had only hit her once, but he had been verbally abusive throughout most of their marriage. It was one reason her self-esteem was so low and she’d had to work with a therapist to try and build it up again after her divorce.

      It was hard not to be affected when you had spent so many years being told you were ugly and old and fat and worthless.

      But I’m not any of those things, Melanie told herself.

      Yes, you are—you’re all of them! the nasty voice in her head said. The voice that sounded like Steve.

      Nasty voice or not, Melanie lifted her chin.

      “I don’t care what you call me, Steve, you’re not getting a single penny out of me,” she said clearly. “I don’t think it’s even legal, you asking for spousal support after our marriage is already over.”

      “It is when you sign those papers.” He got up in her face, just like he used to when he shouted at her, the coffee fumes on his breath nearly making her gag. “You’re gonna sign those papers and agree to send me fifteen hundred dollars a month for the rest of your miserable life, you cunt,” he snarled, glaring at her with his weasely little eyes. “Or you’re going to be spending Christmas in the hospital—understand?”

      “You—” Melanie started to say when suddenly a new voice came from behind her.

      “Excuse me.” It was a deep, angry growl. “Are you threatening our female?”

      “Strong?” Melanie glanced to her right and saw the Dark Twin towering there beside her.

      “You heard my brother,” Clear snarled, coming up on Melanie’s left side. “No one threatens or coerces the female we love.”

      “The female you love?” Steve seemed to wilt as he stared up at the two angry Kindred warriors. He was losing all of his menace and bravado now that he was facing someone bigger than him.

      “You heard correctly. Melanie is under our protection,” Strong growled. He looked down at Melanie. “Is this the ex-mate you talked about? Do you want me to break his neck?”

      “Wait, now! Wait a minute!” Steve gasped and actually stepped behind the shivering Mitzy. He peeked out from behind his pregnant girlfriend, staring up at Clear and Strong. “You two are crazy! I was just talking to Mels, here—that’s all.”

      “’Mels’?” Clear demanded. “You don’t even have the courtesy to call her by her correct name?” He looked at Strong. “Let’s break him, Brother. He deserves nothing less after threatening and hurting our female!”

      They both started forward but Melanie put a hand on both their muscular arms and said, “Wait.”

      “Wait?” Strong turned to look at her, an incredulous expression on his dark features. “Why should we wait? We heard him threatening you!”

      “He’s got a baby on the way.” She nodded at Mitzy’s pregnant belly, feeling another wave of sadness wash over her. “He can’t support his child if you kill him.”

      “Well you won’t be supporting his child, either,” Clear said indignantly. “We heard what he was asking you, Melanie!” He glared at Steve. “What kind of male can’t even support his own offspring without resorting to threatening and intimidating a female?”

      “I was with her for years!” Steve said shrilly, reaching around Mitzy to point at Melanie. “Years with that boring bitch! She owes me.”

      “Then let me pay you on her behalf,” Strong growled.

      With a single movement, he grabbed Steve by the back of his collar and hauled him out from behind his pregnant girlfriend. A fist the size of a Christmas ham plowed right into Steve’s nose and a low crunching sound followed by lots of howling split the night.

      “You broke it!” Steve was on his knees, his face covered in blood. “You broke by node!” he moaned, his voice coming out funny now that his nose was sideways.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t break your neck,” Strong said shortly. “This is your one and only warning.” He pointed a finger at Melanie’s blubbering ex. “If you ever come near Melanie—if you even try to contact her in any way—I will find you and I will make you pay. Do you understand?”

      “Yes!” Steve nodded, blood flying from his broken nose. “Just leab be alode!”

      “We’ll leave you alone if you agree to leave Melanie alone,” Clear told him.

      Steve nodded again and then Mitzy was trying to haul him to his feet.

      “C’mon, Stevie,” she muttered to him. “We gotta go now. Let’s get outa here—okay?”

      “Get your hands off me!” Steve pushed her away petulantly. Mitzy stumbled and almost fell, barely catching herself on the hood of their car. “I can get up byself,” he snarled. “Leab be alone, you little bitch!”

      Mitzy’s eyes went wide and hurt in the twinkling Christmas lights and Melanie felt an unexpected rush of sympathy for the young girl.

      “Is this the first time he swore at you?” she asked Mitzy, who was still looking uncertainly at Steve.

      “He’s upset,” she whispered, half to herself, half to Melanie. “He would never—”

      “It took him a little while to become abusive with me, too,” Melanie told her softly. “He waited until we’d been married a while and all the bank accounts were in both our names and he’d gotten me to put him on the deed to my house. Then, when my finances were so entwined with his it was almost impossible to untangle them, he started being nasty.”

      “You’re lying!” Steve snarled, his face an angry, bloody mask. “You bitch!”

      “What did you call our female?” This time it was Clear stepping forward to grab Melanie’s ex and yank him up by the collar. “I thought my brother made it clear that you weren’t to threaten Melanie or speak badly of her anymore?” he growled, shaking Steve until his teeth clicked together and he howled and grabbed for his broken nose.

      “Don’t hurt him, Clear,” Melanie said. “Just put him in the car. He won’t be able to shut up until he’s out of here—he never did know when to stop being an asshole.”

      Obligingly, the Light Twin yanked open the door of the shiny red car and thrust Steve inside. He slammed the door as Melanie’s ex started to shout something and leaned against it for good measure, so Steve couldn’t get out.

      Mitzy stood there frozen, her eyes wide and frightened. Melanie walked up to her.

      “Listen,” she said gently to the younger girl. “Get out while you still can. I know you’re pregnant and it’s scary, but you don’t want to raise a child with that man.”

      “I…I can’t…” Mitzy began.

      “If you have family, go back to them,” Melanie advised her. “If you don’t leave, the abuse will only continue and get worse. Not to mention the cheating. He cheated on me with so many women.” She gave Mitzy a level stare. “You were probably one of them, so you know I’m telling the truth.”

      “He…he said you didn’t love him no more,” Mitzy whispered, her candy-cane red lips trembling. “He said you wouldn’t give him sex no more and you were mean to him.”

      “Our sex life ended when I started suspecting the cheating,” Melanie admitted. “But I think you can tell who was the mean one in the relationship. Seriously—get out while you can.”

      The car horn blared suddenly and Steve rolled down the window a crack and shouted,

      “Mitzy, get your fat ass in the fucking car!”

      Mitzy jumped, her eyes going even wider.

      “I gotta go!” she babbled.

      “Are you sure?” Melanie asked her. “We can call somebody for you if you want.”

      For a moment, she thought the pregnant girl was actually considering it. Then Steve blasted the horn again and she jumped and ran around to the passenger’s side. She got awkwardly into the car, maneuvering her big belly as she lowered herself into the low-slung seat. But she was barely inside before Steve revved the engine and pulled away.

      As Mitzy struggled to shut the door, the car did a messy U-turn, spraying gravel as it drove away at a speed that certainly wasn’t safe.

      Melanie watched the cherry red taillights disappear into the gathering gloom and the calm that had covered her pain shattered like glass.

      Putting her face in her hands, she began to sob.
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      The antidote! Quickly, Strong—give it to her!” Melanie heard Clear saying anxiously to his twin.

      “Hold still, little one,” Strong said to her and then a needle bit into her arm and something hot was pulsing through her veins.

      Melanie gasped, distracted from her grief by the sudden pain and the strange sensation. Then, to her utter relief, the horrible gray cloud that had surrounded her all day, from the moment she’d woken up, suddenly seemed to dissipate and blow away on a cool breeze.

      “Oh…” she whispered, looking up at the twins. “What…what just happened? I feel so much better.”

      The depression and self-loathing and anxiety were gone. Best of all, the mean little voice that had been tormenting her was finally silent.

      “You were drugged last night,” Strong explained. “We all were. Someone spiked the punch.”

      “I know—with Fireflower juice, right?” Melanie asked, frowning.

      The Dark Twin shook his head.

      “The Fireflower juice was only to mask the taste of the drug. It’s an aphrodisiac which has some pretty heavy side effects once the initial euphoria wears off.”

      “So…I was drugged?” Melanie bit her lip. “Is that why I, uh, acted the way I did last night?” She hoped desperately that it was. She needed a reason for the things she’d done.

      “Yes.” Clear nodded firmly. “Though you know, sweetheart,” he added, reaching out to cup Melanie’s cheek, which was still wet with tears. “Strong and I wouldn’t think any less of you even if you hadn’t been drugged last night.”

      “I would think less of myself, though,” Melanie admitted. “I mean, it’s one thing to be sexually uninhibited and empowered in my feminism and all that, but it’s something else entirely to throw myself at two guys who are way too young for me and act like—”

      “We are not too young for you,” Strong interrupted, frowning sternly. “And you are not too old for us,” he continued. “We are exactly the right age for each other and Clear and I believe that the Goddess brought the three of us together for just that reason.”

      Melanie shook her head.

      “I…don’t understand.”

      “Don’t you see, sweetheart? Strong and I are trying to tell you we love you.” Clear put an arm around her and then Strong did the same and in a moment, Melanie found herself in a sweet, three-way embrace.

      “Guys,” she murmured, looking up at the two of them. “I…I just don’t know about this. I’m not sure.”

      “Then let us convince you,” Strong rumbled, and kissed her.

      “Yes, give us a chance,” Clear urged and kissed her as well, as soon as his brother pulled back.

      Melanie didn’t know how to answer, so she simply kissed them back.
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      They spent the night in Aunt Marge’s spare room, since the little old lady insisted on getting to know Melanie’s “gentlemen friends” and said that Strong and Clear should stay for Christmas. Indeed, despite Melanie’s worries that she might disapprove of the fact that there were two of them and only one of Melanie, Aunt Marge seemed surprisingly flexible.

      “As long as they treat you right,” she said to Melanie, as the three of them were going up to the guest room. “That nasty Steve, he never treated you right! I just want you to be with someone who appreciates you, Melly.”

      “I can promise you, Ma’am, Clear and I will protect, love, cherish, and appreciate your niece,” Strong told her, putting an arm around Melanie’s shoulders.

      “For all the days of our lives,” Clear added, putting an arm around her waist.

      “That’s all right then.” Aunt Marge nodded approvingly. “It’s a good thing you two came!” she added. “Now that turkey won’t go to waste!”

      “What’s a turkey?” Clear asked as Aunt Marge stumped away with several of her cats following.

      “A traditional Earth holiday food,” Strong answered. “Which can wait until tomorrow.” He looked down at Melanie. “For now, Clear and I aren’t hungry for anything but you, little one.”

      “Oh…” Melanie felt her breath catch in her throat. “Guys, we can’t—”

      “No of course not—not until you’re ready,” Strong said. “But for tonight, can we just hold you between us?”

      “You need healing again,” Clear murmured, stroking her cheek. “Please, Melanie—let us hold you.”

      Melanie felt herself melting.

      “All right,” she whispered, looking up at them. “As long as we’re just holding each other.”

      “Of course.” And Strong led the way upstairs to the guest room, which thankfully had a king-sized bed or the three of them would never have fit.

      As it was, it was still going to be a bit of a squeeze to get the two huge Kindred warriors in on either side of her. Melanie couldn’t help feeling a little nervous too, because Strong had asked that they all be naked.

      “Skin-to-skin contact is best for healing,” he rumbled, looking down into Melanie’s eyes. “And we’ll need as much contact as we can get to rid your system of the last of that drug and the depression that went with it.”

      “I’m feeling much more myself now,” Melanie said honestly.

      “But you could feel even better between us,” Clear pointed out.

      “Well…”

      Melanie felt herself wavering. Did she really feel confidant enough to be completely naked with the two huge, muscular warriors? Then she remembered that she still had on the float dots Sonja had given her and that decided her.

      “All right,” she said, biting her lip. “But I’m normally a lot more shy than I was last night when I was, uh, under the influence. “I’ll get naked with you, but only if I can undress by myself and get into bed first.”

      “As you wish,” Strong nodded. “Come on, Brother—let’s step outside for a moment.”

      The two of them stepped out in the hallway and Melanie quickly took off her clothes and slipped, shivering, between the clean cotton sheets. She was glad Aunt Marge didn’t let her cats go in the guest room.

      After a moment there was a rap at the door and the Strong and Clear came back in when she called for them to do so.

      “Would you like us to turn out the lights before we disrobe?” Clear asked, looking at Melanie, who had the covers up to her chin.

      “Only if you want to,” she told them. “I, uh, don’t mind seeing the two of you naked.”

      “We don’t mind seeing you naked, either, little one,” Strong growled as they slipped out of their uniforms to stand nude before her. “Though we understand if you’re shy.”

      “Although you have nothing to be ashamed of or shy about,” Clear added. “From what we saw last night, you’re perfect, sweetheart.”

      “She might not want to talk about what we did last night, Clear,” Strong reminded him, frowning.

      “No—it’s okay,” Melanie said quickly. She was trying not to look at the long, thick shafts between their legs and failing miserably. “I…I don’t mind talking about it now that I know why I was acting like that,” she said, at last tearing her eyes away.

      “I hope you don’t feel like we took advantage of you,” Clear said anxiously. “We honestly didn’t know that you were drugged.”

      “Well technically, we were all drugged,” Strong pointed out. “We all drank the punch but it affected the females the most.” He looked at Melanie. “Are you ready for us to join you?”

      “Sure, come…” Her mouth was suddenly dry and she had to swallow. “Come on in.”

      “Thank you.” And they slid into bed beside her, Strong on her right and Clear on her left.

      “May we touch you?” Clear asked. “Hold you between us?”

      “Yes.” She could already feel the heat from their big bodies radiating against her bare skin, but they were still keeping a little distance from her. “Hold me,” she said and then the two muscular male forms bracketed hers, just as they had the night after the accident with her hand…which seemed about a million years ago now.

      Melanie thought about asking them what they really wanted from her—where they were going with this. Did they honestly want a permanent relationship—the three of them together for life?

      But then she found that the warm embrace of the twins on either side of her drowned out all the questions and worries and fears for the future. She had expected this experience—being naked in bed between them—to be wholly sexual, no matter what they said about “healing.” So she was surprised when she felt a current of warmth and tenderness flowing between the three of them as the twins held her close.

      “Now, little one,” Strong rumbled, turning her on her side to face him and stroking her hair as Clear caressed her back and shoulders. “Let go of any worry or fear. Forget the anguish of your past.”

      “Be one with us,” Clear murmured in her ear. “Let our love erase your pain.”

      Their words and actions were so soft and soothing that despite herself, Melanie’s anxiety seemed to float away and her body began to relax and lose its tension. Their hard forms against hers felt right in a way she couldn’t explain or deny and she found herself melting against them, exhaling a long sigh of relief as they cradled her in their arms.

      I am loved, she thought. I am cared for…I am cherished.

      “So beautiful, little one,” Strong murmured, kissing her forehead.

      “Gorgeous,” Clear whispered in her ear as he pressed against her back. “Relax, Melanie—just let us hold you. Just let us heal you.”

      And to Melanie’s surprise, she was able to do exactly that. All her body issues and uncertainty and anxiety seemed to melt away as she sank into the sweet, three-way embrace and at last drifted off to sleep in the arms of her lovers.
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      Melanie didn’t wake up until dawn the next day.

      Christmas Morning, she thought and felt a tingle of anticipation, just as she had when she was a kid. Then she realized what had woken her up—there were only two of them in the bed instead of three.

      “Hey,” she murmured sleepily, looking at the empty left side of the bed. “Where’s Clear?”

      “Hmm? Oh, he had to go back to the Mother Ship for something,” Strong rumbled. “Don’t worry—he’ll be back soon.”

      Melanie thought of rolling over and going back to sleep, but it didn’t seem right when they were missing Clear. Besides, she could hear Aunt Marge already banging away in the kitchen. She decided to go down and help.

      Leaving the Dark Twin drowsy, she got dressed in jeans and a sweater—since there was a cold snap and it was actually chilly, even in Florida for once. Melanie had always loved cold weather and she felt completely revived after a night spent between her guys, so she was in a great mood as she came downstairs.

      “Good morning, Aunt Marge,” she said, smiling as she walked into the kitchen, carefully avoiding the cats strewn around the warm stove.

      “Good morning, Melly.” Aunt Marge peered at her and then nodded. “You look good this morning. Hell of a lot better than when you came moping in here yesterday, anyway.”

      “I feel a lot better,” Melanie said, smiling. She wanted to say she felt healed—both physically and emotionally—but she wasn’t sure if her practical aunt would quite understand that.

      Aunt Marge nodded again.

      “Might have something to do with those two young men, I think,” she remarked, with a sly smile.

      “Maybe,” Melanie admitted, feeling her cheeks get hot. She had the urge to tell her aunt that the three of them hadn’t actually done anything the night before except sleep in each other’s arms. But she and Aunt Marge had never had the kind of relationship where they talked about any kind of sex, so she kept her mouth shut.

      Aunt Marge frowned at her.

      “They’re nice enough young men, but what are you planning to do with ‘em, Melly?” she demanded. “Marry ‘em both?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Melanie admitted, her cheeks getting even hotter. “We haven’t really decided anything like that yet.”

      “Well, you’ll figure it out, I’m sure,” her aunt said, after one more piercing look. “Come on and help me with this turkey—it’s a monster and it’s gotta go in now if we’re gonna eat it before midnight.”

      

      Melanie spent the morning and early afternoon helping her aunt cook and bake. More than any other year she could remember, Aunt Marge seemed determined to make the most impressive Christmas meal possible, with all the fixings. Besides the turkey there was a honey-glazed ham, homemade cranberry sauce, dressing, both green bean and sweet potato casserole, mashed potatoes, gravy, homemade yeast rolls, and of course pumpkin pie.

      By the time they all sat down to eat, it was well past noon and everyone’s stomachs were growling. Strong and Clear had both been shooed out of the kitchen several times, when they asked if they could help. So instead, they had spent the day doing yard work and decorating the Christmas tree which Aunt Marge hadn’t had time to see to earlier.

      Melanie felt a warm glow as she looked at all the old, familiar ornaments the guys had hung on the tree. And Aunt Marge puffed up with pride when the twins praised everything on the table and asked for seconds and then thirds of all the dishes.

      “They certainly do have nice manners,” she said to Melanie, nodding approvingly after Clear had asked for her recipe for turkey gravy which he called “delicious Earth bird sauce.”

      “Yes, they do.” Melanie smiled at her aunt.

      “Much nicer than that Steve.” Aunt Marge sniffed. “Did I tell you he’s been coming around again?”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about him anymore,” Melanie said, smothering a smile. “He came over here last night and Strong, er, explained to him that he was no longer welcome.”

      “He’s gone for good then?” Aunt Marge demanded.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Strong nodded at her.

      “And he won’t be back,” Clear added.

      “That’s good.” She gave them both a smile of approval. “He never did treat Melly right. She ought to be treated like a queen.”

      “She will be,” Strong assured her. He gave Melanie a significant look. “If she wants to be, she’ll be treated like a queen the rest of her life.”

      Melanie wasn’t sure what to say to that, especially when she saw that Clear was giving her the same look. She took another bite of green bean casserole and the conversation moved on, though her heart kept pounding.

      After the Christmas feast, the twins helped clean up and then they all gathered around the Christmas tree.

      “We hope you don’t mind, but we have some presents for you both,” Clear said, nodding at Aunt Marge and Melanie. He picked up a brightly wrapped package and handed it to Aunt Marge. “For you, kin of our female.”

      “For me?” Aunt Marge’s wrinkled face broke into a wide smile that showed every one of her false teeth. “You shouldn’t have!” But she was already tearing into the wrapping as she spoke.

      Inside was what looked like a stack of multicolored bowls in red, yellow, green, orange, pink, and blue. The bowls were small and held together by thin, silver, mechanical arms.

      “Eh?” Aunt Marge frowned at the stack. “What’s this, then?”

      “Put it down on the floor and see.” Strong’s dark blue eyes were sparkling and Clear was smiling widely.

      Aunt Marge did as they said, placing the stack of bowls down on the floor in front of her.

      At once, the bowls began unstacking themselves lengthwise, until at last there were fifteen of them laid out neatly in a long row among the wrapping paper. Then, to Melanie’s surprise, a tiny opening appeared at the top rim of each bowl and about half a teaspoonful of tiny, hard brown specks tinkled down into the bottom of each one.

      “What—?” she began but Strong held up a hand.

      “Wait—it’s not finished yet.”

      As Melanie watched, another pinhole-sized opening appeared at the top of the bowls and a trickle of water ran into each one. As soon as the water touched them, the tiny brown granules began to grow and swell until each bowl held a very respectable amount of what appeared to be pet food.

      Aunt Marge’s cats noticed at once and came, mewing, from every direction to dine on the impromptu Christmas feast.

      “That’s amazing!” Aunt Marge’s eyes were wide. “What in tarnation is it?”

      “This is a self-filling, self-cleaning pet bowl set,” Clear explained. “I filled it with a year’s worth of feline mix that’s specially nutritionally formulated to keep cats of all ages healthy.”

      “You say it’s self-cleaning too?” Aunt Marge demanded.

      “Just watch.” Strong pointed to the last two bowls on the right side, which had already been cleaned out by two of Aunt Marge’s fatter cats—a tabby named Sylvester and a Norwegian Forest cat by the name of Mr. Flufferpants.

      As they watched, more water ran into the bowls and washed away all the crumbs. Then they stacked themselves together again, the silver mechanical arms lifting the first bowl to nestle it into the second. As the cats finished their food, the other bowls did the same. Any food left in the bottom of the dishes was instantly dehydrated and sucked in the form of tiny granules back into the bottom of the bowl for later use.

      “As you can see, none of it goes to waste,” Clear explained as the last of the bowls stacked themselves, resulting in a single, colorful stack again.

      “Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” Aunt Marge breathed.

      Strong frowned.

      “You will?”

      “How can you be the male relative of a primate?” Clear asked, also frowning in confusion.

      Melanie laughed.

      “It’s an Earth saying, you guys. I think Aunt Marge is just overwhelmed by your present.”

      “Overwhelmed? Why, I’m amazed!” the old lady cried. “Do you know how much my back pains me when I’m bending over all the time, feeding these ungrateful critters?” she demanded, looking at Melanie. “And those big bags of cat food aren’t easy to lift, neither! Or cheap! And now your two new fellas have solved all my problems at once!” She gestured to Clear and Strong. “You two come here right now and let me give you a hug! I just don’t know what to say, I’m so happy!”

      Both the twins hugged the old lady gently and Melanie felt another warm glow in her heart. Steve had never touched her aunt if he could help it—he didn’t even want to help her up the stairs when her knees were bothering her. But Strong and Clear treated her with respect and tenderness…which she supposed shouldn’t surprise her, since they treated her the same way.

      “I just feel bad I didn’t get anything for you two,” Aunt Marge said, when they had sat back down on the couch at last.

      “That delicious meal was the best gift we could have received,” Strong told her, patting his flat stomach.

      “Oh, I know!” Melanie exclaimed. “I feel like I’ll never have room to eat anything ever again.”

      “Well, Strong and I were hoping you might have room for just a few more bites of something sweet,” Clear murmured. He and his brother exchanged looks and then he handed Melanie a silver wrapped box that had something heavy that rolled around inside it.

      “What’s this?” she asked, mystified as she tore off the wrapping.

      “Think of it as another Secret Santa gift,” Strong told her, smiling. “From both of us this time.”

      Inside the box, cushioned in tissue paper, were three perfect bonding fruit.

      “Ohhh,” Melanie breathed, lifting one of the peach-colored, triangular fruits out and pressing it to her nose. “These smell amazing!”

      “They’re perfectly ripe,” Clear assured her. “But they actually have another present that goes with them.”

      “They do? Oh!” Melanie looked up from the bonding fruit to see that both of the twins were on one knee in front of her—Strong on the right and Clear on the left.

      “Here you are—please unwrap this too,” Clear murmured, handing her a much smaller present this time.

      Heart pounding in her chest, Melanie tore off the crimson wrapping paper to see a small, black velvet box inside. When she opened it, she saw the most exquisite ring she’d ever beheld.

      “Oh…” She looked up at the twins as she picked the ring carefully out of its box. “Oh, it’s so beautiful!”

      “We were told by Sonja that when a male proposes Joining to a human female, he must give her a ring of engagement—to show that he is serious,” Strong told her.

      “And this one is actually three rings—look.” Clear showed her how the ring came apart into a gold, a platinum, and a diamond band which all locked back together when twisted in the right direction. “I hope it’s the right size,” he added shyly. “I had to guess and the jeweler aboard the Mother Ship wasn’t too happy about being woken so early on a holiday to open his shop.”

      “Will you try it on?” Strong asked hopefully. “Will you allow us to put it on you, little one?”

      Melanie’s heart swelled until she thought it was going to burst.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “If…if you really mean it? You want the three of us to be together forever?”

      “Forever,” Strong assured her, slipping the lovely, three-banded ring onto her finger, where it fit perfectly. “We know we haven’t known each other for long, Melanie…”

      “But this feels right,” Clear said, finishing his brother’s sentence. “And we want to Claim you as our bride, if you’ll take us as your mates.”

      Melanie felt her eyes filling with tears.

      “Oh, Strong, Clear…I don’t know what to say!”

      “Say yes, you ninny!” Aunt Marge interjected. “You won’t get another chance like this again!”

      “Of course I say yes.” Melanie’s eyes and heart both overflowed as she put out her arms to both of her guys. “Yes, with all my heart,” she said as the three of them held each other tightly.

      When they finally broke apart, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. Even Aunt Marge was sniffling suspiciously into her Kleenex.

      “I never asked you, Melly,” she said to Melanie. “But what do these two new space husbands of yours do for a living?”

      Melanie smiled.

      “Well, Strong, here is a doctor and Clear is an accountant.”

      “Really?” Aunt Marge’s eyes widened. “I always did tell you that you ought to marry a doctor or an accountant or some such professional man like that—remember, Melly?”

      “Yes, Aunt Marge.” Melanie smothered a grin. “You did tell me that.”

      “I just didn’t expect you to marry both at once.” The old lady shook her head but then she grinned at Melanie. “Melly, the first time you struck out—that Steve was a real stinker. But this second time you did good. I’m proud of you.”

      Melanie laughed.

      “Thank you, Aunt Marge. That means a lot to me.”

      She gave her aunt a hug and then picked up one of the bonding fruits and winked at Strong and Clear.

      “And now I think I’ll have a little dessert.”
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      By the time they got back to the Mother Ship that night, it was getting late but Melanie knew she wouldn’t be getting much sleep. That was because she was beginning to feel the effects of the bonding fruit she’d eaten that afternoon. In fact, she was feeling them very strongly as a throbbing between her thighs and a tenderness in the tips of her nipples.

      This time when she shed her clothes and the twins did the same, she knew she wouldn’t just be sleeping between them. This time she needed to have them in her—both of them at once—in order to bond the three of them together for life and complete the promise she had given them.

      “I have to warn you, guys,” she told them, as the three of them climbed into the huge bed in Clear and Strong’s suite together. “I want to have babies—lots of them. And I need to have them fairly soon—my biological clock is ticking.”

      “That should be no problem, sweetheart,” Clear murmured, running his hands over her bare body.

      “We’ll do our best to make you pregnant tonight,” Strong rumbled, bending to lay a gentle kiss on one of her nipples that sent a tingle of pleasure through her. “We’ll swell your belly with our seed when we bond you to us.”

      “Which means this time next year, you’ll be having twins,” Clear pointed out. “Christmas twins.”

      “Mmm, that would be perfect,” Melanie whispered.

      “You’re perfect, sweetheart.” Strong kissed her other nipple, sucking it briefly and swirling his tongue around the tight point.

      “Ahhh…” Melanie moaned softly, arching between them. “You know, I’ve been thinking about this all day—wondering what it would be like when the three of us make love. I’ve wondered how it would go, exactly.”

      “It can go any way you want, little one,” Strong told her. “After all, there are many, many ways for two males to pleasure their female, and we’ll be happy to try them all with you.”

      “All of them?” Melanie writhed between them seductively. She was very aware that the tips of her nipples were brushing against Strong’s hard chest and the fact that two long, thick shafts were branding her belly and her ass.

      “All of them,” Clear assured her. “Or as many as you’d like, sweetheart.”

      “Tell me,” Melanie whispered, shifting against them so that her breasts pressed harder against Strong’s chest and her bottom rubbed more firmly against Clear’s cock. “Tell me…what you’ll do to me before we bond.”

      “Well, the two of us can suck your nipples together, as we did the other night,” Clear pointed out. “Do you remember us doing that, sweetheart, or are your memories blurry because of the drug?”

      “Maybe…a little bit blurry,” Melanie murmured, shifting against them again. “Maybe you should…should show me what you mean? Just to jog my memory,” she added, biting her lip.

      “With pleasure, little one,” Strong growled. “Here, sit up against the pillows so we can reach your sweet peaks.”

      Melanie let them arrange her against the pillows by the headboard. She watched, her heart pounding, as the two of them took her tight nipples in their mouths and began to suck and lap until she moaned and writhed between them.

      As they sucked, she could feel their big, warm hands roving all over her body, but she didn’t complain a bit. Not even when Strong’s palm cupped her pussy and one long finger slipped inside her swollen outer lips.

      “Is this all right, little one?” he murmured, allowing her nipple to slip from between his lips momentarily. “Do you want me to show you how we pleasured you with our fingers the other night? Have you forgotten that, too?”

      “Yes!” Melanie moaned, spreading her legs even wider. “Yes, please—show me, Strong. Show me how you…you touched me that night.”

      “Like this.” The Dark Twin slid one careful fingertip around and around the aching bud of her clit until Melanie gasped. “And like this,” he growled softly, thrusting two long, thick fingers deep in her cunt.

      “God, so big!” Melanie moaned, writhing against him. “Strong, that feels so good.”

      “I’m glad, little one,” he murmured. “I’d like nothing better than to pleasure you all night long.”

      “But don’t make her come yet, Brother,” Clear said. He shot Melanie a hungry look. “I want to show her how we can pleasure her with our mouths as well. Want to feel her coming on my tongue.”

      “Fair enough.” Strong nodded and looked down at Melanie. “Would you like that, little one? Would you like to spread your thighs and let my brother taste you?”

      “I…I suppose,” Melanie gasped.

      “Good.” Strong nodded and withdrew his long fingers. “Then come here and let me hold you while Clear spreads your sweet pussy with his tongue.”

      They switched positions, with the Dark Twin leaning against the headboard and Melanie leaning back against his broad chest. She felt completely enveloped by his big body as Strong spread her legs, hooking them over his own thighs so that she was completely open.

      The blanket and sheets had been pushed down by now, but Melanie scarcely missed them. Strong’s muscular bulk at her back kept her toasty warm and she could feel his hard shaft rubbing against her ass, promising things to come.

      The Light Twin lay on his stomach between her legs and Melanie thought she had never felt so exposed. Her pussy lips were wide open, showing the slippery pink folds inside, shiny with her juices. And Clear was looking at her as though she was a feast he couldn’t wait to taste.

      “Gods, so beautiful,” he murmured reverently and rubbed his cheek against her tiny patch of neatly trimmed curls. “And she smells so Goddess-damned good,” he added, with a groan of desire.

      “Kiss her gently at first, Brother,” Strong commanded. He himself was cupping Melanie’s breasts and tugging lightly on her tight nipples. “Remember, she’s not used to being with Twin Kindred. We might hunger to taste her pussy, but you must lap carefully before you can drink your fill of her honey.”

      “You’re right.” Clear nodded. Leaning forward, he placed a soft, open-mouthed kiss over her spread pussy.

      Melanie moaned and bucked her hips as she felt the Light Twin’s tongue just barely brush her sensitive clit. He was kissing her pussy as gently as he might kiss her mouth, sending sparks of pleasure through her entire body.

      “Mmm, keep kissing her, Clear,” Strong rumbled in Melanie’s ear. “Love to watch her writhe under your tongue as you lap her sweet cunt.”

      As before, the Dark Twin’s hot, dirty words turned Melanie on almost as much as what he and his brother were doing to her in the first place. She gasped and reached down to twine her fingers in Clear’s hair and bring him down again.

      The Light Twin shot her a glance of pure lust and went willingly at her urging.

      “That’s right, sweetheart—show me,” he murmured, his voice thick with desire. “Put me exactly where you need me to pleasure you most.”

      Melanie took him at his word, lifting her hips and pulling him down to kiss her aching clit again. The Light Twin seemed to enjoy it greatly when she guided him, moving anywhere she indicated and lapping and sucking her pussy however she wanted. And Melanie, for her part, found she enjoyed being in charge.

      “There,” she moaned, holding his head in place right over her sensitive little button. “Right there, Clear—lick me! Oh, yes!”

      But just as she was about to come, the Light Twin drew back.

      Melanie moaned in frustration.

      “Why did you stop? I thought you wanted me to come on your tongue,” she exclaimed, shifting restlessly against the Dark Twin at her back.

      “Because your pussy is beginning to taste extra sweet, sweetheart,” Clear told her. “Which means the bonding fruit is beginning to kick in.”

      “What… what does that mean?” Melanie asked, looking from one twin to the other.

      “Just that you’re going to need a shaft in you soon,” Strong rumbled. “And it’s better if you get used to us one at a time before you have to take us both.” He leaned down to look Melanie in the eyes. “Are you ready, little one? Ready to open your pussy and take each of us deep inside your sweet little cunt?”

      Melanie nodded.

      “I…I am beginning to feel kind of…kind of empty inside,” she admitted. “But you said I have to have you one at a time?”

      Strong nodded.

      “Just this first time it should help you to get acclimated.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “I hope you don’t mind but I think it will be better if you try having Clear enter you first. He’s slightly smaller than I am.”

      “That’s an understatement, Brother.” The Light Twin grinned, clearly not offended at all. “But I’ll be honored to be the first to sink my shaft deep into our lady’s sweet pussy.”

      “Come up on your hands and knees, little one,” Strong instructed Melanie. “I want to be able to look in your eyes and stroke your sweet face while my brother fucks you.”

      With a shiver of pure lust, Melanie got obediently to her hands and knees. She faced the Dark Twin while the Light Twin got on his knees behind her. Then she felt something warm and blunt sliding against her wet, open pussy.

      “Gods, so wet, sweetheart,” Clear groaned softly in her ear. And then the thick, plum-shaped head slid down and found the entrance of her pussy.

      “Gently, now,” Strong ordered as the Light Twin started to nudge inside her.

      “I’m trying.” Clear sounded like he was straining to go slowly. “But she’s still so tight. Am I hurting you, sweetheart?” he asked anxiously, reaching down to stroke her breasts and sides tenderly.

      “Not…really.” But Melanie was shifting uncomfortably with the thick shaft only partially penetrating her.

      “I don’t understand,” Clear said, sounded worried. “Usually the bonding fruit helps a female open up at once.”

      “Not every single time,” Strong countered. “There are a few, very rare instances, where the fruit actually has to be activated.”

      “Activated?” Clear sounded like he was frowning. “How?”

      “With the seed of the males who will be bonding her to them,” Strong told him. “It’s not hard. You only need to shoot your seed deep in our lady’s sweet little pussy and then I will do the same. Once our seeds mingle inside her, the properties of the fruit will be activated and then we can bond with her.”

      “So…you’re both going to…going to come inside me?” Melanie asked, looking from one to the other. “And that should help me open up?”

      “Absolutely, little one.” The Dark Twin stroked her cheek gently. “So lean against me now and try to be open enough for Clear. The deeper he gets in, the deeper he can come in you and the easier you’ll open for us both. All right?”

      “All…all right, Strong,” Melanie agreed. Trembling, she leaned forward against the huge warrior, pressing her cheek to his chest as she spread her thighs even wider for his brother’s shaft.

      “That’s good—such a good girl,” Strong rumbled, looking into Melanie’s eyes even as he palmed both her breasts in his big hands. “Just open up for Clear…let him slide into your pussy and fill you with his seed.”

      “I’m trying,” Melanie gasped as she felt her inner walls stretch to take another thick inch of the Light Twin’s cock. “But…will the two of you be able to bond with me?” she asked, looking up. “I mean…after, you know, already coming?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Strong reassured her. “Male Kindred are multi-orgasmic. We can shoot our seed as often as we need to.”

      “Which I’m going to do now, to try and open you for the rest of my shaft,” Clear murmured, stroking her back. “Get ready, sweetheart—here comes the first load.”

      He pushed a little deeper into her and Melanie felt something hot and wet jetting inside her.

      “Oh!” she gasped, her eyes opening wide in surprise. She had never really felt a guy coming inside her before—maybe because human men didn’t come with such force. Or in such a large amount. It felt like Clear was really filling her up, making her moan with pleasure.

      “There now,” Strong rumbled, when Clear was finished and remained, panting, but holding his place inside her. True to his word, he stayed as hard as he had been before he came. “That should ease the way—at least for Clear.” He stroked Melanie’s cheek. “Would you like to try again to take him all the way inside your pussy?”

      Melanie nodded.

      “I…I guess so.”

      “Good. Then just lean back against him and try to let his shaft slide into your tight little cunt,” Strong murmured. “Go on—you can do it.”

      Biting her lip, Melanie did as the Dark Twin said. Pushing backwards, she concentrated on being as open as possible so that Clear’s thick shaft could slide inside her. At first she thought it wasn’t going to work—that she was still too tight. But she was damned if she’d give up on bonding with her men!

      Gritting her teeth, she pushed harder with both hands and knees, willing the Light Twin’s thickness to fill her.

      Suddenly, something gave way inside her and her inner muscles loosened at last. She gave a little gasp as, carried by her own momentum, she pressed backwards and the thick shaft suddenly slammed into her, the blunt head of Clear’s cock giving the mouth of her womb a hard kiss as the light Twin skewered her completely.

      “Oh!” Melanie gasped, freezing in place. “Oh my God that was…intense.”

      “Are you all right, sweetheart?” Clear’s big hands were gripping her hips anxiously. “You came down on me kind of hard,” he said.

      “I…I think so.” Melanie wiggled her hips experimentally. “It doesn’t hurt,” she informed them. “It does still feel a little tight, but not in a painful way.”

      “Good.” Clear sounded vastly relieved.

      “Take a few practice strokes in her, Brother,” Strong told him. “Make sure Melanie’s sweet pussy is open enough for you to stroke easily in and out of her. I don’t dare to try fitting my own shaft inside her until yours can slide deep inside her with no problems.”

      “Yes,” Melanie nodded. “Yes, do it, Clear. Fuck me a little.”

      The words sounded hot and naughty in her mouth and she was very aware of the Dark Twin still fondling her breasts and tugging gently on her nipples as the Light Twin pulled back and took a firmer grip on her hips.

      “Just a few practice strokes,” he murmured and then he thrust forward again, sliding smoothly into Melanie’s pussy until he reached the end of her channel.

      He did it again and then again, setting up a kind of rhythm inside her that made them both moan.

      “Oh!” Melanie gasped and tilted her hips to open for him even more. “Oh, Clear, yes!”

      “Feels good?” he asked, his voice tight with pleasure.

      “So good,” Melanie assured him. “Amazing.”

      “Then it’s time for you to see if you can take my brother’s cock in your sweet little pussy as well,” Clear told her. And he pulled out, leaving Melanie feeling empty and yearning for more.

      “I think you’d better cradle our lady against your chest as we do this,” Strong told his twin, as they all switched positions. “Stroke her and talk to her—help her be open for me, Brother. It might be difficult for her to take me.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Clear promised. He leaned back against the headboard and beckoned for Melanie. “Come here, sweetheart—let me help you be open for Strong.”

      Melanie lay back against his broad chest and lifted her bottom so that Strong could prop a pillow under her, raising her higher. Her heart was pounding as he got between her legs and fisted his massive cock.

      So huge! she thought, wondering how in the world she would ever take it all. The Dark Twin’s equipment easily eclipsed anything she’d ever seen on any porn vid. Indeed, when he placed the broad, plum-shaped head against the mouth of her pussy, it looked bigger than her fist.

      “You’re frightened,” Clear whispered in her ear. “But you don’t have to be. Strong just needs to come inside you a few times to help activate the bonding fruit. And once he’s all the way inside your tight little pussy, you’ll open up completely and we can both bond with you.”

      “All right.” Melanie nodded her head and looked up at the Dark Twin. “Go ahead, Strong. I…I trust you.”

      “Slowly at first, little one,” he rumbled. “I can feel how tight you are, but I think my brother loosened you up enough to take the head of my shaft inside you.”

      Melanie wasn’t sure of that at all, but she bit her lip and tried to relax her inner muscles as the huge invader began sliding slowly but inevitably into her tight entrance.

      “Slowly, Brother,” Clear murmured, stroking Melanie’s breasts and nipples. Reaching down, he began to slide one fingertip gently around her aching clit. “Go slowly and let her open for you…”

      Melanie moaned with the combination of the sparks of pleasure coming from her clit and the stretching pain at the mouth of her pussy. The Dark Twin was so big…so big—and then, abruptly, he was in.

      Melanie felt her eyes widen at the sensation. She’d never had anything so huge in her before and she was honestly surprised that it had fit at all.

      “There now…that wasn’t so bad was it?” Clear murmured, still stroking around and around her clit and making her moan.

      “Such a brave little one,” Strong rumbled, reaching out to stroke her flushed cheek. “So brave to take my shaft inside you, Melanie.”

      “Thank you.” She shifted her hips carefully. “Are…are you going to come in me now, Strong?”

      “Yes, little one.” He stroked her inner thighs with his big hands, kneading gently as he held himself inside her. “Get ready—going to fill you with my seed.”

      And then jet after hot jet was pounding inside her. Melanie gasped and her back arched involuntarily. God, had she thought that Clear’s seed had filled her up? It was nothing compared to Strong. The Dark twin pulsed inside her, filling her so completely with his seed that it leaked from her tightly-stretched pussy and down her inner thighs.

      As the rhythmic pulsing at last ended inside her, Melanie felt as though something had shifted. Her inner walls no longer felt so tight—so tense. She looked up at the Dark Twin, who was still kneeling between her thighs and holding rigidly still.

      “Strong,” she whispered. “I…I think something might have happened. “Try to put more in me now.”

      “All right, little one…” He reached down and stroked her hot cheek. “I’ll go slowly. Stop me if it hurts.”

      Melanie promised she would. But as the Dark Twin slowly thrust his massive shaft inside her, she felt no pain—or not much. It was more of a stretching sensation—the same kind of good pain she always got during Yoga when she was doing a deep stretch to increase her flexibility—but with a definite sexual edge to it.

      “Look at you, little one,” Strong growled as he pushed even deeper into her. “Look at you opening to take my shaft. You’re such a good girl to be so open and take me so deep.”

      “Want…want to feel you in me all the way!” Melanie panted. All this time, Clear had kept up his steady, light circling of her clit, and she felt like she was about to explode. “I want to feel you touch bottom inside me, Strong.”

      “My lady’s wish is my command,” he growled hoarsely. And with a final thrust, his entire massive shaft was inside her, the broad, blunt head pressing hard against the mouth of Melanie’s womb.

      “Ahh!” she gasped, arching her back. She had never felt so opened before—so filled! And yet she knew there was more to come when the brothers merged their shafts to bond her to them.

      Strong must have been thinking the same thing. Slowly, he withdrew his shaft and looked at his twin.

      “It’s time, Brother,” he said to Clear. “We must merge so that we can bond our female to us.”

      “As you say.” Clear nodded. Gently, he put Melanie to one side, making certain she was comfortably propped on the pillows. Then he got to his knees and Strong did the same.

      Melanie watched as they came together, face-to-face and pressed their shafts together lengthwise with the heads lining up.

      “We must will ourselves to join.” Strong’s deep voice was hoarse. “We must will it to be so, Brother.”

      The two of them closed their eyes for a moment and then Melanie watched in awe as the two of them seemed to meld together, becoming one massive shaft. God, had she thought Strong was huge? Well with Clear added to the equation, the result was unbelievable. How could she possibly take that monster inside even the mouth of her pussy, let alone to the root?

      And yet, she would have to if she wanted to bond with her men.

      “Are you ready, Melanie?” Clear asked as they both turned to look at her. They were braced on their knees, the huge shaft rising between them, but there was room for her to climb on board…if she dared.

      I dare, Melanie told herself. I’ve had three pieces of bonding fruit and I’m as ready for this as I ever will be.

      Besides, she wanted to tie her life to Clear and Strong—wanted to wake up with them every morning and go to bed with them every night and have their babies. She wanted this and she was willing to work for it.

      “I’m ready,” she said, lifting her chin.

      She crawled over the bed to them and, facing Strong, she threw a leg over the place where they were joined. Then, bracing herself on the Dark Twin’s strong shoulders, she lowered herself down so that the broad head was lined up with the mouth of her pussy.

      “Slowly, sweetheart,” Strong urged tightly as Melanie began to sink down onto the massive shaft. “Make certain we don’t hurt you.”

      “You’re not…not hurting me,” Melanie panted as first the head and then another thick inch of their combined length slipped inside her. The girth was unknowable but she found that—though she could feel herself stretching—it didn’t hurt to take them into her body.

      “Gods, look at her take us, Brother,” Clear said hoarsely. His eyes were trained on the spot where Melanie’s body was opening to receive their penetration. “I can’t believe it!”

      “It’s the bonding fruit,” Strong answered. “And our lady’s courage, of course.” He stroked Melanie’s cheek. “You’re doing so well, little one. Come down just a little further and we’ll be all the way inside you.”

      “Yes, Strong…” Tightening her grip on his broad shoulders, Melanie let herself all the way down and gasped as she felt the brothers’ shaft touch bottom inside her. Four strong hands supported her hips and thighs and she knew it was all right to relax and take them deep.

      “Gods, Brother—we’re all the way in,” Clear murmured. “Melanie, your sweet pussy is so tight around us!”

      “And you two are so big inside me!” Melanie moaned. “Oh God, it feels…feels so good. Fuck me, boys,” she commanded them, feeling open and sexy and unashamed of her desire for once. “Fuck me and come in me. Bond me to you—bond all three of us together forever!”

      Her words seemed to do something to the twins—spur them on in a way nothing else could have. Melanie felt their large hands tighten their grip on her hips and thighs and then, with a low groan drawn from both their lips, Clear and Strong began to fuck her.

      “Oh…oh!” She threw back her head, moaning as each pounding thrust of the huge, melded shaft, filled her pussy.

      Strong was sucking her breasts and Clear had reached around and was once again sliding one fingertip around and around her swollen clit. Her pleasure—interrupted so many times—was finally coming to a head and this time she knew she was going to come.

      “Deeper!” Melanie begged, hardly knowing what she was saying. “More!”

      “As you wish, little one,” Strong growled and then they were thrusting even harder and faster, stretching her with each stroke and making Melanie moan and writhe and beg as she never had before.

      So good, oh God, so good! she thought incoherently.

      And then—finally—she could feel her orgasm cresting. It was like a tsunami crashing over her, making her nipples tighten and her breath come short even as her inner muscles contracted helplessly around the massive shaft.

      “Strong!” she moaned. “Clear! Love you—love you both so much!”

      “We love you too, little one,” Strong growled.

      “Gods, can you feel her tightening all around us?” Clear groaned.

      “So fucking tight!” Strong’s deep voice was strangled. “Gods, little one—you’re taking us with you. I wanted to wait longer but I can’t help it. When we feel you coming all around us…”

      “We have to come as well,” Clear said, his voice hoarse with need. He looked over Melanie’s shoulder to meet his brother’s eyes. “It’s time, Brother—time to fill our lady with our seed and bond her to us.”

      “Yes!” Strong groaned. “One last thrust and then we fill her.”

      Melanie opened herself as wide as she could to take their final thrust and then their heated seed was blasting inside her once more, filling her to overflowing and bonding her to her two men for the rest of their lives.

      “Yes,” she heard Strong murmur in her mind. “For the rest of our lives, little one.”

      “We’ll always be together,” Clear added, also speaking in her head. “We love you, Melanie.”

      “I love you too,” she sent, trying out their new, three-way mental link for the first time.

      She felt a wave of love coming from both the twins envelope her like a warm blanket and she sent back a wave of her own. They were together now, the three of them, and nothing but death could part them. Her life had changed so much since she’d moved to the Mother Ship. She had a new job, two new husbands, and hopefully soon, some babies on the way.

      And it was all because of her…Secret Santa Surprise
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      “I knew the three of you would end up together!” Sonja smiled as she squeezed Melanie’s hand. “It just makes sense—you were all made for each other.”

      “I feel the same way.” Melanie smiled and squeezed her friend’s hand back. “How are you and Sahran doing? Still waiting until your Joining night?”

      “Still waiting…” Sonja sighed and shook her head. “Sometimes I think I’ll go crazy but it’s just a few days away now.”

      “Which is why you ought to be out doing wedding stuff—not sitting around the Med Center with me,” Melanie pointed out.

      “Are you kidding?” Sonja widened her eyes. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world!”

      “And you’re sure it’s not too early to tell?” Melanie asked. “I mean, I haven’t even missed my period yet.”

      “Our new early-detection pregnancy tests are about ninety-nine percent accurate so no, it’s not too early to tell,” Liv said, bustling into the room. She smiled at Melanie. “You know, Dr. Strong is just down the hall there. Do you want me to call him in for the big reveal?”

      “No, no!” Melanie shook her head. “I want it to be a surprise for both my guys.” She bit her lip. “If…there’s something to surprise them with?”

      “See for yourself.” Liv opened her hand, revealing two tiny blue flowers that were still just buds. “See how young they are?” she said, pointing to the tightly furled petals. “We can do another test when you’re later on in your pregnancy, to get flowers that are larger and blooming to save in your memory stasis cube. But for now these indicate that you are definitely pregnant.”

      “Oh, thank you!” Melanie felt like her heart might overflow completely, it was so filled with joy. “Thank you so much, Doctor Liv!”

      “I knew it, I knew it!” Sonja squealed and hugged her, practically dancing in her seat.

      “I was hoping it was true but I didn’t know until now,” Melanie confessed. “Oh, you don’t know how much I’ve wanted kids,” she told Liv. “But my ex was such a bastard, he would never let us start a family. Now, I’m glad…” She sniffed and swiped tears of joy from her eyes. “So glad I never had a baby with him. I’m so happy that Clear and Strong are going to be the fathers of my children!”

      Liv smiled widely.

      “The Goddess knows what she’s doing when she puts people together. I know the three of you are going to make wonderful parents.”

      “And normally you’d be freaking out about having twins, but with two daddies to help change the diapers and do the midnight feedings, you can relax!” Sonja pointed out. “It’s perfect.” She winked at Melanie. “And to think, it all started because you got my Secret Santa gift by accident!”

      “Well that and the spiked punch,” Melanie pointed out. She frowned. “I just hope everybody affected by the punch had a happy ending like I did.”

      “Actually…I’m afraid not everybody did,” Liv said soberly. She looked at Sonja. “Have you talked to Ellilah lately?”

      “I’m afraid not.” Sonja shook her head. “I wanted to but the last time I went to the Sacred Grove, one of the priestesses told me she was in ‘seclusion’ whatever that means, and she couldn’t see anyone.”

      “Oh dear!” Liv looked upset. “It sounds like they’re punishing her.”

      “Which is totally unfair.” Sonja lifted her chin angrily. “I mean, it’s hardly her fault she was drugged and attacked!”

      “Drugged and attacked? What? Who?” Melanie looked between her friend and the kind doctor. “This is the first I’m hearing about this—what are you talking about?”

      “Oh that’s right—you were already down on Earth when we found out about the punch,” Sonja said. “Well, apparently the first person to be affected was this little priestess called Ellilah. She actually saw the guy who put the drug in the punch and then he made her drink some.”

      “And then he dragged her into a storage closet and touched her.” Liv’s voice was grim.

      “He didn’t rape her, did he?” Melanie put a hand to her mouth.

      “No, not according to Ellilah,” Sonja said quickly. “She says he just kissed her and kind of…I guess touched her over her robe.”

      “But she was so innocent,” Liv said sadly. “And the drug made her react to him in ways you wouldn’t normally react to an attacker.” She shook her head. “I’m just afraid this whole episode is going to scar her and if the priestesses are going to punish her for what happened, well…”

      “Talk about blaming the victim,” Sonja said, frowning. She looked at Liv. “Somebody ought to stop that!”

      “I agree.” Liv nodded. “I’ll ask Sylvan if he can talk to the head Priestess in his capacity as Head of the Kindred High Council.” She frowned. “Though I’m not sure if she’ll listen. They have a whole different hierarchy in the Sacred Grove and I don’t think they consider themselves to be under the High Council’s rule at all.”

      “Well, it’s worth a try,” Sonja said. “And you’re right—she shouldn’t be punished for what happened to her. That’s barbaric.”

      “I hope she’ll be okay.” Melanie felt ready to cry, thinking of the poor little priestess. “And I hope they catch the man who drugged the punch and hurt her!”

      “They’re looking for him, believe me,” Liv said grimly. “Unfortunately, during the holidays some of the security measures are relaxed a little. So apparently he was able to slip in and out without leaving a record.”

      “But why would he drug everybody at the party, anyway?” Melanie asked. “What possible benefit could it be to him?”

      “Who knows?” Liv shrugged. “The thinking right now is that he was trying to cause some confusion so someone could attack the Mother Ship. But since the drug affected women way more than the Kindred warriors who drank it, the plot failed.”

      “Thank goodness it didn’t affect them, then!” Sonja shivered.

      “Thank the Goddess, you mean,” Liv said. She sighed. “I know that she has a plan for everyone’s life and that she works the events in our lives—good and bad—according to that plan. But sometimes I just can’t see where things are heading. Especially in cases like Ellilah’s.”

      “That poor little priestess,” Melanie murmured. “She probably needs some therapy to get over what happened to her.”

      “Or at least someone to talk to,” Sonja said. “I’m going to go see her today. I’ll give the excuse that I’m checking over the Sacred Grove for my upcoming Joining ceremony and sneak in to see if she’s okay.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Liv offered. “If they won’t let you in, maybe I can say that I’m her doctor and I have to give her a checkup.”

      “Good idea!” Sonja brightened up. “And if she’s having a hard time, we can demand that they treat her better.”

      “We can try, at least.” Liv nodded. “Well…” She looked at Melanie. “Now that’s settled, you and I need to talk about setting you up with some prenatal vitamins. You carry Kindred babies for an entire year—not just nine months—and getting the right nutrition is vital.”

      “A whole year?” Melanie blinked in surprise. “Wow, Clear wasn’t kidding when he said we’d be having Christmas twins,” she murmured.

      “Yup!” Sonja grinned at her and patted Melanie on her still-flat tummy. “This time next year you’re going to be having another Secret Santa surprise! Merry Christmas!”

      Melanie laughed. “Yes—Merry Christmas is right! Now, I’d better get my guys together and show them these.” She held out the tiny blue buds that Liv had given her. “I know they’re going to be just as excited as I am.”

      But as she left the Med Center, she couldn’t help thinking again of the little priestess who had taken the first drink of drugged punch. Would she be all right? Were the other priestesses being mean to her? And where was her attacker? Why had he done such an evil thing in the first place?

      Melanie wondered if she would ever know…
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        Of course not!

        There’s always more Kindred to come!

      

      

      If you have enjoyed Secret Santa Surprise, please take a minute to leave a review HERE. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this crazy, crowded e-book landscape. They let other readers know it’s okay to take a chance on a new author or a new series. Plus they give me the warm fuzzies. : ) Thanks for being an awesome reader!

      If you're looking for more Christmas Presents for yourself, I have two more books coming soon. First, look for Companion 3000, about a girl who orders herself a hot male sex robot and gets a lot more than she bargained for, coming Dec 5th. (This book was previously published under the title, For Her Pleasure but I recently got the rights back so I am re-releasing it with a hot new cover.)

      Then, coming later in December, look for the sequel to Secret Santa Surprise, The Priestess and the Thief, which tells Elliala, the priestess's story. 

      When Elli gets shipped off to an ultra-strict convent where she is supposed to meditate on her sins, scrub floors, and live on bland bread soup for a year as punishment for her encounter with the mysterious stranger who spiked the punch in Secret Santa Surprise, she decides to run away and have her own adventure instead. But she gets into a very dangerous situation and who should the Goddess send to act as her bodyguard but Roke, the same mysterious stranger who got her into trouble in the first place. Will Elli forgive him and allow him to watch her back in the treacherous Targish court where assasination and blackmail are the order of the day? You'll have to read The Priestess and the Thief to find out, coming later in December.

      Turn the page for excerpts from both, Companion 3000, and The Priestess and the Thief.

      Hugs and Happy Reading to you all!

      Evangeline
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        COMPANION 3000

        Available December 5, 2020

      

      

      Leita McLain runs a small solo asteroid mining outfit at the ass end of the Centauri solar system. She's had no luck in getting a man to stay with her so she decides to buy a Companion droid, the very latest in cybernetic sex slaves.

      Pierce Branson is a man addicted to adventure. But when he finds himself with a bounty on his head for a crime he didn't commit, he knows he's got problems. During a shoot out in the Companion factory, Pierce hides in one of the packing crates. Next thing he knows he's waking up in Leita's bedroom and starting his new life-as a sex slave. But he doesn't count on falling in love with his new Mistress. Or on playing the part of her "Master" when Leita decides she wants to explore her kinky side.

      Now both Leita and Pierce have some choices to make. Leita knows she shouldn't let herself fall for a cybernetic sex slave and Pierce knows he ought to tell her the truth. But will Leita forgive him if he comes clean? You'll have to read Companion 3000 to find out. 

      
        
        Turn the page for sneak peek.
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      “Spread your legs for me, Leita. Now.” The deep voice seemed to rumble through her, vibrating her bones as she lay naked on the bed.

      “Master, I…” She swallowed hard, feeling the trembling excitement take her. He loomed over her, a man-shaped shadow, huge and frightening. But that was part of the pleasure—the knowledge that he could hurt her but wouldn’t. She couldn’t see his face—she could never see his face. Her Master was always in the shadows. What little light there was shone behind him, outlining his broad muscular shoulders as he bent over her.

      “Do it. Or do I have to do it for you?” Large warm hands, calloused from hard work, slid slowly up her ankles, taking their time, exploring the shape of her bare legs.

      “Oh—” Leita gasped. He was being gentle but she could feel the power in those hands, the power to punish her. The power to make her obey. This was part of it too, knowing that he wouldn’t take no for an answer. Knowing that he would master her completely even if she begged him to stop. But she didn’t want him to stop.

      “Open for me,” her Master commanded. “Want to see your sweet little pussy all spread open for me, Leita. Want to taste your hot cunt while you come all over my face.”

      Leita bit back a gasp as the forbidden words turned her insides molten. Goddess, how could he make her so hot just by talking, just by telling her what he was going to do?

      “Please,” she whispered. “Please, I don’t know…”

      “Don’t know what? Don’t know if you want me to eat your pussy?” he demanded, pressing her legs farther apart. “Because that’s too bad, baby. You don’t have anything to say in the matter. I’m gonna spread open your hot little cunt lips and suck your clit and tongue-fuck you until you come for me. Understand?”

      Leita nodded breathlessly. She could feel those warm, calloused palms sliding up her inner thighs, opening her, getting her ready for him. He was so strong—so utterly merciless. So completely in control of her body and the entire sexual scenario playing out between them. It gave Leita the freedom to relax utterly, to give in completely to the illicit pleasure she was feeling. But as much as she wanted to, she couldn’t relax. Couldn’t stop the feeling that her heart was trying to pound its way right out of her chest and run for cover.

      “Please,” she whispered again. She tried to cover her naked sex with her hands, only to find that she couldn’t move. Someone had tied her wrists above her head with some silky but utterly unbreakable material. She felt the start of panic but with it came the edge of pleasure, as razor-sharp as a finely honed knife. Her Master would do what he wanted and there was nothing she could do to stop him. Nothing at all.

      A warm puff of air against her heated sex made her jump, but he stroked her soothingly. “That’s all right, baby girl,” he murmured in that deep, gravelly  voice, softer now that he sensed her nervousness. “You don’t have to be scared—I’m not gonna hurt you. Just gonna eat your sweet pussy until you come. And there’s nothing you can do about it, all right?”

      “Y-yes. All right,” Leita gasped, feeling the muscles in her belly twitch with tension. “Yes, I…I understand.”

      “Good,” he growled. “Then just relax and let me taste you, baby. Just give in and let it happen.” He bent his head to the heated well between her legs again and she felt his thumbs on her swollen pussy lips, spreading her wide, baring her wet, slippery, heated interior to his sight, to his touch.

      Leita clenched her fists in their silky bonds. She could almost feel his tongue on her now, could almost grasp the pleasure her Master had promised her. She was so close…so close…
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      She was awake, sitting up in bed, panting and drenched in sweat. She was also alone.

      “What’s the matter, having bad dreams again?” a sleepy voice asked from the pillow beside her.

      Leita McLain jumped in surprise, then sighed. All right—she was alone except for Schneider, but her sarcastic best friend hardly counted. True, he was male, but he was also a Tarbian—an ET species completely incompatible with humans. At least sexually.

      “Frustrating dreams is more like it.” Leita got out of bed and threw on a robe, making her way to the softly glowing info-cube suspended above her desk. There was a soft patter behind her and she turned just in time to see Schneider jump up on the desk and curl up under the cube, distorting the image. He loved the heat from the projection source.

      “Schneider,” she sighed, nudging him with her elbow as she pulled on the sensor glove she used to manipulate the cube. “Come on, I have serious work to do.”

      “Sure, some work,” he grumbled, reluctantly scooting his long, sleek body to one side. Leita had seen pictures of animals from Old Earth that Schneider somewhat resembled. She thought they had been called “otters”. Then again, he also looked a little something like a cat—one of the few domestic animals that had survived the flight from humanity’s abandoned home world.

      “It is work,” she insisted, calling up her company’s monthly records as proof. “See, I have to go over some figures.”

      Leita owned a small but profitable mining company on the far fringe of an asteroid belt on the edge of the Centauri solar system. She had inherited it from her parents, brave pioneers who had built the business from the ground up. The entire thing was completely mechanized, from the droid ships that went out to collect the ore she was after, to the sorting machine, to the refinery where the ore was smelted into metal and poured into molds. Once a month a company ship would come to collect the molded bars and cart them away to more civilized parts of the system, parts Leita longed to visit but couldn’t.

      She was a one-woman show and taking a vacation meant shutting the whole operation down. Now, if only she had someone to help her service the droids that broke down or got damaged while out mining the field, she might be able to afford shutting down for a month or so to find herself a little social life. What she really needed around here was a mechanic. A big, strapping, masterful mechanic. One with piercing eyes and warm, calloused, knowing hands and a really big tool belt…

      “Sure, I know what kind of figures you have to go over and they’re not exactly the numerical kind, either.” Schneider’s sarcastic voice dragged her out of her fantasy and Leita realized she’d been staring at the glowing cube for over a minute without doing anything.

      “Shut up,” she mumbled savagely, manipulating the cube until the site she really wanted to look at popped up. “So what if I like to look? It’s not like I’ve ordered anything.” Yet, she added to herself.

      For Her Pleasure proclaimed the glowing, purple letters at the top of the cube. You must be eighteen standard years of age to enter this site if human. Three hundred standard years if Bersinian. Bersinians were a particularly long-lived species of ET that didn’t reach sexual maturity for centuries. Leita felt sorry for them—she was barely twenty-seven standard years of age and so consumed with unfulfilled sexual longings that the idea of waiting another two hundred and seventy-three years to look at porn on the Web was unthinkably frustrating. Not that she wasn’t already frustrated enough.

      She scrolled through the species list that included almost all known forms of alien life that inhabited the galaxy except Periis. Periis were an exclusively homosexual male species that reproduced by budding. There was also no mention of Toliwogs, a group of hyper-religious creatures that inhabited one small moon in a distant galaxy.

      Toliwogs believed that an appropriate punishment when one of their number was caught masturbating was amputation of a hand. Since Toliwogs had twelve hands, it was entirely possible to gauge how dirty an individual’s mind was by counting the number of remaining hands. Only Toliwogs with eleven hands or more were permitted to enter the priesthood. Toliwogs with less than three hands were excommunicated and could sometimes be seen in spaceports with signs that read “Please lend a hand to the handless”.

      At any rate, Leita was glad she wasn’t a Bersinian, a Perii or a Toliwog as she found “human” on the long list and clicked on it with her glove. There was the standard fare, erotic stories, mind link personal ads, even feely fantasies that could be hooked directly into your nervous system to give you an intensely pleasurable mind movie that felt exactly like the real thing. Well, almost. Leita knew from bitter experience that nothing but a living, breathing, hot-blooded man in your bed felt like a man in your bed. Too bad she no longer trusted men.

      Tonight Leita wasn’t interested in the standard stuff, not even the brand new S&M feely fantasy that normally would have caught her eye. She flipped straight to the premium section of the For Her Pleasure site and stared at the choices, biting her lip.

      “Mm-mm-mm,” Schneider murmured, breaking her concentration. “Small, medium, and extra large. Decisions, decisions.”

      “Shut up,” Leita commanded again, studying the 3-D images floating above her cube. She nervously nibbled at her left thumbnail as she manipulated the cube with her right hand.

      “Companion 2000” the purple letters flared. “Guaranteed to grant your every sexual desire and fulfill your need for companionship.”

      “Hey, I thought I fulfilled your need for companionship,” Schneider, protested, slinking his long neck around so that he could read the words over his shoulder.

      “Until you gain about two hundred pounds of muscle and grow some considerably larger equipment…” Leita started, then saw the hurt look in her friend’s wide golden eyes. “Aw, c’mon, Schneider, you know I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that sometimes, well, I have needs.”

      “Needs to bankrupt the company,” Schneider muttered huffily, beginning to groom his whiskers as he always did when he was upset. “You ought to be using that credit on hiring a new mechanic to fix the droids instead of dropping a wad on some overpriced blow-up doll.”

      Leita gritted her teeth. “We’ve been over this, Schneider. The last two times I tried to hire someone, they took the credit and ran, remember?” It was really hard to find a man who wanted to stay out here at the ass end of the solar system and fix broken droid ships. The first man she’d tried to hire, after her parents’ death in a scouting accident, had simply taken his pay of a month’s credit and run off in the night. The second one, Eddie, well, he had been a real prize.

      The sleazy, smooth-talking con artist had managed to make Leita believe that he loved her. She’d told him everything—even her most private fantasies, the ones that made her hot and cold, the ones that made her wake up drenched in sweat and filled with longing night after night. The ones she was most ashamed of. Eddie had pretended to play along for a good long time—almost six months. Then he’d gained access to her private quarters and stolen her mother’s jewelry and her father’s platinum-plated chronometer along with six months’ profit on his way out the door. The only thing he’d left her, besides a broken heart, was a note telling her exactly what he thought of her fantasies and desires.

      It had taken Leita a year to recoup financially and she still hadn’t recovered emotionally from the betrayal. Unfortunately, just because her heart wasn’t up to a romantic relationship didn’t mean her body had stopped craving sex. If anything, Leita craved it more. All alone, except for Schneider, in the spacious but empty life pod from which she controlled the mining operation, she sometimes physically ached for the touch of another human being.

      She wanted a pair of strong arms to hold her tight, a deep, soothing masculine voice to murmur sweet nothings into her ear, a warm, hard body to curl around hers in the dead of night when she felt cold and frightened and alone. Most of all, she wanted someone who wouldn’t think she was crazy or strange when she admitted her darkest needs and desires. She wanted a man, but there was no way to get one to stay. No way except to buy one—or the next best thing.

      “Anyway, the Companion 2000 is more than a ‘blow-up doll’,” she told Schneider, manipulating the cube so that the three size choices rotated in turn. “The skeleton is tempered titanium and the brain is the best and most advanced cybernetic synthi- organic cognitive structure on the market today. All covered in genuine vat-grown flesh that comes in a variety of skin tones and textures—vanilla, caramel, or dark chocolate.” Did this site cater to women or what? she thought, smiling to herself. “Also you can pick from smooth, medium hairy, or gorilla.”

      “Listen to you,” Schneider sniffed disdainfully. “You’ve been surfing this site so often you have all the specs memorized. It’s disgusting.”

      Leita sighed. “Like I’d expect you to understand. Tarbians only have to mate once every fifty years. You spend one week—one single week, mind you—producing and hatching your offspring, then you go off and never see each other again.”

      “And that’s the way we like it,” Schneider stressed. “Most of us, anyway. The last time I hooked up with a female, she actually wanted me to hang around an extra couple of hours—ugh! I just can’t stand it when they get clingy.” He shivered, a move that displaced his sleek coat of tan fur so that he had to spend a moment grooming it back into place with his long pink tongue and small, six-fingered hands.

      “The point is,” Leita said, rotating the dark chocolate-colored medium-sized man figure, “just because you don’t need someone to hold you at night doesn’t mean I’m happy sleeping alone.”

      “You’re not sleeping alone,” Schneider protested. “I sleep on the pillow right next to you. Just because we have incompatible body parts and you humans are so freakishly huge I can’t service you sexually—”

      “Schneider, please. You know what I mean.” She went back to studying the Companion 2000 series, deciding which one to get. What really drew her eye was the extra-large size in caramel-colored medium-hairy. Her interest flagged the site’s auto- sale personality and specs began appearing on the cube.

      “The Extra Large Companion 2000 is between six-foot-two and six-foot-six” read the purple words, marching like obedient insects beneath the 3-D figures. “Two hundred and twenty to two hundred and forty pounds of Old Earth Standard solid muscle will be at your sexual beck and call. Penis size is, of course, proportionate to the size of the Companion. We guarantee satisfaction both physically and emotionally. All Companions in the 2000 series have been programmed with correct and sensitive emotional responses for every occasion. Be the envy of all your friends—you’ll swear you have the perfect man!”

      “I’d be happy to have any man at all,” Leita muttered to herself, still eyeing the extra-large, caramel-colored, medium-hairy Companion 2000 wistfully. “But I guess this is the next best thing.”

      “What are you going to do with that thing once you get tired of it?” Schneider demanded, lashing his long tufted tail in disgust. “Store it under the bed or in the closet? It can’t really love you, Leita. Or have an intelligent conversation, or share your interests, or help you fix the droids.”

      “No.” Leita sighed. “I know that, Schneider. But I can manage the droids on my own as long as I stay here to keep on top of things. And I have you for scintillating conversation.”

      “But what if it goes crazy and runs amok?” Schneider asked anxiously. “That’s a pretty big dildo you’re ordering there, Leita. It could do some serious damage if its wiring goes wrong.”

      “Don’t worry. I can’t really afford the extra large anyway—it’s over four thousand credits more than the rest put together.” Regretfully, she turned her attention to a smaller, cheaper model. For Her Pleasure was running a special on a small, vanilla, smooth-skinned Companion with blond hair, she was dutifully informed by the scrolling purple letters. If she ordered now, she would get free shipping straight from the manufacturing plant on Osiris and she could have the new Companion 2000 in her bed in under one solar month.

      Leita bit her lip. It wasn’t really what she wanted, but it was what she could afford. Besides, maybe Schneider was right—the small Companion was about her size and less likely to do damage if something went wrong. Making her decision, she placed the order and was rewarded with a confirmation number.

      One small, blond, smooth, vanilla cure for sexual frustration was currently on its way to her door. Leita just hoped she could hold out until it got to her. Those damn sexy dreams she kept having were hell on a girl’s libido.
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      Pierce ducked another laser blast and dodged into the shadow of the large building to his left. Damn, when the deal went south, it went south in a hurry. ‘Course, he hadn’t expected to recognize his contact, or for that matter, to have his contact recognize him and decide he’d rather collect the bounty that was out on Pierce’s head than finish their negotiation. Shie-lu had always been an untrustworthy asshole, though Pierce had to admit for the amount of the contract on his head, he might turn his own self in—that was, if he thought he could get out of it alive. And that was looking more unlikely by the minute. Pierce returned fire, noting his light pistol was getting pretty low on charge. He was already outgunned, if he didn’t find a place to lay low pretty quick he was going to be deep fried as well.

      He glanced up at the building he was crouching by—looked like some kind of a factory. Osiris was famous for manufacturing most of the luxury goods in the galaxy, so it was probably a sensu-couch plant or a luxury hover-mobile assembly line. But what they made inside didn’t matter to Pierce, what did matter was that there would probably be lots of shadowy corners to hide in until his contact turned assassin gave up and left.

      Another laser blast passed over his head. Damn—they were getting closer. Rather than shooting back, Pierce crept quietly around the side of the huge building, letting his fingertips trail along the rough plasti-steel surface of the wall as he searched for a door in the dark Osiris night. He found one just as another blast passed over his head and jimmied the lock without too much difficulty even though he couldn’t see what he was doing. Natural mechanical aptitude, that’s what he had. Of course, using it to get into places he shouldn’t instead of in honest trade was one of the things that had gotten him into the mess he was in now.

      As he eased the door closed behind him and entered the dim interior of the plant, Pierce reflected that maybe it was time to get out of the urban areas of the galaxy and head someplace more rural—someplace with a quiet, relaxed attitude and no people to recognize him. After all, it wasn’t like he loved living in the big, dirty cities he usually found himself in. It was just that most profitable crimes took place in the city rather than in a cornfield on a snug little moon at the ass end of the galaxy. You had to go where your business took you—that was Pierce’s motto.

      There was another blast of laser fire outside but it sounded farther away this time. Good, maybe Shie-lu and his thugs had been thrown off the scent. Speaking of scent— Pierce took a whiff of one of his armpits and wrinkled his nose in disgust. He’d been running since his shuttle kissed dirt on Osiris and he hadn’t even had time for a shower. He wasn’t a guy that minded getting dirty on occasion, but it would be nice to get a chance to clean up. As soon as he got out of this, he promised himself, he was going straight to the Pleasure Baths on Bast Six where there were plenty of friendly whores and lots of opportunities to bathe with them.

      Of course, a man couldn’t settle down with a whore and lately Pierce had been thinking about that. Not that he wanted to settle down, of course, but he was getting kind of old for the life he was living right now—always on the run, always hopping from one payday to the next one step ahead of the law and only half a step ahead of the thugs who wanted his hide. It would be nice to find someplace quiet with a willing woman and just relax for a while.

      There was another blast outside and he backed up, eyeing the strange shadowy forms of the unfamiliar machinery looming around him in the darkness. The whole place had a weird, chemical smell that he didn’t like one bit. Pierce sniffed the air—vat- grown flesh—that was it. So maybe this factory wasn’t just making sensu-couches or luxury hover-mobiles.

      Most of the known galaxy’s sex toys and marital aides were also exported from Osiris. Maybe he’d stumbled into one of those places where they made cybernetic whores for the super rich. Although, how a man could stand to screw something that had grown in a vat of chemicals was beyond him. Pierce wasn’t overly picky about his women—they only had to be warm, willing and friendly—but he drew the line at artificial pussy. That was just going too far, even if a man was desperate.

      He stepped backward again and bumped into a long, rectangular box that looked a lot like a coffin. A shiver ran down his spine. He wasn’t superstitious but it didn’t seem like a good sign to find himself right beside a big-ass sarcophagus-looking thing when Shie-lu was trying to collect the bounty on his head. Something in the box seemed to rustle and he jumped back, knocking into another box with his pistol aimed at the first one. He half expected some cybernetic ghoul to rise from the shadows of the fancy coffin and tell him to prepare to meet his maker. There was nothing though—just his own harsh panting in the darkness and the sick stench of vat-grown flesh in his nose.

      Relax—stop being so damn jumpy! he lectured himself. There was nothing alive in the shadows of the factory but him and he wouldn’t be for long if he didn’t keep his head. Pierce exhaled deeply, trying to force himself to relax. He ran a hand through his short brown hair and scrubbed his palm over his rough cheeks. His mustache and goatee, which he usually liked to keep neatly trimmed, were getting ragged. If he didn’t get some alone time with a razor soon, his face would be as hairy as his chest.

      “Need a shave,” he muttered to himself, slumping against the long rectangular box behind him. “And a shower. And a woman that wants a couple of nights of hard lovin’ to take my mind off this shit.”

      “What is it that you require, Mistress?” The voice came from the box he was leaning on. Pierce jumped up and turned with his pistol pointed in the direction of the box. There was an unmistakably man-shaped figure sitting up in it, staring at him. Presumably that was who or what had done the talking.

      “Stay where you are or I’ll shoot,” he said in what he hoped was an intimidating whisper. Shouting would be better but he didn’t want Shie-lu and his thugs coming back when they heard the noise.

      “I am programmed for any and all functions. What is your sexual pleasure?” the man asked in a slightly robotic voice.

      “What the hell?” Pierce muttered, backing away from the box. Could it be that this was a cybernetic whore factory that produced man-whores instead of female ones? He’d never heard of such a thing but he’d been around the galaxy enough times to know anything was possible.

      “I can give you any pleasure—even your darkest and most socially unacceptable fantasy will be my pleasure to fulfill.” The cybernetic man-whore-thing continued climbing out of the box and approaching Pierce. “After all, I am a machine so you need not have any shame in divulging your most illicit fantasies.”

      “I don’t have any damn fantasies, socially unacceptable or otherwise,” Pierce growled, waving his gun at the naked chest of the thing in front of him. “Now why don’t you just get back in your little box and go back to sleep, you, uh…whatever you are.”

      “I am a Companion 2000 built with your personal pleasure in mind. Perhaps you wish to see me in the light?” the thing asked.

      “No!” Pierce almost shouted. Nothing says “here I am” like turning on the lights in the place you’re trying to hide. But it was too late—the man-whore-thing made a motion and suddenly the entire factory was blazing with brilliance.

      “Much better.” The man-whore smiled at him, showing brilliant white, perfectly even teeth in its handsome face. It was much shorter than Pierce, maybe five-seven or five-eight to his six-four and it had thick blond hair on its head and a smooth, well- developed chest. Also, its pale, perfect body was completely naked.

      “It’s not better at all,” Pierce told it angrily. “Turn off the lights, you son of a bitch!”

      “No, I think it is time we shed some light, both literally and figuratively, on your sexual shame,” the Companion 2000 said, taking a step toward him. “I am programmed to understand your needs, even the ones you fear and distrust.”

      “My needs are for you to shut up, turn off the light, and get back in your box—in that order,” Pierce growled. The laser blasts outside the building were getting closer again, by the sound of it. No doubt Shie-lu had seen the lights and was on his way back to collect Pierce or at least a large enough part of him to claim the bounty.

      “What is it you really want?” the man-whore-thing insisted. “Do you wish to weep on my shoulder or vent about the terrible day you had at work? Perhaps you need to speak to me about troublesome family members or disloyal friends. My sensitivity sensors are set on maximum and I will not offer advice or try to ‘fix’ your problems. I am perfectly content to hold you while you cry in my arms.” It stepped forward, arms outstretched with a big fake sympathetic smile on its plastic, perfect face.

      “Get the fuck away from me!” Pierce barked, circling around the naked man-whore. Damn but this thing was creepy! Behind him, the door he had used to enter the factory in the first place began to rattle on its hinges. Great, Shie-lu was here!

      “I can be masterful too, if that is what you wish,” the Companion 2000 continued babbling. “I vow not to stop my sexual attentions to you until you are completely satisfied both physically and emotionally.”

      “In here!” Pierce heard a familiar voice shout. It was Tern, Shie-lu’s right-hand man, and he was just outside the door.

      Pierce had no more time to lose arguing with the crazy cybernetic man-whore. With a muffled curse, he dove into the long, silver sarcophagus the Companion 2000 had climbed out of and pulled the lid shut behind him.

      “Where is he? I thought you said he was here?” Shie-lu’s voice, sounding angry and oily at the same time, was muffled but perfectly understandable through the thick lid of the box. Pierce held his breath—if Shie-lu found him now…

      “Hello, Mistress, what do you desire?” It was the Companion 2000 speaking in that same fruity, slightly robotic voice, like a sex therapist on mind-altering antidepressants.

      “What the fuck is this thing?” Pierce heard Tern mutter. There were similar grumbles of disgust and wonder from the other men in Shie-lu’s gang as well.

      “I am a Companion 2000. I am programmed to fulfill all your sexual desires—even the most forbidden and socially unacceptable ones,” the Companion explained. “Would you like me to service you now?”

      “Service this, bitch,” Tern said and a blast echoed outside the lined walls of the sarcophagus, followed by a burst of hoarse, trollish laughter.

      “I am a Companion 2000… I am a Companion 2000… I ammmm a Compannnnionnnn…” The Companion’s voice wound down into a meaningless blur and stopped altogether. Pierce could picture the thing sinking to the floor with a gaping hole it its chest and wondered if it bled real blood, or some factory-grown derivative that was colored with red food dye.

      “That wasn’t overly bright of you, Tern. Now it will be obvious to anyone searching for us that we’ve been here.” Shie-lu sounded pissed off, Pierce could tell because his voice was dangerously soft.

      “Sorry, boss, but it wanted to sex on me!” Tern protested.

      “It’s programmed to say that to anyone, you fool. Clean it up—or at least hide it so it isn’t found immediately.” Shie-lu sounded more pissed off than ever. “Pierce probably left this thing as a decoy and went the other direction. As we speak he is almost certainly on his way to his shuttle. Come quickly or we’ll miss him!” There was a sound of tromping feet—Shie-lu’s men weren’t going to win any prizes for gracefulness anytime soon—and the door banged shut behind them.

      Pierce waited a long breathless moment, then heaved a sigh of relief. He only wished he had been smart enough to think of leaving the Companion as a decoy as Shie-lu had surmised, but it was nice to know his old enemy thought so highly of him. Still, now that he and his gang were gone in the opposite direction, it was time to get the hell out of town. The silver sarcophagus he was currently occupying was surprisingly roomy and plush, but it wasn’t anyplace he wanted to spend vacation time in.

      He pushed casually at the lid, expecting it to open as easily as it had closed, but the thing didn’t budge. Frowning to himself, Pierce positioned himself so that both hands were braced against the satiny padding that covered the inside of the lid and pushed with all his might. Still no effect. Okay, he wasn’t claustrophobic, but this was starting to get to him.

      “What…the…fuck…?” he muttered savagely, pushing with each word. Was there some kind of latch on the outside of the padded coffin he found himself in? Had it snicked shut when he pulled down the top? Was he trapped in here forever?

      Okay, deep breath! he told himself. Don’t panic! At least the air inside the sarcophagus seemed to be as fresh as when he’d first climbed inside—that meant it must have some kind of circulating air flow. So he wouldn’t suffocate. His heart was still pounding like a piston, though. He might not be claustrophobic, but he sure didn’t like tight enclosed spaces. Oh, hell, Pierce admitted to himself, maybe he was claustrophobic after all.

      “Companion 2000, I detect elevated heart rate and oxygen consumption. Is there a problem?” The soft feminine voice in his ear nearly gave Pierce a coronary.

      “What the…who are you?” he demanded, looking around in the dark as though he could see anything. He couldn’t, of course, but the soft voice continued anyway.

      “This is the voice of your containment system as you very well know. Please explain the reason for elevated levels or I will be forced to dispense a calming agent into your air flow.”

      “What? Wait a minute—there’s been a mistake!” Pierce protested, still pushing on the lid. “I am not a Companion. I’m human and I got in here by mistake. Open the lid and let me out!”

      “Negative, Companion 2000,” the soft female voice said in his ear. “Shipment is scheduled for tomorrow. Free time is therefore suspended.”

      “I don’t want free time, I want to get out!” Pierce shouted. “Let me the fuck out!”

      “Now dispensing calming agent,” the voice said.

      Pierce took in a deep breath to shout some more and choked on the sickly sweetish scent that suddenly permeated the air. Son of a bitch—the stupid coffin had gassed him!

      “No,” his voice sounded weak, even to him. “No, let…let me out.”

      “You will be released when your new mistress opens the lid upon delivery,” the smug female voice of the sarcophagus informed him. “Until then, you will be kept sedated during shipment. Pleasant slumber, Companion 2000.”

      “I’m not…not a Compan…” But he lost consciousness before he could finish the word.
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      It came back to her often in dreams…

      “Are you a virgin, little priestess?” he asks, his dark, unreadable eyes searching hers. They are in the small, dim closet together. Outside the clatter of the human celebration—a holiday called “Christmas”—is loud and happy.

      But in the closet with him, the sounds are muted. Ellilah can hear her own heart pounding in her ears. The drugged punch he has forced her to drink is fizzing through her veins and she can feel the hot desire flowing through her body.

      Her desire has always been a source of shame to her. She runs hot—as hot as the males in her family, she thinks. At least, all her brothers Joined with their mates young and several of them were bonded before they got joined—a great scandal on Torl Prime, her home planet.

      But with males, of course, the urge to fornicate could be excused. Males have needs, after all, and as long as her brothers Joined with their brides before the brides’ bellies started to show, what harm was really done?

      Of course, it’s different for a female—at last on Torl Prime. Elli knows she shouldn’t have desires at all—shouldn’t long to be touched and certainly shouldn’t touch herself at night, after lights out when everyone is supposed to be asleep. But she can’t seem to help it—she’s always been drawn to self-pleasure…to desires of the flesh.

      Like her knack with zorels, it’s not considered ladylike or proper in a female. It’s the reason she was sent to the Mother Ship to be a priestess in the first place. Or maybe her stepmother just wanted to be rid of her.

      Either way, Elli has barely been here a week and already she is breaking the rules…Sneaking out after curfew to attend the human party. Joining in their festivities when she ought to be back at the Sacred Grove, meditating quietly instead.

      Being around male warriors at all is grounds for punishment. For she hasn’t completed her Novicehood yet. And she has yet to partake in the Ceremony of Shriving and drink the Mortem Amore which will kill, once and for all, any desires of the flesh still lurking in her soul…

      “Are you a virgin, little priestess?” he says again and this time Elli answers him.

      “Yes,” she whispers, looking up into those unreadable eyes. She wishes she knew what kind of Kindred he is. He looks like a Beast Kindred, with his braided beard and shaggy mane of black hair. But his eyes are dark, not golden as he looks down at her.

      “I will not take your chastity,” he murmurs, tilting her chin up to his.” But forgive me—I must test the effectiveness of the potion.”

      Then he bends down and takes her mouth in a kiss as sweet as Ellie always dreamed her first kiss would be. Well, that is until she was shipped away to be a priestess. Now she’s is not supposed to be kissing anyone. But somehow she can’t stop—even though she doesn’t know him. Doesn’t even know his name.

      But one kiss isn’t enough. As he pulls away, she reached for him. Looping her arms around his neck, she pulls him back down. He doesn’t have to come—he’s nearly seven feet tall and immensely muscular while she’s barely five-five. But he comes anyway, allowing himself to be drawn down for more of the sweet-sticky forbidden kisses, flavored with the fruity punch he made her drink.

      “Gods, little priestess,” he murmurs, when he pulls back at last. “That punch is potent stuff, isn’t it?”

      He strokes her lightly, just over her breasts where her nipples poke against the coarse white fabric of her robes.

      The touch is barely there but Elli feels her body respond at once—lighting up for him like the strange tree in the human’s party—the one they have strung with many small, twinkling lights. Her body feels like that now—sparking, lighting, coming to life under this stranger’s touch.

      “Oh!” she gasps, her nipples peaking under his gentle caress.

      “You like that, do you?” He cups one breast more firmly and strokes her tight nipple gently with his thumb. Even through the coarse robe, his touch stirs her almost unbearably. Elli feels as though the sparking has turned to a smoldering fire which might soon burst out into outright flame. More—she wants more.

      And she suspects it isn’t just because of the punch, though that certainly helps things along. Also thanks to the punch, she no longer feels any guilt or obligation to stop doing what feels good. What feels right.

      “Easy, little priestess—you’re panting,” he murmurs. After stroking her nipple through the coarse white cloth of her robe a moment more, he pulls his big hand away.

      But Elli doesn’t want him to go.

      “Touch me,” she begs, reaching for his hand and placing it on her other breast.

      He strokes it, almost reflexively.

      “I should go now,” he murmurs, almost to himself. “Clearly the punch is working.”

      “No—don’t leave me!” Elli thrusts her breast more fully into his big hand and rubs against him. Her whole body is on fire with need! “Please,” she begs, “Kiss me again—touch me some more!”

      “Mmm, but I shouldn’t, little priestess…” Still, he allows her to pull him down for another long, sweet, lingering kiss. Elli slips her tongue between his lips and explores him eagerly. He makes a low growl in his chest and lifts her up, deepening the kiss as he pulls her close.

      Elli feels like she can’t get enough. Her whole body is alight with desire and for once it doesn’t feel like a sin to indulge herself. She can do whatever she wants tonight and there is no one here to stop her. No stepmother, glaring at her and saying she ought to be ashamed, no Priestess Superior with her cold, judgmental eye. No one telling her it is wrong to do things that feel so good…so right.

      She presses against the dark stranger eagerly and then takes one of his big hands—the one not busy fondling her breasts—and attempts to slip it under her robe.

      She is bare beneath—having not been fitted for her special undergarments yet—and for a moment, she feels his fingertips brush the sensitive top of her mound. How she longs to feel those long fingers slip into her slippery inner folds and touch her special spot—the one she’s never supposed to touch herself.

      She knows she shouldn’t touch herself there—and she certainly shouldn’t let a male touch her there—but somehow, since she drank the punch, it seems all right. It seems perfectly fine to indulge the hidden desires she’s had for so long, the ones she only takes out an examines in the privacy of her own bed at night…

      The male’s fingertips slip for just a moment into her slit and she feels him brush over the tingling button of her special spot. Goddess, it feels so good!

      But then he is pulling away—drawing back—a frown on his dark features.

      “Forgive me, little virgin priestess, but I must go before I do something we both will regret,” he rumbles.

      “Wait—no, please don’t go!” Elli begs him. But he is already gliding noiselessly out of the door and through the human party. No one sees him go—wearing the red hat with the white furry ball at the end, he blends in with the other Christmastime revelers.

      Only Ellie is left, standing there, feeling as though her entire body has been plucked like a lyric-harp string and then left wanting and alone…
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        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

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE

        DARK AND LIGHT

        PROTECTING HIS MISTRESS

        UNLEASHED BY THE DEFENDER

        SUBMITTING TO THE SHADOW

        SECRET SANTA SURPRISE

        THE PRIESTESS AND THE THIEF (coming soon)

        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

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Kindle Birthright series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        The Children of the Kindred series

        UNBONDABLE

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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 (coming soon)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        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 (coming coon)
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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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        * * *

      

      
        
        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

        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 (coming soon)

        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)

        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, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and 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)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub
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